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WHY 1S DIETZGEN'S DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM A GREAT
IMPROVEMENT ON THAT OF OFFAICIAL COMM UNISM?
(Phil Walden)

Joseph Dietzgen wrote in the 18505 and 186G but the relevance of his work did not
beamme gparent on amass sde until long after hisdeah in 1888 In order to argue
for the importance of Dietzgen's dialedicd materiaism | will compare the views of
the official Communist Tommy Jadkson (who wrote a600 page book entitled
Dialectics which was vehemently opposed to the philosophicd views of Dietzgen)
with his contemporary Fred Casey who was a mntinuator of Dietzgen's thought. In
the 19205 the National Labour Collegesin Britain were thronged by workers who
were enthused by the teading of various continuators of Dietzgen. Casey was
perhaps the most pre-eminent of these continuators. [1]. The Communist Party of
Grea Britain becane increasingly hostile to the teading that was taking placein the
Labour Colleges, which it dubbed ‘ neo-Dietzgenite’ and which it considered to be
profoundly thregening to the CPGB’s world-view. The hostility to the philosophy of
Dietzgen was 9 intense that the CPGB encouraged its lealing worker-phil osopher,
Jadkson, to try to undermine the influence of Dietzgen by attadking Casey and other
‘neo-Dietzgenites at every opportunity and in every way. At the same time the
CPGB manoeuvred within the workers movement againgt al the teaders of
Dietzgen's philosophy and by the mid-1930s the CPGB had succeeled in removing
virtualy all of the teaders who were influenced by Dietzgen from their postsin the
Labour Colleges. There ae many parallels with the way today’ s British SWP trea
the thinking left. But what was the philosophicd content of this dispute?

It had been agred insight of Dietzgen'sthat traditional materialism and traditional
idedism had dstinguished between the material and the immateria (thought) in such
aradicd and excessve way that they had not been able to conned thought to the
material universe either logicaly or ontologicdly. Those traditions had advocated a
dualist separation of thought from the material world. It was as though thought lived
in one redm and the material world resided in an entirely different redm. Dietzgen
had redised that this misguided dualism had resulted in a historic division between
materialism and idedi sm which hed lasted many centuries.

Casey followed Dietzgen in that whilst he did not deny the essential philosophica
diff erence between materialism and idedi sm — materialism has an emphasison a
primary material world, whilst idedism primarily emphasises consciousness— Casey
shows that it is possble to overcome the one-sided errorsin the relationship between
materialism and idedism. This does not mean that either Dietzgen or Casey made
concessonsto idedism. On the contrary, they are concerned to show the importance
of thought within the primary material world. They accept the idedist view that
thought is important (and not just a passve refledion of redity) but they succeeal in
locaing the role of thought within the primary material world. They made no
concessonsto the idedist view that thought is primary over matter. Such an idedist
standpoint is considered ontologicdly and epistemologicaly unviable in the monist
materialist world-view of Dietzgen and Casey.



Casey argued that whether an idea ©rresponds to material redity in terms of being
possbly redizable, or whether it is a materially generated ill usion, depends on its

level of explanatory truthfulness “All ideas have ameaterial base, whether they be
true or false, but they are useful only when they correspond with those material
conditions that may make their redization posshle”. [2]. Casey and the continuators
of Dietzgen thought that bourgeois ideologicd education can lead to the ill usion that
the spedal interests of the capitalists represent the general good of society, and this
expresses a false ideabecause the ruling classare opposed to historicd progress On
the other hand, spedal educaion for and by workersistruthful because it shows the
particular interests of the workers represent the general interests of society. The
universality of the working classdoes not mean socialism is inevitable, or an
autonomous ad of freewill, but rather there is a determined context for workers to ad
to redise sociaism. Thereisagenera need within society for the socialisation of
production on the basis of workers domination of society, and so adion by the
workersis anecessary meansto redise this end.

Jadkson’sfirst criticism of Dietzgen and Casey isthat they are dlegedly assuming a
priori that dialedicd materialism has an absolute superiority over other ways of
cognizing the world. Jadkson links thisto theideathat: “It isin practice that the
superiority of Didedicd Materialism is manifest, not in any a priori superiority in its
inner logicd consistency”. [3].

