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Read ing Althusser is rather like try ing to un tan gle a badly cast fish ing line.
He tends to pro ceed by as ser tion rather than by ar gu ment. He con structs
and then de stroys straw peo ple of all kinds. He dis torts and mis uses quo ta -
tions out ra geously. He uses com pli cated met a phors and sim plis tic la bels.
Thus both the ad her ent and the op po nent have to try to bring to gether brief
as ser tions and dis cus sions from var i ous points in his es says, ei ther to at -
tempt to show their co her ence, or else to at tempt to un ravel their com pli -
cated con fu sions. There is a cer tain co her ence in his work, which de rives
from the fact that through out he is at tack ing the same the o ret i cal po si tion.
There are also vast con fu sions, but, in or der to un der stand these con fu sions
we need to be gin with a clear understanding of what it is that Althusser is
attacking.

Even here, we are faced with the prob lem that he him self rarely gives a
clear and de tailed ac count of his en emy. For ex am ple, in sev eral es says in
For Marx, he dis cusses Marx’s ‘break’ with Feuerbach, but no where does
he bother to give a con cise ac count of the ex act na ture of Feuerbach’s po si -
tion, as op posed to a se ries of labellings of Feuerbach. Nev er the less, it is
clear that, at ev ery point, the fun da men tal ob ject of his at tack is any the ory
of au to matic prog ress. It is pos si ble to dis tin guish three such the o ries, two
of which he names, and the third of which, for po lit i cal rea sons, he tends
not to name. They are:

1) The He geli an idea of his tory as the un fold ing of ‘the No tion’ in a pro -
cess in which, at any one time, the ex ist ing to tal ity is the ex pres sion of a
sin gle prin ci ple, and in which the end is al ready es sen tially con tained in the 
be gin ning. The end is the ‘truth’ of the be gin ning and, in turn, is to be un -
der stood in terms of its or i gin in, and gen e sis from, this beginning. 

2) The ‘ma te ri al ist’ ver sion of this the ory con tained in the so-called
‘Diamat’, in which his tory de vel ops in ev i ta bly through cer tain stages, in
each stage of which the so cial whole con sists of a ‘base’ - the mode of pro -
duc tion - and a ‘su per struc ture’ which is a re flec tion or an ex pres sion of the 
base. Each stage can be un der stood through an ac count of the gen e sis of the 
mode of pro duc tion which char ac ter ises it, and by dem on strat ing how this
mode of pro duc tion is re flected in the other el e ments of the so cial whole. [2]
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3) What might be termed the Whig or Lib eral idea in terms of which his -
tory is a pro cess of pro gres sive en light en ment and con se quent so cial im -
prove ment. Ig no rance is the ob sta cle to well-be ing. Ig no rance is over come
by the pro gres sive ac qui si tion of new knowl edge, and the new knowl edge
in turn pro duces mere en light ened ac tion which does away with the evils of 
the past. His tory is thus the pro gres sive un cov er ing of the ra tio nal es sence
of man, and the way to speed up the pro cess is through tol er ant di a logue
and com mu ni ca tion. Feuerbach’s nat u ral ist an thro pol ogy may be seen as a
vari ant of this po si tion, in so far as it as sumes a hu man es sence al ready at
the be gin ning of his tory, which merely finds dif fer ent and progressively
more adequate forms of expression in history.
Al though at first sight it would seem that the first two, and par tic u larly the
sec ond, of these three the o ries are ‘rev o lu tion ary’, whilst the third is evo lu -
tion ary, Althusser is, in fact, cor rect in point ing out that they do share a
com mon struc ture in the idea of the pro gres sive un fold ing of an orig i nal es -
sence. I cer tainly agree with Althusser in criticising such the o ries, and I
also ap pre ci ate the po lit i cal sig nif i cance of the fact that, while he re fers
mainly to the He geli an and Lib eral vari ants, the ef fec tive ob ject of his at -
tack is the Diamat, which he could not name clearly whilst re main ing in the
Parti Communiste Française. One must thus, to some ex tent, ac cept
Althusser’s claim that his work was writ ten within a par tic u lar po lit i cal
con junc ture and with a par tic u lar po lit i cal pur pose, and draw the con clu -
sion that some of its ob scu ri ties also de rive from what could not, for this
very rea son, be said ex plic itly. But, while work ing from within the PCF in
or der to de stroy the Diamat may be de sir able, it may also place se ri ous con -
straints on how that is to be done, in particular by placing the Party and the
USSR ‘out of (critical) bounds’. 

My crit i cism of Althusser, then, will not be aimed at res ur rect ing any of
the above the o ries but, rather, will try to show that he has pro duced an un -
ten a ble al ter na tive and, in do ing so, has in cor rectly re jected a num ber of
valid the o ret i cal prob lems. [3] 
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I Science, Philosophy and Ideology TOC

a) Science

In SC Althusser at tacks the oppositions Truth-Er ror and Knowl edge-Ig no -
rance as ‘ide al ist’ the o ries. Since he does not re ally spec ify in what sense
they are ide al ist, and since he him self fre quently uses these cat e go ries (e.g.
154, 156, 170, 174), it is not im me di ately clear what he is get ting at. How -
ever, it seems to me that he is not ob ject ing to the use of these cat e go ries
them selves, but rather to any the ory of sci ence which op er ates ex clu sively
with these cat e go ries, and which sees sci ence as the sim ple re place ment of
old er rors with new truths, or else, in a more He geli an sense, which sees the
truth as de vel op ing out of error, as the truth of that error. 

In PM Althusser writes (us ing the term ‘ide ol ogy’ more loosely than in
his later writ ings): 

But Marx’s po si tion and his whole cri tique of ide ol ogy im plies on the con trary
that sci ence (which ap pre hends re al ity) con sti tutes in its very mean ing a break
with ide ol ogy, and that it sets it self up in an other ter rain, that it con sti tutes it self
on the ba sis of new ques tions, that it raises other ques tions about re al ity than ide -
ol ogy, or what co mes to the same thing, that it de fines its ob ject dif fer ently from
ide ol ogy (PM 75). 

What is be ing sug gested here is that it is wrong to see the prog ress of
knowl edge in terms of a given set of ques tions which are suc ces sively an -
swered. Rather, it is pos si ble for the ques tions to change, and when we
change our ques tions we may throw new light on the whole field. The set of 
fun da men tal ques tions which de fine the pa ram e ters or ‘knowl edge’ at any
given time are de scribed as the ‘prob lem atic’, and the ‘break’ oc curs when
this prob lem atic is changed. In these broad terms this is a po si tion which
would to day be ac cepted by a wide range of phi los o phers of sci ence. But
the prob lem with Althusser’s po si tion lies in the way in which he interprets
this. 

Firstly, he op er ates with a nor ma tive con cept of ‘sci ence’ as in some
sense ad e quate to ‘re al ity’. Al though truth does not ‘de velop out of’ er ror,
it does seem to be con trasted with er ror in a much more ab so lute sense than
would be per mit ted by, say, Kuhn’s anal o gous no tion of par a digm [4]

change. This raises the prob lem of the cri te ria of ‘sci ence’ in a par tic u larly
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sharp way, but the for mu la tion of this prob lem is con fused by a fur ther dis -
tinc tion which Althusser makes be tween real object and object of
knowledge. 

Althusser re jects the idea that knowl edge is achieved by a pro cess of ab -
strac tion from a given real ob ject. In stead, he sug gests that the pro cess of
pro duc tion of knowl edge needs to be un der stood in terms of the re la tion be -
tween three types of gen er al ity (CI, CII, CIII). CI is the ‘raw ma te rial’, but
it is not a pure or di rect ex pe ri ence of an ob ject. Rather, it is al ready
pre-formed, ei ther as ex ist ing as sump tions or as per cep tual ex pe ri ence al -
ready or gan ised in men tal cat e go ries (LCI 49, PM 187). This raw ma te rial
is worked on by CII, which is the set of con cepts which con sti tutes the ‘the -
ory’ of the sci ence in ques tion. The re sult is CIII, which is de scribed as
‘con crete’ gen er al ity, and is “une connaissance”. (PH 187).

Althusser ar gues that the en tire pro cess of mov ing from CI to CIII via CII
takes place en tirely ‘dans la connaissance’ or ‘dans la pra tique théorique’. 

... of course it con cerns the con crete-real, but this con crete-real ‘sur vives in its in -
de pend ence af ter as be fore, out side thought’ (Marx), with out it ever be ing pos si -
ble to con fuse it with that other ‘con crete’ which is, the knowl edge of it. (PM
189-190, FM 184). 

He calls this thought-con crete “the ob ject of knowl edge”, in con tra dis tinc -
tion to the ‘real ob ject’. 

Althusser bases this dis tinc tion pri mar ily on a mis lead ing ex e ge sis of a
pas sage in Marx’s in tro duc tion to the Grundrisse. In this pas sage Marx
criticises Hegel for 

(fall ing) into the il lu sion of con ceiv ing the real as the prod uct of thought con cen -
trat ing it self ... (Grundrisse, p. 101) 

Hegel iden ti fies the real with the pro cess of thought, and this iden tity is be -
ing de nied by Marx. Marx is agree ing with Hegel that thought in volves
mov ing from the ab stract to the con crete (against an em pir i cist po si tion
which would move from ‘con crete’ to ‘ab stract’) and is sug gest ing that this
fact helped Hegel to fall into the trap of ac tu ally con ceiv ing of the real as a
prod uct of thought. But he is not con cerned with mak ing a point in the op -
po site di rec tion by sug gest ing ei ther that ‘there is an ’ob ject of knowl edge’
dis tinct from the real ob ject, or that the pro cess of reach ing ‘the con crete’
oc curs en tirely in thought. Marx’s own position is stated clearly as follows:

The con crete is con crete [5] be cause it is the con cen tra tion of many de ter mi na -
tions, hence unity of the di verse. It ap pears in the pro cess of think ing, there fore,
as a pro cess of con cen tra tion, as a re sult, not as a point of de par ture, even though
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it is the point of de par ture in re al ity and hence also the point of de par ture for ob -
ser va tion and con cep tion ... (the He geli an po si tion) is cor rect in so far as the con -
crete to tal ity is a to tal ity of thoughts, con crete in thought, in fact a prod uct of
think ing and com pre hend ing; but not in any way a prod uct of the con cept which
thinks and gen er ates it self out side or above ob ser va tion and con cep tion; a prod -
uct, rather, of the work ing up of ob ser va tion and con cep tion into con cepts.
(Grundrisse, p. 101) 

Thus the ‘point of de par ture’ is the con crete in re al ity, from which come
ob ser va tions and con cep tions which are then worked up into con cepts.
These con cepts are not ab strac tions, in the sense that they are com plex de -
ter mi na tions which carry a greater wealth of mean ing than do the orig i nal
ob ser va tions and con cep tions (they are ‘He geli an’ con cepts rather than
‘Humean’ con cepts). But they nev er the less re main re lated to and tested by
orig i nal ob ser va tions and con cep tions. In fact, in most sci ences, the ac tual
pro cess of mov ing to wards CIII is con tin u ally en riched by fur ther ob ser va -
tion: Althusser’s model, sug gest ing as it does a given CI which, as it were,
re mains con stant through out the pro cess, is far too rigid to de scribe ac tual
sci en tific ac tiv ity. One may agree that the ob ser va tions are al ready them -
selves struc tured in cer tain ways by tech niques, ideo log i cal pre sup po si -
tions, etc. (PM 196-7) but this is not the same as say ing that “Knowl edge
work ing on” its ob ject does not then work on the real ob ject, but on its own
raw ma te rial, which con sti tutes, in the rig or ous sense of the term, its ‘ob -
ject’ (of knowl edge) (LCI 49). The point is that it is work ing on the real ob -
ject, but al ways through its own cat e go ries. This fact of course pro duces se -
ri ous critical problems but they are not nearly so serious as those produced
by Althusser’s approach. 

Be fore look ing at these prob lems, it is worth con sid er ing why Althusser
wishes to in sist on the ‘ob ject of knowl edge’. In SC he states that all he
wishes to do is to point out that “you must not con fuse the real thing and its
con cept” (192) and sug gests that his the sis “func tions” in a very sim i lar
man ner to Le nin’s dis tinc tion be tween ab so lute truth and rel a tive truth, and 
to a very sim i lar pur pose (193). But Le nin’s dis tinc tion is made within the
con text of a dis tinctly evo lu tion ist no tion of the growth of knowl edge,
whereas Althusser is op er at ing within quite a dif fer ent prob lem atic. He
wants to be able to con cep tual ise what hap pens when a sci en tific rev o lu tion 
oc curs, when there is a shift in prob lem atic. [6] 

Here it does seem tempt ing to say that there has been a change in the very
ob ject with which knowl edge is con cerned; for ex am ple, when ‘phlogiston
chem is try’ is re placed with a whole new sys tem of chem is try. But it is still
mis lead ing to treat this as a change in the ob ject, un less one is re fer ring to
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the dis cov ery of whole new classes of phe nom ena, such as imag i nary num -
bers in math e mat ics or sub-atomic par ti cles in phys ics. Althusser seems to
con flate this kind of change in the (real) ob ject of knowl edge with his own
change in the (non-real) ob ject of knowl edge (cf. LCII 42). But an other rea -
son for his in sis tence co mes, I think, from get ting trapped in one of his own
met a phors about ‘sight ings’ and ‘over sights’ in his dis cus sion of Adam
Smith’s ap par ent ‘my o pia’ in con trast with Marx’s 50/50 vi sion (LCI
16-25). Af ter de vel op ing this metaphor to death, Althusser concludes 

it is nec es sary to com pletely change the idea that we have ‘of’ knowl edge, to
aban don the myth of im me di ate vi sion and read ing, and con ceive knowl edge as
pro duc tion (LCI 23 & RC 24). 

Of course po lit i cal econ omy can not be dis cussed in terms of lit er ally ‘see -
ing’ or ‘not see ing’ some phe nom e non. Marx no more ‘sees’ the sig nif i -
cance of the dis tinc tion be tween la bour and la bour power than Ricardo fails 
to ‘see’ it. Marx thinks it, which means that he is able to con ceive of the
same real ob ject in a new way. One might call this ‘mak ing vis i ble a new
struc ture of the ob ject’, but un der no cir cum stances can this be equated
with pro duc ing ‘a new ob ject’ (cf LCII 21). But these rhe tor i cal tricks with
which Althusser mis leads him self and/or his read ers are not re ally very im -
por tant. What is im por tant, is grasp ing the role played by his dis tinc tion be -
tween real ob ject and ob ject of knowl edge within his sys tem. After his
‘exegesis’ of Marx, Althusser continues 

When Marx tells us that the pro cess of pro duc tion of knowl edge, hence of its ob -
ject, dis tinct from the real ob ject which it pre cisely wishes to ap pro pri ate in the
mode of knowl edge oc curs en tirely in knowl edge, in the ‘head’, or in thought, he
does not for one sec ond fall into an ide al ism of con scious ness, as of mind or of
thought, for the ‘thought’ of which it is a ques tion here is not the fac ulty of a tran -
scen den tal sub ject or of an ab so lute con scious ness, to which the real world would 
be op posed as mat ter; nei ther is this thought the fac ulty of a psy cho log i cal sub -
ject, al though hu man in di vid u als are its agents. This thought is the his tor i cally
con sti tuted sys tem of an ap pa ra tus of thought, founded and ar tic u lated in the nat -
u ral and so cial re al ity. (LCI 47) 

Leav ing aside the fact that Marx says [7] none of this, that the gra tu itous im -
por ta tion of an ‘ab so lute’ con scious ness com prises [sic] the ques tion, that
Marx’s own ex pres sion is “The to tal ity as it ap pears in the head, as a to tal -
ity of thoughts, is a prod uct of a think ing head” (Grundrisse, p. 101) -
which seems to im ply “the fac ulty of a psy cho log i cal sub ject” - the ques -
tion is, what would be the sig nif i cance of treat ing ‘thought’ in this way? If
we say that knowl edge is, in some sense ‘of the real ob ject’ we are
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im me di ately thrown onto an in di vid ual sub ject whose knowl edge it is, and
who is re lated to the known ob ject in a spe cial way. But if we speak of an
‘ob ject of knowl edge’ dis tinct from the real ob ject, then we can also speak
of a whole sys tem of knowl edge ob jects, in some sense par al lel to the sys -
tem of real ob jects, and it seems pos si ble to treat the sys tem in de pend ent of
any ref er ence to in di vid ual sub jects. This does, how ever, beg two im por -
tant ques tions. The first con cerns the on to log i cal sta tus of this sys tem of
ob jects of knowl edge; where and how does it ex ist? But the sec ond is even
more fun da men tal, it con cerns the re la tion be tween the two sys tems, and in
par tic u lar that re la tion which we call knowl edge, in which an ob ject in the
‘thought’ system is, as Althusser puts it, “adequate to” an object in the real
system. 

Althusser is cer tainly aware of this prob lem. He writes that “the o ret i cal
prac tice is in deed its own cri te rion, and con tains in it self def i nite pro to cols
with which to val i date the qual ity of its prod uct, i.e., the cri te ria of the
scientificity of the prod ucts of sci en tific prac tice” (LCI 71, RC 59). On this
ba sis he rejects pragmatism: 

It is be cause Marx’s the ory was ‘true’ that it could be ap plied with suc cess, it is
not be cause it was ap plied with suc cess that it is true (LCI 72). 

But nei ther is Marx ism a hy poth e sis which has to be ver i fied in po lit i cal
prac tice: 

The cri te rion of the ‘truth’ of the knowl edge pro duced by the the o ret i cal prac tice
of Marx is fur nished in his the o ret i cal prac tice, it self, that is to say by the dem on -
stra tive value, by the ti tles of scientificity of the forms which en sured the pro duc -
tion of this knowl edge (LCI,72). 

This, of course, does not an swer the ques tion of ad e quacy, nor does it mean
that we sim ply have to give an his tor i cal ac count of how this knowl edge
was pro duced, since such an ac count treats the knowl edge merely as a fact,
but not as hav ing what Althusser calls ‘a knowl edge ef fect’. In dis cuss ing
this, Althusser first criticises the idea that the ‘real ob ject’ is the orig i nat ing
ground of the ‘knowl edge ef fect’, re ject ing the o ries in which a real, con -
crete, liv ing orig i nal is made eter nally [8] and in te grally re spon si ble for the
knowl edge ef fect; the sci ences through out their his tory and even to day are
merely com ment ing on this her i tage, i.e., sub ject to this he red ity (LCI 76,
RC 62). He then goes on to at tempt to il lu mi nate the prob lem through an
anal ogy with Marx’s pro ce dure in Cap i tal where, he ar gues, the cen tral
con cern is not with giv ing an ac count of the or i gins of cap i tal ism but,
rather, with giv ing an ac count of the mech a nisms by which cap i tal ist
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so ci ety re pro duces it self as a so ci ety. Leav ing aside the fact that the sta tus
of this anal ogy as a mere anal ogy is ob scured by the unanalysed in tro duc -
tion here of the no tion of a ‘so ci ety ef fect’ made func tion ally equiv a lent to
the ‘knowl edge ef fect’, the anal ogy it self is mis lead ing, be cause it con fuses 
two dif fer ent senses of ‘or i gin’. In the case of Marx, what is re ferred to is an 
his tor i cal or i gin, whereas in the case of the role of ‘the real orig i nal’ in
knowl edge, this does not re fer to an his tor i cal or i gin, as Althusser mis lead -
ingly im plies in his ref er ence to “the im mense space which sep a rates the
Chal dean ac coun tant or Egyp tian land-sur veyor from Bourbaki” (LCI 76,
RC 62); it re fers rather to a re la tion to a pres ent ‘re al ity’ which is, at least a
point of ref er ence in the scientific endeavour. It is only after having got rid
of this reference by this illicit path that Althusser is able to insist that 

The knowl edge ef fect, pro duced at the level of the forms of or der of the dis course
of the proof, and then at the level of some iso lated con cept, is there fore pos si ble
given the systematicity of the sys tem which is the foun da tion of the con cepts and
their or der of ap pear ance in sci en tific dis course (LCI 64, RC 68). 

Althusser is aware that this is not an an swer to the ques tion of the spec i fic -
ity of sci ence; he states that he will “leave the ques tion in this sus pense”
(LCI 84) (phrase not trans lated in RC 68), and in fact never re turns to it. 

In SC he dis cusses briefly the fact that, in the above pas sages, he based
him self on Spinoza’s idea that “Truth is the cri te rion (sign) of it self and of
the false” (cf. Eth ics Part II Prop XLIII) and he con trasts this with the prob -
lem atic which de mands any fur ther cri te rion, since 

If you claim to judge the truth of some thing by some ‘cri te rion’, you face the
prob lem of the cri te rion of this cri te rion - since it also must be true - and so on to
in fin ity (SC 137). 

