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ABSTRACT

THE PORTRAIT OF A PHILOSOPHER: LOUIS ALTHUSSER IN HISTORICAL
AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

TORUN, Can Ozgiir
M.S., The Department of Political Science and Public Administration
Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Omiir BIRLER

September 2025, 142 pages

This thesis aims to reread Louis Althusser in the historical and political context,
which is defined by the changing conjuncture, in an effort to prevent the wholesale
rejection of the Althusserian theoretical framework. This rereading highlights the
politically militant and theoretically distinct character of the Althusserian theoretical
framework. Althusser’s project is presented as a political intervention rather than a
theoretical intervention. For this presentation, several notions are introduced to
highlight the political character of the intervention such as “neo-orthodoxy” and
“dual identity”. Althusser’s unique contributions to Marxist philosophy and his
efforts to revise his theoretical framework as a result of the several criticisms he
faced are also examined in this thesis. Limitations and strengths of the Althusserian
problematic and Althusser’s theoretical and political legacy are assessed, and its

continuing theoretical and political importance is stressed.

Keywords: Louis Althusser, historical and political context, conjuncture,
problematic, Marxist philosophy
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BiR DUSUNURUN PORTRESI: TARIHSEL VE POLITiK BAGLAMDA LOUIS
ALTHUSSER

TORUN, Can Ozgiir
Yiiksek Lisans, Siyaset Bilimi ve Kamu Y 6netimi Boliimii

Tez Yoneticisi: Dr. Ogr. Uyesi Omiir BIRLER

Eyliil 2025, 142 sayfa

Bu tez, degisen konjonktiiriin belirledigi tarihsel ve politik baglamda Louis
Althusser'i yeniden okumay1 ve Althusserci teorik ¢ergevenin toptan reddedilmesini
onlemeyi amaglamaktadir. Bu yeniden okuma, Althusserci teorik ¢er¢evenin politik
olarak militan ve teorik olarak kendine ozgiin karakterini vurgulamaktadir.
Althusser'in projesi teorik bir miidahaleden ziyade politik bir miidahale olarak
sunulmaktadir. Bu sunumda, miidahalenin politik karakterini vurgulamak i¢in "neo-
ortodoksi" ve "ikili kimlik" gibi cesitli kavramlar tanitilmaktadir. Althusser'in
Marksist felsefeye 6zgilin katkilar1 ve karsilastigi ¢esitli elestiriler sonucunda teorik
gercevesini revize etme c¢abalari da bu tezde incelenmektedir. Althusserci
problematigin sinirliliklart ve giiclii yonleri ile Althusser'in teorik ve politik mirasi

degerlendirilmekte ve devam eden teorik ve politik 6nemi vurgulanmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Louis Althusser, tarihsel ve politik baglam, konjonktiir,
problematik, Marksist felsefe
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Althusser is an influential philosopher who stands out for his theoretical
contributions and Leninist political interventions during a period of crisis within the
international communist movement, despite being subjected to harsh criticism
concerning his theoretical legacy, the political line he followed and transformed, and
the unfortunate events in his personal life. The defining and formative element of his
theoretical framework is the theoretical intervention he undertook after 1956. While
this intervention may appear theoretical, it ultimately corresponds to a political

intervention.

The target of this political intervention, carried out through theory, was Khrushchev's
secret speech of 1956 and the subsequent political moderation. Various forms of
Marxism, which developed in parallel to this political moderation and aimed to
conceal or eliminate the theoretical weaknesses of the orthodox Marxist line that had
prevailed until then, would primarily draw their theoretical resources from
philosophical strands outside of Marxism. The followers of these strands would at
times organize politically around and within the French Communist Party (PCF), the
representative of Marxist orthodoxy, and at other times choose to remain outside the
party or be pushed out. The PCF's changing political line would be the determining
factor in these periods. Consequently, while the party’s theoretical and political
oscillations sometimes led to political deviations, at other times it served to

strengthen orthodoxy.

The PCF was the defining element of the leftist theory and praxis from the 1920s to
1956 and beyond (Lewis, 2005). Althusser, in addition to his identity as a

philosopher and academic, was, above all, a member of the PCF. In this context, the
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formation of Althusser's theoretical framework and the problematic underlying it
were actually closely linked to the PCF policies. As Lenin (1969) argued in What is
to be Done?, a crucial issue for the communist party is the management and training
of militant cadres. The party is a school, and the cadres of each period carry the
party's policies at that time. While the quantity of the cadre is essential in some
periods, its quality is paramount in others. Based on Lenin’s argument and Lewis’s
work (2005) one may argue that a party intellectual is defined by their identity as a
party member rather than their identity as an intellectual and party cadres who were
trained in periods when Marxist orthodoxy and quality of cadres were at the forefront
are inclined to exhibit a more conservative and orthodox attitude. The periods that
the party chose a direction of political moderation and sought alliances in line with
its conjunctural political goals are defined by the primacy of cadre quantity over
quality. One might claim that the party cadres who were trained in these periods are

inclined to have more varied interpretations of Marxism.

Considering Althusser solely as a theorist and philosopher carries the risk of
obscuring his theoretical contributions to Marxist literature. Althusser was not only a
thinker but also a communist militant, thus possessing a dual identity. The central
element that determined Althusser's militant identity was the political preferences of

the PCF during the period. Althusser himself explains this dual identity:

“In 1948, when I was 30, I became a teacher of philosophy and joined the
PCF. Philosophy was an interest; I was trying to make it my profession.
Politics was a passion; | was trying to become a Communist militant. My
interest in philosophy was aroused by materialism and its critical function: for
scientific  knowledge, against all the mystifications of ideological
'knowledge'. Against the merely moral denunciation of myths and lies, for
their rational and rigorous criticism. My passion for politics was inspired by
the revolutionary instinct, intelligence, courage, and heroism of the working
class in its struggle for socialism. The War and the long years of captivity had
brought me into living contact with workers and peasants, and acquainted me
with Communist militants.” (Althusser, 1971, pp.11-12)

As Althusser mentioned, the basis of his intervention was the opposition between
science and ideology. This dual identity of Althusser pointed to the very political
character of his intervention. It is necessary to understand a thinker both through how

he defines himself and through the implications of his position within its historical
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and political context. In this sense, of course, using Althusser's self-definition from a
period of self-criticism is insufficient. Therefore, it is necessary to examine his works
during the period of his intervention, such as the "symptomatic reading" that he had
used to read Marx in Reading Capital (1970). When interpreted this way, one may
claim that the theoretical intervention of Althusser was ultimately a political
intervention. Althusser's intervention, inspired by Lenin's "concrete analysis of the
concrete situation", aimed precisely to eliminate the political influence of the

ideological positions he identified.

To this end, he developed the Marxist theory of science, in effect attempting to
eliminate various theoretical-political strands he labelled as ideological by severing
their ties to the non-Marxist theoretical sources they draw upon. According to this
new Marxist theory of science, Marxist science, like other established sciences, is
defined as a production process that provides its own criteria of proof and progresses
from abstract concepts to concrete ones. This entire process takes place within
thought, not in real concrete (Althusser, 1970). Another important feature that makes
Marxist science a true science is its foundation in the scientific problematic.
Problematic is the central question that makes it possible to ask other questions. It
constitutes the nodal point of a theoretical framework, and it defines the theoretical
structure. The problematic is revealed through the symptomatic reading.
Symptomatic reading is a reading method which reads not only the conscious but
also the unconscious of a given text. Rather than focusing on the writer’s intention or
her oversight, it reveals the structural vision and non-vision of a text stemming from
its problematic. Althusser claims that opposed to the scientific problematic, there
exists an ideological problematic, which creates ideological positions in theory and
politics. To eradicate these ideological positions, which he generally referred to as
the "Hegelian" line (Althusser, 2005), he used the method of symptomatic reading to
express Marx's originality (Althusser, 1970). By explaining Marx's distinction from
other philosophical strands, he argued that Marx, in fact, revolutionized the history of
science and philosophy and, when examined in this context, Marxism constitutes a

theoretically unique line.

This theoretical-political intervention was ultimately quite successful, and while it

tarnished the reputation of other positions, it brought an unprecedented popularity to
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Althusserian Marxism up to 1968 (Mozzachiodi, 2022). The success of Althusser's

theoretical-political intervention is described as follows:

“Their success has been startling. It is no reflection on the very considerable
gifts of the author... to observe that he has been lucky in the moment of his
emergence. The atmosphere of the Althusserian Latin Quarter is the one in
which every self-respecting secondary schoolboy is a Maoist or at least a
Castroite, in which Sartre and Henri Lefebvre are ancient monuments and the
self-lacerations of the intellectual ex-communists of 1956 as
incomprehensible as the ‘opportunism’ of Waldeck Rochet and Roger
Garaudy. A new generation of rebels requires a new version of revolutionary
ideology, and M. Althusser is essentially an ideological hard-liner,
challenging the political and intellectual softening around him.” (Hobsbawm,
1982, p.145)

In fact, one might think that the success of Althusser's intervention is a key point
highlighted by Hobsbawm's assessment. Still, the most crucial point here is
Althusser's role as an "ideological hardliner". As mentioned earlier, during the period
when Althusser was trained as a PCF member and was involved in communist
politics, PCF politics were primarily determined by the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union (CPSU). While the PCF made policies based on conjunctural analyses,
it essentially followed an orthodox line shaped by the CPSU. This orthodoxy, in turn,
was determined by the political framework established by Stalin. It was during this
period that Althusser learned to engage in politics and trained himself in academia

within this historical-political context.

While this issue is highly controversial (Gerratana, 1977), Althusser's theoretical
framework would long contain an inclination to avoid a political confrontation with
the legacy of Stalinism. Thus, the shadow of Stalinism would always loom over the
Althusserian theoretical and political line. Consequently, Althusser would always
face the threat of various accusations. Moreover, the PCF's efforts to develop Marxist
science through Stalin's texts under directives from the CPSU and the imposed "two
sciences" perspective inspired Althusser's theoretical framework based on the
science-ideology dichotomy. Furthermore, it is essential to understand that the
terminology Althusser employed during his period of self-criticism after 1968 was still

defined by the problematic developed during the intervention period (Ranciére, 2011).



Althusser was ultimately a product of the conjuncture that emerged after 1956.
Viewed within this historical context, he found the theoretical and political responses
to the 1956 conjuncture inadequate and took action to fill the theoretical-political gap
he identified. The problems he developed during this intervention, in many ways,
bore the traces of that historical period and the PCF's political style at the time.
However, for the same reason, Althusser and the PCF would be late and inadequate
in analysing the situation and providing the appropriate political response during the
political uprising that developed in the 1968 period (Lampert, 2014). During this
period, Althusser and the PCF were subjected to various criticisms. Among these,

Ranciére's critique is particularly prominent (Ranciere, 2011).

A theorist can be criticized from many perspectives, and these criticisms can be
ideological, theoretical, or political, or a combination of these. Similarly, when
considered within a historical context, criticism can be levelled against a theorist
within his own context, based on the theoretical legacy he left to later generations, or
based on the problems created by his political line. In this sense, Althusser has been
criticized on almost every point mentioned above and stands out as a particularly

controversial figure.

Considering all this, it is doubtful that a new critique or reassessment of Althusser
will be an account that has never been previously articulated. Therefore, when it
comes to an attempt to provide a critical reading within a historical and political
context, as in this thesis, the critique offered by Ranciére, a theorist from within the
Althusserian camp as a student of Althusser, stands out as the most appropriate
example of critique, mainly if evaluated in terms of its success in exposing the
inconsistencies and shortcomings of the Althusserian problematic and the theoretical

structure built upon it.

When Ranciere read Althusser through his theoretical and political shortcomings in
the 1968 conjuncture, he saw that Althusser adopted an elitist and orthodox political
position. He argued that Althusserian Marxism prevented real politics and, by
belittling the political capacity of ordinary people, established a hierarchical

relationship between the people and the vanguard. Ultimately, this created a form of
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party elitism and continued the traditional line of vanguardism. He further argued
that Althusser, along with the science-ideology dichotomy, also described a
hierarchical relationship between academics and students, those who participate in
the knowledge production process of Marxist science and transmit this emerging
knowledge, and those who must submit to academic hierarchies to receive it.
Furthermore, according to Ranciére, even in the theoretical revisions he undertook in
response to these criticisms, Althusser ultimately failed to break free from his
previous theoretical framework and politically maintained the political position of

the PCF and the orthodoxy represented by it.

Its political consequences led Althusser's students to break away from Althusserian
Marxism and the PCF and to attempt to construct their own distinctive political line
and theoretical framework (Mozzachiodi, 2022). Within this context, Ranciére also
asserted the principle of equality and advocated for its application within the
academy. He also emphasized the importance of ordinary people, who lack a voice,

in politics and proposed a politics of equality (Lampert, 2014).

These criticisms should be read while considering Althusser's dual identity, the
political character, and the style of his intervention. Then a new critical reading of his
intervention, based on the available literature that also outlines the conjuncture, may
claim that Althusser has constructed a political neo-orthodoxy. This new notion
developed in an effort to interpret Althusser’s theory as a partial break from
orthodoxy while showing its difference with the revisionist line. There are multiple
reasons for using the concept of neo-orthodoxy in this thesis. Firstly, Althusser was
not content with simply continuing the orthodoxy of the PCF, which was under the
influence of the CPSU. Through his intervention, he both criticized the shortcomings
he identified within this political line and created a new orthodoxy, politically
independent, specific to France, and suited to its political conditions. Secondly,
although the science-ideology dichotomy of Althusserian Marxism was inspired by
the past Marxist science and "two sciences" discourses of the PCF, which was under
the influence of the CPSU and Stalinism, he confronted this line theoretically, if not
politically, and developed his own unique definition of science and ideology. In this

sense, although Althusser's theoretical framework bore the traces of Stalinism, he
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was able to construct his own originality as a result of having come to terms with it
theoretically. Thirdly, although Althusser maintained the PCF's party elitism,
instrumentalizing similar discourses used during the party's return to orthodoxy, and
primarily targeting the PCF's historical political rivals, he did not hesitate to target
the PCF itself and constructed a scientific elitism parallel to party elitism. This last
point makes it possible to argue that Althusser departed from the policies and
ideology produced by the PCF in the past, but that this departure did not constitute an

absolute departure, merely a theoretical-political renewal.

In addition to all this, for a reason parallel to the selection of Ranciére's example,
while it is possible to criticise a theorist from many perspectives, perhaps the most
viable way is to conduct a critique of that thinker through the problematic he
developed. In this sense, Althusser aimed to create a theoretical framework that
eschewed any exceptions when analysing a given situation, and he developed his
own problematic for this very purpose. Considered in this context, claiming that
Althusser was a continuation of PCF orthodoxy while simultaneously claiming that
he was an exception to the political line he maintained signifies a departure from
theoretical consistency and compromises the explanatory power of the analysis. In
this sense, a theoretical consistency that excludes exceptions is also imperative for a
rereading of Althusser in an Althusserian manner. Therefore, neo-orthodoxy is a
concept that was introduced and will be frequently employed in the last two chapters
to read Althusser within the historical and political context defined by the changing

conjuncture.

Historical and political context has been a concept emphasized many times in the
section so far. It refers to the conjuncture that formed Althusser’s intervention and
determined its political character. The conjuncture, in turn, is defined as “the exact
balance of forces, state of overdetermination of the contradictions at any given
moment to which political tactics must be applied” (Althusser, 2005, p.250).
Ranciere's critique is significant both because it is a contemporary critique and
because it emphasizes this very context. Althusser's theoretical-political intervention
was criticized both in his own time and afterward. Therefore, it was essential to

include a thinker who criticized Althusser's theoretical-political shortcomings in the
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1968 conjuncture and who was committed to the same problematic at that very time.
However, a thinker cannot be evaluated solely by the theoretical contributions of his
lifetime and his most productive period; in addition, the theoretical and political

legacy he left behind must also be assessed.

Althusser's theoretical and political legacy has been evaluated numerous times. In
this sense, it's important to emphasize that the most appropriate assessment of this
legacy is provided by Ellen Meiksins Wood, a thinker who has repeatedly insisted on
the necessity of reading thinkers within their historical and theoretical contexts.
Although her method is not used in this thesis, it is important to include an
alternative critical opinion which is based on a different problematic. Therefore,
Wood is another theorist who stands out among those who critique Althusser and

Althusserian Marxism.

Wood's assessment of Althusser's legacy is grounded in a critique of Althusser's
definition of a social formation composed of relatively autonomous instances (Wood,
1998). According to this assessment, Althusser's definition of a relatively
autonomous relationship between instances and his accepted conception of history
without a subject were taken to their logical conclusion by subsequent thinkers in
light of historical and political events, extending first to Eurocommunism and then to
post-Marxism, ultimately leading to the wholesale elimination of Marxism and the
escape from its fundamental element, class. Wood claims that Althusser's theoretical-
political intervention and the resulting Althusserian Marxism led to devastating
historical and political consequences that were not considered before. Wood stands
out as a theorist whom Althusser would perhaps accuse of confusing the theory of
science with the science of history and of historical materialism’s abstract object with
the real concrete. Thus, she expresses a view that contrasts with Althusser, and for

this reason, she will be presented in this thesis.

As it was implied in the previous section, this thesis aims to reread Althusser within
his historical and political context and try to prevent the wholesale rejection of the
important theoretical contributions made by Althusser. Historical and political

context here refers to all historical and political events that constitute the conjuncture
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that determined Althusser's intervention and the theoretical framework that was
developed from it. While many different readings of Althusser have been undertaken,
this thesis will try to contribute to the existing literature. The central claim of this
thesis is that Althusser's philosophical project is not merely a theoretical intervention
but, in fact, a political one. The decisive elements of this intervention are the PCF's
centrality in the conjuncture and the crisis of the international communist movement
after 1956. The aim of this thesis is not merely to conduct historical research, to offer
a theoretical assessment, or to undertake a never-before-seen analysis utilizing newly
emerged historical or theoretical sources. This thesis aims to reread Althusser's
intervention based on several historical and theoretical texts while utilising some of
the notions introduced by the Althusserian problematic. In this reading, Althusser's

militant identity in addition to his identity as a theorist will be taken to the centre.

This thesis will try to contribute to the literature by focusing on the political aspects
of Althusser’s intervention by introducing the concept of neo-orthodoxy and
eliminating exceptions in the analysis. This thesis claims that Althusser’s
intervention cannot simply be reduced to the political position of the orthodoxy or
revisionism. Instead, Althusser’s intervention is interpreted as politically militant and
theoretically distinct. Its theoretical distinction is determined by its politically
militant character, and the dual identity of Althusser is located in the centre of it.
When Althusser's intervention and its theoretical-political consequences are
interpreted through the concept of neo-orthodoxy, the relationship between Althusser
and the changing conjuncture in which he finds himself will hopefully be better
understood. This will prevent a blanket rejection of Althusser's contributions to
Marxist theory and politics by criticizing him solely on the political consequences he
generated in specific periods or on his theoretical contradictions. Furthermore,
another aim is to try to show that, despite constructing and maintaining a neo-
orthodox line, Althusser nevertheless managed to engage in self-criticism within the

changing conjuncture and, therefore, maintain his relevance.

Another aim is to consider Althusser as a product of his own conjuncture, thus trying
to create a new interpretation of the perspective from which he attempted to

intervene in this conjuncture. This will also help the reader to consider how a similar
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theoretical-political intervention could be implemented in the contemporary
conjuncture, and to imagine the structural limits of this potential intervention
stemming from the problematic it would develop. For all these reasons, this thesis
will essentially be based on a selective literature review of historical and theoretical

texts and their critical examination.

The chapters in this thesis are divided by both a thematic and a historical narrative.
The first chapter begins in the early 1920s, and the final chapter concludes in the
mid-1970s. The purpose of selecting this particular historical interval is to take
Althusser's intervention to the centre and understand the conjuncture shaped by this
intervention. The aim here is not to examine Althusser's life in detail and produce a
biographical text. In line with the main aims of this thesis, it is crucial to understand
how Althusser emerged as a product of a previous conjuncture, successfully
responded to the next, and established a new Althusserian theoretical-political line.
Ultimately, he failed to successfully undergo the necessary transformations in the
subsequent conjuncture, leading to his withdrawal from the stage of history. For this
very reason, the chapters are divided chronologically into the conjuncture of
formation, the conjuncture of intervention, and the new conjuncture. Thematically,
this thesis will examine the formation and transformation processes of the PCF and
the various forms of French Marxism that developed around it, the reasons for
Althusser's intervention and its theoretical structure, and finally, the criticisms
levelled against Althusser and his self-criticism. Thus, the relation of determination
between the militant identity of Althusser and his theoretical framework will be

examined.

The first chapter will examine the historical formation of the elements that
constituted the conjuncture in which Althusser’s intervention occurred. This chapter
will largely examine the period from the 1920s to the 1956 CPSU Congress. The
reading of this period will focus on the PCF and its ideological-political line. In
addition, various forms of Marxism in France and the theoretical frameworks they
developed will be examined, and the historical context will be presented through a
detailed examination of the addressees of Althusser's intervention. This chapter will

have two fundamental aims: to explain the specificities of the period in which
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Althusser grew up and their relationship to Althusser through the formation of the
conjuncture in which Althusser intervened, and to explore the roots of the crisis of
the international communist movement, which particularly became evident after the

Twentieth Congress, before 1956.

The second chapter will examine the events surrounding the Twentieth Congress of
the CPSU in 1956, examining the moment when the crisis erupted. This will explain
why the crisis of the international communist movement was a "crisis" and examine
how it led to Althusser's intervention. The national and international dimensions of
this crisis will be examined in detail, as will the conjuncture of the intervention.
Subsequently, the theoretical details of Althusser's intervention will be examined and
interpreted through the texts For Marx (2005) and Reading Capital (1971), which
constitute his theoretical-political intervention. Furthermore, the fundamental
concepts and elements that constitute the theoretical framework arising from this
intervention, such as symptomatic reading, the Marxist theory of science and Marxist
science of history, the science-ideology dichotomy, social formation, and structural
overdetermination, will be defined. The nature of this intervention and its underlying
political causes will also be addressed. This chapter will largely cover the theoretical
and political events from around 1956 to 1968, with a focus on the political events

before and after the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU.

The third chapter will focus on the events of 1968, the criticisms Althusser and the
PCF received for their inadequate theoretical and political responses to these events,
and the self-criticism Althusser developed based on these criticisms. This chapter
will generally cover the period from around 1968 to the second half of the 1970s.
Furthermore, this chapter will examine the most significant criticisms levelled
against Althusser and explain their significance, thus interweaving the theoretical and
political aspects. Additionally, in this chapter, Althusser's theoretical and political
legacy will be critically examined through Wood's arguments. Furthermore,
Althusser's theoretical and political relationship with the PCF and Stalinism will be
examined, bringing the neo-orthodoxy argument to its final conclusion. Finally, the
arguments developed in the previous chapters will be brought to their logical

conclusion.

11



CHAPTER 2

THE CONJUNCTURE OF ALTHUSSER

2.1. Introduction

To understand Althusser's theoretical intervention, one needs to understand the
conjuncture in which he was. To truly understand any philosopher and their goals,
one needs to see the context. It can be claimed that starting the inquiry with a focus
on conjuncture will be more befitting the topic, in an Althusserian sense. Althusser
defines conjuncture as “The central concept of the Marxist science of politics; it
denotes the exact balance of forces, state of overdetermination of the contradictions
at any given moment to which political tactics must be applied.” (2005, p.250) and
he sees the theory of conjuncture as “indispensable to the theory of history” (1970,
p.107). Moreover, Sotiris explains that Althusser generated this term from his
analysis of Lenin’s political texts and uses this to scrutinize the political practice

(2014, p.8).

For this reason, this chapter will be examining the historical events of the early 20th
century, which had a profound impact on Althusser, while also exploring his
approach to these events. In short, the history and the reason behind this theoretical
intervention are the object of inquiry in this part. Another important reason for this
inquiry is to understand what constitutes a theoretical intervention and why it should
be understood as an intervention. It should also be noted that the intention here is not
to conduct historical research but to understand on what basis Althusser has

developed his earlier concepts.

Althusser himself explains that his intervention was conducted in a specific

conjuncture, and this intervention was, although in the field of philosophy and
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theory, explicitly political. It was aimed towards different forms of dogmatism and its
critique, as well as Hegelian forms of Marxism, economism, and its humanist basis
(1976, pp.168-169). Elliot claims that four elements of the conjuncture have defined
the intervention of Althusser, these are “the crisis in the international Communist
movement after Stalin; the adjustment of the PCF to de-Stalinisation; the
configuration of Marxist theory in the late 1950s and early 1960s; and the disposition
of the French intellectual landscape when Althusser came to write.” (2006, pp.1-2).

Both this chapter and the following one will cover these four elements of the
conjuncture and how they shaped Althusser's thought. Starting with the crisis in the
international communist movement and going back from it, this chapter will trace the
origins of the conjuncture that gave birth to Althusser in the previous decades of
French politics, with a focus on the PCF. It aims to explain the effects of PCF’s
policies on the political level, thus shaping the conjuncture after the events of 1956,
and influencing the thought of Althusser. This will be shown with a focus on PCF’s
constantly changing political line, which consist of an oscillation between liberal
policies and the orthodox line in accordance with both the political needs of the era
and the corrections made by the CPSU which laid the ground for the creation of
different forms of Marxism including the late-coming critical form that Althusser

created.

2.2. Crisis in the International Communist Movement

According to Elliot (2006, pp.2-53), after the death of Joseph Stalin, the international
communist movement faced a deep and multi-layered crisis. This crisis, which has
emerged mainly after the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the USSR, in
which the legacy of the Stalinist regime was denounced and its atrocities condemned,
was not only about the disclosure and open critique of the Stalinist cult. This process
has also caused a new wave of questioning the basic assumptions of Marxist theory
and practice (Khrushchev 1984, pp. 270-271). It was not only this attack on Stalinist
cult that affected Althusser, but especially the following split between the Soviet
Union and People’s Republic of China that influenced Althusser to create his early

works like For Marx and Reading Capital, according to Anderson (1980, p.106).
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Elliot (2006, pp.2-5) explains that events like the 1956 Hungarian Uprising have
shaken the legitimacy and authority of the Soviet Union and communist parties
worldwide, thus creating an ideological gap. At this conjuncture, different communist
parties and intellectuals have made various comments on the situation and have
developed their own distinct understanding of these events. The Hungarian uprising
was countered with force by the Soviet Union, and many communist parties have
given their support to the CPSU, but some others took a different stance. The
Communist Party of China supported CPSU in this response but did not join in the
attacks on Stalin and had different opinions on the results of the Twentieth Congress
of CPSU, thus keeping a more Stalinist line. But later, CPC seemingly started to
change its position to a more moderate line on this matter. But with the events of the
Great Leap, the CPC became more critical towards certain right-wing deviations, and
while seemingly attacking Tito, the CPC started criticising the CPSU. Even though
there were some declarations of unity made by communist parties worldwide, it did
not stop the split between these two communist parties. Finally, CPSU answered
CPC by referencing Lenin’s critique of left-wing deviation. These events have
ultimately led CPC to view the de-Stalinization initiated by the 20™ Congress as

revisionism.

The results of this theoretical split are important since it had practical political
implications worldwide. CPSU then started to hold a new position worldwide. This
new position advocated a peaceful coexistence with the capitalist powers and focused
on building communism in the Soviet Union. CPSU claimed that it would
successfully build communism in the country within the following few decades. The
party claimed that it would now represent the people as a whole, rather than stressing
the class conflict. The importance of the “man” has increased, and it has become a
recurring theme in the party. This new position would be understood as humanist
communism (CPSU, 1961). As stated before, we will later see the effect that this
focus on humanism and stress on human beings as a whole has on Marxist thinkers
and Louis Althusser. Just like the critique of de-Stalinization made by CPC declares,
“one may oppose dogmatism in the interests of Marxism-Leninism or one may
actually oppose Marxism-Leninism in the name of opposing dogmatism” (CPC,

1960), Althusser will declare that humanist-Hegelian current and the empiricist-
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positivist line, which are different sides of the same ideological coin, are significant

dangers to Marxism and Marx’s great scientific revolution (1970).

This period, which CPSU started, would create an impetus towards peaceful
competition between great powers. Now, the Soviet Union would continue its
struggle against the capitalist world in the sphere of economy, science, and
production rather than focusing solely on class struggle. From that point onwards, the
USSR tried to best the capitalist world in the space race, tried to prove the superiority
of the planned socialist economic system, and tried to produce more and better than
the US. USSR would respect the world boundaries and international spheres of
influence. This would mean a détente, and this view was understood to be
“revisionist” by CPC and some others (Elliot, 2006, pp. 4-7). China disagreed with
these developments and saw that the CPSU under Khrushchev was upholding the
status quo. CPC believed that this position would hinder the development of the
Chinese Revolution and claimed that going down the line shown by CPSU would
mean abandoning the struggle for revolution worldwide, as well as leaving the anti-
imperialist struggle. They also concluded that Stalin, although not without faults, was
ultimately a great Marxist and revolutionary (CPC, 1965). Even after the liquidation
of Khrushchev, CPC claimed that CPSU was still following the line of Khrushchev.
This would create the famous Eastern Schism in the international communist

movement.

The necessary parts of the crisis of the international communist movement and the
Sino-Soviet split were explained in this section. To summarise, these events have
caused the development of varying opinions on the future of Marxist theory and
practice. This international crisis has created an impetus against the stagnation of
Marxist thought and prepared the ground for thinkers like Althusser to develop their
own novel theoretical frameworks. Althusser's effort to reinterpret Marxism, in the
context of this general crisis, can be understood both as a critique of existing dogmas
and as an attempt to create a new theoretical basis for Marxism that could respond to

current problems.

The parts necessary for a better understanding of the circumstances surrounding

Althusser's emergence have been briefly touched upon here. Following this, it is
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necessary to step back in time a bit, starting a few decades earlier and following the
story up to the point that was mentioned here. The crisis of the international
communist movement has multiple layers and is more complex than the summary

given here; thus, it will be further examined.

2.3. Developments in the PCF

The repercussions of the crisis in the international arena were also felt within the
French Communist Party. For many years, PCF had strictly followed the Moscow
line and supported Stalin. However, with the criticism of Stalin, a process of
ideological re-evaluation began within the party. This process led to tensions between
the party leadership and intellectuals, and to the emergence of different
interpretations of Marxism. Gregory Elliott (2006) notes that Althusser played an
active role in this process of adjustment and developed his own theoretical

interventions in this context.

Lewis (2005, pp.47-48) explains that in the early 1920s, PCF was divided between
different strands of Marxism, which included Leninism and Trotskyism. Although
some members became Leninists, many of them had contradictory positions and
ideas. Thus, the party required a thorough ideological restructuring, and this was
followed by a period of ideological purification and Bolshevisation. Party cadres
believed that a homogenous Leninist organization was needed to better organize the
struggle against the bourgeoisie and survive the upcoming battles against it (1924,
pp.65-67). Through the 1920s and early 1930s, the French Party continued this path
of ideological purification and consolidation. During the process, PCF would alienate
many of its members and its intellectual allies, as well as some others that were
sympathetic to the party. This process also included the harsh attacks on some
members of diverse opinions and backgrounds and the liquidation of many members
who were seen as petite-bourgeois intellectuals, who were seen as opportunists, and

allies of the bourgeoisie (Lewis, 2005, p.48).

This early period of PCF and its purification process was named the Front Uni (or

Front Unique) era. From the 1920s until the Front Populaire, which would be the
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official principle during the late 1930s and the years of German Occupation, the
PCF's official guiding principle was Front Unique. It is difficult to describe, and even
the party itself did not understand and apply it in a single way. But it can be said that
it was mainly composed of three roles that rotated in importance based on the
demands of the conjuncture. In accordance with the Bolshevization process, the first
one placed a strong emphasis on organizational and ideological purity of the party,
which meant a "united front" in this sense. The second was a strategy of engaging
with the larger French Left to win elections. So, together with the broader left, they
could implement greater changes and gain success in the election. Thus, the Left's
"united front" was shown through its offers and concessions to radicals and
socialists. The third and last position of the front uni was "exclusive leadership."
With this line, the Communist Party of France has criticised the Socialists' program
and put forward its own party programme and policies as the only sound ones for the
broader French Left, under the pretext of the "unique front” (Adereth, 1984). It
should be understood that PCF was not entirely consistent throughout this period; it
sometimes alienated its allies while sometimes claiming that it was the sole leader

and vanguard of the broader left and appealed to different factions.

