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“'For we must make no mistake about ourselves: we are as much automaton as mind. As 
a result, demonstration is not the only instrument for convincing us. How few things can 
be demonstrated! Proofs only convince the mind; habit provides the strongest proofs and 
those that are most believed. It inclines the automaton, which leads the mind 
unconsciously along with it. Whoever proved that it will dawn tomorrow, and that we hall 
die? And what is more widely believed? It is, then, habit that convinces us and makes so 
many Christians. It is habit that makes Turks, heathen, trades, soldiers, etc. .. . . In short, 
we must resort to habit once the mind has seen where the truth lies, in order to steep 
and stain ourselves in that belief which constantly eludes us, for it is too much trouble to 
have the proofs always present before us. We must acquire an easier belief, which is that 
of habit. With no violence, art or argument it makes us believe things, and so inclines all 
our faculties to this belief that our soul fall naturally into it. When we believe only by the 
strength of our conviction and the automaton is inclined to believe the opposite, that is 
not enough. We must therefore make both parts of us believe: the mind by reasons, which 
need to be seen only once in a lifetime, and the automaton by habit, and not allowing it 
any inclination to the contrary'” (Pascal) 

“To know is not to extract from the impurities and diversity of the real the pure essence 
contained in the real, as gold is extracted from the dross of sand and dirt in which it is 
contained. To know is to produce the adequate concept of the object by putting to work 
means of theoretical production (theory and method), applied to a given raw material. 
This production of knowledge in a given science is a specific practice, which should be 
called theoretical practice - a specific practice, distinct, that is, from other existing 
practices (economic, political, ideological practices) and absolutely irreplaceable at its 
level and in its function.” (Althusser) 
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Session I - Sep 12: Marx I - Theory and Ideology 
1. Overview of class 

a. KNOWLEDGE OF SOCIETY I (Sep 12) 
i. Social knowledge appears first as a problem of theory (how and what can be 

known of society if we assume that society is not a fact or something we can 
immediately grasp) 

ii. The concept of social unity or totality seems to be the precondition for a critical 
theory of society. If this soldier falls, (Marxist) critical theory is a thing of the past. 

iii. Ideology appears first as a problem of theories that fail to grasp the specific form 
of our society because these theories do not understand the point from which 
they theorize and because they develop abstract (non-dialectic) versions of social 
reality. We might say that ideology is a position for which there is no social reality 
(because this already presupposes that there is one reality and this presupposes 
that the “one” has a unity. 

iv. Marxist critical theory cannot accept social constructivism or pluralist versions of 
social reality. 

b. KNOWLEDGE OF SOCIETY II (Sep 19) 
i. Society is the meta-realm for both body and mind. 

ii. Life is the unifying concept for all human activities. 
iii. Knowledge appears as something that is produced in society; i.e., self-knowledge 

of society cannot be thought of as something that occurs from an external point 
of view. Theory is therefore to be grasped as practice in which and through which 
society is conscious of itself. Marx tackles this via a dialectic theory of labor, 
perception, and individuality (German Ideology, Feuerbach Theses). 

iv. The problem of beliefs occurs and whether we can understand them in an 
intellectualist framework (tackled by Althusser and Bourdieu). 

v. The problem of philosophy occurs: is philosophy ideology or can it be saved? 
c. KNOWLEDGE OF SOCIETY III (Sep 26) 

i. The social form of capitalist societies is the commodity form; the commodity form 
comes with its own (unconscious) “knowledge,” namely, fetishism. Capitalist 
society is in-itself necessarily intransparent. 

ii. This fetishized knowledge occurs in practice and synthesizes society abstractly 
(exchange) (Oct 3). 

d. KNOWLEDGE OF SOCIETY IV (Oct 10-31) 
i. Refinements of the theory-praxis problem are worked out by Althusser. He 

presents the most dualistic picture of theory vs. ideology. It remains unclear 
whether Marxist theory is theory, science, knowledge, or ideology. 

ii. Ideology as practice receives an extension towards lived experience, unconscious 
recognition of us as capitalist subjects, and “super-subject” constitution (ideology 
and ISAs). 

e. KNOWLEDGE OF SOCIETY V (Nov 7-28) 
i. The move from ideology to culture: refinements of Althusser are made by Hall 

through the analysis of linguistically mediated culture as the site at which 
societies produce their own self-knowledge. 
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ii. The move from ideology to habitus: refinements of Althusser are made through 
the analysis of embodied knowledge in which the self-knowledge of agents as 
societal agents is constituted through embodied and practices embedded in 
habitus.  

iii. The concept of knowledge as once central for Marxist theory has disappeared and 
the logic of practices appeared. 

2. Lukacs 
a. Notes upfront 

i. This essay appeared in a shorter version first in 1919 in ”Tactics and Ethics.” The 
fact that Lukacs rewrote it and included it again in HCC shows that this is an 
important essay. For me, it is the center of HCC. I think that it is a direct 
commentary on Marx’s Grundrisse introduction and it poses the central question 
of how critical theory of society is possible.  

ii. The central claim is that without the concept of social totality Marxist theory (as 
revolutionary theory) is lost, and I think that it is precisely this point that makes 
“being a Marxist in philosophy” difficult – if not impossible – in our contemporary 
academic discourses.  

iii. You have to be very good if you want to push this position against all other 
positions, and you need to find good theoretical answers to the entire field of 
philosophical knowledge; i.e., you cannot be a Marxist in philosophy if you do not 
defend certain epistemological, metaphysical, aesthetical and ethical positions. I 
agree with Althusser and Heidegger: no philosophy can exist without 
metaphysics.  

iv. We need to develop fundamental positions. As an orthodox Marxist you cannot 
follow a Foucauldian toolbox approach to concepts. Sorry, Matt ���� So, you need 
to think hard, for example, whether and how Marx’s concept of labor makers any 
sense and if you give it up, Habermas might be the superior path in critical theory. 

v. I am convinced that we need to understand the forest first before we can identify 
the trees: for this we need to read Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, Deleuze, Althusser, 
Husserl, Heidegger.  

vi. Note that the title of the essay implies a certain irony: what Lukacs wants to say 
is that orthodox Marxism is not what (when he wrote HCC) was counted as 
“orthodox”! It does not mean dogmatic. 

vii. Though I do not want to discuss the details of L’s thesis that the class position of 
the proletariat is the “self-knowledge” of itself and the totality, it is clear that the 
concept of knowledge has two sides: on the hand, society knows itself in theory 
(orthodox Marxism); on the other hand, theory exists in praxis as the self-
knowledge of the proletariat.  

viii. The proletariat is theory in praxis because it knows itself as a revolutionary class. 
As a revolutionary class it grasps itself as historical and as being related to the 
whole (in action): “its class position becomes comprehensible only if the whole of 
society can be understood” (HCC, 20). 

ix. So, “understanding” for the proletariat is action (a very Existentialist/Fichtean 
and not Hegelian claim). 
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b. Orthodox Marxism 
i. “Even if this were to be proved every serious 'orthodox' Marxist would still be 

able to accept all such modern conclusions without reservation and hence dismiss 
every single one of Marx's theses-without being compelled for a single minute to 
renounce his orthodoxy. Orthodox Marxism, therefore, does not imply the 
uncritical acceptance of the results of Marx's investigations. It is not the 'belief' in 
this or that thesis, not the exegesis of a 'sacred' book. On the contrary, orthodoxy 
refers exclusively to method. It is the scientific conviction that dialectical 
Marxism is the road to truth and that its methods can be developed, expanded 
and deepened only along the lines laid down by its founders. It is the conviction, 
moreover, that all attempts to surpass or 'improve' it have led and must lead to 
over-simplification, triviality and eclecticism." (HCC, xxvi) 

ii. So, we should wonder how Lukacs can claim that Marxism is a method, insofar as 
“method” indicates an abstract way of approaching arbitrary contents. Put 
differently, “method” seems to indicate a technicist approach to social theory; 
almost positivist! This also would imply that with orthodox Marxism we can 
understand every mode of social (re)production. This cannot be Lukacs’ view 
although some secondary writer mindlessly only read the title ���. In my view, 
this problem can be resolved if we take into account that orthodox Marxism is 
the correct method for a particular object, namely, capitalist social thinghood, 
organized categorially as ensembles of reified societal relations. Only because 
bourgeois society is a categorially determined whole in which its main 
determinants that Marxist dialectics addresses make up this whole, can it be 
grasped with orthodox Marxism. This equals the claim that only capitalist society 
is a totality.  

iii. Because of the fetishized social relations, positivist attitudes (that operate with 
absolute givens, immediacy, quantifications, and facts) are the result. 
Accordingly, positivism is itself an effect of bourgeoise society, according to 
Lukacs. 

c. Dialectics 
i. “By contrast, in the teeth of all these isolated and isolating facts and partial 

systems, dialectics insists on the concrete unity of the whole. Yet although it 
exposes these appearances for the illusions they are - albeit illusions 
necessarily engendered by capitalism - in this 'scientific' atmosphere it still 
gives the impression of being an arbitrary construction” (HCC, 6) 

ii. From the first version (1919): “Such an unconditional predominance of totality, 
of the unity of the whole over the abstract isolation of the parts, is the essence of 
Marx's conception of society. This is the dialectical method. Following it and not 
regurgitating words is orthodox Marxism.” (GuK, 67) 

iii. Dialectics for Lukacs is comprised out of four main elements: totality, category, 
the category of relation as reciprocal interaction [Wechselwirkung], and 
mediation. 

iv. The concepts of totality and Wechselwirkung (reciprocal interaction) stem from 
Kant, I think…. See Kant handout in class. 
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v. Theory = “knowledge of the whole” (HCC, 10) 
vi. Totality 

1. “The idea of totality is not a philosopher's invention, but forces itself on 
us in everyday life; as soon as a citizen does not pay his house rent, the 
consequences that this entail will make him feel the full power of the 
totality - and the Marxist way of thinking only elevates this totality to a 
higher level of thought, a totality which we are forced to live up to on a 
daily basis experience whether we want to or not, whether we become 
aware of them or not, whether we draw conclusions from them or not. I 
think I've drawn the conclusions” (Lukacs, Conference on Europe, 
Geneva, 1947) 

2. Mix of Marx and Dilthey: capitalist society is a Lebenszusammenhang 
(unified life nexus) 

vii. Mediation 
1. “Only in this context which sees the isolated facts of social life as aspects 

of the historical process and integrates them in a totality, can knowledge 
of the facts hope to become knowledge of reality. This knowledge starts 
from the simple (and to the capitalist world), pure, immediate, natural 
determinants described above. It progresses from them to the 
knowledge of the concrete totality, i.e. to the conceptual reproduction of 
reality. This concrete totality is by no means an unmediated datum for 
thought. ’The concrete is concrete,’ Marx says, ‘because it is a synthesis 
of many particular determinants, i.e. a unity of diverse elements.’ (HCC, 
8-9). 

2. “But in fact, to leave empirical reality behind can only mean that the 
objects of the empirical world are to be understood as aspects of a 
totality, i.e. as the aspects of a total social situation caught up in the 
process of historical change. Thus the category of mediation is a 
methodological lever with which to overcome the mere immediacy of the 
empirical world and as such it is not something (subjective) foisted on to 
the objects from outside, it is no value-judgement or 'ought' opposed to 
their 'is'. It is rather the manifestation of their authentic objective 
structure.” (HCC, 162) 

viii. Interactive causality [Wechselwirkung] 
1. Wechselwirkung (reciprocal causality) is the condition of the possibility 

that we can claim both [1] that all elements of the capitalist mode of 
social reproduction are interacting with each other (logical) and are doing 
this now (temporal). See Kant handout 

2. Btw, I would also argue that we need to develop a concept of historical 
time; Althusser seems to have a sense of this, Lukacs does not. 

3. See also the introduction to Engels’ Anti-Dühring. Engels extends 
dialectics to nature. 

ix. Categories 
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1. Note that for Lukacs history is not constituted through teleology, a series 
of events, or on the empirical level; rather, history is constituted through 
social categories that make phenomena accessible as social-historical. 
“The” historical is the social form of phenomena. The categorial 
ensemble of relations needs to change as a whole and only if and when 
this occurs, history takes place. This is not too far away from Althusser. 

2. “I shall cite only one of the best-known passages: ‘A cotton-spinning 
Jenny is a machine for spinning cotton. Only under certain circumstances 
does it become capital. Torn from those circumstances it is no more 
capital than gold is money or sugar the price of sugar." (HCC, 13) 

3. A “thing”, here the machine, can only be grasped as a social and thus as 
a historical thing through its categorial being (through capital). Only as 
such is it accessible. This historical dimension cannot be gained through 
a process of abstraction itself, which determines its “essence”, because 
the thing “machine” only exists as a result of the historical form of our 
relationship to the ensemble of relations that constitute the thing. 

4. Categories constitute the totality as a social form: only as a categorial 
unity can capitalist societal structure be grasped as finite. Only when we 
conceive of it (and demonstrate this in philosophy!) as finite, can we 
claim that the future is open and that our current society in its entirety is 
not “natural.”  

5. “In the Paris Manuscripts Marx says that there is only one science, the 
science of history, and he even adds, 'a non-objective being is a non-
being'. That is to say, an object without categorial attributes cannot ex- 
ist. Existence means, therefore, that a thing exists in an objectively 
determinate form: the objectivity of the determinate form makes up the 
category to which the object in question belongs. It is this that 
distinguishes my ontology clearly from earlier philosophies. Traditional 
philosophy conceived of a system of categories which included the 
categories of history along with others. In the Marxist system of 
categories every object is furnished from the outset with attributes , with 
thinghood and with a categorial existence. A non-objective being is a non-
being. And within the object history is the history of the changes which 
take place in the categories. The categories, therefore, are com- ponents 
of objective reality. Nothing can exist which is not in some sense a 
category. In this respect there is an extraordinarily sharp difference 
between Marxism and earlier world-views. In Marxism the categorial 
being of a thing constitutes its being, whereas in the old philosophies 
categorial being was the fundamental category within which the 
categories of reality were constituted. It is not the case that history 
unfolds within the system of categories, but rather that history is the 
system of categories in the process of change. The categories, therefore, 
are forms of beings. To the extent that they become ideas, they become 
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forms of reflexion without losing their primacy or forms of being.” 
(Lukacs, Record of a Life, 142) 

6. “Hegel was never able to advance to a real unity of theory and practice; 
instead he merely either saturated the logical arrangement of the 
categories with a wealth of historical material or rationalized history into 
a succession of sublimated and abstracted forms, alterations of structure, 
epochs, etc., which he raised to categories. Marx was the first to see 
through this false dilemma: he did not deduce the order of sequence of 
the categories from either their logical arrangement [logisches 
Auseinander, KANT, causality] or from their historical succession 
[historisches Aufeinander, KANT, 3rd Analogy], but he recognized that 
‘their order of sequence is rather determined by the relation which they 
bear to one another in modern bourgeois society’ [KANT, totality]” 
(https://www.marxists.org/archive/lukacs/works/1926/moses-
hess.htm) 

7. From this it also follows that every theory that does not grasp the 
categorial unity of capitalist society is ideology, insofar as it conceives of 
its own historical standpoint as a-historical. Also: ideology can only be 
“detected” if claims about the whole are made. 

3. Adorno 
a. This essay was written during the 60s. Adorno turned back to political economy during 

his late Frankfurt lecture courses (now translated), during the positivism debate with 
German sociologists, and due to the student movement. 

b. Basic concepts 
i. Totality 

1. Note that Adorno claims that we are living in a functionalist society; he 
does not claim that every society is a functional totality; it is nevertheless 
debatable whether his assumption about functions is correct. 

2. By “function” Adorno seems to mean “instrumental” (62); everyone is a 
means for the whole; Marx claims that with the all-encompassing force 
of capital ever-thing becomes a use value (a means) for capital. We might 
also say that in a society that is completely determined by growth (as the 
final expression for surplus value) every-thing becomes a function for this 
end. 

3. This concept of function differs from how I use “function” (with Cassirer) 
for the concept of social category. For Kant categories are not concepts; 
i.e., they do not refer to anything; they are not of something; rather, 
categories are rules to relate [verknüpfen] content and to synthesize 
aspects of representation to one representational reality. 

ii. Positivism 
1. Society cannot be grasped in immediacy, theory depends upon 

mediation; here Adorno fends off all “positivist” attempts to begin social 
theory with facts, information, something simply given, etc. This comes 
directly from Marx and Lukacs.  

https://www.marxists.org/archive/lukacs/works/1926/moses-hess.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lukacs/works/1926/moses-hess.htm
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2. Note that Adorno does not completely eradicate the concept of 
experience. In this regard he completely differs from Althusser. Adorno 
remains a Kantian philosopher. This also means that there is an opening 
for phenomenology and hermeneutics (interpretation). The opposing 
figure is Althusser who sometimes is taken to base his thinking on 
scientism.  

3. Society is characterized by antagonisms which point to “power 
structures” (62); so, for Adorno social theory is also a theory of societal 
domination (i.e., it is not as if one group intentionally or unintentionally 
“dominates” over other groups; rather, domination is a structural feature 
of capitalist society. 

4. There is a discussion in the literature whether domination can be thought 
of as a feature of real abstraction. 

iii. Theory 
1. Society can neither be deducted logically (Hegel) nor can it be empirically 

abstracted (scientific positivism). 
2. Adorno defends a concept of theory that goes back and forth between 

subjective position (a theory of society begins with experience) and an 
objective position (society transcends all experiences and can only be 
reconstructed via theory) 

3. “society is both known and not known from the inside” (63); so, either he 
refers here to experience, or this would already be the point at which the 
concept of ideology enters the picture. 

4. The object of critical theory is not only society, but also sociology as the 
scientific expression of knowledge of society (64). This we also find in 
Marx’s Grundrisse; it is just the case that for Marx the object for his 
critique is classical political economy (instead of sociology). 

5. With Althusser this can be extended to philosophy. How can we be 
Marxists in philosophy? So, we have three objects of theory: society, 
scientific knowledge of society (sociology, political economy; for 
Althusser this is ideology), and philosophy. Ultimately, we have four 
objects, as today we have culture and the media as the centers of 
knowledge production. Finally, we need to think about how commodity 
fetishism fits to all of this. If, with Marx and Lukacs, we assume that 
capital comes with fetishism, then commodity fetishism (or reification) 
would the universal form of ideological self-knowledge of society. 

6. Adorno connects extends commodity fetishism (68) to culture: 
“affective” industries, massification of experience, consumption 
fetishism. 

7. So, how about the following first hypothesis for our class: theory not only 
needs to claim that it is the true conception of society, but also that it is 
opposed to all other productions of knowledge in and of this society. 

8. For Adorno, theory becomes the center of resistance as distancing (68); 
this is problematic because Adorno does not conceive of this as political 
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practice (as Lukacs and Althusser would argue). For Adorno theory as 
political praxis is no longer possible, insofar as the integration has been 
total. Well, we might ask, how is then Adornian theory possible ����. How 
can theory “resist” anything? Some would argue that Adorno kind of 
conceives of critical theory as an internal emigration (hotel Abyss, as 
Lukacs would say). Somehow Adorno is more contemporary than Lukacs 
because we seemed to have lost the idea that the whole can change. 
Lukacs believed until his death that he is part of that already occurring 
change. 

iv. Integration 
1. Despite the complete integration of all individuals into the societal whole, 

Adorno points out that the class conflict is still visible via the 
“higher/lower” distinction and its extensions (nations, globalization). 
Again, I don’t think that Adorno has a political concept of class; classes 
are themselves kind of fossilized structures of capitalist society. 

c. Notes 
i. The concept of abstraction on p.65 stems from Sohn-Rethel (Oct 3 session) 

4. Marx (notes taken from my 2021 class) 
a. Critique of naturalisms 

i. Marx argues that bourgeois philosophers depict society as a bunch of 
disconnected individuals = a-relational ontology 

ii. For Marx, we are living individuals “before” we are minds and bodies; life is the 
19th Century metaphysical key concept. 

iii. Theoretical critique: bourgeoise philosophy naturalizes the idea that we exist 
originally as a bunch of unrelated atoms. 

iv. Ideology critique: the idea that we are unrelated individuals is itself based on 
historical conditions; only under modern conditions, such as the market, private 
property, and utilitarianism can society appear as something that is [1] external 
to the individual and [2] to which we have an instrumental relationship. 

v. Ideology = forgetting (85) 
vi. No activity can be thought of as outside of social relations; M underlines that this 

also can be applied to the “absurdity” of conceiving language as something that 
takes place between individuals, instead of it taking place in between social 
individuals (here Habermas, pragmatic speech acts as socially constitutive); note: 
in this tradition, language as something spoken is prior to language as a written 
system. 

vii. Individuality is nothing “fixed;” rather it is a way in which we exist as social 
beings. A human being “can individuate [vereinzeln] itself only in the midst of 
society” (84). 

b. Critique of abstract views of society 
i. Marx argues that “production as such” (and other social factors that political 

economists start with) remains a-historical and abstract; he argues that all basic 
concepts used for social theory and political economy are historically specific; i.e., 
they can only exist in their historical determinations.  
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ii. These determinations are unified by their form or “mode” [Weise]. 
iii. Though we can abstractly argue that production is necessary for all societies or 

that means of productions are necessary for every productive process, we never 
find a society that exists simply in the form of such abstractions. So, we need to 
explain how we get there; i.e., we need to learn to see that abstractions are the 
result of reflections. Once we see this, our method becomes genetic, historical, 
and the abstract becomes concrete through thinking about the abstractions. 

iv. If we conceive of capital and production as abstractions, then we naturalize these 
concepts. 

v. For example, in undergraduate classes student often say things like “capitalism is 
based on competition and humans are by nature competitive” = they naturalize 
capitalism via an absurd reduction of an entire world to one essentialized aspect 
of “being human” (and hence, they conclude, capitalism is the most “natural” and 
“human” system possible), see note below on understanding/Verstand vs. 
reason/Vernunft. 

vi. All social-historical determinations that lead to a specific society (=production) 
appear as a unity (85). 

vii. Society as the result of “production” (i.e., all creative activities) is divided into 
branches, such as agriculture, service, industry, etc.; production is a whole that 
makes up a totality (86). 

c. Social form & totality 
i. Historical specificity of appropriation of nature = private property is a bourgeois 

and modern concept; the idea of private property is related to private production 
of isolated individuals who are part of a particular system of wealth generation 
through wage and capital. Private property is not “natural,” as, for example, Locke 
seems to think. 

ii. Historical specificity of power and violence relations (state) = “namely that every 
form of production creates its own legal relations, form of government, etc,” (88) 
 superstructure. Marx points out that the mode or social form of how we bring 
societies into existence (i.e., the social form of production) comes with specific 
determinations in law and state (=prison, police, violence apparatus). 

iii. Those who do not understand how productive activities and seemingly 
unproductive activities (intellectual stuff, teaching!, state, etc.) hang together, 
are accused of a “lack of concepts [Begriffslosigkeit]” (88, trans. modified) 

iv. All activities hang together, insofar as they belong to one social totality which, in 
turn, comes into existence through creative activities (so, production has a 
certain primary status in Marx, which is not to be confused with the absurd 
position of some traditional Marxists that it is all about industry and production). 

v. Marx differentiates unity (distinct elements) from identity (=indistinct and 
speculative), check p.94&99.  

vi. “To regard society as one single subject is, in addition, to look at it wrongly; 
speculatively.” This goes against Hegel, as Marx wants to say that his dialectics is 
not speculative; categories cannot be generated by thought alone (i.e., thought 
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thinking about itself); instead, they need to be wrought from the historical 
material and experience. 

d. Dialectics 
i. 90-94: Consumption and Production 

1. OK, let’s see how dialectics actually works!  
2. Important: pay attention to how in section (2) the basics of a materialist 

theory of subjectivity are contained (subject, need, perception, wants, 
habits, inclinations, etc.) 

3. Production is immediately consumption (90) 
a. Individual develops ability through creative acts and, at the same 

time, [1] consumes the life energies involved in these acts, [2] 
consumes the means of production, and [3] consumes the 
materials involved (note: using as “using up” is a form of 
consumption). 

4. Consumption Proper (90) 
a. Consumption, for example eating, is productive (body 

reproduces itself). 
b. Consumption proper cannot be reduced to the consumption of 

finished objects alone, as it is moment of the coming-into-being 
of the object. 

c. Production creates consumption’s material and the subject “for 
whom they are products” (important!!) (91); i.e., the way we 
produce determines who we are. Think of Iphones! 

d. The products produced are only products if consumed (example: 
train tracks); how about art or religious objects? 

5. Consumption is immediately production 
a. Consumptions realizes production: “a house in which no one lives 

is in fact not a real house” (91) [except in some fancy 
deconstructive architecture ����] 

b. A product becomes (important!) a product only in and through 
consumption. 

c. Consumption produces the need for new production (important); 
GI: the historically first act is the act of (re)producing needs. 

d. “Hunger is hunger, but the hunger gratified by cooked meat 
eaten with a knife and fork is a different hunger from that which 
bolts down a raw meat with the aid of hand, nail and tooth” (92); 
so, we need to understand that by “hunger” Marx does not mean 
some biologically defined concept; rather, it is hunger as it 
appears (first) in the social realm (he is very phenomenological 
here). 

e. Production produces the need for a certain type of consumption; 
it produces a certain “perception” (92) (important!! Think of W. 
Benjamin here). 
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f. “Production thus not only creates an object for the subject, but 
also a subject for the object” (92). 

6. Dialectics: [1] immediate identity, [2] one mediated by the other, [3] each 
side “creates itself as the other” (93)  

ii. 94-98 Distribution and Production 
1. Main point: distribution is not identical with what classical political 

economists conceive of as an external, independent, and isolated chain 
of events or an area in society (Achtung: abstract understanding!), but, 
instead it is contained in the entire production process itself via the 
distribution of the mops, the distribution of societal members, and the 
subsumption of these individuals to a specific mode of production) (96), 
this in turn is determined (bestimmt, not causal!) by technologies, 
infrastructure, transportation, consumption, production, and exchange 
 think of graduate school and the job market! ���� 

2. All of this is determined by the “historic mode of production” which also 
contains the means of violence (wars) and laws (property regulations) 
(98) 

iii. CONCLUSION 
1. “A definite production thus determines a definite consumption, 

distribution and exchange as well as definite relations between these 
different moments” = society as an “organic whole” (perhaps better 
“structural whole”) 

e. Method: From the Abstract to the Concrete 
i. Here is a famous quote: “Of course the method of presentation must differ in 

form from that of inquiry. The latter has to appropriate the material in detail, to 
analyze its different forms of development, to trace out their inner connection. 
Only after this work is done can the actual movement be adequately described. 
If this is done successfully, if the life of the subject-matter is ideally reflected as 
in a mirror, then it may appear as if we had before us a mere a priori construction. 
My dialectic method is not only different from the Hegelian, but is its direct 
opposite. To Hegel, the life process of the human brain, i.e., the process of 
thinking, which, under the name of “the Idea,” he even transforms into an 
independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world, and the real world is only 
the external, phenomenal form of ‘the Idea.’ With me, on the contrary, the ideal 
is nothing else than the material world reflected by the human mind, and 
translated into forms of thought. (Marx, CI, afterword 2nd German edition, p.102) 

ii. Marx employs a Kantian language here 
iii. In Marx the Kantian dualism of intuition and representation becomes replaced by 

history (mode of inquiry) and theory (mode of presentation). 
iv. Marx rejects the idea that we can know bourgeois society if we try to generate it 

out of a teleological process or if we deal with its elements as abstractions. As 
there is no society as such, there is also no labor as such, or population as such or 
property as such. All of these abstractions need to be mediated with the whole 
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of capitalist society so that in the end we understand them as determinations of 
one unity 

v. For example, although one could abstractly claim that all societies are based on 
property, we do not grasp the essence of the capitalist form of property. The 
capitalist form of property is private property insofar as property in capitalism is 
subsumed by capital and, hence, a wealth generating category.  

vi. Check p.103-104 for M’s critique of positions that have indifferent conceptions of 
labor and p.102 for the concept of property 

vii. The concrete as the unity of determinations (categories) can only be the result of 
thinking (101); i.e., of theory. This theory is after historical research has been 
done. It neither can generate its concepts speculatively (Hegel) nor independent 
from history. 

viii. P.101: The systematic categories of capitalist society (money, commodity, capital, 
interest, war, private property, abstract labor, etc.) are ordered in theory; they 
do not emerge in a logical fashion in history. Of course, historically there was a 
factory, a bank there, investment somewhere else, and peasants had been killed 
and driven from their lands, etc.; however, this does not mean that the systematic 
connections that we bring in (presentation of categories) emerged in a logical 
order. Marx wants to fend off Hegelian speculation. He is a Kantian ���� 

ix. “It would therefore be unfeasible and wrong to let the economic categories 
follow one another in the same sequence as that in which they were historically 
decisive. Their sequence is determined, rather, by their relation to one another 
in modem bourgeois society, which is precisely the opposite of that which seems 
to be their natural order, or which corresponds to historical development. The 
point is not the historic position of the economic relations in the succession of 
different forms of society.” (107) 

x. Capital is the “all-dominating economic power of bourgeois society” (107) 
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Session II - Sep 19: Marx II - Societal Production of Knowledge 
 

1. Recap 
a. Remark upfront 

i. If Marxist or critical theory wants to successfully say something about knowledge, 
then it needs to establish itself as “meta-discipline” for claims about society. The 
attempt to accomplish this is two-fold: [1] theory/knowledge of society is 
established as a theory of the whole (totality). If this is successful, then all other 
claims about society can be interpreted as partial, misleading, distorting, 
unfinished; [2] theory/knowledge of society is itself produced in society, which 
then leads to two sub-problems: [2.1.] knowledge production of society in society 
through science and ideology, [2.2.] Marxist theory as praxis 

ii. Now, all of the foregoing is only possible if we can show that knowledge on the 
side of the subject and knowledge on the side of the object take place in a new 
“super-realm,” namely, society. Society becomes in Marx and his followers the 
“region of being” that underlies all other regions. This is not self-explanatory: for 
Husserl, for example, it is consciousness, and for the neurosciences it might be 
“the brain”.  

iii. Or, alternatively, think about a text, such as Russells Problems of Philosophy. I 
have used this wonderful text for an Introduction to Philosophy. Russell assumes, 
without further questioning, that knowledge is located primarily in the “mind” 
and that any reference to “reality” must go through the mind. Society appears 
here either as something empirical or as “a set of values;” similarly, I asked 
Heather Douglas during the orientation meeting why philosophers of science still 
speak of science and values (I am sure that Prof. Douglas does not reduce society 
to “values”). Accordingly, we need to first know more about how the mind knows 
itself, etc.. What Marx says about the materialist method in The German Ideology 
could be used as a counter-position.  

iv. It is very clear that in particular questions related to ontogenetic development 
are problematic. In which way can we claim that “knowledge” as societal is 
already present in the sensuousness of a baby, for example? For this we would 
need to read materialist psychologists, such as Holzkamp or, perhaps, Piaget. 

v. In sum, you should read the early Marx as an attempt (with a complex pre-history 
in Hegel, which we will not address) to give us a glimpse of how society or social 
reality can be established as the most important “region of being.” 

b. Last class: unfortunately, we only made it through Lukacs’ text. Main points: 
i. Steps in this class: knowledge of society (theory); knowledge in society (theory, 

ideology, culture, science); knowledge as praxis; knowledge as production of 
knowledge. 

ii. Orthodox Marxism is the proper method because it is the proper method for 
bourgeois society. The main claim is that only this method is able to relate the 
constitutive elements of society to its totality. 
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iii. The main aspects of this method are: dialectics as the attempt to refuse all 
attempts to point to immediate givens; dialectics as the proper way to relate 
social phenomena to the whole (totality); totality = unity = one = social form; if 
society is a unity, then it must have specific determinations (categories); the main 
social category for L. is Wechselwirkung (interactive causality). 

iv. So, philosophically, you need to think hard what it means that society is one and 
how exactly it can be conceived of as a unity: because we all think the same stuff? 
Because we all have the same ontogenetic development? Because we all live in 
the same culture? Because of language? No, says Marx! 

v. Concept of history: social categorial, discontinuity, structuralist. Side-note: what 
we said about the social-categorial framework could be equally applied to the 
role of constitutions in modern nation-states for the political process.  

vi. Again, the concept of totality is important because it secures the primacy of 
Marxist theory of society which allows to attack other attempts to give us the 
truth about society (political economy for Marx, sociology for Adorno) and to 
attack “scientism” as the claim that only the positive or existing sciences can 
deliver this knowledge.  

vii. Perhaps Marxism is just another attempt to fight against the disappearance of 
philosophy within the modern episteme ���. 

viii. Adorno 
1. Adorno, following L., attacks positivism as pointing to some kind of 

unmediated absolutes; he criticizes sociology because he takes sociology 
to be the main site for societal production of knowledge (sigh! The 60s 
and 70s are long time gone);  

2. he points to mass entertainment as the other site of knowledge 
production; this mass entertainment works through affection (here a 
connection could be built to Marx’s take on sensuousness) 

3. theory mediates between experience and the whole 
ix. Marx: 

1. criticizes bourgeois social philosophers (political economists) for not 
realizing their own social standpoint because they operate with 
abstractions, take their main concepts as immediate givens, and do not 
reflect on the genesis of their positions as emerging in bourgeois society;  

2. dialectics is introduced as a dialectical theory of the unity of production, 
distribution, and consumption; one cannot be thought of without the 
other and one always implies a particular form of the other two (nicely 
demonstrated in his reflections on production and consumption);  

3. in his method he follows a Kantian path: the categories are systematically 
presented, but this does not mean that they emerge in this order in 
reality;  

4. theory begins with abstractions, but tries to go from there to concrete 
determinations (think here of how Capital proceeds). 

x. Accordingly, on the basis of Marx’s text, we can already come to a first hypothesis 
about knowledge: materialist philosophers must reject concepts of knowledge as 
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something that is located outside of social reproduction as the reproduction of 
one social reality. If it is true that in bourgeoise society in the last instance 
everything goes back to the all-dominating power of capital, then it must be the 
case that at least in certain respects the production of knowledge is part of the 
overall reproduction of society, including the knowledge of the reproductive 
whole. Even if we take into account that all social practices are “overdetermined;” 
i.e., cannot be reduced or essentialized via social reproduction of the whole, they 
must play their part; i.e., in capitalist social organization the production of 
scientific knowledge must be, in the last instance, an effect of capital. This also 
means, if we look at the destructive logic of surplus value production, that they 
are part of the mess. 

xi. This equally means that social struggles cannot be thought of as completely 
external to the production of knowledge. 

xii. The basic concepts for a dialectical theory of knowledge that begins with basic 
concepts of Erkenntnis (cognition) are developed by Marx in his early writings.  

1. Theory of society replaces Erkenntnistheorie (read Habermas Knowledge 
and Human Interest, section one, please!).  

xiii. In these writings Marx shows that the subject-object relation or the individual-
reality relation cannot be properly understood as a-historical. “Historical” here 
does not mean “historicist” or “relativist;” rather, it means that conceptually we 
are unable to think about the relation between knowledge and reality as one that 
takes place abstractly; instead, it always takes place in social reality, and as such, 
social reality reflects the development of the activities of (collective) agents and 
the development of the agents reflects the development of the reality. As Marx 
says in The German Ideology, “[a]s individuals express their life, so they are.” If 
we take into account that individuality always is a mode of being related to (all) 
others, and that we can only be related to (all) others via social production, we 
are how we (collectively) reflect ourselves and understand ourselves through and 
in social reality.” 

xiv. Note: of course, Marx’s thought here is not completely revolutionary because we 
find the model of his thinking in Hegel’s Phenomenology. We would need to look 
at Marx’s 1843 critique of Hegel. Let’s skip it. Read Habermas (see note above)! 

2. General 
a. Nature is not, as in Hegel, spirit in its own otherness: “If the real, corporeal human being, 

stands on the fixed, well-rounded earth and inhales and exhales all the forces of nature, 
posits his real objective [gegenständlich] essential powers as alien objects through his 
externalization, the subject is, nevertheless, not the process of positing.... The objective 
being only ...  creates and posits objects because it is posited by objects, because it is 
natural in its very roots. Thus, in its act of positing, it does not descend from its 'pure 
activity' into creating the object; instead, its objective product only confirms its objective 
[gegenständlich] activity." MEGA, I, 3:160; quoted in Habermas, 323). 

b. We will look more closely into Marx’s theory of human creativity and labor. The focus 
should be on reflecting on some basics, such as sensation, perception, the relation 
between subject and object, the “materialist method”;  
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c. we learn to see that for Marx the object of subjective activity is mediated through the 
object from the beginning on; objects of reason, rationality, and agency are active 
(=results of human productive activities); i.e., all social reality is social-historical for Marx; 
put differently, even mental activities, at least genetically, are not “in” us or “internal”; 
rather, they are mediated by an object that is already constituted socially. 

d. From this it follows that all theoretical activity is itself a social-historical praxis. 
e. We need to look more closely what Marx says about ideology in the German Ideology; 

two aspects are important: ideology as turned-around projection of the social reality 
(camera obscura) and the class aspect of ideology. 

