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EDITORIAL

Materialist Dialectics and the Identity of Thinking and Being

Marxism & Sciences, volume 3 issue 2 has been dedicated to the centen-
nial of Evald Ilyenkov. While commemorating Ilyenkov’s intellectual
legacy and his genuine contributions to Marxist theory and materialist
dialectics, we also celebrate the completion of the third year of our jour-
nal. Ilyenkov’s genuine Marxian theorizing on and contributions to a
materialist dialectical resolution of the problem of the ideal, the identity
of thinking and being and the reality of thought, the concrete and the
abstract and the problem of the unity of theory and practice, provides
invaluable insights for the actualization of the task of re-constituting a
holistic Marxian approach to nature, human society and culture, the
natural and social sciences , and the humanities as ideal products of
human activity in social nature—a task that Marxism & Sciences has
put before itself since its inception.

Ilyenkov had been accused for the deadly sin of “Hegelianism”
[rerenpsaumuuei] on the basis of his idea of the identity of thinking and
being (Maidansky and Illesh 2024, 62) and the consequent identity of
epistemology and ontology. However, such an idea of the dialectical
identity and mutual transformation of thinking and being into one an-
other, that is, the process of the idealization of nature and materializa-
tion of the ideal (thinking), is in fact an attempt for reworking praxis
(activity) as a philosophical category—a task which had been put before
us by Marx when demanding to develop the “subjective,” “active side”
materialistically and, in contradistinction to abstract conceptualization
of activity in idealism, concretely, as “sensuous human activity” (Marx
1976, 3). In identifying thinking and reality, Ilyenkov follows the foot-
steps of Marx, for whom thought/thinking is real and powerful to the
extent that it is “this-sidedly” in the form of “revolutionary,” “practical-
critical” activity (Ibid.). The subjective, in this view, is not an internal
or “mental” image, not something that is allegedly in the mind or the
brain; it is the form of the activity of transforming the objective world
by the subject (agent) of activity—the process of idealization, and thus
humanization of objective reality (not in the head, brain, skull, or mind
but within and as reality itself).
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The most significant form of appearance of the identity of thinking
and being is human labour, through which human beings, by producing
their means of subsistence and, consequently, their “actual, material
life,” distinguish themselves from non-human animals that are identical
with their immediate activity (behavior) (Marx and Engels 1976, 31).
The source of power and truth of human thinking is the dialectical iden-
tity of thinking and being: human thoughts, as a specific form of human
activity and similar to their activity in general, are always real since
thinking is possible only as thinking reality; it is objective because
thinking can only be thinking objectivity and thus objectively. Ideas and
thoughts do not appear out of the blue; even the most fanciful chimeras
are rooted in social human activity, as “for man, the root is man himself”
(Marx 2010, 182). As Maidansky and Illesh put it, according to Ilyenkov,
“Thinking is an expression of being, or a reflection of being in itself. In
this case, there is not and cannot be a single category in thinking that
would not be a reflected (reflective) form of being” (2024, 64). It should
be added that there is no form of reality and no real category that is not
a reflective form of human activity, thinking included, and its schemas.
The point is to disclose the real (human) essence underneath that is
manifested in the form of acting and thinking: why do human beings, in
the face of reality, act and think in this particular form; what is the
essence of the real and why it appears in this specific form?

In his debates with the members of the Moscow Logical Circle, Ilyen-
kov notes that “modern” examples from science do not contribute to the
enrichment of the understanding of dialectical laws; for instance, the
law of transition from quantity to quality. Neither the boiling of water
nor the atomic explosion make the law of the transition from quantity
to quality sharper or more sophisticated (2024, 69). Ilyenkov names this
type of “concretization” of the laws of dialectics the method of “the re-
duction of laws to the sum of examples” which is useless.

