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•

Intro why the Althusser's theory is important, impact, particularly indirect

•

The components of the argument quick summary





•

reproduction standpoint,
state machine,
ideological state machine,
constitution of the subject.

Quick explanation of my critique




Reproduction standpoint OK, but how do we avoid teleology
Ideological state machine - these do exist but Althusser fails to adequately distinguish the structural positions of state machines in different modes of production - his formulation is too unhistorical



Theory of the subject should be rejected, is markedly inferior to the
rival Marxist theory developed by Pashukanis

•

Reproduction versus teleology



Reproduction in capital 2. how valid is it to assume that reproduction
is taking place? How valid is it to assume that reproduction is taking
place for a species?







How Darwin avoids teleology.
Functionalism without teleology.
But what about instabilities - analogy to analysis of crises
Reproduction in Kalecki
Analysis of expanded reproduction necessary to understand change
and process which undermine the existing mode of production

•

Ideological state machines - feudal versus capitalist



What social relation has to be reproduced to ensure social survival
under capitalism and feudalism - expand

1



Feudal domination, patriarchal family, church, symbols of domination,




The feudal subject
Capitalist reproduction, no need for the state or ideology to ensure
exploitation. Freedom equality and rights of man



All that a child needs to know to submit to capitalist relations is to
understand how to use money - hence reading and counting



Otherwise the relations are reproduced automatically via the law of
value behind our backs

•

Pashukanis theory






Subject as category of bourgeois right
Arises out of commodity relations,
Use stu from the slides
Ideological state apparatus is still important, but now only for the
political struggle. Refer back to Lenin and what is to be done, constitution of proletariat as class and thus as a political party. Chartism,
right to vote, hence the need for the rulers to constitute non-class
divisions in the population supported by ideology - illustrate with
orange a pride parades.

•

Against Althusser's subject theory




The lack of empirical evidence for his psychologism
Ignores the specic category of the subject under capitalism and the
move from feudalism
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Ignores buying and selling
Nonsense of the linguistic theory.

Introduction

Louis Althusser is a controversial gure: murderer, one time communist philosopher, massive guru to generations of cultural studies authors. His key paper on
ideology[2] has, according to Google Scholar, been cited over thirteen thousand
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times .
He is clearly a very inuential philosopher. But here is the paradox. He made
his name as a stubbornly orthodox Marxist Leninist within the PCF arguing
for orthodox interpretations of Marx and against the humanist and Hegelian
interpretations that were briey fashionable in the post 1956 aftermath of deStalinisation. From the late 60s he sided, theoretically, with the Maoists within

1 By way of contrast, Google gives 599 citations to the main work[7] of the Soviet philosopher
Ilyenkov and over fourteen thousand to the main work[6] of the US materialist Dennet.
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Figure 1: The citation frequency of Mao (left) and Althusser (right) in French
were closely correlated up to the 1990s. This indicates how, during the heyday
of French Maoism he was associated with it as an ideological movement. Data
from Google Ngram searches.

Figure 2:

The decline in communist voting strength in France.

Source

Alankazame and Wikipedia.

the international communist movement.

For example his Contradiction and

Over-determination[1] was an extended essay on Mao's On Contradiction[9].
With the growth of a Maoist opposition within the PCF and the subsequent
inuence of former students and colleagues of his in independent Maoist groups
his intellectual inuence as a bastion of Marxist Leninist philosophy grew.
In France, he lost intellectual inuence with the collapse of the Maoist movement and the decline of the PCF. Figures 1 and 2 show how interest in Althusser
paralleled interest in Mao, and, in France at least, declined with the decline in
support for communism.
But look at his reception in the English speaking world. Far from interest
declining after 1970, when the brief Anglo Saxon interest in Maoism petered
out, Althusserianism prospered, not peaking until 1995. Was this a sign of a
burgeoning communist politics in Britain and the USA?
Was Marxist Leninist orthodoxy establishing itself in the colleges of these
countries?
Clearly not, as anyone familiar with the UK or USA during the 1980s or
1990s will know. This was a period when the labour movement was in retreat,
when ideologies of the free market were dominant in politics, including within
the ocial parties of the left. They were the years in which the USSR collapsed,
the CPGB dissolved itself, and Fukuyama proclaimed the end of history. For the
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Figure 3: The citation frequency of Mao (left) and Althusser (right) in English
were correlated only up to the 1970. This indicates that in the English speaking world interest in Althusser was quite detached from support for hard line
communism. Contrast this with the French data shown in Figure 1. Data from
Google Ngram searches.

