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"Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary 
movement. This idea cannot be insisted upon too strongly at 
a time when the fashionable preaching of opportunism goes 
hand in hand with an infatuation for the narrowest forms of 
practical activity. " Lenin
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On Leninism
(1) Lenin’s Theoretical and Political Practice

In this issue we are developing the positions taken up in 
the editorial in Theoretical Practice No. 1, in particular 
on the following three questions: why we consider 
Leninism of paramount importance in revolutionary 
struggle, why it is important to clarify the general 
principles of Leninism, and why it is more possible to do 
so today than a decade ago.

In the classic writings on political struggles of Marx 
and Engels, political relations are no longer viewed in 
ethico-juridical-philosophical term s as rational or ir ­
rational, as the essential determinant or epiphenomenal 
expression of civil society, but as a level of the social 
formations of class societies which will disappear with 
the elimination of classes. For Marx and Engels the 
political level was neither essence nor epiphenomenon 
but a relatively autonomous, determined determination, 
with a vital effectivity in the abolition of class society 
and therefore of its own existence. What is clearly evi­
dent from these writings is their insistence on the neces­
sity of a Communist, a proletarian, position for a correct 
and scientific politics. Marx and Engels thought this 
necessity in the concepts of Scientific Socialism and its 
opposite Utopian Socialism. The essence of Scientific 
Socialism is that its political positions are founded upon 
the knowledge of a science, Historical M aterialism. This 
knowledge indicates the place and the task of proletarian

political struggle within the capitalist social formation. 
Theoretical-political deviations, deviations from 
Scientific Socialism, necessarily lead to an incorrect 
and unscientific politics, and therefore an ineffective 
politics, which is objectively reactionary. The struggle 
against deviations was for Marx and Engels a vital aspect 
of revolutionary struggle and party building. From part 
3 of the Communist Manifesto (1848) the existence of 
reactionary, bourgeois and utopian socialist ideologies 
shows the absolute necessity of ideological struggle in 
a M arxist movement. In the struggle for the formation of 
the F irs t International (1864), M arx's relation to the 
anarchist tendencies illustrates the necessity of com­
bating the organisational and political deviations which 
they represented. And in the most famous case of all, 
M arx's Critique of the Gotha Programme (1875), Marx 
emphasies the disastrous consequences of concessions 
in theory in the drawing up of a party programme (Engels 
had cause to c ritic ise  the very same deviations in his 
critique of the French party 's agrarian programme in 
1894).

Lenin in What is to be Done? (1902) takes up this complex 
struggle against deviations when he states the classic 
arguments for the necessity of organisation at the political 
level, that is, organisation around a proletarian political 
position. This argument, although brilliantly stated by 
Lenin, can be found in the la te r writings of Engels and 
the ea rlie r writings of Kautsky, as Lenin carefully ac­
knowledges. But Lenin's position is also an important
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theore tica l advance. Lenin provides the concepts to think 
the political p rac tice  of the p ro le ta rian  position, its 
organisational form s (the party), and the m ajo r form s 
of deviation from  that p ractice . To the scientific  d is­
coveries of M arx and Engels, (H istorical M ateria lism - 
Scientific Socialism ), which estab lish  the specific effec- 
tivity  of the political level in the complex social form a­
tion, Lenin adds the concepts which scien tifically  found 
M arxist p rac tice  within that regional effectivity.

A M arxist political position, Lenin argues, cannot be 
a reflection  of spontaneous struggles which are  neces­
sa rily  ideological in the conditions of th e ir  development.
A purely reflective re la tion  to  such strugg les succumbs 
to ta ilism , to opportunism , and to 'cringing before 
spontaneism '. The c lassic  example of L enin 's critique 
of spontaneist deviations is his case against Economism.
He dem onstrates that th is deviation is not m erely  the 
product of passiv ity  (the m ere acceptance of given stru g ­
g les), but the theo re tica l-po litica l elaboration of a 
position stem m ing in the la s t instance from  c lass  in te rests  
opposed to the p ro le ta ria t (a position which seeks to 
confine the w orkers struggle to its p rim itive and immediate 
fo rm s, form s which a re  in no sense revolutionary , eg 
the wage struggle and the legal-po litical struggle of T rades 
Unions). However, if M arx ist politics is  not sim ply a 
reflection  of spontaneous struggles it does not seek to 
oppose them , o r  to confine them to th is  form , unlike the 
political positions of spontaneism  itself. The whole essence 
of a scientific po litics is that the spontaneous movement 
is transfo rm ed  at the political level. Without th is tra n s ­
form ation, this transla tion  of p a rtia l, sec to ra l demands 
into a revolutionary  p ro le tarian  political program m e, 
th ere  can be no p ro le ta rian  revolution. Without this 
transform ation  th ere  can be no M arx ist-L en in ist politics; 
M arx ist-L en in ist politics cannot be developed abstractly

in a program m e which leg isla tes struggles apart from  
th e ir  conditions of existence. This is the cen tra l idea of 
M arxism -Leninism .

We wish to s tre s s  here  the c rucia l political consequences 
of the difference between the scientific conception of the 
social form ation as a complex to tality , and the ideological 
notions which produce a sim ple totality. This distinction 
we owe to A lthusser, and it is h is concepts which make 
it now possible to  produce a genuinely theore tica l reading 
of Lenin. The conception of the social form ation as a 
sim ple to tality  is accompanied by a notion of 'pure 
revolution'. The la tte r  re fe rs  to the idea of a unique 
contradiction which is reproduced at different levels 
(economic, ideological, political). Consequently, these 
levels have no rea l existence; an analysis may have m ore 
o r  le ss  levels at w ill, it may be m ore o r le ss  com plicated. 
Every analysis of th is kind essen tia lly  reflec ts  the purity 
of a single m a s te r  contradiction of which the levels are 
epiphenomenal expressions. The existence o r non­
existence of reductionism  in this form  of theory does not 
a lte r  its ch a rac te r, for the effect of the theoretical 
s tru c tu re  is the potentiality of reductionism . This ever 
p resen t potentiality of reductionism  at the level of theory  
is rea lised  in political ideology by the replacem ent of 
the complex combination of political forces which make 
up any revolutionary movement, by the myth of two 
homogeneous hostile  blocs.

'T o  imagine that social revolution is conceivable without 
revolts by sm all nations in the colonies and Europe, 
without the revolutionary outbursts of a section of the 
petty bourgeoisie with all its p re ju d ices , without a move­
ment of non-class concious p ro le ta rian  and sem i-p ro le ­
ta r ian  m asses against the oppression of the landlords, 
the church, the m onarchy, the foreign nations, etc. -  to 
imagine that m eans r epudiating social revolution. Only
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those who imagine that in one place an arm y w ill line up 
and say, 'We a re  fo r so c ia lism ', and in another place 
another arm y w ill say, We a re  for im perialism , and 
that th is w ill be social revolution.'. . . Whoever expects 
a "pure" social revolution w ill never live to see it 
(Lenin; 'D iscussion on Self-D eterm ination Summed Up') 
live to  see it. ' (Lenin: 'D iscussion on Self-D eterm ination 
Summed Up')

This indicates the distinction between the scientific 
position and the ideologies founded on a notion of the 
social form ation as a sim ple expressive unity. There is 
no identity of essence between c lass  consciousness and 
M arxism: a spontaneous ra ising  of c la ss  consciousness 
cannot Therefore be equated with a scientific jjo litics. 
Indeed there  is a rea l dislocation between science and 
ideology. Lenin is insistent that M arxism  is a science 
and as a consequence that theoretical train ing is dominant 
in the p ro le ta rian  political organisations. It is thus 
fundamental to Leninism  that c la s ses a re never com - 
pfetely homogeneous in political position, and that the 
(revolutionary po larisation  o f  c fasses involves sp lits  and 
divisions within c la sses  as well as between them. It is 
inevitable that in tellectuals will divide, and that some 
will take up a p ro le tarian  position; it is inevitable that 
the p ro le ta ria t will divide and that some will take up an 
an ti-p ro le ta rian  position. This will appear paradoxical 
only to  a position founded on an essen tia lis t sociologism 
which equates 'c la s s ' ideology and c o rre c t political line.

(2) Some F allac ies and Some M isreadings

Most of the fallacies concerning Leninism  stem  from  a 
reading of Leninist positions based on a notion of the 
social form ation as a sim ple expressive totality.

(A) E ssential ism x &«■>»•■>

This p a rticu la r form  of e r r o r  includes reductionism , 
sociologism , geneticism  etc. This general e r r o r  sees 
every  w orker as essen tia lly  p ro le ta rian  politically; o r 
reduces all the sta tem ents in tellectuals make to  th e ir  
petty-bourgeois c la ss  position. The reduction of levels, 
of political position to c la ss  situation, o r the conflation 
of levels , produces effects in the political position. From  
th is  vulgar M arx ism , a crude economic determ inism  
springs u ltra - le f tis t o r  r ig h tis t political positions, 
rig id ity  in organisation, and ferocious sec ta rian ism , 
since the e ssen tia l elem ent (the w orkers, the blacks etc. ) 
a re  the source of the tru e  line. We do not a s s e r t  that all 
organisations of the working c lass  are  e ssen tia lis t, but 
that e ssen tia lis t d o c trin es , whether of c la s s , race  or 
sex, lead to  various political deviations which are  always 
reactionary .

Thus it can be seen that the p a rticu la r political e r ro r s  
attacked by Lenin -  Econom ism , T erro ism , U ltra -le ftism  
-  a re  varia tions at the political level of serio u s theo­
re tic a l m istakes stem m ing from  essen tia lism . The ex­
p ressiv e  sim plicity  that underlies these positions is 
contained in th e ir  mode of production: the p a ss iv e /re fle c -  
tive elaboration  of the ideological effect of the spontaneous 
movement (this p ass iv e /re flec tiv e  mode in theory may 
re su lt e ith e r  in intense political activ ism  o r quietism ). 
M arxism  is the foundation of p ro le ta rian  political con- 
ciousness. M arxism  as a science has an effect on the 
w o rk e r 's  movement; it b reaks with and tran sfo rm s the 
spontaneous ideological movement and com bats the de­
viations which re su lt from  the theore tica l elaboration  of 
those spontaneous ideological positions.

(B) Political Objections which stem  from  Disguised 
E ssen tia lism  1
This form  of c r itic ism  com es from  e ith e r  Social Demo­
c ra tic  o r U ltra -eg a lita rian  positions. This reveals a

3



curious feature  that is one of L enin 's p a rtic u la r  d is­
coveries: the identity of the u ltra -le ft and the Right. This 
objection to Leninism  is that the em phasis on theoretical 
tra in ing  leads to the development of a corps d 'e lite  which 
sows the seeds of au thoritarian ism . This en tails the 
notion that the break between science and c lass  conscious­
ness is fa lse  and undem ocratic.

The U ltra-left and Right deviations have a common charac ­
te r is tic , th e ir  concepts of science are indifferent to its 
mode of production, that is , its ch a rac te ris tic  as a 
p ractice . For them , science only ex ists as a re su lt, it is 
approached only from  the point of view of its political 
and ideological consequences. U ltra -le ftism  tre a ts  the 
existence of science as in contradiction with its ideal of 
ab strac t equality; Social Democracy tre a ts  science as in 
contradiction with Its ideal of un restra in ed  liberty  for 
revisionism . Science, however, is a p rac tice  which in­
volves a specific b reak  with ideology, an epistem ological 
break made through a p a rticu la r theoretical apparatus, 
and not by concrete individual subjects.

Leninism  is a c lea r refutation of these two positions: it 
is not individuals that are  put to work d isc re te ly  on theory 
and po litics, but theore tica l M arxism  that m ust guide 
the p rac tice  of the p ro le ta ria t, and it is the duty of all 
Com m unists, w hether w orkers o r in tellectuals, to study 
M arxism . The idea of an intellectual e lite  was repugnant 
to Lenin, and to Marx. But the notion that science is 
open to the im m ediate assessm ent of all is a nonsensical 
position re la ted  again to the essen tia lis t notion that 
science is an open book. The difficulty of all sciences 
cannot be easily  elim inated by fiat. It m akes not the 
sligh test difference to say all have the right of c ritic ism  
in a science, if th ere  is a real inequality in knowledge 
and technical level. Science as a theore tica l practice  
cannot be reduced to a nice sim plicity: 'th e re  is no royal

road to science' (Marx).

(3) The position and the task s  of th is journal

In the struggle fo r Leninism  this journal seeks to facilitate 
a recognition of the theoretical work that m ust be accom ­
plished as the pre lim inary  basis fo r engaging in the d irec t 
task  of the form ation of the revolutionary party  in this 
country. We believe that no revolutionary party  ex ists  in 
B ritain  that can claim  to possess a M arx ist-L en in ist 
political p rac tice . But this does not m ean that the work 
we a re  engaged upon is  th eo re tic is t, that is , without 
politics at all. C learly , a ll political movem ents and 
political s truggles do not wait fo r theory -  they a re  spon­
taneous products of the c la ss  struggle. M arxist-L enin ist 
politics does not develop from  spontaneous struggle but 
in a break with it. Theory, the form s and concepts in 
which th is break is thought and produced, is thus dominant 
in the form ation of M arx ist-L en in ist politics.

Politically  our position is, as we have said  in our f irs t 
issue , firm ly  within the an ti-rev is io n is t movement and 
we a re  firm ly  opposed to the ideologies of T rotskyism  
and neo-Stalinism . The spectacu lar fragm entation of the 
M arxist sec ts  of the U ltra-left and the frozen entities 
of the rev ision ist camp arp both cause and consequence 
of the p resen t g rea t theoretical backw ardness, and we 
have no hesitation in rejecting  all p re ssu re  fo r the pro ­
duction of a political program m e from  the m ateria l both 
theore tica l and organisational at our disposal.

From  the response that we have had for the f irs t issue 
of Theoretical P rac tice  it is c lea r  that there  is a demand 
for serious M arxist theory, and that serious work is 
going on. As we said  in our f irs t  issue we want to hear 
from  individuals o r groups who are  in terested  in our 
position and have s im ila r  objectives.

FASCISM & 
POLITICAL 
THEORY
by Antony Cutler

Nicos Poulantzas 'F asc ism e  et D ictature ' P a r is  
F rancois M aspero 1970 23,70 f r .

This book is an ambitious attem pt to pose im portant 
theore tica l questions in a reas  w here M arxist theory 
is largely  undeveloped. The problem  of the theoretical 
analysis of fascism  is situated  within a discussion of 
the theory of the state in general* and in p a rticu la r 
within the theory of exceptional form s of the sta te , 
that is fo rm s of the sta te  which deviate from  the 
bourgeoise dem ocratic form  (Fascism , Bonapartism , 
M ilitary  D ictatorship). However, th is  book is not 
m erely  a contribution to these vital theore tica l ques­
tions but also , as the subtitle indicates ( 'la  trois&me 
internationale face au fasc ism e ') , the reflections of 
a M arx ist-L en in ist theo ris t upon the h isto ry  of 
M arx ist-L en in ist theoretical and political practice. 
These reflections a re  an attem pt to  think the effects 
of the political and theore tica l deviations of the Third 
International in the e ra  of fascism . Poulantzas 
attem pts to produce both a de-m ystification of a vital 
stage in the h isto ry  of the w orkers ' movement and 
to p resen t a Leninist political analysis of the devia­
tions which every M arx ist-L en in ist m ilitant faces 
in political practice.

It should already be apparent that the scope of the 
book makes an exhaustive analysis of its contents im ­
possible. The aim  of th is review is to discuss some 
cen tra l problem s which I shall analyse under the 
heading of the theory of political represen tation . The 
mode of exposition in th is text w ill be to place in 
context the crucia l theore tica l problem s of Poulantzas' 
analysis, and to illu stra te  the theore tica l c r itic ism s  
by discussing Poulantzas' concrete analyses.

The Theory of P olitical Representation 
The m ajor theoretical problem  ra ised  by Poulantzas' 
text is that which concerns c la ss  in te rests  and the ir 
political represen tation . It is n ecessary  to p resen t 
the general theore tica l context of this problem  in 
o rd e r to situate the lim itations of Poulantzas' position.

It is a basic princip le of M arxism  that the c lass 
struggle is rep resen ted  in the political a rena  bv the 
various political p a rtie s  and by the apparatuses of the 
state. But he re , as everyw here e lse , it is essen tia l 
that the concept of represen ta tion  does not collapse 
into that of expression , such that the content of the 
c la ss  struggle can be read  em pirically  in the be­
haviour of the parties. To avoid th is em piric ism  two 
questions m ust be posed:
I What is the content of rep resen tation  at the political 
level, that is, what is rep resen ted?
II What are the conditions of rep resen tab ility  and the 
m eans of representation .

These questions demand the posing of another, the 
question of the nature  of the space in which rep resen ­
tation take p lace, and therefo re  of the nature of the 
political level.

If these questions a re  not posed, then c lass in te rests .
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which have been trad itionally  regarded  as the content 
of rep resen ta tion  in the M arxist theory of politics, 
will fall below the level of theoretical reflection  and 
assum e the c h a rac te r  of givens. The im plications of 
th is failure a re  that a M arxist concept, c la ss  in terests , 
w ill be read  in a p re -M arx is t way. Any 'given' is the 
appearance of a given, its conditions of existence are 
the rep ressio n  of its own determ inants. A lthusser 
has shown us that 'g ivenness' is no accident but the 
effect of a p a rticu la r mode of causality. His concept 
of th is m echanical causality  has two components. 
F irs tly , the homogeneous space in which objects 
assum e the c h a ra c te r  of givens and re la te  to one 
another; th is space which c rea tes  and underlies the 
objects is the product of anthropological assumptions. 
Secondly, there  are  the given objects them selves 
which are  em pirical m anifestations of th is anthro­
pological essence. The paradigm atic form  of mecha­
n ical causality  is that which operates in c lassica l 
econom ics. 2

In the case of c la ss  in te re s ts , the form  this relation 
between space and given assum es is that between 
egoistic  theories of human nature (anthropological 
assum ption) and c lass  in te rests  (given objects). The 
re su lts  of this ideological rep rise  of a M arxist con­
cept are twofold: the theoretical effects of the assum ­
ption and the theore tica l effects of the given objects. 
F irs tly , the existence of the anthropological assum ­
ption means that c la ss  in terests  are  not produced, 
as they are  in M arxist theory, by the complex a r ti ­
culated combination of p rac tices (Economic, Poli­
tic a l, Ideological) but by an essen tia l constitutive 
subject (the econom ically egoistic c lass m em b er/ 
c la ss  as a whole). Therefore c la sse s  are  aggregates 
of s im ila r  subjects and c lass  in te rests  the resultant

of the aggregates’ in terests . Secondly, the effect of 
the given objects is to reduce to  a sim ple homo­
geneity the complex combination of p rac tices  of the 
M arxist theory, thus c la ss  p rac tices  w ill always be 
in essence economic prac tices. The referen t of 
'ideological' o r  'po litica l' struggles is thus always 
the economic level, of which they are  at best an 
epiphenomenal expression.

In con trast to th is ideological re p r ise , the M arxist 
concept of c lass in terest m ust be founded upon the 
mode of causality  which is the basis of scientificity  in 
M arxism , s truc tu ra l causality. In M arxist theory c lass 
in te res ts  are  the product of a complex articu la ted  com­
bination of p rac tices  (Economic, Ideological, Political), 
and each p ractice  has its conditions of existence in its 
a rticu lation  in the complex whole. Thus the conception 
of an essen tia lly  'econom ic' level is alien to M arxism ; 
in the economic production p rocess itse lf c la ss  in­
te re s ts  a re  an effect of a complex strucu tre . To illus­
tra te  the rup ture M arxism  effects in resp ec t of the 
ideological conception of c la ss  in te rest M arx 's d is­
cussion of cost p rice  in Capital Vol. Ill will be out­
lined.

