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  Preface

  



  First this was intended as a book, but I decided to try to publish sections in the academic journals, where I could test the ideas and get some further advice and criticism (I was young, and quite inexperienced especially as a writer), I also spent some years working on and trying to understand Marx’s “1844 Manuscripts” to ensure that my intuitions about that document were valid. The published journal texts now make up the basis of the original chapters that I had in mind, but they have been worked on further and reintegrated. The structure of the book tries to reveal the synchronic (ahistorical and systemic) and the diachronic (historical and concatenated) component of the problem at hand, and it necessarily interweaves them throughout. This can, however, seem complicated, so I will say there are parts that are written from a historical perspective that could help with understanding and could be read in the following sequence: Chapters 6, 7, 8, 9 and then Chapter 12. The rest of the chapters are more concerned with the theory and its ‘internal connections’. Chapter 6, on Marx’s method as derived from the “1844 Manuscripts” is the real Marxian foundation for the critical method employed in this book, and could also be read before Chapter 2. “Method” because it provides the historical basis for the method that is employed, but the way it is read depends on what the reader is more comfortable with. A book is a piece of conceptual topology (topology being a kind of geometry that allows bending and stretching) or hypertext and the strict narrative form does not always fit the concepts well, but this form is traditional and has the advantage of familiarity, so you can of course begin at the beginning. From this point we are travelling from the current ‘level of understanding’ in today’s context, which for me means going to Louis Althusser, a theorist who is highly relevant to current critical discourses, on art, on aesthetics, and alienation, and then we progressively dig deeper into the core of the problem at hand, and towards the end offer some conclusions in relation to aesthetics, art, and art education. Along the way concepts are produced, I will simply list them for now: the aesthetic level of practice, sublimation of alienation, aesthetic state apparatuses, affective practices, aesthetic interpellation, and pseudo or counterfeit dialectics.

  The initial inspiration that eventually led to this study I can trace to the moment when as a ten year old I caught a glimpse on the TV news of students in the 1968 Paris uprisings who were engaged in group discussions during a sit-in. From that point I suppose I was hooked on the ‘aesthetic problem’. Why specifically the aesthetic problem I don’t know. Readers will probably be aware of the now mythic tale of the representatives of the Communist Party who went to discuss with the occupying students and were (initially) sent away mistaken as ‘bourgeois’ because of their suits. Well, maybe somehow or other I noticed these problems. Perhaps it was the affective practices of the Paris students versus the traditional representatives of the British left that I was then aware of. Then again, problems of this kind have been a part of the fabric of our times, and cannot really be avoided. Again, as I write, the news is full of protest, there have been massive revolutions, and occupation has resurfaced across the globe as a form of resistance to oppression. I am happy to say that some of the concepts put forward in my first publications seem to have been paralleled in these uprisings, particularly that of false dialectics, I have no way of knowing if my work might have been a source, and it doesn’t matter, but it is nice to feel that this thesis is apt, even, and perhaps especially, on the street, because at the time I actually commenced writing it was a very low point as far as radicalism is concerned.
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Chapter 1


  Introduction

  1.1 General

  In academic art history there is a course that is traditionally meant for beginners called the ‘survey’. The survey includes a rough overview of the better known artists and the art they produced during the period in question, with a sketch of the historical context and a few events described.

  This is useful, no doubt. But let’s compare this to the same situation in the sciences, biology for instance. The equivalent might be an outline of the history of scientific theories and discoveries in biology leading up to Darwin’s theory of evolution and genetics in the present day.

  Note the difference. With art as the subject we get mainly a descriptive rendition of successive ‘styles’ that appear in the artworks, and perhaps a descriptive sketch of social context. If we did the same for biological science, it would be akin to providing only a description of the appearance of a series of plants and animals, their characteristics and habitats, and that’s it. It is not necessary to say that the latter would be totally unacceptable in biology.

  Art is different, obviously. The subject matter of art history is not considered ‘science’ and so the rules are not the same.

  This division into two broad categories, art and science, is called the ‘bifurcation thesis’. This thesis will be remarked upon later in this book in more detail, but here this serves to show up a serious obstacle in the way of understanding art which has been decided upon already, before we begin, from outside art and at the level of policy.

  This policy is very effective. Although there are well known critical terms like ‘culture industry’ which perhaps match similar terms like the ‘military industrial complex’ and show the governmental-corporatist nature of art, we still tend to accept the notion of art as somehow outside the state and as more ‘organic’, ‘friendly’, ‘human’, if perhaps sometimes also frivolous.

  Perhaps due to this, even many Marxist accounts of art tend to ignore or overlook the role of the state, and education, in and on art, and often concentrate their description of art on the ‘grass-roots’, as if art always was a question of spontaneity and organic production. In other words they tend to leave behind Marxian analysis of the production relations of art, and along with this therefore also aesthetics and art history, criticism, theory, and so on, and end in another, perhaps more rigorous and partisan but nevertheless, still only descriptive theory of art.

