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THE LIFE OF JOSEPH DIETZGEN

Dietzgen was born near Cologne in 1828 and in his youth
apprenticed as a tanner, which became his lifelong occupation. He
participated 1in the Ravolution of 1848 where he first read the
writings of Karl Mar¥® became one of his supporters. Marx had a high
regard for this man ¥hown as "the Tanner", considering him one of
the few people to understand his ideas, and even went so far as to
mention this 1in his introduction to CAPITAL. Dietzgen was a
frequent contributor to Social Democratic newspapers, particularily
the VOLKSTAAT, but it was not until 1869 that his first book, THE
NATURE OF HUMAN BRAIN WORK was published.

Fleeing Germany a year after the failed revolution, the young
Dietzgen went to the United States, where he stayed for two years,
spending most of his time travelling and observing American life.
He returned to Germany, revisited the US in 1859, this time
residing for three years. On returning home, he got a position
managing a tannery in Russia, for he was excellent at his craft.

Back 1n Germany againC)after the Russian sojourn, he ran for
parliament under the banner of the Social Democratic Party, but was
not elected. In 1878, after an assassination attempt upon the

Kaiser, Dietzgen was 1imprisoned a year for writing a radical
pamphlet. In spite of this ordeal, he kept his characteristic
humility and sense of humor, declaring after release that, "I was

handcuffed to another rascal." Note, not to a rascal, but another
rascal. |

In 1884 he moved to the United States for the third and last
time, and was made editor of DER SOZIALIST, which he retained until
1886, when he moved to Chicago. That year'the anarchist editors of
the CHICAGOER ARBEITERZEITUNG and the American-born anarchist,
Albert Parsons, were arrested and charged with the Haymarket
bombing. In spite of the threats to his safety, and in spite of
supposed ideological differences between socialists and anarchists,
Dietzgen stepped in and took their place, continuing publication of
the paper. To show the kind of man he was, it—sheuld-bernoted—that-
Dietzgen had frequently been made fun of in the anarchist press,
because he was a socialist and for what they considered his rather
old-fashioned prose style.

The Socialist Labor Party, of which Dietzgen was a member, had
been trving to distance itself as far as possible from the
Haymarket Martyrs and anarchism. The party leaders were outraged by
the old tanner's actions. But he would not be moved, declaring that
he too was an anarchist. He wrote, "While anarchists may have many
mad and brainless individualists in their ranks, the socialists
have an abundance of cowards. For this reason I care about the one
as much as the other. The majority in both camps are still in need
of education and this will bring a reconciliation in time”

Dietzgen managed to survive the post-Haymarket anti-radical
hysteria, but died of a heart attack two years later. He was buried
alongside his new friends, the state-murdered Chicago anarchists.

His writings were well circulated in the early labor movement.
Anton Pannekoek thought enough of them to write an introduction to
the collection edited by his son, Eugene Dietzgen, THE POSITIVE
OUTCOME OF PHILOSOPHY. Henrietta Roland-Holst of the German ultra-
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" left was also a follower of Dietzgen. The IWW, the Socialist Party
of Canada, the One Big Union and the Proletarian Party all lauded
the Tanner. The Labour Colleges in Great Britain under Fred Casey
taught Dietzgen's philosophy. Virtually all of the Dietzgenists
were members or supporters of the anti-statist, anti-authoritarian
tendency of the workers' movement.

- " Dietzgen's influence was not to last. In part, it died with the
‘demise of the anti-authoritarian movement. It was displaced by the
"Dialectical Materialism" (an oxymoron if there ever was one) of
the wvulgar Marxists, Georgi Plechanov and Karl Kautsky. The
Communist Party finally obliterated anything that was left. Now
that this monstrosity has finally gone to the grave, perhaps it is
time to look once more at' the writings' of the "Proletarian
Philosopher".

THE PHILOSOPHY OF JOSEPH DIEZGEN

THINKING ABOUT THINKING

Dietzgen began by asking the question, "What happens when we
think?" He observed that the basic thinking process was essentially
the same whether done by the greatest scientist or a common person.
for ...the simplest conception, or any idea for that matter, is
of the same gener.sfl nature as the most perfect understanding...
Thought 1is work... | |
-~ By showing this common basis of thought, Dietzgen democratized
sclience and philosophy. Every person's opinion must be valued and
thinking must not be especially reserved for an intellectual elite,
an approach that puts him at variance with both academia and the
marxist specialists in revolution.