M arx distinguishes between the cost p rice  of the 
commodity and its actual cost. The fo rm er is a func­
tion of the means of thinking his economic practice 
available to the capitalist. This m eans is the accoun­
ting system  which makes it possible for the capitalist 
to calculate the cost to him self of producing the 
commodity, a cost divided into constant and variable 
capital. The combination of constant and variable 
capital rep resen ts  the portion of the value of the 
commodity which rep laces 'what the commodity 
costs the cap ita lis t h im self’ (Marx). 3 According to 
M arx, the cap ita lis t identifies his conception of cost
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price  with the actual cost of the commodity. There 
a re  two possible ways of conceiving the cost of a 
commodity, its cost as expenditure of capital and 
its  cost as  expenditure of labour. The fo rm er, 
the ideological notion, is designated by M arx the 
'co s t p rice ' and rep resen ts  the cost of the com ­
modity to the capitalist. The la tte r , the scientific 
concept, is designated by M arx the 'actual 
p rice ' of the commodity. The cap ita list does not 
recognise th is distinction and takes the fo rm er for 
the la tte r. How does th is occur? The accounting sys­
tem  as a technical p ractice  produces a knowledge effect 
adequate to the position of the cap ita list as a subject 
in the productive p ro cess . Labour under cap italist 
conditions appears to the cap ita list in the following 
te rm s , 'a f te r  the labourer en te rs  the production pro ­
cess he h im self constitutes an ingredient of operating 
productive capital, which belongs to the capitalist. '5 
The s tru c tu re  of the cap ita list production p rocess 
produces two ideological effects in respect of th is 
problem : the cap ita lis t em erges as the producer of the 
commodity because labour appears as subsum ed with­
in capital, and, as a c o rre la te , labour only appears 
as variable cap ital, as a cost of production, and not 
as the c re a to r  of value, which is a role displaced on 
to the cap ita list by the f irs t effect. 'F o r  this reason 
the cost p rice  of the commodity n ecessarily  appears 
to the cap ita list as the actual cost of the commodity'. 
The cap ita lis t c lass in terest in the struggle over the 
price  of labour power is thus a combination of econo­
mic p ractice  (the cap ita list as an agent in the p rocess 
of production) and ideological p ractice  (the ideological 
conditions of existence of such an agent are  that 
labour appears only as variable capital, as a cost, 
and not in its c reative role).

Thus there is a radical distinction between the M arxist 
conception of c lass in te rest and the ideological re ­
p rise  on th is  concept. This ideological conception 
of the content of represen ta tion  produces two possible 
ways of analysing the m eans of representation: e ith er 
a reductionist theory which reduces rep resen tation  to 
a reflection of 'econom ic' in te rests , o r. if the re la ­
tive autonomy of politics is affirm ed, the effect of 
th is theoretical s tru c tu re  is form alism . Form alism  
in this context m eans the m ere affirm ation of the 
autonomy of existing political institutions in the ab­
sence of a theoretical founding of the re la tive  auton­
omy of the political level of the social form ation. I 
shall concentrate upon th is fo rm alism , as the weak­
n esses  of reductionism  are  evident to all but con­
genital vulgar m arx ists .

If c lass in terests  a re  regarded  as givens, then the 
m eans of political rep resen ta tion  become form al 
channels of tran sm issio n  of such in te re s ts , without 
having any effectivity on the form  o r content of the 
in te rests  them selves. Changes in the type of channel 
'u sed ' re flec t changes in the mode of rep resen tation  
which is functional fo r the rea lisa tion  of the c lass 
in terests . Channels are  m erely  'fo rm s ' that are 
available to the determ inant c lass in terests: the 
means of rep resen ta tion  and represen tab ility  are  
determ ined by the represen ted . In such a form ulation 
the relative autonomy of politics has been stated  but 
the conditions of the specific effectivity of the political 
level have been denied. Form alism  is a com plicated form 
of reductionism . Its com plication consists in the 
contradiction between the assertio n  of the relative 
autonomy of politics and the fundamentally sim plistic  
conception of the social form ation which is entailed 
in its notion of c la ss  in terests . Simple reductionism
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involves no such contradiction.

This analysis has posed the problem  of political re ­
presentation  in general. Poulantzas ra is e s  the prob­
lem implicitly in his analysis of the conjunctures 
'fascisation  and the advent of fascism . ' This is con­
ceived of as: 'corresponding to a situation of acute 
deepening and exacerbation of in ternal contradictions 
among the dominant c lass and c la ss  frac tio n s '. ? The 
co rre la te  of these contradictions is a 'c r is is  of 
hegemony': 'In the case of the p rocess of fascisation  
and of fasc ism , no c lass o r  fraction  of the dominant 
c lass seem s capable of imposing its "d irection" on the 
o ther c la sses  and fractions of the power bloc e ither 
through its actual m eans of political organisation o r 
through the "parliam entary  dem ocratic s ta te ". This 
c r is is  is reflec ted  in a c r is is  in the political rep resen ­
tation of the dominant c la ss  and c lass fractions: ' . .  . one 
can estab lish  a rupture sim ultaneously of the o rd e r of 
rep resen ta tion  -  in the state system  -  and in the o rd e r 
or organisation between the c la sses  and fractions of the 
dominant c la ss  and th e ir  political partiesT *”

Poulantzas' use of the concept of 'rep resen ta tio n ' is 
descrip tive and em piric ist. F o r him a c r is is  of 'r e ­
p resentation ' is equated with a m anifest withdrawal of 
support by the dominant c la ss , or c la ss  fractions, 
from the p a rtie s  which rep resen t them , and /o r from  
the system  of political p a rtie s  in general. In the case 
of a general re jec tion  of the party  system  by the c la sse s , 
a rejection based on the failure of th is 'fo rm ' to fulfill 
c la ss  in te res ts , another 'fo rm ' is adopted as the m eans 
of rep resen tation  of these in terests. R epresentation is 
displaced from the political party  to branches of the 
state apparatus.

Representation is determ ined by the represented .

Poulantzas unwittingly founds h is  analysis of 'r e p re ­
sentation' on the em pirical given to be explained, the 
m anifest w ithdrawal of support. Thus, in the absence 
of a scientific foundation of the concept of rep resen ­
tation, Poulantzas' analysis is condemned to pure 
c ircu la rity ; to explaining the changes at the political 
level by changes founded on c la ss  in te re s ts , and dis­
covering the c lass in te rests  through th e ir  m anifes­
tation at the political level.

The theore tica l consequences of the e r ro r s  in Poulan­
tz a s ' notion of represen ta tion  have been dem onstrated, 
we w ill now illu stra te  the effects of these e r ro r s  in 
relation  to the concrete problem s which are  the central 
point of his analysis.

Working C lass Political Strategy
Poulantzas co rrec tly  c ritic ise s  the C om intern 's econo­
m is t s  deviation of equating economic c r is is  with an 
offensive period of the working c lass  movement in the 
c lass struggle.

'If fascism  is only the index of the "feebleness" of the 
bourgeoisie that it bears w itness to the catastrophic 
economic c r is is  of capitalism , it cannot but be paired 
with the "power" of the m ass revolutionary movement: 
power itse lf autom atically and abstracted ly  deducible 
from  this c r is is . The process of fascisisation  thus it­
self n ecessa rily  corresponds to an offensive stage of 
the w o rk e r 's  movement and to a defensive stage of the 
bourgeoisie and to the reduction of c la ss  struggle to 
the economic and the m echanistic equation "economic 
c r is is  = offensive of the working c la s s ". 10 This c r i t i ­
cism  is repeated  in a m ore general form  in Poulantzas' 
analysis of the resu lts  of working c lass  political defeats 
preceding the accession to power of the fasc ists . He 
speaks of:
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The ch arac te ris itc  of the process of fasc isisa tion  that 
the bourgeoi.se c la ss  struggle against the working c lass 
assum es a m ore and m ore political ch a rac te r, while 
that of the working c lass  against the bourgeoisie is 
m ore and m ore lim ited  to  the domain of economic de­
m ands'. 'F o r  reasons relating  to the recen t past of 
political s truggles the progressively  dominant role of 
economic struggle is hidden under form s of action 
inherited. . . from periods corresponding to the actual 
dominance of politics: m ass dem onstrations, factory 
occupations, form s of "d irec t action", at the point of 
no re tu rn  th is dislocation between the content of the 
struggle and its  form s c learly  appears. '

Three theses are  put forw ard here: (1) the influence 
of the econornistic deviation on Com intern theory and 
political p rac tice  led to a complete m isunderstanding 
of the relative autonomy of political p ractice . (2) This 
econom ism , however, is ' hidden' under form s of 
political p rac tice  inherited  from  the past. (3) The 
re su lt of th is p rocess is an asym m etry in the c lass 
struggle. The bourgeoisie increasingly 'figh ts ' at the 
political level, the p ro le ta ria t at the economic.

All the failings of Poulantzas' positiv ist conception of 
c la ss  in te rests  may be found here. C lasses and c lass 
struggle appear as the confrontation of two expressive 
wholes. F o r Poulantzas the p ro le ta r ia t 's  defeat is 
based upon illusion; the Com intern and the parties  think 
that a defensive stage in the c lass struggle is equivalent 
to the re s tr ic tio n  of c lass struggle to the economic 
level. This illusion is m aintained by the false appearance 
of political struggle conveyed by the outmoded political 
form s available to the working class. These form s, 
however, a re  m erely  expressions of th is fundamental 
illusion, t.he,y have the status of surv ivals since they 
do not possess any independent effectivity. This theo­

re tic a l s truc tu re  is based on a simple opposition be­
tween illusion (proletarian  economism) and conscious­
ness (bourgeoise rea lisa tion  of the specific effectivity 
of political practice).

Poulantzas conceives these form s of political struggle 
as inappropriate and outmoded form s; fo r him they 
become m ere survivals. He effectively tre a ts  the 
political form s as surv ivals in an h is to ric is t manner.
The co rre la te  of his trea tm en t of the form s of political 
struggle is that Economism lo ses  its ch a rac te r as a 
theoretical concept. In M arxist theory Economism 
does not rep resen t a rea l reduction of political struggle 
to the economic struggle (that is , the disappearance of 
po litics), but the theory of an inco rrec t re la tion  be­
tween economic and political struggle.

Poulantzas therefo re  reduces Economism from  a theo­
re tica l-p o litica l deviation within M arxism , to a rea l 
p rocess (the disappearance of the political level in 
the social formation). Poulantzas does not estab lish  
the form s of this deviation and the conditions of its 
production and reproduction in M arxist political struggle. 
Economism is an ev e r possible deviation from  M arxism  
determ ined by e r r o r s  that a re  po litica l/theore tica l. In 
the absence of such a recognition of th is basic p rin ­
ciple of Leninism  Poulantzas is driven to postulate 
that Economism in the period of fascism  is due to a 
hangover from  the Second International. He suggests 
th is when he argues that the Third International by­
passed  L enin 's critique of Economism and produced an 
econornistic reading of his Im perialism .

Lenin in What is to be Done ? analysed Economism in a 
way which precludes an analysis based upon survivals. 
Poulantzas is therefore  guilty of a m isreading of 
Lenin no le s s  serious than that he attribu tes to the
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Third International. This m isreading rev ea ls  Poulan- 
tz a s ' failure to think the political level ra th e r  than 
m erely  a s se r t  its existence.

Lenin tre a ts  Econom ism  coupled with T erro rism  as 
form s of spontaneism . Although both deviations r e ­
p resen t the spontaneous reactions of different c lass 
positions in p o litic s , th e ir  s ta tus as deviations does not 
derive from  being the immediate modes of struggle of 
c la ss  m ilitan ts , but from  being taken up politically- 
theore tica lly  within M arxism . The 'bowing before 
spontaneity ' of political lead ers  m eans that the spon­
taneous p rac tice  of the c lass is not transfo rm ed  at 
the political level by M arxist p ractice . M arxism  is 
itself re ta rd ed  behind the spontaneous actions of the 
c la ss  m ilitan ts, since the deviationists petrify  into 
dogma given and im m ediate form s of struggle. M arxist 
theory and organisation a re  n ecessary  because of the 
dislocation that supervenes between political effectivity 
and the economic level. The spontaneous economic 
struggles of the w orkers reproduce cap ita lis t economic 
relations.

A nalysis in te rm s  of surv ivals is therefo re  u se less 
since it never explains the cause of the "original" 
deviations, no r indeed, how and from  what it is a de­
viation. The absence of a concept of deviation leads 
again to  the grounding of the analysis on the object: 
the Second In ternational's 'Econom ism ' and the trade 
union struggle. Poulantzas does not explain the pro ­
duction of political deviations in the Com intern, and 
in the Italian and German p a rtie s  in the e ra  of fascism  
nor does he explain the ir nature as deviations.

The State
As a final exam ple of the e r ro r s  of Poulantzas' theo­
re tica l position I w ill examine the dominant aspect of

his analysis of the State, that is the relation  between 
the Ideological State A pparatuses and the Class Struggle. 
I shall tre a t th is  problem in relation  to Poulantzas' 
c r itic ism s  of A lth u sse r 's  paper Ideologie et A ppareils 
D' E tat. 12

Poulantzas' main c ritic ism  re fe rs  to the m eans by 
which A lthusser attem pts to estab lish  the proof of the 
re la tive  autonomy of the ideological apparatuses of the 
State:

'It is he re , it seem s to m e, that the m ost contentious 
aspect of the in terpretation  proposed by A lthusser re ­
sides. It is true  that he m entions th e ir  relative auton­
omy but in a descrip tive mode. On the other hand 
(p 17 ff)13, he in sists  on th e ir  unity only in re la tion  
to the following reasons (a) T heir unity is due to the 
dominant ideology; (b) The dominant ideology is "that 
of the dominant c lass which detains sta te  power".
Result: the "unity" of the ideological apparatuses is 
abstracted ly  reduced and through ideology alone to that 
of state pow er. Nov/, this analysis is abstrac t and 
form al in so fa r  as it does not (concretely) take the 
c la ss  struggle into consideration: (a) it does not take 
into consideration the fact that in a social form ation 
severa l contradictory and antagonistic c lass ideologies 
ex ist; everything happens as if A lthusser in speaking 
of the "dominant ideology" as unity of the ideological 
apparatuses m eant in this case bv "dominant ideology" 
what he calls "m echanism of ideology in genera l" (?):
(b) it does not take into consideration the dislocations 
p resen t in sta te  power. In effect, the work of the 
cu ltural revolution in China has shown what Lenin p re ­
sented so well: that the power re la tions in the State 
ideological apparatuses do not depend d irectly  on the 
c la ss  nature  of the Statepower and are  not exhaustively 
detenu  im-d by it. Notably, the transform ation  of these

10

apparatuses can only be the re su lt of a "revolutioni- 
sation" which concerns them directly. State power (its 
c la ss  nature) poses lim its (variable in relation  to the 
c la ss  or c la sse s  in power) on the ideological apparatuses 
of the state. These lim its. . . which c ircum scribe  the 
"unity" of the ideological apparatuses are  not at all 
the exclusive effect of the "dominant ideology” , but 
of State power i ts e lf . . . It seem s especially  necessary  
to  s tre s s  th is  fo r if one does not c learly  estab lish  these 
points one r isk s  falling p rec ise ly  into re fo rm ism 's  
"official" in terpretation  of G ram sci. '14

A lthusser takes up th is issue in a postcrip t to the sam e 
paper w ritten  in A pril 1970.

'The "m echanism " of ideology in general is one thing.
We have seen that it can be reduced to a few princip les 
expressed  in a few words (as 'poo r' as those which, 
according to M arx, define production in g en era l, o r 
in Freud, define the unconscious in g n era l). If there 
is any tru th  in it, th is m echanism  m ust be abstract 
with respect to every  rea l ideological formation.

'I have suggested that the ideologies w ere rea lised  in 
institutions, in th e ir  ritua ls and th e ir  p rac tices , in the 
ISAs. We have seen that on this basis they contribute 
to  that form  of c la ss  struggle, vital for the ruling c lass 
the reproduction of the relations of production. But the, 
point of view itse lf, however, re a l, is s till an abstrac t 
one.

'In  fact, the State and its A pparatuses only have meaning 
from  the point of view of the c la ss  struggle , as an 
apparatus of c lass struggle ensuring c lass  oppression 
and guaranteeing the conditions of exploitation and its 
reproduction. But there  is no c la ss  struggle without 
antagonistic c la sses . W hoever says c la ss  struggle of 
the ruling c la ss  says re sis tan ce , revolt and c lass 
n • ■

struggle of the ru led  class.

'That is why the ISAs a re  not the rea lisa tion  of ideology 
in g en era l, no r even the conflic t-free  rea lisa tion  of the 
ideology of the ru ling  class. The ideology of the ruling 
c la ss  does not become the ruling ideology by the g race 
of God, nor even by virtue of the se izu re  of State power 
alone. It is by the installation of the ISAs in which this 
ideology is rea lised  and re a lise s  itse lf that it becom es 
the ruling ideology. But th is installation is not achieved 
all by itse lf, on the con trary , it is the stake in a very  
b itte r and continuous c la ss  struggle: f i r s t  against the 
fo rm er ruling c la sse s  and th e ir  positions in the old 
and new ISAs, then against the exploited c lass.

'But th is point of view of the c la ss  struggle in the ISAs 
is s till an ab strac t one. In fact, the c la ss  struggle in 
the ISas is indeed an aspect of the c la ss  struggle, 
som etim es an im portant and sym ptom atic one: eg, the 
an ti-re lig ious struggle in the eighteenth century, or 
the 'c r i s is ' of the educational ISA in every  cap ita list 
country today. But the c lass struggles in the ISAs is 
only an aspect of a c la ss  struggle which goes beyond 
the ISAs. The ideology that a c la ss  in power m akes 
the ruling ideology in its ISAs is indeed 're a lise d ' in 
those ISAs, but it goes beyond them , for it com es 
from  elsew here. Sim ilarly , the ideology that a ruled 
c la ss  m anages to defend in and against such ISAs 
goes beyond them , fo r it conies from  elsew here.

'It is only from  the point of view of the c la sse s , ie, of 
•the c la ss  strugg le , that it is possible to explain the 
ideologies existing in a social form ation. Not only is 
it from this starting-poin t that it is possible to ex­
plain the rea lisa tio n  of the ruling ideology in the ISAs 
and of the form s of c lass struggle for which the ISAs 
a re  the sea t and the stake. But it is a lso  and above



all from  th is  s tarting-po in t that it is possible to 
understand the provenance of the ideologies which are  
rea lised  in the ISAs and confront one another there.
F or if it is tru e  that the ISAs rep resen t the form  in 
which the ideology of the ruling c lass m ust n ecessarily  
be rea lised , and the form  in which the ideology of the 
ru led c la ss  m ust n ecessa rily  be m easured  and con­
fronted, ideologes a re  not 'bo rn ' in the ISAs but from  
the social c la sse s  at g rips in the c la ss  struggle: from  
th e ir conditions of existence, th e ir  p rac tices , th e ir  
experience of the strugg le , etc. '15

The question we a re  asked to  think through in this 
difference of theore tica l position is that of the con­
ditions of thinking the re la tiv e  autonomy of the State 
Ideological A pparatuses, Poulantzas thinks this ques­
tion from the point of view of a resu lt; that there  a re  
dislocations within the ideological apparatuses of the 
s ta te , that these dislocations ex ist as a function of the 
c la ss  struggle , and that they a re  n ecessa rily  not 
negated by the possession  of sta te  power by any p a r ­
ticu la r c lass. Any o ther position im plies fo r Poulan­
tzas a reductionism , that is , that the ISA will be con­
ceived as a pure expression of c la ss  ru le  and w ill be 
im m ediately deducible from  the possession  of state 
power by a p a rtic u la r  c lass. What is m issing in 
Poulantzas' analysis is the concept of these ideological 
appara tuses, and the concept of this c la ss  struggle in 
the region of ideology. F o r Poulantzas the relative 
autonomy of the ISA derives from  an absence, that is 
from  the fact that c la ss  rule is not univocal. Again, 
relative autonomy is sta ted  but not established. This 
is exem plified by h is  reco u rse  to  the re a l object itse lf, 
in his exam ple of the Cultural Revolution. The relative 
autonomy of the ISA can only be founded by answering 
theoretically  a superficially  paradoxical question, what.

does it m ean to say that these apparatuses work through 
ideology?

A lthusser gives the p re -req u is ite  of such an answ er in 
h is postc rip t, that is , in the conception that ideologies 
a re  not crea ted  in the ISA. On the con trary  they a re  'born ' 
in the p rac tices , experiences of struggle and conditions of 
existence of the various c la sses . The w eakness of Poulantzas' 
position is that th is  question is denegated by the prob-; 
lem  he poses. Poulantzas' point of departure  is the 
assertio n  of the re la tive  autonomy of the ISA; th is is 
deduced from  his position that if the ISA a re  not re la ­
tively autonomous univocal dominance of the sta te  by a 
c la ss  is the resu lt. This is no solution to the problem  
since it m ere ly  reproduces the te rm s  of the problem  
in another form . Ideological autonomy is deduced from  
the political effects of ideological dependence. In the 
way in which Poulantzas has posed th is problem  no 
conceptual distinction between ideology and politics 
can be produced.

