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Introduction: Althusser, Marxism and Postanarchism


If we have truly entered a post-communist era—a time in which the grand socialist projects which defined radical politics during what Antonio Negri refers to as the “short century” between October 1917 and May 1968 (2008) are no longer viable—the question of the relationship of radical left politics to Marxist theory has never been more important.  Despite the deployment of a particular reading of Marxist concepts by authoritarian communist politics throughout the twentieth century, the emancipatory potential of Marxism, particularly in its powerful ideological analysis of social relations,  remains great.  However, a hypothetical return of Marxism, a resurrection perhaps, could not take place without taking into account emerging trends of radical politics.  In particular, despite the past unwillingness of Marxists to borrow from anarchism, new forms of anarchism are anticipating and embracing the radical tactics of the so-called “anti-globalization movement” (see Graeber 2002 for an account of the inadequacies of this term) in a way which Marxism has hitherto shown itself incapable of doing.


Developing points of intersection between contemporary forms of anarchism and Marxism is a complex and broad task but is a rewarding one, given the richness of their traditions of analysis.  Despite their common concerns with questions of class, exploitation, power and the state, the anarchist and Marxist positions can often seem fundamentally opposed to one another.  For instance, classical anarchists argue that state power should be destroyed as the first revolutionary act. Whereas classical Marxists propose to use state power to reorganize society.  Some contemporary forms of Marxism, such as autonomism and post-Marxism, however, share with classical anarchism, a commitment to constructing alternative structures which prefigure their hopes for eventual social transformation.  Prior to being able to develop this intersection however, understanding the existing relationships between anarchism and Marxism is essential.  In particular, many of those commentating upon these emergin relationships have suspended the dogmatic terminology of the attacks which became business as usual in the aftermath of the First International and substituted it for a more subtle, yet equally violent vocabulary.  One such disturbing example is the widely accepted misreading of Louis Althusser who seems to have become the object of attack by all manner of anarchists, particularly those who refer to themselves as “poststructuralist anarchists” or “postanarchists” (see Franks 2007 for a critical introduction to this emerging tradition).  He is blamed for the perpetuation of theoretical authoritarianism and elitism in post-1968 Marxism, when in reality, his often esoteric and incomplete essays express his hope for the possibility of an anti-essentialist, rigourously materialistic Marxism.  This is precisely the Marxism needed to respond to the political and theoretical challenges facing those resisting the extension and perpetuation of what Michel Foucault referred to as the “society of control”.


Perhaps an understanding of postanarchist readings of Althusser will reveal that it was he who (unwittingly) opened up the possibility for renewed contact between anarchism and Marxism.  Moreover, his work remains relevant to that project today because of his displacement of the Hegelian dialectic in favour of overdetermination. In addition his theorization of ideology produced insights to which contemporary understandings of the possibility of radical politics are heavily indebted.  However, many contemporary political theorists, particularly postanarchists, do not acknowledge this debt.  Instead, they reject his theories and demonize him as the master-theorist of leftist authoritarianism.


Using the work of Saul Newman and Richard Day, I will suggest that there are two registers of the reading of Althusser within postanarchism: outright attack and subsumed rejection.  I will show how neither approach is a substantial engagement with Althusserian theory and how this limits the validity of their arguments since both Day and Newman account for themselves by citing the invalidity of Althusser as a philosopher of contemporary radical politics.  Despite the theoretical radicalism to which postanarchists commit themselves, their unwillingness to engage meaningfully with those with whom they do not share close theoretical ancestry reveals something of a conservative logic in their position.  I propose an alternative, “minor” reading of Althusser which opens up the possibility for a renewed Althusserianism which would have as interlocutors not only postanarchists, but post-Marxists, autonomists and others engaged in the disparate and relatively autonomous struggles being proliferated in the movement of movements against liberal-capitalism.

“Ideology Continues to Pop Up”


Saul Newman has made the uncommon choice of discussing Althusser, particularly his theories of overdetermination and ideology.  This sets Newman apart from other prominent postanarchists including Lewis Call, Richard Day and Todd May.  In doing so, he has shown a willingness to engage with Althusserian theory in a meaningful sense.  However, whether this willingness to engage in a dialogue has been translated into a theoretically significant interaction is less immediately clear.    Nevertheless, Newman's interaction with Althusserian thought goes beyond a literal reading of conventional interpretations of Althusser.  In the sense that Newman takes significant theoretical risks in relating his own project to Althusser's, Newman has shown significant courage which should in turn be rewarded by a closer consideration of his reading of Althusser.  Perhaps there are some hidden points along which affinities between Althusser and Newman could be drawn.