3. Feuerbach Theses 
a. Forget for a moment thesis 11; the more important theses are 1&6 
b. Thesis 1 

i. “The first thesis against Feuerbach, however, already goes beyond this. Here the 
meaning of speaking of man as an objective being is not anthropological but 
epistemological: ‘the active side’ that idealism has developed in opposition to 
materialism is to be comprehended materialistically” (Habermas, 26-27) 

ii. Marx points out that the subject-object relation should not be thought of as a 
relation of contemplation (passive, distanced, dualistic, “observing”). Though this 
is not unique (see Fichte and Hegel), he goes to the end with the idea that the 
object of human intellectual engagement is itself “objective activity” 
[gegenständlich], which means that even objects that seem to be purely 
intellectual are ultimately conceived of as – to speak with Lukacs – categorial 
social objects = history. 

iii. “nature that surrounds us constitutes itself as objective nature for us only in 
being mediated by the subjective nature of man through processes of social 
labor. That is why labor, or work, is not only a fundamental category of human 
existence but also an epistemological category.” (Habermas, 28) 

1. Note: nature now, with the rejection of an absolute identity of spirit and 
nature, appears as non-identity 

2. Although for Marx (social) reality is historical and in this sense subjective, 
the subject itself is natural (body) and nature as the object of the natural 
sciences remains “foreign” and external to the historical process. “Of 
course, in all this the priority of external nature remains unassailed” 
(Marx, Excerpts, 191) 

iv. Objects, then, are in their genetic essence products. When conceived of as 
practical objects, they no longer can be conceived of as “isolated,” insofar as they 
are, for example, already mediated by the praxis of all others. We will come back 
to this in the Economic Manuscripts. 

v. This beginning point, in my view, also makes Marx compatible with the 
phenomenological attempt to go back from scientific abstractions to that which 
Husserl calls the life-world; i.e., the world of lived experience. In the life-world we 
certainly do not encounter objects as one purely to be known “mentally”; rather, 
we engage and discover things around us through embodied practices that go 
down to the constitution of space. To be sure, that does not mean that 
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objectifying attitudes are impossible, but these themselves occur in practical 
engagements.  

1. Now, the difference between Husserl and Marx is that Husserl still 
conceives of practical objects in the life-world as primarily objects of 
perception; whereas for Marx the reality itself is mediated by and the 
result of history. 

2. This also leads to the important role of technology (=means of 
production) that has been sidelined by most of the history of philosophy. 
There is of course itself a historical reason for why technology does not 
become central for philosophers before, say, the beginning of the 20th 
century. 

3. The body itself is the first constitutive “place” where my inside is the 
outside. Merleau-Ponty could not have said this better ����. 

c. Thesis 5 
i. This thesis is strengthening thesis 1, insofar as even the concept of sensuousness 

is conceived of as activity (note: this differs from Hegel’s treatment of 
sensuousness in chapter one of his Phenomenology); also check for extensions of 
this pp. 102&190 in the pdf excerpts.  

i. German Ideology, 190: “He does not see how the sensuous world around him is 
not a thing given direct from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the 
product of industry and of the state of society; and, indeed, in the sense that it is 
a historical product, the result of the activity of a whole succession of generations, 
each standing on the shoulders of the preceding one, developing its industry and 
its intercourse, modifying its social system according to the changed needs. Even 
the objects of the simplest ‘sensuous certainty’ are only given him through 
social development, industry, and commercial intercourse. The cherry-tree, like 
almost all fruit-trees, was, as is well known, only a few centuries ago transplanted 
by commerce into our zone, and therefore only by this action of a definite society 
in a definite age it has become ‘sensuous certainty’ for Feuerbach.” 

ii. See above note ontogenesis and Piaget. 
d. Thesis 6 

i. For me, this thesis is more important than thesis 11. It contains the entire Marx 
����. Basically, it contains Marx’s first version of what he further carries out as his 
“method” in the Grundrisse. Human beings are no longer defined via essentialist 
abstractions (selected properties, language, consciousness, rationality, logic, 
etc.); rather, they are defined through their concrete ensemble of societal 
relations. Individuals are not separated from social relations; rather, they are 
constituted through and even as them. 

ii. So, we would need to claim that the tendency that individuals take themselves to 
be external to society is itself the result of a certain kind of sociality. As Marx says 
in the Grundrisse introduction: individuation (Vereinzelung) is only possible in 
society. 

iii. Note: the concept of individuality that is implied in thesis 6 is in the contemporary 
debate addressed as “transindivduality.” 
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iv. Note: this does not yet answer the question of whether individuals are subjects 
and perhaps even be moral subjects. 

v. German Ideology, 189: “This sum of productive forces, capital funds, and social 
forms of intercourse, which every individual and generation finds in existence as 
something given, is the  real  basis  of what  the  philosophers  have  conceived  
as  ‘substance’  and ‘essence of man’, and what they have deified and attacked; a 
real basis which is not in the least disturbed, in its effect and influence on the 
development of men, by the fact that these philosophers revolt against it as ‘self-
consciousness’ and the ‘Unique’.” 

e. Thesis 7 
i. The attempt to come up with human abstractions does not critically reflect on its 

own genesis in a “particular form of society” (173). 
4. Marx, Economic Manuscripts 

a. Alienated labor 
i. I do not want to go into all details of this famous piece; the entire text is complex 

and long (usually people only read the 101-textbook version). The main point for 
this class is that I think that the superficial reading of this text as dealing with 
“alienation” through exploitation and disconnect is less interesting (though, of 
course, important); instead, we should reflect on how Marx demonstrates how 
to think of basic concepts of his theory: we begin with an abstract concept 
“alienated labor” and end up with a concrete determination of the concept, the 
consequence of which is that alienation and labor can no longer be grasped as 
something unrelated, isolated, and immediate. Labor is all the way down only 
thinkable as societal that reproduces itself in a particular form. This form is 
alienated. 

ii. I do agree with more recent scholarship on Marx, such as Postone, that the 
anthropological (mis)reading leads to the consequence of conceptualizing 
communism as a society in which labor is no longer alienated. The problem is that 
this leaves the role of labor intact; the opposing reading claims that Marx’s theory 
is a critique of labor; i.e., that communist society would be a society in which labor 
would no longer be central for being human and for being in society. So, think 
of how to run human life without labor being the center, the expression of status, 
without value, etc. Hell! What would that be like? How about this: we are we 
sitting around a fire pit, talk about Plato, and drink German beer ���� No, seriously, 
we would of course still labor because, as Marx puts it in a famous letter to 
Kugelmann, every child knows that a society without labor could not survive for 
more than three weeks; however, we would no longer conceive of it as labor 
(without falling back onto some kind of agrarian utopianism). Comrade 
Hollingsworth is the specialist in the party organization for questions related to 
labor and automation. Ask him ����. 

iii. Note how Marx at the beginning points to the problem of abstract and concrete: 
political economists, he claims, usually do not explain their concepts (=what he 
means: grasp them); instead, they take them to be givens: “the” population, “the” 
land, etc. 
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iv. Anyhow, to go back to the topic, it is not labor that is alienated, but, instead, it is 
the entire ensemble of relations that are contained in the concept of labor that is 
alienated. 

v. Labor is nothing you can point to, such as apples or laptops. Stop with your 
Chase studies for a moment and think about this simple thesis, please!  

vi. This is why I would argue against Habermas’s thesis that labor the societal 
synthesis is wrongheaded (Achtung! ) (Habermas, 28), insofar as such a view 
would fall back onto “production idealism” in which the transcendental ego 
becomes replaced by the laboring ego. A thorough analysis of labor, instead, 
leads us to the conclusion that it can be replaced by “relations of production.” As 
Althusser puts it, “labor” disappears, “relations of production” appear.  

vii. In order to modify Habermas’ claim, we are reading Sohn-Rethel on exchange. 
viii. Labor is a relational concept; i.e., you should think about alienation from the 

perspective of FB thesis 6. I think that’s what Althusser does in For Marx, btw. 
ix. So, how does this work: labor is an activity; you can’t think about an activity 

without “it” being directed to something (product); the product is itself relational 
and mediated; you can’t think about this activity without it being mediated by 
nature (earth, material, body), and other active beings (social); the product of 
every laboring (=creative) activity is in-itself social and ecological; you can also not 
think about an activity without something or someone “being active”; in our case 
this means that every activity is mediated by the self and, the other way around, 
that every activity constitutes the self (here is the Existentialist bend); insofar as 
the self is itself the result of activity, and activity cannot be thought of as not being 
social, the self is mediated at every stage as a social self. 

x. Check the schema on p.2 of these notes 
xi. Why is all of this now alienated? Well, because for the early Marx there is a central 

“hinge” to all of this, namely private property as a wealth generating mechanism; 
for Marx private property is not exclusively a legal or economic concept; rather, 
it is intrinsically tied to capital (though he does not yet have this right in 1844) 

xii. In the early writings this is not yet properly worked out, since the dialectical 
determination of private property is here conceived of as wage. Only because we 
are forced to individually buy what we have collectively produced, are we 
dominated by social relations that we conceive of as external powers, the central 
category of which is money. Money stands in for “the” externalized society, but 
that is a matter for another day. 

xiii. Communism = “private property comes to an end” (195); if we conceive of as 
“communism” not a specific kind of society, but the movement of abolishing the 
state of things (as M says in GM), then all processes that overcome the principle 
of private property would be communist. “Communism is for us not a state of 
affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reality will have to adjust 
itself. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the present state 
of things. The conditions of this movement result from the premisses now in 
existence.” (Marx, excerpts, 187). 

5. German Ideology 
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a. Premises of the materialist method (176) 
i. Note that the first premise points to the existence of living individuals. This points 

to the overall shift in Marx and other 19th century thinkers to unify the 
metaphysical distinction between mind and body in the concept of life (this also 
explains why sensuousness is conceived of as bodily). 

ii. The first (hypothetical) historical act is the re-production of needs. Production 
and consumption go here hand in hand. (181), which, in turn, produce new needs 
(182). Needs are therefore not definable on an anthropological level alone; 
rather, they always are expressions of moral, social, or economic developments. 

iii. The “mode of cooperation” always goes hand in hand with the “mode of 
production” (183); i.e., the form of the mode of production is expressed in how 
we are related to each other as individuals (and the other way around); note that 
the mode of co-operation is itself a productive force (this thought is important for 
thinking about science, technology, network society, contemporary forms of co-
operation. 

iv. Note that he treats language as an intersubjective relation and, though he never 
deals with this in detail, that language needs to be analyzed materially (183). Let’s 
wait for further Chase studies on that ����. 

v. Pay attention to the paragraph on p.185 on the state. He treats it as an “illusory 
communal life” (185), divorced from real interests. Think about nationalism as an 
example. Overall, this passage is terrible reductive ��� 

vi. Ideology: the ruling class produces the ruling ideas (192). 
vii. That Marx does not offer us an a-historical theory, is most visible in his claim that 

the form in which we historically produce and reproduce ourselves is historically 
specific: “As individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore, 
coincides with their production, both with what they produce and with how they 
produce” (177). This point already points clearly beyond any kind of economism 
and the stupid division between base and superstructure (an image, as Althusser 
would say). Insofar as “life” indicates the unity of human social reproduction, we 
are always talking about a whole, in which then “definite individuals” (180) enter 
“definite social and political relations” (180). 

viii. This also means that part of this social reproduction as a whole is the “production 
of ideas” (180). Knowledge, at least at first, can only be generated out of a 
concrete way of social reproduction. 

ix. He seems to argue on p.181 that metaphysics (“speculation”) becomes replaced 
by real science. It is here where Marx is closest to becoming a positivist in which 
only on mode of knowledge counts, namely, science. 

6. Conclusion 
a. Societal production of knowledge I 

i. Marx introduces a dialectical concept of productive activity; i.e., he argues that 
humans are through the social reality that they create. Activity and reality are 
dialectically interrelated. For example, needs are not just “there”; rather, they are 
created through satisfying them. Whether we satisfy the need for satisfaction in 
a baby, for example, with breast milk or with a replacement is not in the need. 
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The way we satisfy the need indicates the society we live in, and this, in turn, 
creates the need. So, to abstractly say that society satisfies needs is nonsense; 
rather, we should say that society, among other things, is constituted as a specific 
society through the way in which it satisfies needs. And: going back to Lukacs, the 
form or specificity is not sufficiently expressed through whether it is done via 
breast milk or chemistry; i.e., the latter is not a criterion for capitalism. 

ii. Sensation is not passive or a “receptive” faculty of the mind; rather, it is defined 
as active and the object of sensation (or the sensation itself) is a historical product 
that defines us in return. 

iii. The object of perception and the act of perceiving itself is social-historical. 
iv. Accordingly, knowledge (in the sense of the German Idealists and as something 

constitutive for the relation to reality) is the social activity of mediating between 
subject and object. 

b. Societal production of knowledge II 
i. The object of Marx’s early philosophy is philosophies that operate with abstract 

conceptions of what it means to be human, the mind, consciousness, being, etc. 
ii. Ideology is the object of critical philosophy; primarily in the form of theoretical 

attempts to make society intelligible.  
iii. Once we realize that we are producing knowledge in society, we need to think 

about theory as a social praxis. 
iv. Theories that do not reflect on their position in society are taken to be ideology, 

insofar as they give a distorted version of reality. 
v. The class that primarily produces distorted versions of society and believes in 

those understandings is the dominating class (bourgeoise). 
c. Ideology 

i. Read carefully the passage about the camera obscura: Marx still works with the 
concept of representation here (later modified by Althusser): “The production of 
ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the 
material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life. 
Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the 
direct efflux of their material behaviour. The same applies to mental production 
as expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc. 
of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc—real, active 
men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces 
and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms. 
Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the 
existence of men is their actual life-process. If in all ideology men and their 
circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon 
arises just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion of objects on 
the retina does from their physical life-process. In direct contrast to German 
philosophy which descends from heaven to earth, here we ascend from earth to 
heaven. That is to say, we do not set out from what men say, imagine, conceive, 
nor from men as narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at 
men in the flesh. We set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real 
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life-process we demonstrate the development of the ideological reflexes and 
echoes of this life-process. The phantoms formed in the human brain are also, 
necessarily, sublimates of their material life-process, which is empirically 
verifiable and bound to material premisses. Morality, religion, metaphysics, all 
the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of consciousness, thus no 
longer retain the semblance of independence.” (Marx, Excerpts,180) 

d. Praxis 
i. If it is true that the production of ideas of society is produced in society and if it 

is true that class is constitutive for society, and if it is true that the ruling ideas are 
the result of the ruling class, then it is coherent to claim that the critique of all of 
this cannot be a praxis of the ruling class. It is clear that unpacking this claim 
would fill libraries. I am not even sure whether it makes sense ���. 
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Session III - Sep 26: Marx III - Fetishism 
1. Email note, 9/21,22 

a. The main reason for the confusion last Monday was that the relations that are contained 
in the concept of labor in the 1844 manuscripts are ontological; i.e., the claim is that social 
reality in its base constitution cannot be thought of without the main aspects of what is 
contained in the real act of creative activity. It is not simply about the "concept" of labor. 
We are referring here to a sober realism. So, it was probably dangerous to use the term 
"totality" in this context, as this concept would not enter the stage before we begin to 
reflect on the specific social form or social formation that turns the abstract schema of 
the manuscripts into a particular social-economic unity. Accordingly, the "alienation" of 
the whole (assuming for a second that this term makes sense) does not take place on the 
ontological level (here the term is ”externalization”); rather, it can only take place in a 
particular social formation.  

b. The claim that the social totality can be known in theory, again, does not refer to the sum 
of all social phenomena or events, as this would be an infinite task; instead, social totality 
can only be known, insofar as we assume that the latter is constituted by base elements 
(call them categories) in their unity. This thought has Kantian roots.  

c. So, the claim is not that Marxist can “know” every aspect of reality or that they are super-
sociologists; rather, the claim is that we know the aspects of social reality, insofar as these 
aspects are constitutive for the social reality.  

d. Example: the commodity form is constitutive, but whether Reese shops in Aldi or in Whole 
Foods is not ����. 

e. These categories determine the way in which individuals are related to each other. So, 
when we refer to capitalist society, then we should be precise: what we mean is the form 
in which all agents are related to (or "causally interact" with) each other. It is in this sense 
that the social formation determines that which can belong to it as "socially valid".  

f. Accordingly, only the following can be a proper concept of structure: "structure" is not 
"behind" agents or the "essence" of phenomena; instead, it is the functional or categorial 
configuration of actions, things and events in space and time. I made a comment about 
the term "function" above. 

2. Recap 
a. Note on totality 

i. Using the concept of totality does not commit us to cultural or historical identity 
thinking. On the contrary, because the totality that we speak of is a social-
economic unity under conditions of capital, other possible candidates for “unity,” 
such as language, culture, values, tradition, or sexuality are secondary and can 
therefore be treated without strong identity claims that usually end up in 
nationalism(s) or overestimation of identity. 

ii. Subtly put, capital does not care which identity we have. 
iii. Why it is historically the case that the nation-state form and its accompanying 

ethnic and nationalist projections are so central and how this might be related to 
capital is a different question. 

b. Concept of knowledge 
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i. Though we mentioned things, such as “knowledge by acquaintance” (rooted in 
Russell), “know how” (rooted in Ryle’s review of Heidegger’s Being and Time), and 
“justified belief”, we are not concerned with these questions in this class, except 
that we ask with Bourdieu and Althusser whether ideology exists in the form of 
mental representations or exist in (embodied) practices. 

ii. We begin to reflect on “knowledge” as it comes from modern philosophy, 
culminating in Kant and then moving into Husserl and phenomenology (Wissen). 
Knowledge here refers to the basic relation that we have to the reality, the 
representational reality or intentional objects; it is not identical with beliefs and 
is rather associated with transcendental logic and questions of how the 
objectivity of objects is constituted. 

iii. The object in our case is society or societal reality. So, my question is whether 
there we can speak of social thinghood. For me, society is “the” thing. 

c. Overview 
i. Concept of knowledge I: subject-object relation 

1. Knowing objects 
2. Result in Marx (Feuerbach Theses): knowledge of objects is [1] historical, 

[2] dialectical, [3] social on both sides the subject and the object. Already 
at this point it becomes difficult to speak of “one” subject knowing “one” 
object. 

3. Simply put, what we do is who and what we are. 
ii. Concept of knowledge II: knowledge as praxis 

1. Producing knowledge (of objects) 
2. Marx’s assumptions about the fundamental role of productive activity as 

the main constitutive element for social constitution in general forces us 
to consider that not only the social reality (within the boundaries of an 
external earth/nature) is the result of productive activity, but also that 
knowledge of this social reality is the result of this activity. 

3. The distinction between manual and intellectual labor becomes central, 
insofar as the metaphysical distinction between mind and body and their 
accompanying abstractions might stem from there; i.e., certain 
abstractions are rooted in social reality. 

iii. Concept of knowledge III: theory of society 
1. producing knowledge (of society as a whole) 
2. If it is true that all knowledge is the result of societal practices and itself 

a practice, then the question arises of how proper knowledge of social 
reality can be produced. Marxists, historically speaking, went back and 
forth on the question of whether theory can be conceptualized as science 
or whether it has to be done differently. 

iv. Concept of knowledge IV: ideology 
1. producing (false) knowledge (of society as a whole) 

a. as ideological practice in society 
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i. fetishism as a necessary part of the commodity form; the 
secret of the form itself; the unknown constituents in 
and of the known; ideology = misrecognition 

ii. culture, media, religion, etc. as explicit productions of 
ideology 

b. as scientific practice 
i. political economy (for Marx) 

ii. sociology (for Adorno) 
iii. positivism as a general placeholder? 

3. Reading section 1.4 of Capital 
a. General 

i. Given that so much ink has been spilled on this concept and given that it has been 
the most influential concept of Marx’s toolbox, I will here only mention a few 
things.  

ii. Zizek: (Mapping Ideology, 301): “In the commodity-form there is definitely more 
at stake than the commodity-form itself, and it was precisely this 'more' which 
exerted such a fascinating power of attraction” 

iii. As Zizek points out (Mapping Ideology, 300), the secret of the commodity form is 
not its “content” (such as Brillo boxes or labor); rather it is the form itself that is 
the secret! Zizek: “We must, then, accomplish another crucial step and analyse 
the genesis of the commodity-form itself. It is not sufficient to reduce the form to 
the essence, to the hidden kernel; we must also examine the process homologous 
to the 'dream-work' - by means of which the concealed content assumes such a 
form, because, as Marx points out: 'Whence, then, arises the enigmatical 
character of the product of labour, as soon as it assumes the form of 
commodities? Clearly from this form itself.” 

iv. I would even go further and argue that the secret of the commodity form is 
precisely the categorial network in its totality – because it is the form. The secret 
of this form, as I would put it, is the genesis of surface in the surface (=structure) 
����, either interpreted in a Hegelian or Althusserian fashion. 

b. Section 1.4 
i. One of the best introductions to Marx’s Capital with detailed readings of the text 

are the books by Michael Heinrich (translations were published by Monthly 
Review Press), and, of course, Althusser’s What is the Object of Marx’s Capital in 
Reading Capital. 

ii. When Marx speaks of fetishism he is thinking of ritualistic projections onto “fixed” 
wooden figures, as they were brought back from Africa in the 19th Century. Note 
that section 1.4. contains short allusions to communism/socialism (Capital, Vol1., 
171); so, the fetishism is significant for his theory, and it is astonishing how the 
dogmatic tradition in Marxism tended to ignore the concept (as it seems to point 
to issues beyond production in a narrow sense). 

iii. Important to note is that the fetishism is not caused by some kind of direct 
domination of a group or class; it is also not the result of education or 
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indoctrination; rather, Marx claims that the fetishism of the commodity form is 
objectively present in the form; i.e., ultimately, in the total societal reproduction. 

i. The commodity form, as Zizek correctly has it, comes with its own “not knowing” 
which, as we will see next week, goes back to real abstractions that the 
commodity form introduces in reality through action (for this, also see my The 
Capitalist Schema. Time, Money, and the Culture of Abstraction, Lanham: 
Lexington Books 2014). Fetishism can be found on all levels of the abstractions of 
capital: commodity, money, capital, interest: “The form of revenue and the 
sources of revenue are the most fetishistic expression of the relations of capitalist 
production. It is their form of existence as it appears on the surface, divorced 
from the hidden connections and the intermediate connecting links. Thus the 
land becomes the source of rent, capital the source of profit, and labor the source 
of wages. The turned-around [verdrehte] form in which the real inversion is 
expressed is naturally reproduced in the views of the agents of this mode of 
production. It is a kind of fiction without fantasy, a religion of the vulgar” (Marx, 
Karl, Zur Kritik der Politischen Ökonomie (Manuskript 1861-1863), in Marx, Karl 
and Engels, Friedrich, Gesamtausgabe (MEGA), Zweite Abteilung, Band 3, Teil 4, 
Berlin: Dietz Verlag 1979, II/3.4, 1450; (translation altered). For this also see my 
paper „Fiction without Fantasy. Capital Fetishism as Objective Forgetting.” 
Continental Thought & Theory, 2, 2017, 364-382. 

ii. The commodity form (!) has force in reality only through exchange (and the entire 
reproduction circle). In exchange value “exists” in the form of universalized 
money. Accordingly, Adorno is incorrect when he claims that the “exchange 
principle” is the focus of abstraction and identity; instead, it is money as that 
which makes universal commodity exchange possible, and because money does 
not exist in our society “on its own”, it is standing in for the entire totality (sorry, 
I need to come back to this obsession ����).  

iii. Exchange is in the doing, the abstraction occurs as total abstraction because it 
runs through all transformations of the value form, up to the most fetishistic 
form, namely, interest. 

iv. Permit me to quote myself: “the most abstract form of capital and its ‘purest’ 
expression, according to Marx, is interest. In interest (and, hence, debt) the 
‘absolute knowing’ in its most abstract form and identity is posited. 
Consequently, by reading Capital we are asked to understand that that which 
appears to us in our everyday life as isolated and non-related “facts” or givens, 
such as money, capital, wage, interest, and debt, are in truth actualizations of the 
same social form, namely, the capital form as the self-relatedness of everything 
to itself in the form of surplus value. Our society knows itself through these 
categories.  In interest and debt all other social categories are contained and 
the task of Marx’s dialectics is to render the systematic internal constitution of 
the categories visible in order to help us understand that capitalist social 
organization is a whole with a beginning and an end.” (Lotz, Fiction Without 
Fantasy, 376-377) 
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v. After this semester I need to return to the sentence in bold and give it an 
ideological twist. 

vi. Heinrich: “The social form-determinations wage-labor, capital, and landed 
property seemingly coincide with the material conditions of production of labor, 
means of production, and land, so that every labor process is actually already a 
capitalist production process. Marx therefore speaks of the ‘reification of the 
relations of production’ (Capital, 3 : 969): with regard to the relations of 
production, it is no longer apparent that these are specific historical relations 
between people. Rather, these seem to have an objective foundation in the fact 
that production occurs at all.” (Heinrich, An Introduction, 184) 

vii. So, the fetishism on the abstract level turns social relations that are the result of 
a specific mode of social reproduction upside down and lets them appear as a-
historical: this leads to “the mystification of the capitalist mode of production, 
the reification of social relations, and the immediate coalescence of the material 
relations of production with their historical and social specificity.” (Capital, 3: 
969; Heinrich, 184) 

viii. As I have argued in several papers, critique in Marx is primarily a critique because 
it tries to demonstrate that the contemporary societal structure (=form of its 
social relations; see note above) are not just given and “natural”. This stems from 
Kant’s First Critique because the Kantian project is to demonstrate the rational 
limits of certain metaphysical claims. In a sense, all of this deals with finitude 
(check Heidegger on Kant in 1927). 

ix. This also means that ideology is based on abstractions (in theory and practice) 
because they no longer contain their social genesis. In theory this means that 
main concepts are not traced back to societal totality. This process is real: “The 
movement through which this process has been mediated vanishes in its own 
result, leaving no trace behind.” (Capital, Vol1., 187). 

x. Accordingly, what we find here is different from the German Ideology, insofar as 
knowledge as doing is – seen from a representational viewpoint- not knowing. 
The concept of commodity fetishism pushes the problem of ideology therefore 
one step further, and it is astonishing that Althusser ignores the fetishism of the 
commodities, although it is precisely here where we find the connection between 
“knowledge” and practice. 

xi. If this is true, then it is also clear that ideology critique cannot simply consist of 
pushing the veil away (through education, for example); rather, it must be a 
practical act; pace Lukacs. As long as this cannot be achieved in reality; i.e., the 
revolution is absent, theory’s task is to grasp how and why a social reality 
determined by capital must fetishize itself. This also means that a Marxist theorist 
is not in any better position than everyone else, as we are reproducing the 
fetishism with every action.  

xii. Finally, this means that the ideology critique industry in English departments and 
by social critiques is futile. Sorry guys! Hotel Abyss! Enter the communist party or 
read all volumes of Capital instead. Or: sober up with Althusserian theory!! ���� 
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xiii. Perhaps this situation can only be understood with Existentialism either as 
despair or, as Zizek has it, as cynicism (to be found, I think, in many 
undergraduate student minds), or as an attitude that Zizek calls “enjoy your 
symptom.” 

xiv. Marx: “In their difficulties our commodity-owners think like Faust: ' In the 
beginning was the deed.' They have therefore already acted before thinking. The 
natural laws of the commodity have manifested themselves in the natural instinct 
of the owners of commodities. They can only bring their commodities into 
relation as values, and therefore as commodities, by bringing them into an 
opposing relation with some one other commodity, which serves as the universal 
equivalent. We. have already reached this result by our analysis of the 
commodity. But only the action of society can turn a particular commodity into 
the universal equivalent.” (Capital, Vol1, 180) 

xv. Acting before thinking: do we want to follow Zizek here in his radical claim that  
belief is “radically exterior” (Zizek, Mapping Ideology, 317)? We will see how 
Bourdieu addresses this, and it is clear that all of this goes against the discussion 
of “social bias” in contemporary (analytic) discussions. Though I tend to agree 
with the idea that ideology is something material, I do wonder why we do not 
seem to be able to overcome the distinction itself; i.e., we need to genetically 
demonstrate at which point believes as something separate appear in the social 
universe. 

xvi. Heinrich: “It is the social practice of capitalist society that constantly enacts a 
process whereby the ‘factors of production’ take on a life of their own and social 
cohesion is constituted as an objective necessity that individuals can only escape 
on pain of ruin. To that extent, personified things absolutely possess a material 
force.” (Heinrich, An Introduction, 185). 

xvii. Marx: “Men are henceforth related to each other in their social process of 
production in a purely atomistic way. Their own relations of production therefore 
assume a material shape which is independent of their control and their 
conscious individual action. This situation is manifested first by the fact that the 
products of men's labour universally take on the form of commodities. The riddle 
of the money fetish is therefore the riddle of the commodity fetish, now become 
visible and dazzling to our eyes” (Capital, Vol1., 188) 
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Session IV - Oct 3: Sohn-Rethel: Real Abstraction 
1. Recap 

a. Protocol 
i. Matt writes in his protocol: “This observation raises further issues for the status 

of social knowledge: if the conditions for societal knowledge are alienated, then 
is that knowledge alienated itself? The eminent linguist and vanguard for Chase 
Studies, Chase, suggested that knowledge of the totality as knowledge that 
emerges outside the totality is, by definition, alienated.” 

ii. “However, if it is true and if philosophy is itself a part, a ‘manifestation, a real 
articulation of society, it is no less true that it is wrong to identify a philosophy 
immediately with the objects it seeks to distort.” (Colletti, From Rousseau to 
Lenin, 32). 

iii. We need to be more precise: as we know by now, we ought to make a distinction 
between knowledge and the production of knowledge. How a particular kind of 
practice produces a particular kind of knowledge is an open question. We leave it 
aside for now, but the problem of ideology is connected to it. More important in 
the context of the 1844 manuscripts is that for Marx at that point (=1844) 
alienation is rooted in private property, and private property is related to the 
category of wage; i.e., one of the forms in which money and surplus exists in 
capitalist social organization.  

1. Side note: I do think that the question of private property is also a central 
question for us today: think of the investment system, of the wealth 
inequalities (which are not income inequalities), patenting, bio-piracy, 
city organization, rental cooperations, land and resource management, 
etc. 

iv. So, instead of speaking of “alienated knowledge” we should rather speak of the 
“alienated production of knowledge”, as this, for example, would allow us to say 
that doing physics in a university that is determined by surplus value and 
economic growth is alienated. It does not make much sense to claim that 
scientific theories or certain claims being made are “alienated”. Only practice can 
be alienated. 

v. For example, we could ask: what about engineering that produces better motors 
for US war planes. We would probably not say that the knowledge of certain 
physical principles contained in the construction of these motors is “alienated,” 
but we could say that the practice of how this knowledge is generated is 
alienated, as in an international communist social system this activity could be 
directed at improving the living conditions of its members (instead of directing 
this energy towards killing machines that, one might argue, go back to the 
controlling class being worried about their domination in nation states). 

i. Check Sohn-Rethel on socialism on p.148-149: “The basic difference of socialism 
from capitalism, as seen from our viewpoint, is in the relationship of society to 
nature. Whereas in capitalism the existing technology serves as machinery for the 
exploitation of one class of society by another, in socialism it must be made the 
instrument of the relationship of society to nature. If present advanced 
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technology does not allow for such a change then it must be transformed and 
freed from the adverse elements and the power structure ingrained in it. To speak 
with Ernst Bloch, the science and technology of our age rule over nature like ‘an 
occupying army in enemy country’, whereas in socialism we must aim to establish 
‘an alliance of society with nature.’ This cannot be done by dispensing with 
science, but demands the aid of a science backed by the unity of mental and 
manual work.” In example SR points to a new harmony between technology and 
nature “which could not be performed by the isolating strategy of bourgeois 
science in the service of capital” (149). 

ii. Matt speaks of technology to be used. Marx/Engels would reject an instrumental 
concept of technology: “‘As soon as you speak of ‘means of production’ you speak 
of ‘society’, specifically society co-determined (mitbestimmte) by these means of 
production. Means of production in themselves, outside society, without 
influence upon it, are just as non-existent as is capital in itself.’” (Colletti, From 
Rousseau to Lenin, 17) 

b. Knowledge 
i. Given how 20th Century philosophy developed, we need to see that the classical 

epistemology has become more complex: it splits into logic, philosophy of 
language, cognitive science, and hermeneutics. 

c. Painter 1 
i. Alienation and alienation of the whole 

1. The problem of alienation as alienation of the entire ensemble of the 
social relations not only can be spelled out in terms of private property 
and class; it can also be addressed as a problem of the externalization of 
society for its members. Ultimately, we are dominated by abstractions 
because society for us moderns appears as something external to 
ourselves that we can appropriate and use for our own advantages, 
thereby losing sight of the collective direction (unless projected as 
“national interests”).  

2. This does not mean that we are only dominated by abstractions: direct 
labor and sexual exploitation, feudal and patriarchal systems, and slave 
like situations exist in many areas on the globe, but it is not true that the 
totality (in the sense discussed in class) is characterized by this. 

3. Side-note: as I argued in the Grundrisse seminar, I think that the split 
between all elements of the totality and the totality itself made the 
central influence of modern utilitarianism possible because everything 
appears here as a means. Utilitarianism and capital are linked because 
capital views everything as a means towards its own end. This would be 
a great book to be written, as one could argue that the philosophical and 
political versions of utilitarian thinking are ideology precisely because 
they represent “ideas from the standpoint of capital;” i.e., stem from a 
particular practice. This is probably also connected to the complete 
externalization of the production of the means of production from those 
“using” them. 
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4. This would also force us to be more precise about the term “ideology”: it 
might be fun to accuse people of producing ideologies, but you should 
precisely define what you mean by “ideology.” 

5. Societal externalization has positive and negative sides. Positive: we can 
achieve an ever-increasing level of individual “expressivity” and 
impressive levels of productivity; negative: the more society appears to 
be other than us, it begins to dominate us (as society). So, from a 
materialist point of view we ought to ask: how do both hang together?  

6. I contend that the core of Marx’s philosophy – following Kant, Fichte, and 
Hegel – is freedom. Of course, freedom “as such” is an empty term. 
Fascists are also for freedom: “Freedom is so much the essence of man 
that even its opponents implement it while combating its reality; they 
want to appropriate for themselves as a most precious ornament what 
they have rejected as an ornament of human nature” (Early Marx, 1843, 
MEW 1, 139) 

7. Formulated in a political form: “Only when the real, individual man re-
absorbs in himself the abstract citizen, and as an individual human being 
has become a species-being in his everyday life, in his particular work, and 
in his particular situation, only when human beings have recognized and 
organized his "forces propres" as social forces, and consequently no 
longer separates social power from itself in the shape of political power, 
only then will human emancipation have been accomplished.” (Marx, 
Jewish Question, MEW 1, 370) 

8. The externalization of society exists in the form of money (here we can 
draw a connection to Sohn-Rethel). Value can only exist as money 
because in capitalism money establishes itself as abstract externality to 
the entire exchange process. Money stands in for the externalization of 
individual and society, it is - in this form! - the existing alienation. 
Circulation increases the process of externalization. Money becomes 
external to the entire circulation process. 

9. Socialism = abolishment of the externality of society and individual – 
without falling back onto a romanticist, “communal” (read agrarian) 
socialist utopianism. 

ii. Painter 2 
1. As to the worry expressed in class about the normative and ethical 

horizons implied in some questions. The Marxist tradition has been 
suspicious about the following: moral philosophy is seen as a bourgeoise 
project because it [1] centers on the individual, [2] introduces a split 
between being and ought, [3] remains abstract, and seeks [4] 
“guarantees” and security. 

2. The other assumption is that certain moral problems would disappear if 
society would be different. 

3. Nevertheless, I think that some Marxists became attracted to 
Existentialism (and vice versa) because it helped them to recover ethical 
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thinking and to introduce the individual via existentialist interpretations 
of moral terms. For example, concepts such as “embodied action”, 
situation, commitment, or truth appropriation contain an entire world of 
what it would mean to be committed to something (such as communism). 

4. I also think that the legal positivism that runs through the Marxist 
tradition is highly problematic (= the idea that the legality as such is only 
a reflection of the commodity form and “law” is ideology).  

5. It is impossible to neglect the concept of justice. People act politically 
because of two reasons: justice (liberal tradition) and freedom (Arendt). 
Now, the radical position is that justice remains the key concept as long 
as there is no revolutionary praxis (i.e. liberal conditions prevail).  

6. “Anti-capitalism” – unless you have a communist party in place – is not 
motivating. Going against “the whole” is only possible under conditions 
of revolution (that’s why for Lukacs the concept of totality is a theoretical 
and practical concept). Totality is a theoretical and practical concept 
(though I try to suppress this). 

7. As to the problem of revolution, I think we ought to consider seriously 
Arendt’s thesis that revolutions based on social justice and not carried 
out for the purpose of political freedom tend to fail. So, there might be 
something problematic about totality from the practical point of view. 

