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ABS:{'RACT 

This thesis has examined several of the most recent 

advances in the theory of ideology. These have developed 

in the wake of the seminal work of the French Marxist 

philosopher, Louis Althusser. They have attempted to con

tinue the .insights found in Althusser's attack on empiricist 

epistemology and in his theory of the formation of human 

subjectivity. 

The central argument of this thesis is that the theory 

of ideology, in terms of the "constitution of the subject", 

is a valuable breakthrough which allows the concept of 

ideology to be extended beyond its traditional (class) 

parameters. However, the anti-empiricist epistemology which 

has rernoved the object (i.e. the material referent) from the 

theory,of ideology, has been a regressive step since it has 

rendered the whole enterprise idealist. The standpoint of 

this thesis is a materialist one which forcefully maintains 

that the real world is directly implicated in the knowledge 

·produceµ by social practices. Therefore, the ·t;heory of 

ideology must include a concept of :repr•esentat~:ons of that 

real world if it is to be fully materialist. 

'l'his thesis does not explicitly present a materialist 

theory of ideology. Instead, it examines the theoretical 

principles of these recent advances and shows how they 

ultimately degenerate into idealism at crucial points. The 

thesis then employs some of my empirical interview material 

and proceeds to show that the concrete application of these 

theoretical principles also leads to idealist research 

practices. 'l'he thesis concludes by suggesting that there 

is, nevertheless, something of value in these recent 

advances which a materialist research practice can incorporate, 
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ABBRE'VIATIONS 

The following works by Louis Althusser have been 

abbreviated: 

For Ma,rx 

Reading Capital 

Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays 

Essays in Self Cr>iticism 

"Ideology and Ideological States 
Appartuses 11 (in L&P :121-173) 

A NOTE ON TERMS 

FM 

RC 

L&P 

ESC 

ISAs Essay 

Idealism and materialism are defined on pages 32-33. 

Althusserians and post-Althusserians - this distinction is 

between Althusser (as well as the theorists who have 

stayed largely within his position) and those theorists 

who have substantially moved beyond him but acknowledge his 

seminal work. 

Neo-stru.af;u.J'.'alisto - include all the post-Al thusserians, 

the Tel Quel group and also Althusser himself in some 

respects (see Chapter Eight below). 

Hindess and Hirst is used as a general expression for 

Barry Hindess and Paul Hirst whether both of them are in

volved (eg. Mode of Production and Social Formation) or only one 

of them. This is legitimate because they share a common 

epistemological position, a common political strategy and 

work closely in collaboration. (N.B. Hindess and Hirst are 

often referred to by other writers as discourse theorists, 

nee-structuralists, or. Briti~h post-Althusserians.) 

It is evident that there is much overlapping between 

these terms. The context of the passage should make it 

clear what is intended since the choice of term depends on 

the issue under discussion (eg. epistemology or politics, 
for example). 
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FOREWORD 

During the last two and a quarter years I have been 

involved in a research project which attempted to explore 

the ideological thinking of young people. I interviewed 

about seventy young people, most of them still at school 

but some who were unemployed and on the dole. They were 

divided equally in terms of sex and their social back

ground varied from the newer suburbs of Canberra to the 

inner city and outer western suburbs of Sydney. (For 

more details, see Appendix 1) During, and subsequent to 

these interviews, I attempted to explain the material I 

was gathering. In so doing, I passed through a number of 

theoretical positions: phenomenological sociology, 

Marxist-humanism, Althusserian and post-Althusserian 

Marxism. 

I intend to argue in this thesis that only a material

ist theory of reading ideology can successfully analyse 

this material. I do not, however, present such a theory. 

All of the major theorists whom I examine in this thesis 

maintain materialist pretensions, but, as I will show, 

their positions ultimately degenerate into idealism both 

at the level of theoretical elaboration and in concrete 

analysis. My thesis aims to establish this, first, by 

theoretical exegesis; secondly by applying their 

techniques in practice and noting the outcomes. 

For the last three months this thesis has been 

directed towardsa different audience and a different 

object than that which characterised its previous two 

years of existence. For most.of its life, this research 

was directed towards finding the theoretical position from 

which an adequate analysis of the interview material 

could proceed with the long term aim of returning that 

analysis to the people interviewed (and those who worked 

with them) in the hope that they might benefit by it. 

These aims proved impossible to realise and the 

early drafts of this thesis were accompanied by continual 
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frustration and numerous futile resolutions. The naive 

hope of securing a theoretical position which was 

adequate for generating analyses of the interviews 

continually collapsed as each reading showed glaring 

deficiencies. 

Satisfying the demands of two different audiences 

was equally impossible. At every turn I was faced with 

invidious choices concerning how much my exposition could 

be rendered in "common language" and how much I could 

sidestep the plethora of almost microscopic controversies 

which attach to nearly every aspect of this topic. 'l'hese 

controversies are part of the menu for a specialist 

audience but are simply perplexing or irrelevant for a 

non-specialist reader who is often justified in regarding 

such convolutions as a species of academic mind games. 

To escape these dilenunas I eventually decided to 

write uncompromisingly for a specialist audience. I 

further decided, to have as my object, not the exposition 

of the "meaning" of my interview material, but rat.~1er, a 

critical discussion of the theoretical problems involved 

in reading ideologies. The interview material would then 

enter as the means for illustrating these problems. 

The rationale behind these decisions was the 

realisation that there is a valid point in the academic 

exercise of writing a thesis which is not necessarily 

compromised by the social relations of the production of 

academic knowledge. 1 If one accepts a constitutive 

notion of language rather than an expressive one (see 

below, Ch. 6) then it follows that the exposition of the 

theory explores, develops and clarifies its object 

rather than simply "presents" it. Thus to deliberately 

sidestep controversy or complex language in an effort to 

popularise the exposition results in setting up very 

tight limitations on how far the exploration can proceed. 

This is particularly so in an area like the analysis of 

ideology where common-sense language cannot be both tool 

and objeat of enquiry. As Barrett et.al. argue (in a 
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discussion on semiotics): 

Although we would agree with some of the c.riticisms 
made .•. of the inaccessibility of some of the 
theoretical language used, we would argue that a 
distinction should be made between the obscurantist 
tendency of theoreticism and the necessary complexity 
involved in a precise analysis of language itself. 
Since thought and language are inseparable, 
innovation must necessarily involve a challenge to 
the limits historically set in language. 
(1979: 14) 

If a work of theory is to be popularised, this must 

form a separate enterprise commenced from a position 

already clarified. As an exercise in reaching that· 

position, a thesis must pursue to its furthest limits all 

the obscurities of even the most rarefied theory. To my 

mind, this is the validity in engaging in an academic 

exercise which is otherwise highly dubious. No doubt, 

this sounds trite to most academics who have traditionally 

perceived research in these terms. It is, however, a 

reluctant concession on my part since I set out with 

explicit political aims. I began with a commitment_to 

"social activist" research, an awareness of the political 

dimension of academic researcl12 and an intention to avoid 

rarefying my findings in the fear that this would make 

them inaccessible to the people I wished to reach. These 

aims have not disappeared, they have been temporarily 

displaced. 