Newman reverses the order of presentation of Althusser's theory of ideology, preferring to discuss ideology in general prior to discussing what Althusser's rejection of the famed, but heavily flawed base-superstructure thesis implies for Marxist state theory.  Althusser preferred the order of presentation which he chose for his “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” because he grounded ideology in the conception of the state instead of separating them from one another as Newman does.  Althusser moved from a concrete discussion of the state as mechanism of reproduction of the relations of production and labour-power to ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) which “function by ideology” (1971, p. 143, emphasis in original). This presentation ensures that ideology in general is understood to be derived from the operation of ideologies in particular, rather than than the opposite.  One of Althusser's central theses on ideology is that it “is eternal” (p. 161, emphasis in original) which means that its structure but not its substance is universal, thus it is essential that analysis of ideologies in particular be retained as the referent of a theory of ideology in general.  In this sense, the theory of ideology, to the extent that it can exist, cannot be political.  Ideologies in particular, which may use the theory of ideology, act politically.  For this reason, I will take the liberty of reversing the order of Newman's two essays which discuss the implications Althusserian theory.  Despite the fact that neither essay accords more than a few pages to Althusser, in both, Newman's portrayal of Althusser serves the important rhetorical function of justifying the importance and necessity of Newman's own theoretical work on the theory of the state and of ideology.


In “Anarchism, Marxism and the Bonapartist State” (2004), Newman suggests the the “groundwork for the development of a theory of the state autonomous from class” was present in Marx but developed by anarchists.  He proposes to go through a genealogy of this concept to reveal what  “links...with anarchism...could be developed.”  This introduction seems to support the thesis that he is open to engagement with Marxist theory.  The presentation of his argumentation is however less conciliatory and is staged as something of an indictment of Marxists for their “economic reductionism”.  In this essay, Althusser is portrayed as the prime contemporary representative of the extension of this “reductionist logic” into contemporary Marxism.  While Newman masks his critique as something of an example, by beginning his attack with “[f]or instance”, Newman is quite aware of using Althusser as a justification for the rejection of the Marxist tradition in favour of Giorgio Agamben and Michel Foucault's analysis of biopolitics and sovereignty. 


Newman argues that Althusser revived the possibility of theorizing the state as autonomous from the economy but a the same time made this impossible by continuing to see “social relations to be determined, in the last instance, by the economy.”  However, Althusser devoted a lengthy appendix to his essay “Contradiction and Overdetermination” to a discussion of Engels' rejection of the concept of “in the last instance” which had been advanced by mechanical interpreters of Marx.  It is in this appendix that he affirms that the superstructure has an infinite number of different phenomena which interact with one another constantly as well as with the economy (2005, p. 117-8).  In simple terms, this is the summation of Althusser's theory of overdetermination, which goes against to Newman's argument.  


Oddly though, Newman subsequently notes that Althusser proposed “that the economy acts on the social only indirectly...political formations can act on the economy, thus as they can be acted on the economy.  He calls this symbiotic relationship overdetermination.”  Having claimed that Althusser was fundamentally a economic reductionist, despite his revival of Marx's “logic of Bonapartism”, Newman contradicts his argument.  He does not prove why, if at all, Althusser's notion of overdetermination perpetuates the concept that the economy determines the social in the last instance.


Newman goes on to suggest that Althusser's theorization of ISAs “would seem...to be approaching to the anarchist position”.  In order to negate the possibilities Newman opens up with this assertion, he recapitulates his argument in a slightly different form, citing this time from Althusser's earlier Lire le Capital, arguing that “the economy, is the 'structure in dominance', the organizing principle in society”.  It is here though that Newman's misreading of “in the last instance” reaches its apex when he claims that it implies that “in a time of revolution, for example” that “the prerogatives of the economy still [take] precedence over other social formations.”  Even in Engels, it is clear that “in the last instance” does not refer to the Marxist-Hegelian concept of the revolution as the “end of history” as Newman seems to propose here.  Rather “in the last instance” refers to the fact that since the economy provides the material basis for all other human activities, the perpetuation of economic activities is a necessary condition to the continuing development of society.  Thus, it is not directly the “economy” that determines the social “in the last instance” but rather the activities which perpetuate economic activities.  In his introduction to the notion of ideology, Althusser notes this fact when he notes that what is most important in assuring production is perhaps not assuring the means of production but rather assuring the reproduction of labour-power and relations of production.