The knowledge and study of this theory cannot be left to any
particular guild...general thought is a public matter which
everyone should be required to attend to himself.* |

But what does happen when we think? What is the innate process
that underlies thought, whether thinking about ploughing a field,
contemplating the cosmos or Jjust plain day-dreaming? Thought
requires the formation of concepts about the world, a process which
involves two differing aspects:

By means of thought we become aware of all things in a twofold
manner, outside 1n reality and inside in thought...Our brain does
not assimilate the things themselves, but only their images. The
imagined tree 1is only a general tree. The real tree is different
from any other. And although I may have the picture of some special
tree in my head, yet the real tree is still different grom its
conception as the specific is different from the general.

One must not make the mistake of confusing one's mental pictures
of the world with reality itself. The real, existing thing is not
exactly like the generalization which is formed in the mind.

What abstract thing, being, existence, generality is there that
1s not manifold in 1its sense manifestations, and individually
differfnt from all other things? There are no two drops of water
alike.




THINKING IS GENERALIZATION_

Thought is a process of forming generalizations out of specific
incidences or things. Thinking involves,

.. .the specific and individual things of the world and our
generalizations about them. Thought 1involves generalization. The
common feature of all separate thought processes consists in their
seeking the general character or unity which %'s common to all
objects experienced 1n their manifold variety...

But generalization isn't all we do when we think, nor 1is 1t
without inherent problems. If we take our generalizations to an
extreme we can easily get lost i1in what are essentially our own
mental constructions. We trap ourselves by thinking our productions
are reality. This 1s what happens to people who get caught up in
extreme religious or political cults. To bring ourselves back down
to reality 1t 1s necessary to never forget the individual and
specific aspects of things.

Mere generalization 1s one-sided and leads to fantastical
dreams. By this method one can transform anything into everything.
It is necessary to suppliment generalization by specialization...
the general must be conceived 1n 1its relation to 1its é:?ele.lC
forms, and these forms in thelir universal interconnection.

THE CONTRADICTION OF THOUGHT

Hence though is a process which involves a relationship between
two opposing aspects; the aspect of generalization and the aspect
of specialization. To think means to be engaged 1n a contradictory
process. |

For consciousness generalizes differences and differentiates
generalities. Contradiction 1s 1nnate 1n consciousness and 1ts
nature 18 so contradictory that 1t 1s at the same time 3
differentiating, a generalizing and an understanding nature.
Conciousness...recognizes that all nature, all being, lives 1n
contradictions, that evervthing 1s what it 1s only in co-operating
with 1its opposite...B

As with generalization, there 1s a trap we must avoid. One can.
get so caught up in the contradictions confronting us it becomes
impossible to make decisions. However, 1t 1is possible to achieve
some sort of balance or synthesis between opposite views and the
contradictions can, at least in part, be overcome.

' ...reason developes its understanding out of contradictions. It
is 1in the nature of mind to perceive...the nature of things by
their semblance, and their semblance by their nature... or in other

words to comparegthe contrasts of the world with one and other, to
harmonize them.

LIMITATION OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

It should be obvious by now, this contradictory process of
generalization or concept formation gives us only a limited
understanding of the world. That ten people witnessing a traffic
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accident might have ten different versions of what occurred 1is
perfectly understandable. What we are doing 1s forming our
concepts about the world through our thinking processes, resulting
in a viewpoint which approximates reality, but 1s not reality
itself. Hence, and this should be engraved in letters two feet
high, there is no perfect human knowledge or truth.

Qur brain is supposed to solve the contradictions of nature. If
it knows enough about itself to realize that it is not an exception
from general nature...then it also knows that 1ts clearness can

differ but moderately from the general confusion...The
contradictions are solved only by reasonable
differentiation...extravagant differences are nothing but

extravagant speculations...and it is a relic of untrained habits to
differentiate in an absolute manner...the rulfi0 [is] not to make
exaggerated, but only graduated distinctions. Compared Fo the
wealth of the Cosmos, the intellect 1s only a poor fellow.!

Given the difficulty of attaining a clear understanding of
reality it comes as no surprise that Dietzgen regarded truth in
relative terms. There could be no such thing as absolbte truth. A
perfect understanding i1s possible only within limits.