French, Althusser was the philosopher of the militant labour movement, for the
English he was the philosopher of literary theory and discourse analysis, of a Left
that was based in the universities. Not only a university left, but one that, by its
concerns, was eectively isolating itself from the great political and economic
issues of the day.

Instead of analyzing British economics, foreign or military

policy, it concerned itself with literature, lm and gender.

Whilst Thatcher

proclaimed 'there is no alternative' to the free market, British Althussarians
applied what they called cultural materialism to the works of Shakespeare. Why
this concern with classical literature:
Societies need to produce materially to continue - they need food,
shelter, warmth; goods to exchange with other societies; a transport
and information infrastructure to carry those processes. Also, they
have to produce ideologically (Althusser makes this argument at the
start of his essay on ideological state apparatuses). They need knowledges to keep material production going - diverse technical skills and
wisdoms in agriculture, industry, science, medicine, economics, law,
geography, languages, politics, and so on.

And they need under-

standings, intuitive and explicit, of a system of social relationships
within which the whole process can take place more or less evenly.
Ideology produces, makes plausible, concepts and systems to explain
who we are, who the others are, how the world works.
The strength of ideology derives from the way it gets to be common sense; it "goes without saying."
....
The conditions of plausibility are therefore crucial.

They gov-

ern our understandings of the world and how to live in it, thereby
seeming to dene the scope of feasible political change. Most societies retain their current shape, not because dissidents are penalized
or incorporated, though they are, but because many people believe
that things have to take more or less their present form - that improvement is not feasible, at least through the methods to hand.
[11]
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This passage, from an article on Othello, captures well the Althusserian justication that a generation of English Marxists used for their retreat from politics
to literature. In the argument I present below we will see that Sineld's take on
Althusser is not unfair. I will argue that whilst Althusser's starting point when
discussing ideology was politically sound, he ended up with a theory that is a
mishmash of genuine insights mixed with a mass of speculative nonsense.
So what is Althusser's theory?
The components of his argument were:

•

The reproduction standpoint,

•

The state machine,

•

The ideological state machine,

•

The constitution of the subject.

He starts out by observing that one of the key advances in Marx's Capital
was the analysis of reproduction in Volume 2.

This analyzed how both the

material elements of production and the ownership relations are reproduced by
the exchange between sectors of the economy. Althusser then observes that any
social reproduction has to be both a material reproduction and a reproduction
of social relations.
It follows that, in order to exist, every social formation must
reproduce the conditions of its production at the same time as it
produces, and in order to be able to produce.

It must therefore

reproduce:
1. The productive forces,
2. The existing relations of production.[2]
Having briey discussed the reproduction of the productive forces

2 he goes on

to discuss the problem of the reproduction of labour power.
How is the reproduction of labour power ensured? It is ensured
by giving labour power the material means with which to reproduce
itself: by wages.
He mentions that the wage must be sucient not only to reproduce the employees on a daily basis, but has to be enough to support a new generation of
workers. This, it may be noted is a rather teleological assumption, also made
by Marx. There is no guarantee that wages or the combination of wages and
working hours, will actually allow the reproduction of the next generation - as
experience in Japan in the last decade shows.
He then says that not only must the next generation exist, it must be educated and given the necessary know-how to be productive workers. Beyond this
the school system must train them in submission or domination:

