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ALTHUSSER: W PTLYE SN :
. REFLECTIONS ON AN UNCRITICAL SELF-GRITIG vE .mhb\.\vmw\w
o ' 3} What might be termed the Whig or Libeval idea inm terms of which <
histery is a process of progressive emlightenment snd consequent .
Reading Althusser is rather like trying to untangle a badly cast u — . sacial improvement. Ignerance is the chstacle to well-being. )..N
fishing line. K¢ tends to proceed by assertion rather than hy argument. . Ignoraace is overcoma Dy the progressive zecquisition of new

He constructs and then destzoys straw people of all kinds. He distores: kuowladge, and the new knowledge in turm prodedes meve enlipghtered

and misuses quetations outrageously. He uses complicated ﬁmwmnwoum and . ! action which does away with the evils of the past. History Is
simplistic labels. Thus both the adhercnt and the opponent have to try | thus the progressive uacovering of the raticasl essence of man,
to bring together brief assertions and discussions from varicus points in and the way to speed up the process is through tolerant dlalogue

his essays, either £o sttempt to show their coherence, or else to attempt and conmunication. Feuerbach's naturalist anthropoleopy way be

R PR AP ;
seen as & varisnt of this position, ingofar as it assuses a human

w v to unravel their complicated confusions. There is a certain coherence in

his work, which derives from thé fact that throughout he is attacking the essance alvesdy at the begimning of histery, which merely finds

same theoretical position. Thefe are also vast confusioms, but, in order different and progressively more adequate forms of expression in

to understand these confusions,! we need to begin with a clear understanding : history.
¥ . i

of what it is that Althusser is attacking. ! :
Although at first sight it weuld seem that the first two, and

Even here, We are faced with the problem that he himself rarely gives particularly the second, of these three theories are 'revolutiomary',

a clear and detailed account of his enemy. For example, in several . : . whilst the third.is evelutionary, Althusser Is, in fact, correct iz
2ssays in For Marx:, he discusses Marx's ‘break' with Feuavbach, tut ' pointing out that they do shard a common structure in the idea of the
ncwhere does he bother to give a concise account of the exact nature of . prozressive unfalding of an original essemce. I certainly agres wizh
Feuerbach's position, ss opposed to & series of wmvmwrwsmm.Om Feverbach. Althusser in eviticising such theories, and I also sppreciate the

Neverthelass, it is clear thar, at every peint, the funcamemtal otject political significance of the fact that, while he refers mainly to the

of his attack fe zny thepry of Suromstic progress. It is paseidle to i Hegeilan and Libersl variants, the affsctive object of his aviack is
distinguisk three such theories, two of which he names, and .the third the Diemaz, which he could not nsme clearly whilst remalaing In che
of waich, for political reasens, he tands not to name. They are: : Parti Communiste Francsise. One must’thus, £o some extent, accept

Althusser's claim that his work was written within a partiecular pelitical

. i

M 1} The Hegelian idea of ﬂ»anﬁw &S m:m unfelding of 'the Notion' in ! conjuncturz and with a particular political puvpuase, and draw the

w a process in which, at any one time, the existing totality is the . i conciusion that some of its obscurities also derive from what cowld not,
W expression of a mwamwm.vnmjnwvwm. and in which the end is alveady , for this very teasoa, be said explicitly. Bui, while working from within
wﬁ@\ assancially contained in the begiamning. The end is the 'truth’ i . the PCF in order to destroy the Diamat may be desirsble, it may alsc .

M of the beginning mnm. in tern, is te be understood in tewms of ’ ) m ' place serious constraints on how that is to be dome, in particular :

its origin im, and genesis frem, this beginning. by plzcing the Party and the USSR 'out of {crinical) hounds'.

1

1

w 2}  The 'materialist’ varsicn of this thecry contained in the so-called :

M . "Dizmat’, in which history develops Imevitably through certain ” My criticism of >Hnrsmmun..nsnsw will net be aimed at resuvrrecting

W stages, In each stage of which the social whale nonmwmnw of a : : any of the ebove theories but, Tather, will try to show that e has

i 'base' - the mode of production - snd a 'superstructure' which is ; produced on umtznable alternstive and, in doing so, has incorrectly .
) a teflection or an expvession cf the basa. Hach stage can be . : . rejected & numdar of valid theoretical probleas.

understood through an account of the genesis of the mode of ' .

- production which choroeterisas 1t, and by demonstrating how this

[P T

mode of production is xeflected in the other clements of the social whele, -

B
.



I SCIENCE, PHILOSQOPHY AND IDEOLOGY

8} Science

In SC Althusser attacks the oppositions Truth-Error and Krowledge-
Ignorance as 'idealist' theories, Since he does not really specify in
what sense they are idealist, snd since he himself frequently uses these
categories {e.g. 154, 1356, Huo“ 174), it is not imnediately clear what
he is getting at. However, it seems to me that he is not ebjecting to .
the use of these categories r:msmmw<mm. but rather to any theory of
science which operates mkﬂw:mw<ap% with these categories, and zrwnr sees
science as the simple umuwwnmamsn of old errors with new ﬂncn:m. or else, H

in a more Hegelian sense, which sees the truth as developing out of erver, ;
t

as the truth of that error. i . I

L |

In PM Althusser writes Acman the term 'ideology' more loosely chan
in his later writings): "But Marx's position and his whole critique of
ideclogy implies on the contrary that science (which apprehends reality) y
L

constitutes in its very meaning z break with ideclogy, and that it sets

itself up in another terrzin, m:mc it constitutes itself on the basis

of new guestions, that it ﬂmwmmv other questions sbout reality than ideology,

—————— T SR

or what comes tp the same thing, that it defines its object diffevently
from ideology™ (PM 75).

What is being suggested hate 1s' that it is wrong to sec the progress
of knowledge in terms of a given set of questions which are successively
answered. Rather, it 1s possible for the quastions to change, and when.
we change.our questions we amwwnvnos new light oa.n:m whole fiald, The -
set of fundamental acamnwommuzm»ns define the parameters or ‘knowledge'
at any given time are described as the 'problematic', and the 'break’
occurs when this problematic is changed. Im these broad ‘terms this Is
a position which would today be accepted by a wide range of philosophiers
of sciente. But the problem with Althusser’s position lies in the

way in which he Interprets thish

Firstly, he operates with a normative concept of 'science' as in some
sense adequate to "reality’., Although truth does mot 'develap out of'
error, it does seem to be contrasted with error in a much more absolute .
sense than would be permitted by, say, Kuhn's analagous notion of paradigm !

change. This vaises the vnowwmﬁ of the criteria of 'science® im a parcticulsrly
sharp way, btut the formulation om this problem is confused by a further

distinction which Althusser makes between real object and object “of rnozwmu 2E.

Althusser rejects the idea that knowledge is achieved by a process
of abstraction from a given xmmﬁ object. Instead, he suggests that the
process of producticn of knowledge needs to be understood in terms of
the relation between three types of generality {61, G1I, GIII). GI is the

'raw material’, but it is not a pure or direct experience of an cbject.
Rather, it is already pre- mouama. either as existing assumptions or as
perceptual experience already organised in mental categories (LCI 49,

187). This raw material is worked on by GII, which 1is the set of
concepts which comstitutes the 'theory' of the science io question. The
result is GIII, whick {s described as ‘concrete' gemerality, snd is

Yune conmalssance’. (PM 187).

Althusser argues that the entire process of moving from GI fe GLII
via GIT takes place entirely .aﬂnu la connaissance’ or 'dans la pratique
théorique’. ".. of course it comcewns the concrete-real, but this
concrete-real 'survives im Hnm Hsamvmsmmsnr after as before, outside
thought' (Marx), without it ever belng possible to confuse it with
that other 'concrete’ which is the knowledge of ie." (M 189-190, M 18£).
He calls this thought-cencrete “the object of knowledze', in contra-
discinction to the 'real object'. *

* -

Althusser bases this distinction primarily on 2 misleading exegesis
of a passage in Marx's introduction to the Grundrisse. In this passage
Marx criticises Hegel for "(falling) into the illusion of conceiving the

real as the product of thought concentrating irseif ..." {Grundrisse,

p.101) Hegel identifies the real with the process of thought, and this
identity is belng amnmma by Marx. Harx is agreelng with Hegel that

thought iuvolves no<wnm from, nJa abstract to the concrete (agaiust an

empiricist position which would move from 'concrete' to abstract') and

is suggesting that this fact ymHnma Hegel to fall into the trap of actually
conceiving of the real as a vnwncnn of thought, But he is not cencerned
with making a peint in the opposite direction by suggesting eithar that
‘there is at 'object of kaowiedge' distinct from the real oblect, or thal
the process of reaching 'the concrete’ occurs entirely in mrocmrn. Marx's

position is stated clearly:as follows: "The concrete is concrete
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because it is the conceatration of many determinatiocns, hence unity of the
diverse, It appears in the wnommmm.om thinking, therefore, as a process
of nosnmnnHancn. as a result, not as a peint of amvmuncnvw even though it
is the point of departure in reality and hence alsc the point of departure
for observarion and conception ... (the Hegeliam position) is correct

in so far as the concrete totality is a tetality of thoughts, concrete in
thought, in fact a product of thinking and comprehendiug; but net in

mﬂw way a product of the concept which thinks and generates itseif outside

or above observation and conception; a preduct, rather, of the working

up of observation and conception into concepts™. (Grundrisse, p.l01)

Thus the 'point of depatrture' Wm the conerete in reality, from which

come observations and conceptions which are then worked up into concepts.
These concepts are not abstractions, in the sense that they are complex
determinations which carry a gieater wealth of meaning than do the original
observations and conceptions ﬁmrn% are 'Hegelian' concepts rather than
‘Humean’ concepts). But they nevertheless remain related to and tested by
original observations and conceptions. In facr, in most sciences, the
actual process of moving towards GLII is continually enriched by further
observation: Althusser's model, suggesting as it does a mmmmw GI which,
as 1t were, remains constant throughout the process, is far toeo rigid to
describe actual scientific activity. One may agree that the observations
are already themselves structured in certain ways by techaigues, .
ideological presuppositions, etc. (PM 196-7) but this is not the same

as saying that "Knowledge working omw its obiect does not 'then work on the
real object, but on its own mm% material, which constitutes, in the
rigorous sense of the term, its 'object'(of knowledge)” (LCI49). The
point is that it Is working on'the real object, but always through its

own categories. This fact of covrse produces serious critical problems
but they are not nearly so serious zs those produced by Althusser's approach.

Before looking at nsmmm vwovpm?m* it is worth considéring why
Althusser wishes to insist on the 'oblect of knowledge'. In 5C he states
that all he wishes to do is to point out that ‘you must not confuse the
real thing and its comcept' {192) and. suggests that his thesis " "'functions'
in & <mﬂ%.mwaﬁwwﬂ manner to Lenin's distinction betwzen absolute truth and
relative truth, and to a very similar purpese' (193}, But Lenin's distinction
is made within the context of & distinctly evolutionist notion of the growth
of knowledge, whercas Althusser is cperating within quite a different

preblematic. He wants to be sble to conceptualise what happens when a

sclentific revolution occurs, when there fs a shift in problematic.

Here it does seem tempiing to say that there has been a change in the very
object with which knowledge is concerned; for mxnavww. when ‘nhlogiston
chemistry' is replaced with a whole new system of chemistry. But it is .
still misleading to treat this as a change in the object, unless cne is
referring to the discovery of whele new classes of phenomena, such as
imaginary numbers in smmrnammwnm or sub-ztomic particles in physics.
Althusser secems to conflate this kind of change in the (recal) object of
knowledge with his own change in the {non-real} object of knowledge
{ef.1CII 42). But another reason for his insistence comes, I think,

from getting trapped in one of His own metaphors about 'sightings' and
'oversights' in his discussion of Adam Smith's apparent ‘myopia' in
contrast with Marx's 30/50 vision {LCI 16-25). After developing this
metaphor to death, Althusser concludes "it is pecessary te completely
change the idea that we rm<m_0mhxsozwmamm. to sbanden the myth of
immediate vision and reading, mwa conceive knowledge as productien
(LCI 23 & RC 24). Of course ﬂommnhnmw economy cannot be discussed ino
terms of literzlly 'sceing' or "mot seeing' some phenomenon. HMarx no
more 'sees' nwm.mwms»mwnmunm of the distinction between lzbour angd

labour power than Ricarde fails to 'see' it. Marx thinks it, which

means that he is able to conceive of the same real object in a new
way. One might call this 'making visible a new structure of the
object', but under no circumstances can this be equated with producing
'a new object’ {ef LCIT 21). But these rhetorical tricks with which
Althusser misleads himself msa\mﬂ his- readers are not veally very
important. What is wavoﬂnm:m. is grasping the rele played by his
distinction between real object and object of knowledge within his
system, After his ’exegesis' of Marx, Althusser continues 'When Marx
tells us that the process of production of knowledge, hence of its
object, distinct from the real object which it precisely wishes to
appropriate in the'mode' of knowledge occurs entirely in knowledge,
in the 'head', or in thought, he does not for ene second fall into

an idealism of consciocusness, as of mind or of thought, for the
*thought' of which it is a ncmmmwon here 15 not the faculty of a
transcendental subject or of an absolute consciousness, to which

the real world wouid be opposed as matter; nmeither is this thought
the faculty of a mmwnwowomwouw.mwaumonv although human individuals
are its quanm.A Tiis theught Wmdnrm historically constituted system
of an apparatus of thought, mOCJmmn and articulated inm the natural

snd sociszl reality” (LCT 47) _ﬁmm<»um aside the fact that Marx says



"adequate to"

none of thils, that the gratuitous importation of an 'absolute’
consciousness comprises the acmMnmms. that Marx's own manmmmwou is
“"The totality as it appears HJ mrm head, as a totality of nrormrnm» is
a product of a thinking head ..." {Grundisse, p.l0l) - which seems to
imply"the faculty of a vmwnromo%wnmﬁ subject” - the m:mmn»ms 1s, what

would be the significance of treating 'thought' in this way? If we say

that knowledge is, in some sense 'of the zeal object’ we sre immediately

thrown onto an individual subject whose knowledge it is, and who is
related to tha known object in a special way. But if we speak of an
‘object of knowledge' distinct from the real object, then we can also

speak of a whole system of #30£HNQWm objects, in scme sense parsllel to
the system of real objects, and 1t seems possible to treat 'the system

independent of any veference to individual subjects. This does, however,
beg two important questions. rﬁﬂm first concerns the cntological status of
this system of objects of w¢ob~mnwmu where and how does it exist? But

the second is even more fundamental, it concerns the relation between

the two systems, and in particular that relation which we call knowledge,
in which an object in the .nroumvn_ system 1s, as Althusser puts it,
an object in the real system.

Althusser is certainly oware of this problem He writes that “theoretical
practice is indead its own nﬂwnmnwOﬂ. and contains in itseif definite
protocols with which to validate the quality of its product, i.e., the
criteria of the sclentificity of the preducts of scientific practice”
(LCI 71, RC 59).

theoty was 'true'

On this basis he rejects pragmatism: "It is because Marx's
that it could be appliied with success, it is not because
{LC1 72).

Mazxism a hypothesis which has fo be verified in'political practice:

it was applied with success that it is true" But neither is

"the criterinn of the 'truth"' of the knowledge produced by the theoretica

practice of Marx is maﬂnwmrmm in his theoretical practice: vnmmwm that is
to say by the: amaoumnﬂmanm ,value, by the, titles. of mnwmun»mwawnw of ..
mﬁﬁnwcﬁwv. a:wmu

the monam.zrwnﬁ ensured the: preduction of this knowledge!
of noanmﬂw.mm»m fon answer nwn nﬁmmnwou of maaaawnw_ nor. does it pean.

was produ mm mpnnm m:nr an, account treats the nnoswaaom aanmww as & ..°

fact, but f on as :p<psm what >wnvrmmm‘ calls

'a ka oﬂ:ma@m effect',

anwozummsm ﬂwwu. >~nscmumn first criticises tha »anm nwmn nﬁm ‘real
object’ Hm the oHH:Humn»nm mnocau om the ,Fnoswmnmn mmmmnn . nmumnnwum

nrooi.mu mu._m.&wnr .:_ - nnt.. nosouonm :ﬁnm oﬂwmwnmw ﬂm a.mmm rnmnsn:u. .