This thesis is now directed towarasreaders who are 

conversant with Marxist literature and aware of the current 

debates within Marxist theory. This choice of a specialist 

audience is a reluctant one, mollified however, by the 

intention to disseminate some of my interview material as 

short papers. These will be informed by the vantage 

points mapped out in this thesis but they will avoid 

explicit discussion of theoretical issues. 

The decision to change the object is closely 

related. Once the intention to return the ideologies, 

"processed", to their authors for their presumed 

"enlightenment" was abandoned, the pressures to find the 
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theory to do this, evaporated. This allowed a more 

realistic acceptance of the deficiencies in the theort of 

ideology as it now stands to take place. Consequently, 

this thesis is more concerned with what is required to 

produce an adequate mate1•ialist theory of ideology than 

with defending any particular theory itself. To this end 

I have examined the most recent advances in the theory of 

ideology, concentrating on their breakthroughs and 

explaining the idealism to which they are prone. 

NOTES 

1. This is centrally the issue of ~1ether the results 
of research projects which set out with socialist 
objectives do, in the end, have any value outside 
an academic milieu. For example, the problem of 
accessibility of knowledge for non-academics (see 
Appendix, Willis, 1977) and the compromises 
engendered in following the academic career 
trajectory (see Barrett et.al., 1979: 16). 

2. See Young (1971); Pusey & Young (1979). 
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CHAPTER ONE 

When people acquainted with my research ask about its 

specific object and I reply, "Ideology'', the response that 

commonly occurs is: 11But young people don't really have 

an ideology do they?" This conception of ideology, which 

distinguishes systematic (political) ideas from ordinary 

ideas, could be termed the "political science" definition. 

The other most common definition is what Raymond Williams 

has labelled the Napoleonic: "Sensible people rely on 

experience, or have a philosophy; silly people rely on 

ideology. 11 (1976a: 130) 

Within the Marxist tradition, both these senses of 

the concept c_an be found. The "false consciousness" 

thesis echoes the Napoleonic sense and the science/ 

ideology debate is forever prone to relapsing into this 

perjorative sense. The "ruling ideas" thesis echoes the 

"political science" definition
1 

in so far as some 

systematic ideas, organised around class interests, are 

seen to be different from everyday knowledge. 2 

The concern of this thesis is with neither of these 

senses .. Neither am I concerned with classical Marxist 

conceptions of ideology. (For these see Larrain (1979) 

and c.c.c.s. (1977) ). This thesis locates itself within 

the Althusserian and post-Althusserian domain and is 

concerned to explore the entirely new conception of 

ideology which is emerging there. Ideology is no longer 

seen as a set of class ideas or a set of false ideas, but 

rather refers to the social process responsible for 

constituting human beings as "subjects" within the social 

formation. This involves examining how subjectivity, in 

the sense of consciousness which is meaningfully oriented 

to the world, is constructed according to social processes 

which are organised by the cultural, political and 

economic structures operative in a social formation. 3 

This conception does not begin with a human being 

(defined according to its possession of a unitary 
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consciousness) who, by being involved in social life, 

develops ideas according to the "experiences" it undergoes. 

Rather, it begins by examining the elements of ideology 

and explores how they crystalise to form a human subject, 

who then acts as if it were a unitary consciousness, as 

if it were a complete presence to itself. This creation 

of subjectivity is the primary ideological effect. 

Consequently, an analysis of ideology must focus on 

the creation of this effect: 

The ultimate task of an analysis of ideology, then, 
is to "deconstruct" the consciousness of the indivi
dual into its . ideological components: "11 knrndedge 
of the ensemble of the social :relations .i.<J 0111.lJ 
possible on condition that we do completely 1t1i thout 
the theoretical services of the concGpt or man". 
(Al thusser). This means that the study of ideology 
inevitably involves a highly sophisticated psycholo
gical breakdown of consciousness. Wi t;hout this, 
implicit theories of psychology will corrupt the 
analysis into an ahistorical idealism. (Smit:h, .1981: 
15-16) 

Within the Althusserian and post-Althusserian domain, 

the theory of ideology occupies several compartments. 

There is the "regional theory", concerned with the relative 

autonomy of ideological practices. This occurs within a 

social formation which is itself structured in dominance 

by the other social practices but in which economic 

practices are determinant in the last instance. This con

ception is the heir of the base-superstructure metaphor 

within classical Marxism. Closely tied to this regional 

theory are questions of class and politics. (See Hindess, 

1977,1978; Poulantzas, 1973; and Laclau, 1977). 

In a separate compartment is the more "sociological" 

theory which focus~s on the problem of the creation of 

subjectivity. It employs the "interpellation" theory 

pioneered by Althusser in the ISAs Essay. Within this area 

the ISAs Essay is seminal, the work of Therborn derivative, 

but still innovative, and the work of Tel ·Quel tangential. 

In another compartment, but one whose walls are prone 

to continual osmosis, is the epistemological theory of 

ideology. This holds that knowledge is evaluated according 
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to its adequacy in appropriating the real world. Knowledge 

which is deemed most reliable is called science, that which 

is less reliable, is called ideology. 

This conception is, not surprisingly, amongst the 

most contentious issues in this whole field. It not only 

inherits the Napoleonic sense and functions as a perjorative 

within polemics. It can also, outside such heated exchanges, 

bedevil the theorist with the problems of Mannheim's 

paradox. That paradox showed that if all knowledge is 

deemed relative, then that assertion is itself unwarrant0d. 

Thus, if the knowledge one labels ideology is indeed such, 

then where is the guarantee that the position which makes 

that judgment is itself free from ideology? A specific 

example of this is the way that Western Marxism has taken 

the analysis of ideology as one of its r 1:: 11 in tl1e 

last fifty years (see Perry Anderson, 1979:Ch.4) :re r:r.-om 
within bourgeois social science, Marxism itself is seen as 

an ideology. 

* * * * * 

Two themes dominate in this thesis. First, it is 

concerned with the idea that ideology constitutes subjects 

and it proceeds to ask how this insight can be applied in 

concrete empirical studies. This concern grew directly out 

of the need to explain the interview material which this 

research had generated. 