  This descriptive theory by default refers to the ‘content’ of art, because this makes the description far easier. A ‘story of art’ can be made, reading the visual works as if they each added up to an overarching narrative in the Hegelian fashion. Questions of form, quality and technique only complicate this process, and tend to be sidelined.

  Academically, therefore, art history tends toward the worst ideology of history, and the worst form of historiography. It tends towards that of history as if it were guided by Kings, Queens, and Important People, including, in this case Great Artists.

  From this position it is still possible to conjure up a ‘radical’ art history which substitutes the Kings and Queens with class struggle and human spirit as if it were embodied in and by this struggle, yet with artists depicting the essence of this struggle in a tendentious way in their narrative ‘content’.

  But see how in this way the circle is closed and there is no room for any other alternatives. Marx and Marxism in fact becomes just another actor in this descriptive story, a story of spirits separated from the production relations that underlie these spirits, shape them and alienate them, albeit spirits with the relevant Marxist language, concept terms and postures.

  1.2 Sources

  This thesis goes against this paradigm, by introducing and using the concept of the aesthetic level of practice. This concept, I suggest, enables us to include and understand the role of form, style, quality and technique in aesthetic mediations as an historical agency in history and class struggle, and it ‘grounds’ the role of art and renders artistic phenomena socially accountable.

  There are some main sources for this which it will be useful for the reader to know, now, and which can be divided into two sections:

  
    	(a) Marx’s “1844 Manuscripts”, and the concept of alienation and sensual feelings (b) Althusser’s theory of ideology and reproduction, and (c) Benjamin’s theory of the artist as a producer (within production relations).

    	(a) Freud’s theory of the drives, (b) Ewald Hering’s Darwinian dialectical theory of physiology, and (c) Marx’s “1844 Manuscripts”.

  

  Marx’s “Manuscripts” appears twice because (like many have already suggested) it acts as the theoretical bridge between Freud, and the individual-psychological, and Marx and the social subject.

  To support this theory, and to provide it with legitimacy in Marxism, I found it necessary to provide a new version of Marx’s “1844 Manuscripts” that followed the original document and which disclosed (by using web style hypertext) its radical design. It was as a student that I first read this text and became fascinated by the references in the notes to its original strange pagination and layout. Trying to decipher the meaning of this document’s design in relation to the subject matter was in fact one of the main inspirations for embarking on the research that has led to this book.

  As I alluded to in the Preface, a while ago I made available a version which makes the columns Marx wrote into visible to the reader and shows the correct cut-off points between the original landscape pages and sets side-by-side the correct juxtapositions. This has been published as an E-Book (it was available freely on the internet for some time but this is an improved version), a format that seems suitable for the task, although not ideal. Chapter 6, “Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts as a Work of Art”, deals with the results of the research on this object.

  There is another influence to this project: Lucien Febvre’s historiographic writings from the first Annales School and the book of essays “A New Kind of History” (1973), (the Annales School was focused around the journal Annales d’Histoire Economique et Sociale, or “Annals of economic and social history” which was founded in 1929 by Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch). Febvre seemed to me to back up the idea of returning to Marx to look at class in a different way from the one which has become common, that is, from the point of view of feelings, in order to unearth the function of art. He seemed to also make it possible to better define how Marx was able to write texts like the “Eighteenth Brumaire”, which included feelings and emotions as a material agency.

  Marx did not provide an overt explanation for the historical method he employed in texts like the “Eighteenth Brumaire”, he merely (merely!) goes ahead and ‘does it’. Yes, Marx included feelings in his analysis in a unique way. I suggest this way is what is most often lacking in those who wish to be a Marxist historian, or perhaps simply a ‘Marxist’.

  This theory, or rather, this modest theoretical addition to Marxist theory, I think, can not only supply this important ingredient, but in doing so helps to solve some fairly long standing theoretical difficulties in Marxism, the lack of an answer to which has led to a few repeating problems and lacunae on tactics and strategy in social struggles, such as the questions of cultural revolution, and the cult of personality.

  I am quick to say here that I think this work only brings out a conception that is latent in Marx’s work, and that it has not needed to make any revisions of classical Marxist theory, it adds a small number of concepts to the field, tentatively, but these concepts do not, I think, require any re-adjustment of the theory (as if...).

  Having said this, this work does go against certain concepts that have become so enmeshed with classical Marxism that the uninitiated often find it difficult to distinguish the difference, such as the notions of praxis, false consciousness, and hegemony as well as the kind of interpretation of the theory of alienation such as that of Istvan Mészáros (1982). I have great respect for the original authors of these concepts but do not in the end agree with them, for my position is that they do in fact lead to revisions of Marx that take his theory towards a kind of humanism and its associated idealism that he would not have agreed with. In this respect I remain undoubtedly an Althusserian anti humanist Marxist. I am a child of Althusser.