A lthusser shows that the conditions fo r  thinking the 
relative autonomy of the ISA can only be founded on a 
concept of the specificity/of the ideological level.
A lthusser shows that the theo re tica l foundation of the 
relative autonomy of the ideological s ta te  apparatuses 
can only be estab lished  on the basis  of a theory of 
ideology in genera l. It was estab lished  in the d iscus­
sion of cost p rice  that all economic p rac tice  is a r t i ­
culated through ideological p rac tice , ideology is an 
ev er-a lread y  given level of the social formation. The 
distinction between the ideological and rep ressiv e  
apparatuses of the State and the nature of the specific 
effectivity of ideology can only be founded in a theory 
of the specificity  of ideology.

Ideology produces recognition, recognition which is
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ev e r a lready  immediate. It produces th is effect through 
a s truc tu re  com posed of two elem ents; the production 
through ideology of subjects and the w ork of the sub­
ject as a constitutive category of ideology. Why is 
immediate recognition ideological? All science is built 
on a distinction between the thought object and the rea l 
object. Within the s tru c tu re  of scientific  p rac tice  there  
a re  m echanism s by which the confusion of these two 
objects is precluded. Even if th is  explicit distinction 
is m issing from  the science the effect of such a d is­
tinction is always p resen t in the in ternal c r ite r ia  of 
proof of the science. This is possible because the 
sc ien tist is  not the subject of the p rac tice  but its 
support. The s tru c tu re  of science is not unified by a 
perceiving subject but by a system  of concepts which 
define a thought object.

In ideology, in co n trast, men re la te  to th e ir  rea l con­
ditions of existence as subjects. In science, the thought 
object is never im m ediate but ra th e r  m ed ia te , its con­
dition of existence is a p rio r  production process. In 
ideology, the effect of the category of subject is to 
impose the requ irem ents of im m ediate recognition. A 
subject always has a defined place as a perceiving.
This immediacy m eans that the sub jec t's  relation  to 
its  rea l conditions of existence is im aginary. The p ra c ­
tice  of science estab lishes a rup ture  between its thought 
objects and rea l objects. In ideology there  is a depen­
dence on the rea l object.

The production of th is ideological effect takes place 
through the s tru c tu re  of ideological p rac tice . This 
s tru c tu re  sim ultaneously produces subjects and w orks 
through the category of subject. This is not a tem poral 
p rocess individuals are  not tem porally  p r io r  to sub­
jects. Every individual is ev e r-a lread y  a subject. Thus, 
for any individual th ere  is no 'p re-ideo log ica l' phase.

Ideology in general has no h isto ry , it has the invariant 
s tru c tu re  of an ever-a lready -g iven  level of the social 
formation. The nature  of the relative autonomy of Ideo­
logical State A pparatuses thus derive from  th e ir speci­
ficity , which is to reproduce the s tru c tu re  of ideology, 
that is the s tru c tu re s  of the production and operation 
of the subject. The alternative  is to  fall into a prag ­
m atis t view of ideology which is  p rec ise ly  incapable 
of grasping the nature  of ideology as a p rac tice  (pro­
duction of subjects, production of s tru c tu re s  of im­
m ediate recognition of various levels of complexity) 
and th erefo re  its specificity. The following passage 
indicates that th is danger is rea lised  in Poulantzas' 
analysis: 'In  effect the f irs t  elem ent which it is nece­
ssa ry  to underline is that the growing role of rep ressio n  
is n ecessarily  accom panied by the ideology which 
leg itim ates th is rep re ss io n . '

If the discussion of the problem s ra ise d  by Nicos Poula­
n tzas ' book has been unable to do justice  to the scope 
and richness of its  analysis it w ill have achieved its 
aim s if it indicates a crucial am bivalence which p e r­
vades the work. This ambivalence stem s from  a con­
trad iction  between the p rac tice  of scientific  theory 
which develops purely within theo re tica l p ractice  on 
one hand and a collapse of th is  p ro jec t into em piric ism  
on the other. It is an am bivalence of which the read e r 
m ust be aware if he is to give th is book the level of 
c ritica l reflection  that is so greatly  deserves. I 
wish to conclude with two quotations from  the text 
which clearly  exemplify th is am bivalence.

'an  attem pt has been made to  g rasp  the cen tra l ch a ra ­
c te r is tic s  of th is phenomena by analysing its  causes 
and effects going beyond its secondary tra its  which 
ch a rac te rised  it w here it has been established. But, 
in o rd er to  do th is th ere  is only one c o rre c t mode of
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re sea rch  procedure and exposition of the re su lts  in the 
o rd er of presentation: to pursue a thorough examination 
of fa sc is t s ta tes w here they have been estab lished  by 
analysing concrete situations. It is only thus that one 
can separa te  the secondary fac to rs from  real causes 
and in disengaging the la tte r  determ ine the possib ilities 
and the conditions of the resurgence of the pheno­
mena. . . '16

'a  general plan has been opted for. . .  in putting forw ard 
in each chapter a s e r ie s  of general propositions; followed 
by the concrete analysis of the German and Italian 
cases; analyses which then assum e the ro le in the ex­
position of illustra tions of these propositions. 'I ?

Notes
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the science-ideology relation in political theory, 
Political Ideology and Scientific R esearch  in L ars 
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2 F o r the relation  between m echanical causality  and 
c la ss ica l econom ics see Louis A lthusser and Etienne 
B alibar Reading Capital (London New Left Books 1970) 
pages 182-3, and fo r a discussion of the modes of 
causality  op c it Chapter 9.
3 Karl M arx Capital (Moscow Foreign Languages 
Publishing House 1962) Vol III Page 26.
4 Technical p rac tice  is defined by A lthusser in the 
following te rm s: 'Any technical p rac tice  is defined by 
its ends; such and such effects to be produced in such 
and such an object in such and such a situation. Die 
m eans depend on the ends. ' F o r M arx (London Allen 
Lane 1969) p 171 footnote 7.
5 Capital III page 26
6 Op c it page 26
7 Fascism e e t D ictature page 71 (re fe rred  to as F and 
_D h ereafter)
8 F and D p 72 (emphasis in original)
9 F and D p 73 (emphasis in original)
10 F and D p 81 (emphasis in original)
11 F and D pp 15-152
12 La Pensee No 151 June 1970
13 Poulantzas re fe rs  here  to A lth u sse r 's  paper here.
14 F and D p 336 footnote (em phasis in original).
15 ldeologie e t A ppareils d 'E ta t pp 37-38. I have used 
Ben B rew ste r 's  transla tion  of this paper in the quo­
tations which appear in this text. His translation  is to 
appear in Louis A lthusser Lenin and Philosophy and 
O ther E ssays (New Left Books, forthcoming).
16 F and D pp 7-8. Poulan tzas's methodological position 
has two em p iric is t components: (i) the factoria l language 
of positiv ist causality  (prim ary and secondary causes), 
which are  (ii) found in. the real itse lf. That is, the

14

'r e a l ' is composed of atom istic fac to rs which are  d is­
tinguished in th e ir  degree of relative effectivity. All 
we have to do is to observe concrete situations to 
discover th e ir  causal h ierarchy  within the real.

The consequences of th is methodology taken to its 
extrem e a re  that M arxist-L enin ist politics is no 
longer founded in M arxist science but in the rea l it­
self. Once this course is adopted the re su lts  are 
amazing paradoxes. F o r P e rry  A nderson, for 
exam ple, the validity of M arxist-L enin ist politics is 
situational and depends upon the existence of a form 
of the sta te  which is the tru th  of Civil Society. That 
is , on a form  of the sta te  which is theoretically  im­
possible fo r M arxism . Once this course has been 
adopted, another theoretically  im possible form u­
lation, that Civil Society is the tru th  of the sta te , is 
invoked as the basis  of a rejection  of the validity 
of the basis of M arxist-L enin ist politics in the 
W estern countries.

'When th ere  is no lite racy  or common culture; 
when there  is no civic political trad ition ; when there 
is no real national identity -  the State tends to become 
the sole reposito ry  and rea lity  of the society as a 
society. 'C ivil society ' is so p ro top lasm ic , d isa rticu ­
lated, am orphous, impalpable that its only tangible 
existence is its c rysta llisa tion  in the State. It is only 
there  that th is inchoate magma coagulates into a form . 
In underdeveloped socie ties -  today even m ore than 
in Lenin 's tim e -  the State is the univocal meaning of 
the nation. It is by definition, Hegelian. ' P e rry  Ander­
son Problem s of Socialist Strategy p 228 in P e rry  
Anderson and Robin Blackburn (eds) Towards Socialism 
(London Fontana/New left Review 1964).

'Leninism  and social-dem ocracy are  apparently in

every  way poles apart: violence against legality , van- 
guardism  against passiv ity , discipline against demo­
cracy. Yet in one resp ec t there  is a fundamental s im i­
la r ity  between the two. They both po larize  th e ir  whole 
s tra teg ies  on the State civil society rem ains outside the 
main orbit of th e ir  action. Here lie s  the clue to the rea l 
adaption of the one and the false adaption of the other. 
F o r in the E ast, the State was the sole vector of 
social action and transform ation: civil society had no 
s tru c tu ra l existence independent of it. To change 
society, Leninism  in one form  o r another was a 
necessity . But in the W est, just the opposite is tru e . 
There, in conditions of dim inishing sca rc ity , civl 
society predom inates politically  over the State, and 
determ ines it in its image. The heteronom y of the 
State is the root cause of the failure of social-dem o­
cracy. ' (em phasis in original) Anderson op cit p 237.
17 F and D pp 9-10. The procedure recom m ended 
by Poulantzas here  is in d irect contradiction to the 
method suggested by him  in the quotation imme­
diately above. H ere, the validity of theoretical 
propositions a re  to be established within the d is­
course of th eo re tica l p rac tice  itself. Consequently, 
concrete analyses have the ro le of illustrations of 
propositions already established in theory. The 
quarantee of the validity of these theore tica l pro ­
positions are  no longer the rea l itself.
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ALTHUSSER
AND
PHILOSOPHY
bv Paul H irst

1 THE LENINIST PRACTICE OF PHILOSOPHY

'M arx ist-L en in ist theory includes a science (historical 
m ateria lism  and a philosophy (dialectical m ateria lism ). ' 
CL. A lthusser, 1968. NLR 64 p 5)

A lthusser is a M arx ist-L en in ist philosopher; a communist 
partisan  in philosophy. His works are  'philosophical': 
to the chagrin of those positivistic M arxists who demand 
'substantive analyses of concrete situations' as a proof 
of concepts and distinctions. His philosophy is political: 
uncomfortably so fo r those philosophers who seek in 
him a theory  of scientific discourse independent of the 
'confusions' and 'contingencies' of politics.

Philosophy is an arm  of revolutionary struggle, an 
instance in the complex totality  that is M arxist-L enin ist 
theory and p ractice  and an instance as n ecessary  as 
h isto rica l m ateria lism  or party  organisation. The 
space of M arxist philosophy's struggle is the political- 
theoretical conjuncture. 1 The stakes of M arxist philo­
sophy's struggle: the defence and dem arcation of 
M arxist theory and political p ractice  from the ideologies 
which besiege it. The M arxist p ractice  of philosophy is 
distinct from all previous philosophical practice; it is

a non-philosophical practice founded upon an objective 
knowledge of its political function and its theoretical 
lim itations.

These claim s fo r 'philosophy' a re  unthinkable and in­
to lerab le  to the m ajority  of M arxists: to positiv ist 
h isto rians and econom ists, to hum anist philosophers 
and to p rac tica l politicians. They a re  intolerable be­
cause they are  a political intervention in theory at the 
s ite  of a problem  long considered se ttled  by the ideo­
logies which occupy it; the question of the specificity 
of the M arxist dialectic and the scientificity  of M arxism . 
They are intolerable because they are  a theoretical 
intervention in politics which th ru s ts  before us the m ost 
'a b s tra c t ' questions as urgent political n ecessities; 
because of the insistence that the future of the w orkers 
movement itse lf may hinge upon concepts and m ere 
'theo re tica l debates. '

'T o  be extrem ely  schem atic, it may be said that, in 
the h istory  of the M arxist movement, the suppression of 
th is distinction (between h isto rica l and dialectical 
m ateria lism ) has expressed  e ith e r a righ tist o r  a le ftis t 
deviation. The righ tist deviation suppresses philosophy: 
only science is left (positivism). The le ftis t deviation 
suppresses science: only philosophy is left (subjectivism). 
(A lthusser, 1968. NLR 64 p 5)

'If it is tru e , as the whole M arxist trad ition  p roclaim s,

♦A lth u sse r 's  texts considered:

Lenine e t la  Philosophie, M aspero, P a r is , 1968 
F or M arx , Allen Lane, London, 1970 
Philosophy as a Revolutionary Weapon, NLR 64 
and 'F rom  Capital to the Philosophy of M arx' in 
Reading C apital, NLB, London, 1970
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that the g rea test event in the h isto ry  of the c lass struggle 
. . . is the union of M arxist theory and the w orkers ' 
movement, it is c lea r that the internal balance of that 
union may be th reatened by those w eaknesses in theory 
known as deviations. . . ; we can understand the philo­
sophical scope of the unrelenting theore tica l disputes 
unleashed in the Socialist and then in the Communist 
movement, over what Lenin ca lls  m ere "shades of 
opinion", fo r, as he said in What is to be done?,
"The fate of R ussian Social-D em ocracy for very  many 
y ea rs  to come may depend on the strengthening of one 
o r the o ther 'sh ad e '" . ' (A lthusser, 1968. L&P p 27)

The definition of philosphy, its p rec ise  scope and 
function in theory , its relation  to the o ther instance of 
M arxist p rac tice , th is , fo r A lthusser, is the stake at 
issue in his own philosophical struggle. The conse­
quences of this definition a re  not 'a b s tra c t ';  they are  
crucial effects in theory and p ractice . The nature of 
dialectical m ateria lism  and its re la tion  to h isto rica l 
m ateria lism  have been the object of a constant theo­
re tica l (philosophical) reflection, c ritic ism  and re ­
thinking in A lthussers ' work. A lth u sse r 's  definition of 
philosophy as 'the theory of theore tica l p rac tice ' was 
advanced in h is book Pour M arx (1965) and retained in 
h is contributions to the collective text L ire  le Capital 
(1965). This definition was c ritic ised  in his Preface to 
the Italian edition of Reading Capital (1968) and the new 
definition presen ted  in Lenine et la  Philosophie (1968). 
This new definition is the re su lt of thoroughgoing over­
haul of his positions in the e a r lie r  works. This new 
definition broadly corresponds to the position on 
philosophy outlined at the beginning of this introduction.

F a r  from  being elem ents in the arch itec tu re  of a 
philosophical 'sy s te m ', A lthussers ' w orks a re  'inves­
tigations ' : 2 the posing and solving of problem s within

a definite but open problem atic; involving, in the 
theore tica l p ractice  of that solution, the rigorous ex­
amination and re-form ulation  of those problem s; and 
leading, in the case of the definition of philosophy, to 
the rejection  of ce rta in  of those te rm s as logically 
untenable within that problem atic.

However, much of th is re-w orking is not explicitly 
presen ted  in A lth u sse r 's  c r itic ism s of the e a r lie r  
position, no r is it explained in Lenine e t la  Philosophie. 
It is our intention to examine th is 'd ifference ' between 
the old and the new definitions of philosophy, to examine 
the te rm s  in which each definition is thought and to 
indicate the consequences of the change of definition. It 
is n ecessary  to  give a system atic A lthusserian  c r i t i ­
cism  of the e a r lie r  position (1965-67) and to expose 
and dispell the m isreadings that may re su lt from  the 
e r r o r  in th is conception of philosophy and from  the ex­
trem ely  brief and ambiguous form ulation it received 
in the e a r lie r  texts. It m ust be em phasised  that the 
change of definition is the p rec ise  co rrec tion  of a 
specific e r ro r ;  an e r r o r  whose site  is localised  in the 
definition of philosophy and its  co rrec tion  does not 
affect the o ther concepts in the e a r l ie r  texts. It m ust 
a lso  be em phasised that the method of exposition in 
th is  paper is to  p resen t a system atic  m isreading  of the 
old definition; a m isreading  which its te rm s and am­
biguity allow the 'innocent' and the 'philosophical' 
reader. It is not intended to be taken as A lth u sse r 's  
own position. Indeed, it is th is ambiguity of the old 
definition and its contradiction with the o ther concepts 
of the e a r l ie r  tex ts which have c lea rly  contributed to 
A lth u sse r 's  c larifica tion  and elaboration in la te r  w orks.
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2. PHILOSOPHY: 'THE THEORY OF PRACTICE IN 
GENERAL. 1

A The Old Definition

The 'old ' definition of philosophy is developed by 
A lthusser in his paper On the M ateria lis t Dialectic 
(1963):

'I shall call Theory (with a capital T), general theory, 
that is , the Theory of p rac tice  in g enera l, itse lf e la ­
borated  on the basis  of the Theory of existing theo­
re tic a l p rac tices  (of the sciences), which transfo rm s 
into "knowledges" (scientific tru ths) the ideological 
product of existing 'em p irica l' p rac tices  (the concrete 
activity of men). This Theory is the m a te ria lis t 
d ialectic which is none o ther than d ialectical m ateria ­
lism . ' (FM p 168)

'. . . the general Theory (the dialectic) in which is 
theoretically  exp ressed  the essence of theore tica l p rac ­
tice  in genera l, through it the essence of p ractice  in 
genera l, and through it the essence of the transfo rm ations, 
of the 'developm ent' of things in general. ' (FM p 169)

What relation  does th is  definition of philosophy produce 
between dialectical and h isto rica l m a te ria lism , and, 
m ore generally , between M arxist philosophy and the 
sc ien ces?  A philosophy 'in  which is theore tica lly  ex­
p ressed  the essence of theoretical p rac tice  in general' 
is a scientific philosophy: a philosophy which produces 
an objective knowledge of its object (theoretical p rac ­
tice  -  p rac tice  in general). 3

'The essence of theore tica l p ractice  in genera l' m ust 
not be confused with those concepts A lthusser uses in 
On the M ateria lis t D ialectic to think theore tica l p rac ­
tice  as a specific form  of production p rocess. In p a r­
tic u la r , the G enera lities, developed from  the general 
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concepts by which M arx estab lishes the n ecessary  
conditions of all form s of production, 4 do not reveal 
the essence of theoretical p ractice; they do not tell 
us in what 'knowledge' consists , they m erely  establish  
the necessary  conditions by which it can be thought 
as a p rac tice .

In the 'M ate ria lis t D ialectic ' the G eneralities perform  
th is  function in that they enable us to think the speci­
ficity  of scientific  p ractice: to think the dem araction 
of M arxist theoretic ity  (dialectics) from  the claim s of 
the Hegelian (or any Idea lis t/E m p iric is t) 'theory  of 
knowledge.' But having accom plished that p rim ary  de­
m arcation3 th e ir  scope as concepts is exhausted3: 
the p rocess of theore tica l production, thus circum ­
scribed , m ust be penetrated  and the s tru c tu re  of 
M arx 's scientific d iscourse d isclosed in a theoretically  
reflected  form. 7 But Theory, fa r  from  being this 
philosophical p rac tice  of uncovering the dialectics 
existent 'in  the p rac tica l s ta te ' in a scientific d iscourse, 
is claim ed to be a science in its own right.