Lewis (2005, p.49) tells us that in the early years, PCF consisted of diverse opinions,
while this was silenced after the Comintern’s 1924 Congress and the party’s
adherence to the decisions of the Third International, although this adherence came
late because of some pragmatic political considerations. The party’s overly centralist
structure and mechanical discipline would receive backlash from some party
intellectuals in these years (Caute, 1964, p.89) and would result in their removal
from the party. According to Lewis (2005, p.50), one such example was Souvarine,
who criticised the party for its mechanical discipline and even decided to publish
Trotsky’s texts in order to do this. He would later be excommunicated from the party
on charges of being petty bourgeois. Many others who agreed with him would leave
the party together, and the remaining dissenters were expelled or neutralized by the
party. Similarly, some others would be expelled from the party based on their socio-

economic backgrounds.

Until 1934, PCF was incoherent in its attitude towards the broader left, including

socialists and radicals. “Class against class” would become an important motto and
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would be followed by the party in accordance with the Stalinist principles, which
saw the contemporary era as a stabilization of capitalism and rise of imperialism, and
demanded a distinction between proletarian politics and bourgeois politics. This
required a national class struggle against counter-revolutionary forces and other
forms of left-wing parties. This did not stop the PCF from addressing the left for
building electoral alliances when it was required, which also shows the incoherency
of the PCF regarding the French left at the time (Lewis, 2005, pp.49-51). These
policies would isolate PCF from its usual electoral base and its allies, and result in
alliances in the French left which would exclude PCF. The party would see Socialists
and other left as a part of bourgeois politics and finally draw a line between itself and
the others, which would result in a politics of hostility between PCF and the left,
which included unions and Socialists. This would undermine PCF’s claim of being
the organizer of the workers’ struggle and further damage the party’s image (Adereth,
1984, pp.48-49). This process of proletarianization created a homogenous party, both
in terms of its policies, theory, and in its member composition, which was mainly the
working class. Party ideology was based mainly on Stalinist political principles and a
crude form of Marxism, which would refer only to a few basic works of Marx and
some late works of Engels, as well as Stalin’s view of Leninism. The party would
create many pamphlets and catechisms based on this crude Marxism in the front uni
era. For PCF, the revolution was made inevitable by the contradictions of capitalism.
This, in turn, would require a strict turn to workers and proletarian intellectual
members. Any other view was either forced to comply with the dominant
homogenous version or was deemed to be opportunistic and purged. This purge
included both the left-wing deviations and the right-wing deviations (Lewis, 2005,
pp-50-65). This was the Front Uni era of PCF, which lasted until the rise of fascism
in the world. The new conjuncture would require a new political position, which

would be named Front Populaire.

In the early 1930s, with the world economic crisis, living conditions worsened, and
working hours were rising, but monopoly capitalism was still profiting. Based on
this, PCF claimed that its policies were correct and only PCF’s assessment of the
conjuncture was able to predict and understand the economic crisis. With this claim,

the party would try to reach a wider audience and start to break its isolation and
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marginalisation. Its attacks on Socialists, unions, and other left groups would be
justified on this basis (Lewis, 2005, pp.65-66). On top of that, rising fascism in the
early 1930s would supplement the discourse of the party against the French left. PCF
claimed that Socialists and other left elements were unable to understand the
conjuncture; they were a part of bourgeois politics and were ultimately social fascists
(Bell & Criddle, 1994, p.69). The party claimed that anyone who was not fully
against capitalism or anyone who was not a communist was ultimately fascist. Thus,
every non-communist was identified as belonging to the group of fascists
(Santamaria, 2002). One can see that at that time, PCF was still mostly operating
inside the framework of Front Uni rather than Front Populaire. But this was soon to

change.

According to Lewis (2005), in 1934, with national and international developments, it
was clear to many that fascism was the main threat, and it was not the same as being
non-communist. Fascist leagues were being formed and were starting to operate in
France. This would urge PCF to let go of its strict policies and open itself to the
French left, thus liberalising itself and striving for alliances with the left. This, in
turn, would help PCF become a well-known party and regain its popularity both in
terms of its electorate and in terms of its rising membership. These developments
resulted in PCF making the assessment that this conjuncture could be a revolutionary
one, and the revolution could be a real possibility if the party chooses its moves
correctly (Tiersky, 1974, p.72). In 1934, a failed coup that was orchestrated by the
fascist leagues would demonstrate to the left the real danger of fascism that was on
the rise. It would alarm the left and urge the French left to work together against it

(Tiersky, 1974, p.55).

Against the rising fascist threat, PCF then organized mass demonstrations, and these
demonstrations would gather the left together, including the Radicals and the
Socialists. These events led to the united action against fascism, thus leading the way
to the abandonment of the Front Uni framework in favour of the United Front and
Front Populaire. This change was also supported by the Soviet Union and Comintern
since, according to the Soviet perspective, the rise of fascism in Europe and German

fascism in particular would be dangerous to their own existence. This would be
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eagerly accepted by PCF since it had sustained a decade-long self-isolation because
of the front uni policies, and the party wanted to change this in the context of
economic crisis, which was an opportunity to stand together with the French left. In
line with these historical events, PCF revised its strict and mechanistic views as well.
To maintain its alliance with Socialists and Radicals, strict party policies would
loosen and liberalise, in a sense. This loosening would include seeing the political
world as a polarisation, which puts fascists and everyone else against each other,
rather than the previous position, which saw the world divided between communists
and everyone else. This decision resulted in increased membership and historical
successes in elections, but PCF declined to participate in the government and chose
to advise it from the outside. By doing this, PCF was able to maintain its
revolutionary claims and the party of the workers and the vanguard of revolution.
The Party would not only become allied to Radicals and Socialists, but it would even
support united action with left-Catholics. This would create a change in party
discourse and would result in softening of the focus on class struggle and revolution,
thus giving way to the discourse of humanism and the claim of struggle for ending

the alienation of humanity (Lewis, 2005, pp.67-70).

In later years, during the World War 2 and especially after the war, many other
variants humanist Marxism would emerge, and this type of Marxism would increase
its prominence in both the intellectual circles and in PCF and even result in the
Eastern Schism and the crisis in Communist Internationale after the 20™ Congress of
CPSU which would find guilty the Stalinist cult of personality as I have explained
before. After all these events, the conjuncture would be dominated by and divided
between a form of humanist Marxism, which is supported by Marx’s early works and
Hegelian legacy, and a form of positivism and empiricism, which was supported by
an implicit humanist anthropology. These would be the main points of concern for
Althusser. Both in For Marx (2005) and Reading Capital (1970), Althusser would
attack these different forms of humanism (including Hegelian and empiricist) and
would suggest a return to the late Marx for further establishing a scientific Marxism
and develop its philosophical foundation, which is already implicit in Marx’s later works
in which Marx have broken its ties with his previous ideological problematic and

established anew position based on his new scientific problematic, as Althusser sees it.
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After this newfound popularity and the several alliances that the party had built in the
process, came the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact in 1939. This came as a surprise for
many members and allies since the party’s new Front Populaire line supposed that
the political world was divided between fascists and anti-fascists, and built alliances
and worked in united action against the rising fascism until then. Until 1939, many
intellectuals had been appearing in the party, which included Lefebvre and Politzer.
The former being an example of a Marxist humanist intellectual, while the latter is an
example of a more nuanced follower of Marxist-Leninist principles of the Front Uni
line. But with the signing of the non-aggression pact between Fascist Germany and
the Soviet Union, the former line would put a distance between the party and itself.
The relationship between intellectuals and the party was further severed by the
declaration of Stalin’s “Precise” or “Short Course” and its formal acceptance in PCF.
The party claimed that this text put forward the ultimate truth both for the social
sciences and the natural sciences, leaving no room for any humanism and leaving no
need for any intellectual contribution and Marxist interpretation, thus reducing the
importance of the intellectuals. This position was easily accepted by older members
who had been through the Front Uni era, while new members and allies would be in

opposition to it (Lewis, 2005, pp.70-74).

According to Stalin’s Dialectical and Historical Materialism, the methods of
dialectical materialism, which is the Marxist philosophy, can be extended to include
both the social world and the natural world. This meant that dialectical materialism,
as interpreted by Stalin, can explain both worlds and can be the ultimate method for
social and natural sciences. Different from the view of Marx and Engels, for Stalin,
the dialectical method was not a critical and flexible method that can be interpreted
without schematism. For him, it was a schematic set of rules that had the ultimate
claim to truth, which is valid both for social and natural sciences. Stalin defined the
law of development, which explained all kinds of development based on
contradiction and struggle. This also meant that everything was knowable about the
world and its laws of development once one starts using the dialectical method. One
only needed to accept the dialectical method and test the knowledge it generated in
the process by praxis. By referencing Engels, Stalin claimed that once the party was

able to understand the dialectical laws of nature and extend them to the social world
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and culture, it could find the course to the revolution. (Stalin, 1939, pp.300-315).
Accepting the “precise” or the “Short Course”, PCF would again find itself in
trouble. Lewis notes that the Short Course provided the PCF with a foundational text
to codify what it saw as the revolutionary science, an “algebra of revolution.” By
formally distinguishing Dialectical Materialism as philosophy from Historical
Materialism as science, and by simplifying the former into a universally applicable
method, both the Comintern and the PCF entrenched several of their most
problematic theoretical tendencies for at least the next decade and a half. Among
these were a rigid division between so-called authentic communist knowledge and
allegedly erroneous bourgeois thought, a flawed conceptualization of both scientific
inquiry and historical development, and a reductionist form of economism rooted in a
mechanical interpretation of the infrastructure/superstructure model. This framework
also reinforced the PCF’s self-conception as the sole legitimate representative of the
working class and Leninist revolution as the exclusive pathway to socialism. In the
context of World War 2 and its aftermath, the party was able to preserve these
dogmatic positions and implement policies consistent with them. However, the
political and ideological upheavals of 1956, particularly Khrushchev’s denunciation
of Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU and the Hungarian uprising, once
again exposed the limitations of the PCF’s theoretical framework. In this new
conjuncture, it became clear that the party’s rigid doctrine had begun to undermine

the effectiveness of its political practice (2005, p.75).

In later years, Althusser would try to resolve these issues and tendencies both in For
Marx (2005) and Reading Capital (1970). He focused on philosophy of science and
theory of knowledge; while developing his own understanding of these controversial
topics, he decided to return to Marx and build his theories on his understanding of
late Marx. Althusser would criticise crude and deterministic Stalinism and even
criticise Engels in the process (Althusser, 1970), thus going to the root of the “Short
Course”. The French Party was sometimes leaning towards schematism, dogmatism,
mechanistic discipline which we can understand as Front Uni of the Stalinist course,
and sometimes it followed a more flexible ideological line, sometimes including
different forms of humanism in it, and extending its hands towards any group and

intellectual who were against fascism, this even included alliances with Catholics,
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Radicals and Socialists. The oscillation of PCF between these two lines would be
echoed in its members and allies and create different effects on the intellectuals of
the era. One should remember that Althusser was a product of this conjuncture and

its complex structures. As Althusser himself explains in 1975:

“I would never have written anything were it not for the Twentieth Congress
and Khrushchev’s critique of Stalinism and the subsequent liberalisation. But
| would never have written these books if | had not seen this affair as a
bungled destalinisation, a right-wing destalinisation which, instead of
analyses, offered us only incantations; which, instead of Marxist concepts,
had available only the poverty of bourgeois ideology. My target was therefore
clear: these humanist ravings, these feeble dissertations on liberty, labour, or
alienation, which were the effects of all this among French Party intellectuals.
And my aim was equally clear: to make a start on the first left-wing critique
of Stalinism, a critique that would make it possible to reflect not only on
Khrushchev and Stalin but also on Prague and Lin Piao: that would above all
help put some substance back into the revolutionary project here in the West.”
(Elliot, 2006, p.1)

Althusser saw these events as the reason for his intervention. He thought that the
humanist line, which speaks of liberty and the end of alienation, was unable to
successfully criticise the Stalinist line and build something out of it. Althusser
wanted to include in his critique a whole framework that could explain not only
Stalinism but also the events of Prague and the 20th Congress; in short, Althusser
wanted to build a theory that could account for the complex relations of the
structures at a given time, which we can call the “conjuncture”. He would find the
basis for this theory in none other than Marx himself. So, one can say that although
the conjuncture has created Althusser as a philosopher, in return, Althusser tried to
give us a picture of the conjuncture. This is an example of the rigour of Althusser

when it comes to understanding the conjuncture.

2.4. The PCF After the War

The 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact had created great contempt in Marxist circles
because of the PCF’s previous acceptance of the Short Course. These 180-degree
turns in political direction had made the PCF less convincing in its claims. This shift

in positions has created difficulties for Marxist thinkers in France, especially with the
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persecution that the party endured at the hands of the French government as a
response to PCF’s support for the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. While some Marxist
thinkers have accepted the party line and decided to keep quiet, and some of them
were disillusioned with the party line and decided not to produce any works, others
have raised their voices and were persecuted and silenced by the fascist Vichy
regime. This suppression, at times, became the appropriation of the so-called
dangerous literature and sometimes even took the form of public book burnings
(Kelly, 1982, p.50). This meant that there was no significant intellectual work in the
field of Marxist philosophy during the years of World War 2 in France.

Even though the period of World War 2 was not fruitful for Marxism overall, in
contrast to this theoretical scarcity and book burnings, Marxism emerged as an
important philosophy after the war. It was mainly the PCF, Marxists, and other allies
that were organizing the resistance against the occupation and fascist regime. What
this meant for many people was that Marxism was the only valid and strong
philosophy, and its relevance was on the rise rather than decreasing. It was seen as
the only true philosophy. This idea was put forth by the Philosophers' Circle for a
long time. But after the war, this view was accepted by many intellectuals of the
intelligentsia of France at the time (Lewis, 2005, pp.115-116). In fact, it is no
surprise that Althusser himself joined the PCF during these years. In his words, “In
1948, when I was 30, I became a teacher of philosophy and joined the PCF.
Philosophy was an interest; I was trying to make it my profession. Politics was a
passion; I was trying to become a Communist militant.” (Althusser, 1971, p.11). One
can see why Althusser was interested in politics at the time, but the question that
remains to be answered is why there was a sudden increase in interest in PCF among
the general population? Some would say that the Marxism of PCF fits the general
inclination towards a taste for violence and violent action of the French intellectuals,
which was building up for many years before that point (Judt, 1986, p.178). But as |
have claimed before, some others would claim that the real reason for this newfound
interest was not the intrinsic inclinations of the French intelligentsia but the real
political actions of PCF and its allies. Lewis (2005) notes that, in the aftermath of
World War 2, PCF, having played a prominent role in the Resistance, emerged as one

of the few political forces widely perceived as both progressive and morally
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legitimate. This association with anti-fascist struggle drew many progressive
intellectuals and segments of the broader population toward Marxism, which they
saw as the ideological foundation that had enabled and justified such resistance. As a
result, communism gained significant cultural and political credibility in the
immediate postwar period. This identification sparked a surge of interest in Marxist
theory, initiating a period of intellectual engagement that would shape French
political and philosophical discourse for the next three decades (Lewis, 2005, p.116).
The leadership of the PCF as the vanguard of resistance created the result of
identification of communism and the PCF with the resistance, which is seen as the
only moral power at the time of World War 2. This was not only valid for the general
population but also for French intellectual circles. This would give Marxism and PCF

in particular, a newfound support and increasing vitality in the coming decades.

A little detour is needed here. One can see how this conjuncture has affected

(13

Althusser as well. He says that his “...passion for politics was inspired by the
revolutionary instinct, intelligence, courage, and heroism of the working class in its
struggle for socialism. The War and the long years of captivity had brought me into
living contact with workers and peasants and acquainted me with Communist
militants.” (Althusser, 1971, p.11). One can see that Althusser, in his new interest in
communism, was no exception nor an outlier of the conjuncture. He was one of the
children of the era. But another point that needs to be highlighted is that this interest
was not for communist ideas in general; it was a very particular interest. Althusser
explains this particular focus and says that at that time, “It was politics which
decided everything. Not politics in general: Marxist-Leninist politics.” (Althusser,

1971, p.11). What this meant is that Althusser was always interested in politics as
well as the Marxist philosophy and theory.

This interest in Leninism was not based on his focus on philosophy, in fact it was the
opposite, as the philosopher himself says, “Once I had a better understanding of
Marxist-Leninist politics, I began to have a passion for philosophy too, for at last I
began to understand the great thesis of Marx, Lenin and Gramsci: that philosophy is
fundamentally political.” (Althusser, 1971, p.12). This means that Althusser was first

interested in political practice and class struggle, which meant the resistance against
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fascism at that time. In turn, this interest in political practice was the reason for his
later focus on Marxist philosophy. One should also keep in mind that Althusser said
this in retrospection, after 1968, which is important because I believe that Althusser
himself has changed a lot with the ever-changing conjuncture. He should not be
thought of as fixed in a single point of the conjuncture; part of understanding the
conjuncture and its elements includes acknowledging the complexity of the
structures and their relatively autonomous movement in an Althusserian sense. This
point is very important, and I will go back to it in the following chapters many times
while also diving deeper into the structures and their relations from Althusser’s

standpoint.

Coming back to the situation after the war, although some would disagree (Khilnani,
1993), it can be said that there were three main forms of Marxism in the following
decade of the war (Lewis, 2005, p.116). These are, firstly, the Marxist philosophy of
PCF. The second one is a form of Hegelian Marxism. The last form that Marxist
philosophy took after the World War 2 is the form of Existential Marxism. I shall
explain the Marxism of PCF after the war, and then continue with other forms of

Marxism in France after the war.

During the war and the years of resistance, there were almost no Marxist works
available, but after the liberation of France, the situation slowly changed. Even
though there was still a scarcity of philosophical works, PCF has produced and made
available some literature that is more in line with the liberal Marxism of the Front
Populaire. But after 1948, with the start of the Cold War, things would change.
During that time, party intellectuals went back to working on the materialist
dialectic, which was developed by Joseph Stalin. In the fifteen years after the end of
the war, the Marxism of the PCF underwent significant changes. Zhdanov and the
Cominform would start the process of developing and formalizing the materialist
dialectic, and tried to apply it to all spheres of existence, and the PCF would follow
this line. Rather than working together with other forms of Marxism, like existential
Marxism and Hegelian Marxism, they would develop their own philosophy in
competition with these other forms. The latter forms of Marxism did the same and

focused on developing their own lines while competing with the others. This would
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mean that mostly there were no creative exchanges between them and their efforts,
which included many seminars, discussions, publications of books, manuscripts, and
journals devoted to promoting their views, but they were all mostly focused on
formalizing their own philosophical lines and defending them against others’ attacks.
PCF would conduct much research and development, and would publish many works
in different journals devoted to these efforts. Lewis explains that these journals
included “Cahiers de Communisme, La Pensee, and La Nouvelle Critique, as well as
in numerous monographs issued by its house press, Editions Sociales” and he also
highlights that PCF would create a free university that was focused on theory and
philosophy as well as the education of the members and, “party philosophers devoted
much time to the development of courses and course materials for its Universite

Nouvelle” (2005, p.118).

After the war, PCF started to revert to the line decided by the Short Course of Stalin,
which meant a return to the orthodoxy, thus resulting in the abandonment of Front
Populaire and its political and ideological gains. This orthodoxy included scientific
claims of the ultimate victory of Marxism, as well as an exclusive claim on scientific
and epistemological superiority. PCF would see the Soviet Union as the sole victor of
the war, as well as the only victorious revolution until that point in history, and this
would mean that they would be willing to follow the decisions and strategy of the
Soviet Union and Comintern, both in practice and in theory. This view included a
framework that sees both world wars as wars between various imperialist states, just
as it was in the First World War (Adereth, p.111, 1984), and went as far as
contemplating a possible peace deal with the invading Germans (Santamaria, p.265,
2002). Following the orders of the Soviet Union have created a PCF that were
constantly and aggressively changing its policies, an example was that, as explained
before, PCF supported the non-aggression pact between the Soviet Union and Nazi
Germany, which was seen as the government as supporting the Nazis and this would
result in banning of the PCF (Adereth, p.51, 1984). The party’s support for the non-
aggression pact resulted in many of its core cadre resigning, and the party would be
left with a core cadre which were exclusively Leninist. Furthermore, banning PCF
would cause thousands of its members and supporters to be put in prison (Nugent &

Lowe, p.32, 1982).
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With the rising persecution and imprisonment of its members, the earlier view that
sees both sides of the war as imperialist nations changed as the war progressed and
PCF started organizing the resistance and contributing to the struggle against fascism
with sabotage actions (Adereth, p.113, 1984). Especially after Nazi Germany
attacked the Soviet Union, the PCF had to differentiate between the bourgeoisie,
bankers, industrialists, and occupying Nazi forces and fascist puppet regime in
France, thus focusing on the greater evil, which was fascism at the time. With this
new distinction, PCF increased its resistance actions, which included assassinations,
sabotage, workers’ strikes, armed resistance, printing banned material and
propaganda texts, etc (Tiersky, 1974, p.114). PCF formed different alliances,
organizations and fronts during the years of occupation, this was made possible by a
relaxation of its policies and with the new focus on the greater evil, such as its claim
that the main focus of the resistance was to attain national liberation against the
occupying forces rather than the orthodox idea of international class struggle
(Adereth, 1984, p.119). But even though this was the case in PCF’s policies
regarding the organization of resistance, PCF still made its analyses based on class
struggle and would try to dominate its allies and the organizations it had created
based on this point (Nugent & Lowe, 1982, p.33). All these developments have
created the effect of the rising popularity of PCF, adding to this, PCF was willing to
work with the then-banished government that was led by De Gaulle, this willingness
would continue even after the end of the war. The de Gaulle government was seen as
a legitimate force during the war and after the war by the people, thus giving more
legitimacy to the PCF and making the party seem more patriotic. What PCF sow at
the time with its resistance efforts and focus on national liberation was reaped after
the war as increased popularity and legitimacy among the population (Adereth, 1984,
pp-122-124). Party’s criticism towards Vichy regime and other actors’ collaboration
with the regime also meant that people saw PCF and communists as the true
vanguard of the resistance (Judt, 1986, p.327), this view was made even stronger
since PCF made many sacrifices during the resistance including thousands of its
members in a conjuncture in which many other parties worked with the fascist
regime and the occupying forces (Bell & Criddle, 1994, p.75). Even though there
were some criticism towards the party claiming that PCF did not make use of the

conjuncture, which was understood to be suitable for a revolution by some, by
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highlighting the importance of class struggle (Adereth, 1984, p.127), it is clear now
that actions of PCF and sacrifices of the resistance caused many intellectuals to join

its ranks including Louis Althusser.

The events that were explained above are some of the reasons that gave PCF its post-
war ideological power. What were the concrete results of these events? PCF
increased its membership to a level that was never seen before and became the
biggest political party in France after the elections (Nugent & Lowe, 1987, p.137).
PCF then joined the government and even had ministers in it. It continued its
previous Front Populaire line and proclaimed an alliance between workers and other
classes against some ruling class fractions and families (Lewis, 2005, p.121), party
leadership at the time even claimed that struggle for democracy was necessary for
reaching the ultimate goal of socialism and there could be different ways other than
the revolutionary way towards socialism, implicating that some form of democratic
socialism may be considered even though it is not specified in what form it would be
(Kelly, 1982, p.144). Disagreeing with the next government over overseas territories
and issues related to workers’ rights, PCF would be left out of government and
France would sign the deal that offered them aid by the USA thus aligning with USA
in the beginning of the Cold War, which made it impossible for PCF to continue its
liberal policies that are more in line with the previous Front Populaire and party’s
early post-war policy that is underlining some form of nationalism under the
National Liberation idea(Lewis, 2005, p.121). This, coinciding with the analysis
made by Soviet Union’s new leadership that is based on seeing the world as divided
into two different camps which are the socialist and the imperialist camps, combined
with the call to return to orthodoxy by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
resulted in PCF’s return to its old line of strict Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy that is
somewhat similar to Front Uni era(Bell & Criddle, 1994, p.78). Although it was
similar to the previous era of Front Uni, there were some differences as well.
According to Lewis, while the previous era was defined by the marginalisation of
communists and a scarcity of communist philosophy under the circumstances of a
war that is based on guns and weapons, this new era after the war was marked by
communists being a majority and producing many philosophical and scientific works

under the circumstances of a new Cold War which is not based on guns but instead
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based on warring ideologies (2005, p.122). Lewis notes that, although temporarily set
aside in favour of the narrative of “The Unity of International Science” during World
War 2 and the PCF’s involvement in the postwar government, the Cold War period
witnessed a revival of the party’s commitment to the notion of universal scientific
knowledge as articulated in Stalin’s interpretation of Marxist-Leninist philosophy.
Initially, this revival took a relatively moderate form: the party claimed that Marxist
philosophy represented a continuation of scientific inquiry, sharing both its
methodological rigor and its focus on concrete, observable realities. However, as
geopolitical tensions escalated and Stalin’s cult of personality intensified, the party’s
position hardened. By 1949, it had embraced a binary framework, asserting that just
as the world was politically divided into opposing blocs, science itself had fractured
into two irreconcilable epistemological systems, only one of which, rooted in
Marxist-Leninist principles, was believed to grasp objective reality in its true form

(2005, p.122).

During and after the Second World War, the Communist Party, for some time, set
aside its focus on Marxist-Leninist philosophy as a universal science. But with the
onset of the Cold War, this idea regained importance in both party education and
theory. Initially, the party presented Marxist philosophy as a scientific approach
sharing methods and its object of inquiry with other sciences. However, by 1949, as
Cold War tensions and Stalin's personality cult solidified, the party began claiming
that science itself was ideologically divided, just as the world was divided into “two

camps”, and only Marxist science was able to truly understand reality.

This is important, especially the last part of it. This shift from understanding Marxist
philosophy as sharing some features with science to Marxist philosophy being the
only way to access the concrete object, thus proclaiming it as a science, as the only
science, had its effects on the party intellectuals. These intellectuals included
existentialists, Hegelians, and Louis Althusser. Questions of Stalinism and Marxist
science would become the main tenet of Althusser’s philosophical works, and “The
problem of Stalinism has been ever-present in all Althusser’s theoretical work,
perhaps qualified but never marginal.” (Gerratana, 1977, p.111). These different

forms of Marxism would later have their own different critiques of Stalinism and
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scientism that it brought. The criticisms would intensify especially after the death of
Stalin and with the commencement of the 20™ Congress of the CPSU. For Althusser,
these criticisms remained as the right-wing critique of Stalinism, and there was a
need for a new type of critique which would be a left-wing critique of Stalinism
(Gerratana, 1977). To be able to rid Marxist philosophy and science of both the
excesses of Stalinism and its schematism, and several right-wing deviations,
including empiricism based on humanist anthropology and Hegelian essentialism,
Althusser would defend the importance of going back to Marx’s original works. He
focused on the philosophy of science to understand what constitutes a science and
what differentiates a science from an ideology. From that point on, Althusser explains
the historical process that created Marx and Marxism and identified its epochs.
Finally, he was able to explain where Marxist philosophy and science stand in
relation to its ideological past and other ideologies and sciences, and the relationship
between them (Althusser,1970). By establishing this solid theoretical ground, he
managed to create the left-wing critique of Stalinism and several right-wing
deviations stemming from Stalinism and de-Stalinisation. I will return to this in the

next chapter in more detail.

Returning to the two camps/two sciences debate, this doctrine was upheld until the
mid-1950s. Even after its abandonment, communist parties around the world
continued to defend the exclusivity of the Marxist science in terms of reaching the
true knowledge of the real concrete. Communist science was still believed to be
superior to other sciences. Reasons for this superiority were explained by party
intellectuals by referring to its connection with praxis. In Marxist science, theory and
praxis were working together. Praxis meant the experiences and class struggle of the
working class. Since the practices of the working classes were based on the real,
concrete object and life itself, the knowledge and theory they produced were
ultimately better than the knowledge produced by bourgeois science. In contrast with
Marxist proletarian science, bourgeois science was based too much on empiricism.
This empiricism was not in any relation with any form of praxis or proletarian

experience, which meant that it was less scientific (Lewis, 2005, pp.122-126).

It can be seen here how this connects to Althusser’s views on philosophy of science

or theory of science. Althusser, although still somewhat inside this framework of
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PCF and CPSU, opted for a third way between these two “camps”. He thought that
bourgeois science was too empiricist, which meant that it concealed its underlying
assumptions, thus ultimately being ideological. But at the same time, the PCF line
also had its shortcomings. It was assumed that life itself and praxis were necessary
for reaching the real, concrete object and extracting its true knowledge. Although
practice was still the main tenet of Marxist science, Marxist science was its own
practice, which started with an abstract object in thought and proceeded towards a
concrete object of knowledge in thought (Althusser, 1970). There was no direct
relation with a concrete object. This new view proposed by Althusser was an
intervention against both views and also against different forms of Marxism at the
time, which was also clearly stated many times by Althusser himself (Althusser,

2005), which will be explained later.

The view that true knowledge was found in the class struggle of the proletariat,
which mixes theory and practice in its actions, was extended to such a level that
party leaders and, by extension, leaders of the Soviet Union were seen to be the
ultimate applicators of the theory and carriers of the Marxist science. This was
possible since the party was the vanguard of the workers, whose experience was a
fusion of theory and practice, thus had a superiority as explained before, and the
leader was the vanguard of the communist party, and Stalin was the leader of the
Soviet Union, which was the vanguard of the Communist Internationale. As a result,
this meant for some intellectuals that Stalin was the ultimate embodiment of Marxist

science.

Compared to this, bourgeois scientists and politicians were just servants of bourgeois
class interests that are methodologically isolated from praxis, which made their
science and their practices based on this science inferior. This new view meant that
Marxist “science” became a schematic tool for justification of the program of the
communist party rather than a tool for analysis. Every aspect of life, be it natural or
social, was put through this formula and became a justification for party ideology
(Lewis, 2005, pp.125-127). Bourgeoisie was on the wrong side of history, and the
laws of dialectic denied them the true knowledge while assuring the ultimate victory

of the communist party and the proletariat, “Having mastered the science of
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Dialectical Materialism and being certain of its historical role, the problem of
revolution became not theoretical but technical; it was just a matter of applying a

formula.” (Lewis, 2005, p.127).

PCF’s Marxism and the political results, roughly until the 20" Congress of the
CPSU, can be summarised as above. This new orthodoxy, which is based on “two
camps” and “superiority of knowledge”, and PCF’s policies deriving from it, as well
as PCF’s previous, more liberal and nationalistic theories and practices, all had
effects on the conjuncture and on the other forms of Marxism that were based on the
same conjuncture. Now, returning to World War 2 and the intellectual and political
scene right after it, I will continue with Hegelian Marxism and how and why it
developed, as well as why it was to be criticised by other forms of Marxism and

Louis Althusser.

2.5. The Hegelian Form of Marxism in France

Marxist intellectuals before and after World War 2 had been following the politics of
PCF closely and were one way or another related to PCF, which meant that PCF’s
decision to liberalize its stance or return to orthodoxy had created some openings that
the Hegelian Marxists could use. During the time of the Front Uni, although there
were Hegelian Marxists, they were purged from the party and criticised. But during
the Front Populaire era before the war and during the time of the alliances of
resistance that included an ideological liberalization and nationalization, which was
extended beyond the war until the doctrine of Two Camps was enforced and a call
for a return to orthodoxy was made, Hegelian Marxism flourished. Unlike the Front
Populaire which happened before the war, the time after World War 2 was also
marked by an all-time high popularity for Marxism because of its connections to
resistance in the case of PCF, which meant for Hegelian Marxism a chance to make
use of the reputation of Marxism in general at the time and use its reputation to make
a name for itself, which was not possible in the years before the war. The Hegelian
form of Marxism was marked by the works of Auguste Cornu and Henri Lefebvre,
which were popularised in the first few years after World War 2. Their works were

good examples of the Hegelian form of Marxism and became post-war best-sellers,
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and they had lasting effects on the following generations during the ensuing years,
especially after the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU (Lewis, 2005, pp.127-128).
This point will be further discussed later.