There is some thing in this but, to un der stand the im pli ca tions of Spinoza’s
po si tion, it is nec es sary to un der stand it within the con text of the Car te sian
sys tem [9] which it is at tack ing. Des cartes dichotomised re al ity into ‘res
cogitans’ and ‘res extensa’, two sub stances with equal on to log i cal sta tus,
united only by God. Spinoza at tempts to take this last point se ri ously, by
show ing that the idea of two dis tinct sub stances can not be thought co her -
ently, and that there is only one sub stance, God, of whom ‘res cogitans’ and 
‘res extensa’ are modes. In so far as they are modes of the same sub stance
there must ex ist a fun da men tal cor re la tion be tween them. Start ing from the
pre sup po si tion of this cor re la tion, Spinoza’s ac count of knowl edge is de -
signed to dis cover, within the sphere of thought, what dis tinc tions can be
made be tween more or less ‘ad e quate’ knowl edge. Very broadly, his
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an s wer is that my mind re flects the or der of causes of my body, and as such
re mains par tial and in ad e quate, be cause my body is em bed ded in a causal
net work which goes be yond it. In this sense all ideas cor re spond with an
ex ter nal re al ity, but it is nev er the less pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween ideas
which are im me di ate re flec tions, and ideas which are co her ently re lated to
other ideas, and thus re flect the causal net work in a less par tial way. Here
co her ence is the unique cri te rion of truth; ab so lute truth would be a com -
pletely co her ent sys tem of ideas, and as such would con sti tute God’s think -
ing. The in di vid ual’s mind is part of the to tal sys tem which con sti tutes
God’s mind in ex actly the same way as the body is part of the to tal ma te rial
sys tem. Be cause the body has cer tain char ac ter is tics in com mon with other
bod ies, such as ex ten sion, the mind can have ad e quate ideas of these fea -
tures, and these ad e quate ideas form the ba sis for fur ther de vel op ment of a
co her ent sys tem. This raised two prob lems for Spinoza - how do we re cog -
nise these ba sic ad e quate or ‘com mon’ ideas, and how do we con struct a
sys tem on them? His an swer to the first ques tion is that the cri te rion of rec -
og ni tion is pre cisely their self-ev i dence. That is, be cause as bod ies we
share cer tain char ac ter is tics with the rest of the ma te rial world, our minds
nec es sar ily re flect these fea tures ad e quately, and by real is ing this ne ces sity 
we be come aware that we al ready pos sess a stan dard of truth in the self-ev i -
dence of these ideas. It is in this sense that “Truth is the cri te rion of it self
and of the false”. There are cer tain prop o si tions which are self-ev i dent and
log i cally nec es sary, and this means that it is in trin si cally self-ev i dent, and
is not to be iden ti fied by “the agree ment be tween the idea and its ob ject” as
an ex trin sic mark (cf. Eth ics Part II Defn. IV). It is for this rea son that the
whole pro cess of knowl edge then takes place in knowl edge it self. Sys tem -
atic knowl edge it self is achieved by use of the cri te rion of self-ev i dent log i -
cal co her ence. Since there [10] can be only one self-caus ing and self-mon i -
tor ing sub stance, there can only be one pos si ble co her ent way of or gan is ing 
ideas, and thus if I can find some sim ple ideas among my ba sic ad e quate
ideas from which the oth ers can be log i cally de duced, I can be sat is fied that
this sys tem is true. Here, then, the idea of self-ev i dent ad e quacy is founded
upon the pre sup po si tion of the iden tity of the sys tem of mat ter with the sys -
tem of ideas, and the cri te rion of systematicity and log i cal co her ence is fur -
ther based upon the pre sup po si tion of one sin gle sub stance. The pro cess
can take place purely within thought be cause of the pre sumed iden tity, and, 
in any event, within the sys tem it is im pos si ble to con ceive of any form of
‘ac cess’ from one sphere to the other, each being a distinct mode of the
unique substance. Within the system, further, it is not necessary to inquire
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into the ontological status of ‘ideas’, since they are lodged firmly in God’s
mind, as a total system of which each individual mind is only an aspect. 

In vert ing this into a ‘Marx ist’ con text is as dif fi cult as in vert ing Hegel.
But the cru cial point, in re la tion to Althusser, is that Spinoza in fact re mains 
within Des cartes’ prob lem atic. He asks, like Des cartes, for a gen eral cri te -
rion for dis tin guish ing truth from er ror. His an swer, self-ev i dence, is dif fer -
ent from Des cartes’ ‘clar ity and dis tinct ness’, but both an swers of fer a cri -
te rion which is sup posed to be ap pli ca ble in such a way as to tell us whether 
a prop o si tion is true by con sid er ing its form, rather than its con tent. As
Hampshire puts it, within such a theory 

To dis cover whether a par tic u lar prop o si tion can safely be ac cepted as true must
al ways be to dis cover some thing about the log i cal prop er ties and re la tions of the
prop o si tion, as op posed to dis cov er ing some thing about the world; it is to do
logic, as op posed to ob serv ing be ings and events (Hamp shire, Spinoza, p. 119). 

This is pre cisely the foun da tion of ide al ism, criti cised as such by Kant (Cri -
tique of Pure Rea son, p. 67) and de fended against him by Hegel, as the ba -
sis for en tirely re ject ing the sphere of sense-ex pe ri ence as mere “truthless
opin ion” (Hegel, Sci ence of Logic, II, p. 228) 

In his crit i cal dis cus sion of pos i tiv ism from an Althusserian per spec tive,
Hindess makes a state ment which seems to me to il lus trate clearly the
weak ness of Althusser’s ap proach. He writes 

In the last re sort ob ser va tion for pos i tiv ism rep re sents the place where dem on -
stra tion [11] ceases. What re mains is the con fron ta tion be tween the ob server and
the brute fact, the real ob ject in all its na ked ness. The ob server can only re cog nise 
the fact for what it is or else fail to re cog nise it. For Carnap as for Andreski,
knowl edge rests in the last anal y sis on noth ing more than an ir ra tio nal - or non-ra -
tio nal - act of judge ment (Hindess Mod els and Masks, p. 245) 

But, to the ex tent that an ob ser va tion may be equated with a judge ment
(“This desk is brown”) there is noth ing ir ra tio nal about it - the very fact of
con fus ing ir ra tio nal with non-ra tio nal is in dic a tive of the ‘ide al ism’ of
Hindess’s po si tion. There are facts. This desk is brown. By zan tium did fall
to the Turks in 1453. The fact that these facts can not be log i cally dem on -
strated, but re quire, in the last re sort, cer tain ob ser va tions (or judge ments)
does n’t make any set of prop o si tions within which they oc cur ir ra tio nal.
Nor does the ac cep tance that such facts are facts en tail the ac cep tance of a
posi tiv ist or purely em pir i cist ac count of the na ture of sci en tific the ory.
Althusser and his fol low ers are cer tainly right to stress that one can not pro -
duce sci en tific the o ries merely by ana lys ing facts ac cord ing to more or less
sys tem atic sort ing pro ce dures based es sen tially on John Stu art Mill’s
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meth ods of agree ment and dif fer ence in or der to de ter mine em pir i cally
valid re la tion ships or causal laws (Hindess and Hirst, Pre-Cap i tal ist Modes 
of Production, p. 2). 

The ory guides the se lec tion and in ter pre ta tion of facts. One can not ‘let
his tory speak for it self’: But this does not mean that the o ries arise and are
val i dated quite with out ref er ence to facts. Hindess and Hirst im pose a false
di chot omy when they write 

Con crete con di tions are not ‘given’ to the ory in or der to val i date or to re fute its
gen eral con cepts. On the con trary, it is the gen eral con cepts that make pos si ble
the anal y sis of the con crete (Hindess and Hirst, p. 4). 

But this is not an ei ther/or re la tion ship. It is, to use an old-fash ioned term, a
di a lec ti cal re la tion ship. Of course the ex act na ture of this di a lec tic is very
com plex and needs to be made ex plicit, which I have not done here.
(Althusser him self, in a later dis cus sion, ad mits the sig nif i cance of a “raw
ma te rial pro vided in the last re sort by the prac tices of real con crete his tory”
(LCI 137) for the de vel op ment of the ory, but never at tempts to put this to -
gether with his dis cus sion of ‘ob ject of thought’. [12] 

In his brief de fence of this po si tion, Althusser man ages to get rid of ‘ex -
pe ri ence’ by turn ing his log i cal dis tinc tion be tween CI, CII and CIII into a
tem po ral suc ces sion. He is prob a bly cor rect in sug gest ing that each sci ence 
es tab lishes its own can ons of scientificity, but it does not do so by ap peal to
self-ev i dence. Rather, it does so by crit i cal re flec tion on boths its tools and
its real ob ject, and it pro ceeds in its sci en tific prac tice by con tin ual ref er -
ence to ‘ex pe ri ence’ in the form of ex per i ments, which do not ‘re main
within the sphere of thought’ in any mean ing ful sense. Lavoisier could
only ‘dis cover’ ox y gen in the sense of ‘think ing’ chem is try in a new way,
be cause ox y gen had first been pro duced in an ac tual (real, non-thought) ex -
per i ment. Such a de scrip tion ob vi ously raises many prob lems, both at the
level of gen er al ity - how can/do sci en tists re flect crit i cally on their ob ject
and on their tools - and also on the level of each sci ence. But Althusser
merely con jures these prob lems away. He nei ther deals with the gen eral
prob lem, nor dis cusses the spe cific prob lems of a sci ence of his tory. The
one cri te rion which he does of fer, systematicity, is quite use less by it self.
Feyerabend has pointed out that Ptol emy’s sys tem was con sid er ably more
sys tem atic than Galileo’s. And astrology and many different theologies
may be systematic and internally coherent. 

Nev er the less, there are two ways in which Althusser’s re jec tion of the
prob lem of cri te ria makes some sense. Firstly, there is the prob lem of
‘knowl edge of the out side world’ as for mu lated within the Car te sian prob -
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lem atic: the ques tion as to how I can be ‘sure’ that I re ally know what is go -
ing on in the ‘real world’. This epistemological prob lem is a trap from
which one can never es cape, and which leads to some form of sub jec tive
ide al ism. Sec ondly, Althusser is right in so far as he is sug gest ing that we
can not lay down a pri ori uni ver sal cri te ria for sci ence (al though he fails to
see that this is what Spinoza is in fact do ing); but that ‘sci ence’ ís an on go -
ing endeavour in which cri te ria are es tab lished, then re jected or changed
(cf. SC 137). But this makes it all the more cru cial to at tempt to spec ify the
pres ent ‘cri te ria’ of the ‘sci ence of his tory’. In gen eral, Althusser’s CII just
seem to be there. It would be by ex am in ing the na ture and func tions of CII
in greater de tail that he would be able to raise the real prob lems. [13] 

b) Philosophy 

The prob lem of the re la tion be tween sci ence and ‘prac tice’ as a pos si ble
cri te rion of ver i fi ca tion seems to me to re main ob scure in the pas sages to
which I have re ferred above. Al though Althusser for mally re jects a ‘prag -
ma tist’ re li ance on ver i fi ca tion through prac tice, there nev er the less do
seem to me to be at least im plicit ref er ences to such a po si tion. The prob -
lems as so ci ated with this come out much more clearly in the dis cus sion of
the role and na ture of phi los o phy in Le nin and Phi los o phy, and in Self-crit i -
cism, al though un for tu nately the re la tion be tween sci ence and phi los o phy
still re mains am big u ous. In Le nin and Phi los o phy Althusser as serts that the 
func tion of philo soph i cal prac tice is to draw a dividing line between the
scientific and the ideological: 

All phi los o phy con sists of draw ing a ma jor di vid ing line by means of which it re -
pels the ideo log i cal no tions of the phi los o phies that rep re sent the op pos ing ten -
dency; the stake in this act of draw ing, i.e. in philo soph i cal prac tice, is sci en tific
prac tice, scientificity (LP 61-62). 

But ear lier, and also later, in SC, he has ar gued that ‘sci ence’ it self does
this: 

In fact, ev ery sci ence, as soon as it arises in the his tory of the o ries and is shown to
be a sci ence, causes its own the o ret i cal pre his tory, with which it breaks, to ap pear
as quite er ro ne ous, false and un true (SC 155). 

In so far as a true idea is the cri te rion of it self and of the false, it is the sci -
ence, not phi los o phy, which is the true idea. Nev er the less, in SC he cer -
tainly does be lieve that phi los o phy has ef fects in the field of sci ence, ei ther
neg a tive or pos i tive (cf. SC 59-60). 
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The “priv i leged re la tion of phi los o phy to the sci ences” is jus ti fied first in
terms of a bi zarre de vel op ment of Hegel’s met a phor of the Owl of Mi -
nerva. In terms of the met a phor Althusser sug gests that phi los o phy al ways
fol lows sci ence, as a re flec tion on the “shock of a sci en tific break” (LP 45).
With out any the o ret i cal in ves ti ga tion of this as ser tion and af ter a para graph 
on “em pir i cal” his tory of the re la tion be tween sci ence and phi los o phy from 
Plato to Husserl, he concludes, as an ‘empirical’ inference, that 

Phi los o phy only ex ists by vir tue of the dis tance it lags be hind its sci en tific in -
duce ment. Marx ist phi los o phy should there fore lag be hind the Marx ist sci ence of 
his tory (LP 45). 

This whole sec tion may well be an elab o rate joke - it is cer tainly dif fi cult to
take se ri ously - since it be comes a ‘philo soph i cal dream’ [14] which van -
ishes when we turn to Le nin and dis cover that he, in fact, for mu lated the es -
sen tial Marx ist philo soph i cal the ses. Yet, in SC, Althusser re fers back to
the Owl as a philo soph i cal the sis. But apart from its in her ent im prob a bil ity, 
in SC Althusser de scribes prop o si tions such as “The masses make his tory”
and “The class strug gle is the mo tor of his tory” as “philo soph i cal the ses”
(cf. SC 40), and is at pains to show that these the ses are ex plic itly pres ent in
Marx’s own texts. So the Owl of Mi nerva is pres ent from the be gin ning. Fi -
nally, if phi los o phy al ways lags be hind sci ence in this way; it is dif fi cult to
see how it can be use ful in draw ing the nec es sary dividing line between
‘the scientific and the ideological’. 

The ar gu ment in LP is that there are, fun da men tally, only two phi los o -
phies, ide al ism and ma te ri al ism; that each ‘in the last in stance’ rep re sents a
class po si tion; and that the task of Marx ist philo soph i cal prac tice is to draw
the line be tween these two. Hence 

Phi los o phy rep re sents pol i tics in the do main of the ory, or to be more pre cise; with 
the sci ences - and, vice versa, phi los o phy rep re sents scientificity in pol i tics, with
the classes en gaged in the class strug gle (LP 64-65). 

Or, as the the sis is re for mu lated in SC, “phi los o phy is, in the last in stance,
class strug gle in the field of the ory” (SC 39). 

Sci ence can be thought of in terms of truth and er ror, but 
In phi los o phy we are deal ing with ten den cies which con front each other on the
ex ist ing the o ret i cal ‘bat tle field’. These ten den cies group them selves in the last
in stance around the an tag o nism be tween ide al ism and ma te ri al ism, and they ‘ex -
ist’ in the form of ‘phi los o phies’ which real ise the ten den cies, their vari a tions and 
their com bi na tions, as a func tion of class the o ret i cal po si tions, in which it is the
so cial prac tices (po lit i cal, ideo log i cal, sci en tific, etc.) which are at stake. Thus,
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in or der to mark this dis tinc tion, you have to in tro duce a cat e gory which plays an
all-im por tant role in Marx ist po lit i cal prac tice and the o ret i cal re flec tion on philo -
soph i cal the ses and ten den cies: the cat e gory of cor rect ness (SC 142). 

There are two prob lems here. The first, which I shall not pur sue any fur -
ther, is that ‘ide ol ogy’ spreads into the do main of sci ence as well as that of
phi los o phy (e.g. bour geois eco nom ics). The sec ond is the ques tion of what
is meant here by ‘cor rect ness’? Althusser is very vague about this. Per haps
the clos est he gets to be ing spe cific is in the [15] following: 

A Marx ist phi los o pher able to in ter vene in the the o ret i cal class strug gle must start 
out from po si tions al ready re cog nised and es tab lished in the the o ret i cal bat tles of
the his tory of the La bour Move ment - but he can only un der stand the ex ist ing
state of the the o ret i cal and ideo log i cal ‘ter rain’ if he co mes to know it both the o -
ret i cally and prac ti cally in and through strug gle. It may be that in the course of his 
endeavours, even when he starts out from al ready es tab lished po si tions in or der
to at tack open or dis guised en e mies, he will take up po si tions which in the course
of strug gle are shown to be de vi ant po si tions, out of step with the cor rect line
which he is aim ing for. There its noth ing as ton ish ing in that. The es sen tial thing is 
that he should then re cog nise his de vi a tion and rec tify his po si tions in or der to
make them more cor rect (SC 144). 

Now one can well agree that phi los o phy is not free from class strug gle, and
that philo sophic po si tions are linked to other class po si tions. This is not in
dis pute. What is at is sue is, how one goes about try ing to es tab lish ‘cor rect’, 
po si tions, or how to ‘rec tify’ de vi ant ten den cies. Althusser of fers one cri te -
rion by re fer ring to “po si tion al ready re cog nised and es tab lished in the the -
o ret i cal bat tles of the his tory of the La bour Move ment”. But this in it self
begs sev eral ques tions. To start with, what is the ‘La bour Move ment’? Un -
less one ar bi trarily iden ti fies it with one or other ‘ten dency’ in the com mu -
nist seg ment of the la bour move ment it “poses very ex act ing prob lems of
iden tity and iden ti fi ca tion” (whereas Althusser treats it as be ing “as sim ple
and neat as you can imag ine”) - and some of these prob lems of iden ti fi ca -
tion may well in volve the prob lems which one is try ing to re solve. Fur ther,
how do we tell what po si tions ‘have al ready been re cog nised’- and how do
we know that they have been ‘cor rectly’ re cog nised? Althusser him self ac -
cuses Sta lin of (in cor rect) ‘hu man ism’ and ‘economism’ - which means
that, at the time when Sta lin was dom i nant in com mu nist par ties, the ‘re -
cog nised’ po si tions were nev er the less in cor rect. Leav ing this aside, how is
the the o ret i cal strug gle con ducted, or how does one re cog nise ‘de vi ance’
within it? How does one ‘at tack’ an op pos ing phi los o phy? One of the meth -
ods is try ing to show its im pli ca tions. But this is fi nally cir cu lar, be cause
you still have to at tack the im pli ca tion. The nor mal first method is to try to
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show that it is not ‘cor rect’ or ‘true’ by criticising its pre sup po si tions or its
ar gu ments - and by criticising them in terms of certain criteria (e.g. logic,
experience, relevance, etc). [16] 

Althusser tries to sal vage his po si tion to some ex tent by ar gu ing that 
the fate of philo soph i cal the ses does not de pend only on the po si tion on which
they stand - be cause the class strug gle in the ory is al ways sec ond ary in re la tion to
the class strug gle in gen eral, be cause there is some thing out side of phi los o phy
which con sti tutes it as phi los o phy, even though phi los o phy it self cer tainly does
not want to re cog nise the fact (SC 145).

This, how ever, is very ob scure. Is it an ap peal to ‘his tory’ - truth is what the
win ner says it is? In any event, it is of no help dur ing the class strug gle, and
if one ac cepts, as does Althusser, the spec i fic ity of phi los o phy, then such
an ‘ex ter nal’ ap peal does not solve the prob lem of with what weap ons
(other than truth cri te ria) the philo soph i cal class strug gle is to be
conducted. 

Althusser him self of fers two cri te ria. The first is the ef fect of a par tic u lar
po lit i cal the sis within the po lit i cal arena; more spe cif i cally, its ca pac ity to
as sist or im pede po lit i cal mo bi li sa tion. He asserts, for example, that 

the whole Marx ist tra di tion has re fused to say that it is ’man’ who makes his tory;
Why? Be cause prac ti cally, i.e. in the facts, this ex pres sion is ex ploited by bour -
geois ide ol ogy which uses it to fight, i.e. to kill an other, true, ex pres sion, one vi tal 
for the pro le tar iat: it is the masses who make his tory (LP 24). 

Leav ing aside the causal ex ci sion from the ‘Marx ist tra di tion’ of all those
who have said that ‘man makes his tory’, and leav ing aside the em pir i cal
ques tion as to how many work ers have in fact been de mobi lised by be ing
told that ‘man makes his tory’ this prag matic ar gu ment still begs the the o -
ret i cal ques tion. It as sumes a knowl edge of the ‘true’ pro le tar ian po si tion,
since mo bi li sa tion it self is n’t enough: work ers have been mo bi lised on
such di verse grounds as anti-sem i tism, roy al ism (cf. Macciochi, p. 126-8),
uni ver sal suf frage, na tion al ism and even the de fence of pe tit-bour geois bu -
reau cratic dic ta tor ship in the USSR. You can only tell what ‘works’ in pol i -
tics when you know what you are work ing for, which means that you need
some independent way of deciding on that. 