This claim made for Theory installs ' a philosophy 
radically  different from  A lth u sse r 's  own practice  in 
On the M ateria lis t Dialectic and Reading Capital3. A 
scientific philosophy's knowledge m ust be a knowledge 
of scientifieity: of what is and what is not within 
knowledge. It is a knowledge which specifies the 
"essence" of scientific p ractice. Ideology and science 
a re  distinguished not by th e ir  effects and the form  of 
d iscourse in which these effects a re  produced, they 
a re  distinguished because philosophy is itself a science 
and knows internally  (in reflection upon its own know­
ledges) the difference of the instances of science and 
ideology. 9 Theory, as a science of the sciences, is a 
guarantee of th e ir  scientifieity  independent of (but not 
p r io r  to) th e ir  own practice. 10 This guarantee operates

at the level of a m eta-science: it ensu res the sciences 
th e ir  own logic by reason of its Logic, and in a d is­
tinct theoretical space; the space of a theory which 
thinks the space of all knowledge. H

But we have only the claim s of th is Theory, which in 
A lth u sse r 's  text a re  ambiguous, and not its proof.
What are  the conceptual proofs of the existence of th is 
theore tica l space? What a re  the proofs of the possibility  
of its p ro cess  of theoretical production; of the existence 
of its object and of the concepts which can think that 
object? We a re  in a logical trap: the proof of these 
claim s is unthinkable in an A lthusserian  problem atic, 
and since th is is the space in which the problem  is 
posed, we m ust conclude that it is not the problem  of 
that problem atic.

In Reading C apital, a text p rio r  to the change of def­
inition, A lthusser produces a system atic refutation of 
a ll philosophies which seek to guarantee knowledge in­
dependently of scientific  p ractice . ^  He m akes it p e r ­
fectly  c le a r  that th is search  for guarantees is not his 
object and not his p ractice . In For M arx and Reading 
Capital he indicates that Theory does not have an ex­
istence p rio r  to o r  independent of the sciences. 13 In 
both these tex ts , however, Theory is defined unam­
biguously as a scientific p rac tice ; a scientific philo­
sophy. Any sea rch  for a scientific philosophy leads in 
one d irection  only, away from  the p rac tice  of the 
sciences and tow ard the philosophy of guarantees.

B The Problem atic of the Philosophy of ’G uarantees’

Philosophies of the sciences which seek guarantees 
fo r knowledge which a re  independent of its p rocess of 
production of necessity  seek them in a knowledge whose 
conditions of existence are  not those of production.

Beyond the labours of the sciences a knowledge existent 
in the ’rea l' object o r in the ’knowing1 subject underlies 
and secu res  th e ir  validity. This knowledge has always 
existed; its conditions of existence a re  identical with 
those of the objective o r  subjective rea lity  of which it is 
a part. Only illusion and oversight have b a rred  the path 
to  the tru th ; they m ust only be to m  away to reveal it.

The philosophical p roblem atic of positivism  estab lishes 
its guarantees in re la tion  to the 're a l  ob jec t', albeit, 
in a  com plex relation  constituted by a perm anent re ­
tre a t from  the fo rm s of vulgar rea lism  which have 
underlain it. It demands that the sc iences ' hypotheses 
correspond to aspects of a 'r e a l ' object and that these 
correspondences be dem onstrable in experim ental 
proofs (variously conceived). The m a te ria lis t category 
of 'm a t te r '14 the em p iric is t 'theory  of knowledge' and 
the experim ental p rac tice  of the natu ra l sciences are  
system atically  conflated in th is problem atic. M atter 
is essen tia lly  an object of perception. The equation of 
perception and scientific  p rac tice  is no accidental or 
'innocent' confusion in th is philosophy; it has a p rec ise  
theore tica l function. That function is to  guarantee the 
consensus of the 'ep istem ological c o n tra c t 'I3: the 
recognition by individual sc ien tis ts  that ce rta in  propo­
sitions are  tru e /fa lse  by reference to a common 
standard  accessib le  to all individuals through th e ir  
natural faculties of sense and reason. It is the p re ­
judiced individual who cannot accept the conditions of 
testing , who holds to 'fixed ideas in the face of the 
f a c ts ', which constitu tes the p rim ary  epistem ological 
obstacle to this philosophy.

The movement in the positiv ist p roblem atic from  the 
pole of an em p iric is t epistem ology to a ra tionalist 
psychology/sociology of the sciences re flec ts  the tra n s ­
form ations of scientific  p ractice . Its debates now con-
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s is t  in the rum ination of the form  of proof requ ired  to 
re jec t/co n firm  scien tific  theories under the im pact of 
post-E instein ian  physics, a re tre a t into descrip tiv ism  
and the sociologism  of the 'n o rm s ' of the scientific 
community.

This philosophical problem atic, despite its equivo­
cations, can never break  with the 'r e a l is t  fallacy' 
refuted by Bachelard. F o r Bachelard science is founded 
in a break with a ll theo re tica l elaborations of p rac tico - 
social experience. The o rd e rs  of perception  and know­
ledge a re  absolutely d istinct because the substantial ism 
of social perceptions is an 'ep istem ological obstacle' 
to be overcom e by science. Scientific knowledge is 
the product of a 'ra tiona l m a te ria lis t ' p rac tice  which 
co n sis ts  in the rea lisa tio n  of theory: in the production 
of phenomena which can only exist through the re ­
flection of scientific  concepts upon th e ir  theoretical 
object, and through the 'phenom eno-technique', the 
instrum enta lities in which the theore tica l is invested 
and m ateria lised  in experim ental p ractice.

The philosophy of the knowing subject, in its  various 
fo rm s, g e s ta ltis t, phenomenological, neo-Kantian 
e tc , is the m irro r-re fle c tio n  of the positiv ist engage­
m ent with the object. It is the act of cognition of this 
hypostasized 'sub jec t' which s tru c tu re s  the incoherent 
(once that logic is  known through a rad ica l inner cog­
nition, stripping from  thought all illusions stem m ing 
from  its own ex tem alisa tion /a lienation  in the world). 
This sub jectiv ist philosophy appropriates the rea l (in 
th is  ca se , the objective knowledge of the sciences) in 
the only way open to  it, through the ingestion of know­
ledge into subjectivity in the coincidence of subject and 
object in thought's knowledge of itself. This 'cogito ' is 
a n ecessa ry  and p r io r  act of internal cognition which 
guaran tees the subject its balance in consciousness;
20

which prevents the vertigo of an unconscious ex tem a- 
lisation  in the world. The subject em barks upon an 
endless sp ira l of reflection and m eta-reflec tion  to fo r- 
s ta ll its own appropriation in the unconscious facticity  
of nature. This 'guaran tee ' leads to a 'philosophy of 
n a tu re '; a philosophy in which the o rd e r of nature can 
only m ir ro r  the known internal laws of reason or stand 
opposed to them  in essence as th e ir  negation in the 
'thing'.

But it is now over fifty years since the scientific d is­
coveries of Freud; the d iscoveries which explode the 
problem atic of a subject-consciousness psychology.
These d iscoveries induce a reorganisation  of philo­
sophical categories. This philosophical effect of F reu d 's  
epistem ological break consists  in reflecting  the con­
sequences of the displacem ent of the 'conscious' to the 
position of one level in the complex to tality  of the 
psyche. A displacem ent which induces the elaboration 
of categories which separate  the domains of the 
psychical and knowledge. This separation  is rigorously 
thought out by Bachelard. The 'conscious ', in the c lassic  
sense , is a fundamental m isrecognition; an ideological 
effect of the s tru c tu re  which denegateslS  its own 
position as a p a rticu la r effect of a complex process. 
'C onsciousness ', like the substan tia list notions of 
'e a r th ',  'blood' and 'f i r e ',  is an im possible point of 
departu re  fo r any science of the psychical; a point of 
departu re  as unthinkable as that of alchemy for any 
rational chem istry. 19

L est Freud be considered an 'i r r a t io n a l is t ', it m ust be 
insisted  upon that the scientific subject is not the de­
term inant moment of scientific  p ractice . Science is an 
objective system  of production: a p ro cess  without a 
subject. Its  determ inant moment is its mean of pro ­
duction, its 'theory ' (GII), its problem atic which im­

poses a p a rticu la r s truc tu re  and modality of thought.
The problem atic provides the conditions of existence 
of a p a rticu la r mode of thinking: the 'sc ien tific  mind' 
is determ ined by the pa rticu la r sta te  of development 
of the theoretical. It req u ires  men only as sup p o rts ; 
as living in strum entalities which a re  a specific ele­
ment of its combination. The 'great, nam es' of science 
are  the effects of this problem atic and not its source; 
any psychologistic o r sociologistic explanation of the 
sciences is therefo re  beside the point. B achelard, who 
reflected  deeply upon F reud 's  d iscoveries, insisted 
that the 'sc ien tific  mind' is nothing o ther than the p a r ­
ticu la r form s of scientific p ractice . 20

This search  fo r 'guaran tees ' has taken us into the 
domain of the Idealism /E m piric ism  couple21. This 
search  inevitably leads to  a level below that at which 
the concepts of B achelardian/A lthusserian  epistem ology 
can think th e ir  object; since the object they a re  asked 
to think (an absolute scientifieity  and its conditions) 
is not the object of th e ir  concepts. Tlius at this level 
the very  concept of Theory becom es groundless; the 
guarantees of knowledge preclude a guaranteeing know­
ledge which has a p rocess of production. The object of 
Theory produces e ith er a logical contradiction in the 
concepts of the problem atic o r the philosophical 
rum ination of an inexistent object which demands the 
concepts of another problem atic. Theory, as a concept, 
is in fundamental contradiction with the concepts of 
theoretical p rac tice , and, as  a concept, has no place 
within the A lthusserian  problem atic.

C The P ro cess  of Theoretical Production

The concepts of the p rocess of theore tica l production 
developed in On the M ateria lis t Dialectic enable us to

c r itic ise  this e r ro r  in the conception of philosophy 
p resen t in the sam e Text.

'But what, then, is G enerality I, that is, the raw m at­
e ria l on which the labour of science is expended? Con­
tra ry  to the ideological illusions -  illusions which are 
not 'n a iv e ', not m ere ab e rra tions, but n ecessary  and 
well-founded as ideologies -  of em piric ism  or sen­
sualism , a science never w orks on an existence whose 
essence is pure im m ediacy and singularity  ("sensations'' 
o r "individuals"). It always w orks on something 
"genera l" , even if th is has the form  of a fact. ' 
(A lthusser 1963 FM pp 183-4)

The objects of the sciences are  the objects of concepts, 
theore tica l objects: the p rocess of production of know­
ledge takes place within knowledge, and not by that act 
of 'ex traction ' whereby 'a b s tra c t ' concepts p rise  from  
the 're a l ' object its 'e s s e n c e ', an essence which is 
knowledge in itself.

'What is the m om ent, the level o r the instance which 
corresponds to the m eans of production, in the theo­
re tic a l p rac tice  of sc ience? . . . it is what I shall call 
G enerality II, constituted by the corpus of concepts 
whose m ore o r le ss  contradictory  unity constitutes the 
theory  of the science. . . , the theory that defines 
the field in which all the problem s of the science m ust 
n ecessa rily  be posed. . . ' (A lthusser 1963 FM pp 184-5)

Thus there  is no 'problem  of knowledge' only problem s 
within knowledges. No scientific problem , concept, or 
proof can ever be exam ined scientifically  except within 
its own problem atic: it has no scientific existence out­
side of that problem atic. The space of knowledge is a 
finite space estab lished  by the epistem ological b reak , 
but the space within knowledge is infinite; its  infinity 
consists  in the openness of the scientific problem atic.
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'T here  is never an identity of essence between Gene­
ra lity  I and G enerality III, but always a re a l tra n s ­
form ation, e ith er by the transform ation of an ideo­
logical generality  into a scientific generality. . . ; o r  by 
the production of a new scientific generality  which 
re je c ts  the old one even as it englobes it, that is, de­
fines its " re la tiv ity " and the (subordinate) lim its of its 
validity. ' (FM p 185)

The p ro cess  of theore tica l p ractice  is a continuous dis­
course; a d iscourse of concepts in the penetration of 
th e ir  object, the effect of which is the reorganising  of 
that object, the reform ulation of its concepts, the 
production of new knowledges organically linked with 
existing knowledges. This constant problem atisation  
of the relation  of concepts and object is itse lf an effect 
of the openness of the scientific problem atic. The 
h isto ry  of the sciences is a h istory  of those effects.
The closure of ideological problem atics produces the 
endless repetition of th e ir  discourse: an effect which 
is constant and sp ira l, endlessly reproducing itself and 
therefo re  without a history.

How can a Theory (philosophy), which, w hatever its 
p re tensions, installs a closed h ierarchy  of categories, 
leg isla te  the conditions of scientifieity  fo r  sciences 
which produce reorganisations of th e ir  own knowledges, 
fo r new sc iences, which not only reo rgan ise  th e ir  p re ­
viously ideological dom ains, but which may produce a 
revolution in the 'th eo re tica l' -  in the form s of d is­
course  and proof of the sciences?22

D Why Philosophy is not a Science

Only the concepts of a science can think its object: it is 
the object of those concepts. The concepts of a science 
do not correspond to a rea l object of which they are

m erely  an abstraction. The sta te  of the 'th eo re tica l' is 
determ ined by the development of the sciences. Thus 
Theory (Philosophy) finds the objects of the sciences 
inaccessib le  to it, except through the concepts of the 
sciences them selves. Scientifieity is the production of 
knowledge by concepts of th e ir  object: philosophy cannot 
there fo re  evaluate the concepts of a science indepen­
dently of the relation  of concepts/object in scientific 
p rac tice . The conditions of scientifieity  are  specified 
internally  by a science and in its practice.

Philosophy is excluded from  the in te rio r of the 
sciences. It has no d irec t access to the scientific ob­
ject. It has no priv ilege in the realm  of d iscourse and 
proof (it is not itse lf  the 'theo re tica l') . It cannot have 
the sciences fo r an object, fo r the object of a knowledge, 
since it cannot independently conceptualise the con­
cepts o r objects of the sciences.

Philosophy can only 're ad ' the existent d iscourses of 
the sciences. It can only 're f le c t ' th e ir  concepts/ob- 
jec ts  in the mode of dem arcation between science and 
ideology, and between the different form s of scientifieity. 
It can only dem arcate externally  on the basis of dif­
ferences of effects and of o rd er of discourse. This de­
m arcation  does not constitute scientifieity: it is neces­
sa ry  fo r science to ex ist fo r th is 're flec tion ' to have 
any point of departure. Until the d istinct instances of 
science and ideology ex ist 'philosophy' can have no 
basis fo r its dem arcations. So-called 'p re -S o cra tic ' 
and 'E as te rn ' philosophies a re  no m ore than a con­
tinuation and system atisation  of 'w orld outlooks' and 
n ecessa rily  a p a rt of the ideological province of 
relig ion, myth and magic. Ideology is a n ecessary  in­
stance in all social form ations; philosophy is not:

'the foundation of m athem atics by Thales "induced"
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the b irth  of Platonic philosophy. . .  " (A lthusser October 
1967 FM p 14)

It is the existence of science which c rea tes  the con­
ditions of existence of philosophy. It is the state of the 
development of scientifieity  which determ ines the o rd er 
of appearance of categories in philosophy, which con­
stitu tes the h isto ry  m philosophy.

E A lth u sse r 's  Critique of Theory

'On the o ther hand, we now have every  reason to think 
that, despite all the sharpening it received, one of the 
theses I advanced as to the nature of philosophy did 
exp ress a ce rta in  " theo re tic ist"  tendency. More p re ­
c isely , the definition of philosophy as a theory of theo­
re tica l p rac tice . . .  is un ila teral and therefo re  inaccurate. 
In th is case , it is not m erely  a question of term ino­
logical am biguity, but one of an e r ro r  in the conception 
itself. To define philosophy in a un ila teral way as the 
Theory of theore tica l p rac tices  (and in consequence as 
a theory of the differences between the prac tices) is a 
form ulation that could not help but induce e ith e r "spec­
ulative" o r "positiv ist" theore tica l effects and echoes. ' 
(L. A lthusser, 1968, RC pp 7-8)

'I did not show what it is , as distinct from  science, that 
constitutes philosophy p ro p e r: the organic relation be­
tween every  philosophy as a theoretical discipline and 
even within its theoretical form s of existence and ex­
igencies, and politics. I did not point out the nature of 
this relation , which in M arxist philosophy, has nothing 
to do with a pragm atic relation. So I did not show 
clearly  enough what in th is resp ec t distinguishes M arxist 
philosophy from  e a r l ie r  philosophies. ' (1967 FM p 15)

This p rec ise  e r ro r  in A lth u sse r 's  text estab lishes the 
conditions of the philosophical m isreading we have just
23

elim inated be dem onstrating its contradiction with the 
key concepts of the problem atic. But the negative is 
insufficient: this e r ro r  and its effects can only be 
co rrec ted  by the c ritic ism  of the old definition of philo­
sophy and the production of a new definition compatible 
with the te rm s  of the problem atic. In what did this 
th eo re tic ist tendency, this un ila teral definition of 
philosophy, consist?

In its th eo re tic ism : it p laces the sciences outside of the 
social form ation, ap art from  the crucial struggles of 
our age, in an absolute autonomy guaranteed by an 
autonomous philosophy.

In its un ila teralism : philosophy is concerned with all 
p ractice  but only as a science. M arxist philosophy is 
a science like H istorical M ateria lism  and guarantees 
its tru th s independently of the c la ss  struggle. As a 
'Theory of p ractice  in general' philosophy knows the 
'e ssen ce ' of political p rac tice  from  the side of theory 
alone:

'The righ tist deviation suppresses philosophy: only 
science is left (positivism). ' (loc. cit. )

This un ila te ra lis t exaltation of philosophy destroys its 
conditions of existence and its  raison d 'e tr e .

Philosophy, as the 'Theory  of p ractice  in gen era l', 
denegates the political except as a p a rt of its object 
within knowledge. It refuses to think the 'fac t' that all 
philosophy is political through and through: that the 
struggle of p a rtie s  in philosophy is a struggle in which 
the stakes are po litical-theoretical. The resu lt of this 
om ission is that not only is philosophy's relation  to 
politics obscured, but its re la tion  to the sciences is 
therefo re  developed unilaterally . Like Social Demo­
c ra tic  consciousness in the economic struggle , philo­



sophy is induced by an external relation , its existence 
as a specific instance is the resu ltan t of the existence 
of the instances of science and politics.

3 THE 'NEW' DEFINITION OF PHILOSOPHY

Lenine et la  philosophie is a sketch 'of an objective 
knowledge of philosophy's mode of being' and an ex­
position of the 'quite different p rac tice  of philosophy' 
founded upon that knowledge of philosophy as the 'fa lse s t 
of all false pa ths '. 23 it  is developed through a reading 
of L enin 's text M ateria lism  and E m pirio -C ritic ism . A 
reading which dem onstrates that Lenin thought through 
the philosophical im plications of M arx 's scientific d is­
coveries in the following form: the science of h istory  
produces neither an annulment of philosophy by science 
no r a new system  of philosophical ca tego ries, but a 
new practice  of philosophy. Philosophy is not at an end 
as The Germ an Ideology pronounces; M arxism  is not a 
'new ' philosophy as the hum anist philosophers have con­
tended. Then what reorganisations or philosophy has 
the science of h istory  induced; what is th is new practice  
discovered and practiced  by Lenin?

A. A lth u sser 's  Theses on Philosophy. A lthusser sum­
m a rise s  his position at the beginning of his paper 
Lenine devant Hegel.

'I have attem pted to prove that Lenin should be regarded  
as having made a crucia l contribution to dialectical 
m a te ria lism , in that he made a rea l discovery  with re ­
spect to Marx and Engels, and that th is discovery can 
be sum m arised  as follows: M arx 's scientific theory did 
not lead to a new philosophy (called dialectical m ateria ­
lism ), but to a new p ractice  of philosophy, to be p re ­
c ise  to the p rac tice  of philosophy based on the p ro letarian  
c la ss  position in philosophy.

