
Returning to Hegel (and forward): Evald Ilyenkov’s “On the Dialectic of the Abstract and 
the Concrete in Scientific Thought” 

By Isabel Jacobs (Queen Mary University of London) 

Abstract 
In my paper, I offer a fresh reading of Ilyenkov’s transitional essay !On the Dialectic of the 
Abstract and the Concrete in Scientific Thought,” first published in Voprosy filosofii in 1955. My 
talk is based on a commentary, co-written with Trevor Wilson, that accompanies a forthcoming 
English translation of the essay. Ilyenkov’s first major publication, this text served as a stepping 
board for future work on logic and abstraction in Marxist philosophy, culminating in Dialectics 
of the Abstract and the Concrete in Marx’s Capital several years later. I first contextualise the 
essay in Soviet Marxist scholarship of the 1950s, then give a brief overview on some of its major 
discourses, such as the dialectic of concreteness, Ilyenkov’s notion of “conscious materialism,” 
and his analysis of social interconnectivity. Finally, I emphasise that the essay’s radical potential 
can only be grasped when read in dialogue with four of Ilyenkov’s crucial interlocutors: Hegel, 
Marx, Lenin, and Lukács. A particularly interesting document of Ilyenkov’s intellectual 
trajectory, the article contains both the essential seeds of his mature philosophy and the fecund 
ambivalence of an early work. 

*** 

Ilyenkov’s relatively unknown 1955 article “On the Dialectic of the Abstract and the Concrete in 
Scientific Thought,” soon to appear in English translation, served as a stepping board for future 
work on logic and abstraction in Marxist philosophy. Ideas developed here were to be expanded 
into book form as Dialectics of the Abstract and the Concrete in Marx’s Capital several years 
later. In our commentary, Trevor Wilson and I aimed to contextualise the essay in Soviet Marxist 
scholarship of the 1950s and to give a brief overview on some of its major discourses, such as 
the dialectic of concreteness, his notion of “conscious materialism” and his analysis of social 
interconnectivity (=concreteness).  

As we emphasise, the essay’s radical potential can only be grasped when read in dialogue with 
four of Ilyenkov’s crucial interlocutors: Hegel, Marx, Lenin, and Lukács. In my short summary 
of the commentary, I will focus on how Ilyenkov’s reading of Marx is shaped by his reception of 
Lukács’s Hegel. Another aspect we highlight in our reading of the article are the various political 
controversies that both precede and follow it: its publication arrives during the peak of the fallout 
from his and Valentin Korovikov’s “Theses on Philosophy,” which critics (philosophers and 
party members alike) took as an affront to the tenets of doctrinal Soviet dialectical materialism 
(or diamat). In 1955 and 1956, Ilyenkov underwent a series of interrogations in front of the party 
committees for his alleged “gnoseological” approach to Marxist thought. 



The mid-1950s was itself an event in the history of Soviet philosophy: the denunciation of Stalin 
and his cult of personality in 1956, at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union, suggested that a political thaw might lead to an openness toward more unorthodox 
work within Soviet Marxism. In particular, the renewed study of Hegel became an indicator of 
more open philosophical climate, and work on the philosopher boomed. Traditionally, Hegel—in 
juxtaposition to Marx—was considered a reactionary, metaphysical and anti-materialist thinker 
whose dialectics were “corrected” and adjusted to revolution by Marx. Now, Marxist 
philosophers began to fundamentally rethink Hegel’s influence on Marx, aided by the 
publication, also in 1956, of the first Russian translation of Marx’s Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844.  

Ilyenkov, too, was taken up in this renaissance of Hegel studies. In the spring of that same year, 
he had organized a reading group in his apartment of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, which 
had just recently been published into Russian. The so-called “Friends of Hegelian Philosophy” 
studied and discussed both Hegel in his own words as well as The Young Hegel, the ground-
breaking monograph by György Lukács that had recently been reissued in the GDR. Incidentally, 
while reading The Young Hegel, Lukács’s attempt at a dissertation, written in close collaboration 
with Mikhail Lifshitz during his years working at Moscow’s Institute of Philosophy, Ilyenkov 
had even written directly to Lukács, asking him to clarify the original German meaning of 
several philosophical terms in the work. Yet although Lukács often cultivated close ties to the 
Soviet philosophical establishment, his support for the Hungarian revolution in 1956 rendered 
his work political anathema for decades.  

Ilyenkov, too, despite unwavering commitment to the communist party, was already diverging 
from any philosophical party line in this early stage of his career. For both Ilyenkov and Lukács, 
reading Hegel in the Soviet Union meant to radically transform the text, to reinterpret Hegelian 
dialectics in light of Marxist thought. Together with Lev Naumenko and Helmut Seidel, Ilienkov 
wrote a relatively positive review of The Young Hegel that appeared in Voprosy filosofii in 1956. 
The review was accompanied in the journal by a translation into Russian of a chapter from 
Lukács’s monograph, entitled “Hegel’s economics during the Jena period.” The decision to 
translate this specific chapter offers insight into the state of Hegel studies in Soviet philosophy, 
as well as its influence on Ilienkov’s own article.  