There is an easy as sump tion that the masses want ‘so cial ism’: but ‘so cial -
ism’ is ini tially a slo gan, not a con cept. We know, and the work ers know,
that they want an end to all forms of ex ploi ta tion. But nei ther the iden ti fi ca -
tion of all forms of ex ploi ta tion nor the or gan is ing or an ex ploi ta tion-free
so ci ety fol low au to mat i cally from that; as Marx [17] pointed pointed out,
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cap i tal ism is scarcely trans par ent. In iden ti fy ing forms of ex ploi ta tion and
the prin ci ples of a non-ex ploit ative so ci ety we can not, with out cir cu lar ity,
re fer di rectly to the state of the class struggle as our criterion. 

The other cri te rion which Althusser of fers for iden ti fy ing ‘cor rect’ ten -
den cies in phi los o phy is that of sci en tific prac tice. Re fer ring to Sartre’s
work he asks rhetorically: 

What did it con trib ute to the sci ence of his tory? Did the in ge nious de vel op ment
of the Sartrian po si tion fi nally per mit the pro duc tion of a few pieces of sci en tific
knowl edge about the econ omy, the class strug gle, the state, the pro le tar iat, ide ol -
o gies, etc. - knowl edge which might help us to un der stand his tory, to act in his -
tory? We have, un for tu nately, rea son to doubt it (SC 59-60). 

Leav ing aside the rather causal na ture of his in ves ti ga tion of the ques tion,
the prin ci ple con tained in it does have in ter est ing, if lim ited, im pli ca tions.
But it is a purely prag matic cri te rion and it is worth point ing out that in ter -
est ing sci en tific re sults can also flow from in cor rect philosophical
positions. 

There are two dis turb ing fea tures about Althusser’s philo soph i cal
method (as op posed to the many dis turb ing fea tures of his po lem i cal
method - abuse, mis rep re sen ta tion, se lec tive quo ta tion, dou ble stan dards,
etc.) The first con cerns the con cept of ‘the sis’. Althusser re fers to a pre vi -
ous pub li ca tion in which he has argued that 

Phi los o phy states prop o si tions which are The ses, in con trast to sci ence, which
states prop o si tions which are Dem on stra tions (SC p. 40, note 6, see also p. 143). 

Un for tu nately the ram i fi ca tions of and jus ti fi ca tions for this are not made
clear here, but the con se quence seems to be an at tempt to sum ma rise philo -
soph i cal po si tions into short snappy sin gle sen tences, and then to dis cuss
these sen tences. But this is in ev i ta bly ob scur ing and mis lead ing, and also
leaves wide space for dis hon est ar gu ment, for the writer is in a po si tion to
spell out in de tail what he means by his own the sis, while criticising the
her metic ob scu rity of the the sis into which he has sealed his op po nent’s ar -
gu ment. (Cf. the Re ply to John Lewis). The dis tinc tion be tween The sis and
Dem on stra tion is linked to the idea that phi los o phy is con cerned with cor -
rect ness, not truth, and is there fore as ob scure as that dis tinc tion. Both are
con nected with “the pri macy of the prac ti cal func tion and the the o ret i cal
func tion in phi los o phy it self”. (SC 143) - [18] with the tak ing up of po si tions
in the class strug gle, all of which is ex pressed in met a phors about draw ing
lines and oc cu py ing po si tions - with out say ing how these are done - i.e.
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with out saying what distinguishes the correctness of a thesis from the truth
of a demonstration. 

The sec ond fea ture I wish to dis cuss is the per va sive use of met a phor. In a 
sense Althusser jus ti fies this by stat ing cat e gor i cally that 

in phi los o phy you can only think - i.e. ad just ex ist ing, bor rowed cat e go ries and
pro duce new ones within the terms re quired by the the o ret i cal po si tion taken up -
by the use of met a phors (SC 107, note 1, see also 140). 

Now this is a strong and strik ing claim. Un for tu nately, while he cer tainly
does con tin u ally use met a phor, he nei ther at tempts to jus tify his claim that
one can only think through met a phors in phi los o phy, nor does he at tempt to 
show how one can think through met a phors, how met a phors func tion in ar -
gu ments. His ac tual use of met a phor is of ten ex tremely vague and un clear
(e.g. the dis cus sion of back ground to Marx’s sci en tific rev o lu tion in terms
of aim less lin eages, etc.), and some times mis lead ing. It is worth look ing at
one ex am ple which il lus trates this and at the same time in tro duces a fur ther
point which I wish to make about Althusser’s method. 

In his the sis de fence, Althusser ad mits that he has taken up “rad i cal po si -
tions”, but de fends the po lit i cal-ped a gog i cal pro pri ety of this by the use of
the met a phor bor rowed from Le nin of hav ing to bend a bent stick in the
other di rec tion in or der to straighten it. 

Be hind the re la tions be tween sim ple ideas there thus stand re la tions of force,
which place cer tain ideas in power ... and hold other ideas in sub mis sion ... un til
the re la tion of force is changed. It fol lows that if you wart to change his tor i cally
ex ist ing ideas, even in the ap par ently ab stract do main called phi los o phy, you
can not con tent your self with sim ply preach ing the na ked truth, and wait ing for
an a tom i cal ob vi ous ness to ‘en lighten’ minds ...: you are forced, since you want to 
force a change in ideas, to re cog nise the force which is keep ing them bent, by ap -
ply ing a counter force ca pa ble of de stroy ing this power and bend ing this stick in
the op po site di rec tion so as to put the ideas right (SC 171). 

This sounds quite sen si ble at first - there cer tainly are re la tions of force
in volved, and so on. This im plies the ne ces sity of po lit i cal strug gle as part
of the pro cess of over com ing the op po si tion etc. But when one looks more
closely, one sees that Althusser is not us ing this [19] anal ogy to jus tify po lit -
i cal strug gle as well as “sim ply preach ing the na ked truth”. He is us ing it to
jus tify a par tic u lar pro ce dure within the do main of phi los o phy: the use of
ex treme and rad i cal for mu lae. But what does the met a phor mean here?
What, within the do main of phi los o phy, is the ‘coun ter-force’ to be ap plied
to the ‘bent stick’ con sti tuted by the ‘false idea’? Althusser seems to be say -
ing that you com pen sate an ex ag ger a tion in one di rec tion by ex ag ger at ing
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in the op po site di rec tion (if Nazi nostalgics say ‘only’ one mil lion Jews
were killed in the camps, you ‘cor rect’ this by say ing that eleven mil lion
were killed). But how does this method work? One of its con se quences is to 
make one’s po si tion that much eas ier to re fute. Of course, an other con se -
quence may well be to draw at ten tion to a ‘the sis’ which might oth er wise
have been ig nored, and thereby to open up a dis cus sion which, al though it
re futes the orig i nal the sis, does lead to a more sat is fac tory sit u a tion than
ex isted be fore. On the other hand, it could be ar gued that the truth it self is
suf fi ciently strik ing to be re lied on from the beginning (and, in terms of
Althusser’s Spinozism, this is in fact an unavoidable conclusion). 

In any event, while one should cer tainly take into ac count the po lem i cal
and confirmational use of strik ing for mu lae by Althusser, it seems to me
that, at least in the ques tion of phi los o phy at pres ent un der dis cus sion, his
po si tion is so con fused, that it can not pos si bly be bent straight. This con fu -
sion car ries over, at least to some ex tent, into the dis cus sion of ‘ideology’. 

c) Ideology TOC

In SC, Althusser points out that, in The Ger man Ide ol ogy, the term ‘ide ol -
ogy’ plays two dif fer ent roles, des ig nat ing a philo soph i cal cat e gory on the
one hand (il lu sion, er ror), and a sci en tific con cept on the other (for ma tion
of the su per struc ture) and he goes on to say that, within his own earlier
writings, 

this equiv o cal no tion of ide ol ogy was brought into play, within the ra tio nal ist
con text of the an tith e sis be tween truth and er ror. And so ide ol ogy was re duced to
er ror, and er ror called ide ol ogy (SC 119). 

This pas sage seems to im ply that there are in fact two dif fer ent roles to be
played - the philo soph i cal cat e gory and the sci en tific con cept, but that it is
mis lead ing when the same term is used for both. But it is not ini tially clear
how this is re lated to [20] the idea that the an tith e sis be tween truth and er ror
is an (er ro ne ous) ra tio nal ist po si tion. Fur ther on, Althusser writes 

Be hind this dis guise of er ror as ide ol ogy, there stood a fact: the dec la ra tion of op -
po si tion be tween truth and er ror which is ob jec tively one of the symp toms of the
birth, of the ap pear ance of a sci ence (when this re ally is what has taken place).
(SC 121). 

This means, I think, that the cou ple truth-er ror is le git i mate within sci ence,
but that it is not a philo soph i cal set of cat e go ries; Althusser in fact goes on
to re fer to the Spinozist no tion that truth is its own cri te rion, and so that the
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‘philo soph i cal’ search for cri te ria should not arise (SC 122, 124, n.19).
Thus we need to dis tin guish be tween the no tion of truth and er ror as they
arise within sci ence, and the cat e gory of ide ol ogy as a sci en tific con cept re -
fer ring to a particular reality. 

Althusser be gins his in ves ti ga tion of this re al ity in “Ide ol ogy and Ideo -
log i cal State Ap pa ra tuses” (which he de scribes as “no more than the in tro -
duc tion to a dis cus sion” LP 123, n.l). He as serts that ide ol ogy is ‘eter nal’,
in the sense of be ing a nec es sary fea ture of any so cial for ma tion which con -
tains classes. It is “om ni pres ent in its in im i ta ble form through out his tory (=
his tory of so cial for ma tions con tain ing so cial classes)” (LP 152). The
reason for this is that 

the re pro duc tion of la bour power re quires not only a re pro duc tion of its skills but
also, at the same time, a re pro duc tion of its sub mis sion to the rules of the es tab -
lished or der, i.e. a re pro duc tion of sub mis sion to the rul ing ide ol ogy for the work -
ers, and a re pro duc tion of the abil ity to ma nip u late the rul ing ide ol ogy cor rectly
for the agents of ex ploi ta tion and re pres sion, so that they, too, will pro vide for the
dom i na tion of the rul ing class ‘in words’ (LP 128). 

Here the rul ing ide ol ogy is equated with “the rules of the es tab lished or -
der”. In ad di tion to the rul ing ide ol ogy, there may be other, op pos ing ide ol -
o gies, as is im plied by Marx’s ref er ence to “ideo log i cal forms in which
men be come con scious of this con flict and fight it out” (quoted LP 140
n..11).

There is al ready an am bi gu ity in tro duced here. On the one hand, ‘ide ol -
ogy’ re fers to both (or all) sides in the strug gle over the ‘rules’ of so cial or -
der. On the other hand, ide ol ogy re fers to spe cific kinds of rules which have 
a spe cific func tion - rules in a class so ci ety func tion ing in the in ter est of the
rul ing class. ‘Ide ol o gies’ - that is sys tems of le gal, po lit i cal, re li gions, aes -
thetic or philo sophic ideas [21] (cf. LP 140 n. 11) - used against the ‘ide ol -
ogy’ of the dom i nant class, can not nec es sar ily be as sumed to have the same 
char ac ter is tics as that ide ol ogy. The ‘dom i nant ide ol ogy’ in cul cates cer tain 
rules and legitimises those rules by show ing their nat u ral ness and/or de sir -
abil ity (cf. LP 146-7). The op po si tion to this ide ol ogy tries to change the
rules, ini tially at least, by criticising the jus ti fi ca tions for them in the light
of al ter na tive rules and al ter na tive jus ti fi ca tions. This op po si tion may it self 
rep re sent an other par tial class in ter est (e.g. bour geoi sie v. feu dal aris to -
crats), in which case the new rules will also function in the interest of
exploiters, and their justification will function to mask this fact. 

Crudely, one may say that if bour geois ide ol ogy is func tion ing per fectly,
the worker imag ines that the cap i tal ist ex ploit ing him is a bene fac tor who
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has saved him from star va tion by kindly pro vid ing him with a job. That is,
one may say that he lives his real re la tion to the cap i tal ist and his fac tory in
an imag i nary mode; as Althusser puts it, one may say that here “ide ol ogy
rep re sents the imag i nary re la tion ship of in di vid u als to their real con di tions
of ex is tence” (LP 153). But Althusser is now no lon ger talk ing about rul ing
class ide ol o gies. He is talk ing about ev ery ide ol ogy. In his note at the end of 
the text he ex plic itly re fers to the ide ol o gies of both the rul ing and the ruled
classes (LP 172-173). This raises the ques tion as to whether “pro le tar ian
ide ol ogy” is also a rep re sen ta tion of an imag i nary re la tion to real con di -
tions? If the worker dis cov ers that his em ployer is not a bene fac tor, but an
ex ploiter, and there fore lives his re la tion ship to the em ployer in re volt,
would it not be cor rect to say that he no lon ger has on imag i nary re la tion -
ship to his real conditions? But then his ‘proletarian ideology’ is not an
ideology in the above sense. 

In SC, Althusser writes 
For (Marx) was only able to break with bour geois ide ol ogy in its to tal ity be cause
he took in spi ra tion from the ba sic ideas of pro le tar ian ide ol ogy, and from the first
class strug gles of the pro le tar iat, in which this ide ol ogy be came flesh and blood
(SC 121). 

And later he writes: 
When (Marx ist) sci ence ap pears, it nec es sar ily shows up its own pre his tory as er -
ro ne ous, but at the same time it also shows it up as ideo log i cal in the Marx ist
sense of the term. Better, it shows up its own pre his tory as er ro ne ous be cause
ideo log i cal, and in prac tice treats it as such. Not only does it in di cate er ror - it ex -
plains the his tor i cal rea son for er ror. Thus it rules out the ex ploi ta tion of the [22]

‘break’ be tween the sci ence and its pre his tory as an ide al ist an tith e sis of Truth
and Er ror, of Knowl edge and Ig no rance (SC 155). 

Con sid er ing those two pas sages, two facts emerge. Firstly, pro le tar ian ide -
ol ogy, as in spir ing Marx ist sci ence can not be “er ro ne ous be cause ideo log i -
cal”. Bour geois ide ol ogy is er ro ne ous be cause of the kind of ide ol ogy
which it is: be cause it does em body an imag i nary re la tion to the real con di -
tions, and this is what Marx shows in his dis sec tion of it. Sec ondly, al -
though the an tith e sis ’truth-er ror’ may not be adapted in an ‘ide al ist’ man -
ner which im plies that all that is at stake is an ar gu ment about truth, and that 
once it is agreed what the truth is, all will be well, nev er the less it is clear
that the an tith e sis can and must be used: rul ing class ide ol o gies are not
‘pure il lu sions’, but they are also il lu sions, and the strug gle against them
in volves, inter alia, at tack ing them as er ror and il lu sion. And this is what is
im plied by the no tion of Marx ism as sci ence, and its re la tion to pro le tar ian
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ide ol ogy as a real re la tion to real con di tions. (Cf. SC 160-61) But this in
turn means that Althusser’s assertion that 

the break be tween Marx ist sci ence and its ideo log i cal pre his tory re fers us to
some thing quite dif fer ent from a the ory of the dif fer ence be tween sci ence and
ide ol ogy, to some thing quite dif fer ent from an epis te mol ogy (SC 156) 

is slightly in ad e quate. He is per fectly cor rect to point out that it re fers to a
the ory of the su per struc ture and to a the ory of the pro cesses of pro duc tion
of knowl edge. But it does also re fer us to a the ory of the dif fer ence be tween 
sci ence and ide ol ogy. On the most ob vi ous level, one of the ways of le git i -
mat ing bour geois ide ol ogy is through the ap peal to cer tain cri te ria of
scientificity and the re jec tion of the ‘Marx ist’ claim to scientificity. Just be -
cause what is at stake is not purely an ac a demic dis cus sion over ‘the truth’
it is not ad e quate merely to ap peal to the self-ev i dence of Marx ism (com -
pare his com ments on “ob vi ous ness” of ide ol ogy (LP 161). 

This is why the con fu sions over the na ture of sci ence and phi los o phy are
im por tant: such ques tions do, as Althusser never tires of point ing out, ac tu -
ally have effects. 

In fur ther dis cus sion of the ac tual na ture of ide ol ogy, Althusser states that
the sub ject acts in so far as he is acted upon by the fol low ing sys tem (set out in the
or der of its real de ter mi na tion): ide ol ogy ex ist ing [23] in a ma te rial ideo log i cal
ap pa ra tus, pre scrib ing ma te rial prac tices gov erned by a ma te rial rit ual, which
prac tices ex ist in the ma te rial ac tions of a sub ject act ing in all con scious ness ac -
cord ing to his be lief (LP 159). 

The cru cial point here is that the end prod uct is a sub ject act ing ac cord ing
to his be lief, that is, act ing as though he were a sub ject, and as though the
be liefs were his be liefs. In this sense ide ol ogy may be said to have “the
func tion ... of ‘con sti tut ing’ con crete in di vid u als as sub jects” (LP 160),
where a sub ject is un der stood as a free sub ject (see LP 157). Tak ing the ex -
am ple of Chris tian ity, Althusser says that the func tion of the re li gion is to
es tab lish each in di vid ual in his or her own eyes, as seen and loved by God,
and thereby to ob tain from that in di vid ual a rec og ni tion that he or she re ally 
is as seen by God, re ally does oc cupy this or that role, and does so as an in fi -
nitely im por tant sub ject in the eyes of God. On this ba sis Althusser then ex -
trap o lates to a gen eral state ment that ide ol ogy al ways has this dou ble struc -
ture of the single absolute Subject who recognises subjects. 

Althusser’s spec u la tive dar ing is breath-tak ing here: on the ba sis of one
sin gle ex am ple of re li gious ide ol ogy he has gone on to make a gen er ali sa -
tion not only about all other re li gious ide ol o gies, but about all ide ol ogy. It
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is, of course, an in ter est ing and sug ges tive spec u la tion; it would be worth
ex am in ing Sta lin ism from this point of view, for ex am ple. But, leav ing
aside the ques tion of the uni ver sal role of the Sub ject, the func tion of rul ing
class ideology is clearly brought out: 

The in di vid ual is in ter pel lated as a (free) sub ject in or der that he shall sub mit
freely to the com mand ments of the Sub ject, i.e. in or der that he shall (freely) ac -
cept his sub jec tion, i.e. in or der that he shall make the ges tures and ac tions of his
sub jec tion ‘all by him self’ (LP 169). 

If we re late this back to the idea of an imag i nary re la tion to real con di tions,
this would seem to mean that the real con di tions of ex ploi ta tion are such
that the in di vid ual is be ing used for an other’s ends, and is not re ally con -
trol ling his own des tiny - or act ing freely. The imag i nary re la tion to these
real con di tions is that he is in fact act ing as a free sub ject, as “a cen tre of ini -
tia tives, au thor of and re spon si ble for its ac tions” (LP 169). Here the gap
be tween the re al ity of ex ploi ta tion and the imag i nary free dom is a func tion
of the class [24] na ture of the so ci ety. The im pli ca tion of this is that, out side
a class so ci ety there need no lon ger be a gap be tween real and imag i nary
con di tions: the imagined status as subject could become a real status. 

But this is in fact not Althusser’s point at all. Rather, he is here try ing to
show that the no tion of Sub ject it self is imag i nary (or ideo log i cal) by na -
ture. He does this by sud denly, and with out ar gu ment, switch ing from the
treat ment of ide ol ogy as a phe nom e non of class so ci ety, to the as ser tion
that “man is an ideo log i cal an i mal by na ture” (LP 160). Thus he is able to
de scribe all rit u als of rec og ni tion as ideo log i cal (LP 762) and to con flate
“ideo log i cal” at tempts to con vince un free in di vid u als that they are “re ally”
free sub jects with any philo soph i cal discussion that uses concepts such as
‘subject’. 

Althusser is, in fact, wrong in two dif fer ent ways. His hasty ‘em pir i cal’
jump from Chris tian ity to the es sence of all ide ol ogy, leads him to over look 
the fact that there are two dif fer ent ways of deal ing with the unfreedom of
ex ploi ta tion. He im plic itly re cog nises that there is a nec es sary ten sion be -
tween the real con di tion of class so ci ety and the de sire for what can loosely
be de fined here as ‘sub jec tiv ity’ (al though, it is worth not ing, there seems
to be no means within his con cep tual frame work for ei ther mak ing this ten -
sion ex plicit or think ing it: but if it is not there the en tire Ideo log i cal State
Ap pa ra tus is su per flu ous). One way of deal ing with the ten sion is to con -
vince the in di vid u als that they re ally are act ing as free sub jects. But the
other way is to con vince in di vid u als that they are not sub jects at all, or at
least that they should not want to be sub jects. Hin du ism and Bud dhism, in
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so far as their ideal is loss of self rather than af fir ma tion of self, may have
this func tion. And Sartre has ar gued co gently, in his es say on Ma te ri al ism
and Rev o lu tion (in J-P Sartre, Sit u a tions III, pp. 135-225) that some ver -
sions of ma te ri al ism, in so far as they in sert the in di vid ual ir re vo ca bly into
an ab so lute causal net work, also ef fec tively de-subjectivise (and de-revo -
lu tion ise) him or her. (This might be an alternative way of approaching the
relation between the Diamat and Stalinism - and Althusser.)