—enmrn

_since "If you claim to judge the truth of something by some

wnm integrally responsibie mcu_nJm knowledge effect; the sciznces
throughout their history and even todzy are merely commenting on this
heritage, i.e., subject to this hevedity™ (LCI 76, RC 62). He thenm

goes on to attempt to illuminate ‘the problem through an analegy with
Marx's precedure in Capital where, he arpues, the central concern is

not with giving an account of wmw origins of capitalism but, tather, with
giving an accounkt of the answshwam by which capitalist society reprocuces

itself as a society, Leaving aside the fact that the status of this

3

analogy as a mere analogy is obscured by the uasnalysed introduction here’

of the notion of a 'society effect' made functionally equivalent to the

‘knowledge effect', the analogy. itself is misleading, because it confuses

two different senses of ‘srigin'. In the case of Marx, what is refezred

to is an historical oricin, whereas in the case of the role of 'the real

original’ in knowledge, this dees not refer to an historical origin, as

Althusser misleadingly implies in his veference to "the immense space
which separates the Chaldean accountant or Egyptian land-surveyor from
Bourbaki’ (LCIL 76, RC 52); it refers vather to a relation o a present
‘rezlity' which is, at least 3 point of veference in the scientific
endeavour. It is only aftev naving got rid of this reference by this
i1licit path that Althusser Is able to Insist that "The knowledge effect,
produced at the level of the mourm of erder of the discourse of the proof,
and them at the level of some isoiated concept, is therefore possible

given the systematicity of the system which is the foundatien of the

concepts and their order of appearance in scientific discourse" (LCI &4,
RC 68).
the specificity of science;
(LCI 84) {phrase not translated in RC 68}y and im fac:

never veturns to it. . -

Althusser is aware that this is not an answer to the question of

he states that he will "leave the question im

this suspense"

3¢ he discusses briefly the fact that, in the above passages,
he based himself on Spinoza's idea that "Truth {s the criterion {sign}
of itself and of the falce" (cf. Ethics Part II Prop XLILI) and he
contrasts this with the problematic which demands any further criterien,
'criterion’
you face the problem of the criterion of this criterion - since it

also must be true - and so on to infimity" (SC 137), There is something

in this but, to understand the Imoiications of Spimoza's positien, It

15 necessery to understand {t within the context of the Carteslan system
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which it is mnwmnwwam. Descartes dichotomised reality imto 'res cogitans'
and 'ves oxamump.~ two upvmnuunmm with equal ontolopical status, united
only by God, Spincza mnnmauwm to take this last point seriously, by
showing that the idea of two distinct substances cammot “be thought cohevently,
and that theve is only one substance, God, of whom'res nomwmwnm_maa.nmw
extensa are modes. Insofar as they are modes of the same substance there
must exist a fundamental nounmwmnwos between them, Starting from the
presupposition-of this correlation, Spinoza's account of knowledge is
designed to discover, within the sphere of thought, what distinctions
can be made bLetween EOﬂm”on mmmw 'adequate’ knowledge. Very broadly,
his answer s that my mind reflects the order of causes of my body, and
as such remains partial and inadequate, because my body is embedded in
& causal network which goes dmwoum it. In this sense all ideas correspond
with an external reality, but pn is :m<mﬂnrmummm possible to distinguish
between ideas which are uaamnwmnm reflections, and ideas sr»nv are coherently
related to other ideas, and thus reflect the causal network in a less
partial wey. Here coherence is' the unigue criterion of truth; absolute
truth would be a noavhmnmw< coherent system of ideas, and 'as such would
constitute Cod's thinking, The' individual's mind is part of the total
system which constitutes God's mind in exactly the same way as the
body is part of the total material system. Because the body has certain
characteristics in common with other bedies, such as extension, the
mind can have adequate ideas of these features, and these adequate ideas
form the basis for further development of a coherent system. This ralsed
two problems for Spinoza -~ how do we recognise these basic adeguate or
‘common’ ideas, and how'do’'we comstruct a system on them? - Hi's answer
to the first acmanwos fs.that the criterica of nnnomﬂwﬁmob i's precisely
their mmmm:m<wnmunm. avmr w«. Umnacmm 23 bodies we ‘share certain
nrmﬂmnnmnwmrwnm tmnv nyo Hmmn of the smnmnumw worid, our- awmmm ﬂmnmmmmﬂmww
reflect mvmmm mmuncﬂmm mampcmrmw%. and by realising this necessity we

+
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becomé msmnm nvwn am.mwnmwnw uommmmm a standard of truth in the self-

evidence cm n:mmm wammm. it »m in this sense that "Truth is the nnwnmnmob

of itself ‘and of‘the mmpmm Theve are certain propositions which are

mnwm-a<wamrw msa_umw»nmwww_smnmmumnw. and this means that it is: .
Hﬂndy:mmnm-M ‘self- mﬁwamun. and® ww ot to be identified by :n:m agreement

between nwm Hmmn and its ovumnn aslan’ mxnnwumpn mark (cf, Mmrpnm Mmﬁr I1
Defn.IV).

Hn wm mon n:wm ﬂmmmon n:mn nvr whole process on xnozwmaum nwmn

[ Fs.% ‘

takes vwbnm.»n xuoswﬁamo nnmmwm.
by use of n:m.nu.ﬁmumoa of mmwﬂn@(»nmnr #om»oww coherenge.., §ince there

m<Mnn3mnmn knowledge »nmmwm is achieved .,

: ) ook
S O o
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can be only one self-causing and self-monitering substance, thetre can culy
be one possible coherent way of organising ideas, and thus if T can find
some simple ideas amung my basic adequate ideas from which the others

can be logically deduced, T cah be satisfied that this system is true,
Here, then, the idea of sclf-evident adequacy is founded upon the
presupposition of the identity of the system of matter with the system of
ideas, snd the nnwnmuwo: of m%wnmaunmownw and logical coherence is further
based upon the presupposition of one single substance. The process can
take place purely within nﬁ&:ﬂ%n because of the presumed identity, and,
in any event, within the system it is impossible to conceive of any form
of 'access’ from ome sphere to the other, each being a distinct mede of

the unique substance. Within the system, further, it is not necessary to

inquire into the ontological status of 'ideas', since they are lodged Jimmly
in God's mind, as a total uﬁmnwa of which each individusl mind is only an

aspect.

Inverting this into a "Marxist' context {s as difficult 2s inverting
llegel. But the crucial.point,;in relation to Althusser, is that Spinoza

in fact remalns within Descartes' problemstic. He asks, like Descartes,
for a general nﬂ»nmﬂwos for distinguishing truth from errer. His answer,
self-evidence, is different from Deseartes’ 'clarity snd éistinciness’
but both answers offer a criterien which is supposed to be mvvwwnuwwm
in such a3 way as to teli us whether a proposition §s true by considering
its form, rather than its content, ‘As Hampshire puts it, within suzh a
theory “"To discover whather a particular proposition can safely be
accepted as true must always vm to discover something about the logical
properties and relations of the preposition, as opposecd to discovarting
something about the world; it is to do logic, as opposed Lo observing

beings and events" (Hampshire, Spinoza, p.119}, This i{s precisely the
foundaticn of idealism, criticised as such by Kant (Criticue of Pure
Reason, p.67) and defendad sgainst him by Hegel, as the basis for
entirely rejzcting the sphere of sense-experience as mere “truthless

opinion" (Hegel, Science of Logic, 11, p.228)

fie .

In his nnwﬂma,a,mwmncmmuon of positivism from an Althusserian

vmnmvmnnr<m_ m,sammm naxmm a statement which.seems to me to illustrate

nwmbmww nrm rmmwammm om >Hnwcmmmn s approach.- He rionnm.:4d the lsst

Tesort, oammﬁdmnuo: nOﬂ mauunp<waa represents. the vwmnm where mrdon«ﬁ stion




ceases. What remains is the confrontation between the observer and the N
brute fact, the real object in‘all its nakedness. The observer can only
recognise the fact for what it is ov else fail to recognise it. For Carnap

as for Andreski, knowledge rests in the last analysis on nothing more than

p.245) . .

an irrational - or nom-rational azct of judgement” (Hindess Models and Masks,

But, to the extent that an rrmmn<wn»os may be equated with a judgement .
{"This desk is browm") nrmnm is nothing irrational about it = the very facc
of confusing irrational with non-tational is indicative of the 'idealism'
of Hindess's position, There ake facts. This desk is brown, Byzantium
did fall to. the Turks im 1433, “The fact that these facts cannot be
logically demonstrated, but require, in the last resort, rmNnuwa observations '
(or judpements) doesn’t make u%w set of propositions within which they

occur irrational. " Nor does the acceptance that such facts are facts

entail- the acceptance of a positivist or purely empiricist account of the
nature of scientific theory. Althusser and his followers are certainly
tight to stress that one cannot produce scientific .theories merely by
analysing facts "according to mora or less systematlc sorting procedures
based essentially on John Stuart Mill's methods of agreement and difference
in order to determine empirically vzlid relationships or causal laws

{¥indess and Hirst, Pre-Capitalist Modes of Production, p.2).

Theory guides the selection and’ interpretation of facts. One canmot
'let history speak for Lltself'. But this does not mean that theories o
arise and are validated quite bmn:QCﬂ reference to facts, Hindess and

Hirst Impose a false dichotemy when they write "Concrete'conditions are

act "given' ro theory in order to validate ot to refute its general
concepts. On the contrary, it is the general concepts that make
possible the amalysis of the concrete (Hindess and Hirvst, p.4). But this

is not an either/or anmnwonmwwm. It is, to use an old-fashioned term, a

U U

dialectical velationship. Of mocnmm the exact nature Om.nvwm dialectic

is very complex and nnmmw to be made explicit, which I have not done, here.
{Althussar rwﬂmawmu in a later discussion, admits the significance of B
o “raw material provided in the iast resort by the practices of real

concrete history” {LCL 137) for the development of theory, but never

attempts to put this together with his dlscussion of 'object of thought').

T

In his brief defence of h:mm ummwnmoa. Althusser manages to get ric
of 'experience' by turning his momwmwr distinction between GI, GII aué c1IY
into a temporal mchmwmwo:. e, is probably correct in mcmmmmnmam that each
seience mmﬂvawm:mm“wnm own canons of scientiffeity, but it does not do so
by appeal to seli-evidence. mmm:mn_ it does so by critical reflection on
boths its tools and its veal object, and it proceeds in its scientific
practice by continual refetence to "experience' in the form of experiments,
which do not '"remain within the uvrmﬂm.om thought' in any meaningful
sense. Lavoisiez could only .wwmnoqnu. oxygen, in the sense of 'thinking'
chemistry in a new way, cmnmmwmwoxwmwn had first been produced in an
actual {real, non-thought) oxvmwwanan. Such a description obviously raises

many problems, both at the level of generality - how canfdo scientists

"reflect critically on their object and on their tools - and also on the

lavel of each science. But Althusser merely conjures these problems
away, He neither deals with the general problem, nor discusses the
specific problems of a science mm history. The one criterion which he
doos offer, systematicity, is quite useless by ltself, Feyerabend has
pointed out that Ptolemy's systbm was considerably more systematic than

Galiteo's. 4And astrology and swsw different theolegies may be systematic

and internally tohevent.

Nevertheless, thera are two ways in which Althysser's rejection of
the problem of crieria makes some sense. Firstly, there is the problem of
knowledge of the ocutside world' as formulated within the Cartesian
problematic: the question as to how I can be 'sure' that I teally know

This epistemclogical problem is a

what ic going on in the 'real smnwm..
trap from which one can never mwnwnm_ and which leads to some form of
subjective idealism, Sccondly, Althusser is right insofar as wm.»m
suggesting that we cannot lay down a priori universal criteria for
science {although he fails to see that this is what Spinozs is in fact

v
doing); but that 'science' iy an ongeing endeavour in which criter

are e¢stablished, then rejected or changed (cf. SC i37). 3But chis makes
it all the more crucizl to attempt to specify the present 'criteria’
of the 'science of history'. Hw general, Althusser’s GII just seem to

.

be there, t would be by examining the nature and functions of CII in -

i
greater detail that he would be;able to raise the real problems.

12.
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b} Philosophy:

The problem of the ﬂmwmnpos between sclence and ‘practice' as a
possible criterion of <mn»mpnmnros seems to me to remain ‘obscure in the ! .
passages to which I have referred above, Although Althusser formally,® -
rejects a .mﬂmmamanﬂ nmwwanw on verification through prdctice, n:anm\
nevertheless do sesm to me to ua at least implicit references to mcnw
a position. The vnoawmsm associated with this come out much more nwmmuww

in the awmncwmwon of the role and nature of vnwwomom:w in Lenin and = .

Philosophy, and in Seif-criticism, although unfortunately the relation -

between science and ﬁ:MHOMOvsw.mnﬁwp remains ambiguous. In Lenin and

Philosophy Althusser asserts ﬂrun the mcﬂnnhon of philosophical practice
is to draw a dividing line between the unﬁn:n»mHn and the idcologlcal:
“All phitosophy consists of drawing a Suuoﬂ dividlng line by means of
which it repels the ideological notions of the philosophies that represent
the opposing tendency; the stake in this act of drawing, i.e. in
v#mwomoernWM practice, is scientific practice, scientificity" (LP 61-62),
itseif

o
"in fact, every science, as soon as it’arises in the history

But earlier, and glse later, in SC, he has argued that 'science'
does thist
of -theories and is shown to be a science, causes its own theoretical pre-
history, with which it breaks, to appear as quite erroneous, false and

untrue* (SC 155).

of the false, it is the science, not philosophy, which is the true idea.

Insofar as a true idea is the criterion of itself and

Nevertheless, in SC he nmﬂnmwnmw does believe that philosephy has effects

in the fileld of science, either smmmnw<a ot positive {cf. SC 59-60)},

d@m “privileged relation of philosophy te n:n,mnwmanmw: is justified
amnmw:on of the Owl '
In terms of the metaphor Althusser suggests that philosophy

first in terms of a blazarre development of Hegel
of Minerva,
always follows science, as a reflection on the "shock of & scientific
break” (LP 45}.

ane . 4
and after a,paragraph on "empirical™ history of the relation between

Without any nWmaﬂmnman investigation of this asssrtion '

sclence and philesophy from Plato to ::mummw, he concludes, as an

'empirical’ inference, that "Philosophy only exists by virtue of the

distance it lags behind its scientific inducement. Marxist philosophy T

should therefore lag behind the Harxist science of histery" (LP 45). '
This whole saction may well be an elaborate joke - it 1s cevtaiuly

difficult te take seriously - since it becomes a 'philesophical dream’ .

which vanishes when we turn to Lenin and discover that he, in fact, fozmu lzted
Yet, in SC, Althusser refers

But apart from Llts inhereat .

the essential Mavxist philosophical theses.
back to the Owl as a philosophical nﬂmem.
improbability, in SC Althusser describes propositiens such as "The masses
make history” and "The class struggle is the motor of history" as "philo-
sophical theses" Anmhmmn 40), and is at pains to show.that these theses

So the 0wl of Minerva is present

" 3
are explicitly present in Marx's own texts.

from the dmmw::HJN. mwsumww. 1f philesophy always lags behind science in

this way; wn, is nwmmyncwn to see how it can be useful in drawing the

:mnmmmwﬂ< mw<uaw:m stm vmnzmms “the scientific and nwn.HmmOHDMwan.

o .

’ 1 ..“r

- . .
: ‘ H

The argument in rm is that there ave, fundamentally, only twe

rhat each 'in the last instance'

w:mHOmovamu. idealism sné matevialism;
represents a class position; and that the task of Marxist philesophical

practice is to draw the line between these twe. Hence “ohilosephy represents

politics in the domain of theory,or te be mere precise; with the sciences -

and, vice <mmmm. v:ww@mﬁu:w represeats scientificity, in politice, with
the classes engaged in the class struggle' (LP 64-65). Or, as the thesis
" ! .

“shilosophy is, in the last instance, ¢lass strugele

{sC 39). v

is reformulated in SC,

in the field of nmeum:

Seience can be thought of {n tevms of truth and error, but "“In )
philosophy we are dealing with tendencies which confront each other on the
existing theoratical "battlefield’,  These tendencies group themsclves im
the last inmstaace bwocua the mﬁﬁmmoswma between idezlism and materialism,
and they ‘exist’ in the form om__vrwwomovwwmm. which realise the tendeacies,
their variatlions and their combinations, as a function of class

theoretical pesitiecns, in which it Is the social practices {political,

Thus, in order to mark

ideological, scientific, mnnau which are st stake.
this distinction, -you have to introduce a category which plays an all- -
important role In Marxist quwn»nmp ‘practice and theorctical reflection

on philosophical thesesand tendenicies:

There are two problems here, The first, which I shall not pursue

any further, is that ideology' spreads inte the domain of scienca as well

as that of philosophy (e.g. bourgesis econemics). The second is the
question of what is mesnt here by 'correctness'? Althusser is very vague

about this. Perhaps the closest he gets te being specific is in the

the category of correctness' (5C 142).
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: t 15, : '
mowpozmsmwm ‘A zmﬂxymw philosopher able to intervene in the theoretical . Althusser tries to salvage his position te some extent by arguing
class wnHEWWHn Bmmm.mnmnn o:n mWoa_qomWﬂuosm alveady arnomawtnm and . that "the fate of philosophical theses momu not depend only on the i
established i nvm nrmoumnwnm» battles of ‘the history om the Labour W oL position on which they stand - because the class struggle in theory is
Movement -:but he' can only c:awﬂmnmsm the existing state of the - " ’ always secondary in relation te the class struggle in general, because
theoretical’ snd {deological 'ferrain' if ﬁn comes td know it both: S there is something outside of philssophy which constitutes it as
theoretically and vmmnmwnuwwwm ww: and throigh struggle. It may be that philosephy, even though philosophy itself certainly does not want to
in the course of his msmmu<ccnu. even when he starts out from already . rvecognise the fact™ {SC 145).' This, however, is very obscure. Is it
established positions in order to atrack open: or &isguised enemies, he an asppeal to 'history' - truth is what the winner says it is? In any
will take up positions which in che course of struggle are shown to event, it is of no help during the class struggle, and if omz accepts,
be deviant positions, out of mnmw with the correct line which hz is ' as does Althusser, the specifitity of philosophy, then such an 'external’
. aiming for. There is nothing munﬂﬁrurwnm in that. The essential thing is appeal does not solve the vnompma of with what weapons {other than truth
that he should then recognisé His deviation mnm rectify his positicns ) criteria; the philosophical class struggle ls to be conducted.
in order to make them more non;mnp: (SC 144}, h u
. ' Althusser himself offers ntwo criterfia, The first Is the effect of a
Now one czan well agree ﬁw%n philosophy is not free from class ' particular political thesis within the politicel arena; wmore specifically,
struggle, and that philosophic positions are linked to other class : ) its capacity to assist or Impede political mobilisation. He asserts,
positions. This is not in dispute. What is at issue is, how one goes ™ for example, that 'tha whole Marxist trsdition has refused to say that
. " about trying to establiish ‘correct' positions, or how to 'rectify’ it is 'man' who makes history, Why? Because practically, i.e. in the
deviant tendencies. >nnr=mmmnmo%maﬂm one criterion by referring to | ) ' facts, this expression is mxwwom«mm by bourgeols ideology which uses it
Yposition already recognised and established in the theoretical battles . to fight, i.e. to kill snecher, crue, mxvummmHon. one vital for the
of the history of the Labour Movement'. But this in itself begs mm<mumH o prolatariat: it is the masses who make history” (LP 24). Leaving aside
questions. To start with, what is the 'Labour Movement'? Unless one R the causal excision from the ‘Marxist tradition' of all those who have
arbitrarily identifies it with one or other 'tendency' in“the communist . said that 'man makes history', and leaving aside the empirical question
segment of the labour movemant it “poses vary exacting problems of as to how many workers have in facc been desobilised by being told that
identity and identiflcation” (whereas Althusser treats it as being "as ' 'man makes histovy' this pragmatic argument still begs the theoretical
"simple and neat &s yoi can imogine') - and some of these problems of . quastion. It assumes a knowledge of the ‘trus' proletarian pesition,
fdentification’may well invelve the problems which ose is trying to ) - since mobilisation itself isn't enough: workers have been mobilised on
resolve, wﬁun:mnn how do we tell what positions 'have already been ) such diverse grounds as anti-semitism, royalism {cf. Macciochi, p.l126-5},
recognised’ -~ and how do we know that they have been 'correctly’ universal suffrage, nationalism and even the defence of petit-bourgeois
‘. vecognlsed? Althusser himself accuses Stalin of (incorrect) ‘humanism' . buresucratic dictatoership in the USSR, You can only tell what 'works®
and 'economlsm' - which means that, at the time when Stalin was dominant in politics when you know what you are working for, which mesns that you
] . in communist parties, the 'racdgnised' positions were nevertheless need seme Lndependant way of deciding on that.
§ incorrect. Leaving this aside, how is the theoreticsl struggle conducted, | : .
: or how does one recognise 'deviance' within it? How does one 'attack' an There is an casy assumption that the masses want 'socialism': but
] opposing philosephy? One of "tht methods is trying to show its implicstions. : "soclalism' 1z initially a slogan, not a concept. We keoow, and the
g But this is finally circular, vmnucmn you still have to attack the workers know, that they want an end to all forms of exploltatien, But
,m implication. The normal first methed is to try to show that it is not neither the identification of all forms of exploitation nor the organising
‘correct’ or 'true' by nnwnmnwmwsm its presuppositions or its arguments - or an expleltation-free society follow automatically from that; as Marx
, and by eriticising them in nmnmm of certain criteria {e,g. logic,
” , experience, Televance, nnn.vﬁ “ ’ ) ) "
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pointad out, capitalism Is scarcely transparent. In identifying forms of
exploitation and the principles of a non-expleitative society we cannot,
without civcularity, rafer directly to the state of the class struggle

as our criterion.