  And so I must now refer to the work and the ‘case’ of Louis Althusser.

  1.3 The Case of Althusser

  Louis Althusser was a French Marxist philosopher who had become famous by the end of the nineteen ‘sixties for a series of brilliant essays on Marx and Marxism. He sympathized with the criticisms made by the Chinese Communist Party of the process of de-Stalinization in the PCF that became implicated with a humanist interpretation of Marxism.

  Born in 1918 in Algiers, during the Second World War he spent time in a German prison camp. In 1946, Althusser met Hélène Rytman, a Lithuanian-Jewish revolutionary eight years his senior. She became his companion and eventually his wife. Having previously been a left-wing Catholic, he joined the Communist Party in Paris in 1948. Later he became Professor of Philosophy at the prestigious École Normale Supérieure in Paris, which was linked with the structuralist movement. He suffered from depression and underwent electroconvulsive ‘therapy’ for this, as well as periodic psychoanalytic intervention.

  As a philosopher he defended Marxist theory against the inroads of empiricism and humanism. Being an anti humanist Marxist meant that he was more-or-less opposed to the western ‘soft left’ socialists (he said of himself that his was a uniquely left critique of Stalinism), these could be characterized as having some investment in treating Marx as the originator of a new universal human ‘spirit’, of a new future for ‘Man’ and for a ‘true human nature’. All of this kind of ‘Marxism’ he considered to be infected by humanism, a bourgeois idealist ideology.

  His best-known essay (it is both famous and notorious) is ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Some notes toward an investigation’. In this he put forward the concept of ideological state apparatuses. Based on Lenin’s theory of the state, it was an attempt to provide a Marxist theory of ideology to match its theory of the economic base, and to solve some of the challenges posed by humanist and empiricist Marxism in a non humanist way. Althusser directly influenced, amongst others, Foucault and Derrida, who were his students.

  On November 16, 1980, Louis Althusser murdered his lifelong partner, Hélène, and confessed. He was medically diagnosed as suffering from depression and diminished responsibility, was not tried under the French system of justice but committed to the Sainte-Anne psychiatric hospital. He refers to this in the autobiographical “L’Avenir dure longtemps”, or “The Future Lasts a Long Time”, which is published in the US as “The Future Lasts Forever”. He died in 1990.

  For some, the murder by Louis Althusser of Hélène was taken as a proof of Marxism and modernism’s male, totalitarian, desires. This was how the early critical (extreme postmodern) climate mostly characterized it, although the wider press were surprisingly fairly restrained. With the fall of the Soviet Union, and subsequently, in the theoretical struggle in academia that followed, it was the claim to scientificity that was considered the most backward component of Marxist theory, and latterly Althusser had most famously represented this claim.

  In that my work uses and deals with Althusser’s work, in that it could hardly exist without it, it would be convenient, but rather callous, to pass over the terrible fact of the murder. How could any text about Louis Althusser, especially one with Marxist pretentions, seriously bypass such an event, either in silence, or with only a few passing academic nods, how could I even leave it to later in this book?

  Obviously, it is not possible, nor honorable, to do this. Though there is another pressing reason not to. This book has a constant theme running through it concerned with gender and the oppression of women, and it is one which cannot be avoided because of the subject matter.

  So, before I begin, in true Hegelian sense, I come to an end that is also a beginning, it is the end of a person, of Hélène, and the end of Louis Althusser, or at least his destruction, which, as Balibar noted, in fact occurred before his actual death.

  1.3.1 The Personal and Political

  Let’s go straight to the point: Geraldine Finn’s essay (the most direct I could find on this subject) is called ‘Why Althusser Killed his Wife’ (1996). It is according to Finn the political ideology and practice of patriarchy that killed Hélène, and it did so via the Marxist revolutionary male that was Louis Althusser. Finn gives us this straight, without circumlocution: there is a connection, as Finn says, between the personal and the political, and so the man, Louis Althusser, and his work, his personal life and his actions in that life, i.e. his murder of Hélène, a female.

  On the other hand, in taking this unequivocal stance, Finn also automatically reduces any possibility for a distinction between a possibly psychologically ill Louis Althusser and a psychologically lucid Louis Althusser, while, in the same text, does remark that the insane are also victims of oppressive patriarchy, along with ‘women, blacks, the diseased and the cretinous’. Should we presume that such leniency in thinking is not to be applied to Louis Althusser? At the same time though and in a way that may be contradictory, she obviously wishes to understand the man, Louis Althusser, more as a vehicle of bourgeois patriarchy than an ‘evil individual’.