8. Given that a societal revolution is not anywhere to be seen, we need to 
readjust our ethical “radar screens.” As long as we have no revolutionary 
situation, moral considerations about is and ought are the consequence. 

d. Abstraction in FB theses 
i. Perhaps I should not assume that everyone in class has read Marx’s manuscripts 

and/or the German Ideology&Feuerbach Theses. If you are in critical social-
political philosophy, you must study them. A few more clarifications: 

ii. When Marx uses terms such as “material” or “real,” then he means everything 
beyond being an idea. Marx does not deny that we are intellectual beings, but he 
would say that an idea, for example, only exists in being expressed (in language, 
for example). So, he would deny that thought has immediate access to itself (in 
logic, Platonic ideas, etc.). Language is sensual. Note: “material” or “matter” is 
itself an idea (or concept). So, materiality needs to be spelled out at first in 
sensuousness. Ideas therefore also need to be addressed through producing the 
ideas. The production, however, is social, real, and, hence, constituted by social 
relations. Practice is, to use the language that Marx uses in the German Ideology, 
based on sensuousness. 

iii. So, Marx does not argue against the concept of consciousness, he argues against 
a conception of consciousness that separates it from social-historical practice. 
This is echoed in Sohn-Rethel’s worries about the division between manual and 
intellectual labor. 

iv. As I said last class, there is a problem: does this concept of consciousness echoe 
19th Century psychologism (for example, attacked by Husserl in his Logical 
Investigations). 
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v. The term gegenständliche Tätigkeit [objective practice] is introduced as the new 
mediating concept positioned against both old materialism and idealism (FB 
Theses). Again, the concept of labor and the living individual is introduced not 
because of the existing 19th century industrial labor exploitation, but because it is 
supposed to philosophically overcome dualist conceptions of the knowing and 
acting individual. 

vi. Side-note: I think that this revolutionizes the concept of individuality because we 
no longer are able to talk about “individuals” in terms of time, space, and 
properties that are observed from the outside; rather, it now is all the result of 
development, and development depends upon the ensemble of societal relations. 

vii. Marx does not think from inside to outside; he thinks from the standpoint of 
societal relations. This is still echoed in some poststructuralist ideas. For example, 
the claim advanced from Wittgenstein to Foucault and Derrida that the mind is 
already external (in discourses, etc.) when meaning is expressed and 
communicated is the extension into linguistic practices (let’s wait for Chase 
studies for more on that). 

viii. Society/method: “Hence the need for a new method, a new type of abstraction. 
More precisely, on the one hand the need for an approach which can encompass 
the differences presented by one object or species with respect to all the others 
— for example bourgeois society as against feudal society — and which does not, 
therefore, arrive at the generic, idealist notion of society ‘in general’, but rather 
hangs on to this determinate society, the particular object in question” (Colletti, 
From Rousseau to Lenin, 8). Capital’s “object” is this society, not any society. 

i. Ideology: this does not refer to “belief system;” in Marxism “ideology” has a 
technical sense: it is used for those practices that produce in a general sense 
distorted ideas of society. For Marx the culprits are metaphysicians, political 
economists, and theologians/pastors/priests (not “religion” as such). Later this 
term gets a wider sense: all productions of ideas (again, as practices) are 
articulations of society.  

ii. Consequence: in ideological realms – such as politics, law, and education – we 
carry out practical struggles (the claim that this only takes place “in the economy” 
does not make any sense); there are “’Ideological forms’ in which men become 
conscious of their social conflicts and fight them out” (Sohn-Rethel, 5). We need 
to put warning signs up though because this has led to relativist conceptions of 
academics, philosophy, science. Marxist critical theory of society is truth oriented, 
rational, universalist, and realist.  

iii. Main point: “The term ‘socio-economic formation’ is a vivid linguistic expression 
of the fact that the object of Capital has the character of a ‘whole’, and this is so, 
as we have seen, because of the impossibility of any dualistic separation between 
the material and ideological levels, or because the object only really becomes an 
object and hence something determinate through the contribution of both of 
these its two modalities. It is, therefore, a totum, i.e. something including in its 
scope both social being and social consciousness, or rather both conditions a 
parte objecti and conditions a parte subjecti. But this in tum raises the question 
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of how subject and object are combined within this whole. One mode of 
combination is clearly as follows: the subject is part of the object, a moment 
within the object, and hence is itself objective. Both subject and object are part 
of an objective object-subject process. The superstructure is itself an aspect and 
articulation of the structure; consciousness is itself a mode of being; the 
knowledge of life is itself a mode and manifestation of life. From this 
standpoint, art, philosophy or science are realities, social institutions, i.e. 
expressions or articulations of society.” (Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin, 11). 
We will find similar formulations in Stuart Hall’s essays. 

2. Sohn-Rethel 
a. Zizek  

i. (Mapping Ideology, 301): “The theoretician who has gone furthest in unfolding 
the universal reach of the commodity-form is indubitably Alfred Sohn-Rethel, 
one of the 'fellow-travelers’ of the Frankfurt School. His fundamental thesis was 
that the formal analysis of the commodity holds the key not only to the critique 
of political economy, but also to the historical explanation of the abstract 
conceptual mode of thinking and of the division of intellectual and manual labour 
which came into existence with it. In other words, in the structure of the 
commodity-form it is possible to find the transcendental subject: the 
commodity-form articulates in advance the anatomy, the skeleton of the 
Kantian transcendental subject - that is, the network of transcendental 
categories which constitute the a priori frame of 'objective' scientific 
knowledge. Herein lies the paradox of the commodity-form: it - this inner-
worldly, 'pathological' (in the Kantian meaning of the word) phenomenon - offers 
us a key to solving the fundamental question of the theory of knowledge: 
objective knowledge with universal validity – how is this possible? After a series 
of detailed analyses, Sohn-Rethel came to the following conclusion: the 
apparatus of categories presupposed, implied by the scientific procedure (that, 
of course, of the Newtonian science of nature), the network of notions by means 
of which it seizes nature, is already present in the social effectivity, already at 
work in the act of commodity exchange. Before thought could arrive at pure 
abstraction, the abstraction was already at work in the social effectivity of the 
market. The exchange of commodities implies a double abstraction: the 
abstraction from the changeable character of the commodity during the act of 
exchange and the abstraction from the concrete, empirical, sensual, particular 
character of the commodity (in the act of exchange, the distinct, particular 
qualitative determination of a commodity is not taken into account; a commodity 
is reduced to an abstract entity which - irrespective of its particular nature, of its 
'use value' - possesses 'the some value' as another commodity for which it is being 
exchanged)” 

ii. The Apriori of real abstraction and the genesis of the modern natural sciences; 
Zizek (Mapping Ideology, 302): “Before thought could arrive at the idea of a 
purely quantitative determination, a sine qua non of the modern science of 
nature, pure quantity was already at work in money, that commodity which 
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renders possible the commensurability of the value of all other commodities 
notwithstanding their particular qualitative determination. Before physics could 
articulate the notion of a purely abstract movement going on in a geometric 
space, independently of all qualitative determinations of the moving objects, 
the social act of exchange had already realized such a 'pure', abstract movement 
which leaves totally intact the concrete-sensual properties of the object caught 
in movement: the transference of property.” 

iii. So, what Zizek says in both quotes relates directly to our class discussion and what 
I said above about knowledge. As we are now focusing not simply on knowledge, 
but, instead on the production of knowledge, we are driven into a new conflict. 
Are we saying that the production of knowledge is historical, but that the 
knowledge produced is a-historical? Sohn-Rethel tried to find a compromise here: 
his assumption is that certain modern abstractions – for example the 
mathematical projection of nature, as we find it in Galileo – are only possible 
because of the value-form and because of the universal exchangeability on which 
capitalist social organization is based. The value-form (as existing in money) 
would then be the enframing or positionality [Gestell] of all relations to nature, 
including those that think about nature. 

b. Real Abstraction 
i. What we have discussed as “totality” SR recasts as “social synthesis” (following 

Kantian language all the way down): “The three groups of questions raised here 
stand in an inner relationship to each other. The link connecting them is the social 
synthesis: the network of relations by which society forms a coherent whole. It is 
around this notion that the major arguments of this book will revolve. As social 
forms develop and change, so also does the synthesis which holds together the 
multiplicity of links operating between men according to the division of labour. 
Every society made up of a plurality of individuals is a network coming into effect 
through their actions. How they act is of primary importance for the social 
network; what they think is of secondary importance. Their activities must 
interrelate in order to fit into a society, and must contain at least a minimum of 
uniformity if the society is to function as a whole. This coherence can be 
conscious or unconscious but exist it must - otherwise society would cease to be 
viable and the individuals would come to grief as a result of their multiple 
dependencies upon one another. Expressed in very general terms this is a 
precondition for the survival of every kind of society; it formulates what I term 
‘social synthesis’. This notion is thus nothing other than a constituent part of the 
Marxian concept of ’social formation’, a part which, in the course of my long 
preoccupation with historical forms of thinking, has become indispensable to my 
understanding of man’s social condition. From this observation I derive the 
general epistemological proposition that the socially necessary forms of 
thinking of an epoch are those in conformity with the socially synthetic 
functions of that epoch” (Sohn-Rethel, 4) 

ii. “In societies based on commodity production the social synthesis is centred on 
the functions of money as the ’universal equivalent’, to use Marx’s expression.” 
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(SR, 5) Wooaahh!  (for this, see my paper “The Transcendental Force of Money. 
Social Synthesis in Marx”, Rethinking Marxism, 26/1, 2014, 130-139 

iii. Remember from last class: commodity fetishism is tied to the commodity form: 
this form exists in different realizations, such as money, capital, wage, surplus, 
interest, etc. All of these transformations are based on abstractions that are in 
the end, according to SR, based on the conditions of universal exchange. Marx 
himself claims that value can only be real if it is realized in exchange. The 
abstractions that exist in exchange are not based on thought abstractions; rather, 
SR claims that abstractions are based on abstractions that take place in society 
without our explicit knowledge. Similarly, Marx says in the Grundrisse that we 
are ruled by abstractions – and Lukacs and Adorno take this up. These 
abstractions, SR claims, emerge in actions (16). 

iv. Every exchange and transaction in this society establishes an abstract identity 
between all things and persons, and those involved do not know that their actions 
reproduce the abstract identity: “Thus, in speaking of the abstractness of 
exchange we must be careful not to apply the term to the consciousness of the 
exchanging agents.” (SR, 21) 

v. SR assumes that the theory of knowledge can be derived from the division of 
manual and intellectual labor; i.e., in a communist society we would not need 
epistemology (17) that focuses exclusively on the realm of “the mental”, such as 
Kant’s (also check p.71) where he characterizes communist society as the “social 
unity of head and hand”).  

vi. Similar Adorno and Horkheimer: “The distance between subject and object, a  
presupposition of abstraction, is grounded in the distance from the thing itself 
which the master achieved through the mastered.” (Adorno/Horkheimer, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, 13) 

c. Labor division and Class Rule 
i. SR assumes that Kant’s epistemology is derived from the labor division and that 

the latter is the base of class rule. 
1. More broadly put: for SR (and other Marxists) it is an unquestioned truth 

that intellectual labor is inscribed into class society and the capitalist class 
who – ultimately – produce the superstructure; i.e., the dominating ideas 
about justice, law, politics, and education. 

2. Problem 1: labor division can be found throughout the entire history; it is 
not a particular issue of capitalism, though it might be true that it has 
brought it to an extreme limit. 

3. Problem 2: the idea that a post-capitalist society would be based on 
overcoming labor division is highly problematic, given the complexity of 
work done nowadays. It requires highly specialized people. The 
manual/intellectual labor division is no longer as clear as it seemed once 
because of large de-industrializations, or, at least the entire problem has 
shifted to a global scale. I think that SR does not get the idea of ending 
the labor division right. I would argue that ending labor division can only 
mean that the division is no longer constitutive for society (similar to the 
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function of labor in a post-capitalist world), which, in turn, means that we 
still have to live with it. 

4. SR is right though that the old division between manual and intellectual 
labor now must be seen in the context of science and technology (30); in 
the contemporary context we could think of class rule through 
intransparent development of technologies that – to use an expression 
from Adorno and Horkheimer – veil domination; here Hollingsworth 
studies are needed ����. 

d. Exchange 
i. SR is not a critique of Kant in a direct sense. He does not doubt the Kantian 

epistemological setup (31); the question he raises is “what is the historical origin 
of our logical ability to construct mathematical hypotheses and the elements 
contributing to them” (31) 

ii. SR argues that the establishment of social synthesis made the intellectual 
abstraction possible. 

iii. “The unvarying formal features of exchange, on the contrary, constitute a 
mechanism of real abstraction indispensable for the social synthesis throughout 
and supplying a matrix for the abstract conceptual reasoning characteristic of all 
societies based on commodity production.” (43); side-note: this is decisive for 
Adorno. 

e. Elements of Exchange (I think all of this can be found in more detail in the Grundrisse) 
i. Exchangeability: social (better: societal) synthesis is only possible if exchange has 

become, as in capitalism, a universal system that establishes an abstract identity 
between all things that turn into possibly something exchangeable. This requires 
the externalization of exchange in money 

ii. Quantifiability and equation: the exchangeability presupposes to establish an 
identity between two completely different things. This identity is one and can 
therefore be divided mathematically. 

iii. Homogeneous space and time: especially now, under global conditions, this is 
obvious 

iv. Value: SR assumes that value is just the result of the exchange process. 
v. Abstract substance 

vi. Infinite divisibility 
vii. Abstract movement 

f. Fetishism 
i. The transcendental subject is now conceived of as a “fetish concept” (64) which 

is, for SR, the money relation grasped in thought. 
ii. I find this kind of reduction highly problematic; though I understand how we can 

read Kant’s concept of transcendental subject through a social theory lens, I am 
not sure whether we can completely declare the entire Critique of Pure Reason 
to be fetishistic. My entire philosophical education would be based on fetishisms. 
It is hard to accept that���. 

g. Result 
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i. “in terms of the exchange abstraction, time becomes unhistorical time and space 
ungeographical space; indeed they become abstract time and abstract space, 
endless time and limitless space. In terms of this form determination time and 
space provide the setting for a conception of nature which is in antithetic contrast 
to society. This idea of nature is novel to eras of commodity production and 
incompatible with any of the anthropomorphisms of tribal societies based on 
communal modes of production.” (47) 

ii. “by its own physicality in terms of spatio-temporal action the abstraction from 
natural physicality, which exchange enforces by its separation from use, 
establishes itself as a physicality in the abstract or as a kind of abstract nature. It 
is devoid of all sense reality and admits only of quantitative differentiation. 
Furthermore it is understandable solely to people acquainted with money and 
engaged in the use and acquisition of it – that is, only to members of that 
thoroughly synthetic society” (47) 

h. Main problem 
i. Though SR claims that he intends to trace back the possibility of certain mental 

abstractions to the abstraction in exchange, his concept of exchange remains 
itself empty, since he conceives of commodity exchange as something that simply 
extends throughout history. Put differently, his concept of exchange remains 
itself abstract. Think of totality and the ensemble of societal relations, dude! ���� 
Some historians though were fascinated by his claim that mathematical thought 
was able to develop in Greek thought because of exchange and coinage. SR 
assumes that commodity exchange becomes significant during the time of 
Pythagoras (39). Coinage is the “reflecting medium” for real abstraction (63). 
Several scholars have written on the relation between money and metaphysics 
as well as money and subjectivity. Check Richard Seaford: 
https://classics.exeter.ac.uk/staff/seaford/ & https://youtu.be/wDFpo-jq5eo 

ii. The last point also points to some kind of linear or teleological version of history 
(64); also check his world history in part 2. I feel very uncomfortable with this kind 
of history writing as a story about “civilization” (the same problem can be found 
in Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s DoE or in Freud’s Discontent). 

iii. This finds – for some uncanny – echoes in Heidegger who argues in later essays 
that the downfall of our tradition occurred in its beginning through the 
“metaphysical one” that was introduced by the Pre-Socratics. 

iv. So, at least we would need to assume two breaks: one with the beginning of 
philosophy (I understand that there will be accusations yelled in the room now of 
me being a supporter of European ideology) and one with the beginning of 
modern science (also a claim by Heidegger during the 50s). Independent from the 
question of Euro- or Western centrism, in both cases the point is that an abstract 
universality – devote of any empirical content, as SR points out – has been 
introduced that then also leads to colonizing the entire earth.  

v. Sohn-Rethel seems to realize at times that he switches back between a universal 
historical analysis (which I would reject) and a specific analysis (which I support). 
For example, on p.65 he acknowledges “modifications” with the introduction of 

https://classics.exeter.ac.uk/staff/seaford/
https://youtu.be/wDFpo-jq5eo
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atomic physics and “electronics” (65). He also speaks of two kinds of exchange on 
p.81: one that goes along with communal types of production and one that is “an 
exchange of a new kind” (81). Upsaahh… a new kind. Unfortunately, again, he 
localizes this new kind in Greek antiquity (because, again, I think that his concept 
of exchange itself remains an abstraction). Equally, he applies the term 
“reification” to Greek antiquity (82). 

vi. To be fair: the essays and manuscripts that were recently published in the 
collected works that are appearing with Ca Ira show that Sohn-Rethel was 
working obsessively on the emergence of the modern natural sciences. For this, 
focus on p.92 onwards.  

vii. Note the role of firearms on p.17 and p.102.  
1. Hegel makes somewhere a comment on the invention of guns in terms of 

universality: with a gun you introduce an “abstract” form of violence 
because you are no longer in contact with your opponent, killing no 
longer occurs with the hand, the bullet movement can be calculated and 
it occurs in abstract space. Now, compare this with how Sohn-Rethel 
describes the conditions of exchange (see points above, part 1.6) and you 
see what he has in mind.  

2. Targeted satellite killings, killer drones, and hypersonic weapons that can 
reach Berlin from Russia in less than 20 seconds are just the final end of 
this. To be clear: this is essentially modern science. 

viii. Nevertheless, once we assume that universal exchangeability is not established 
before the event of capital, Sohn-Rethel’s analysis is fascinating because it could 
give a concrete answer to the Husserlian question of where the break between 
the mathematical conception of nature and the life-world occurred, namely, with 
the establishment of capital as the all-encompassing power in modern society. 
Put differently, the possibility of the mathematization of nature is itself an 
effect of capital. The difference between the “geometry of the measurement” 
and the measurement that SR localizes in Antiquity is not identical with projecting 
a pure mathematical model for nature as such. As Husserl argues in the Crisis, 
there is no connection between the modern mathematization and any concrete 
activity in the life-world, including the increasing perfectioning of measurements 
through practical improvements. 

i. Husserl and Sohn-Rethel 
1. Husserl, The Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental 

Philosophy, tr. David Carr, Northwestern UP, §9, 23-24): “For Platonism, 
the real had a more or less perfect methexis in the ideal. This afforded 
ancient geometry possibilities of a primitive application to reality. [But] 
through Galileos mathematization of nature, nature itself is idealized 
under the guidance of the new mathematics; nature itself becomes—to 
express it in a modern way—a mathematical manifold 
[Mannigfaltigkeit]. What is the meaning of this mathematization of 
nature? How do we reconstruct the train of thought which motivated it? 
Prescientifically, in everyday sense-experience, the world is given in a 
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subjectively relative way. Each of us has his own appearances; and for 
each of us they count as [gelten als] that which actually is. In dealing with 
one another, we have long since become aware of this discrepancy 
between our various on tic validities. But we do not think that, because 
of this, there are many worlds. Necessarily, we believe in the world, 
whose things only appear to us differently but are the same. [Now] have 
we nothing more than the empty, necessary idea of things which exist 
objectively in themselves? Is there not in the appearances themselves a 
content we must ascribe to true nature? Surely this includes everything 
which pure geometry, and in general the mathematics of the pure form 
of space-time, teaches us, with the self-evidence of absolute, universal 
validity, about the pure shapes it can construct idealiter—and here I am 
describing, without taking a position, what was ‘obvious’ to Galileo and 
motivated his thinking. We should devote a careful exposition to what 
was involved in this ‘obviousness’ for Galileo and to whatever else was 
taken for granted by him in order to motivate the idea of a mathematical 
knowledge of nature in his new sense. We note that he, the philosopher 
of nature and "trail-blazer" of physics, was not yet a physicist in the full 
present-day sense; that his thinking did not, like that of our 
mathematicians and mathematical physicists, move in the sphere of 
symbolism, far removed from intuition; and that we must not attribute 
to him what, through him and the further historical development, has 
become ‘obvious’ to us.”  

2. Husserl, ibid.,29: “all this pure mathematics has to do with bodies and the 
bodily world only through an abstraction, i.e., it has to do only with 
abstract shapes within space-time, and with these, furthermore, as 
purely "ideal" limit-shapes.” 

3. Sohn-Rethel: “the control of capital over production must be entirely in 
terms of second nature, and of second nature in both representations – 
the real abstraction in the economic field and the ideal abstraction in 
the intellectual field of science. On both levels the terms of the second 
nature are, we have seen, totally ‘abstract’ from the empirical realities of 
use, either consumption or production, and they are alienated from all 
contact and interchange with the first nature.” (97). Put differently, the 
capitalist separates from the laborer like the ego moves inward and 
“thinks.” 

4. Sohn-Rethel, 106: “The concept of inertial motion is the methodological 
key to exact science. The crucial question is – from what origin does it 
spring? […] Our explanation of the principle of inertial motion is that it 
derives from the pattern of motion contained in the real abstraction of 
commodity exchange. This motion has the reality in time and space of 
the commodity movements in the market, and thus of the circulation of 
money and of capital. The pattern is absolutely abstract, in the sense of 
bearing no shred of perceptible qualities, and was defined as: abstract 
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linear movement through abstract, empty, continuous and 
homogeneous space and time of abstract substances which thereby 
suffer no material change, the movement being amenable to no other 
than mathematical treatment. Although continually occurring in our 
economic life the movement in this description is not perceivable to our 
private minds. When it does indeed strike our minds it is in a pure 
conceptual form whose source is no longer recognizable; nor is the 
mechanism to which it owes its abstractness. The derivation of Galileo’s 
principle of inertia from the exchange abstraction thus explains the 
reference of the principle to natural movement.” – Quote Painter: HOLY 
MOLY – I CAN’T BELIEVE IT!  

3. Conclusion 
a. We find three master-abstractions in modernity: [1] ego, [2] value, and [3] nature – and 

the assumption that 1 and 3 are rooted in 2 would give Sohn-Rethel’s thought a new basis, 
insofar as it would be another argument for the genetic priority of society over mind and 
nature; including for the knowledge of mind and nature. 

b. Though SR is fascinating, I would argue that the real abstraction does not “emerge” in 
exchange (56); rather, exchange is one realization in which a universal abstraction (value 
form) “rules” (= is the ground of everything). The abstraction is the result of the totality 
(money); perhaps that’s why Lukacs’ concept of reification still works. This has the 
advantage that we do not need to trace the commodity form back to Ancient times. Again, 
Sohn-Rethel somehow seems to recognize this from time to time. For example, he tries 
to determine the difference between Antiquity and Modernity via the externalization of 
the means of production that are no longer in the hands of the laborers and privately 
owned. As a consequence, he argues, capital determines the social field and science 
begins to determine the means of production (technologies) via mathematics. The labor 
division comes to its extreme end (108). 

c. The entire speculation about the emergence of the principles of modern science in real 
abstraction is fascinating, but requires so much precise historical work and rigorous 
Marxian philosophy that it is difficult to defend. 

d. One can see that Adorno/Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment and Adorno’s critique 
of identity thinking in his Negative Dialectics stem from Sohn-Rethel.  

e. It is amazing that Sohn-Rethel never mentions Husserl. Both, at least if we refer to 
Husserl’s Crisis, are concerned with the same, namely the loss of complete orientation 
that the total abstractions of the sciences (and, for Sohn-Rethel, capital) introduce into 
the world in which we life: our everyday life. We are dominated by these external forces 
that we no longer control and the dynamics of which seem to go out of hand (perhaps 
most visible in the ecological crisis that we are in). 

f. Side-note: this also means that normative reflections on science and “values” or ethics in 
science remain empty without a theory of society. 

g. Sohn-Rethel, 112: “Thus if we remain in the clutches of capitalism we are threatened with 
the loss of the social rationality of science which capitalism formerly possessed and may 
find ourselves with the irrationality of our social practice combined with no less an 
irrationality of our theory. If we are not mistaken, man has reached a crossroad where he 
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is faced with the alternative either of taking the socialist road and perhaps achieving a 
rationality of both social practice and theory or continuing on the capitalist road and 
forfeiting both.” 

h. We might have missed this crossroad. 
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Session V - Oct. 10: Althusser I: A Marxist in Philosophy? 
1. Recap 

a. Species 
i. Asking about what concept of species Marx has, independent from the question 

of social relations, falls into the trap of abstraction. The attacks against Marx that 
his species concept is essentialist or that he is a “speciest”, do not grasp Marx’s 
theory of the complex whole (to use an Althusserian term here). Marx does not 
argue for a fixed concept of species; rather, the claim is that “species” is the result 
of a complex and collective historical production and appropriation of social 
reality. Species is not “outside” the concrete manifold; for Marx, the concept is 
not simply biological or natural. This also means that despite his claim that there 
is a difference between human and non-human animals, he would argue that the 
latter distinction must be part of the human emancipation. Put differently, the 
difference is itself in play via the practice of distinguishing (its “how”). Of course, 
if you argue against any (abstract) concept of species [Gattung=kind], then Marx 
is doomed because he does, for example make an abstract difference between 
humans and non-human animals.  

ii. I would argue with Lukacs and Heidegger that being as something not conceived 
of as categorial being cannot be thought. See earlier notes above.  

b. Painter/Individual 
i. The claim that individuality can only be grasped as a “structural effect” of the 

ensemble of social relations does not mean that we look from an external point 
of view onto social constitution and declare all individual activity to be “caused” 
by social relations. 

ii. As Marx points out in FB 1, he wants us to look at the traditional “object” of 
philosophical contemplation and of the perceiving consciousness as something 
active and subjective. So, of course, the active self & the reality acted upon & the 
resulting reality are all “effecting” the active self. The claim is not that there is no 
active self; rather, the claim is that whatever the individual “does” can never be 
defined as a singularity external to the social. For example, Levinas “absolute 
other” is a mystification, seen from Marx’s point of view. 

iii. “[I]t would be a gross error to identify the Marxian conception of the socio-
historical determination of individual with the presupposition according to which 
each concrete human personality can be fully resolved into, and reduced to, a 
multitude of sociological (or sociological and biological) determinants, that it has 
to be understood as the simple resultant of their interaction. Man is not a passive 
tabula rasa which simply suffers and registers the impressions made upon him by 
his social milieu. The material and ideal ‘elements’ of his objective social world 
become transformed into constituents of his own personality, as we have tried to 
show earlier, only through a process of appropriation, only through, and due to, 
his own selective activity. And it is first of all this activity and its social 
consequences that directly form the specific, irreducible individuality of every 
human being. Each concrete individual finds a more or less strictly circumscribed 
scope of historically possible forms of behaviour and activity as something set by, 
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and with, his historical situation, class position etc. This is why one can make at 
all rational ‘predictions’ about the possible trends of conduct, about the historical 
potentialities of great social groups. But no investigation of social environment, 
however detailed it be, would allow to deduce the ‘necessity’ of any individual 
action or of a given personal character.” (Markus, Marxism and Anthropology, 23) 

iv. Marx’s claim that we are subjects of the societal life process means that we can 
only truly act as self-referential subjects if we understand that as acting subjects 
we are always relating ourselves to ourselves as existing (uuuppsa… here 
Kierkegaard!) and that we are also part of a collective human and political 
practice (uuuupsa… here not Kierkegaard). We could also say that the true 
conscious agent for Marxists is the agent of historical change; i.e., classically put, 
the class subject or the political subject.  

v. In the act of historical change all relations show up as what they are. Historical 
change, we might say, has a de-reifying effect. 

vi. In Althusser’s terms: “[…] simplicity is merely the product of the complex 
process. This is simplicity's sole claim to existence (again, existence in a complex 
whole!): in the form of the existence of such and such a 'simple ' category. Thus, 
labour: 'Labour seems a wholly simple category. Even the conception of labour in 
this generality – as Labour in general - is age-old .... However, economically 
conceived in this simplicity, "labour" is as modern a category as the relations 
which engender this simple abstraction'. In the same way, the individual 
producer, or the individual as the elementary subject of production, which 
eighteenth-century mythology imagined to be at the origin of society's economic 
development, this economic' cogito' only appeared, even as an 'appearance', in 
developed capitalist society, that is, in the society which had developed the social 
character of production to the highest degree. Similarly, exchange, the simple 
universal par excellence, 'did not appear historically in all its intensity until the 
most developed states of society. (This category) absolutely does not stride 
through every economic relation'. So simplicity is not original; on the contrary, 
it is the structured whole which gives its meaning to the simple category, or 
which may produce the economic existence of certain simple categories as the 
result of a long process and under exceptional conditions.” (196) – What a 
wonderful passage. I could have written it ����. It goes hand in hand with the 
Frankfurt School’s critique of positivism. 

2. Althusser - preliminary remarks: 
a. The problem with Althusser’s position at the end of the 60s is whether the claim that only 

science is not ideology leads, on the one hand, to “scientism” (i.e., a practice in which all 
other forms of knowledge are devalued as ideology), and, on the other hand, to the 
complete emptying out of the concept of ideology (insofar as pretty much all knowledge 
production in society, with the exception of science and Theory (with a capital T ����) 
becomes ideological).  

b. Note: in On the Materialist Dialectic Althusser develops a sharp distinction between 
theory and ideology, and I think that – even if we reject his conceptions – it is really helpful 
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to think that Theory is not the correction of ideology; rather, it is thinking on an all new 
level (generality I-III).  

c. The question, then, is whether ideology critique is actually meaningful. The justificatory 
aspect of ideology gets lost. However, Althusser forces us to subscribe to the 
accompanying claim, namely, that Marxist Theory is true; otherwise the concept of 
ideology does not make sense. So, ideology critique gets a sharper focus. 

d. “Marx’s theory is all-powerful because it is 000000000000000 [sorry, Aristotle stepped 
on my keyboard] true”. So, as Marxist you are not taking on a position and defend it 
because of political goals. Marxism is not activism, as in our contemporary academic 
world). 

e. Ultimately, Althusser tries to establish “Theory” (=Marxist theory) as the theoretical 
foundation for all social practices. This is a massive claim. I doubt that many today would 
follow it. 

f. As to our class topic, you need to pay attention to what he says about the knowledge 
process, knowledge as production of knowledge, and his concept of ideology. 

3. IS IT SIMPLE TO BE A MARXIST IN PHILOSOPHY 
a. This was Althusser’s 2nd degree defense: “'Is it Simple to be a Marxist in Philosophy?' was 

published in La Pensee in October 1975 and reprinted in the collection Positions the 
following year. It is a revised version of Althusser's Soutenance for the degree of Doctorat 
d'Etat [Habilitation in Germany] at the University of Pi cardy in June 1975. One of those 
present in the audience of five hundred at Amiens was Le Monde's philosophy 
correspondent, who reported that ‘Althusser turned in an astonishing performance: in an 
hour and a half he offered an account retracing his itinerary and synthesizing his thought, 
with such skill that it will henceforth be impossible to write anything worthwhile about 
him without reference to it. For four hours the questions flowed ... for teachers and 
students alike, the University had come alive again.’” (xvii) Compare this to the spiritless 
lectures that we have to endure nowadays. In addition, perhaps five out of 45,000 
undergraduate students would voluntarily go to a lecture series (unless Elon Musk would 
speak). 

b. For me, this text is in fact the best introduction to Althusser by the master himself. 
c. Main concepts 

i. Philosophy as Kampfplatz 
1. “A philosophy does not make its appearance in the world as Minerva 

appeared to the society of Gods and men. It exists only in so far as it 
occupies a position, and it occupies this position only in so far as it has 
conquered it in the thick of an already occupied world. It therefore exists 
only in so far as this conflict has made it something distinct, and this 
distinctive character can be won and imposed only in an indirect way, by 
a detour involving ceaseless study of other, existing positions” (205) 

2. The intellectual field is, contrary to our contemporary academic tolerant 
indifference, conceived of as war with other means (I understand that 
this sounds offensive to many): “If philosophy is, in the last instance, class 
struggle at the level of theory, as I have recently argued, then this struggle 
takes the form, proper to philosophy, of theoretical demarcation, detour 
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and production of a distinctive position.” (206) We should be precise 
here: Althusser does not argue that you take on a class position in a direct 
political form, or that we are supposed to become “scholar activists” (or 
some nonsense like that); rather, he says that philosophy is displaced 
class struggle. So, there is still philosophy to be done! This does not mean 
that you speak for the oppressed class because you bring up particular 
topics of their interest (or something like that); instead, you position 
yourself philosophically (rationally) as a materialist. The assumption is 
that this materialist position, conceived of as practice and spelled out as 
political praxis, cannot be bourgeois. 

3. This also means that, as Althusser puts it, thinkers should be read through 
this displacement internally. Philosophers who do not say anything about 
politics can be read politically. 

4. The politics that constitutes non-materialist social philosophy is the 
“ideological hegemony of the ruling class” (207); i.e., the position that 
idealism as well as pragmatism take on in philosophy are, according to A, 
the dominant ideas.  

5. Althusser’s theorizing is directed against dogmatism (in Marxism!), 
humanism, evolutionism (223) and economism (208). One example of 
how this is spelled out can be found in On the Materialist Dialectic. 
Against dogmatism he positions Marxism as a science with the “relative 
autonomy of theory” (“think for yourself” 208), against humanism he 
argues with the concept of a complex whole, against economism he 
develops the term “overdetermination.” 

6. “One must think in extremes” (209): “It follows that if you want to 
change historically existing ideas, even in the apparently abstract domain 
called philosophy, you cannot content yourself with simply preaching the 
naked truth, and waiting for its anatomical obviousness to 'enlighten' 
minds, as our eighteenth-century ancestors used to say: you are forced, 
since you want to force a change in ideas, to recognize the force which is 
keeping them bent, by applying a counterforce capable of destroying this 
power and bending the stick in the opposite direction so as to put the 
ideas right.” (210) 

ii. Theoretical practice 
1. Remember: for Marx ideas need to be real through sensuous practice. 

Althusser expands on this theme: all intellectual effort on the level of 
theory, philosophy and science are “incorporated in the materiality of 
social relations” (210). This is so simple, and SO true ���� 

2. That’s why A tries to position Marx against the hegemonic discourses 
(even in Marxism) of his time. 

3. Marx is read as someone who positions himself against the moral subject, 
subject in general, and “dominant legal ideology” (216). 

iii. Base/superstructure 
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1. Althusser, rightly so, tries to destroy the metaphor of base and 
superstructure. Against this he develops his concepts of ideology, 
reproduction, structured whole, and overdetermination. 

2. Engels (214): “According to the materialist conception of history, the 
ultimately determining element in history is the production and 
reproduction of real life. More than this neither Marx nor I have ever 
asserted. Hence if somebody twists this into saying that the economic 
element is the only determining one, he transforms that proposition into 
a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase” 

3. A metaphor is imaginary and remains on the level of ideology; we are 
asked to come up with a concept on the level of generality I (for this, see 
notes below): a “differentiated, therefore complex and articulated 
whole” (215) 

iv. Dialectic/Totality 
1. Contradiction 

a. Though the path Althusser travels is pretty clear and directed 
against Hegel, insofar as he criticizes the concepts of totality, 
linear causality, origin, and teleology via new concepts, such as 
complex whole, structural causality, ever-pre-givenness, and 
overdetermination, the key concept – contradiction – remains 
vague. When we talk about contradictions in Marxism, then we 
do not have true logical contradictions in mind; rather, the 
concept comes from Kant and means in this context that we find 
unities of real opposites. 

b. Contradiction: “This is traditionally expressed by the formula ‘a 
not-a’. It is the instance in which one opposite cannot stand 
without the other and vice-versa (mutual attraction of 
opposites). Not-a is the negation of a. In itself and for itself it is 
nothing; it is the negation of the other and nothing else. 
Therefore if we wish to attach any significance to not-a, we must 
at the same time know what a is, i.e. hat not-a is negating. But a, 
too, is negative. Just as not-a is its negation, so a is the negation 
of not-a. Thus since to say a is in effect equivalent to saying not-
not-a, a too, if it is to have any meaning, must be referred to the 
element of which it is the negation. Neither of the two poles is 
anything in itself or for itself; each is a negative. Furthermore, 
each is a negative-relation. If in fact we wish to know what one 
extreme is, we must at the same time know what the other is, 
which the first element is negating. Each term therefore, to be 
itself, implies a relation to the other term; the result is unity (the 
unity of opposites). Only within this unity is each term the 
negation of the other.” (Colletti, Marxism and the Dialectic) 

c. Contrariety: “Since I wish to be brief, I shall refer only to chapter 
I of The Attempt of 1763, an exemplary text in its simplicity and 
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clarity. In it Kant confirms what has been said above, together 
with further clarifications and developments. His first statement 
concerns the twofold character of opposition. Opposition is: 
‘either logical, involving contradiction (durch den Widerspruch), 
or real, i.e. devoid of contradiction (ohne Widerspruch)’. Kant 
adds: ‘The first opposition, the logical, is the only kind to have 
been considered until now.’ […] So in real opposition too there is 
negation, annulment, but of a kind that is quite different from 
contradiction. Real opposites are not, as in contradiction, 
negatives in themselves and hence only the Negative of the 
other; on the contrary, they are both positive and real. In this 
instance, says Kant, ‘both the predicates a and b are affirmative’. 
The negation which each exerts on the other consists only in the 
fact that they mutually annul their effects. Briefly, in a real 
opposition or relation of contrariety (Gegenverhältnis), the 
extremes are both positive, even when one of them is indicated 
as the negative contrary of the other. ‘In a real opposition’, says 
Kant, ‘one of the opposed determinations can never be the 
contradictory contrary of the other [note this well], since in such 
a case the contrast would be of a logical character… In every real 
opposition the predicates both have to be positive… In this way 
the things of which one is considered as the negative of the other 
are both, considered in themselves, positive.’ […] Conflicts 
between forces in nature and in reality, for example 
attraction/repulsion in Newtonian physics, struggles between 
counterposed tendencies, contrasts between opposing forces—
all these not only do not undermine the principle of (non)-
contradiction, but on the contrary confirm it. What we are 
dealing with in fact is oppositions which, precisely because they 
are real, are ‘devoid of contradiction’ and hence have nothing to 
do with dialectical contradiction. The poles of these oppositions, 
to go back to Marx, ‘cannot mediate each other’ nor ‘do they 
have any need of mediation’: ‘they have nothing in common 
with each other, they do not need each other, nor are they 
integrated with each other’.” (Colletti) 

d. Now Althusser: “The effect of this thesis is quite simply to change 
the reference points from which we look at contradiction. And, 
in particular, it warns us against the idea of what I have called 
simple contradiction, or more exactly contradiction in the logical 
sense of the term, whose terms are two equal entities each 
simply bearing one of the contrary signs + or -, A or not-A. If I 
might now go a little further than I did in my first essays, but in 
the same direction , I should say that contradiction, as you find it 
in Capital, presents the surprising characteristic of being uneven, 
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of bringing contrary terms into operation which you cannot 
obtain just by giving the second a sign obtained by negating that 
of the first. This is because they are caught up in a relation of 
unevenness which continuously reproduces its conditions of 
existence just on account of this contradiction. I am talking, for 
example, about the contradiction within which the capitalist 
mode of production exists and which, tendentially, condemns it 
to death, the contradiction of the capitalist relation of 
production, the contradiction which divides classes into classes, 
in which two quite unequal classes confront each other: the 
capitalist class and the working class. Because the working class 
is not the opposite of the capitalist class, it is not the capitalist 
class negated, deprived of its capital.” (221) – I am not sure 
whether this matches what Colletti says or not. Is the class 
struggle a unity of real opposites; i.e., not real negatives? Why 
not saying, then, that the working class cannot be conceived of 
as the negation of the capitalist class, but that they are opposed 
in unity? 