The other criterion whick %Hanmmon offers for identifying 'correct'
tendencies in philesophy is nrmw of sclentific practice. Referring to
Sartre's work he asks rhetorically: "What did it contribute to the
science of nistory? Did the ingenious development of the Sartrian position
finally permit the production' of a few pieces of scientific knowledge
about the economy, the nwumm.unucmm~m~ the state, the proletariat,

ideologics, etc, - knowledge which might help us to understand history,

te act im history? We have, unfortunately, reason to doubt 1t" (SC 59-60). .
Leaving aside the rather nacwmn nature of his investigation of the gquestion, “
the principie contained im it mwmm have interesting, if limited, implications, “
But it is a purely wmmmamnwn nmwmmnwon ané it is worth pointing out that T i

interesting scientific results ecan also flow from incorrect philesophical -

positions.

There are two mwwn:mdw:m features about Althusser's philosophical .
method (as opposed to the many disturbing features of his polemical
method - abuse, misrepresentation, selective gquotation, double standards,
ete.} The first concerns the nwvnmwn of 'thesis'. Althusser refers to
a previous publication im zsmni,vm has argued that "Philosophy states

propositions which are Theses", In contrast to science, whichk "'states

propositions which are Demonstrations"” (SC p.40, note 6, see also p.L43).
Unfortunately the ramifications.of and justifications.-for this are not made
clear 7o«m. but the consequence scems to be an attempt to summarise :
philesophical pesitions into shoru snappy single sentences, and then to
discuss these sentences. But this is inevitably obscuring and misleading,
and also leaves wide mﬁ@nm.mﬁﬁ dishonest avgument, for the writer is in
a position to spell out in detail what he meaus by his own thesls, while
criticising the hermetic obscutity of the thesis into which he has sealed

his opponent’s argument, {cf. the Reply to Jobn Lewis). The

distinction between Thesis 4 Demonstration 1s linked tc the idea that m

shilosophy .is concerned with corvestness, not gruth, and is therefore as
I : .o
owmncnnmwnvmnawmnwﬁnnmon.m@wrmnmnonnmnnmmzmnw :nrmUﬂmawnMomnrm

practical function and the n#mc&mnmnmp function in philosdphy »nﬁmwm.: (sC Hbuv -

with the taking up of positiens in the class struggle, all of which is
!

expressed in metaphars aboub drawing lines and occupying positions - without

saying how these are dome - i.e. without saying what distinguishes the Wt

correctness of a thesis from the truth of a demonstratiom.

The second feature I wish to discuss is the pervasive use of metaphor.
In a sense Althusser justifies this rw stating categorically that "in
philosophy you can only think - i.e. adjust existing, borrowed categories
and preduce new omes within the terms required by the theoretical position

taken up - by the use of meraphors' (SC 107, note 1, seec slso 140). Now

this is a.strong aud striking claim. Unfortunately, while he cerizinly
doés continually use metaphor, he neither attempts o Sustify his claim

that one ean onlv think through metaphors in philosophy, nor does he attempt

to show how one mmnunr»sx through metaphors, how metaphors function in
mﬂmnam:nm.. His wnncwp use of amnmwron is often extrémely vague and unclear
{e.g. the discussion of background to Marx's scientific revolution in
texms of aimless ww:nmwnm. ete,), and sometimes misieading. It is worth
looking at one mxmamwm which illustrates this and at the sane time
wannoncnmmww mcunwwn point which I wish to make about Althusser's methed.

. _ .
. In w»m.nymmww defence, Althugser admits rhact he has taken up
"radical pesitions', but defends the political-pedagogical propriety

of this by the use of the amnmu:On borvowed from Lenin of having to bend
a bent stick in the other direction in ovder o straighten it. 'Behind
the relations between simple ideas there thus stand relationms of furce,

which place certain id in power ... and hold other ldeas in submissien ...
)

2a

until the relation sf fsree is thanged., It follows that if you want to
change histerically existing manw.mm<mn in the apparently abstract

demain called vaHmmony<. woa.nwnuon content yourself with simply preaching
the naked truch, and waiting fotr anatomical obviousness te 'enlighten'
minds ...: Yyou are mOﬂﬁma, since you want to force a change in ideas,

to recognise the force which is keeping them bent, by applying a counver-
force capable of destroying this power and banding this stick In the

onposite direction so as to put the ideas right” (SC 171}, -

This sounds quite sensible at first - lhere certainly are relations
of force involved, and so on, This implies the necessity of political
struzple as part of the process of overcoming the opposition etc. suc

when one looks more closely, one sees that Althusser £s not using this

Fl
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analogy to justify moHpnwnmw wnﬁcmmwm as well as "simply preachiag the
naked truth". He is using it nc Justify a particular procedure within

the domain of philosophy: the use of extreme and radical formulae, But
what does the metaphovr mean here? What, within the domain of philosophy,
is the 'counter-force' to be applied to the 'bent stiek' constituted

by the ‘false idea'? Althusser seems to be saying that you compensate

an exaggeration in one directlon by exaggerating in the opposite diraction
(if Nazi nostalgics say 'only' one million Jews were killed in the camps,
you 'correct’ this by soying nrmn eleven million were killed). But how
does this methed work? One of wnL consequences is to make ene's position
that much easier to refute. Of course, another conseguence may well be
to draw attention to w 'thesis' which might otherwise have been ignored,
and thereby to oumr cm a awmncwmﬁon whicn, although it refutes- the
original thesis, does lead to a more satisfactory situation than existed
before. On the other hand, it could-be argued that the truth itself is
sufficiently mﬂ...mrwn.w 20 be ﬂo:aa ot from the cm.mu.,:swnm (and, in terms

of Althusser’ s muwaouwma. nﬁum is in fact an c:w<0mamvpm con wsm»o:v

In any m<mun_ zwwwm on» should anHmPaH% take sno mnnoczn the

polemical and nonmvnawnwouwr use of mnﬂvrpmn $0ﬂ9:~mm vw bwanmmnH. »n

B T Nkl R

mmmaunoqm.rmnbn Hmmmnﬁﬂnwm acmmn»os om m:wwomowdw mn vﬂmmmun
under awvr:mwFOﬂ. wwm vomwnwou.pn $0 non1ﬁmma nrmn :n canast mommvdww
be bent wnﬂmmmrn.

srnm nosmcmwou nmuanm over, mn least to some . !

extent, wsﬁo nrm awmncmmpon Om Hm o~om<

c) Hnmo.omm : y
In mn >Hnr=mmmn points out that, in The German ideoclopy, the Lerm

'ideology’ vrmwm two different roles, ammpmuwnmwm;m vrwpomovvmmmw category
on the one hand. ﬁwwpcmwo:. errov), and a scientific novnmwn on the other
{formation of the unumﬂu«ﬂcnncﬂmv and he goes on te say that, within his
own earlier writings, ' nrwm mmcwﬁonam noticn of ideology wes brought

into play, within the nmnwo1wuwmn context of the NSnHﬂrmmpm between truth

and ervor. And so ideology was ﬂm;cn ¢d to error, snd error called
ideclogy" {SC 119}. This uvmmmmm_mmmau to immly that nrmnm are in fact '
two uwmmmnﬁnn roles; to be vwmwmm - the philoscphical nmnmma{w and the
scientific concept,:but that it'is mewmwnwsw when the 5ame term is -
used for both, But it is not wwﬁﬂpmpww clear how this is ralated to

9.
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the idea that the antithesis bLetwzen truth and erver is an {erroneous)
rationalist position., Further on, Althusser writes “"Behind this
disguise of error as ideclogy, theve stood a fact: the declaration of
opposition between truth and error which is objectively one of the
symptoms of the birth, of the appearance of a science (when this really
is what has taken vwmnavzwﬁmngHNWu. This means, I think, that the
couple truth-error is legltimate within science, but that it is not s
philosophical set of categeries; Althusser in fackt goes on to refer to

the Spinczist notiom that truth is its own eriterion, and so that the

'philosophical' sesrch for criteria should not arise {SC 122, 124, n.,19),

Thus we need to distinguish between the notion of truth and error as

they arise within science, and the categery of ideology as a scientific

concept refevring to a umnnwocHWH reality.,

'
3

Althusser beglns his md<mmnwmmn»os of this reality in "Ideology azd
Ideological State Apparatuses” {(which he describes as "no mote than the
introduction to a discussion™ (LP 123, n.l), He asserts that ideolegy is
‘aternal', in the sense of being a necessary featere of any social
formation which contains classes. It is "omnipresent in its iaimitable
form throughout history (= history of sccial formations containing socizl
classes)" (LP 152). The reasom for this is that 'the reproduction of
labour power rvequires not-only a repreduction of its skills but also, at
the same time, a ﬂmuﬂomunnwn: of its submission to the rules of the

established ovder, i.e. 2 reproduction of submission to the ruling
ideclogy for the wﬁurmmm_ and reproduction of the abili te menipulate
the ruling wam0woww.00ﬂﬂmnnH% for the agents of exploitation aud
Hmnﬂmmmwoum so that nmmw. teo, szw provide for the demination ¢f the

(LP 128).

with "the rules of the estabiished order’,

ruling class 'in words’ lere the ruling ideology is equated

In addition to the ruling
ideology, there may be other, opposing {deologies, as is implied by

Marx's reference to "ideolegical forms in which men tecome conscious of

this conflict and fight it out' (guoted LP 140 =m.11).

' t .
P

" There is alveady an-ambiguity intvoduced here. On the one hand, '
.waoopomw_.unmaﬂm to both {or &£1l) sides in the struggle over the

‘rules' of social order, On the othexr hand, ideology refers to specific
kinds of rules which have m“mmonwmwn function = rules in a class society

functioning in the interest of the ruling class, 'Ideclogies’ - that Is

systems of legal, political, «mwwmworm. sesthetic or philosophic ideas

. : s .



(cf. LP 140 n.l11) - used mmmH:m nrm ideolozy' of the dominant ¢lass,

cannot snnmummﬂhww be assumed Co rw<m the same characteristics as that pnmohomw.

'dominant ideology’ »nncwnmnmm nnﬁnmws tules and legitimises those

rules by showing their naturazlpess and/or desirability (cf. LP 146-7).

The opposition’ to this wamo»oww tries to change the rules, imitially at

least, by e¢riticising the justifications for them in the light of alternative

rules and alternative ucmnwmwnwnwosm. This opposition may itself represent

another partial class interest {e,g. bourgeoisie v. feudal aristocrats),

in which case the new rules will also function in the interest of -

exploiters, and thair ucmnmmwnmnwoa will function to mask this fact.

i

Crudely, one may say that if bourgeois ideology is functioming perfectly,

the worker imagines that the capitalist expleiting him is = vammmnnOﬂ

who has saved him from starvation by kindly providing him with a job.
That is, one may say that he H»?mm his real relation to the capitalist
and his factory in an wammwnmﬂ& mode; as Althusser puts it, one may .
say that here "ideology represents the imaginary relaticnship of
individuals to thelr real conditions of existence™ (LP 133). But
Althusser Is now no longer talking abouk vuling class ideologies. He

is talking about every ideclogy. In his note at the end of the text

he explicitly vefers to the ideologles of both the ruling and the ruled
classes {LP 172-173). This raises the question as to whether "proletarian

Mamopomw: is also a nmv«mmmnnmnwon of an Imaginary velation to real

no:nwnvOﬁun If the worker discovers that his employer is not a
benefactor, but an exploiter, and therefore lives his relationship to
the employer in revolt, would it not be correct to say that he no longex
has an imaginary relationship mo his real conditions? But then his
_vnowmﬂmdmmﬁ waaoHomw. is not an ideology in the above sense. '

In SC, Althusser writes '"For (Marx)} was oniy abie to bresk with

bourgeois ideolopy in its nOmm~ﬁn< becuuse he took inspiration from the

basic ideas of proletarian ideclogy, and from the first class etrugeles
of the proletariat, in which this ideoloey became flesh and blood"™ (SC 121).

And later he writes: “When Axmny‘mnv science zppears, it necessarily shows

up its own prehistory as mnﬂosaocm. but at the same time it also shows it

up as ideological in the znnxpMn sense of the term, Better, It shows up

its own prehistory as ertomeous because ideological,and in practice

treats It as such., Not only dees it indicate error - it explains the

historical reason for error. Thus it rules out the expleitation of the

T

*break' between the science and its prehistory as an idealist antithesis

of Truth and Evror, of Knowledge and Ignorance" (SC 155).

Considering these two cnmmmmcm. two facts cmerge. Firatly, proletarian
ideclopgy, as imspiring Marxist science canmot be "erroneous because
ideological'. ‘Bourgeois ideology is erroneous because of the kind of .
ideclogy which it is: because it does embody an imsginary relation to
the veal conditions, and this is what Mavx shows in his disscction of it,
Secondly, although the antithesis 'truth-error' may not be adapted in an
‘idealist' manner which wsmpmmm that azll that {s at stake Is an argument
about truth, and that onmce it Is agreed what the truth is, all will be
well, nevertheless it 1s clear that the antithesis can and must be used:

ruting class ideologies are not ‘pure illusions', but they are also

iliusions, and the mnwcwwwo agalnst thew involves, inter alia, attacking
them as error and illusion, And this is what is implied by the notion of

Marxism as sciente, and its relztion te preoletarian idsolegy as a real

relation to veal conditfons. (cf SC 160-61) But this in turn means tha:
Althusser's zssertion that :nrmﬁ.wmmwm. between Marxist science and its
ideclogical prehistory vefers us to something quite different from s theoxy
of the difference between science and ideology, to something guite
different from an epistemology" (SC 156) is slightly inadeguate. He is
perfectly correct to pelnt out that it refers te a theory of the super-
structure and to a theory of the processes of production of knowledge.

But it does also refer us to a theory of the difference betwean scicuce

and ideology. On the most obvious level, one of the ways of legitimating
bourgeois ideology is through the appeal to certain criteria of
seientificity and the rejection of the 'marxist' claim to scientificity.
Just because what is at stake is mot purely an academic discussion over
‘the truth' it is not adequate mevely to appeal to the self-zvidence of
Marxism. ({compare his comments on "obviousness" of ideology {LP 161).)
This is why the nosmcmwonmmo<mn the nature of science and philosephy
arve important! such questions do, as Althusser never zires of pointing

out, actually have effects.

In further discussion of the actual nature of ideology, Althusser
states that "the subject acts igsofar as he is acted upon by the following

system {set out in the order of its real determination); ideology existing
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. m : %,
: W .
in a material ideological apparatus, prescribing material practices : ' nature of the society. The Implication of this is that, oursid 1
. N X . : Rl is 1 side a class
governed by a materlal ritual, which practices exist in the matevial . society there need no longer be i wmv between real and uamm.J )
: : . . . k B a imaginary conditions:
actions of a subject acting im all consciousness according to his : the imagined status as subject could become & real status
belief® (LP 159). The crucial point here is that the end product is ; i '
1 i i H : i h h T g
a subject acting according wo his belief, that Is, acting mm though he But this is in Fact not Althusser's point at all. Racher, he is
were a subject, and as though the beliefs were his beliefs. 1In this , here trying te show that the notion of Subject itself is i . (
. . : s imagipary (o
sense ideology may bz zaid to bave "the function ... of 'constizuting’ . ideolopical) by mature. He doesithis by suddenly, and with .
b ’ ¢ithout argument
" o N 1 . . g ,
concrete ipdividuals as subjeckts (LP 180), where a subject is ; switching from the treatment of tdsclozy as a phenomenon of class
understood as & free subject {see LP 157). Taking the example of : society, to the assertion that "man is an ideological animal ‘b ,
imsl by nature'
H 1 . o
Christianity, Althusser says that the function of the religlon is to | (LP 160). Thus.he is able to describe all rituals of recognition as
establish each individual in his or her own eyes, a% seen gnd loved by H jdeological .
: s o yes, . b : m. al (LP J62) and to conflate "ideological™ attempts to convince
God, and thereby to obtain from that individual a recognition that he or ' unfree individuals that they are 'really” free subjects with hil
ith azny p osophical |

she really is as seen by God, uwwﬁwq does occupy this ot that role, and discussion that uses concepts such as 'subject’
does so as an w:mmuwn»wﬁ.wavmnnwnn subject in the eyes of God. On this i

basis Althusser then extrapolates to a genaral statement that ideology Althusser is, in fact, wrong in two different way His h
s. is hasty

aluays has this double stvucture of the single absolute Subject who ‘empirical’ jump from Christianity to the essence of all ideology, leads
?

o ees subjects. . him to overlook the fact that there are two different ways of dealing with
) the unfreedom of exploitation.. Yo Implicitly recognises that there is a
Althusser's speculative daring is breath-taking here: on the basis : necessary tension between the real condition of ¢class society and .the .
of one single example of religious ideology he has gone on. to make a M desire for what can loosely be defined here as 'subjectivity' (a2ithough
generalisation not only about all other reiigious ideologies, but sbout : it Ls worth notirg, there seems to be mo means within his conceptual ~
21l ideology. 1t is, om.nocﬁmmw an interesting and suggestive mumocwmnwou“ framework for either making ﬂrwmunmnmwou explicit or thinking it: but If it

it would be worth examining Stalinism from this point of view, for : : 1s not there the entire Ideological State Apperatus is supevfl }
. 1 UQUS /.