While truth with a capital "T" is unattainable, this should not
stop us from trying to get as near to the goal of absolute truth as
possible. |

The improvement in the method of thinking 1is like every other
improvement, a limitless problem, the solution which must always
remain unachieved. This, however, must 1in no way keep us from
striving after 1it.

THE IMPORTANCE OF ERROR

No absolute separation existed between truth and error for
Dietzgen. All truths contain some amount of error, and all errors
contain some amount of truth.

Truth and error differ only comparitively, 1in volume of
degree...like all other opposites in the world...Everything, every
sense perception, no matter how subjective 1s true, a certain part
of truth. |

Aside from fanatics and dogmatists, it is not very difficult to
admit a truth might contain some element of error, but what about
the idea that truth'canbe found in error? This 1s not such an
of fbeat concept when 'you realize even the wildest dreams are based
upon material ultimately taken from the real world, in the manner
that the fantasy of the unicorn 1is constructed by mentally
attaching a narwhal's horn upon the head of a horse. Error results
from universalizing or absolutizing some aspect which is of limited
applicability, or as in the case of the narwhal horn, placing or
applying something, which would otherwise be real and true, where
it really does not belong.

Error. «.arises when the faculty of thought...inadvertently or
short-sightedly and without prevsious experience concedes to certailn
phenomena a more general sc.w:)pue.1 . . .people follow the usual course
of short-sightedness and make their private standpoint a universal
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one. ! ...all distinctions are only quantitative, not absolute,
only graduated, not Iirreconsilable...Instead of realizing the
limited applicability of its rules by the existence of opposing
practices, convention seeks to establish an absolute applicability
of its rules by simply iqPoring the cause of the oppposition. This
18 a dogmatic procedure.

THOUGHT MUST HAVE AN OBJECT

Dietzgen made the observation that thought must have an object,
1.e., one must think about some thing, even if it consists only of
thinking about thought itself. Hence, no disembodied thoughts -
thoughts without an object. These objects of thought are taken from
the external world (and also from the psyche, a point not known by
the pre-Freudian Dietzgen). Therefore the world ultimately proceeds
human thought. In this manner the Proletarian Philosopher declared
himself to be a materialist, but he was not satisfied by the usual
meaning of the term.

We... must not be satisfied with simply following the example
of the old materialist who reduced everything to ponderable atoms.
Cosmic matter has not only gravity, but aroma, light and sound -
and why not also intelligence? The conception of matter must be
given aim%{e comprehensive meaning. To it belongs all phenomena of
reality.

IDEALISM VS MATERIALISM - A FALSE DISPUTE

He attributed the dispute between idealism and materialism to the
absolutizing of the differences between the two concepts.

The 1idealist regards reason alone as the source of all
understanding, while the materialist looks upon the world of sense
perceptions in the same way. Nothing is required for a solution of
this contradiction but the comprehension of the relative
interdependence of these two sources of understanding...But these
distinctions belong to the one common genus whicﬁ constitutes the
distinction between the special and the general.

The idealist overestimated the idea, the materialist matter,
both were dreamers...both distinguished mind and matter in a
fantastic, unreal way. Neither of them raised themselves to the
consciuousness of unity and monism...of Nature which is not either
material or mental, but one as well as the other.™ "The old
materialisﬁs dealt 1in 1irreconsilable opposites just 1like the
idealists.

The world contains both mental and material, both are real and
all that is real is what makes up the material world. Everything
that has an effect upon the world is real, ie., material.

We distinguish between the object of sense perception and its
mental image. Nevertheless the intangible idea is also material and
real. I perceive my idea of a desk just as plainly as the desk
itself. True, 1if I choose to call only tangible things material,
then  1deas are not material...Mind is as real as the tangible
table...While the idea of these things is different from the things
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themselves,_%Ft it has that in common with them that it 1is as real
as they are.

The division between our ideas and the "real material reality"
is not absolute. Consider the effect of the 1imagination. Our
imaginary creations are both non-real (not existing) and yet have
some reality since they are based ultimately upon the objectivly
existing world. These fantasies can also have a major impact upon
us, think only of the insane ideas of Hitler or Stalin. ...there 1s
only a moderate distinction of d?ggree between purely 1imaginary
things and so-called real things."”

