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Introduction 

Dialectics is one of the most debatable concepts in the history of Marxism. To 

understand Ilyenkov’s pivotal contribution to the study of dialectics, a brief outline of 

the accounts of the term is necessary. It is important, in my view, to stress that the 

concept of ‘dialectics’ is not understood in the same way by different thinkers and 

from period to period. Differences in the understanding of dialectics can be found 

even in Marx and Engels. Marx’s various widely known references to dialectics are 

quite general, whereas Engels presented dialectics primarily from the point of view of 

its basic features. We know that Marx intended to deliver an explanation of its method 

in Capital, but he did not have time to carry it out. In the years after Marx and Engels, 

the various approaches to dialectics focused mainly on the formulations of the former, 

while it was Lenin who explicitly addressed the need to reconsider Hegel to 

understand Capital. At the same time, in most approaches, under the influence of 

Plekhanov and Diamat, dialectic was conceived as a rigid sum of principles. 

Nonetheless, between 1939 and 1941 a pivotal event in the history of conceptions of 

dialectics took place. This event was the publication by the Marx-Engels Institute of 

Marx’s Manuscripts of the period 1857-1858, which became known as the 

Grundrisse. 

Grundrisse is the only text in which Marx refers in a more or less detailed 

manner to dialectics as a method of scientific inquiry. In these writings, Marx refers to 

the method of ascent from the abstract to the concrete in a parallel critical dialogue 

with the history of political economy and with Hegel’s conception of dialectics. In 

this context, the publication of Grundrisse paved the way for a new understanding of 

dialectics. Dialectics is henceforth discussed as the method of ascent from the abstract 

to the concrete. Since dialectics is conceived as the method of ascent from the abstract 

to the concrete, the focus, as far as the question of understanding dialectics is 

concerned, gradually shifts to the question of Marx’s method in Capital. Thus, in 

certain circles among Soviet thinkers dialectic began to be considered in light of the 

logical structure of Capital and no longer through isolated examples from nature or 

other spheres of reality that dominated the discourse of Diamat (see Oittinen, 2020). 



Ilyenkov writes ‘a genuinely concrete substantiation of the method of ascent from the 

abstract to the concrete as the only scientifically correct method of logical 

development, as the only method corresponding to the objective dialectics, should be 

looked for in Marx’s Capital, in the analysis of its logical structure’ (Ilyenkov, 2008: 

175). It is in this historical context that Ilyenkov developed his work contributing 

significantly to a deeper understanding of dialectics. 

Cognitive process and the ascent from the abstract to the concrete 

The method of ascent from the abstract to the concrete is defined by the 

general course of cognition, which starts from the most abstract and universal 

categories and proceeds towards more and more concrete ones. It is not a movement 

that simply follows a general direction by arbitrarily choosing one or the other side of 

the object. Instead, it is an immanent movement that represents the real sides and the 

actual structure of a concrete subject matter. Thus, the theoretical representation of the 

subject matter starts from the simpler aspects and moves towards the complex ones. In 

this process, each particular category takes a specific place in the structure and 

sequence of the overall grid of categories (Zeleny, 1980: 39). In this way, the method 

of ascent from the abstract to the concrete constitutes a system of hierarchically 

ordered categories, through which the inner structure and motion of a subject matter 

are represented (Marx, 1973: 100). 

In my view, a systematic understanding of dialectical methodology requires its 

consideration within the framework of the cognitive process. The examination of 

dialectics throughout the spectrum of the stages of cognition enables us to identify its 

specific features. Only by examining the differences between dialectics and the other 

stages and methods of cognition can we deeply understand the new quality of this 

method. In literature, it is rightly emphasized that dialectics is predominantly a 

synthetic method of approach, a form of synthetic deduction (see Caligaris & Starosta, 

2014; Meaney, 2014; Reuten, 2014). Marx also states that in the correct scientific 

method “the concrete is concrete because it is the concentration of many 

determinations, hence unity of the diverse” (Marx, 1973: 100). This movement of 

unification of different determinations is mainly a form of synthesis.  