Secondly, this thesis is concerned with the issue of 

the science/ideology dichotomy and proceeds to explore how 

it features in the theory of ideology. The science/ideology 

dichotomy is an integral part of the overall argument of the 

thesis that any theory of ideology must be premissed upon 

a materialist epistemology. This must therefore involve 

emphasis upon the relationship of ideological representations 

to the real objects which they signify. 
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In a sense, the first theme provides the substanae 

of the thesis, that is, the actual theorists chosen and 

the issues discussed. The second theme, whilst also 

contributing substantive arguments, mainly provides the 

structure of the thesis. Rather than presenting a fully 

developed materialist theory of ideology (the theory 

renounced in the Foreword), this thesis works by 

negation. It examines the most recent advances in the 

theory of ideology, all of which claim to be materialist, 

and demonstrates that in terms of their theoretical 

principles they continually slide into idealism in 

crucial areas. This exposition occurs in Chapters ~rwo 

to Six. Then, in Chapters Eight and Nine, this thesis 

demonstrates two such slides into idealism by employing 

these principles in practice. 

By way of warning, I should explain that this thesis 

has three "voices" speaking at different times. There is 

the Materialist Voiae, the voice of the thesis itself. 

This voice speaks openly in the conclusion, opera-tes as 

a metacritique in Chapters Eight and Nine and also plays 

the role of centring some of the criticisms in the 

theoretical exposition. 

Secondly, there is the Neo-stPuaturalist Voiee. This 

is responsible for most of the exposition in the theoret

ical chapte_rs and also for some of the criticisms intro

duced there. This voice returns in Chapters Eight and 

Nine in the form of metareadings of some earlier concrete 

analyses of the interview material. This is where the 

theoretical principles outlined in the earlier chapters 

are illustrated in practice. 

Finally, there is the Voice of Anaiysis: the 

concrete analyses of the interview material which are 

presented in the first parts of Chapters Eight and Nine 

where they are regarded as "readings" of ideology. This 

voice is my own voice (i.e. the researcher's) at 

different stages in the research project. 

* * * * * 
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The contents of each chapter are as follows. Chapter 

Two deals with Althusser's epistemology. Despite its 

weaknesses, Al thusser 's attempt to replace empiricist 

epistemology with a notion of theoretical practice, is 

seen by neo-structuralists as a major breakthrough. It 

amounted to overturning the conception that knowledge is 

present within the object with the notion that knowledge 

is produced by the gr id which reads the obj ec.t . For the 

materialist, the challenge remains of how to retain the 

insights offered here whilst still arguing that the 

structure of the real object is implicated in the produc

tion of knowledge. 

Chapter Three is concerned with Althusser's 

"theoretical anti-hum~nism~: his attack on the humanist 

position which operates with a conception of a human 

essence which is the centre of "experience". 'I'his 

chapter provides the philosophical basis for the 

"sociological" account of ideology which emerges in 

Chapter Four where the ISAs Essay is closely examined. 

Chapter Four also looks at one other theory of ideology 

within a broad concern with the question of how feasible 

a gene~ai sociological theory of ideology is. It looks 

at McCarney's recent work which amounts to an innovative 

restatement of the classical (i.e. class} notion of 

ideology. 

Chapter Five touches bri~fly on Hindess and Hirst. 

Though much of their work is concerned with politics and 

class and is thus located within the "regional theory" 

of ideology, their relevance is still considerable. 

Their epistem9logy is worth consideration since it 

illustrates the logical extension of the Althusserian 

position taken to its extreme. Secondly, Hirst in 

particular, offers exceptionally lucid and penetrating 

criticisms of the Althusserian theory of ideology. Their 

own theory of ideology is not fully developed but points 

in the direction which Tel Quel occupies. 

Chapter Six looks specifically at Tel Quel and its 
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English proponents, illustrating how, in pursuing the 

Althusserian problematic, they introduce some distinctive 

elements drawn from Lacanian psychoanalysis and structur

alist linguistics. 

Chapter Seven examines the theory of ideological 

interpellation which Goran Therborn has developed. He 

has taken Althusser's ISAs Essay as his starting point and 

from there elaborated a comprehensive theory of ideology 

whose potential for concrete applications is greater than 

any other theory in the area. 

Chapter Eight introduces the first of the two 

"readings" of ideology which were carried out at earlier 

stages in the research. This first reading - which is 

essentially based on speculative criticism and structural

ist principles - is then subjected to a nee-structuralist 

"symptomatic reading". This seeks to explain the omissions 

and contradictions in the reading by rcr~r • ~ 

problematics. Finally, this chapter concludes with a 

materialist metacritique which argues that the neo_

structuralist critique is ultimately idealist and must 

therefore be replaced by a materialist research practice. 

Chapter Nine shares the same structure as Chapter 

Eight. It begins with a reading of ideology which, 

though carried out prior to the writing of this thesis, 

involved the application to the interview material of 

Therborn's theory of interpellation. The critique of 

this reading which follows is again nee-structuralist and 

is again followed by a materialist metacritique. This 

roots out the idealism in this metareading, and concludes 

by asking how such metareadings can be rescued from their 

idealist tendency towards endless regressions. 

This theme is taken up again in the Conclusion 

where the central argument of the thesis is crystalised. 

The materialist voice argued throughout the theoretical 

chapters for the resurrection of the object. In the 

Conclusion it asks: What is the place of nee-structuralist 

critiques of reading in any theoretical practice which 
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specifically aims at materialist analyses of ideology? 

Are they mutually incompatible or can a researcher intent 

on producing concrete analyses of ideology within an 

materialist problematic fruitfully employ neo

structur~list techniques without relapsing into idealism? 

NOTES 

1. 

2. 

3. 

ti-

The ruling ideas thesis also slips easily into the 
Napoleonic conception ( in its q..the1': seit'se as 11 the 
doctrine of the ideologues") when· it argues that 
intellectuals play a role.in .sustaihing the ruling 
ideas. 

--The concept of "hegemony", however, dismantles 
this latter distinction by showing that everyday 
knowledge is equally well organised along class 
lines. . ' 

"Cultural" is used in the sense given it by 
Sumner (1979: 213). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

This chapter and the next deal with two themes: 

the science/ideology distinction and the notion of a 

"process without a subject". This present chapter is 

concerned with Althusser's rejection of empiricist 

epistemology, the alternative he offers, and the criticisms 

of this alternative which have arisen. The main emphasis 

here is thus on the first theme, the science/ideology 

distinction, although the notion of a process without a 

subject is also at the heart of Althusser's epistemolo

gical system. 