. One way of dezling with the tension is- to convince the individuals thsat

they really are acting as free subjects.

example., Eut, leaving aside the question of the universal roie of the
Subject, the function of zuling class ideclogy is clearly brought out:

. But the other way is to convince
“ihe individual is interpellated as =.(free) subject in order that he shall .

individuals that they are mot subjects at

” . ﬁ all, or at least that they -
submit freely to the commandments of the Sublect. i.c. in order_that he shall ; should mot want to be subjects. ‘Hinduism and Buddhisa, insof
. . o k 3 » insofar as their

(frzely) sccepr his sublection, i.e. im order that he shell make the iGeal is loss of self rather than affirmation of self, may h h
: T d y may have this

gestures and actions of his subjection 'all by himself'" (LP 189). “ function. And Sartre has argued cogently, in his essay on Material
] : H y on Matevialism
- and Revelution

. Lo (in J-P Sartre, Situations III, pp. 135-225) that scze
1f we velate this back to the idea of an imsginary relation to real - -

versiocns of materialism, msmommn.um they insert che individual i{rrevocably

o conditions, this would seem to mean that the teal conditions of " into an abselute causal network, also effeckively de subjectivi {
. h - - ectivise {and
. exploitation are such that the individual is being used for another's v de-tevolutionise) him o3 her. (This might be an alternati w
R .. T ative way ¢
ends, and is not really controlling his own destiny - or acting freely. approaching the relation between the Diamat and Stzlinism nd Alth b
. a = =« and Althusser).

The wsmwwiwnw relation to these real conditions is that he is in fact . ¢

acting as a free subject, as ¥, centre of initiatives, author of and Althusser's other direction of ervor lies in tha way 1 L. hh
, ] o which he

responsible for its sctions” (LP 169). Hete the gap between the veality ' treats of the universality of {deology It is not argued at sll h
B . = &t 1 in the

of exploitation and the imaginaty freedom is a function of the class . : essay on ideology itself - and in fact it is in contradicti
L0 | ; d EB iy iction with the
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intreduction of 'ideology' to resolve mrm problem of reproduction in g ) functions. HNeither aomm this no-o£ from the fact that, even in a sociery
class sociely,, But he does tefer back to his vdm<wrcm discussion of without class, there is.a noanwp:mw transformution of the conditions of

. ideology. In one way these have to be treated with cauktion, as wmwwW . existence to which individuals have to adapt, Of course, one may well .
the ovummn of mnm of his self-criticlsms, precisely for having failed to . ] agree that a completely ciassless society.completely transparent to its
inciude an adequate account of the relation between class struggle . . members is a non-realisable ideal, which it may be possible to approach,
and ideolegy. The main uﬂowwmiwzhnw the discussion of ideology in PM (238-242) out can mever actually be achieved. But the recognition of this fact
is that the notion of nWm.»EQMmsme seems to be subject to at least two ' . can itself be achieved; 4t is not necessarily a question of having to
different interpretations. Althusser begins by using the term 'ideology' 'imagine® a perfect achievement of subjectivity in owvdar for w.vnom&ww
to refer to a 'lived' system of relations through which individuals relate : "classiess’ society to dmvuoa:mm itself,

R to their conditions of mx»mmmﬂnw. in this sense "the zeal relation is m_
inevitably invested in the imaginary relation, a relation that expresses : . . In 5C Althusser refers to his relisnce on Spinoza for his theory of
a will {conservative, conformist, reformist or revolutionary}, a hope oy w ideology having three characteristics: (1) its imaginary 'reslity';
a nostalgia, rather than describing a rteality" {(PM 240, FM 234), Here ! (2) its intevnal inversion; (3} 1Its 'centre': the illusfon of the subject.”

(5C 135) But, once again, Spinoza's position needs to be understood within

the 'imaginary’' carries no wTﬂmMnm«wOﬂ of illusion or distorcion; it is
the context of his system. It is based in all respects on the theory of

'imaginary' simply because it memum to what is not, to values, and is

w bound wp with ethics "which is, in its essence, ideology™ (PM 239). In r ' extension and thought as modes of God as the unique substance, It is

m. this sense both ideology and its 'imaginary' component are indeed Wn only on this basis that Spinoza can trest the notion of the mind as an.

W inevitable. But this 1s not the sense of 'imaginary' which is implied . ’ independent substance as an illusion; the reaslity of which is its

) _in discussing the uwmnumwo ﬂopn of ideclegy in a class society. presence as an element in the totalicy of thought, And it is because

M Discussing bourgeois Hnmouom%. Althusser states that "In the ideology . _ thpught is uitimately jdentical with extensien in God that ideas, and

m of freedom the bourgeoisie thus very exactly lives its zelation to lts ideas of ideas, are necessarily always to some degree tvue, and cannot

i conditions of existence: that is to say its teal telationship (the law . be wholly false, so that Althusser can say that Spinoza's theovy

m of the liberal capitalist mncmorwv but invested in gn imaginavy relatiomship “ "refused to traat jdeology as a simple error, or as naked ignorance,
{all men are frea, w:npcmwsm_nmm free workers)*" (PM 241), Here the term because it based the system om,nrmm imaginary phencmenon on the relation

"imaginary’ 1s used in a different scrsa, to refer to illusion or distortionm, of men to the world "expressed'’ by the state of their bodies” ($C 136).

However, while It is easy to see that this lstter idea has the potential

Considering the idea of tha 'subject', it is useful to distinguish for a 'matarialist' wnnmdvﬂmnmﬂwou. at least insofar as it insists on the
hers between 'being a subject' as a welue znd 'bteing a subject’ as an . ) ombeddedness of 'mind' in ‘matter', the same does mot apply to the
; illusien, Althusser’s :ropm account of the function of ideolegy in LP . w X treatment of the subject as an iliusion. For Spineza, Geod offers an
e | assuies 'being a subject' as a value which threatems class society and : sltarnative outological support for the function normally attributed !
therefore has to be satisfied with an imazinacy (illusery) state of being ) to the subject. Althusser oaﬁwwcmww tannot use God, so he will have
s subject, created by the mechanisms of the Ideological Apparatus. to find anotier such ontological support.

Although Althusser is quite right to insist chat a ruling class

ideology 1s not a lie, since it is lived by the ruling class itself, and LI II. STRUCTURE AND SUBJECT ' h

functions also to enable it ' ﬂo.nosmnmncnm itseif as a vuling class, by : ’ Althusser argues that Marx's msjor discoveries in the study of
making It accept its lived relation to the world as real and fustified"” history and of polizical mnoLOLw constitute a.radical break with the
{PM 242), 1t does BOt neces mmuwpw follow that all ideology necessariiy ; *problematic’ of pravious zﬁanNm on these topics; it is that break

serves all the mcnnnwonm of roc«wnowv ideology including ‘the ﬁmbwmv ~deluding




which constitutes & new sclence, a scientific, as opposed to an ideological
study of history. Further, he argues that this break occurs within Marx's
own writings, in the sease that ‘the basic problematic of this new science
is only formulated in the German Ideology of 1843, while the previous
writings share a different problematic with Feuerbach.

Now it &5 possible alwost ad nsuseum, to align quotationms from these
earlier writings that are prefoundly un-Feuerbachian and apparently similar
to the mature Marx {Pullberg lias done this in detail, giving, incidentally,
a clear account of the Feuerbachian problematic, which is something
that Althusser fails to do; Ronciere, one of the original co-authors of
RC, has argued the same point). It is, similarly, possible to align
quotations, as Althusser has admitted, from virtually all of Marx's later
writings using key terms from wwmnmmou rejected by Althusser as un-Marxist.
But this is, finally, a ﬂmmwﬂw<mp< uninteresting exercise, sincey; at the
level of comparative quotations, Althusser can always argue inconsistency
by Harx. The basic amnam\noanVnm rejacted by Althusser are alienation
and mmmwmrwuwnwon. and mmmonwﬁnwn terms such as subject, man and humanisa,
Rather than comparing quotations using these terms, we need to ask what
theoretical function they perform in Marx's work, and what theoretical
function Althusser thinks they perform. Then we can answer the interesting
question, which is not whether and when Marx ever changed his wmind, but
rather what would be the nwaONannmw consequences of abandoning the notions
of alienation and fetishism ouuwaoum.vnomaw%. what would be invoived im a
*theoretical anti-humanism'.

Althusser never, it seems to me, gives & clear and unambiguous account
of exactly what he c:amﬂmnmaam.¢< the term 'humanism’'. But from his
scatteved references to the topic, I thirk that at least three key

features emerge. The first is the notion of 'essence'., In PM he writes:

"The previous idealist hvomnmmowmu philesophy rested in all its domains
and developments (’theory of knowledge'), comception of history, political

economy, ethics, aesthetics, etc. on a problematic of human nature (or

of the essence of man), This implied, when Marx confronted it, the two
complementary postulates ammmsmw by @wa in the sixth thesis on Feuerbach:
1} that there exists & universal essence of wan;
2} ‘that this essence Is the attribute of 'individuals taken in
tsolation*-who are the real subjects thareof." (PM 234)

3.

This is, incidentally, an odd exegesis of the sixth thesis, in which

Marx himself seems to be mnnmnmudm a notion of 'essence' - but the crecial

point here seems to be the ides'of an individuail essence as genius present |

in each separate individual. This is linked by Althusser with a notion of
azlienation as a loss of this essence: "History is the alienation and the
production of reason in unreason, of the true man in the alienated man,

In the atienated products of his labour (commodities, State, religionj
man, without knowing it, realises the essenc2 of wan. Tois loss of man,
which produces history and man, certainly presupposes a definite pre-
existing essence”™ (PM 232). The notion of 'subject' is also linked here
with the notion of essenca: "In ovder for the essence of man to be a

universal attribute, it is necessary Iin fact that concrete subiects

oxist, as absolute givens" (PM 234). Although this proposition does not
in fact define 'subject' as having an essence, the implicstion of his
usage here, is that what is vmwrw rejected under the concept 'subject'

is the notion of e¢ssence. In particular this is the case with his dig«
cussion of the theorztical function of the notion of sublect in classical
political economy, which operates on the basis of "a 'naive' anthropolopgy
which founds all the acts by which economic objects are produced,
distributed, received 2nd consumed on the economic sublects and theiv
needs” {LCIT 28). Each of these subjects is 'homo oscomomicus’ zs an
'essence' of needs: "All the subjects being identically subjects of
needs, one can treat thelr effects while bracketing the ensenble of these
subjects: their :qumﬂmmwwnw.ww then reflected in the law of the effeccs
of their needs" {LCII 3C¢) (sea &lso PM 235, LCIT 36).

As Althusser sees ﬁw_ then, the first asnect of 'humaniss’ is that
it operates with the netions of an 'essential’ subject, and of zlienation
as the 'loss' by this sublect of its essence. The second element, I
think, is that, although this humanism may act pelitically, its basis
for sction is a purely ethical appeal, and a noral condemnation of
alienation, Althussev seems Lo take this relation between the idea of
alienation and movalism so wmuch for granted that he does nmn spell it
out in detail, but he does refer to it cccasionally in passing. For
example, "It is enough to WMVm Wn ethics or in religieon, or in that politice-
ethical ideolegy which is numwnm so¢ial demoeracy, in order to found a

humanist but not historicist interpretation of Marx: it i{s oaly neCessary

to vead Marx in the 'iight' of a theory of 'buman mature', whether it
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is religious, ethical or anthropologiczl ... Reducing Capital to an ethical
inspiration is child's play if one supports oneself or the radical
snthropology of the 44 Manuscripts" (LCI 178). And the general function
which Althusser believes 'alienation' to have in Marx's work emerges
clearly from a footnote discussjon of its possible utility, in 5C:

"It seems to me that the ‘categoiy of alienation can render provisional
services, given a double and absolute comditfion: ({1} that it be

‘cut' from every philosophy of 'reification' (or of fetlshism, or of
self-objectification) which mm.wsww an anthropological variant of idealism;
and (2) that alienation is ::mmﬂmwoon as secondary to the concept of
exploitation. Om this double condition, the category of alienation canm

in the first instance {since it mwmmuummﬂm in the final result} help to

aveid a purely economie, that is, ecconomist ¢onception of surplus-value;

it can help to introduce-the 'idda that, in exploitation, surplus value is

inseparable from the concrete and material forms in which it is extarted"

(SC 70 n.32), Theve ave two points to notice in this passage:

(1) "Fetishism" is equated with :nmwmwnanmonﬁ understood as “self-
objectificatien”, in the sense of loss of self in and through labour.

{2} "Alienation" is used to ammon»va what happens to the worker in the
process of exploitation in addition to the mere extraction of surplus
value: that is, presumadly, to-the fact that while he is producing

surplus value he is doing se im z particular ¢oncrete situatiom which,

by its very nature, does other uwmnw things to him - 'deskilling' ]
subjecting him to rhythms of the machine, and so on. Here again, then, the

term ‘alienation' may be said to have moral or even aesthetic function,
and it i3 clear that Aithusser understands it as having only this function
In Marx's writings, early and late. i

Connected with the 'moralism' of humanism is an inevitable down-
playing of nrm class mnncmemu "The humanist line tutns nrm workers
away from the class struggle, prevents them from mzking use of the only

1
power that-they possess: nrﬁn of their orgsniscztion as a class and their

clags orpanisations.’ (SC mbv This, in tuwvn, is also connected to the .

third key faature. om humanisms the fact that the human essence is
attributed ' no .wnu~<wmcmwm nmxmv in isolation', and that social relatiens
are treated purely as nrwanoSm wnnamrn these individuals in the fomm

of “sirple telations between men .., relations which would aenly put in
question Eanw mma,nwcm .»- variations of & universal matrix, inter-

mcvumnn»<aww Anmcoabwnwou. vnmun»wm. struggle, domination .and. umnqpnnam_

3 N
i

etc. )" AWOHH 45, see also LCI 178, where such a veduction is szid to be
“"eurrent in sll the bumanilst Interpretations of Marxism” {(n.27) ). By
making social relations, and mmmnwmwwmww< relations of production, intso -t
relations solely between individuals 'humanism' is then able to raduce
these relations te an iaterplay of the essences which define the humanisa-
essences which vary from theory to theory, of course, but which share the
same function wn mmnm n:moﬂwn "You start to think that a social relatien
is’ the amncwww acwwmnw. rym :nncnmw attribute of a substance or a subject"
(s¢ 52},

Althusser argues that Harx's mature work is a 'theoretical 2

bl
humanism®, in the sense of "completaly doing without the nrmonﬁnmnrw

services of the nornmvn man' (PM 255} and of refecting “the thoovetical

pretensions of nrm_ruSmnmmn conteption to explain society and history,
starting out mnoB.mrm human mmmmunm. from the free human subject, the
subject of :mmam..om labour, of desire, the subject of moral and
political ackion'" (SC 201}.

Thus Althusser gives a mwmmwmmn meaning to the key terms ‘man’,
‘alienation' and 'subject', by relating them to the netion of
essence, and states that these terms, thus understood, play no
theoretical role within Marx's mature writings. But this does raise &
further possibility: could these terms, defined in a different way, have
a different theoretical funmction to the one Althusser ascribes to them?
To put it another way, may not anscmmmn have been blinded by the
problematic of 'essence'? To answer this question, we need to look

specifically at the role of the theory of fetishisation in Capical.