Hegelian Marxists were criticised by PCF on the grounds that their focus was
shifting overtly and excessively towards cultural issues and man. This was also true
for Existential Marxists, who were also influenced by Hegel and were essentially
doing a different variant of Hegelian reading of Marx. But while Existentialists were
focused more on the individual man and his alienation and breaking free from this
alienation, Hegelians were focused more on the historical transformation processes
of the “Geist” and how it developed to give us the “total man” (Lewis, 2005, p.116).
Different from Existentialists, works of Hegelian Marxists included an emphasis on
the relationship between the society and the consciousness which were explained
from a more culture centred and Hegelian historicist perspective, a historicism which
was later criticised by Louis Althusser with the claim that Marx’s concept of the
dialectic process was in fact a complex dialectic with different historical times rather
than having a singular history defined only by a fundamental contradiction
(Althusser, 1970). What these meant was that their works essentially became a
cultural critique and left the instance economy out of the picture, which made
Hegelian Marxism similar to the works of the intellectuals associated with the
Frankfurt School, and their works may also be likened to the works of Italian Marxist
Antonio Gramsci. This was to make them a target for PCF and has resulted in all
camps fortifying their fronts against each other rather than being in a positive

dialogue with each other (Lewis, 2005, pp.116-117).

One of the two important intellectuals who were identified in the Hegelian Marxist
line is Cornu. His work was mainly an attempt to show the theoretical links between
Marx’s works and the works of Hegel and other German idealists and rationalist
thinkers, including Fichte and Schelling. Cornu saw Marx as a continuation of that
line and saw him as a part of the German tradition, and claimed that Marx owed most
of his theory to Hegel and German tradition. Especially the unity of being and
thought, which also meant that Marx and Hegel both strived to understand the

totality of the world, and some notions regarding the reality itself such as it being
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rational and developing dialectically, which meant that self-emergence of reason was
inherent in the dialectical process and it is the cause of this process, which were
claimed to be what Marx have taken from Hegel (Cornu, 1957). This is what was
assumed by Cornu rather than accepted by Marx himself. Marx’s only claim was that
he had taken the idealist dialectic from Hegel, which was standing on its head and
turned upside down by transforming it into a materialist dialectic (Marx, 1960, p.19).
Marx especially saw the reason as a product of the aforementioned process of the
dialectic rather than seeing it as the starting point of the process. Marx explains that
it is important to understand that the dialectical process starts with the material
production process and then proceeds to produce the products, consciousness, and
other superstructural elements (Marx & Engels, 1989, p.58). This view of Cornu that
Hegelianizes Marx and shows him as a left Hegelian, even though Marx himself had
broken away with this line, was later criticised in great detail by Althusser (1970).
Some others think that Cornu’s attempt to show late Marx as a Hegelian was, in fact,
a political move made by the author. Since, at the time of Cornu’s writing, many
earlier works of Marx were not translated, one may assume that there was a strategic
reason behind this theoretical move, which may be to counteract the schematism and
orthodoxy of the Stalinist line. On this topic, Lewis (2005) notes that, by
concentrating primarily on Marx’s writings prior to his theoretical rupture with
Feuerbach, Cornu presents a portrayal of Marx as fundamentally aligned with the
Left Hegelian tradition. This interpretive choice appears to serve a strategic purpose,
particularly in contrast to accounts such as Stalin’s, which prioritize a deterministic
and scientistic reading of Marx centred on economic structures. Cornu’s approach
repositions Marx within the realm of philosophical inquiry, specifically concerning
the dialectic between being and thought, rather than reducing him to a proto-scientist
of historical development. Given the emphasis on Marx’s pre-1846 texts, this
interpretation is textually supportable, as those writings contain clear engagements
with Hegelian themes. Even though Marx’s later work, following his turn to
materialism and political praxis, marks a significant departure from speculative
philosophy, Cornu’s framing remains defensible on two grounds. First, it offers a
strategic intervention aimed at broadening Marxist discourse beyond the rigid
confines of Stalinist dialectical materialism. Second, it is grounded in textual

evidence that demonstrates a substantive intellectual continuity between the young
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Marx and the Left Hegelians. (Lewis, 2005, p.129) Although there were strategic
reasons for highlighting the link between Marx and Hegel, it must be stated that it

mostly stayed strategic rather than a rigorous theoretical work.

Similarly, Lefebvre also believed that Marx was ultimately a left Hegelian.
Comparing the formal logic with the Hegelian dialectic, Lefebvre explained the
superiority of the Hegelian one and claimed that this line exists in Marx’s works,
even in the later ones, in the form of an inversion which makes the dialectic capable
of understanding the real concrete. For Lefebvre, this was possible by borrowing the
historical transformation of human consciousness and taking it to a materialist level
while also building on the methodology of Hegel. Lefebvre also criticised Leninism’s
theory of knowledge and its mechanical form, and instead put forward a view that is
based on the relationship between man and nature. This critique went to such a level
that it implicitly claimed that the material was not prior to the ideal (Kelly, 1982,
p.58). Lefebvre thought that although starting with a solid basis, Hegel took the
dialectic too far by claiming that it was able to explain everything about the man and
the nature, which also meant that the process of knowledge started and ended in
thought while Marx did not see dialectic in that way but rather saw it as a method for
analysing the real concrete. Even though Lefebvre spoke of the differences between
Marx’s dialectic and Hegel’s dialectic, he also believed that both had the same
conclusions, while the former explained the historical becoming of the concrete
starting with the thought, the latter remained in thought only (Lewis, 2005, pp.130-
132).

Another important part of Hegelian Marxists’ works was the concept of alienation.
They believed that human beings were separated by force from the products of their
labour, and this alienation was emerging in the consciousness of the man. The main
object of the critique was to reveal this and to overcome this by reappropriating the
lost part of the man. But this analysis mostly left out the aspect of class struggle and
was instead understood to be made possible by the analysis and the critique of
culture. Thus, the notion of revolution itself was understood to be a cultural process.
This made Hegelian Marxists leave the field of political economy and focus on

cultural theory and aesthetics, as was explained before. (Lewis, 2005, p.133).
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Hegelian Marxists were accepted with open arms during the first few years after the
war, and for some time, they were even viewed as official party ideologues until the
call for a return to orthodoxy was made with the start of the Cold War. Then talking
and writing about Hegel became unacceptable and raised too many questions in PCF,
and Hegelian Marxists were viewed as potential traitors to the cause (Kelly, 1982,
p.82). Pressured by the PCF, Hegelian Marxists were forced to leave their original
theoretical position and admit their mistakes while analysing Marx’s works and
associating his philosophy with the left form of Hegel. Some would criticise their
own early works, while others abandoned their works on Marx and Hegel and instead
focused on cultural and literary criticism, but these criticisms remained based

implicitly on the Hegelianized version of Marx (Lewis, 2005, p.135).

To summarize, the Hegelian form of Marxism in France was in relationship with the
PCF, its popularity and its policies as well as the positions favoured by the
communist internationale. Hegelian views had already existed before the war, but
gained popularity in conjunction with the rise of Marxist philosophy in France in
general. Hegelian Marxism was based on the view that Marx’s philosophy was the
continuation and correction of the left-Hegelian philosophy. The philosophical
framework that intellectuals like Lefebvre and Cornu have developed was ultimately
based on ideal/thought rather than the material/concrete, since it supposed that
Marxist dialectic was the inversion of the Hegelian dialectic (Althusser, 1970), and
thus had political implications such as rejecting the Leninist formula for revolution
and reframing it as a process based on analysis and the critique of culture. Even
though they were popular, Hegelian Marxism fell out of favour and was repressed by
the communist party with the start of the Cold War, and returned to the orthodoxy
and the acceptance of the “Two Camps” principle both in theory and political
practice. Even though this was the case, Hegelian form of Marxism in France and
beyond was to remain as an undercurrent for many years to come and would
influence the following generations of Marxist intellectuals, until they would
resurface with newfound force after the events of 1956 and the ensuing process of
de-Stalinization in the international communist movement commenced by the secret

speech made by the Nikita Khruschev, the leader of the Soviet Union at the time of
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the 20™ Congress of the CPSU, and then they were to be the target of a philosopher

who was also a child of the same conjuncture, namely Louis Althusser.
2.6. Existentialist Form of Marxism in France

Similar to Hegelian Marxism, Existentialist Marxism was also influenced by Hegel.
The main difference was that while Hegelian Marxists studied Hegel’s dialectic in
comparison with Marx’s dialectic and claimed that there was a continuation,
Existentialists mainly focused on the experiences of the individual. To be able to
understand where existentialism came from, one should look at its philosophical
predecessors and their sources of inspiration because this line of Marxism did not
appear out of thin air. Although there are claims that Hegelianism did not have any
roots in French academia and intelligentsia (Poster, 1975), some others claim that
there was a uniquely French form of Hegelianism before the war, such as the
Philosophies group. This line of French Hegelianism was made possible by two
important scholars who have been giving lectures and publishing articles on Hegel,
especially focusing on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit in 30s, they were Kojéve

and Hyppolite (Baugh, 2003).

Their aim was to attack the established French academia, which was mostly Kantian
and which was advocating for some form of moral idealism. These two thinkers,
although having similarities with previous Hegelian line of the Philosophies Group
on the topic of development of reason in history, were ultimately different since their
work was not about understanding the social totality through a historical dialectical
development but rather about understanding the development of the individual
consciousness and its experiences and understanding the dialectic movement based
on it. This was because of their chosen sources, which include some parts of the
Phenomenology of Spirit on self-consciousness. This meant that their works
advocated the idea that Hegel was above all, “a phenomenologist of individual
experience rather than a dialectical logician or a chronicler of the development of the
absolute spirit through its self-alienation” (Lewis, 2005, p.137). Kojeve believed that
the main tenet of the development of consciousness was the clash of the will of the

Lord with the will of the slave. Their clash was based on the slave’s recognition of
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itself, its self-consciousness, through the relationship of bondage and the recognition
it demanded from the other. Kojeve explains that this is the basis of the dialectic, and
this dialectic explains history, which is based on constant violence and clash between
the Lord and the slave, that is ultimately a struggle of the individual to be free as a
part of a society that is also ultimately free. Thus, the consciousness of the individual

will realise itself as free from the relationship of bondage (Kojeve, 1969, pp. 15-29).

Hyppolite also worked on the topic of individual consciousness and its self-
realization, similar to Kojéve. Just like him, Hyppolite worked on the individuals’
struggle to get recognition, which is an essential aspect of the Hegelian dialectic, but
his studies were mostly on the issue of alienation, which is based on the unhappy
consciousness described by Hegel. It was explained with the term “unhappy
consciousness” because self-consciousness was constituted through others, and this
entailed a recognition from the others, which meant that the individual would be
alienated from society and would finally accept that there is something bigger in the
world that it is unable to negate. What this meant for Hyppolite is that consciousness
brings with it the alienation and the alienated individual thus labelled as “unhappy
consciousness”, furthermore this situation was inherent in the societies of the West,
which was, Hyppolite claimed, a temporary situation since alienation could be

overcome with developments in the sphere of culture (Poster, 1975, pp.26-27).

It was clear that both thinkers were influenced by the French Marxism while doing
their own readings of Hegel, which meant that they also made use of Marxism’s post-
war reputation and made a name for themselves, which also meant that a few years
later, they would also face pressures from the PCF because of the idealist deviations
in their philosophy and their affiliations with Hegelian Marxism, which was
previously summarised, and the Existentialist form of Marxism in France, which
includes thinkers such as Merleau-Ponty, Sartre and Camus. Being able to publish
their works even during the years of the war, these philosophers became very famous
and attracted great indignation from the communist intellectuals and the PCF.
Influenced by the works of Kojéve and Hyppolite, their starting point was also
Hegel’s Phenomenology, but they chose to focus on the individual experience rather

than the historical dialectic of consciousness. Existentialists understood the
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individual to be a subject defined by their ontological split, which was not rooted in
Kojeéve and Hyppolite, but rather in philosophers such as Heidegger and Husserl,
from whom they got their inspiration. Sartre and Merleau-Ponty’s early works were
based on the works of these German phenomenologists and French Hegelians, and
their later works were to be a fusion of their early works and Marxism (Lewis, 2005,

pp.138-139).

Sartre is clear about the philosophical roots of his works, which are based on
Husserl, Heidegger, and, not surprisingly, Hegel, even though there are moments
where he criticises and changes them (Chiodi, 1976, pp.8-32). Especially when it
comes to the concepts such as primacy of being and his views regarding the nature of
consciousness, as well as the imperative to make phenomenological description, the
inspiration is clear and openly stated (Sartre, 1966, pp.315-340). Sartre subscribes to
the line set by Husserl on denying to accept the ontological dualisms such as nature
and appearance and explains that these sorts of dualisms are embarrassments for the
philosophy and to avoid this embarrassment, he highlights that true reality is the
reality as it appears in the consciousness of the humans (Sartre, 1966, pp.3-5). Sartre
focuses on beings as appearances, and from that point on, he tries to find a way to
uncover the relationship between humans and the world and claims that the only way
to uncover this is to ask questions. These questions that we ask ourselves would
reveal that we, in fact, don’t have the answers, but this questioning may show the
non-being in being to us. This sort of inquiry is not a part of the being but rather a
part of the man, which also means that our own being contains a lack, and humans
are the ones who give meaning to this nothingness (Sartre, 1966, p.46). Negation is
inherent to the man’s awareness of himself and what is not himself; thus, negation is
inherent to individual consciousness. From this point, Sartre puts forward the notions
of the not conscious and non-lacking “in itself” and constantly negating and relating
“for itself” which is conscious (Sartre, 1966, p.173). What this ability of the self to
negate means for Sartre is that humans always have choices, and they are “radically
free” (Sartre, 1966, p.567). Sartre believes that one unsuccessfully tries to become a
god by overcoming the self and uniting the “in itself” and “for itself” (Sartre, 1966,
p.764). While the for-itself tries to create itself and negate the past and fails at this

endeavour, this gives us the unhappy consciousness. Sartre believes that
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consciousness and radical freedom are ontological given with unhappy consequences
in its experiences, and the dialectic will never lead to a synthesis, which is where he

differs from Hegel (Lewis, 2005, pp.141-142).

Merleau-Ponty agrees with many of Sartre’s ontological assumptions and
methodology, but thinks differently when it comes to some of the conclusions drawn
from these assumptions. He believes that by choosing, man transcends, and this also
means a “historical transcendence of a specific situation in the world” for Merleau-
Ponty (Lewis, 2005, p.142). He also believes that there is a contingency at play that
gives the actions of humans their meaning. While the humans are trying to establish
their freedom, contingency is also there as the context that determines the choices
that humans make (Cooper, 1979, p.17). Contingency is added to the picture, and
from that point on, Merleau-Ponty rejects the separation of the “in itself” and “for
itself” and the man from the others. He believed that there was a “space in between”
the “in itself” and “for itself” which is “the intersubjective space of perception and
the body” (Poster,1975, p.147). He thus “recognizes that the body is the locus of
sensations which allow the for-itself to operate in the world,” and “Subjectivity... is
an intersubjective, dialectical process and not just an ontological given” (Lewis,

2005, p.142).

Unlike Sartre, he also believed that the choices we make have results which affect
our following choices, because the choosing makes the chooser commit to a specific
understanding of itself and its relation to the others, thus making us not fully free but

also not fully determined (Cooper, 1979, p.20).

After World War 2 ended, the works of the Existentialists became very popular both
nationally and internationally. Their works were studied and discussed in academia,
in gazettes, and even in mainstream media, which claimed that existentialism was the
ultimate philosophy that truly reflects the contemporary era. This made the PCF and
communist intellectuals furious, and they would harshly criticise Existentialists since
they believed that it was Marxist orthodoxy that was the superior philosophy of the
post-war era. Lewis explains the direction of the critique; Communist critics

contended that existentialism, at its core, was a bourgeois philosophy that ultimately
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reflected the ideological framework of the bourgeoisie. In their view, this was the
only plausible explanation for the central claims of thinkers like Sartre, that the
individual possesses absolute freedom, exists in a state of alienation from their
community, and acts without historical significance. Such assertions, they argued,
were fundamentally disconnected from the lived experience of the working class, for
whom “freedom” often means choosing between exploitation and destitution, and
whose sense of purpose is grounded in collective struggle to overcome alienation.
From this perspective, existentialism appeared as a rebranded version of classical
liberalism, cloaked in radical language but ultimately complicit in maintaining the
status quo. Consequently, Communist critics concluded that existentialist philosophy
functioned as an ideological justification for existing social conditions, aligning
implicitly with the interests of the Gaullist state rather than challenging them.
(Lewis, 2005, p.143)

Even though there was a hostility between communists and Existentialists,
surprisingly, Existentialists would accept Marxist philosophy into their thoughts.
Especially in the case of Merleau-Ponty, after the war ended, some claim that even
before the end of the war, he was convinced that Marxism and revolutionary struggle
were the fundamental requirements for humans to be free, and this was the only
viable option for history to progress. Furthermore, this was being made possible by
the USSR, which was the vanguard of the revolution. After the 1950s, Sartre became
frustrated with the bourgeois state and would also embrace Marxist philosophy and
politics as the only way to procure a way for the self-realization of individuals and
guarantee their sphere of freedom (Lewis, 2005, pp.143-144). In the early years after
the war, based on the dual nature of human beings, Sartre claimed that the time of
Marxism was over and that the existentialism he described was rather based on

humanism (Sartre, 1948).

In contrast with this, during the same years, Merleau-Ponty was starting to borrow
some concepts from the Marxist philosophy while also criticising Marxism for its
determinism, which was to change soon with his acceptance that freedom of the
individual and the choices that humans made were dependent on the concrete socio-

economic conditions (Merleau-Ponty, 2013).
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Merleau-Ponty would later move even further towards Marxist ideas and would
publish many works that fuse existentialism with Marxism, and his form of
existentialism would become a variant of Marxism. This move into Marxism was
made possible with his works on Marx’s early works, which meant that he would
leave out Marx’s works that are based on economics. With this new theoretical basis,
he would write critiques of liberalism and attack liberal idealism by comparing and
contrasting it with the concrete situation arising out of real history. Kruks explains
that Merleau-Ponty understood history as a dialectical progress which was based on
the changes of structures; thus, he understood it as “the dialectical process in which
general structures emerge." (Kruks, 1981, p.50). This meant that Marxism was for
him a tool used for critique by the vanguard in a given contingency which would
show the working class the way for achieving liberation, and after that point, the
choice was given to the individual worker and it was up to the individual worker to
decide whether to act on it (Kruks, 1981, p.51). Of course, this framework left out
the economic structures and economic laws that Marxism described. He would both
criticize liberal democracies and the Soviet Union by claiming that both systems are
based on violence, while in the former, it was hidden, in the latter, it is official and
clear (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, p.180). He believed that both liberal and communist
politics were to be criticised because they both prevented humans from seeing that it
was their own choices and actions which was to bring them closer to liberation. But
at the same time, he continued to advocate for his own version of Marxism because
he believed that it was the ultimate tool for the critique, which would show the
possible actions and choices to humans and would put them on a path towards the

recognition that they desired (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, pp.111-112).

In later years, he would still defend the dialectic of consciousness but would be
disappointed with Marxism and communism with the ensuing Cold War politics,
such as the actions of the USSR and the war in Korea, and he would change his mind
about the liberatory aspect of Marxism. He would criticise Marxism in the West by
claiming that Marxist philosophy was separated from its subject, and at some point,
he came to the conclusion that this separation was, in fact, auspicious since a
political revolution was not really a good idea to advance the history of humanity

(Cooper, 1979, p.132).
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While Marleau-Ponty was returning to his pre-Marxist position, Sartre was venturing
into the territory of Marxism. This was caused by the failure of his political and
moral aims, which included a hopeless political adventure for Sartre. National
political events, such as the increasing persecution of communist politicians with the
Cold War policies, also affected Sartre (Adereth, 1984, pp.151-152). Combined with
the wars in the far east, Sartre was convinced that one needed to choose between the
communist camp and the capitalist camp since the East and the newborn communist
states in the East were the target of imperialism by the Western capitalist countries

(Archard, 1980, pp.65-72).

Thus, Sartre tried to mix his existentialism with a Marxist perspective. Sartre’s new
works reflected this, he accepted that end of the alienation and achievement of true
freedom was based on the general social and political situation and the process of the
end of alienation was working differently for the bourgeoisie and the proletariat
while for the former the system was already good, for the latter the existing situation
made rejecting capitalism an imperative. This meant that a revolution was now seen
by Sartre as a necessity if one wishes to end the alienation and this made the
organization in the communist party a requirement since individual workers were too
isolated to be able to work together and choose to liberate themselves and overcome
the alienation, they needed the mind and action of the vanguard party (Poster, 1975,
pp.167-170). These ideas were very well received by PCF at the time.

Existentialists would take an interest in Marxism on and off for many years until the
events of 1956 and the 20™ Congress of the CPSU. Based on Hegelian ideas but
going beyond that and establishing their very own French existentialism, they would
assimilate Marxist themes into their work when the conjuncture and especially the
actions of PCF and the international communist movement made it possible. They
would remain a form of humanist idealism and were one of the main targets of

Althusser’s critique after the events of 1956.
2.7. Conclusion

Althusser would attack not only the existentialist and Hegelian strands of Marxism,

but he would also criticise the PCF and the politics of the Soviet Union and the
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CPSU. He wanted to clear Marxist philosophy of the deviations he had identified
with his intervention. I have explained the political scene in France before and after
the war and have summarised the crisis in the international communist movement as
well as the situation of the intelligentsia and PCF before and after the war until the
20™ Congress of the Soviet Union. These were some of the important elements of the
conjuncture that have affected Althusser and ultimately resulted in the creation of his
original works, and culminated in the intervention he has made. In the next chapter, I
will be summarising the events after 1956 and the secret speech of Nikita Khruschev
and reactions to it. I will continue with Althusser’s analysis of the concrete situation,
both at the level of politics and its reverberations in Marxist philosophy. I will be
explaining how this situation necessitated an intervention by Louis Althusser and
how this intervention has resulted in Althusser’s version of Marxism, which has

shaken the intellectual scene.
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CHAPTER 3

ALTHUSSER’S INTERVENTION

3.1. Introduction

The first chapter focused on exploring the formation process -in other words, the
past- of the four historical elements that defined Althusser, as mentioned earlier, and,
in essence, reading Althusser from an earlier conjuncture. This reading is conducted
specifically through the influences and consequences of the PCF and its policies. The
PCF's importance here is paramount, as the most decisive factor in the political
landscape of both the pre-war and post-war conjunctures is PCF politics and the
political-intellectual Marxist milieu it shaped. Indeed, Althusser intervenes precisely

in this emerging environment.

This chapter revolves around the following argument: Althusser essentially follows
the orthodox line of the PCF, but he also finds it inadequate and reductionist, and
consequently, too ideological. Althusser's fundamental concern is that this overly
conservative and Stalinist orthodoxy, in light of the Twentieth Congress of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union and its aftermath, has been under attack by
Humanist and Hegelian forms of Marxism, and other ideologies that have long been
gaining ground, primarily due to PCF policies in the past and other factors of the
political instance. Due to its theoretically flawed and inadequate structure, the

orthodoxy has been unable to withstand this attack and has surrendered.

As noted in the previous section, the CPSU and the PCF, which followed its
ideological-political line, constantly oscillated between a liberal Marxist and an
orthodox line, leading to both “left-wing” and right-wing deviations. Althusser

himself was affected by this constantly oscillating political-ideological structure. In
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one sense, he was born into it and influenced by it, while in another, he recognized

the dangers it posed and sought ways to escape it.

The rise of the right-wing critique of the traditional line to such a degree that it
became mainstream during this period actually compelled Althusser to offer a left-
wing critique of Stalinism. While this critique may appear to be directed against
Stalinism and the PCF, at the same time, and perhaps even more importantly, the aim
of Althusser's intervention was to construct a consistent and systematic critique of the
idealist, speculative, humanist, and Hegelian Marxist forms that surrounded and
permeated the Marxism of the period, as well as ideological scientific forms such as

empiricism, rationalism, and positivism.

The effort to systematically and consistently carry out this critique led Althusser to
transform established concepts, borrow new concepts from different traditions, and
develop his own. He treated the various deviations that had permeated the Marxism
of his time not as deviations but as ideological forms. He strove to ensure that the
concepts employed by Marxism were explanatory and consistent, refusing to accept
exceptional definitions such as "deviation." To clarify the differences between
Marxism and Hegelian forms and to reveal the points where Marxism differed from
other sciences, he studied the philosophy of science and proposed the distinction
between science and ideology. He returned to the roots of Marxism and divided
Marx's thought into periods, opting for a scientific "symptomatic" reading of this. He
rejected claims that the theories of Marx and Hegel were similar, preferring to focus

on their differences.

In all this, as befitted a PCF ideologue and communist militant, he built the pillars of
his theory on the foundation of Marxist orthodoxy. During the crisis of the
international communist movement after 1956 and the subsequent Sino-Soviet split,
he carried Mao's influence while insisting on Leninism, expressing his commitment
to orthodoxy when necessary. This would later lead to difficulties within his own
party and a clash with the humanist, Hegelian ideology popular at the time. Despite
all this, he would continue to reflect on the philosophy of Marxism and strive to

elevate Marxism to the level of the sciences.
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However, as a negative consequence of these same theoretical endeavors, by 1968 he
would opt for inactivity, exhibit an elitist stance in academia, and his overly orthodox
stance, which heavily bore the traces of the period in which his own thought
emerged, would lead to harsh criticism, even from his own students, after 1968, for
being too theoretical and elitist. The divisions and crises that had their foundations
laid in the period beginning in the 1920s and continuing until the post-war period
manifested themselves after 1956, creating the conjuncture in which Althusser
formed and intervened. This period would continue, in flux, until 1968, and after
that, a new era would dawn. Whether Althusser, subjected to harsh criticism along
with the changing conjuncture, was able to adapt his own theory to suit it will be the
subject of the next chapter. This chapter will examine the period between 1956 and
1968, the period during which Althusser was most theoretically active and most
productive, leading to his greatest recognition. In other words, it will examine

Althusser's intervention.

3.2. Before and After the Twentieth Congress

Congresses of the Soviet Union were important events throughout the history of the
Soviet Union since they usually signalled important changes in policies and
principles. Since CPSU was the leader of the international communist movement, a
congress meant a new political path for communist parties around the world, which
included the PCF. For example, content of the Eighteenth Congress of the CPSU in
1939 hinted towards a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany in the light of Western
capitalist powers’ policy of appeasement towards Germany, this was both a threat
directed at the Western powers and a policy alignment as a measure against an existential

threat against the sole existing proletarian dictatorship (Kenney, 1956, p.764).

The Eighteenth Congress also directed new objectives to the communist parties
around the world. In PCF’s case, this meant that PCF would see fascism as a variant
of capitalism rather than an extraordinary form that requires a united front. But this
also changed as Nazi Germany broke the non-aggression pact and attacked the Soviet
Union, as explained in the previous chapter. It needs to be highlighted that the results

and consequences of the Congress were relevant not only for the Soviet Union but
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also for the other communist parties, including the PCF. Congress not only affected
the path forward for communist countries but also directed the relations between the
communist parties, relations between real socialist countries and the capitalist powers
as well as creating pressure for changing the tenets of the ideology of the Soviet state
and allied states, deciding on the fate of neutral nations and also decisions related to
intricacies of the planned economy and the party organization. The congress itself
did not decide on all these issues, but it did shed light on the decisions taken within
the internal structure of the Politburo while also shedding light on the prospects of
the future political line and power struggles inside the Party (Kenney, 1956, p.764).

Convened in February 1956, the Twentieth Congress of the Communist CPSU was a
turning point in the political and ideological development of the USSR. The
Congress provided a strategic chance to redefine doctrine, rethink leadership, and
express a softer stance on the international scene, even though it did not overthrow
the Soviet Union's totalitarian structure. This evolution was described as "calculated
moderation" by Kenney (1956), meaning that the Congress was a planned
recalibration intended to maintain elite authority while separating from the excesses
of Stalinism. A conscious effort to reinterpret Soviet legitimacy through rhetorical
reform, historical revisionism, and practical diplomacy is evident in the congress's

procedures, speeches, and private sessions.

The Congress's outspoken rejection of Stalin's legacy was its most important
historical contribution. Although there were a few allusions to Stalin in the open
meetings, the criticisms were clear. Important individuals, including Nikita
Khrushchev, Mikhail Suslov, and Anastas Mikoyan, denounced the consequences of
Stalin's "cult of personality," which included the suppression of party democracy,
historical fabrication, and arbitrary purges (Suslov, 1956). Mikoyan (1956) publicly
questioned the validity of Stalin's legacy and demanded that party history be revised.
By presenting Stalin's administration as an anomaly incompatible with Leninist
ideals, Khrushchev (1956a) placed a strong emphasis on the return of "collective

leadership" and intra-party discussion.

Khrushchev's "Secret Speech," which he gave to a secret session on February 24,

1956, cemented the ideological split. The Secret Speech, which was officially titled
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“On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences”, condemned Stalin's abuse of
power, terror reign, and betrayal of Lenin's orders (Khrushchev, 1956b). Khrushchev
characterized Stalin's leadership as being based on fear and explained it with this
example: “We never knew when we entered Stalin's presence whether we would
come out alive" (Khrushchev, 1956b, p.12). The controlled distribution of the speech,
which had been kept secret at first, sparked several violent protests and upheavals

both domestically and abroad.

The Congress preserved the core framework of Soviet rule in spite of its rhetorical
change. According to Kenney (1956, p.770), although being verbally demoted, the
security apparatus remained ingrained in the power system, and the Politburo and
Central Committee both remained instruments of elite authority. Stalin's institutions
survived despite the condemnation of his actions. The idea of "collective leadership"
most likely arose from an internal elite consensus to preserve oligarchic rule while
preventing the accumulation of power in one person. A realignment of ideologies and
a change of generations were reflected in personnel changes. A move toward military
prestige and bureaucratic modernization was indicated by the elevation of Marshal
Zhukov and the appointment of younger, technocratic bureaucrats to the positions of
Secretariat and Presidium (Kenney, 1956, pp. 771-772). However, power was still

distributed in a hierarchical and well-regulated manner.

Ideological orthodoxy was also redefined by the Congress. A more accommodating
version of Marxism-Leninism was presented by Khrushchev (1956a), who confirmed
that in certain capitalist nations, socialism could be attained by parliamentary means.
This revision represented a tactical adjustment to international political
circumstances and broke with the Stalinist fixation on revolutionary violence. The
conference also acknowledged Yugoslavia's defiance of Soviet orthodoxy and
confirmed that many national pathways may be taken throughout the transition to
socialism. This break with the Stalinist revolutionary method and acknowledgement
of the existence of various national paths towards socialism was to create diplomatic
problems with China because of the fears of the CPC elite that Mao’s orthodoxy

might be challenged. This point will be further examined later.
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The idea of "Peaceful Coexistence" became a major subject in international policy.
Although it wasn't completely novel, it received new attention as a key component of
Soviet diplomacy. The USSR aimed for mutual respect, trade, and scientific
collaboration with both capitalist and socialist countries, Khrushchev (1956a)
emphasized. By adopting this stance, the Soviet Union was able to maintain its
support for revolutionary forces when it was beneficial while simultaneously

projecting an image of stability in global affairs.

The principle of “Peaceful Coexistence” was to cause the diplomatic problems with
China to deepen even further. It also deepened the oscillation of the principles of the
international communist movement, which was going to affect the PCF as well.
Peaceful Coexistence principle, combined with the acceptance of differing variants
of socialism as well as the declared cooperation with socialist and capitalist countries
without differentiation meant that previously directed policies like return to
orthodoxy or Front Uni in PCF’s case were to be understood as abominations and the
continuous and increasingly powerful ideological and political oscillations were to
create new deviations from the orthodoxy or solidify the already existing divisions in
the international communist movement, including the intellectual and political scene

in France.