This discovery, which 1 reg a rd  as e ssen tia l, can be 
form ulated in the following theses:
1 Philosophy is not a science, and it has no object, in 
the sense in which science has an object.
2 Philosophy is a p rac tice  of political intervention ca rr ied  
out in a theoretical form.
3 It intervenes essen tia lly  in two privileged dom ains, 
the political domain of the effects of the c lass struggle 
and the theoretical domain of the effects of scientific 
p ractice .
4 In its essence , it is itself produced in a theoretical 
domain by the conjuncture of the effects of the c lass 
struggle and the effects of scientific practice.
5 It therefo re  intervenes politically , in a theoretical 
form , in the two dom ains, that of political p ractice  
and that of scientific p ractice: these two domains of 
intervention being its dom ains, insofar as it is itse lf 
produced by the combination of effects from  these 
two practices.
6 All philosophy ex p resses  a c lass position, a 'p a rtisan ­
ship ' in the g rea t debate which dominates the whole 
h isto ry  of philosophy, the debate between idealism  and 
m ateria lism .
7 The M arxist-L enin ist revolution in philosophy con­
s is ts  of a rejection  of the idealist conception of philo­
sophy (philosophy as an ' in terpretation  of the w o rld ') 
which denies that philosophy exp resses a c la ss  position, 
although it always does so itse lf, and the adoption of 
the p ro le ta rian  c la ss  position in philosophy, which is 
m a te ria lis t, ie, the inauguration of a new m a te ria lis t 
and revolutionary p rac tice  of philosophy which induces 
effects of c lass division in theory. '

A lth u sse r 's  position in these theses will be explicated 
by a com m entary which draws on his argum ent in 
Lenine et la  Philosophie.
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B. Philosophy and the Sciences

(i) 'Philosophy is not a science: it has no object. . . '
The grounds of th is  thesis have already been demon­
stra ted  in the critique of "Theory". '

Although philosophy is not a science it is not a 'w orld- 
outlook'. Philosophy and ideology a re  not coterm inous. 
Philosophy is not a domain of illusion pure and sim ple; 
a se r ie s  of d isto rted  effects and reverbera tions of the 
c la ss  struggles. What is at issue in the struggles of 
tendency in philosophy is a m a tte r of the f irs t im por­
tance.

(ii) Science and the Social Form ation

Science is not the property  of a c la ss  subject: there  is 
no such thing as 'bourgeois knowledge' or 'p ro le ta rian  
knowledge'. A p rocess without a subject, science has 
effects which a re  of universal significance. The know­
ledge effect is not an effect contained in a pa rticu la r 
h is to rica l epoch -  thus Euclidian geom etry is p a rt of 
the continent of m athem atics, its scientific validity is 
not confined to  the epoch of c la ss ica l antiquity.

Science is not autonomous from  the social form ation 
(although the p rec ise  form  of its  relation , its specific 
effectivity in different form ations, is not known in 
theory) -  it suffers the effects of the c la ss  struggle.

(iii) The Struggle of P a rtie s  in Philosophy

These effects of the c lass struggle , of the political- 
ideological upon the scien tific , a re  the m atte r of the 
tendency struggle in philosophy.

Philosophy consists in the ideological recovery  of the 
sciences: the deform ation, c ircum scrip tion  and lim i­
tation of the sc iences' revolutions in knowledge by 
sp ir itu a lis t and subjectivist categorisations in philo­

sophy (idealism ). 24 The effects of these ideological in­
terventions a re  not confined to the elaboration of a 
'cordon san ita ire ' in the theo re tica l, but, at ce rta in  
crucia l theoretical conjunctures, may effect scientific  
p rac tice  itself. In the conjunctures of epistem ological 
b reaks and reorgan isations of the object (re-w orking 
of concepts) within a science, these effects can pro­
duce m isrecognitions in the theore tica l and rea l ob­
stac les  to  scientific p ractice .

Philosophy consists in the defense of scientific p rac ­
tice  (m aterialism ) against such ideological incursions. 
In the elaboration  of ca tegories which provide firm  
epistem ological foundations for scientific p ractice .
The m a te ria lis t category of 'm a tte r ',  the presup ­
position that m atte r ex ists  p r io r  to and independently 
of thought, estab lishes the conditions of the objec­
tiv ity  and knowability of the world n ecessary  fo r 
scientific  p ractice . Science is of necessity  m a te ria lis t; 
idealism  is an assau lt on its conditions of existence.
In the reading and reflection of the form s of the theo­
re tic a l existent in the sciences: a reading by which it 
is possible to dem arcate between science and ideology; 
to provide the science with a c lea r guide to the con­
ditions of its own p rac tice  in conditions of scientific 
c r is is .

Philosophy has a double relation  to  the sciences:
(a) the elaboration of scientific concepts into philo­
sophical categories -  K ant's elaboration of the philo­
sophical categories of substance and cause from  the 
concepts of Newtonian physics.
(b) the elaboration in categories of theoretical positions 
n ecessary  fo r the production of scientific concepts - 
D escartes ' category of causality  provided the basis for 
a break with A risto telian  causality  that G alileo 's new 
physics lacked. 25
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(iv) The New P ractice  of Philosophy

Philosophy consists in the struggle of p a rtie s  in theory: 
in the defense of the sciences (m aterialism ) against the 
effects of ideological incursions in the form  of idealist 
philosophical categories.

Philosophy's 'K am pfplatz ', the struggle of m a te ria lis t 
and idealist tendencies in philosophy, has hitherto  
ex isted  in the theoretical space of the Ideal ism /E m pi­
r ic ism  couple. In a problem atic whose s tru c tu re  is 
bounded by the ’subject' and the 'object'. On both sides 
of tendency philosophy has consisted in the elaboration 
of 'sy s te m s ', 'in te rp re ta tions of the w orld ', which 
claim  an ultim ate and objective knowledge. Systems 
which claim  the universality  of sciences when they are 
closed reflections of theore tica l-po litica l conjunctures, 
governed by a basic m isrecognition struc tu re . Systems 
which estab lish  a closed o rd e r of categories which 
a re  a synthesis of scientific concepts and ideological 
notions.

Philosophy has no h istory: its s truggles consist in the 
repetition  of the conflict of m ateria lism  and idealism , 
in the h ierarchy  and precedence given to  the basic 
presuppositional ca tegories of 'm a tte r ' and 'thought'. 
There are  no epistem ological b reaks in philosophy: no 
possib ility  of the solution of the 'p roblem s' of knowledge 
and being, since these are  the problem s of inexistent 
ob jects, of objects which system atically  conflate the 
m isrecognition  of the subject with the objective pro ­
duction p rocess of knowledge, which conflate the de­
velopment of the rea l and the appropriation of the real 
in thought. Philosophy's 'se lf-co n sc io u sn ess ', its 
h is to ry , is an ideological effect which denegrates the 
fact that there is only a h isto ry  in philosophy; a history  
constituted by the effects of the instances of science

and politics.

Philosophy h ereafte r m ust re je c t th is path, 'the fa lsest 
of all false p a th s ', in the knowledge of its own lim i­
tations. Philosophy can abandon the space of the 
Idealism /E m piric ism  couple only if it abandons the 
problem atic of the subject and confines itself to  its 
rea l space, the space between science and politics. 
Philosophy m ust face the rea lity  of its re la tion  to 
politics; a re la tion  to the c la ss  struggle, and not to 
an ethic of the political 'sub jec t' (the just citizen , the 
rational state). It m ust recognise the nature and effects 
of its struggles in the theore tica l and the political as 
they ex ist, and not as they have existed  in the m is­
recognition of its categories.

C. Philosophy and P o litics

But th ere  is no such thing as Philosophy. There are  
philosophies. The 're fo rm  of philosophy' apart from  
p articu la r scientific and political positions is unthink­
able. There is no dialogue in philosophy. Philosophical 
d iscourse consists in division: the dem arcation of 
positions irreconcilably  opposed, those of m ateria lism  
and idealism.

How do these positions stand in the p resen t po litical- 
theore tica l conjuncture. We a re  faced with a fact, 
M arx 's  epistem ological b reak  which founded a new 
science; that of h istory . The science of the social 
form ation c rea tes  the conditions of existence of a 
scientific  politics: scientific socialism . That science is 
com m itted in the struggles within the rea l concrete of 
which its knowledge is an appropriation, a concre te-in ­
thought; it is com m itted by its knowledge to the cause 
of the p ro le ta ria t and to the victory of the oppressed.
Its re la tion  to politics is a relation  to the politics of 
the p ro le ta ria t, and to the specific form s of politics
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dictated by the specific effectivity of the political level 
in cap ita lis t social form ations: the M arxist-L enin ist 
w o rk ers ' movement.

But the union of M arxist theory and the w orkers ' move­
ment is no im m ediate se lf-re flec ting  unity of 'theory- 
p rax is '. It is a relation of d istinct instances, theore tica l 
and political p rac tice , party  organisation and the 
spontaneous actions of the w orkers. Theoretical p rac ­
tice is effective only in the transform ations of j ts  ob­
ject, in the production of knowledge, and, only on the 
condition that the conditions of its p ractice  are re ­
spected. M arxist theory produces no d irec t reading of 
the 'c u rre n t s ituation ', no 'sc ien tific  stra tegy '. It 
provides through its knowledge the theoretical con­
ditions of thinking that 'c u rre n t situation ', but at another 
level, a level which has that situation always fo r its 
object, politics. Politics is always confronted with a 
situation w hich-is 'ev e r p re -g iv e n ', ev e r-c u rren t, which 
demands that it be thought in j ts  effectivity.

The relation  of the instances of theoretical and political 
p rac tice  is a complex relation  fraught with the effects 
of those theo re tica l-po litica l 'c u rre n t situations' (con­
junctures). It is subject always to those effects which 
overthrow that complex unity; those effects we know 
by the nam e of deviations. The instances of science 
and politics m ust be reflected , rep re sen ted , each to 
the o ther, since they are  d istinct instances externally  
re la ted  and not a single expressive  unity. Among the 
conditions of existence of th e ir  unity, of th e ir over­
determ ined complex unity, a re  the conditions of th e ir  
mutual rep resen tation  by a th ird  instance: philosophy. 26

Thus the struggle of the p a rtie s  in philosophy takes a 
specific form  in our age, a form  governed by the de­
velopment of the instances of science and politics.

A lth u sse r 's  claim  to be a 'p a rtisa n ' in philosophy, fa r  
from  being a claim  of pragm atism  in politics and ex­
pediency in philosophy, is a m assive rejection  of all 
positions which reduce philosophy to a m a tte r of 
polem ics, p ro testations and m anifestoes.

Notes

The English transla tions of Lenine et la  Philosophie 
and 'Lenine devant Hegel' quoted in th is paper w ill be 
publ ished in the autumn.

A lth u sse r 's  paper 'Lenine devant Hegel' is unpublished.

1 See: NLR 64 p 8 and FM pp 5 -  15.
2 See: FM p 1.
3 A lth u sse r 's  use of the te rm  'e ssen ce ' here  is sym p­
tom atic: his whole theory is d irected  against the notion 
of science as knowledge of e ssences, and defines 
science as a knowledge of its theoretical object. The 
use of th is ideological te rm  indicates that 'know ledge', 
s tr ic tly  defined, is unthinkable in this context.
4 See: FM p 166; Karl M arx, ’Introduction to the 
C ritique of Political Economy'. 1857, in C .J.A rthur 
(ed.), The German Ideology, Lawrence and W ishart, 
London 1970; Karl M arx, Capital Vol. I, pp 177-186. 
P ro g re ss  P ub lishers, Moscow 1965.
5 In the M ateria lis t D ialectic th is dem arcation con­
s is ts  in a s tr ic t proof that the relations between M arx 
and Hegel cannot be thought as M arx 's 'in version ' of 
the Hegelian dialectic in its application to the 'r e a l ' 
as opposed to the 'ideal'. The em piric ism  of th is  in- 
version ist position is evident, in that it c la im s that a 
form  of d iscourse can be separated  from  its p rob le ­
m atic (and its object within that problem atic) and 
applied to the rea l concrete.
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This question of the differing s tru c tu res  of the two 
d ialectics is a question within knowledge. The dif­
ference concerns the form  of d iscourse and proof with­
in a problem atic and not a difference of form  in the 
development of a rea l p ro cess  (history). Hence the 
im portance M arx attaches to the dem onstration that 
the o rd e r of appearance of categories in the d iscourse 
of a science and that in the p rocess of h isto rica l de­
velopment a re  com pletely distinct.
6 The G eneralities a re  not 'abandoned' in A lth u sse r 's  
la te r  work; they a re  not a G enerality I which is d is­
placed in the p ro cess  of the production of knowledge. 
These concepts which enable us to think science as a 
p ro cess  of production rem ain  valid throughout 
A lth u sse r 's  work. However, since they estab lish  the 
conditions of all theoretical p rac tice  they a re  inade­
quate to  reflec t the specific form  of M arx 's scientific 
discourse.

The value of the G eneralities is not confined to thinking 
the difference between Hegel and M arx, they are  in­
valuable in the critique of a ll Positiv ist and Idealist 
epistem ologies.
7 This is the task  of Reading Capital: this text is 
devoted to reflecting  the d iscourse of C apital; the 
c h a ra c te r  of M arx 's 'revolution  in the th eo re tica l'. It 
is there fo re  a text on M arxist d ialectics like For 
Marx. The concepts of the p rocess of theoretical 
production a re  not 'abandoned' in Reading C apita l, 
ra th e r  the specificity  of the M arxist p ro cess  is re ­
flected  in the concept ' D arstellung' which designates 
the M arxist mode of explanation:
'I t  can be en tire ly  sum m ed up in the concept of 
'D arste llu n g ', the key epistem ological concept of the 
whole M arxist theory  of value, the concept whose 
object is p rec ise ly  to  designate the mode of presence

of the s tru c tu re  in its  e ffe c ts , and therefo re  to desi­
gnate s tru c tu ra l causality  itself. ' RC p 188.

Reading Capital is m is re a d if it is conceived of as a 
study-guide to Capital: see , M. Gane, Review of 
A lth u sser in English, Theoretical P rac tice  No I 1971.
8 As w ill be seen la te r , the prac tice  of A lthusser 's  
e a r l ie r  works does not differ from  that role ascribed  
to philosophy in Lenine et la philosophie; th is la te r  
text m erely  reflec ts  theoretically  the e a r lie r  practice. 
The correc tion  with respect to Theory does not over­
tu rn  the other concepts in the e a r l ie r  works: see , RC 
p 8 , p a ra  2.
9 'In every case , the relation  between technique and 
knowledge is an external unreflected  re lation , rad i­
cally different from  the in ternal reflected  relation  
between a science and its knowledges. ' FM p 171.

The relation  of philosophy to the sciences is an ex­
te rn a l relation. Philosophy is induced by the develop­
ment of science, by an external relation  -  just as 
Social Dem ocratic consciousness is brought to  the 
economic struggle from  without, from  another in­
stance, that of politics.
10 The apparent 'a  p r io r i ' ra tionalism  of this position 
is in fact the rationalism  of a positivism . All o ther 
philosophy is pure illusion -  accounts are  settled  with 
it in a sim ple knowledge of th is  illusion and the 
M ateria lis t D ialectic 's se lf-reflec tion  of own tru ths. 
Philosophical struggle, the struggle of 'p a r tie s ' in 
philosophy, is at an end, settled  by a un ila teral know­
ledge of its unreality. See: FM p 28.
11 This space is the space of an ideological closure; 
the 'vicious c irc le ' of all theories of 'Knowledge'. See 
RC Pt. I, Section 15.
12 See, RC pp 68-9.
13 See, FM p 174 & RC pp 68-9.
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a common standard  of rational in te rest constituted by 
the appeal to reason  and natu re , reveal the system atic 
connection of positivism  with Eighteenth Century 
lib era l political philosophy.

In its reso lu te  opposition to the 'irre fu tab le  and th e re ­
fore fa lse ' theories of M arxism  and Psychoanalysis 
th is  philosophical tendency reveals ' a ce rta in  invest­
ment of p o litics, a certa in  continuation of po litics, a 
ce rta in  rum ination of politics. ' L&P p 15.
16 See, I. Lakatos and A. M usgrave (ed), C ritic ism  
and the Growth of Knowledge. Cambridge U niversity 
P re s s , 1970.

17 See, Gaston Bachelard, The Philosophy of No.
Orion P re s s , New York, 1968, fo r a system atic re ­
futation of the claim s of rea lism  in the natural sciences.

See, Dominique Lecourt, L ’Epistem oIogie H istorin,,,, 
l !.g..G ast°n B achelard . J. Vrin, P a r is  1969, for a good 
sum m ary of B achelard 's concepts.
18 For an explanation of the concept Denegation see 
Reading Capital -  the G lossary.

19 Bachelard considered these substan tia list notions 
as 'com plexes'; as definite psychical form ations in­
hibiting the development of knowledge and as form ations 
drawing th e ir  power from  a libidinal source. A psycho­
analysis of such form ations, the exposing of such 
psychical elem ents within objective knowledge, was
an im portant task  of philosophy in aiding the develop­
ment of science.

See, Gaston B achelard, The Psychoanalysis of F ire 
Routledge, London, 1964? ~  ’

In, _La Form ation de l 'E sp rit Scientifique. Bachelard 
shows the system atic connection of the A lchem ist's 
theories with sexuality and th e ir  th eo re tica l- experi­
m ental dependence on sexual m etaphors and 'sexual'
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p ro cesses  in rea l objects.
20 See, L. A lthusser, Freud and Lacan. NLR 55.
See, S. Freud, On the H istory of the Psycho-Analvt.in 
M ovement, Standard Edition Vol. XIV.
21 The Idealism /E m piric ism  couple denotes fo r 
A lthusser the m isrecognition s tru c tu re  of c la ss ica l 
bourgeois philosophy, in which:

'■ ' ' the te rm s p resen ted  and th e ir  relations only vary  
within the invariant ty p e -stru c tu re  which constitu tes 
th is very  problem atic: an em piricism  of the subject 
always corresponds to an idealism  of the essence lor 
an em piric ism  of the essence to  an idealism  of the 
subject. ' FM p 228. ~ ~

22 The im possibility  of th is relation  between the closed 
problem atics of philosophies and the open problem atics 
of the sciences is the main them e of B achelard 's 
Philosophy of No.

23 This is a te rm  of J. Dietzgen, 'd e r  Holzweg d er 
Holzwege', quoted by Lenin in M ateria lism  and Em-  
p jr io -C ritic ism . Lenin quotes with approval D ietzgen's 
s tr ic tu re s  on the nature of academ ic philosophy, 
'philosophy is not a science, but a m eans of defence 
against Social Dem ocracy, ’ and again of the necessity  
of a new p ractice  of philosophy for the p ro le tarian  
cause.

'Now, in o rd e r to follow the tru e  path without being led 
a s tra y  by all the relig ious and philosophical g ibberish , 
it is n ecessa ry  to  study the fa lsest of all false paths ’ ’ 
Lenin pp 340-1.

The work of Dietzgen quoted by Lenin is The Workings 
of tlie Human Mind (Das W esen d er Menschl ichen kv^  
farbiet) 1869. A lthusser quotes the passages Lenin re ­
m arks on in Lenine et la  Philosophie.
24 See, Alain Badiou, Le Concept de Modfele. F. 
M aspero, P a r is , 1969.



25 Since a ll c la ss ica l bourgeois philosophy has been 
governed by the s tru c tu re  of the Id ea lism /E m piric ism  
couple it is not paradoxical that philosophers regaded 
by M arxists as incorrig ib le  idealists have made sig­
nificant contributions to the defence and development 
of scientific theory , no r is it paradoxical that these 
sam e philosophers have constituted obstacles to theo­
re tic a l development. Hegel is an excellent example.
26 'O verdeterm ination  designates the following 
essen tia l quality of contradiction: the reflection  in 
contradiction itself of its conditions of ex istence, that 
is , of its situation in the s tru c tu re  in dominance of 
the complex whole. ' FM p 209

T h e  C o n c e p t o f  

'C ritiq u e ' a n d  th e  

'C r itiq u e

o f  P o litica l E c o n o m y '

(From  the M anuscripts of 1844 to Capital) 

by JACQUES RANC1ERE

(continued from  Theoretical P rac tice  num ber one)

II CRITIQUE AND SCIENCE IN ’CAPITAL’

P relim inary
This exposition propose^ to show what problem s articu late  
the reorganisation  of M arx 's conceptual field, the r e ­
organisation which constitutes the transition  from  the 
ideological d iscourse of the Young M arx to M arx 's scien­
tific  d iscourse. Actually, there  can be no question of a 
system atic exposition, which would presuppose that 
M arx ism 's concept of scientifieity  w ere fully grasped 
and that it could be expounded in a unitary discourse. 
Hence my method will be to  s ta r t  from  d ifferent points, 
different s ite s , in an attem pt to  c ircum scribe  the speci­
ficity  of M arx 's  d iscourse in Capital by a se r ie s  of ap­
proxim ations.