2 At

more length in [4].
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But besides these techniques and knowledge, and in learning
them, children at school also learn the `rules' of good behavior, i.e.
the attitude that should be observed by every agent in the division
of labour, according to the job he is `destined' for: rules of morality, civic and professional conscience, which actually means rules of
respect for the socio-technical division of labour and ultimately the
rules of the order established by class domination. They also learn
to `speak proper French', to `handle' the workers correctly, i.e. actually (for the future capitalists and their servants) to `order them
about' properly, i.e. (ideally) to `speak to them' in the right way,
etc.
To put this more scientically, I shall say that the reproduction of
labour power requires not only a reproduction of its skills, but also,
at the same time, a reproduction of its submission to the rules of
the established order, i.e. a reproduction of submission to the ruling
ideology for the workers, and a reproduction of the ability to manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation
and repression, so that they, too, will provide for the domination of
the ruling class `in words'.
And slightly later he writes:
The reproduction of labour power thus reveals as its sine qua non
not only the reproduction of its `skills' but also the reproduction
of its subjection to the ruling ideology or of the `practice' of that
ideology, with the proviso that it is not enough to say `not only but
also,' for it is clear that it is in the forms and under the forms of
ideological subjection that provision is made for the reproduction
of the skills of labour power. But this is to recognize the eective
presence of a new reality: ideology.
Whilst at rst sight this seems plausible, is it correct?
Whilst Althusser makes a smooth transition from
1. the physical reproduction of labour power,
2. to training in techniques,
3. to training in social role or boss or worker,
we should realize that step 3 is down to him. It is not from Marx. Marx makes
no assumption that workers need to be trained by schools to submit. He did not,
for the very good reason that when he was writing it would have been blatantly
counter factual.
If schooling is necessary for the training of workers in the correct behavior
- submission, following rules etc, how about the comparatively long period of
capitalist industry that preceded the establishment of general education?
Capitalist industry ran for a good century in England before the 1880 Education Act introduced compulsory state schools. For most of the period children
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went straight into factories without ever being educated. So whilst schools do
now teach rules of good behavior and attitude, they were not a precondition
for this.

At the other end of the spectrum consider transitions from socialist

economies to capitalist ones. You had work-forces brought up in an education
system in the USSR pre 1990 or in China pre 1980 that was non capitalist,
that did not exist to teach class subordination. But rms had very little diculty in employing these people after the Soviet economy was privatized or once
capitalist rms were re-allowed under Deng.
All that was needed to turn Soviet workers into capitalist wage labourers
was the restoration of unemployment or in China the breaking of the 'iron rice
bowl'.

It is the absence of any other source of income, not ideological belief,

that forces workers to subordinate themselves to employers. If the alternative
is starvation you submit.
Turning to the bosses knowledge of 'how to speak to their workers', would
amount to nothing if they lacked the money capital to employ the workers. It
is capital not rhetoric that makes them employers.
So here is a rst point where, no doubt inadvertently, Althusser starts to
overemphasize the importance of an ideological apparatus, schools in this case.
Althusser then moves on and says that he intends to use the standpoint of
reproduction to look at the base/superstructure division and the state.

The

Marxist tradition is, he says, strict when it says that:
The State is a `machine' of repression which enables the ruling classes (in the nineteenth century the bourgeois class and the
`class' of big landowners) to ensure their domination over the working class, thus enabling the former to subject the latter to the process
of surplus-value extortion (i.e. to capitalist exploitation).
Although he agrees with this formulation, he objects that it is not enough
because it remains just a description of the state, not a theory of the state. So
he goes on to give a short, but more theoretical, account of the state. First he
distinguishes between state power, the thing that is fought over, and the state
apparatus. The latter, he says, may survive revolutionary overthrows of state
power.
To summarize the `Marxist theory of the State' on this point,
it can be said that the Marxist classics have always claimed that
(1) the State is the repressive State apparatus, (2) State power and
State apparatus must be distinguished, (3) the objective of the class
struggle concerns State power, and in consequence the use of the
State apparatus by the classes (or alliance of classes or of fractions
of classes) holding State power as a function of their class objectives,
and (4) the proletariat must seize State power in order to destroy
the existing bourgeois State apparatus and, in a rst phase, replace
it with a quite dierent, proletarian, State apparatus, then in later
phases set in motion a radical process, that of the destruction of the
State (the end of State power, the end of every State apparatus).
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He then says that in addition to the already recognised repressive machinery
of the state there are what he calls state ideological apparattuses.

This is

Althusser's signicant innovation. Previous communists had not spoken of an
ideological state machine. What was this machine made of then?
In his words the apprattuses are:
1. the religious ISA (the system of the dierent Churches),
2. the educational ISA (the system of the dierent public and private `Schools'),
3. the family ISA,
4. the legal ISA,
5. the political ISA (the political system, including the dierent Parties),
6. the trade union ISA,
7. the communications ISA (press, radio and television,etc.),
8. the cultural ISA (Literature, the Arts, sports, etc.).
What are we to make of this very diverse list?
Althusser quickly disposes with the objection that some of these are private
institutions, saying that we have to look at how they function. Private institutions as well as public ones can reproduce ideology. That is fair enough, but
what ideology?
If the initial claim is that the function of the ideological state machines is to
reinforce the position of the employing class and ensure the production of surplus
value, why are trades unions included. You could claim that some unions are
company unions and dont represent workers, but Althusser does not make this
exception. Employers would far rather have no unions. Rather than encouraging
subordination, unions encourage workers to act to limit exploitation. As they
develop they often promote explicitly socialist demands. In what sense can these
be ideological machines of the capitalists?
The same can be said of political parties. There are certainly lots of procapitalist parties that actively promote capitalist ideology.