Althusser’s other di rec tion of er ror lies in the way in which he treats of
the uni ver sal ity of ide ol ogy. It is not ar gued at all in the es say on ide ol ogy
it self - and in fact it is in con tra dic tion with the [25] in tro duc tion of ‘ide ol -
ogy’ to re solve the prob lem of re pro duc tion in a class so ci ety. But he does
re fer back to his pre vi ous dis cus sion of ide ol ogy. In one way these have to
be treated with cau tion, as be ing the ob ject of one of his self-crit i cisms, pre -
cisely for hav ing failed to in clude an ad e quate ac count of the re la tion be -
tween class strug gle and ide ol ogy. The main prob lem with the dis cus sion
of ide ol ogy in PM (238-242) is that the no tion of the imag i nary seems to be
sub ject to at least two dif fer ent in ter pre ta tions. Althusser be gins by us ing
the term ‘ide ol ogy’ to re fer to a ‘lived’ sys tem of re la tions through which
individuals relate to their conditions of existence. In this sense 

the real re la tion is in ev i ta bly in vested in the imag i nary re la tion, a re la tion that ex -
presses a will (con ser va tive, con form ist, re form ist or rev o lu tion ary), a hope or a
nos tal gia, rather than de scrib ing a re al ity (PM 240, FM 234). 

Here the ‘imag i nary’ car ries no im pli ca tion of il lu sion or dis tor tion; it is
‘imag i nary’ sim ply be cause it re fers to what is not, to val ues, and is bound
up with eth ics “which is, in its es sence, ide ol ogy” (PM 239). In this sense
both ide ol ogy and its ‘imag i nary’ com po nent are in deed in ev i ta ble. But
this is not the sense of ‘imag i nary’ which is im plied in dis cuss ing the spe -
cific role of ide ol ogy in a class so ci ety. Dis cuss ing bour geois ideology,
Althusser states that 

In the ide ol ogy of free dom the bour geoi sie thus very ex actly lives its re la tion to its 
con di tions of ex is tence: that is to say its real re la tion ship (the law of the lib eral
cap i tal ist econ omy) but in vested in an imag i nary re la tion ship (all men are free,
in clud ing the free work ers) (PM 241). 

Here the term ‘imag i nary’ is used in a dif fer ent sense, to re fer to il lu sion or
dis tor tion. 

Con sid er ing the idea of the ‘sub ject’, it is use ful to dis tin guish here be -
tween ‘be ing a sub ject’ as a value and ‘be ing a sub ject’ as an il lu sion.
Althusser’s whole ac count of the func tion of ide ol ogy in LP as sumes ‘be -
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ing a sub ject’ as a value which threat ens class so ci ety and there fore has to
be sat is fied with an imag i nary (il lu sory) state of be ing a sub ject, cre ated by
the mech a nisms of the Ideological Apparatus. 

Al though Althusser is quite right to in sist that a rul ing class ide ol ogy is
not a lie, since it is lived by the rul ing class it self, and func tions also to en -
able it “to con sti tute it self as a rul ing class, by mak ing it ac cept its lived re -
la tion to the world as real and jus ti fied” (PM 242), it does not nec es sar ily
fol low that all ide ol ogy nec es sar ily serves all the func tions of bour geois
ide ol ogy in clud ing the (self)-de lud ing [26] func tions. Nei ther does this fol -
low from the fact that, even in a so ci ety with out class, there is a con tin ual
trans for ma tion of the con di tions of ex is tence to which in di vid u als have to
adapt. Of course, one may well agree that a com pletely class less so ci ety
com pletely trans par ent to its mem bers is a non-reali sable ideal, which it
may be pos si ble to ap proach, but can never ac tu ally be achieved. But the
rec og ni tion of this fact can it self be achieved: it is not nec es sar ily a ques -
tion of hav ing, to ‘imag ine’ a per fect achieve ment of subjectivity in order
for a broadly ‘classless’ society to reproduce itself. 

In SC Althusser re fers to his re li ance on Spinoza for his the ory of ide ol -
ogy hav ing three char ac ter is tics: 

(1) its imag i nary ‘re al ity’; (2) its in ter nal in ver sion; (3) its ‘cen tre’: the il lu sion of 
the sub ject. (SC 135) 

But, once again, Spinoza’s po si tion needs to be un der stood within the con -
text of his sys tem. It is based in all re spects on the the ory of ex ten sion and
thought as modes of God as the unique sub stance. It is only on this ba sis
that Spinoza can treat the no tion of the mind as an in de pend ent sub stance as 
an il lu sion; the re al ity of which is its pres ence as an el e ment in the to tal ity
of thought. And it is be cause thought is ul ti mately iden ti cal with ex ten sion
in God that ideas, and ideas of ideas, are nec es sar ily al ways to some de gree
true, and can not be wholly false, so that Althusser can say that Spinoza’s
theory 

re fused to treat ide ol ogy as a sim ple er ror, or as na ked ig no rance, be cause it based 
the sys tem of this imag i nary phe nom e non on the re la tion of men to the world “ex -
pressed” by the state of their bod ies (SC 136). 

How ever, while it is easy to see that this lat ter idea has the po ten tial for a
‘ma te ri al ist’ in ter pre ta tion, at least in so far as it in sists on the em bedded -
ness of ‘mind’ in ‘mat ter’, the same does not ap ply to the treat ment of the
sub ject as an il lu sion. For Spinoza, God of fers an al ter na tive on to log i cal
sup port for the func tion nor mally at trib uted to the sub ject. Althusser
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ob vi ously can not use God, so he will have to find another such ontological
support. 

II. Structure and Subject - The Break in Marx1
TOC

Althusser ar gues that Marx’s ma jor dis cov er ies in the study of po lit i cal
econ omy con sti tute a rad i cal break with the ‘prob lem atic’ of pre vi ous writ -
ers on these top ics; it is that break [27] which con sti tutes a new sci ence, a
sci en tific, as op posed to an ideo log i cal study of his tory. Fur ther, he ar gues
that this break oc curs within Marx’s own writ ings, in the sense that the ba -
sic prob lem atic of this new sci ence is only for mu lated in the Ger man Ide ol -
ogy of 1845, while the pre vi ous writ ings share a different prob lem atic with
Feuerbach. 

Now it is pos si ble al most ad nau seam, to align quo ta tions from these ear -
lier writ ings that are pro foundly un-Feuerbachian and ap par ently sim i lar to
the ma ture Marx (Pullberg has done this in de tail, giv ing, in ci den tally, a
clear ac count of the Feuerbachian prob lem atic, which is some thing that
Althusser fails to do; Ranciére, one of the orig i nal co-au thors of RC, has ar -
gued the same point). It is, sim i larly, pos si ble to align quo ta tions, as
Althusser has ad mit ted, from vir tu ally all of Marx’s later writ ings us ing
key terms from pre-1845 re jected by Althusser as un-Marx ist. But this is,
fi nally, a rel a tively un in ter est ing ex er cise, since, at the level of com par a -
tive quo ta tions, Althusser can al ways ar gue in con sis tency by Marx. The
ba sic terms/con cepts re jected by Althusser are alien ation and fetishisation,
and as so ci ated terms such as sub ject, man and hu man ism. Rather than com -
par ing quo ta tions us ing these terms, we need to ask what the o ret i cal func -
tion they per form in Marx’s work, and what the o ret i cal func tion Althusser
thinks they per form. Then we can an swer the in ter est ing ques tion, which is
not whether and when Marx ever changed his mind, but rather what would
be the the o ret i cal con se quences of aban don ing the no tion of alien ation and
fetishism or more broadly, what would be involved in a ‘theoretical anti-
humanism’. 

Althusser never, it seems to me, gives a clear and un am big u ous ac count
of ex actly what he un der stands by the term ‘hu man ism’. But from his scat -
tered ref er ences to the topic, I think that at least three key fea tures emerge.
The first is the no tion of ‘es sence’. In PM he writes: 

The pre vi ous ide al ist (bour geois) phi los o phy rested in all its do mains and de vel -
op ments (‘the ory of knowl edge’, con cep tion of his tory, po lit i cal econ omy, eth -
ics, aes thet ics, etc.) on a prob lem atic of hu man na ture (or of the es sence of man).
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... This im plied, when Marx con fronted it, the two com ple men tary pos tu lates de -
fined by him in the sixth the sis on Feuerbach:
1. that there ex ists a uni ver sal es sence of man;
2. that this es sence is the at trib ute of in di vid u als taken in iso la tion – who are the
real sub jects thereof.2 (PM 234) [28] 

This is, in ci den tally, an odd ex e ge sis of the sixth the sis, in which Marx
him self seems to be ac cept ing a no tion of ‘es sence’ - but the cru cial point
here seems to be the idea of an in di vid ual es sence as ge nius pres ent in each
sep a rate in di vid ual. This is linked by Althusser with a no tion of alien ation
as a loss of this essence: 

His tory is the alien ation and the pro duc tion of rea son in un rea son, of the true man 
in the alien ated man. In the alien ated prod ucts of his la bour (com mod i ties, State,
re li gion) man, with out know ing it, real ises the es sence of man. This loss of man,
which pro duces his tory and man, cer tainly pre sup poses a def i nite pre ex ist ing es -
sence (PM 232). 

The no tion of ‘sub ject’ is also linked here with the no tion of es sence: 
In or der for the es sence of man to be a uni ver sal at trib ute, it is nec es sary in fact
that con crete sub jects ex ist, as ab so lute givens (PM 234).

Al though this prop o si tion does not in fact de fine ‘sub ject’ as hav ing an es -
sence, the im pli ca tion of his us age here, is that what is be ing re jected un der
the con cept ‘sub ject’ is the no tion of es sence. In par tic u lar this is the case
with his dis cus sion of the the o ret i cal func tion of the no tion of sub ject in
clas si cal po lit i cal econ omy, which operates on the basis of 

a ‘na ive’ an thro pol ogy which founds all the acts by which eco nomic ob jects are
pro duced, dis trib uted, re ceived and con sumed on the eco nomic sub jects and their 
needs (LCII 28). 

Each of these sub jects is ‘homo oeconomicus’ as an ‘es sence’ of needs: 
All the sub jects be ing iden ti cally sub jects of needs, one can treat their ef fects
while brack et ing the en sem ble of these sub jects: their uni ver sal ity is then re -
flected in the law of the ef fects of their needs (LCII 30) (see also PM 235, LCII
36).

As Althusser sees it, then, the first as pect of ‘hu man ism’ is that it op er ates
with the no tions of an ‘es sen tial’ sub ject, and of alien ation as the ‘loss’ by
this sub ject of its es sence. The sec ond el e ment, I think, is that, al though this 
hu man ism may act po lit i cally, its ba sis for ac tion is a purely eth i cal ap peal,
and a moral con dem na tion of alien ation. Althusser seems to take this
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re la tion be tween the idea of alien ation and mor al ism so much for granted
that he does not spell it out in de tail, but he does re fer to it oc ca sion ally in
passing. For example, 

It is enough to live in eth ics or in re li gion, or in that po lit ico-eth i cal ide ol ogy
which is called so cial de moc racy, in or der to found a hu man ist but not historicist
in ter pre ta tion of Marx: it is only nec es sary to read Marx in the ‘light’ of a the ory
of ‘hu man na ture’, whether it [29] is re li gious, eth i cal or an thro po log i cal ... Re -
duc ing Cap i tal to an eth i cal in spi ra tion is child’s play if one sup ports one self on
the rad i cal an thro pol ogy of the 44 Manu scripts (LCI 178). 

And the gen eral func tion which Althusser be lieves ‘alien ation’ to have in
Marx’s work emerges clearly from a foot note dis cus sion of its pos si ble
util ity, in SC: 

It seems to me that the ‘cat e gory of alien ation can ren der pro vi sional ser vices,
given a dou ble and ab so lute con di tion: (1) that it be ’cut’ from ev ery phi los o phy
of ‘rei fi ca tion’ (or of fe tish ism, or of self-objectification) which is only an an thro -
po log i cal vari ant of ide al ism; and (2) that alien ation is un der stood as sec ond ary
to the con cept of ex ploi ta tion. On this dou ble con di tion, the cat e gory of alien -
ation can in the first in stance (since it dis ap pears in the fi nal re sult) help to avoid a 
purely eco nomic, that is, econ o mist[ic] con cep tion of sur plus-value: it can help
to in tro duce the idea that, in ex ploi ta tion sur plus value is in sep a ra ble from the
con crete and ma te rial forms in which it is ex torted (SC 70 n. 32). 

There are two points to no tice in this pas sage: (1) “Fe tish ism” is equated
with “rei fi ca tion” un der stood as “self-objectification”, in the sense of loss
of self in and through la bour. (2) “Alien ation” is used to de scribe what hap -
pens to the worker in the pro cess of ex ploi ta tion in ad di tion to the mere ex -
trac tion of sur plus value: that is, pre sum ably, to the fact that while he is pro -
duc ing sur plus value he is do ing so in a par tic u lar con crete sit u a tion which,
by its very na ture, does other nasty things to him - ‘deskilling’, sub ject ing
him to rhythms of the ma chine, and so on. Here again, then, the term ‘alien -
ation’ may be said to have moral or even aes thetic func tion, and it is clear
that Althusser un der stands it as hav ing only this func tion in Marx’s
writings, early and late. 

Con nected with the ‘mor al ism’ of hu man ism is an in ev i ta ble down -
playing of the class strug gle: 

The hu man ist line turns the work ers away from the class strug gle, pre vents them
from mak ing use of the only power that they pos sess: that of their or gani sa tion as 
a class and their class or gani sa tions. (SC 64) 
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This, in turn, is also con nected to the third key fea ture of hu man ism: the
fact that the hu man es sence is at trib uted to ‘in di vid u als taken in iso la tion’,
and that so cial re la tions are treated purely as re la tions be tween these in di -
vid u als in the form of 

sim ple re la tions be tween men ... re la tions which would only put in ques tion men,
and thus vari a tions of a uni ver sal ma trix, inter-sub jec tiv ity (rec og ni tion, pres tige, 
strug gle, dom i na tion: and ... ser vi tude, [30] etc.) (LCII 45, see also LCI 178,
where such a re duc tion is said to be “cur rent in all the hu man ist in ter pre ta tions of
Marxism” (n. 27)). 

By mak ing so cial re la tions, and spe cif i cally re la tions of pro duc tion, into
re la tions solely be tween in di vid u als ‘hu man ism’ is then able to re duce
these re la tions to an in ter play of the es sences which de fine the hu man -
ism-es sences which vary from the ory to the ory, of course, but which share
the same function in each theory: 

You start to think that a so cial re la tion is the nat u ral qual ity, the nat u ral at trib ute
of a sub stance or a sub ject (SC 52). 

Althusser ar gues that Marx’s ma ture work is a ‘the o ret i cal anti-hu man ism’, 
in the sense of “com pletely do ing with out the the o ret i cal ser vices of the
con cept man” (PM 255) and of rejecting 

the the o ret i cal pre ten sions of the hu man ist con cep tion to ex plain so ci ety and his -
tory, start ing out from the hu man es sence, from the free hu man sub ject, the sub -
ject of needs, of la bour, of de sire, the sub ject of moral and po lit i cal ac tion (SC
201).

Thus Althusser gives a spe cific mean ing to the key terms ‘man’, ‘alien -
ation’ and ‘sub ject’, by re lat ing them to the no tion of es sence, and states
that these terms, thus un der stood, play no the o ret i cal role within Marx’s
ma ture writ ings. But this does raise a fur ther pos si bil ity: could these terms,
de fined in a dif fer ent way, have a dif fer ent the o ret i cal func tion to the one
Althusser as cribes to them? To put it an other way, may not Althusser have
been blinded by the prob lem atic of ‘es sence’? To an swer this ques tion, we
need to look spe cif i cally at the role of the the ory of fetishisation in Cap i tal.
In SC Althusser has the breath-taking footnote comment: 

One day it will be nec es sary to clear up the prob lem of the the ory which serves as
a philo soph i cal al ibi for all this “rei fi ca tion” lit er a ture: the the ory of com mod ity
fe tish ism in Book 1 Part 1 of Cap i tal (SC 118 n. 13). 

This seems to be an un der state ment, re fer ring as it does to the be gin ning of
Cap i tal. The fact is that it has a spe cific the o ret i cal func tion there: that of
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giv ing an ac count not of the con tent of the ‘laws’ gov ern ing cap i tal ist so ci -
ety, but of the na ture or on to log i cal sta tus of those laws. Marx is get ting at
this prob lem even in the 1844 Manu scripts, when he writes 

Po lit i cal econ omy be gins with the fact of pri vate prop erty; it does not ex plain it.
It con ceives the ma te rial pro cess of [31] pri vate prop erty, as this oc curs in re al ity,
in gen eral and ab stract for mu lae which then serve it as laws. It does not com pre -
hend those laws; that is, it does n’t show how they arise out of the na ture of pri vate 
prop erty. (Fromm, Marx’s Con cept of Man, p. 93) 

Thus, in the 1844 Manu scripts the no tion of alien ation per forms two func -
tions; it is a moral-crit i cal con cept and, at the same time, it is used to at -
tempt to un der stand the na ture of so cial struc ture: that is, not the na ture of
this or that so cial struc ture, but rather, how it is pos si ble for there to be such
a thing as ’so cial struc ture’ or, as Marx puts it in Cap i tal 

We are con cerned only with a def i nite so cial re la tion be tween hu man be ings
which, in their eyes, has here as sumed the sem blance of a re la tion be tween be ings 
[things] (Marx, Cap i tal, vol. I, p. 45). 

The first chap ter of Cap i tal is de signed, inter alia, to give an ac count of
how so cial re la tions be tween hu man be ings came to ap pear as quite ex ter -
nal facticities and laws im pos ing them selves on hu man be ings: that is, take
on a non-hu man ap pear ance. It is pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween the de -
scrip tions of how a par tic u lar so cial sys tem or struc ture func tions, and the
ques tion of the on to log i cal sta tus of a so cial sys tem or struc ture. For Marx
it was cru cial to show that cap i tal ism as a sys tem was an ‘alien ated’ or
‘fetishised’ re al ity, rather than as bour geois econ o mists ar gued, a ‘nat u ral’
re al ity gov erned by ‘nat u ral laws’ of the same sta tus as those gov ern ing
‘na ture’. What is at stake here is brought out very clearly in the fol low ing
pas sage from Engels’ So cial ism, Uto pian and Sci en tific in which he writes
that, after the abolition of commodity production 

The laws of his own so cial ac tion, hith erto stand ing face to face with man as laws
of na ture for eign to and dom i nat ing him, will now be used with full un der stand -
ing, and so mas tered by him ... Only from that time will man him self, more and
more con sciously, make his own his tory (ed. Feuer, p. 109).

That is, these ap par ent nat u ral laws, ‘ex tra ne ous ob jec tive forces’ can be
over come, and ‘man’ can then con sciously make his tory; but this can only
oc cur be cause these are not re ally ‘nat u ral laws’; they are fetishised or
alien ated so cial re la tions, re sult ing from the sep a ra tion of hu man be ings
from the in stru ments of pro duc tion through the ex is tence of pri vate prop -
erty (and hence also of class di vi sions). Now, of course, some of Marx’s
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de scrip tion of how cap i tal ism works can be ac cepted with out ac cept ing this 
ac count, but the anal y sis as a whole, set within the [32] ‘his tor i cal ma te ri al -
ist’ ac count of chang ing ‘hu man na ture’ and chang ing ‘nat u ral laws’ of so -
ci ety only makes sense in the con text of such an ac count. Which may be
why Marx placed it care fully at the be gin ning of Cap i tal. 

The whole point of Marx’s the ory of fetishisation is to show that the ap -
par ently ex ter nal, ob jec tive and nat u ral laws which gov ern eco nomic be -
hav iour un der con di tions of com mod ity pro duc tion are, in fact, pro duced
by the mem bers of the so ci ety them selves. If one wishes to put it in the not
very use ful (gram mat i cal) ter mi nol ogy of ‘sub ject’ and ‘ob ject’, it ap pears
that the laws are the ‘sub ject’ and the peo ple are the ‘ob ject’, acted upon
and de ter mined by the laws. But, ar gues Marx, in fact the peo ple are the
‘sub ject’ and the laws are the ‘object’, the product of their activity. 