In general, Marx no longer gives th is specificity the name
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'c r itiq u e ', but ra th e r  the name ' science1. A famous le tte r  
to Kugelmann (28 D ecem ber 1862) ranks Capital among the 
'sc ien tific  essay s w ritten with the intention of revolutionizing 
a science. ' This project to revolutionize a constituted scien ­
tific domain is something quite different from  the pro ject 
to read  into a discourse an im plicity sub-d iscourse , the 
p ro jec t which charac te rized  the anthropological critique. 
However, M arx does also use the te rm  'c ritiq u e ' to desi­
gnate th is  new specific pro ject -  the sub -title  of Capital is 
ample evidence of this. Thus, in a le tte r  to  L assa lle  on 
22 F ebruary  1858, he w rites:

'The f ir s t  work in question is critique of the economic 
ca teg o rie s , o r, if you like, the system  of bourgeois 
economy c ritic a lly  presented. It is a presentation  of the 
system  and sim ultaneously, through th is presen tation , a 
c ritic ism  of it. '

In approaching the problem s ra ise d  by th is  pro ject to r e ­
volutionize a sbience I shall assum e fam iliarity  with a 
num ber of points; these a re , essentially :

-  the location of what I have called economic reality  in the 
'econom ic s tru c tu re  of society ' as defined by M arx in the 
P reface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy (1859). L e. I shall presuppose fam iliarity  with 
the concepts of h is to rica l m ateria lism .

-  the problem atic of the method expounded in the general 
Introduction of 1857.

The questions I shall attem pt to pose are  therefo re  as 
follows:
If M arx revolutionized a science, founded a new scientific 
domain, what is the configuration of that dom ain? How a re  
its objects and the relations between those objects defined?
If M arx founded this new science by the critique of econo­
m ic ca tegories, what is the basis  fo r the essen tia l dif­

ference between this new science and c lassica l econom ics? 
F u rth e r, what in its theory  w ill enable us to understand 
the economic d iscou rses it re fu tes , that of c la ss ica l eco­
nom ics and that of vulgar econom ics?
At the sam e tim e, I shall tender another question, as I 
prom ised: What becom es of the anthropological problem atic 
of the 1844 M anuscripts in C apita l?

This la s t question can be posed by using a p a rticu la r  in ter­
p retation  of M arx as a reference: the in terp re ta tion  de­
veloped by Della V olpe's school. A ccording to th is in te r­
pretation , to  c ritic ize  c la ssica l econom ics in C apita l,
M arx used the c ritic a l model he had worked out in the 
M anuscript of 1843 entitled  K ritik  des hegelschen S taats- 
rech t (translated  as Karl M arx 's  Critique of H egel's 
Philosophy of Right by J. O 'M alley, CUP, Cam bridge 1970).

In th is  text, in o rd e r to c ritic iz e  H egel's philosophy of 
righ t, M arx used the Feuerbachian c ritic a l model, the 
model of the su b jec t/p red ica te  inversion. This model aim ed 
to  show that Hegel everyw here turned the autonomized 
predicate into the tru e  subject.

As a concrete exam ple, M arx takes the concept of sove­
reignty. Sovereignty, he says, is nothing but the sp ir it of 
the subjects of the State. It is th erefo re  the p red icate  of a 
substantial subject (Marx defines th is  subject a s  hypokei -  
men on, as a  substance). In alienation, th is p red ica te , this 
sp ir it  of the subjects of the State, is separa ted  from  its 
subject. It appears as the essence of the State. This sepa­
ra te  existence of the subject and the pred icate  enables 
Hegel to  make the speculative operation: by a new sepa­
ra tion  he sep ara tes  sovereignty from  the re a l State, he 
m akes it into an idea, an autonomous being.

This autonomous being has to have a support. This support 
is provided by the Hegelian Idea, what M arx ca lls  the 
M ystical Idea. Sovereignty becom es a determ ination  of
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th is M ystical Idea.

Once he has com pleted th is movement of abstraction ,
Hegel has to  make the inverse movement and redescend 
tow ards the concrete. The link between the ab strac t idea 
and the concrete em pirica l rea lity  can only be made in a 
m ystical way, by an incarnation. This incarnation allows 
the ab s trac t determ ination to ex ist in the concrete. The 
M ystical Idea is incarnated in a p a rticu la r individual: the 
m onarch. The la tte r  then appears fo r Hegel as the imme­
diate existence of sovereignty.

L et me sum m arize this movement in the following diagram :

(Hypoke imenos) -  S ubject/P red icate  -  sep a ra tio n - Sovere ignty 
Subjects of the Spirit of the objectific- essence of
State Subjects of the ation the state

State vergegens-
tandlichung

separation  
autonom ization

I
idea
(autonomous
being)

support (trager) < m ystical
idea

M arx ca lls  this movement hypostasization. It consists of 
the separation  of a pred icate  from  its subject, its hyposta- 
sization  into an ab s trac t category which is then incarnated 
in some em pirica l existence. M arx a lso  says that we a re  
dealing with an inversion of the em pirical into speculation 
(abstraction  and autonomization) and of speculation into the 
em pirica l (incarnation). This c ritic a l model is thus governed 
by two oppositional couples: sub ject/ob ject and em p iric a l/ 
speculation.

According to Della Volpe, th is is the model M arx used to 
c ritic ize  c lassica l political economy in A Contribution. . . 
and in Capital. C lassical political economy sep ara tes  the 
economic categories from  th e ir  subject which is a d e te r­
m inate society, and hypostasizes them  into general con­
ditions, e ternal laws of production. It then moves from  
speculation to the em pirical by making the determ inate, 
h is to rica l, economic ca tegories of the cap ita list mode of 
production into a m ere incarnation of general categories 
which a re  those of all production.

A p articu larly  c lea r  example of the use of th is  schem a can 
be found in M arx 's  critique of John Stuart Mill in the gene­
ra l Introduction of 1857. Thus, in M ill, private property  
appears as the em pirical existence of the ab strac t category 
of appropriation. There is no production, says M ill, 
without the appropriation of nature by man. Hence property  
is a general condition of all production. This ab strac t 
category is then incarnated in a very  special type of prop­
e rty , cap ita lis t private property.

leap

I „
incarnation  ^  '  monarch
(verkorperung)
or personification

Using passages such as th is , and the pages from  the 
general Introduction on 'determ inate  ab strac tio n ', Della 
Volpe sum s up the c ritic a l work c a rr ie d  out by Marx: he 
opposed c lassica l econom ics by everyw here substituting 
determ inate (historical) abstrac tion  fo r indeterm inate 
general abstrac tions o r hypostases.
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lem: that of the theoretical conditions n ecessary  fo r the 
model of the 1843 M anuscript to be able to work. F o r th is, 
the two oppositions subject/ob ject and em pirical/speculation  
m ust be pertinen t oppositions within the theoretical field  of 
Capital.

and contradictions has to be looked fo r in h is 'sc ien tific  
sta rtin g  -p o in ts '. Hence th is is the level at which we ought 
to  be able to  find the difference between M arx and c lassica l 
econom ics.

What defines the scientificity  of c la ss ica l econom ics for 
M arx?

F irs t  of a ll, we m ust be dealing with a subject. For the 
model to be able to work, society  has to play the p a rt of a 
subject which humanity played in the anthropological d is­
course. Two passages in the general Introduction rea lly  
do speak of society as a subject. But th is definition of 
society as a subject is condemned by M arx elsew here and, 
as we shall see, it is incompatible with the concepts he 
se ts  to  w ork in Capital.

On the o ther hand, the application of the em pirica l/specu ­
lation model presupposes a certa in  kind of relation  between 
economic rea lity  and economic discourse. If this relation 
no longer ex ists  in Capital, th is couple ceases to be op­
erational.

It is on the basis of this p roblem atic that I shall seek to de­
fine the specificity  of the 'c ritique  of political economy' 
constituted by Capital. This will give us an index which 
enables us to determ ine w hether we rea lly  a re  dealing with 
a change of theore tica l te rra in .

1. The Problem  of the S tarting-Point and the C ritical 
Question

A) VALUE AND VALUE FORM

We know the im portance M arx attribu ted  to the problem  of 
the starting-po in t of a science in the general Introduction of 
1857. The fundamental ch a rac te r of this question is confirm ed 
in Capital. Thus when M arx is critic iz ing  Smith in Volume 
Two, for exam ple, he sta tes that the source of his e r ro r s

'C lassica l econom ics sought to reduce the different fixed 
and m utually foreign fo rm s of wealth to th e ir  inner unity 
by analysis, and to peel from  them the image (G estalt) in 
which they stand indifferently one beside the other. It 
w ished the conceive (begreifen) the inner connexion (innere 
Zusammenhang) as d istinct from  the d iversity  of the pheno­
menal form s (Erscheinungsform en). ' (Theorien liber den 
M ehrw ert, Dietz Verlag, Berlin  1962, Teil 3, p 497).

In Capital (Vol. Ill, p 809),  ̂ M arx uses the word auflosen 
(dissolve) to  designate the work of c la ss ica l econom ics. 
C lassical econom ics d issolves the fixed form s of wealth, 
an operation which, in the sam e text, M arx describes as 
a c ritic a l operation. This dissolution is a re tu rn  to an 
inner unity: the determ ination of value by labour tim e.

C lassica l political economy is thus constituted as a science 
by its installation of a difference between the d iversity  of 
phenomenal form s and the inner unity of the essence. But 
it does not re flec t the concept of this difference.

Look at its application in Ricardo.

'R icardo s ta r ts  out from  the determ ination of the relative 
values (or exchangeable values) of com m odities by "the 
quantity of labour". . .  T heir substance is labour. That is 
why they are  "values". Their magnitude v a rie s , according 
to w hether they contain m ore o r le ss  of th is substance. ' 
(Theories of Surplus-V alue. Lawrence and W ishart, London 
1968, P a rt 2, P  164).
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R icardo determ ines two things: the substance of value which 
is labour, and the magnitude of value which is  m easured  by 
labour tim e. But he neglects a th ird  term :
'R icardo  does not examine the form  -  the pecu liar charac­
te r is tic  of labour that c rea te s  exchange-values o r m anifests 
itself in exchange-values -  the nature of th is labour. ' (Ibid. )

In the analysis of value which is R icardo 's  scientific  starting  
point, th ere  is thus an absent te rm  in the f i r s t  chapter of 

C apital:
' The substance of value and the magnitude of value have now 
been determ ined. The form  of value rem ains to be analysed. ' 

(T. I. p 62).

This is the work R icardo never did. He was satisfied  with 
the re s to red  unity. The dissolution (Auflosung) of the fixed 
form s of wealth he regarded  as the solution (Losung) of the 
problem  of value. M arx 's  p rocedure, on the con trary , as 
Engels points out in the P reface to Volume Two, is to see 
in this solution a problem . M arx poses the question we can 
call the c ritic a l question: Why does the content of value take 

the form  of value ?

•Political economy has indeed analysed, however incomp­
lete ly , value and its magnitude, and has discovered what 
lie s  beneath these form s. But it has never once asked the 
question why th is  content takes this form ; and therefore why 
labour is rep resen ted  (sich d a rs te llt) in value and the 
m easure  of labour by its  duration in the magnitude of the 
value of the products of labour. ’ (C apital, Vol I, p 80;
Werke Bd 23, pp 94-5).

The c ritica l question is  the problem  at iz at ion of the content- 
form relationship. F o r R icardo, value is labour. It does 
not m atter in what form  th is substance appears. For M arx, 
labour is rep resen ted  in value, it takes on the form of the 

value of com m odities.

Given the equation: x com m odities A = y com m odities B, 
R icardo reso lves it sim ply by saying that the substance of 
the value of A is equal to the substance of the value of 
B. M arx shows that this equation is posed in very  special 
te rm s. One of the te rm s  only featu res as u se -v a lu e , the 
o ther only as exchange-value o r form of value.

Hence we m ust pose:
form  of value of A = natural form  of B.

B lends its body, its natu ral form , fo r the expression  of 
the value of A. The value m ust therefo re  have its form  of 
existence in the natu ral form  of B.

Hence we cannot be satisfied  with an affirm ation of the 
identity of the content of A and B. We can see this from 
the critique M arx made of Bailey in the Theories of Surplus 
Value. F o r Bailey, value is m erely  a relation  between 
two o b jec ts , just as distance is a re la tion  between two 
objects in space.

'A thing cannot be valuable in itself without reference to 
another thing, any m ore than a thing can be distant in itself 
without reference to another thing. 1 (cit. M arx, Theorien 
uber den M ehrw ert, op. cit. , Teil 3, p 141).

Look how M arx refu tes th is argument:
'If  a thing is  d istant from  another, the distance is in fact 
a relation  between the one thing and the other; but at the 
sam e tim e the distance is something different from  this 
re la tion  between two things. It is a dim ension of the space, 
it is some length which may as well ex p ress  the distance of 
two other things beside those com pared. But this is not all. 
If we speak of the distance as a re la tion  between two things, 
we suppose something "in trin s ic" , som e "property" of the 
things them selves, which enables them  to be distant from  
each other. What is the distance between the syllable A 
and a tab le?  The question would be nonsensical. In speaking
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of the distance of two things, we speak of th e ir  difference 
in space. Thus we suppose both of them to be contained in 
the space, to be points of the space. Thus we equalize 
them as being both existences of the space, and only after 
having them equalized sub specie spatii we distinguish them 
as different points of space. To belong to  space is th e ir  
unity. ' (Ibid, pp 141-2).

This text seem s to me to be open to two readings. At one 
level, M arx is defending R icardo against B ailey 's c r i t i ­
cism  by disengaging the existence of a substance of value. 
The existence of this substance common to the two te rm s 
of the re la tion  m eans that we a re  not dealing with a re ­
lation of the type A = table. This la s t relation  is an absurd , 
irra tional relation. By disengaging the substance of value, 
R icardo avoids irra tionality  at th is level. But since he 
does not disengage the form  of value, he condemns him ­
self to  fall in his turn  into contradiction and irra tionality  
where m ore complex and developed form s than the com­
modity form  are  concerned.

What R icardo om its is the c ritic a l question, the question 
of the sign =. As we have seen, th is sign is problem atic 
in that it re la te s  together two te rm s  which a re  presen ted  
in absolutely heterogeneous form s. On the one hand we have 
a pure th ing, on the o ther a pure incarnation of value.

'A close scru tiny  of the expression  of the value of A in 
te rm s of B .. . has shown us that, within that re la tion , the 
natural form  of commodity A figures only as the form  of 
use-value, the natural form  of B only as the form  of 
value. ' (C apital, T. I, p 74; Vol I, p 61).

The identity posed by the sign = thus conceals a m ost 
radical difference. It is an identity of opposites.

'The relative form  and the equivalent form  a re  two c o rre ­
lative and inseparable aspects; but, at the sam e tim e,

mutually exclusive, antagonistic ex trem es. ' (T. I, p 63;
Vol I, p 48).

This identity of opposites is only possible because one 
form  (the natural form  of B) itse lf becomes the form  of 
m anifestation of its opposite: Value.

Thus, we see, and could have read  im plicitly at a second 
level in the passages on Bailey, that com m odities are  only 
equal in the very special m echanism  of rep resen tation  
(Darstellung). They a re  n e ither equal as m ere things, nor 
even as item s of the sam e substance; they are  equal in de­
term inate  form al conditions imposed by the s tru c tu re  in 
which th is  relation  is achieved.

We can make this re ference  to  space say a little  m ore than 
M arx says about it explicitly. The form s in which the things 
a re  re la ted  with one another by the dim ension of value are” 
form s determ ined by the s tru c tu re  of a ce rta in  space. The 
p ro p erties  they take on in the equation m ust be determ ined 
by the p ro p ertie s  of the space in which the rep resen tation , 
the D arstellung is achieved. The installation of th is space’ 
which m akes an im possible equation possible is expressed  
by a certa in  num ber of form al operations: represen tation , 
expression , adoption of a fo rm , appearance in such and 
such a form , etc.

Let us consider one of these operations: 'Value takes on 
the form  of a thing'. This exam ination will enable us to 
make the meaning of the conten t/form  relation clear: it 
is a m a tte r of the relation  between the inner determ ination 
and the mode of ex istence, the phenomenal form  (E rschei- 
nungsform ) of this determ ination.

In fact, the expression  m eans that value has its mode of 
ex istence, its phenomenal form  (or form .of m anifestation) 
in the natural form  of the equivalent commodity. The 
paradox is that value is  unable e ith er to appear o r  to
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exist. Insofar as it appears in the natu ral form  of a 
commodity, it d isappears in it as value, and takes the form  
of a thing.

Value thus has its  form  of m anifestation in the exchange 
re la tion  only insofar as it is not m anifested there. We are  
dealing with a type of causality  quite new in relation  to the 
M anuscrip ts. In the M anuscrip ts, the equations which 
exp ressed  the contradictions ( e. g. , the erection  of the 
w orld of things into values = the depreciation  of the world 
of men, or value of labour = value of m eans of subsistence) 
all re fe rre d  to the equation: essence of man = essence 
foreign to man; i. e. , they re fe rre d  as th e ir  cause to the 
sp lit between the human subject and its essence. The 
solution of the equation lay in one of its p a rts . The essence 
of man separa ted  from  the human subject provided the 
cause of the contradiction and the solution to  the equation. 
The cause was re fe r re d  to the act of subjectivity separating  
from  itself.

H ere, in the equation, o r , what amounts to the sam e thing, 
the contradiction x com m odities A = y com m odities B, the 
cause is not in the equation. The la tte r  p resen ts  a relation  
between th ings, a connexion between effects determ ined by 
the absence of the cause. This cause lies in the identity of 
useful labour, c rea tive  of use-values, and labour creative 
of exchange-values, of concrete labour and abstrac t labour. 
It is well-known that, in a le tte r  to  Engels dated 8 June 
1868, M arx declared  that the discovery of the double nature 
of labour (concrete labour and ab strac t labour) is 'the 
whole se c re t of the c ritic a l conception. ' This distinction 
is indeed what enables us to problem atize the unity of the 
two determ inations. C lassical econom ics took the concept 
of labour without making the distinction. Hence it could 
not understand the specific ch a rac te r of the unity ab strac t-  
lab o u r/co n cre te -lab o u r and fell into inextricable difficulties. 
Having thought the distinction, M arx can think the unity.
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The la tte r  is the re su lt of a social p rocess. The absent 
cause to which we a re  re fe rre d  is the social relations of 
production.

Thus the form al operations which ch arac te rize  the space 
in which economic objects a re  re la ted  together m anifest 
social p ro cesses  while concealing them. We are  no longer 
dealing with an anthropological causality  re fe rre d  to the 
ac t of a subjectivity, but with a quite new causality  which 
we can call metonymic causality , borrowing this concept 
from  Jacques-A lain M iller, who form ulated it in the ex­
position he devoted to the critique of Georges Politzer.
H ere we can sta te  it a s  follows: what determ ines the con­
nexion between the effects (the re la tions between the com­
m odities) is the cause (the social re la tions of production) 
insofar as it is absent. This absent cause is not labour as 
a subject, it is the identity of ab s trac t labour and concrete 
labour inasmuch as its  generalization ex p resses  the 
s tru c tu re  of a ce rta in  mode of production, the cap ita list 
mode of production. 2

In other w ords, the equation x com m odities A = y com­
m odities B is, as we have seen, an im possible equation. 
What M arx does, and what distinguishes him  rad ically  from  
c lassica l econom ics, is to theorize the possibility  of this 
im possible equation. Without th is  theory , c la ss ica l econo­
m ics could not conceive the system  in which cap ita list 
production is articulated. By not recognizing this absent 
cause , it failed to  recognize the commodity form  as 'the 
sim plest and the m ost general form ' of a determ inate mode 
of production: the cap ita list mode of production. Even if it 
did recognize the substance labour in the analysis of the 
commodity, it condemned itself to incom prehension of the 
m ore developed form s of the cap ita lis t production p rocess.

In his critique of the starting-poin t of c lass ica l econom ics, 
M arx disengages a problem  which is that of the mode of

m anifestation of a certa in  s tru c tu re  within a space which 
is not homogeneous with it. We m ust now make c le a r  the 
te rm s  of th is  la s t problem.

B) THE PROBLEM OF ECONOMIC OBJECTS

Take ihe object commodity. Three statem ents of M arx 
enable us to  define its ch a rac te r as an object.