Rather than being genuine changes in principle, Kenney (1956) notes that these
gestures of moderation were intentional (p.782). As seen by its engagement in the
Middle East and growing sway in the developing globe, the USSR maintained its
broad objectives and clandestine methods. As stated at the congress, "peaceful
coexistence" was a more diplomatic rebranding of revolutionary tactics rather than a
rejection of global aspiration. The Twentieth Congress was a skilful repackaging of
Soviet authority rather than a liberalizing revolution. The leadership established a
credible and reformist image by rejecting Stalin's cult and reinterpreting Marxist
principles. Kenney (1956) explains that rather than democratizing the USSR, the
conference reoriented its ideological instruments to address new challenges both at
home and abroad. By moving from orthodoxy to flexibility and from terror to
moderation, the dictatorship was able to adjust without ceding authority. By doing

this, the Soviet Union gave the world a new picture of political stability and
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ideological maturity while still pursuing its fundamental goals in a more covert

manner.

However, although the Congress's aim was to reduce tensions in the international
arena by pursuing a policy of strategic détente and political moderation, these
developments would in fact plunge the international communist movement into
crisis. For the Soviet Union was not just any country, and the CPSU was not just any
communist party; they were the leaders of the international communist movement
and vanguard of the world’s first successful communist revolution. Therefore, the
international communist movement, organized within a strict hierarchy, would be
faced with the dilemma of following in the CPSU's footsteps or breaking away from
it. This contradiction and oscillation would manifest and deepen in France in general
and in the PCF and its intellectual circle in particular. These developments would
later pave the way for the conjuncture that would lead to Althusser's emergence as a

philosopher.

Returning to the political developments before and after the Twentieth Congress,
although the congress was legally designated as the supreme decision-making
authority, this was not the de facto case since it did not really have legislative power.
This situation was especially solidified during the years of Stalin’s leadership, in
which Stalin had transformed the previously annually organized congresses with
binding legal powers into rare occurrences, which only solidified and announced the
decisions of the leadership and the Politburo. The congress was seen as an indicator
for future change and emphasis on new policy. For this reason, the Twentieth
Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was watched closely by many
international observers who saw the congress as the political indicator that would
show the direction of the Party after the death of Stalin, because this congress was
the first congress after his death. The Twentieth Congress was seen as even more
important because of the many unusual political events that marked the years
between 1952 and 1956 such as “the resignation of Georgi M. Malenkov as Premier”
and “the ascendancy of First Secretary Nikita S. Khrushchev”, “Soviet assent to a
peace treaty with Austria” which neutralized the country politically, “Soviet

withdrawal from bases” outside the country which included those in China, “the
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visits of Khrushchev and Bulganin” to several non-aligned nations in Asia,
“reduction of Soviet military forces and military budget” and “the attempted

rapprochement with Yugoslavia” (Kenney, 1956, p.764).

While the first two of the political events mentioned above relate to the Soviet
Union's domestic politics and power struggles at the time, the other political events
are more related to the chain of events that influenced foreign policy and ultimately
led to the crisis of the international communist movement defined by the Sino-Soviet
split and other political divisions. Therefore, what will be examined first is the first
two political events and the broader political process they encompassed up until the
Twentieth Congress of the CPSU, and also including the Twentieth Congress itself.
Other political events that are more related to the crisis of the international

communist movement will be examined after this.

Malenkov, a politician who was in the close circle of Stalin, was originally
proclaimed in 1952 as the successor of Stalin, which started power struggles and
conspiracy between the candidates for the leadership position that included the ten
members of the Politburo, after the death of Stalin. The candidates included the
leader of the security forces, Beria, the foreign minister, Molotov, Bulganin, and
Kaganovich, the political patron of Khruschev until then. Malenkov was the new
head of the Council of Ministers and started consolidating power. One of the first
decisions was to expel the new members of the Politburo, including Khrushchev.
Khrushchev was then sent to work in the Party apparatus and was appointed to

different positions in the Party (Tompson, 1995, p.114).

Alliances inside and outside the Politburo were constantly being made and discarded
during the power struggles. Khrushchev, who had witnessed the atrocities committed
by the leadership during the Stalin era, have used the time of power struggles to
conspire with those in the Politburo who were afraid that the harshness of the Stalin
era would continue, and also with his knowledge of Politburo politics he conspired
with those who were afraid that they would lose their positions. First, collaborating
with Malenkov, he was able to defeat Beria by recruiting Beria’s trusted allies and
making them betray him and execute Beria with claims that he was preparing a

military coup against the leadership (Blauvel, 2008, pp.105-120).
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Later, Khrushchev continued to rise in ranks and, with the support of his new
connections in the Party, by showing the danger of consolidation of power in the
hands of the Politburo, he was able to turn the Party apparatus against Malenkov. He
was able to do this since he was working at the party and had been appointing the
local party secretaries and promoting them to the central committee, thus building his
power base slowly but surely (Taubman, 2003, p.259). Although officially the Soviet
Union was ruled by the collective leadership under the Politburo, Malenkov was the
first among the members of the Politburo. Khruschev used the files he appropriated
from security chief Beria after his liquidation to claim that Malenkov was complicit

in Stalin’s atrocities to discredit Malenkov (Taubman, 2003, pp.260-264).

In the next Supreme Soviet meeting, Malenkov was replaced by Bulganin, and a
symbolic position of ministry was given to Malenkov, which was a big surprise at the
time for political commentators and observers around the world (Fursenko, 2006,
pp-15-17). This event guaranteed that Khrushchev would be the first among the
Politburo, thus above the collective leadership, even though it was officially the
collective leadership that was ruling the Soviet Union (Tompson, 1995, pp.141-142).
In 1955, Khrushchev was already planning the process of de-Stalinization and the
critique of the “Cult of Personality” and was planning to make a speech in the
Twentieth Congress on this issue, thus aiming to make the issue public. At the same
time, Stalin’s atrocities were being investigated, and many prisoners in Gulag camps

were being released en masse (Taubman, 2003, p.275).

The Twentieth Congress of the CPSU started in these political conditions.
Khrushchev was determined to make the speech against Stalin, and he claimed that
the elimination and liquidation of the Stalinist cult of personality would help the
Party regain the loyalty of the people of the Soviet Union. This was needed since the
excesses of Stalinism and atrocities committed during the era had disillusioned the
people and made them lose faith in the Party. He was going to make the speech, but
with the pressure from the Politburo, he was seemingly persuaded into making a

secret speech for Soviet delegates only (Taubman, 2003, pp.276-280).

After the hours-long “Secret Speech”, Stalin’s image changed significantly. What

were deemed as Stalin’s crimes and power abuses were exposed, and Stalin’s
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reputation was tarnished. It was explained that Stalin’s harsh physical and political
liquidations, caused by his incessant intolerance, included those who were loyal to
the Soviet Union and had devastating effects on the Soviet society (The New York
Times, 1956). Although the Secret Speech had a wide range of repercussions, it did
not significantly alter Soviet society. Later in 1956, the speech contributed to the
instability in Poland and the revolution in Hungary. Additionally, in Stalin's
homeland of Georgia, his supporters staged four days of riots in June, demanding
Khrushchev's resignation and urging that Molotov assume leadership (Taubman,

2003, pp. 286-291).

“The Secret Speech” did not really stay a secret; on the contrary, it was encouraged
to be widely circulated in the following days. Although only Soviet delegates were
present during the actual delivery, Eastern European representatives heard a
recitation the next evening. It was deliberately spoken slowly so that they could take
notes. In the first two weeks, copies were being distributed across the Soviet Union,
labelled “not for the press” instead of “top secret”. Within a month, an official
translation was published in Poland, where thousands of additional copies were
printed. Not surprisingly, one of the translations quickly reached the West (Taubman,
2003, pp.279-280).

As a result of the secret speech and various other economic policies, a group of
Politburo members called the "Anti-Party Group" launched a coup attempt to
overthrow Khrushchev, but this attempt was thwarted with the support of Marshal
Zhukov. Members of the group were removed from their positions, and those who
helped them were deported to various regions (Tompson, 1995, pp. 176-183).
Following these events, Bulganin and Zhukov were also purged, and Khrushcheyv,
who took over the highest positions in both military and civilian positions, amassed
great political power. Although Khrushchev had become the leading figure, he did
not possess the total authority that Stalin once held. (Tompson, 1995, p.189).

Returning to the Twentieth Congress’s preceding events related to international
relations, it is important to understand that these events and their consequences

continued after the Congress until resulting in the Sino-Soviet split, which would
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further contribute to the crisis of the international communist movement which have
been brewing until then. One of the important political events preceding the
Congress was the abandonment of several bases around China, including Port Arthur,
which was transferred to Chinese control following a friendship treaty between the
Soviet Union and China. The treaty also included an important loan given to China,
as well as a promise of military aid (Liithi, 2010, pp.30-33). Khrushchev sent a group
of experts to China to help its development, as well as to make an important
technology transfer. Khrushchev also promised the transfer of the bases to China in a
diplomatic visit, but this process was jeopardized by further demands made by China
(Taubman, 2003, pp.336-337). But in the following years, different opinions on
Marxism-Leninism and planned economy have damaged the treaty and put a distance

between China and the Soviet Union (Crozier, 2000, pp.142-157).

After Khrushchev came to power in the CPSU, the Soviet Union tried to repair the
relations between China and the Soviet Union, and new trade agreements were made
with China. During this process, the wrongdoings of Stalin against China were
highlighted as a part of the attempted de-Stalinization in the Soviet Union and its
changing discourse regarding its past. Even with these attempts, Khrushchev and
Mao had different opinions on Marxism-Leninism and Stalin (Liithi, 2010, pp.39-
40).

Khrushchev, as explained before, started the de-Stalinization of the Soviet Union in
1956 with his Secret Speech “On the Cult of Personality and its Consequences”,
which denounced Stalin and Stalinism, particularly the Great Purge, purge of the
Soviet Armed Forces, and the CPSU. The fact that Khrushchev did not seek the
opinion of Mao and the CCP before the speech meant that Mao believed Khrushchev
did not care about the consequences of the Secret Speech, which concerned the
Chinese leadership, thus leading to a cooling of relations (Taubman, 2003, p.338). As
a result of this, Sino-Soviet relations started to deteriorate. Mao perceived the
process of de-Stalinization as a threat to the political authority that he had established
since the end of the civil war (Zubok, 2007, p.136). Mao had imitated Stalin's
leadership style and the practical application of Marxism-Leninism in the

development of socialism with Chinese characteristics, which included many
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elements of Stalin’s understanding of Leninism. Mao would face issues of
ideological credibility and receive blows to his political authority in the context of
the process of de-Stalinization. This was also caused by the CPSU's ideological and
political change from Stalin's confrontation principle against the Western capitalist
powers to Khrushchev's principle of Peaceful Coexistence with the West (Liithi,
2010, pp.49-50). This would later result in Mao's refusal of the military cooperation
attempts made by Khrushchev (Taubman, 2003, p.391).

Ideological divergences between Mao Zedong and Nikita Khrushchev significantly
intensified the political mistrust of the Chinese leadership during the formative years
of communist China. In the post-Civil War context, Mao exhibited acute sensitivity
to ideological deviations that could threaten the cohesion and legitimacy of the CCP.
Khrushchev’s repudiation of Stalinism, articulated most prominently through his de-
Stalinization campaign and the Secret Speech, was perceived by Mao not merely as a
historical reassessment but as a direct challenge to the Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy
upon which the CCP’s authority rested. Mao positioned himself within a historical
continuity that included Stalin as a foundational figure, and thus Khrushchev’s
revisionism was viewed as an existential ideological threat. Within Chinese political
discourse, Khrushchev became associated with domestic anti-party elements and was
increasingly framed as a bourgeois revisionist antithetical to proletarian interests.
This ideological framing served to delegitimize the Soviet leadership in the eyes of
Chinese party members and bureaucrats and facilitated a broader ideological shift
that recast the USSR as ideologically dangerous to Chinese socialism despite shared
foundational commitments to Marxism-Leninism. The resulting divergence in
ideological interpretation played a critical role in the fragmentation of the Sino-

Soviet alliance after the death of Stalin (Liithi, 2010, pp.48-77).

The Sino-Soviet split was so severe that China did not hesitate to put in jeopardy the
offer made by the USSR to give China the blueprints and technology to build the
atom bomb and the Nuclear Agreement that was a result of it. As a consequence of
the coldness in relations, Khrushchev would later order the destruction of the
documents and blueprints related to the construction of the atom bomb that was

previously given to China (Zubok, 200, p.137).
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Public sentiment in China also shifted in response to Khrushchev’s foreign economic
policies, which were interpreted as undermining socialist solidarity. While Stalin had
absorbed much of the economic cost of the Korean War, Khrushchev reversed this
precedent by instituting a repayment scheme requiring the PRC to reimburse the
USSR over a period of a few years. This policy was applied during the widespread
food crisis in China. This meant that the redirection of food shipments to the Soviet
Union was forced during a time of famine, and naturally, this was seen as a betrayal
of the internationalist commitments associated with Marxist-Leninist ideology. The
political consequences of these decisions were significant. Khrushchev's economic
demands were viewed in China not only as exploitative but as indicative of a broader
ideological realignment away from the revolutionary principles of the era of Stalin.
In the context of China’s food problem, Mao strategically constructed Khrushchev as
a scapegoat, thereby externalizing blame and reinforcing his own ideological

legitimacy (Liithi, 2010, pp.75-77).

This process explains the way in which shifts in ideological and political principles
directly influenced domestic political strategies and intra-bloc alignments before and
after the Twentieth Congress, thus leading the international communist movement
into a deeper crisis with the addition of the Sino-Soviet split to the already divided
international communist movement. Some other elements of this division include the
1956 Hungarian Revolution, the uprising in Poland, and the USSR’s rapprochement

attempt with Yugoslavia.

An important communist leader in Poland died after reading the contents of the
Secret Speech, which led to a more liberal domestic political alignment in Poland
and also created a similar effect in Hungary. This was followed by a worker strike in
Poland, which turned into a riot and was suppressed violently. This event marked the
beginning of increased anti-Soviet sentiment and further protests in Poland, which
finally resulted in the elections of the Polish Presidium. Victors of the elections were
the moderate faction, and the Soviet Union decided to meet them and agreed together
to keep the relations between the two countries friendly. This was made possible by
the concession given by the Soviet Union that let the moderates keep the power in
the Presidium, which led to greater liberalization in Poland as a result

(Tompson, 1995, pp.166-168).
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Getting inspiration from the Polish case, Hungarian protests became a mass uprising,
and they were able to put the reformist faction to power in the Hungarian Communist
Party. The uprising did not stop, and many people died during the clashes between
the Soviet Army and the reformist protesters. After the negotiations between the
Hungarian reformists and CPSU leadership, Khrushchev decided to agree to a
ceasefire and pulled the Soviet Army out of Hungary (Fursenko, 2006, pp.122-124).
This would lead the Hungarian leadership to announce its exit from the Warsaw Pact
and declare multi-party elections and neutrality. The Soviet Union did not sit idly and
occupied Hungary as a result; clashes between the Soviet Army and Hungarian
forces caused thousands of people to die (Fursenko, 2006, pp.120-125). The Soviet
Union's incompetence and earlier reluctance in managing the Hungarian issue made
it far worse, and the harshness of its ultimate solution provoked serious international

reactions (Tompson, 1995, pp.168-170).

Mao Zedong saw the Hungarian Revolution as a serious political threat as it openly
questioned Soviet authority and required military repression. The rebellion showed
the limits of coercive legitimacy within the socialist bloc in addition to exposing the
weakness of Communist Party control in Eastern Europe. The event served as a
reminder to Mao of the perils of ideological liberalization and the possibility that
internal dissension may turn into a systemic collapse. The CCP reaffirmed its strong
Stalinist stance and officially denounced Soviet revisionism in reaction to the
political impact of Khrushchev's de-Stalinization drive and the escalating turmoil in
Eastern Europe. The CCP's internal power was strengthened by this reaffirmation of
traditional Marxist-Leninist philosophy, which also helped to distinguish the Chinese
socialist model from the USSR's model. The CCP’s ideological stance in the wake of
the Hungarian crisis signalled a deepening division within the international
communist movement. While the Soviet leadership sought to distance itself from
Stalinist governance, Chinese leaders emphasized continuity with Stalin’s legacy as
essential to maintaining revolutionary discipline and state control. This divergence in
doctrinal interpretation contributed to the gradual erosion of the "monolithic
communism," which means that the uniformity of ideology within the Eastern Bloc

was damaged (Liithi, 2010, pp.62-63).
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The Soviet Union and Yugoslavia had a strained relationship that had been broken in
1948 when Stalin decided that ex-partisan Yugoslav leader Tito could not be
subjugated by the Soviet Union. Khrushchev made great efforts to fix this
relationship. In an attempt to mend diplomatic relations, Khrushchev led a Soviet
delegation to Belgrade in 1955. Khrushchev was successful in reducing tensions and
restoring a certain level of cordiality between the two countries, thereby reversing the
animosity that had characterized bilateral relations since the Stalinist split, despite
Tito's overtly combative style and efforts to damage the credibility of the Soviet
delegation (Tompson, 1995, pp.145-147). During the time of the crisis in Hungary,
Tito’s first decision was to support the reformist faction in the Hungarian Presidium,
but later, Khrushchev changed his mind and showed him the need for intervention

(Tompson, 1995, p.169).

Nevertheless, the Soviet military intervention in Hungary strained Moscow’s
relations with Belgrade, undermining the diplomatic progress Khrushchev had
previously achieved and prompting a prolonged effort to restore bilateral trust. His
attempts at reconciliation were complicated by the opposition of China, which
strongly disapproved of Yugoslavia’s revisionist and reform-oriented model of
socialism. Efforts to improve the ties between the USSR and Yugoslavia, therefore,
carried the risk of alienating China, placing Khrushchev in a difficult position
between competing ideological and strategic priorities within the socialist bloc

(Tompson, 1995, p.189).

The national and international political events that preceded the Twentieth Congress
and formed the conjuncture from which it emerged, as well as the historical political
developments that emerged as a result of the Twentieth Congress or that began before
and continued to grow afterward, have been summarized so far. These developments
and the Twentieth Congress, of course, not only influenced the domestic politics and
international relations of the Soviet Union but also set the course for communist
parties in other countries. One of these parties was the PCF. The line followed by the
PCF and its policies, as examined in the previous chapter, played a decisive role in
the political and ideological atmosphere of France. Therefore, examining the overall

picture is insufficient to understand the conjuncture that shaped Althusser. Therefore,
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it is necessary to examine the repercussions of the Twentieth Congress and the

subsequent crisis of the international communist movement in France.

3.3. Crisis of Marxism in France

The events of 1956, which consisted of Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech” in the
Twentieth Congress of the CPSU denouncing Stalin, the Polish uprising, the Soviet
invasion of Hungary, and the following Sino-Soviet split, produced an important shift
in global Marxist thought. These changes sparked an intellectual upheaval and
theoretical re-examination in France, where Marxism had long been associated with
the power of the Soviet Union and the PCF. The philosophical ramifications of 1956
among the three main schools of French Marxism must be examined since these
three forms of Marxism constitute “the configuration of Marxist theory in the late
1950s and early 1960s; and the disposition of the French intellectual landscape when
Althusser came to write” (Elliot, 2006, pp.1-2), that are important elements that
shaped the thought of Althusser by creating the conjuncture for his theoretical
intervention. These French forms of Marxism include Hegelian Marxism, Existential
Marxism, and Stalinist orthodoxy of the PCF, as mentioned in the previous chapter.
The goal of Althusser's intervention was to reconstitute Marxism on strong scientific
and philosophical foundations, free from both humanism and determinism, whereas
many other solutions remained stuck inside antiquated theoretical frameworks

(Lewis, 2005).

Before 1956, the implicit association of Marxist truth with Soviet political practice
was held by almost all of the main currents of French Marxism, including the PCF
orthodoxy, Existential Marxism of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, and Hegelian Marxism
of Lefebvre and Cornu (Lewis, 2005, pp. 155-156). The USSR was defended as
evidence of communism's political and moral superiority over Western capitalism,
notwithstanding Stalinist purges, famine, and repression (Merleau-Ponty, 1969).
Unquestionably, the Khrushchev speech, which was given in February 1956, was a
turning point. For the first time, a Soviet leader recognized the atrocities of Stalin's
reign, including his personality cult, the purges, and the numerous people killed in

the name of progress (Khrushchev, 1956). The Hungarian Revolution was violently
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put down by the Soviet military in November, which further illustrated how

'

authoritarianism persisted in Soviet culture. It became "very difficult, if not
impossible, to carry on with the identification between Marxist philosophy, the PCF,
and the political program of the Soviet Union" as a result of these events (Lewis,

2005, p. 156).

While some intellectuals, like Sartre, doubled down on speculative syntheses in an
effort to reconcile Marxism with phenomenology and existential freedom (Sartre,
2004), some other intellectuals completely abandoned Marxism (Caute, 1964).
However, the PCF took years to address the Stalinist legacy and remained mostly
unresponsive to the situation. Even early reform initiatives, like Roger Garaudy's
adoption of Humanist Marxism, were doctrinally superficial and mediocre (Cranston,
1970, pp.11-13). According to Lewis (2005), these answers fell short of offering a
coherent philosophical substitute for Stalinist Marxism. Despite their frequent
criticism of the Stalinist doctrine that the PCF promoted, existential and Hegelian
Marxists continued to have a strong belief in the Soviet Union as an essential, albeit
imperfect, manifestation of socialist advancement (Lewis, 2005, pp.155-158). The
inadequacies of the position defended by Existentialist Marxism and Hegelian
Marxism were shown by their reactions to the events of 1956, which also marked the
beginning of a period of theoretical retreat, revision, or speculative overreach that
eventually failed to offer a compelling substitute for either bourgeois liberalism or

Stalinism.

Existential Marxists in France, who were already uncomfortable with Stalinism, were
faced with a difficult choice. Once, arguing that historical terror might be morally
justified if it helped society to a higher moral state (Merleau-Ponty, 1969). The
philosophical conflict between necessity and freedom that defined postwar French
philosophy was personified by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In Humanism and Terror
(1969), Merleau-Ponty had argued that violence in revolutionary contexts could be
morally justified if it served a dialectical progression toward freedom. His idea of
"terror" was a historical justification rather than an ethical endorsement. This meant
that revolutionary violence was tragic but still required in light of the postwar world's

imperialist circumstances.
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This line of thought stemmed from an ambiguous interpretation of history as a
morally ordered totality in which future emancipation could relativize individual
crimes (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, pp.85-95). But Merleau-Ponty would lose faith after
understanding the depths of Stalinist horrors. It would become harder for everyone
to deny the facts regarding Stalinism and its excesses, especially after the gulags,
show trials, and mass executions were made public. He decided that history could no
longer be a source of moral validity after 1956; therefore, he completely gave up on
Marxism (Lewis, 2005, p.157). Merleau-Ponty would completely distance himself
from political philosophy. He gave up on the Marxist project and resorted to
psychoanalysis and phenomenology. The breakdown of existential Marxism's most
meticulously stated synthesis of Marxist teleology and individual freedom was

caused by his intellectual retreat from politics.

The closest existentialist philosopher to Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, had a different
reaction. In contrast to him, Sartre made an effort to reconcile the irreconcilable. By
creating a new dialectic that could take into account both the necessity of class
struggle and the freedom of human subjectivity, Sartre attempted to recreate
Marxism rather than forsake it. Written mostly in reaction to the events of 1956, his
famous Critique of Dialectical Reason (2004) tried to outline an open-ended, non-
dogmatic Marxism in which historical structures developed from the sedimentation
of individual projects, or what he referred to as "practical ensembles." According to
Sartre (Sartre, 2004, pp.134-140), alienation and reification are contingent effects of
the dialectical conflict between subjectivity and totalization rather than inevitable

outcomes of social life.

Sartre attempted to reconcile the conflict between historical materialism and
existential freedom in this way. However, Lewis (2005) notes that this synthesis
attempt was ultimately unsuccessful. Sartre's speculative dialectic did not adequately
make use of empirical research, and it was too dependent on a metaphysical
conception of freedom, which meant that it lacked both theoretical precision and
political traction (pp.157-158). Furthermore, Sartre's moral authority was
undermined by his reluctance to address the PCEF's institutional complicity or to

adopt a firm stance on the events in Hungary. He became more and more detached
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from the Party, but he was still reluctant to join the rising number of Marxist
dissidents who believed that Soviet communism was a betrayal of Marxist ideals.
Therefore, Sartre's Critigue was a tremendous attempt to reimagine Marxism, but it
was unable to offer a clear political position and a coherent methodology. Although
his conception of totalization was full of intellectual insights, his version of Marxist
theory lacked a solid foundation in social science and political analysis. Few found
his hypothetical union of Marxist determinism and existential freedom compelling in
his Critique (2004). This attempt "to force Marxism and phenomenology together"
thus failed both theoretically and politically, as Lewis explains (2005, p. 157).

After 1956, there was also a major reckoning for the Hegelian Marxist tradition,
which was most famously represented by Lefebvre and Cornu. Lefebvre had already
made a substantial contribution to the resurgence of Marxist thinking in France,
especially through his emphasis on alienation and everyday life, but he had long been
ostracized inside the PCF because of his cultural and intellectual heterodoxy.
Lefebvre had already presented a Hegelian-inspired interpretation of alienation in
Critique of Everyday Life (1991). This Hegelian interpretation went beyond the
economic level to encompass the cultural and ideological frameworks of everyday
life. He maintained that capitalism creates a lived experience of estrangement that is
incomprehensible to economistic theories of class conflict because it not only
exploits labour but also colonizes the spaces and rhythms of everyday life (Lefebvre,

1991, pp. 45-62).

Lefebvre stayed within the sphere of party Marxism until the 1960s, notwithstanding
his criticism of Stalinism and bureaucratic socialism. But after 1956, he was more
explicit in his criticism of the Soviet model, particularly in his later writings that
addressed urbanization, space, and ideology. Lefebvre never provided a complete
alternative to the party line or a new Marxist framework that might have replaced the
flawed Soviet paradigm, however, and Lewis (2005) points out that his theoretical
contributions were only partially political (p.158). Even though it lacked the
systematic ambition necessary for urgent theoretical reconstruction, his work was

inspirational for other philosophers, particularly in the 1968 generation.

64



By analysing Marx's intellectual progression from idealism to materialism, Auguste
Cornu, who was interested in the history of Marx's philosophical development,
intended to establish a connection between Hegelian and Marxist philosophy. Cornu,
however, disagreed with the need for epistemological rupture that emerged after
1956 since he insisted on continuity between the early and mature Marx. His
framework was insufficient when Stalinism fell apart because of his dedication to a
historicist interpretation of Marx, a Marx who was still influenced by German
idealism. Any interpretation of Marx that did not acknowledge the distinction
between ideology and science, between philosophy and theory, ran the risk of
repeating the ideological mistakes that initially made Stalinism possible, as Althusser

would later claim (Althusser, 2005).

In response to the crisis after the events of 1956, Marxists of the Existential and
Hegelian traditions made attempts at renewal, withdrawal, or speculative system-
building. However, all were hindered by theoretical frameworks that either failed to
critically separate Marxist theory from its ideological appropriations or
overemphasized human subjectivity. None of these three forms of French Marxism
could convincingly distinguish between Marxist theory and the errors of Stalinist
political practice, according to Lewis (2005). This failure created a hole in French
Marxist thought that only Althusser's intervention was finally going to fill, which
tried to fundamentally restructure Marxism on anti-idealist and anti-humanist

grounds, even if it was temporary.

PCF was also affected by the events of 1956, especially since it had been following
the directions given by the CPSU closely for many years; it found itself in a difficult
situation. PCF so thoroughly aligned itself with the Soviet Union that it frequently
acted against its own strategic interests in order to conform to the CPSU’s directives.
This strong ideological loyalty extended beyond the party’s leadership, too. Even
Marxist intellectuals in academic circles, driven by the belief that the Communist
Party remained the only vehicle for achieving a comprehensive revolutionary

transformation, were not exempt from this belief (Judt, 1986, p.185).

Between 1930s and 1950s, even the intellectuals that are part of other forms of

Marxism supported the Soviet Union even when it entailed the cost of criticising
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themselves for Soviet interests or abandoning their own projects and even went as far
as defending the atrocities committed by the order of the CPSU during the Stalin era
(Lewis, 2005, pp.155-156). Although the Soviet regime was widely associated with
political crises and repression, both the French Communist Party and parts of the
French intellectual elite continued to view the USSR as a real alternative to Western
capitalism. This view was accepted especially during the economic crisis of the
1930s. For them, the Soviet model served as valid evidence of communism’s
systemic superiority, which in turn was used to assert the philosophical primacy of
Marxism over bourgeois thought. These convictions were further solidified by the
USSR’s victory in World War 2, which was seen as a defeat of reactionary capitalist
forces. Even as the Cold War was happening, and despite growing awareness of
Soviet repression and the increasing theoretical limitations of “scientific socialism”,
many French intellectuals persisted in uncritical, pro-Soviet rhetoric while
disregarding convincing evidence of systemic abuses which were coming to light
(Lewis, 2005, p.156). Another reason for this support was that the only language and
discourse available to leftist intellectuals of the time was Leninist. Leninist discourse
was learned through the Communist Party, and because the Party was loyal to the
Soviet Union, these leftist intellectuals were also pushed to a position that supports it

(Khilnani, 1993, pp.44-45).

In 1956, Khrushchev’s Secret Speech, which was a disclosure of mass killings
carried out under the guise of progress, followed shortly by the Soviet military
intervention in Hungary, exposed a deep contradiction between official rhetoric and
actual practice. These events severely damaged the long-standing association
between Marxist philosophy, the PCF, and the political agenda of the Soviet Union.
For many sympathizers on the Left, the revelations served as a final justification for
severing ties not only with the Communist Party but also with Marxism as a whole.
While some party members attempted to carry on as though nothing had
fundamentally changed, particularly those who were among the philosophical
community, saw the events of 1956 as a turning point. It prompted critical
reassessment of Marxist theory and a deeper interrogation of the assumptions that
had historically linked philosophy, party politics, and Soviet practice (Caute, 1964,
pp.228-233).
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One might call the different post-1956 evaluations of Marxism groundbreaking or
revolutionary; most were limited by the theoretical frameworks that those involved
had at their disposal. Whether within the PCF, among Existential Marxists, or within
Hegelian-Marxist groups, the potential for true theoretical advancement was often
restricted. The PCF, heavily rooted in Stalinist orthodoxy and directed by Thorez,
who fostered his own cult of personality, was especially lagging in its response,
taking nearly four years before the party even began contemplating a reassessment of
its views. In the 1960s, publishing outlets linked to the PCF began to cautiously
present alternative viewpoints, including Garaudy’s works on Humanist Marxism.
Nevertheless, his critique of Stalinism remained peripheral within the party and did

not embody a dominant or broadly accepted stance (Cranston, 1970, pp.11-13).

Despite their efforts, Garaudy and other theorists within the Communist Party offered
only a diluted critique of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy, largely limited to a weakened
version of Lefebvre’s concept of alienation, paired with a more inclusive approach
that opened the Party to groups such as Catholics and middle-class professionals.
While these revisions were occasionally acknowledged in party rhetoric, they had
little to no substantive impact on the party’s ideological direction or political
practices. During the 1966 Central Committee debates between Althusser and
Garaudy, although the party appeared to support Garaudy’s humanist position, its
official stance remained ambiguous and offered minimal endorsement of either
thinker’s proposed revisions. Despite public support for Garaudy’s Humanism from
the Party General Secretary and other senior party figures, the overall outcome of the
debate was restrictive in nature. It effectively curtailed further theoretical inquiry and
closed the door on continued discussion within the party framework (Goshgarian,

2003, pp.15-16).

Even though there was a growing sense among some party theorists that Stalinism
was intellectually bankrupt, many attempted to solve the crisis by embracing a
different kind of Marxism, which was Marxist humanism, instead of turning away
from ideology. Althusser would later criticize this move as regressive and explained
that returning to the “young Marx” and his notion of alienation was a retreat into

idealism, rather than a step forward (Althusser, 2005). But for many PCF members,
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whose intellectual lives had been shaped by decades of dogmatic orthodoxy, the
discovery of Marx’s early writings felt like liberation. This was seen as a liberation
from Stalinist censorship more than a move toward rigorous philosophical renewal

(Lewis, 2005, p.162).