How ever, firstly, this is nei ther a ‘con scious’ nor a ‘free’ pro duc tion: the
peo ple do not in tend to pro duce this sys tem of con straints rul ing their be -
hav iour. Sec ondly, what is in volved here is not ex clu sively a re la tion be -
tween peo ple: it is a re la tion be tween peo ple in the con text of their re la tions 
to things (spe cif i cally, to the means of pro duc tion). Thirdly, al though the
‘sub jects’ in this pro cess are peo ple, there is no sug ges tion that these peo -
ple can be de scribed in terms of an es sence of the type ‘homo oeco no mi -
cus’. Fetishisation is not ‘loss’ of a pre ex ist ing es sence. The idea is com pat -
i ble with a ‘non-essence’ notion of man and of subject. 

Does this mean that Althusser’s de scrip tion of Marx as a ‘the o ret i cal
anti-hu man ist’ is sub stan tially cor rect, al though ver bally mis lead ing: that
what is at is sue is merely whether one should wish to de scribe the above
the ory as ‘hu man ist’ or not? 

To try to an swer this ques tion it is nec es sary to look at the rather tire some
‘de bate’ con ducted by Althusser be tween him self and John Lewis in SC,
con cern ing the ques tion whether it is ‘man’ or ‘the masses’ who make his -
tory. It is tire some partly be cause Althusser’s ar gu men ta tive pro ce dures
are so ar bi trary, partly be cause in one re spect at least Althusser’s claim that
‘the masses make his tory’ is, if it is in tended in any other than an in spi ra -
tional sense, ob vi ously wrong: the rul ing classes also play a role in de cid -
ing the out come of real (non-He geli an) class strug gles; and it is tire some
be cause, fi nally, what seems to [33] con cern Althusser is the pos si ble de -
mobi lis ing ef fect on the work ing class of the be lief that ‘man makes his -
tory’; and this seems to me to be just plain silly (not even Mephan’s far
better-ar gued re state ment ‘of Althusser’s case can con vince me that the be -
lief that man makes his tory has cre ated many scabs or kept many ’workers
off the barricades’). 
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Althusser be gins by play ing cat and mouse with imag i nary op po nents
who be lieve that ‘his tory’ is freely cre ated by free in di vid u als, and who at
the same time be lieve that 

his tory is the re sult of the ac tion (what is done by) a sub ject .., iden ti fi able by the
unity of its ‘per son al ity (SC 47-48). 

This is an eas ily-de stroyed strawperson. But, nev er the less, Althusser is
cor rect in im ply ing that the terms of the de bate can use fully be changed.
And when he writes 

In my opin ion: men (plu ral), in the con crete sense, are nec es sar ily sub jects (plu -
ral) in his tory, be cause they act in his tory as sub jects (plu ral). But there is no Sub -
ject (sin gu lar) of his tory (SC 94), 

he is stat ing a po si tion which seems to be per fectly com pat i ble with the the -
ory of fetishisation out lined above. But the next sen tence in di cates that this
is an illusion 

And I will go even fur ther: “men” are not “the sub jects” of his tory. (SC 94) 

In stead, he as serts; 
’hu man’, i.e. so cial in di vid u als, are ac tive in his tory - as agents of the dif fer ent
so cial prac tices of the his tor i cal pro cess of pro duc tion (SC 95). 

Re fer ring to the dis cus sion of the role of ‘the sub ject’ in ide ol ogy, he be -
lieves that this is suf fi cient ground for dis miss ing the be lief that in di vid u als 
are real (alien ated) sub jects as well as imag i nary (real) sub jects. In stead,
they are ‘sub ject agents’ who are “only ac tive in his tory through the de ter -
mi na tion of the re la tions of pro duc tion and re pro duc tion” (SC 95). 

I have al ready shown the con fu sion in Althusser’s ar gu ment about the re -
la tion be tween ide ol ogy and the no tion of the ‘sub ject’. In SC Althusser
car ries through this con fu sion by stating that 

When you be gin with man, you can not avoid the ide al ist temp ta tion of be liev ing
in the om nip o tence of lib erty or of cre ative la bour - that is, you sim ply sub mit, in
all ‘free dom’, to the om nip o tence of the rul ing bour geois ide ol ogy (SC 205). 

But such a state ment is ab surd, both em pir i cally and con cep tu ally: it is ob -
vi ously pos si ble to be lieve both that men are po ten tially au ton o mous sub -
jects and that cap i tal ist so ci ety en slaves them by de priv ing them of their au -
ton omy; in fact it is im pos si ble to say that cap i tal ism en slaves [34] with out
mak ing some ref er ence to an idea of free dom (try ‘liberating’ an army ant). 
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The only other ‘con cep tual’ ar gu ment here is the con struc tion of a new
strawperson: 

One can not seize (begreifen: con ceive), that is to say, think real his tory (the pro -
cess of the re pro duc tion of so cial for ma tions and their rev o lu tion ary trans for ma -
tion) as if it could be re duced to an Or i gin, an Es sence, or a Cause (even Man),
which would be its Sub ject - a Sub ject, a ‘be ing’ or ‘es sence’, held to be iden ti fi -
able that is to say ex ist ing in the form of the unity of an internality, and (the o ret i -
cally and prac ti cally re spon si ble iden tity, internality and re spon si bil ity are con -
sti tu tive, among other things, of ev ery sub ject) thus ac count able, thus ca pa ble of
ac count ing for the whole of the ‘phe nom ena’ of his tory (SC 97). 

But the cat e go ries of fered here are sim ply too crude and car i ca tur ist to
come to grips with the real is sues. 

Fi nally, Althusser of fers one exegetical ar gu ment against men mak ing
his tory; a quo ta tion from Marx’s Pref ace to the Eigh teenth Brumaire:

I show some thing quite dif fer ent (dif fer ent from the ide ol ogy of Hugo and of
Proudhon, who both held the in di vid ual Na po leon III to be the (de test able or glo -
ri ous) cause ’re spon si ble’ for the coup d’État, namely how the class strug gle
(Marx’s em pha sis) in France cre ated the cir cum stances (Umstände) and the re la -
tions (Verhältnisse) which al lowed (ermöglicht) a per son (a sub ject) so me di o cre
and gro tesque to play the role of a hero (SC 99; all brackets from Althusser). 

But in this pas sage Marx is con cerned to show that ‘heroes’ do not make
his tory; this in no way con tra dicts his Eigh teenth Brumaire as ser tion that
‘Men make his tory’. As Althusser says, “One must read one’s au thors
closely” (SC 99). 

But in spite of all this, it is still nec es sary to take Althusser’s po si tion se ri -
ously in so far as he of fers an al ter na tive the ory, em bod ied in the idea of the
pri macy of the re la tion of pro duc tion and re pro duc tion over the in di vid u als 
in volved in the relationship: 

the struc ture of the re la tions of pro duc tion de ter mines places and func tions
which are oc cu pied and as sumed by the agents of pro duc tion, who are never any -
thing but the oc cu pants of these places, to the ex tent that they are ‘bear ers’
(Träger) of these func tions. The true ‘sub jects’ (in the sense of con sti tut ing sub -
jects of the pro cess) are thus nei ther these oc cu pants nor these [35] func tion ar ies,
are thus not, con trary to all ap pear ances, the “ev i dences” of the “given” of na ive
an thro pol ogy, “con crete in di vid u als”, “real men”, but the def i ni tion and the dis -
tri bu tion of these places and of these func tions. The real “sub jects” are thus these 
de fin ers and these dis trib u tors; the re la tions of pro duc tion (and the so cial, po lit i -
cal and ideo log i cal re la tions). But, as they are “re la tions”; one can not think them
un der the cat e gory of sub ject (LCII 53).
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This theme is de vel oped most fully by Balibar in his con tri bu tion to LC.
Be gin ning from Marx’s brief Pref ace to the Con tri bu tions to the cri tique of 
po lit i cal econ omy, in which Marx speaks of “Men en ter ing into de ter mi -
nate re la tions”, of the con scious ness of “men”, and so on, he makes the le -
git i mate point that, be fore de cid ing on the sig nif i cance of this, we have to
elu ci date the con cep tual func tions of the term “man”- within the the o ret i cal 
struc ture which con tains it. He states that a first, ‘na ive’ read ing of Marx’s
text cre ates the im pres sion that the con cept “man” plays an im por tant role
in as sur ing the struc tural co he sion of the whole sys tem. Men both pro duce
things and pro duce the so cial re la tions within which pro duc tion can oc cur.
Furthermore, they are 

the real (con crete) sup ports of the dif fer ent prac tices ar tic u lated within the so cial
struc ture: this ar tic u la tion is in fact only given by men who both par tic i pate in the
pro cess of pro duc tion, and are ju rid i cal sub jects, and are consciousnesses (LCII
88). 

Against this, how ever, he as serts here that the term ‘men’ is am big u ous in
this con text be cause of its 

si mul ta neous mem ber ship in sev eral in com pat i ble sys tems of con cepts: the o ret i -
cal and non-the o ret i cal, sci en tific and ideo log i cal (LCII 89). 

Un for tu nately he de vel ops this point no fur ther here, but he does con struct
an al ter na tive ac count, which we now need to con sider. 

He is con cerned with the na ture and ob ject of a ‘his tory’. What is, for ex -
am ple, a his tory deal ing with dif fer ing forms of work a his tory of? What is
the chang ing sub ject which pro vides the unity of this his tory? One can cer -
tainly, say, deal his tor i cally with work, but such a his tory does not de scribe
an au ton o mous evo lu tion ary pro cess in which, say, tech ni cal de vel op -
ments at one ‘stage’ lead nec es sar ily to the next. The changes which oc cur
are re lated to ‘his tory in gen eral’, which means that in or der to de limit and
com pre hend a “re gional his tory” it is nec es sary to grasp its re la tion to his -
tory in gen eral. [36] 

Ac cord ing to Balibar this prob lem has tra di tion ally been solved ei ther by
a vague ref er ence to some ‘spirit of the times’ which con tains no ac tual
spec i fi ca tion of the na ture of the re la tion ship, or else by the sim ple re duc -
tion of some struc tures to oth ers, or to one claimed fun da men tal struc ture.
He sug gests that the rea son for this is that his tory has tra di tion ally ‘re -
ceived’ its ob ject, in the sense of ac cept ing, of tak ing for granted a par tic u -
lar do main, pre-de fined by the cur rent more or less ideo log i cal as sump tion
of the his to rian. The al ter na tive method, adopted by Marx, is to re cog nise
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that what a par tic u lar ap proach to a ‘his tory’ re veals is a func tion of the ini -
tial the o ret i cal con cepts used, and that it is thus nec es sary to con sti tute the
‘ob ject’ of the his tory. That is, if you wish to study ‘work’ it is not ad e quate
merely to at tempt an em pir i cal de scrip tion of the way in which peo ple have
worked at dif fer ent mo ments in time, and to hope that the var i ous de scrip -
tions will fall into place as a ‘his tory’. Rather, one must be gin with a gen -
eral the o ret i cal con cept of the na ture of ‘work’ as an el e ment within a struc -
ture, and this nec es sar ily means also a the ory of its re la tions with other el e -
ments in the structure (cf. LCII 144-6). 

This seems to me to be a valid and im por tant point. A ‘his tory’, as a se lec -
tion and an or der ing, is in ev i ta bly guided by a the o ret i cal frame work, and
this frame work should there fore be made ex plicit and thought out - al -
though of course the ques tion as to how one goes about ac tu ally do ing this
re mains to be set tled. But the re sult, at least from Marx’s per spec tive, will
be to de fine a sys tem of rel a tively au ton o mous in stances, of which it is
mean ing ful to at tempt a ‘his tory’, ar tic u lated around a cen tral in stance (the
mode of pro duc tion). But the his tory of each of these in stances will, be -
cause of their ar tic u la tion, not de scribe an evo lu tion ary pro cess, but rather
a se ries of shifts or dis place ments, com pre hen si ble not from within the in -
stance, but only through its re la tion to the whole. Each par tic u lar form in
this suc ces sion Balibar de scribes as “an his tor i cal in di vid u al ity” (LCII
148). 

From this ar gu ment Balibar reaches the fol low ing con clu sion: 
We can say that each rel a tively au ton o mous prac tice thus en gen ders forms of his -
tor i cal in di vid u al ity which are pe cu liar to it. Thus reali sa tion has as a re sult the
com plete trans for ma tion of the mean ing of the term ‘men’ which, as we have
seen, the Pref ace to the Con tri bu tion made the sup ports [37] of its en tire con struc -
tion. We can now say that these ‘men’ in their the o ret i cal sta tus, are not con crete
men, those of whom cel e brated for mu lae tells us, with out any thing more, that
they ‘make his tory’. They are, for each prac tice, and for each trans for ma tion of
that prac tice, the dif fer ent forms of in di vid u al ity, which can be de fined on the ba -
sis of its struc ture of com bi na tion there are, in the so cial struc ture, dif fer ent forms 
of po lit i cal, eco nomic, ideo log i cal in di vid u al ity, which are not sup ported by the
same in di vid u als, and which have their own rel a tively au ton o mous his tory (LCII
149).

Balibar gives us ex am ples of such ‘his tor i cal in di vid u al i ties’ in phi los o -
phy, sug gest ing that a his tory of phi los o phy might well be a his tory of the
suc ces sion of problematics, rather than a his tory of philo soph i cal sys tems.
Thus the term ‘in di vid u al ity’ here does not re fer to a sin gle per son, but to
what one might call a ba sic unit. For ex am ple, while in pre-cap i tal ist modes 
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of pro duc tion in di vid ual work ers can put the means of pro duc tion to work,
this is no lon ger the case in cap i tal ism, where the means of pro duc tion can
only be put to work so cially, by a ‘col lec tive worker’ and it is this ‘col lec -
tive worker’ whom Balibar describes as the, ‘historical individuality’ in
this case. 

I think, then, that what Balibar is sug gest ing here is that, one can give a
his tory of each au ton o mous in stance, and in each in stance the ba sic ‘unit’
which one is de scrib ing will be de ter mined by the ar tic u la tion with the
whole. This means that the ba sic unit will vary from in stance to in stance:
there will not be a ba sic unit char ac ter is tic of the so ci ety as a whole, and
which one can iden tify at work in each in stance. Fur ther more, in deal ing
with any par tic u lar in stance one is not deal ing with ‘con crete men’ but with 
men “in so far as they ful fill cer tain de ter mi nate func tions in the struc ture”
(LCII 150). It is here that the notion of Träger is introduced: 

Men only ap pear in the the ory in the form of bear ers (sup port-Träger) of the re la -
tions im plied in the struc ture, and the forms of their in di vid u al ity only as de ter mi -
nate ef fects of the struc ture. (LCII 150)

As an ex am ple, we may per haps take a po lit i cal sys tem. In any such sys -
tem, there will be not only a va ri ety of spe cific roles, but also [38] mech a -
nisms for se lect ing in di vid u als for those roles. In de scrib ing the sys tem one 
may re fer to the in di vid u als who play par tic u lar roles, but one re fers to
them only in so far as they play these roles (and per haps other rel e vant
roles), but not nec es sar ily to all their roles, to the sum to tal of their be ing as
con crete in di vid u als. Thus on the one hand one treats the in di vid ual purely
as a ‘role’, and on the other hand one anal y ses the role as a function of the
system or structure as a whole. 

What, then, is the place of ‘con crete in di vid u als’ in this? In SC Althusser
writes: 

Marx con stantly uses the con cepts of po si tion and func tion, and the con cept of
Träger (‘sup ports’), mean ing a sup port of re la tions: but this is not in or der to
make con crete re al i ties dis ap pear, to re duce real men to pure func tions of sup -
ports - it is in or der to make mech a nisms in tel li gi ble by grasp ing them through
their con cept, and be gin ning with these (since this is the only pos si ble way) to
make in tel li gi ble the con crete re al i ties which can only be grasped by mak ing a
de tour through ab strac tion (SC 129-30).

Thus the pro cess Balibar is de scrib ing would seem to be iden ti fied as an ab -
strac tion. But what hap pens when one tries to put these var i ous ab stract
mech a nisms to gether again? What role does the idea of a ‘con crete in di vid -
ual’ play in this? Balibar him self rather side steps the prob lem by
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con struct ing an other straw-per son, a Leibnitzian no tion in terms of which
each in di vid ual (monad) re flects the (so cial) to tal ity ‘in its entirety’, and he
writes 

Men, if they were the com mon sup ports of de ter mi nate func tions in the struc ture
of each so cial prac tice ‘would in some way ex press and con cen trate’ the en tire so -
cial struc ture in them selves, that is to say, they would be the cen tres from which it
would be pos si ble to know the ar tic u la tion of those prac tices in the struc ture of
the whole. By the same stroke each of these prac tices would be ef fec tively cen -
tred on the men-sub jects of ide ol ogy, that is to say, on consciousness. 

Thus the ‘so cial re la tions’, in stead of ex press ing the struc ture of these
prac tices, of which the in di vid u als are only the ef fect, would be en gen dered 
from the mul ti plic ity of these cen tres, that is to say they would pos sess the
struc ture of a “prac ti cal intersubjectivity (LCII 151). 

I sug gest that this is a strawperson, not in the sense that it is a po si tion
which has never been held by any one, but in the sense that Balibar is sug -
gest ing only two pos si ble po si tions: ei ther we ac cept that struc tures [39] are
the pri mary fea tures and de ter mine in di vid ual or the so cial struc ture is a
‘prac ti cal intersubjectivity’ cen tred on consciousnesses. But this is far too
sim ple (and undialectical) a view (and, in so far as the sec ond point of view
is linked by Balibar with the ‘prob lem atic of me di a tion’ de vel oped by
Sartre, it rep re sents a fun da men tal mis un der stand ing of Sartre’s position). 

But be fore elab o rat ing on this, I would like to look at the sec ond area in
which Balibar iden ti fies the au ton omy of a struc ture. This is in the anal y sis
of the ‘si mul ta ne ity’ of the pro cess of re pro duc tion, in which it is shown
that the var i ous ‘spheres’ of the eco nomic pro cess can not be taken in iso la -
tion, but that they mu tu ally sup pose one an other. This means, ac cord ing to
Balibar, the necessity of moving from 

a con cept of pro duc tion as an act, the objectivation of one or sev eral sub jects, to a
con cept of pro duc tion with out a sub ject which in re turn de ter mines cer tain
classes as its own func tions (LCII 171). 

Balibar sug gests that this is in fact valid for all modes of pro duc tion, as well 
as ap ply ing to the re la tion be tween the ac tual pro duc tion pro cess and the
other in stances. For ex am ple, the pro duc tion pro cess as sumes as its con di -
tion cer tain le gal forms but, at the same time, as a pro cess of re pro duc tion it 
also re pro duces these forms. Balibar sug gests that there are two pos si ble
ways of treat ing this phe nom e non. The first way is to see it sim ply as a uni -
di rec tional tem po ral pro cess in which “the ne ces sity of the so cial re la tion is 
sim ply the work of the ac tiv ity of pre vi ous pro duc tion, which nec es sar ily
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leaves to the suc ceed ing one de ter mi nate con di tions of pro duc tion” (LCII
175). 

But this means the unity of the pro cess. The al ter na tive is to con sider the
pro duc tion of so cial re la tion ships as 

a pro duc tion of things and in di vid u als by the so cial re la tion ships, a pro duc tion in
which the in di vid u als are de ter mined to pro duce and the things to be pro duced in
a spe cific form by the so cial re la tions. That is to say that it is a de ter mi na tion of
the func tion of the so cial pro cess of pro duc tion, a pro cess with out a sub ject (LCII
175). 

This cir cu lar ity of the pro duc tion and re pro duc tion of so cial re la tions is im -
por tant. But once again it seems to me that Balibar’s two pos si ble modes of
ex pla na tion con sti tute an over-sim pli fi ca tion. [40] 

The two po si tions for mu lated here con sti tute a de vel op ment of the ear lier 
two. The idea of pro duc tion as a uni di rec tional causal se quence is con -
nected with the idea that there is a prac ti cal intersubjectivity which acts as
the ‘sub ject’ of pro duc tion, and the fact that this can not ac count for the cir -
cu lar ity of the pro cess helps to re fute the whole po si tion. On the other hand, 
the fact that the so cial re la tions here are ‘eter nal’ as both the pre con di tion
and the re sult of pro duc tion, helps to es tab lish their priority over the
individuals involved. 

