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Chapter 1


Introduction


The thought of Louis Althusser (1918-1990) seemed for a long time to have been eclipsed by history. Althusser’s life-long battle with depression and anxiety culminated in the killing of his wife, Hélène Rytman in 1980 and his subsequent confinement to a mental institution for five years. Less than a decade later, the Berlin Wall fell, followed by the collapse of the Soviet Union and finally Althusser’s death. Marxism, and especially Althusserian or “structuralist” Marxism, slipped into the rearview mirror. So why now return to Althusser? And why return to his aesthetics? Let me take each of these questions in turn.




Return to Althusser?


“Return” is a key term in Althusser’s lexicon. In 1965 with the publication of For Marx and Reading Capital, Althusser called for a “return to Marx” (which closely paralleled Jacques Lacan’s call for a “return to Freud”). Althusser’s call for a return to Marx was a call to shed the burden of established readings. Althusser’s new reading of Marx produced a new theory of reading itself. Althusser developed a theory of “symptomatic reading,” a mode of reading attentive to the symptomatic way in which Marx’s texts are marked by epistemological stress points. These points of stress, Althusser argued, resulted from Marx’s effort to think within the discursive constraints of inherited epistemological forms – Ricardian economics, Hegelian philosophy, and nineteenth-century materialism – and Marx’s effort to theoretically transcend the limits imposed by these forms of thought. To return to Marx meant a break, even an “epistemological break,” with the ways of knowing and reading Marx long established in the political and theoretical “conjunctures” of historical class struggle.


What I propose is a return to Althusser in a similar sense; I propose a new way of reading Althusser’s political theory in light of his few writings on art and aesthetics. I will argue that Althusserianism is not only an explicit political theory, but an immanent and implicit aesthetic theory. Althusserianism is a thinking according to a certain aesthetic of theory itself. What I call Althusser’s “theory of theory” is a theory that thinks in and through aesthetics.




Althusser’s Aesthetics?


The phrase “Althusser’s aesthetics” may surprise some. To be sure, his work is not principally identified with aesthetic theory. However, many of his most esteemed students, especially Jacques Rancière and Pierre Macherey, have centered their post-Althusserian Marxist theorizing around the question of art and aesthetics. This very fact indicates that there was something in the discourse of Althusserianism that led to reflections on the relation between aesthetics and politics. But more centrally, in Althusser’s work itself, we find a trace of aesthetic theorizing in Reading Capital, especially in Althusser’s theorization of “symptomatic reading,” which is a form of reading that functionally reads Marx’s texts as a kind of literature marked by particular, peculiar, and symptomatically revealing words and rhetorical constructions. Moreover, Althusser wrote two important essays on art. He wrote on the theatre of Carlo Bertolazzi in For Marx and the paintings of Leonardo Cremonini in Lenin and Philosophy. This book will work from these peripheral writings back to the center of Althusser’s theoretical work in order to show the profound connection between Althusser’s reflections on art and his political theory. But I will also show how Althusserianism can be functionally reconstructed as “raw material,” in François Laruelle’s sense, for the production of a new form of aesthetico-critical theory that compels serious consideration of the role that aesthetics plays in the practice of theorizing.




Aims and Chapter Outlines


My aim in the next four chapters is two-fold. The first is to delineate the contours of Althusser’s aesthetics and to show how this maps onto and transforms how we can read Althusser’s early work. The second aim is to establish an invented genealogy of Althusserianism as the search for an aesthetic form for the surpassal of the theory-practice dialectic. Chapter one examines the origins of Althusserianism as articulated in For Marx and Reading Capital of 1965. Chapter two examines Althusser’s two articles on aesthetics and shows how his readings of theatre and painting reveals a paradox at the heart of Althusserian theory that politically manifests as the difference between manual and mental labor. Chapter three focuses on the work of Rancière and Macherey. Rancière’s 1974 critique of Althusserianism, Althusser’s Lesson, marked Rancière’s break with his former teacher and would lead him to consider the educative and theoretical apparatuses that, like Althusserianism, reproduce the division of labor and the inequality of intelligences enshrined in capitalist relations. The chapter also explores Macherey’s 1966 text, A Theory of Literary Production, which is in large part an application of Althusserian theory to the study of literature and literary form. The very existence of A Theory of Literary Production testifies to the dimension of aesthetic reflection immanent in Althusserian theory. Through the critique and affirmation of Althusserianism, represented by Rancière and Macherey respectively, we can better grasp the aesthetic legacies immanent to the Althusserian mode of theoretical production. I then turn to the work of François Laruelle and his theory of non-philosophy, and in particular his concept or “clone” of “raw material,” to reconstruct Althusserian theory as an aesthetic and creative practice of theorizing. Finally, I place Althusserianism in an invented genealogy, stretching from Karl Korsch through Althusser and his students to Laruelle, as the search for a form of theorizing that aimed to surpass the theory-practice dialectic and the idealism that underwrites that dialectical construction. Chapter five offers a conclusion and a view to the future prospects for reorienting theory as aesthetic practice.