But not all.

The

RSDLP( Bolshevik) was a political party. Was it ideological apprattus of the
Russian capitalist state?
How can he justify such sweeping claims?
He does not bother to justify them, or deign to qualify them.
I will leave these objections to one side.

I agree that for several of these

institutions the description Ideological State Apparatus is appropriate: press,
religion, law etc.
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2

Ideological state machines - feudal versus capitalist

Althusser goes on to distinguish the way the ISA functions from the Repressive
State Apparatus(RSA).
the (Repressive) State Apparatus functions massively and predominantly by repression, whereas the Ideological State Apparatuses
function massively and predominantly by ideology.
the Ideological State Apparatuses are multiple, distinct, `relatively autonomous' and capable of providing an objective eld to
contradictions which express, in forms which may be limited or extreme, the eects of the clashes between the capitalist class struggle and the proletarian class struggle, as well as their subordinate
forms.
the unity of the dierent Ideological State Apparatuses is secured, usually in contradictory forms, by the ruling ideology, the
ideology of the ruling class.
The respressive state machinery, he says, functions to maintain, by force, the
political conditions necessary for the reproduction of capitalist exploitation. By
repression the RSA secures the political conditions for the ISA to operate.
If we look back to the history of the reformation, the political struggle over
forms of worship, stuggles over the content of school textbooks etc, then we
have to acknowledge that Althusser is onto something very important.

Civil

wars were fought over the wording of the Prayer Book in England and Scotland,
Victors in war used their political power to dictate what was preached from
pulpits accross the country. So yes, politics does set the conditions within which
the ISAs can operate. But these wars were at the very dawn of the capitalist
age.

The dening issue in Covenanting movement, the Disruption of 1843 or

the 19th century anti-clerical movement in France that Althusser refers to was
the clash between bourgeois society and landlordism. It was between the rising
capitalist economy and the old rural economy dominated by the descendants of
the feudal ruling class. This point is important when we look at the function
that Althusser attributes to the ideological state machinery: it is the latter
which largely secure the reproduction specically of the relations of production,
behind a `shield' provided by the repressive State apparatus.
Althusser would be right if he were just speaking historically about feudal
or landlord economies.
In the feudal system the peasants were openly and visibly exploited by having
to either work on their lord's land, or to hand over a portion of the crop to the
landlord. In the late stages of landlord domination, the farmers often became
exploiters in their own right, employing waged labour on farms that they rented
from landlords and paying over money rent each year.
Whatever the stage of development of landlord exploitation : labour rent,
rent in kind or cash rent, it was a visibly unreciprocal transfer. In the earliest
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Figure 4: The 1843 disruption of the Kirk was motivated by the conict with
the lairds.

Figure 5: Conict between crofters and lairds in the late 19th century involved
the naked use of force.

stages of feudalism, before the establishment of unitary royal authority, and
when armed conict between barons was rife, the exploitation could be disguised
as reciprocity: protection in return for rent. But later it depended heavily on a
church that preached:
The rich man in his castle,
The poor man at his gate,
God made them high and lowly,
And ordered their estate.
To challenge the dominance of the landlords you had to challenge the established
church. The impetus for the conict between laird and Free Kirk elder was the
contradiction between free crofter and rent seeking landowner. In the context
of a capitalist market economy the rights of the landowners were visibly in
contradiction with the precepts arising from commodity exchange. The latter
presupposed equal exchange, the voluntary exchange of commodities. Rent was
not that. The pretence that the laird provided protection is long gone. It is fear
of the factor, rather than dread of raiding rival barons, enforcing collection.
If factor and constable are backed by the Kirk, let us break that Kirk.
But Althusser is wrong when he projects this central role for ideology into the
modern capitalist economy. One of the key lessons from Marx's Capital is how
capitalist exploitation comes about as a natural and direct result of relations
of equality. Marx showed that the voluntary exchange of commodities at fair
market prices led to exploitation.
No force or cheating is involved.
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This sphere that we are deserting, within whose boundaries the sale
and purchase of labour-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the
innate rights of man. There alone rule Freedom, Equality, Property
and Bentham.