Dietzgen also valued the imagination; Fantasy has certainly a
positive power, and speculative intujﬁion...very often precedes
empirical and inductive understanding.

CRITIQUE OF MATERIALISM

He attacked materialism as being itself a kind of idealism.

Inasmuch as the materialist speaks 1ironically of formless
matter and matterless forms, 1in the same breath with perishable
forms of imperishable matter, it 1s plain that materialism 1s not
any more 1nformed than idealism as to the relation of content to
form, of a phenomenon to the essential nature of its subject. Where
do we find such eternal, imperishable, formless'matter?2

Dietzgen had no patience for the argument that reduced ideas and
the supposedly non-material to mere derivatives of "matter”.

.. .matter is to the old materialists the exalted subject, all
other things subordinate prejudices...an antiquated, narrow way of
thinking which has taken no notice of the work of German
dialecticians. It must be_ inderstood that subjects are composed
exclusively ofpredicates.26

We see the distinguishing mark between the mechanical
materialists...and the Social Democratic materialists... 1n that
the latter have extended the former's narrow conception of matter
as consisting excl%giveLz of the Tangible to all phenomena that
occur 1n the world. |

It was wrong to separate mind and matter in an extreme fashion.
The only way to come to an understanding of reality is to see the
mental and physical in their unity. "Matter" is a mental construct,
but "mind" cannot exist without the material world of objects and
forces. ...mind 1s material and things ?re mental. Mind and matter
are real only 1in their interrelations.’

The word "matter" was not sacred for Dietzgen and he was not
afraid to abandon it for a more inclusive term and thereby do away
with the dualism of i1dealism vs.materialism.

Solid and liquid, wood and metal are quite correctly summed up
under the notion "matter”. Why should we not be justified 1n
summing up all things under the term "empirical ¢truth” or
"empirical phenomenon?...Through the common origins all antagonisms
are reconciled and bridged over. Diversity 1is but a form: in their
essence all things are alike...we find what is more and more belng
proved by natural science, that seemingly essential differences are
but differences in degree...The cause effects and the effect
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And those who dislike this generalization of the word "matter”
may 1instead, speak of "phenomena"... the name of the general
species, to which everythi?og belongs, the ponderable and the
imponderable, body and soul.

Nonetheless he was willing to accept the name "materialist™, but
with a proviso,

But now we Social Democrats accept the name [of materialists]
with which our opponants think to abuse us, because we know that
"the stone which the builder refused 1s become the head corner
stone." We would equally be justified to call ourselves idealists,
inasmuch as our system 1is based on the final 3{esul ts of philosophy,
on the scientific 1nvestigation of 1deas...

In rejecting the materialism which reduced all phenomena to
"matter", Dietzgen also rejected the theory of knowledge know as
"reflection theory". This ideological construct, promoted by Lenin
in his vulgar diatribe, Materialism And Empireocriticism, Jjudged
concepts and ideas to be mere coplies or reflections of the
"material world", in the manner that a camera reproduces an image.
Our Tanner had little patience with such an oversimplification,

Nothing more 1nsipid has been said of truth and knowledge
than...that truth 1is the conformity of our knowledge with 1its
object. How can a picture "conform" to its model? Approximately 1t
can...But to be altogether alike, quite the same as the original,
what an abnormal idea! Thus we can only know Nature and her parts
relatively, since even a part, though only a relation of Nature,
possesses agaln the characteristics of the Absolute, the nﬁture of
the ALL-EXISTENCE which cannot be exhausted by knowledge.

THE UNITY OF THE WORLD

| Dietzgen called his philosophy monist, which refers to the view
that all existence is ultimately unified. This unity was not Jjust
something that popped into his head as a good idea, but was 1nnate

in the human mind.
; Eonsciousness i1s 1n 1tself consciousness of the infinite. Our
settled conviction of the unity of the universe 1s an inborn logic.

The unity of the world 1s the supreme and most universal category.
A closer look...reveal? the fact that it carries 1ts opposite, the
infinite multiplicity."

With our hands we grasp only the tangible, with our eyes only
the visible, but with our conception we grasp the whole Nature, the
Universe.”

Consciousness signifies the knowledge of being. It means having
at least a faint 1inkling of the fact that being 1is the universal
idea. Being 1s everything; it 1s the essence of everything...the
human intellect knows of no absolute separation of any two things,
although 1t 1s free to segﬁrate the universe into 1ts parts for the
purpose of understanding.

