DRAFT, 2/9/08

Red, Black and Green: Dietzgen’s Philosophy Across the Divide.

Simon Boxley,

University of Winchester
What little has been written about Joseph Dietzgen as a theorist sympathetic to both emergent Marxist and Anarchist traditions has focused on his political interventions of the 1880s. It is argued here that in Dietzgen’s philosophical monism, it is possible to find an account of thought as positioned material movement within context, which both underpins a radical politics of self-emancipation, and prefigures ecosophical conceptions of natural inter-relatedness. In this respect, Dietzgen represents a forgotten opportunity to develop a worldview or “world-consciousness” which crosses red-black-green divides. It is argued in this paper that there is much to be retrieved from this ‘lost’ thinker, which might inform contemporary radical philosophical reconciliation even between advocates of deep green thought and some Marxist currents. 

Introduction

One might say that Joseph Dietzgen’s is a strange and contradictory legacy. At least one might do so were it possible to claim a contemporary legacy from Dietzgen at all. Few in the twenty-first century remember the first philosopher of Marxism, the first “dialectical materialist”. Indeed, traces of his influence barely extend into the second half of the twentieth century. Among living philosophers, Bertell Ollman (1976, 2003a, 2003b) is perhaps the only one who seriously attends to Dietzgen’s method or shows any sign of working with it. In terms of political legacy, among the sects and grouplets of the left, Dietzgen is remembered principally by those who cling to the ‘purity’ of a turn of the nineteenth-twentieth century Impossibilist tradition (Buick 1975, 2005), or to versions of council communism (ICC, 2001) and he remains a rare example of a Marxist admired by, what, in Chicago they once called “socialists of the anarchist type” (Green, 2006, p.129). What these movement-marginal memories suggest is that Dietzgen was what Lenin might have derided as an ‘ultraleftist’. In fact Lenin’s relationship with Dietzgen was much more complex and that, and to characterize Dietzgen thus would be to narrow the reach of his historical significance and influence, and possibly to misrepresent his ideas. Whilst those contemporary commentators who spare the matter any thought at all might agree with Burns (2002) that Dietzgen’s significance lies more in what he suggests about the development of early Marxist thought than in his own original philosophical innovation, we must admit that his writing cast a long shadow over several parts of the early radical movements of the left. The first part of this paper will review the confusing and contradictory historical role of Joseph Dietzgen’s thought. The second half will seek to move beyond the contingencies of place and moment which found several Joseph Dietzgens meeting the immediate needs of philosophically impoverished radicals, and seek to revive something of the ontology of Dietzgen as a basis for a tentative rapprochement between left philosophical traditions - Marxist and green anarchist. 

Many Dietzgens

The Dietzgen one would expect to find at a conference like this is, essentially, the American Dietzgen, specifically the Chicagoan Dietzgen. This is the fondly remembered figure who plays a bit part in the grand tragedy of Haymarket, who calls himself an anarchist and who heroically takes over the editorship of the Chicagoer Arbeiterzeitung after the arrest of Spies, Parsons et. al., even in the face of the brutality of the red-scare roundup that followed the May 1886 bombing. In Europe, by contrast, several versions of Dietzgen were read into the emergent trends on the left: conditionally praised by Lenin, cautiously approached by official communism, lauded by Dutch Tribunism, and revered in the houses of South Wales miners and Lancashire trade unionists as the archetype autodidact proletarian philosopher. Let me take a few minutes to untangle these different Dietzgens and to offer an account of his placement into quite distinct traditions. We start with the ‘anarchist’ American Dietzgen.

The USA:

The reasons why Gambone (1996) and other left-libertarian and anarchist thinkers remember Dietzgen relate to a brief period at the end of his life, from 1886 to 1888, when Dietzgen lived in Chicago. He was a member of the Socialist Labour Party, working for their German language paper Der Sozialist in New York, but joined his son in Chicago at the height of that city’s period of historic unrest. Although previously criticised by August Spies in the pages of the Arbeiterzeitung, Dietzgen broke radically with his party in supporting the anarchists in the immediate aftermath of the bombing. The only significant account of this period in his life comes from Joseph’s son Eugene and lends an elegiac tone to the story of his father’s brave decision to put his life and liberty at risk by volunteering to take on the running of the anarchists’ newspaper. There is nothing in English of Dietzgen’s journalism in support of the Haymarket defendants, nor is there anything in his translated writings which suggests a commitment to the political strategy of the anarchists, still less to anarchist theory. However, he certainly wrote pieces in the Arbeiterzeitung that expressed solidarity with the anarchists. We have an account in translation from his son of some defiant remarks aligning himself with the immediate aims of the anarchists and justifying his position: in correspondence of June 1886 he boldly states “I call myself an anarchist” (J. Dietzgen, in E. Dietzgen, 1906, p.28) and proceeds to explain to his unnamed correspondent that he defines ‘anarchism’ 

“in a more congenial sense than is usually done. According to me, - and I am at one in this with all the better and best comrades, - we shall not arrive at the new society without serious troubles. I even think that we shall not get along without world disturbances, without “anarchy.” I believe that “anarchy” will be the stage of transition. Dyed-in-the-wool anarchists pretend that anarchism is the final stage of society. To that extent they are rattlebrains who think they are the most radical people. But we are the real radicals who work for the communist order above and beyond anarchism.” (ibid.) 