Freedom, because both buyer and seller of a com-

modity, say of labour-power, are constrained only by their own free
will. They contract as free agents, and the agreement they come to,
is but the form in which they give legal expression to their common
will. Equality, because each enters into relation with the other, as
with a simple owner of commodities, and they exchange equivalent
for equivalent. Property, because each disposes only of what is his
own. And Bentham, because each looks only to himself. The only
force that brings them together and puts them in relation with each
other, is the selshness, the gain and the private interests of each.
Each looks to himself only, and no one troubles himself about the
rest.[10, chap. 6]
The capitalist relations of exploitation are not established by any ideologically
sanctioned relations of domination and subordination. They reproduce themselves by the same means as any other commercial exchange, the mutual pursuit of self interest. The end result, that shareholders accumulate wealth whilst
workers have only enough to survive till the next pay day is ensured by the very
principles of freedom itself. All are free to dispose of what they have to sell as
they wish, chosing the alternative that suits them. The alternative for one is either work or go hungry, and for another it is invest in oil or property. This class
dierence can indeed give rise to political conict, but at the economic level the
exploitation mechanism proceeds whether the worker believes in socialism or in
free market economics. The central message of Marx's Capital is that capitalist
exploitation is an automatic result of the operation of the laws of the market.
But that is not the picture given by Althusser. According to him it is the
educational system that reproduces relations of exploitation:
no other ideological State apparatus has the obligatory (and not
least, free) audience of the totality of the children in the capitalist
social formation, eight hours a day for ve or six days out of seven.
But it is by an apprenticeship in a variety of know-how wrapped up
in the massive inculcation of the ideology of the ruling class that
the relations of production in a capitalist Social formation, i.e. the
relations of exploited to exploiters and exploiters to exploited are
largely reproduced.[3]
Given that society has advanced to the stage of machine industry, where the
means of production are large and complex embodying the labour of many
people for many years, self sucient production is just not a realistic option for
the great majority. Industrial production means the dead labour of machines,
ships and planes structures the work of the living.

To work is to t in slots

created by the system. There is nothing more. A few can set up as self employed
and escape wage labour in niches as self employed tradesmen or running small
cafes etc, but for the majority this is impossible.
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I am not denying that the education system propagates ideology, as do the
papers and TV. But this ideology is relevant to politics not economics.

Be-

cause the economic relations of capitalism are self reproducing, the only threat
they face is the rise of socialist politics.

Capitalism has been threatened by

movements which aimed to take power and nationalise industry and commerce.
Ideological struggles have been directed specically at suppressing such socialist politics. The ideological apparatuses are not there, as Althusser asserts, to
reproduce the relations of production. The 'business sector' is quite capable of
running that. They exist there to ensure that pro-capitalist parties hold political
power.

2.1 Denition of ideology
What is the meaning of the word 'ideology' in the article by Althusser?
Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to

3

their real conditions of existence.

Allowing that there is an element of the imaginary in his denition he rst
disposes of what he takes to be two false theories of ideology:
1. That ideology is a set of beautiful lies produced by priests and desposts to
secure their rule. In this theory the gods are the imaginary representation
of real kings.
2. That ideology is produced by material alienation which reigns in the conditions of existence of men themselves. In this theory God is the projected
essence of the real man in the abstract.
He characterises (1) as the mechanistic eighteenth century theory and (2) as the
Feuerbachian and early Marx theory.
Let us leave aside Feuerbach. Why does Althusser reject what he disparages
as the mechanistic theory that priests and agents of the kings created ideologies
to cement their rule?
All these interpretations thus take literally the thesis, which they
presuppose, and on which they depend, i.e. that what is reected
in the imaginary representation of the world found in an ideology is
the conditions of existence of men, i.e. their real world.
Now I can return to a thesis which I have already advanced: it
is not their real conditions of existence, their real world, that `men'
`represent to themselves' in ideology, but above all it is their relation
to those conditions of existence which is represented to them there.