  According to Finn, bourgeois science is a major factor to blame in the murder of Hélène: Louis Althusser was ‘in thrall to the ideology of science’, and oppressive social structures are the material foundations of science and of patriarchy. She identifies science as the socially sanctioned supremacy of ‘men over nature‘; intrinsic to this is the split between men and women by virtue of science’s philosophy of humanism.

  She maintains that the many divisions of reality that reason in the name of science produces (such as: mind and body, light and dark, good and bad, reason and emotion, etc.), is peculiarly and not accidentally male.

  Why? Because it serves typically male needs for a certain kind of power, ones that women do not experience ‘as a result of their more immediate and concrete relationship to the species by way of their reproductive activity’. Men ‘institute’ the rule of patriarchy because of their alienation from this means of reproduction (childbirth) of the species. Science is therefore patriarchal science: and this science is intrinsically and inherently violent (against those whom it oppresses). In her view, men are inherently alienated and this alienation is expressed in the form of science as ‘male thought’. It is its reason that produces the divisions.

  Revolutionaries like Althusser, says Finn, who appeal to science to authorize their theories and practices as social scientists, therefore at the same time legitimize violence.

  Yet, Finn herself in her early critiques uses a lot of the language of modern social science, For instance, the concepts of social relations, ideological apparatus, and surplus labor, to mention only a few specifically Marxian terms, not to mention Althusser’s own critique of humanism.

  However, this is normal because, according to Finn, it is part of the lasting strength of the theories of such thinkers as Marx and Freud that it can demystify even its own positions, its own ideological content.

  But inevitably this leads us to question what the status of Finn’s own argument is, if her thought is not in this sense to be taken as just ‘better science’. It appears in Finn’s text to be philosophy that is doing the debunking of science. Yet we cannot so easily get around the obstinate fact that often in ruling culture it is precisely philosophy that ‘does the job’ of legitimizing science, at least in the final instance.

  So the question is: does this philosophy, as such, have access to a higher kind of truth than science, or is it simply representing an officialized ideological prejudice, or a combination of these?

  Without directly addressing such a question Finn slowly shifts from the modernist self-critical usage of Marxian theory, such as that sanctioned by Althusser, to a postmodernist position in philosophy (modernism and postmodernism here, taken as opposed, can be roughly defined as the notion of truth in science in contrast to that of the idea of freedom in democracy). In the latter, the work of critique is either not given a name, or is described as a ‘space clearing gesture’ (Finn uses Appiah’s term). She notes that in the late eighties (big ‘backlash’ against Marxism) ‘Postmodernism moved quickly into center stage, displacing Marxism alongside and against feminism as the privileged, authorized, and authoritative category of contemporary ‘male-stream’ critical political thought’.

  As already noted, ironically, it was none other than the Marxian critique of humanism, the one that Finn adopts, and the one that Louis Althusser’s work had initially authorized (or re-authorized on behalf of Marx), which inspired much of the work of these postmodern thinkers.

  Looking at both positions, the modern and the postmodern, which are exemplified by Geraldine Finn’s practice of the modern and the postmodern ‘moments’ in the course of her work, it can be seen that her unspoken philosophy goes from absolute Reason to absolute Doubt, and that, in its doubting phase it doubts even itself. The position of self-critical reason that Finn once adopted tends in the process to disappear beneath the overwhelming tide of doubt, only to re-emerge like a repressed symptom later in the discourse as a reservation against certain extreme positions in postmodern theory, such as the ‘anything goes’ demand.

  Let’s look closer at this:

  The violence that Finn only ascribes to one side of this dilemma, to Reason, can be seen here to be actually a product of this circling between the two polarities that are both absolute totalities. Indeed, it is truly a vicious circle.

  This constant circling, (which has, I suggest, the characteristic of a false dialectic, to use a term that Althusser had started to develop and which we shall come to again later), has the advantage for those in power of both allowing for a certain superficial rebelliousness and radicalism on either side (‘left’ or ‘right’) of the fulcrum, while enabling a trenchant repression of genuine radicalism within the swinging fashions.

  What Finn says in her early text on Althusser nevertheless still remains undeniable in essence, philosophers and political scientists have always ‘killed their wives’ (sisters, mistresses, whores) and the voice of women is always silenced, through history. This must be investigated by us, and exposed.

  But I think we must do this via Louis Althusser’s work. This may seem an astonishing claim in the circumstances, but what better, and more tragic, indeed what nastier or more painful object could present itself for analysis, to a student of Marxist theory?

  What can the case of Louis Althusser offer us in this context?