We also have a mild rebuke for his remarks from Engels, (Engels, 1953, p.161) and a defence of Dietzgen, along with an admonition of his expulsion from the SLP, from their mutual friend, Sorge (Sorge, 1977, pp.242-3). Engels, to his credit, allowed that Dietzgen’s actions could be excused by “the moment” and four months after the bombing wrote that, “he [Dietzgen] has gotten over it by now, no doubt, and is certainly back on the right track; I have no worries on that score” (Engels, 1953, p.161). So, whilst it is true that Dietzgen was happy to call himself an anarchist in 1886-8, in the febrile atmosphere of Chicago, this amounted to little more than an assertion that radical proletarians should stand together against capital’s vicious reaction. In this, as he states, he was not unique - many who called themselves socialists stuck by their jailed anarchist comrades as matters of long term strategy were subsumed by questions of basic class solidarity. All this amounts to a rather thin basis for Dietzgen’s reputation as a theorist who bridges the Marxist-anarchist divide. What it does demonstrate is the man’s absolute commitment to a revolutionary and anti-parliamentarist route to political liberation, and his courage to put his neck on the line, despite what he calls the “cowardice” of his former comrades on the National Executive of the SLP, and others, in buckling under repressive reaction to the bomb. For Dietzgen who was, after all, never an analyst of strategy, this proletarian position merely confirmed his commitment to communism and Marxism rather than whatever he meant by ‘anarchism’. However, we may take slightly more from those further comments of Dietzgen’s which allude to a theoretical basis for this position in his writings on ontology and methodology: “the terms anarchist, socialist, communist,” he suggests, “should be mixed together so that no muddle head could tell which is which. Language serves not only the purpose of distinguishing things, but also of uniting them, for it is dialectic.” (J. Dietzgen, in E. Dietzgen, 1906, p.28) Engels was not without reason in commenting on Dietzgen’s tendency to find a ‘dialectical unity’ in things. Where others might see a single narrow viewpoint, Dietzgen found two sides and in them an expression of a greater unity. To this point, and its basis in Dietzgen’s understanding of the dialectic, we will return in the second half of this paper. 
A brief survey of some other, decidedly ‘non-anarchist’ Dietzgens will serve to add some contrast to the philosopher’s legacy and prepare the ground for some discussion of the philosophical debate around Dietzgen’s ontology which raged, for a while, within the communist movement, and beyond which I will them move with my outline of his cosmology and its relation to contemporary deep ecology. 
Britain:

The introduction of Dietzgenian influence to Britain can be attributed to the emergence of a revolutionary industrially-orientated trend in Marxist politics inspired by Dietzgen’s one time party, the American SLP (Rée, 1984, p.12-13)and spread with the import into the metropolis of the radical publications of Chicago’s Charles H. Kerr Cooperative. Dietzgen’s and his follower Ernst Untermann’s works were among the texts so popularised. Dietzgenism, then, became the unofficial philosophical model for the Marxist Socialist Labour Party, established in Edingurgh in 1903 (See Challinor,1977, pp.28-55)and the breakaway Socialist Party of Great Britain, founded in 1906 (Buick, 2005) . This is not the place to discuss at length Dietzgen’s surprisingly profound effect upon English, Scottish and Welsh workers movements between the first years of the Twentieth Century and the early 1930’s. This subject has been quite fully treated elsewhere (Emmett, 1928; MacIntyre, 1974; Rée, 1984, pp.23-45). However, it is relevant within this context to contrast this British Dietzgen with his American alter-ego. The efforts of his British popularisers, men like Casey (1922, 1949) and Craik (1964) conferred on Dietzgen’s theory a distinct life of its own within independent working class education. In marked contrast with the veneer of ultra-leftism leant to Dietzgen by his association with Pannekoek, and Gorter in Holland, and with anarchism in the States, British Dietzgenism became increasingly associated with rightist revisionism, especially as the influence of Stalinism grew in the 1930’s. Ironically, the Communist Review charged the Dietzgenites with engaging in a “struggle against dialectical materialism” (Rée, 1984, .p.64), and as the Labour Colleges which promoted Dietzgen increasingly became seen as reformist compromisers and agents of Labourism (ibid., p.53), Casey was charged with promulgating “idealist confusion” (‘D.R.’, 1931, pp. 373-6). Dietzgen’s inexactitudes of expression allowed for his Communist accusers to claim ‘deviationism’ among his followers for their adherence to a “dialectical unity” which could “include both God and the bourgeois leadership of the Labour Party within Marxism” (Rée, 1984, p126). There is little more I want to say about this Joseph Dietzgen in this context. I mean merely to draw your attention to the existence to that ‘lost world’ of proletarian philosophy in Britain which, whilst never openly sympathetic to anarchist trends exhibited that curious mix of economic inevitabilism and anti-authoritarianism which were sufficiently out of tune with Leninist orthodoxy to require deliberate crushing from the late 20’s onwards. 