Aside from the logical contradictions and discontinuities which mark this section of Newman's essay, what is most perplexing is how little he pays attention to changes within Althusser's oeuvre.  Specifically, he cites Althusser's theory of ISAs (elaborated for the first time in “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, published in 1971) as a quasi-anarchist theory but then argues that, for Althusser, the economy is still a constitutive, structuring factor in society, citing now from Lire le Capital (a collaboration with students and young colleagues, published in 1965).  As Bernard Lisbonne took care to note in his Philosophie marxiste ou philosophie althussérienne, there are significant differences between the texts that Althusser wrote from 1960-8 and those he wrote from 1969-77 (1981).  Yet Newman seems unaware of this essential distinction.  This problem of discontinuity is by no means unique to Althusser.  Indeed, it exists in Derrida, Foucault, Lacan and many others of Newman's interlocutors.  Newman acknowledges this challenge in many of his other essays (see 2001a, 2001b, 2002a, 2002b, 2003, 2004b)  but does not note this particularity in Althusser.


He also chooses not to cite any other readings of Althusser, except for the hostile Leninist interpretation proposed by Alex Callinicos.  There are many former colleagues and students and other interlocutors of Althusser who are active today, including Etienne Balibar whose collection Ecrits pour Althusser is unapologetically Althusserian in its orientation without remaining frozen in a nostalgia for Leninism (1991). Newman's interpretation of Althusser is thus itself reductionist, reducing Althusser to an agent of economic mechanism despite his vehement exhortations to the contrary, rather than embracing the potential for thinking social transformation in an anti-essentialist light.


In “Spectres of Stirner: a contemporary critique of ideology” (2001b), Newman turns his attention to the problem of ideology.  He proposes his own theory of ideology based on a “contemporary, 'post-structuralist'” reading of Marx's perennial intellectual sparring partner Max Stirner (p. 309).  I will not consider the merits of Newman's new theory as such, but will instead focus on the part of his premise that invokes Althusser as the justification why this new theory is necessary.  Newman summarizes the rationalist critique of ideology with Marx's famous assertion that ideology is “false consciousness” foisted on the proletariat by the bourgeoisie (p. 313).  He contrasts it to to what he refers to as the “'structuralist account of ideology” which contends that there can be no extra-ideological, uncontaminated space from which to critique ideology.  He then proposes to “explain this structuralist account with reference to Althusser”.  Again he frames his critique of Althusser as though it were an “example”, a “reference”.  Newman goes on to explain that “the human subject is constructed, or interpellated by ideological mechanisms.” As such, “ideology is...the very basis for social existence.” (p. 314)  Unlike in the previous article, his summary of Althusser's position is largely correct and does not contradict itself.


However, his argument as to why the structuralist position is incorrect relies on a similar logic of reductionism as I exposed in Newman's analysis of Althusser's supposed “economic reductionism”.  Newman argues that since there is no gap between ideology and subject, no fundamental creativity, thus no meaningful difference between individual subjects in the structuralist model.  Citing Slavoj Zizek, he suggests that the concept of ideology has become too strong and that this is the reason for its abandonment in political and social theory (p. 315). Newman then argues that Habermas' reliance on faith in “ideal speech situations” to bypass ideology is itself ideological. Foucault's theorization of discourse critiques the concept of “truth” which even Althusser's “constitutive distortion” assumes and takes into account “a series of practices, techniques and strategies of power that produce the subject” (p. 316).  However, the claim that the world is solely made up of “discursive formations” is itself ideological (p. 317)  For this reason, Newman acknowledges the need for a theory of ideology and posits his interpretation of “Stirner's theorization of ideology” as a solution to this problem (p. 318)


While his argument is partly correct, again, a glaring glossing over of the nuances of Althusser's texts limits its validity as the basis for Newman's theory of ideology.  The problem with this article is not that he cites multiple essays without paying attention to the conceptual shifts in his work, but rather that he misreads the essay that he uses which is “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”.  Newman seems to conceive Althusser's ideology in general not as the general structure for all ideologies, but rather as the dominant ideology.  Since Althusser goes to great lengths to distinguish ideology in general from ideology in particular and because of his earlier work on overdetermination which conceived of a social whole made of mutually interacting forces, it is clear that he did not think of ideology as a single object as. Newman seems to.


While Saul Newman shows a remarkable willingness to discuss Althusser, the execution of this engagement depends on a dogmatic and simplistic interpretation of Althusser.  Newman's reading overemphasizes “structuralist” trends in Althusser's work, which he himself repudiates in “Elements of Self-Criticism” (1976, p. 126-31).  It is this sort of reading of Althusser which exemplifies why it is important to seek real engagement which works with both theoretical bodies with attention paid to their specific fields of vocabulary and epistemological particularities.  Newman is nevertheless quite correct about the affinities between Althusser and anarchism, he is unwilling however to admit to himself the implications of the affinities, because they may force him to shift his position.