  1.3.2 Postmodern Constructions

  Using the Althusserian/Lacanian interpretation of Freudian theory, Judith Butler, who might be described as today’s preeminent postmodern voice on the subject of gender in relation to feminism, is concerned about what happens when the concept of symbolic-ideological construction is ‘foreclosed’, to use her term, by the supposing of a realm of materiality that ‘lays beneath’, as a foundation to, the social construction itself. She is evidently suspicious of ‘materialism’ (and so of Marxism, and ‘Marxist science’) because for her it represents a sign of irreducibility, a foundationalist scientific presumption that supposes constructedness and materiality as oppositional (in other words, supposes that there is a material level of reality that is not a symbolic human construct of signs). She finds that a ‘return to matter’ might in fact be full of ‘sedimented discourses’ on sexuality that constrain the uses to which the term may be put.

  Butler’s notion of political activity is for her a ‘discursive act’ of the logos, which is conceived as the only possible site for this action. This is because ‘materiality’ is here known only as the effect of power in the abstract, conceived in the Foucauldian manner, of power as the regularity of material actions.

  Material actions, indeed, but in Foucault, the regularity of this discourse is, ‘Lacan style’, unconscious and takes place at the linguistic level of Saussure’s parole (the articulation, in a sentence, of language) and not through any preexisting langue (the system of language). This ‘effect of power’, therefore, is understood to be operating through a discourse structured in the unconscious, and this is itself seen as being constructed culturally, a socio-historical phenomenon with natural language as its ‘motor’.

  Therefore, in this scheme of things we may only really ‘know’ realia due to the workings of this culturally formed entity, and we have no recourse to ‘scientific truth’ outside this; Saussure’s partner concept of langue here is held back, is in fact, I submit, repressed.

  On this basis, Butler ‘redescribes’ Freud’s understanding that the ego is firstly a projection of a surface derived from the bodily perception of the subject, as an ‘imaginary morphology’. Freud had understood the ego as formed by the sensing of an external, independently existing realia, which included the subject’s perception of its own body and its functions. Butler, however, has it that ego formation is not a pre-symbolic operation that takes place partly before natural language formation, but a part of the process orchestrated by symbolic regulatory schemes that are ever revisable.

  From a complex merging of Lacan and Foucault, and in a writing style that reflects this joining, she is then able to state that the social construction of gender determines the very placement and capacity of the ‘erogenous zones’ of pleasure for the human body, as well as how they are felt and experienced. She says that the body is always/already a ‘cultural sign’ and is never free of imaginary construction, and as such “can never be understood in relation to the body as real”. She goes on to attack the narrative of the dominant scientific discourse, including Marxism, in it.

  Not only, then, is Marxism to be attacked by dominant discourses on science (as we know it usually is), but it is to be attacked by this radical critique into the bargain.

  In terms of its philosophical background, Butler considers the ‘law of sex’, which is, as she says, the law through which sex is assumed in the way a law is cited and can only remain thus insofar as it compels differentiation into ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’, to derive its power from the very citations of the law itself. This is a thesis that works in much the same way as Nietzsche made his critique of the notion of God, and following him, Foucault’s critiques of sexuality: the power attributed to this ‘prior ideal power’ is derived from the very linguistic attribution itself.

  The latter is therefore Butler’s epistemology (it is her theory of knowledge). It is a position, for example, from which Finn’s still materialist idea of a foundational difference between the sexes existing in reproductive capacity would be seen as just another example of an oppressive, essentialist discourse of power, because, according to Butler, we cannot know this physicality, ultimately, and any apparent knowledge of it is culturally determined by reason of power.

  Although this episteme is ostensibly set up to attack power and its oppressions, to actually counteract power is not so easy from this position.

  We come back to Lacan here. Jacqueline Rose points out (1986, pp74-5) how much of the difficulty with Lacan’s work stemmed from his attempt to ‘subvert the position of Master and Analyst from within his own utterance’; to rejoin the place of ‘non-knowledge’, which he designated the unconscious, by the ‘constant slippage of his speech’ and thereby to undercut the very mastery which his own position as speaker and analyst necessarily constructs. Yet, she says, Lacan forgets that one can carry out the same operation on the statement “I do not know” as he performed on the utterance “I am lying”. For, if I do not know, then how come I know enough to know that I do not know, and if I do know that I do not know, then it is not true that I do not know. Rose says, and I echo this, ‘Lacan was undoubtedly trapped in this paradox of his own utterance’. The thesis that became the instigator of Lacan’s own shift towards a different kind of discourse meant to undercut the concept of language as mediation in favor of increasing stress on division in language and its effects on sexuality ends here in self-contradiction.

  It is, I will argue, the aesthetic level of human practice that is the excluded element in all this (which is what this book is about), the ‘mad’ element, the ‘dangerous’, ‘wild’ aspect of their craft, which even in writing ‘with artfulness’ is simultaneously denied as a practice in the content of philosophy. Here, if philosophy is ever artful, as Lacan and Butler evidently are in their writing, it is only because, for them, it flows from the ‘content’, from the stream of ideas, from the abstract realm, the logos, rather than from sensual practice. But in a strange way it is always there as a sensual practice in their writing anyway, despite this.