In SC Althusser has the breath-taking footnote comment: "One day £t will
be necessary Lo ¢lear up the problem of the theory which serves as a

philosophical alibi for.all nrpm "reification' litevaturé: the theory

of commodity fetishism in Book p Part 1 of Capital™ (5C 11§ n.13). )
This seems to be an understatement, veferving as it does to the heginaing
of Capital. The fact is that it has a specific theoretical functien
there: that of giving an acecount not of the content of the 'laws' .
governing Wmvmnmwwmn society, but of the nature or ontological status of

those laws, Marx Is getting at:this problem even {rn the 1846 Manuseripts

wien he writes "Political ecenomy begins with the fact of private

property; it does not explain Iit, Ib conceives the mzterial

o

rocess of




private vuoumunw. uu this onnnnu in nmmwwnw. in general and abstract
formulae which ﬂrma serve it as. Hmsm. It does not comprehend those laws;

e

that is, it doesn't show how they erise out of the nature of wﬂw<mnn

property.” nMﬂoaS. Marx's Concept of Man, p.93)

: N P
Thus, in the 1844 Manuscripts the notion of alienation performs two

m::nn»oawm it is a woral-critical nonaav« and, at the same time, it is
used to mﬂnm&wn to understand nrw nature of secial strueture; that is, not
the nature of this or that social structure, but rather, how it Is pessible
for there to be such a nrwum.wh ‘social structure’ or, as Marx puts it ~

in Capital "We are .concerned osww with a definite social relation between
human beings zrwns ws their a<nm- has here assumed the semblance of a
relation between cnwﬁ m ﬁzmnx._nmmMnmp. vol,I, p.45), The first chapter
of Capital is designed, inter alia, to give an account of how social
relations between human beings came to appear as quite external facticities
and laws imposing themselves on human beings: that is, take on a non-
human appearance. It is possible to distinguish betwean the descriptions
of how a particular mmnwvw.m%mnwa or structure functions, and the question
of the onzglogical status of a ‘social system or structure, For Marx it

was crucial to show that capitalism as a system was an 'alienated’ or .
'fetishised' reality, rather than as bourgeois economists argued, a
‘natural’ reality governed by 'matural laws' of the same status as those
governing 'mature’. What is wn“mnmﬁm here f{cg brought out very clearly in

the following passage from mnmmmm. Socialism, Utopian and Scientific in

which he writes that, after the abolition of commodity production "The
laws of his own social action, hitherte standing face o face with man as
laws of nature Foreign to and dominating him, will now be used with
full c:mnuwﬂmsawnw. aud so mastered by him ... Coly from that time will man
.:wammmmL more and move conscliously, make his own history" (ed. Feuer,p.l09).
That is, these spparent natural laws,.'extraneous ovumnnm<m‘monnmm. can be
overcome, and 'man' can then censciously make :wmnow%" but this can only
occur because these are net really 'matural laws'; they are fetishised
or alienated social welations, resulting from the separation of human
beings from the instruments of production through the existence of private
property (and hemce also of mwmmm divisions). Now, of course, some of
Harx's deseription of wos.nmuwnwwwma worke can be acceptad witheut
sccepting nwﬁm account, but the analysis as a whole, set within the

i 32.

:

'historical materialist’ account of changing 'human nature' and changing
'natural laws' of society o hw Bmxmm sense In the context of such an sccount,
Which may be why Marx placed it cavefully at-the beginning of Capital.

The whole point of Marx's theoty of fetishisation is to show that the
apparently external, oblective and natural laws which govern economic

behaviour under conditions of n@aaann% production are, in fact, produced

by the members of the society themselves. If one wishes to put it in the
not very useful -(grammatical) termimology of 'subject' and 'object', it
appears that the laws are the 'subject' and the peopie are the 'object’
acted upon and determined by nmn laws, But, argues Marx, in fact the
people are the 'subject' and the laws are the 'object’, the preduet of
their activity.

Eowever, firstly, this is peither a ‘conscious’ nor = 'free' prodection:

the people do not intend to preoduce this system of constraints ruling

their behaviour. Sezcondly, what is invelved here is mot gxclusively a
relation between pecple; it is a relation between people in the context
of their relations to things (specifically, to the means of procuction).

Thirdly, although the 'subjects' in this process are people, there is no

suggestion that these people can be described in terms of an essence of
the type 'homo oeconomicus', Fetishisatien is not 'loss’ of a pre-
existing essence. The idea i{s compatible with a 'non-essence’ noticn of

man and of subject. Coe .

Does this mean that Althusser's description of Marx as & 'theoretical
anti-humanisc® is substantially correct, although verbally misleading
that what is &t issue is merely whather cre should wish to describe the
above theory as "humanist' or not?

o

To try to answer this question it is necessary to look at the rathe
tiresome 'debate' conducted by Althusser between himself and John Lewis
in SC, concewning the question whether it is 'man' or ‘the masses' who
make history, It is tiresome mmdnww because Althusser's argumentative
procedures are so avbitrary, partly because in one respect at least
Althusser's claim that 'the masses make history' is, if it is intended
in any other than an wnuuwnwnwo=w~ sense, obviously wromg: the ruling
classes also play & role in deciding the outcome of real {(non-Hegelian)

class struggles; snd ft-is tiresome because, finally, what seems to



s the uowmwwwm demobilising effect on the working class

concern >~nv=ummn.w
of the belief tha

plain silly (not even Mephan's far better-argued restatement of Althusser's

man makes histoty'; and this seems to me to be Jjust
case can convince me that the belief that man mskes history has created ’
im:w scabs or kept ausa.tonrmnmwomm the barrizades).

althusser begins by playlnz cat and mouse with imaginary oppornents
who believe that "history' is mmnm~< created by free individuals, and whe
at the same time believe that “history is the result of the action {what
is done by) a subject ... wamwnwmwnvwn by the uniry of its 'personality’™
(3¢ a47-48), This is an mouwwwrmnmnmomna strawperson, But, nevertheless,
Althusser 1s OOﬂnmnn in mawpwwsw that the terms of the debate can usafully
be changed., And when he SHwnmm_:Hn my opinion: men {plural), in the
concrete sense, avre necessarily, subjects (plural) in history, because they
act In history as subjects ﬂvycwwpv. But therz is no Subject {singular)

of history™ (SC 94), he is stating a positien which seems to be perfectly

compatible with the theory of fetishisation outlined sbove. 3But the ;
next sentence indicates n:mn.ﬁrwm is an illusion "And I will go even further:
"men" are mot “the subjects" wmmkunonw.: {SC 94} Instead, he asserts/

"'human', i.e, social individuals are agctive in history - as agents of

the ¢ifferent social practices of the historical process of production’ i :
(SC 95). Heferring to the discussion of the role of 'the subject’ in

ideclogy, he believes that nrwu”wm sufficient ground for mwuawmmmﬂm the T '
belief that individuals are ﬂmmﬂ {alienated) subjects as well as imaginary

{real) subjects. Instead, they are "subject agents' who are "only asctive

in history through the determination of the relations of production and

reproduction” {SC 95).

I have already shown the confusion in Althusser’s argument about the
relstion between ideolegy and the notion of the 'subject'. In SC Althusser
carries through this confusion by stzting that “When you begin with man,
you ‘cannot avoid the idealist temptation of believing in the emnipotence
of liberty or of creative labouwr - that is, you simply submit, in all
'freedom’, to the omnipotence of the ruling bourgeois ideology"” {SC 203),
But such a statement is uwm:ﬂﬁ.AUOnw empirically and conceptually: it is
obvicusly possible to delieve wmnr that men are potentially autoncmous
subjects and that capltalist scciety enslaves them by depriving them of .
the{r autonomy; in fact.it is mavoumwdwm to say that capitalism enslaves

without making some reference to an idea of freedom (try 'Liberating
ah atmy ant). . .

The only other 'conceptual' argument here is the comstruttion of a
new strawperson: "One cannot seize (begreifen: conceive), that is to
say, think veal histery (the process of the repreduction of social
formations and their Hm<oH:nmoJud< transformation) as if it could be

veduced to zn Origin, an Essence, or a Cause (even Man), which would be

its Subject - a Subject, a 'being® or 'essence’, held to be identifiable,
* L)

that is to say existing 'in the form of the unity of an internality, and

{theoretically and practically responsible, identity, internality and
responsibility are comstitutive, among other things, of every subject)
thus accountable, thus capable of accounting for the whole of the
'phenomena’ of history' {5C 97), But the categories offered heve are
simply too crude aud nwﬂmnmncwmmn to come to grips with the real issues.
Finally, Althusser offers one exegetical argument against men making

history; a quotation from °’ &mux_m Preface to the Efghteenth Brumaire:

"1 show something quite different (diffevent from the Ideology of Huge and

of Proudhon, who both held the individual Napoleon III to be the

{detestable or glorious) causc 'responsible' for the coun ¢

aTut), namely

how the glass strugsle (Marx's-emphasis) in France crzated the

circumstances (Umstinde) and the relations (Verhilrnisse) which allowed

(ermbglicht} a person (a subject) so mediocre and grotesque to play the
rote of a hewe” (SC 95%; All brackets from Althusser). But in this
passage Marx is concernad to show that ‘herwes' do not make history; this

in no way contradicts nis Eighteenth Brumaire assertion -that 'Men make

histery’. As Althusser says, "'One must resd one's authors closely™
(sC 99). .

But in spite of all this, it is still necessary to take Althusser's
position seriously insofsr as he offers am alternative theory, embodied

in the idea of the primacy of the relation of producticn and reproduction

over the individuals inveived in the relationship: ™the structure of the

relations of producticn determines places and functiens which are occupied

and assumed by <the agents ¢f preduction, who are mever anything but the

occupants of these places, -to the extent that they sre 'beaavers' (Triger)
AT

of these functions. The true 'subjects'(in the sense of constituting

subjects of the process) are thus neither these vceupants nor these

:
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functionaries, are thus not, contrary to ail appearances, the "evidences™
of the "given":of naive enthropelogy, 'concrete individuals", ''real men", -

but the definition and the distribution of these places_and of these

functions. The real ™subiects" are thus these definers and these distributors

the relations of production (and the social, pelitical' and ideclogical

nmwwn»onmv But, as nrow are "relations'!, one cannet think them under the
nmnnmonw of ucuumn t" nrnHH 53). “

This rrmam is um<rwovma most fully by Balibar in his contribution te
LC. Beginning from xmnx s vnﬁam Preface to the Contributions to the critiaue
of

glitical ecomomy, in which zmnx speaks of "Men entering into determinate

relations”, of the consciousness of "men", and so on, he makes the legitimate
noiat that, before deciding on the significance of this, we have to

elucidate the conceptual functiéns of the term “"man™ within the theoretical
structure which contains it, mm states that a first, 'naive' veading of
Marx's text creates the impression that the concept "man" plays an important
role 1n assuring the structural cohesion of the whole system, Men both .
produce things and produce the momwww relations within which preduction can
occur. Furthermove, they are "the real {comcrete) wwmvonnm of the different
practices articulated within the social structure: this articulation is

in fact only given by men who both participete in the process of productien,

and ave juridical subjects, and;sre consciousnesses™ {LCIT BB). Against

this, however, he asserts here w:mn.nvm term 'men' is ambiguous in this
context because of its "simultapeous membership in several incompatible
systems of concepts: n:mo«mnmoww and non-theoretical, scientific and
ideological" (LCII 89). Unfortunately he develops this point no further
here, but Jm does ccnstruct om alternative account, which we now need to

consider.

He s concerned with the nature and object of a ‘history'. What is,
for example, a history dealing mmnr differing forms of work a history omu
What is the changing subject which provides the unity of this history?
One can certainly, say, deal historically with wotk, but such a history
does not describe an autonomous evolutionary process in which, say,
technical developments at one 'stage' lead necessarily to the mext. The
changes which occur sre related jto 'history in genersl’, which means that
in order to delimit and comprehend a "regional history" it is necessary to
grasp its relation to history in general.

According to Balibar this problem has traditionally been solved
either by a vague reference te some 'spirit of the times' which contains
no actual specification of the mature of the relatloaship, or elss by the
simple reduction of some structurés to others, or Lo one claimed fundamental
structure, He suggests that the reason for this is that history has
nﬂmm»nﬁoamwww,.ﬂmnow<maw its object, in the sense of accepting, of taking
for granted a vmnnMOCmmu domain, pre-defined by the current wmore or
less mano~owwnm~ assumption of the histerian. The altermative method,
adopted by Marx, is.to recognise that what a partizular approach to a
'hisvory' rteveals is a function 'of the initial theoretical concepts
used, and that it is thus :mnmmmmﬂw to constitute the 'object' of the
histery. That is, if you wish to study ‘work' it is not adequate merely
to attempt an empirical description of the way in which people have
worked at different moments in tiwe, and to hepe that the varicus
descriptions will fall inte vpanm as & 'history'. Rather, cne must begin
with s general theoretical concept of the nature of 'work' as an element
within a structure, and this necessarily means also a theory of its
relations with other elemcnts ir the structure (c£.LCII 144-6).

This seems to me to bz a valid and important point. A 'histery',
as a selaction and an ovdering, is inevitably gulded by a thesvetical
framework, and this framework should thereforve be made explicit and
thought out - altliough of course the question as to how ona goes about
actually doing this remains t¢ be setcled, But the resulz, at least
from Marx's perspective, will cd to define a system of relatively
sutonomous instances, of which it is meaningful to attempt z 'history’
articulated around a central instance (the mode of produczion). But the
history of each of these instances will, because of their articulztion,
not deseribe an evolutionary process, but rather a series of shifts or |
displacements, comprehensible not frem within the instance, but only
through its relation to the ::Orm. Each particular form inm this

succession Balibar describes as "an historical individuality" {(LCII 148},

From this argument Balibar reaches the follewing conclusion: "We
can say that each velatively sutonomous practice thus engenders fomms of
historical individuality which ave peculiar to it. Thus realisation has
as & result the complete transformation of the meaning of the term 'men'

which, a5 we have seen, the Preface to the Contribution made the supports
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of its entire construction. We can now say that these 'men’ in their wechanisms for selecting individuals for those voles. In describing the
v

theoretical status, are not concrete men, those of whom celebrated system one may refer to the individuals who play particular roles, but

formulae tells us, swnzonn.mawn:wsm mora, that they 'make :mmnonwﬂ. They one refers to them only insofar] as they play these voles {(and perhaps

are, for each practice, and for.each transformation of that practice, other relevant roles), but nmot necessarily to all their roles, to the sum

the different forms om.wza»<»mcmpwnw. which can be defined on the basis , total of their being as concrege individuals. Thus on the one hand one

- . Lt ] R . . . . M s ] L) "
of its structure of combination ... there are, in the sccizl structure, treats the individual purely as a 'role', and on the other hand one

diffevent fotms of political, ecomomic, ideological individuality, which : analyses the role as a function of the system or structure as a whole.

are not supported by the same individuals, and which have their own

relatively autonomous history” (LCII 149). J What, then, is the place of 'concrete individuals' in this? In SC
) N

X : . Althusser writes: '"Marx constantly uses the concepts of position and

: function, and the concept of Triger ('supports'), meaning a support of

Balibar gives us examples 6f such *histerical individualities' in

philosophy, suggesting that a rwmnonw of philosophy might well be a : L relations: but this is not in order to make concrete realitles disappear,

history of the succession of problematics, rather than a history of ’ . to veduce treal men to pure functions of supports - it is in order to

philosophical systems. Thus the term 'individuality' here does not E mzke mechanisms wnnmwpwﬂ»dymwc& grasping thaem through their concept,

tefer to.a single persen,,but to what one might call a basic unit., For : : and beginning with these (since this is the only possible way) to make
example, while in pre-capitalist modes of production individual workers can intelligible the concrete realities zrmn:,nus only be grasped by making
put the means of production to work, this is no longer the case in ) a detour threugh abstracction" (SC 129-30). Thus the process Balibar
¢apitalism, where the means of production can only be put to work is deseribing would seam to dm”mamsnwwwmm as sn sbstractien. But what
socially, by a 'collective tonxmw_ and it is this ‘collective worker' : ' happens when one tries to put these various abstract mechanisms together
whom Balibar describes as nsmh.mmmnouwnmp individuality® In this again? What role does the idea of a ‘concrete individual' play in this?
Case. Balibar himself rather sidesteps the problem by constructing ancther straw-

person, a Leibnitzian notion inm terms of which each individual (monac)

I think, then, that what Balibar is suggesting here is that, one reflects the (social) totality ‘in its entivrety, and he writes '“Men, if they
.- can give a history of each autonomous'instance, and in each instance the . ' waere the common supports of determinate functions in the structure of
basic 'unit' which one is ammmnmwM:m will be determined by the articslation L - each social practice ‘would in some way express and concentrate’ the entive
with the whole. This means that the basic unit will vary from instance A social structure in themselves, that Is to say, they would be the centras

to instance: there will not be a basic unit characteristic of the society from which it would be possible to know the articulation of those practices

as a whole, and which one can .identify at work in each instance, . in the structure of the whole, 2y the same stroke each of these practices

Furthermore, im dealing with sny particular instance one is not dealing would be effectively centred on the men-subjects of ideology, that is

with 'concrete men' but with mea "in so far as they fulfill certain : . © . to say, on consciousness. 'Thus the "soclal relations", instecad of exprecsin

determinate functions in the structure" (LCYT 150). It is-here that the the struccure of nrmm&"vnmmﬂwnmm- of which the individusls are only the

notion of Triger is introduced: wzxmﬂ only appear in the theory in the effect, would WW engendered from the multiplicity of these centres, that

form of beavers ﬁmcmvonn-ﬂnmmmﬂuWom the relations implied in the structure, is to mw%.mfmw.tow,auvommmmm the structure of a practical intersubjectivity”

and the forms of their Hnaw<ww:mpwn< only as determinate effects of the : “ {Le1L Huwwu. S i !

structure”. (LCIL 150) H i : S _
. . . . T suggest that,this i{s a straw person, mot in the sense that it ic a

. 4s en example, we may perhaps take a politicsl system. In any such ' . position which has never been held by anyone, but in the sense that Bslibar

system, there will bz net only a variety of specific roles, but also . i is mﬁﬁﬁmmn%nw only two possible positiony: elther we accept that structures

ol o

'
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are the primary features and determine individual or the social structuye”

is a practical Intersubjectivity centred on consciousnesses. But this
is far too simple (and undialectical) s view {(and, insofar as the second
point of view is linked by Balibar with the ‘problematic of mediation'

developed by Sartre, it vepresents a fundamental misunderstanding of

Sartre's position). . : .

But before elaborating on this, I would like to loock at the second
area in tran#.mmpwwmﬂ identifies the sutonomy of a styuctuvre., This is .
in the analysis of the 'simultaneity' of the process of ﬂmvmoncnnwon.
in which ic is shown that the various 'spheres’ of the economic process
cannot be taken in iselation, but that they mutually suppose one antther.
This means, according to Balibar, the necessity of moving from "a concept
of production as an act, the objectivatica of ome or several subjects, to
a concept of production without ‘a subject which in return determines
certain classes as its own fumctions™ (LCII 171)., Balibar suggests that
this is in faect valid for all a¢mmm of production, as well as applying
to the velation between the actual production process and the other
Instances. For example, the 'production process assumes as its condition
certain legal forms but, at the same time, as a process of reproduction it
also reproduces these forms. Balibar suggests that there are two possible
ways of treating this phenomenon. The first way is to see it simply as
a unidirectional temporal cuonmmw in which "the nacessity of the social
velation Is simply the work of the activity of previous production,
which necessarily leaves to the succeeding one determinate conditions of
production” {LCII 175). .