1. The products of labour take on the commodity form '. 
Here we see that s tr ic tly  speaking there  is not a com­
m odity-object but a com m odity-form .
2. ' The products of labour become values, sensous-
supersensuous o r  social things (sinnlich libersinnlirh  r,rW 
gese llsch aftliche Dinge)'. (T. I, p 85, Vol I, p 72). '
o. 'Com m odities only have an objectivity of value (W ert- 
gegenstandlichkeit) insofar as they are  expressions of the 
sam e social unity, human labour. ' (T. I, p 65; Vol I p 51).

The question is to define the Gegenstandlichkeit of com­
m odities, i. e. , th e ir  rea lity  as objects. 3 The la tte r  is a 
very special reality . The thingness of com m odities is a 
social thingness, their* objectivity an objectivity of value. 
E lsew here M arx says that they have a phantasm agoric 
objectivity. This objectivity only ex ists  as the expression 
of a social unity, human labour.

We can therefore  no longer have a subject-object couple 
like that of the M anuscripts. In the M anuscrip ts, the term  
Gegenstand was given a sensualist meaning, w hereas here 
it is no m ore than a phantom, the m anifestation of a 
ch a rac te ris tic  of the structu re . What takes the form  of a 
thing is not labour as the activity of a subject but the 
social ch a rac te r of labour. And the human labour in 
question here  is not the labour of any constitutive sub­
jectivity. It bears the m ark  of a determ inate social 
s truc tu re :

Only a h isto rica lly  determ ined epoch which rep resen ts
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(darste llt) the labour expended in the production of a useful 
thing as an "objective" (gegenstandlichl p roperty  of that 
thing, i. e. , as its value, tran sfo rm s the product of labour 
into a com modity'. 4

It is therefo re  a 'h is to rica lly  determ ined epoch', i. e. , a 
determ inate  mode of production, which achieves the 
Oa.rstellung of labour in the phantasm agoric objectivity 
of the commodity.

The sta tus of this Gegenstandlichkeit is made even c le a re r  
when M arx speaks of an illusion of objectivity (gegenstand- 
liche Scheinl.

'The scientific  d isco v ery .. .  that the products of labour, 
so fa r  as they are  values, a re  but expressions of the human 
labour spent in th e ir  production, m arks an epoch in the 
h istory  of the development of humanity, but by no means 
d issipates the phantasm agoria in which the social ch a rac te r 
of labour appears to  us to be a ch a rac te r of the things, the 
products them selves ( . . .  den gegenstandlichen Schein der 
gesellschaftlichen C haraktere  der  Arb e it). ' (T I p 86'
Vol I, p 74). ----------------  ' ’

The c h a rac te r  of th is Gegenstandlichkeit is such that it is 
only recognized fo r what it is -  i. e. , as a metonymic 
m anifestation of the s tru c tu re  -  in science. In ordinary  
perception it is taken for a p roperty  of the thing as such.
The social ch a rac te r of the products of labour appears as 
a na tu ra l p roperty  of these products as m ere  things.

This theory of the sensuous supersensuous object enables 
us to m ark  the difference between the problem atic of 
Capital and that of the M anuscrip ts. In the M anuscripts, 
economic objects w ere trea ted  in an amphibological 
fashion because the theory of wealth was overlaid  by a 
Feuerbachian theory of the sensuous. The sensuous 
c h a ra c te r  of the objects of labour re fe rre d  to  th e ir  human



ch arac te r, to th e ir  s ta tus as objects of a constitutive 
subjectivity. Here objects are  no longer taken for any­
thing sensuous-hum an. They are  sensuous-supersensuous. 
This contradiction in the mode of th e ir  appearance re fe rs  
to the type of objectivity to which they belong. Their 
sensuous-supersensuous ch a rac te r is the form  in which 
they appear as m anifestations of social ch a rac te ris tic s .

The substitution of the relationship: sensuous /su p e r-  
sensuous—* social, for the relationship: hum an/sensuous, 
is fundamental for an understanding of what M arx calls 
the fetish ism  of com m odities.

To show th is le t us examine the beginning of the text from 
the f irs t chapter entitled  The F etish ism  of Commodities 
and the Secret Thereof.

'A commodity appears, at f ir s t  sight, a very  triv ia l thing, 
and easily  understood. Its analysis shows that it is , on 
the con trary , a very complex thing, abounding in m eta­
physical sub tle ties and theological n iceties. ' (T. I, p83;

Vol I, p 71).

I think it may be instructive to take th is la s t  phrase 
absolutely to the le t te r . It means that the commodity is 
theological in the sense the concept of theology has in the 
anthropology of Feuerbach and the Young Marx.

Let us follow this guiding thread in the analysis of the
commodity.

'In the production of the coat, human energy, in a particu la r 
fo rm , m ust have been actually expended. Human labour is 
there fo re  accum ulated in it. In th is aspect the coat is a 
va lu e -b ea re r IW erttrager: value support), but though worn 
to a th read , it does not le t this quality show through. ' (T. I, 

p 66: Vol I, p 51).

The object is no longer transparen t. The whole theory re ­

lating  the sensuous and the object to the human subject col­
lapses. The coat has a quality which it does not get from  
the act of a subject, a supernatural quality. It is the support 
(T rager) fo r som ething which has nothing to  do with it.

H ere we have come once again upon the concept of the 
support which we located in the diagram  of the anthropolo­
gical critique of speculation, and with it we re tu rn  to a 
function which corresponds to the function of incarnation 
in th is sam e diagram . The em pirical thing (the coat) be­
com es the support fo r the supernatural abstraction  value 
just as the em pirical existence of the m onarch became the 
incarnation of the ab s trac t category sovereignty in Hegel.

'The coat can in no way rep resen t value in its outward 
relations unless at the sam e tim e value takes the aspect 
of a coat. A, for instance, cannot rep resen t "your m ajesty" 
to B, unless at the sam e tim e m ajesty  in B 's eyes 
assum es the bodily form  of A. ' (T. I, p 66; Vol I, p 51).

It is not just because it is a question of m ajesty here  and of 
sovereignty in the M anuscript of 1843 that we can affirm  
the homology between the s tru c tu re  of the m anifestation of 
value and the s tru c tu re  of incarnation which constituted an 
elem ent of the general s truc tu re  of speculation in the text 
of 1843. Value is incarnated in the em pirical existence of 
the coat, ju st as m ajesty is incarnated in the em pirical 
existence of A , and sovereignty is incarnated in the em­
p irica l existence of the Hegelian monarch.

Thus we see em erging an identical form  to that of the 1843 
M anuscript. But it has neither the c ritica l function that it 
had in the anthropological critique of speculation, nor the 
function which the Della Volpe school want it to play as a 
critique of the speculative operation perform ed by c las ­
sical political economy. The union of the sensuous and 
the supersenuous h ere  exp resses the phenomenal form  of 
value itse lf , and not its speculative translation . In the 1843

M anuscrip t, th is union was p resen ted  as a speculative 
operation. Hegel transfo rm ed  the sensuous (the em pirical) 
he found at the starting-poin t so as to make a supersensuous 
abstrac tion  from  it which he then incarnated in a sensuous 
existence which served  as a body for th is abstraction.

This m eans that the pattern  which designated the specu­
lative £ rocedure in the anthropological c ritique , here 
designates the process which takes place in the field of 
rea lity  itself. This concept of reality  (W irklichkeit) m ust 
be understood to mean p rec ise ly  the space in which the 
determ inations of the s tru c tu re  m anifest them selves (the 
space of phantasm agoric objectivity). We m ust carefully  
distinguish between this W irklichkeit. rea l with resp ec t to 
perception, and the w irkliche Bewegung (real movement) 
which constitu tes the rea l with respect to science.

We see that the p roperties which define the W irklichkeit. 
the space of appearance of the determ inations of the 
economic s tru c tu re , a re  the p roperties which defined the 
operations of speculative philosophy fo r the Young Marx.
The commodity is theological, i. e. , rea lity  is of itself 
speculative, it itse lf p resen ts  itse lf in the form  of a mys­
tery.

There is another example of th is change in function of the 
s tru c tu re  of incarnation in the text entitled Die W ertform  
(the f irs t  draft of Chapter One of Capital).

This movement according to which the sensuous-concrete 
is only valid as a form  of m anifestation of the general 
ab strac t and not, on the con trary , the general ab strac t as 
a property  of the concrete, ch a rac te rizes  the expression 
of value. At the sam e tim e it m akes it difficult to  under­
stand. If I say, Roman law and German law are  both laws, 
that is easily  understood. But if, on the co n tra ry , I say 
that the law, as an ab strac t, is rea lised  in Roman Law 
and German law, as concrete law s, the connexion is then

a m ystical one. ' (Kleine okonomische Schriften . Dietz 
V erlag, Berlin 1955, p 271).

The p rocess which ch a rac te rizes  the mode of existence of 
value here  is the one which charac te rized  the speculative 
Hegelian operation fo r the Young M arx, and which he 
illu stra ted  in The Holy Fam ily by the dialectic of the ab­
s tra c t fru it rea lising  itse lf in concrete p ears  and almonds.

If rea lity  is speculative, an extrem ely  im portant conse­
quence follows: every  c ritic a l reading which c la im s, along 
the lines of the L e tte r to Ruge, to speak o r read  things 
as they are  is invalidated. The ambitions of the L e tte r to 
Ruge are  refuted in one sho rt sentence which te lls  us that: 
'Value does not c a r ry  what it is w ritten  on its forehead 
(Es steht daher dem W erte nicht auf der Stirn geschrieben 
was e r  is t)'.

We are  no longer concerned with a text calling fo r a 
reading which will give its underlying meaning, but with 
a hieroglyph which has to be deciphered. This deciphering 
is the work of science. The s truc tu re  which excludes the 
possib ility  of c r itic a l reading is the s tru c tu re  which opens 
the dimension of science. This science, unlike Ricardo, 
will not be content to pose labour as the substance of 
value while deriding the commodity fetish ism  of the 
M ercantilists who conceived value to be attached to the 
body of a p a rticu la r commodity. It will explain fetishism  
by theorizing the s tru c tu re  which founds the thing-form  
adopted by the social ch a rac te ris tic s  of labour.

Comments I

A glance at the concepts in action in this p roblem atic of 
economic objects show us that what is at stake here is the 
c ritic a l question of the Kantian Transcendental D ialectic. 
Here too we find the problem atic of the object (Gegenstand) 
and the two couples Phenom enon/Appearance (Erscheinung
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Sc he in) and sensuous/'supersensuous (sinnlich-ubersinnlich). 
In Kant a dividing-line relating  to the faculties of a subjec­
tiv ity  sep ara tes  two domains:
Gegenstand
sinnlich ubersinnlich
Erscheinung Sc he in

in M arx we have a quite different s truc tu re :
Gegenstand = Erscheinungsform  (form of appearance) 

s innlich-ubersinn lich  gesellschaftl ich

Schein (appearance o r  illusion)

The commodity is a Gegenstand insofar as it is the pheno­
menal form (Erscheinungsform ) of value. This object is a 
sensuous-supersensuous object insofar as its  p roperties 
a re  only the form  of m anifestation of social relations. It is 
the m isrecognition of its supersenuous c h a rac te r , i. e. , 
the m isrecognition of its cha rac te r as a m anifestation of 
labour in a determ inate social s tru c tu re  which founds the 
appearance (Schein).

In M arx, and p a rticu la rly  here in Chapter One, we do find 
the relationship  between an analytic and a d ia lec tic , but 
th is relationship  presupposes a totally new distribution of 
the elem ents, a re-o rgan iza tion  of the theore tica l space 
of these concepts. We might call th is re-organization  
M arx 's  A nti-Copernican Revolution (Anti-Copem ican in 
the Kantian sense , i. e. , Copernican in the true  sense). 
Phenomena a re  no longer centred  around a constitutive 
subject. In the problem  of the constitution of the phenomena 
the concept of the subject does not intervene. Inversely, 
what M arx does take seriously  is the connexion between 
the phenomena and the transcendental object = X. The 
phenomena, the ob jects, are  phenomenal form s of this 
object which is also  the unknown that reso lves the equations. 
But th is X is not an object, it is what M arx ca lls  a social 
relation . The fact that this social re la tion  has to be re ­

presen ted  in som ething which is rad ically  foreign to it, in 
a thing, gives that thing its sensuous-supersensuous 
charac te r.

What ch a rac te rizes  appearance (Schein) is the fact that this 
thing appears in it sim ply as a sensuous thing and that its 
p roperties appear as natu ral p roperties.

Thus the constitution of objects does not appertain to a 
subjectivity. What does appertain to a subjectivity is p er­
ception. Appearance (Schein) is determ ined by the gap 
between the conditions of constitution of the objects and the 
conditions of th e ir  perception.

Comments 2

What radically  d ifferen tiates Marx from classica l economics 
is his analysis of the value-form  of the commodity (or the 
com m odity-form  of the product of labour). The difference 
between the c la ss ica l conception of abstraction  and analysis 
and the M arxist conception is inscribed here. The theory 
of the form  provides a solution at the level of the specific 
theoretical p ractice  of Capital to the problem s ra ised  in 
the general Introduction by the concept of determ inate ab­
s trac tion . 5

The h is to ric is t in terpretation  of th is  theory of determ inate 
abstraction  as it is found p articu larly  in the Della Volpe 
school depends upon a non-pertinent relation: the relation  
between the ab s trac t in thought and the rea l concrete. The 
determ inate abstraction  then appears to be the one which 
solidly p re se rv es  the richness of the rea l concrete.

M arx, on the other hand, is concerned here  with the v a lu e - 
form  of the commodity (the com m odity-form  of the product 
of labour) as a scientific  starting-po in t within the thought 
p rocess. F rom  th is view-point, the value-form  is charac ­
te rized  as the most general, the sim plest, the m ost abstrac t
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and the least developed form. Here I shall not speak of the 
f irs t of these determ inations, which incidentally poses 
difficult interpretation  problem s. Simple and ab strac t are 
situated in the oppositions ab strac t/co n cre te  and s im p le / 
complex which define the field of what is thought in the 
general Introduction. But the meaning of these two oppo­
sitions is made c le a re r  here  by the concept of development. 
This form  is the least developed and the task  of science, 
a task  which was never undertaken before M arx, is to de­
velop th is  sim ple form:
'H ere, however, a task  is se t us, the perform ance of which 
has never yet been attem pted by bourgeois economy, the 
task  of trac ing  the genesis of th is m oney-form , of de­
veloping the expression of value coAitainecl in the v a lu e -re ­
lation of com m odities, from its sim plest, leas t apparent 
outline, to the dazzling m oney-form ' (T. I, p 63; Vol I, 
pp 47-48).

R icardo was incapable of making this development. He was 
incapable of deducing the m oney-form  from  his theory  of 
value. This was because he did not g rasp  the concept of 
the expression  of value, the concept of form .

What he m issed  in this way was the m otor of the develop­
ment of the economic ca tego ries, a development which 
perm its  the constitution of the system  of political economy. 
This m otor is contradiction.

This poses the problem  of the location of the concept of 
contradiction, the problem  of the determ ination of its 
theore tica l validity.

What is it that M arx, in the f irs t  chapter of C apital, calls 
som etim es contradiction (W iderspruch) and som etim es 
m erely  opposition (Gegensatz)?

There can be no question of providing a definitive solution 
to  this problem  here , but only of presenting  certa in  givens

and indicating a possible d irection  for enquiry.

Take the relationship  x com m odities A = y  com m odities B. 
It can be said  to be contradictory  insofar as one of the 
te rm s  appears only as use-value and the o ther only as 
exchange-value. This contradiction re fe rs  to the internal 
contradiction of the commodity, to its duplication into 
use-value and exchange-value, and from  here we are  re ­
fe rre d  to the identity of opposites which ch a rac te rizes  the 
labour rep resen ted  in the value-form  of the commodity - 
the identity of concrete labour and abstrac t labour.

Three com m ents can be made here.

1. The contradiction posed here  cannot be reduced to the 
o rd e r of appearance and ideology, as was the case with the 
pseudo-contradiction in adjecto im plied, according to 
Bailey, by the concept of an exchange-value in trinsic  to
a commodity. On the co n tra ry , this contradiction only 
occurs in the scientific discourse. It is not perceived by 
the subjects of the exchange, for whom the relation  
xA = yB is quite natural.
2. It does not consist of a sp lit. In the equations in the 
1844 M anuscripts which exp ressed  the contradiction, the 
la tte r  amounted to the separation  of an orig inal unity. The 
contradiction lay in the separa te  existence of com plem en­
ta ry  te rm s. H ere, on the con trary , it lie s  in the union of 
two m utually exclusive te rm s.
This identity of two opposites exposes the hidden existence 
of a th ird  te rm  which supports th e ir  union. I. e. , of the 
te rm  so c ia l, which supports the sensuous-supersensuous 
contradiction.
3. Nor does the contradiction consist of the fact that 
concrete  labour is inverted into abstrac t labour, as in 
Hegel Being is inverted into Nothingness, o r the concrete 
here-now  into the ab s trac t universal.
The contradictory  union of concrete labour and abstrac t
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labour is not determ ined by a dialectic supposed to be in­
herent in one of these two term s. It ex p resses  the special 
form  that the general ch a rac te ris tic s  of labour take in a 
determ inate mode of production.

Marx shows in fact that all production is n ecessarily  de­
term ined  by the soc ie ty 's  available labour tim e and by 
the d istribution  of social labour according to the different 
needs. 6 This rule m ust be observed in one way o r another 
in all form s of production. But it adopts different charac­
te r is tic s  in each of these form s. Thus, in the text on the 
fetish ism  in Chapter One, M arx shows in the case of 
severa l different form s of production (Robinson, the 
middle ages, pa tria rch a l peasant industry and finally 
com m unist society) how this natural law operates 
according to specific form s determ ined by each of these 
stru c tu res . Within the cap ita list mode of production, 
w here commodity production is the dominant form of pro ­
duction, the regulatory  law of labour-tim e and its dis­
tribution follows a very  special pa ttern , that of the con­
trad ic to ry  identity of concrete labour and ab strac t labour, 
rep resen ted  in the inherent contradictions of commodity 

exchange.

'C ontradiction ' could thus well designate prec ise ly  the 
s tru c tu re 's  pecu liar mode of effectivity. We have already 
seen that the space of represen tation  (D arstellung) of 
the s tru c tu re  was a space.of contradiction, in which the 
objects w ere not objects, in which the rela tions linked 
together things which did not have any relationship be­
tween them , etc. . . The existence of the contradiction thus 
appeared as the very existence of the stru c tu re . In this 
way we should perhaps give the concept of contradiction, 
as Marx uses it in the f irs t P a rt of C apita l. a purely 
indexical value: i. e. , in these Hegelian concepts 'con tra ­
diction' and 'developm ent of the contradiction’, Marx is 
thinking som ething radically  new the concept of which he

has not succeeded in form ulating: the mode of action of 
the s truc tu re  as a mode of action of the relations of pro ­
duction which govern it.

Recognition of the contradiction is thus recognition of the 
s tru c tu re  within which the economic objects and the ir 
re la tions function, the s truc tu re  of a determ inate mode of 
production. By analysing the commodity form  Marx dis­
covered the contradiction, i. e. , he discovered that econo­
mic objects w ere determ ined as m anifestations of a p a r ­
tic u la r  struc tu re . The development of the form s is thus a 
development of the contradiction. The resolution (Losung) 
of the contradiction is achieved in what M arx ca lls  its 
fo rm s of movement. The m ore complex, m ore developed 
form s are  form s in which the contradictions of the sim pler 
form s can develop and resolve them selves. This is the 
case for form s of exchange with resp ec t to the contra­
dictions inherent in the commodity form , and fo r the form s 
of cap ita list production with respect to the form s of simple 
commodity production.

'A s we have seen, the exchange of com m odities cannot be 
achieved except by fulfilling contradictory mutually ex­
clusive conditions. The development which makes the 
commodity appear as something with a double aspect, u se- 
value and exchange-value, does not make these contra­
dictions d isappear, it c rea tes  the form in which they can 
move. This is besides the only way in which real contra­
dictions arc  resolved. F o r instance, it is a contradiction 
to depict one body as constantly falling towards another, 
and as , at the same tim e, constantly flying away from it. 
The ellipse is a form of motion which, while allowing this 
contradiction to be realised , at the sam e tim e resolves it. 
(T. I, p 113; Vol. I, pp 103-4).
'The contradictions contained in the commodity of use-value 
and exchange-value, of private labour which is bound to 
m anifest itself as social labour, o r concrete labour which

is only valuable as abstrac t labour, these contradictions 
immanent in the commodity acquire the ir form s of motion 
in circulation. ' (T. I, p 122; Vol. I, p 114).