  To avoid any misunderstanding, I must say it is not the concept of the material, sensual body that is missing in these texts, it is amply referred to. Such postmodernist theory, to its credit, has put bodily desire and aesthetics back on the map of serious critical debate. The problem is, however, that it usually does so under the terms that the ‘symbolic order’ allows, as read, inscribed, instated, recited, performed, discoursed upon, interpreted, and textually deconstructed. In other words, its way of encouraging this discourse slides back to traditional idealism and even solipsism when it excludes certain other things. In fact, it excludes the whole gamut, and the ‘otherness’ to the linguistic, of sensual perception and feelings, the result being an eventual conflation of the conventional with the natural, a reduction in which all distinctions are lost and confused; in which, for example, the laws of gravity have the same status as the laws of tort.

  The Foucauldian kind of ‘answer’ concerning abstract power such as Butler puts forward, we may then see as just this kind of shamefaced denial of its own philosophical force, with its own material-sensual function in making class based demarcations.

  From this point, and notwithstanding the dangers of supposing ‘human natures’, when it comes to considerations of children born into gendered-sexist social relations, it becomes crucial to recognize, as Althusser perhaps failed to enough, that the human body does have some material, innate characteristics. We need to recognize this because these characteristics can be ‘preyed upon’ by forces that seek domination for purposes of exploitation.

  It is perhaps ironic that Foucault and Butler, who are and have been fashionable, belong, in the above respect, to the long and rather unfashionable French tradition of positivism stretching back to Auguste Comte. It is also ironic that Althusser’s children have spawned an anti-humanism which is only the inverse of humanism in this positivist sense.

  In his last book, “The Future Lasts a Long Time” Althusser referred to his family background. As we know, he considered the family to be an ideological state apparatus. In this book it seems he wanted to disclose the process of his own personal character formation in that ISA. We may assume he had more than an intuition that the key (for him) to understanding his murder of his wife lay in the relationship between his family upbringing and later family life, and his professional work, though there is little hint in this that such a project would have any chance of success. The author informs us that his mother had intended to marry his uncle but married his father only because of the brother’s demise, and that his mother treated him as a substitute for his deceased uncle. It seems to be to this that he himself attributed deep psychological damage, although this is also uncertain and appears sometimes like a bad excuse. The inference is that he killed his wife as a projection of the violence against his mother. But additionally there seems to be some questions about interference with his therapeutic treatment between Jacques Lacan and Althusser’s regular analyst, which is unexplored.

  I am ill equipped to go into the precise psychopathology that is both revealed and hidden by “The Future Lasts a Long Time”, which could be related back to his life and work, but, my account herein has aimed to show, amongst other things, a dimension to his work (the aesthetic) that has been overshadowed and repressed, not only by critics and commentators on Althusser, some of those being only too glad to be rid of him and the problems he posed, but also by Louis Althusser himself, and possibly this had something to do with the terrible way things ended, especially for Hélène.

  The aesthetic is only a part of the problem though.

  If the debate influenced by Althusser’s work and his critique of humanist Marxism has swung backwards and forwards from Hegelian humanist Marxism to its inverse, anti humanist Marxism, while doing so it has also inevitably swung back and forth philosophically too on the status of the infamous Marxian dialectic in materialism.

  To put this in the simplest terms, it has swung from either the dialectic as monolithic to it as multiple, from the idea of a single concept of progress to that of overdetermination and Althusser’s aleatory materialism. We can see how the process that Finn went through, the circle of monolithic science being countered by ‘anything goes’ relativism, only to have to return to the absolutes of science when ‘anything goes’ itself become a danger, an absolute, is a version of this deep problem. We can see how Foucault, Derrida and Butler have, in epistemological terms, all opted for the side of flux, but in a way that Althusser’s materialism did not quite advocate, but nevertheless did not resolve either, while others still stick with the humanist interpretation, especially a great deal of academic Marxism in the venerable institutions.

  1.3.3 The Producer as Author

  Within this field I always find it a little disappointing that, while the ideas are usually rigorously allotted their heritage within the grand scheme, what motivated the author to write them is often missing. This is true even of Marxist oriented writing. While for Marxists the reasons for a particular political intervention would normally be obvious in any case, the author’s overall impetus for intervening in that way usually is not, in this sense the text fits the standard mode of theoretical production (division of labor). The impression we are left with is that the ideas emerged from out of pure thought. Even with Marx, we all know it derives from an immersion in Hegel, Smith and Feuerbach, but it is actually a mystery where the great materialist got his motivation from. Yes, we have excellent biographies, but these do not really know his childhood, his studentship, i.e. his formative years.