The Soviet Union

Contrast the story so far with the “dialectical materialist” Dietzgen of Official Communist history. “One has to stick to dialectical materialism (not Plekhanov’s but that of Marx and Engels), developing it and making it more concrete in the spirit of J. Dietzgen” (Dzhugashvili, in Van Ree, 2000, p.275): the words, not of any species of left libertarian, but of the future Joseph Stalin, written in 1908. The reader of English has far less access to this Russian Dietzgen, as filtered through Lenin and Plekhanov, than to Untermann’s Chicagoan version or Casey’s British one. Stalin, like Lenin before him was probably quite unaware of Dietzgen’s ‘heretical’ passing comments on anarchism, relying on his reading of Dauge’s 1906 translation of The Positive Outcome of Philosophy into Russian, and the 1903 German edition of Dietzgen’s most important writings (Van Ree, 1993, p.49). The standard Leninist line on Dietzgen, deriving from Materialism & Empirio- criticism (Lenin, 1948, p.253) is that it was Eugene Dietzgen’s reading and re-presentation of his father’s thought as ‘cosmic socialism’, an extension of Marxism into Marx-Engels-Dietzgenism, that worked the confusion inherent in Dietzgen’s writing up into an oppositional trend (against Bolshevism and what would become Marxism-Leninist orthodoxy), but that, if one reads Dietzgen as Lenin would have us do, then “in that worker-philosopher, who discovered dialectical materialism in his own way, there is much that is great!” (ibid., p.253) Lenin’s reading (1931, 1948, 1977) of Dietzgen’s work is selective. Where Dietzgen muddies his philosophical monism with dualism and idealism, Lenin is sympathetic, where he is positively and consistently monist and cosmological, Lenin is critical. Lenin disputes Dietzgen’s central claim that the category of material must be extended to subsume phenomena such as forces and thought, which is essential to the thrust of Dietzgen’s ‘cosmic materialist’ vision. Ultimately, though, despite emphasising the muddled nature of Dietzgen’s project, Lenin’s reading is sympathetic because he chooses to focus on those passages from the ‘Brainwork’ of 1869 which either appear to identify matter as the limit of the mind, or which define mind and matter as expressive of a greater unifying whole. In Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, Lenin asserts that Dietzgen is a dialectical materialist, and goes on to defend this assertion by explicating his reading of Dietzgen’s presentation of the relationship of phenomena to the thing-in-itself. Lenin quotes Dietzgen as stating that the relationship of world-in-itself to the world as it appears to us is a relationship of whole to parts (ibid., p.117). Every phenomenon is a source of inexhaustible exploration by the human faculty of cognition, because every grain of sand or particle of dust is unknowable in its full extent. However, Lenin does not make explicit that, for Dietzgen, this is not as a result of the empiricist ontological prioritisation of phenomena over things-in-themselves, but a result of Dietzgen’s substance-monism
.Dietzgen’s position dictates that all phenomena must necessarily only ever suggest a relationship of parts to the universal whole: fundamentally, for Dietzgen, every thing is everything. This is a point he makes over and again. It is the epistemological quandary that this throws up, resolved, Dietzgen believed, by understanding dialectical process as a ‘regional’ event – that is, as a relationship of partial, positional and isolatable knowledge to unattainable, ‘total’ knowledge – rather than as a universal explanatory mechanism, which Lenin fails consistently to grasp. Unfortunately, instead, Lenin focuses on one of the occasions where Dietzgen refers directly to what Lenin expands into his ‘reflection theory of knowledge’: “the human organ of perception radiates no metaphysical light, but is a piece of nature which reflects other pieces of nature” (Dietzgen, cited in Lenin, 1948, pp. 251-2). If it is here that Dietzgen himself is weakest and fails to grasp wholeheartedly the epistemological implications for perception of the substance-monism he was to later develop more fully, it is also here that Lenin finds a political ally in laying the ground for Marxist scientistic vanguardism (Walden, 2004). For Leninist developments of ‘accurate’ reflection made it the prerogative of the few – the vanguard, the Party – for everyone else, the accuracy of their reflective apparatus was necessarily clouded by ideological fog. But, as is plain from Dietzgen’s reception elsewhere, other readings are possible. Dietzgen’s ‘reflection’ here, might legitimately be taken to indicate no more than that the mind is an abstraction from nature, which is of the same stuff as other abstractions from nature, or, as his moral philosophy suggests, that there is an organic connection between material ideas and their wider material context. Dietzgen’s conception in 1869 is far from clear. On the one hand, a reading such as Lenin’s could very easily utilise such passages of Dietzgen’s to support a reflection theory; however, a more nuanced reading which places the clumsiness of the phrasing into a more consistently monist context might favour a position such as that of Walden (2004). On Walden’s account (Walden, 2004, p5), the object is not mechanically and automatically reflected in thought, but, rather, represents an ontological capacity to be known in thought. For Walden (2004), Dietzgen’s standpoint is that the objective and the material furnish the ontological basis for the cognitive capacity of the subject to recognize and understand the object. Nevertheless, this hardly removes the problem, as