Perfectly true, perfectly universal, 1s only the general
existence, the Universe, the absolute quantity. But the real world
1s absolutely relative, absolutely perishable, an infinity of
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manifestations, an 1infinity of qualities. All truths are simply
parts of thi% world, partial truths...The general mark of truth 1is
existence...

Reality can not be reduced to either 1ideas or matter, (both
being human constructs) however the one "thing" we it can be
resolved i1into 1s the Universe or the Totality. Here yhe believed was
the obly. scli@ Blace to anehor 4" philodtay. Por all fidite
concepts proved ultimately 1llusory. Upon this firm ground Dietzgen
was able to reconcile the classical problems of philosophy such as
free will vs. determinism, matter and force, cause and effect, and
materialism vs. idealism. These opposites were yglidmatsedy not as
oppositional as people thought, or as he stated,

We do not conceive the forces as mere predicates of matter. Our
conception of matter and force 1s, so to speak, democratic. One 1s
of the same value as the other; ev?rything individual 1s but the
property...of the entire Nature...

We assume the underlying unity of the world in our everyday
actions, hence the Tanner's a priori 1is 1indeed a most basic
assumption of our consciousness. We would not be able to function
wervr-well for any length of time without the associated concepts of
the existence, coherence and oneness of the world. Science is based
upon this essential idea and would be impossible without it. And
1f the world was dualistic, and there was another truly sepatate

existence, we would not be able to know about it Hence absolute
separation 1s meaningless.

CAUSE AND EFFECT

He dealt rather extensively with the problem of cause and
effect. Science searches for the reasons for events and it 1is
considered an important discovery when a causal link is discovered.
(We are told that germs cause disease.) The problem for both the
metaphysician and the scientist is that we rarely find THE cause of
something and our discoveries often give rise to more questions.
(If germs cause disease, why are we not sick all the time, since we
are continually surrounded by germs?)

Thus things become mutual causes and mutual effects. The entire
world of phenomena, of which thought is but a part, is an absolute
circle, in which the beginning and end is everywhere and nowhere,
in which everything 1is at the same time essence and semblance,
cause and effect, general and concrete. Just as all Nature 1is 1in
the last instance one sole gener?l unity...so this same Nature...1s
the final cause of all things. :

Causes are, i1n the last instance, not noticed and furnished by
means of...the sense perceptions. They are supplied by the faculty
of thought...not "pure" products of the faculty of thought, but are
produced by 1t 1n connection with sense perceptions...Causes are
mental generalizations of preceptable changes...The speculative
cause creates 1ts effects. But 1n reality the effects are the
material out of which the brain, or science, forms its causes. The

cause concept 1s 3 product of reason...married to the world of
sense perceptions.
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Thus Dietzgen once more combats arrogance, the sort of arrogance
one finds with the technocrat and his "scientific plans”, and the
Marxist-Leninist and his "economic laws"”. We should not glorify our
discoveries, 1deas or concepts, for these are all demarcations of
reality we have made. Our knowledge 1s more than likely to be grey
and fuzzy rather than sharp-outlined black and white. Not that our
mental toil results in complete untruth or everything is subjective
fantasy, but our constructs are merely an approximation of reality.
Our knowledge 1is always limited, partial knowledge, and to think
otherwise 1s to fall 1into a deep and dangerous error. As the
millions of victims of Twentieth Century arrogance can attest.

THE PROBLEM OF LANGUAGE

Dietzgen realized that many problems of philosophy arose with the
inadequate use of language. 1In this manner he foreshadowed
Wittegenstein and the analytic philosophers.

The inertia which has prevented the one-sided idealists on the
one hand and the one-sided materialists on the other from coming to
a peaceful understanding may be traced to one of those slips of the
tongue. We lack the right terms for designating the relationship
betweeﬁ] spiritual phenomena...and the tangible...things on the
other.

He did not take words as reality, as do so many intellectuals,
but regarded them as symbols. Words are names, which do not, and
cannot, haV% any other ' function than that of symbolic
illustration.

SUMMARY

You have now seen the basic outline of Dietzgen's theory of
knowledge, and before going on to other aspects of his philosophy
a summary 1s necessary. The important points covered so far are:

Thinking 1s labour and is a general human attrlbute.