The Monster at the Bottom of the “Well”


While Richard Day acknowledges that Marxism is a “rich and deep well” in the introduction to Gramsci is Dead (2005, p. 9), he has shown himself quite unwilling to engage himself, at least directly with the contents of that well.  Critics such as Ian McKay (2006) have lamented that he chooses not to do discuss classical Marxism in a more nuanced way.  I agree that explicitly Day does not read Marxism, nor Althusser's theories of ideology and overdetermination and particular, I will show that many of his essays are in fact engagements with Althusserian theory. These indirect discussions may indeed be more substantial critiques than Newman's dogmatic attacks and might open up further possibilities for affinities between Althusserian theory and postanarchism.  Since I argue that Day reads Althusser in a completely different way than Newman, I will consequently structure my arguments differently, moving thematically rather than according to the structure of “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”.  I will also rely more heavily on some interpreters of Althusser whose clarifications and elaborations of Althusserian theory are more closely related to the points that Day makes.  Then I will evaluate the affinities that I read from Day's oeuvre against his explicit spontaneous attitude towards the notion of “ideology”.


Day's indirect interaction is primarily through the concept of hegemony which is acknowledged, albeit not explicitly in Althusser's essays on ideology, as one of the main inspirations for the theory of ideology and along with Lacanian psychoanalysis as one of its main sources of conceptual raw materials.  Since Day's work concerns contemporary as well as classic forms of the theory of hegemony as a political strategy, he unavoidably encounters theorists who were influenced by Althusser because the latter's influence on European socialist strategy was significant.  In fact, as Paul Hirst notes, Althusser revolutionized the concept of the need for solidarity between Marxists and others struggling for social change. Althusser's theorization of the autonomy of the superstructure from the base meant that political struggles did not necessarily need to be constructed around the concept of revolutionizing economic relationships to be recognized by Marxism (1994, p. 121-2).  It is precisely in this spirit that Ernesto Laclau proposed that since no struggle can encompass every person, chains of equivalence need to be established to compel individual subjects to join in forming a universality which will form a universal alterity staged against state power (Butler et al 2000, p. 56).


In response to this concept, Day proposes that it is unfair to assume that all social transformation must take place through the creation of a hegemonic counter-power, particularly in light of alternatives being constructed across the world by those associated with the so-called “anti-globalization movement” (2004, p. 730).  This theory of affinity (2001), is thus opposed to Althusser's concept of ideology in the sense that the alternatives being constructed by these struggles do not serve to reproduce the relations of production and labour-power or to reinforce the power of the state.   However they do not do so by waging protracted war on the state, instead they open up spaces which are (temporarily) beyond the bounds of the state.  Unlike Newman, Day acknowledges the existence of numerous different ideologies to which he refers to as discourses and recognizes the complex interactions between them.  


Further, similarly to Althusser, he sees the need for interspaces between ideologies where their contradictions can be displaced and moved in various directions (Karsz 1974, p. 211) in a sort of lived deconstructive analysis and symptomatic reading.  In particular Day argues for the need of a new subjectivity in between the “nomad...[who is] oriented to the replacement of an existing hegemony with a new one” and the “citizen...[who is] oriented to the reformation of an existing hegemonic order”.  He suggests that the “smith” who is guided by a will to invent “new strategies and  tactics...to challenge, disrupt and disorient the process of global hegemony” is one possible articulation of this subjectivity.  According to Day, such smiths weave holes in the subjectivities recognized by state power together to create spaces from which “will spring all manner of subjects” (2003).  While Althusser remained committed to the concept of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” throughout his working life whereby the proletariat would seize state power and implement a socialist state, it might be possible to take this commitment in a slightly ironic, poetic sense.  Rather than a dictatorship as such, the prospect of liberated spaces, of ideological apparatuses beyond the state, might be so compelling that it functions as though it were a dictatorship but not a monolithic, authoritarian one.  Instead, one could imagine a dictatorship of multiplicities taking shape.


Given these strong affinities between Day and Althusser, it is odd that Althusser is not more explicitly present in Day's work.  Ian McKay's accuses Day of wanting to make “Grasmci (and 'Marxism')” appear unviable so that Foucault can take what Day sees as his rightful place as the “conflicted but authoritative master-theorist of the libertarian left”.  He contends that Day's rejection of Gramsci means that “individual anarchist[s]...appear as free-standing 'vertical' individuals, existing indepedently from 'horizontal' (political, theoretical, or cultural) contexts”.  Day's rejection of Althusser yields similar results.  The rejection of determination by the economy has been expanded to mean the rejection of determination as such.  In this model despite theoretically being constituted by discourses of power, subjects seems to interact independently and freely with discourses.  This paradoxical position does betray a latent liberal position in Day's oeuvre. Since ideology is so closely related to hegemony, it then becomes rhetorically necessary for Day to cultivate a certain spontaneous “ideology of ideology” (Althusser 1971, p. 168) to shut down the possibilities opened up by his work for a more sustained dialogue with Althusser.  The account of ideology that Day proposes is partly within a Foucauldian paradigm and thus reproduces some of the problems which Newman outlined in “Spectres of Stirner”.