But unlike Jackson, for Dietzgen and Casey pradiceis not the defining asped for
explaining social redity. For pradice canot occur without consciousnessand the
elaboration of conceptual reasoning as thought and logic. So theory is essential for
developing effedive pradice, and pradiceis the objedive confirmation of theory, or
the basis to develop more dfedive pradice and so on. The problem with Jadkson's
formulaic emphasis on the unity of theory and pradiceisthat the mere formula does
not explain the distinctive ontologica (material) role of theory within social redity.
Jadkson and official Communism advocate pradice without theory, becaise officia
Communism cannot provide any ontologicd and epistemologica reasons to uphold
the importance of theory without undermining official Communism.

Jackson’s and official Communism’s mistrust of the significance of logic, and their
aternative anphasis on pradice, represent an acaommodation to the pragmatist
disdain for epistemology. For if their perspedive is caried to itslimitsit denies the
posshility that alogicd theoreticd truth can be a objedive philosophicd truth
about the world. Thisis becaise an emphasis on the ontologicd primagy of pradice,
and the onneded dfferential forms of social pradice, leadsto arelativist accetance
of the validity of the many different types of subjedive opinions. The plurality of
‘equally valid’ opinions are an expresson of these varied pradices. Such aviewpoint
denies logicd and objedive philosophicd truth and cavesin to the differential forms
of social pradice and the conneded forms of complex, incommensurable subjedive
opinions. This approach of ontologicd relativism maintains that logic is unable to
explain or be open to independent material redity. Inthisway official Communism
(or the method of a group like the British SWP) represents the goproach of
pragmeatism.

Jadkson claims that whilst Marx has a revolutionary conception of pradice Dietzgen
philosophicaly minimises the importance of pradice and alegedly has a more



contemplative understanding of pradicethan Marx. Jadkson suggests that Dietzgen's
philosophy is aregresson to the mntemplative materialism of Feuerbad, and so
represents arejedion of Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach. Thisisa completely wrong-
headed criticism of Dietzgen by Jadkson and official Communism. Unlike Feuerbadh,
Dietzgen and Casey do not uphold adualist and ededic division between a
meaterialist philosophy (being primary over thought) and simultaneous support for an
idedist philosophy of history. Rather Dietzgen and Casey maintain that the
ontologicd unity of the material world shows that there is a material relationship
between being and thought, and this means history is ontologicaly conceved in these
material terms. The historica development of social redity represents the ontologicd
conditions for social antagonism and class $rugde, and this $rows the ontologicd
necessty for transforming revolutionary pradice, or the expresson of theory through
material premises.

Jadckson’s objedions against Dietzgen and Casey represent idedist and
epistemologicd elitism. For Jadkson, only a diosen few have the inherent right to
define what constitutes principled Marxist theory and pradice So, ironicdly, and
tragicdly, Jadkson the self-educaed worker, denies the philosophica importance of
the contribution of Dietzgen, the self-educaed tanner.

Jadkson and official Communism considered Dietzgen's and Casey’s garting point of
the universe to beilli citly a priori and metaphysicd, and to Jadkson the universeis a
passve ontologicd abstradion that fails to establish the dynamic role of pradice
This view of Jadkson's glosses over Engels's ontologicd starting point of matter in
motion and the material content of the universe. To Engels, Dietzgen, and Casey,
pradiceis only explicableif it is ontologicdly considered within the material content
of physicd and social redity. For how could nature be transformed (within given
social relations) by pradiceif nature did not have an objedive material charader?
Jackson would not dispute this point, and yet his ontology is artificially abstraded out
from awider material context, and consequently he gives a subjedive and narrow
emphasisto pradice Thisiswhy Jadson defines the objedive and material in terms
of pradice, and so in an idedist manner human adivity and thought are said to
congtitute the main ontologicd aspeds of redity.

So Jadkson does not uphold the redist conception that independent material redity is
the basis to explain transforming human adivity and thought. In contrast Dietzgen
and Casey uphold the redist ontologicd stancethat primary material redity explains
the material content to human adivity and thought. Hencedialedicd materiaism is
not contrasted to idedism in terms of pradice but in terms of ontology. Many forms
of idedism uphold the dynamic role of pradice, as an expresson of autonomous
reason. Rather to Engels, Dietzgen, and Casey, the ontologica premises of the world
as material, dynamic, and changeable, explain the posshility for a significant and
transforming role to both theory and pradice

Jadkson’'s understanding of materialism versus idedism is based on the dualist
premise that matter is primary and that mind is soondary and immaterial. This
dualist approach denies the ontologicd unity of the world as material, whereas the
ontologicd monism of Dietzgen and Casey establishes that mind is a distinctive part
of the material world. Idedism can (in damaging opposition to materialism) justify
speaulative philosophica systems that aspire to autonomoudly differentiate and



separate reason from the material world. So there is an important philosophicd
difference between materialism, which upholds the ontologica and epistemologicd
primacgy of the material world, and idedism. However, the philosophicd basis for
idedism is located within the material world. Thus whilst many forms of idedism
may formally expresstheir independence from the material world, they cannot
ontologicdly and adually be disconneded from their origins within the material
world. Inthisontologicd sense both materialism and idedism are products of the
material world, but this does not amount to an epistemologicd denia of the
differences between materialism and idedism.