Chapter 2


Theoreticism


The recent publication of The Concept in Crisis: Reading Capital Today, edited by Nick Nesbitt, is something of a clarion call for a return to an unashamed “theoreticism” if not Althusserianism tout court. No doubt a major impetus for this call to return to Althusser’s famed “return to Marx” is Nesbitt’s theoretical project to trace the epistemological trajectory of the “philosophy of the concept” from Jean Cavaillès, to Louis Althusser, to Alain Badiou. Nesbitt’s epistemological reading of the emergence of Althusserianism itself returns to the “problematic” of the concept of the “epistemological break” on which Althusser based his reading of Marx’s corpus.


Althusser’s contention, in For Marx, that between the works of the “young” Marx (of the 1844 Manuscripts especially) and the “scientific” Marx (of Capital) there is an epistemological break, fundamentally structured his claim that the work of the young Marx was “ideological” whereas that of the mature Marx was “scientific.” The epistemological break at issue is that between the specter of Hegel (idealism) and Marx himself (historical materialism).


Nesbitt does something similar via his return to Althusser. Nesbitt, however, returns us to Althusser’s “scientific” or “theoreticist phase” – his earliest phase – marked by his two early landmark publications, For Marx and Reading Capital. It is this first phase, and especially Althusser’s theoreticist concept of theory, his theory of theory that is the primary focus of this book. Before continuing, however, it will be useful to situate and contextualize the emergence and development of Althusserianism.





Althusserianism in Context



Althusser’s “theoreticism” came under scrutiny from a host of dissenting Marxist scholars (notably E.P. Thompson) and the official philosophers of the French Communist Party (PCF). Althusser too in time submitted his theoreticism to self-critique, especially in Lenin and Philosophy. Althusser there admonished his theoreticist work for according primacy and autonomy to theoretical practice rather than class struggle. I call this Althusser’s “Leninist Phase.” Thereafter, Althusser would define Marxist philosophy as “class struggle in theory.” Finally, after his death, a long, unfinished manuscript was discovered in which Althusser had sketched a new theory of “aleatory materialism.” This late phase drew attention to the historical and political contingencies that structure class struggle and revolution. We can schematize Althusser’s three phases thus:




	
1.Theoreticist Phase: “Theoretical practice … works on raw material (representations, concepts, facts).”1



	
2.Leninist Phase: “Philosophy represents the class struggle in theory.”2



	
3.Aleatory Phase: “the encounter may not take place, just as it may take place … it is of the order of a game of dice.”3






Althusser’s concept of theory – his theory of theory – transformed over the course of the three phases. But the one constant was Althusser’s concern to specify what theory is and what its role in Marxist struggle should be. Let us now turn to a closer examination of Althusser’s theoreticist phase in order to prepare the way for the chapters to come.