The Rejection of Empiricism 

Althusser characterises empiricism as an epistemol

ogy in which a subject confronts an object and in which 

ttknowledge" is regarded as the outcome of this confron

tation of the subject recognising the object and 

abstracting from it, its real essence: 

The whole empiricist process of knowledge lies in 
fact in an operation of the subject called abstraction. 
To know is to abstract from the real object its essence, 
the possession of.which by the subject is then called 
knowledge. Whatever particular variants this concept 
of abstraction may adopt, it defines an invariant 
structure which constitutes the specific index of 
empiricism. Empiricist abstraction, which abstracts 
from the given real object its essence, is a real 
abstraetion~ leaving the subject in possession of the 
real essence. We shall see that this repetition at 
every moment of the process of the category real is 
characteristic of the empiricist conception. What 
does a real abstraction actually mean? It accounts 
for what is declared to be a real fact: the essence is 
abstracted from real objects in the sense of an 
extraction, as one might say ,th<:1-t gold is extracted 
(or abstracted; ie. separated) from the dross of earth 
and sand in which it is held and contained. (RC: 35-6) 

Two important features of the empiricist epistemol

ogy emerge from this passage. First, the object itself 

is seen as composed of two aspects: an essential and an 

inessential component. The knowledge process which takes 

place in empiricism is ultimately a process of unveiling 

the essence behind the inessential. Secondly, the status 
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of the subject in this process is beyond scrutiny. The 

subject in empiricism is outside the domain of the 

knowledge process itself since its existence in a form 

which allows it to do the unveiling - possessing, in the 

words of Hindess and Hirst (1977: 13), "a capacity for 

experience" and a "faculty of judgment" - must precede 

the knowledge process. Thus empiricism posits a consti

tutive subject as one of its epistemological givens. 

Althusser 1 s critique of empiricism has ranged over 

a number of its characteristics but the relevant aspects 

for my discussion centre on his response to these two 

features. The positing of a constitutive subject is 

criticised by Althusser because such a position precludes 

the question of how subjects come to be constituted in 

the first place. The way is open £or metaphysical 

explanations, particularly notions of a transcendental 

knowing subject. It is upon such notions that humanist 

philosophies are erected. 

The other feature of empiricist epistemology, the 

division of the object into essential and inessential 

parts, is .criticised by Althusser because he sees it as 

mystifying the critical distinction between the 11real 

object'' and the "object of thought 11
• 

When empiricism designates the essence as the object 
of knowledge, it admits something important and 
denegates it in the same instance: it admits that 
the object of knowledge is not identical to the real 
object, since it declares that it is only part of the 
real object. But it denegates what it has admitted; 
precisely by reducing it to this difference between 
two objects, the object of knowledge and the real 
object, to a mere distinction ~etween the parts of a 
single object: the real object. In the admission, 
there are two distinct objects, the real object 
'which exists outside the subject~ independent of the 
process of knowledge' {Marx) and the object of 
knowledge (the essence of the real object) which is. 
quite clearly distinct from the real object. In the 
denegation, there is no longer more than one objeet: 
the real object. (RC: 40) 

This ambiguity produces the "search for guarantees" 

which is a feature of empiricist e·pistemology I s "problem 
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of knowledge". According to Althusser, empiricism has 

failed to keep the two objects (the real and the discur

sive) separate and distinct. Consequently, empiricism 

finds itself engaged in a search for guarantees that 

the objects of knowledge do in fact correspond with 

the real objects. 

Now Althusser 1 s critique is not confined to what 

is usually regarded as Empiricism since Althusser uses 

the term "generically" (RC: 35nl5). Idealism for 

example, which reduces the real to thought, is still part 

of the same empiricist epistemology since it has merely 

reversed the terms. Both share the same problematic: 

"'the empiricist temptation 1 
- the temptation to fill 

the gap between concept and reality". (McLennan et.al., 

1977: 87). 

We are now in a position to see how Althusser's 

science/ideology couplet emerges from his critique of 

empiricism. The division of the real object into 

component parts requires that the knowledge proc~ss be 

a recognition process, a recognition of what is already 

there. As we shall see shortly, Althusser replaces 

recognition with transformation. This means that the 

knowledge to be produced does not need to precede the 

knowledge process in a form amenable to recognition and 

it is this openness which is one of the characteristics 

of science. In the case of ideology not only are its 

answers prefigured (the recognition) but they are pre

figured by interests outside the knowledge process, by 

practico-political considerations. Both of these 

definitions·underscore Althusser's claim that the 11problem 

of knowledge", which is the hallmark of empiricist 

epistemology, is essentially an ideological problem: 

All of modern Western philosophy, dominated by the 
'problem of knowledge', is thus in fact dominated 
by the formulation of a 'problem' posed in terms 
and on a theoretical basis produced . . . in order to 
make possible the theoretico-practical effects expect
ed of this mirroP recognition. In other words, the 
whole history of Western philosophy is dominated 
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not by the 'problem of knowledge' but by the ideo
logical solution, ie. the solution imposed in advance 
by practical, religious, ·ethical and political 
'interests', foreign to the reality of knowledge, 
which the problem has to receive. (RC: 52-J)l 

AZthusser's Alternative: Theoretical Practice 

Althusser's alternative to the empiricist epistem

ology is to replace recognition by transformation, 

Althusser argues that the knowledge process, which he 

labels Theoretical Practice, does not involve a 

confrontation between a subject and object nor an 

extraction process, but must be seen as a "production" 

process, analogous to production in the economic 

sphere. 2 In this production process the key element is 

the "problematic", aptly defined as: "the concrete 

determinate structure of a thought and of all the 

thoughts possible within this thought". {FM: 68). 

It comprises the questions asked, the instruments used 

and the appropriate forms of proof and is labelled 

Gaierality II. Generality I refers to the raw materials 

(the existing knowledges) and Generality III to the 

determinate knowledge produced. Theoretical Practice, 

the production of knowledge, is thus the operation of 

Generalities II upon Generalities I to produce 

Generalities III. 

Althusser's reconceptualisation has at least two 

important consequences with regard to the empiricist 

epistemology which it replaces. First, it effectively 

removes the constitutive human subject from the knowledge 

process. Secondly, it reinforces the demarcation 

between the real object and the object of thought. 

One can still speak of the knowledge process having 

a 'subject•, but it is radically different from the 

subject found in empiricist epistemology: 

It is literally no longer the eye (the mind's eye) of 
a subject which sees what exists in the field defined 
by a theoretical problematic: it is this field itself 
which sees itseif in the objects of problems it 
defines - sighting being merely the necessary 
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reflection of the field on its objects. (This no 
doubt explains a 'substitution' in the classical 
philosophies of vision, which are very embarrassed 
by 'having to say both that the light of vision comes 
from the eye, and that it comes from from the object. 
{RC: 25) 

By regarding "vision" as no more than the theoret

ical terrain of the object engaging in a kind of self 

appropriation, Althusser has displaced the constitutive 

human subject from epistemology and inserted instead a 

"decentred" (i.e. subjectless) mechanism: the 

pPoblematie. Geras succinctly notes, "the problematic 

is assigned those functions which other episternologies, 

such as empiricism, attribute to a human subject". 

(1972a: 67). 