Nev er the less, the ma jor weak ness in Balibar’s po si tion lies in the fact
that he fails to elu ci date what a struc ture is. Al though we can cer tainly treat, 
say, the po lit i cal sys tem in it self as an ab strac tion, we also need to be able
to say what it is, in the sense of how it ex ists. In his es say on ide ol ogy,
Althusser ar gues that ide ol ogy has a ‘ma te rial ex is tence’, both as an ‘ap pa -
ra tus’ and as the ac tual prac tices and rit u als of in di vid u als, and it would
seem that this ac count could be gen er al ised to all struc tures. But if so, then
the cru cial point is that the ma te rial ex is tence which the struc ture en joys is
fun da men tally, al though not ex clu sively, the ma te rial ex is tence of in di vid -
ual hu man be ings. Not ex clu sively be cause it ex ists also in build ings, tools, 
books, com mu ni ca tion net works, uni forms and a thou sand other ob jects;
but fun da men tally, since even these func tion as part of a struc ture only
through the ac tual prac tice of in di vid u als. Prison rules and prison hours
have their own ma te rial ex is tence, but they only func tion as a prison
through in di vid u als en forc ing the rules and lock ing the doors. This, of
course, does not re solve the prob lem. We can not re duce struc tures to in di -
vid ual ac tion in the sense of at tempt ing to ex plain the ex is tence of struc -
tures as the prod uct of self-con scious goal-di rected be hav iour of in di vid u -
als linked in intersubjectivity. But it does mean that we need to theo rise the
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role of in di vid u als in the whole process. I do not intend to do this here, but I
will make four points which seem to me to be vital in this respect. 
1) Such an ac count ob vi ously can not be gin from a ‘hu man es sence’ as a
sys tem of val ues and be hav iour pat terns which is as sumed to pre-ex ist in -
ser tion into any given struc ture. Althusser is per fectly cor rect to re ject this
kind of an thro pol ogy and to in sist that dif fer ent ‘hu man na tures’ oc cur in
dif fer ent so cial for ma tions. But it is still nec es sary to ask what is pe cu liar to 
hu man be ings which per mits this to oc cur; if [41] you pre fer, what spe cific
char ac ter is tics of hu man be ings per mit them to act in dif fer ently as ‘bear -
ers’ of a num ber of dif fer ent func tions. Althusser cer tainly as sumes that
they do have this ca pac ity, but it may not sim ply be as sumed. It has to be
accounted for, and its implication assessed. 
2) We can not treat so cial struc ture sim ply as the prod uct of an inter-sub jec -
tiv ity. In di vid u als re late to one an other, firstly, within a ma te rial con text
and, sec ondly, within the con text of the ex is tence of other peo ple not in -
volved in im me di ate face-to-face re la tions. The ex is tence and char ac ter is -
tics of the ma te rial world will con di tion the re la tions. The in ev i ta ble plu ral -
ity of in di vid u als will also do so: the on to log i cal sep a ra tion of in di vid u als
has structural implications which need to be investigated. 
3) To sug gest that con crete in di vid u als play a cru cial role in the unity of the
whole is not to sug gest ei ther that the whole is ‘cen tred’ on in di vid u als in
some sim ple sense, or to sug gest that each in di vid ual is a Leibnitzian
monad re flect ing the to tal ity. But Balibar com mits a mean ing shift when he 
moves from the at tempt to iden tify dif fer ent units in dif fer ent in stances
(dif fer ent his tor i cal in di vid u al i ties) to the im pli ca tion that the var i ous in -
stances do not ex ist in and through the same ac tual in di vid ual peo ple. A
given in di vid ual is a mem ber of the eco nomic sys tem as a worker, of the
po lit i cal sys tem as a sub ject or a voter or a party ac tiv ist, of the le gal sys tem 
as a pos sessor of rights and ob li ga tions of var i ous kinds, and of the ideo log -
i cal sys tem as a re ceiver and prac ti tio ner/contra dic tor of the dom i nant ide -
ol ogy. He or she may play func tion ally dif fer ent roles in each sys tem, and
there may be ten sions be tween the var i ous roles. But the ar tic u la tion of the
roles with one an other is only pos si ble through this re la tion to con crete in -
di vid u als, and the pos si bil ity of change in the sys tem re lies on these ten -
sions and their role in trans mit ting ef fects from one in stance to an other, as,
for ex am ple, when the ten sions be tween fac tory re sis tance and po lit i cal
com pli ance trans mits re volt from the ’eco nomic’ to the ‘po lit i cal’ sys tems.
But none of this means that the struc ture ex ists in its en tirety in each in di -
vid ual as the “lo cal re pro duc tion, in min ia ture, of the whole so cial ar tic u la -
tion” (LCII 150). It does not ex ist through each in di vid ual, but in the sum of 
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all in di vid u als, and the ‘sum ma tion’ will be a func tion of the on to log i cal
char ac ter is tics of in di vid u als (the form and na ture of their sep a ra tion) and
of the material context in which they are operating. This is the basis for
Marx’s account of fetishisation. [42] 

4) All hu man prac tice has the pe cu liar cir cu lar ity which Balibar iden ti fies 
as the pro cess of re pro duc tion, al though not nec es sar ily in the same form.
In its sim plest form a prac tice is di rected to wards a goal, and the goal is
both the pre con di tion and the re sult of the ac tion. In other terms, hu man
prac tice is em bed ded in a sys tem of mean ings, which, as mean ings, are
eter nal. The words which I am writ ing now have their spe cific mean ing
only in re la tion to the com pleted sen tence, and the end of the sen tence has
its spe cific mean ing only in re la tion to the be gin ning. But, more, each word 
can have mean ing within the sen tence only by vir tue of the ref er ences
which is car ries to a whole con cep tual sys tem out side the sen tence. A sys -
tem of pro duc tion is such a mean ing sys tem in which the mean ing of the in -
di vid ual act in phys i cal terms (the ac tual end prod uct) is pre vi ously em bod -
ied in a sys tem of con cepts com pre hend ing the el e ments in the pro cess.
Crudely, X is am or tis ing his ma chin ery be cause he knows that Y is pro duc -
ing ma chines, and Y is pro duc ing ma chines be cause he knows that X is am -
or tis ing his ma chin ery. Again, this is not a pro cess of un con strained
intersubjectivity. The mean ing sys tem op er ates within the ma te rial and on -
to log i cal con text al ready de scribed, but the point is that it is be cause it is a
sys tem of shared mean ings (which is not the same thing as a value con sen -
sus) that the sys tem has the char ac ter is tic of ‘eter nity’. This, too, is a cru cial 
el e ment in the the ory of fetishisation. Hu man re la tions can ex ist as
fetishised object relations only because they exist as a meaning system
(which is, of course, in turn a ‘material’ system in Althusser’s sense). 

Althusser re fers back to Spinoza as the fa ther of the no tion of a pro cess
with out a sub ject. But Hegel’s crit i cism of Spinoza is equally valid as a
crit i cism of Althusser. Hegel ar gued that Spinoza’s God, who was sub -
stance with out be ing Sub ject, failed to guar an tee the unity of res cogitans.
The sys tem of ideas de scribed by Spinoza is, fi nally, a mere co ex is tence of
dif fer ent el e ments, which de stroys their sta tus as ideas, be cause ideas or
con cepts are de fined in re la tion to one an other. This in ter re la tion can only
be pro vided by an ac tive sub ject which uni fies the sys tem and holds to -
gether the var i ous ideas in such a way that they have mean ings. Sim i larly,
Althusser’s struc tures, ma te rial sys tems and even the o ret i cal sys tems can
give no ac count of their own unity in so far as they are ab stracted from any
uni fy ing ac tiv ity by a sub ject or sub jects. Once more, this ac tiv ity can not
be thought [43] in terms of an He geli an Ab so lute Spirit, or in terms of a sub -
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ject which cre ates the whole pro cess out of it self. But it has to be thought of
in terms of sub jects who are ac tive in his tory, and who can only act as ‘sup -
ports’ of struc tural func tions be cause they are sub jects, even if they are in a
par tic u lar con junc ture, alien ated or en slaved sub jects. In the di a lec ti cal re -
la tion be tween sub jects and struc tures sub jects are de ter mi nant ’in the last
in stance’ be cause they are the on to log i cal foun da tion of struc tures. It is this 
which is the only basis for the abolition, not of structures per se, but of
alienating and enslaving structures. 

As an ex am ple of the prob lems raised here I will briefly dis cuss Al -
thusser’s com ments on the role of the in di vid ual in the pro duc tion of
knowl edge and, in par tic u lar, on the role of Marx. In LC he drops oc ca -
sional hints on this theme, in par tic u lar in his dis cus sion of the idea of ‘an
ob ject of knowl edge’, dis tinct from the real ob ject, in sist ing that to make
this dis tinc tion is not to fall into ide al ism, since the ‘thought’ in which the
pro cess of pro duc tion of knowl edge oc curs is “the his tor i cally con sti tuted
sys tem of an ap pa ra tus of thought, founded and ar tic u lated in nat u ral and
so cial re al ity” (LCI 47); it is not “the fac ulty of a psy cho log i cal sub ject, al -
though in di vid ual sub jects are its agents” (LCI 47). It is worth not ing here
that, at this stage, the no tion of a thought ‘ap pa ra tus’ is purely a met a phor,
and that ‘psy cho log i cal sub jects’ con sti tute a fun da men tal part of ‘nat u ral
and so cial re al ity’, so that the con trast be tween the two may be mis lead ing.
But for Althusser the con se quence of this idea is that the in di vid ual think -
ing sub ject is as signed a place within the pro cess of pro duc tion of knowl -
edge, and that even the ‘change of ter rain’ in volved in a break be tween
problematics must not be thought of as the re sult of the ac tiv ity of a con sti -
tut ing sub ject which de cides to change its point of view on the world (cf.
LCI, 48). It is rather the case, he suggests, in a poetic moment, that
concepts, far from being constructed when needed ‘sometimes’ 

keep one wait ing a long time, or march past in bor rowed cloth ing be fore dress ing
in their ad justed suits - as long as his tory has not fur nished the tai lor and the cloth
(LCI 61). 

This his tor i cally pro vided tai lor may be the Owl of Mi nerva in bor rowed
clothes, he cer tainly re tains the ab so lute (the o ret i cal) ar bi trari ness of that
kind. In SC Althusser re jects the idea that the flight of the Owl fol lows on
an ex clu sively sci en tific event, as sert ing that it is also re lated to the events
of po lit i cal/ ideo log i cal rev o lu tion. He at tempts to give an ac count of
Marx’s ‘break’[44] as follows: 

(It) in fact seems to have been pro duced like a ‘fa ther less child’ by the meet ing of
what Le nin called the Three Main Sources, or, to use a more ac cu rate term, by the
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in ter sec tion or con junc tion, against the back ground of the class strug gle of
1840-48 ... of lines of de mar ca tion and ... ideo log i cal lin eages which, aim lessly
and each for it self, criss cross in the re sul tant field of their in ter sec tion. Now it is
pos si ble and nec es sary to dis tin guish as dom i nant in this con tra dic tory pro cess
what we might call the change in the class the o ret i cal po si tion of the his tor i cal
‘in di vid ual’ Marx-Engels. This change of class the o ret i cal po si tion took place,
un der the in flu ence of the po lit i cal class strug gles and of their les sons, in phi los o -
phy (SC 149). 

Now, the min i mum mean ing of this text is that we must avoid the trap of
imag in ing that ideas are pro duced ‘out of the blue’ as the re sult of an en -
tirely au ton o mous pro cess oc cur ring in the head of a Great Thinker. This is
of course cor rect. Any phi los o pher finds ready a cer tain con cep tual ap pa ra -
tus and cer tain def i ni tions of what con sti tutes philo soph i cal prob lems, and
at tempts to work with and through these con cepts and def i ni tions in the
con text both of his per sonal ex pe ri ence and sit u a tion and also of the events
of the time in so far as they im pinge upon him. Nei ther would I dis agree with 
the im por tance of the change in class per spec tive by Marx and Engels for
their the o ret i cal de vel op ment. But I do ques tion the the o ret i cal util ity of the 
ex tended spa tial met a phor of lines of de mar ca tion and of aim lessly
criss-cross ing lin eages. The con struc tion of the ‘his tor i cal in di vid ual
Marx/Engels’ also seems to in volve an ar bi trary con fu sion of the roles
played by the real in di vid u als Marx and Engels. It is sim ply not ad e quate to
im ply that, say, Marx, plays a role which is “as signed to him by the mech a -
nism of the pro cess” (LCI 28). His own ideas, once for mu lated, en ter into a
prac ti cal field in which their fi nal form and fate are de ter mined by the field, 
cer tainly. But the role of Marx, as orig i na tor of those ideas, should draw
our at ten tion to the fact, that the prac ti cal field it self rests on other in di vid u -
als who use and trans form his thoughts. This is not an aim less criss-cross -
ing of lin eages, but a pro cess in which peo ple are us ing ideas in the con text
of prob lems. Althusser’s met a phor ob serves the role of in di vid u als within a 
pro cess which does tran scend each of them as in di vid u als but which nev er -
the less cannot be understood without reference back to the individuals. [45] 

A num ber of crit ics have made the point, which fol lows also from my
ear lier crit i cism of Althusser’s ac count of the no tion of ‘sub ject’ as ideo -
log i cal, that Althusser and Balibar have de scribed the char ac ter is tics of the
alien ated and frac tured in di vid u als in cap i tal ist so ci ety as though these
were the nec es sary char ac ter is tics of in di vid u als per se (see e.g. J.M. Vin -
cent in [eds.] J.F. Godchau et A. Brossart, Contre Althusser, pp. 240-242).
Be cause they have not un der stood the prob lem atic of fetishisation-alien -
ation, they have not been able to grasp Marx’s ac count of the way in which,
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in cap i tal ist so ci ety, struc tures do in ef fect de ter mine in di vid u als who be -
come bearers of different functions in different systems. 

III. Structure and Contradiction TOC

In the pre vi ous sec tion I ques tioned the ad e quacy of Althusser’s ac count of
the re la tion be tween in di vid ual sub jects and so cial struc tures. But if he is
wrong on that is sue, it does n’t mean that what he has to say about struc tures 
them selves is un in ter est ing. He be gins with a re flec tion on Marx’s
so-called ‘in ver sion’ of Hegel, point ing out that one can not in ter pret this as
the idea that the same ‘di a lec tic’ is now to be used ‘ma te ri al is ti cally’ rather
than ‘ide al is ti cally’. Hegel’s di a lec tic is an ‘ex pres sive to tal ity’ in the sense 
that its ‘prin ci ple’ is present in all elements of the whole: 

this to tal ity is re flected in a unique in ter nal prin ci ple, which is the truth of all its
con crete de ter mi na tions (PM 101). 

Fur ther, in so far as the prin ci ple is self-con tra dic tory, there is a sin gle con -
tra dic tion pres ent through out, and the his tor i cal pro cess of the par tic u lar
form can be un der stood en tirely as the work ing out of this sim ple con tra -
dic tion. There is a way of in vert ing Hegel which main tains this no tion of an 
ex pres sive to tal ity de fined by a sin gle con tra dic tion. In terms of this
inversion, 

while for Hegel it is the po lit ico-ideo log i cal which is the es sence of the eco -
nomic, for Marx it would be the eco nomic which would make up the whole es -
sence of the po lit ico-ideo log i cal. The po lit i cal, the ideo log i cal would then be
noth ing but the pure phe nom e non of the eco nomic, which would be their ‘truth’.
Thus for the pure prin ci ple of the con scious ness (of it self of a time) the sim ple in -
ter nal prin ci ple which, in Hegel, is the prin ci ple of the in tel li gi bil ity of all the de -
ter mi na tions of an his tor i cal peo ple, would have been sub sti tuted by an other sim -
ple prin ci ple, its con trary: ma te rial life, the econ omy, a sim ple prin ci ple which
be comes in its turn [46] the unique prin ci ple of uni ver sal in tel li gi bil ity of an his -
tor i cal peo ple ... This at tempt ends with the rad i cal re duc tion of the di a lec tic of
his tory to the gen er at ing di a lec tic of suc ces sive modes of pro duc tion, that is to
say, at the limit of dif fer ent tech niques of production (PM 107-08). 

As Althusser points out, this de scrip tion is not a car i ca ture. It is, rather, a
con stant theme, in much pro and most anti-Marx ist writ ings. 

Althusser’s al ter na tive ac count places its stress on the ideas of the ‘rel a -
tive au ton omy’ of the struc ture, and of the eco nomic be ing de ter mi nant
only “in the last in stance”. How ever, he admits that 
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the the ory of the spe cific ef fect of the su per struc tures and other ‘cir cum stances’
re mains in large part to be elab o rated, and be fore the the ory of their ef fi cacy, or
at the same time (for it is by the ob ser va tion of their ef fect that one can ob tain
their es sence) the the ory of the par tic u lar es sence of the spe cific el e ment, of the
su per struc ture (PM 113). 

His own work then, is an at tempt to be gin to work out this the ory. The ad -
van tage of such an ap proach is that it per mits us to un der stand the com plex -
ity of any given con junc ture, much more clearly. Be cause, in stead of in sist -
ing that ev ery thing hap pen ing at that time must be the es sen tial ex pres sion
of the mode of pro duc tion, it re cog nises that dif fer ent in stances have dif fer -
ent his tor i cal pe cu liar i ties, and ‘move’ at dif fer ent speeds. In par tic u lar, it
has clear po lit i cal im pli ca tions, both through the fact that it stresses the im -
por tance of bas ing ac tion on the ac tual anal y sis of a com plex con junc ture,
rather than on ab stract prin ci ples, and through the fact that it raises clearly
the ques tion of the au ton omy of the po lit i cal in stance, which does not sim -
ply fol low or ex press the con tra dic tion of the econ omy, but has its own sta -
tus; and rules. So do ing makes it pos si ble to give a the o ret i cal treat ment of
the po lit i cal prac tice which at tempts to change the struc ture. It also of fers a
more com plex un der stand ing of rev o lu tion, which can be seen, not as the
work ing out of the fun da men tal con tra dic tion in the econ omy, but rather, in 
terms of dif fer ent con tra dic tions in dif fer ent in stances. In these terms, rev -
o lu tion only oc curs when there is a pe cu liar co in ci dence of con tra dic tions
in a num ber of separate instances in a ‘unité de rupture’ (PM 98): 

That is to say that the ‘dif fer ences’ which con sti tute each of these in stances in
play ..., if they ’merge’ in a real unity, do not ’dis si pate’ them selves as a pure phe -
nom e non in the in ter nal unity of a sim ple con tra dic tion. The unity that they con -
sti tute in this ‘fu sion’ of the rev o lu tion ary break [47] is con sti tuted by them by
their own es sence and effectivity, on the ba sis of what they are, and ac cord ing to
the spe cific mo dal i ties of their ac tion. In con sti tut ing this unity, they cer tainly re -
con sti tute and ac com plish the fun da men tal unity which an i mates them, but in do -
ing this they also in di cate its na ture: that the ‘con tra dic tion’ is in sep a ra ble from
the struc ture of the whole so cial body in which it is act ing, in sep a ra ble from its
for mal con di tions of ex is tence and from the very in stances which it gov erns, that
it is thus it self, in its heart, af fected by them de ter min ing but also de ter mined in
one and the same move ment, and de ter mined by the var i ous lev els and the var i -
ous in stances of the so cial for ma tion which it an i mates: we can call it over deter -
mined in its prin ci ple (PM 99-100). 

Althusser’s quo ta tion marks in di cate the ex tent to which he is aware of the
met a phor i cal and un spec i fied na ture of much of this im por tant pas sage.
Leav ing aside the ques tion of iden ti fy ing the in stances, it raises the

3573. Althusser: Reflections on an uncritical Self-Critic



ques tion of how the in stances af fect one an other, and, in par tic u lar, of what
it means to de scribe one in stance as de ter mi nant ‘in the last in stance’.
Althusser is not sim ply say ing that there is a plu ral ity of in stances, each
with its own ‘con tra dic tion’. Rather, within the whole there is a con tra dic -
tion which ‘dom i nates the oth ers’ (PM 206), and this dom i na tion is not
purely con tin gent but is, rather, an es sen tial el e ment in the na ture of the
struc ture. It is what he calls a struc ture à dominante. Within this struc ture,
how ever, each el e ment has its own in de pend ent role to play, in the sense
that each is pre sup posed by the other. In par tic u lar, within a so ci ety, the
‘su per struc ture’ is not merely a sec ond ary expression of the base, it is,
rather, a condition of its existence. 

But, Althusser in sists, this does not mean that these in stances are ac ci -
den tally com bined, but func tion ally in de pend ent. Rather, in each con tra -
dic tion we find 

the reflexion ... of its con di tion of ex is tence, that is to say, of its sit u a tion in the
struc ture à dominante of the com plex whole (PM 215). 