Synthesis follows the reverse of analysis. The analysis starts from sensory 

experience and moves towards abstract determinations. Analytic cognition consists in 



the dissolution of the object of sensory experience and the creation of universal 

abstractions through which the object under consideration is conceived in light of 

abstract universality. Thus, analytic cognition is mostly associated with induction. 

Synthetic cognition, on the other hand, since it aims at the conception of the object as 

a unity of multiple determinations, is associated with deduction. Deduction is a form 

of reasoning that starts from general premises and moves towards specific 

propositions and conclusions. In conventional deduction, a conclusion is grounded on 

two independent given premises. The premises are not derived from one another but 

they are presupposed. A conclusion that follows deductively is a logical consequence 

of the initial premises. Thus, deduction is linked to the understanding of the internal 

interconnectedness and necessity of the phenomena under consideration.  

Synthesis and deduction are not only found in the thought of Hegel and Marx. 

Already in antiquity, Greek philosophy (Plato, Aristotle) deals with the distinction 

between analysis and synthesis. Furthermore, in more recent times, the school of 

Padova (resolutio/compositio) and modern philosophy (Descartes, Spinoza, Kant) 

reflect systematically on the question of synthetic thinking. Yet, the kind of synthesis 

that Marx carries out in Capital differs radically from the other forms of synthetic 

cognition and/or deduction that can be found in the history of philosophy and science. 

Ilyenkov, aware of this issue, examines Ricardo’s deductive method and shows very 

clearly how Marx’s method does not constitute a simple form of deduction. Having a 

deep understanding of this matter, Ilyenkov examines Ricardo’s deduction method 

and shows very clearly how Marx’s method does not constitute some kind of 

conventional deduction. 

Ilyenkov’s analysis of Ricardo’s deductive method 

In the Τheories of Surplus-Value, Marx explains that Ricardo’s understanding 

of value, as determined by the amount of time of necessary labour, is intrinsically 

associated with the investigation of the object’s inner relations (Marx, 1968: 164-

170). Ricardo undertakes to determine every particular aspect of the economy as a 

transformation of value, namely as modifications of the labour theory of value. This 

kind of approach makes him to adopt a synthetic and deductive method.
1
 Ricardo’s 
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 Ilyenkov stresses that “Ricardo does not come to the choice of the deductive method of considering 

empirical facts out of a loyalty to rationalism. He applies this method of developing theoretical 



investigation begins from the universality of the labour theory of value and heads 

towards particular aspects such as money, wage, profit, rate profit and the like. Hence, 

Ricardo seeks to conceive the whole of economy through the universality of labour-

determined value, and in this sense, his methodological approach is primarily 

synthetic. Ilyenkov stresses that “Ricardo’s view did not consists in the reduction of 

complex phenomena to a number of their elementary constituents but rather in the 

deduction of all complex phenomena from one single substance” (Ilyenkov, 2008: 

183). Therefore, taking the labour theory of value as a universal substance, Ricardo 

examines whether or not the particular relations accord with this substance. Marx 

stresses that Ricardo “begins with the determination of the magnitude of the value of 

the commodity by labour-time and then examines whether the other economic 

relations and categories contradict this determination of value or to what extent they 

modify it” (Marx, 1968: 164).  

The particular economic aspects and relations are conceived as modifications 

of the same substance. However, this method of examination is not conducive to 

determining the specificity of each of them. Unable to deduce immanently the specific 

determinations of the particular aspects and relations, Ricardo is compelled to extract 

them through empirical induction by turning uncritically to empirical data. For 

instance, Ilyenkov argues that in his analysis of money, Ricardo “constructs further 

theoretical definitions of the money form through immediate empirical induction, 

through singling out those abstract general properties which all phenomena of money 

circulation without exception have in common” (Ilyenkov, 2008: 190). This makes 

him unable to distinguish the determinations peculiar to money from the 

determinations that money acquires as part of capital. Hence, even though the 

deductive synthesis of the object’s sides is attempted, the connection of the latter is 

more or less external. In this sense, Ricardo’s method has only formal deductive 

character; it’s a form of synthesis in which the determinateness of particular and 

singular relations presupposes the empirical induction and the uncritical turn to the 

immediacy of empirical data. Thus, although he begins with the universal, the 

transition to the singular and concrete is carried out externally; something that makes 

the connection of the singular to the universal some kind of “empirical addition” 

                                                                                                                                                                      
definitions, because it is the only one that answers his desire to understand the system of bourgeois 

economy as an integral system coherent in all its manifestations rather than as a totality of more or less 

accidental relations of people and things” (Ilyenkov, 2008: 187). 