3
Italic in the origional.
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Figure 6: Althusser rejects as mechanistic the account that ideology was created
by priests to help despots, and that the elements of ideology are reections of
the real world.
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Is this an adequate justication. Surely not. All that he is doing in the second
paragraph quoted here is saying that the the priest and despot theory contradicts
his prior denition of ideology as representing an imaginary relationship to real
conditions.

But what he has to do is show why his theory is right and the

'mechanistic' one is wrong. One can readily nd in the Bible lots of imaginary
or alegorical representations of real society at the time it was written.

You

can almost arbitrarily select Bible passages and nd them making imaginary
representations of real society.
2:11 Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection.
2:12 But I suer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over
the man, but to be in silence.
2:13 For Adam was rst formed, then Eve.
2:14 And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived
was in the transgression.
2:15 Notwithstanding she shall be saved in childbearing, if they continue in faith and charity and holiness with sobriety.( Epistle of
Paul to Timothy)
That seems a to be a reection of the real subordination of women in rst
century Judea, justied by the imaginary story of Eve.
4:12 For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than
any twoedged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of
soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner
of the thoughts and intents of the heart.
4:13 Neither is there any creature that is not manifest in his sight:
but all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of him with
whom we have to do.
4:14 Seeing then that we have a great high priest, that is passed into
the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our profession.
4:15 For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with
the feeling of our inrmities; but was in all points tempted like
as we are, yet without sin.(The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to
Philemon)
This is drawing heavily on the real world with which Paul's readers will have
been familiar. They knew well the twoedged swords of the Roman legions, they
knew of real high priests.
priest in heaven.

Paul is claiming that Jesus is an imaginary high

He is also claiming that he is the 'Son of God', and God

is conventionally described as 'Lord God', a form of address given to an actual
dominus or master of slaves. So whe have God as an imaginary master of slaves,
and Jesus as the imaginary descendant and thus inheritor of this master. All
these social roles projected into the skies are ones that existed in the real world
when the text was written.
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Figure 7: Althusser's account of ideology starts with the real relations of production. A capitalist employs workers to use machines that he owns to make a
product that the capitalist then sells for a prot.

3:12 Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my
God, and he shall go no more out: and I will write upon him the
name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, which is
new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my God:
and I will write upon him my new name.(The Revelation of Saint
John the Devine)
Things that existed in the real world, Lords, patriarchs, cities temples are all
projected into an imaginary world. And who wrote this?
It was precisely those priests that the 'mechanistic' account of the 18th
century claimed. Indeed the case can be made that the Gospels were drafted by
employees of the Flavian emperors to quieten the rebellious Jews[5]. Even if you
reject the Atwill thesis, there is no doubt that by the time of Constantine that
Christianity had become, to use Althussers terms, a Ideological State Apparatus
of the Roman Empire. As such, like any other state machine, it had its quota of

4

what Lenin called 'special bodies of armed men, prisons etc' . But the special

4
Engels elucidates the concept of the power which is called the state, a power
which arose from society but places itself above it and alienates itself more and
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Figure 8: He then says that there is an imaginary relation of the individual to
the real relations of production that were shown in Figure 7.

bodies of men were armed with bibles and instead of literal prisons they had
churches to imprison minds. Historically there is no doubt that the doctrines of
the Christians were penned by preachers and priests, and that it did serve the
despotic emperors of Rome. This mechanistic picture of ideology is shown in
Figure 6.
So why does Althusser reject the priests and despots account?
I have tried to represent Althusser's own much more complicated account in
Figures 7 to 9.
My illustration had to have a little creativity in lling the gaps, because
Althusser gives a very sketchy account indeed of what he means.

But he is

explicit that he rejects the idea that ideology represents the real world in an
imaginary form. Instead it is a representation of an imaginary relationship to
the real relationships of production. So I start in Figure 7 with a picture of real
capitalist relations of production.
more from it.

What does this power mainly consist of ?

It consists of special

bodies of armed men having prisons, etc., at their command. We are justied in
speaking of special bodies of armed men, because the public power which is an
attribute of every state does not directly coincide with the armed population,
with its selfacting armed organization"[8].
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In what follows I will try giving Althusser the benet of the doubt. I will see
if, by paying close attention to the specic way he denes ideology, any logically
coherent account can be derived.

Since I am teasing out denitions I give a

fairly formal analysis,
First, what is a relation?
Technically a relation is a set of tuples. It is the set of all things that are
'related' in a particular way.