2. Totality 
a. “If I may be allowed to be a little provocative, it seems to me that 

we can leave to Hegel the category of totality, and claim for 
Marx the category of the whole. It might be said that this is a 
verbal quibble, but I do not think this is entirely true. If I preferred 
to reserve for Marx the category of the whole rather than that of 
the totality, it is because within the totality a double temptation 
is always present: that of considering it as a pervasive essence 
which exhaustively embraces all of its manifestations, and - what 
amounts to the same thing - that of discovering in it, as in a circle 
or a sphere (a metaphor which makes us think of Hegel once 
again), a centre which would be its essence.” (219) 

b. “That is why I talked about a whole, to make it clear that in the 
Marxist conception of a social formation everything holds 
together, that the independence of an element is only ever the 
form of its dependence, and that the interplay of the differences 
is regulated by the unity of a determination in the last instance; 
but that is why I did not talk about a totality, because the Marxist 
whole is complex and uneven, and stamped with this unevenness 
by the determination in the last instance” (220) 

c. Side-note: did you ever wonder where Foucault’s genealogical 
concept of origin comes from in his famous Nietzsche essay? 
Read Althusser: he speaks of “Unevenness of Origins” (222)  

v. Process of Knowledge 
1. Important: “But just like the general concept of production, the general 

concept of knowledge is there only to disappear in the concrete analysis 
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of concrete processes: in the complex history of the processes of 
knowledge.” (225). One wonders, then, whether Theory produces 
knowledge or not. In later writings, A claims that philosophy does not 
have an object and therefore does not produce knowledge; instead, it 
operates with theses. 

2. Althusser points out that the concept of the production of knowledge is 
central. As we have seen, this can be found already in Marx, but he is an 
excellent reader of Marx ���� – and to be fair, when Althusser was writing 
his main works, Marxism was in a bad state. 

3. Scientific abstraction 
a. A reformulates the abstract-concrete distinction from the 1858 

introduction: he now speaks of the “real object” and the “object 
of knowledge”. The concept of a dog does not bark ���. The 
detour through Spinoza, I think, is done in order to avoid Kant ���� 
The distinction is necessary because the real object does not 
change, even if we reach the concrete-in-thought (but the 
practice changes). 

i. (see also notes below) Epistemological break: theoretical 
knowledge cannot be derived from ideology 

ii. Generality I: theoretical “raw material”  
iii. Generality II: “instruments of theoretical labor” 
iv. Generality III: concrete-in-thought 

a. Result. Hmmmhhh…. “Finally - and this was not the least 
important aspect - it was a question of recalling with Marx that 
knowledge of reality changes something in reality, because it 
adds to it precisely the fact that it is known, though everything 
makes it appear as if this addition cancelled itself out in its result. 
Since knowledge of reality belongs in advance to reality, since it 
is knowledge of nothing but reality, it adds something to it only 
on the paradoxical condition of adding nothing to it, and once 
produced it reverts to it without need of sanction, and disappears 
in it. The process of knowledge adds to reality at each step its 
own knowledge of that reality, but at each step reality puts it in 
its pocket, because this knowledge is its own. The distinction 
between object of knowledge and real object presents the 
paradox that it is affirmed only to be annulled.  But it is not a 
nullity: because in order to be annulled it must be constantly 
affirmed. That is normal, it is the infinite cycle of all knowledge, 
which adds something to reality - precisely, knowledge of reality 
- only to give it back, and the cycle is only a cycle, and therefore 
living, as long as it reproduces itself, because only the production 
of new knowledge keeps old knowledge alive.” (230) 

b. So, is all of this just saying (as Althusser seems to indicate in the 
passage following this one) that the only way to keep Marxist 
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theory from falling into dogmas, empty names, and technical 
knowledge is to re-establish it as a living practice, or is he saying 
more here, such as that truth turns knowledge into something 
“real” because it is no longer questioned, but becomes living 
knowledge (such as scientific theorems that have entered 
knowledge, but do not need to be reestablished all the time)? 

c. Is this what a famous analytic Marxist has called Althusser’s 
“complete bullshit” (yeap!): “someone struggles for ages with 
some rebarbative text, manages to find some sense in it, and 
then reports that sense with enthusiasm, even though it is a 
banality that could have been expressed in a couple of sentences 
instead of across the course of the dozens of paragraphs to which 
the said someone has subjected herself” (Cohen, Finding Oneself 
in the Other, 95). Cohen was a funny guy; he established a 
Marxist reading group called Marxism without the shit of the 
bull. It is interesting to see, however, how Cohen in his essay, 
intentionally or not, establishes cliche distinctions between 
“British-American” and “French” culture, going so far as to say 
that “that three features of French intellectual culture dominate 
the explanation of the fact that France has produced so much 
bullshit” (Cohen, 109). Three! Exactly three! And one of the 
criteria, is, you guessed it: style! (Cohen, 110). The paper is driven 
by cultural stereotypes. Read this: “take it from me: it is easier to 
sustain the flow of bullshit in a lecture hall in front of five hundred 
students than in a semidomestic oxbridge setting, when you are 
asked, over tea, or sherry, what you really mean.” (Cohen, 111). 
Hillarious! Tea with the Queen (now King)? One more? 
“Continental philosophy remained closer to religion” (Cohen, 
112). Ach so! ���� 

vi. Anti-Humanism 
1. Let’s not go into details, as it is not as important for this class. The main 

point comes on p.236 – and as you can imagine, I wholeheartedly agree 
with Althusser here: “Marx shows that what in the last instance 
determines a social formation, and allows us to grasp it, is not any 
chimerical human essence or human nature, nor man, nor even 'men', 
but a relation, the production relation, which is inseparable from the 
base, the infrastructure. And, in opposition to all humanist idealism, Marx 
shows that this relation is not a relation between men, a relation 
between persons, nor an intersubjective or psychological or 
anthropological relation, but a double relation: a relation between 
groups of men concerning the relation between these groups of men and 
things, the means of production. It is one of the greatest possible 
theoretical mystifications you can imagine to think that social relations 
can be reduced to relations between men, or even between groups of 
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men: because this is to suppose that social relations are relations which 
involve only men, whereas actually they also involve things, the means of 
production, derived from material nature” (236) 

2. It is important to note that Althusser carefully speaks of a theoretical anti-
humanism, which, he argues leads to the acknowledgement of uneven 
development (within the complex whole) and to the displacement of 
social struggles into political and ideological practices. 

3. At the end of the essay Althusser declares the issue of alienation of 
theoretical insignificance. That’s how easy this is if you are Louis. 

4. ON THE MATERIALIST DIALECTIC 
a. Rigor, theory 

i. “Indeed, too many of the ' explanations ' that we have been given have restricted 
themselves to repeating the ' famous quotations ' in paraphrase (but a 
paraphrase is not an explanation) ' to mingling the (gestural but enigmatic) 
concepts of ' inversion ', ' rational kernel' with authentic and rigorous Marxist 
concepts, as if the theoretical clarity of the latter could illuminate the obscurity 
of the former by contagion, as if knowledge could be born merely of the 
cohabitation of the known and the little known or unknown, is as if the contiguity 
of one or two scientific concepts was enough to transfigure our recognition of the 
existence of the ' inversion ' or the ' kernel ' into the knowledge of them ! It would 
be more honest to take full responsibility for one's position, for example, to 
declare that Marx's remark about the ' inversion' is a true knowledge, to take that 
risk, and put the thesis to the test of theoretical practice - and to examine the 
results.” (181) 

b. Theory, praxis 
i. Practice: any given state transformed into a determinate product by determined 

labor 
ii. A is a Leninist: “theory is essential to practice” (167). Why? Because theory 

produces the knowledge necessary for a particular social practice which, in turn, 
belongs organically to the social whole. 

iii. Main practices: political, social, ideological, theoretical 
1. Note: in this essay he defines ideological practice as one that transform’s 

our “consciousness” (167) 
iv. Theory: a specific form of practice that works on “concepts, representations, 

facts” (167); it exists in two forms: scientific and ideological (“prehistory of 
science” (167)); between ideological and scientific practice there is an 
“epistemological break” (168); see Balibar’s article for more background; is 
“reflection and expression” (169) 

1. theory: any theoretical practice 
2. ‘theory’: sub-system in an existing science 
3. Theory: of practice in general = Historical Materialism = “Marxist science 

of the development of social formations” (168) = specific dialectic; 
Theory is needed for “defense” against ideological errors = certain 
politics can be true or false! 
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v. Practice of epistemology is still a lacuna in Marxism; it has to be founded on 
theory to find the “real object” of their practices; what Althusser calls “real 
object” is similar to what I referred to at the beginning of class as “realm”; in his 
words: if we want to establish a theory of society, then we need to make sure 
that society is a real object; Althusser calls this, almost Husserlian, “domain of 
phenomena” (171); “technical practices” do not have a real object (171) and can 
be traced back to the ideology of “technocratic thought” (171) (positivism, 
sociology based on interviews, social science based on statistics, toolbox projects, 
etc.) 

vi. Since Marxism is confronted with many new “avantgarde domains” (172), it 
needs to have the “correct” practice in order to avoid falling into ideology. 

vii. Important in all of this is that knowledge for Althusser is based on explicit 
production and object related. This claim is difficult to defend in our 
contemporary world because so many scientific disciplines are intermingled and 
therefore no longer seem to have objects. This also goes against a theory of 
society: if society is just a mix of what can be investigated by psychology and 
sociology, then there is no society. Society is the effect of discursive struggles. I 
have called this in a paper Left Thatcherism. Are we in a lost struggle? 

viii. Also think of Foucault against the master: in 1970 Foucault claims that disciplines 
and scientific objects are the result of discursive mechanisms and power. It seems 
as if Foucault gave the realist presupposition up. Laclau&Mouffe do the same: if 
we give up the sharp distinction between theory and ideology, then both are just 
different ways in which knowledges are produced by struggles. 

c. Concepts 
i. Knowledge 

1. In this text Althusser goes furthest in regard to knowledge production. 
On the basis of Marx’s remarks on the relation between intuition and 
representation in the Grundrisse and the 1859 Introduction he makes a 
distinction between 

2. Generality I 
a. material that a theoretical practice takes up; this material cannot 

be individual, facts, etc., and always already exists in general 
terms (two sources: Hegel’s chapter 1 of the Phenomenology and 
Marx’s Feuerbach Thesis 1) 

b. Side-note/Painter: here is the deeper reason that a science (and 
Marxism is a science for Althusser) cannot deal with true 
individuals. There are no “given” facts or singularities 
(simplicities) because the concrete is as concrete always a set of 
determinations (see notes above). 

a. We can always only begin with “ever-pre-givenness” (199); there 
is no beginning, origin, or teleological “seed” or purity. “There is 
no longer any original simple unity (in any form whatsoever), but 
instead, the ever-pre-givenness of a structured complex unity” 
(199). Is he simply saying that history presupposes itself? 
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b. Note: the simple is opposed to structured. 
c. “At its moment of constitution, as for physics with Galileo and for 

the science of the evolution of social formations (historical 
materialism) with Marx, a science always works on existing 
concepts, ‘Vorstellungen’, that is, a preliminary Generality I of an 
ideological nature. It does not ‘work’ on a purely objective 
‘given’, that of pure and absolute ‘facts’. On the contrary, its 
particular labour consists of elaborating its own scientific facts 
through a critique of the ideological ‘facts’ elaborated by an 
earlier ideological theoretical practice. To elaborate its own 
specific ‘facts’ is simultaneously to elaborate its own ‘theory’, 
since a scientific fact - and not the self-styled pure phenomenon 
- can only be identified in the field of a theoretical practice.” (182) 

d. So, this also means that generality I is not the result of some kind 
of abstract act by a subject (191); rather, it is itself already the 
result of a complex set of practices (which remain ideological); A 
is arguing against positivism and empiricism here (191); 
remember my comments on your Grundrisse paper, Matt? ����. 

a. Consequence: as we always already live in practices and these 
practices also produce ideological “pre-knowledge”, generality I 
is not based on something individual and it cannot be abstracted 
in a single act; instead, it is a complex ensemble of practices of 
production: “The act of abstraction whereby the pure essence is 
extracted from concrete individuals is an ideological myth” (191). 

b. Now, it is crucial that A claims that a science is not the 
transformation of an ideology into knowledge (i.e., ideology is 
not “confused knowledge”); instead, knowledge production 
starts from a real object - whereas ideology, so I read the master, 
has no real object (and is therefore imaginary) (192-193). 
Important for the later writings on ideology!!! 

3. Generality II 
a. The level of knowledge, but in its contradictory stage; theory that 

defines the field; instrumental definitions; overall unclear in this 
essay. 

4. Generality III 
a. knowledge as product 
b. abstract becomes concrete (185); Althusser, in my mind is correct 

here: the concrete (remember: Grundrisse Introduction!) refers 
to the concrete in thought 

c. the concrete in reality = the real object 
d. Accordingly, generality I and generality III are not identical in 

essence (he is exploiting Marx’s distinction between unity and 
identity; check Grundrisse introduction); put differently, the 
process is not one of "clarification". 
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i. IDEOLOGY = to think of abstract and the concrete as an 
abstract opposition; i.e., to take science as something 
that is “abstract” (ideal, intellectual, mental, ‘just’ 
theory, etc.) = “it starts by denying the reality of precisely 
the practice that produces knowledge” (187) 

ii. IDEOLOGY = to claim that generality III already operates 
in generality I (190): “So Hegel only falls victim to this 
‘illusion’ because he imposes on the reality of theoretical 
practice an ideological conception of the universal, of its 
function and meaning.” (188) 

ii. Contradiction and Overdetermination 
1. See notes above on the concept of contradiction. 
2. A structured whole contains many contradictions, not just one (as this 

would presuppose a Hegelian totality and unity driven by a major 
principle that is “expressed” in the totality. Later A calls this “expressive 
totality”: “Is it necessary to return to Hegel once again to show that, for 
him, the 'circumstances' or 'conditions' are ultimately no more than 
phenomena and therefore evanescent, since in that form of 'contingency' 
christened the 'existence of Necessity', they can never express more than 
a manifestation of the movement of the Idea; that is why 'conditions' do 
not really exist for Hegel since, under cover of simplicity developing into 
complexity, he always deals with a pure interiority whose exteriority is no 
more than its phenomenon.” (208) 

a. In Marxist theory we deal with the “unity of the complexity itself” (202): 
“In other words, each contradiction, each essential articulation of the 
structure, and the general relation of the articulations in the structure in 
dominance, constitute so many conditions of the existence of the 
complex whole itself. This proposition is of the first importance. For it 
means that the structure of the whole and therefore the' difference' of 
the essential contradictions and their structure in dominance, is the very 
existence of the whole” (205) 

a. “As an example, take the complex structured whole that is society. In it, 
the 'relations of production' are not the pure phenomena of the forces of 
production; they are also their condition of existence. The superstructure 
is not the pure phenomenon of the structure, it is also its condition of 
existence. This follows from Marx's principle, referred to above, that 
production without society, that is, without social relations, exists 
nowhere; that we can go no deeper than the unity that is the unity of a 
whole in which, if the relations of production do have production itself as 
their condition of existence, production has as its condition of existence 
its form: the relations of production.” (205) 

a. Overdetermination = “the reflection in contradiction itself of its 
conditions of existence, that is, of its situation in the structure in 
dominance of the complex whole. This is not a univocal 'situation'. It is 
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not just its situation 'in 'principle' (the one it occupies in the hierarchy of 
instances in relation to the determinant instance: in society, the 
economy) nor just its situation 'in fact' (whether, in the phase under 
consideration, it is dominant or subordinate) but the relation of this 
situation in fact to this situation in principle, that is, the very relation 
which makes of this situation in fact a 'variation' of the - 'invariant' - 
structure, in dominance, of the totality.” (209) 

b. All of this theoretical and conceptual ammunition is developed to attack 
economism; i.e., the idea that there is a hierarchy among the social 
totality and one contradiction that determines all others (213). 

c. Side note: it is not by chance that A introduces the concepts of 
displacement and condensation in the essay, as these come from Freud’s 
dream theory. What he implicitly says is that the structured whole is like 
the manifest dream in Freud. The manifest content of a dream is the 
result of what Freud calls “dream-work”. 
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Session VI - Oct. 17: Althusser II: Theory, Practice, Ideology 
 

1. Recap 
a. I’d like to clarify and underline that I did not want to whitewash Kant last class; I am of 

course all for a critical analysis that either leads to a re-appropriation on a different level 
or a rejection of Kant’s philosophy as a whole or partial theorems. All I wanted to say is 
that there is a difference between that which Althusser calls polemics and a normative 
rejection of a historical figure. Of course, if you think that Kant or Aristotle are on the level 
of Alfred Rosenberg, then we do not need to get engaged with them. 

b. “Now by the polemical use of pure reason I understand the defense of its propositions 
against dogmatic denials of them. Here the issue is not whether its own assertions might 
perhaps also be false, but only that no one can ever assert the opposite with apodictic 
certainty (or even only with greater plausibility). For in this case we do not hold our 
possession merely by sufferance if we have a title to it, even if not a sufficient one, and it 
is completely certain that no one can ever prove the unlawfulness of this possession.” 
(Kant, CPR, A740) 

c. As to the idea that only in the last instance the “base” is decisive (which is Althusser’s take 
on what Marx says about the primacy of production in the introduction to Grundrisse), 
we should keep in mind that this has massive consequences for thinking about the 
production of ideas in an overdetermined way; i.e., you can now read certain texts 
through the lens of a particular practice. For example, as he underlines, you can read an 
epistemological text politically. It all hangs on how well this is done and how to avoid 
overgeneralized “hermeneutics of suspicion.” For example, as Chase tried to argue in his 
paper for the Grundrisse seminar, Kant’s theory of contract could be read through the 
lens of commodity exchange; i.e., he read a text that deals with legal ideas through 
political economy. So far so good: but this really has to be done very well (which Chase 
did), as otherwise we remain stuck in surface “suspicions” and really bad ideology 
critiques. 

d. The claim that philosophy is in the last instance class struggle is not only productive, 
insofar as it leads to a substantial reflection on philosophy as a practice, but it is also highly 
problematic: is it true that in the last instance philosophy is either idealist or materialist? 
Does it make sense to operate with an abstract concept of class struggle (which Althusser 
presupposes if he wants to apply his thesis to, for example, Ancient thought). I find the 
claim highly dubious. Giving it a twist, perhaps we need to think instead of the 
determinate form in which class struggles exist and then see how philosophers deal with 
those issues that are constitutive for the particular form. For example, in regard to today’s 
situation we need to address private property, digital technologies, science, legal 
internationalism, etc.. 

e. Perhaps exclusion discourses, such as normal vs a-normal, reason vs irrational could be 
read as displaced struggles? 

f. At times Althusser seems so outdated (in particular when he begins to talk about politics) 
because our own situation is different than his. Nevertheless, Althusser is crucial for 
thinking about the concept of ideology and for a model of how to read texts rigorously 
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(demonstrated in Reading Capital). Perhaps this is my own bourgeois reduction of 
Marxists. In addition, the Marxist tradition has disappeared in many regards as a living 
practice so that it is no longer possible to “recognize” Marxist theory as one that already 
exists in practical ways, as for these we need unbroken traditions.  

g. Perhaps critical theory of the Frankfurt School provenience is ultimately the more 
authentic “solution” to this problem of how to do theory without praxis, namely, in a 
negative way.  

h. French tradition; Isabelle Garo: “There was a profound ideological turn in France at this 
time, an intellectual and media offensive against Marxism and the communist project 
under the slogan of anti-totalitarianism, and this discredited the universal Sartrean form 
of the intellectual. Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze (among others), who were at once 
removed from but tied to this general climate, participated in this transformation of the 
intellectual and political landscape in their own way; they both did so by originally 
reworking the philosophical terrain of it and by proposing micro-political orientations 
which were ambiguous but in opposition to the organisations of the workers’ movement, 
a rupture with the very notion of class struggle and with any perspective of the abolition 
of capitalism. These brilliant and innovative non-Marxist theoreticians durably impacted 
their time and the history of philosophy while participating in the post-modern rejection 
of “grand narratives” that often targeted a caricatured Marxism. Importantly, they were 
able to reconcile opposites: academism and its radical critique; the rejection of 
institutions and their expert use; the will towards political renovation and a growing 
tendency towards mass depoliticisation interrupted by May ’68.” 
(https://mronline.org/2020/02/16/isabelle-garo-on-marxs-strategic-thought-and-the-
spirit-of-revolt/) 

i. Side-note: I wonder whether we could read Husserl’s concept of epoche – the break with 
the natural attitude - as an epistemological break. Probably we can’t because the goal of 
phenomenology is not to completely break with the “common” world; rather, it is only 
the standpoint that breaks with it. 

j. The epistemological break, in contrast, is a rationalist move, deeply embedded in the 
French tradition (before postmodern people entered the scene). Problem: “The ‘non-
problematicity of the relation between an object and the knowledge of it fails if the 
relation established by a science between object and knowledge is not demonstrably 
different than that established by an ideological process. That the relation established by 
a scientific theoretical practice is actually more ’real’, more concrete, that between the 
ideological and the scientific practices there is a clear and decisive ’epistemological break’ 
is not demonstrated by Althusser.” (Brown, Epistemology and Method, 155) 

k. If it is true that philosophy is in the last instance class struggle and if class struggle is a 
political concept and if politics is ideology, wouldn’t that mean that philosophy by 
definition is unable to escape ideology? This also would mean that it can in the last 
instance not be knowledge in the emphatic sense that Althusser gives it. 

2.  Clarifications 
a. Practice and theory 

i. Practice does not just mean “doing” or “activity”; rather, it means that we enact 
a socially active relationship to the social reality in the social reality. This must 

https://mronline.org/2020/02/16/isabelle-garo-on-marxs-strategic-thought-and-the-spirit-of-revolt/
https://mronline.org/2020/02/16/isabelle-garo-on-marxs-strategic-thought-and-the-spirit-of-revolt/
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be spelled out in the most rigorous way: for example, what does it mean to think 
in society – and not “in” your mind? 

ii. In On the Materialist Dialectic Althusser makes the following distinction: political, 
ideological, and theoretical practice. The latter is divided into scientific 
theoretical practice and ideological pre-scientific practice (167) 

b. Scientific knowledge 
i. Abstraction: the main point here is that abstraction; i.e., how to get to concepts 

of something, is not a simple act of extraction (= for A the empiricist tradition); 
rather, abstraction is itself a process and a practice of knowledge production. 
This, I think, leads to the dominance of the concept of discourse after Althusser 
in French philosophy.  

ii. I think that Foucault’s early work could stand in for this: for example, in his 
psychiatry book he shows how knowledge in psychiatry is the result of a complex 
set of social practices, discourses, and struggles. However, one might ask whether 
Foucault’s thesis is that the “real object” (here: madness) is true. Is “madness” 
the real object of psychiatry of which the latter then produces a concept 
(concrete-in-thought), or is it rather the case that psychiatry constructs an object 
that Foucault claim, does not exist independently of its construction. But then: 
could we say with Althusser that the knowledge that the psychiatric discourse 
produces in its history remains ideological because it is not based on a real object? 

iii. As a consequence, we might ask: what is a real object and is it sufficient to 
operate here with old ontological objects, such as nature, history, society, person, 
mind, being, etc. – or whether real objects have to be fine-tuned to a degree that 
they can no longer be treated by a philosophical ontology. 

iv. Remember, Althusser defines an object as a “certain domain of phenomena” that 
are unified (Dialectic, 171). 

i. Also: Foucault’s theory of subjectivation, the question of how humans are 
becoming objects of knowledge, and how individuals are constituted as subjects 
of discourses and institutions is very Althusserian. Perhaps we could even say that 
power for Foucault is uneven. 

i. “Not only the objective observation, but the faithful transcription of reality as well 
is impossible, according to Foucault, because of a radical discontinuity between 
the modes of existence of human reality and language. Language interposes itself 
between man and ’external reality’, even between man as subject and man as 
object. This is one of the most basic and most strongly stated elements in 
Foucault’s discourse: ‘The only thing we know at the moment, in all certainty, is 
that in Western culture the being of man and the being of language have never, 
at any time, been able to coexist and to articulate themselves one upon the other. 
Their incompatibility has been one of the fundamental features of our thought’ 
(Order, p. 339; 350). Much of Althusser’s 1963 article, ’On the Materialist 
Dialectic’, is an attempt to deal with this discontinuity within a Marxist 
framework.” (Brown, Epistemology and Method. Althusser, Foucault, Derrida, 
150) 

3. On the Materialist Dialectic, Additional Remarks 
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a. What are the innovations by Althusser in general and for our class? 
i. Theory is a practice (of knowledge production); accordingly, it is not simply 

political practice (as Marx already claimed); theory produces knowledge in two 
regards: as the production of a particular system of concepts and principles that 
are needed for a science to produce knowledge (for Dialectical Materialism this 
is historical materialism) and, with a big T, as the theory of practice in general 
(Marx, Grundrisse, introduction & Althusser) 

ii. Theory is not technocratic thought for which knowledge is a byproduct of a 
certain technique (for example, the claim that we “know” society through 
statistics and empirical sociology); it is also not “application” or pragmatic. 

iii. All knowledge for Althusser is the result of production; i.e., the result of process 
and abstraction; I do wonder how he would handle early childhood development; 
from a phenomenological point of view, his assumption is questionable.  

iv. Unevenness: this opens Marxism up for complex analysis. Example: the relations 
of production are not simply the effect of existing forces of production; rather, 
they are also the conditions of their existence; the consequence is that they have 
their own effects on and in the whole; this leads to overdetermination. Again: this 
point is important, as it allows us to understand ideology/superstructure as 
something that has its own effects. This also makes it possible to understand 
political struggle as something with relative autonomy on its own and not as 
something that simply follows and “finishes up” what has reached contradictory 
levels in the area of the economy (in the narrow sense). 

v. Complexly articulated whole vs expressive totality: all “elements” of the whole 
have their own efficacy; A rejects all metaphorical thinking about society in 
metaphorical or “topographic” senses. 

4. Theory, Theoretical Practice and Theoretical Formation 
a. Pre-Notes 

i. Althusser does not present final reflections in this essay; he changes his views on 
science, Marxist theory, and philosophy. For our class the development of 
Althusser’s writings is not decisive. Pay attention to what he says about 
knowledge production and ideology. 

ii. The concept of ideology developed in this essay has not reached its final 
formulation (we get to it in two weeks), but it is very important to see that 
Althusser opens up the entire Marxist discourse for the analysis of ideology and, 
without exaggeration, turns ideology into the proper object of a new theoretical 
practice.  

iii. Ideology is now conceived of as the “cement” of society (25, from Gramsci?); i.e., 
ideology defines the way we live our relation to the existing reality and is at the 
same time a condition of the existence of these relations. I think it is safe to say 
that for Althusser, though he would never have put it this way, ideology is the 
living practices in which society thinks and knows itself (before science). 

i. “In the work of Louis Althusser and his associates there is a central thesis 
concerning human consciousness, or experience. It is that the human subject is 
presented with objects for experience in such a way that commands complete 
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assent; that there is a compelling evidentness about what exists, and a 
compulsive self-evidentness about the subject who experiences what exists for 
it. Of course this 'evidentness' is the very instrument which conceals from the 
subject the imaginary character of the relation of the subject to the objects of 
its experience. The subject sets off, unwittingly and every day, in a fictional 
direction. And it does so, not just by way of the church, the school, the office or 
the factory but also by way of wherever it is they manufacture philosophy. For 
the same rules apply here; the materials of the subject and his experience are 
fashioned and refashioned into models which make the evidentness of the 
subject ever more systematic and secure. This is why Althusser's work takes as 
one problem something which is usually counted as two problems; the analysis 
of theoretical error and the analysis of social relations. In his hands the criticism 
of philosophical positions (idealism) and the attempt to construct a (materialist) 
conception of knowledge is the same thing as the attempt to construct a 
systematic theory of social relations. This is much more than the conventional 
Marxist insistence that certain philosophical positions 'represent' in some way 
particular social or political positions. What is characteristic of Althusser's 
arguments is that in a certain sense what theoretical error 'represents' is nothing 
less than the spontaneous and general form of human experience. Idealism, or 
empiricism as it is called in Reading Capital, is the elaboration at a theoretical 
level of what is evident to humans. And what is evident to humans, is imaginary 
in respect to knowledge, and may be called Ideology; hence Althusser's 
insistence that ideology is always already there.” (Cousins/Hussain, The 
Question of Ideology: Althusser, Pecheux, Foucault, 161) 

b. He assumes that Marxist theory is scientific. Althusser contrasts this in particular with  
utopian socialism which is [1] not revolutionary and [2] remains bourgeois, insofar as it 
confronts bourgeois moral and legal principles with itself. Also check last section of the 
Communist Manifesto. 

a. Marxist theory is scientific because it is based on scientific knowledge. This is decisive, as 
Althusser turns (scientific) knowledge into the decisive element for truth and change: “It 
rests on the knowledge of this ensemble, which constitutes an organic totality of which 
the economic, political, and ideological are organic 'levels' or 'instances', articulated with 
each other according to specific laws. It is this knowledge that allows us to define the 
objectives of socialism, and to conceive socialism as a new determinate mode of 
production which will succeed the capitalist mode of production, to conceptualize its 
specific determinations, the precise form of its relations of production, its political and 
ideological superstructure” (4) 

a. “The object of dialectical materialism is constituted by what Engels calls ' the history of 
thought', or what Lenin calls the history of the 'passage from ignorance to knowledge', or 
what we can call the history of the production of knowledges - or yet again, the historical 
difference between ideology and science, or the specific difference of scientificity - all 
problems that broadly cover the domain called by classical philosophy the ' theory of 
knowledge'. Of course, this theory can no longer be, as it was in classical philosophy, a 
theory of the formal, atemporal conditions of knowledge, a theory of the cogito 
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(Descartes, Husserl), a theory of the a priori forms of the human mind (Kant), or a theory 
of absolute knowledge (Hegel). From the perspective of Marxist theory, it can only be a 
theory of the history of knowledge - that is, of the real conditions (material and social on 
the one hand, internal to scientific practice on the other) of the process of production of 
knowedge. The 'theory of knowledge', thus understood, constitutes the heart of Marxist 
philosophy. Studying the real conditions of the specific practice that produces 
knowledges, Marxist philosophical theory is necessarily led to define the nature of non-
scientific or pre-scientific practices, the practices of ideological 'ignorance' (ideological 
practice), and all the real practices upon which scientific practice is founded and to which 
it is related - the practice of the transformation of social relations, or political practice; 
and the practice of the transformation of nature, or economic practice.” (8) 

b. I wonder whether this primacy of knowledge is itself the effect of the development of 
capitalism towards what some have called “cognitive capitalism” (Moulier-Boutang) 

c. A conceives of historical materialism as the “science of history” (6). History is primarily 
defined as the change of modes of production or change of social formations. It is 
important to note that I would argue against this that the real object is society, but 
perhaps this is an effect of my intellectual troubles with conceiving of theory as a political 
practice (of change).  

a. As he points out, we need to reject “economism”: “The theory of history - a theory of the 
different modes of production - is, by all rights, the science of the organic totality that 
every social formation arising from a determinate mode of production constitutes. Now, 
as Marx showed, every social totality comprises the articulated ensemble of the different 
levels of this totality: the economic infrastructure, the politico-juridical superstructure, 
and the ideological superstructure. The theory of history, or historical materialism, is the 
theory of the specific nature of this totality - of the set of its levels, and of the type of 
articulation and determination that unifies them and forms the basis both of their 
dependence vis-a-vis the economic level – ‘determinant in the last instance’ - and their 
degree of ‘relative autonomy’. It is because each of these levels possesses this 'relative 
autonomy' that it can be objectively considered as a ‘partial whole’, and become the 
object of a relatively independent scientific treatment. […] Capital is not limited to the 
'economy' alone. It far exceeds the economy, in accordance with the Marxist conception 
of the reality of the economy, which can be understood in its concept, defined and 
analyzed only as a level, a part, a partial whole organically inscribed in the totality of the 
mode of production under consideration. This is why one finds in Capital fundamental 
theoretical elements for the elaboration of a theory of the other levels (political, 
ideological) of the capitalist mode of production” (6-7) 

b. Althusser assumes in this essay that historical materialism produces its own philosophy: 
dialectical materialism 

i. Dialectical materialism has the advantage over classical philosophies that it can 
think its own position in relation to real history; it is based on a “real relation to 
history” (11). So, classical philosophies are based on imaginary relations to 
history (for example, bourgeois economists do not grasp the genesis of their own 
position in the bourgeois world) 

ii. The two main ideological aspects of the old philosophies are 
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1. “the ideological negation of the reality of history” 
2. “an ideological conception of history as the realization of philosophy 

itself” 
iii. Science is itself in danger from the “onslaught” of ideological practices (12). 