what is in question is the process of becoming known in thought. Does it, for instance, require a interpellator, a Party or vanguard to facilitate one’s recognition of a class, or of the conditions of one’s oppression? What are the conditions under which the ‘truth’ of oppression might be known and recognized? In fact Dietzgen did, albeit vaguely, foresee a thoroughly materialist account of perception and cognition in his proto-unified-field materialist cosmology, wherein forces, such as light are also material, and enable a continuous and unbroken material dynamic which connects in a very real way material movements of all types, be they expressed substantively, in terms of a force, such as light, or electricity or ‘mentally’ as a material dynamic occurring ‘within’ but not localisable to the neural complexes of the subject. Even in 1869, he refers to thought arising “from infinite circulation of matter” (Dietzgen, 1906a, p.81). Whilst this is helpful in firmly relating sense perception to material movement, it falls short of identifying sense perception and mental activity as material movement, as aspects of a dynamic whole. Whilst his monism allows in principle for the articulation of a thoroughgoing materialist theory of perception and cognition, such a theory is never carefully expressed by Dietzgen, who does indeed often fall back on descriptive accounts, which seem to confound the implications of his analysis with precisely the reflection theory favoured by Lenin. It is perhaps not entirely in Dietzgen’s disfavour that he did not fully follow through his mature monist materialism with a reconsideration of his (1869) theory of perception, as the likelihood is that such a theory would have revealed the shortcomings inherent in the positivism implicit in much of Dietzgen’s early philosophy of science. The fact that he by and large retreats into half-hearted articulations of a position similar to Engels’ and which Lenin would later crystallize as the reflection theory leaves us with a limited opening for revising Dietzgen’s thought in this area without losing its essential monist ontology. 
Dietzgen’s Monism: Red, Black and Green?
A monist ontology has by no means been a prerequisite for anarchism, yet a strong strain of monism runs through anarchist philosophies from Stirner to Hakim Bey. Whereas Stirner’s radical voluntarism posited a profoundly egocentric and idealist monism, that substance-monism developed within the ‘ecosophy’ which undergirds green anarchism is, like that employed by the later Dietzgen, fundamentally materialist, in an expanded sense of that term (what Dietzgen, in contrast with later orthodox versions of the term, called dialectically materialist). In this second half of my paper I want to argue that a stronger and more useful connection between Dietzgenian philosophy and contemporary forms of anarchism exists than that which has more usually been described between the American Dietzgen and Haymarket-era Chicagoan anarchism. 
The philosophical bases for green anarchism in the deep ecology of Arne Naess (1973) and Freya Mathews (1991) have often and for good reason been taken not merely as anti-humanist, but anti-human, and quite at odds with the traditions of early Western Marxism which Dietzgen arguably represents. But, a reading of Bertell Ollman’s Dietzgenian philosophy of internal relations suggests that in the ontology of both radical ecology and its green anarchist manifestations, and, on the other hand, Dietzgenite Marxism, there is a shared basis for an approach to action and morality. Certainly, there are those who will argue that any attempt to open a dialogue between the philosophical traditions represented on the one side by Marxism and, on the other, by deep ecology are doomed to inevitable failure. The necessary fruitlessness of such an exchange, it will be claimed, stems from the entrenchment of positions on such matters as the role of human agency in nature which are so different as to admit of no commensurability. However, the flawed and often poorly articulated, but nevertheless distinctive Marxist monism of Joseph Dietzgen, it seems to me,  both prefigures the cosmology of deep ecology and offers a means of reconciling the narrative of human labour with that of human ‘nestedness’.
Dietzgen’s project is to map the outlines of a theory of being, operating initially inductively, but increasingly, and seemingly without an awareness of this shift, in sweeping a priori terms. His language is slippery, demonstrating refreshingly little regard for the philosophical academic conventions of which he anyway had little time or knowledge. When Dietzgen refers to a single absolute category of substance in terms which do not appear strictly materialist as “the One” or “the Universe”, he generally does so in order to distinguish the universal substance from ‘ponderable’ matter as usually understood. (He also sometimes refers to ponderable matter simply and unproblematically as “matter” in order to distinguish it from “mind” or from “forces” as understood at the time, again without recognising the linguistic confusion which arises from not distinguishing this sense of “matter” from the more universal sense he wishes to establish through his monistic cosmology.)  In common with the crude mechanical materialists of his day, Dietzgen wanted to radically extend the category of matter.  He makes this clear in a number of passages which directly contradict Lenin’s reading of his 1869 work. In Social Democratic Philosophy (1876), Dietzgen writes: “The conception of matter must be given a more comprehensive meaning. To it belong all phenomena of reality” (Original emphasis) (Dietzgen, 1906b, p.222). And, again: 

