Notes on Value in Ilyenkov’s Dialectics of the Abstract & Concrete in Marx’s Capital
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Ilyenkov uses the concept of value throughout the book in order to demonstrate Marx’s method – which is his main purpose. These notes only go as far as Chapters 2 and 3. 
In Chapter 2, section 1, (The Abstract as an expression of the concrete) paragraph 6, Ilyenkov asks “What does it mean to make a genuine generalisation, to create an objective concrete abstraction of a phenomenon?”
He says it means considering a particular recurring fact with respect to its own “immanent content”, it means considering it “in itself” ignoring everything that this fact owes to the entire totality of the external influences of the broader sphere of reality in which exists.

This looks at first sight to be very reductive. Why do we leave out “the entire totality of external influences and broader sphere of reality”? Doesn’t this show that Marx’s critics are right, that his theory is inflexible and reductive?
But Marx is not attempting to simply write a commentary on capitalism, setting out a series of facts, or the whole story, but rather his aim is to get to the cell of capitalism, that which makes it capitalism and that requires a specific kind of theoretical thinking.
Ilyenkov says that it appears paradoxical to say that “the universal connectedness of phenomena is established through its opposite – a rigorous abstraction from everything that one phenomenon possesses due to its universal interconnections with others, from everything that does not flow from the immanent laws of the given particular phenomena”.

In the next section he explains. It is fair enough to say that to arrive at concrete knowledge we have to look at all the facts, he says, but that’s only true if that is interpreted dialectically. He continues “this point is important, because this requirement is most frequently exploited in the speculations with one of the anti-scientific forms of thought – creeping empiricism posing as theoretical thought”.
Eclecticism looks as if is taking in all sides of the question, leaving nothing out, studying the whole etc. - but actually “it provides no integral and revolutionary conception of the process of social development at all” (he is quoting Lenin from State and Revolution).
It is impossible to look at everything that relates to a particular phenomenon – there is too much, it can’t explain things, it is just examples and why this example and not another, why this starting point and not another. It is an endless, circular process, comparing one thing with another thing. Or indeed taking one thing as an aspect of a thing, when it is in fact either a result, a precedent or is not actually related at all.
The challenge is to look at all the empirical evidence in order to identify what is essential. The essential is what enables the phenomena to condition its relations with all other phenomena within a given system, the motive force for change.
Let’s look at this in terms of the concept of value.

Ilyenkov says economists pre-Marx “substitute the concept of value for an explanation of phenomena which are themselves silently assumed in explaining value, e.g wealth, division of labour, capital etc.”

Then he quotes Marx:
‘In theory, the value concept precedes the concept of capital but, on the other hand, assumes a mode of production based on capital as a condition of its pure development, and the same thing happens in practice. Therefore, inevitably, economists now regard capital as creator of values, their source, and now assume values as premises for the formation of capital, representing capital itself as a sum total of values in a certain function.’ [Marx, Grundrisse, p. 163]

In other words, capital is seen as the creator of value whereas it is the immanent qualities within value that enabled capital to transform it into a real universal economic form. 
“It is only the emergence of capital that transforms value into a real universal economic form of all production, of the entire system of economic relations. Before that, before the emergence of capital, value is anything but the universal economic relation if only because it does not comprise such a significant ‘particular’ factor of production as labour force”.
It wasn’t accidental that Marx made a special study of value. Ilyenkov explains that Marx spent much time trying to understand the confusion and conflicts involved in the circulation of money in times of crisis and prosperity and this led him to “the conclusion that money could not be understood unless one worked out, in the greatest detail, the concept of value”. 