Thus, all three forms of Marxism in France failed to fill the theoretical gap that was
created by the events of 1956. Some of the Existentialist Marxists and Hegelian
Marxists tried to find a way to transform their versions of Marxism in line with the
developments of 1956, some were unable to do so and instead retreated completely
from the political scene and philosophy. PCF, at the same time, did not know how to
deal with the revelations of the Secret Speech and continued its decades-long pattern
of oscillation between orthodoxy and its obverse, liberal politics and theory. This
time, it was Marxist Humanism that was on the other side of the coin. Torn between
these two perspectives, the Party remained undecided for many years and chose to
remain inactive. As a result, cadres seeking to respond to issues of Stalinism and
undertake theoretical revisions accordingly would drift toward humanism and
Hegelian Marxism. It was under these circumstances, events, and crises that
constituted the conjuncture in which Althusser would be compelled to make his
political-ideological intervention, revealing a hidden third option to the dilemma-
stricken and paralysed French Marxism. Rather than attempting to combine Marx's
theory with this or that thinker, he would advocate a return to Marx. For this
political-theoretical return to be successful, he would first have to clear the ground
for his new theoretical construction by discrediting other forms of Marxism, such as
Humanism, Existentialism, and Hegelian Marxism. This needed to be done “For
Marx”, and with a return to Marx. Only after that point, Althusser would create his

own theoretical framework by “Reading Capital”.

3.4. The Moment of Intervention

Althusser makes his own analysis of the conjuncture that he is in, explains the
necessity of an intervention, and presents the outline of his intervention and the
direction it is headed in the future in For Marx. Althusser places his theoretical

endeavour in the context of post-war France's intellectual and political milieu. Mass
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mobilizations, the Cold War, and an ideological dogmatism within PCF that put
political demands ahead of philosophy characterized the years after the Resistance.
Philosophers were forced to serve as commentators and defenders rather than
researchers when Party leaders revived the slogan "bourgeois science, proletarian
science" during scandals like the Lysenko affair and treated science as just another
ideology (Althusser, 2005, pp. 21-23). According to Althusser, this was not just a
result of Stalinism; rather, it was a manifestation of a more serious historical flaw:
the French left lacked a sophisticated theoretical heritage. France's most notable
intellectual legacy in the socialist tradition came from utopian thinkers and lone
exceptions like Jaureés, whereas Germany, Russia, and Italy had produced
philosophers and politicians like Engels, Lenin, and Gramsci (Althusser, 2005, pp.
23-24). Few intellectuals sought their future alongside the working class, and even
fewer were prepared to construct a Marxist philosophical tradition, as a result of the
bourgeoisie's successful assimilation of intellectuals after 1789 and the long-standing
dominance of spiritualist and anti-materialist philosophy from Maine de Biran to
Bergson (Althusser, 2005, pp. 24-26). After the war, Althusser's generation became
engrossed in political struggle, frequently at the expense of consistent theoretical
development. Marxist philosophers tried to make Marx acceptable to scholarly
audiences in an atmosphere of ideological suspicion by transforming him into the
terms of humanism, Husserl, or Hegel (Althusser, 2005, p.27). Disillusionment and

"

this compromise led to a number of declarations of philosophy's "end," including its
reduction to a critical conscience of science, its realization in political action, or its
supersession by science (Althusser, 2005, pp.28-30). Althusser contends that none of

these viewpoints offered a solid basis for Marxist thought.

Although it also exposed the underdevelopment of Marxist theory in France,
Althusser claims that the end of Stalinist dogmatism after 1956 created a space for
sincere investigation. The crucial task for Althusser at that point was to openly ask
the question of the specificity of Marxist philosophy. To do this, it was necessary to

n

pinpoint the "epistemological break" in Marx's thought process, which occurred
when he turned from ideological philosophy to scientific theory (Althusser, 2005,
pp-30-33). Althusser places this break in 1845 with the Theses on Feuerbach and The

German Ideology, which established dialectical materialism, a new philosophy, and
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historical materialism, the science of history. Early Works (1840-44), Works of the
Break (1845), Transitional Works (1845-57), and Mature Works (1857-83) are the
four periodizations he suggests (Althusser, 2005, pp.34-35). Althusser believed that
locating the break correctly was of utmost importance. Before 1845, Marx's criticism
of Hegel was Feuerbachian rather than Marxist, and it was still trapped in the idealist
dilemma it was trying to solve (Althusser, 2005, pp.36-37). Ignoring this puts one at
risk of confusing Marx's young ideological jargon with his more developed
theoretical notions. According to Althusser, a Marxist theory of theoretical
formations and their history, a reflexive philosophy that can take Marxism itself as its
object, is necessary for a proper reading of Marx. In Marx's writings, such a project
is both necessary to separate science from ideology and the process by which Marxist
philosophy can be established as a separate and cohesive field of study (Althusser,
2005, pp-37-39).

As mentioned earlier, various forms of Marxism in France were stunned by the 1956
crisis and were unable to react and adapt their theories accordingly, and respond to
the demands of the time. Recognizing this, Althusser found a solution in returning to
Marx. There were several reasons for this return to Marx. One of these was Marx's
growing relevance, especially after the war, and the inadequacy of the readings of
Marx that had been conducted prior to that period. A new type of reading of Marx
was needed. As a member of the PCF, Althusser was a follower of the PCF's long-
standing orthodox position and had experienced the party's periodic liberalizations
and relapses into orthodoxy, a process of political and ideological oscillations. He
was familiar with the tradition of criticizing the various humanist and Hegelian
readings that developed alongside this process, and accordingly, he positioned
himself against these various readings. For Althusser, who saw the political
elimination of these positions as a necessity, the best way to do this was to
instrumentalize philosophy, because, in his own words, he was both a militant and a
philosopher (Althusser, 1971). This meant that Althusser intended to make a political
intervention through philosophy.

There were several conditions for the successful implementation of this political-

theoretical purge. First, it was necessary to sever the connection between Marx and
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Hegel, and to sever the relationship between Marxism and humanism. Then, it is
necessary to provide a theoretical explanation for this rupture and, based on this, to
construct a new theoretical framework. Thus, and for this very reason, Althusser had
to elevate Marxism to the level of the sciences and claim that Marxism was an actual
science. History, thanks to Marx's theoretical initiatives, had been transformed into a
science under the name of historical materialism. This had long been accepted, but
Althusser also wanted the theory of science, or theory of theory underlying this
science, to be consistently and validly articulated and transformed into a science.
This would secure Marxism, or rather, Althusser's interpretation of Marxism, from
external attacks. It would also make the Marxist theorists better able to deal with the
new unforeseen political and ideological developments in the social formation and
understand the new developments without recourse to underdeveloped notions such
as “deviations”, thus making Marxists better equipped to analyse the concrete

situation in a Leninist sense.

Although he criticized other forms of Marxism for utilizing philosophical sources
outside of Marxism, Althusser would also draw on Freud, Spinoza, Bachelard, and
sometimes, even at the risk of angering the PCF, would reference Mao during the
construction of the scientific foundation of Marxism. Althusser actually claimed to
prevent the infiltration of various bourgeois ideologies by returning to Marx, but in
reality, he would also draw on various philosophical schools of thought. This means
that Althusser was not returning to orthodoxy; he was creating his own orthodoxy,
perhaps a more accurate term, a neo-orthodoxy. Althusser would achieve this by

offering a left-wing critique of Stalinism.

This emphasis on science and scientificity was not a surprise. Althusser was a
member of the PCF, and the PCF had repeatedly emphasized scientificity in its long-
standing calls for a return to orthodoxy and had always employed scientific discourse
in the process of politically and ideologically purging those who opposed this call.
The call for examination of Stalin's Short Course and the construction of a Marxist
science, the ultimate science, based on this text, was an example of this. Althusser
would then try to use a political tool he had witnessed being used many times,

against both the PCF's traditional enemies, Hegelian Marxism, Existentialist
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Marxism, and humanism, and against the orthodox line, whose dogmatic stance had
empowered other currents by being unable to resist their attacks. In other words, this
time Althusser would also turn his theoretical weapon against his own party. Or
perhaps he would instrumentalize it in attacking his humanist rivals within the PCF,

such as Garaudy.

The numerous references to Mao in For Marx were no coincidence. In the post-1956
period, making so many references to Mao also meant standing on the orthodox side
of the emerging Sino-Soviet split, that is, on the Chinese side. The humanist
Marxism that emerged as a result of Khrushchev's Secret Speech was perceived as a
threat by the CCP and was subjected to harsh criticisms. The significance of utilizing
Mao's theory to this extent in this context was clear. Against this new political-
ideological orientation, Althusser was demonstrating his own party's traditional
reflexes: a return to orthodoxy. But this time, a new form of orthodoxy, as mentioned
earlier. Moreover, in For Marx, Althusser would offer harsh criticisms of Marxist

humanism without even attempting to conceal his position.

Althusser believed that to distinguish Marx from other philosophical traditions, the
method by which Marx was read before needed to be changed. The logic of the new
form of reading was essentially to construct a Marxist reading of Marx. This new
reading would reveal Marx's theoretical originality and his distinction from other
philosophical traditions. Althusser would call his own reading a ‘“symptomatic
reading”. The concept of symptom was inherently present in Freud and Marx. The
fundamental aim of this reading was to understand Marx's positioning in the history
of philosophy and the history of the sciences, not only through his own definitions
but also through understanding the logic and structure of the system of thought he
established.

When read using previous reading methods, one might think that Marx's fundamental
difference from the classical economists before him consisted in seeing what they
failed to see and naming what they could not name. However, for Althusser, the issue
was not simply the issue of sight and oversight. Intentionally or unintentionally,

Marx had presented a theoretical structure unlike those that preceded him. For
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Althusser, the thinker's intentionality or consciousness was irrelevant. In fact, the
points that the classical economists saw and failed to see were visions and non-
visions related to the structure of the theoretical framework they adopted. In other
words, the issue wasn't related to these thinkers' theoretical rigor. The problem lay in
the fundamental structure that led them to ask all the questions, which connected and
determined all the theoretical questions, the nodal point of all the notions and
questions. Althusser would name this structure the problematic. This concept was
borrowed from Jacques Martin to be able to explain another concept that Althusser
also borrowed from Gaston Bachelard, the epistemological break (Althusser, 2005,
p.32). A word or concept cannot be meaningfully examined in isolation. Its
significance emerges only within the theoretical or ideological framework in which it
operates, the problematic. A similar notion can be observed in Foucault’s work
(2003). Importantly, the problematic should not be confused with a worldview. It
does not represent the distilled essence of an individual’s or an era’s thought, nor can
it be extracted from a body of texts through a purely empirical or generalizing
reading. Rather, it encompasses both the concepts and problems that are present and
those that are absent within a given framework. Accessing it, therefore, requires a
symptomatic reading, modelled on the Freudian analyst’s interpretation of a patient’s
speech, which seeks meaning as much in what is unsaid as in what is explicitly stated
(Althusser, 2005, pp.253-254). This means that symptomatic reading concerns itself
with the unconscious of the text more than its conscious understanding of itself.
Althusser believed that symptomatic reading was both the reading method suggested

by Marx and the correct way to read Marx as a Marxist.

By using the symptomatic reading method to examine Marx's theoretical corpus,
Althusser identified a break between Marx's early and late periods. He argued that in
his early period, Marx was still committed to an ideological problematic, but in his
late period, he shifted to a scientific problematic. He explained that while his early
period was influenced by Hegelian and Feuerbachian problematics, and therefore
employed concepts such as alienation, Marx clearly utilized the scientific
problematic in his later period, particularly in Capital. He challenged those who
interpreted Marx's continued use of some early concepts, particularly during the

transitional period and even in his later period, as a commitment to an ideological
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problematic and argued that the meanings of these concepts were also changing
along with the changing problematic, that is, with the changing theoretical
framework. He argued that Marx, in his effort to develop appropriate concepts and
terminology, quickly eliminated the terms stemming from this old problematic from
his theoretical structure. Althusser called this transition from the ideological

problematic to the scientific problematic, the epistemological break.

The term epistemological break, first introduced by Bachelard and later developed in
the history of ideas by thinkers such as Canguilhem and Foucault (Althusser, 2005, p.
257), refers to the decisive shift from a pre-scientific mode of thought to a scientific
one. This shift entails a complete rupture with the framework and assumptions of
pre-scientific, or ideological, notions, replacing them with an entirely new conceptual
structure. Althusser adopts this concept to interpret Marx’s intellectual development,
specifically, his abandonment of the Hegelian and Feuerbachian ideology of his early
years and his subsequent creation of the core concepts of dialectical and historical

materialism in his later works (Althusser, 2005, p. 249).

By using the concept of the epistemological rupture and based on this concept,
claiming that Marx's late period was tied to a scientific problem, Althusser was
essentially attempting to discredit various Hegelian interpretations. This intervention
served to strengthen his position both in internal political-theoretical debates in the
PCF and in his polemics against various interpretations of Marxism in France. On the
one hand, he drew strength from traditional Marxist claims about science, and on the
other, he challenged the dogmatism of previous Marxist interpretations of science. In
this way, he declared war on both traditional interpretations and Stalinist dogmatism,
as well as on the alternative Hegelian line. Of course, using the concept of
epistemological rupture alone would not be enough. For this theoretical-political
intervention to be successful, the philosophical link between Marx and Hegel had to
be gradually broken down, and a new theoretical structure developed from it based

on the symptomatic reading of Marx.

Althusser explains that there are two important contributions made by Marx: the first

was the science of history, which is historical materialism. Historical materialism
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was accepted and used by Marxists and intellectuals, as well as revolutionaries such
as Lenin. But there was also an underlying Marxist philosophy behind the Marxist
science of history, which is dialectical materialism. Althusser believed that all major
scientific revolutions brought with them a new philosophy and claimed that the
Marxist philosophy was not developed enough. This meant that it was the duty of the
intellectuals to develop this underlying philosophy. Historical materialism is the
science of history, while dialectical materialism includes the theory of science or a
theory of theory within it. Althusser believed that examining what Marxist dialectics
was and how it differed from Hegelian dialectics was a crucial endeavour. This
theoretical effort would reveal Marx's theoretical originality. At the same time, it was
necessary to clarify the meaning of materialism and eliminate its ideological
interpretations. Althusser explained that, according to the Marxist theory of science,
knowledge was a product of a knowledge production process similar to the
production process in the economy described in Capital. Similar to the production of
material goods, theoretical production also has a raw material, the means of
production to process the raw material, and the final product. In the process of
knowledge production, raw materials are the previously given concepts that were
already developed, not found, and not discovered. Scientific means of production,
which include the problematic notions and concepts, would then make it possible to
process the already developed concepts, which may still include ideological
elements. The resulting products of this theoretical production process are the new
scientific concepts and new relations between these concepts, which are based on the

new scientific problematic.

Althusser named these three necessary elements of the knowledge production
process as the Generalities 1,2, and 3 (Althusser, 2005). He later adds an important
note to this process and explains that the whole process takes place in thought. This
means that the scientific process was a process happening in thought, starting from
the abstract in thought and ending with the concrete in thought. From this point,
Althusser explains that other methods, such as the empiricist method, claim to start
from the real concrete and move towards the abstraction, or claim to extract
knowledge from the real concrete. He believed that this was an ideological

understanding of the object of science and mixed the means of scientific production

75



with the object of science. This was one of the main differences between the Marxist
theory of science and other methods. The originality of Marxist theory was based on

its peculiar object of science.

Ideology, on the other hand, refers to the lived relationship between individuals and
their world, or to a reflective expression of that relationship, such as a philosophy,
which remains largely unconscious, for Althusser. Its distinction from science does
not lie in being false, as it can be internally coherent and logically structured, such as
theology, but in the predominance of practical-social functions over theoretical ones,
or over the pursuit of knowledge. In historical terms, ideology exists prior to the
science that emerges through an epistemological break with it. Nevertheless, it
continues to coexist with science as a constitutive element of every social formation,

persisting even under socialism and communism (Althusser, 2005, p.252).

For Althusser, the whole theoretical production process was a closed circuit, which is
proved by itself. Althusser claimed that Marxist science was proven by itself, similar
to all other developed sciences, thus claiming that it was as valid as any other
developed science (Althusser, 1970, p.52). By “developed science,” Althusser meant
a science that was able to purge all or most of the ideological concepts within it and
develop a scientific problematic, thus referencing the epistemological break.
Althusser warned that clinging to Hegelian notions while reading Marx brought with
it the risk of crossing back the line dividing ideology and science and returning to the
pre-scientific form of Marxism. Hegelian forms of Marxism were, in fact, based on
Marx’s works, which belong to the early ideological era of Marx and still used
notions belonging to the ideological pre-history of Marxism. These are grave errors
that may lead back to Marxism into its pre-historical territories, according to

Althusser.

One of the errors was to understand Marxist dialectics as the inversion of the
Hegelian dialectic. While the movement starts from an idea and continues towards
the real in Hegelian dialectic, Hegelian Marxists, based on several works of Marx
and Engels, claimed that the Marxist dialectic was defined by the inversion of this

movement. This meant a movement from the real concrete to the abstraction.

76



Althusser criticised this argument and claimed that empiricism and Hegelian dialectic
were the opposite sides of the same coin. Another underlying point contained within
this argument, according to Althusser, was that the only difference between the
Hegelian dialectic and the Marxist dialectic was the direction of the movement. One
of Althusser’s main points of critique was to discredit this argument. Critique of this

argument was based on the difference in the structure of the dialectic.

Althusser explains that the Hegelian view of social totality is based on the basic
contradiction and transformation of the idea. The transformation of the idea based on
the basic contradiction is then reflected in the social totality. The notion of social
totality thus describes a totality that consists of elements which are the reflections,
the phenomena of the idea that is defined by the same basic contradiction. They are
defined by their essence, which is the reflection of the idea. This process of
transformation based on the contradiction is what changes the social totality in a
linear history, a history created by the basic contradiction and understood as a
reflection of the transformations of the idea, which means a teleological linear

history, which works by the basic time based on a basic contradiction.

Althusser claims that when read with the method of symptomatic reading, what one
finds hidden in Marx’s texts is the specific complex structure of the social formation.
He explained that historical materialism worked on the social formation, which
consists of a specific complex structure. For Althusser, social formation consists of
different instances. These instances are the ideological instance, the political
instance, and the economic instance. These instances are structures and practices
based on their own peculiar production processes. Similar to the theoretical
production process, they have their own raw materials, means of production, and
products. The relationship between these instances is explained by the notion of
relative autonomy. Since Marxist totality is understood as the social formation, rather
than analysing the movement reflected in the totality, one needs to analyse the
instances and their relations. These instances are analysed as different elements that
do not mirror each other’s development but rather have their own development
processes with different histories. Althusser notes that “We think the relations

establishing and articulating these different practices one with another by thinking
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their degree of independence and their type of ‘relative’ autonomy, which are
themselves fixed by their type of dependence with respect to the practice which is

‘determinant in the last instance’: economic practice.” (Althusser, 1970, pp.51-52).

In Hegelian thought, the concept of totality assumes the existence of an original,
primary essence that underlies and gives rise to historical appearances through a
process of externalization; it is therefore conceived as a structure organized around a
central core. By contrast, the Marxist conception of totality cannot be separated from
the specific elements that compose it, since each element’s existence depends on the
others. As a result, it lacks a fixed centre, possessing instead a dominant element and

a determination “in the last instance,’

2005, p.255).

making it a decentred structure (Althusser,

In the Marxist conception, totality is neither a unified whole in which each element is
simply the manifestation of an underlying essence, as in Hegelianism, nor a system
in which certain elements function merely as secondary effects of a single
determining factor, as in economism or mechanism. Instead, the elements of a social
formation are asymmetrically related yet retain a degree of autonomy, which
generates contradictions. Among these elements, one holds a position of dominance,
and the economic base “determines in the last instance” which element assumes that
role. This is what Althusser describes as a structure in dominance (Althusser, 2005,

p.255).

The dominant element, however, is not permanently fixed; its position shifts
depending on the overdetermination of contradictions and their uneven development.
The concept of uneven development was borrowed from Mao. Althusser believed
that several important notions were being developed during the political practice, but
there was a need to develop them beyond political struggle to be able to create the
Marxist philosophy. He believed that this would help them create a coherent and
durable Marxist framework (Althusser, 2005). While the overdetermination is
ultimately determined by the economy “in the last instance,” Althusser stresses that
this phrase does not refer to an absolute moment, past or future, when the economy

alone dictates the entire structure. Rather, “the last instance never comes, the structure
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is always the co-presence of all its elements and their relations of dominance and

subordination - it is an ever-pre-given structure” (Althusser, 1970, p. 319).

It should be noted that Freud employed the term overdetermination to refer, among
other things, to the way dream-thoughts are represented through images that either
condense multiple thoughts into a single figure or shift psychic energy from a
powerful thought to seemingly insignificant images, a process he called
displacement. Althusser adapts this concept to explain how the contradictions within
each practice of a social formation influence the formation as a whole, and how this
totality, in turn, acts back upon each individual practice and contradiction. This
reciprocal dynamic shapes the configuration of dominance and subordination, as well
as the presence of antagonistic or non-antagonistic relations, within a structure of
dominance at any particular historical moment. More specifically, a contradiction is
said to be overdetermined when it reflects the conditions of its existence within the
broader complex whole, conditions shaped by the interplay with other contradictions,

thus revealing its uneven development (Althusser, 2005, pp.252-253).

Althusser explained that “time” was a theoretical notion and not a word of common-
sense knowledge. Thus, one needed to show the difference between the Marxist and
Hegelian definitions of “time”. The complex structure, which consists of relatively
autonomous instances, implies a different historical time with the Hegelian dialectic.
While the Hegelian dialectic assumed a linear history of the totality based on the
simple contradiction, thus offering a simple history, Althusser’s notion of
overdetermination shows that every relatively autonomous instance has its own
history. Althusser used this point to show the difference between Hegelian
understanding of time and the Marxist understanding of time. Althusser also disputes
historicism, the idea that history is a continuous, expressive totality whose unfolding
can be understood through the teleological logic of human self-realisation. Historicist
readings, influenced by Hegelian Marxism, interpret history as the expression of a

9% ¢

single principle or essence, whether “human nature,” “class consciousness,” or the

Hegelian “spirit” (Althusser, 1970).

Against this, Althusser argues that Marx’s mature theory recognises the complex

structured whole of a social formation, constituted by multiple relatively autonomous
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levels that do not develop according to a single, linear logic. Historical change,
therefore, results from the uneven development and overdetermined contradictions
among these structures, not from the realisation of an essence (Althusser, 2005). As
Geras notes, Althusser treats historicism as an ideological form of knowledge
because it projects onto history a subject such as “Man” or “the proletariat” that
guides its development (Geras, 1972). Instead, history has no subject and no goal in
the teleological sense (Althusser, 2005). This position allows Althusser to reject both
economism, which reduces all historical change to the economy, and humanist

teleology.

Althusser claimed that, by embracing certain reductions, the historicist approach
tends to strip theoretical practice of its distinctiveness, merging it with ideological,
political, and economic practices, and ultimately subsuming them all into a single,
undifferentiated category of “historical practice” or praxis. In this view, the history of
knowledge loses its relative autonomy and becomes inseparable from the singular
“real history” of the social totality. Within such a framework, Marxism is no longer
understood as a specific scientific practice developing within its own domain, but
rather as “the direct product...of the activity and experience of the masses”
(Althusser, 1970, p.134), that is, of their political and ideological practices, or as the
proletariat’s class consciousness. Althusser considers this a leftist position, politically
inclined to endorse spontaneism, and theoretically prone to explaining the content
and development of science solely in terms of class struggle, thereby casting
Marxism as a “proletarian science” directly opposed to and in conflict with
“bourgeois science” (Geras, 1972, pp.73-74). Althusser believed that one should not
equate the science of Marxism with the ideology of the proletariat. Althusser also
rejects spontaneism in line with “Kautsky's and Lenin's thesis that Marxist theory is
produced by a specific theoretical practice, outside the proletariat, and that Marxist
theory must be 'imported' into the proletariat” (Althusser, 1970, p.141). Althusser
also explains that it is very important to differentiate between historical and
dialectical materialism. An important outcome of the historicist reading of Marxism
is that, by stripping theoretical practice of its distinct character, it undermines the
very foundation of Marxist philosophy, the discipline that studies theoretical practice

itself. In this perspective, the crucial distinction between dialectical materialism (the
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theory of science) and historical materialism (the science of social formations)
disappears. Instead, dialectical materialism is subsumed into historical materialism,
which is treated as a self-sufficient, all-encompassing theory of history. For
Althusser, this collapse of categories erases an important theoretical separation

(Geras, 1972, p.74).

3.5. Conclusion

The previous chapter addressed the historical formation of the conjuncture in which
Althusser intervened. This chapter explored the conjuncture in which Althusser
intervened and its various elements. In this period, defined by the crisis of the
International Communist Movement after 1956, forms of Marxism in France were
largely inadequate in responding to the crisis, and this paved the way for Althusser's
intervention. Althusser, a member of the PCF at the time of this theoretical-political
intervention, was a follower of the traditional line inherited from the past and was
disturbed by the ideological-political softening around him. In this sense, he
criticized the dogmatism, historicism, reductionism, and economism of PCF
orthodoxy while simultaneously attempting to ideologically and politically eliminate

the PCF's traditional rivals.

This purge would be carried out in a philosophical and scientific form. For Althusser,
who claimed to be both a philosopher and a PCF militant, this was the most logical
course of action (Althusser, 1971). He would argue that the various forms of
Marxism he criticized were ideological and that a return to Marxist science and
philosophy was necessary. He would then proceed through the discourse of
scientificity, launching a rigorous theoretical attack that would deprive the targeted
schools and thinkers of their theoretical sources. The new theoretical framework he
constructed following this theoretical intervention would, by 1968, lead him to find
himself within the established orthodoxy, adopting a politically conservative stance,

and thus attracting harsh criticism.

To summarise his intervention, Althusser claims that Marx’s theoretical originality

and its rupture from previous traditions, especially the Hegelian tradition, is based on
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three points. Firstly, with the epistemological rupture, Marx has developed a
scientific problematic, thus forming the Marxist science. Secondly, the Marxist
theory of science and its object of science differ greatly from others. The scientific
process is a knowledge production process with its own theoretical raw materials,
means, and products. It starts with the abstract in thought and ends with the concrete
in thought, and it is verified by itself. Thirdly, historical materialism is a science of
history that analyses social formation and its relatively autonomous instances; it is
not a product of the activity of the masses or the proletariat. Historical materialism
and proletarian ideology are strictly separated. Furthermore, the instances do not
constitute a totality and do not contain an essence that makes them a phenomenon of
the Hegelian spirit or idea. They are not based on a basic contradiction but rather
marked by several contradictions and complex structural relations determined by the
structural overdetermination. Their histories are not singular, but they have
differential histories, which are very different from the Hegelian view. These
histories are not defined by the activity of experiences of the masses but are
understood as the histories of the relatively autonomous instances. What Althusser
manages to accomplish with this intervention is to purge the “ideological” elements
and show Marx’s theoretical originality while rupturing his theoretical link with the
ideological pre-history of Marxism and with the several forms of reading Marx, such

as humanism and historicism, which are based on this link.

Another crucial point is that all the points Althusser claimed to be ideological were,
in fact, the target of Althusser’s own theoretical-political purge. Adopting a Leninist
position, he attempted a similar political purge in a manner similar to Lenin. While
purging rivals that were previously targeted by Lenin, such as spontaneism and
economism, Althusser also sought to purge the political moderation that emerged
after 1956. For him, political actors changed while the theoretical lines remained. It
is no coincidence that the target of Althusser's theoretical intervention corresponded
to opponents of the PCF's traditional line. But it should be kept in mind that the PCF
itself was in a period of political turmoil and transformation, and Althusser was a part
of it. Althusser was trying to preserve not the PCF itself, but its traditional
ideological line. And for this line to be successfully preserved, it needed renewal. It

needed to be theoretically strengthened and purged of its ideological weaknesses.
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Conducting a left-wing critique of Stalinism, which attacked the critics of Stalinism
rather than Stalinism itself, corresponded to a neo-orthodox position in the wider
Left. This would manifest itself in 1968 and the student problem. Althusser would be
the target of criticism and would try to change his position in line with the criticism

he faced.
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CHAPTER 4

THE LEGACY AND THE CRITIQUE OF THE INTERVENTION

4.1. Introduction

After 1956, Althusser maintained a position of neo-orthodoxy by renewing the
traditional line. While this position criticized the reductionism, economism,
historicism, and dogmatism of the preceding orthodoxy, it simultaneously created a
new elitism, theoreticism, and detachment from politics. This new form of orthodoxy
was based on the academy and theory rather than the directives of the CPSU and the
political line enforced by the PCF elite. The ultimate consequence of this was a
conservative and inactive attitude in 1968, particularly in the context of the student
problem. This inactivity should be understood as the product of a specific
conjuncture in light of the previous chapters, and a wholesale rejection of Althusser's

theoretical and political contributions should be avoided.

Therefore, this chapter will examine how Althusser arrived at this position in 1968
and the criticisms he faced as a result. Only by correctly understanding the nature of
these criticisms and the changes Althusser made to his theoretical position in
response to them can Althusser's contribution to Marxist literature as a philosopher

be truly understood.

While the various criticisms levelled against Althusser are highly accurate, Althusser
stands out as a philosopher who, when appropriate, recognized his theoretical and
political shortcomings and charted a new course to address them. The story of
Althusser's intervention shows that it is important to consider a philosopher in their
conjuncture, and only within this context, his theoretical contributions can be better

understood and utilized.
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Starting from Althusser’s changing theoretical and political positions regarding the
events of 1968 and the student problem, this chapter will inquire into the relationship
between Althusser, Stalinism, and PCF, and later it will focus on several criticisms
that Althusser has faced regarding his theoretical position. The criticisms that are
going to be examined are chosen based mostly on their contemporaneity and
theoretical line. It is important to focus primarily on the criticisms coming from the
Althusserian camp in order to better understand the Althusserian framework and its
theoretical-political deficiencies and theoretical ambiguities. This would also prevent

the inclination towards the wholesale rejection of the Althusserian problematic.

Another point that is going to be examined in this chapter is the self-criticism
conducted by Althusser himself. As mentioned above, in order to understand
Althusser, it is crucial to consider critiques made within the Althusserian
problematic. This is why it is also crucial to examine the self-critical texts Althusser

wrote during and around the conjuncture of 1968.

Finally, based on all these points, it is important to examine what remains from
Althusser, and especially his theoretical intervention, what his legacy is, what
contributions he made to Marxist literature, what impact he has had on the creation
of the current conjuncture, and how his theoretical framework helps us today in

understanding the conjuncture.

4.2. 1968 and Althusser’s Revision

The events of May 1968 in France forced Marxist intellectuals to confront the
political significance of a mass revolt that began with students and rapidly expanded
into the biggest general strike in the history of France. Althusser had become a
leading figure in French Marxism, and he was a member of the PCF. He believed that
these upheavals exposed some problems in his theoretical framework, such as the
tendency to subordinate political practice to theory. He later called this tendency
theoreticism. Jacques Ranciere was Althusser’s student and co-author of Reading
Capital (1970). Ranciere used the events of 1968 and the “student problem” to make

a rigorous critique of his teacher. It is important to understand that the “student
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problem” is an important point that revealed Althusser’s theoreticism and represented

Ranciére’s theoretical break from Althusser (Lampert, 2014, pp. 27-30).

Althusser had attempted to theorize the political role of students even before May
1968. Althusser wrote his 1964 essay The Student Problem in the midst of growing
unrest in French universities. In this essay, Althusser insisted that students did not
constitute a revolutionary class (Althusser, 2011). Althusser believed that students’
role was mostly transitional, which meant that they were destined to become part of
the petit-bourgeois intelligentsia and that they lacked both the material position and
the political force to lead the revolutionary transformation. He also argued that an
important task for students was not to disrupt the structures of education but to
absorb scientific knowledge through Marxist science conducted under the guidance
of professors. What mattered was the quality of the knowledge itself, not the
hierarchical form in which it was transmitted (Althusser, 2011; Lampert, 2014, pp.
32-33).

This position revealed the underlying theoreticism of Althusser’s works. By making
the possession and transmission of scientific Marxist theory the decisive political act,
Althusser found himself defending the existing academic hierarchies. Althusser
warned that students who were challenging their professors risked alienating their
allies in the academy and undermining the very process by which they might acquire
the scientific knowledge necessary for the revolution. This position aligned Althusser
with the reproduction of the exact educational structures that May 1968 would bring

into question (Lampert, 2014, p.33).