“Socialist materialism understands by matter not only the ponderable and tangible, but the whole real existence. Everything that is contained in the Universe – and in it is contained everything, the All and the Universe being but two names for one thing – everything this Socialist materialism embraces in one conception, one name, one category.” (Emphasis added)(ibid, pp.300-301)

Whilst Dietzgen, like modern physicists, struggles to communicate his ontology, his intention is clear: matter must subsume all other categories. There is no mind, spirit, activity, movement which is not an expression of matter. Gods and souls are metaphysical reifications – he sometimes uses the term he borrows from Stirner – ‘spooks’. Whilst psychology is important, its status as a science derives from its understanding of the materiality of thought. 

In the words of the ‘Dietzgenist’, Ernest Untermann, “Historical materialism takes its departure from human society, dialectical monism from the natural universe” (Untermann, 1918, p.243). The question of whether this turns orthodox Marxism on its head we shall leave aside for a moment. It is certainly true that, like many later ecological thinkers, Dietzgen wishes to emphasise first and foremost the formal unity of all things, understanding the network of relations which constitute the tools of Marxist social analysis as expressive of the totality of interrelationships that form the dialectical realisation of the natural universe. In this respect, he acknowledges a methodological debt to Spinoza: 

Our dialectical materialism proves that the question [of whether the mind be judged a property of the brain] ought to be considered after the precept of Spinoza from the standpoint of the Universe, sub specie æternitatis. In the endless Universe, matter in the sense of the old and antiquated materialists, that is, of tangible matter, does not possess the slightest preferential right to be more substantial, i.e., more immediate, more distinct and more certain than any other phenomenon of Nature. (Dietzgen, 1906b, p.307)

In calling into question the ‘function’ of aspects of the natural universe, he wishes to break down the dualism which would separate thing and relation, subject and predicate. Predications are ascriptions of partial relations, abstractive expediencies misapprehended as positive distinctions. Whilst it is true that Dietzgen goes well beyond Spinoza in his ontological prioritisation of phenomena, he does so largely only insofar as ‘individual’ phenomena are suggestive of broader relations within nature, including between human and other aspects of the universe. Why is this necessary for Marxist ‘science’? Bertell Ollman employs the concept of ‘abstraction’ to extend an account of the peculiar way in which Marx appears inconsistently to expand singular concepts in the cause of political expediency. For example, in explaining the role and function of ‘man’ dialectically and at several ‘levels of abstraction’, Marx needs to be able to employ his method to explode the singularity to include a constellation of relations encompassed by the definitional possibilities of the concept: the abstraction contains within its ontological definition the possibility of expansion to include all of those relations of production, consumption and exchange within the total system of capital: 
“Man, however much he may therefore be a particular individual – and it is just this particularity which makes him an individual and a real individual communal being – is just as much the totality, the ideal totality,  the subjective existence of thought and experienced society present for itself” (original emphases) (Marx, 1992, p.151). 

From a Marxist perspective, it is necessary to accept as fundamental to the effective operation of a dialectical methodology the epistemological liberty to abstract conceptual particularities in a flexible manner with regard to their generality. It would be of no use to abstract a singular phenomenon such as a sudden and calamitous reduction in a fish population without the capacity to identify the event not only geographically and temporally, but also within the context of economic growth imperatives derived from structural features of capitalist accumulation. A failure to recognise the importance of expanding the parameters of a process can result in a tendency to abstract end results as self-referencing and requiring only internal reorientation. Over-fishing, for instance might be understood largely in terms of ‘stock reproduction’ requiring technical or working-practice solutions rather than large scale change in terms of patterns of production, consumption and exchange, and ultimately in understandings of fish-stock ‘ownership’ and the treatment of oceans as if they were commodities. 

Ollman formalises this capacity to abstract by means of imposing a framework of levels of generality within which abstractive acts may occur. For instance, the abstractive lens at Ollman’s ‘level two’ de-focuses those attributes which are particular to individuals and brings into sharp relief  “what is general to people, their activities, and products because they exist and function within modern capitalism” (emphases added) (Ollman, 2003a, p.88). Much of the work of Joseph Dietzgen considers humans at their most general level of abstraction (Ollman’s ‘level seven’) – that “which brings into focus our qualities as a material part of nature” (ibid., p.89), creating a vast ontologically individual totality. Operating with abstractions at such a level of generalisation necessarily demands thinking in terms of categories most often utilised by physics, abstractions such as ‘mass’, ‘extension’, ‘entropy’. 
The challenge for the consistent materialist is to offer an account of the methodological centrality of abstraction to dialectical processes without a lapse into nominalism or idealism. Neither the identification of conceptual unities, nor their naming can be formulated as arbitrary processes, and yet the abstracting of identities needs to be sufficiently flexible as to allow for an account of negation and transformation of quantity to quality. In this sense naming ought to reflect both aspects of the real world, and conceptual structures which find the possibility of transformation in the function and roles of parts and wholes. This is necessarily a dynamic relational ontology. It sees particularities as both provisional identities and, fundamentally, as relations. 

Ollman’s examples of abstractions, drawn from Marx, tend to be conceptual unities necessary for the operation of social and economic systems, interest, capital, class. The difficulties inherent in attempting to theorise a relationship between these conceptual unities and objective matter somewhat obscures the fact that the materialist monist account of matter has equally to struggle not only with natural abstractions such as ‘species’ and ‘man’, but also with less contentious everyday particularities, plates, chairs and specific persons, with atoms and subatomic particles, and even with such fundamental categories as ‘mind’ and forces.