For the purposes of his analysis of hegemony, Day introduces the notion of the “logic of struggle”.  He argues that this conception of logics goes beyond the categories of both the “Old and New Left”.  Day's orientation is in this sense itself reductionist because it divides struggles according to the notions of “hegemony” and “affinity”.  Such logics of struggle would only form part of any particular ideology since ideology is a field that constitutes subjects and thus mediates their every interaction with the world.  These logics of struggle would operate in the sense that they would contribute to an individual's understanding of the means by which they can affect social change but also how they can participate in more abstract ideological struggles.  


What makes discussing questions that concern multiple ideologies within an Althusserian light difficult is that he only conceived of subject formation through interpellation in the singular.  Since Althusser held that the structures he identified to ideology in general could all be found in various articulations in all specific ideologies.  It could then be argued that there could be multiple ideologies interpellating individuals as subjects differently thus creating differential subjectivities.  Such a theory would require altering the Althusserian maxim that “individuals are always-already subjects” (1971, p. 176, emphasis in original) to read individuals are always-already interpellated as subjects by at least an ideology. For the purposes of this model, unlike Althusser, I choose to take ideologies to be equivalent and thus comparable to one another.  This is justified by the fact that despite the fact that Althusser cited different types of ideologies (aesthetic, legal, religious, etc.) are connected through a chain of equivalence of sorts.  Thus if it is possible to extend Althusser's conception of interpellation in this way, then Day's rejection that logics of struggle are but a part of a broader ideological formation seems to be a theoretical regression.  Day offers a justification of this, albeit veiled, of why he rejects that the logics of struggle form a part of a particular articulation of ideology.


Day notes that the strength of Laclau and Mouffe's intervention is that it moves “beyond the Frankfurt School's postulation of a one-dimensional apparatus of ideological domination, in which possibilities for resistance are negligible or non-existent” (2004, p. 726-7).  Despite the reference to Herbert Marcuse's critique of what he referred to as the “one-dimensional man”, this sentence does not primairly refer to the Frankfurt School.  Instead, the use of the term “apparatus of ideological domination”, which is quite unique to Althusserians and was certainly not used by Foucault who preferred to use “dispositifs” rather Althusser's “appareils”.  This critique of Althusser (and the Frankfurt School) recapitulates the argument made by Newman that the structuralist account of ideology offers few if any opportunities for resistance.  In the same way as Newman, Day conceives of ideology in the singular.  Althusserians would however argue that the dominant ideology is never the only ideology within a social formation.  There are always at least spontaneous ideologies.  It is precisely because of the differences between ideologies and the interpellation of specific subjects that there is the possibility for the constitution of different subjectivities.  Thus there is always the possibility for resistance, no matter how “negligible” it may seem to Day.


A further problem is Day's portrayal of the individuals that he refers to as “today's activists”.  He devotes the first chapter of his Gramsci is Dead to a summary of some radical practices which are not explicitly oriented towards the state but rather towards the construction of alternative structures which detract from its authority (2005, p. 19-45).  These practices or “non-branded tactics”, which include Reclaim the Streets and Indymedia, are based on what he calls a “politics of the act” and an ethos of direct action.  However, because of how eager Day is to portray the activists associated with the movement of movements as harbringers of a new type of mode of radical politics, he ignores hegemonic trends which remain “residual” in Williams' terms in their practices.  


Raymond Williams distinguishes between residual and emergent cultural formations which are incorporated and unincorporated in dominant formations (1973).  However, he does not identify how despite a formation being formally unincorporated into a dominant form, it is still influenced by it.  If any social instance is taken as the result of an overdetermined encounter between a multiplicity of social forces, then it is undeniable that even emergent forms, despite consciously distancing themselves from dominant formations would nonetheless be subject to its reciprocal determination.  Instead, Day contends that “underneath [the] mainstream flow [one] can discern a logic that self-consciously seeks to remain emergent and unicorporated” (2004, p. 720). Rather than resigning to the ambiguity of the Foucauldian model of discourse-power, Day instead chooses to return to a rationalist conception of ideology in which a subject can choose to free themselves from ideology by attaining some uncontaminated point from which to critique ideology.  Despite the fact the he is willing to indirectly criticize the structuralist account of ideology, he does not propose an alternative account for ideology or a substantiated justification for his rejection of that concept.