In the chapter, Lukács sought to illustrate the centrality of economics in Hegel’s philosophical 
development: whereas preceding philosophical systems, for example those of the Renaissance 
and Enlightenment, relied on the natural sciences as their model, German idealism instead turned 
to the social sciences, and in particular economics. Lukács emphasized the influence of Adam 
Smith and nascent English industrialization on Kant and Fichte’s philosophies of action and 
moral; yet, he argued that their approach was too one-sided, concerned almost exclusively with 
the individual, subjective aspect of “human praxis.” By contrast, Lukács argued, Hegel’s great 
innovation was his attempt “to comprehend socialized man whole and undivided as he really is 
within the concrete totality of his action in society.” Influenced by Smith’s economic views on 
machinery and automatization, Hegel correctly identified in capitalism a tendency toward 
increased abstraction (so-called “externalization”) in industrialized labour, in which the highly 



specified labour performed by an individual is increasingly divorced from the satisfaction of his 
or her needs. 

It is no coincidence that, in the mid-1950s, Ilyenkov, following Lukács, turned his attention 
towards Hegel. Ilyenkov would later insist in a short essay celebrating Hegel’s 200th anniversary 
that the “concrete,” living kernel of Hegelian dialectics truly survived in Marxism. On the 
footsteps of Lukács’s anthropological reading of Hegel, Ilyenkov developed his own theory of 
knowledge, centering around the dialectical interplay of the abstract and the concrete. This 
peculiarly Hegelian discourse on concreteness, instigated by Lukács, obviously occupied 
Ilyenkov when he wrote “On the Dialectic of the Abstract and the Concrete in Scientific 
Thought,” the precursor to his important book on Marx’s Capital. Already the opening paragraph 
is a variation—and if an original one—on a Hegelian motif: the idea of truth as wholeness or 
totality. In Ilyenkov’s words: 

It is well-known that abstract truth does not exist, that truth is always concrete. On the 
other hand, it is also a well-established notion that abstraction, the abstract, is the 
universal form in which, and through which, thought can arrive at an objective truth.  

Truth is always concrete because it is a unity (from Latin concrescere, to grow together), more 
precisely, following Marx, a “unity of the multiplicity.” Abstraction, on the other hand, points to 
one-sidedness, extraction or removal (deriving from the Latin verb abstrahere, to withdraw). 
Therefore, only what is concretely held together can be considered objective truth. And yet, as 
Ilyenkov emphasizes, abstraction is the only means by which we can arrive at a concrete truth. In 
the process of thinking, abstraction and concreteness are inextricably entwined. For Ilyenkov, 
concreteness encompasses the “whole essence of the Marxist, dialectical and materialist logic in 
all its fundamental difference from the old logic.” 

As Ilienkov was acutely aware, Marx’s own ontology, while turning the German Idealist tradition 
on its head, was far from proclaiming vulgar empiricism, contrary to what was often implied by 
proponents of diamat. Quite the opposite, Marx’s version of Hegelian dialectics was peculiarly 
invested in the interconnectedness of ideal and material realities. In The German Ideology, a set 
of manuscripts published posthumously through the Marx-Engels Institute in Moscow in 1932, 
Marx argued that “the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly 
interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men—the language of real 
life.” Thinking is directly emerging from the actual, concrete life-process. As an “efflux” of 
material activity, thought itself is not abstract but concrete, conscious being [bewusstes Sein].  

Following Marx’s line of thought, Ilyenkov’s “On the Dialectic of the Abstract and the Concrete 
in Scientific Thought” hence seeks to liberate Soviet diamat from its vulgar empiricism. Instead, 
returning to Marx through Hegel, Ilyenkov seeks to establish criteria through which one could 
form a conceptual notion of objects (a “unity of the multiple”) other than through mere sensuous 
observation. In other words, when faced with an array of different objects, how can we create a 
rigorous, concrete and abstract notion that unites them all—while also revealing what essential 
aspect unites them? We should not, Ilyenkov cautions, resort to some “lowest common 
denominator,” something generally shared amongst all of the objects; he offers the example that, 



when faced with a total aggregate of all humans, one cannot develop a notion of “humanity” by 
merely highlighting that all humans have a “soft earlobe.” Such an aspect might be shared among 
the various objects, but it does not reveal an “objective essence:” a concrete abstraction that 
would enable us to develop a scientific notion of humanity. Further, it is only one of the many 
attributes that human beings share, including their ability to speak and think. Instead, Ilyenkov 
illustrates how a truly scientific notion, or universal, “should directly establish one of the 
essential moments, within the internal interconnectedness of all the various sides of an object 
being studied, as a united whole that develops and continues to develop.” Such a notion does not 
reduce the sensors experience of diversity to one abstract concept. From a Marxist point of view, 
Ilyenkov argues, all concrete truth (that is scientific knowledge) is possible only “in the form of a 
system of categories.” 