Althusser's second achievement - the maintenance of 

the separation between the logical and the real - hinges 

on how Theoretical Practice is conceptualised. Althusser 

insists that Gen_erality I is not located in the real 

world (real fruit, in his example, FM: 19 0) but ,is part 

of discourse as the set of concepts (both scienti·f ic and 

pre-scientific) upon which the problematic (also located 

in discourse) goes to work. Moreover, Generality III, 

the determinate product, is not a concrete product as 

such, but is the "concrete-in-thought". Thus the whole 

process of Theoretical Practice takes place entirely in 

thought. 3 Callinicos sums up this process and shows 

how it is linked with our earlier comments regarding 

empiricism's search for guarantees: 

.-.• the work whereby Generality I becomes Generality 
III, whereby the abstract becomes concrete, involves 
only the process of ·theoretical practice, that is to 
say, it takes place within thought. This involves 
a brea.k, not only with the historicist; reduction of 
science to the superstructure, but also with all forms 
of empiricism 1 which makes the scientificity of a 
theory-dependent upon the immediat.e relation held to 
exist between that theory and the real whether the 
relation takes the form of verification 1 induction, 
falsification or any other device characteristic of 
the bourgaois philosophy of science. We can easily 
see that such theories are a special case of the 
epistemology criticised in the first section of this 
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chapter for its reliance upon a pre-established 
harmony, an underlying complicity, between the 
subject and the object, thought and the rea.l. 
(1976: 57)4 

What then becomes of the search for guarantees, of 

the problem of correspondence between knowledge and the 

real? Althusser answers that each particulai theoretical 

practice generates its own criterion of truth, its own 

canons of scientificity. Science is thus radicatly 

inward and does not require some form of blanket 

guarantee that its theoretical products do indeed 

correspond with the real world: 

••• for theoretical practice is indeed its own 
criterion, .and contains in itself definite proto
cols with which to validate tlie quality of its 
product, i.e., the criteria of the scientifici ty 
of the products -of scientific practice. 'l'his is 
exactly what happens in the real practice of the 
sciences: once they are truly constituted and 
developed they have no need for verification from 
externa.l practices to declare the knowledges they 
produce to be 'true', i.e., to be knowledges. 
(RC: 59) 

Critiaisms of Althusser's Epistemology 

The following discussion will be in two sections. 

First, the neo-structuralist voice will argue that 

despite the significant advances which the conception 

of theoretical practice offers, it is still prone to 

relapses into empiricism. The materialist voice will 

then speak and argue that the overall conception of 

theoretical practice is an idealist one. 5 Secondly, 

the attempt to distinguish science from ideology, whilst 

a necessary procedure (as the materialist voice will 

argue both here and later in this thesis) is in 

Althusser•s case based upon a number of inadequate 

criteria. It is, more seriously, also premissed upon 

idealist foundations. 

Althusser replaces the "problem of knowledge", 

the search for guarantees,with the argument that science 

is radically inward. Leaving aside for the moment the 
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question of its idealism, this position is a very 

difficult one to coherently maintain. To argue that 

once a science is truly constituted, it does not require 

external practices for its verification, begs the 

question as to what determines whether a science is 

"truly constituted" (see Benton's discussion of this 

issue, 1977: 188). As if to anticipate such questions, 

Althusser initially held that philosophy played such a 

role: that is determined the scientificity of science. 

This proposition was also an answer to a larger 

problem: the status of Dialectical Materialism 

(Marxist philosophy) in the wake of having conferred 

upon Historical Materialism (Marxist science) a status 

of absolute autonomy. This question of the status of 

Marxist philosophy is not a gratuitous one. As 

Richardson argues, how it - t, , 1 r to science has 

serious consequences for Althusser's overall epistemology: 

The necessity was to maintain the duality, histor
ical and dialectical materialism, and in so doing 
to avoid either a reduction of philosophy into 
science, thus a collapse carrying with it 
positivistic overtones and consequences, or, of 
science into philosophy with the ultimate danger 
of subjectivism and idealism. (1978: 114) 

Consequently, in his earlier work Althusser assigned 

philosophy the status of "the theory of theoretical 

practice" (FM & RC). It assumed the role of guarantor 

of the scientificity of each theoretical practice, of 

the guardian at the gate of science, warding off an 

encroaching ideology: 

So we entrusted philosophy with the continual 
critical reduction of the thread of ideological 
illusion, and in so doing we made philosophy the 
conscience of science pure and simple ••• 
(FM: 29) 

This conceptualisation of philosophy also revolves 

around the science/ideology couplet. Althusser gives 

to ideology, as another of its characteristics, a role 

within theoretical practice. It plays a kind of nemesis: 
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it is the terrain from which science must break free 

(as in Marx's _"epistemological break", a process which 

Althusser generalises from) and continue to fight 

against, since ideology accompanies the scientific 

problematic as its hinterland. (This metaphor derives 

from Althusser's argument that an epistemological break 

opens up a "continent" of knowledge.) 

From a neo-structuralist point of view this 

formulation of theoretical practice is unsatisfactory. 

Not only is it a relapse into the empiricist problematic 

of guarantees but it also divorces philosophy entirely 

from other practices within the social formation, 

particularly the class struggle. (See the excellent 

discussion of these issues in Callinicos, 1976:Ch.3). 

Althusser himself subsequently conceded this latter 

criticism, alluding to it as his "theoretist deviation" 

(ESC: 105-161) and in L&P and Esr, we witness a reconcep

tualisation of philosophy; it is now defined as the 

class struggle in theory. In ESC the epistemological 

break (which begins the science of history) is now made 

dependent upon particular political conditions, and 

philosophy functions as the "mediat.or" in this process. 

The major thrust of the materialism criticisms 

have focussed on Althusser's overall conceptualisation 

of theoretical practice. •ro appreciate the charges of 

idealism levelled at Althusser we need to look at 

Althusser 1 s notion of the 11 knowledge effect". This is 

his alternative to the empiricist's problem of guaranteeing 

that the knowledge produced really is knowledge of the 

real. 

The "knowledge effect" is Althusser's way of 

characterising the relationship between the real object 

and the object of knowledge.· As we have seen, he has 

denied that there is any direct relationship between 

them and yet he has also argued that theoretical 

practice does indeed produce knowledge of the real 

world, that it is not simply speculative: 
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. . • knowledge is concerned with the real worl.d 
through its specific mode of appropriation of the 
real world: this poses precisely the problem of 
the way this function works, and therefore of the 
mechanism which ensures it: this function of the 
appropriation of the real world by knowledge, i.e., 
by the process of production of knowledge which, 
despite, or rather becauee of the fact that it takes 
place entirely in thought (in the sense we have 
defined), nevertheless provides that grasp ... on 
the real world called its appropriation. 
(RC: 54) 

Althusser insists that he has not returned to the 

empiricist problematic: 11 Need I comme1it that this 

question is quite unlike the ideological quest.ion of 

the 'problem of knowledge'?" (RC: 54). This defence 

refers us back to the passage (quoted above on page 14) 

where Althusser argued that the problem of knowledge was 

ideological by virtue of its being prefigured by 

external interests. In pursuing this denial of empiricism, 

Althusser-returns to these characteristics of ideology, 

grouping them under a general heading of closuYe: 

I am not posing the question I have posed in 
order to produce an answer fixed in advance by 
instances other than knowledge itself: it is not 
a question closed in advance by its answer. It is 
not a question of guarantees. On the contrary, it 
is an open question (it is the very field that opens), 
and one which if it is to be so, if it is to escape 
the pre-established closu1:e of the ideological. 
circle, must reject the services of those theoretical 
characters whose sole function was to ensure this 
ideological closure: the characters of the 
different Subjects and Objects (RC: 55) 

within this passage is also to be found another of the 

characteristics of ideology vis-a-vis science. Whereas 

science is 'characterised as decentred knowledge, ideology 

involves the presence of the Subject. 