(Hegel, 2010: 722). So, when Marx talks about the “faulty architectonics” (Marx, 

1968, 167) of the Ricardian method, he means nothing but the formal deductive 

character of the latter. 

At this point, we can raise the following question: what is the main limitation 

of deduction and synthetic cognition and how does Marx’s method overcome it? The 

inherent limitation of conventional deduction and synthetic cognition lies in their 

incapability to represent systematically the object’s historicity, thus reproducing, in 

broad terms, a static view of the subject matter. That’s why Marx’s criticism of 

Ricardo focuses on his conception of the capitalist mode of production which he 

considered to be eternal rather than a historical process characterised by a beginning 

and future death. Therefore, even though such a synthetic approach successfully 

reveals necessary inner relations and laws, it fails to reveal the precise inner motion of 

the object under investigation. This is exactly the reason why Hegel asserts that 

synthetic cognition reveals “propositions and laws, and proves their necessity; but it 

proves the latter not as a necessity inherent in a fact in and for itself” (Hegel, 2010: 

707). In this context, Ilyenkov aptly points out that all the advantages of Ricardo’s 

method are associated with his substantive point of view, namely with the conception 

of the object as a coherent system, while all its drawbacks are related to the ahistorical 

consideration of the subject matter (Ilyenkov, 2008: 194).  

To conclude, the main limitation of the non-dialectical deduction is that the 

connection and sequence of the categories do not correspond to the object’s inner 

motion and historical development. Consequently, when the deduction of categories is 

not immanently and internally connected with the object’s movement and historical 

development, then it becomes formal. At this point, the specificity of Marx’s 

dialectical method starts to appear. 

Deduction and the ascent from the abstract to the concrete  

What defines conventional deduction is that the connection between universal, 

particular and singular is based on the common features they share, namely in their 

identity.
2 As a result, the particular and singular aspects of the object are conceived as 
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which is similar to dialectical cognition. Yet, the difference of synthetic cognition is that the unity of 



mere effects and/or attributes of the fixed universal category. The various aspects are 

not understood in their specificity but based on their common derivational relation to 

the universal category. Such an approach, where the object is represented as fixed and 

unchanging, cannot represent the specificity of the particular aspects and their 

connection with the internal relations of the object. In dialectical logic, on the other 

hand, the connection between universality, particularity and singularity is based on 

the unity of identity and difference. In other words, the sequence of theoretical 

determinations reveals not only their common element but also the difference between 

them. This is made possible because in dialectics the object is perceived as self-

developing. The progression from one category to the next represents the process of 

the object’s self-differentiation. In this way, every new category does not presuppose 

the previous ones as some kind of base on which to build a stable edifice. Instead, 

every new category is the sublation of the previous one and thus the transition from 

one category to the next is an increasingly richer conceptualisation of the subject 

matter.  

The methodological advantage of Marx lies in the fact that he apprehends 

capitalism as a concrete historical process with a beginning and future end. Marx 

examines capitalism as an “organic whole” (Marx [ms. 1857-58] 1973, 100), namely 

as a self-reproducing entity (cf. Meaney, 2002; Reuten 2014, 244-245; Vazjulin, 

2006). What Hegel’s philosophical heritage provides to Marx is that the immanent 

and systematic articulation of categories enables to exhibit both the structure and the 

self-movement of the object. Hence, the dialectical derivation of categories is strictly 

associated with the reflection on the object as a process in development, namely as a 

historical process with a beginning and future death. One can see that dialectics is 

strictly associated with historicity. In other words, the structure of dialectical method 

embodies implicitly the representation of the history of the object. It is for this reason 

that Ilyenkov argues that without an understanding of the relation between the logical 

and the historical “the method of ascent from the abstract to the concrete remains 

inexplicable” (Ilyenkov, 2008: 201). 