In so far as each in stance has its own his tory, and ten sion and con flicts
within it come to a head in their own time, as it were, in any given con junc -
ture, we may ex pect to find dif fer ent states of con tra dic tion in dif fer ent in -
stances. Here Althusser re fers to Marx’s dis tinc tion be tween prin ci pal and
sec ond ary con tra dic tion, and to his idea of the un even de vel op ment of con -
tra dic tions (see PM 198). But if we are to re ject the idea that there is a con -
tra dic tion in one [48] in stance which is al ways the prin ci pal con tra dic tion,
and yet main tain the idea of a struc tured whole, rather than a rel a tively ac -
ci den tal con junc tion of sep a rate in stances, then we want to be able to give
some the o ret i cal ac count of how and why the prin ci ple con tra dic tion
moves from in stance to in stance. Thus Althusser wishes to show that the
specificity of the Marxist dialectic is that 

It alone per mits us to un der stand the con crete vari a tions and mu ta tions of a struc -
tural com plex ity such as a so cial for ma tion ... not as ac ci den tal, vari a tions and
mu ta tions pro duced by ex ter nal ‘con di tions’ on a fixed struc tured whole, its cat e -
go ries and their fixed or der ... but as many con crete restructurations in scribed in
the es sence, the ‘play’ of each cat e gory, in the es sence, the ‘play’ of each con tra -
dic tion, in the es sence, the ‘play’ of the ar tic u la tions of the com plex struc ture à
dominante which re flects it self in them (PM 215-6). 

Such a the ory would per mit, on the one hand, a mean ing ful periodisation of 
his tor i cal stages and, on the other hand, it would en able us to un der stand
the ‘merg ing’ or ‘con den sa tion’ of var i ous con tra dic tions in the
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re v o lu tion ary ‘mu ta tion’. It is dis tin guished from ‘economism’, which
iden ti fies one in vari able dom i nant con tra dic tion de ter mi nant in the last in -
stance, through its in sis tence on the un equal de vel op ment of con tra dic -
tions. But it re mains ‘Marx ist’ be cause it nev er the less in sists on the idea
that the eco nomic in stance is de ter mi nant in the last in stance, by dis tin -
guish ing be tween ‘dom i nant con tra dic tion’ and ‘con tra dic tion de ter mi nate
in the last in stance’. Thus it is pos si ble to iden tify the role of be ing ‘de ter -
mi nant in the last in stance’ as the func tion of de ter min ing which in stance
will con tain the dom i nant contradiction, and it is this function which is
ascribed to the economic instance. 

Althusser’s ob jec tive in this dis cus sion is ba si cally 
to enun ci ate the o ret i cally the spe cific dif fer ence of the Marx ist di a lec tic at work
in the the o ret i cal and po lit i cal prac tice of Marx ism (PM 223) 

and in par tic u lar to dis tin guish it from the He geli an di a lec tic, and it seems
to me that what he has to say is very use ful, at least in so far as he is deal ing
with the at tempt to ana lyse ‘so ci ety’ and ‘his tory’ dia lec ti cally. But, in
bring ing out the dif fer ence be tween an ide al ist di a lec tic as the ex pres sive
unity of a sin gle prin ci ple, and a ma te ri al ist di a lec tic as a struc ture à
dominante, he at the same time in di cates a se ri ous prob lem, which he
solves, in PM at least, only by the use of met a phor: this is the prob lem of
the ‘unity’ of a struc ture which is no lon ger the ex pres sion [49] of a sin gle
prin ci ple. In PM he uses the term ‘re flec tion’ to de scribe the way in which
one in stance pen e trates or ex ists in an other. But for the mo ment this re -
mains purely a met a phor. Sim i larly, the ex pres sion ‘in the last in stance’ re -
mains un clear, partly be cause it can not be fur ther spec i fied while ‘re flec -
tion’ re mains vague, and partly be cause Althusser gives no jus ti fi ca tion
here for his in sis tence that the econ omy al ways and in ev i ta bly has the role
of be ing de ter mined in the last in stance. Thus we know neither how this
function is performed nor why it is performed by the economy. 

In LC Althusser elab o rates on the idea of the rel a tive au ton omy of each
in stance through a de scrip tion of the dif fer ent sys tems of de vel op ment and
change of these in stances which he calls their dif fer ent ‘times’. Once more
his con cern here is to re ject an He geli an no tion of his tor i cal de vel op ment in 
terms of which it would be pos si ble to make a cross-sec tional cut at any
point in time, which would re veal the co in cid ing fea tures of all the in -
stances at once, in per fect har mony. Fur ther, nei ther within each in stance
nor across the whole can we treat his tory as though it is a sin gle unilinear
de vel op ment, in which there is a more or less con tin u ous pro cess of change
which can be bro ken up into ‘pe ri ods’ at cer tain points. Rather, the na ture
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of the sys tem in each case will be a func tion of the na ture of the struc ture
con cerned. This means that a ‘his tory’ can never be a mere em pir i cal chro -
nol ogy. In stead, it has to un der stand the type of ‘struc ture’ with which it is
in volved, and has to be gin with some idea as to what would con sti tute an
‘his tor i cal’ fact, in the sense of a fact which would af fect or count as a mu -
ta tion in the ex ist ing struc tural re la tions (see LCI 127). For ex am ple, in a
his tory of phi los o phy it is not ad e quate to give a mere chro nol ogy of phi los -
o phers. We need to have a con cept of what con sti tutes a philo soph i cal sys -
tem (or prob lem atic) and of what would count as a change of sys tem. On
this ba sis we can give an ac count of the re la tion of dif fer ent phi los o phers to 
a given sys tem within which they op er ate, trace out the tensions within the
system, and finally identify the ‘break’ in which a new system is produced. 

Look ing at the re la tion be tween struc tures, Althusser wishes to stress the
ne ces sity of not mov ing from a He geli an coupe d’essence to a view which
takes the ‘time’ of one of the struc tures as the norm, and at tempts to [50]

iden tify ad vances and sur viv als or un even de vel op ment. Rather than us ing
one of the ‘times’ as our mea sure, we have to op er ate with the idea of a
‘conjunctural pres ent’ in which we must “con sider these dif fer ences of
tem po ral struc tures as, and solely as, as many ob jec tive in di ces of the mode 
of ar tic u la tion of the dif fer ent el e ments or of the dif fer ent struc ture in the
over all struc ture of the whole” (LCI 133). But this is, fi nally, al though quite 
un ex cep tion able, merely a rep e ti tion of the brief ac count of the struc ture à
dominante in PM, and Althusser ad mits that this “the ory of the con junc ture
in dis pens able to the the ory of his tory” re mains “al most en tirely to be elab -
o rated” (LCI 133). 

The ob ject of Althusser’s crit i cism is any ‘historicist’ ver sion of Marx ism 
which at tempts to make all in stances into the ex pres sion of an his tor i cal to -
tal ity tends in ev i ta bly to be flat tened down to the ‘in fra struc ture’. In par tic -
u lar, he wishes to de fend the no tion of ‘sci ence’ against the at tempt to treat
it in historicist fash ion as rel a tive to its ep och. He ar gues that Marx him self, 
out side the early writ ings, does n’t in clude sci ence in the (his tor i cally rel a -
tive) su per struc ture. Sci ence, rather, in break ing from ide ol ogy, in au gu -
rates its own his tor i cal tem po ral ity in which, as sum ing that its ac tual con ti -
nu ity is as sured, it es capes from the com mon fate of a unique his tory. While 
it would be ‘ide al ist’ to treat sci ence as atemporal, it must nev er the less be
thought, in its own cat e go ries, as hav ing its own ‘rel a tively au ton o mous’
his tory. Thus we may not a pri ori re duce dif fer ent types of prac tice to the
same model, but should first seek out their spec i fic ity. Once more, how -
ever, al though one may agree with this as a programme, it remains for the
moment in purely programmatic form. 
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In his fur ther dis cus sions of this prob lem in LC, Althusser still does not
get be yond merely for mu lat ing the prob lem more clearly. The idea of the
causal ef fi cacy of el e ments of a struc ture on one an other can not be thought
ei ther in terms of a (Car te sian) cau sal ity, or in terms of a (Leibnitz-He geli -
an) ex pres sive cau sal ity. Thus if we are to en gage in struc tural anal y sis of
this type, we must de velop a no tion of “struc tural causality” which can 

think the de ter mi na tion of the el e ments of a struc ture, and the struc tural re la tions
ex ist ing be tween these el e ments, and all the ef fects of these re la tions through the
ef fi cacy of this struc ture ... (and) the de ter mi na tion of a sub or di nated struc ture by
a [51] dom i nant struc ture (LCII 61). 

The type of cau sal ity op er at ing can be de scribed as a “metonymic cau sal -
ity” (bor row ing a Lacanian term), in which the struc ture is im ma nent in its
ef fects, and is in fact noth ing other than the sys tem of its ef fects. Ac cord ing 
to Althusser, Marx uses a good dozen dif fer ent ex pres sions in an at tempt to
pin this re la tion down, the least ‘met a phoric’ of which is the term
Darstellung or rep re sen ta tion. But all Althusser can of fer us in clar i fi ca tion 
of this is an even more obscure metaphor: 

the mode of ex is tence of the stage di rec tion of the thea tre which is si mul ta -
neously its own stage, its own script, its own ac tors, the thea tre whose spec ta tors
can, on oc ca sion, be spec ta tors only be cause they are first of all forced to be its
ac tors, caught by the con straint of a script and parts whose au thors they can not
be, since it is in es sence an author less thea tre (LCII 71, RC 193). 

As Althusser stresses in SC his ob ject in PM and LC was “to dif fer en ti ate
be tween Marx and Hegel” (SC 178). It seems to me that he is suc cess ful in
this task in so far as he shows that the Marxian ‘whole’ is struc tured dif fer -
ently from Hegel’s ‘to tal ity’. But he has failed to dem on strate the pos si bil -
ity of such a ‘whole’. 

How ever, Balibar, in his con tri bu tion to LC, does at least of fer some
more clues. Be gin ning from an anal y sis of Marx’s brief pro gram matic note 
in the Pref ace to the Con tri bu tion to the Cri tique of Po lit i cal Econ omy, he
points out that the con cepts, used to de scribe the re la tion be tween the el e -
ments of the so cial struc ture are re mark able for their vague ness; they are
what he de scribes as ‘prac ti cal’ con cepts, and need still to be turned into
‘the o ret i cal’ con cepts. This method is ba si cally to search in Cap i tal for
hints at the struc ture of the ar gu ment, and then to at tempt to for mu late these 
links into a co her ent the ory. For this rea son he is con cerned largely with the 
‘mode of pro duc tion’ as a struc ture, rather than with the struc ture of the so -
cial whole as such, but his ob ject is both to il lu mi nate the na ture of any
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struc ture and also, fi nally, to make some sug ges tion about the mode of ar -
tic u la tion between the mode of production and the other instances. 

This dis cus sion of struc ture takes place within a po lemic against purely
em pir i cist his tory, based on Althusser’s ear lier ar gu ment that the no tion of
the au ton omy of in stances im plies that each in stance has its own ‘time’.
His to ri ans, there fore, can not sim ply be gin ‘col lect ing facts’. They must
first con struct their ‘ob ject’, in the sense of [52] giv ing some ac count of
what kind of ob ject it is, and what would ac tu ally con sti tute a change in it.
Thus what Althusser is op pos ing in his dis cus sion of var i ous ‘times’ and in
his in sis tence that his tory has to ‘con struct its ob ject’, is the at tempt to dis -
tin guish be tween his tory as a purely ‘con crete’ sci ence which merely has to 
de scribe what hap pens, and po lit i cal econ omy, as an es sen tially ‘ab stract’
sci ence which then has to be ren dered ‘his tor i cal’ (and con crete in some
way (cf, LCII 197). Rather, he is in sist ing that both, in so far as they are sci -
ences, lead a double existence as both theoretical and empirical sciences,
which 

are elab o rated and de vel oped in the in ves ti ga tion of a new ma te rial pro vided in
the last re sort by the prac tices of real, con crete his tory (LCI 137). 

But both have to ap proach their real his tory armed with the o ret i cally con -
structed con cepts. I think that in his crit i cism of the ‘role of the in di vid ual
in his tory’ de bate as a paralogism in volv ing the con fron ta tion of “the em -
pir i cal ex is tence of an other” (LCI 140), he is mak ing the re lated point that a 
gen eral the ory (e.g. his tor i cal ma te ri al ism) is not de signed to ex plain in di -
vid ual events, but rather to de fine the na ture of the ob ject which the
historian has to investigate. 

Balibar takes up this idea of dif fer ent ‘times’ and elab o rates on it in a way 
which is not en tirely un am big u ous. He seems to dis tin guish be tween ‘the
kind of his tory in gen eral’ and the ‘time’ of par tic u lar struc tures. As a con -
cept ‘his tory in gen eral does n’t func tion within the the ory of history’:
rather it 

is sim ply the des ig na tion of a prob lem con sti tu tive of the ‘the ory of his tory’ (of
his tor i cal ma te ri al ism): it des ig nates this the ory in its en sem ble as the place of the 
prob lem of the ar tic u la tion of dif fer ent his tor i cal times and of the vari a tions of
this ar tic u la tion (LCII 217). 

To say that the con cept ‘his tory in gen eral’ does n’t func tion within the the -
ory is to say, and think, that the his to rian can not ap peal to ‘his tory’ as an
ex pla na tion for any thing, any more than the bi ol o gist can ap peal to ‘life’. It
does n’t mean that the his to rian is not fi nally study ing ‘his tor i cal’
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phe no m ena, any more than that the bi ol o gist is not fi nally study ing liv ing
be ings. Un for tu nately, how ever, nei ther Althusser nor Balibar ever dis cuss
the re la tion be tween the the o ret i cal and the em pir i cal within the ac tiv ity of
the his to rian. Partly this is be cause they are not here con cerned with meth -
od ol ogy. But it is also jus ti fied through the in sis tence that the ory takes
place en tirely ‘within thought’, and it there fore [53] seems to me to mask
cer tain prob lems con cern ing how one ac tu ally ar rives at the el e ments
which go into one’s the o ret i cally con structed struc ture. Balibar side steps
the prob lem by dis cov er ing his el e ments in Cap i tal. But this leaves their
status undetermined unless we can give an account of how and why Marx
arrived at them. 

But Balibar is more di rectly con cerned here with ex pli cat ing the no tion
of struc ture. He be gins by at tempt ing to iso late the el e ments out of which
any mode of pro duc tion must be con structed, and then goes on to dis cuss in
greater de tail the ques tion of de ter mi na tion in the last in stance. Here he
sug gests that for Marx one im por tant char ac ter is tic of the dom i nant in -
stance in any so ci ety is that it is fetishised. In Cap i tal ism this is the eco -
nomic in stance it self, whereas in the ‘prim i tive’ com mu nity, the col lec tivi -
ty is fetishised, and in the so-called ‘Asi atic’ mode the ruler is fetishised, in
the sense that it ap pears that the sur plus prod uct nat u rally be longs to the
ruler. But this method of iden ti fi ca tion does n’t help us to ex plain the re la -
tion be tween this dom i nant in stance and the mode of pro duc tion as de ter -
mi nant in the last in stance. Marx him self gives the out line of an ac count in
dis tin guish ing be tween the role of the po lit i cal in stance in feu dal ism and in
cap i tal ism. In the lat ter the ap pro pri a tion of sur plus value by the cap i tal ist
oc curs di rectly in and through the pro cess of pro duc tion. The po lit i cal in -
stance does not in ter vene di rectly at all. Thus the class con flict is also ini -
tially di rectly eco nomic, con cern ing wages and hours etc. Un der feu dal -
ism, how ever, the ex trac tion of sur plus does not oc cur di rectly in pro duc -
tion, but in di rectly through corvée la bour and tax a tion, based on more or
less vis i ble po lit i cal co er cion. That is, the dif fer ent pro duc tion pro cesses
im ply a dif fer ent role for the po lit i cal in stance. Un der feu dal ism, class con -
flict then takes a form which is both po lit i cal and eco nomic at once. Where -
as eco nomic cri ses play the fun da men tal role in cap i tal ist so ci ety, po lit i cal
cri ses would be fun da men tal in so ci et ies which in volve the di rect ex trac -
tion of sur plus. If the only func tion the mode of pro duc tion has as ‘de ter mi -
nant in the last in stance’ is to de ter mine the in stance which will be dom i -
nant, this would seem to imply that its influence on how the dominant
instance goes about its business after that would be minimal. [54] 
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Nev er the less, Balibar does wish to re tain both the au ton omy of the in -
stances and their in ter de pen dence. 

Al though any given mode of pro duc tion is a com bi na tion of the fun da men tal el e -
ments, each el e ment de rives its spe cific na ture from that mode of pro duc tion.
Each mode is not merely a ‘de scrip tive jux ta po si tion’ but is, rather, a ‘func tion ing 
unity. (LCII 14) 

in which each el e ment has a spe cific form. Thus, for ex am ple, al though any 
mode of pro duc tion in cludes a prop erty re la tion, what is meant by prop erty
var ies from mode to mode. As Marx puts it, “To de fine bour geois prop erty
is noth ing other than to give an ex po si tion of all the so cial re la tions of bour -
geois pro duc tion” (LCII 117). 

The fun da men tal char ac ter is tic of a struc ture as a whole is that it per sists,
or rather, that it re pro duces it self, and so we can get a clearer idea of ‘struc -
tural cau sal ity’ by look ing at this pro cess of re pro duc tion. In the cap i tal ist
mode of pro duc tion, at least, (and Balibar does n’t in ves ti gate any other
here), this pro cess of re pro duc tion has the form, not of a tem po ral suc ces -
sion, but of a sys tem of synchronic de pend en cies, in which all the dif fer ent
move ments nec es sary for the re pro duc tion are ap par ently go ing on at the
same time. It is a pro cess with out be gin ning in which all the re la tion ships
im ply one an other re cip ro cally. In par tic u lar, the re la tion be tween cap i tal -
ist and worker is both pre sup posed and re pro duced in pro duc tion. Our an a -
lysts of the pro cess nec es sar ily takes a se quen tial form, but the point is that
this is a log i cal se quence, not a tem po ral one, and in this sense we are mak -
ing a syn drome anal y sis with out ref er ence to time: “Syn drome is not a real
pres ent, con tem po ra ne ous with it self, but the pres ent of the o ret i cal anal y sis 
where all the determinations are given” (LCII 212). 

But the pro cess of re pro duc tion is, in so far as it is a con tra dic tory pro cess,
also a pro cess of move ment. This move ment Balibar calls a dy namic,
which is 

a move ment of de vel op ment in ter nal to the struc ture and suf fi ciently de ter mined
by it ..., pro ceed ing ac cord ing to a pe cu liar rhythm and speed de ter mined by the
struc ture, pos sess ing a nec es sar ily ir re vers ible ori en ta tion, and in def i nitely con -
serv ing (re pro duc ing) on an other scale the prop er ties of the struc ture (LCII 213). 

The im por tant point about this dy namic is that it re mains within the bound -
aries of the struc ture. Al though, for ex am ple, it is pos si ble to es ti mate the
sys temic ‘age’ of a par tic u lar cap i tal ist so cial [55] for ma tion by look ing at
the ex tent to which the fun da men tal ten dency of a ris ing or ganic com po si -
tion of cap i tal has de vel oped, there is no point at which this turns into a
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dif fer ent struc ture. In the form of eco nomic cri ses the struc ture has its own
way of re es tab lish ing its dy namic. There is no in ter nal rea son why it should 
not go on for ever, staggering from crisis to crisis. 

Within the struc ture, it is pos si ble to de fine the no tion of a cor re spon -
dence be tween the var i ous in stances in terms of “the mode of in ter ven tion
of one prac tice in the lim its de ter mined by an other prac tice” (LCII 222),
where the func tion of this mode of in ter ven tion is to re pro duce the sys tem,
pre cisely be cause the lim its of the in ter ven tion are pre de fined - by the
system as a whole. 

On the other hand, a change in the mode of pro duc tion oc curs if the in ter -
ven tion of po lit i cal prac tice in the eco nomic in stance is such as to trans -
form the lim its of the mode of production. 

Roughly, Balibar seems to en vis age the fol low ing com bi na tion. The dy -
namic of the mode of pro duc tion pro duces cer tain el e ments which are
avail able for a new mode of pro duc tion. But these are not, as it were, the
ful fill ment of the old mode of pro duc tion. There is no gen e sis of a new
mode of pro duc tion from within the old. Rather, once we have the new we
can trace its ge ne al ogy by dis cov er ing the var i ous el e ments which were to
con sti tute it within the ‘old’. But each of these el e ments has its own de -
pend ent or i gin. There is no one nec es sary way in which the tran si tion
should oc cur. The dis cov ery of the ge ne al ogy con sti tutes what Balibar calls 
a diachronic anal y sis, which, as dis tinct from the dy namic, deals with tran -
si tion. These el e ments of a (pos si ble) new mode of pro duc tion are only ac -
tu ally com bined, how ever, through an in ter ven tion of the po lit i cal in stance. 
That is, in a pe riod of tran si tion there is a state of ‘non-cor re spon dence’ be -
tween the var i ous lev els (cf. LCII 224). But this non-cor re spon dence is
only pos si ble be cause of the si mul ta neous ex is tence of el e ments of two
modes of pro duc tion, of which one is dom i nant. This means that the tran si -
tion, fi nally, has to be un der stood as the mode of ar tic u la tion of two (or
more) modes of pro duc tion, hence as a ‘synchronic’ which de scribes the
pro cess of re pro duc tion of the com bined whole, and which con tains its own 
dy namic as the work ing out of the ten den cies im plied by the ar tic u la tion of
the var i ous modes in the whole. And in [56] fact any his tory deal ing with
“real-con crete so cial for ma tions is al ways study ing eco nomic struc tures
dominated by several modes of production” (LCII 214 note 1). 