But this means the unity of the process. The alternative is to
conslder the production of social relationships as "a production of

things and individuals by the sociidl relationships, a production in which

the individuals are determined nr produce and the things to be produced
in a specific’ form by the socisl relations. That is to say nrmﬂ it is
a determination of the function of the social process of producticn, a

process without a subject™ {LCIT 175).

This eirculavity of the precduction 2ad reproduction of secial
relations is important. But oncg again it secems to me that Balibar's

two possible modes of explanation constituts am over-simplification.

J——
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The two positions fermulated here constitute a development of the earlier
two. The idea of production as a unidirectienal causal sequence is
connected with the idea that there is a practical intersubjectivity wnich
acts as the 'subject’ of production, and the fact that this catnot account
for the circularity of the process helps to refute the whole position, On the
other hand, the fsct that the shelal velations here are 'eternsl' as both the
precondition and the result Om.wnoacoﬂuos. helps to establish their priovity

over the individuals involved.

Nevertheless, the anuon.zm¢w=nmu in Balibar's position lies in the
fact that he fails to elucidate what a structure is. Although we can
certalnly treat, say, the political system in itself as an abstraction,
we also need to be able to say what it is, in the semse of how it exists.
In his essay on ideology, Althusser argues that ideology has 2 'material
existence', both as an 'apparatus’ and as the actual practices and rituals
of individuals, ang it would ‘seem that this sccount could be generalised
to all structures. But Lf so, then the crucial point is that the material
existence which the structure enjoys is fundamentally, although not
exclusively, the material existence of individual human beings. Not
exclusivaly because it exists mwmo in buildings, tools, books, communication
networks, uniforms and a nsocmmma other objects; but fundamentally, since
even these function zs part ¢f 5 structure only through the actual
practice of imdividuals. Prison tules and prison hours have their owm
material existence, but they only function as & prisoen through individuals
enforcing the rules and locking the doors. This, of course, does not
resolve the problem. We cannot reduce structures to individual acticn
in the sense of atiempting to explain the existence of structures as the
product of self-conscious goal-directed behaviour of Individuals linked
in intersubjectivity, But it does mean that we need to theorise the xole
of irdividuals in the whole progcess. 1 do not intend to do this here,

hut T will make four points which seem to me to be vital in this respect.

1} Sueh an account obviously cannot begin.from a 'human essence' as a
system of values and behaviour patterns which i5 assumed to pre-exist

insertion inte ‘any given structyre. Althusser is perfectly correct

to reject this kind of anthropology and te Iinsist that diffevent "human

natures' occur in diffavent secial formations. But it ig still necessatry

to ask what is peculiar to human beings which permlts this to cceur; i

vy
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you prefer, what specific characferistics of human UmwsmM.vmwamn them to
act indifferently as *bearers’ of a number of different mcwmn»onm. Althusser
certainly assumes that they do have this capacity, but it may not simply
be assumed, It has te be accounted for, aud its implication assessed.
2) We camnot treat social strugture simply as the product of an inter-
subjectivity. Individuals relate to one another, firstly, within a material
context and, secondly, within nJm context of the existence of other pecple
nokt involved in immediate face-to-face relations. The existence and
characteristics of the material world will condition the relatiens. The
inevitable plurality of individdais will also do so: the ontological
separation of individuals has mmﬂ:nﬂanww implications which need to be
investigated. R
3} To suggest that comcrete individuals play a crucial role in the
unity of the whole is not ﬂo‘mcwwmmn either that the whole is 'centred’
on individuals in some simple mmﬁmm* or to suggest that each individual
is a Leibnitzian monad reflecting the totalicy. But Balibar commits
a meaning shift when he moves firom the attempt to identify differenc
units in different instances Amwmmnﬂnzn historical individvalities)
to the implication that the various instances do not exist in and
through the same actual Individual paople A given fndividual is a member
of the economic system as a worker, of the political system as a subject
or a voteor a party activist, of the legal system as a vmmmnmmnn of
rights and obligations of various kinds, and of the ideological system
as a veceiver and practitioner/contradictor of the dominant ideclogy.
He or she may play functionally diffarent voles im each mmema. and there
may be teusions betweszn the variocus roles, But the artviculation of the ’
reles with one another is only possible through this relation to concrete
»nn»<wacwkuumaa the nommwvwwhﬂﬁ of change in the system relies on these
nanwmovm un@.nrnww.ﬂopm in transmizting effects from one instance to
ancther, as, for example, when the temsions betwesen factory resistance and
political compliance transmits mm<opn from the 'economic' to the 'political’
systems. But none of this weans that the structuve exists in its
entirvety in each individual as the "local reproduction, in miniature, of
the whole social artdeulation™ {(LCII 150;. It does not exist through
each Huaw<wn:uwn but in the sum Fm all individuals, and the *summation’
will be a function of the osnonw»naw cheracteristics of individuals
{the form zad nature of their separation) and of the material context in

which they are operating. . This is the basis for Marx's account of C
;

fetishisation, . t ‘b v , .

i-

4} All human practice has the peculiar circularity which Balibar idencifies

.as the process of reproduction, ralthough not necessarily in the same form.

In its umavwmmn.mona a practice is directed towards a goal, and the goal
iz boch the precondition and ﬁww.nmman of the action. In other terms,
human practice is embedded im a system of meanings, which, as meanings,

are etertial. The words tr»n:.Hmma writing now have their specific meaning
only in relation to the noavﬁmﬂma sentence, 3nd the end of the sentencs has
its specific meaning only in velatian to the beginning. But, more, cach
word can have mecaning within the sentence only by virtue of the references
which it carries to a whole conceptual system outside the sentence,

A system of production is such z meaning system in which the meaning of

the individual act in physical terms (the actusl end product) is previously
enmcedied in a system of concepts comprehending the elements in the process.
Crudely, X is maonwwmm:m hils machinery because he knows that Y is

producing machines, and Y is producing machines bucause he knows that X

1s miortising his machinery. Agaln, this is not a process of unconstrained
»nnmumcvummnm<wnw.. The meaning system operates within the material and
ontological context slready described, but the point is that 1%t is

becavse it is a system of shared meanings (which is not the same thing

as a value consensus} that the system has the charactevistic ¢f 'eternfzy'.
This, too, is a crucial element in the theory of fetishisstion. Human
relations can exist as mmnmmrwmam object relations only because they
exist as a meaning system (which is, of course, in nﬁﬂn a 'material’

system in Althusser's sense). .

Althusser vefers back to Spinoza as the father of the noticn of 2
process witheut a subject. 3But fmmmw.m criticism of Spinezs is cqually
vaiid as a eriticism of Althusser, Hegel srgued that Spinoza's Geod,
who was substance without belug Subject, failed to guarantee the unity
of res cogitans. The system omgwmwmu described by Spineza is, finally,

a meve coexistence of m»mmnnmnn“mwman:nm. which destroys their status

as ideas, becsuse ideas or concepts are defined in relation to ome
anather, This {nterrelation mmL only be provided by an active subject
which unifies the system and somam together the various ideas in such

a way that they have meanlngs. Similarly, Althusser's structures,
mzterial systems and aven theoreticel systems can give no account of
their owa unity insofar as they are abstracted from any unifying activity

by a subjact or subjects. Once more, this activity camnot Se thought




’
in terms of an =mmmpmmn Absolute Spirit, or in terms of & subject which
creates the whole vnoommu out of itself, But it has to be thought of' in
ﬂanam of mﬁ&umnnm who are active in histery, and whe'can only act'as
mcvaHnm of unncnncﬂmp m:;nnwouu because they are subjects, even if’ nymx
are in a vmnnwncwmﬂ nonucaoncwm_ aliensted or emnsalved subjects., In the
dialectical relation betsween mamumnnm and structures subjects are deterainant
vmanwm they are the ontclogical foundatisn of

Theoa

v wm this which is the oniy basis for the abelitiom, mot of

*in the last lnstance'
structures.

structures per mn. but of alienating and enslaving structures.

As an example of the nnowwmsu ralsed here I will briefly discuss
Althusser's comments on the roie of the individual ia the production of
knowledge wam. in particular, on the vole of Marx. In LC he drops occasional
hints on this theme, 1n particular in his discussion of the idea of
‘an object of knowledge', distinct from the real object, insisting that
to make this distinction is not'to £sll into idealism, since the ' thought?
in which the piecess of production of knowledge ccrurs is "“the historicalily
constituted system of an mvvmnmncm of thought, founded and articulated in
natural and social Houwwﬂw nwoﬂ puu, it is not *'the faculty of =z
psychological mﬁwwmnn. mwnvo:m:_wﬂquwa:mw subjects are its agents”
{LCI 47).

a thought 'apparatus’ is purely a metaphor, and that ‘psychological

It 15 worth noting rmnm that, at this stage, the notion of
- 1.

subjects’ constitute a fundamental part of 'natural and social umwwwmm_.
so that the contrast between nrm two msy be misleading. But for Althusser
the consequence of this idea is.that the individual thinking subject .

iz assigned a place within the process of production of knewledge, and

that even the 'change of nmﬂwmmm m:«o~<mu in a break betwsen problematics
@must not be thought of as "the resulc of the activity of a constituting
subject which decides to change its point of view on the world (cf, LCL 48).

It is rather the case, he suggests, in a poztlic moment, that nonnmvnm_.mmﬂ

'sometimes' 'k

from being constructed when needed keep one waiting a

long time, or march past in borrpwed clothiag before dressiang in their
adjusted suits - «s long as history has not furnished the tailor and the
cloth” (LCI 61).

of Minerva in borrowed clothes;

This histerically wnmqmnmm tailor may be the Owl

he certainly retains msm absolute .
(theoretical} arbitrarimess of that kind. In SC Althusser rejects the
idea that nvm flight of the Owl follows on za exclusively scientific
event, mmnmnnwsw that it is alsc related to the events of wOHHnwan\

ideological revolution., He sttempts to give an account of Marx's 'break’

as follows: "{It} in fact seems to have been produced like a ‘fatherless

child' by the meeting of what hme: called the Three Maiu Sources, or, to

use & more accurate term, by the intersection or gonjunction, against the

background of the class mnﬂanFo.om 1840-48 ... of lines of demavcat

and ... ideological lineages which, aimlessly and each for itself, griss-

cross in the resultant field of theivr iatersectlion, Now it is possibdle

and mecessary to distinguish as gominant in this contradictery process

what we might call the change in. the class theoretical position of the

historical findividuzl' Marx-Engels. This change of class theorscical
position took place, under the influence of the political class struggles

and of their lessons, in_philesophv" (SC 149).

Now, the minimum meaning of this text is that we must zvoid the trap

of imagining that ideas ave produced 'out of the blue' as the result of
an entirvely automomous process occurring in the head of a Great Thinker.
This is of course correct. >5w“ﬁrw~0movrau finds ready a certain conceptusl
appavatus and certain nmmw:»nwozw of what constitutes philosophical
problems, and attempts to work with and through these comcepts and
definitions in the context both of his personal experience and situatiom
and also of the events of the time insofar as they impinge =pon him,
Neither would I disagree with the importance of the change in class

3ut 1

do question the theoretical utility of the extended spatisi metaphor

perspective by Marx and Engels for their theoretical developmant.

of lines of demarcation and of aimlessiy c¢riss-crossing lineages. The
construction of th: 'histerical individual Marx/Zugels' slso scems to
involve an arbitrary no:mcmwoﬂ 9m the roles played by the real individuals
Marx sad Engels. It Is simply nct adequate to imply that, say,Marx, plays
{LcT 3).

enter into -a practical field in which their

& role which 4s "assigned to him by the mechanism of the process”

His own ideas, once formulated,

final form and fate are determined by the field, cevtairly. But the

role of Marx, as originstoer of those ideas, should draw our attenticu to

the fact_ that the nrattical field itself rests om other individuals who

use and tramsform his thoughts, This is not an aimless criss~crossing of

lineages, but a process in which wmouwm are using ideas in the context

of problems, Althusser's anmvro. observes the role of individvzls within
process which does transcend each of them as individuals but which

nevertheless cannot be understood without reference back to the

wamw<wncwwmm
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A number of critics have made the point, which follows also from
my earlier criticism of Althusser’s account of the notion of 'subject'
as ideological, that Althusser and Balibar have described the characteristics
of the alienated and fractured individuals in capitalist mmnwm«w as though
these were the necessary a:mmmnwmnwmﬂwnm of individuals per se (see e.g.

J.M. Viucent in {eds.) uwm. Codthau et A. Brossart, Contre Althusser,

pp. 240-242).  Because they wmwm aot understood the problematic of
fetishisation-alienation, they have not been able to grasp Marx's account
of the way im which, in capitalist society, structures do in effect -
determine individuals who vmmoim wmmnMﬂm of different functiens in

different systems.

. .

TIX.STRUCTURE AND ooz&m>UHnﬂHo%
. ' !

In the previous section I wcmmnwosm& the adequacy of Althusser’s
account of the relation between individual subjects and social strucktures,
But if he is wrong on that issue, it doesn't mean that what he has to
say about structures themselves is uninteresting. He begins with a
reflection on Marx's so-called 'inversion' of Hegel, pointing out that one
cannot interpret this as the ldea that the same 'dialectic’ Is mow to
be used ‘materialisticaily® rather than 'ideslistically’. Hegzel's dizlectic
is an 'expressive totality' in the sense that its 'principle’ is wﬂmmnmn
in all elements of the whole: "this totality is reflected in a unique
internal wnwnnwwwmu which is the truth ¢f all its concrete determinations"
{P¥ 101).- Further, insofar as the principle is self-contradictory, there

is a single contradiction present throughout, and the historical process

- of the particular form can be understoed entirely as the working out of

this simple contradicticn. There is & way of inverting Hegel which
maintsins this aotion of wa.mxvnmmmw<m totality defined by a single
contradiction., In terms of this inversion, "while for Hegel it is the
vOHHﬂwno|wmmowowwan which is mfn essence of the mno:oamnw for Marx it
would be the economic which would make up the whole essence of thé
politico-ideological. The political, the ideological would then be
nothing but the pure phenomenon of the economic, which would be their
‘truth', Thus for the pure principle of the comsciousness {of itself of
a time) ‘the simple intsrnal wuwsowmum which, in Hegel,is the principle
of the intelligibility of all the determinations of an historical people,
would have beeu mcrmnwacnmawvanrmn simple principle, its comtrary:
npaterial life, n#m.»nonoaw.am.w»svwh principle which becomes inm its tura

. vy .

the unique principle of universal intelligibility of an historical people
s+ This attempt ands with nrﬁjnunpnbw reduction of the dialectic of

history to nrm‘mm:mﬂwnwum dialectic of successive modes of production,

that is to say, at the limit of different technigues of production"

(Py 107-08). as Althusser points out, this deseription is mot & caricature.

It is, rather, a constant theme in much pro and most anti-Marxist writings.

Althusset's alternative account places its stress on the ideas of the
'relative autonomy' of the structure, and of the economic being determinant
only "in the last instance"”. However, he admits that "the theory of the
specific effect of the superstructures and other 'civcumstances' remains
In large part to be mpmwoﬁunoam and before the theory of their efficacy,
cr at the same time (for it is by the observation of their effect that

one can obtain their assence) the theory of the particular essence of

the specific element, of the superstructure™ {Pi 113). His own work

then, is an attempt to begin woﬁSQHx out this theory. The advantage

of such an approsch is that it wmﬂawnm us to understand the complexity

of any given conjuncture much alore clearly, because, instead of insisting
that everything happening at that time must be the essential expression

of the mode of production, it recognises that different instances

have different historical peculiarities, and 'move' at different speed:s,
In particular, it has clear political implications, both through the fact
that it stresses the Importance of basing actionm on the actual analysis of
a complex conjuncture, rather thar on abstract principles; ané through the
fact that it raises clearly the gquestion of the autonomy of the political
instance, which does HOn.mwavaKmonoa or express the comtradicticn of the
economy, butb has its own mnmm:mmmna rules, Sco doing wmakes it possible to
give a theaoretical treatment of the politicsl practice whick attempts to
change the structure. It alsc offers z move complex understanding of
revelution, which can be seen, mot as.the working out ¢f the fundamental
contradiction in the economy, but rather, in terms of different
contradictions 'in differeat instances. In these terms, revolution omly
occurs when there is a umn:mmum colncidence of contradictions in a

number of separate instances im a 'unité de rupture' (PM 98}; ‘“That

is to mmw.nrun the .mwmmm«onnmmq_nrwnr constitute each of these instances
in play ..., if they 'merze’ in a real unity, do net 'dissipate' themselves
as a pure phenswenon in the internal unity of & simple contradiction. The

unity that they constitute in this 'fusion' of the revelutionsry brask
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is constituted by them by their own essence and effectivity, om the basis ' instance which is always the principal nownﬂmmpnnwow, and yet mzintain the
. of what they are, and according to n:w specific modalities of their action. ' idea of a structured whole, rather than a relatively acclidental conjuncrion
. In constituting this unity, they certainly reconstitute and accomplish C . of mmﬁmnmnm {nstances, then we want to be able to give some theoretical
the m:aamaapnmw unity which animates ‘them, but in doing this they also i acceunt of how and why the printiple contradiccrion moves from instance
. {ndicate its mature: .that the 'contradiction' is inseparadble from the ' : to imstance. Thus Althusser wishes te show that the specificity of the
) structure of the whole social body inm which it is acting, inseparable - m Marxist dialectic is that "It alone permits us to understand the concrete
fram its Formal conditions ¢F existence and from the very instances which variations and mutatioas of a strectnral cemplexity such as a social

it governs, that it is thus itself, in its heart, affected by them : formation ... mob as accidental variations and mutations produced by

mmnmnawnw:w,d:n also determined in ome and the same movement, and determined . . external 'conditions' on a fixed structured whole, its categorics and
by the various levels and tha <mw»onm instances of the social formation G their fixed order .., but &s ‘mahy comcrete restructurations inscribed
" which it animates: we can call wﬂ overdetermined in ite principle" - w. in the essence, the ‘play’ Lm each category, in the essence, the 'play’