The consideration of the subject matter as a self-developing totality defines the 

way it is reproduced in thought. In this context, dialectics goes beyond conventional 
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methods of induction and deduction. In its structural features, Marx’s dialectical 

method corresponds to what Hegel, in Science of Logic, calls the absolute method. In 

this method, the immanent derivation of logical categories can be defined both as 

analytic and synthetic, inductive and deductive (see Hegel, 2010: 746). In the same 

line of thought, Ilyenkov argues that “dialectics is the area where conscious, 

intentional coincidence of the inductive and the deductive moments takes places, the 

two constituting indissolubly linked and mutually assuming moments of inquiry” 

(Ilyenkov, 2008: 160). As every subsequent category exists implicitly within the 

previous one, the logical progression renders explicit what was previously implicit. In 

this way, thinking is analytic because it posits something that was already contained 

in the initial category (cf. Houlgate, 2005: 38). On the other hand, each subsequent 

category does not simply disclose what is already implied in the previous one because 

the transition from one category to the next represents the self-differentiation of the 

subject matter. Accordingly, the logical progression constitutes a process of 

emergence of new categories. In this way, the ascent from the abstract to the concrete 

is the sublation both of analytic and synthetic cognition, of induction and deduction.  

Dialectical method constitutes an immanent deduction which means that the 

articulation of the theoretical determinations of the sides of the given self-developing 

object is internally interwoven with the implicit reflection of the object’s history. In 

this respect, Ilyenkov aptly notes that “deduction based on conscious historicism 

becomes the only logical form corresponding to the view of the object as historically 

emerging and developing rather than ready made” (Ilyenkov, 2008: 199; Ilyenkov, 

2018: 182-207). 

Why dialectics? 

Analytic, synthetic and dialectical cognition are associated with different 

degrees of correlation of the fundamental functions of knowledge, that is, description, 

explanation and prediction. The three fundamental functions of knowledge are always 

in unity and coexist at each moment of cognition. However, different functions of 

knowledge prevail in each stage of the cognitive process. Analytic cognition is 

associated with the movement from the concrete to the abstract, namely from sensory 

experience to conceptual thinking. This course of cognition leads to the apprehension 

of the subject matter from the aspect of abstract universality. Analysis is thus strictly 



intertwined with the function of description. As a function of knowledge, description 

consists in the representation of the object’s immediacy in thought. Hence, description 

is a function of knowledge in which experience and sensory intuition are prevalent. 

For instance, positivism, as a discipline in science, is broadly limited to the movement 

from the concrete to the abstract. 

The stage of synthetic cognition is associated with the movement from 

abstract concepts to conceptualised concrete immediacy. Through synthesis, the 

connection of the object’s relations is revealed. The study of the relation and 

mediation of the logical determinations, which features synthesis, represents the 

connection of the object’s sides and reflects its necessity. At this stage of cognition, 

the function of explanation becomes prevalent. To explain a given subject matter 

means to reveal its internal relations and disclose the laws that govern it. Explanation 

consists in the representation of the causal association of the sides of the object. This 

means that the relation between internal and external sides is revealed. Henceforth, 

the function of description is grounded on the fundamental structural and causal 

relations that govern the subject matter. Based on the above, in synthetic cognition, 

the functions of description and explanation are more mutually intertwined. However, 

synthetic cognition conceives the object under consideration as given and fixed. This 

implies that the interconnection of the sides takes place within a predominantly static 

view of the object. Consequently, it becomes impossible to examine the 

transformation of the different sides through a more or less static consideration of the 

object. From the perspective of the interconnection of the sides, synthetic cognition 

does not reveal how the effect reacts to the cause and how the overall interconnection 

of the sides constitutes a dynamic developmental process. 

The moment of dialectical cognition, namely the ascent from the abstract to 

the concrete, is associated with the upgrading of the mutual entanglement of the 

functions of knowledge. Furthermore, since in dialectics the subject matter is depicted 

as a self-developing whole, the representation of its inner movement and consequently 

its potential future become prevalent. This means that in dialectical cognition the 

function of explanation is increasingly interlinked with the function of prediction 

(Ninos, 2021). In dialectics, explanation becomes necessary not only for 

understanding the present state of the subject matter but also for understanding the 

process of its transformation into a qualitatively different process (Vazjulin, 2020). 