Marxist philosophy helps to attack the ideological enemies in two regards: It is 
based on 

1. a correct representation of the conditions of scientific practice 
2. a correct representation of the relation of scientific practice to other 

practices 
iv. Althusser points out that especially the human sciences are in need of a proper 

philosophy in order to avoid becoming “techniques.” To be sure, he defends a 
classical thesis of philosophy as the Queen of the sciences, and one might argue 
with Ranciere here that Althusser’s thinking is itself a form of idealism that 
teaches all others, including the working class. 

b. Science 
i. Should not be based on empiricist or dogmatic positions (danger that the 

theoretical practice disappears in scientific practice) 
ii. Epistemological break & knowledge 

1. Althusser here re-considers the epistemological break: it is now 
conceived of as the break of science from everyday practice (the 
common world of ideology?): “The important point is that a science, far 
from reflecting the immediate givens of everyday experience and 
practice, is constituted only on the condition of calling them into 
question, and breaking with them, to the extent that its results, once 
achieved, appear indeed as the contrary of the obvious facts of practical 
everyday experience, rather than as their reflection.” (15) 

2. I think that this maneuver also makes it possible that he, later in this 
piece, can more precisely determine what ideological practice is 

3. Against empiricism: “This theoretical work is not an abstraction in the 
sense of empiricist ideology. To know is not to extract from the impurities 
and diversity of the real the pure essence contained in the real, as gold is 
extracted from the dross of sand and dirt in which it is contained. To 
know is to produce the adequate concept of the object by putting to 
work means of theoretical production (theory and method), applied to 
a given raw material. This production of knowledge in a given science is a 
specific practice, which should be called theoretical practice - a specific 
practice, distinct, that is, from other existing practices (economic, 
political, ideological practices) and absolutely irreplaceable at its level 
and in its function.” (15) 

4. Pp 16-22 sound to me completely outdated 
c. Ideology 

i. “Furthermore, we have had to remark that ideology manifests its existence and 
its effects not only in the domain of its relations with science, but in an infinitely 
wider domain - that of society in its entirety. […] clear that under the term 
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ideology we are advancing a notion that involves social realities, which, while 
having something to do with a certain representation (and thus a certain 
'knowledge') of the real, go far beyond the simple question of knowledge, to bring 
into play a properly social reality and function.” (22-23) 

ii. “Marx showed that every social formation constitutes an 'organic totality', 
comprised of three essential 'levels': the economy, politics, and ideology - or ' 
forms of social consciousness. The ideological 'level', then, represents an 
objective reality, indispensable to the existence of a social formation - an 
objective reality: that is, a reality independent of the subjectivity of the 
individuals who are subject to it, even whilst it concerns these individuals 
themselves;” 

iii. Active or passive “adherence to an ensemble of representations and beliefs” (24).  
1. Contain false conceptions of reality (i.e., do not refer to the reality);  
2. produce certain effects (this presupposes the relative autonomy of the 

superstructure!!!);  
3. cannot be turned into true conceptions on their own (i.e., they are in need 

of Marxist theory…) 
iv. Note that Althusser clings here still to Marx’s German Ideology, insofar as he 

defines ideology as an activity, but still in relation to consciousness: “Thus, 
ideology appears as a certain ' representation of the world' which relates men and 
women to their conditions of existence, and to each other, in the division of their 
tasks and the equality or inequality of their lot.” (25) 

v. Given that ideology belongs necessarily to the social whole; ideology is universal; 
it is the “cement” of society (25). Again: with this move Althusser turns ideology 
into the most important concept for Marxism (which was completely against 
classical Marxism). I think that the reason for this turn in Marxist theory in the 
70s is itself material; i.e., it can be traced back to the explosion of culture, TV, 
propaganda, and mass education. Nowadays, ideological activity has become SO 
ubiquitous that one wonders how a war could be waged (podcasts, facebook, 
bots, pr, informational industries, educational industries, etc.).  

vi. Equally, we need to consider how scientific knowledge has entered the everyday 
world, including politics, almost everywhere. I have troubles to agree with the 
sharp break that Althusser seems to assume between the everyday world and the 
production of knowledge. The hinge is, again, technology. 

vii. In some countries, battles over textbooks in school have overturned industrial 
struggles in their social importance. I forgot which country that was ����. Equally, 
in authoritarian and fascist countries, ideological struggles are crucial: just think 
of Iran or Russia. 

viii. Ideology is intertwined in every everyday practice. It is “indistinguishable from 
their lived experience” (25). Wow, this – without Althusser’s clear understanding 
– turns Marxism into cultural science (some of it Stuart Hall stands for): the 
production of meaning becomes more important than the production of 
commodities, we might say. 
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ix. The everyday character of ideology is precisely, I think, where we could see that 
Althusser’s concept of ideology overlaps with the concept of commodity 
fetishism, insofar as the fetishism is a misrecognition in society of society. As 
fetishism is not an illusion of belief, ideology is neither  

x. It can exist in “unthought forms” or in “theoretical forms” (27); for example, 
religious ideology can exist as religious cult and theology 

xi. Important step towards the final take on ideology in the ISA essay (which we will 
discuss in two weeks): “We also understand that ideology gives men a certain 
'knowledge' of their world, or rather allows them to 'recognize' themselves in 
their world, gives them a certain 'recognition'; but at the same time ideology only 
introduces them to its misrecognition. Allusion-illusion or recognition-
misrecognition - such is ideology from the perspective of its relation to the real.” 
(29) 

xii. Ideological practice, looking forward: “We may say the following. The ideology 
(the ideas) that operates (ideological practice) to transform the existing ‘raw 
material’ – in other words, the ideas (the ideology) currently dominating 
consciousnesses – does nothing other than to make these ‘consciousnesses’ pass 
from the domination of the old ideology to that of the new. Thus ideological 
practice comes down to this transfer of domination, this displacement of 
domination. For example, where a religious conception of the world once 
dominated, ideological practice (ideological struggle) succeeds in imposing the 
domination of a new ideology: say, a bourgeois rationalist ideology. [..] Rather, it 
is as if it were the idea or system of ideas that interpellated me and imposed its 
truth on me and, together with its truth, recognition of its truth and, together 
with that recognition, the function of recognizing – indeed, the obligation to 
recognize – its truth. That is how the ideas making up an ideology forcibly 
impose themselves on people’s free ‘consciousnesses’: by interpellating 
people in forms such that they are compelled freely to recognize that these 
ideas are true – in forms such that they are compelled to constitute 
themselves as free subjects, capable of recognizing the truth where it resides, 
namely in the ideas of ideology.“ (Philosophy for Non-Philosophers, 110-112) 

xiii. The fact that the concept of ideology in connection with everyday life seems to 
get out of hand, leads, I think, to his desperate attempt to tie the concept of 
ideology back to the PCF and worker’s struggle. 

d. Ideological struggle 
i. It is here that Althusser comes close to the dogmatic conceptions of ideological 

penetration of the working class with Marxist theorizing: “Ideological struggle can 
be defined as struggle waged in the objective domain of ideology, against the 
domination of bourgeois ideology, for the transformation of existing ideology (the 
ideology of the working class, the ideology of the classes which may become its 
allies), in a way that serves the objective interests of the working-class movement 
in its struggle for revolution, and then in its struggle for the construction of 
socialism. Ideological struggle is a struggle in ideology; to be conducted on a 
correct theoretical basis, it presupposes knowledge of Marx's scientific theory as 
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its absolute condition - it presupposes, then, theoretical formation. These two 
links - ideological struggle and theoretical formation - while both decisive, are 
thus not on the same plane; they imply a relation of domination and dependence. 
It is theoretical formation that governs ideological struggle, that is the theoretical 
and practical foundation of ideological struggle. In everyday practice, theoretical 
formation and ideological struggle constantly and necessarily intertwine.” (38) 

ii. Althusser’s Leninism is most visible on p.39: vanguard, Communist Party, 
militants. Isn’t all of this a form of idealism; i.e., the claim that ideas can infiltrate 
and transform individuals into communist soldiers? See Badiou: “The coming 
social formation, a postcapitalist world, need not be thought of as a different 
social organization of labor and society, according to Badiou; rather, it purely 
reorganizes itself in political terms, which are based on the “force of an idea,” 
namely, communism. This idea constitutes and addresses individuals, according 
to Badiou, as political subjects who project the egalitarian idea onto a nonexisting 
history and thereby militantly reorganize reality. Indeed, according to Badiou, the 
political subject is “a militant of this truth” through the “incorporation” of the 
idea. Faith and conviction are its central elements: “A politics is,” as he puts it, 
“an active and organized conviction, a thought in action that indicates unseen 
possibilities.” The individual goes through a process of “subjectivation.” Indeed, 
“the communist idea,” as Badiou has it, “is what constitutes the becoming-
political Subject of the individual as also and at the same time his or her projection 
into history.” (Lotz, Movement or Event, 241-242). Uuupsa. Althusser sees it on 
p.42. 

e. Working class 
i. Here Althusser’s dictatorship of the party: “This necessity resides in the fact that 

Marx produced objective knowledge of capitalist society, that he understood and 
demonstrated the necessity of class struggle, the necessity and the revolutionary 
role of the working-class movement, and thus provided the working-class 
movement with the knowledge of the objective laws of its existence, of its goals, 
and its action. It is because the working-class movement recognized in Marxist 
doctrine the objective theory of its existence and its action; it is because the 
working- class movement recognized in Marxist theory the theory that enabled it 
to understand the reality of the capitalist mode of production and its own 
struggles; it is because the working-class movement recognized, by experience, 
that this doctrine was true, that it imparted to its struggle an objective foundation 
and genuinely revolutionary objective means - it is for  these  reasons  that  the  
working-class  movement  adopted  Marxist theory. It is because the working-
class movement knew itself in Marxist theory that it recognized itself in it. [Oh 
well….. ����] It is the scientific truth of Marxist theory that has sealed its union 
with the working-class movement and made this union definitive. There is 
nothing fortuitous in this historical fact; everything here is a matter of necessity, 
and of its comprehension.” 

ii. So, ideology = mis-recognition of society of itself; theory = recognition of society 
in itself = isn’t this a kind of absolute knowledge? Louis! Jeez… Really?����. 
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5. Critique 
a. Can we speak of a displacement of class struggle into ecological struggle? For example, 

can we find a similar structure in the contemporary ecological movements with their 
intertwinement of science, theory, and environmental movement? It has a vanguard, 
leaders, and it is a movement – but it does not have a party ���� How does this relate to 
the concept of class? 

b. Althusser remains silent on the connection between science and technology. Scientific 
practice is no longer possible without technology; i.e., is itself a technological process 
(which is turn is subsumed to capital). Does he assume that technology is “neutral”? 

c. The concept of ideology loses its boundaries. Would it be possible to live in a social 
formation in which all ideologies are replaced by Marxist practice? Althusser himself 
argues that this is not possible. In communist societies communist ideologies are needed. 

d. Doesn’t the transition towards a communist society with communist ideology presuppose 
educational dictatorship? Didn’t we see enough of that? “In a classless society, as in a 
class society, ideology has the function of assuring the bond among people in the totality 
of the forms of their existence, the relation of individuals to their tasks assigned by the 
social structure. In a class society, this function is dominated by the form taken by the 
division of labour in distributing people into antagonistic classes.” (28) Why couldn’t it be 
the case that other antagonisms than class antagonism would divide the “bond”? Is it 
really true that in liberal societies ideology functions like “cement”? 

6. Let’s hear what the party spokesperson for ideology, comrade Haller, has to say about this text. 
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Session VII: Oct. 31 - Althusser III: Materialist Conception of Ideology 
 

1. Upfront some thoughts 
a. Political philosophy 

i. Looking forward to Hall and the expansion of the concept of ideology to culture, 
it is crystal clear that some of the older Marxist debates are completely lopsided 
because they are unable to discuss the transition to socialism as a cultural process 
in which attitudes and habits can’t simply be changed “top down” by a fixed 
political elite or via economic changes alone. One example from the real world: 
In the GDR Rudolf Bahro was put in prison for his dissertation Die Alternative in 
which he – in some parts - argued that the transition to socialism (which he 
supported) in the GDR was only possible if the individual ethical attitudes and 
personalities are “ready” for the social-economic change; thereby implying that 
there is no direct link from social-economic changes (agrarian changes, industrial 
changes, production plans, etc.) to the ideological level. He of course perfectly 
understood that ideology is lived and habituated. 

ii. The idea of socialism has in most Western countries successfully been reduced to 
an abstract idea (such as better distribution of wealth), but one thing is clear: if 
this idea wants to have any standing, it needs to be lived. 

iii. One of the biggest blind spots of Marxism is its failure to understand that social 
change and political change are not identical; they are articulated, we might say 
in our class context, on different levels. Put in Arendtian 101 terms, the will to 
achieve political freedom (rights, border transition, free expression, constitution, 
political system of representation, political dominance) differs from the will to 
achieve social equality or social justice though this might go often hand in hand. 
Not necessarily though: for example, the uprisings in Belarus seemed to be based 
on the will to get rid of political oppression which does not need to go hand in 
hand with the will to overcome social oppression. Many people in the GDR 
wanted to have political freedom in 1989 (free travel, better political 
representation, getting rid of the party), but most were not against the “idea” of 
socialism. The classical idea in Marx/Engels is that the state can be entirely 
theorized as a social effect. I am doubtful about that assumption. 

b. Moral philosophy 
i. I think that this question of what one might call “ethos” is as important as it once 

was. The 68-generation understood this because it was less about restructuring 
productive relations, but, instead about the idea of living a different life. From a 
classical Marxist point of view, this idea is downgraded as bourgeois, not seeing 
that the utopian energy in these ideas is a foreshadowing of something different 
in the ideological struggle. 

ii. One big blind spot in Althusserianism is the fact that most revolutionaries do not 
become revolutionaries because of pure necessity (perhaps in decolonial and 
peasant wars this was the case), but because of commitment, ethical decisions, 
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and character. There is no language in structuralism and post-structuralism for 
those questions. 

iii. Proletarian ideology as ethics?? 
1. Che Guevara said: you win or you die. There is a lot of Kierkegaard and 

Kant in this statement. Sartre called Che “the most complete human 
being that is alive today” (sometime in the 60s). Here is Che again: “let 
me say that the true revolutionary is guided by great feelings of love. It is 
impossible to think of a genuine revolutionary lacking this quality” (Che 
Guevara Reader, 225), Well. Love kills! Further: “love of living humanity”, 
“Proletarian internationalism is a duty” (226); “our convictions are so firm 
that no arguments can change them” (309) 

2. Now Althusser: “'Che' left us an admirable example of revolutionary 
conscience, will, courage and self-sacrifice. His death calls all 
revolutionaries to fulfill his duty: the Revolution” --- Conscience? 
Courage? Will? BOING!  

3. Is this just “ideology” for Althusser? Is all Ethics just ideology for 
Althusser? Just imaginary? 

4. Ah, yes! Althusser on p.227 of the reading for today: “It will doubtless be 
objected that the communist party constitutes itself the way all other 
parties also do: on the basis of an ideology, which the party itself calls, 
moreover, proletarian ideology. That is true. In the communist party as 
well, ideology plays the role of ' cement' (Gramsci) for a particular social 
group, unifying it in its thinking and practices. In the communist party as 
well, this ideology 'interpellates individuals as subjects' - to be very 
precise, as militant-subjects: one needs only a little concrete experience 
of a communist party in order to have seen this mechanism and this 
dynamic artwork.” Of course, “only a little concrete experience.” Too bad 
that Althusser falls back on such universal abstractions.  

5. The normative ghost haunts us. I hear the voice of Corinne: what makes 
one ideology better than the other? Also: why entering the Communist 
Party? Well, read Sartre’s 1946 text on freedom; it is contingent because 
there is no direct link between “value” and action ����. 

6. Now, where is this attitude, according to CheGuevara, coming from? 
Theory! Here is Che Guevara as an Althusserian: “There are truths so 
evident, so much a part of people's knowledge, that it is now useless to 
discuss them. One ought to be "Marxist' with the same naturalness with 
which one is ‘Newtonian’ in physics, or ‘Pasteurian’ in biology, 
considering that if facts determine new concepts, these new concepts 
will never divest themselves of that portion of truth possessed by the 
older concepts they have outdated. Such is the case, for example, of 
Einsteinian relativity or of Planck's ‘quantum’ theory with respect to the 
discoveries of Newton; they take nothing at all away from the greatness 
of the learned Englishman. Thanks to Newton, physics was able to 
advance until it had achieved new concepts of space. The learned 
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Englishman provided the necessary stepping-stone for them.” (Guevara 
Reader, 122); compare to Althusser, 230 (see note above). 

7. Here we are in Badiou’s territory: the turn of individuals into subjects via 
the introjection of an idea leads to “true politics.” This entire concept of 
a true politics seems to be outdated, but, hey!, think about how Greta 
Thunberg argues: “follow the science!” – the actions that need to come 
are evidently clear for those who think of the political – or what needs 
to be done – as some kind of application of scientific evidence 
(something Arendt is completely opposed to). See note 1a. It is clear how 
such a position is non-liberal and non-pragmatic, and it is also clear that 
ultra right wingers, such as Senator Imhofe, becomes anxious of the 
environmental Marxists! 

8. It would be interesting to investigate further how positions in our 
contemporary discourse that conceive of the political as an application of 
science are not “too far” away from Marxism. This entire relation 
between the political and science is right now in movement. 

9. To sum up, then idea to base politics on science is philosophically highly 
problematic. 

iv. Legal positivism and state 
1. Independent from the question whether Althusser’s reflection on the 

state apparatuses is too narrowly developed for France, we need to ask 
whether the reduction of law to ideology is actually proper. In short, this 
position leads to what is generally called “legal positivism”, insofar as it 
does not seem to acknowledge that law can normatively transcend the 
given social-economic framework. Is it functionalist (a common critique 
of Althusser)? Yes and no! Why? Because Althusser seems to reduce law 
to an effect of relations of production, but, remember, only in the last 
instance! This in turn, means, that class struggle (=normative) is fought 
out in the production of legal knowledge.  

2. Here might be the positivist reduction: “We have seen the singular status 
of the bourgeois law at work in capitalist relations of production. It is 
clearly meant to regulate and sanction precise economic practices above 
all (in the guise of its different specialized codes, it regulates other 
practices as well): practices of exchange, that is, the purchase and sale of 
commodities, which presuppose - and depend on - property law and the 
corresponding legal categories (legal personhood, legal freedom, legal 
equality, legal obligation). We have seen that bourgeois law tended and 
still tends, by virtue of an imperious necessity, towards formalism and 
universality, in spite of all the obstacles (increasingly frequent and 
insurmountable) that the process of formalization and universalization 
encounters.” (165). Note that he says “above all.” 

3. However, Althusser, as other Marxists, neither have a good sense of the 
legal framework for politics, such as constitutions; nor have a good sense 
of the international variety of political systems. At least one would say 
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that there are different articulations of what in the last instance, 
determines social reproduction. 

4. Having said this, Althusser and others (such as Poulantzas) moved the 
question of law back to the state and the problematic of the state – and 
this is important: “It is clear that we can no longer consider 'law' (= the 
legal codes) in isolation, but must consider it as a component part of a 
system that includes law, the specialized repressive apparatus , and legal-
moral ideology” (168). Liberal philosophers tend to pay less attention to 
the fact that the difference between morality and law is that the latter 
can be enforced; i.e., that it necessarily needs to exist materially if it 
should function as law. Normativity, we might say, has to exist on a 
societal level – and speaking of “institutions” alone remains too abstract. 
Law has a geopolitical aspect (territory) as well as a violent aspect. Put 
differently, laws are not simply “ideas”, legal knowledge or norms 
expressed in policies; rather, the production of legal knowledge exist in 
embodied practices, and practices of violence that are connected to 
repressive state apparatuses, such as police, military, para-military, 
prison, and other enforcement systems. Instead of being “expressed” on 
paper, we might say, they are expressed in practices of violence. 

5. This also means that ideas, such as the idea that “jurists are the servants 
of freedom and equality” (167) is ideological. Can this applied to all? How 
about public defenders who are themselves emerge from the working 
class and perfectly know well that they are not servants of freedom and 
equality? Probably we would need to say that it is similar to those who 
perfectly know in theory that the commodity form is based on its 
fetishization. In practice it is there whether we know it or not. 

6. “Bourgeois law is universal, for the simple reason that […] in the capitalist 
regime, all […] individuals are subjects of law and everything is a 
commodity.” (167). Wooahhh! Can we connect Althusser to Sohn-Rethel 
here? Here is also the origin of his subject-theory. 

7. Today we would need to discuss how ideological and repressive state 
apparatuses have moved to technology and surveillance systems. 
Deleuze, already in 1990, gave a famous interview in which he speaks, 
against Foucault, of the transition of disciplinary societies to societies of 
control.1 Here “digital capitalism” meets Althusser’s concept of ideology. 

2. Ideology 
a. REMEMBER  

i. Instead of “ideology” we could also say “social knowledge,” or, better: “societal 
knowledge” or “knowledge about society as such.” This is of course an 
imagination, according to our Marxists, because “society as such” really refers to 
the capitalist mode of production. So, the question is the following: How do you 
“knowingly” relate yourself to the social reality in which you know. Better: How 

 
1 https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/gilles-deleuze-postscript-on-the-societies-of-control 

https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/gilles-deleuze-postscript-on-the-societies-of-control
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do you “knowingly” relate yourself to the social reality in which you produce 
knowledge of this society in practices that are in the last instance related to 
reproducing the existing relations of production. Wow! Terrific formulation! 

ii. The question then is: what is the status of this knowledge? If it is not scientific, as 
A assumes, “what” and “how” does it exist then?; i.e., in which practices of 
production does it exist? 

1. Classical philosophers: no problem for us, it exists in unjustified beliefs, 
false consciousness, opinions or biases. In the mind, dude!  

2. Materialist epistemologists: no, we reject this position: it exists in 
existing practices that are [1] relations, [2] embodied, [3] habituated, and 
[4] unconscious. It is a kind of imagination as doing. 

3. What is the role of language here? Chase? Easy first step: classical 
philosophers: the ideas or biases are expressed in written and oral form. 
Materialist epistemologists: [blank, please fill in on your own] 

4. Also: ideology exists in speaking a national (?) language “properly” (244). 
Remember: “language” has to be produced. Can we say that speaking a 
language properly is just that (imperialism, class oppression, capitalist 
social relations in the last instance?)? I have my doubts. Gadamer and 
Heidegger, too! Perhaps it is more properly conceived of as a particular 
theoretical point of view, namely, the viewpoint of societal totality ����, 
from which we analyze language socially-materially, without making a 
meta-claim that it is just that. I wonder whether Chase agrees with me on 
that. 

b. Main points:  
i. “Ideology has a material existence” (184) 

1. We “live in ideology” (185) – AIR! 
2. Main point on p.156: “For, despite appearances, that is, despite 

ideological prejudices about ideology and ideas, ideology does not exist 
in ideas. Ideology can exist in the form of written discourses (books) or 
oral discourses (sermons, courses, speeches, and so on) that are 
supposed to be vehicles for 'ideas '. But, precisely, one's 'idea' of 'ideas' 
governs what occurs in these discourses. To anticipate demonstrations 
we will be making later, let us say that 'ideas' by no means have, as the 
ideology of ideas tends to suggest, an ideal, idea-dependent [ideal, 
ideelle], or spiritual existence; they have a material existence. It would 
take too long to provide a general demonstration of that here. We can, 
however, verify it in the case of the Ideological State Apparatuses, if we 
are granted the following proposition, which is itself very general. 
Ideology does not exist in the 'world of ideas' conceived as a 'spiritual 
world'. Ideology exists in institutions and the practices specific to them. 
We are even tempted to say, more precisely: ideology exists in 
apparatuses and the practices specific to them. This is the sense in which 
we said that Ideological State Apparatuses realize, in the material 
dispositives of each of these apparatuses and the practices specific to 
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them, an ideology external to them, which we called the primary ideology 
and now designate by its name: the State Ideology, the unity of the 
ideological themes essential to the dominant class or classes. Of course, 
these apparatuses and their practices take as their objects and objectives 
the individuals who occupy the posts of the social-technical division of 
labour in production and reproduction. Ideology therefore exists, by way 
of ideological apparatuses and their practices, precisely in the practices 
of these individuals. I say their practices: this includes both what are 
called their 'ideas' or 'opinions', including their 'spontaneous' 'ideas' 
about the practice (productive, scientific, ideological, political, and so on) 
that the division of labour assigns them, but also their ' customs' or 
'habits', that is, their concrete comportment, whether ' conscious' or 
'unconscious'.” (156) 

3. Here we are very close to cultural theory! Bourdieu is not too far away! 
More forthcoming on these in this exciting seminar! ���� 

4. So, we could say that Althusser does not deny that there are ideas, but 
he denies that ideas can exist “in” the mind alone; instead, they exist in 
(as?) practices. What does he mean by idea here? It is not clear on p.156 
whether “ideas” refer to all ideas or to something specific. I think that he 
only has ideas in mind that are related to society. That’s why the subject 
question enters the stage: the “someone” who relates herself to the 
social reality in social reality must also relate herself to herself via the 
relation to the conditions of social reproduction (which, for Althusser, 
is imaginary). Remember Marx in the FB theses and The German 
Ideology? Consciousness or “the” mental cannot be thought of without 
sensuousness and Gegenständlichkeit; i.e., objects for consciousness are 
already socially-historically constituted (“active”). That we live and exist 
in a social and societal reality is the absolute premise of materialists, such 
as Marx and Althusser, when they think about ideas, beliefs, or 
consciousness. In addition, remember some of my notes about the 
Feuerbach Theses: even thoughts cannot be thoughts without bodily 
articulated. Learning and communication would not be possible without 
it. 

5. “An ideology always exists in an apparatus and in the practice or practices 
of that apparatus. This existence is material.” (184)  

6. “we shall talk about acts inserted into practices. And we shall point out 
that these practices are regulated by rituals in which they are inscribed, 
within the material existence of an ideological apparatus, even if it is just 
a small part of that apparatus: a small mass in a small church, a funeral, 
a minor match at a sport club, a school day or a day of classes at 
university, a meeting or rally of a political party, or of the Rationalist 
Union, or whatever one likes.” (186) 

7. The idea’s existence “is inscribed in the acts of practices regulated by 
rituals defined in the last instance by an ideological apparatus” (186).  
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8. Perhaps this way: beliefs are carried out: “If she believes in God, she goes 
to church to attend mass, kneels, prays, confesses, does penance 
(penance was once material in the ordinary sense) and, naturally, 
repents, and so on and so forth. If she believes in Duty, she will act in the 
corresponding ways (inscribed in ritual practices), 'observing proper rules 
of behaviour'” (185) 

9. This recognition of myself as “true” subject (“I am a believer in God” – 
“That’s who I am!”) makes me a “free subject”. This is also directed 
against Sartre’s search for some kind of biographical “Urwahl” – original 
choice. 

ii. Ideology has no history (174) 
1. Althusser refers to Marx who claims that ideology is ideology because it 

is purely imaginary; i.e., its real history is external and real (class struggle, 
social formations, relations and conditions of social reproduction, etc.). 
He clarifies on p.175 what he means. Claiming that ideology has not 
history means that ideology has no history of its own. For example, we 
can no longer speak of the “history of philosophy,” the “history of 
metaphysics,” etc. Why? Because they are as practices of production 
themselves tied to the historical and social reproduction of society. Wait! 
They are tied to the reproduction of society in the last instance; so, on 
p.175 Althusser goes on claiming that although ideologies have a history 
on their own, ideology in general does not have it. Ideology is eternal 
because humans are ideological animals. What the hell? ���Where is this 
anthropology coming from? Isn’t the distinction between “ideology” and 
“ideologies” a return to essentialism? 

2. This, of course, leads to the problem that ideology now becomes 
universal and Althusser needs to establish new differences that are 
difficult to secure, such as “proletarian” vs. bourgeois ideology. Where 
are the sharp differences between both? It seems as if with this move the 
critical aspect of the concept of ideology is gone. 

iii. “it is ideology that makes them go” (180) 
1. Ideology functions at the concrete level (176); i.e., at the level of 

individual subjects. As individuals we are active, but we can only be active 
if we recognize ourselves on a fundamental level as individuals that are 
doing things in society. So, Althusser assumes that somewhere deep 
down we recognize ourselves as societal agents. This recognition has two 
main aspects: we are interpellated as subjects (=from outside) and the 
recognition is at the same time a misrecognition (Verkennung).  

2. Ideology = the “triple system of subjection, universal recognition, and 
absolute guarantee” (197). You are a PhD student! You are someone! 
You are saved! It is all good! 

3. Critics always argued that with this assumption he cannot explain 
deviations; so, he had to come up with proletarian ideology that 
interpellates individuals in a different way.  



79 
 

4. Althusser argues that it is the state apparatus that is in the end enforcing 
the existing relations of production cannot simply function through 
punishment, threat and force (perhaps against Hobbes here), but that it 
must also function through ideology. 

iv. “Ideology represents individuals’ imaginary relation to their real conditions of 
existence” (181) 

1. GOAL: a theory of ideology in which the imaginary is not a psychological 
concept, but, instead, a category through which the world is lived. 

2. This thesis is very important because Althusser leaves the purely 
representational model of ideological knowledge behind. The claim no 
longer is that people represent society or conditions of existence in their 
minds (say, I believe that we live in a free society); rather, that ideology 
exist in the relation to the conditions of existence. Put differently, 
ideology is not a mental misrepresentation (false consciousness), but the 
relation to the conditions of existence is the distortion = the imaginary 
relation to reality. 

3. Why is this important? Because Althusser wants to rule out the older 
Marxian claim that ideologies are produced by a particular group of 
people (priests, etc.) (183) and only this permits him to define ideology 
as a practice: we reproduce our relation to the real conditions of our 
existence in living them (instead of simply “knowing” them internally). 
Imagination as practice. “We shall say that this imaginary relation is itself 
endowed with material existence” (184-185) 

4. You need to breathe and reflect on the following for a minute: Althusser 
claims that we live our lives completely in imaginary relations. How about 
posing a counter-term: crisis. Is there something in reality through which 
the latter “appears” other than in science/theory? 

5. “What is represented in ideology is therefore not the system of real 
relations governing individuals' existence, but those individuals' 
imaginary relation to the real relations in which they live.” (183) 

6. Spinoza: “the fantastic idea (‘imaginatio’) that ’all natural things act on 
account of an end as they [men] themselves do’, ‘that all the things that 
happen, happen on account of them’ (Ethics I, appendix). However, the 
idea of human beings that the world turns around them and around that 
which is useful and agreeable for them certainly has a connection with 
reality in the form of a ‘corpus externum’, but mediated ‘through the 
ideas of affection of its body [corporis]’ (Ethics II, prop. 26, dem).” [entry 
on the imaginary in HKWM] 

7. Althusser reads this against the bourgeois idea that the world circles 
around and is centered on a “free” subject. We imagine the reality so that 
it is agreeable to us and that we can recognize ourselves in the reality. 

8. Here Lacan’s famous essay on the mirror stage of development comes in: 
Lacan argues that babies are up to a certain point “fractured” and do not 
live their embodied existence in some kind of unity. Coordination is 
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difficult, orientation instable, etc. During the so called “mirror stage” 
children then recognize themselves through seeing themselves in the 
mirror (through parents, society, etc.) as what they are: a whole. 
However, this recognition of ourselves as “one” and as a “unity” (as A 
self) is itself imaginary. Me! Me? Wow, heavy, but fascinating stuff! I am 
having an identity crisis right now ���� 

9. And now in Althusserian language: “We observe that the structure of all 
ideology, interpellating individuals as subjects in the name of a Unique 
and Absolute Subject, is speculary, in other words, a mirror-structure, and 
doubly speculary; and that this speculary duplication is constitutive of 
ideology and ensures its functioning. This means that all ideology is 
centred, that the Absolute Subject occupies the unique place of the 
Centre and interpellates around it the infinity of individuals as subjects in 
a double speculary relation such that it subjects the subjects to the 
Subject, while giving them in the Subject in which each subject can 
contemplate its own (present and future) image the guarantee that this 
really is about them and really is about Him, and that since everything 
takes place in the family (the Holy Family: the Family is in essence Holy), 
'God will recognize His own in it’ , that is, those who have recognized God 
and have recognized themselves in Him, and they will be saved and sit on 
the right hand of God (the place of the dead in our countries, where the 
driver sits on the left) , incorporated in the Mystical Body of Christ.” (196). 
Just replace God with capitalism and you get the picture!  

10. No, wait, Althusser has universalized the concept of ideology (feudal, 
Ancient, nomad?). So, isn’t the consequence that his conception 
becomes completely arbitrary? 

11. Before I forget! So, what is proletarian ideology then? Perhaps it is one in 
which political, revolutionary, action gives ideology a completely 
different direction, insofar as it is a sort of “resistance to the imaginary” 
in practice? Badiou’s fighters. OK, this does not lead us far, and I think 
that’s why Althusser then – around p.220 – re-introduces the class 
struggle into his mess. There is resistance to ideology, he argues there, 
because there are dominant ideologies and whenever we have dominant 
ideologies we also have dominated ideologies who then resist. Resistance 
as a structural effect? Really? ��� 

12. And how about art? It is interesting to note that Althusser has a piece on 
Brecht and Pasolini in For Marx and it seems as if he wants to say that 
certain arts can “disturb” the imaginary relationship. Think of Brecht’s 
concept of gesture and the alienation effect. He does not go as far as 
Adorno, for example, for whom art is truth related. For Sartre, 
imagination is the source of all truth, insofar as it is the capacity to negate 
the present. Compare this to Althusser’s true universe. There is only 
science. Poor Althusser! 
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v. Subject-constitution: “Ideology interpellates individuals as subjects” (188) – 
RECRUITMENT! 

1. I recommend reading p.188-194 and 261-266 very carefully! 
2. Let’s breathe and admire the conceptual move that Althusser stages in 

his theoretical theater: he wants to combine two things: explaining how 
“societal subjects” are constituted and how “being a subject” is itself 
imaginary: “the category of subject is constitutive of all ideology” (188). 
Accordingly, and I want to underline this point, in the strict sense, subject 
as an absolute self-relation and absolute knowledge is itself not 
knowledge, as the latter can only be won in science. From a scientific 
point of view, of course, subjectivity is an illusion (check p.188). 
Meiomei… This anti-Cartesianism in recent philosophy is scary. Althusser 
is a positivist – in the last instance ���� In contrast, I remain a Existentialist 
and German Idealist – in the last instance ���� 

3. “it is as if it were the idea or system of ideas that interpellated me and 
imposed its truth on me and, together with its truth, recognition of its 
truth and, together with that recognition, the function of recognizing – 
indeed, the obligation to recognize – its truth. That is how the ideas 
making up an ideology forcibly impose themselves on people’s free 
‘consciousnesses’: by interpellating people in forms such that they are 
compelled freely to recognize that these ideas are true – in forms such 
that they are compelled to constitute themselves as free subjects, 
capable of recognizing the truth where it resides, namely in the ideas of 
ideology.“ (Philosophy for Non-Philosophers, 112)  

4. Subjects = recognition as “someone” existing in society – concrete 
subjects = you or me! Now: “you and I are always already subjects” (189) 
– I sometimes wonder about the curious nearness to Heidegger who uses 
the term “always already” in Being and Time. As we always already being-
in-the world, out of which then we can constitute ourselves as ourselves, 
Althusser turns to a similar schema, just replacing Dasein with Subject 
and Self with Individual.  

5. Ideology is a guarantee. You are someone, John! Don’t worry! 
6. “The existence of ideology and the hailing or interpellation of individuals 

as subjects are one and the same thing. We may add that what thus 
seems to happen outside ideology (to be very precise, in the street) really 
happens in ideology. What really happens in ideology thus seems to 
happen outside it.” (191). What???? ��� OK, let’s unpack this: remember 
that he argues that ideology has no history, insofar as the “real” history 
is taking place outside of ideology; i.e., in the relations of production, 
their conditions of existence, and their reproduction in practices. Put 
differently, social formations are not these or those social formations 
because of their ideas. So, whatever imaginary relations we live to the 
reality, the latter remains (from the scientific viewpoint) external to it 



82 
 

although from the standpoint of ideological living these imaginary 
relations the reality seems to take place in it.  

7. Is this an Althusserian concept of intersectionality, or: is the concept of 
ideology identical with the concept of intersectionality? “The play of 
ideologies is superposed, criss-crossed, contradicts itself on the same 
subject: the same individual always-already (several times) subject” 
(194).We are “subjected to several ideologies that are relatively 
independent” (199). 

8. I wonder also how this could be related to Sartre’s concept of bad faith 
(which is exemplified with a waiter in (Being and Nothingness) and the 
then dominant concept of roles.  

vi. Ideology exists in repressive and ideological apparatuses 
1. Remember: “There is no such thing as a purely repressive apparatus” 

(244). Apply this to the recent discussions about the role of the US police 
and BLM. 

2. “1) All the state apparatuses function both by repression and by ideology, 
with the difference that the (Repressive) State Apparatus functions 
massively and predominantly by repression, whereas the Ideological 
State Apparatuses function massively and predominantly by ideology. 2) 
Whereas the (Repressive) State Apparatus constitutes an organized 
whole whose different parts are centralized beneath a commanding 
unity, that of the politics of class struggle applied by the political 
representatives of the ruling classes in possession of state power, the 
Ideological State Apparatuses are multiple, distinct, 'relatively 
autonomous' and capable of providing an objective field to 
contradictions which express, in forms which may be limited or extreme, 
the effects of the clashes between the capitalist class struggle and the 
proletarian class struggle, as well as their subordinate forms. 3) Whereas 
the u nity of the (Repressive) State Apparatus is secured by its unified and 
centralized organization under the leadership of the representatives of 
the classes in power executing the politics of the class struggle of the 
classes in power, the unity of the different Ideological State Apparatuses 
is secured, usually in contradictory forms, by the ruling ideology, the 
ideology of the ruling class” (247). 
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Session VIII: Nov. 7 - Hall I: From Ideology to Culture 
 

1. Notes upfront 
a. As to the issue of Althusser wanting to give Marxism a central place in philosophy and in 

academia, but, in fact, increasing the speed with which Marxism disappeared in academia, 
check Althusser himself: “the Law of Culture, which is first introduced as language . . . is 
not exhausted by language; its content is the real kinship structures and the determinate 
ideological formations in which the persons inscribed in these structures live their 
functions. It is not enough to know that the Western family is patriarchal and exoganic . . 
. we must also work out the ideological formations that govern paternity, maternity, 
conjugality, and childhood. . . . A mass of research remains to be done on these 
ideological formations. This is a task for historical materialism.” (quoted by Hall on p.141). 
What we can observe in Hall is the replacement of historical materialism with cultural 
studies. 

b. Another blind spot in Althusser: technology.  
i. Given Althusser’s overall worry about technocratic ideologies (including Stalinism 

whom Althusser accuses of focusing too much on the productive forces, p.216) 
he tends to sideline the analysis of the means of production, arguing that they 
are always determined by the relations of production (class and exploitation). 
Though I do think that his position is correct in the last instance (Huuuh!), he does 
not see that we do not simply have ideas about technology as ideology; rather, 
technologies themselves have become existing ideologies because, we might say, 
the imaginary has moved into existing technologies. Just think of your cell phones. 
They are not simply means in between production and reality.  