Ollman (2003a, p.31) describes the relationship between that which actually exists in nature and society and our conceptions and naming of it is a “two-way street”. There are core aspects of those abstractions of reality which we all agree upon and which identify what it is, and there are those aspects our conceptualisation and recognition of which decide, rather than determine, what it could be – a class, for instance. It is essentiual that a class be no less an abstracted ontological fact as is a chair, a mountain or a planet. The central feature of the second aspect of abstraction is that it posits the identified abstraction as relational with regard to the systemic or sub-systemic foci in question. On this account the positive aspect of any abstraction is an essentially social construction, whereas the negative is that lack which inhabits its heart by virtue of its only existing in relation to other social and natural spheres. However, with an ontology which posits no break in the continuous flow of matter, if individual abstractions are to retain any meaningful status in objective reality, criteria of individuation are required which are not merely an effect of the divisibility and separability of substance. If true individuality is to be retained in such an ontology, it has to be the function of a very special kind of ‘form’. Here, deep ecology can enrich Dietzgen’s meaning: ecosophy finds unities in systemic relations, identifying individuated objects as systems, defined as any cohesive collection of items that are dynamically related (Mathews, 1991, p.93). In Mathews’ model of systemic individuation, the unity of the parts is such as to be more than its sum, which not only gives a form or structure to the parts, but so relates and determines them in their synthesis that their functions are transformed – the synthesis affecting the parts such that they function towards the whole and the whole and the parts thus reciprocally determine each other. 
Dietzgen refers to many entities which are not ponderable but which nevertheless exist as abstractions. His references to gravity, electricity and light are revealing. He is clear that Marxists need to rethink their understanding of what constitutes materiality in order to take in those aspects which are not physical or corporeal (Burns, 2002, p.204). For Dietzgen, forces should be conceived, not as effects of matter, nor as instantiating effects upon matter, but identical with matter in his extended sense (Dietzgen, 1906, pp.124-32). In this regard Dietzgen shared his vision both with his contemporaries, the bourgeois materialists – Jacob Moleschott who had famously and controversially declared the inseparability of force and matter, and Büchner, knowledge of whom Dietzgen demonstrates – and, perhaps more intriguingly, with William Clifford. Clifford, writing at exactly the same time as Dietzgen, proposed a neo-Spinozistic ontology which reduced the mental and physical to a panpsychist monist order wherein a postulated non-Euclidean geometry of curved space would allow “that this variation of the curvature of space is what really happens in that phenomenon which we call the motion of matter, whether ponderable or ethereal” (Clifford, 1876, p.14). If Clifford foreshadowed the work of Einstein, as is often remarked, then Dietzgen’s monism too, though not as grounded in the emerging mathematics as Clifford’s, prefigures the twentieth century’s attempts to create a unified field theory which would reduce both forces and matter to a dynamic unity existing geometrically and, only analogously, at the edge of human comprehension. The socialist materialist position, as expressed by Dietzgen is that:

We regard… forces, like heat, gravitation and all which is audible, visible and tangible, as a form or species, as a piece or product of the general force, which is identical with the omnipresent, eternal and indestructible cosmic matter.

(Dietzgen, 1906b, p.219). 

For Dietzgen’s advocates from Untermann to Walden, it is his efforts at an ontological identification not only of forces but also of mind as an event within the material movement of the cosmos which made sense of the dialectical account of historical evolution, even superseding Marx in clarifying the relation of thought to practice:

“True, Marx and Engels were able to show by the data of history itself that material conditions have always shaped human thought, which resulted in historical events. But not until Dietzgen had shown that the human mind itself was a product of that greater historical process, of which human history is but a small part, the cosmic process, and that the human faculty of thought produced its thoughts by means of the natural environment, was the historical materialism of Marx fully explained” (emphases added). (Untermann, 1914, p.125) 

Whilst a real danger remains that such readings conflate neo-positivism with determinism, in general, they have been argued as a defence against deterministic historical materialism. In a sense, they have tended to tap into a latent ‘consciousness is everything’ strand in the radical Romanticism which informed both early Marx, and, entirely unacknowledged, the later Dietzgen, but which was suppressed in Marxism because of the ‘idealist confusion’ it engendered. ‘Consciousness’ is thus not only everything, but, is also effectively stripped of its special status beyond being the location of material self-registration. 
The appeal for Walden and others in the Dietzgen camp who present consciousness as an aspect of dynamic materiality is that this approach (arguably) allows for the claim that ideas are practice (Walden, 2004, p.5). Rather than a formulation for the emergence of revolutionary consciousness, this might appear to be a guarantor of eternal reproduction.  If consciousness exists only within practice, it is hard to see how revolutionary contradictions might be realised. It is clear that the consequences of such a position would have been inimical to Lenin, for whom the contradiction between consciousness and materiality was echoed in an ontology which identified the proletariat with natural consciousness and counter-posed this with vanguard-as-revolutionary-consciousness – vanguard as mirror of the accurate reflection of economic reality. The ‘Dietzgenian’ position which developed as an oppositional trend within early twentieth century Marxism was able to argue, contra What is to be Done? that one should recognise that consciousness simply is practice. On this understanding, just as the abstraction ‘matter’ is exploded, so too is ‘practice’. Crudely, if consciousness is practice, revolutionary consciousness is the action of the masses, ‘consciousness’, like ‘mind’ is not an absolute nor a particularly helpful abstraction, and itself reflects a bourgeois dualist mindset: hence Dietzgen’s association with spontaneism and ‘ultra-leftism’. The Dutch communist left saw Dietzgen’s work as a bulwark against the fatalistic and mechanical vision of historical materialism that underestimated the role of ‘consciousness’ in class struggle. A ‘revolutionary consciousness’ which does not require the vanguard party (though may be facilitated by a differently conceived party of the multitude) can barely be called a ‘consciousness’ at all; rather, like learning without teaching, it is a spontaneous expression of the practical activity of the worker. 