But this would seem once more to ob scure the dis tinc tion be tween
diachronic and dy namic which Balibar has taken such pains to make. If all
so cial for ma tions are, in ef fect, al ways ‘in tran si tion’, and if the ‘tran si -
tional mode’ has its own synchronic and dy namic, then the only role for
diachronic is the mar ginal one of deal ing with events which are ac ci den tal

3653. Althusser: Reflections on an uncritical Self-Critic



to the so cial for ma tion it self, such as, for ex am ple, the ar rival of a co lo nial
power which forc ibly al ters the mode of pro duc tion, al though, in some in -
stances, at least, it might be pos si ble to treat even this as part of the dy namic 
of a broader sys tem. Were the ‘bar bar ian’ in va sions of West ern Eu rope a
part of the diachronic of West ern Eu rope, or a part of the diachronic of the
whole European politico-economic system? 

Balibar him self is able to in sist on the dis tinc tion to the ex tent that he
does at least partly be cause he is deal ing only with the mode of pro duc tion
as one in stance in the whole, and so can treat the erup tion of the po lit i cal in -
stance as a part of its diachronic, not of its dy namic. But to the ex tent that
his ac count of the mode of pro duc tion is in tended to pro vide a model also
for the elu ci da tion of the struc ture as a whole, he would have to in te grate
the move ment of the po lit i cal in stance within the dy namic of the whole. In
this case, in so far as the mode of pro duc tion is de ter mi nant in the last in -
stance, there must be some sense in which the in ter ven tion of the po lit i cal
to change the rules of the mode of pro duc tion is de ter mined, if not by the
mode of pro duc tion, then at least by the dy namic of the whole. Here we risk 
fall ing back into a He geli an ex pres sive to tal ity. But the al ter na tive is re ally
to ad mit that Balibar’s schema fínally ac counts for very lit tle. As he him -
self says, when de scrib ing the cor re spon dence be tween in stances as the
sys tem of in ter ven tion of the prac tice of one in stance within an other, on the 
ba sis of their rel a tive au ton omy, “All I am do ing here, ob vi ously, is to des -
ig nate the place of a the o ret i cal prob lem, and not to pro duce a knowl edge.”
(LCII 222). [57] 

Try ing to walk the ra zor’s edge be tween an atheoretical ‘fact’-col lect ing
em pir i cism and an He geli an ex pres sive to tal ity is a dif fi cult task, and it is
made more dif fi cult by the no tion of ‘struc tural cau sal ity’. Balibar’s dis -
tinc tion be tween the dy namic in ter nal to an in stance and the diachronic in -
volved through its re la tion to other in stances is help ful, but if the dia -
chronic is to be saved from ab sorp tion within a wider dy namic, then the
mean ing of the au ton omy of each el e ment against the struc ture as a whole
needs to be made much more ex plicit. (And, it is worth men tion ing, this in -
volves also the rel a tive au ton omy of var i ous el e ments within the struc ture
of each in stance.) To a cer tain ex tent Althusser’s con cept of “over deter -
mination” is de signed to do this, by show ing that there is no sim ple one -
-to-one cor re spon dence be tween events in var i ous in stances. In par tic u lar,
a rev o lu tion is pro duced not by a par tic u lar con tra dic tion in a par tic u lar in -
stance, but by a com bi na tion of con tra dic tions in var i ous in stances. But to
what ex tent does it help to bring in the idea of over deter mination? Does it
say e.g. that the Bolshevik rev o lu tion had to hap pen - be cause of the
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overdetermined con junc ture of 1917? Or does it merely say that it could
hap pen be cause of that overdetermination? The lat ter would seem to be
more sen si ble, but it would also seem to weaken the idea of struc tural cau -
sal ity, par tic u larly in re gard to the po lit i cal in stance. Althusser con nects the 
idea of overdetermination with the importance of the political instance and
of the reality of individual action, of 

the pro di gious ‘la bour’ of a the o re ti cian, whether it be Ga li leo, Spinoza or Marx,
and of a rev o lu tion ary, Le nin and all his broth ers, de vot ing their suf fer ing, when
not their lives, to re solv ing these lit tle ‘prob lems’ ... elab o rat ing on ‘ob vi ous’ the -
ory, mak ing the in ev i ta ble rev o lu tion, real is ing in their own per sonal ‘con tin -
gence’ (!) the Ne ces sity of His tory, whether it be the o ret i cal or po lit i cal, where,
soon, the fu ture will quite nat u rally live its ‘pres ent’. (PM 216, Al thusser’s
punctuation.)

Thus the in di vid ual’s po lit i cal be hav iour as a rev o lu tion ary can’t be re -
duced to ‘real is ing the Ne ces sity of His tory in one’s own con tin gence. But
how then can it be re duced to ’bear ing’ the de ter mi na tions des ig nated by
the structure? 

To the ex tent that Althusser and Balibar are try ing to con struct the ‘ob -
ject’ of his tory, rather than to ac tu ally write a par tic u lar his tory of a par tic u -
lar (con crete-real) so cial for ma tion or in stance, it may be felt that such
prob lems don’t arise, in the sense that ‘in di vid u als’ oc cur only [58] in real
his tory, while struc tures can be de scribed the o ret i cally and then used to
guide the em pir i cal prac tices of his to ri ans. But here two prob lems co in -
cide, and we are left in ob scu rity. On the one hand the re la tion be tween
struc tures and the ac tual prac tice of real-con crete ‘his tory’ by in di vid u als
liv ing out their lives is unexplicated. On the other hand we are not told how
his to ri ans are ac tu ally to use the the o ret i cal ‘struc tures’ in the prac tice of
writ ing par tic u lar his to ries. But, in ter est ing though the purely struc tural
anal y sis is, these are surely the crucial problems in both polical and
theoretical ‘practice’. 
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IV Sartre and Althusser TOC

Sev eral writ ers (e.g. Poulantzas, Pouillon) have dis cussed Althusser’s
work as a spe cific break with Sartre. How ever, Althusser’s own ref er ences
to Sartre are brief, po lem i cal, and dis torted al most be yond rec og ni tion. To
use one of Althusser’s fa vour ite phrases, “it is no ac ci dent” that he can pro -
vide as his sole ar gu ment that it is “prac ti cally im pos si ble to con ceive and
de fend” Sartre’s po si tion, the as ser tion that: “You just have to read the Cri -
tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son, which an nounces an Eth ics that never ap -
peared, to be con vinced of this point” (SC 98). This ‘Eth ics’ is in fact an -
nounced in Be ing and Noth ing ness; it is ev i dent that Althusser’s anal y sis
and crit i cism of Sartre in SC are not based on any thing like ac tu ally look ing 
at texts, but merely on vaguely re mem bered im pres sions. Althusser’s stan -
dards of ex po si tion and anal y sis and crit i cism in these pas sages (SC 43-4,
59-61, 97-9) fall so far be low any con ceiv able level of ra tio nal dis course
that it is scarcely worth dis cuss ing them for their own sake. But they are im -
por tant in so far as they reveal Althusser’s own confusions about key theo -
retical problems. 

In the course of his ar gu ment against the the sis at trib uted to Lewis and
Sartre, that ‘man makes his tory’ Althusser gives the fol low ing par ody of
Sartre’s po si tion: 

And it is just be cause John Lewis’s lit tle hu man god-man is in side his tory (‘en sit -
u a tion’ as Jean Paul Sartre used to say) that Lewis does not en dow him with a
power of ab so lute cre ation ... but with some thing even more stu pe fy ing - the
power of ‘tran scen dence’, of be ing able to prog ress by in def i nitely ne gat -
ing-superceding the con straints of the his tory in which he lives, the power to tran -
scend his tory by hu man lib erty ... A lit tle Sartrian God, al ways ‘en sit u a tion’ in
his tory, [59] en dowed with the amaz ing power of ‘tran scend ing’ ev ery sit u a tion,
of re solv ing all the dif fi cul ties which his tory pres ents, and of go ing for ward to -
wards the golden fu ture of the hu man, so cial ist rev o lu tion: man is an es sen tially
rev o lu tion ary an i mal be cause he is a free an i mal (SC 43-4). 

This is char ac ter ised with out ex pla na tion, as a ‘pe tit bour geois’ con cept of
lib erty, and it is im plicit that his con cept is de signed as an ideo log i cal es -
cape from the re al ity that free dom is “crushed and de nied by the de vel op -
ment of im pe ri al ist cap i tal ism” (SC 45). This is con nected with the at tempt
to hide the role of the nat u ral ma te rial con di tions of la bour, and to de lude
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the work ers into think ing that, as men, they are al ready free, so that they
will fail to re cog nise the need for class strug gle (SC 63-4). 

In scat tered ref er ences in LC, Althusser la bels Sartre’s phi los o phy as an
his tor i cal hu man ism, hav ing the fol low ing char ac ter is tics:

1) It as signs to all (the o ret i cal) ra tio nal ity, as to all (rev o lu tion ary) di a lec -
tic the unique tran scen den tal or i gin of the hu man ‘pro ject’, as an ‘ex al ta -
tion of hu man free dom’ (LCI 182). 

2) It re duces his tory to an ex pres sive to tal ity, by means of the no tion of
‘me di a tion’, which “has the func tion of as sum ing unity in the ne ga tion of
dif fer ences” (LCI 173-174; see also p. 77), and by re duc ing all the var i ous
prac tices to the sin gle un dif fer en ti ated notion of ‘praxis’. 

3) In par tic u lar, this un dif fer en ti ated no tion of praxis, even when de vel -
oped into the ‘pratico-in ert’ “lacks the con cept of the mo dal ity of the ma te -
rial con di tions of the pro cess of la bour” (LCII 42). 

It is re lated to an an thro pol ogy of the sub ject, an ide al ism of la bour as the
es sence of man, in which “the pres ent ma te rial con di tions whose struc tural, 
com bi na tion com mands all ef fec tive work and all pres ent trans for ma tion
of raw ma te rial into a use ful prod uct” is dis solved in “the philo soph i cal
mem ory of a pre vi ous praxis, it self sec ond in re la tion to an other or other
pre vi ous praxes, and so on un til the praxis of the orig i nat ing sub ject” (LCII
42).

I do not in tend to of fer a de tailed ex po si tion of Sartre’s po si tion to show
in de tail how Althusser has mis un der stood it. What in ter ests me, rather, is
the ex tent to which the mis un der stand ings are an in dex of the in ad e quacy
of Althusser’s own prob lem atic, gov erned as it is by the unexplicated and
untheorised no tion of struc ture. [60] 

I have ear lier ar gued that Althusser’s idea that we can treat in di vid u als
the o ret i cally as mere ‘bear ers’ of struc tur ally de ter mined po si tions misses
a fun da men tal ques tion: what are hu man be ings that they are able to ‘bear’
dif fer ent po si tions within a struc ture? This is not a ques tion about a ‘hu man 
es sence’ in the sense in which Althusser uses that term. That is, it does not
re fer to a quest for a given set of mo tives which de fine hu man re al ity (e.g.
homo oeconomicus). To use a rough anal ogy, it would be silly to in quire
into the real shape of putty, but it makes good sense to in quire into the char -
ac ter is tics of putty which en able it to change its shape. And, if we are in -
tend ing to use it, we must ask this ques tion in or der to es tab lish the lim its
within which we can use it. Sartre’s aim in both Be ing and Noth ing ness and 
the Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son is to deal with such ques tions. In re la tion 
to Althusser, we may for mu late his fun da men tal ques tion thus: “What is
the sig nif i cance for the re pro duc tion and/or change of so cial struc tures for
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the fact that they are ‘borne’ by in di vid ual hu man be ings?” Sartre does not
at tempt to show ei ther ‘his tory’ or ‘so cial struc tures’ be ing cre ated by the
free, con scious orig i nat ing praxis of tran scen den tal sub jects. Rather, he at -
tempts to show how ‘his tory’ oc curs as ‘a hu man work with out an au thor’
(Cri tique de la Rai son Dialectique p. 68) in re la tion to the on to log i cal sep a -
ra tion of in di vid ual hu man be ings in a ma te rial con text. This means at -
tempt ing to give an ac count of how struc tures which are ‘borne’ by in di vid -
u als ex ist as an ex ter nal facticity for those in di vid u als. The no tions of ‘free -
dom’ and of ‘praxis’ which are used in the course of the ar gu ment cer tainly
are ‘ab stract’, but they are in tended to be ab stract: they are the o ret i cal con -
cepts deal ing with the struc ture of hu man be hav iour, not ‘em pir i cal’ con -
cepts re fer ring to ac tual real-con crete hu man be ings. In this, sense they are
func tion ally equivalent to Althusser’s attempt in PM to give a general
theory of production. 

I pointed out ear lier that one of the key prob lems for the Althusser-
Balibar ac count of the na ture of the so cial struc ture is that of the re la tion be -
tween the po lit i cal in stance and the mode of pro duc tion. One of the ways in
which they man age to give cre dence to the idea of struc tural cau sal ity is in
fact by deal ing with that in stance which is most close to be ing purely a sys -
tem of struc tural re la tion ships - the mode of pro duc tion while giv ing noth -
ing but very gen eral treat ment to those in stances which are not so eas ily
treated in this way: in par tic u lar, the po lit i cal and the ideo log i cal. [61] 

Althusser’s weak ness at the level of deal ing the o ret i cally with pol i tics is
il lus trated em pir i cally by his treat ment of Sta lin ism in SC. He be gins by
point ing out, quite cor rectly, that the la bel ‘per son al ity cult’ is quite in ad e -
quate as an ex pla na tion (and it is worth men tion ing that the stat ing of this
fact within the PCP is one of Althusser’s im por tant ser vices). It is not ad e -
quate to look merely at le gal su per struc ture (vi o la tion of so cial ist le gal ity)
but one must also con sider the State Ap pa ra tuses - in clud ing the Party (cf.
SC 81) as well as the class re la tions and class strug gle in volved in the pe -
riod of con struct ing so cial ism. This is a prom is ing start. But this ‘left-wing
cri tique’ is op posed to a ‘right wing cri tique’ which at tacks only cer tain as -
pects of the le gal su per struc ture, and of course can then in voke Man and his 
Rights, and op pose Man to the vi o la tion of his Rights (or sim ple ‘work ers’
Coun cils’ to the ‘bu reau cracy’) (cf. SC 82). This is then used as a ba sis
once more for at tack ing ‘hu man ism’, and for as sert ing that the idea of ‘lib -
erty of the Per son’ is fun da men tally and nec es sar ily bourgeois (cf. SC 86). 

Althusser now poses the fol low ing al ter na tive: Hu man ism 
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takes on a So cial Dem o cratic ac cent, one which raises not the ques tion of the
class strug gle and its ab o li tion, through the eman ci pa tion of the work ing class,
but that of the de fence of Hu man Rights, of lib erty and jus tice, even of the lib er a -
tion and free de vel op ment of the ‘per son al ity’ or the in te gral per son al ity (SC 88). 

Thus Lib erty and jus tice are not in te gral to the eman ci pa tion of the work ing 
class; they are an un de sir able al ter na tive. On the ba sis of this anal y sis,
which sim ply throws aside the prob lems of the sin gle party and of the state
ap pa ra tus, Althusser then feels able, as an hy poth e sis, to iden tify the Sta lin -
ist de vi a tion as a “spe cial form ... of the post hu mous re venge of the Sec ond
In ter na tional” (SC 89) al though Sta lin can not be re duced to this de vi a tion
(SC 91). There is, in this, an im por tant point in the idea that there ex isted no
the ory of [62] class strug gle un der so cial ism, and that ‘economism’ and ‘hu -
man ism’ de ny ing class strug gle and in ter pret ing prob lems of so cial ism
purely as prob lems of pro duc tion, come into play. But this is surely ap pli -
ca tion of na tion al ist cat e go ries with a ven geance. The Sta lin ist de vi a tion is
a the o ret i cal er ror - but er ror is not merely er ror, it must be treated also as
ide ol ogy. In his in tro duc tion to SC Lock has elaborated on what he believes 
to be Althusser’s position, and he writes: 

As we saw, Sta lin all but ig nored the prob lem of the gen er a tion of a new
bourgoisie. He con sid ered the class strug gle un der so cial ism to be pri mar ily a
strug gle against the old ex ploit ing classes. When that dif fi culty was re solved, he
there fore tended (only tended, how ever, be cause he was never quite sure) to con -
sider that class strug gle had ceased to ex ist in the USSR. Thus the dic ta tor ship of
the pro le tar iat could be re laxed. That was a ‘right de vi a tion’ (SC 31). 

This gives us a ‘ra tio nal ist’ pic ture of Sta lin try ing and fail ing to reach the
truth. But, in fact, Sta lin was part of an his tor i cal pro cess, part of the ‘new
bour geoi sie’. His ‘er rors’ need to be in ter preted also as the ide ol ogy of a
spe cific group lodged within spe cific in sti tu tions: the party and the state
ap pa ra tus. But this would in volve ana lys ing crit i cally the role of the party
in re la tion to the ques tion of how the work ers are to con trol ‘their’ state;
and this Althusser can not do. And he can not do it, not only for po lit i cal rea -
sons (his own mem ber ship of the PCP and its con com i tant com mit ment to a 
cer tain view of the USSR), but also for the o ret i cal rea sons. In his con clud -
ing re marks on ‘hu man ism’ in PM he writes 

To put it sim ply, the re course to mo ral ity, deeply in scribed in any hu man ist ide ol -
ogy, can play the role of an imag i nary treat ment of real prob lems. These prob -
lems, once they are known, are posed in pre cise terms: they are the prob lems of
the or gani sa tion of eco nomic life, po lit i cal life and in di vid ual life. In or der to re -
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ally pose and to re ally re solve these prob lems, they must be called by their name,
their sci en tific name (PM 258). 

But from the sphere of the o ret i cal con cepts the con cept ‘man’ has al ready
been ex cluded (cf. PM 255). It is be cause he lacks the con cept ‘man’ and a
the o ret i cal anal y sis of the re la tion be tween in di vid ual peo ple and so cial
struc ture, that he can not pose the real po lit i cal prob lem in pre cise terms.
Both prob lems of po lit i cal or gani sa tion (party struc ture) and of po lit i cal in -
sti tu tions es sen tially con cern the re la tion be tween in di vid u als and the col -
lec tives of which they are a part. No tions such as lib erty, jus tice and rights
are not merely ‘moral’ terms (what ever ‘merely moral’ might mean); they
also des ig nate spe cific or gani sa tional prob lems. How are work ers to con -
trol their state? The an swer to this ques tion ob vi ously in volves an anal y sis
of the prob lems of so cial ist plan ning. But it also in volves an anal y sis of the
prob lem of de ci sion-mak ing among on to logi cally sep a rated in di vid u als -
an anal y sis such as Sartre makes through his dis tinc tion be tween group and
se ries in Cri tique de la Rai son Dialectique. On the ba sis of such an anal y sis 
it is then pos si ble to spec ify rights and re spon si bil i ties within a nec es sar ily
com plex or gani sa tional struc ture. Un less we have the con cept “in di vid ual
[63] per son” as part of our the o ret i cal struc ture we can not raise or re solve
these prob lems. In stead we are left with a mys ti fi ca tion of the Party as the
em bodi ment and real ex pres sion of a class. This is, in Althusser’s ter mi nol -
ogy, an ide al ism which be comes an em pir i cism as the de facto justification
of the unchecked behaviour of the Leader. 

Pi erre Vic tor re ports the fol low ing con ver sa tion with Althusser: 
One day I told him that, if one man was a com mu nist, it was for the sake of hap pi -
ness.” He re plied, in sub stance: “You must n’t say that; it is in or der to pro voke a
change in the mode of pro duc tion.” (On a rai son de se révolter p. 197). 

This story may well be apoc ry phal. But it does in di cate the dan gers of
aban don ing con cepts such as ‘man’ and ‘sub ject’. Althusser at tacks the
‘mobilisational’ con se quences of the ses such as ‘Man makes his tory’. If we 
are to use this cri te rion, Althusser’s slo gan ‘Join the Rev o lu tion and
Change the Mode of Pro duc tion’ may well be more de mobi lis ing than even 
the most bour geois evo ca tion of hu man free dom. [64] 
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