Ultimately, Jackson can only sustain his criticisms of Casey through defending a
rationalist stance acording to which a primary emphasis on pradiceisidenticd to
truth, and al other philosophicd stances represent error. Casey avoids this type of
rationalist epistemologicd dogmeatism because his ontologicd monism can show that
all views represent varying levels of truth because they are an integral part of the
same material world. Jadkson claims that Casey’s ontology does not establish a
dynamic and changeable conception of the world — a mnception that is represented by
transforming pradice But in fad Dietzgen and Casey outline an ontology of the
material world which foregrounds contradiction and transformation. This credesthe
objedive material basis for social redity — the relations among humans and with
nature — to expressdynamic human pradice Nevertheless pradice still remains only
an important part of the material world and so the part does not define the general
material unity of the world (as it doesin Jadkson’s approad).

Jadckson maintains that Casey’ s ontologicad monism denies the importance of the
particular and concrete qualities of things. But on the contrary, Dietzgen and Casey’s
ontology triesto show that the ontologicd material unity of the world is based on the
significant relationship between the parts to the whole. However, in order to
understand the part it is necessary to establish its general qualities and relations to the
other parts. For an atomised and dualist approad fails to conned the partsto the
interrelations of a monistic and material world.

Jackson argues that Dietzgen and Casey’ s opposition to the primacy of pradice means
that they cannot establish an objedive ontology of freedom, and instead freedom
becomes a logicd necessty. This also allegedly means that they cannot establish an
objedive material perspedive of proletarian revolution as the basis of freedom. But
the truth isthe opposite. Dietzgen and Casey demonstrate that the dynamic role of
theory ads as the basis for establishing the ontologicd criteriafor politicd pradice
On their view theory can show that the proletariat is the dasswhich ontologicdly
represents the general interests of al society, whilst the caitalist classrepresents the
interests of a particular elite grouping. Theoreticd study of capitalist social relations
locaes the necessty of revolutionary pradice by the proletariat, and this theory and
pradice represents the objedive material basis for human emancipation and freedom.
Casey advocaes the setting upof working classeducation in order to challenge the
domination of bourgeois ideology, and he believed that this development of a
revolutionary politicd culture within the proletariat would fadlitate the theoreticd
basis to gain politicd support for the revolutionary transformation of society.

So much for Jadckson’'s and official Communism’s (and the British SWFP's) anti-
philosophicd and pragmatic hostility to the dialedicd materialism of Dietzgen and



Casey. One other difference between the work of Dietzgen and that of orthodox
Marxism is that Dietzgen rejedstotally the use of refledionist epistemology which
one finds in the Lenin of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and even to some extent
in Engels. What acarding to Dietzgen is wrong with refledionist epistemology?
Dietzgen shows that the relation of subjed (as thought) to the objed is that of
distinction and possble non-correspondence. The objed is not mechanicdly and
automaticadly refleded in thought but rather the objed represents an ontologicd
cgpadty to be known in thought. Thusit isthe ontologicd coherence of the objed
which enablesit to be potentially known in thought, rather than a supposed
epistemologicd guaranteeof an inherent relation between thought and objed. So
Dietzgen's gandpoint is that the objedive and materia is the primary basis for the
cognitive caadty of the subjed to recgnize and understand the objed. In contrast,
the goproad of Lenin (1908 and Engels (sometimes), isto acaommodate to an
idedist view that the subjed can know and refled the objed because of the subjed’s
epistemologicd and refledionist qualities. But to Dietzgen thought has, in
ontologicd terms, the potential cagpadty to know all the objeds in the material world
because of its distinctive material character asreasoning and understanding about
reality. Dietzgen thus appeds for an adive mind rather than one that is stisfied with
the dleged guerantees of arefledionist epistemology, which one finds influencing
Lenin (1908 and sometimes Engels.

One finds in Dietzgen an unshakeable philosophicd consistency that the right placeto
start from is objedive material redity. Orthodox Marxism in its various forms has
been sadly unable to match this consistency.
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