1. In addition, in the light of contemporary developments, I would add, we 
are forced to analyze science as ideology through these existing 
technologies. Only this can, finally, avoid the tendency in Althusser to 
fetishize science. Science, though he denies it, has become a direct 
productive force because it has been subsumed by capital almost in its 
entirety. Given this, it directly is part of the reproduction of the whole of 
society through the production of knowledge in the form of technological 
advancements. 

2. Now, whether this position forces us to give up universalist claims and to 
argue that all knowledge is imaginary, I am not sure. I do not want to give 
up the idea that theory, science and reason are truth related. Science 
cannot and should not be reduced to ideology. It is very clear at this point 
that this is a right-wing strategy. Science and theory cannot be reduced 
to power all the way down, as our contemporary academic relativist and 
historicist “mood” has it. 

ii. Technology, may I quote myself? “Since the overall framework is determined by 
the capitalist mode of production, technologies have a direct ideological 
function, given that they confirm capitalism on the “meta-level” as absolute 
affirmation and as that which Althusser calls “absolute guarantee that everything 
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really is so” (Althusser 2008, 55). The case of technology, however, shows the 
limited vision of Althusser’s theory of ideological state apparatuses, as he 
nowhere considers the role of the means of production in relation to modern 
technology as the main driving force and material existence of ideology. He still 
holds the position that practices reproduce ideology and subjects, and he 
implicitly remains within an anthropological horizon, insofar as his theory circles 
around three relations: subject-ideology-practice, whereas, if we consider this 
more carefully, the “standpoint of reproduction” (Althusser 2008, 10) would 
require the inclusion of the “system of machinery,” i.e., the general intellect and 
technology, in a theory of ideology. For Althusser, however, technology is 
“neutral,” insofar as he does not consider it as something in and though which 
ideology exists materially. As Althusser argues, if mental conceptions are 
reproduced in praxis, then we cannot reach a neutral point of view within this 
praxis, as with every act, ideology is reproduced. Similarly, in the case of 
technology: if technology is inserted into practices and if it exists only within 
social reproduction, then it is impossible to conceive it as an “instrument” for 
goals or ends. Instead, in regard to our contemporary epoch we need to say that 
the electronic industries and the technologies that they are based on and 
produce are mental conceptions, since these exist as electronic technologies. 
That which Marx calls in Capital “system of machinery,” which, today, exists as a 
vast network of digital relations, is a capitalist structuration of time, space, and 
consciousness. Technology is, as Marx says in the famous footnote, an active 
relation, i.e., it is not something that is simply “there,” given, or exists as a social 
fact. It should be addressed, accordingly, in a dialectical and anti-positivist theory 
of the social whole.” (Lotz, The Capitalist Schema, 143-144) 

iii. On this topic I also recommend reading Habermas’ essay entitled “Science and 
Technology as Ideology.” 

2. Hall, overall Move 
a. Personal situation 

i. Hall is not only central for the development of cultural studies and, in the context 
of our seminar, for turning the concept of knowledge into a social-cultural 
concept, but also for his thinking about race, identity, and class, being himself 
subjected to a situation as he characterizes as “thinking under erasure”: “to 
experience oneself as “colonized”—that is, fundamentally displaced from the 
center of the world, which was always represented to me as “elsewhere” and at 
the same time dislocated from the people and conditions around me” (Kanopy).  

ii. Attitude: “Don’t tell me: ‘capitalism’. That is what Sartre once called ‘lazy 
Marxism’. It is like saying ‘Valery is a bourgeois poet; therefore he writes 
bourgeoise poetry. This does not tell you anything. You know at the end what you 
knew at the beginning. There is no use of theory that tells you at the end what 
you already knew” (only in the oral version of the Prism talk, check Kanopy). Of 
course, I am subjected to this critique myself, as I tend to argue that despite 
“present conjunctures” that we ought to grasp in their specificity in theory, we 
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should understand the larger framework first. Shoot. Philosopher, not theorist 
��� 

b. Hall/Marx/Grundrisse 
i. Hall takes over Marx’s main ideas in the Grundrisse introduction: “And what Marx 

says is you begin with an obvious fact: a social system is composed of people, and 
this gives us our first, what he calls “chaotic,” conception—the category of 
“population.” How far can you take this category of population? Well, you can 
take it quite far. But really, you have to break with that descriptive approach at 
the moment when you understand that every population is always divided—it is 
not a homogeneous or multifarious single object. Always within that population 
are relations between capitalists and labor, men and women, masters and slaves. 
Relations of difference are what matters. […] You know, it is pleased to produce 
the categories and it proceeds to refine the abstractions, but, Marx says, far from 
it. You need to return then to the problem you really wanted to solve, but now 
understanding that it is the product of “many determinations,” not of one: not of 
a singular logic unfolding through history; not of a teleology, a deterministic circle 
which has its own end already inscribed in its beginning. Not Hegel’s fantasy of 
the “resolution of reason,” the subsumption of the real and the rational, the 
dialectical resolution which is some moment when Thought and the Real—theory 
and historical reality— could be identically the same. None of that. Instead, you 
return to a world of many determinations, where the attempts to explain and 
understand are open and never eliding—because the historical reality to be 
explained has no known or determined end.” (EE, Vol2, 311). 

c. From Ideology to Culture 
i. Culture 

1. What do we find in the 60s and 70s in Western academia? Among many 
things, the loss of Marxist economic theory, linguistic turns, introduction 
of ideology as a topic for left intellectuals, expansion of mass 
entertainment, the massive impact of mass education. So, with the 
breakdown of Marxist political economy a new concept needed to be 
found for addressing the “whole” (see p.38) and “totality” based on 
“symbolic structures” and “meaning” (something Lukacs’ term of 
reification struggles with). Well, the concept of culture is born! 

2. Given this, it is very clear that language, expression, and the symbolic 
become central. Marx’s famous sentence now reads as follows: Humans 
“make their own history culture, but they do not make it as they please; 
they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under 
circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.” 

3. Here is Hall, the Post-Structuralist and “PostMarxist”, himself in “Through 
the Prism of an Intellectual Life” (on Kanopy, I sent you the link): “We 
enter culture, and by doing so appropriate a language, a culture, which 
someone else—many other people— created for us, and only in that 
way gradually become subjects. […]. It is one of Michel Foucault’s 
greatest insights that in order to become “subjects” we must be 
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“subjected” to discourses which speak us, and without which we cannot 
speak. Of course, culture is also enabling as well as constraining, 
disciplining. Within culture, we can form intentions, make purposes, 
create the most extraordinary intuitions into life. We can produce great 
works of philosophy, of painting, of literature, but only because we have 
already subjected ourselves to the laws and conventions and meanings 
of a language, the circumstances of history and culture, without which 
we could not have made ourselves. This process is called “the 
decentering of the subject.” It represents the dislocation of the subject 
from the position of authorship and authority. It is the dislocation from 
that humanist dream which, I think, is really a humanist fantasy, that 
actually man [sic] is the center of the universe; it all proceeds from us and 
we are the origin.” (Essential Essays, Vol 2, 308; note: the printed version 
is shortened, as I found out).  

4. Decentering, dislocation, difference! I am spoken! ���� Speak, spoke, 
spoken. I remember learning irregular verb conjugations in school. I was 
a bad subject. In any case, without speaking clearly and on a high level 
and without writing clearly and on a high level, you won’t be able to think: 
culture, as Hall knows, is both opening and disciplining. 

ii. Language and identity 
1. In the same talk he also rejects the idea that we could ever live without 

ideology: here he is a pure Althusserian. And it is interesting that he 
implicitly says that we live our lives ideally (through thought, 
interpretation, and reflection). We live in imaginary relations to the real 
conditions of existence; “we have to imagine them” – through language 
and theorizing them. So, he turns Althusser’s concept of the imaginary 
into a concept of the symbolic (language, subjectivity, etc.). The term 
“knowledge” seems to be gone ���. I think that this leads in the end to 
bad postmodernism (not in Hall, of course): instead of ideology, people 
now speak of narratives, frames, etc. 

2. In the same talk he also argues that the concept of identity is important 
to make agency possible. So, the question we raised last class, namely, of 
how we get from theory to agency (and Althusser’s struggles with this) is 
offered in exchange for ideology as the motivator for (political) agency. 
That way we can avoid the ideological dualism of bourgeois vs. 
proletarian ideology (which under contemporary condition does not 
make sense anyhow). 

iii. Background 
1. Whereas in Germany sociology had established itself as the main 

academic discipline for making a claim about understanding society, in 
Britain we find the cultural science with an equal claim.  

2. Britain: “Consequently, during the fifties and early sixties, people setting 
out on the voyage to try to give the question of cultural relations a more 
central place in their understanding of the historical movement of a 
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society found concepts of  culture sustained in many places in their 
intellectual world—in the literary critical tradition, in some forms of 
sociology, in anthropological work—but in all these cases, the conception 
of culture remained in a sort of “half-life,” untheorised and undeveloped, 
limited, and restricted.” (19). The cultural sciences developed on the 
backdrop and against the following three disciplines: 

a. Anthropology: focus on institutions (15) 
b. Sociology: focus on values and norms, universalist (17) 
c. Marxism: mechanistic, focus on base/superstructure (22) 

3. So, Hall is saying that the cultural sciences that he helped develop turned 
to the following concepts instead: cultural practices, difference, and the 
symbolic. 

iv. Marxism 
1. “Marxist theory is historical, structural, materialist, and predicated 

against the sorts of idealist theories of culture that were to be found 
within the dominant literary critical and other cultural traditions. 
Therefore the distinctiveness of the Marxist version of Cultural Studies is 
surely that it finds a way of thinking the domain of cultural production, 
the domain of the symbolic, in relation to the material foundations. But 
isn’t that precisely what the base-superstructure problematic was 
intended to generate? One can only answer that ambiguously: yes and 
no!” (23) 

2. Against mechanized Marxism (which, of course, Althusser also prepared): 
“What is more, it is impossible to observe, identify, or abstract a practice 
out of its place within the whole set of relations. Consequently, cultural 
analysis cannot begin by first locating the forces and relations of 
production and then proceeding to identify the culture, because there is 
no way of describing the economic life without reference to the cultural 
forms in which it is organised. Culture is present in the economy as much 
as economic life has an impact on the formation and distribution of 
culture.” (34)  

3. This passage – though I don’t like the term “impact” – is very Althusserian 
because it gives up a sharp dualism and, instead, argues with different 
articulations of the relations of production. There is never direct access 
to the relations of the production as the REAL in the last instance. Social 
reality, as addressed by theory, as we know from the beginning of this 
class is never directly given (and therefore it needs to be theorized); 
however, in Hall’s context “the real” seems to be enveloped all the way 
down by meaning. Think of Althusser’s concept of ideology as identical 
with everyday life practices. Well, these are not simply imaginary 
representations; rather, the practices are organized in accordance with 
interpretative relations to the conditions of societal reproduction (see 
also 46). 
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v. So, culture becomes the meta-concept for unifying all ideologies without arguing 
that they all are subjected to a “super-subject”, as in Althusser. 

3. Culturalists before Hall 
a. Hoggart:  

i. “And in that way Hoggart teases out the implications of the implicit value 
structure of a whole group in society, reading their physical bearing, the way 
they talk, the way they relate, the way they handle objects, the way they organize 
into patterns. He knew that these things had meaning, not by reading 
anthropology (he hadn’t), but by reading literature.” 

b. Williams:  
i. “One could, of course, also find the term “culture” in certain kinds of 

anthropology. And although anthropology was not very widely taught in British 
universities, there is an important thread in the notion of culture which comes 
out of the anthropological tradition: culture as a whole way of life or as the 
distinctive patterns with which people live their lives and relate to one another. 
This is a conception of culture which becomes central in the work of Raymond 
Williams.” (15) 

ii. “The Culture and Society tradition is distinguished, he argues, because it stands 
at a distance from, and in a critical relation to, the dominant cultural traditions of 
its times. In particular, despite its diversity, this tradition stands against the 
ideologies which constituted the positive justification of the growth of industrial 
capitalism: political economy, utilitarianism, and possessive individualism.” (29) 

c. Thompson 
i. “Thompson helps us understand how those internal systems of meaning have 

been interjected, how they have been lived subjectively, how they have 
structured our passage through time. Thompson’s historical research 
demonstrates, as well as any explicit Cultural Studies work, that we can only 
understand what we are like, how we live, how we pass the time, by 
understanding the categories in which we frame or live our experience.” (43) 

d. Critique  
i. of Thompson and Thompson: they have difficulties to grasp cultural change (50-

51)  
ii. Critique of Williams: “But Culture and Society lacks the notion of cultural, 

ideological dominance and, consequently, cannot adequately conceptualise the 
notions of struggle and resistance.” (30) 

4. Culture 
a. Culture = “giving life their meaning” (9) & “a whole way of life” (33) 
b. It is in this passage where the decisive development from Althusserian Marxism occurs: 

“Culture, for Williams, is inseparable from life as it is lived or experienced, and this is 
the second important emphasis in his work. […] Those forms of experiencing have been 
built into the ways human beings live, into their practices. A practice is always cultured. 
It has been cultivated. It is impregnated with forms of interpretation. But how you live 
the conditions in which you are placed can vary, and that is where both Williams and 
Thompson locate the cultural.“ (32-33) 
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c. “The real question of the base is how the relationship between material production and 
the organization of life is itself organised. It concerns the way in which social groups are 
organized or organise their lives in order to appropriate the material world.” 

d. So, the concept of culture allows both to address the concept of the whole symbolically, 
as a differentiated field and as struggle (now ongoingly pluralized, class becomes “group”: 
“Here we can see the culturalist project of generating a new conception of totality, which 
has a particular philosophical position, a particular way of conceiving of how practices are 
related to one another, a particular conception of determination, and a particular 
definition of culture associated with it.” (52) 

5. Structuralism 
a. Language 

i. “This is not only a matter of survival, of whether you can speak to the people and 
inquire into the mundane necessities of one’s own life, it is also a matter of 
understanding what the people are about. You have to understand their language 
because their language is the primary symbolic system they use to give their social 
reality an intelligible form. Therefore, the categories and forms of language are 
themselves the most significant clues available to their symbolic universe, to 
the cosmology of the worlds within which people live.” (59) 

ii. “In fact, the heart of the structuralist revolution, by which the paradigm is 
extended to all social life in semiotics, is the assumption that all social practices 
are made meaningful in just this way, and hence are semiotic. They do not exist 
outside of the meanings which different societies give to them. They can be 
described only in terms of their intelligibility, of their capacity to signify.” (72-73) 

iii. Structuralism is based on 
1. Meaning as a system of imposition (66) 
2. No direct relationship between symbolic dimension and things 
3. The organization of a culture as central concept (68) 
4. Structural change instead of progress (68) 
5. Formal analyses (69) 
6. Focus on rule formation (70) 
7. Plurality of rationalities (70) 

6. Base and Superstructure 
a. As you can imagine, there is not much in lecture 4 that I disagree with. He argues for a 

methodological understanding of Marx (75), against technological determinism (78), a 
structuralist account of social formations (75), and economic reductionism (82). 

b. Class reductionism 
i. This one is interesting because he notes that the ascription of ideologies to whole 

classes is highly problematic, if not impossible, as it leads naturally to the idea of 
false consciousness (the entire bourgeoise has ‘false consciousness’). Instead, 
Hall: “Indeed, I have always undertaken to move from the opposite position, 
assuming that all ideologies which have ever organized men and women 
organically have something true about them. They have truth that people 
recognize; they really allow us to grasp and define what our experience is. Of 
course they may not tell us the full truth: They may accentuate certain things at 
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the expense of others; they may be partial in the understanding which they give. 
But they are not false in the sense of being simply lies, misrepresentations, or 
misrecognitions.” (84) Here, the entire dualism between science/theory and 
ideology has disappeared and the problem of class ideologies, too. I am not sure 
whether it is that easy! At least we could say that the concept of fetishism, despite 
Lukacs’ attempt to push it back into a class matrix, is in support of some kind of 
position like that: all capitalist agents do not know society in their lived lives 
(Lukacs argues against this), but that does not mean that on the reflective level 
all can grasp at least some portion of the truth. 

c. Against Althusser 
i. Hall rejects the epistemological break that we have discussed in class, on the basis 

of the two sided method Marx proposes in the introduction to the Grundrisse 
(historical experience & concepts). I think that the following passage is a fair and 
proper summary: “Marx observes that theory is not simply given in the nature of 
the facts at which you are looking. Theory is an operation on the facts, on the 
evidence. By necessity, one has to break into the evidence through the formation 
of concepts. Observation, theorizing, and abstraction are inseparable. Similarly, 
theory is never totally devoid of reference to the real world. Far from it. In my 
opinion, Marx does not support the Althusserian notion of a theoretical practice 
which depends only on the logical coherence of its own internal formulations and 
which bears no relation to its power in explaining particular historical 
developments. But neither does Marx support the notion that theory is simply an 
act of generalizing out of evidence that you already know. What he says is that, 
in the first instance, any set of historical events presents itself to us as a mask of 
complex, unordered, and contradictory phenomenal forms or events. One has to 
break into them with the necessary abstractions. One has to cut into the thick 
texture of social life and historical experience with clearly formulated concepts 
and abstractions. The end result is what he calls the production of “the concrete 
in thought” (Marx 1973, 101). That is to say, the ability to grasp the real relations 
in concrete historical instances depends upon the production and mediation of 
theory. Historical understanding always involves a detour through theory; it 
involves moving from the empirical to the abstraction and then returning to the 
concrete.” (89) 

ii. Now, I would point out that historical experience is never directly given for the 
theorist. Access to “the” historical facts are themselves only given through 
documents, reports, historians, memory, etc. 

iii. I think that this passage about the different levels of abstraction is well done: “If 
you want to define the capitalist mode of production, you describe the 
relationship between capital and labour, and you describe what capital does: It 
possesses the means of production; it locates labour in the free market; and it 
exploits labour power. That is all; there is nothing else. Whether the capitalist is 
tall or short, brown or white, Chinese or American, is of no consequence 
whatsoever. However, the moment you want to talk about the formation of the 
particular capitalist class in Britain and the particular ways in which that class has 
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evolved historically, then you have to say something about its emergence out of 
other social and class formations. You have to talk about its history, about how it 
separated and identified itself.” (91)  

iv. To use another example, though I expect some hopefully friendly fire against me, 
though the emergence and functioning of capital cannot be thought without race, 
I would try to argue that the emergence of capital itself (and its thirst for 
exploitable physical labor power in its beginning stages), is not something that is 
“naturally” racializing non-white people. There are historical reasons for why the 
thirst of capital for the lowest level of labor power is tied to the exploitation of 
non-white people, but that does not allow us to conclude that with the 
disappearance of racialized social relations the accumulation of surplus-value 
would necessarily disappear, too (or, for that matter, the other way around). For 
this also check pp.186-187. If I may say it this way: in the last instance capital does 
not care via whom it produces surplus value. 

v. Similarly, the claim that capitalism is racializing all the way down is, I think, a 
confusion. Uuups… Hall is exactly saying this on p.92.���� 

7. Structuralist Marxism, Critique of Althusser 
a. Ah, finally Althusser appears on the scene! ���� 
b. Hall criticizes Althusser for his high level of abstraction: “is not adequate to analyse either 

complex social formations of a specific kind or particular political or historical epochs and 
moments, for now we are dealing with levels that have not been entirely generated by 
the relationship between the forces and relations of production.” (102) 

i. Example, the factory act: “This account of exactly the same process requires 
references to levels of determination, political organization, and groups that cut 
across class lines (e.g., the fact that the factory proletariat is supported by 
elements of the bourgeoisie and, indeed, elements of the paternalistic 
aristocracy), and so on.” (103) 

ii. He argues that Althusser’s practical levels are not fine grained enough. 
c. Although Hall acknowledges Althusser’s concept of the whole as a complex whole that 

points to differences, breaks, a-synchronicities, and is posed against historicist expressive 
totalities, he criticizes Althusser for his “antihistorical position” (105). 

d. He criticizes Althusser’s theory as being functionalist: “in the end, his account of ideology 
is functionalist. He simply gives the different levels of practice and different kinds of 
contradictions the ability to exist independently of the base and to have their effects, 
while asserting that, in the end, all they can do is to guarantee that the capitalist mode of 
production effectively reproduces itself” (109). Well, I said something above to that 
effect. Hall is certainly correct, but since Althusser also says that ideology cannot be 
thought of without struggle, it is not completely functionalist, as the struggle is about 
both preserving and overcoming the state of things. Uuups… Hall says something like that 
on p.111 ���� Structural causality fixes the functionalist problem to a certain extent 
because it allows Althusser to argue that the economic only determines the hierarchy of 
the levels. 

e. Remember: the critique of functionalism (for example, Honneth argues that Adorno is 
one!) usually involves claims, such as that 
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i. the normative in the form of moral or political claims is not taken into account 
ii. the individual is reduced to a passive entity 

iii. society cannot be described from the participant’s perspective 
iv. the whole or totality determines everything else 
v. it is reductive and cannot grasp complexities 

f. As I have underlined, the notion of the epistemic break comes with the tendency to fall 
back onto idealism. In Hall’s words, “Althusser’s notion of theoretical practice is properly 
attentive to the moment of theorization and the necessity of the break from the empirical 
social relations which concepts generate. But the autonomy of theoretical practice means 
that it slides back into a position where it is the theoretical categories which generate the 
social relations. The question of the relationship between the conceptual system and the 
ongoing social realities which it sets out to explain in the first place is largely bracketed in 
favor of the relations among the theory’s concepts. There is a sense in which the 
movement into the epistemological forms through which conceptualization and theory 
take place takes a privileged position over their capacity to tell us anything about the 
social world.” (113) 

g. Overemphasis on theory: “By reducing theory to a question of internal conceptual 
coherence and textual privilege, Althusser opened the door to theoreticism which 
privileges a logical and epistemological rigor at the expense of the extremely difficult 
question of how thought is articulated to social relations. Althusserianism produced a 
discourse which was rigorously theoretical at the expense of almost anything else. It 
produced a conception of intellectual work built upon an absolute either/or. If you 
weren’t operating with the properly clarified concepts, you were still in theoretical 
mystification” (115-116). 

8. Ideology 
a. Ideology as articulation: “By “articulation,” I mean the form of a connection or link that 

can make a unity of two different elements under certain conditions. It is a linkage which 
is not necessary, determined, absolute, and essential for all times; it is not necessarily 
given in all cases as a law or a fact of life. It requires particular conditions of existence to 
appear at all, and so one has to ask, under what circumstances can a connection be forged 
or made. […] it is also correct to argue that without some arbitrary “fixing” or articulation, 
there would be no signification or meaning at all. What is ideology but, precisely, this 
work of fixing meaning through establishing, by selection and combination, a chain of 
equivalences?” (121-122). I wonder whether the term “articulation” is simply the 
linguistic translation of Althusser’s concept of overdetermination. 

b. Here is the move towards Post-Marxism: “This means that there is no law which 
guarantees that the ideology of a class is already and unequivocally given in or 
corresponds to the position which that class holds in the economic relations of capitalist 
production. The claim of “no guarantee,” which breaks with teleology, also implies that 
there is no necessary non-correspondence. That is, there is no guarantee that, under all 
circumstances, ideology and class can never be articulated together in any way or produce 
a social force capable for a time of self-conscious “unity in action” in a class struggle. A 
theoretical position founded on the open-endedness of practice and struggle must have 
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as one of its possible results an articulation in terms of effects which does not 
necessarily correspond to its origin” (123) 

c. Again (see also some notes before), the concept of “false consciousness” presupposes 
that the “reality” (=the relations of production) are directly accessible. In order to explain 
why people seem to misconstrue the social reality, they then need to assume that there 
is a powerful group of people that deceives them (a bit like saying that Fox News produces 
false consciousness, but MSNBC does not). Both those philosophers who favor the 
concept of commodity fetishism (Lukacs, Sohn-Rethel, Adorno) and Althusserians reject 
this position. That’s why both argue that transparent knowledge of the society in society 
is only possible via either theory or science. “Meaning,” as Hall says about Althusser, “is 
produced as a result of theoretical or ideological work” (128). Again, this point is 
important: knowledge is not something that passively is in our minds; rather, it has to be 
produced (if you do not understand this point, you will also not understand Foucault in 
the 70s). Also: this pushes language into the center of attention, even if Althusser himself 
deeply engaged with language. Finally: the commodity fetish philosophers tend to 
underestimate language because their thesis is that the relations of production come with 
their own obfuscation (before meaning is produced in ideologies or theories). I, 
personally, tend to argue that the commodity form is the meta-frame for all social 
relations and that within this frame ideologies are produced. The concept of commodity 
fetishism has the following advantage: we do not run into the problem, to dissolve the 
concept of “ideology” into many “ideologies.”  

d. The pluralization of ideologies, once the class concept is nopollllllllllllllllyu (Aristotle!) 
longer conceived as all determinative, leads to an empiricist concept of ideology. The idea 
that ideology is positioning individuals as societal agents gets lost. 

e. Now, Hall is somewhere in between: he does seem to say that the real can be known 
partially; that’s why he uses the term interpretation a lot, and trying to integrate other 
discourses into his theory: “Experience is the product of our codes of intelligibility, our 
schemas of interpretation. Consequently, there is no experiencing outside of the 
categories of representation or ideology […] That is not to say that all knowledge is simply 
the product of our will to power; there may be some ideological categories which give us 
a more adequate or more profound knowledge of particular relations than others.” (138-
139). As you can see, these are not very precise formulations. Hall reproduces the 
systematic problem when he discusses language and the ambivalence of Althusser to 
either turn language into the all determining concept for ideology (=all ideology is 
formation in discourse and language) or to make ideological and subject formation 
dependent upon relations outside of language. The latter point is also important for 
phenomenology and Bourdieu with the argument that ideologies are lived through the 
body. Let’s wait for Chase studies on that.  

f. Does the move towards language and discourse mean that we cannot define practices 
beyond (linguistic) discourses? I don’t think so. We would then become semantic or 
discursive idealists. Sometimes Hall reads like that, check “semantic field” and “semantic 
zones” on p.151.  
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g. Sometimes Foucault is read in a similar way, as, for example, in The Archaeology of 
Knowledge Foucault seems to argue that there is no real outside of discursive 
mechanisms. Correspondence is gone.  

h. So, I would argue that the idea that language is the unconscious (Lacan) should be 
rejected, as it reduces the entire psychological development (not to speak of biology 
here!) to linguistic processes or mediations. In addition, it stands in stark contrast to a 
dialectical formation of knowledge, as we find it in Hegel and Marx. 

i. Hall is quite correct to point to Althusser’s reductionism. For example, whereas I would 
argue that all social relations and the conditions of the social relations need to be 
reproduced, including the means of production, consumption, and exchange, Althusser 
tends to only talk about the relations of production in the narrower sense (labor power & 
class). I don’t think that we can get a hold of society if we do not understand how subjects 
are formed via consumption and lives being lived through technologies (even if this is 
globally uneven).  

j. Hailing, in my view, is laid out by Althusser as a passive process, which does not strike me 
as true. Hall: Althusser “abolishes the problem of subjective identification and of how 
individuals or groups become the enunciators of ideology. […] There are still processes of 
subjective effect to be accounted for. How do concrete individuals fall into place within 
particular ideologies if we have no notion of the subject or of subjectivity?” (134) 

k. Althusser is unable to explain where “counter-ideologies” come from that do not fall into 
the simple division between bourgeois and proletarian ideology. It is also difficult, as Hall 
points out, to understand the complex field of the media and journalism within liberal 
democracies (133). These are not simply ISAs. 

l. “Althusser has accomplished much, but he has not […] actually abolished the existence of 
ideas and thought, however convenient and reassuring that would be.” (132). Correct. 

m. Note how Hall expands his critique of Althusser as remaining on an abstract level with his 
examples on pp. 146-151 about the term “black”. It comes close to the concept of 
intersectionality (check 147). Note that he also counts absences of terms and silence 
about issues as ideologically signifying. 

n. The following sounds as if it was written yesterday (and it has found its place in popular 
culture): “A particular ideological chain becomes a site of struggle, not only when people 
try to displace, rupture, or contest it by supplanting it with some wholly new alternative 
set of terms, but also when they interrupt the ideological field and try to transform its 
meaning by changing or rearticulating its associations, for example, from the negative to 
the positive. Often, ideological struggle actually consists of attempting to win some new 
set of meanings for an existing term or category, of disarticulating it from its place in a 
signifying structure. For example, it is precisely because “black” is the term which 
connotes the most despised, the dispossessed, the unenlightened, the uncivilized, the 
uncultivated, the scheming, the incompetent, that it can be contested, transformed, and 
invested with a positive ideological value.” (152) Note how every reference to the social 
relations, its conditions, and their reproduction in Althusser’s sense are gone! 

o. I do wonder whether we need more Chase studies here, insofar as it is not the “term” 
that positions an individual, such as Hall himself, at the cross point of different hailings; 
“words” seems to be actualized in certain material practices (that Hall does not mention). 
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The production of meaning, again, goes through a feedback loop with technologies and 
the relations of production. In any case, you can observe in this lecture in nuce the birth 
of the identity discourse that many take for granted in the contemporary context, and it 
is basically born out of a culturally turned Marxism, up to a point where all that remains 
from Marxism in some contemporary debates is the empty signifier class.2 

p. The theory of hailing here becomes a linguistic practice, subjects are like terms: “The 
concept “black” is not the exclusive property of any particular social group or any single 
discourse. To use the terminology of Laclau (1977), the term, despite its powerful 
resonances, has no necessary “class belongingness.” It has been deeply inserted in the 
past into the discourses of racial distinction and abuse.” (152). A “term” - not subjects. To 
be fair, Hall notices the danger of linguistic idealism on p.153 His argument is developed 
in order to escape functionalism (154); see my note above that “struggle” points to the 
non-functionalist side in Althusser. 

9. Hegemony  
a. Hall’s reference to Gramsci is important (I had to leave Gramsci out of this seminar, partly 

because I have not studied Gramsci very well) because the complexity needed for 
overcoming simplistic version of class rule can be achieved. It can also help to overcome 
left simplifications, such as “profit motive”, “elite”, “privileged rich”, etc. A “normal” 
leftist “asks, how much of the capitalist class has been paid off in profits? That, Gramsci 
says, is a vulgar economic question. The functioning of the capitalist mode frequently 
requires that no fractions of the capitalist class are paid off; it often requires the power 
of the State to impose the terms of concession on capital as the price for its continued 
existence. So the idea that you can undo and ignore all the complexities of economic, 
class, political, social, and cultural relations and struggles, simply by looking for 
someone who profited financially from a particular event, merely undercuts the 
realities of the situation; it only appears to be materialist and scientific. The notion that 
one can understand history as a series of rip-offs, by various fractions of the capitalist 
class, of various fractions of the working class, receives only scorn from Gramsci; it has 
nothing to do with the processes by which a mode of production reproduces itself.” (159) 

b. The concept of hegemony is important (162), as it adds another level of meaning to 
ideology dissemination in society. For example, by the “hegemonic position of the United 
States of America” is not meant a direct relationship of power and control of the United 
States; rather, what is mean is that the US successfully brought other countries to taking 
over the US-ideological framework so that direct (military) control is no longer necessary. 
Netflix and pop music can be very helpful in establishing this hegemony via ideology, but 
it is certainly not sufficient to explain the emergence of hegemonic positions and 
discourses. On a side note: the global crises that we observe: South America, Middle East, 
Russia, China all seem to move towards a reshifting of global repressive geopolitical 
ordering, but also a reshifting in hegemony; i.e., the economic and political control is 
fought out in ideological repositioning. Hegemony does not mean: simple class 
domination or cultural incorporation (169). However, it is a form of domination. 

 
2 Also see my review here: https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18689_marxism-and-intersectionality-race-
gender-class-and-sexuality-under-contemporary-capitalism-by-ashley-j-bohrer-reviewed-by-christian-lotz/ 

https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18689_marxism-and-intersectionality-race-gender-class-and-sexuality-under-contemporary-capitalism-by-ashley-j-bohrer-reviewed-by-christian-lotz/
https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18689_marxism-and-intersectionality-race-gender-class-and-sexuality-under-contemporary-capitalism-by-ashley-j-bohrer-reviewed-by-christian-lotz/
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c. Ideological struggle is described in war like terms (see also Foucault on this: politics is war 
with other means): war of maneuver, underground warfare, war of positions (176-177). I 
think that this is especially visible in non-parliamentary and non-representative 
democratic systems, such as the US. Think of the abortion battle! Remember: all of this 
takes place in the imaginary! It is way harder to figure this out in oppressive and autocratic 
systems or states without civil society; i.e., political systems that do not follow the 
“standard”, modern, bourgeois concept that most Western Marxist base their thinking 
on. 

d. The radicals are not those environmentalists who want to blow up a pipe! The true 
radicals is what some have called “the radical center”: “The hegemonic bloc is always a 
radical bloc. It seeks to cut the ground from under the previous forms of hegemony, 
settlement, and consensus. It wants to reverse the historical trends and make a new 
common sense. It needs to insert itself into the pores of the practical consciousness of 
human beings. And the notion that this has nothing to do with culture, is outside of 
ideology, or is really dictated by their position in the class structure, is absolutely absurd.” 
(179) 

e. Finally, with Hall we might say that Althusser’s notion of “proletarian ideology” might 
work in the context of the PCF, but not in the complex picture of ideological struggle in 
which certain concepts, such as rights (for this see p.183). Hall also refers to what I have 
above called “legal positivism”: “Before we simply and finally ascribe the rule of law only 
to the bourgeoisie, we need to acknowledge that, for many of the oppressed and 
subordinated populations in our world, the rule of law would be an important and real 
advance. The idea that notions of the law cannot belong to the socialist project because 
they are a part of the ideology through which the bourgeoisie established its 
domination rests upon an oversimplified and reductionist theory of the relation 
between ideologies and classes. It constructs the field of social forces as if it were 
composed of monolithic classes, “as if,” in Poulantzas’s terms, ideologies “were ‘political’ 
number-plates worn by social classes on their backs”.” (184) 

10. Looking forward 
a. While reading Hall’s history of cultural studies, we can observe how Marxist theory falls 

apart as the attempt to grasp “the whole” in both a theory of the relations of production 
and a theory of social knowledge. Every concept becomes so pluralized, so “de-idealized”, 
so ideological and so overdetermined that the unity that is supposed to be achieved 
moves further and further away. Ideology becomes many ideologies, class becomes 
fractions, consciousness becomes “complex, fragmentary” (167), dominant ideas become 
“many systems and currents” (167). Identity becomes “diffusion” and difference. When 
we read, for example, on p.193 what Hall says about the middle classes, I do wonder why 
we are still in need of Marxist theory. Cultural sociology is sufficiently equipped to come 
up with very detailed social analyses.  

b. Running out of steam���. More soon. 
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Session IX: Nov. 14 - Hall II: Racism as Ideology  
 

1. Notes upfront 
a. Recap 

i. In my remarks last class I wanted to clarify the basic moves that take place around 
Hall and in (Marxist) Post-Marxism. 

1. Culture. The main concept that determines the move from ideology to 
culture is meaning. The assumption now is that ideology is not simply 
beliefs inserted into practice, but that these practices are producing 
meaning. So, the concept of knowledge (concepts) becomes replaced by 
meaning. As most social scholars, except Husserlian and Merleau-
Pontyian phenomenologists, assume that meaning is all the way down a 
linguistic concept, language and discourse become central. 

2. Language. Though Hall is not always clear on this (as Carlos correctly 
pointed out), the tendency is to conceive of language and discourse as 
something that “schematizes” experience all the way down. Remember: 
we are here not simply talking about some human essence called 
“language,” rather, language is production and practice. So, the concept 
of labor or human activity becomes replaced by the concept of language. 
Language is, as he says in “Culture, the Media, and the Ideological Effect,” 
the ”principal mediator” (312). 

3. Ideology. Given that the extension of Marxism to the ideological field, the 
critique of political economy gets lost. What we find instead is that all 
former concepts of political economy become ideological and are 
therefore subjected (theoretically) to ideological struggles. Hall: 
“Consequently, cultural analysis cannot begin by first locating the forces 
and relations of production and then proceeding to identify the culture, 
because there is no way of describing the economic life without 
reference to the cultural forms in which it is organized.” This point is 
important because, for example, Marx in Capital does assume that the 
basic formative categories of the capitalist mode of production (i.e., 
social formation) can be analyzed without reference to culture, though 
this does not mean that they can exist without culture. So, for example, 
you can analyze valorized money as constitutive for political economy as 
a form, though it is clear that existing money always comes in cultural 
forms. 