The trend that claims dialectics in its general form cannot be devel-
oped any further and it must now been studied in “specific” areas of the
sciences such as biology, language, and cognition is in fact another va-
riety of the “reductive” method (2024, 69). Ilyenkov states, “The little
word ‘specificity’ begins to seem like a cure, a salvation from the fruit-
less accumulation of ‘examples™ (Ibid.).

The formal logicians also take a similar approach: accordingly, dia-
lectics as the general laws of development of nature, society, and think-
ing has been known completely and now logic should study the laws
“specific” to logical thinking. The formal logicians also criticize Hegel
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not for his idealistic resolution of the question of the identity of thinking
and being, but for the very idea that thinking and being are identical,
since, allegedly, Hegel dismisses the “specificity” of being, on the one
hand, and of thinking, on the other (Ibid., 70).

Ilyenkov argues that any logic is possible only on the basis of the
admission of the identity of the laws of thinking and being (and the iden-
tity between thinking and being, from which the identity of these laws
proceeds). The problem with Kantian system, and the whole subsequent
generations of positivists, neo-Kantians, and neo-positivists, is that by
separating the realms of reason and understanding, it ends up in two
distinct areas of the content and the form of knowledge, with the former
corresponding to the realm of phenomena and the latter to the realm of
pure thinking (reason). Applied to logic itself, this amounts to defining
logic as a pure formal science (where the content of knowledge is nothing
other than an empty form). It is on the basis of such formal emptiness
of the realm of reason (logic) that the knowledge of the thing-in-itself
(reality) becomes non-acquirable. Ilyenkov further argues that all post-
Kantian attempts to build a science of logic have had to, in one way or
another, done away with the idea of non-identity of thinking and being,
either materialistically or idealistically and in both objective and sub-
jective forms.

Kant’s alleged “Copernican Revolution” in philosophy, that is, his
severance of thinking and being, resonates in his idea of the unknowa-
bility of the things-in-themselves. Kant is also responsible for the shift
in attention from reality to epistemology, the conditions of cognition it-
self, and the consequent conceptualization of science as a non-contradic-
tory (coherent) system of propositions. In this sense Kant initiates the
subsequent debates concerning the truth (in the formal logical sense of
the term) of scientific models and the consequent “linguistic” approach
to science (clarification of the language of science), the exclusion of con-
tradiction, and termination of thinking. Kant is correct in criticizing on-
tology as a merely metaphysical commitment to the existence of an ul-
timate substance. Still, what Kant’s own critical system shares with the
ones he subjects to critique is the commonsensical belief, which he en-
dorses uncritically, in the radical separateness of the subject and the
object that forms the basis of his determination of the object of (scien-
tific) knowledge as artificial constructs constituted by understanding,
which are irrelevant to the things-in-themselves; hence the reduction of
the knowable world into a construct, be it individual-subjective or social-
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subjective. If in Hegel’s view, the rational and the actual (real) are mu-
tually inclusive, in Kant they are completely exclusive: the thinkable is
non-real and the real is unthinkable. A materialist dialectical solution
to the problem of the identity of thinking and reality, one such as Ilyen-
kov’s, thus appears to be the only way to avoid such a dead-end.
* * *

Many thanks to the issue editors, Corinna Lotz and Kyrill Potapov, for
their invaluable work in preparing this wonderful issue, and to all con-
tributors—both authors and referees—that made the preparation of this
issue possible. Also special thanks to our managing editor, Mesut Yice
Yildiz, who single-handedly took care of the typesetting and publication
of the articles, both the online early publication and the complete issue.

I should also inform our readers that Ali Cenk Gedik, one of the
founding editors and the first editor-in-chief (later co-editor-in-chief) of
the Marxism & Sciences, stepped down from his co-editor-in-chief posi-
tion in August 2024. Ali needs time to concentrate on his musicological
research and book project. Special thanks go to Ali for the gigantic
weight he shouldered for the journal and the excellent work he did in
the past three years. We wish him good luck in his upcoming research.
Without Ali we would have not been able to actualize this project.

Siyaves Azeri
On behalf of the editorial collective of Marxism & Sciences
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