  Louis Althusser in the end provided something different to this mode, and wrote a strange kind of autobiography. There are I think two ways to approach this fact, it is a new kind of approach to ‘theory’ which divulges the subject, and the subjectivity, of the author, and makes the author uniquely accountable, or at least more accountable, to the reader. On the other hand this is a belated attempt and one that is severely dishonored by its circumstances. It seems to me that this autobiography is practically more of a Lacanian text than Lacan’s work itself is.

  It is like a novel. With novelists all this is different of course. Often they write, once they are known, about themselves and things that they have experienced because then they no longer need to disguise the fact that the knowledge they are recounting comes from their experiences as well as their imaginations, and that their imaginations derive from their experiences too.

  We are embedded in the arguments of our times not just as a conglomerate of ideas but emotionally. But this mundane nitty-gritty of life in the end gets erased from theory. It is erased by the customary functions of the media we live in. No great personage seems to ever have had a real childhood, parents, a schooling, colleges, a training, he (specifically ‘he’) just ‘emerges’ ready formed, a genius, and this becomes why he is a recognized genius, he always was one (Platonic gold). I know there is an opposing tendency, the one that likes to ‘dish the dirt’ on the stars and to dig up all their weird foibles. But this merely I think proves the mainstream idea of specialness in the way of a backhanded compliment; it never really exposes the fact that we are all produced and have all suffered in this production of our-’selves’. The strange thing is how there seem to be these assignments for certain types of, say for example, celebrities (this is openly noticed and talked about in the media), which need to be filled by the same type of person. That ‘node’ is for that kind of human subject, which is needed there. I am not sure if I am fulfilling a predefined ‘node’ in this way, yet at the same time I have this assignment, I feel it, it made me, I didn’t make it.

  What is my position? To lay my cards: My argument stems from what I would describe as a modernist Marxism informed mainly by Louis Althusser, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht. I do not agree with socialist realism as a socialist artform. This might seem a less significant statement than it really is, because the disposition towards this kind of art practice (today) is in my view indicative of deeper and far broader inconsistencies within certain Marxist and left wing entities. Undoubtedly I have arrived at my position through my family first and my education second, this is no place for autobiography, suffice it to say I have been in art and in ‘theory’ and this division of labor has always been a kind of life problem for me as well as a pleasure to overcome.

  1.3.4 Publishing This

  The essays that stemmed from the original idea for a book were accepted academically, but the book has been a different matter. Where this is not to do with my own inadequacies, I think the reason has been because of the particular political intervention it makes.

  The field of critical theory is displayed to the general public as a gladiatorial one, and an agonistic contest (rather like professional TV wrestling) of an essentially Manichaean kind. The type of Marxist that the bourgeois publishers therefore tolerate and encourage is the humanist kind, and for its opposite (to ‘balance’ up) the anti humanist. My work contests with both of these (as I understand it, false dialectical, a term we will come to explain later) positions, and in doing so faces a double or ‘pincer movement’ type opposition.

  This is not special, all Marxists face this: it is why Marx, for a start, wrote his ‘critique of critical criticism’ as an alternative to the alternative as well as in opposition to the (so called) mainstream, so nothing new in this sense.

  But I do claim that the ideas put forward here shift the paradigm of ‘art’, and all that is commonly attached to that rubric a few steps beyond this. I claim this, but naturally I have doubts too. In fact I swing from elated delusions of grandeur to despair at my ridiculous immodesty. Never mind, that’s my problem.


  
Chapter 2

  

  Method

  2.1 Dialectics and Determinism

  And so, after Althusser, we will say this entire problematic is still left ‘hanging’, it is still the big question of the day for critical theory. And it is not just a question of philosophy, which would not matter so much for us, but also of method, of our method. How do we approach societal problems?

  We know we (us Marxists and communists) refer to a foundational dialectical materialism, but which version is correct? In writing this book I am obliged to state my position on this and to elucidate at least a ‘working answer’ to the problem.

  Philosophy, as it exists officially (academic and institutional, with the big “P”), has a professional relationship to the sciences: it defends them, elucidates them, and provides a framework through which we can think them, especially in their combination. It tries to tell us what they mean, in human terms: how we should live our lives, according to science, which is the truth as far as we know it; you might say this is the function or purpose of Philosophy today.

  Philosophy as we know it comes in two main strands, Materialism and Idealism. This is of course standard Marxism.

  Materialism is opposed to Idealism in epistemology, in the theory of how knowledge is derived. For a materialist, being (existence) comes before thought. You must be, first, in order to think. Idealists hold the contrary view: ideas come before existence. (Note that we must not confuse the strict philosophical meaning of ‘materialism’ with the casual sense of ‘love of money’ and the things it can buy).