When the revolt broke out, Althusser was conspicuously cautious. Students at
Nanterre and the Sorbonne initiated occupations and protests, and it quickly spread to
workers across France. The PCF leadership dismissed the student movement as petit-
bourgeois adventurism while Althusser’s own initial silence placed him in uneasy
proximity to that line. While attempting to intervene in the conjuncture of the crisis
after 1956, Althusser put himself in a position of orthodoxy. This was an orthodoxy
based on the primacy of scientific knowledge and hierarchy between the mediators of

this knowledge and the students, as well as the positions of the PCF, created by the
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previous experiences of the political oscillations. Althusser’s theoretical framework
was based on the distinction between ideology and science, and he believed that
revolutionary knowledge must be imported to the working class by intellectuals
similar to Lenin (1969), as mentioned in the previous chapter. This made him unable

to grasp the political novelty of the uprising (Lampert, 2014, pp. 29-31).

From Althusser’s perspective, the revolt was not yet based on the proletariat, and it
was not mediated through Party leadership. For him, this meant that the revolt
ultimately remained politically indeterminate and was doomed to fail. In this sense,
the events exemplified the dangers of spontaneism he had long warned against, as
mentioned in the previous chapter. Although he later accepted the importance of the
events of May 1968 in reshaping his thought, his immediate reaction reflected a
conservative and defensive position since Althusser refused to see students as
political subjects (Lampert, 2014, p.30). This was not a surprise since Althusser was
a member of PCF and PCF had attacked its rivals, and even its own members, on the
grounds that they were not a part of the working class. This argument was previously
used by PCF while purging its members and distancing itself from other forms of

Marxism and allies of Marxism in France, as mentioned in the first chapter.

In contrast to the conservative position of Althusser that constituted a neo-orthodoxy
during this conjuncture, Ranciére believed that the events of 1968 marked a decisive
turning point. He thus challenged the political neo-orthodoxy as well as the theoretical
framework of Althusser. This criticism is important since it was made inside the

Althusserian problematic and conducted with the method of symptomatic reading.

Ranciére interpreted the revolt not as a deviation from Marxist science but as an
eruption of political truth. For Ranciéere, ordinary people such as students, workers,
and the marginalized were asserting equality through collective struggle (Lampert,
2014, pp. 31-33). The indeterminacy that was identified by Althusser had a different
meaning for Ranciére. Ranciere believed that it exposed the limits of Althusser’s

structuralist framework (2011).

In his book called Althusser’s Lesson, Ranciére accused Althusser of transposing

class struggle onto a philosophical opposition between science and ideology. Thus,
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Althusser was ultimately defending the reproduction of the intellectual hierarchies. In
this model, professors and theorists were identified as those possessing the necessary
scientific knowledge. They were implicitly cast as revolutionary agents while
students and workers were put in the position of recipients. But the uprisings of 1968
showed that revolutionary action could emerge without the sanction of theory, which
damaged the strict hierarchy between scientific knowledge and political practice

(Lampert, 2014, p. 35).

In the years following the revolt, Althusser began to acknowledge the shortcomings
of his earlier positions. In Elements of Self-Criticism (1976), he admitted that his
early work suffered from a theoreticist deviation. What Althusser meant was that he
was forgetting the class struggle by overemphasizing theory at the expense of
political practice (Althusser, 1976; Lampert, 2014, p.21). Furthermore, he came to
see that ideology was not the opposite of the scientific process in the form of an error
or false consciousness, but a set of material practices embedded in institutions,
including the university. This recognition led to his famous account of Ideological
State Apparatuses (ISAs), where he explicitly addressed the role of schools in
reproducing class relations (Althusser, 1971). In this new view, schools were
understood as a part of the educational ideological apparatus, which diversified the
labour power and also taught the working class how to obey the rules of the capitalist
system and to respect and reproduce the existing social hierarchies. This new
framework was made possible by looking from the perspective of reproduction

defined in Marx’s Capital.

Althusser believed that while understanding the production in the capitalist social
formation was important, a more important point was to understand how it continued
to produce, thus highlighting the importance of the reproduction of the social
relations necessary for the production. This new position did not mean that Althusser
changed all of his previous theoretical positions, and it did not mean that Althusser’s
problematic was changing. But it showed that Althusser understood that he had made
a mistake regarding his theoretical analysis and political position regarding the
events of 1968, and he was ready to modify his framework based on this realisation

(Althusser, 1971).
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Other than the new perspective of reproduction and ISAs, which were developed
from it, he also modified his views regarding the notion of ideology (Althusser,
1971). He explained that ideology works based on the interpellation, which is a form
of ideological hailing. This could happen in the form of a hail made by a policeman,
which would be recognised by the addressee. Althusser believed that Ideology’s
hailing worked in the ideological state apparatuses. Ideological state apparatuses
were defined by the practice, and as the one that is hailed, partakes in the practices, it
is interpellated. Still, Althusser explains that ideological state apparatuses are
contested grounds and hints that it is possible to fight the ideology that is practiced in
these apparatuses. Implications of this new argument are that one could potentially
combat bourgeois ideologies on the ideological ground. This was also hinted at
before in Althusser’s Reading Capital when he hesitantly says that one could
possibly fight ideology with ideology, but it carries the danger of getting lost in the
ideological ground and opens the Marxist scientific problematic to the ideological

infiltration of bourgeois ideology (Althusser, 1970).

In Reading Capital, Althusser also explains that science is a production process
whose product creates the effect of science. He explains that ideology is also a
production process whose product creates the effect of ideology. Althusser warns that
products of the ideological production process can give the effect of science, while
the opposite of this is also possible. This is also a point that is creating ambiguity in
the definitions of ideology and science. It also undermines the claim that science is
the opposite of ideology (Althusser, 1970). But more importantly, it is a hint towards
Althusser’s self-criticism and changing position regarding science and ideology in
the later conjuncture, which is defined by the events of May 1968. There exist
several other ambiguities in Althusser’s theoretical framework that he had developed
during his theoretical intervention, which are identified by Geras. This will be

returned later in this chapter and examined in more detail.

In later interventions such as Sur une erreur politique (1972), Althusser also revised
his position regarding students. He acknowledged the existence of exploitation and
stratification within the university itself. He described auxiliary teachers and

precarious students as the proletariat of the education service. Thus, he changed his
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previous position regarding the role of the students and the university and located the
university firmly within the terrain of class struggle (Lampert, 2014, pp. 37-41). This
was an important change from his earlier defensive position regarding the academic
hierarchy. It was also a sign that the new conjuncture, which is defined by the events

of 1968, had forced him to rethink the political significance of education.

But Ranciére believed that Althusser’s revisions did not go far enough. Raniere
claimed that Althusser’s willingness to critique educational hierarchies remained
compromised by his continued position within the ENS and the PCF, as well as his
reliance on theoretical discourse. Ranciére dismissed Althusser’s self-criticism as
another symptom of theoreticism and claimed that Althusser was treating his earlier
political errors as theoretical “blind spots” rather than as embedded in institutional
power (Lampert, 2014, pp. 30-31, 43). This criticism is important since it is a
criticism based on the Althusserian problematic. It is based on the method of
symptomatic reading, but this time, it is directed to Althusser himself in the form of a

criticism.

Whereas Althusser believed that the events of May 1968 revealed the need to rethink
the material institutions of ideology, Ranciére argued that it revealed the limits of all
hierarchies of knowledge. He claimed that true politics lay in the assertion of
equality by those excluded from the realm of science and theory rather than being
based on theory’s attempt to recognize them. Thus, the “student problem” became the
symbolic ground of their theoretical and political split. It showed that for Althusser,
students were politically secondary, and they needed theoretical mediation by the
scientists of the Marxist science, which transferred the knowledge that they had
produced to the students. But for Ranciére, students embodied the capacity of anyone
to think and act politically. Ranciére would later base his whole theory of pedagogy

on this understanding.

This shows that the student revolts served as a nodal point in which the Althusser-
Ranciere theoretical-political divide was determined. Althusser’s earlier conservative
neo-orthodox position, which is defined by the defence of academic hierarchy and

his suspicion of spontaneism, showed that he was unable to understand the new
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conjuncture, which was defined by the events in 1968. Even though he later modified
his understanding of ideology and accepted that the class struggle was possible
within universities, he still continued his adherence to the theoreticist position, as
claimed by Ranciére. At the same time, Ranciére seized the opportunity created by
the events of 1968 as a chance to reject the hierarchies that existed in Althusserian
Marxism itself. For Rancicre, 1968 showed that political truth emerges not from
theory but from the collective assertion of equality. The student problem thus
revealed the political positions taken during the events of 1968, and it also
constitutes the theoretical aspects of the Althusser-Ranciére split. It is important to
understand the criticisms made by Ranciére to better understand the problems
existing in the theoretical position of Althusser and his political stance. For this
reason, it is important to understand Ranciére’s critique of Althusser. This is a point

that will be returned to later.

4.3. Althusser, Stalinism and the PCF

An important element of Althusser’s theoretical framework developed during his
intervention is its relationship to the problem of Stalinism, especially starting with
For Marx and continuing after it. The problem of Stalinism was never trivial in
Althusser’s work, but rather it formed the unspoken backdrop against which his
philosophy developed. In fact, Althusser’s efforts can be read as a continued response
to the crisis that happened as a consequence of the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU
and the following disorientation within the international communist movement
(Gerratana, 1977, p.111). Althusser’s intervention, which consists of works such as
For Marx and Reading Capital, aimed to overcome Stalinist dogmatism by reopening
the path for a Marxist philosophy. Unlike many Marxist intellectuals of the period
after 1956 who turned toward the young Marx and humanism, Althusser instead tried
to develop Marxism on its own terms. Althusser believed that this could be done by
reconstructing the philosophical foundations of Marxism (Althusser, 2005).
However, this project slipped into what Althusser himself would later call a
“theoreticist deviation,” which is self-critically defined as an excessive focus on
abstract philosophical construction at the expense of concrete political analysis

(Gerratana, 1977, pp.111-112).
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This theoreticism manifested itself in Althusser’s early focus and tolerance toward
Stalin’s theoretical legacy. An example of it is in For Marx. In this book, Althusser
described Stalin’s Foundations of Leninism as a particularly lucid exposition of
Lenin’s thought while also acknowledging its pedagogical dryness (Althusser, 2005;
Gerratana, 1977, p.112). It is possible to read this as symptomatic of Althusser’s
avoidance of the real confrontation between Lenin’s thought and the Stalinist
understanding of Marxism-Leninism. Althusser even attributed a measure of
theoretical discernment to Stalin’s rejection of the Hegelian “negation of the
negation” in Dialectical and Historical Materialism. Gerratana sharply criticizes this
claim by stressing that Stalin’s engagement with philosophy was superficial and
dilettantish, but it was also politically consequential (1977, pp.113-114). To regard
Stalin as a philosopher in any serious sense carries the risk of obscuring the link

between his philosophical dogmatism and his authoritarian political practice.

It was only in Althusser’s later writings that Stalinism became a direct object of
analysis, such as Reply to John Lewis and Elements of Self-Criticism (1976). In these
works, Althusser introduced the concept of “deviation” to grasp Stalinism. Thus, he
situated Stalinism as a return to the economism and humanism of the Second
International (Althusser, 1976). But still, Althusser’s use of “deviation” moved
between Lenin’s flexible notion of a correctable tendency and Stalin’s rigid definition
of mortal opposition to the party line (Gerratana, 1977, pp.115-116). This conceptual
ambiguity risked minimising the dangers presented by Stalinism by placing it in the

same analytical space as ordinary theoretical errors.

In his preface to Dominique Lecourt’s Lyssenko (1976), Althusser shifted from
“deviation” to “error” as the central category. He then argued that Stalinism was a
“colossal error” arising from the non-transparency of class struggle (Althusser, 1977,
Gerratana, 1977, p.117). This reframing constituted the basis for a Marxist
phenomenology of error that recognized error as a structural element of class
struggle rather than merely a failure of will or knowledge. But Gerratana warns that
Althusser’s reliance on Lenin’s view, which claims that failure to analyse an error is
worse than the error itself, paradoxically risks diminishing the enormity of Stalinism
and shifts the attention to the lack of analysis rather than to Stalinism’s catastrophic

political consequences (Gerratana, 1977, pp.117-119).
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Some claimed that Althusser’s confrontation with Stalinism remained incomplete.
Althusser correctly abandoned his earlier position of making concessions to Stalin’s
philosophical “merits” and came to see Stalinist dialectical materialism as a
“reactionary caricature” subordinated to political legitimation, but his theoreticism
often prevented a total historical reckoning (Gerratana, 1977, pp.119-121). Gerratana
claims that a true critique of Stalinism must read it within the contradictions of a

changing society rather than resolving it only at the level of concepts.

Even though there are some critics who read Althusser’s “left-wing” critique of
Stalinism as a failure or as inadequate, what is more important is to understand this
critique of Stalinism as an essential element of Althusser’s theoretical framework. It
is also important to read Althusser’s relation with Stalinism in the context of the
changing conjuncture, since it was the element that defined the theoretical
framework that Althusser created. This means that one needs to understand the
relation between Stalinism and Althusser to better understand both the limits and
possibilities of Althusser’s theoretical practice. It is possible to read Althusser’s
philosophical interventions not as abstract exercises, but as interventions shaped by
the unresolved legacies of Stalinism within the PCF and the international communist
movement. This problematic shaped Althusser’s positions in the 1960s and 1970s,

and it would also define the horizon of his later self-criticisms (Elliot, 2006).

It should be understood that Althusser’s confrontation with Stalinism cannot be
reduced to a personal rejection or endorsement because it was a structural and
political problem that required theoretical clarification. The PCF was deeply
entangled in the Stalinist tradition and remained cautious in its responses to both
Khrushchev’s Secret Speech in 1956 and subsequent waves of critique. In this
conjuncture, Althusser believed that problems of Stalinism were not just a matter of
abuses or crimes. They were viewed by Althusser as forms of theoretical and political
practice that distorted Marxism itself (Elliott, 2006, p.252). For Althusser, the issue
was not only political repression but also epistemological deformation. Stalinism was
criticised for entrenching economism, teleology, and a dogmatic conception of
history. Althusser’s early works, such as For Marx and Reading Capital, tried to

break with historicism and humanism precisely because these categories had been
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reinforced by the Stalinist orthodoxy (Elliot, 2006, p.254). In other words,
Althusser’s project to create a scientific framework was inseparable from the need to
develop a form of Marxism that is not Stalinist. But in this theoretical effort, even
though Althusser managed to develop a new form of Marxism and mostly purge the
Stalinist orthodoxy, he found himself trapped in a new form of orthodoxy which was
defined by the shadow of Stalinism that is mediated through the PCF mixed with the
theoreticism of his new position. This was the exact criticism he would face, as

mentioned.

When read critically, one of the paradoxes that can be identified in Althusser’s
position is the contrast between his strategy of theoretical intervention and his
symptomatic silence regarding Stalinism. During the critical conjuncture of 1956,
Althusser refrained from public denunciations of Stalinism, preferring instead to
engage in theoretical reconstruction. His choice of “detour,” which meant pursuing
theoretical rigor rather than political polemic, was not accidental; it was an
intentional strategy. Althusser believed that the best way to combat Stalinist legacies
was to clarify Marxism’s scientific structure. This would help strip it of teleology and
essentialist humanism (Elliot, 2006, pp.256-257). This explains why Reading Capital
(Althusser, 1970) did not explicitly name Stalinism but implicitly offered the tools
for its critique. The concepts of “epistemological break,” “theoretical practice,” and
“overdetermination” undermined the Stalinist framework greatly. While Stalinism
reduced contradictions to a linear class struggle governed by historical necessity,
Althusser put forward a theoretical framework that explained the complexity and the

relative autonomy of levels of social practice (Elliott, 2006, p. 259).

The events of May 1968 exposed the problems of Althusser’s theoretical and
political positions. He was reluctant to embrace the student movement and was
ultimately following the PCF’s rigid line, which placed him in a position of relative
isolation. It can be said that Althusser’s symptomatic silence on Stalinism became
increasingly untenable as critiques intensified from within and outside the Party
(Elliot, 2006, p.264). Students and younger Marxists demanded explicit political

engagement. But Althusser remained committed to a long-term theoretical detour.
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It was in this context that Rancicre’s break with Althusser became significant.
Ranciére argued that Althusser’s refusal to address Stalinism directly betrayed a
complicity with authoritarian structures. It can be said that this charge was perhaps
overstated, but it still revealed the limitations of Althusser’s approach since
theoretical intervention itself could not displace Stalinist legacies without
organizational and political struggle (Elliott, 2006, pp.267-268). As a result,
Althusser started to critically examine his own theories in the 1970s and admitted
that his previous writings had placed too much emphasis on theoretical rigour at the
expense of political action. Althusser's self-evaluation can be interpreted as a
reorganization of his project's priorities rather than a complete abandonment of it.
Althusser acknowledged that the failure of intellectuals to publicly challenge
Stalinism was one reason it had endured. Instead of challenging it openly, they

depended on "detours" that did not challenge the Party (Elliot, 2006, p.272).

In later works, Althusser acknowledged the limitations of his earlier interventions.
Texts such as Essays in Self-Criticism (Althusser, 1976) show this change in position.
Although he acknowledged that it had the risk of reproducing a hierarchical
relationship between theory and practice, he explained that his differentiation
between science and ideology was essential to departing from historicism. But
Stalinism had ultimately flourished on such divisions by elevating an elite Party line
above mass movements (Elliott, 2006, p.275). This was revealed in both the PCF’s

position in 1968 and Althusser’s symptomatic silence.

It can be said that Althusser’s theoretical development process cannot be understood
without the shadow of Stalinism. From his initial silence in 1956, through the
theoretical detours of the 1960s, to his later self-criticism in the 1970s, the shadow of
Stalinism haunted Althusser’s work. But he cannot simply be labelled as an
apologist, and he was not simply following the orthodox line. On the contrary,
Althusser was a philosopher attempting to invent concepts that could reverse Stalinist
distortions of the Marxist theory. But Althusser’s reluctance to address the issue of

Stalinism directly meant that he was always vulnerable to the charge of complicity.

Some shortcomings in his theoretical and political position can be identified and

criticised if one assumes that Althusser's theory has an essence which is revised and

95



corrupted in the form of a deviation or revised and corrected with a return to the
original problematic. But one can also understand it by reading it critically in an
Althusserian manner, thus identifying the changing elements of the problematic and
its reflection in the political practice as both a conscious and unconscious

construction of a neo-orthodoxy.

Althusser’s intervention can be claimed to be a form of political engagement through
theory, which tried to clarify Marx’s mature thought that is defined by the scientific
problematic, while adapting to the shifting conjuncture around the period marked by
the events of 1968. However, the Stalinist legacy forced him into a defensive
position. It was only through his self-critique that he started to accept the
insufficiency of theory without political confrontation. But this self-critique was a
critique that found its basis in the earlier works of the intervention. Some would
claim that Althusser was trying to fix his theory, which is disconnected from the
political action, within the terrain of theory, thus continuing its theoreticism
(Ranciere, 2011). While some others would criticise Althusser based on the historical
consequences resulting from its theoretical framework that disrupts the relation
between class struggle and Marxist theory, which resulted in the banishment of class,
the motor of history, and central pillar of Marxism, from theory and politics (Wood,

1998).

4.4. The Critique of Althusser’s Intervention

4.4.1. Context of the Critique

Since it represents the critique made inside the Althusserian problematic, Ranciere’s
critique is crucial for understanding the scope of Althusser’s theoretical and political
changes. Although Althusser's theoretical framework has been criticized by many
thinkers and has undergone changes in the light of various criticisms, this is precisely
why this specific criticism stands out. For this reason, it is necessary to examine the
historical reasons for the Althusser-Ranciere divide within a broader context. This
way, as in previous chapters, theoretical developments can be understood within their

political context and grounded in the changing conjuncture. Ranciére's critique will
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be better understood after examining its historical and political context. Therefore,

this critique will be examined from its historical context to its theoretical details.

Mozzachiodi notes that, in his later account of Althusser’s decline after 1968,
Ranciére traces the origins of the eventual dissatisfaction with Althusserianism back
to Althusser’s 1964 essay The Student Problems (Mozzachiodi, 2022, p.118).
Although it was written during the highly productive phase that produced For Marx
and Reading Capital, this lesser-known piece remained peripheral within the
Althusserian theoretical corpus. It was both because of its seemingly limited,
context-specific focus and because Althusser himself deliberately left it out of his
important publications from that era (Althusser, 1993, p.197). Althusser’s main
objection to Ranciere’s critical book, which was published in 1974, was that his

critique relied heavily on a text he had already disavowed in 1965.

The essay was intended to curb the activities of the syndicalist student wing of the
PCF, the Union des Etudiants Communistes (UEC), and to block their efforts to
achieve political and organizational independence from the Party. Ranciére argues
that what motivated Althusser’s unusually polemical intervention was the genuine
danger that the UEC’s initiatives posed to the very basis of his theoretical project
(Althusser, 2011, pp.8-15). After the Algerian War, the UEC redirected its critical and
political focus toward the university system. UEC was attempting to address its own
immediate context, which is defined by the educational apparatus in which it
operated. Interpreted through the point of view of the class struggle, this shift raised
questions about the material and social purposes of academic knowledge. It also
raised questions about the role of pedagogical relations in reproducing existing social

relations of production (Montag, 2015, pp.48-66).

For Rancieére and others writing after 1968, Althusser’s intervention in Student
Problems revealed a defensive reflex that, in their view, reappeared in theoretical
form within his major works of intervention in 1965. Ranciere argued that these
writings established the core principles of Althusser’s reconstruction of Marxist
philosophy, most notably the elevated, quasi-transcendental role assigned to science

and to the figure of the theorist. This framework, he suggested, ultimately served to
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legitimize the authority of the expert in the university and the intellectual within the
party. From this perspective, Althusserianism amounted to a theory of education.
Ranciere claimed that “every theory of education is committed to preserving the

power” that it seeks to reveal (Ranciére, 2011).

Althusser defended the indispensability of the organizational structures of the two
institutions that secured his own position in the revolutionary struggle in the Party
and the university, in Student Problems. He justified these hierarchies by portraying
them as the result of a necessary technical, rather than social, division of labour. This
argument was advanced in the name of preserving the struggle between science and
ideology. Althusser claimed that it could only take place by upholding the
fundamental “technical” division underpinning the transmission of knowledge,
namely. This ultimately meant the preservation of pedagogical inequality

(Mozzachiodi, 2022).

Althusser’s frequent use of the term “dangerous” to describe the confusion of
scientific practice with bourgeois individualism suggests that the legacy of
Lysenkoism and the “two sciences” debate was important for Althusser. From this
perspective, he maintained that the technical forms of scientific and pedagogical
practices under capitalism could not be reduced to a mere reflection of existing social
relations of production. While these practices did, in fact, contribute to reproducing
those relations, their function was not predetermined to do so. The example of
Lysenko revealed to Althusser that politicizing the technical forms of scientific
practice on the basis of social or philosophical criteria produced disastrous and
unacceptable outcomes (Mozzachiodi, p.120). Based on this, Althusser claimed that
the primary site where class power asserts itself over researchers, teachers, and
students lies in the character of the knowledge being taught, and this is a knowledge

divided by class into two distinct forms: science and ideology (Althusser, 2011).

Ranciere and the UEC adhered to the Althusserian perspective until the late 1960s
and placed their “spontaneous” student activism secondary to the theoretical primacy
of the class struggle. They committed themselves to defending Marxist science

against the ideologically corrosive influences present in French academic institutions
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(Elliot, 2006, p.171). In the years preceding 1968, the PCF’s attempts to control the
group reached a peak with the dissolution of the UEC cell at the ENS. Former
members such as Rancicére, Robert Linhart, and Dominique Lecourt established a
splinter Maoist organization as a reaction to the PCF’s attempts. Trotskyists under
Daniel Bensaid also created a separate group at the Sorbonne in 1967. Balibar and
others maintained their collaboration with Althusser into the 1970s and stayed in the
PCF for a longer period (Khilnani, 1993, p.108). But until 1968, anti-institutional
critique had already become dominant among student activists and the academic left.
The new social movements were defined by a focus on power. Principles of
decentralization and self-management became their guiding ideals. Althusserian

philosophy lost its influence as a result of these events (Mozzachiodi, 2022).

Alongside this institutional shift, the relationship between politics and the university
underwent a significant realignment. The student activism of May 1968 reoriented
the left’s political alliances away from the traditional triad of party, union, and
workers, toward a more informal network of coalitions. One important example is
the one between university students and workers. These alliances prompted reflection
on the connection between struggles in the workplace and those within the university.
The theoretical counterpart to this shift emerged in the study of social reproduction.
Several works examining how education contributes to the reproduction of the social
conditions of material production were being published in the 1970s. Key texts that
catalyzed this theoretical focus were Althusser’s Ideology and the State Apparatus
(1971) and Bourdieu and Passeron’s La Reproduction (1970). The events of 1968 and
the state’s response to them revealed that the university was deeply entwined with the
structures of capital and the state. This meant that the university was functioning as

one of the primary sites where these forces intersected (Mozzachiodi, 2022).

After the events of 1968, Althusser changed his views regarding the role of education
and developed the ISA framework to explain the educational apparatus. This
theoretical change of position was partly caused by his students’ views regarding his
theoretical position, which was seen as contradictory by the students just before the
events of 1968. This contradictory position was caused by his double political

position. Firstly, he was seen as a representative of the Party discipline, and secondly,
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he was a militant of the Maoist line. Resulting from the criticisms made by Rancicre,
Debray, and Linhart, Althusser decided to revise his position regarding the function
of education. His theoretical revision was seen as contradictory and incoherent by the
critics when compared to the works of the intervention. Critics claimed that the new

position held by Althusser was even more incoherent than his previous position

(Mozzachiodi, pp.121-122).

The theoretical gaps regarding the role of the educational institution became
particularly pronounced. Althusser previously viewed the university as occupying a
“special situation” that provided it with some protection from state intervention. This
enabled teachers and students to pursue their immediate political objectives.
Specifically, this involved the demystification of bourgeois ideology through
counter-knowledge, allowing the university to perform a relatively constructive

political function (Althusser, 2011).

Mozzachiodi (2022, pp.121-122) explains that Althusser maintained in I/deology and
the State Apparatus (1971) that the educational system was a vital component of the
state apparatus and that it was essential to the reproduction of the social and technical
stratifications required to sustain the capitalist production process. This perspective
holds that the educational institution gave the state the ability to produce ideological
subjects by monopolizing the conditions of social acculturation. As a result, it was in
a position to maintain prevailing ideologies, standardize behaviour, and differentiate
the workforce based on the social discipline and technical know-how needed by
capitalist businesses. According to this viewpoint, the university was an arena where
the state provided supplemental capital and was immediately integrated into the
larger industrial process. Given its complete articulation in Ranciere's work, the
leftist reaction to Althusser's most recent contribution would point out the ideology

essay's continuance of Althusserianism's structural inconsistencies.

4.4.2. The Critique

One of the sharpest and most controversial analyses of Althusser's political and

theoretical legacy is Ranciere's Althusser's Lesson (2011). Rather than merely
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disputing Althusser's philosophical ideas, Ranciére's critique of his work in this book
involves re-inscribing Althusser's ideas within their particular intellectual and
political history. Rancicre's experience of the May 1968 French student uprisings,
which he believed directly conflicted with the tenets of the Marxism he had studied
under Althusser, served as the basis for this criticism. The text was written
immediately following May 1968 and published in 1974, and it represents a political
re-evaluation of the theoretical Marxism that had characterized the French
intellectual left during the 1960s as well as a generational split. Ranci¢re had
previously studied under Althusser and worked with him on Reading Capital, but he
was going to sharply criticise his teacher because of this disillusionment. Three
interconnected topics are covered in Ranciere’s critique: Althusser's theory of
ideology, his political and theoretical position during the 1968 events, and the wider
political consequences of Althusser’s structuralist reinterpretation of Marxism.
According to Rancic¢re, Althusser's philosophy served as a "philosophy of order" that
separated intellectuals from the real struggles of the masses, even though it claimed

to be a revolutionary "science" (2011, xix).

Ranciére had no interest in offering a personal critique or a straightforward
monograph of Althusser's ideas. Instead of this, his objective was to examine the
"politics of a system of thought" (2011, xiii). He examined how Althusserianism,
which is based on a "theoretico-political intervention" (Ranciere, 2011, x1v), used the
political events of its era, such as the contemporary workers' and student struggles, to
assert the primacy of theory and the Party. Ranci¢re explains that Althusser's work
became the dominant view among the new forms of Marxism by calling for a return
to Marx's original thought while demonstrating allegiance to the PCF. Ranciere's
criticism thus functions as a refutation of what he understood to be an intellectual

"counter-revolution" (2011, p.129, 154).

Althusser’s famous essay, Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (1971), is
central to the critique. Althusser argued that ideology operates through institutions
such as schools, churches, and the family. It reproduces capitalist relations of
production by interpellating individuals as subjects. Ranci¢re believes that there

exists a profoundly elitist and depoliticizing logic in this framework. Althusser
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claims that all individuals are “always-already interpellated” into ideology. This
means that Althusser reduced political actors to the role of bearers of structures.
Thus, he left no room for genuine resistance or emancipatory initiative (Ranciére,

2011, pp. 28-30).

For Ranciére, this stance is equivalent to a theoretical foreclosure of politics. If
ideology is inescapable, then any attempt at revolutionary consciousness is already
trapped within the same structures it seeks to contest. Ranciere claims that Althusser
thus displaces political struggle into the hands of intellectuals. The task of these
individuals thus becomes the unveiling of ideology. This gives philosophy and
philosophers a privileged and authoritarian role in the revolutionary process. The
critique, therefore, extends beyond theoretical concerns to the question of intellectual
authority itself. Ranciére claims that Althusser’s Marxism hides a new form of
vanguardism disguised as structural analysis (Ranciere, 2011, pp. 52-54, 69). From
Ranciére’s analysis and with the relationship between Althusser and Stalinism, this
new form of vanguardism can be claimed to be a new form of orthodoxy or a “neo-

orthodoxy” in political practice supported by the theoretical framework.

Ranciére says that Althusserianism has ultimately repressed the creative and
spontaneous actions of the masses despite its focus on "theoretical practice". The
Althusserian definition of ideology means a system of representations that subjects
individuals to the dominant order, suggested a radical cultural revolution to some,
but its political effect was the condemnation of the student uprisings as a "petit-
bourgeois movement" that needed to be re-educated by the authority of Science and

the Party (Ranciére, 2011, xiv).

Althusser's emphasis on a "process without a subject" and the "theoretical anti-
humanism" served to diminish the role of human agency and the concrete experiences
of people in history (Ranciére, 2011, pp.16-21, xx). Ranciere says that this created a
stark contrast between the theoretical heroism of the philosopher who "discovers"

truth through solitary research, and the reality of mass action (2011, p.32, 74).

Ranciére's critique of Althusser's theory of ideology is central to the critique.

Althusser's view is that the dominated are ignorant of the laws of domination.
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Ranciére links this view to other theories of "misrecognition" and the "spectacle". He
says that this "simplistic view" assigns to the theorist the "exalted task of bringing
their science to the blind masses". For Ranciére, this presupposes an "inequality of
intelligences" and ultimately dissolves into a "pure thought of resentment" that

declares the masses are unable to take charge of their own destiny (2011, xvi).

Contrastingly, Ranciére's book is founded on the opposite idea of "the capacity of the
dominated" and the idea that a capacity common to all can found both the power of
thought and the dynamics of emancipation (Ranciére, 2011, xvi). He argues that
Althusser's theory moves from the domain of Marxism to that of bourgeois sociology
by failing to think through the problem of contradiction. It functions as a "screen" to
obscure the political fight of a "communist philosopher" against anything that
threatens the authority of his Party and his philosophy, particularly the students who
contested the authority of knowledge in May 1968 (Rancicre, 2011, p.21).