Thought must have an object. '

Thought involves generalization and specialization.

Though 1s a contradictory process.

Dualism 1s an error.

Imagination and error are important in the growth of knowledge.
Our Kknowledge 1s limited.

Most contraries are really false opposites.

Existence 1s One and the finite and the contradlctory are
resolved i1nto the Infinite Universe.

B N W WEW X RN

SCIENCE AND SCIENTISM

Like virtually all 19th Century thinkers, Dietzgen considered
his works to be scientific. However, about this time,(the 1870's)
the term "Science" began to change its meaning. Previously, any
organized body of knowledge was considered a science and there was
nothing smacking of pretentiousness or scientism in speaking about
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the science of cookery, scientific socialism or even occult
science., With the rise of Positivism and materialism came a new and
vastly more restricted use of the word. "Science" was now
restricted to those areas of inquiry which applied the methodology
of the natural sciences in a search for the supposedly immutable
laws of nature which exist independently of the observer. Anything

else was unscientific or pseudo-science and was soon to be
condemned 1n language similar to that used by 16th Century heresy-
hunters. Science had become a new absolutism and a new

superstition. This was too much for the Tanner to stomach.

There are among us a good many people who, instead of regarding
science as a handmaid to civilization, idolize and worship it...
They are like the barbarians who turned the natural and social law
into a divinity...It 1is encumbent upon social democracy to destroy
both religious and scientific superstition.

He reproached scientists and academics for their elitism and
considered them to be as idealistic (in the philosophical sense) as
the materialists whose philosophical offspring they undoubtedly
were.

Having materialized everything spiritual, there remained
nothing for the professors but to spiritualize their own
profession, science. They assume academic knowledge to be of a
different type than say, the knowledge of the peasant, the dyer or
the smith. Scientific agriculture is, however, only insofar ahead
of usual farming that its rules or knowledge of the so-called
natural laws are greneralizations of a more comprehensive kind.
They but differ from each other in degree and not 1in essence..jwe
want to overcome the claims of the aristocracy of intellect.

Modern science 1s even today stfll animated by the bias of the
materialists of the 18th Century. 4

Positive science can give us knowledge of certain aspects of the
world, but it is left to another form of thinking (or science) to
understand the world. Natural science was subordinate in one sense
to philosophy, that science which investigates those basic
questions that natural scientists usually take for granted. These
are questions such as, "What is thought?" or "What is truth?"

Natural science 1n 1ts narrower sense cannot give us the
monistic conception of the world...[lthisl is investigated by _a
separate science some call Logic, orEpistemology'orDialectics.45

DIETZGEN'S INDIVIDUALISM

Rooted in the concept that all thought is in essence similar,
Dietzgen's philosophy is from the beginning democratic and
egalitarian. One person may know more than another, but the
differences between 1individuals are only quantitative, not
qualitative. To be human is to have the capacity for reason. Such
a viewpoint has a high regard for the individual, since each
person's opinion, and therefore each person ,is seen as having
intrinsic value.

An essential concept of individuality also exists within his
philosophy, which is shown by the fact that "each drop of water

p
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differlis] from every other." And if water drops are individuals,
consider the individuality of that complex creature, homo sapiens,
or as he stated, humanity 1is an 1idea, while man 1is always some
specia],person...46

THE CONCEPT OF HISTORY

Dietzgen's concept of history is related to his evaluation of
the individual.

It 1is only the consciousness of 1individual freedom which
creates sufficient unconcern for the rules made by others to permit
a brave advance, which emancipates us fronbstriving for an 1llusory
absolute 1deal, for some "best world"...'' His "unconcern for the
rules made by others" allowed him to break with the SLP and go to
the aid of the bleaguered anarchists. His hostility toward

——

utopianism 1s also evident.

At a time when a highly determinist view of history virtually
expunged the factor of human will, the Tanner noted, ...humani§%
revolutionizes 1its highest standards, in short, it makes history.

His holistic view of man, history and nature protected him ho#dr
from falling into both the utopian trap and its opposite, the sort
of dispair we see so much of today. Nor did he have a blind belief
in progress like so many of his contemporaries.