Furthermore, Day claims that “many activists today claim not to be guided by a single overarching ideology” and that this “theoretical commitment is expressed much more clearly and explicitly in concrete practices” (2007, p. 254).  Day does not ask the question of whether their claim is valid, but rather asserts, without justification, that this “claim” implies that today's activists are indeed not guided by a “single...ideology”.  It is however unclear whether Day claims that today's activists are “guided” by multiple different ideologies or if they are not “guided” by ideologies at all.  His position is clarified when he argues that today's activists are best suited to experimenting with the methodologies of struggle because they are “without leaders or programs, without a preconceived notion of where they are heading” (p. 257-8, emphasis in original).  He implies that despite the fact that today's activist might be determined by multiple different ideologies, these ideologies do not instill in them even a rudimentary “program” nor a “notion of where they are heading”.  Day emphasizes “preconceived” because he does not want to accidentally regurgitate the neoliberal argument that “today's activists are 'vague on principle' and do not possess ' a clear alternative to globalization'”.  Instead, he seems to blame the failures of radical politics, particularly communism and socialism on the preconceptions held by the activists of the Old and New Left.  Meanwhile, “today's activists”, since they are not determined in any meaningful way by ideologies are free to construct themselves individually.  


While Day repudiates Deleuze and Guattari's concept of the “nomad” because it lacks the ethical commitments that Day expects of radical politics, his portrayal of “today's activists” echoes many characteristics of the “nomad”.  In particular, despite the fact that Day refers to smiths as “hybrids”, they seem to share more with nomads who wander the smooth spaces of the world.  The only difference seems to be that smiths “innovate” rather than trying to create new “striated spaces” (2005, p. 173-5). For this reason, it might be argued that the critique that Benjamin Franks has proposed of postanarchism on the basis that it is preferential to “elitist agents of change”, while not directly citing Day refers precisely to this problem.  Franks argues that “nomadic identities prioritize specific practices...[and] methods more suited to economically independent individuals”.  While Day's model provides for a dizzying freedom to today's activists to make their own choices, it does not sufficiently take into account “the different social historical constructs that create individuals [and] differences in power relations” (2007, p. 138).  Thus, while significant theoretical affinities seem to exist between Day and a non-essentialist moment in Althusser, Day's approach to ideology is by no means systematic and in fact borrows heavily from liberal, rationalist accounts betraying Day's inconsistent commitment to Foucault's critiques of power and truth.


Despite these inconsistencies, what Day proposes as an alternative to the concept of ideology is a Foucauldian model of discourse and power (2001, p. 30-1). Newman demonstrated that this poststructuralist model shares many flaws with the structuralist account of ideology.  In particular if the definition of power is too broad, then it becomes meaningless and thus theoretically useless.  Additionally, the poststructuralist rejection of ideology that one is simply an effect within a multiplicity of interrelated but ultimately autonomous discourses is itself an ideological gesture because it inspires the reader to think that the poststructuralist author has access to “an 'objective' gaze above this endless plurality of discourse and power” (Newman 2001b, p. 317).  Day chooses not to offer an account of the epistemological positions which ground his theory.  This makes interpreting his specific position as to the politics of discourse problematic, however his work remains committed, at least explicitly to Foucault's concept of discourse.


Thus it neither Day nor Newman can solve the theoretical problems in each other's work.  Their projects are both limited, if not nullified by their reliance on caricatured versions of Althusserian theory as rhetorical justifications for their own work.  However, the postanarchist project, defined as “a project of renewing the anarchist tradition through a critique of essentialist identities and the assertion instead of the contingency of politics” (Newman 2007, p. 4), is not in itself a flawed project.  It is its execution, in particular in terms of its relationship with Marxist theory that it is lacking.

“It Merits Thorough Analysis”


The political possibilities associated with what Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari referred to as a “minor” reading have not been well developed.  Epistemologically, it means doing something of a counter-genealogy which consists of thinking what would within Hegelian thought be the other (antithetical) side of the dialectic or within an Althusserian model of overdetermination, another possible weighting of the constitutive forces which are constantly in flux.  If the two readings that I have summarized above represent two of those possibilities, I will now propose a third.  Its intention is however quite unlike that of the other two.  Rather than ending conversations and providing the final word on whether Althusser should be read as part of the contemporary canon of radical political thought, I would like to open up a space within radical theory for Althusser to be rigourously discussed not only by postanarchists, but by post-Marxists, autonomists, etc.  As such, rather than critically summarzing Althusser's notions, I will outline principles that might frame further discussions.


Firstly, the Althusserian legacy cannot be ignored.  There is the possibility within his thought for it to be used to further authoritarian dogmatism which marked Nazism and Stalinism alike and which persists in less violent forms within radical movements, even within the movement of movements today.  If one takes his essays literally, then Althusser appears to be a fairly orthodox Leninist philosopher working to update his Leninism to the changes in response to what he saw as the evils of “humanism” and later “Eurocommunism”.  It is essential that Althusser's lesson that Marx could be read in a multitude of different ways which would emphasize different parts of his work (his logic, philosophy or political economy for example) be applied to Althusser as well.  Furthermore, it is now commonsensical on the Left to acknowledge that the policies proposed by Marx in The Communist Manifesto have all been achieved through the struggles of workers which implies that it is necessary to reassess Marx.  The same is true of Althusser.  Despite the historical and theoretical problems with the strict periodization of the stages of capitalism, it is worth noting that Althusser was writing in a context where the transition to globalized late capitalism had not yet reached its most intensive stage.  Emerging transnational phenomena, other than the growing importance of Maoist theory to student radicals in the West, have a very limited place in Althusser's work.  Today, they are all but unavoidable.  