The development of the form s of bourgeois production -  
which constitu tes the object of Capital p roper -  is  thus 
thought as the development of form s of motion fo r the 
prim itive contradiction, the opposition between ab s trac t 
labour and concrete labour. H ere, too, we can ask  whether 
the concepts used by M arx (contradiction, development, 
resolution of contradiction) adequately ex p ress  what is 
thought in them.

Let us leave this problem  in abeyance and note the two 
essen tia l elem ents that we have been able to ex trac t from 
the analysis of the value-form :
1. This analysis and the theory of the form  which it im plies 
enable us to bring to light the constitutive s tru c tu re  of the 
relations of production and its  mode of action at the level
of W irklichkeit,
2. It enables us to attain  a system atic knowledge of the 
connexion and articulation  of the form s of the cap ita list 
mode of production. C lassical economics was unable to 
handle th is development of form s. (For exam ple, R icardo 
did not succeed in deducing money from  the analysis of the 
commodity o r in showing the connexion between su rp lu s- 
value and the average ra te  of profit. )

We shall find that these two elem ents become c le a re r  
when we turn  to the study of a special commodity: wage 
1 abou r.

C) WAGE LABOUR AND THE THEORY OF THE 
IMAGINARY

It is well-known that the category of wage labour poses an 
insoluble problem  for c lassica l economics. What really  
happens in the exchange between the cap ita list and the

w orker?

The cap ita list buys a ce rta in  quantity of labour, the w orker’s 
working day. with a wage which rep resen ts a sm alle r 
quantity of social labour. We therefore  see two com m odities 
which rep resen t unequal social labour tim es exchanged as 
equals, which clashes with the labour theory of value.

At the sam e tim e, we discover a c irc le : The wage appears 
to be the value of the labour. But the labour has been posed 
as the c re a to r  of value. How can one determ ine the value 
of what c rea tes  value?

The solution to this clash and to this c irc le  lie s  in the in­
troduction of a new category , absent from  c lassica l econo­
m ics, the category of labour-pow er.

The wage rep resen ts the value of labour-pow er. This value- 
as we know, in accordance with the law of value, rep resen ts 
the value of the means of subsistence n ecessary  for the 
reproduction of labour-pow er. C lassical political economy 
had indeed form ulated this determ ination of the value of 
labour-pow er, but as the value of labour. It therefo re  re ­
mained in a quidproquo.

In the 1844 M anuscripts, M arx, too. rem ained in this quid­
proquo, tied to the non-critique of the concept of the value 
of labour and of the concept of labour itself. H ere, on the 
co n tra ry , M arx attacks the concept itself, and with the 
help of the concepts of form and relation  works it over so 
that a new concept appears, that of labour-pow er, so that 
the concept ot the value ot labour can be understood in its 
inadequacy.

Marx grasped the difference between the exchange-value of 
labour-pow er (the quantity of social labour n ecessary  for 
its reproduction, rep resen ted  in wages) and its specific 
use-value: to c rea te  value.
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We can pose the problem  in the following two statements-.
1. L abour-pow er has an exchange value m easured  by the 
labour tim e n ecessa ry  for its reproduction, and a use- 
value which is c reative of value, which produces an ex­
change-value g re a te r  than its own value (which is not true 

of any other commodity).
2. Labour is c rea tive  of value. It does not have value.

In these two sta tm ents we can read  the possib ility  of surp lus- 
value. We can do so thanks to  the analysis of the double 
c h a ra c te r  of labour, of the distinction between useful 
labour and labour creative of value, which enables us to 
penetrate  the appearance of the cap ita lis t mode of pro­

duction.

'F ro m  all the appearances, what the cap ita lis t pays for is 
the value of the usefulness which the w orker gives him , the 
value of the labour and not that of the labour-pow er which the 
w orker does not seem  to alienate. The experience of p rac ­
tica l life alone does not bring out the double usefulness of 
labour, the property  of satisfying a need which it has in 
common with all com m odities, and the p roperty  of creating  
value which distinguishes it from  all the o ther com m odities 
and, as a form ative elem ent of value, prevents it from 
having any value itself. ' (T. II, p 211; Vol I, p 540).

We a re  confronted with the following contradiction; labour 
appears as a commodity w hereas it cannot ev er be a 
commodity. That is , we are  dealing with a s truc tu re  
which is im possib le. This possibility  of an im possibility 
re fe rs  us to the absent cause, to the relations of production. 
The im m ediate p roducers, separated  from  th e ir  means of 
production as a re su lt of P rim itive Accum ulation, are 
constrained  to sell th e ir  labour-pow er as a commodity. 
T heir labour becom es wage labour and the appearance is 
produced that what is paid fo r by the cap ita lis t is the ir 
labour itse lf, and not th e ir  labour-pow er.

The revelation of the category value of la bour-pow er con­
cealed behind the category value of labour is the revelation 
of the determ inant ch a rac te r of cap ita lis t re la tions of 

production.

Unable to problem atize the category value of labour as a 
phenomenal form  of the value of labour-pow er, R icardo 
could not reveal what sustains the whole m echanism , i. e. , 
those relations of production, capital and wage labour.

'Instead  of labour, R icardo should have d iscussed  labour- 
power. But had he done so, capital would also have been 
revealed  as the m ateria l conditions of labour, confronting 
the labourer as a power that has acquired an independent 
existence and capital would at once have been revealed  as 
a definite social relationship. R icardo thus only distin ­
guishes capital as "accum ulated labour" from  "im m ediate 
labour". And it is something purely physical, only an 
elem ent in the labou r-p ro cess  from  which the relation 
between labour and cap ita l, wages and p ro fits , could 
never be devloped. ' (Theories of Surplus-V alue, op. cit. , 

P a rt 2, p 400).

M arx, on the other hand, p roblem atizes the category 
value of labour. This expression is an im aginary expression. 
In M arx th is category of the im aginary designates the 
posing of an im possible re la tion  which conceals the tru ly  
determ inant relation.

There is a naive way of thinking the im aginariness of this 
expression. This is to consider it as a m ere abuse of 
language. Thus Proudhon s ta te s  that: 'Labour is said  to 
be valuable not as a commodity itself, but with a view to 
the values thought to be contained potentially within i t  
The value of labour is a figurative expression , etc. . .
(Cit. M arx, T. II, p 208n; Vol 1, p 537n. ).

Thus, according to Proudhon, the whole world of cap ita list
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production is founded on a 'figurative exp ression ’, m ere 
poetic licence. Here we have a very ch a rac te ris tic  type 
oi explanation: confronted bv expressions which designate 
the m ystery  of cap ita list production, its fundamental 
s tru c tu ra l determ ination, it is said  that these constitute 
only figurative expressions o r subjective distinctions. In 
Capital, M arx repeatedly ca lls  attention to this type of 
explanation by the a rb itra ry  and subjective. (Ricardo, 
ior exam ple, s ta te s  that the distinction between fixed 
and c ircu lating  capital is a wholly subjective one. )

For M arx, on the con trary , the im aginary expressions 
are  not at all a rb itra ry . They express a rigorous necessity- 
that of the mode of action of the relations of production- 
'In the expression  "value of labour" the concept of value 
is not only com pletely obliterated , but rev e rsed  into its 
opposite. It is an expression as im aginary as, fo r example, 
the ya.lue ol the earth . These im aginary expressions a r ise , 
however, from  the relations of production them selves.
They are  ca tegories fo r the phenomenal form s of essen tia l 
re la tions (Sie sind Kategorien fu r E rsche inungsformen 
w esentliche r  V erhaltn isse)'. (T. II, p 208: Vol I, p 537). 7 "

Here the theory  of the form  and of the development of 
form s acquire precision. The expression value of labour 
presupposes a change of form: the value of labour-pow er 
appears, m anifests itself in a form of m anifestation 
(Erscheinungsform l which is the value of labour. As a 
form of m anifestation of labour-pow er, the value of labour 
is a form  of m anifestation of that relation of production 
essen tia l to the cap ita list mode of production: wage labour. 
The m echanism  of transform ation  of the form s is thus 
determ ined by the relations of production, which m anifest 
them selves m the E rsche inungsformen by concealing them ­
selves. The im aginariness is the index of this peculiar 
effectivity, th is  m anifestation/concealm ent of the relations 
of production.
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'Hence we may understand the decisive im portance of the 
transform ation  of value and p rice  of labour-pow er into the 
foim  of wages, o r into the value and p rice  of labour itself, 
iliis form  of m anifestation, which m akes the actual relation  
invisible, and, indeed, shows the d irec t opposite of that 
re la tion , form s the basis of all the ju rid ical rep resen ta tions 
of both labourer and cap ita lis t, of all the m ystifications of 
the cap ita lis t mode of production, of all its illusions as to 
liberty , of all the apologetic shifts of the vulgar econom ists ' 
(T. II, p 211; Vol. I, p 540).

D) THE CONCEPT OF PROCESS

In the study of the phantasm agoric objectivity of com m odities 
and in that of the im aginary expression  value of labour, a 
certa in  s tru c tu re  can be apprehended. We see that the form s 
of W irklichkeit a re  form s of m anifestation for the social 
re la tions of production which do not appear as such in this 
field of W irklichkeit but which s tru c tu re  the relations given 
there. At the same tim e, we see that all these form s of 
m anifestation are  equally form s of concealment. It is this 
s tru c tu re  which is m isrecognized by c lassica l econom ics.
In the absence of a theory of form  it m isrecognizes its 
own object. It does not recognize the specific objectivity 
with which science is concerned: that of a determ inate ‘ 
p ro cess  of production.

F o r an understanding of th is  concept 'p ro c e s s ', le t us f irs t 
reca ll M arx 's definition:

The word p rocess. . . ex p resses  a development considered 
in the to tality  of its rea l conditions'. (T. I, p 181n).

Let us complete this definition by mentioning the two 
essen tia l c h a rac te ris tic s  of a p ro cess , i. e. :
1) its development leads to a constant reproduction of its 
starting-point.

2) the elem ents in it a re  defined not by th e ir  nature but by



the place they occupy, the function they fulfil.

These c h a ra c te ris tic s  are  valid even fo r the sim plest 
p rocess studied by M arx, the labour p ro cess  in general.
M arx shows that the sam e m ate ria l elem ents can play the 
p a rt of e ith er product, raw m ateria l o r  m eans of labour 
in the labour p rocess.

'Hence we see that w hether a use-value is to be regarded 
as product, as raw  m ateria l o r as m eans of labour, de­
pends en tire ly  on the determ inate position it fulfils in the 
labour p ro cess , on the place it occupies in it, and any 
change in its  place changes its determ ination. ' (T. I, 
p 185; Vol. I, p 182).

A confusion is already possible at this level, a confusion 
between a m ateria l property  of the elem ents of production 
and th e ir  functional determ ination. But we know in fact 
that the production p rocess always takes place in deter­
m inate production p rocess. This m eans that the places, 
form s and functions which it determ ines m ust them selves 
se rv e  as supports fo r those which are  determ ined by the 
relations of production characteriz ing  som e mode of 
production. These relations of production in fact, determ ine 
new p laces and functions which give specific form s to the 
elem ents of the labour p rocess. In W irklichkeit, these 
form s appear as p ro p ertie s  of the m a te ria l elem ents which 
support them , w hereas they a re  phenomenal fo rm s, modes 
of existence of the hidden m otor of the development. The 
sam e is  tru e  of the commodity form  which, in the fe tis- 
h istic  illusion, is  severed  from  the social re la tions which 
found it, and of the form  'value of labour’ behind which 
is hidden the value of labour-pow er, i. e. , the cap ita list 
re la tions of production.

This s tru c tu re  of the p ro cess  of science im plies the 
specific c h a ra c te r  of the concepts of the science which 
explains it. This is expressed  by M arx in an opposition

which determ ines the tru e  form  of scientifieity  on the one 
hand, and the principle of the e r ro r s  of c la ss ica l econo­
m ics, on the other:
'I t  is not a question h ere  of definitions, beneath which 
things m ust be subsumed. We are  dealing here  with definite 
functions which m ust be expressed  in definite categories. ' 

(Vol. II, p 226).

Things (Dinge) Functions
Subsume E xpress
Definitions C ategories

Believing that it deals with natural re la tions between stable 
things, c lass ica l economics m isrecognizes the specific 
s tru c tu re  of the cap ita lis t p rocess of production. In fact 
the la tte r  is constituted by the concealm ent of the process 
of production in general, of the form  of commodity pro ­
duction and of the form s pecu liar to the cap ita lis t p rocess 
which itself develops at severa l levels (production, re ­
production, overall p rocess). C lassical econom ics, which 
flattens th is s tru c tu re  down to a single plane, is trapped 
in a whole se r ie s  of confusions; a confusion of the m ateria l 
determ inations of the elem ents of production with the 
cap ita lis t form s of these determ inations, a confusion 
between form s of sim ple commodity production and 
cap ita lis t fo rm s, confusions between the form s of capital 
in the production p rocess and in the circulation  process, 
e t c . . . Sm ith's conception of fixed and circulating  capital, 
c ritic ized  by M arx in Volume Two, is a concentrate of 
all these confusions. Smith succeeds in reducing the 
determ inations of fixed and circulating  capital, determ ina­
tions of the form of the capital involved in the circulation  
p ro cess , to the mobility o r immobility of the m ateria l 
elem ents of capital.

Thus we see how the study of the starting-poin t of Capital 
leads us to recognize the peculiar objectivity with which

science is concerned, and to understand the basis of the 
e r r o r s  of c la ss ica l economics.

APPENDIX

Commodity Relations and C apitalist Relations.
Our analysis of the value form  ra ised  the following ob­
jection: in o rd er to explain the identity a b s tra c t- la b o u r/ 
concre te-labour which determ ines the value-form  of 
com m odities, we introduced the cap ita lis t re la tions of 
production. Now it is evident that the com m odity-form  
existed long before the cap ita list mode of production, and 
it seem s that the analysis made of the commodity in the 
f irs t  p a rt of Capital only introduces the ch a rac te ris tic s  of 
commodity production in general, independently of the 
p a rt this form  of production may play in different modes 
of production.

F ir s t  le t me re s tr ic t  the range of the objection: it does 
not contradict at all what seem s to me to be the fundamen­
ta l point, nam ely the fact that the phenomena of economic 
rea lity  (W irklichkeit) are  only com prehensible insofar as 
they m anifest, in a specific d istortion , the effectivity of 
the re la tions of production. However, what is at issue is 
the exact meaning of the function that the analysis of the 
commodity plays in the theory of the cap ita lis t p rocess of 
production, the function of the starting-point.

In fact, it seem s at f irs t that in Capital Volume One P a rt 
One it is only a question of commodity production in 
genera l, insofar as it is a necessary  presupposition of 
the cap ita lis t mode of production.

Thus we a re  concerned with the commodity in general and 
not with the commodity as an elem ent of a capital-com ­
modity. The identity of useful labour and labour creative 
of value sim ply defines commodity production, cap ita list 
production being defined by the identity of useful labour
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and labour creative of surp lus-value .

In th is f irs t p a rt we should thus be at a stage (theoretically 
and historically ) p rio r  to the peculiar determ inations of 
the cap ita lis t mode of production. Given th is , a h isto ric is t 
reading is possib le, one which sees in the f irs t p art a 
genetic exposition moving from  prim itive form s of exchange 
to bourgeois form s via those commodity islands which de­
velop, as M arx puts it, in the in te rstices of societies p rio r 
to the cap ita list mode of production.

But at the sam e tim e, M arx te lls  us that ’the value form  
of the product of labour is the m ost ab strac t and general 
form  of the p resen t mode of production which prec ise ly  
thereby acquires a h is to rica l ch a ra c te r '. (T. I, p 83n), 
and he affirm s in a le tte r  to Engels dated 22 June 1867 that 
the sim plest form  of the commodity 'contains the whole 
s e c re t of the m oney-form  and with it in em bryo of all the 
bourgeois form s of the product of labour’. The m etaphor 
of the em bryo, like that of the cell in the P reface to the 
F ir s t  German edition, indicates that the pecu liar de ter­
m inations of the cap ita lis t mode of production a re  not 
sim ply added on over and above the sim ple determ inations 
of the commodity and the exchange of com m odities, but 
m ust in some way be already p resen t in them. If so, we 
should have in the f ir s t  chapter of Capital not at all an 
analysis of the general ch a rac te ris tic s  of all com m odities 
but an analysis of the commodity form  insofar as it is  the 
sim plest form  of a determ inate mode of production, the 
cap ita lis t mode of production.

The accuracy of such an in terp retation  is c lea rly  confirm ed 
by M arx 's p ra ise  of Steuart in the f ir s t  chapter of A Con­
tribution. . . :
'S teuart naturally  knew very  well that in pre-bourgeois 
epochs, too, products took the form  of com m odities and 
com m odities the form  of money, but he thoroughly proves



that com m odities as the elem entary  form  of wealth and 
alienation as the predom inant form  of appropriation only 
appertain to the period of bourgeois production and that 
consequently the ch a rac te r of labour c rea tive  of exchange- 
value is  specifically  bourgeois. ' (W erke, Bd. 13, p 44).

However, we m ust avoid the trap  of a Hegelian reading of 
Capital, according to  which the commodity form  contains 
in em bryo, in its in terio rity , all the contradictions of the 
cap ita lis t mode of production, of which capital is only the 
development -  with the co rro lla ry , inevitable in a discourse 
of the Hegelian type, that this s tarting-poin t is itself 
m ediated by the destination-point, that the commodity p re ­
supposes the whole development of the cap ita lis t production 
process.

Note that M arx provides at le a s t as many argum ents for 
th is Hegelian in terpretation  as he does fo r the h is to ric is t 
in terpretation , and le t me show the way I believe the 
problem  can be posed correc tly . To do so I can draw on 
the indications that M arx gives us in the Chapter in Volume 
Three en titled  R elations of Production and Relations of 
D istribution.

'C ap ita list production. . .  produces its products as com­
m odities. The fact that it produces com m odities does not 
differentiate it from  other modes of production; but ra th e r 
the fact that being a commodity is the dominant and de­
term ining c h a rac te ris tic  of its  products. This im plies, 
f irs t and forem ost, that the labourer h im self com es for­
w ard  m erely  as a s e l le r  of com m odities, and thus as a 
free  w age-labourer, so that labour appears in general as 
wage labour. ' (Vol. Ill, p 857).
'F u rth e rm o re , already im plicit in the commodity, and 
even m ore so in the commodity as a product of capital, 
is the reification  of the social determ inations of production 
and the subjectification of the m ateria l foundations of
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production, which ch aracterize  the en tire  cap ita list mode 
of production. ' (Vol. Ill, p 858).
' The definite form  in which the social labour-tim e p revails 
as decisive in the determ ination of the value of com m odities 
is of course connected with the form  of labour as wage- 
labour and with the corresponding form  of the m eans of 
production as capital, insofar as solely on this basis does 
com m odity-production become the general form of pro­
duction. ' (Vol. Ill, pp 859-860).

Only on the basis of the cap ita lis t re la tions of production 
does the form  of commodity production become the domi­
nant form of production and the com m odity-form  appear 
in a general way and with all the determ inations to which 
it is  susceptible as a form  of the product of labour. O r, to 
put it another way, the identity of useful labour with labour 
c rea tive  of value only determ ines social production overall 
on the basis  of the identity of useful labour and labour 
c rea tive  of surplus-value.

This confirm s the determ inant ch a rac te r of the cap ita list 
re la tions of production.

Given the separation  of im m ediate p roducers and means 
of production, the conversion of the m eans of production 
into capital, achieved in the p rocess of the constitution of 
the cap ita lis t mode of production (Prim itive Accumulation), 
the useful labour of the w orker, of the immediate producer, 
can be m anifested only as labour creative of value. This 
c rea te s  the condition which allows the identity of useful 
labour and labour creative of value to become the general 
law of production. It is in this way that the ch a rac te ris tic s  
of the cap ita list mode of production can be found already 
im plied (eingeschlossen) in the sim ple com m odity-form  of 
the product of labour.
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