4. Now on a side note, it is clear that the social relations of production are 
analyzed in Capital by Marx as eminently infused with power relations, 
which interested Foucault. I would also argue that in chapter 6 of the 
English edition of Capital one could easily develop the cultural forms out 
of how the living individual gets subsumed to capital. It is very clear that 
even the speaking aspect of the living individual is made productive. 
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5. So, what I also want to underline, in a Heideggerian move, is that we need 
to search for the fundamental ontological shifts in the history of 
intellectual formations and philosophy if we want to understand larger 
changes in how philosophers and theorists look at the world. We could 
also put it this way: tell me what you think society is, and I tell you what 
kind of intellectual you are. ���� From this we can construct the entire 
hierarchy of basic concepts. 

ii. Remember one of my first comments in class: capital(ism) is the first global social 
formation because it transcends all language, culture, tradition, etc. – in the last 
instance! This claim, I think, is withering away with the emergence of cultural 
studies and Post-Marxist philosophy. “Value” is no longer conceived of as 
constitutive for society and other principles emerge, such as language, 
communication, recognition, etc. Marxism, we might say, produced its own 
gravedigger by sidelining political economy. We, of course, need to analyze this 
intellectual shift in the context of the real social developments that occurred 
during the last 75 years in order to understand these intellectual moves away 
from political economy. I think that it is not an arbitrary development when in 
our current conjuncture (Wow! Finally I get to use this fancy term! ����), that is, 
in the moment of heightened ecological crisis, many look for something “beyond” 
the ideological field. Just think of the massive impact of David Harvey’s work. In 
any case, it is clear that with the expansion of globalization, the internet, mass 
education, mass consumption, and the unclear status of mass political 
movements more attention is being paid to ideology, especially if political 
movements themselves are centered around ideology or political freedom. 

b. Further Notes on Legal Positivism 
i. In my last week’s notes I offered a few remarks on “legal positivism”. Perhaps I 

should clarify further, as I was reading something from Carl Schmitt this week. 
Schmitt is opposed to legal positivism, liberal democratic conceptions of law, 
and Marxism. The interesting thing is that he thought of Marxism highly in one 
regard, namely, its ultimate priority on the primacy of the political in human 
reality.  

ii. This also means that some legal positivists tend to argue that law can be 
internally justified and carried out via a “pure” legal procedure. Schmitt was 
opposed to this position. Most radical leftist are as well, but it is my impression 
that they do not understand their own position and its consequences very well, 
whereas Schmitt’s brilliance is that he understands his own position very well. 

iii. Reflecting further, perhaps we should say that most Marxists are legal 
positivists only insofar as they think of the legal system as a system that is 
functionally dependent on the state and on the reproduction of the social 
relations of production. However, as they also argue that all of this can be 
subjected to radical political change, politics always stands above the law. It is 
precisely here where we find the roots of radical conceptions of democracy. 

1. Liberals: democracy only exist within the law. 
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2. Non-liberals on the left and on the right: democracy can exist outside the 
law. 

3. Liberals: democratic processes beyond state and law are politically 
dangerous.  

4. Non-liberals: democratic processes beyond state and law are constitutive 
5. This is very schematic. I know. Schemas are helpful to see the forest 

though. 
iv. Schmitt on class struggle: “a class in the Marxian sense ceases to be something 

purely economic and becomes a political factor when it reaches this decisive 
point, for example, when Marxists approach the class struggle seriously and 
treat the class adversary as a real enemy and fights him either in the form of a 
war of state against state or in a civil war within a state. The real battle is then 
of necessity no longer fought according to economic laws but has-next to the 
fighting methods in the narrowest technical sense-its political necessities and 
orientations, coalitions and compromises, and so on.” (Schmitt, Concept of the 
Political, 37) 

v. “The most conspicuous and historically the most effective example is the 
antithesis formulated by Karl Marx: bourgeoisie and proletariat. This antithesis 
concentrates all antagonisms of world history into one single final battle against 
the last enemy of humanity. It does so by integrating the many bourgeois 
parties on earth into a single order, on the one hand, and likewise the 
proletariat, on the other. By so doing a mighty friend-enemy grouping is 
forged.” (Schmitt, 74). Hollywood could use this as a blueprint for some of their 
films! ���� The Hollywood doorbuster movie producer of course know very well 
that this heightened dualism and the idea of “last battles” comes straight from 
political theology. 

vi. So, Schmitt’s argument is pretty clear: the essence of class struggle is political. 
If, in the last instance, class struggle is the “motor of history,” then we are 
looking at a process beyond the law. Schmitt is in favor of looking at modernity 
from this angle because it implies a critical position towards modern 
technological rationality (it is precisely here where left radicals, such as 
Althusser, and right radicals, such as Schmitt, completely converge.).  

vii. Look at this passage from Schmitt’s critique of parliamentary democracy: “The 
philosophically and metaphysically fascinating aspect of Marxist historical 
philosophy and sociology is not its similarity to natural science, but the way that 
Marx retains the concept of a dialectical development of human history and 
observes this development as a concrete, unique antithetical process, 
producing itself through an immanent, organic power. It changes nothing in the 
structure of his thought that he shifted this development into the area of 
economics and technology. This is merely a transference that can be explained 
in various ways: for example, psychologically, from an intuition about the 
political importance of economic factors, or systematically, from the attempt 
to make human activity the master of historical events, the master of the 
irrationality of human fate. The "leap into the realm of freedom" can only be 
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understood dialectically. It cannot be undertaken with the help of technique 
alone. Otherwise one could really demand of Marxist socialism that instead 
of political action, it would do better to invent new machines.” (Schmitt, 
CoPD, 54). With Althusser: the belief in machines and “technological fixes” (in 
the form of acts inserted into practice!) is ideological.  

viii. As long as this practice is in place, as Althusser says, nothing will happen 
because bourgeois ideology is precisely working when nothing happens 
(although we believe – and live our lives accordingly – that constantly things 
“are happening,” such as better computing, better cars, faster rockets, 
improved agricultural machines, Elon Musk takes over twitter, apps that make 
you happy, improved communication if you install Zoom on your computer and 
navigate through town with GPS)!  

ix. “When nothing is happening, the Ideological State Apparatuses have worked 
to perfection.” (264). Now: is it true that when nothing substantial is changing, 
nothing is changing?  

x. As a Heideggerian I can’t help and see an uncanny relation to Heidegger’s 
concept of enframing/positionality, insofar as Heidegger would argue, too, that 
as long as a particular form of metaphysical position historically dominates how 
reality reveals itself, nothing is changing. I tried in recent papers that are not 
very good to open up a parallel between capital and enframing. 

2. Hall: Culture, Media, and the “Ideological Effect” 
a. Upfront 

i. It is in this passage in which the topic of our seminar appears in condensed form. 
The move begins with Marx, goes through Althusser, and ends in cultural studies: 
“Human culture is the result and the record of man’s developing mastery over 
nature, his capacity to modify nature to his use. This is a form of human 
knowledge, perfected through social labor, which forms the basis for every new 
stage in man’s productive and historical life [ MARX]. This is not a “knowledge” 
which is abstractly stored in the head [ ALTHUSSER]. It is materialized in 
production, embodied in social organization, advanced through the 
development of practical as well as theoretical technique, above all, preserved 
in and transmitted through language [ HALL].” (302) 

b. Culture 
i. Long before this topic has been pushed into the center of Marxist theorizing 

(through Postone and others), Hall points to the historical specificity of Marx’s 
understanding of social formations, in which the mode of production, as Marx 
says in GI, goes hand in hand with the mode of social co-operation. This means 
for Hall that ideological formations also need to be inserted in this picture: 
ideology as the production of everyday life and social “knowledge” outside 
science (to speak with Althusser) is necessary part of the determinate 
reproduction of the conditions of the existence of social relations. 

ii. Culture = “a ’mode of living’ for the social individuals and groups within it. This 
patterning was, so to speak, the result of the interconnections between the 
different levels of social practice. The pattern also expressed how the combined 
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result of these interconnecting levels was “lived,” as a totality, by its “bearers.” 
This seems to be the best way of grasping, within a materialist theory (in which 
the term itself plays no insignificant part), where precisely culture arises. To put 
it metaphorically, “culture” refers us to the arrangement—the forms—assumed 
by social existence under determinate historical conditions. Provided the 
metaphor is understood as of heuristic value only, we might say that if the term 
“social” refers to the content of the relationships into which men involuntarily 
enter in any social formation, then “culture” refers to the forms which those 
relationships assume.” (301) 

1. I am unsure whether this move helps us. It seems as if the old base-
superstructure dualism is carried forward with different means: culture 
becomes the form of society. Against this I would say that the categories 
of political economy are constituting the form of social reproduction, 
including the ideological or culturally lived mode of production. 
Accordingly, the categories of political economy are the form of both 
base and superstructure (heaven, will we ever get rid if these?) 

2. Hall seems to be aware of some problems: “The form/content distinction 
is not, however, one which we can push very far. It should also be borne 
in mind that Marx, who gives considerable attention to the forms which 
value assumes in the capitalist mode of production, uses the term 
differently from the way it has been employed above.” (301) 

iii. Culture 
1. the practices and productions of making sense and being aware of them 

(living them), see 304 
2. the shape of how classes live their social practices or conditions 305 
3. the way in which social classes experience their own practices 
4. make sense of practices 
5. give accounts of them 
6. produce a “certain imaginary coherence” (306) 

iv. Culture is the lived self-knowledge of practices. 
1. Spontaneous 
2. Ideological 
3. Unconscious 

v. What Hall says about ideology from Marx to Althusser on pp.307-312 is a great 
summary. If you are still unsure about the major move that we are starring at in 
this seminar, read these pages carefully. 

vi. Language 
1. “Language is, as Saussure insisted, fundamentally social. The individual 

can only think and speak by first situating himself within the language 
system. That system is socially constructed and sustained: it cannot be 
elaborated from the individual speaker alone. Hence speech and the 
other discourses—including what Volosinov calls “inner speech”—
constitute systems of signs which objectivate and intermediate 
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“thinking”: they speak us as much as we speak in and through them.” 
(312) 

2. The fundamental mediator is the sign (313). Why is this important? 
Because the sign stands in for the simple relation between symbol and 
reality or real thing. Signs do not stand in for things. Instead, they are 
organized in accordance with codes and articulate the organization of 
social relations. This is all straight post-Structuralism. The organization 
takes place in “the social practice of signification” (314). I hope you see 
how this train is moving. Hall picks up Althussser’s claim that ideas are 
material and transforms his thinking in the light of other post-
structuralist theories. Ideology left the stage, “discourse” enters it. These 
now determine and secure the intelligibility of the social world. 

3. Volosinov: “But it is their semiotic character that places all ideological 
phenomena under the same general condition” (quoted on p.314) 

vii. So, it is clear then that subjects are placed, subjectified and subjectify themselves 
via the semiotically organized codes that organize social relations. These “maps 
of meaning” (315) produce coherence (what Althusser/Gramsci called “cement”) 
and “social intelligibility”. I find this very interesting. Just think of our everyday 
life. The odd thing is that we do not need to constantly reflect on our everyday 
practices or “think about them.” They do not seem to be “odd” or intransparent. 
No one asks on Mondays “Why on earth are we sitting in this seminar room and 
what the hell are we doing here?” ����We understand ourselves in our practices 
(unless confronted with something or someone new, being in crises, we need to 
learn a new language, transition to different cultural codes, etc.). This is also 
something that Heidegger addresses in Being and Time, insofar as he claims that 
the intelligibility and understanding is moment of everyday perception and 
categorial constitution of everyday “objects”. 

viii. The next step in Hall’s reflections is to ask how a “dominant culture” becomes 
established. He incorporates the concept of hegemony for this, claiming that the 
dominance of one culture (or one system of lived meaning) is established via 
ideology. 

ix. This entire new vocabulary can then easily be translated into media. 
c. Media 

i. As Hall points out, with Althusser and Poulantzas, the State is the sphere of 
“generalizing and universalizing class interests” (324). It is the sphere where, to 
use a Chomsky term, consent is displayed. 

ii. Manufacturing consent (see bottom p.324), however, also takes place in another 
sphere, namely, the media. Hall implies that in his contemporary situation, the 
media have taken the place of the state. Given the complete privatization of 
media in many countries, we would also need to analyze this in terms of capital. 

iii. Media 
1. As Hall points out, media for dissemination and production of 

“knowledge” appear with the transition from agrarian to industrial-urban 
capitalism (326). 
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2. I would add that we need more work on the technological shifts that 
occur here. 

3. Mass media appear with the transition to monopoly capitalism which, 
in turn, comes with mass markets and mass consumption (326); here 
connections with the Frankfurt School could be made. The point is that 
the emergence of the mass as “the” consumer goes hand in hand with 
the emergence of “the” state and “the” corporation as the guarantee of 
all social and market transactions. This is one of the few passages in which 
Hall is actually introducing concepts that are related to political economy. 

4. “This is the phase in which the modern mass media come into their own, 
massively expand and multiply, install themselves as the principal means 
and channels for the production and distribution of culture, and absorb 
more and more of the spheres of public communication into their orbit.” 
(326) 

5. Media is the new “ideological super apparatus”: it is the sphere in which 
the “production and consumption of social knowledge” (327) takes 
place. Media = “not simply to know more about ‘the world’, but to make 
sense of it” (327) 

iv. Voila! Here is the new concept of ideology/media as social knowledge. Three 
functions: 

1. “As social groups and classes live, if not in their productive then in their 
“social” relations, increasingly fragmented and sectionally differentiated 
lives, the mass media are more and more responsible (a) for providing 
the basis on which groups and classes construct an “image” of the lives, 
meanings, practices, and values of other groups and classes; (b) for 
providing the images, representations, and ideas around which the 
social totality, composed of all these separate and fragmented pieces, 
can be coherently grasped as a “whole.””  

2. “The second function of the modern media is to reflect and reflect on this  
plurality to provide a constant inventory of the lexicons, lifestyles, and 
ideologies which are objectivated there. Here the different types of 
“social knowledge” are classified and ranked and ordered, assigned to 
their referential contexts within the preferred “maps of problematic 
social reality”” (327) = linguistic organization and production of meaning. 

3. “The third function of the media, from this point of view, is to organize, 
orchestrate, and bring together that which it has selectively represented 
and selectively classified.” (328) 

3. Hall: hall “Racist Ideologies and the Media” 
a. The ideological struggle is in this essay exemplified as a struggle over hegemonic meaning 

production in the media. “An intervention in the media’s construction of race is an 
intervention in the ideological terrain of struggle” (180) 

b. Despite its “age” the essay is still an interesting read because we are facing, I think, a kind 
of end point of this discussion in contemporary discussions about Hollywood, BLM, 
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MeToo, etc. In addition, you can see how Hall translates his more abstract theorizing into 
a more popular style of writing. 

c. Ideologies produce overdetermined coherence; they give us the pre-organized meanings 
through which we speak, and they produce subjects through seeking their 
acknowledgements (180-181) 

d. “What they “produce” is, precisely, representations of the social world, images, 
descriptions, explanations and frames for understanding how the world is and why it 
works as it is said and shown to work. And, amongst other kinds of ideological labour, the 
media construct for us a definition of what race is, what meaning the imagery of race 
carries, and what the “problem of race” is understood to be. They help to classify out 
the world in terms of the categories of race” (184) 

e. Hall makes a distinction between overt and inferential racism (185). Whereas the overt 
racism (open declarations by right wingers, racist groups, etc.) is directly dangerous, the 
second form is, because of its invisible status, “insidious.” As it operates on invisible 
assumptions and premises about race, racism becomes acceptable without the audiences 
being aware of it. 

f. “Three characteristics provided the discursive and power coordinates of the discourses in 
which these relations were historically constructed. (1) Their imagery and themes were 
polarized around fixed relations of subordination and domination. (2) Their stereotypes 
were grouped around the poles of “superior” and “inferior” natural species. (3) Both were 
displaced from the “language” of history into the language of Nature.” (187) 

g. “the “absent” but imperializing “white eye”; the unmarked position from which all these 
“observations” are made and from which, alone, they make sense. This is the history of 
slavery and conquest, written, seen, drawn and photographed by The Winners. They 
cannot be read and made sense of from any other position. The “white eye” is always 
outside the frame—but seeing and positioning everything within it.” (187) 

h. Three stereotypical images of black people that Hall mentions: the “slave figure,” the 
“native”, and the “clown and entertainer.” Most of the time, these are images of 
naturalized behavior, passivity, dependency. Main ways of encountering blacks through 
the white eye is “adventure” and “entertainment” (191). He also counts racist jokes in 
this picture in cases in which these jokes reproduce already existing categories of racism. 

i. Problem definitions: media reproduce these via incorrect assumptions. For example, the 
“problem of immigration” is based on the assumption that there are “too many” 
immigrants in the country (instead of addressing the problem of why immigration occurs, 
for example) 

j. “If the media function in a systematically racist manner, it is not because they are run and 
organized exclusively by active racists; this is a category mistake. This would be equivalent 
to saying that you could change the character of the capitalist state by replacing its 
personnel, whereas the media, like the state, have a structure, a set of practices which 
are not reducible to the individuals who staff them. What defines how the media function 
is the result of a set of complex, often contradictory, social relations; not the personal 
inclinations of its members” (194) 
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k. Counter-strategies: war of positions (197); Hall rejects the claim that the form of film and 
TV breaks the hegemony of the liberal consensus; mass audiences have to be reached 
(199) 

4. Hall: Race, Articulation, and Societies Structured in Dominance 
a. In this paper Hall deals theoretically with “racially structured social formations” (172). 

Reading this paper is at times a tiring exercise. So, let’s focus on the main points. 
b. How does Hall proceed: he begins with two approaches to race in capitalism and rejects 

both of them. He argues for an approach that takes both economic and cultural elements 
into account. He develops this on the basis of structuralist Marxist concepts, such as 
articulation, complex whole, and hegemony. This allows him to argue that racial or 
racialized relations; i.e., race as a category, can only be grasped when we analyze social 
formations in their historic specificity by which he means specific and concrete ensembles 
beneath “capital as a whole.” 

c. Thesis: “one cannot explain racism in abstraction from other social relations—even if, 
alternatively, one cannot explain it by reducing it to those relations. It has been said that 
there are flourishing racisms in pre-capitalist social formations. This only means that, 
when dealing with more recent social formations, one is required to show how thoroughly 
racism is reorganized and re-articulated with the relations of new modes of production.” 
(211) 

d. Hall rejects two main approaches to the topic: the economic and the sociological 
approach in order to make way for theory. 

i. Economic approach 
1. Racial or racialized relations are the effect of “the” economy: it is 

monocausal. 
2. “they take economic relations and structures to have an overwhelmingly 

determining effect on the social structures of such formations. 
Specifically, those social divisions which assume a distinctively racial or 
ethnic character can be attributed or explained principally with reference 
to economic structures and processes.” (173) 

3. This approach considers modernization, globalization, national economic 
developments, foreign investment, labor markets, colonization etc. 

ii. Sociological approach 
1. Racial or racialized relations are the effect of social and cultural relations: 

it is pluralist. 
2. “The principal stress in this second tendency is on race or ethnicity as 

specifically social or cultural features of the social formations under 
discussion. […] These exhibit, they argue, their own forms of 
structuration, have their own specific effects, which cannot be explained 
away as mere surface forms of appearance of economic relations, nor 
adequately theorized by reducing them to the economic level of 
determination.” (174) 

iii. Critique of both approaches 
1. “If the dominant tendency of the first paradigm is to attempt to 

command all differences and specificities within the framework of a 
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simplifying economic logic, then that of the second is to stop short with 
a set of plural explanations which lack an adequate theorization, and 
which in the end are descriptive rather than analytic. This, of course, is to 
state the differences in their sharpest and most oversimplified form. It is 
worthwhile, now, exploring some of the complex terrain and arguments 
which are contained by this simple binarism.” (176) 

e. South Africa  
i. Economic: race is the main function to generate class stratification (177). Race is 

reduced to class, insofar as both black and white working classes stand in the 
same relation to capital.  

ii. Sociological: analyzes racial relations simply as “conflict” relations. Against this it 
is argued that racial relations are the effect of colonialization which leads to the 
subsumption of the African working class without abolishing their racialized 
status. The advantage is that the abstraction “class struggle” is analyzed in more 
concrete terms.  

iii. Hall: the larger economic analysis goes hand in hand with cultural and political 
factors: “there are other relations which are not ascribable within the “social 
relations of production.” These include distinctions at the level of culture and 
values—maintained, for example, by such institutional structures as the system 
of Bantu education and forms of political power—established through the 
separation of political and economic power, such as the control of political power 
by the whites. These generate conflicts between groups distinct from “control of 
the means of production.” (180) 

iv. What Hall tries to do is to analyze the effects that either on the economic or 
ideological are produced on different levels without coming to any determinist 
claims. 

v. So, for example, class relations exist, but they appear in cultural forms: “Some of 
these groups are opposed to one another as classes in a Marxian sense. All of 
them, however, form relatively close groups with their own distinctive cultural 
traits and social organization. The overall effect is of too much overlap and inter-
penetration to justify us in calling it a caste system, but too much closure of 
avenues of mobility for us to call it a system of social stratification. It is much too 
complex, involving overlapping modes of production” (Rex quoted by Hall on 
p.181) 

vi. “social formations of a colonial type exhibit different forms which take a different 
path and obey a different logic. In addition, there are in such social formations 
other structural relations which are not attributable to class relations of a 
classical capitalist type.” (182) 

vii. So, for our class topic: ideological “knowledge” is the mediating factor through 
which social knowledge is produced as making sense of social positions. 

f. South America 
i. Hall rejects the economic dependency theorists’ claim that racialized relations are 

the effect of larger economic developments, such as the penetration of capitalism 
into pre-capitalist areas of the region, sattelitization, etc. the counter-arguments 
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come from Laclau: for example, there is no uni-linear development. Different 
forms of labor (free, unfree, “mixed”) can go hand in hand with different modes 
of production in particular regions (188-190). 

ii. So, with different modes of production existing at the same time, ideological 
formation, equally, need to be analyzed on different levels. 

iii. “What Marx was describing, then, was something radically different from Frank’s 
interpretation: namely, an articulation between two modes of production, the 
one “capitalist” in the true sense, the other only “formally” so: the two combined 
through an articulating principle, mechanism, or set of relations, because, as 
Marx observed, “its beneficiaries participate in a world market in which the 
dominant productive sectors are already capitalist.” That is, the object of inquiry 
must be treated as a complex articulated structure which is, itself, “structured in 
dominance.” Slave plantation owners thus participated in a general movement of 
the world capitalist system: but on the basis of an internal mode of production—
slavery in its modern, plantation form—not itself “capitalist” in character. This is 
a revolutionary proposition in the theoretical sense, since it departs from that 
very teleological reading of Marx which produced, in Frank, the indefensible 
thesis that Latin America has been “capitalist” since the conquest. What we have 
now, in opposition to the thesis of “inevitable transformation” of pre-capitalist 
modes and their dissolution by capitalist relations, is the emergent theoretical 
problem of an articulation between different modes of production, structured in 
some relation of dominance. This leads on to the definition of a social formation 
which, at its economic level, may be composed of several modes of production, 
“structured in dominance” (Althusser and Balibar 1970; Hindess and Hirst 1975, 
1977; Poulantzas 1973). This has provided the basis for an immense amount of 
formative work, especially on “pre-capitalist modes of production,” offering a 
more rigorous approach to that reading of Marx, rightly criticized—on this very 
point—by Rex, while retaining the systematic terms of a Marxist analysis. This 
work is, of course, pitched principally at the level of economic relations. Though 
it has clear consequences for other levels of the structure of social formations 
(class formations, alliances, political and ideological structures, etc.), these have 
not been spelled out (for example in Laclau’s essay quoted here: though for 
related developments pertaining to these levels, see Laclau, and others referred 
to more extensively below). It has, for example, pertinent effects for any analysis 
of the way this articulated combination of modes inserts economic agents drawn 
from different ethnic groups into sets of economic relations which, while 
articulated into a complex unity, need not be conceptualized as either necessarily 
the same or inevitably destined to become so.” (191) 

iv. I would argue that from a theoretical point of view that, independent for which 
approach we go, we already presuppose the categories of political economy that 
constitute capitalist relations as a whole. Of course, we find different modes of 
production and forms of labor at the same time in different regions (with 
different effects in the cultural/ideological practices); however, to be able to 
analyze them as different, overlapping, etc. tendencies, you already presuppose 
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a theoretical apparatus with which you analyze the frame work as a whole. Put 
differently, the claim that there are several modes of production can exist at the 
same time presupposes that you have a clear concept of “mode of production.” 

g. Ideology and Articulation 
i. “the emergent theory of the “articulation of different modes of production” 

begins to deliver certain pertinent theoretical effects for an analysis of racism at 
the social, political, and ideological levels. It begins to deliver such effects—and 
this is the crucial point—not by deserting the level of analysis of economic 
relations (i.e., mode of production) but by posing it in its correct, necessarily 
complex, form. […] The materialist premise—that the analysis of political and 
ideological structures must be grounded in their material conditions of existence; 
and the historical premise—that the specific forms of these relations cannot be 
deduced, a priori, from this level but must be made historically specific “by 
supplying those further delineations” which explain their specificity.” (193) 

ii. The concept of articulation that Hall develops on pp. 196-203 comes straight 
from Althusser. “Articulation” refers to the way in which the complex social whole 
“configures” itself on different levels with different effects in order to reach its 
unity (not identity). All of this is an extension of the difference between identity 
and unity in the introduction to Grundrisse. Since the relations are structured as 
a unity, certain relations “dominate” over others without determining them in a 
linear causality (197).  

iii. The combination of the elements of a structure (such as productive forces, 
relations of production, etc.) is its articulation and organization (Gliederung). In 
this sense, for example, a table of contents is the articulation of the structure of 
a book or dissertation, without the claim that one element is ordered in a linear 
time frame. 

iv.  So, Hall uses this conception of an articulated hierarchy for his attempt to 
understand racial or racialized relations as the effect of a complex unity; i.e., at 
the same time related to specific relations of production and cultural 
appropriations. 

h. Tendency 
i. The concept of tendency has been used in many Marxist traditions; for example, 

Adorno, Gramsci, and Negri use the term whenever they need to explain that 
despite empirical and specific unclarities overall historical development goes into 
a particular direction. So, although we can see that unfree and slave labor like 
conditions exist globally in many regions and particular economic situations, 
overall we can (perhaps) argue that there is a tendency to turn physically unfree 
labor into formalized labor relations. Only when it is possible for either particular 
capitalists (such as land owners) or capital as a whole to squeeze more surplus 
value from slave labor, the move towards more educated, formalized, and 
technological advancements will be blocked. The more skeptical view is that the 
latter is an essential part of capital. 

i. Hegemony 
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i. Hall, as in other essays, takes this concept from Gramsci: “The important point, 
for Gramsci, is that, under hegemonic conditions, the organization of consent (by 
the dominated classes to the “leadership” of the dominant class alliance) takes 
precedence (though it does not obliterate) the exercise of domination through 
coercion. In such conditions, the class struggle tends to assume the form, not of 
a “frontal assault” on the bastions of the state (“war of maneuver”) but of a more 
protracted, strategic, and tactical struggle, exploiting and working on a number 
of different contradictions (Gramsci’s “war of position”). A state of hegemony 
enables the ruling class alliance to undertake the enormous task of modifying, 
harnessing, securing, and elaborating the “superstructure” of society in line 
with the long-term requirements of the development of the mode of 
production—e.g., capital accumulation on an expanded scale. It enables such a 
class alliance to undertake the educative and formative tasks of raising the whole 
social formation to what he calls a “new level of civilization,” favoring the 
expanded regime of capital. This is no immediate and direct imposition of the 
narrow, short-term, “corporate” class interests of a single class on society. It 
forges that unity between economic, political, and ideological objectives such 
that it can place “all the questions around which the struggle rages on a ‘universal’ 
not a corporative level, thereby creating a hegemony of a fundamental social 
group over a series of subordinate groups.” (205) 

ii. The concept of hegemony is the natural addition to the concept of articulation, 
insofar as a complexly articulated whole in its reproduction of political, 
educational, economic, etc. relations at the same time needs a complex concept 
of class that can establish its rule in a complex whole. This can no longer be done 
via direct domination; rather, it is itself a complex field and class hegemony is 
achieved primarily through ideological practice in a way that subjects both 
dominant and dominated classes and groups: “Althusser sometimes tends to 
represent ideology as rather too functionally secured to the rule of the dominant 
classes: as if all ideology is, by definition, operative within the horizon of the 
“dominance ideas” of the ruling class. For Gramsci, ideologies are thought of in a 
more contradictory way—really, as sites and stakes in the class struggle. What 
interests Gramsci is how the existing ideologies—the “common sense” of the 
fundamental classes—which are themselves the complex result of previous 
moments and resolutions in the ideological class struggle, can be actively worked 
upon so as to transform them into the basis of a more conscious struggle, and 
form of intervention in the historical process.” (208) 

iii. “If separate ideological elements have no necessary class belonging, and classes 
do not have paradigmatic ideologies assigned or ascribed to them, what then is 
the relationship between classes and ideologies? As might be assumed, this 
relation is understood in terms of the way the class struggle articulates the 
various ideological discourses. “Articulation requires . . . the existence of non-
class contents—interpellations and contradictions—which constitute the raw 
materials on which class ideological practices operate. The ideology of the 
dominant class, precisely because it is dominant, interpellates not only the 
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members of that class but also members of the dominated class.” It succeeds to 
the extent that it articulates “different ideologies to its hegemonic project by an 
elimination of their antagonistic character.” (209) 

j. Racism 
i. Plantation slavery: Hall argues that the claim that white attitude of supremacy 

preceded plantation slavery is insufficient. We should rather think of supremacy 
thinking as an ideological practice (moral, legal, political) that is called forth in 
order to fix, justify and naturalize the slavery relations. (212) 

ii. So, he applies his concept of culture to the problem of racism in this essay. 
“Economic” relations of production can only exist because cultural and 
ideological practices reproduce these relations on different levels (213) so that, 
of course, racism must be analyzed as something that exist with different effects 
on all levels of the complex whole. “Race is thus, also, the modality in which class 
is “lived,” the medium through which class relations are experienced, the form in 
which it is appropriated and “fought through.” This has consequences for the 
whole class, not specifically for its “racially defined” segment.” (216) 

iii. “the structures through which black labor is reproduced—structures which may 
be general to capital at a certain stage of development, whatever the racial 
composition of labor—are not simply “colored” by race: they work through race. 
The relations of capitalism can be thought of as articulating classes in distinct 
ways at each of the levels or instances of the social formation—economic, 
political, ideological. These levels are the “effects” of the structures of modern 
capitalist production, with the necessary displacement of relative autonomy 
operating between them. Each level of the social formation requires its own 
independent “means of representation”—the means by which the class-
structured mode of production appears, and acquires effectivity at the level of 
the economic, the political, the ideological class struggle. Race is intrinsic to the 
manner in which the black laboring classes are complexly constituted at each of 
these levels.” (215) 

iv. “racisms also dehistoricize—translating historically specific structures into the 
timeless language of nature; decomposing classes into individuals and 
recomposing those disaggregated individuals into the reconstructed unities, the 
great coherences, of new ideological “subjects”: it translates “classes” into 
“blacks” and “whites,” economic groups into “peoples,” solid forces into ‘races’” 
(217) 

v. I think we should take the last quote as a warning not to reify the language around 
“race” in our own academic work. 
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Session X: Nov. 21 - Bourdieu I: Critique of Theoretical Reason: Habitus 
 

1. Pre-Notes 
a. We can read Bourdieu in the following regards as extensions of the seminar topic 

i. Althusser’s and Bachelard’s epistemological break and its relation to the everyday 
practice is in Bourdieu treated as the conflict between objectivist and subjectivist 
positions in social theory. Both need to be grounded in what he calls a ‘logic of 
praxis’. Bourdieu rejected the then existing Marxism in France. 

ii. The concept of ideology is transformed into a pre-reflective theory of behaviour 
based on a concept of habitus and dispositions that reproduce practices. 

iii. This can easily be connected to Althusser’s concept of ideology, and it can also 
help to go against the extreme linguistic position reached in Hall, insofar as bodily 
knowledge is the “hinge” for schematizing experience. This also means that the 
extreme linguistic position focusing on media and knowledge production in 
apparatuses can be criticized with Bourdieu. The mediation of society, according 
to Bourdieu, takes place via incorporation.  

iv. Class and identity, for Bourdieu, are a forms of embodiment. The body is a form 
of memory, and therefore a kind of “forgetting” of society in pre-reflective 
organization of the social takes place: “what it is to be 'native', that is, to be in 
that relationship of 'learned ignorance', of immediate but unconscious 
understanding which defines the practical relationship to the world.” (LoP, 19) 

v. The logic of everyday practice is not accessible to agents, insofar as these are 
directed towards solving practical issues in their everyday life. This goes, btw, 
against utilitarian conceptions of agents and social reality. According to Bourdieu, 
we are driven by dispositions that steer our behavior and assumption. 

vi. Practical sense is what steers the habitus in a field. The latter functions as a social 
realm with a specific meaning. Fields are language, religion, art, education, 
economic, etc. Maybe social systems theory would speak of “systems”, but 
Bourdieu introduces a hierarchy of fields in which power, inequality and class 
habitus are central. 

vii. The concept of field comes from Kurt Lewin, and Bourdieu mixes it together with 
Cassirer’s claim that all modern thought since Kant is based on relations. 
Cassirer’s book on substance and function (see notes at the beginning of this 
class) is really an eyeopener. Of course, Bourdieu does not see or does not want 
to see that Marx falls into the same paradigm (though Bourdieu also refers to a 
passage in GI when he introduces his concept of field). 

viii. The logic of a particular field is objective and not accessible to agents while they 
are acting. The latter is determined by time which is very hard to understand from 
the objectivist position. So, Bourdieu tries to develop a theory of social agency 
that explains theoretically what goes on before theory. 

ix. Bourdieu began his academic work with phenomenology. The influence is 
everywhere visible although he rarely admits it. Heidegger’s reflections in Being 
and Time lead to his concept of practical sense; the concept of embodiment in 
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Husserl and Merleau-Ponty lead to the concept of habitus. Even Husserl’s concept 
of “doxa” in the Ideas I is transformed into a social concept. 

x. According to Bourdieu the assumptions of humans as “homo economicus” is 
completely unable to understand society. So, we might say that he declares 
economic assumptions about the rationality of social agents as ideology. I find 
this point interesting, as we can ask with Bourdieu and Marx why utilitarianism 
became so prominent as a major modern view through which we live our relation 
to the conditions of the relations of production. It is clear though that economics 
has moved away from their idealized concept of the economic, rational, agent 
and began to acknowledge that you need to operate with a social agent if you 
want to make sense of the economic. Well done, economics! 

xi. Bourdieu expands the economic factors towards that which he calls “symbolic 
capital;” i.e., non-economic factors are more decisive for the constitution of social 
reality (honor, prestige, education, taste, etc.). We might say that the ideological 
field is more important. Often it seems as if by “capital” he means “power” which 
is in specific forms at stake in fields. 

xii. Overall, what is required is “to move beyond the false choice in which social 
science generally allows itself to be trapped, that between social physics and 
social phenomenology.” (135) 

xiii. It seems to me that Bourdieu never overcame his roots in 
ethnology/anthropology. 

2. A few important concepts 
a. Disposition 

i. Every position in society equals a particular disposition. 
ii. Whereas habitus refers to something active, dispositions are rather passive and 

are presupposed for habitus. 
b. Habitus 

i. Influences: Panofsky, Merleau-Ponty, Elias 
ii. Habitus refers to the systematic unity of dispositions. 

iii. Habitus makes a particular unity of actions possible. 
iv. Boudieu was criticized for his determinism. He argues that habitus is objective. 

However, the habitus is also making actions within a certain frame possible. It is 
a generative principle (similar to Foucault’s concept of power). 

v. The habitus is not empirical (i.e., not a visible property); it can only be studied in 
relation to its field. 

vi. Bourdieu does not yet take into account that modern societies are becoming 
more plural; i.e., agents move in different fields. Some have argued that he is too 
close to his France. 

vii. Habitus is not simply “habitual”; the Greek term for this is “hexis” and it refers to 
something like a “positioning”, “attitude” [Haltung]. 

c. Doxa 
i. Doxa is Bourdieu’s replacement for ideology; it refers to those basic assumptions 

that are not and cannot be questioned in the natural attitude; i.e., everyday 
practical life. Bourdieu argues that truth can only be reached on the scientific 
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level. “Illusio” is the belief that the activities in a particular field “make sense” 
(“this is so” in Althusser). 

ii. Sociology is conceptualized as a reflective distancing from intellectual doxa. 
d. Embodiment (Incorporation) 

i. Bourdieu follows 20th century philosophical anthropology and phenomenology in 
placing the body into the center of his sociological theory. Embodiment is cultural 
all the way down, such as movements, attitudes, social relations, etc., but also 
visible in cooking, eating, civilizatory developments, writing, music, playing, 
sports, punishment, etc. I think that this is not opposed to Marx (remember the 
role of sensuous practice) 

ii. Embodiment produces basic spatial and social patterns of orientation. The 
“house” plays a primary role in Bourdieu’s early ethnological work. He also argues 
there that in pre-industrial societies the differences between masculine and 
feminine are established through bodily schemata (walking, moving, positioning 
of the body, looking, eating expectations). Recognition and social status are 
practices of embodiment. 

iii. In modern societies (most empirical material that B uses comes from the 60s in 
France) taste and sports as an embodied form of distinction and social difference 
becomes more important. Distinctions are based in dispositions and symbolic 
capital. Today food is probably central. Cultural capital takes on a central role. The 
recent woke term “classism” is very Bourdieuian. 

iv. The role of technologies is underrepresented in Bourdieu; his entire theory would 
need to be updated in times of the internet, the digital age, etc. He also does not 
consider body deformations, implants, sexual modifications, cyborgs, etc. The 
entire medical field (health) is so important for sociological investigations right 
now. 

v. Certain social practices that embrace embodiment are treated by Bourdieu as 
ideologies, insofar as they point to the fantasy of escaping society: yoga, dance, 
and hiking are among them ��� 

e. Cultural capital 
i. Cultural capital has three dimensions: incorporated abilities, objectified abilities 

(machines, instruments, books), and institutionalized abilities (diplomas, honor, 
etc.) 

f. I think, philosophically, we need to focus on the basics: the role of the knowing body, the 
relation between anthropology and society, the position of theory and ideology. BTW, in 
a later interview he said that Althusser is an “aristocratic thinker.” ��� In general, 
Bourdieu’s statements in interview about “Marxism” are, similar to Foucault, not 
trustworthy. His main critique of Althusser is that the latter remains a functionalist. 