Althusser must thus be reread to be able to draw from him the potential of theorizing the globalization in terms of ideology and interpellation.  This task is essential because, as Marx acknowledges in The Communist Manifesto, the capitalist system and more broadly, the liberal-capitalist state is expanding beyond its traditional borders and expanding worldwide (2004).  The terminology of capitalism has greatly changed and the volume of information which radicals must interpret in order to develop a substantial critique of globalization. For this reason, the concepts which Althusser proposed to understand capitalism within the relatively limited context of liberal-capitalist France are relevant to understanding contemporary forms of exploitation, oppression and repression.


Secondly, there are a number of conceptual innovations which must take place not only to update Althusser to the particularities of the present but also to develop certain points in his texts which were left ambiguous, particularly those which were left that way because of the bouts of mental illness that plagued him during his working life.  In particular, Ellen Rooney (1995) and Geraldine Friedman (1995) have rightly emphasized the overtheorization of ideology in readings of Althusser to the detriment of his epistemological innovations, specifically around the practice of symptomatic reading.  This notion should be developed alongside other radical methodologies which have emerged from the poststructuralist nexus (particularly deconstruction, genealogy and schizoanalysis).  Saul Karsz suggests that that the constitution of proletarian ideology must be thought in terms of relations of production (1974, p. 235) thereby hinting towards the need for a reconsideration of Althusser's important presupposition that “every social formation arises from a dominant mode of production” (1971, p. 128).  While many other commentators have noted these and other possibilities, few of these possibilities have been developed because of the incredible hostility to Althusser which emerged after the 1980s.


Thirdly, the question of the Althusserian canon, of what texts are read and how how the relationships between his texts function.  Much of Althusser's work on Marx concerned this question.  In fact, many discussions of his work centered on his borrowing of Gaston Bachelard's notion of the “epistemological break” which he used to explain the “break” that he perceived in Marx's work between bourgeois-idealist and material concepts.  Since the pattern of development of Althusser's work differs significantly from Marx's, it may be more fruitful to use a different methodology to account for change within his oeuvre.  Balibar has suggested that Althusser's practice of self-crticism is essential to understanding his work because even in their formative stages, Althusser's notions are already self-critical (1991, p. 71).  Properly reading Althusser, Balibar argues, might require a reading of Althusser's theses as antitheses to his previous ones (p. 68).  Any reading of Althusser depends on considering the relationships between texts and taking care not to gloss over conceptual shifts.  Additionally, the political implications of his work must be developed more consistently, as Hrist has argued (1994, p. 121-2).  If there is anything to be learned from the seminar which led to the publication of the collection entitled Lire le Capital, it is that radical theory should not fear to Althusser, just as he and his students read Marx, not as an authoritarian political dogmatist, but as a highly original and radical philosopher of the political.


Althusser's theories of ideology and overdetermination, despite having been developed in a specific political and theoretical conjecture could thus be relayed to another through a practical analysis of particular ideologies.  The project of reading Althusser is itself not a simple one but it is nevertheless an essential part of developing a critical space for interesection between Marxism and postanarchism.  Not simply because of their relevance to contemporary philosophy but also because of their important contribution to an analysis of social relations and the possibilities for change, Althusser's theories continue to “merit thorough analysis” (Hirst 1994, p. 125).  Perhaps a renewal of thorough analysis can precipitate what some commentators such as Friedman have referred to as the possibility for an “Althusserian return”.

Conclusion: Althusser and the Future of Radical Politics


I have demonstrated the limits of the two registers according to which Richard Day and Saul Newman, repsectively, read Althusser, particularly his theories of ideology and overdetermination.  I have suggested that despite the dogmatic mistakes which they make in their readings that there is a clear possibility expressed in their work of the possibility of creating theoretical spaces in which Marxism and postanarchism can encounter one another on each other's terms.  I have also shown Althusser's potential to be a thinker of radical politics for a globalizing world.  Despite the demoralizing horizons with which radical theory has been faced since the end of what Negri refers to as the “short century”, Althusser can perhaps return as an essential thinker of radical politics and perhaps help postanarchists and others who regularly cross political and theoretical boundaries to develop a political vision of emancipation for the future.