  Marxism is essentially a materialist theory, but added to its theory of knowledge is always the Dialectic, which furnishes the conception of development and change. This idea of development is known in Philosophy as ‘ontology’, the theory of being or existence. So we have epistemology and ontology: Materialism + Dialectics, or Dialectical Materialism/Materialist Dialectics.

  The Dialectic was initially taken over by Marx from Hegel, the great German idealist philosopher, but in a transformed way. To put it very schematically, Marx brought this process ‘down to earth’ so that, afterwards, material (economic) factors determined social change in history, and not the human spirit or ideas. The dialectics of contradiction, added to materialist epistemology, allows for a concept of development in being (or ‘ontology’), and so development in time.

  The resultant Philosophy is materially ‘determinist’, in that material factors cause events. Determinism, the idea that this development in time is determined by what takes place in previous material events, is always a component of materialist epistemology, for, without a principle of determinism, materialist epistemology loses its content. What use is a materialist epistemology if material events have no determination?

  The dialectic was transformed by Marx from Hegel. To put it schematically, Marx brought this process ‘down to earth’ so that, afterwards, material (economic) factors determined social change in history, and not the human spirit or ideas. The resultant Philosophy is materially ‘determinist’, in that material factors cause events in time.

  Determinism is the philosophical principle that material events (that take place in time) are caused by material events that happened previously, hence the simple idea of ‘cause and effect’ in history. These causes can be worked out empirically, studied, tested, and in some cases reproduced, and so can also be predicted. This is a fundamental procedure of science (e.g. it leads to advances in technology, inventions).

  Determinism is thus a component of classical materialism. If we do not accept that things are determined, materialism loses its material content. A materialist theory of knowledge without material events has no cause and effect and is unable to explain the scientific process (for instance Newtonian theory can explain solar system events).

  Marxian determinism is not classical materialist determinism. It is dialectical determinism, or, as we have said, its ontology is dialectical. Although it includes cause and effect, it is not only mechanistic cause and effect that is meant by its dialectic. I will come back to this point in a moment.

  Dialectical materialism puts forward the concept of materialist dialectics. If DiaMat is the name of the Philosophy, Materialist Dialectics is its method. This method is a tool of thought that enables understanding and clarification in the sciences and it competes with other philosophies to represent science (though it has only a few footholds in the actual academic establishment, for the following reasons): The stake in this competition is a political one.

  Philosophy (official) stands in relation to the sciences in a way that is nothing if not political.

  For example, Darwin’s evolutionary theory is now generally accepted as a scientific paradigm for the sciences of natural history and biology, but there is still a battle over the broader philosophical meaning of his theory. The same is of course true of Marx (indeed, even more so), and of Freud. Their sciences conflict with certain ideologies (treating the term ‘ideology’ as a system of illusionary ideas) of the ruling class; for example, ideologies perhaps justifying exploitation by reference to racial or sexual innate inferiority of a certain category of human being, or ideologies of individual ‘responsibility’ as ‘free subjects’.

  This latter is the conflict between science and ideology. In the long run science (which is merely another way of saying the truth) stands opposed to ideology. But Philosophy determines what will be generally accepted, in everyday terms, as genuine scientific knowledge. It represents essentially the class struggle in theory, in this field, and it means the consensus ‘scientific knowledge’ is sometimes, even often, compromised in and by this struggle.

  Dialectical materialism is the philosophical method by which Marxism has traditionally distinguished between science and ideology. All Marxists know this.

  However, there is some doubt expressed in Marxism over whether Marxists should call DiaMat, a ‘Philosophy’ as such. This is because, strictly speaking, Marxists can and often do understand all official, professional Philosophy (big P) to be ideology (in the above sense, without necessarily being dismissive of the insights that may still be found therein). That is, while the official function of Philosophy is to interpret science in a way that enables the defense and promotion of ruling class values and attitudes (while at the same time using and exploiting its technological advances), DiaMat, in contrast, understands science according to a ‘straight’ extrapolation of its truths and according to the logic inherent in all scientific phenomena: its material dialectics.

  These material dialectics are in Marxism the ‘dialectics of contradiction’.

  Briefly, ‘contradiction’ is a category used in dialectical logic to represent the hypothesis that opposing forces in contention are the essential feature of all processes of development. The resolution of the struggle between the contending forces generates a new synthesis, and further development, i.e. thesis/antithesis – synthesis.

  The place of this dialectic of contradiction in Marxist theory is and always has been controversial.

  As mentioned, in the modern period, Althusser tried to distinguish the Marxian dialectic (the principle of development) from the old Hegelian dialectic in order to critique the survival of the latter in Marxist-humanist ideology. The ‘dialectics of contradiction’ that Althusser criticized in his time was one that official Soviet ideology imagined as ingrained in the social movement, and was also promoted by the then French Communist Party, of which he was a member. It was often described as dogmatic, mechanistic, ossified and orthodox, by both right and left commentators.
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