Progress picks up the child and then pours the water out of the
bathtub...The present wealth of civilization 1is due only to the
economic administration of the acquirements of the past. Evolution
15 as much conservative as it 1is, revolutionary, and it finds as
much wrong as right 1in every law.

I am even 1inclined to admit that the task of developing our
labor power to that degree of prodigious fertility which we see
today, has necessitated a priviledged governing class as well as
the exploitation of the masses. I am ready to acquiesce patie%tly
in the misery of the past, and bear it no grudge or malice...

Social evolution 1s not nihilistic, no clean-slate wiping away of
the past and as much is retained as is rejected. Both the radical
and the conservative are necessary. Nor is there a need to have
someone to blame for the world's kills, history just IS and we are
all part of it.

At the same time we are thus reconciled with the world as it
really 1s, because we no longer regard it as the unsuccessful
realization of that which cannot but be. The world is always right.
Whatever exists, 1s right and is not fated to be otherwise until it
changes. Wherever there 1is existence, which is power, there 1is also
right without further condition, because it is right in a formative
stage. Weakness has no other right than striving fbr'fupremecy and
then forcing a recognition of its long denied needs.l

Unlike some anarchists that think it possible to do away with
power, Dietzgen recognizes that existence is power. The "weak" are
undoubtedly the laboring classes, who in their struggle for
recognition of their needs, overcome this weakness. That "the world
1s always right" seems appalling in an era which has seen the likes
of Stalin, Hitler, Mao and Pol Pot. However, this restatement of
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Hegel's oft quoted and always misunderstood, "Real is Rational", is
not a whitewash of the crimes of history. 'It merely states that
history is a process 1in which events have causes - in the limited
sense of cause and effect that Dietzgen uses. Hitler, for example,
did not fall from the sky, nor were the German people seized by
temporary madness, his rise to power was caused by the
authoritarianism of German culture, the punitive Versailles Treaty,
" the destruction of the middle class, the Stalinist threat etc.,

DIETZGEN AND THE SPIRITUAL

Dietzgen expressly rejected atheism. ..

We have seen in Dietzgen's philosopy that human knowledge is
limited and that the only Absolute which exists is the Totality of
Existence or the Universe. (By Universe, he did not mean what
astronomers mean by 1t, rather he meant Existence - all that has
ever happened, all that is happening now, all that will happen) He
observed that if the antropomorphism, superstition and hocus pocus
was stripped away from religion what was left was the Absolute. God
1s merely another word for ‘the Absolute or the Totality of
Existence. o |

...the all-perfect Being, with the conception of God, with the
Substance of Spinoza, with the "thing in itself” of Kant, and with
the Absolute of Hegel, has 1its good reason in the fact that the
sober conception of the Universe as the All1-One with nothing above
or outside or alongside of it, 1is t 5he first postulate of a skilled
and consistant mode of thinking...

Religion could not be written off as superstition or a plot by
priests to control the people with fears of a vengeful divine king.
Like everything else, it has a rational core.

.« history shows us not only the negative and ridiculous side
of the religions, customs, institutions and ideas of the past, but
also their positive, reasonable and necessary side.

...when religion was a more serious affair, it was also less
dualistic. The devil was but a tool, the earthly 1life but a
transitional term of probation for the eternal life. There was a
centre of gravity and system. In comparison with modern half-
heartednesg%...rellglon did encompass the whole In a monistic
manner. ..

He did not blush at being called an athelst but neither did
religion terrlfy him.,

If he 1s an atheist who denies that perfection can be found in
an individual, then I am an atheist. And if he is a believer in God
who has the faith in the "most perfect being" with which not alone
theologists, but also Cartesius and Spinoza have occupéed
themselves so much, then I am one of the true children of God.

The problem with religion, is that it personified God in a symbol
such as the Father or the Divine King, and at least in its popular
form, the symbol came to be taken for the reality. Thus we have the
childish view of God as an old man on a cloud writing down our sins
in a great book. The Absolute is far beyond anything so earth-bound



and anthropomorphic as this sort of personification, or as Dietzgeﬂ
stated, ...the infinite, eternal, is not personal, but objective.’

As well for Dietzgen, religion had become overly transcendental
and had forgotten immanence - the Absolute had been removed from
the world and this was wrong.