“ (PM 99-100}.. Althusser's quotation marks indicate the extent to which . ; of each contradictior, in the essence, the 'play’ of the articulations
i he 1s aware of the metaphorical and unspecified nature of muych of this ) Co of the complex structure & dominante which reflects itseif in them™
, important uwmmmmm...rmm<m:m mmwmw the question of identifying the , , {PM 215-6). Such a theory avc%m permit, on the one hand, a meaningful
! instances, it raises the question of how the imstances affect ome another, . periodisation of historical manmm and, oun .the other hamnd, it would
i and, in particular, of what it means to describe one instance as enable us to understand the .mmw»os. or 'condenéation’ of various

determinant 'in the last instance’. Althusser is mot 4imply saying that . contradictions in the revolutionary *mutation'. It is distinguished

there is a plurality of iInstances, each with its own 'contradiction'. _ from 'econcmism', which identifies one invariable dominant contradiction
Rather, within the whole there is a contradiction which 'dominates the determinant .4n the last instance, through ilts insistence on the unequal
. others' (PM 206), and this domination is not purely contingent but is, development of contradictions, But it remalns ‘Marxist® tecause it
' rather, am essential elemert in the mature of the structure. It is what nevertheless insists on the idea that the economic instance Is determinant
ke calls a structure 3 dominante. Within this structure, howaver, each | in the last instance, by distinguishing between 'dominant contradiction’
. element has its own independent Wme.no olay, in the sensze that each is and 'contradiction determinate ws the last instance'. Thus it is possible
presupposed by the deher. In particular, within a society,the L to identify the role of being ‘determinant in the last iastance' as the
. 'superstructure' is not amnmww.mmmmnonamnw expression of the base, it is, function of determining which imstzace will contain the dominaat contta-
rather, a coadition of its existence. . diction, and it is this function which is ascribed to the economic instance.
But, Althusser insists, this does not mean that these Instances are L Althusser's objective in this discussion is basically “to enunciate
' sccidentally combined, but functionally independent, Rather, in each . T theoretically the specific diffevrence of the Marxist dialectic at work in
. contradiction we find "the veflexion ... of its conditian of existence, | the theoretical and political practice of Markism” (P 223) ard in

that i{s to say, of its situation'in the structure 3 dominante of the particular to distinguish it from the Hegelian dialectic, and it seems

complex whole" (P 215). Tnsofat as each instance has its own history, to me that what he has te say is very wvseful, at least insofar as he is

snd tension and confiicks within, it come to a hezd in their own time, ., R dealing with the attempt to analyse "society' and 'history' dialecticaily.

But, in bringing out the differenca between an idealist dialectic as the

as it were, in any given conjuncture, we may expect to find different. |

states of contradictien in different instances. Here Althusser refers *° u_. exprassive unity of a single principle, and a materialist dialectic as
to Marx's distinction between principall and secondary comtradiction, . a structure h dominante, he at wvm same time indicates a serious problem,
and to his idea of the uneven devalopment of contradictlons (see PM 198). which he solves, in PM at least, only by the use of metephor: this ig the

But {f we are to veject the idea that there is a conmtradiction in one problem of the .cs&ﬂw. of a mnﬁrnncﬁn which is no longer the expression

o [
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the way in zrmnr one instance wm:mﬂnmnnu or exists in another. But for

the moment nr»m remains purely armetaphor, Similarly, the mxnﬂmmmuon

'in the last’ wnmnmnnm remains unclear, partly because it:cannot be

further specified while unnmwmmnw0$. remains vague, and partly because :
Althusser gives no ucmnmmwnwnw@a here for his insistence that the economy I8
always and inevitably has the mvwm of being-determined in the last oo

instance. Thus we know :mwnvmm how this function is performed nor why It : ;

ig performed ww."vm economy. : ) . i

In LC Althusser elaborates on the idea of the welative autonomy of

ecach instance through a description of the different systems of devglopment
and change of these idstsuces,' which he calls their different 'times'.

Once more his 40ﬁnmﬁ5 here is to nmumnn an Hegelian notion of histerical
development in terms of which it zoch be possible to make a cross-
sectlonal cut at any poin:t in time, s:Wnr would reveal the ceinciding
features of all the instances at c:nm.AHa wmwmman harmony. Further,

nelither within: m»nr instance nev ennoum the whole can we treat history

as though it wm a single unilinzar anqmvomSmun w which there is a mor

or less continuous process of change zr,nw can be broken up into 'perieds’

at certaia points. Rather, the amncnn of the system in each case will be .
a function of hrm nature of the structure concerned. This means that a
*history' can mever be & mere empirical chremology. Imstead, it has

to understand the nwvm of structure' with whick it is jnvelved, and has

to begin with some idea as to what would constitute am 'historicsl’ fack, ’
in the sense of a fact which would affect or count as a mutation in the
existing structural relations {sce LCI 127). For example, in a history of
philosophy it is not adequate tg give a mere chromology of philosephers.

We need to have & concept of what nosmnwncnau a philosophical system (ot
vnOdwmamnwnv and of what would count as 2 change of system. On this

basis we can give an account of the ﬂmwmrvos of diffevent philosaphers

to a given system within which they operate, trace out the tensions

within the system, and finally identify the 'break' im which a new

systam wm_wuoagmma.

Looking at the relation between structures, Althusser wishes to stress .
the necessity of not moving from a Hegelian 'coupe d'essence’ te 2 view

which takes the 'time' of one of the styvuctures as the norm, and attempts o
) P

g
. o
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identify advances and ‘survivals or unaven development, Rather than wsin
4 g

n
o

one of the "times' as WCﬁ.ammmcum‘ we have to uperate with the idea o

ry

_ooﬁucnonnmwm present' in which we must "ccnsider these differences o
temporal structures as, and sclely as, as many objective indices of the mode
of articulation of the different elements or of the diffevent structure in
the overall structure of the £30wm: (LCI 133). But this is, finally,
although quite unexceptionable, merely a repetition of the brief account

of the structure & dominante in PM, and Althusser admits that this “theory

of the conjuncture indispensable to the theory of history” remains “almost

entirely to be elaberated" (LCL wuuv.

The cbject of Althusser’s erviticlsm {s any ‘historicist’ versiom of
Marxism which attempts to make all Instances into the expression of an
historical totality tends inavitably to be fiatiened down to the
‘infrastructure’ In particular, he wishes to defend the notion of "science’
against the attempt o treat it in historicist fashion as relative to its
epoch. He argues that Marx himself, outside the early writings, doesn't
include science in the {historically relative} superstructure. Science,
rather, in wnmmesW.mﬂca wamOnomw. insugurates its own historical
temporality in ssmnm. assuming that its actual continuity is assured, it
escapes from the common fate of T unique history, While it would be
‘idealist' to treat science as atemporal, it must nevertheless be

thought, in its own categories, as having its own "relatively zutonomous'
history. Thus we may not z pricri reduce different types of practice to the
samz model, but should first seek out their specificity. Ooce zmere,
however, although éne may agree with this as a programme, it ramains for

the moment in purely vwomnmaamnmm form.

In his further discussions of this problew in LC, Althusser still
does not get beyond merely formulating the problem move clearly. The {dza
of the causal mewnmnt of elements of a structure on one anothér cannot
be thought either in terms of a (Cartesian) causality, or in terms of
(Leibnitz-Hegelian) expressive causality. Thus if we are to engage in

structural aralysls of this type, we must develop a notion of “structural

causality' which can "think the determinatfon of the clements of a .

structure, and the structurzl relaticns existing between these elements,
and all the effects of these velations through the efficacy of this

structure ... {and} the detarmination of a subordinated structure by &
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dominant structure™ (LCII 61), ‘The type of causaiity oumnwnwsm can be
described as & “metomymic causality” (borrowing a Lacanlan term}, in which
the structure is immanent in its effects, and is in fact nothi ing other than .
the system of its effects. Acdording to Althusser, Marx uses a good doze .
different expressions in an attempt to pin this relation down, the least
"metaphoric' of which is the tewm Darstellung or representation. But all
Althusser cam offer us in clarification of this is an even more obscure
metaphor: "the mode of existence of the stage direction of the theatre

which is simultaneously its own stage, its own script, its own actors,

the theatre whose spectators can, on occasion, be spectators only because

they ere first of all monnma“ﬂw be Lts actors, caught by the comstraint of

a script and paris whose authors they canmot be, since it ls in escence

an awthorless theatre" ﬁrnHm 4? RC 193).

object in PM and LC was-"to differenmtiate between Matx and Hegel" (SC 178}.

As Althusser stresses in SC his

It seems to me that he is successful in this task insofar as he shows

that the Marxian 'whole' is structured differently from Hegel's 'totalizy’.

But he has failed to demonstzate the possibility of such a 'whole'.
However, Balibar, im his contribution to LC, does at least offer some

more clues. Beginning frow an’'analysis of Marx's brief programmatic note

in the Preface to the Comtributien te the Critigue of Political Economy, he

polnts out that the concepts used to describe the relatién between the
elements of ‘the social structure are vemarkable Lor their vagueness;

they are what he describes as ‘practical’ comcepts, and need still to be
turned inte ‘theoretical' concepts. This method is basically to search

in Capital for himts at the structure of the argument, and then o attempt
to formulate these links into w coherent theory. For this reason he is
concerned largely with the 'mede of production’ as a structure, rather
than with the structure of the social whole as such, but his object is
both to {lluminate the nvature of any structure and also, finally, to maka
some suggestion about the Bmuwmom articslation betwesen the mode of production

and the other instances.

This discussion of structure takes place within a polemis against
purely empiricist history, based on Althusser's earlier argument that
the notion of the autonomy of iastances implies that each imstance has
its own 'time'. Historians, nrmnmmmﬁm. cannot simply begin ‘collecting

facts'. They must nmﬂmn.ﬂnoswnﬂcnn thaiv object', in the sense of

: 52.

giving some account of what kind of object it is, and what would actually
constitute a change iu it. Thus Zwmn Althusser is oppesing im his discussion
of varicus 'times' and in his Insistence that history has to ‘construct
its object', is the attempc to'distinguish between history as 3 purely
*concrece' sciemce which merely has to describe what happens, and political
aconcwy, as an mmmmznwmwwm ' sbatract' science which then has to be
xv:mm_ma ‘historical’ {and Concrete in some £m<vAnn. LCII 197). Rather, he
wm insisting that both, insofar as they are sciences, lead a double
existence as both theoretical and empirical sciences, which "are elaborated
and developed in the wﬂ<mmnwmuwwos of a new material provided in the last
resort by the practices of real, concrete histery™ (LCI 137), But both
have Lo approach, their real history armed with theoretically constructed
concepts. I think that in his criticism of the ‘role of the individual
in history' debate as a manmwomﬁmg involving the confrontation of "che
empirical existence of another” (LCI 140), he is making the telated
point that a general theory {e.g. historical waterialism) is mot designed
‘to explala individual events, but rather to define the nature of the object
which the historian has to Iavestigate.

Balibar takes up this idea of diffevent 'times' and elaborates on it
in a way which is net entirely unambiguous. He seems to distimguish
between 'the kind of history in general® and the "time' of particular

structures. As a nosnmvn .rpmn0n< in general doesn't function within the

theory of history': rather ig"is mwauww the designation of a problem

constitutive of the 'theory om%ﬁwmnoﬂw. {of historical materialism): it
designastes this theory in its emsemble &s the place of the problem of

the articuiation of different historical times and of the variations of
this articulation” (LCII 217). To say that the concept 'history in

general' doesn't function within the theory is to say, and thimk, that

the histerian cannot nwummw ﬂo .:»mnOn% as an oyupm:wﬂpos for anything,
any more than the biologist can wvvmup to 'life', It doesn't mean that
the historian is not finally mwanwwnw 'historical' phenomena, any mors
than that the vwowomwmn is not finally studying living beings.
Unfortunately, howaver, neither Althusser nor Balibar ever discuss th
relation between the theorerical and the empirical within the activity
of the historian. Partly this:is because they are not here concerncd
with methodology. But it is also justified through the insistence

thet theory takes place entirely ‘within thought', snd it therciore



seems to me to mask certain problems concerning how ome actually arrives
at the elements which go into one's theoretically constructed structure.
Balibax sidesteps the problem mw discovering his elements im Capital. But
this leaves thelr status undetermined unless we can glve an account of
how and why Marx atvrived mn.nxms‘

But Balibar is more directly concerned here with explicating the notion
of structure. He begins by attempting to isolate the elements out of which
any mode of production must be constructed, and then goes on to discuss
in greater detail the question of determination in’the last instance.

Here he suggests that for Marw one impoxrtant characteristic of the dominant
instance in any soclety is that it is fetishised, Im Capitalism this is

the economic instance itself, whereas in the 'primitive’ community, the
coliectivity is fetishised, 'and in the so-called ‘Asiatic’ mode the ruler

is fetighised, in the sense nrmn,wn appears that the surplus product
naturally wmwrnWm to the ruler. .But this method of identification doesn't
help us to explain the relation between this dominant imstance and the mode
of uumacnnwou as determinant ww the last instance, Marx himself gives

the outline of an account ik distinguishing between the role of the

political iInstance in feudalism and in capitalism, In the latter the
appropriation of surplus value by the capitalist occurs directly in and
through the process of production. The politieal instance does not

intervene dirvectly at all. ﬁmcm the class conflict is alse initially
directly econeomic, monnnnswnm.vumnm.mvu hours ete. Under feudalism, however,
the extraction of surplus does not cecur directly in preduction, but
indirectly through corvde lsbour and taxation, based on more or less
visible vmpwﬂwnww coercion, That is, the different preduction processes
{mply a different role for the political instance. Under feudalism,

clags conflict then takes a form which is both political and economic at
once. Whereas econcmlc crises play the fundamental wole In capitalisc
society, political crises zocwm be fundamental in societies which involve
the direct extraction of mcwnvwm. If the only function the mode of
production has as 'determinint in the last instance' is to determine the
instance which will be deminant, this would seem to imply that its
influence on how the dominaat wumnusn& goes about its business after that
would be minimal. - .

S54.

Bevertheless, Balibar doest wish to tetain both the sutonomy of the
instances end their Hnnmnmaﬂmummsnm. “Although any given mode of preduction
is a combination of the fundamental elements, each element derives its
specific nature from that mode of production, Each mode is not merely
a ‘descriptive juxtaposition’ but is, vather, a ‘functioning unity'' (LCI1 14)
in which each element has a specific form. Thus, for example, altheugh any
mode of production includes a property relatios, what is meant by preperty
varies From mode to mode. As Marx puts it, "To deiine bourgeois property
is nothing other than to give an exposition of all the socisl relations of

bourgeeis production” (LCIL i17).

“he fundamental characteristc of a structure as a whole is that it
persists, or rather, that wm.nmwnoacnmm jtsetf, and so we can gel &
clesrer idea of 'structural causality' by looking at this process of
reproduction. In the capitalist mode of production, at least, {and Balibar
doesn't investigate any other here), this process of reproduction has

the form, not of & temporal succession, but of a system of synchronic

- dependencies, in which all the different movements necessary for the

reproduction are apparently w0www on at the same time. It is a process
without beginoing in which all the relaticnships imply one anotherw
reciprocally. In patticulsr, the velation between capitalist and workerz
is both presupposed and reproduced in production. Cur analysis of the
procdss necessarily takes a sequential form, but the peint ig that this
is a logical sequence, not a temporal ome, and in this sense we ave
making & syndrome analysis without reference to Eime: "Syndrome is not
a real present, noznmawcﬂmzmo:m with itself, but the present of
theoretical m:mwwuwm.tmmnm.wpw the determinations are givea" (LCII 212).
But the process of veproduction is, insefar as it is a contradictoty
process, also a process ¢f movement. This moverent Balibar calls a
dynamic, which is “a movement ow development internal to the structure
and sufficiently determinad by it ..., proceeding 2ccording to a peculisr
rhythm and speed determined by the structure, possessing a necessarily .
rreversible orientation, and incefinitely conserving {reproducing) on

another scale the properties omwn:m structure” (LCIT 213).

i
.

The important poiut about this dynamic is that it remains within

the boundaries of the structure. Although, for example, it is possible

to estimate the systemic .hmm.wwm a pavrticular capitalist social



35,

formation by looking at the extent to which the fundamental tendency of

muwmwnmonmmswnnoauomwnw050mﬁmvwnmwwmw developed, there is no point . . fact any history dealing with '’ nmuw concrete social foymatiens is always

.at which this turns {nto a different structure. In the form of «¢conomic studying econcmic’ struciures mcapnn-aa by several modes of vﬂomcnnch

crises the strusture has its own way of reestablishing its dynamic., Theve (LCIL 214 note i).

Lo
is no Internal reasom why it should not go on for ever, staggering from : [
+

crisls to crisis. S But this would seem once more to obscure the distinction between
: ¢ diachronic and dynamic which Balibar has taken such pains to make. If
Within the structure, it is pessible to define the notion of a . all social formations mmm. in effect, always 'in transition', and if
correspondence between the various instances in terms of "the mode of i the 'transitional mode' has »nm own synchronic and dynamic, then the
interveatlon of one practice in the limits determined by another practice” only tole for diachremic is n:m marginal one of dealing with events -

(LCII 222), where the functlon of this mode of {atervention is to reproduce : which sre accidental to the monwmw formation itself, such as, for

the system, precisely because the limits of the intervention are predefined exenple, the arrival of a colomial power which forcibly alters the wods

of preduction, although, in some instances, &t least, it might be

by the system as a whole. )

U possible to tzeat even this as part of the dynamic of a broader systam.

On the other hand & change in the mode of vnomconwosyonn:ﬂm if the L Were the 'barbarian' invasions of Western Europe a part of The diachrocic

jintervention of nonnman vnmnn»nm in the economic instence is such as 0 of Western Europe, or a part of ,the diachronic of the whole European

transform nrn waﬂwnm on the-mode of production. . , ' politico-economic system?