The capitalist relation of production involves 4

elements: Employer, Worker, Means of production and product. Let us denote
this relation by

R=

R

and give an example:

Capitalist

Worker

Means of production

Product

Mr Arkwright

Annie McCleod

Spinning Mule

Cotton yarn

Mr Naysmith

John Smith

Steam Hammer

Iron forgings

Mr Stevenson

Robert Kerr

Steam Locomotive

Transportation

So Master(Mr) Arkwright employs Annie to use a spinning mule to produce
spun cotton yarn. Mr Naysmith employs John Smith to use a steam hammer
to make iron forgings etc. The capitalist relation of production is the set of all
the quadruples of these elements that actually operate at a given point in time.

R

is the bare bones of the relation shown in Figure 7. Perhaps, if we follow

Marx's analysis, the relation should be extended to include the value of the
wage, the value of means of production used up, and the value of the product
created by the labour. Let me call this extended version of the capitalist relation
of production

Re .

So let me add some plausible victorian gures in ¿/s/d to

ll it out.

Re =

Means of production

Product

c

c

c+v+s

Worker

Mr Arkwright

Annie McCleod

Spinning Mule

Cotton yarn

2/-

5/-

9/-

Mr Naysmith

John Smith

Steam Hammer

Iron forgings

2/6

¿1/2/6

¿1/8/3

Mr Brunel

Robert Kerr

Steam Locomotive

Transportation

4/-

16/-

¿1/4/-

The table above uses the notation from Marx's Capital where
wages,

v

Capitalist

v

stands for

for capital in the form of means of production used up, and

s

for the

surplus value or prot that the capitalist makes by employing the worker.
All of this, plus lots of more rows for all the other workers employed in 1848,
was the real capitalist relation of production

R

in Britain.

According to Althusser the next step is for there to be an imaginary relationship between individuals and the real capitalist relation of production.

I

have attempted to illustrate it schematically in Figure 8.
The diagram is rather unsatisfactory because this 'imaginary relationship' is
just shown as an arrow. The problem is that Althusser never gives any example
of what he means by an imaginary relationship between a worker and the real
capitalist relation of production.

I could ll in the real capitalist relation of

production because by refering to what Marx wrote in Capital.

But there is

nothing so specic provided in Lenin and Philosophy about the content of the
imaginary relation between the worker and the real relation of production. What
we can deduce from what he writes is that he denes it as a binary relationship
involving individuals on the one hand and the capitalist relation of production
on the other. So lets call this Imaginary relationship
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I

and give a hypothetical

tabulation of it:
Individual

Relation of production

R
R
R
R
R
R

Annie
Arkwright

I=

Brunel
John
Naysmith
Robert

I am taking Althusser literally at his word here. But it is apparent that the
rexulting relation has very little content.

Every individual stands in the one

relationship to the same capitalist relation of production. What could such a
binary relationship be?
Could it be the set of all individuals who think they benet from capitalism?
Does it just say that all individual in England in 1848 must have had some
imaginary relation to the real capitalist relation since they lived in a capitalist
system?
Should there be more than one imaginary relationship: one for all the workers, one for all the employers?
Should there be an extra imaginary relationship for all individual who are
involved in pre-capitalist production?
Althusser does not say. He just says that ideology is a representation of a
relation to a relation. Trying to make the best of a bad job, that is what I try
to illustrate in Figure 9. I show the ideological representation of the imaginary
relationship as slightly blurry since a representation is less, in information terms,
than the thing it represents.
At rst sight Althusser's account seems to be of high complexity, but that
would not have mattered if it had been spelt out in sucient detail to provide
a plausible account. Lets see if we can make sense of it. He emphasises that
ideology is about the imagined relationship of individuals to the relations of
production.

So lets take an individual from the tables and try out various

interpretations of what he says. Let us start with Annie Macleod.
Does Annie have an imaginary relationship with

R,

the capitalist relations

of production?
Considering that

R

includes all the capitalists, all the machines and all the

products, it is pretty safe to say that Annie has no imaginary representation of
it. But if we select out only the row
Capitalist

Worker

Means of production

Product

Mr Arkwright

Annie McCleod

Spinning Mule

Cotton yarn

then yes. She will be able to imagine this. Althusser says that ideology is
the representation of an imagined relationship. If asked who her employer was,
Annie could have answered 'Mr Arkwright'. If asked what she made she could
have answered 'yarn'. If asked how she could have said 'with a mule'.
So she could have reconstructed in her imagination who employed her, to
make what and with what and, by answering, she would give a spoken representation of her imagined employment and activity. So would the answering of
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Representation

Ideology itself

Imaginary relation to
Relations of production

Real Relations of Production

Figure 9: Althussers whole Monty is then that ideology itself is a representation
of the imaginary relationship shown in Figure 8.
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these questions correspond to what Althusser calls ideology.
No.