However, we should equally never lose the ability to describe particularly exemplary 
“specimens” of the human race like Mozart or Pushkin. Instead, when Marx defines the human 
as “a being that produces the instruments of production,” he thus identifies an element that is 
specific to all of humanity, that reveals the interconnectedness and mutual conditionality of all 
the various objects (here, humans), and yet that does not bluntly render all of the objects as equal 
to one another. Humanity’s universal particularity, in Ilyenkov’s view, is hence man’s social 
nature as the foundation of human existence. Different individual aspects, qualities and 
capacities are only secondary to social interconnectedness. Ilyenkov’s cosmic materialism, 
informed by his radical contributions to deaf-blind education, is entirely grounded in social 
interrelations. Diverging from Western metaphysics and its fetish of the individual, Ilyenkov 
claims that meaning making, and by extension thought itself, is a communal process. Only 
together with others can we make sense of reality, and this is the creating of concrete 
abstractions.  

It is important to highlight that for Ilyenkov concreteness is by no means identical with 
materiality nor “unmediated sensory perception.” Echoing Hegel’s famous pamphlet “Who 
Thinks Abstractly?”, Ilienkov clarifies later, in his Dialectical Logic that “to think abstractly 
meant to be enslaved by the force of current catchphrases and cliches, of one-sided, empty 
definitions; meant to see in real, sensuously intuited things only an insignificant part of their real 
content, only such determinations of them as were already "jelled#$in consciousness and 
functioned there as ready-made stereotypes.” Rather than providing a scheme for these ready-
made cliches, concrete logic, on the contrary, aims to grasp unity in variety, in short: reality as 
concrete totality. In his essay, Ilyenkov already fervently rejects “an older, metaphysical 
materialism, which as a general rule identified concreteness as an unmediated, sensuous form 
and considered abstraction as a specific attribute of the rational and logical stage of knowledge.” 
On the other hand, Ilyenkov equally distances himself from the “transcendental” solution 
developed in post-Kantian Idealism. But which ontological framework can overcome both vulgar 
empiricism and transcendental Idealism?  

Not too surprisingly, for Ilyenkov it is Marx’s dialectics, or what he calls “conscious 
materialism.” As we have seen above, Marx perceived consciousness as an “efflux” of material 
activity, integrating abstract and concrete aspects. Closely following Marx, Ilyenkov claims that 



thought and consciousness are interwoven with human activity. Only through practice can 
theoretical thought gain an objective perspective. The task of scientific thought, operating 
through dialectical logic, is to reveal how man’s material activity “translates into the specific 
nature of the logical process.” While activity is concrete, the nature of scientific thought is 
abstract. Because activity and thinking are inextricably connected, it is the scientist’s task to 
unveil their logic as a dialectical tension between the abstract and the concrete.  

This interconnectedness—or concreteness—is Ilienkov’s fundamental contribution to Marxist 
ontology, and the 1955 article provides a first glimpse of his novel approach to conceptual 
thinking from a Marxist perspective. The article also succinctly illustrates the appeal of 
Ilyenkovian Marxism and the reasons for his renewed popularity. Entwining subject and object, 
materiality and the realm of ideas, Ilyenkov’s philosophy of thought offers a theory of the mind 
that does not retrench into solipsistic individualism, but that neither discounts the eclecticism and 
vibrancy of human creativity. Instead, Ilyenkov encourages us to view thought and the human 
mind holistically—in its relation to others, in an ecosystem of exchange and interrelation, or 
perhaps, to borrow Vladimir Vernadsky’s term for a cosmic collective consciousness, a 
noosphere. This approach, Ilyenkov stresses, is no less materialist in approach, yet it identifies 
the need to examine totality as greater than an aggregation of its individual parts. To conclude, 
we might evoke Ilyenkov’s culinary metaphor of breaking down a rabbit: 

If one sets before oneself the task of understanding which !composite parts” or 
!elements” constitute a live rabbit, and in doing so disassemble the rabbit into the same 
compositive parts as a birch tree or a human brain –for example, into chemical elements
—then one can analyze as much as one wants this pile of acquired !composite parts,” but 
one will never be able to understand from this analysis why they, these !elements,” earlier 
produced altogether a living rabbit and not something else. 

 
One might be able to break down a rabbit into so many parts as to render it unrecognizable, but 
that would not make the rabbit good to eat. In the same way, to disassemble thinking into a series 
of neurochemical operations, or individual perceptions and mental processes, might reveal some 
base material aspects of the brain, but such a procedure will never do justice to the capacious 
nature of the human mind. As Ilienkov’s unique project of a conscious materialism reminds us, 
the process of thinking can only be grasped concretely, as a never-ending process of collective 
meaning making. 