3. Logic of Practice 
a. Preface & Introduction 

i. “In opposition 'to intuitionism, which fictitiously denies the distance between the 
observer and the observed, I kept on the side of the objectivism that is concerned 
to understand the logic of practices, at the cost of a methodical break with 
primary experience; but I never ceased to think that it was also necessary to 
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understand the specific logic of that form of 'understanding' without experience 
that comes from mastery of the principles of experience - that what had to be 
done was not to sweep away the distance magically through spurious primitivist 
participation, but to objectify the objectifying distance and the social conditions 
that make it possible, such as the externality of the observer, the objectifying 
techniques that he uses, etc. Perhaps because I had a less abstract idea than some 
people of what it is to be a mountain peasant, I was also, and precisely to that 
extent, more aware that the distance is insurmountable, irremovable, except 
through self-deception. Because theory the word itself says so - is a spectacle, 
which can only be understood from a viewpoint away from the stage on  which 
the action is played  out, the distance lies perhaps not so much where it is usually 
looked for, in the gap between cultural traditions, as in the gulf between two 
relations to the world, one theoretical, the other practical.” (14) 

ii. We can see here the strong scientific tradition in 20th Century French philosophy 
and theory. Bourdieu assumes that we need to make a leap in order to get from 
practice to theory. He thereby at first denies empathetic approaches to access 
social reality (by which he does mean the agency of humans first): “The objectivist 
relation to the object is a way of keeping one's distance, a refusal to take oneself 
as an object, to be caught up in the object.” (LoP, 19), “Deciphering the objective 
intention of practices and works has nothing to do with ‘reproduction’ 
[Nachbildung]” (58) 

iii. So, we can see that the entire dualism of Althusser reappears and Bourdieu tries 
to find a way to solve the antinomy. Bourdieu, however, does not claim that we 
can analyze ideology only from a scientific point of view. 

iv. The problem of theory as social knowledge reappears here. 
v. Phenomenology 

1. “cannot beyond a description of what specifically characterizes 'lived' 
experience of the social world, that is, apprehension of the world as self-
evident, 'taken for granted'” (LoP, 25) 

2. Misses the conditions of possibility of social meaning (26) 
vi. Objectivism 

1. Analyzes the conditions of the doxic experience 
2. It fails to critically reflect on its own objectifying relation; it fails to 

understand the epistemological break (26) 
3. Fails to reflect on its own assumptions about its own position towards 

practice (27) 
vii. Objectification Objectified 

1. The problem is not that the scientific viewpoint towards social practice 
misconstrues social practice; rather, the problem is that the formal 
concept of social practice (language in Bourdieu’s beginning reflection) is 
universalized and taken as the only conception. In linguistics, this means 
to reflect on language as a social phenomenon (speaking) or as a formal 
system of rules. 
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2. The objectivist position, in regard to language, assumes “the 
independence of discourse to the situation in which it functions” (32). 
“The status of an observer who withdraws from the situation to observe 
implies an epistemological, but also a social break, which most subtly 
governs scientific activity when it ceases to be seen as such, leading to an 
implicit theory of practices that is linked to forgetfulness of the social 
conditions of scientific activity.” (33) 

3. “Intellectualism is inscribed in the fact of introducing into the object the 
intellectual relation to the object, of substituting the observer's relation 
to practice for the practical relation to practice” (34). In fact, Bourdieu 
repeats in his own words simply what many phenomenologists have 
claimed before. Just think of Heidegger’s critique of the claim that in 
everyday practice we take on a reflective position in which objects appear 
with primary and secondary qualities, as the empiricists claimed. 

4. Intellectualism projects its own methodological assumptions into 
practice, for example assumptions about intentionality: “when it leads 
one to say, for example, that a gesture or ritual act expresses something, 
rather than saying, quite simply, that it is 'sensible' (sense) or, as in 
English, that it 'makes' sense” (37). Is B dealing here with something 
beyond Althusser? 

5. Bourdieu read a lot of the later Wittgenstein! Check the quote on p.39 
6. One main problem is that the concept of “rule” is projected into social 

actions. What does it mean, exactly, to claim that we are pre-reflectively 
following “rules” (without, in most cases, knowing any!); we can easily 
see why at some point habitus enters the scene. 

7. Scientific explanations tend to exclude history (41). 
viii. And, guess, who is the opponent here?  

1. You guessed it: Althusser!  
a. “If the dialectic of objective structures and incorporated 

structures which operates in every practical action is ignored, 
then one necessarily falls into the canonical dilemma, endlessly 
recurring in new forms in the history of social thought, which 
condemns those who seek to reject subjectivism, like the 
present-day structuralist readers of Marx, to fall into the 
fetishism of social laws. To make transcendent entities, which 
are to practices as essence to existence, out of the constructions 
that science resorts to in order to give an account of the structure 
and meaningful products of the accumulation of innumerable 
historical actions, is to reduce history to a 'process without a 
subject', simply replacing the 'creative subject' of subjectivism 
with an automaton driven by the dead laws of a history of 
nature. This emanatist vision, which makes a structure - Capital 
or a Mode of production – into an entelechy developing itself in 
a process of self-realization, reduces historical agents to the role 
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of 'supports' (Traeger) of the structure and reduces their actions 
to mere epiphenomenal manifestations of the structure's own 
power to develop itself and to determine and overdetermine 
other structures.” (41). Is Bourdieu right? 

2. Well, there is another opponent: Sartre! 
a. In Sartre, Bourdieu claims, “the world of action is nothing other 

than this imaginary universe of interchangeable possible” (42) 
b. What bothers me sometimes about academics like Bourdieu, 

they do not really make arguments; instead, they simply ridicule 
other theorists from their own position that they take for 
granted. 

c. “consciousness and thing are as irremediably separate as at the 
beginning, without anything resembling an institution or a 
socially constituted agent (the very choice of examples bears 
witness to this) ever having been observed or constructed” (45) 

3. Conclusion 
a. “as objectivism universalizes the theorist's relation to the object 

of science, so subjectivism universalizes the experience that the 
subject of theoretical discourse has of himself as a subject” (45) 

b. Bourdieu’s critique of the “rational actor” theory in philosophy 
and economics can be read as a critique of both the subjectivist 
and the objectivist pole in social theory. Simply put, they take the 
social world as non-existent.: “makes it possible to speak of the 
social world as if one were not speaking of it, presuppose and 
encourage denial of the social world.” (48) 

c. It is also clear that Bourdieu wants to escape theories of the 
social that operate with “choices” (see for this, p.53); the main 
picture of liberal or economic ideas of agents goes out of the 
window; for this also check p.63. 

d. As you imagine, though I might not agree with his steep 
rejections of Althusser and Sartre, I do agree with this conclusion. 
Just think about your brain walking to the store! ���� 

b. Endlich! HABITUS! 
i. Habitus, Definitions 

1. Bourdieu is rarely very clear about his main concepts and their 
differences. Habitus = “system of structured, structuring dispositions” 
(52); I think the “structured, structuring” comes from Chomsky, but I am 
not sure! 

2. Habitus = “The conditionings associated with a particular class of 
conditions of existence produce habitus, systems of durable, 
transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function 
as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and 
organize practices and representations that can be objectively adapted 
to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 
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express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them. 
Objectively 'regulated' and 'regular' without being in any way the product 
of obedience to rules, they can be collectively orchestrated without being 
the product of the organizing action of a conductor.” (53) 

3. Habitus makes possible a social world in permanence; a “world of already 
realized ends” (53), “a spontaneity without consciousness and will” (56) 

4. Is speaking of freedoms and necessities “inscribed” in objective 
conditions different, metaphysically speaking, from norms “expressed” in 
actions? If so, what is it? 

5. Habitus excludes the most improbable practices: “the habitus tends to 
generate all the 'reasonable', 'common-sense', behaviors.” (55). OK, it is 
unlikely that I leave the classroom and return next week as a hippie ���� 

6. Habitus is the result of past schemes (54), “embodied history” (56): “As 
an acquired system of generative schemes, the habitus makes possible 
the production of all the thoughts, perceptions and actions inherent in 
the particular conditions of its production and only those.” (55) 

7. The logic of practice is the logic of the virtuoso (check p.57) 
8. Institutions can only function if they exist in bodies (58); Bourdieu often 

gives musical analogies: class = conductorless orchestration (59); too me, 
who has done a lot of phenomenology, this feels like straight Merleau-
Ponty!  

9. Of course, Proust cannot be left out! Bourdieu has been hailed as a good 
French intellectual! ���� p.69. 

10. Also note the underlying aesthetics here: he often speaks of “style” – sort 
of a non-reflective unity of “what” one is. I think Wittgenstein thought 
about this, too, somewhere – I forgot. Will check. Oh, yes, the game 
metaphor also has a Wittgensteinian flair.  

11. Beside the aesthetics and play/game one could also think of the 
craftsperson as the unconscious model for Bourdieu. See “practical 
mastery” on p.73 and 91. 

12. Additional habitus aspects: early experiences are important (60), it 
protects one from crises and challenges (61), produces constancy (61), 
exists in schemes of perception and appreciation, is the basis of 
avoidance strategies (61), makes it possible to cope with future and 
uncertainty. Eating! (70) Luhmann would call the habitus “reduction of 
complexity” ����. 

ii. Belief and Body: “Feel for the Game” 
1. “Practical sense is a quasi-bodily involvement in the world which 

presupposes no representation either of the body or of the world, still 
less of their relationship. It is an immanence in the world through which 
the world imposes its imminence, things to be done or said, which 
directly govern speech and action.” (66) 

2. Althusser would probably be annoyed by the game metaphor used on 
pp.66-67. This is society as an image. 
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3. However, here it comes – and this throws us right back to the 
Althusserian problematic: “belief is thus an inherent part of belonging to 
a field” (67) 

4. Practical faith = kind of compliance with a field (68); we can only live 
“one” practical faith, as this needs long-term growing-up or co-optation. 
Some contemporary sociologist have argued that in a plural or global 
situation Bourdieu’s assumptions are too strong. 

5. “society dominated by male values” (77) – where is this “value” coming 
from, and why do we need it?  

6. “social necessity turned into nature, converted into motor schemes and 
body automatisms” (69): “ordering thoughts and suggesting feelings 
through the rigorous marshalling of practices and the orderly disposition 
of bodies, in particular the bodily expression of emotion, in laughter or 
tears” (69) 

7. As usual, I wonder why this generation of French philosophers and social 
theorists has such an aversion to think through the modes of production 
and technologies. Bourdieu seems to think of a one/one identity of 
“class” situation (or milieu!) and embodiment. The scheme recalls “the 
whole system to which it belongs” (69); class as a kind of action and 
reaction pattern in embodied affect. All of this is very popular in US 
continental philosophy right now, also in critical phenomenology (for 
example, in phenomenology dealing with race). I feel a bit distanced to 
this hype. I am worried that at times Bourdieu has given up on the 
concept of rationality and reason on the side of practice; read this: “the 
fact that schemes are able to pass directly from practice to practice 
without moving through discourse and consciousness.” (74). The body is 
a kind of lived measurement: “ratio” (74). Compare this to Habermas 
theory of communicative action! 

8. In any case, “symbolic power works partly through the control of other 
people's bodies” (69). The opposition “between male and female is 
realized in posture” (70). Bourdieu has done extensive ethnological 
research on this. What he says on male domination is central (check 
p.77). I do wonder how social change is enacted if we are all enacting our 
bodily schemas? How can I escape my own male domination schemas? 
The interesting thing is that recent popular movements and resistance 
imaginations have taken this on: just think of (recent) women resistance 
based on violating bodily codes, behavior (which now also slowly moves 
into the male habitus). 

9. Think of the role of representations and how the bodily resistance and 
self-enacting could be interpreted through Bourdieu: 
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a. ONE  

  
b. TWO  

 
c. THREE 

 
d. Last picture: A member of the feminist activist group Femen is 

arrested by police after a May protest inside Notre Dame 
Cathedral in Paris. From the news article: “founding member and 
spokesperson Inna Shevchenko said Femen U.K. would focus on 
issues such as female genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage 
and the sex industry” 
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e. FOUR 

 
10. Good that they all in some sense or another oppose fascism; I wonder 

whether Bourdieu’s reflections are intuitively so productive because of 
his theoretical force or because we see his position politically enacted in 
many social circumstance (which, I think, he did not see coming). Also: I 
wonder whether the camera itself embodies a habitus? I wish we could 
do a seminar on social-political philosophy and photography! 

11. Again: Bourdieu does not seem to take the mediations into account 
because he is worried about falling back to “things.” However, Marxist 
know that the means of social reproduction are relations. He is SO 
undialectical. Now, it is not as if he does not see it, but, in an all too 
human move, he says: “The 'subject' born of the world of objects does 
not arise as a subjectivity facing an objectivity: the objective universe is 
made up of objects which are the product of objectifying operations 
structured according to the same structures that the habitus applies to 
them.” (77). So, there is no subject-object mediation; rather, the habitus 
mediates itself. Well ��� 

12. What the hell does this mean: “The habitus is a metaphor of the world of 
objects, which is itself an endless circle of metaphors that mirror each 
other ad infinitum.” (77) 

13. And here we go: the intellectual train moves from class to “identity” (71); 
embodied styles establish divisions between sexes, classes, age, etc. 71 
The body is the “place” for intersectionality! The stuff he says about the 
body in terms of gender and sexuality feels extremely contemporary. 

14. Althusser says somewhere that doing philosophy is like jumping on a 
moving train, without knowing where it comes from and where it goes 
to. 

15. Why am I so suspicious? I think that this kind of thinking is so attractive 
for the contemporary mindset because it makes us forget that all of this 
takes place in a global, ecological, material, and social totality that 
Bourdieu cannot address because he constructs everything from the 
body, family, and milieu. HOME is the paradigm. This is very 
phenomenological and lower middle class, I think. Well, that’s why I love 
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phenomenology! I – personally - habitually understand this position 
because I come out of this kind of history, with all of its movements, fears, 
and securing strategies. It is all about securing the house. Side note: I 
always wanted to write a “physiognomy and phenomenology of the 
middle class” – based on my own experience - but I did not get beyond 
10 pages or so. Perhaps I should read more Bourdieu and try again ���� 
Whooahh! Look at this! “Inhabited space – starting with the house – is 
the privileged site” (76) – almost missed it. 

16. Perhaps for the most exploited and racialized classes it is all about their 
immediate body. But where does Bourdieu think of the difference 
between “stripped body” and “homed body”? In addition, this reduction 
to the body is dangerous, let’s just for a second think of Hall on racism. 

17. All of this is very anthropological (his research on the Kabyle society is 
blown up and now counts for everything); from the perspective of critical 
theory I am wondering whether we really understand society through 
this. I have the impression that Bourdieu conceives of society as a big 
theater. 

18. In any case, it is very interesting how movement and the constitution of 
space is loaded with meaning: he mentions sexual positions, 
upward/downward, curve/straight, space/gender (for this also read 
Beauvoir) 

19. Contrast all of this with Hall: culture is in Bourdieu seated in the body; in 
contrast, Hall thinks through discourse. For Bourdieu it is also language 
all the way down, but not through the sign (remember: Hall argues that 
it is the sign that is the “main mediator”) 

20. Mediators: perhaps, in a crude move, we could say that for Marxists the 
mediator is technology, for culturalists it is the sign, and for social 
phenomenologists it is the body. And how about Foucault’s claim that it 
is power? Probably we need a synthesis. Let’s wait for Matt’s dissertation 
���� 

21. Body schemas (vs. body images) are not representations; they are the 
pre-reflective being through which life is lived and experiences. Language 
and time constitution goes through these incorporated schemas. I have 
to give a talk on schematization next spring at the University of 
Rotterdam. I think I will say something about Bourdieu. The body does 
not “express” or “represent” anything, according to this approach’ 
rather, the body enacts the past; weeping is not the “expression” of grief; 
it is the way grief exists. In my book on painting I have taken some of this 
and argued that the material existence of paint (in its different forms) is 
a way of embodiment. A painting enacts its own sensuality (and my 
perception of it) 

22. This could be related to Foucault: “But in fact all the actions performed 
in a structured space and time are immediately qualified symbolically and 
function as structural exercises through which practical mastery of the 
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fundamental schemes is constituted. Social disciplines take the form of 
temporal disciplines and the whole social order imposes itself at the 
deepest level of the bodily dispositions through a particular way of 
regulating the use of time, the temporal distribution of collective and 
individual activities and the appropriate rhythm with which to perform 
them.” (75) 

23. The concept of practical mimesis on p.73 could be related to Gadamer’s 
stress on mimesis as the central concept for aesthetics. 

24. More on all of this in Matt’s dissertation. I am sure he will not consciously 
write it; his body schema will carry out the writing in a magic flow of an 
embodied past following his already constituted milieu, and I will judge 
each page in accordance with my intellectual habitus (shaking my head, 
moving my hand to the Rotring pencil, dancing around printed papers, 
etc.) ���� Question for smart philosophers: is my judgment identical with 
my pencil scribbling something on Matt’s dissertation (or, for that matter, 
adding an MS Word comment to the document)? We do need to ask 
whether judging existing in a pencil move or existing in a word processing 
technology differs – but, hey! Bourdieu does not know the mediation 
through things! 

a. On a side note, I had a professor whom I admired who refused 
for years to switch to Windows and stayed with the DOS based 
Word Perfect because he claimed that using a computer mouse 
is infantile. Exam question: analyze this position within the 
theoretical Bourdieuian universe. [Of course, you cannot 
remember what it meant to write papers before the emergence 
of PCs and the emergence of the graphic interface). I do!!  

25. Be that as it may, Bourdieu can also be read in the context of cultural 
theory produced in the US: he would reject Turner and Geertz, among 
others. 

iii. Logic of Practice 
1. “Practice unfolds in time and it has all the correlative properties, such as 

irreversibility, that synchronization destroys. Its temporal structure, that 
is, its rhythm, its tempo, and above all its directionality, is constitutive of 
its meaning.” (81). This is how Gadamer describes the “work” of art. Not 
incidentally, Bourdieu refers to music in the same context.  

2. The temporal moment disappears for the objectifying position of the 
social scientist. The flow becomes an abstract instant. The view of 
“totality” (82) cannot be achieved in practice. The scientific viewpoint 
“neutralizes” practice, it “suspends” practice. Because practice is built on 
its inner urgency, “synoptic apprehension” cannot be reached. 

3. Check also p.86 on the “theorization effect:”. 
4. “Thus none has no chance of giving a scientific account of practice” (82). 

OK, but what’s with Bordieuian theory? We find the “epistemological 
break” here! I do wonder, if this I true, how the sociologist, such as 
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Bourdieu, has access to the world of practical sense – if we do not assume 
that the practical subject has direct access to itself (as, for example, 
Husserl and Sartre would argue). 

5. And, here we, go, Bourdieu does seem to favor a kind of “hermeneutics 
of practical sense”: “Probably the only way to give an account of the 
practical coherence of practices and works is to construct generative 
models which reproduce in their own terms the logic from which that 
coherence is generated; and to devise diagrams which, through their 
synoptic power of synchronization and totalization, quietly and directly 
manifest the objective systematicity of practice and which, when they 
make adequate use of the properties of space (up/down, right/left), may 
even have the merit of speaking directly to the body schema (as all those 
who have to transmit motor skills are well aware). At the same time, one 
has to be aware that these theoretical replications transform the logic of 
practice simply by making it explicit” (92-93) 

6. Though there is some Heidegger in Bourdieu, Heidegger does not assume 
a straight break with the everyday; he assumes that there is a genesis of 
how to get from the everyday dealing with “things” to an epistemic 
position. In addition, perhaps we would say that it is a long way from an 
objectifying position as the precondition for the scientific viewpoint to 
scientific practice itself (which is already based on generality II, as 
Althusser has it). 

7. In this vein, the sharp dualism that Bourdieu introduces is problematic: 
“Simply because he is questioned, and questions himself, about the 
reasons and the raison d'etre of his practice, he cannot communicate the 
essential point, which is that the very nature of practice is that it excludes 
this question” (91). Is it true that, at least in contemporary societies, 
there is no self-questioning and self-reflective practice built into many 
practices? I am not sure whether I should agree with this complete 
“closure” of practice. 

8. I also wonder how Bourdieu would deal with the concept of reification: 
when he claims, for example, on p.87 that the logic of practice is based 
on “meaning everywhere”. What if this meaning is withering away, or: 
can it exist in some socially perverted form? 

9. Perhaps the break between the logic of practice and the logic of scientific 
inquiry explains why so many policies that are based on science fail… 

iv. Ideology 
1. I can’t help see a modified Althusser here: “The Kabyle peasant does not 

react to 'objective conditions' but to these conditions as apprehended 
through socially constituted schemes that organize his perception” (97). 
Remember, Althusser’s concept of ideology? We live in imaginary 
relations to the real conditions of existence; i.e., we do not falsely 
represent those. 
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2. The difference is that Bourdieu wipes out any traces to ideas and 
representations; instead, he is most radical in claiming that ideology is 
simply a kind of familiarity in and with practices that are based on 
dispositions and embodied habituations. 

3. “The objectivist vision is able to extract the 'objective' truth of class 
relations as power relations, only by destroying everything that helps to 
give domination the appearances of legitimacy. But it falls short of 
objectivity by failing to write into its theory of social classes the primary 
truth against which it was constructed, in particular the veil of symbolic 
relations without which, in many cases, class relations would not be able 
to function in their 'objective' truth as relations of exploitation” (136) – 
Doesn’t this sound like an extension of the concept of ideology? 

4. Look at Bourdieu’s concept of law: “Law does no more than symbolically 
consecrate - by recording it in a form that renders it both eternal and 
universal - the structure of power relations among the groups and the 
classes that is produced and guaranteed practically by the functioning of 
these mechanisms. For example, it records and legitimates the distinction 
between the function and the person, between power and its holder, 
together with the relationship that obtains at a particular moment 
between qualifications and posts (depending on the bargaining power of 
the sellers and buyers of qualified, that is, scholastically guaranteed, 
labour power), a relationship that is materialized in a particular 
distribution of the material and symbolic profits assigned to holders (or 
non-holders) of qualifications.” (132) Isn’t this functionalist? 

5. Education: “As I have shown elsewhere, the educational system helps to 
provide the dominant class with a 'theodicy of its own privilege' not so 
much through the ideologies it produces or inculcates, but rather through 
the practical justification of the established order that it supplies by 
masking - under the overt connection that it guarantees, between 
qualifications and jobs - the relationship, which it surreptitiously records, 
under cover of formal equality, between the qualifications obtained and 
inherited cultural capital.” (133) – same question. 

v. Let’s see how comrade Carlos Julio Chacón Preciado explains the habitus in 
relation to the development of the Algerian working class subjected to 
colonialization. Perhaps we can think the relation between ideology, capitalism, 
and the body more clearly in this example. There is a better article on this by 
Bourdieu, but I could not find it in English.  

vi. If you are interested in colonization and Bourdieu, there is a lot of stuff out there, 
for the (non)relation of Bourdieu and Fanon check 
http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/Books/Bourdieu.US/SV.4.pdf [from 
http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/] 

  

http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/Books/Bourdieu.US/SV.4.pdf
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Session XI: Nov. 28 - Bourdieu II: Embodied Knowledge 
 

1. Not much this week: too much Thanksgiving travel ��� 
2. Bodily Knowledge 

a. Situated in a place: though there has been a lot of talk about “place” and location in 
phenomenology, Bourdieu transfers this term into sociological terminology. 

b. Against mentalist vision of the body 
i. Against absolute conceptions of subjectivity: “the agent is never completely the 

subject of his practices” (138) 
ii. Body as a thing: the dualist and intellectualist traditions know of the body only as 

either a physical thing in the world or as an object of the mind. In both cases the 
“inhabited and forgotten body” (133), the lived body, is overlooked. Before we 
“do” something or initiate something as an action, we inhabit the world. If we 
take the lived body into account, all formerly neutral “acts” receive both a passive 
sense of the memorized body and an affective sense. The real agent cannot be 
thought of without “incorporated properties”; habitus, then, becomes a principle 
of socialization. 

iii. Against mechanism and finalism (138): “These systems of schemes of 
perception, appreciation and action enable them to perform acts of practical 
knowledge, based on the identification and recognition of conditional, 
conventional stimuli to which they are predisposed to react; and, without any 
explicit definition of ends or rational calculation of means, to generate 
appropriate and endlessly renewed strategies, but within the limits of the 
structural constraints of which they are the product and which define 
them.”(138) 

iv. Affection: we are exposed to the world: “We learn bodily. The social order 
inscribes itself in bodies through this permanent confrontation, which may be 
more or less dramatic but is always largely marked by affectivity and, more 
precisely, by affective transactions with the environment.” (141) 

v. Phenomenology, according to B., remains one-sided because it cannot account 
for the social world that is presupposed for its investigation” (147): “one has to 
examine the question of the social conditions that have to be fulfilled to make 
possible the experience of the social world as self-evident which phenomenology 
describes without providing itself with the means of accounting for it.” (147) 

c. Social space 
i. Structured by “distinction”: positions that exclude each other; class, gender, 

milieu, etc. are positions, according to Bourdieu. 
ii. Physical space as the objectification of social space, physical position is “formed” 

by social space. So, embodiment is not simply localized in a separate “body;” 
rather, it is a way to organize both physical and social space and to maneuver 
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social space in and as physical space. Bourdieu wants to say that social space, in 
the last instance����, is always structured in an embodied way. 

iii. Distribution of agents: through distinction and through places; legal aspects are 
equally “space consuming” (135). This is important because B transforms the 
base-superstructure dualism into a theory of habitus. Laws, we might say, are not 
only tied to space and territory, rather, they also have to exist in embodied 
practices.  

iv. Social space is a space “of positions”: “Thus it can be observed that, in very 
different social universes (employers, professors, etc.), the structure of the space 
of agents distributed according to the characteristics capable of characterizing 
habitus (social education, qualifications, etc.) that are attached to the social 
person corresponds fairly closely to the structure of the space of positions or 
posts (companies, bishoprics, faculties or disciplines, etc.) distributed according 
to their specific characteristics (for companies, for example, turnover, number of 
employees, age, legal status).” (148) 

v. Perhaps we could come up with a Bourdieuian theory of Marx’s concept of 
distribution (check the Grundrisse introduction). 

d. Corporeal Knowledge 
i. Illusio (135) 

ii. Embodied knowledge 
1. “immediate understanding of the familiar world” 
2. Practical organization of the world. 
3. Acquired dispositions (136): “non-conceptual forms of organization” 

(136) 
4. Against perception as center; instead, Bourdieu speaks of being pre-

occupied by the world (that’s Heidegger), although Bourdieu is more 
subjective than he wants to admit. Why? Because he speaks of the 
sensuous base of this non-reflective relation: “sensation, feeling, 
suffering, etc.” (142). For Heidegger, this affectivity has something to do 
with the way in which we are related to ourselves in our past and future 
dimensions (“moods”); rather than sensuous affectivity. Heidegger 
claims that existential affectivity is the condition of the possibility of 
sensuous affection. I don’t think that Bourdieu goes that far. Why? 
Because he sticks to an anthropological idea of the agent. 

5. “The orchestration of habitus which, being the product of the same 
conditions of existence and the same conditionings (with variants, 
corresponding to particular trajectories), spontaneously produce 
behaviours adapted to the objective conditions and tending to satisfy the 
shared individual interests, thus enables one, without appealing to 
conscious, deliberate acts and without involving any kind of 
functionalism, to account for the appearance of teleology which is 
observed at the level of collectives and which is ordinarily ascribed to the 
'collective will'” (146) 

e. Marx 
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i. “In other words, one has to construct a materialist theory which (in accordance 
with the wish that Marx expressed in the Theses on Feuerbach) is capable of 
taking back from idealism the 'active side' of practical knowledge that the 
materialist tradition has abandoned to it. This is precisely the function of the 
notion of habitus, restores to the agent a generating, unifying, constructing, 
classifying power, while recalling that this capacity to construct social reality, 
itself socially constructed, is not that of a transcendental subject but of a 
socialized body” (136) 

ii. It seems to me that Bourdieu completely dismisses the dialectical aspect. For 
example, the relational conception that Marx works with includes the ecological, 
social, and technological relations on the active side so that a notion of 
embodiment that we could work out with Marx would necessarily be wider than 
Bourdieu’s concept.  

f. Remarks 
i. I wonder whether Bourdieu falls into his own trap: on the one hand he argues 

against the concept of “body as thing” (following phenomenologists), on the 
other hand, he does exactly that, namely, describing the habitus from the outside 
as something that regulates and spatializes social positions. In order to argue 
from a theoretical point, he must bring himself in the objectifying position (even 
if he then does not make the mistake of those wo do not objectify their own 
objectifications).  

ii. Given Bourdieu’s extreme anthropological position, society comes down to two 
aspects: body and institution. 

iii. For the relation to Althusser and the possible extensions of the concept of 
ideology in Bourdieu read the short chapter on Bourdieu in Rehmann 2013. 
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Session XII: Dec. 5 - Haslanger: Contemporary Concepts of Social 
Knowledge and Ideology 
 

1. Again not much this week: I am running out of steam, end of semester fatigue ��� 
2. Notes 

a. Check Rehmann 2013: we covered a substantial portion of the concept of ideology: Marx, 
Althusser, Hall, Bourdieu. We did not discuss Foucault, Habermas, Gramsci, and further 
developments in sociology of knowledge. 

b. As to habitus, there are extensive resources for this concept in Elias, Weber, and Husserl. 
Does someone want to write a dissertation on this? ����. Husserl also uses the concept of 
style in this context. Matt, please add some Husserl and Alfred Schuetz to your comps 
reading list ���� Don’t forget to check the concept of hexis in Aristotle. 

c. We have not discussed Bourdieu’s further social theory. For example, he analyzes taste 
as a system of perceptions and judgements that establish social distinctions and through 
habitus become class specific. Habitus creates a life style that can be spelled out in terms 
of food, housing, fashion, consumption, cultural capital, language use, etc. The upper 
class is based on “distinction”, the middle class on “pretension,” and the lower class on 
“necessitity.” 

d. Things you should never forget: 
i. Knowledge is conceived of as a product. 

ii. The production of knowledge is interwoven with the entire reproduction of 
society as a whole, including relations of domination, oppression, and power.  

iii. Ideology is introduced in opposition to theory and science. 
iv. If true knowledge of society can only be produced in theory or science, then 

ideology must be a form of imagination. The problem is then whether we defend 
a strong concept of imagination (Althusser) or a weak concept (Hall) 

v. Ideology is not an intellectualist concept. 
vi. Ideology is material in three senses: it is constitutive for subject formation, it is 

constitutive for cultural formation, it is constitutive for bodily formation. 
vii. Then question of the real or social reality is crucial for a critical theory of society. 

We have to refuse the entire linguistic apparatus associated with “social 
construction.” 

3. Haslanger 
a. Haslanger turns the question of ideology into a theory of oppressive structures that we 

tend to enact although it is against our own motivations, beliefs, or positions. Ideologies 
function as stabilization of systems of power and domination. 

b. The question of justice is central here: “Why do we consistently act in ways that result in 
injustices?” (SL, 13) 

c. She rejects economic determinism (acknowledging that Marx never held that position) 
and ideology as false belief (not referring to the problem of class domination, though 
recognizing the problem of truth, 16) 

d. Contrast to our class 
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i. Haslanger does not develop or think on the basis of a theory of society. 
Accordingly, although she quotes Althusser and Hall, the role of ideology for the 
reproduction of the social whole is unclear. 

ii. Consequently, the problem of capitalism is absent. 
iii. She uses ideology as a normative concept, not, as in the Marxist tradition, as 

knowledge of society. 
iv. Another consequence is the a-historical viewpoint that she takes on. 
v. In short, she does not have a theory of society, but constantly refers to agents in 

society. 
vi. We are not robots that lack autonomy (14), we are not “programmed” by 

ideology (IP, 55). So, she does not take on a scientific viewpoint. 
vii. She does not operate with strong concepts of embodiment: she reduces the 

concept of habit to a “motivator” and to “socialization” (16, IP, 55); she has no 
real concept of embodiment. Remember: for Bourdieu dispositions equals bodily 
inscribed knowledge. 

viii. Social practices = “collective solutions to coordination or access problems with 
respect to a resource” (20, IP 62). Well… ��� Practices are organized by social 
schemas and cultural techniques (23). OK, but this neglects the insight by the 
Marxist tradition that practices are ideologies lived in everyday life. 
Problematically put, practices are knowledge production of society in social 
reality, but as or in imagination. 

ix. Remember: with Marx and Althusser social knowledge – or knowledge of society 
– becomes substantial for society. 

x. Materiality is considered as constraint, such as limited resources (24). 
xi. In stark contrast to authors in class, she argues that a normative account of 

ideology is needed. 
e. Feminism 

i. In lecture II she shifts the focus to the question of how women suffer from 
patterns of mistreatments because these are “ideologically sustained” (33). 

ii. The reference to beliefs remains dissatisfactory; instead, practices of oppression 
are culturally schematized through shared meanings. Cultural schemas are 
ideological if they lead to injust or harmful practices. She extends he concept here 
to include dispositions, affects, etc. Ideology “shapes our practical orientation 
towards the world” (35), although she does not analyze any of these concepts. 
The harmful examples that she uses at the beginning of the lecture are based on 
a large and complex network of social practices that create cultural schemas (see 
p.36). These “mechanisms” lead to shared “attitudes” (36). 

iii. Only those schemas that sustain unjust relations of power are now called 
“ideology”. 

iv. In order to analyze the concept of “schema” properly she would need to analyze 
it as a process of habitus, here used as “second nature.” 

v. The concept of schema is not properly theorized: a schema is a transcendental 
concept, insofar as it tries to capture the condition of the possibility of acting or 
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knowing. I would subject against Bourdieu and Haslanger that the concept of 
cultural schema only makes sense if we understand it categorially. 

f. Ideology in Practice 
i. Refinements 

1. She now calls her own approach “broadly Althusserian” (IP, 28)! 
2. Butler’s concept of performativity (which comes straight out of Sartre) is 

taken up in order to escape cultural determinism. Performativity is a bit 
like the “structured structuring” body in Bourdieu… 

3. The dualism of agency/culture (IP, 56) is problematic, as, I would argue, 
all structure/agent approaches. In contrast, dialectical approaches try to 
show how one is just moment of the other and that it does not make 
much sense to speak of “enclosed” agents or individuals. If we somehow 
argue that structure is “behind” agents, then we fall back behind the 
insight of Feuerbach Thesis 6. At times it sounds as if Haslanger is 
replacing the concept of structure/institution with the resources that 
society provides. This, again, presupposes an externality of agents and 
society, which, not incidentally, is the main object of critique in Marx’s 
Grundrisse. The claim that there is a separation of agent and society, put 
simply, is ideology or, put in Althusserianism, expresses an imaginary 
relation to the conditions of the reproduction of the relations of 
production. 

4. Haslanger also focuses in these lectures on those practices that 
perpetuate injustices. In some respect we could relate this to the old 
Marxist question of why the revolution has not (yet) happened and apply 
this to the problem of ideology. However, I hope that we have seen in 
this seminar that the problem of ideology is much broader in the Marxist 
tradition, namely, at least in two regards: [1] the concept of ideology is 
related to a general theory of social knowledge (production) and [2] the 
concept of ideology is related to the question of how this type of 
knowledge is equally part of the reproduction of social totality. 

5. The translation of Althusser into the justice framework sounds like this: 
“According to Althusser’s conception of ideology, then, an ideology is a 
public framework of meanings and values that guides fluent participation 
in materially engaged practices. What makes the framework ideological, 
however, is that it produces and reproduces oppression through 
subjection, i.e., through the making of the social subject to occupy roles 
in an oppressive structure” (IP, 35) 

6. Maybe her concept of cultural techne (IP, 26) comes close to Hall? 
7. Her interpretation of Althusser’s critique of “description” is odd (check 

41); she claims that theory is based on considering counterfactual 
possibilities. I am not sure whether I understand what she wants to say. 
As we said in class, Althusser criticizes using metaphors (such as 
base/superstructure) for theory because description is not conceptual 
and not based on a real object. The same can be said, as I outlined last 
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class, about the metaphors that Bourdieu uses. Of course, we can say that 
participating in society is like playing a game, but we should be skeptical 
about the claim that society is a game. Do we grasp anything through this 
image? 

4. Thank you all for this class!! As I have not yet a sufficient number of participants in my spring 
seminar on Architecture and Politics, I would much appreciate it if you could make graduate 
students aware of it (if you know some outside of philosophy). 
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