It has been noted that Dietzgen’s ontology, developing over about twenty years (1869-87) into a more or less coherent philosophical stance, became a distinctive philosophical trend within Marxism, positing a single unitary substance, matter. This position gained a great deal of attention a century ago, despite its shortcomings, but has subsequently been neglected. I now move to consider how Dietzgen’s ideas are echoed in the ecosophy which informs some trends in radical ecology and green anarchism. I add the comment that I am highly aware of the paucity of philosophical writing in the area of what often gets called deep ecology in general. I have worked principally with the writing of Freya Mathews, as hers’, along with some of Naess’ works are among the most seriously developed ‘ecosophies’ and lend themselves most amenably to serious consideration on questions of the fundamental ontologies which underlie (or fail to underlie) green anarchist ethics. 
Freya Mathews, like Dietzgen develops an argument for the monist conception based upon the science of her day. This is important not principally in justifying a moment in human scientific progress, but in allowing for an examination of the basic abstractions with which societies operate. Mathews is concerned to problematize the crude atomism which reflected early capitalist forms of societal development, and to pose the question – might science be able to offer a basis for a different way of thinking about the human relation with nature? It has been shown that such a possibility is really presented by the propositions of twentieth century quantum physics, and Mathews intends to extend these possibilities to strengthen cosmological claims, one suspects, just as Dietzgen would have done (albeit somewhat clumsily positivistically). Mathews herself employs physics in a ‘mythological role’, its hypotheses present only preliminary validations of the cosmology she espouses, but its method is positioned such as to gain a level of general assent in the contemporary developed world ineffable to ‘non-scientific’ approaches, such as those mystical ontologies adopted by some deep greens, green anarchists and others. This is not the place to develop in any detail the scientific basis for Mathews’ adoption of a so-called geometrodynamic cosmology from Wheeler and Graves (1971).
If one is to take seriously Dietzgen’s claims regarding a single, continuous and unbroken material plenum, it is helpful to adopt the formulation proposed by Mathews in relation to the position held by Fritjof Capra. For Capra (1983), our observation of the play of energy at the subatomic level can only lead us to the conclusion that in a fundamental sense material substance is an illusion. At this level, patterns of energy flow are distributed and redistributed, but, whilst there is certainly Engels’ ‘mode of existence’, on Capra’s account, there is nothing actually moving, only motion, “there are no dancers, there is only the dance”(Capra, 1983, p.83). It is unwise to expect direct correspondences between levels of abstraction. Assuming that ponderable matter exists as a useful abstraction for the purposes of our everyday dealings with objective reality is no basis for presupposing that this matter will be a useful explanatory principle at another level. Dietzgen insists that both mind and matter in its traditional sense are first and foremost abstractions. However, what the mental processes of abstraction, and onto-epistemological feats of registration achieve is to make real that which is registered within a field. The context-dependence of motion demands a context which allows for just such recognition. Motion can only be conceived of as real if the field within which it occurs is also in some sense real. “If the field is merely an abstraction, then the pattern of motion which it manifests is abstract too – it does not belong to the real world” (Mathews, 1991, p.58). In considering the possibility of motion operating as “merely” an abstraction, Mathews recognizes that abstractive processes take place on a “two-way street”.

What Dietzgen calls matter (among other things) in its expanded sense, and what Mathews calls substance is absolutely necessary to the universe from a position within it, from a position which cannot but fail to register the universe’s own lack of self-recognition. Why? Because it is the field itself within which the universe occurs which must be conceived of as substantival; whereas motion alone cannot constitute a universe, the field is both necessary and sufficient to furnish a universe. Mathews illustrates this by asking us to imagine a movement, such as a wave pattern. This cannot be conceived except as occurring in some medium, something like a gas or a liquid, we might even conceive of space itself rippling, but, however we conceive of a motion, it has to occur as a disturbance within a field which is of itself substantival. Motion without a substantival field cannot be called motion, indeed it cannot be conceived as anything at all. The universe for Mathews, viewed from within, is just such a continuous material plenum. By the same token, matter cannot be conceived without its mode of existence, namely motion. It will be relative motion which acts as the central criterion of individuation within a monist ontology. 
In a recent work, Mathews has moved to criticize ‘materialism’ in general for its dualistic duplicity. Materialists, she argues (2003, p.28-9), suppose a dead and de-animated nature, a mirror of its missing other half, the vital world of spirit. However, such critique fails to regard the range of ‘materialisms’ which preceded Mathews’ monism. In fact, in some respects she merely echoes the critique offered by the monist materialists of a previous period to nineteenth century mechanical materialism:

Our principle is organic, our philosophy materialistic, but our materialism is richer in essence and more positive than any of its predecessors. It absorbed the Idea, the antagonism of matter, it mastered the domain of Reason, and overcame the antagonism between the mechanical and spiritual view of life. The spirit of negation is with us at the same time positive, our element is dialectical. (Dietzgen, 1906b, p.180) 