The political importance of this critique became clear during and after May 1968.
Althusser remained conspicuously silent while students and workers took to the
streets and factories in an unprecedented wave of protest and strikes. Rancicre
interprets this inaction as symptomatic of Althusser’s theoretical framework.
Spontaneous uprisings appeared politically insignificant or even misguided to
Althusserian Marxism since it viewed ideology as all-encompassing and viewed

political practice as dependent on the Party’s scientific knowledge (Ranciere, 2011,

pp. 11-13).

But the events of 1968 revealed precisely the opposite for Ranciere. Ranciere saw the
capacity of ordinary people, such as the workers, students, and marginalized groups,
to disrupt structures of domination and to invent new forms of politics. Ranciere
claimed that Althusser failed to grasp the significance of the events of 1968 and
exposed the conservative implications of his thought by dismissing or ignoring the
political struggles. Ranciere argues that Althusser’s retreat to theory reproduced the
same paternalism and hierarchy of knowledge that May 1968 had called into
question (Ranciere, 2011, pp. 47-49).
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Ranciére’s book is titled Althussers Lesson intentionally to highlight this
contradiction. Althusser had taught his students to distrust ideology, to avoid
humanist illusions, and to ground Marxism in scientific analysis. But according to
Ranciére, the ultimate lesson of Althusser’s thought was that politics belongs to those
who speak in the name of science, such as intellectuals, party leaders, and
theoreticians. This framework reinforced dependency and hierarchy instead of

opening the way for political emancipation (Ranciere, 2011, pp. 57-60).

Thus, Ranciére believed that Althusser’s lesson was a negative one. Althusser
revealed how theoretical Marxism could turn into a new form of domination by
mistake. This new form of theoretical Marxism excluded the voices of those who
struggle. In this sense, Ranciére places Althusser alongside what he saw as the
broader failures of Marxist parties in the late 1960s. An important example is the
PCF since it had distanced itself from the student revolts and prioritized the stability
of the Party over revolutionary rupture. Althusser was seen as a part of this
inclination, and this view was supported by his loyalty to the PCF orthodoxy in the

end.

Ranciere’s critique of Althusser was not only destructive. It also created the basis of
his own theoretical and political direction. Ranciere began to emphasize the capacity
of “the part of those who have no part” to assert equality and disrupt hierarchical
orders by rejecting Althusser’s structuralism (Ranciere, 1999). This egalitarian turn is
already visible in Althusser’s Lesson. A sign of this is his insistence that politics is
not the application of theory by experts. Ranciere’s definition of politics is instead
constituted by the practice of ordinary people asserting their equality against the
logic of domination. This break also means a deeper philosophical divergence. While
Althusser had tried to defend Marxism as a science distinct from ideology, Ranciere
dismantled the opposition between science and ideology as politically disabling.
Ranciére instead redefined politics as an aesthetic and disruptive process that is
irreducible to structural reproduction. The critique of Althusser provided the
transition from Rancieére’s early Marxist phase to his later work on politics,
aesthetics, and democracy, as well as influencing his pedagogical theory (Ranciére,

1991).
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Ranciere’s critique was based on history and politics, and it was to be theoretically
influential. Disappointment with Althusser’s theoretical and political positions,
which are marked by theoreticism and neo-orthodoxy, during the events of 1968, was
the starting point for the critique. In a conjuncture in which many young intellectuals
and militants faced the limits of the PCF’s orthodox line, Ranci¢re dared to go
beyond and criticise his own teacher as well. It was received well by many since it
was a reflection on the dangers of intellectual authority and the closure of political
possibilities by theory. It also showed the necessity of grounding politics in the

practices of those excluded from power.

It should be understood that, similar to Althusser, Ranciére was a child of the
conjuncture, too. While Althusser’s most theoretically fruitful and formative years
were defined by the conjuncture that is determined by PCF’s oscillating policies and
the crisis of the international movement after 1956, Ranciére’s formative years were
shaped by the conjuncture that is marked by the events leading up to 1968 and the
perceived contradiction between the theoretical position and political position of the
Althusserian Marxism. Ranciére understood that the Althusserian problematic was
unable to analyse and react to the new conjuncture, similar to the PCF line and
Hegelian line before. For Ranciere, revisions made by Althusser were still in the

same problematic, and the problematic was the root of the problem.

In the same spirit as the symptomatic reading that Althusser used to explain Marx's
difference from the classical economists before him and his theoretical originality,
Ranciére realized that Althusser's vision and non-vision, stemming from the
problematic he developed, categorically prevented him from understanding 1968
and, although his theoretical framework had been revised, would actually hinder the
concrete analysis of the concrete situation in the new conjuncture. Ranciere thus
turned Althusser’s lessons against him in a critique that marked a break with
Althusserian Marxism and the Marxism of the PCF. Moreover, this critique was both
the sign of a break and the beginning of a new and distinct path for Marxist theory,
which would be based on the politics of equality rather than the primacy of the
theory.
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4.5. Legacy of the Intervention

Althusser’s intervention and the new framework that arose out of it are criticised by
many. Some criticised it on the grounds of its theoreticism, and some criticised its
implicit idealism (Geras, 1972). While some claimed that it prevented political action
(Ranciere,2011), others believed that the conception of history without subject was a
costly mistake (Thompson, 1995). Some even claimed that Althusser misunderstood
Hegel and was too quick to label every view that included the subject as Hegelian,
thus bundling his theoretical enemies in a reductionist manner (Zizek, 2009). His

theoretical and political legacy was debated and is still being debated today.

It would be pointless to examine all critiques here, as the aim of this thesis is not to
chart all critiques, but to examine the formation and evolution of the Althusserian
problematic resulting from Althusser’s theoretical-political intervention, within a
conjunctural context, and to understand the shifting political positions it has created.
Precisely for this reason, the previous section focused on Ranciére's critique to
explain the general conjuncture. Here, it is crucial to consider the political and
theoretical consequences of Althusser's intervention. Therefore, in line with the
purpose of this thesis, it is necessary to proceed through the critique of a thinker who
has always emphasized the importance of understanding theory within its historical

and political context. This person, of course, is none other than Ellen Wood.

In order to better understand that the changing conjuncture is not limited to France
and French politics, as was shown in the previous chapter, and to better grasp the
transformation of the problematic arising from Althusser's intervention and the
theoretical-political effects it created, it is important to look at the broader picture, of
which the story told up to this point is only a part. The broader picture is best painted
in Ellen Wood’s text The Retreat from Class (1998).

Wood explains the causes and development of the era of Marxist defeatism, which is
revealed by the retreat from class into various sorts of Marxism, such as post-
Marxism and even into post-modernism. Similar to the true socialism in the era of

Marx, in the late 80s into the 90s, the new true socialism has reached its destination
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according to Wood. This destination is the full retreat from class and the objective of
a classless society of socialism. Her inquiries into history and background of the
retreat from class shows us that with the missing of the opportunity of revolution and
with constant electoral defeats, the left has started to question its theory, politics, and
even Marxism itself. This was exacerbated by the Stalinist determinism and nihilism,
as well as the policies of the welfare states in Europe, which have pacified and
disorganized the working class and incorporated it into its ideological hegemony. Its
seemingly neutral nature has absorbed the working-class militancy as well as the left-
wing intellectuals and thus created the necessary consent for this integration. This
was combined with the fraction splits in the socialist left, such as the Sino-Soviet
split, as well as the dissolution of the “real socialism”. These would result in a
Western Maoism and later in Eurocommunism. Even though workers’ strikes and
worker militancy continued well into the 1980s, these would be ignored or would be
understood in terms of the ideological ground that was laid by Thatcherism and
defeatism. Wood thus tries to explain the way in which the left has retreated from the
central position given to the working class as the motor of history and tries to trace
its ideological theoretical cues through history and through the ideas of different

philosophers and thinkers, including Althusser and Althusserian Marxism.

The new true socialism (NTS) is the main line that Wood argues against. Its main
logic is based on the view that Marx’s expectations about the working class creating
a revolutionary movement were not realized. This view stems from a
misunderstanding of Marx, who thinks that since Marxism is technological
determinist and its prophecy did not come true, this means that Marx was wrong.
This means that there is no necessary correspondence between economy and politics.
Economic interests cannot translate themselves into the political and ideological, and
there is a relation of relative autonomy and even independence between them. This
would also mean that the working class has no interest in socialism. This last point
also means that by creating the necessary discourse, one can construct a popular
socialist movement from any group in society by motivating them politically and
ideologically, since it is independent from the economic relations and classes. Class
interests are seen as material goals, and as stated above, these are not inherent for any

class, but the objectives of socialism are universal objectives of humanity. These
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discourses can potentially address different social groups without considering their

different material conditions.

Another point that is criticised is the view that socialist struggle and movement can
be understood as democratic struggles that are uniting against the different versions
of inequality and domination, thus socialism can be replaced with radical democracy.
This position implies that socialism can be created as a continuation of the liberal
democracy. The class, which was in the centre of socialism as the primary agent, is
displaced, and both anything and nothing could be put in its place. This means that
the working class does not have any priority or privilege. This means that any group
of people or, according to some other view, some form of people that are more
universalist and rational can be more inclined towards the universalistic project of

socialism.

Wood follows the roots of this line to Althusserianism, and from there to Poulantzas.
This theoretical line is then followed through Western Maoism, Eurocommunism and
Laclau as well as Hindness and Hirst. Wood explains that Marxism was increasingly
associated with the struggle for power and thus turned more towards the electoral
politics and electoral strategies rather than focusing on the class struggle. Rather than
attacking the mystifications reproduced by capitalism, NTS accepts these

mystifications.

Another position that is criticised by Wood is Gorz’s position. Gorz explains that
socialism is the abolition of work, but the working class cannot abolish work since it
is enmeshed in work in a capitalist way. This means that non-workers should be the
agents of transformation. This view is criticised by Wood with the claim of it being
the inverted form of technologism and fetishism of labour process which focuses of
technical work rather than exploitation forms. Althusser’s point is criticized with a
similar claim as well. It is claimed that Althusser’s theoretical framework defines the
social formation as comprising of the relatively autonomous instances. This is
identified as the cause of the separation of Marxist theory with political praxis. Since
the subject is pushed out of Marxist theory, the political practice becomes

impossible.
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This theoretical framework also resulted in “scholastic abstractionism” and
“obsessive methodologism” as well as “philosophical idealism” with an obscure
language (Wood, 1998). This would later lead to the theoretical and political shift
towards Eurocommunism, which departed from the conflict between classes to the
conflict between the popular masses against state capitalism. Thus, it ultimately
seeks to establish a true democracy while avoiding conflict between classes. This
view sees socialism as a continuation of the bourgeois democracy and defends a
cross-class alliance. To be able to purge the economism of traditional Marxism,
Althusserian Marxism preferred to read the political and ideological as structures in
dominance and ultimately displaced the class and exploitation from the centre of
theory. It is claimed that when this view is taken to its conclusions, it results in the

Maoist Cultural Revolution thesis.

This Althusserian line is followed through Poulantzas as well. Poulantzas also
understood the political as relatively autonomous and was close to Maoism in a
sense. He continued and developed Althusser’s post-1968 theoretical framework that
is based on the principle of reproduction that defines ISAs and explained the need to
attack these apparatuses to make a cultural revolution thus shifting the focus to the
cultural and ideological struggle. For Poulantzas, different forms of state were not
truly different because of their inherent Bonapartism. This view is labelled as an
ultra-left position by Wood. But Poulantzas, a follower of the Althusserian form of
Marxism, would soon change his views towards an opposite direction, demonstrating
an oscillation similar to Althusser and the PCF line. Liberal democracy which was
criticised before and seen as no better than other forms of state, would later be

viewed as a viable way of transition to socialism (Poulantzas, 1978).

This path of transitioning to socialism from capitalism would be claimed to be
possible based on the relative autonomy of state. Wood (1998) claims that this
position regarding the democratic road to socialism and its basis on the liberal
democracy was enabled in the first place by Althusserian theoretical tools which
made it possible to separate the instances that constitute the social formation. Thus,
rather than the traditional Marxist view of state that defines it as an instrument of the

bourgeoisie, state was viewed by Poulantzas as a neutral entity in the context of class
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struggle. The political instance and the state was seen as the dominant structures
since state also intervenes in the economic instance. This point was supported with

the argument of Marx’s Asian mode of production.

For Poulantzas, exploitation was seen as a part of the economic instance but, since
the structure in dominance is the political instance, exploitation is displaced from the
centre, thus it no longer reigns supreme. Since the state is viewed as a neutral entity,
the class struggle becomes the struggle between the ruling bloc and the popular
powers. Poulantzas also worked on the new middle classes and petty bourgeoisie and
identified objective barriers between them such as manual workers and mental
workers, which prevented the organization, and put forward the inter-class alliance
thesis. Working class thus became a minority in this picture. Poulantzas and
Eurocommunist theses were putting class barriers within the working class and
dividing it while also underestimating the obstacles between different classes. In this
way, this line was also underestimating question of the transition to socialism while

being overly pessimistic on working class militancy and its revolutionary potential.

These theoretical and political positions held by Poulantzas, which are based on the
Althusserian problematic and transferred to the Eurocommunist line was then taken
to its extreme logical conclusions by Laclau. Most importantly, politics and class
were fully separated and ideology and discourse were understood to be fully
autonomous from class. In this framework, only popular discourses could create
subjects. For this new radical position, national-popular interpellations were seen as
neutral, and nationalism was defended as a result. The struggle for socialism was
understood as a part of the democratic struggle and it could only be possible by the
way of a popular alliance which is based on a class-neutral ideology. Objective class
situation did not matter in this struggle and its organization. According to this new
theoretical framework, primary contradiction was not class antagonism, like it was in
orthodox Marxism. The notion of people was made primary while class was seen as a
secondary aspect. This view also claimed that there existed non-class ideologies
which are inherently neutral and could potentially be associated with different class
ideologies. Thus, these neutral ideologies became the main arena of the political

struggle. These political struggles would then be led by intellectuals and the
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discourses that they would construct. The ideologies such as bourgeois democratic
ideology could be universal discourses, which meant that they can be used and can
be gathered around. This meant that working class was purged forever and the notion
of “people” took its place, while socialism is disposed of in favour of radical
democracy. Implication of this was that there were no material interests but only
discursive ideas and there was no history but only contingencies and conjunctures, a

similar theoretical position was taken by Althusser in his later years (Wood, 1998).

This new framework implicated that the history was randomized and finally,
everything became a discourse. Wood claimed that this formulation was a result of
Althusserian Marxism and Poulantzas’ line which continued it. This position was
made possible after the line of Althusserian Marxism was combined with the
perceived technological determinism of Marx which was a failure, a point of
misunderstanding in the first place. A false dualism between full determinism and

full contingency was inherent in Althusser and structuralism according to Wood.

Hirst’s and Hindness’ theories, continuing this line opened by Althusserian
framework, rejected all causality as well as the mode of production, based on this
false dualism, without necessary historical evidence to back it up, according to Wood
(1998). “Class interests” were seen as ideological constructions, and they believed
that it must be created by actions of socialists since it does not objectively exist
outside the representation and discourse. Socialism was just another political
ideology according to this view. Politics too, similar to the case of history, became
randomised and contingent. Wood claimed that a form of inverted technologism
existed in these views which saw the mode of production as the technique of
production, a technical process that is separate from the relations and exploitation.
Another example for non-correspondence is made by Gareth Jones who analysed the
Chartism and found that there is non-correspondence between their arguments and
the conditions of the social group and thus declare the autonomy of Chartism. He
uses this limited example to make generalizations and continued the line existent in

the previous views.

Wood criticised the Althusserian Marxism and the resulting forms of Marxism and

post-Marxism that are based on Althusserian Marxism. Wood believed that the class
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is the central agent and primary mover in society. The seemingly non-correspondent
instances were just a result of a mistaken reading of Marx. Wood claimed that
politics cannot always mirror the economic relations since there are some barriers
before organization, but these are not absolute objective categories. Instead, they are
simply obstacles that one needs to overcome in order to organise. She also explained
the importance of keeping the exploitation in the picture, and believed that social
relations should not be separated from the productive forces. She warned against
view that mistakes the liberal democracy and its ideological hegemony to the reality
and warned that democracy should not be equated with capitalism. But at the same
time, she explained, one must remember that separation of the economic and the
political is a part of the development of capitalism and is the factor that makes
capitalism seem like a neutral system and capitalist state as a neutral state. What this
proposition meant was that the structure of capitalism itself created the illusion of its

instances to be relatively autonomous and/or fully independent.

Wood also reminds that the working class continues to have an important and
indispensable role in capitalist mode of production and, as a result of its class
position, the working class has an interest in abolishing classes. This is a real
possibility as well, since the working class has an advantageous position tied to its
role as the producing class which helps it conduct the class struggle. Wood also
insisted that history should not be seen as contingent or random. She believed that
the best way to understand history is still through the science of historical
materialism. She insisted that the primary antagonism is still the class struggle and,
ideologies and the state are not class neutral notions, but they only seem neutral as a

result of the development of capitalism.

To summarize, according to Wood, Althusserian Marxism, which emerged with
Althusser's intervention and the popularization of this line in the 1960s, was based on
a flawed reading of Marx. Certain elements of this theoretical framework, such as the
history without subject and social formation composed of relatively autonomous
instances, posed significant dangers. This theoretical framework obstructed politics
and led to the wholesale theoretical elimination of class politics. In the new era

ushered in by the changing conjuncture which is defined by the collapse of the
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socialist bloc and retreat of the organised class struggle with the rise of neo-
liberalism and its theoretical reflection, post-modernism, Althusserian Marxism
proved incapable of explaining the concrete situation, and through various different
ideological infiltrations, paved the way for a retreat from class and, consequently,

from Marxism.

4.6. Conclusion

The third chapter has closely followed the course of Althusser’s intervention from the
important moments of his intervention in the 1960s to the crisis of 1968 and to his
self-criticism that followed the events and the legacy of his theoretical framework. It
tried to show the way in which Althusser's adherence to a neo-orthodox stance
resulted in a rigorous critique of historicism, humanism, and dogmatism as well as a
theoreticist detachment that left him politically immobilized at an important
historical conjuncture. His incapacity to understand the 1968 student-worker alliance
revealed the limitations of his framework. This also confirmed that Althusserian
Marxism reinforced new knowledge hierarchies rather than facilitating their

dissolution, for critics like Ranciére.

The chapter also explained Althusser's ability to self-critique and make revisions. His
theoretical inquiry on ideological state apparatuses, reproduction, and interpellation
represented a significant modification and expansion of his problematic. It also
showed the political importance of ideology in daily practices. Also, Althusser's
association with Stalinism and his symptomatic silence within the PCF exposed the
limitations imposed by the conjuncture and the problems with constructing a truly

anti-Stalinist Marxism without devolving into another type of orthodoxy.

When one reads the criticisms, one can see that Althusser's intervention was a highly
controversial dynamic process. This is particularly revealed by the criticisms made
within the Althusserian camp. Wood's reconstruction of the retreat from class and
Ranciere's break highlight Althusser's framework's limitations and its ongoing
relevance when read closely. Althusser's concepts are still essential for

comprehending how ideology works materially, how state power reproduces itself
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through institutions, and how theory itself can be a kind of political intervention,

even though his theoreticism carries the risk of banishing true politics.

One can claim that Althusser's legacy remains ambiguous. Story of Althusser’s
intervention shows the dangers associated with the reduction of politics to theory and
the continuing importance of theory in political struggle at the same time. This
chapter stands against the wholesale rejection of Althusser and emphasises the
importance of reading Althusser’s theoretical intervention in its historical
conjuncture. It is important to understand the limitations of this intervention and to
understand how it illuminates the conjuncture today. Today the reproduction of
capitalist relations is mediated through increasingly complex ideological and
institutional forms. This shows that Althusser's focus on the materiality of ideology

and his focus on the class struggle in theory is still crucial.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

This thesis tried to reread Althusser and his theoretical-political intervention based on
the changing conjuncture. It aimed to outline a portrayal of Althusser as a
philosopher and a communist militant whose theoretical and political relevance
continues to this day. It also tried to highlight the political character of the
intervention and examined how the politically militant identity of Althusser has
determined his theoretical intervention. With this aim, the first chapter examined the
formation of the conjuncture that paved the way for Althusser's intervention and the
national and international political events that formed it, focusing on the PCEF's
political line. This enabled an examination of the PCF's changing policies which
have affected both the various forms of Marxism in France and Althusser. This
chapter claimed that Althusser was a follower of the PCF orthodoxy, thus setting the
scene for the intervention and defining its political character. The second chapter
examined the defining political events of the conjuncture in which Althusser's
intervention took place and their background. After a detailed account of the
conjuncture of the intervention, the scope of Althusser's theoretical intervention was
examined, and its political dimensions were explored. Several theoretical and
political implications of this theoretical intervention were explained, which was
fruitful for the aim of the thesis. It included Althusser’s intervention’s similarity with
the PCF’s previous political interventions and touched upon the uniqueness of the
political line developed by Althusser. The third chapter examined the inadequacy of
the problematic that formed Althusser's intervention and the theoretical framework
built upon it, in understanding and responding to the changing conjuncture defined
by the events of 1968 as well as the historical and political reasons for it. This
inadequacy was identified to be a part of the neo-orthodox political line that was

defined before. This political position had some strengths as well as weaknesses.
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Althusser’s intervention and the theoretical framework which was developed at that
time was politically militant and theoretically distinct. It was an answer to the
weaknesses of the previous orthodoxy and an attempt to purge the rival Marxist
views that challenged it. Thus, it was a product of the conjuncture of formation
(1920s-1956) and the conjuncture of intervention (post-1956). Its theoretical
problematic was defined by this historical and political context. As a result, it was
unable to grasp the changing conjuncture at around 1968 and has received many
criticisms. The line of critique that emerged in response to these inadequacies of the
Althusserian problematic and its historical development were also explored in the
third chapter. Also, the reasons why and how this line abandoned the Althusserian
problematic are examined. It was claimed that the departure from the Althusserian
theoretical-political line was mainly caused by the structural limitations of the
Althusserian problematic and its non-vision regarding the centrality of the political
action and its own elitist character. As a result, Althusserian Marxism, even after the
attempts it made to self-criticise itself, nevertheless remained unable to renew its
theoretical structure in a way that could finally grasp the political situation and
successfully make the concrete analysis of the concrete situation. The chapter then
examined how and why Althusser's theoretical legacy and its political consequences
led to the elimination of the concept of class and class struggle and led to the
departure from Marxism. This was analysed together with the political events that
unfolded after 1968. Problems inherent in the Althusserian theoretical structure was
brought to the extremes and the result was an academic Marxism that disregarded the
political movements and the centrality of the class struggle. But, this thesis claims
that Althusser’s legacy cannot be reduced to the party elitism or academic Marxism.
Althusser’s theory was determined by the politically militant character and it
nevertheless carries the potential to open the way for a renewed understanding of the
contemporary conjuncture and the rigour to make the concrete analysis of the
concrete situation and intervene in the conjuncture. Thus, it continues to maintain its

revolutionary and political potential, ready to be reread and uncovered.

What is revealed in this entire story is that every changing conjuncture leads to the
theoretical bankruptcy of some philosophical lines, while at the same time, it leads to

the popularization of others. Theoretical forms that can successfully make the
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concrete analysis of the concrete situations and actively contribute to contemporary
political struggle manage to survive, while views that fail to analyse the conjuncture are
doomed to disappear. This isn't the only issue, perhaps the most important conclusion
revealed by the process of change and development of the Althusserian problematic

is this: a Marxism that distances itself from class politics is doomed to disappear.

However, this doesn't mean that Althusser's intervention has been relegated to the
dustbin of history. On the contrary, it can also be interpreted as a sign, highlighting
the importance of understanding a thinker in context and reading their theory in light
of the changing conjuncture. Because when considered in its historical context, it
becomes better understood that many concepts developed by a thinker and the
problematic to which those concepts are attached can be useful in many different
situations. The crucial point to remember is that no theoretical production or
intervention takes place solely on theoretical grounds; it necessarily also manifests a
political character. This political intervention, in turn, ultimately takes place within a

conjuncture determined by the economy in the last instance.

What inspired this thesis was the various criticisms levelled at Althusser. These
criticisms have pointed to problems ranging from his theoretical framework to his
political stance and some criticisms have combined both. Some critiques examined
not only the conjuncture of the intervention itself but also the destructive theoretical
and political consequences it directly and indirectly created in the subsequent
historical process. It is true that Althusser's legacy is controversial and ambiguous.
But it should also be remembered that many theoretical debates were revolutionised
by Althusserian Marxism and its underlying problematic which emerged as a result
of Althusser's theoretical and political intervention. The theory of ideology, the
theory of the state, the Marxist theory of science, and the subject-structure relation
have been radically altered and will never be the same again. The theoretical success
of Althusser's intervention has been unquestionable. On the other hand, the
intervention was also politically successful. Its success is now perceived as a fact,
both in regard to the successful elimination of various forms of Marxism in France
from the politics and in terms of the changes it has wrought in the international

communist movement.
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Wood's critique of Althusser's political and theoretical implications is largely valid.
Despite this, Althusser has inspired, and continues to do so, numerous theorists, from
Butler to Foucault (Youdell, 2006) and even Zizek (Choi, 2013), through his
contributions to interpellation and ideology critique. Although Althusser is frequently
criticized for banishing the subject and thus obstructing true politics, all these
thinkers who were influenced by the Althusserian problematic succeeded in
reconstructing subjectivation and interpellation. They paved the way for political
action through their own interpretations. Furthermore, through the theoretical
importance he attributed to Lacan and the inspiration he derived from his theories,
Althusser provided a compelling example and made accurate predictions about the
direction in which future formulations of ideology and subjectivation might proceed.
Today, it is possible to see the validity of these predictions in both Butler, Laclau and
Zizek (Krips, 2006).

The revolutionary quality Althusser identified in his symptomatic reading of Marx
also applies to Althusser himself, so much so that many strands of theory, notably
French Marxism and French philosophy, took a completely different path after him.
While it is possible to argue that political neo-orthodoxy obstructed his theoretical
contributions, a simple conclusion that could be drawn from Althusser's theory of the
state and the concept of ideological state apparatuses, developed through a
perspective of reproduction, is that there is no escape from ideology. However,
another view has taken this theoretical framework to its logical conclusion, pointing
to the possibility of mis-interpellation and critical state apparatuses (Sotiris, 2014a).
On the other hand, his contributions to state theory have inspired, and continue to do
so, many theorists, notably Poulantzas (Gallas, 2017). Although the structural
framework he created has been criticized for its rigid structuralism, he has, when
appropriate, rejected rigid structuralism through his texts and commentaries, which
perceive structure merely as an effect embedded in practice, and opened up space for

conjunctural reading (Sotiris, 2014b).

In fact, another aspect of this thesis's critical account of Althusser conducted within
the changing conjuncture, is that the reading developed by Althusser is, in fact, a

conjunctural reading rather than a structural Marxist one. Precisely for this reason,

118



the term "structuralist" is almost entirely absent from this thesis. Althusser's effort to
develop a conjunctural reading was influenced precisely by Lenin's "concrete
analysis of the concrete situation." In this sense, Althusser emphasized that perhaps
our greatest chance was Lenin's identity as both a theorist and a militant (2005).
Similarly, considering the success of Althusser's theoretical-political intervention, it
is possible to argue that a significant part of this success lies in Althusser's dual
identity, that is, his being both a philosopher and a militant. Another interpretation
that can be made from this perspective is that Althusser's true aim, from the very
beginning, was to contribute to the class struggle by developing Marxist science,
rather than separating the levels of social formation and severing the link between
Marxist science and the class struggle of the proletariat. The concept of neo-
orthodoxy, necessary for this very interpretation, also informs this claim. In this

sense, it can be argued that this thesis is relatively successful with this aim.

In light of all this, rereading Althusser is crucial from every perspective. One aim of
this thesis, to prevent a wholesale rejection of Althusser's theoretical and political
contributions, lies in rereading Althusser and, in doing so, contributing to the existing
forms of reading. In this sense, this thesis has tried to make its own contribution both

to the literature and to this very rereading effort.

On the other hand, this thesis also faces various obstacles and limitations. First of all,
in developing the neo-orthodoxy argument, Althusser's relationship with Maoism
was not sufficiently emphasized, and the relationship between Althusser and
Stalinism was forced to suffice. However, the relationship between Althusser and
Maoism is nevertheless implicated both in the historical section and in the
explanation of the process of the division of the Althusserian camp into factions. It is
important to emphasize that this relationship is a point that should be highlighted in

any attempt to reread Althusser.

Another problem the thesis faces is the complexity of the Althusserian concepts and
difficulty faced in the effort to utilise them in this rereading. For this reason,
conscious of this difficulty and its resulting shortcomings, the reader is provided with

a theoretical space within which to conduct their own readings. This thesis mainly
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tries to guide the reader and encourage them to conduct their own readings. In this
sense, while certain sections may appear disconnected from one another, the
connections between them can be better understood when read with inspiration from
the symptomatic reading method. Precisely for this reason, the required reading
method is often indicated, and the details of the reading are left to the reader. The
thesis is aware of its limitations in this sense and ultimately claims to have made a
relatively successful contribution to the literature in terms of inspiring future
rereadings of Althusser and preventing the wholesale rejection of Althusser’s

theoretical framework.

It would be advisable for the next reading of Althusser to be more rigorous in
defining the concept of "symptom" and, in this context, it might focus more on
Lacanian psychoanalysis and the symptomatic reading method, drawing inspiration
from the method developed by Zizek in his books Ticklish Subject (1999) and
Sublime Object (2009). It is conceivable that if a symptomatic reading conducted
using this method does not relegate the historical and political context to the
background, and if the theoretical texts read within this context are examined with
greater theoretical rigour, the resulting assessment will be more theoretically and
politically accurate. This would better understand and prevent the collective amnesia

surrounding Althusser, an amnesia explained by Elliot:

“In his own country, scene of his succes de scandale two decades ago,
Althusser is practically a ‘dead dog’. Althusserianism, to quote a recent
critique of modern French philosophy, ‘seems very dated and, like the
Beatles’ music or Godard’s first films, inevitably evokes a recent but vanished
past’. Why? Briefly, it is to the settled anti-Marxist consensus among the
majority of the French intelligentsia, to the indifference of an embattled PCF
(whose ‘official philosopher’ Althusser never was), and to the understandable
demoralisation of the remaining Althusserian Marxists, that we must look for
an explanation of the virtual collective amnesia surrounding his work, despite
its wide diffusion.” (Elliot, 2006, pp. xiii-Xiv)

Finally, another claim of this thesis is that Althusser is ultimately the product of a
specific historical conjuncture, bearing the traces of the PCF and the academy within
which he was embedded. In this sense, it should not be forgotten that these two

institutions, which can be considered ideological apparatuses, simultaneously
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participated in both ideological and political production. As the product of this very
conjuncture, Althusser, due to various theoretical and political tendencies stemming
from the previous conjuncture, was unable to sufficiently intervene in the next, and
he paid the price in a collective amnesia. Bearing in mind that Althusser defined
himself as an academic and a militant, it is even possible to consider that the

misfortunes in his personal life were also related to this failure.

One way or another, no theorist can act independently of their own conjuncture,
instead, they are determined by it. Therefore, any theoretical-political intervention in
the contemporary conjuncture must bear in mind the limitations stemming from the
problematic Althusser encountered in the past. Similar limitations will always exist.
In this sense, Althusser's theoretical-political intervention serves both as a source of
inspiration and as a warning to future generations of academics and militants. For
this reason, perhaps the primary duty of any Marxist theorist who intends to
intervene in the contemporary conjuncture is to prevent the collective amnesia

surrounding Althusser and to take the necessary lessons from him.
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APPENDICES

A. TURKISH SUMMARY / TURKCE OZET

Althusser, uluslararas1 komiinist hareketin kriz doneminde teorik katkilari ve Leninist
siyasi miidahaleleriyle 6ne ¢ikan etkili bir filozoftur. Ancak teorik mirasi, izledigi ve
dontistiirdiigii siyasi ¢izgi ve kisisel yasamindaki talihsiz olaylar nedeniyle sert
elestirilere maruz kalmistir. Teorik ¢er¢evesinin tanimlayici ve bigimlendirici unsuru,
1956'dan sonra gergeklestirdigi teorik miidahaledir. Bu miidahale teorik goriinse de

nihayetinde siyasi bir miidahaleye tekabiil eder.