Moreover, understanding the tendencies of the future of the object becomes a 

necessary condition for explaining its present state as well as its history. In this way, 

the explanation of the object’s present state is internally linked to the explanation of 

its history and to the scientific prediction of its future and vice versa. One can see that 

in dialectical cognition past, present and future are considered in their mutual 

interconnection. Accordingly, in the ascent from the abstract to the concrete the three 

fundamental functions of knowledge (description, explanation, prediction) acquire a 

higher mutual coherence while the function of prediction is significantly upgraded 

(Ninos, 2021). It is for this reason that Marx’s analysis in Capital strives to trace the 

potentialities of the future generated by the movement of the present capitalist system.  

The upgrading of the functions of knowledge achieved by dialectics is 

internally linked to the perspective of conscious collective transformation of complex 

and evolving systems. Understanding the past, the present and the future prospects of 

a self-developing object is a necessary condition for its conscious collective 

transformation. In this context, Ilyenkov argues that “a wider view comprehending the 

phenomena in their entire actual content, coincides in Marx with the standpoint of 

practice taken in its necessary perspective mentally stretched into the future” 

(Ilyenkov, 2008: 128). 

Conclusion 

After the publication of the Manuscripts of 1857-1858, and especially since 

the 1950s, some Soviet thinkers turned to the study of dialectics as a method of ascent 

from the abstract to the concrete (see Dafermos, 2021). This change in the level of 

theoretical research resulted in a break with the formalism of official Diamat and a 

gradual shift towards the study of Marx’s method in Capital. In Grundrisse, Marx 

reflects on the ascent from the abstract to the concrete in relation to the other stages 

and methods of cognition. For this reason, we argue that a systematic comprehension 

of dialectics requires its understanding within the context of the cognitive process. We 

claim that the method of ascent from the abstract to the concrete does not constitute a 

form of synthesis and conventional deduction but the sublation of analysis and 

synthesis, of induction and deduction. In this respect, Ilyenkov exhibits systematically 

the interconnectedness of analysis and synthesis that defines the ascent from the 

abstract to the concrete. As Ilyenkov notes, “the coincidence of induction and 



deduction, of analysis and synthesis, characterising the method of ascent from the 

abstract to the concrete, is the distinguishing feature of Marx’s method of inquiry” 

(Ilyenkov, 2008: 175). The analysis of Ricardo’s method revealed the inadequacies of 

formal deduction and synthetic cognition, which are mainly due to the non-historical 

approach to the cognitive object. In this way, Ilyenkov highlights the importance of 

the relation between the logical and the historical in the study of dialectics. In 

dialectics, logic and historicism are mutually interdependent (Ilyenkov, 2019). Hence, 

historicism is an inherent aspect of the logical derivation of theoretical 

determinations.  

To conclude, the ascent from the abstract to the concrete is a kind of immanent 

deduction, in which induction and deduction, analysis and synthesis are sublated. The 

immanent unfolding of dialectical categories generates the representation of the inner 

structure of the subject matter and at the same time the implicit representation of its 

historical development. We argue that different levels and methods of the cognitive 

process are associated with different kinds of consideration of the object and 

subsequently with different types of correlation of the functions of knowledge. Thus, 

dialectical method upgrades the basic functions of knowledge and enhances the 

function of prediction. The study of the past, present and future of the object is a sine 

qua non for its scientific understanding which, in turn, is indispensable for collective 

transformative action. 

In the 21st century, new technologies are increasingly enhancing the human 

impact on the physical and social world. Technologies such as AI, biotechnologies, 

robotics and the like are reshaping the whole of life on the planet. Humanity’s new 

technological forces, insofar as they are subjected to the capitalist system, are 

increasingly threatening the entire life on the planet. Therefore, understanding the 

present stage of capitalism and tracing the prospects for social emancipation becomes 

of utmost importance. As such, the systematic assimilation of the method of ascent 

from the abstract to the concrete becomes crucial. In light of this, Ilyenkov’s 

contribution becomes extremely important revealing the timeliness of his thought. 
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