Because she is answering about her imagined recollection of her real

work, and her real employer. He says ideology is about imaginary relations to
real relations.
the question of the `cause' of the imaginary distortion of the real
relations in ideology disappears and must be replaced by a dierent question: why is the representation given to individuals of their
(individual) relation to the social relations which govern their condi-

tions of existence and their collective and individual life necessarily
an imaginary relation?
( my italics, WPC)
So it is not enough for Annie to be able to imagine Mr Arkwright, she has to
imagine a relationship to the relationship between her and Mr Arkwright if her
imaginings are to count as ideology for Althusser.
Well one possible example would be the following.

•

Annie gets up in the morning and her mother gives her a bowl of porridge

•

As she eats it she imagines what will happen if she is slow eating it and
arrives late at the mill.

•

She imagines Mr Arkwright scolding her and taking 6d from her day's
wage.

•

She says 'Mother I must hurry or I will be late and loose pay'.

So here the imagined relationship is her failing to meet her real employment contract. She imagines it happening before the event and modies her behaviour.
The utterance 'I must hurry or I will be late', then ts Althusser's criterion for
ideology.
I dont doubt that things like this happen. Most of us have probably heard
people worry about being late or loosing pay.
This sort of example also ts in with the emphasis that Althusser gives on
ideology being 'materialised in practices'.
an ideology always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices. This existence is material.
Since Althusser counts the family as a state ideological machine and since eating
breakfast is a practice, we can perhaps t Annie's complaint over porridge into
his procrustean bed, but it is a forced t.

An adult worker living alone who

muttered the something similar over her porridge could hardly count as 'existing
in the practice of an apparatus'.
The real problem is that Althusser has so narrowly specied what he counts
as ideology that he omits most of what we normally mean by ideology. Consider
some Trump tweets:
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1. The Economy is the BEST IT HAS EVER BEEN! Even much of the Fake
News is giving me credit for that!
2. As most people are aware, according to the Polls, I won EVERY debate,
including the three with Crooked Hillary Clinton, despite the fact that in
the rst debate, they modulated the sound on me, and got caught. This
crew looks somewhat easier than Crooked, but you never know?
3. The cost of our great Salute to America tomorrow will be very little compared to what it is worth.

We own the planes, we have the pilots, the

airport is right next door (Andrews), all we need is the fuel. We own the
tanks and all. Fireworks are donated by two of the greats. Nice!
At a pinch we could say that (1) meets Althusser's denition, since it may lead
people to imagine that they personally are doing better out of the economic
system than they really are. But it is easier to see it meeting the 'mechanistic'
model of ideology where a despot creates an imaginary representation of the
real economy.
Number (2) is ideological in the everyday sense, but fails according the Althusserian denition, since it is not about the relations of production. It would
only count if we see it as an imagined relationship to Trump's own real 'relations
of production' as a candidate. But that is not the purpose of the tweet. The
purpose is to win other voter's to support him.
Number (3) ts the mechanistic model since it invites the readers to imagine
that they own the US tanks and planes. His readers have no power of disposal
over tanks and planes. It is like Annie imagining she was Mr Arkwright and
owned the spinning mill or imagining that you have won the lottery, or imagining
that the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand and you can live in idleness for ever after.
For it to beideology for Althusser it must be an imagined relationship between
the individual and other relations, not a simple counter factual.
Take the quotations from the New Testament that I gave earlier. Do any
of these correspond to an imagined relation between the individual and a real
relation of production?
No.

They scarcely touch on relations of production.

Where they, at a

pinch, do in the Epistle of Paul to Timothy they simply describe the relation of
subordination of women to men. They do not describe an imagined relationship
to this real subordination.

Conclusion to section 2.1

Althusser fails to give any convincing account

why the 'mechanistic' theory of ideology is wrong. He asserts a new denition of
ideology that is over complex and so proscriptive that most of what we normally
call ideology is excluded by it.
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