For, following Marx, they too recognised the shortcomings of ‘crude’ materialisms. But, the road taken by Dietzgen and his followers was not to abandon the singular and unitary category of matter as the basis of his cosmology, but to posit this substance as dialectic, making it present for itself in the moments of material perturbation we call thoughts. There is such a phenomenon as thought, and thought exists within a field of movement which is undivided and indivisible. As such, thought is as material an event as any other. The dialectical monist materialist postulation is precisely not that materialism and idealism are opposing positions but that both misrecognise the unitary nature of substantive material processes, abstracting from this unitary field conceptual categories which objectively correspond to phenomena and one-sidedly proposing these as basic categories of being. The dialectic is not one of mind and matter, but of matter and matter, riven by its unbalanced nature, its failure of self-recognition. In fact, the ‘panpsychism’ of the later Mathews is surprisingly close to the “cosmic-monistic philosophy” (Dietzgen, E., 1906, p.13) of Dietzgen’s latter-day followers Dauge and Dietzgen Jn., for whom, “[b]eing a part of the cosmos, the human mind is cosmic, partakes of the eternal and infinite nature of the cosmos, the same as every substance and force.” (Dietzgen, E., 1906, p.67)
The thrust of Mathews’ argument is to take us towards an ethics of deep ecology, based not upon law, natural or otherwise, nor yet upon a list of ethical prescriptions. I do not claim to go beyond the merest sketch of this project here. For deep ecology, the intrinsic value of human life is not separable from that of the material universe from which it can be conveniently abstracted. Out of the ‘ecological consciousness’ of oneness, the explosion of the self into all being, and all beings into the self, springs an ethic of ‘self-realization’. For Mathews and Arne Naess, self-realization involves the identification of the small human self with ever wider wholes – communities, tribes, classes, species, life – up to the level of the material cosmos as a whole. Dietzgen’s disciple Ernst Untermann used the term ‘world consciousness’ (Untermann, 1918, p.243) to parallel the emergence of a class ‘for itself’ in ‘class consciousness’ with the cosmic registration of universal unity in material self-recognition. For Naess, as for Dietzgenians, the abstraction of the self at different levels is not a matter principally of epistemology, but is grounded in the ontology of interrelatedness and internal relations. The biological fact of ecological interconnectedness offers a suggestion, for deep ecology, of a cosmology of the kind developed by the later Dietzgen and by Mathews of a deeper kind of interconnectivity permeating the whole material realm at its infinite number of levels. 
The possibilities opened by Mathews and Dietzgen’s ontologies for regarding the cosmos under the aspects either of matter or of self allow for the development of an ethic of ‘care’ which falls beyond the scope of this paper. Here, though, is the philosophical basis for a commitment to non-oppressive societies of human flourishing in nature shared by both monist materialist Marxism and deep green thought.  (Whether any ontological justification for such practice is necessary or desirable will, of course, be a matter of debate.) The attitude of protectiveness towards our extended self which marks a shift from a deontological ethics, grounded in a recognition of the intrinsic value of selves, to an ethic of care (Matthews, 1991, p.150) recognizes that my self-realization connects me with the wider ecocosmic self-realization, which is thus to be seen as my greater self, expanding the scope of my self-realization: my will-to-exist now encompasses the wider systems of nature. This ethic of care is rooted in self-love, but not of an egocentric or indeed an anthropocentric kind. Whereas Dietzgen considers human welfare, relative to social and historical circumstances to be the “end of all ends” (Easton, 1958, p.84), he does so, at least in his latter writing, in the recognition that, ontologically,  “[m]an’s ends depends on his relations to the cosmos as well as to his fellow men.” (Ibid., p.86) On Dietzgen’s account, to charge his ethics with anthropocentrism would be reproduce bourgeois dualistic thinking. Of course they are profoundly anthropcentric – but that does preclude the possibility of their also being biocentric: quite the opposite. Whether one can make any use of this, in part depends on a willingness to accept, feel and identify with what Naess calls “higher level unity” (Naess, 1985, p.260) and here, with both Dietzgenian Marxism and deep ecology, we approach something like a naturalistic religion. It is in this active participation of the human self-realization in the wider ecocosmic self-realization that the meaningfulness of our relationship with nature may be found: through the experience of our interconnectedness with it we experience a love for this greater self, a love which is actually constitutive of its own self-realization (Mathews, 1991, p.155). A viable culture is a non-oppressive, eco-sensitive culture. Human beings who are products of such cultures are ultimately non-viable individuals and non-viable individuals cannot, on Mathews account, be described as flourishing.  
In this study I have suggested that epistemologies and ontology associated with the long disregarded monist school of dialectical materialism, and some of the critical theoretical developments which began to coalesce around followers of Dietzgen in the 1870’s – 1920’s represent a philosophical tradition which is not inimical to deep ecology or to green anarchist ethics, indeed that there are strands of ecosophy which develop nascent potential within Marxist monism. Dietzgen, despite his popularity among working class partisans and activists, was a somewhat clumsy thinker and stolid writer. However, his legacy in Bertell Ollman’s exposition of abstraction and dialectical method, and fundamentally, his militant insistence on a materialist conception of nature, indeed on a cosmology of nature as matter as totality, point a way forward for Marxist and ecosophical rapprochement.  There is a need to take the direction suggested in this paper forward to the moments of intellectual reconstruction, exposition and practical action. In particular, the avenues of enquiry opened up by the retrieval of Dietzgenian monism for radical transformation need to be mapped, especially as they pertain to the emergence of the individual from the whole, and the potential for the transformation of individual thinking towards dialectical world consciousness, class consciousness, ecological consciousness and revolutionary action.  The Marxist ethics of Dietzgenian “naturalistic religion” (Easton, 1958, p.86) and those of green anarchism have more in common than has previously been considered. This paper has barely touched on the development of a shared dialogue around these ethics, but has sketched the ontological basis for such a project in a shared monist philosophy of interconnectedness and internal relations. 
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� Lenin’s interpretation is excusable if one relies on Dietzgen’s 1869 text alone.
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