Against Humanism


Althusser’s “return to Marx” was also a turn away from the USSR. The point of emergence for Althusser’s theoreticism (as he himself noted often) was Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev’s so-called “secret speech” delivered at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party in 1956. Khrushchev’s speech denounced Stalin’s crimes. He laid the blame for Stalinism on Stalin’s “cult of personality.” Stalin had, Khrushchev claimed, arrogantly arrogated socialist struggle for the purposes of his selfish consolidation of power and narcissistic reification. Khrushchev’s proposed ideological corrective was “Marxism-humanism.” Soviet socialism had now to return to the true humanism of Marx. The secret speech served to accelerate the Sino-Soviet split. Chinese communists (and those elsewhere) denounced the speech as “reformism.” But, the French communist party (PCF) took the speech as marching orders. Stalinism was out; Marxism-humanism (or socialist-humanism) in. Althusser dissented. From his vantage at the reigning institution of higher education in France, École Normale Supériere (ENS), Althusser detected a theoretical shortcoming in the very concept of Marxist-humanism.


In For Marx, Althusser identified two symptomatic failings of contemporary Marxist philosophy– humanism and historicism. His theoreticist critique was fueled by his innovative reading of Marx (which he explicitly theorized in Reading Capital.) Two things structure Althusser’s reading: the autonomy of theory and Marx’s supposed “epistemological break” with the “ideologies” of humanism and historicism. We can write these as four theses:




	
1.Marx’s theoretical work deals with objects of knowledge necessary to diagnose and challenge capital.



	
2.The work of the “young” Marx (such as the 1844 Manuscripts) is humanist and thus “ideological.”



	
3.Marx’s epistemological break begins with a conscious eﬀort to root his analysis in an anti-idealist and anti-historicist framework as evidenced first in The German Ideology.



	
4.Marx founded a “science” whose master-text is Capital (there he theoretically renounces humanism).






Althusser’s principal target in For Marx is “humanism.” Khrushchev’s call for a “return” to Marx’s “humanism” was a politically expedient means to distance the Soviet Union from the Stalinist legacy or what Althusser with cool detachment termed the “Stalinian deviation.” But this could not be corrected by a humanist reform of Marxism, argued Althusser, for Marx’s mature work is not founded on the concept of the human but on that of class. For Marx calls for a return to Marx via an ideological critique of contemporary (read Soviet) Marxism. Marx and Marxism had to be distinguished. The latter, if it was to be philosophically reputable, would have to relinquish humanism as the mature Marx had. Stalin’s politics of inhumanity had likewise to be distinguished from what Althusser termed Marx’s “theoretical anti-humanism.”


The thesis that Marx’s mature work is theoretically anti-humanist may still strike readers as odd. The Marxist political project, after all, aims at the emancipation of humankind from exploitation and commodification. Althusser agreed. But he held that the political aims of Marxism rested on the theoretical work of the mature Marx. And this work is centered on the object of capital and its socializing processes. These processes create classes and structure class conflict. Marx’s theory of capital, for Althusser, is a social-scientific theory and not a theory of individuals. And humanism is the ideology of individualism, but it is not a “scientific” theory of capital. To better understand “theoretical anti-humanism” requires that we better grasp Althusser’s distinction between “science” and “ideology.”




Science and Ideology


Althusser’s thesis concerning the “epistemological break” between the works of the young Marx and that of Capital is structured by Althusser’s distinction between Marx’s young humanist “ideology” and his mature “science.” Khrushchev’s call for a return to Marx’s humanism, from Althusser’s perspective, was a call to return to the ideological (young) work of Marx. What was needed, Althusser thought, was Marx’s science.


In For Marx, Althusser writes: “in the couple ‘humanism-socialism’ there is a striking theoretical unevenness: in the framework of the Marxist conception, the concept ‘socialism” is indeed a scientific concept, but the concept ‘humanism’ is no more than an ideological one.”4 Humanism, for Althusser, is a bourgeois concept that originated in the Enlightenment (bourgeois) political revolutions. Marx worked in this inherited framework, but that framework was abandoned in the writing of Capital because the individualist framework of Enlightenment liberalism proved incompatible with the structural and social conditions of industrial-scale capital. Althusser writes:




For the young Marx, “Man” was not just a cry denouncing poverty and slavery. It was the theoretical principle of his world outlook and of his practical attitude. The “Essence of Man” (whether freedom, reason or community) was the basis both for a rigorous theory of history and for a consistent political practice.5





The shedding of his humanist inheritance marked Marx’s scientific work. This turn commenced Marx’s “theoretical revolution.” Althusser writes:
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