Bibliography

Althusser, L. (2005/1965) “Contradiction and Overdetermination: Notes for an Investigation” in For 
Marx, trans B. Brewster, London and New York: Verso, pp. 85-128.

Althusser, L. et al (1995/1965) Lire le Capital, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. 

Althusser, L. (1971/1969) “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” in Lenin and Philosophy, 
trans. B. Brewster, London: New Left Books, pp. 127-86. 

Althusser, L. (1976) Essays in Self-Criticism, trans. G. Lock, London: New Left Books. 

Balibar, E. (1991) Ecrits pour Althusser, Paris: Armillaire.

Butler, J. et al (2000) Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, London and New York: Verso.
Day, R.J.F. (2001) “Ethics, affinity and the coming communities”, Philosophy & Social Criticism, v. 
27, n. 1, pp. 21-38. 

Day, R.J.F. (2003) “Citizen, nomad, smith”, Politics and Culture, v. 4, n. 3. 

Day, R.J.F. (2004) “From hegemony to affinity: The political logic of the newest social movements”, 
Cultural Studies, v. 18, n. 5, p. 716-48. 

Day, R.J.F. (2005) Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in the Newest Social Movements, Toronto: 
Between the Lines. 

Day, R.J.F. (2007) “Setting up Shop in Nullity: Protest Aesthetics and the New ‘Situationism’”, The 
Review of Education, Pedagogy and Cultural Studies, 29, pp. 239-60. 

Graeber, D. (2002) “The New Anarchists”, New Left Review, n. 13. 

Hirst, P. (1994) “Problems and Advances in the Theory of Ideology” in Ideology, ed. T. Eagleton, New 
York: Longman, pp. 112-25. 

Franks, B. (2007) “Postanarchism: A critical assessment”, Journal of Political Ideologies, v. 12, n. 2, 
pp. 127-45. 

Friedman, G. (1995) “The Spectral Legacy of Althusser: The Symptom and Its Return”, Yale French 
Studies, 88, pp.165-82. 

Karsz, S. (1974) Théorie et Politique: Louis Althusser, Paris: Fayard. 

Laclau, E. and Mouffe, C. (2001/1985) Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical 
Democratic Politics, Second edition, London and New York: Verso. 

Lisbonne, B. (1981) Philosophie marxiste ou philosophie althussérienne, Paris: Anthropos.

Marx, K. (2004/1848) The Communist Manifesto, London and New York: Penguin.

MacKay, I. (2006) “‘O dark dark dark. They all go into the dark’: Richard Day, the Many Deaths of 
Antonio Gramsci and the Possibilities of Anarchist/Gramscian Dialogue”, unpublished 
manuscript. 

Negri, A. (2008) The Porcelain Factory, trans. N. Wedell, New York: Semiotext(e), forthcoming. 

Newman, S. (2001a) “Derrida’s deconstruction of authority”, Philosophy & Social Criticism, v. 27, n. 
3, pp. 1-20. 

Newman, S. (2001b) “Spectres of Stirner: a contemporary critique of ideology”, Journal of Political 
Ideologies, v.6, n. 3, pp. 309-30. 

Newman, S. (2002a) “Max Stirner and the Politics of Posthumanism”, Contemporary Political Theory, 
n.1, pp. 221-38.

Newman, S. (2002b) “Politics of the Ego: Stirner's Critique of Liberalism”, Critical Review of 
International Social and Political Philosophy, v. 5, n. 3, pp. 1-26.

Newman, S. (2003) “Stirner and Foucault: Toward a Post-Kantian Freedom”, Postmodern Culture, v. 
13, n. 2.

Newman, S. (2004a) “Anarchism, Marxism and the Bonapartist State”, Anarchist Studies, v. 12, n. 1. 

Newman, S. (2004b) “New Reflections on the Theory of Power: A Lacanian Perspective”, Contemporary Political Theory, n. 3, pp. 148-67.

Newman, S. (2007) “Anarchism, Poststructuralism and the Future of Radical Politics”, SubStance, v. 
36, n. 2, pp. 3-19. 

Ricoeur, P. (1994) “Althusser’s Theory of Ideology” in Althusser: A Critical Reader, ed. G. Eliott, 
Cambridge, USA and Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 44-72. 

Rooney, E. (1995) “Better Read Than Dead: Althusser and the Fetish of Ideology”, Yale French 
Studies, 88, pp. 183-200. 

Williams, R. (1973) “Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory”, New Left Review I, 82. 

Zizek, S. (2005a) “Beyond Discourse Analysis” in Interrogating the Real, ed. R. Butler and S. 
Stephens, London and New York: Continuum, pp. 249-62. 

�	Newman 2001, p. 317


�	Day 2005, p. 9


�	Hirst 1994, p. 125





16