Having claimed that the question of appropriation 

is not the same question as the problem of knowledge, 

Althusser proceeds to investigate what is the mechanism 

for this appropriation. · He dismisses the notion of 

praxis (RC: 56ff) and of an "original knowledge effect" 

(RC: 62ff) and eventually arrives at the argument that 
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the knowledge effect is ·made possible by the "society 

effect" and is itself the result of the relationship 

between the concepts making up the theoretical 

practice in question: their regular order of appearance 

and disappearance. (RC: 67). Althusser argues that it 

is the dialectical interplay between synchrony (the 

system of concepts) and diachrony (the linear discourse 

constituting the form of proof) which ensures the 

operation of the knowledge effect and consequently the 

assurance that the knowledge produced has appropriated 

the real world. 

Thus after a long circuitous route Althusser 

eventually hands us the answer to this critical problem 

on an idealist plate: it is the relationship between 

the elements within the discourse ~1ich has given us 

knowledge of the real world. This does not satisfy the 

nee-structuralists either. As far as Hirst is concerned, 

Althusser has failed to solve this problem, a failure 

t~ough which is not peculiar to Althusser's system: 

How does Althusser's mechanism of the 'knowledge 
effect' work? .•. the short question is that it 
doesn't; it is the empty metaphor and silence at 
the heart of Althusser's epistemology. It occupies 
that point (the condition of the knowledge-being 
relation) at which all epistemologies degenerate into 
silence, incoherence or dogma.. (1979a: 428) 

(As we shall see later, the neo-structuralist answer 

to this problem is to abolish epistemology altogether, 

a step which amounts - despite Hirst's disclaimers to the 

contrary - to embracing an absolute idealism). 

Not surprisingly, Althusser himself is unwilling 

to concede that this conception of the knowledge effect 

is an idealist proposition. This reluctance produces 

an ambiguity in his work, apparent for example in his 

inconsistencies regarding the status of the real object. 

As Sayer notes (1979: 28), at one stage Althusser claims 

that "the real object ..• is the one absolute reference 

point for the knowledge that it is concerned with". 

(RC: 156). Yet at another point he claims that the 
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validation of Generality III is not by reference to the 

real but to the theoretical criteria "one hundred percent 

internal" to the problematic whose product they are 

(RC: 59). 

Glucksmann also focuses on this problem and argues 

that it points toward a secret correspondence, a Kantian 

transcendental correlation: 

How are we to understand that the structure of the 
real is to be the 'absolute reference point' for 
theory without being its object of know.7.edge - except 
by presupposing some more secret correspondence 
between a theory and its object? •.. The kinship 
of thought and being is thus not conceived in the 
immediate relation of thought (theory) and its object, 
but more mysteriously, between the categorins of 
thought and the elements of reality. This is 
precisely the minimum basis for any structuralism. 
(1972: 74) 

Callinicos also points to the idea of s ... : _ c _1-1' tl 

kinship in his argument that the reason why Althusscr's 

conception of theoretical practice can appropriate its 

real object (given the insistence on their absolt'l.te 

distinctness) is by virtu~ of their possessing 

identical structures: that of practice. (1976: 76) 

Callinicos proceeds to argue that by making this the only 

connection between theory and practice Althusser has 

embraced an idealist problematic which is particularly 

dangerous for a Marxist politics: 11Marxism would 

become a theory lacking in any actuality beyond the 

theoretician's cabinet, any relation to the life and 

struggle of the proletariat." (1976: 77)
6 

The materialist voice sees the key factors which 

exacerbate Althusser's idealism'as the minor role given 

to experimentation within his epistemology and the 

confusion surrounding the way problematics are seen to 

relate to one another. For Althusser experimentation is 

subsumed under Generality II as one of the instruments 

of the problematic. However, this must be seen as a 

token materialism since, as we saw above, the validation 

of Generality III is not by reference to the real object 
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(with experimentation as the mediator) but by internal 

conceptual referencing. By way of contrast, a material

ist epistemology holds that experimentation, as "a 

question put to nature" does not simply reproduce its 

own conceptual field but does reveal something about 

the real object. As Collier stresses, " ••. it is 

essential to the notion of an experiment that it be 

so constructed that the result is causally dependent on 

the nature of the real object." (1979: 65) Without 

conceding such a role to experimentation, Althusser's 

notion of validation can only be seen as a form of 

rationalist idealism (a 'conventionalist• epistemology 

in Sayer's terms, 1979: 28). 

Collier (1979: 79-81), working from Marx's discussion 

of his own method (in the CPundPisse), has succinctly 

outlined the elements integral to a materialist epistem

ology. By briefly summarising Collier's list we can 

gauge the distance Althusser has moved from such a 

position: 

(i) Knowledge is a product of human activity . 
{Materialism is not the crude empiricism ,,,hich 
Althusser castigates.] 

(ii) The real world exists prior to and independently 
of thought. [Althusser would obviously accept this.] 

(iii) "The aim o.f science remains to replicate just 
this independent reality in thought, so it must 
constantly refer back to the reality that it is 
trying to replicate. Thus thought aims to correspond 
with its object, and is judged according to its 
.success in so doing." [Althusser 's major weakness 
lies here: the "knowledge effect" fails to achieve 
this goal because it makes success a question of 
conceptual interrelationships.] 

(iv) [Deals with the use o:f abstract concepts.} 

(v} "The abstractions of science reflect aspects of 
reality ... these abstractions are not arbitrary, and 
their appearance ... is not as impositions of ours, 
but as the concepts of determinations discovered by 
us in reality {in so far that is, as the thought 
really is adequate to its objects)" [Althusser cannot 
theorise the determination of the real - except as 
conditions of existence of theoretical practice - in 
the knowledge produced]. 
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Secondly, the way problematics are seen to relate 

to each other also reveals how idealist foundations 

underlie Althusser's concept of theoretical practice. 

This produces serious difficulties when attempts are made 

to apply the concept historically. We have noted 

already that Althusser insists on the distinction 

between the real object and the object of knowledge, and 

that the problematie is concerned with the latter. He 

further asserts that problematics do not share the same 

objects. (FM: 78n40) 

We are thus faced with the following dilemma 

if we examine science historically: what sense of 

continuity can there be when science progresses. 