Teori tlizerinden yiiriitiilen bu siyasi miidahalenin hedefi, Krus¢ev'in 1956'daki gizli
konusmasi ve ardindan gelen siyasi yumusamaydi. Bu siyasi yumusamaya paralel
olarak gelisen ve o zamana kadar egemen olan ortodoks Marksist ¢izginin teorik
zayifliklarin1 gizlemeyi veya ortadan kaldirmayr amaglayan c¢esitli Marksizm
bicimleri, teorik kaynaklarmi oOncelikle Marksizm disindaki felsefi akimlardan
alacakti. Bu akimlarin takipgileri, zaman zaman Marksist ortodoksinin temsilcisi olan
Fransiz Komiinist Partisi (FKP) etrafinda ve i¢inde siyasi olarak orgiitlenecek, bazen
de partinin diginda kalmay1 veya disar1 itilmeyi sececeklerdi. FKP'nin degisen siyasi
cizgisi bu donemlerde belirleyici faktor olacakti. Sonug¢ olarak, partinin teorik ve
siyasi salinimlar1 bazen siyasi sapmalara yol agarken, bazen de ortodoksiyi

giiclendirmeye hizmet etti.

Bu tez, Althusser'i tarihsel ve politik baglami i¢inde yeniden okumay1 ve Althusser'in
onemli teorik katkilarinin toptan reddedilmesini 6nlemeyi amaglamaktadir. Buradaki
tarthsel ve politik baglam, Althusser'in miidahalesini belirleyen konjonktiirii ve
bundan gelistirilen teorik ¢erceveyi olusturan tiim tarihsel ve politik olaylar1 ifade
eder. Althusser hakkinda bir¢ok farkli okuma yapilmis olsa da, bu tez mevcut

literatiire katkida bulunmaya calisacaktir. Bu tezin temel iddiasi, Althusser'in felsefi
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projesinin yalnizca teorik bir miidahale degil, aslinda politik bir miidahale oldugudur.
Bu miidahalenin belirleyici unsurlari, PCF'nin konjonktiirdeki merkezi konumu ve
1956'dan sonra uluslararasi komiinist hareketin krizidir. Bu tezin amaci yalnizca
tarihsel bir arastirma yapmak, teorik bir degerlendirme sunmak veya yeni ortaya
c¢ikan tarihsel veya teorik kaynaklari kullanarak daha dnce hi¢ goriilmemis bir analiz
yapmak degildir. Bu tez, Althusser'in miidahalesini cesitli tarihsel ve teorik metinlere
dayanarak yeniden okumayi ve Althusserci problematigin ortaya koydugu bazi
kavramlar1 kullanmayr amaglamaktadir. Bu okumada, Althusser'in teorisyen

kimliginin yan1 sira militan kimligi de merkeze alinacaktir.

Bu tez, neo-ortodoksi kavramini ortaya koyarak ve analizde istisnalari ortadan
kaldirarak Althusser'in miidahalesinin politik yonlerine odaklanarak literatiire katkida
bulunmay1 amaglamaktadir. Tez, Althusser'in miidahalesinin basit¢e ortodoksinin
veya revizyonizmin politik pozisyonuna indirgenemeyecegini iddia etmektedir.
Bunun yerine, Althusser'in miidahalesi politik olarak militan ve teorik olarak 6zgiin
olarak yorumlanmaktadir. Teorik Ozgiinliigli, politik olarak militan karakteri
tarafindan belirlenir ve Althusser'in ikili kimligi bunun merkezinde yer alir.
Althusser'in  miidahalesi ve teorik-politik sonuclari neo-ortodoksi kavrami
araciligiyla yorumlandiginda, Althusser ile i¢inde bulundugu degisen konjonktiir
arasindaki iligki daha iyi anlasilacaktir. Bu, Althusser'in Marksist teori ve politikaya
katkilarinin, yalnmzca belirli donemlerde yarattigi politik sonuglar veya teorik
celigkileri lizerinden elestirilerek toptan reddedilmesini Onler. Ayrica, Althusser'in
neo-ortodoks bir ¢izgiyi insa edip siirdiirmesine karsin, degisen konjonktiirde
Ozelestiri yapmay1 basardigini ve dolayisiyla giincelligini korudugunu gostermeye

calismak da bir diger amactir.

Bir diger amag¢ da Althusser'i kendi konjonktiiriiniin bir iirtinii olarak ele almak ve
bdylece bu konjonktiire miidahale etmeye calistig1 bakis agisina dair yeni bir yorum
ortaya koymaktir. Bu aynmi zamanda okuyucunun benzer bir teorik-politik
miidahalenin giincel konjonktiirde nasil uygulanabilecegini diisiinmesine ve bu olasi
miidahalenin, gelistirecegi problematikten kaynaklanan yapisal sinirlarimi tahayyiil
etmesine yardimci olacaktir. Tiim bu nedenlerle, bu tez esasen tarihsel ve teorik

metinlerin secici bir literatiir taramasina ve elestirel incelemesine dayanmaktadir.
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PCF, 1920'lerden 1956'ya ve sonrasina kadar sol teori ve pratigin belirleyici
unsuruydu. Althusser, bir filozof ve akademisyen kimliginin yani sira, her seyden
once FKP'nin bir liyesiydi. Bu baglamda, Althusser'in teorik ¢ergevesinin olusumu ve
altinda yatan problematik, aslinda FKP politikalariyla yakindan baglantiliydi.
Lenin'in de savundugu gibi, komiinist parti i¢in hayati bir konu, militan kadrolarin
yonetimi ve egitimidir. Parti bir okuldur ve her donemin kadrolari, o donemdeki parti
politikalarini ylriitiir. Baz1 donemlerde kadrolarin niceligi énemliyken, bazilarinda
niteligi cok daha 6nemlidir. Bir parti aydininin, aydin kimliginden ziyade parti iiyesi
kimligiyle tanimlandigi ve Marksist ortodoksinin ve kadro niteliginin 6n planda
oldugu donemlerde yetisen parti kadrolarinin daha muhafazakar ve ortodoks bir
tutum sergilemeye meyilli oldugu ileri siiriilebilir. Partinin siyasi ilimlilig1 sectigi ve
konjonktiirel siyasi hedefleri dogrultusunda ittifaklar aradigi donemler, kadro
niceliginin nitelige Ustiin gelmesiyle tanimlanir. Bu donemlerde yetisen parti
kadrolarmin Marksizm'e dair daha ¢esitli yorumlara sahip olma egiliminde oldugu
iddia edilebilir. Althusser'i yalnizca bir teorisyen ve filozof olarak ele almak,
Marksist literatiire yaptig1 teorik katkilar1 golgede birakma riskini tagir. Althusser
yalnizca bir diisiiniir degil, ayn1 zamanda bir komiinist militand1 ve dolayisiyla ikili
bir kimlige sahipti. Althusser'in militan kimligini belirleyen temel unsur, o dénemde

FKP'nin siyasi tercihleriydi.

Althusser'in miidahalesinin temeli, bilim ve ideoloji arasindaki karsithikti. Althusser
kendisinin bu baglamda hem bir militan hem de filozof oldugunu iddia etmistir.
Althusser'in bu ikili kimligi tam da miidahalesinin politik karakterine isaret eder. Bir
diistiniirli hem kendini nasil tanimladigr hem de tarihsel ve politik baglam i¢indeki
konumunun imalar lizerinden anlamak gerekir. Bu anlamda, elbette Althusser'in 6z
tanimimi  kullanmak yeterli degildir. Bu nedenle miidahalesi doénemindeki
calismalarini, Ornegin Marx't okumak i¢in kullandigi "semptomatik okuma'y1
incelemek gerekir. Bu sekilde yorumlandiginda, Althusser'in teorik miidahalesinin
nihayetinde politik bir miidahale oldugu iddia edilebilir. Lenin'in "somut durumun
somut analizi"nden ilham alan Althusser'in miidahalesi, tam da tanimladig1 ideolojik

konumlarin politik etkisini ortadan kaldirmay1 amagliyordu.

Bu amagla, ideolojik olarak nitelendirdigi ¢esitli teorik-politik akimlari, dayandiklari

Marksist olmayan teorik kaynaklarla baglarin1 kopararak ortadan kaldirmaya ¢alisan
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Marksist bilim teorisini gelistirdi. Bu yeni Marksist bilim teorisine gore, diger
yerlesik bilimler gibi Marksist bilim de kendi kanit kriterlerini saglayan ve soyut
kavramlardan somut kavramlara dogru ilerleyen bir {iretim siireci olarak tanimlanir.
Tim bu siire¢ ger¢ek somutlukta degil diisiincede gerceklesir. Marksist bilimi gercek
bir bilim yapan bir diger dnemli 6zellik de bilimsel problematikte temellenmesidir.
Problematik, baska sorularin sorulmasint miimkiin kilan merkezi sorudur. Teorik bir
cercevenin diigiim noktasini olusturur ve teorik yapiyr tanimlar. Problematik,
semptomatik okuma yoluyla ortaya ¢ikarilir. Semptomatik okuma, belirli bir metnin
yalnizca bilincini degil, ayn1 zamanda bilin¢gdisini da okuyan bir okuma yontemidir.
Bu yontem yazarin niyetine veya gozden kacgirdigi noktalara odaklanmak yerine
metnin problematiginden kaynaklanan yapisal gorlisiinii ve goremeyisini ortaya
cikarir. Althusser, bilimsel problematigin karsisinda teori ve politikada ideolojik
konumlar yaratan bir ideolojik problematigin var oldugunu iddia etti. Genellikle
Hegelci ¢izgi olarak adlandirdigi bu ideolojik konumlart ortadan kaldirmak i¢in ve
Marx'in 6zgilinliigiinii ifade etmek amaciyla semptomatik okuma yontemini kulland.
Marx'in diger felsefi akimlardan farkini agiklayarak Marx'in aslinda bilim ve felsefe
tarihinde devrim yarattigini ve bu baglamda incelendiginde Marksizmin teorik olarak

0zgln bir ¢izgi olusturdugunu savundu.

Bu teorik-politik miidahale nihayetinde oldukca basarili oldu, diger goriislerin
itibarin1 zedeledi ve 1968'e kadar Althusserci Marksizme esi benzeri goriilmemis bir
poptilerlik kazandirdi. Althusser'in FKP iiyesi olarak egitim gordiigii ve komiinist
siyasetle ugrastigit donemde, FKP siyaseti esas olarak Sovyetler Birligi Komiinist
Partisi (SBKP) tarafindan belirleniyordu. FKP, konjonktiirel analizlere dayali
politikalar iiretirken, esasen SBKP tarafindan sekillendirilen ortodoks bir ¢izgiyi
izliyordu. Bu ortodoksi ise Stalin'in kurdugu siyasi ¢ergeve tarafindan belirleniyordu.
Althusser'in siyaset yapmay1 6grendigi ve kendini bu tarihsel-politik baglam i¢inde

akademide yetistirdigi donem de iste bu donemdi.

Bu konu oldukg¢a tartismali olsa da Althusser'in teorik cergevesinin uzun siire
Stalinizmin mirasiyla siyasi bir ylizlesmeden kacinma egilimi tasidigi soylenebilir.
Dolayisiyla, Stalinizmin golgesi her zaman Althusserci teorik ve siyasi ¢izginin

tizerinde belirecekti. Sonug olarak Althusser her zaman c¢esitli su¢lamalarla karsi
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karsiya kalacakti. Dahast FKP'min, SBKP'in direktifleri ve dayatilan "iki bilim"
perspektifi altinda Stalin'in metinleri araciligiyla Marksist bilimi gelistirme ¢abalari,
Althusser'in bilim-ideoloji ikiligine dayanan teorik ¢ergevesine ilham kaynagi oldu.
Ek olarak, Althusser'in 1968'den sonraki oOzelestiri doneminde kullandig
terminolojinin halen miidahale doneminde gelistirilen problematik tarafindan

belirlendigini unutmamak gerekir.

1956'dan sonra Uluslararas1 Komiinist Hareket'in kriziyle tanimlanan donemde
Fransa'daki Marksizm bigimleri krize yanit vermede biiyiik ol¢lide yetersiz kaldi ve
bu durum Althusser'in miidahalesinin Onilinii acti. Bu teorik-politik miidahale
sirasinda FKP {iyesi olan Althusser, ge¢misten miras kalan geleneksel ¢izginin
takipgisiydi ve etrafindaki ideolojik-politik yumusamadan rahatsizdi. Bu baglamda,
PCF ortodokslugunun dogmatizmini, tarihselciligini, indirgemeciligini ve
ekonomizmini elestirirken ayn1 zamanda FKP'nin geleneksel rakiplerini ideolojik ve

politik olarak tasfiye etmeye calisti.

Bu tasfiye, felsefi ve bilimsel bir bicimde gerceklestirildi. Hem filozof hem de FKP
militan1 oldugunu iddia eden Althusser i¢in bu en mantikli hareket tarziydi.
Elestirdigi cesitli Marksizm bicimlerinin ideolojik oldugunu ve Marksist bilim ve
felsefeye doniisiin gerekli oldugunu savundu. Ardindan, bilimsellik séylemi
tizerinden ilerleyerek hedef alinan okullar1 ve disiiniirleri teorik kaynaklarindan
mahrum birakacak sert bir teorik saldir1 baslatti. Bu teorik miidahalenin ardindan
inga ettigi yeni teorik cergeve, 1968'de kendisini yerlesik ortodoksinin iginde
bulmasina, siyasi olarak muhafazakar bir durus benimsemesine ve bundan Gtiirii sert

elestirilere maruz kalmasina neden oldu.

Althusser, miidahalesini 6zetlemek gerekirse, Marx'in teorik 6zgiinliigiiniin ve onceki
geleneklerden, oOzellikle de Hegelci gelenekten ayriminin {i¢ temel noktaya
dayandigimi iddia eder. ilk olarak, Marx epistemolojik kopusla birlikte bilimsel bir
problematik gelistirmis ve bdylece Marksist bilimi olusturmustur. ikinci olarak,
Marksist bilim teorisi ve onun nesnesi olan bilim, digerlerinden biiyiik Olciide
farklidir. Bilimsel siirec, kendine 6zgii teorik hammaddeleri, araglar1 ve {iriinleri olan

bir bilgi iiretim siirecidir. Diislincedeki soyutla baslar, diisiincedeki somutla biter ve
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kendi kendini dogrular. Ucgiincii olarak, tarihsel materyalizm, toplumsal olusumu ve
goreli 6zerk kerteleri analiz eden bir tarih bilimidir. Yani kitlelerin veya proletaryanin
faaliyetinin bir liriinii degildir. Tarihsel materyalizm ve proleter ideoloji kesin bir
sekilde birbirinden ayrilmistir. Dahasi, kerteler bir biitiinliikk olusturmaz ve onlari
Hegelci ruh veya fikrin bir fenomeni yapan bir 6z i¢cermezler. Temel bir celiskiye
degil, yapisal iist belirlenim tarafindan belirlenen cesitli celiskiler ve karmasik
yapisal iligkilere dayanirlar. Tarihleri tekil degildir, ancak Hegelci modelden ¢ok
farkl1 olarak birbirlerinden farkli tarihlere sahiptirler. Bu tarihler, kitlelerin
deneyimlerinin etkinligiyle tanimlanmaz, gorece Ozerk kertelerin tarihleri olarak
anlasilir. Althusser'in bu miidahaleyle basardigi sey aslinda ideolojik unsurlar
arindirmak ve Marx'in teorik 6zgilinliigiinii gosterirken Marksizmin, ideolojik tarih
Oncesine dayanan hiimanizm ve tarihselcilik gibi ¢esitli Marx’1 okuma big¢imleriyle

olan teorik bagin1 koparmaktir.

Bir diger 6nemli nokta ise, Althusser'in ideolojik oldugunu iddia ettigi tiim noktalarin
aslinda kendi teorik-politik tasfiyesinin hedefi olmasidir. Leninist bir tutum
benimseyerek, Lenin'e benzer bir siyasi tasfiye girisiminde bulunmustur. Althusser,
daha once Lenin tarafindan da hedef alinan kendiligindencilik ve ekonomizm gibi
rakiplerini tasfiye ederken, 1956'dan sonra ortaya ¢ikan siyasi yumusamayi da tasfiye
etmeye caligmistir. Ona gore siyasi aktorler degisirken teorik ¢izgiler ayni kalmigtir.
Althusser'in teorik miidahalesinin hedefinin FKP'nin geleneksel ¢izgisine muhalif
olanlarla ortiismesi tesadiif degildir. Ancak, FKP'nin kendisinin de bir siyasi calkanti
ve donilisim doneminde oldugu ve Althusser'in de bunun bir pargasi oldugu
unutulmamalidir. Althusser, FKP'nin kendisini degil, geleneksel ideolojik ¢izgisini
korumaya calisiyordu. Bu ¢izginin basariyla korunabilmesi i¢in ise yenilenmesi
gerekiyordu. Teorik olarak giliclendirilmesi ve ideolojik zayifliklarindan arindirilmasi
gerekiyordu. Stalinizm'in kendisine degil, Stalinizm'i elestirenlere saldiran sol bir
Stalinizm elestirisi yiiriitmek, sol siyasette neo-ortodoks bir tutuma tekabiil ediyordu.
Bu tutum, 1968'de ve 6grenci sorunu tartismasinda kendini gosterecekti. Althusser,
elestirilerin hedefi olacak ve karsilastigi elestirilere gore tutumunu degistirmeye

calisacakti.

Althusser, nihayetinde 1956 sonrasi ortaya ¢ikan konjonktiiriin bir iiriiniiydi. Bu

tarihsel baglam i¢inde degerlendirildiginde, 1956 konjonktiiriine verilen teorik ve
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politik tepkileri yetersiz bulmus ve tespit ettigi teorik-politik boslugu doldurmak i¢in
harekete gegmistir. Bu miidahale sirasinda gelistirdigi problematik ise bir¢ok yonden
o tarihsel donemin ve FKP'nin o donemdeki politik tarzinin izlerini tasimaktadir.
Ancak ayni nedenle Althusser ve FKP, 1968 doneminde gelisen siyasi ayaklanma
sirasinda durumu analiz etmede ve uygun siyasi tepkiyi vermekte gec ve yetersiz
kalmistir. Bu donemde Althusser ve FKP cesitli elestirilere maruz kalmistir. Bunlar

arasinda Ranciére'in elestirisi 6zellikle 6ne ¢ikmaktadir.

Ranciere, Althusser'i 1968 konjonktiirtindeki teorik ve politik eksiklikleri tizerinden
okudugunda, elitist ve ortodoks bir siyasi durus benimsedigini gordii. Althusserci
Marksizmin gercek siyaseti engelledigini ve siradan insanlarin siyasi kapasitesini
kiiglimseyerek halk ile oncli arasinda hiyerarsik bir iliski kurdugunu savundu.
Nihayetinde bu, bir tiir parti elitizmi yaratt1 ve geleneksel Onciiciiliik ¢izgisini
stirdiirdii. Ayrica, Althusser'in bilim-ideoloji ikilemiyle birlikte, akademisyenler ve
Ogrenciler, yani Marksist bilimin bilgi {iretim siirecine katilan ve bu ortaya ¢ikan
bilgiyi aktaranlar ile bu bilgiyi almak i¢in akademik hiyerarsilere boyun egmek
zorunda olanlar arasinda da hiyerarsik bir iliski tanimladigini ileri siirdii. Dahasi,
Ranciére'e gore, bu elestirilere yanit olarak yaptig1 teorik revizyonlarda bile
Althusser, nihayetinde 6nceki teorik ¢ercevesinden kopmayr basaramadi ve FKP'nin
siyasi durusunu ve onun temsil ettigi ortodoksiyi siyasi olarak korudu. Bunun siyasi
sonuglart Althusser'in 6grencilerini Althusserci Marksizm'den ve FKP'den kopmaya

ve kendilerine 6zgii siyasi ¢izgi ve teorik ¢ergeve insa etmeye yoneltti.

Bu elestiriler, Althusser'in ikili kimligi, siyasi karakteri ve miidahalesinin tislubu gz
onlinde bulundurularak okunmalidir. Ardindan, konjonktiirii de 6zetleyen mevcut
literatiire dayali olarak miidahalesinin yeni bir elestirel okumasi, Althusser'in siyasi
bir neo-ortodoksi insa ettigini iddia edebilir. Bu yeni kavram, Althusser'in teorisini,
revizyonist ¢izgiden farkliligini gosterirken, ortodoksiden kismi bir kopus olarak
yorumlama c¢abasiyla gelistirilmisti. Bu tezde neo-ortodoksi kavraminin
kullanilmasinin bircok nedeni vardir. ilk olarak, Althusser, SBKP'in etkisi altindaki
FKP'nin ortodoksisini basitge siirdiirmekle yetinmemistir. Miidahalesiyle hem bu
siyasi ¢izgide tespit ettigi eksiklikleri elestirmis hem de siyasi olarak bagimsiz,

Fransa'ya 6zgii ve siyasi kosullarina uygun yeni bir ortodoksi yaratmistir. Ikinci
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olarak, Althusserci Marksizmin bilim-ideoloji ikiligi, SBKP ve Stalinizmin etkisi
altindaki FKP'min gecmis Marksist bilim ve "iki bilim" sdylemlerinden esinlenmis
olsa da bu ¢izgiye politik olarak olmasa da teorik olarak karsi ¢ikmis ve kendine
Ozgii bir bilim ve ideoloji tanimi gelistirmistir. Bu baglamda, Althusser'in teorik
cergevesi Stalinizmin izlerini tasisa da teorik olarak bu cerceveyle yiizlesmis olmasi
sayesinde kendi 6zgiinliigiinii insa edebilmistir. Ugiincii olarak, Althusser, FKP'nin
parti elitizmini silirdlirmiis, partinin ortodoksiye doniisii sirasinda kullanilan benzer
sOylemleri aragsallagtirmis ve Oncelikle FKP'nin tarihsel siyasi rakiplerini hedef
almis olsa da, FKP'nin kendisini hedef almaktan ¢ekinmemis ve parti elitizmine
paralel bir bilimsel elitizm inga etmistir. Bu son nokta, Althusser'in gegmiste FKP
tarafindan iiretilen politika ve ideolojiden ayrildigini, ancak bu ayrilisin mutlak bir
ayrilis olmadigini, yalnizca teorik-politik bir yenilenme oldugunu ileri siirmeyi

miimkiin kiliyor.

Tiim bunlara ek olarak, Ranciére Orneginin secilmesine paralel bir nedenle, bir
kuramciyr birgok acidan elestirmek miimkiin olsa da belki de en gecerli yol, o
disiiniirii gelistirdigi problematik iizerinden elestirmektir. Bu anlamda Althusser,
verili bir durumu analiz ederken istisnalardan kaginan bir teorik gergeve olusturmay1
amaglamis ve bu amagla kendi problematigini gelistirmistir. Bu baglamda ele
alindiginda, Althusser'in FKP ortodoksisinin bir devami oldugunu iddia ederken ayn
zamanda savundugu siyasi ¢izginin bir istisnasi oldugunu iddia etmek, teorik
tutarliliktan bir sapma anlamina gelir ve analizin agiklayici giiciinii tehlikeye atar. Bu
anlamda, istisnalar1 diglayan bir teorik tutarlilik, Althusser'in Althusserci bir {islupla

yeniden okunmasi i¢in de zorunludur.

Althusser'in teorik ve politik miras1 bir¢ok kez degerlendirilmistir. Bu baglamda, bu
mirasin en uygun degerlendirmesinin, diisiiniirleri tarihsel ve teorik baglamlar i¢inde
okumanin gerekliligi konusunda 1srarla vurgu yapan bir diisiiniir olan Ellen Meiksins
Wood tarafindan yapildigint vurgulamak Onemlidir. Bu tezde onun yontemi
kullanilmasa da farkli bir sorunsala dayanan alternatif bir elestirel goriisiin dahil
edilmesi agisindan Onemlidir. Dolayisiyla Wood, Althusser't ve Althusserci
Marksizmi elestirenler arasinda 6ne ¢ikan bir diger kuramcidir ve bu sebeple de

tezde ona yer verilmistir.
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Wood'un Althusser'in mirasina iliskin degerlendirmesi, Althusser'in gorece 6zerk
kertelerden olusan bir toplumsal formasyon tanimina yonelik bir elestiriye
dayanmaktadir. Bu degerlendirmeye gore, Althusser'in kerteler arasinda gorece 6zerk
bir iliski tanim1 ve 6znesiz tarih anlayisi, sonraki diisiiniirler tarafindan tarihsel ve
politik olaylar 1s1831nda mantiksal sonuglarina ulagtirilmis, 6nce Euro-komiinizme,
ardindan post-Marksizme kadar uzanmis ve nihayetinde Marksizmin toptan ortadan
kaldirilmasina ve temel unsuru olan simiftan kagisa yol agmistir. Wood, Althusser'in
teorik-politik miidahalesinin ve bunun sonucunda ortaya ¢ikan Althusserci
Marksizmin bir takim yikici tarihsel ve politik sonuglara yol actigimi iddia eder.
Wood, Althusser'in belki de bilim teorisini tarih bilimiyle ve tarihsel materyalizmin
soyut nesnesini gercek somutla karistirmakla suglayacagi bir teorisyen olarak one

¢ikmaktadir. Onun bu teze dahil edilmesinin nedeni de budur.

Wood'a gore, Althusser'in miidahalesi ve bu ¢izginin 1960'larda popiilerlesmesiyle
ortaya c¢ikan Althusserci Marksizm, Marx'in hatali bir okumasina dayaniyordu. Bu
teorik cercevenin, Oznesiz tarih ve gorece Ozerk kertelerden olusan toplumsal
formasyon gibi bazi unsurlar1 6nemli tehlikeler tagiyordu. Bu teorik gerceve siyaseti
engellemis ve smif siyasetinin teorik olarak toptan ortadan kaldirilmasina yol
acmisti. Sosyalist blogun ¢okiisii ve neo-liberalizmin ve onun teorik yansimasi olan
post-modernizmin yiikselisiyle ve de Orgiitlii smif miicadelesinin gerilemesiyle
tanimlanan degisen konjonktiir ile baslayan yeni donemde, Althusserci Marksizm
somut durumun somut analizini yapma noktasinda aciz kalmis ve gesitli ideolojik

sizmalar yoluyla smiftan kacgisin ve dolayisiyla Marksizmden ¢ikisin yolunu agmustir.

Bu tezde varilan sonug, her degisen konjonktiiriin bazi felsefi akimlarin teorik
iflasina yol acarken, ayn1 zamanda bazilarinin popiilerlesmesine de yol actigidir.
Somut durumlarin somut analizini basariyla yapabilen ve giincel siyasi miicadeleye
aktif olarak katkida bulunabilen teorik formlar varligini siirdiiriirken, konjonktiirii
analiz edemeyen goriisler yok olmaya mahkiimdur. Sadece bu degil, buna ek olarak
belki de Althusserci problematigin degisim ve gelisim siirecinin ortaya koydugu en
onemli sonu¢ sudur: Simf siyasetinden uzaklasan bir Marksizm yok olmaya
mahkimdur. Bu, Althusser'in miidahalesinin tarihin ¢op tenekesine atildigr anlamina

gelmez. Aksine bu durum, bir diisiiniirii degisen konjonktiiriin belirledigi baglamda
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anlamanin 6nemini vurgulamaktadir. Zira tarihsel baglami i¢inde ele alindiginda, bir
diistinlir tarafindan gelistirilen bir¢ok kavramin ve bu kavramlarin bagli oldugu
problematigin birgok farkli durumda faydali olabilecegi daha iyi anlasilir.
Unutulmamasi1 gereken onemli nokta, higbir teorik iiretimin veya miidahalenin
yalnizca teorik temeller lizerine kurulmadig1 ve ayn1 zamanda zorunlu olarak siyasi

bir nitelik de tasidigidur.

Bu tezin ilham kaynagi, Althusser'e yoneltilen cesitli elestirilerdi. Bu elestiriler,
teorik ¢ercevesinden siyasi durusuna kadar uzanan sorunlara isaret ederken, bazi
elestiriler her ikisini de birlestirdi. Bazi elestiriler yalnizca miidahalenin
konjonktiiriinii degil, ayn1 zamanda sonraki tarihsel siirecte dogrudan ve dolayh
olarak yarattig1 yikici teorik ve siyasi sonuclar1 da inceledi. Althusser'in mirasinin
tartismali ve muglak oldugu dogrudur. Ancak, bir¢ok teorik tartismanin Althusserci
Marksizm ve onun altinda yatan ve Althusser'in teorik ve siyasi miidahalesinin bir
sonucu olarak ortaya c¢ikan problematik tarafindan kokten degistirildigi de
unutulmamalidir. Althusser'in miidahalesinin teorik basaris1 tartisilmazdi. Ote
yandan, miidahale siyasi olarak da basariliydi. Basarisi artik hem Fransa'da gesitli
Marksizm bigimlerinin siyasetten basariyla tasfiye edilmis olmast hem de
uluslararas1 komiinist harekette yarattigi degisimler acisindan bir gercek olarak

algilaniyor.

Wood'un Althusser'in siyasi ve teorik c¢ikarimlarina yonelik elestirisi biiylik ol¢iide
gecerlidir. Buna ragmen Althusser, Butler'dan Foucault'ya ve hatta Zizek'e kadar
birgok teorisyene, interpelasyon ve ideoloji elestirisine yaptigi katkilarla ilham
vermis ve ilham vermeye devam etmektedir. Althusser, 6zneyi disladig1 ve bdylece
gercek siyaseti engelledigi igin sik sik elestirilse de, Althusserci problematikten
etkilenen tim bu disiiniirler, 6znelesme ve interpelasyonu yeniden kurgulamay:
basardilar ve kendi yorumlariyla siyasi eylemselliin yolunu agtilar. Althusser, bu
baglamda makul bir o6rnek sundu ve ideoloji ve Oznelesmenin gelecekteki
formiilasyonlariin hangi yone gidebilecegi konusunda Lacan’1 ve psikanalizi igaret
ederek isabetli Ongoriilerde bulundu. Bugilin, bu Ongoriilerin gegerliligini birgok

diisiiniirtin eserlerinde gérmek miimkiindiir.
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Althusser'in  semptomatik Marx okumasinda tespit ettigi devrimci nitelik,
Althusser'in kendisi icin de gegerlidir. Oyle ki, basta Fransiz Marksizmi ve Fransiz
felsefesi olmak iizere birgok teorik ve felsefi akim, ondan sonra bambaska bir yol
izlemistir. Elbette insa ettigi siyasi neo-ortodoksinin, teorik katkilarinin dniine gegtigi
iddia edilebilir. Buna ek olarak Althusser'in devlet teorisinden ve yeniden {iretim
perspektifiyle gelistirilen ideolojik devlet aygitlar1 kavramindan ¢ikarilabilecek basit
bir sonug, ideolojiden kagis olmadigi yoniinde bir kani olabilir. Ancak, baska
gorlsler bu teorik ¢ergeveyi mantiksal sonucuna gotiirerek, mis-interpelasyon ve
elestirel devlet aygitlart olasiligina isaret etmistir. Althusser’in olusturdugu yapisal
cergeve kati yapisalciligi nedeniyle elestirilse de uygun gordiigii yerlerde, yapiyi
yalnizca pratige gomiilii bir etki olarak algilayan metinleri ve yorumlariyla kati
yapisalciligi reddetmis ve konjonktiirel okumaya alan agmistir. Dolayisiyla,
gelistirdigi teorik cergevenin ve bunun altinda yatan problematigin gegerliligi ve
teorik kuvveti siirmektedir. Bunun 6nemli bir nedeni de yeri geldiginde karsilastig
farkli teorik ve politik zorluklar karsisinda esnemeye ve yeni birer sekil almaya
miisait olmalaridir. Iste tam da bu nedenle Althusser’in teorik katkilar1 bugiin de
Oonemini korumaktadir. Bunu iyi ifade edebilmek i¢in bunun &tesine gecen yeniden
okumalar gerceklestirmek Onemlidir. Bu agidan, bu tez kendine diisen katkiy1
yapmaya ¢alismis ve de gelecekte yapilacak yeniden okuma girisimlerine 6nayak
olma amaci giitmiistiir. Bu anlamda bakildiginda, yeniden okuma cabalarina bir

noktada kendi girdisini yaparak literatiire katki saglamaya gayret etmistir.
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