Roughly, Balibar seems to énvisage the following combination. The , Balibar himself is able’ to imsist on the distinction te the extant
dynamic of the mode of wﬂomcnnwmn produces certain elements which are “. that he does mr least partly because he is dealing only with the mode
available for a new mode of production. EBut these are not, as it were, ' ’ . of production as ome inmstance in the whole, and so can treat the
the fulfillment of ‘the old mode of production. There is no genesls of ’ ) ezuption of the political instsnce a5 a part of its diachromlc, not oi
a new mode of uﬂoapnnwou from within the old. Rather, once we have the its dynmamic. But to the axtent that his account of the mode of preduciion
new we can trace its gencalogy m% discovering the various elements which is u:ﬂmﬂmnm to provide a wodel also for the elucidation of the structure

. were to constitute Lt within the old.” But each of these elemencs has its ) . as a whole, he would have te w:rqucea the movemant of the poelitical

..., awa dependent origin, There s no one nacessary way in which the transitien jnstance within the dynamic of the whols. In this case, insefar as the

should cecur. The mwuno<nmw of ,tha genealogy constitutes what Balibar nmwwm. . ) mode of production is deteryminant in the last instance, there must da
a diachronic analysis, which, as distinct from the dynamic, deals with some sense in which the wznmn<mwnma= of the political to change the rules
tronsition. Those elementd of a (possible) new mode of prodution are of the mode of production is deternined, if not by the mode of ﬂwoaunﬂwou.
only actually cambined, however, through an intervention of the political then at least by the dynamic of the whle, Hare We risk falling back

“ -+ dinstance. That is, in a mmnwam“OH transition thers Is a state of ‘mnon- . into a mmmmwwmn expressive totality. But the aitarnative is really te
correspondence’ bétween the various levels (ef. LCIX 224). But this ) admit ‘that Balibar's schema H»ﬂuwww accounts for very little. As he

non-correspondence is only vommman.wmnmamm of the simultaneous existence himself says, when describing the correspondence between instances as

of elements of two modes of vﬂOﬂcnnwos. cf which one is mwswnmnw. This ' T the system of intervention of the practice of one imstance within znother,
means that the traasition, finally, has to be understood as the mode of - on the basis of their nmpmnwcp mcnouosw. “A11 I am doing here, obvieusly,
articdlation of two (ot ﬂon»v mpdes of production, hence &s a 'synchronic' . ,“< ’ is to designate the place om u.nrmonnnrnbw problem, and not to produce &
which describes the process of menoacnn»on of the noszﬂmm whole, and : knowledge"™ (LCII 222). .M .

which contains its own qumspn 8s the working out of nrm tendencies
implied by thea articulation om ﬂwr various modes in the whole. 4nd in -
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Trying to walk the razor's edge batween an atheoretical 'fact'~
collecting empiricism and an mc%nwwn: expressive totality is a difficult
task, and it is made more difffcult by the notlom of 'structural chmmwwnw..
Balibar's distinction between the dynamic internal to an instance and the
dischronic involved through its-rélation to other instances is helpful,
but if 'the diachronic is to cm saved from absorption within s wider awrmamn_
then the meaning of the sutonomy of each element agalnsc the structure
as s whole needs to be made much more explicit. (And, it is worth
mentioning, thiz fnvolves alse m:n relative autonomy of varlous elements
within the structure of each instance). To a certain extent Althusser's
concept of “overdetermination™ Mm designed to do this, by showing that
there is no simple one-to-one nmdnmmnOﬁmmnnm between events in various
instances. In particular, & revolution is produced not by a particulax
contradiction in a particular Imstanece, but by a combination of
contradictions in various instances. But to what extent does it help to
bring in the idea of overdetermination? Does it say e.g. that the
Bolshevik revolution had to happen - because of the overdetermined
conjuncture of 16172 Or does it marely say that it could happen because
of that overdetermination? Ths latter would seem to be more sensible, but
it would also seem to weaken .the ides of atructural causality, particularly
in regard to the political inscance. Althusger connects the idea of
overdetermination with the importauce of the political instancs and of
the veality of individual action, of “the predigious 'labour’ of a
theoretician, whether it be nwwmwmo. ‘$pinoza or Marx, and of a revelutionary,
Lenin and all his wno«rwﬂm. nm<mnn=w their suffering, when not their
lives, to resolving these little 'problems' ...: elaborating mmw.ow<mocm.
theory, making the 'inevitadie' revolution, realising in their own personsl
‘eontingence * (i) the Necessity mm History, whether it be theoratical
or political, where, soom, the futuve will quite naturally live its
‘present’.” (PM w~m. Althusser's punctuation.) Thus the individual's
political behaviour as a revolutionary can't be reduced to 'realising the
Necessity of History imn osm.u“omﬂ continpgence. But how then can it be
reduced to 'bearing’ the determinations designated by the struciure?

To the extent that Althusser and Balibar are trying ro construct the
‘object' of history, rather than to actually write a particular histevy of

a particular {concrete-real) social formation or instance, it may be felt

that such problems don't arise, in the semse that 'individuals' oceur only -

Ethics that never appeared, to be convinced of this point” (5C 98}, This
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in real history, while structures can be described theoretically ang then
used to guide the empirical practices of historians. But hetra two problems
coincide, and we are left in obpcurity. On the one hand the relation
between structures and the actusl practice of rezl-comerete ‘history® by
individuals livinz out their,lives is unexplicated. On the other Lhand we
are mot told how historians are actuzlly to use the theoreticsl 'struciures’
in the practice of writing particular histories. Bur, interestiang though
the purely structural analysis is, these are surely the crucial problems in

both polical and theoretical 'practlice’.

IV SARTRE AND ALTHUSSER

Severat writers (e.g. Poulantzas,) Pouillen) have discussed Althusser’s
work as & specific Dreak with Ssrive. However, Althusser's own references
to Sartre are brief, woﬁmawnwp.ﬂmna éistortad almost beyond recogniticn.

To use cne of Althusser's faveurite phrases, "it is no accident” that he
can provide as his sole argument that it is “practically impossible to

conceive and defend" Sartre's position, the assertien that: "You

just have to read che Critique of Dialectical Reasos, which announces an

'Ethics' Is in fact announced in Being and Nothingness; it is evident

that Althusser's analysis and criticism of Sartre in SC are not based
on anything like actually poostw at texts, but merely on veguely -
vemembered impressions, Pwnvcmwmn.m standards of exposition and analysis '
and criticism in these passages (5C muub. 59-61, 97-9) fsall so far delow
any conceivable level of ratiomal discourse that it is scarcely worth
discussing them for their own sake. But they are important fnsofar as
they reveal Althusser's own confusions about key theoretical problems.
In n:o.noznmm of his argument against the thesis attributed te lewis

and Sartre, that 'man makes history' Althusser gives the following parody
of Sartre’s uomwnwo:“m

. "and it is ucmn.wmnacmm John Lewis's little human god-man is insiée
#mmnOﬂw.A_aa situation' as Jean Paul Sartre uwsed to say) that lewis does
not endow him with a power of vaom:nm creation ... but with something
even more stupefying - the power of 'traunscendence', of beiug able to

srogress by indefinitely mepating-superceding the constraiats of the

history in which he lives, the power to transcend histery by human

liberty ..y A iittlé Sartrian God, always 'gn situstien' fa hisioxy,

- A
! . 3




I have earlier argued nvmn >~nvcmmmn s idea that we can treat

endowed with the amazing power of "transcending' every situatfon, of resolving .
individuals theoretically as Bndm ‘bearers® of structurally determined

all the difficulties s:wn: ‘history presents, and of going forward towards

th . .
e golden mcncﬂm om nrm Wuman, socialist revolution: man is an mcmoﬂnwmwww positions misses a fundamental question: what are human baings that they

ara able to 'bear' different positions within a structure? This is not &

Hm<o~cnwonmnw mnwamp because he Is 2 free animal' (SC 43+ uv.
in the sense in which Althusser uses that

question about a 'luman essence!

) term .- That is, it does not ‘reter to a quest for a given set of molives

which define human reslity {e.g. homo ceconomicus). To use a wough analogy,

This is characterised wi : i i i
d zpnrwcn explanation, as a 'petit bourgesis' concept

g

of liberty, and ft.is implicit that his concept is designed as an ideological

escape from the reality that freedon is “crushed and denied by the development it would be silly to inquire into the real shape of putty, but it makes

good sense to inquive into the characteristics of putty which emable it

of imperiaslist capitalism” {SC 45). This is connected with the attempt to
[
if we ave intending to use ir, we must ask this

hide the role of the natural material conditions of labour, and to delude . to change its shape. And,

the work: i i At n o
ers into thinking thag, as men, they sre already free, so that question in order to establish'the limits within which we can use ii.

they will . : '
Y mmww to recognise the need for class struggle (SC 63-4). Sartre's aim in both Beirng and Nothingness and the Critique of Dialectical .
v : , Reason is to deal with such guestions. In relation te Althusser, we may

"What is the significance for

In 34
scattered ummnﬂm:nmm in!LC, Althusser labels Sartre's philosophy formulate his fundamental questicn thus:

as an hi '
storical humsnism, having the following characteristics: ~ the reproduction and/or change of social structures for the fact that
. : : they are 'borne' by individual human beings?'" Sartre doa2s not attempt

1) "It :
) assigns to all (theoretical) rationality, as to all (revelutionacy) to show either 'history' or 'social structures' being created by the

dialecti¢c the uniq T j
we transcendental origin of the human 'project’, as o free, conscious originating praxis of transcendental subjects. Rather,

'exalt i 1E ()
xaltation of human freedom'*(LCI 182). he attempts to show how 'nistory’ occurs as ‘& human work withoui an
| p.68) in relation to the

2} It redu istor .
ces history to am.expressive totality, by means of the notion : author' {Criticue de la Raison Dlalectigue

of 'mediat w
ation', which "has nwmﬂmcnnnpoa of assuming unity in the umman»03 ontological separation of individual human beings in a material centext,

£
of differences' (LCI 173-174; see alse p.77), and by reducing all the . This means attemptirg to give an account of how structures which are

*porne' by individusls exlst as an oxternsl facticity for those

4

various practices to the single undifferentiated notion of 'praxis’.
The notions of ‘freedom' and of 'praxis' which are used in

3 .
) _ In particular, this undifferentiated notlom of praxis, even when individuals.
g ' Com . - )
eveloped into the 'pratico-inerte’ "lacks the concept of the modality . . : the course of the argument certainly are 'sbstract', but they sre intended )
. .

of ;
the material conditions of n:m process of labour™ (LCIY .42). It is ’ to be abstract: they are theoretical concepts dealing with tha structure

telated t
ec to an anthropology of n:m subfect, an ideslism of labour as of human behaviour, mot 'empirical' comcepts referrimg to actual real- |

the essenc n ;
e of man, in vhich nwm present material conditions whose : concrate human beings. In this sense they are functionally eguivalent

stTuct
ctural, combination commands all effective work and all prasent - to Althusser's attempt in PM to give a general theory ef preduction.

N :
rvansformation of raw material into a useful prodeet" is dissolved in

"the phil
philosophical memory of a previous praxis, itself second in relation I sointed oit earlier that one of the key problems for the Althusser-

%0 an other or othe . . , . . .
T previous piaxes, and so on until the praxis of the Balibar account of tha nature of the social

i
political instance and the mode of nroducticn. One

structure is that of the

originatin b " .
8 ing subject” (LCIT 42). relation between the
of the ways in which they manage to give credence to the idea of structural

to mrwcnwauwwnMM”m”MchwMMMMMmM “mnwwumu mxvomwnwow of Sartre's positiom .” R causality {s in fact by Jealinmg with that iInstance which is most close to
as misunderstood it. What interests being purely a system of structural relationships - the mode of production ~
HM.nwwnHMMmMMMwM”mOMxhwﬂwcwwauwwnw the misunderstandings are an index while giving mothing but very general treatment to those imstances waich
= own problematic, governed as it is by are not so casily treated In this way: in particular, the political end
the unexplicated and untheorised notion of structure, the ideclogical. m .




Althusser's weakness at the level of dealing n:monmmwnmwww with
: politices is illustrated empiricaliy by his treatment of Stalinism Iin SC, class struggle under socialism . to be primarily a struggle against the me
He begins by nowunmamwwcnm.acwnm nonqmnnww. that the label 'perscnality exploiting classeés. When that difficulty was resolved, he thereiore tonded

cult' is quite inadequate a5 an explanation (and it is worth mentioning (only tended, however, because he Was never gujte sure} to consider that

class strugple had ceased to &xist in the USSR. Thus the dictatorship of

that the unbﬂmzm.om this fact within the BCF is ome of Althusser’s
) !

important services). ' It is not adequate to look merely at legal : the proletariat could be relaxed, That was a 'right deviation'" (SC 31).
' superstructure (violation of mowmmwwmn legality) but one must also considex , m This gives us a .nmnwon@wmmn. picture of Stalin trying and failing to
: the State >vvmnmncmmm.- including the Party {cf. SC Bl) as well as tha reach the truth. But, in fact, Stalin was part of an historical process,
) class relations and class struggle involved in the period of construeting part of the 'new uocﬂmmOMmmmq.. His 'errors' need to be intergreted also
m socialism. ‘This is a promising start. But this 'left-wing critique' is - as the ideology of = specific group lodged within specific instituticas:
opposed to a ‘wight wing nﬂwnwnwa. which attacks enly certain aspects of . the party and the state muvuwmnrm. "But this would involve analysing
m the legal superstructure, and om course can then invoke Man and his eritically the role of the party in relation to the question of how the
M Rights, znd oppose Han to the violation of his Rights (or simple 'workers’ . workers are to control *their' state; and this Althusser cannot de.  /od
-. ¢ouncils' to the 'bureasucracy'} (cf. SC 82). This is then used as a . : he cannot do it, not enly for polirical reasons (his own membership of the
basis once more for attacking .w:awnwma.. and for asgerting that the idea PCF and its concomitant noaﬂwnawnn to & certain view of the USSR), wcw
of "liberty of the Person' is mrummgm:nuwww and pecessarily bourgeois . . also for theoretical reasons. in his concluding remarks on 'humanism'
{cf., SC 86), ) : ' : ‘ in PM he writes "To put it mwaww%. the recourse to morality, deeply
’ inscribed in any humanist {deology, can play the role of an imaginary
o Althusser new poses n:m.mawHotmnm alternatives mnﬂmw%ma "takes on-a ] treatment of real problems., "THese problems, once they are knowm, are pased
. Social Democratic accesnt, one srwnruummmmm not the question of rhe class , in precise tewxms:! they are the problems of the organisation of econonmic

struggle and its abelition, vhrough the emancipation of the working class, tife, policical life and individeal iife. 1In order to reslly pose and wo

but that of the defence of :cSmT Rights, of liberty and justice, even of treally resolve these problems, they must be ¢slled by their name, their
the liberation and free development of the 'persomality’ or the integral " scientific name' (PM 258). But fvom the sphere of theoretical conceptis
personality"” (SC 88). Thus mpvwnnﬂ and justice are not integral to the ' the concept 'man' has already been excluded {cf.PM 255). It is because
emancipation of the working nmem" they are an undesirable altermative. . A : he wmnxm the concept ‘man' uﬁn.m theovetical analysis of the relation

On the basis of this analysis, which simply throws aside the problems of between individual people and social structure, that he cannob pose the
the single party and of "the state apparatus, Althusser then feels abie, . . real political problem in precise terms. Both problems of political

as an hypothesls, to identify the Stalinist deviation as a "special form .,. organisation {party mmﬂcnncnmv.wnm of political institutions essentiall

of the posthumous revenge of the Second International" (SC 89%) although ’ concern the relation between Individuals and the collectives of which they
Stalin cannot be reduced to this deviation (SC 91). There is, in this, . are 2 part, MNotioms such as liberty, justice and rights are not wmerely

an important poink in the idea that there existed no theory of class 'moral’ terms {whztever 'merely moral’ might mean); they also designate

struggle under socialism, and that ‘economism’ and 'humarism' denying class . specific organisational vﬂouMmaw. How are workers to control their state?
struggle and interpreting problems of socialism purely as problems of ' The answer to this question obvicusly involves an analysis of the problems
production, come Into play. But this is surely zpplication of nationalist of socialist planning. Bur it slso involves an analysis of the preoblem
categories with a vengeance. The Stalinist deviation is a theoretical of decislon-making among ontologically separated individuals - an anzlysis
error - but erzor {5 not merely ervor, it.must be treated alse as ideology. s, such as Sartre makes through rmu distinction between group and series in
In his introduction to SC Lock has claborated on ¥hat he believes to be Crivigue de la Raison Eimnﬂmwn. On the basis of such an analysis it is
Althusser's position, and he writes: “As we sazw, Stalin all but ignored then possible to mvmhmmw_uwwwnm.maa responsibilities within a necessarily

the problem of the generation of a new bourgoisie. He considered the complex organisational structure. Uniess we have the concept 'individual




v caripy Tt fetem e e e

person’ as part of our nrmonmnwnm~ structure we cannot raisz or resolve
these problems. Instead we wunwwmmn with a mystification of the Party
as the embodiment and real mxvdemWoz of a class., This is, in Althusser's
terminology, an idealism which becomes an empiricism as the de facto
justificatlion of the unchecked behaviour of the Lezader.

Plerre Victor rcporta the following conversation with Althusser "Ome
day I told him that, if one man was a communist, it was for the szke of

happiness." "He replied, in substance: “You mustn't say that; it is

in order to provoke a change in the mode of production™ (On a raison de se

révolter p.197), This story may well be apocryphal. But it does indicate
the dangers of abandoning noummmnm such as 'man’ and 'subject', Althusser
attacks the'mobilisational’ consequences ¢f theses such as 'Man makes
history'. If we are to use this criterion, Althusser's slogan 'Join the
Revolution and Changé the xunm Jm,mnoucnn»os. may well be more demobilising

than even the most bourgesis évecation of human freedon.
!
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