(Benton, 1977: iBS) As Benton argues, if a scientific 

problematic emerges from an ideological one (as in an 

epistemological break) how can they have been in compe

tition if they did not share the same objecti If, when 

a science emerges from ideology, it actually introduces 

a µew object, rather than better knowledge of the same 

object, then 

what sense can be made of critical discourse 
between problematics, and progress in science as 
a result of the 'replacement' of an ideology by a 
scientific problematic .•• ? (1977: 185) 

The avenues of escape from this dilemma lead either to 

revision of the premisses (continuity is assured by 

sharing the same real object) or else into humanism 

(continuity is assured by virtue of the subject). As 

Benton concludes: 

Althusser's account of the 'epistemological break' 
in Marx does rely on a notion of continuity through 
the break, but as this cannot be a continuity of 
'problematics' or of 'objects of knowledge', it is 
the continuity established by the 'subject', Marx, 
who was their creator! Back to humanism! (1977: 
185-6) 

* * * * * 
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We have noted already that the following character

istics which distinguish ideology from science have 

arisen in Althusser's texts: 

(a) ideology involves recognition; science 

involves transformation 

(b) ideology is the terrain from which science 

emerges (and which remains as a ·hinterland} 

(c) ideology's answers are prefigured in its 

questions; science asks genuine questions 

(d) practice-social interests dominate ideology; 

science is solely concerned with the 

production of knowledge 

(e) ideology operates with a Subject; science 

is decentred 

(f) ideology is characterised by closure; science 

by openness. 

Another characteristic 1 found in FM (223) and L&P (133} 

is that ideology can point to the existence of something -
can describe it - but can not provide the means to 

explore it - to analyse it. This characteristic we will 

label (g). Finally1 Althusser also speaks of scientific 

problematics being self-conscious in a way that ideolog

ical ones are not. This we will label {h). 

In general terms, the main distinction between 

science and ideology is one of openness as against 

closure (f}. This would include (a), (c), (d) and (h) 

above. 

Mccarney has contested this claim that science is 

"open" and focuses his arguments on (c) and (h). The 

claim that scientific problematics do not prejudge 

their results is rejected for proving an inadequate 

criterion when applied to particular knowledge. Mathe

matics, for example, "as a postulate system ... would 

thereby qualify as the paradigm of an ideology" (1980: 63) . 

Yet mathematics is one example which Althusser often 
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readily invokes when discussing science. Furthermore, 

Mccarney argues, all problematics, scientific or otherwise, 

require a set of presuppositions simply in order to 

function. Now if what Althusser really means by "pre

judging" is that the presupposition must not be so 

restrictive as to produce "closure", he has still not 

offered a satisfactory criterion. Bourgeois economics, 

for example, is still sufficiently "loose 0 to allow room 

for intellectual discoveries which have not been pre

figured _(Mccarney, 1980: 63) and yet Al thusser would 

regard it as an ideology. Perhaps though, this is where 

"extra-theoretical interests" would apply? More on this 

in a moment. 

McCarney's second criticism is less forceful since 

it appears to be based on a misunderstanding. He has 

rejected the criterion of a problematic's self-conscious

ness (h) on the basis of concrete examples •. He argues 

that a professional ideologist may in fact be more 

effective if she is self-conscious about her assumptions 

whereas a scientist may be quite successful in her work 

with a minimum level of self-awareness about her pre

suppositions. What McCarney's criticism neglects however, 

is the crucial distinction between human subjects and 

problematics. The two are not synonymous: the question 

of the problematic's self-consciousness is not the same 

as the reflectiveness of its human practitioners. 

Rather, "self-consciousness" is a question of the 

relationships between the different conceptual elements 

comprising the theoretical field of the object ana· whether 

these relationships are sufficiently dialectical. 

On the question of interests (d), Althusser's 

criterion is inadequate for two reasons. First, it is 

a criterion which cannot be usefully employed. As 

Benton argues (1977: 188) the notion of "practice-social 

interests" is sometimes invoked (e.g. FM:252) as a 

distinction based on degree rather than kind. 7 Given 

that we are not shown how this might be measured we are 

left with a criterion which we cannot rigorously apply. 
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Secondly, from a nee-structuralist perspective the 

argument that interests can pre-exist the knowledge 

process is a very problematic one. As we shall see in 

a later chapter, Therborn argues that the use of the 

concept "interests" is the result of a utilitarian 

residue which persists in Marxism and which results in 

displacing the crucial question of how interests come 

to be constituted in the first place. If it is argued 

that interests pre-exist ideology, that they are to be 

defined at the level of the economy, then one can rightly 

invoke charges of economism, as Hirst does when Althusser 

takes a similar line in the ISAs Essay (Hirst, 1976: 

394-6) • 

In summary, the idea that 11 interests" can exist as 

a constitutive notion standing outside science and 

ideology and available to be invoked for arbitrating 

between them, is a highly problematic proposition. 

Moreover, in terms of its practical application, this 

criterion does not exist in a form which allows for it 

being rigorously employed. 

The drift of these criticisms should be apparent by 

now. Mccarney and Benton, in particular, produce arguments 

which show either that the way these characteristics are 

derived is invalid or when one attempts to employ them, 

they prove inadequate. This line of attack is a 

valuable one and illustrates the fruitfulness of a 

philosophy of science perspective which takes as its 

aim the testing of each proposition by applying it to the 

"real world of science". I would argue that most of the· 

propositions above could be clarified by being tested in 

this way and an adequate distinction eventually arrived 

at. Such a task is beyond the scope of this thesis but 

I want nevertheless to outline such a distinction in 

very broad terms. 

Jacka (1977: 99) has drawn a distinction between 

the "reality" of a knowledge and its .. validity". She 

argues that the former is established by its ability to 

be materialised in other practices whereas its "validity" 
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does not depend on other practices but is established 

internally to the knowledge itself.8 This position hinges 

on Althusser's argument about science's radical inward

ness {page 17 above). Althusser himself had drawn the 

crucial distinction between the conditions of production 

of a knowledge and its internal structure when he 

discussed the knowledge effect. (RC: 61) These various 

distinctions all amount to attempts to accommodate the 

obvious intrusion of social factors into the operations 

of science and yet at the same time to avoid relativism 

and insist, that in some way, science is autonomous of 

the social formation. 

What bedevils these neo-structuralist arguments is 

the idealism we discussed earlier. Science's absolute 

autonomy is modified by these distinctions (reality/ 

validity; conditions/internal structure}. They allow 

for the materialising of part of the scientific process 

by locating its operations as occurring within social 

practices. However, what thwarts the materialising of 

the remaining part is its being tied to the idealist 

conception of theoretical practice (that it takes place 

entirely in thought). 

The answer to this predicame nt, I would argue, is to 

adopt a materialist (or realist) epistemology of the kind 

found in the work of Benton, Collier; Sayer, Bhaskar, 

Keat and Urry, and Ruben. This means that one portion 

of science is materialised within the social practices 

which unde rlie it and the other portion is materialised 

by reference to the underlying structures of the mater-ial 

world which that knowledge appropriates - in a theoretical 

mode certainly, but in actual confrontation with that 

reality via experimentation (see pages 22-3 above). 