The relative and the absolute do not lie so far apart as 1t 1s
painted to man by that uncultivated sense of Infinity called
Religion... The Absolute and the Relative are not separated
transcendentally, they are connected with each other so that the
Unlimited is made up of an infinite number of finite limitation
and each limited phenomenon possesses the nature of the Infinite.’

One final quote shows the Tanner to have attitudes reminiscent
of the Sermon On The Mount: Never be harsh in your judgements of
others...In order to act courteously, you must think courteously.
Virtue and faults are combined. Eve% the rascal 1is a good fellow
and the just sins seven times a day.9

Had Dietzgen's attitude toward religion been adopted by the
radical labor movements, the world might have been saved much
misery. Many militants were staunch atheists who dismissed religion
as a lot of superstition, as such they could never understand the
hold it had over the population. Particularily, in Catholic
countries, their hostility tended to divide the work force 1into
believers and anti-clericals, rather than splitting the Catholic
masses away from the reactionary hierarchy. This division helped to
pave the way for fascism.

DIETZGEN'S POLITICS

While he resided in Germany, Dietzgen was a member of the Social
Democratic Party. This did not mean he was a State Socialist, for
what he proposed was a system of co-operative production and not
State ownership.

...[humanitieﬁ]] savior c¢an only be found 1in co-operative,
brotherly work...

Only from the abolition of class rule, from the transformation
of the selfish capitalistic organizations 1nto co—opertiv?
instruments of production will issue the true brotherhood of man .’

How was the co-operative commonwealth to come about? Certainly
not through the manipulations of a gang of know-it-alls. Instead it
was hnecessary to 62..emancipate the working class through the
workers themselves.

...a more equitable and popular distribution of economic goods
can be realized by a democracy only...[not]l the gfle of a clique
under the pretense of intellectual superiority...

Social change would not come about through missionary work, nor
utopian schemes. We look for salvation not to religious, political
and social enlightenment, but S?e it growing organically out of the
development of social economy.6

We don't look for salvation 1in subjective schemes, but we see
it growing as a sort of organic product out of the inevitablﬁq
course of actual development. All we do 1is facilitate its birth.”
.. .which emancipates us from striving for an illusory absolute
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ideal, for some "best world"”...5

We too demand the restoration of our human rights...this...is
no i1dle speculation, but i1s the natural outcome of present material
wants...lthe co-operative economy isl...quite in keeping with the
nature of the present system: it must come: its materials are being
produced and multiplied daily. The capitalists are the real silk-
worms...The premature question about the future, When, Where, and
How need noﬁlﬁ trouble us, 1t 1s 1indeed an 1idle "philosophic"”
speculation. '

..+ the society we are striving for differs from the present but
by modifications. The society of the future 1is gontained in the
present society as the young bird is in the egg.6

Positivism with its so-called Eternal Laws is rejected in
politics as well as philosophy. Nor must activists do aa¥ more than
educate in the broadest sense. They are not te=he—didse military
commanders. |

Social Democracy does not seek to establish eternal laws,
permanent 1nstitutions or unchangeable forms; it seeks the
salvation of mankind. The 1indispensable means...is mental
enlightenment.69

Dietzgen's philosophy, founded on tolerance, could only demand a
political practice that was tolerant and allowed a broad range of
opinions to exist.

We must 1n practice be tolerant in the extreme and surely no
Social Democrat would ever think of putting any Party member into
a straight jacket of unifor.mity.70

ECONOMICS

There is little in English on Dietzgen's economic ideas. That
which does exist 1is interesting in the way it foreshadows later
developments. Unlike most leftists of his day, he saw that a well
paid work force was necessary for economic development, whether
capitalist or social democratic.

The prime necessity to an advance in civilization is freedom of
the pegple to participate 1in. consumption...wealth, once the
stimulator of progress, 1s now turning into a factor of historical
stagnation...on the whole it must be admitted that the gro?th of
production 1s kept in check by the question of consumption.1

Business 1s at a standstill, and there is no demand for goods.
The only way out of this calamity is participation of the masses in
consumption; the wages must be increased and labor time reduced.
But the well-fed capitalist...is too narrow minded to pay the
producer of his wealth, the worker, well...Not only social
democracy, but the national ecoanics demand a larger consumption,
a wider market for its products.

1. Dietzgen, Joseph, Nature of Human Brain
Work, Red Lion, Vancouver, p.l6

2. ibid, p.2