To arrive at a concrete abstraction of value, you have to study it within the specific set of productive relations. By studying value (in relation to the actual workings of the economy) Marx  was able to show that value has a dual nature, containing use value and exchange value, two contradictory parts of a single whole. Capital exploits this immanent nature of value through the commodification of labour to create surplus value. It was in forming an abstract concept of value from its concrete role in capitalism that Marx was able to show its nature.
The fact that Marx concluded that in order to understand money and chaotic fluctuations in the money system you had to understand and have a clear concept of value is very signifiant for us today.
Chapter 3
In this chapter, Ilyenkov contrasts the method of earlier British political economists like Adam Smith and Ricardo with that of Marx, and the importance of the value concept as marking the difference between them. 
He explains Ricardo’s special contribution as “the determination of value by labour time”. Ricardo set himself the task of “deducing theoretical definitions from one rigorously applied principle – the conception of the nature of value as determined by labour”. 
However because Ricardo did not understand capitalism as a historically formed system, but rather a naturally arising and eternal system, his attempt to explain every aspect of political economy from the starting point of “the determination of value by labour time” foundered when it came to explaining profit. Because you cannot explain profit directly from value understood as labour time. 
Marx: “One can see that though Ricardo is accused of being too abstract, one would be justified in accusing him of the opposite: lack of the power of abstraction, inability, when dealing with the values of commodities, to forget profits, a factor which confronts him as a result of competition.” (Theories of Surplus Value).

Ilyenkov says: “But this requirement, the requirement of objective completeness of abstraction, is impossible to satisfy unless first, one gives up the formal metaphysical conception of the universal concept (as a simple abstraction from the particular and individual phenomena to which it refers), and second, one accepts the standpoint of historicism in the conception, in this instance, of the development from value to profit.”

This next section is really a short essay on value, and on concrete historicism, dialectically united with logical cognition.

It is also a demonstration of the reasons why Marxism insists on political economy as a science, something which drives neo-positivists, eclectics and proponents of all the modern forms of anti-materialism, to distraction. 
It is the demand of science that concepts, arrived at through a study of the object beyond thought, must recreate in cognition the real movement of the world beyond thought. 
If a scientific concept does not do this – it is worthless both for explaining the present, and as a basis for practical notions.  The point is that Marx’s understanding of profit did not come from an abstract consideration of value, but a consideration of value concretely operating within capitalism. 
This approach of allowed him to free the concept of value from all those aspects that are not essential. The crucial power of the ascent from the abstract, that is to say from the universal category, to the concrete, is that it reveals the motive force for the developments existing in the present moment under study.

Ilyenkov utilises the concept of value in order to explain the heart of his argument around the ascent from the abstract to the concrete, which is the scientific heart of materialist dialectics. 
“Marx demands from science that it should comprehend the economic system as a system that has emerged and developed, he demands that the logical development of categories should reproduce the actual history of the emergence and unfolding of the system.
“If that is so, value as the starting point of theoretical conception should be understood in science as an objective economic reality emerging and existing before such phenomena as profit, capital, wages, rent, etc., can emerge and exist. Therefore theoretical definitions of value should also be obtained in quite a different manner than mere abstraction of the features common to commodity, money, capital, profit, wages, and rent. All these things are assumed to be non-existent. They did not exist eternally at all, but somehow and at some point did emerge, and this emergence, in its necessity, should be discovered by science.

“Value is a real, objective condition without which neither capital nor money nor anything else is possible. Theoretical definitions of value as such can only be obtained by considering a certain objective economic reality capable of existing before, outside, and independently of all those phenomena that later developed on its basis.

“This elementary objective economic reality existed long before the emergence of capitalism and all the categories expressing its structure. This reality is direct exchange of one commodity for another commodity.
“We have seen that the classics of political economy worked out the universal concept of value exactly through considering this reality, although they had no idea of the real philosophical and theoretical meaning of their acts.

“One would assume that Ricardo would have been not a little perplexed if someone were to point out the fact that both his predecessors and he himself did not work out the universal category of his science by considering an abstract general rule to which all things having value are subject – on the contrary, they did so by considering a very rare exception from the rule – direct exchange of one commodity for another without money.

“Inasmuch as they did so, they obtained a really objective theoretical conception of value. But, since they did not adhere strictly enough to the consideration of this particular mode of economic interaction extremely rare in developed capitalism, they could not fully grasp the essence of value.
“Herein lies the dialectics of Marx’s conception of the universal – the dialectics in the conception of the method of elaborating the universal category of the system of science.

“It is easy to see that this conception is only possible on the basis of an essentially historical approach to the study of objective reality.”