This position has significance for the science/ 

ideology couplet . . Collier argues: "The science/ideology 

distinction is an epistemological one, not a social one." 

(1979: 60) This is the sense in which Sumner claims that 

science is an ideology (i.e. in social terms) but that it 
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enjoys a special relationship to its object (i.e. in 

epistemological terms) not shared by ideology. 

Thus, although what counts as science is subject to 
all the economic, political and cultural determinations 
that affect the use of any term, relations of 
accuracy between discourse and reality are real 
phenomena. (1979: 291) 

This position is improved by Collier's further 

argument: 

Considered as one social practice among others, with 
miscellaneous economic, political and ideological 
relations to other social practices, science has no 
special autonomous status. Considered as the 
appropriation of the real in objective knowledge 
however, it is radically and categorically autonomous. 
For as such it is defined by its norms of correspondence 
to the real, and in so far as it achieves this norm, 
it succeeds, whatever its genealogy. (1979: 60-1) 

Though there are variations within the materialist 

epistemology as to the exact nature of this relationship, 

of how much interaction and of what kind takes place 

between science and ideology (see Benton, 1977: ·189-92; 

Ruben, 1979: 103-4) there is a unanimity that·it is both 

an historically determined relationship and an epistem

ological one determined by the nature of the real. 

This chapter has examined Althusser's epistemology 

and various criticisms of it. These criticisms have come 

from two directions: neo_-structuralism and materialism. 

The nee-structuralist voice contended that Althusser 

did not sufficiently break free from empiricism because 

he retained a science/ideology distinction. This is an 

important issue for the nee-structuralist position. As 

we shall see in Chapters Five and Six, though its 

theorists still work within the field mapped out by 
Althusser, they have moved beyond his rejection of 

empiricism and have argued for a total rejection of 

epistemology. 

The materialist voice has criticised Althusser's 

epistemology for its idealist conception of theoretical 

practice. The materialist voice is intent on retaining 
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the science/ideology couplet as an epistemological 

distinction. Althusser only retains this couplet as a 

distinction within the s.oeiat conditions of theoretical 

practice. All the criteria of (a) to (h) on page 25 

refer to soeial conditions of practice, 9 
not epistemolo

gical distinctions about the adequacy of knowledge in 

appropriating the real. When Althusser does broach this 

epistemological issue, in his discussion of the 

"knowledge effect", his conclusion is an idealist one: 

adequacy depends on conceptual interrelationships. It 

thus again becomes a question of social conditions, not 

adequate knowledge of the real. 

NOTE'S 

1. Althusser's reference to "all of modern Western 
philosophy" here points to one of the many 
criticisms which have been directed at him by 
E.P. Thompson. Thompson argues that: 

Althusser continually confuses and con
flates the empirical mode (or techniques) 
of investigation with the quite different 
ideological formation, empiricism ••. 
(1978: 198) 

And, in this area, he is being reductionist 
according to Thompson who quotes Kolakowski: 

what Althusser means by 'empiricism', could 
well be considered as the Aristotelian or 
Thomist theory of abstraction but that 
modern empiricism - beginning not with Locke 
but at least with four.teenth century 
nominalists - means exactly the opposite 
of this idea. (1978: 385n5) 

Hirst has responded to this criticism, reply
ing that Thompson has not been astute enough in 
his reading of Althusser: 

Thompson ••• simply ignores the fact that 
Althusser explicitly says that 'empiricism' 
in his usage is a concept for the 
consequences of many diverse philosophical 



31. 

positions, it is not a name for a particu
lar school in the history of ideas. Further
more, almost all epistemological discourse 
is an attempt to retreat.from, avoid, or 
ameliorate these consequences. (Hirst, 1979: 
434) 

2. Jacka holds certain reservations about this extra
polation of the "production" process from the 
economic to the other levels of the social form
ation. She concedes that it might be feasible 
for theoretical practice since concepts are like 
things, but she is adamant that the political 
and ideological levels do not lend themselves to 
this metaphor. (Jacka, 1977: 60-1) 

Glucksmann's reservations are even more 
trenchant: 

The basis for tlie iv hole tripartite Althusserian 
architecture thus arises .fully armed from the 
simple if somewhat forced use of a dictionary. 
It 'happens' that everything is production, it 
'happens' that every production is divided into 
three. That is how it is. This conceptual 
empiricism is never questioned in.the 
Althusserian reflection ... We shall find that 
if this concept turns out to fulfil the function 
of the concept of being in traditional philosophy, 
Althusser's whole scientific project is in fact 
~isplaced towards metaphysics. (1972: 71) 

J. It has convincingly been shown (by Sayer, 1979: 
section v) that Althusser's argument that Marx 
himself employed such an epistemology is based 
upon a highly selective, and ultimately erroneous, 
reading of the 18,57 Introduction (from which the 
term "concrete-in-thought" is drawn). On this 
issue of selective reading see also Connell (1979: 
309) • 

4. Hindess also contrasts the Althusserian position 
with the empiricist ·conception and shows how 
restrictive (particularly for the philosophy of 
science) a subject-laden conception is: 

By reducing knowledge in the last resort to 
an act of the subject whereby he recognises 
the given for what it is - or fails to do so -
these variants necessarily misrecognise the 
specific place and function of existing 
knm,;lcdge and of theoretical instruments in 
the production of determinate knowledges. 
(1973: 250) 
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5. Ruben has defined the Hegelian variety of 
idealism as follows: 

thought or concept has the logically 
prior and generative role to play in the 
explanation of matter, reality . .•. Idea 
or Concept produces nature from itself, 
and is thus capable of a genuine creative 
act. (Ruben, 1979: 48) 

The theorists labelled idealist in this thesis 
do not openly advocate such a position. Indeed, 
they usually loudly proclaim their materialism. 
Their idealism lies in the fact that their 
conclusions ultimately _amount to the above 
position .. 

Materialism has been defined by Ruben as 
follows~ 

'materialism' and 'realism' are interchang
able names for that philosophy which holds 
that there is a natural realm, i.e. some 
objects essentially independent of all 
human activity, 1.;hether that activity is 
thinking, any other variety of men~al 
activity, or the activity of producing use
values for meeting human needs. (1979: 66) 

Ruben proceeds to distinguish Marxist materi~lisrn 
from reductionist materialism: 

Marxist materialism, or realism, asserts the 
existence of something other than the mind 
and its contents, whereas reductive material
ism claims that everything, including the 
mind and its contents, can be reduced to 

·matter, or the physical. (1979: 5) 

Edgley is also concerned to draw distinctions 
within materialism. He separates traditional 
materialism from dialectical materialism. He 
defines the latter as an approach which not only 
explains knowledge by reference to the structure 
of the real, but at the same time maintains a 
critical attitude towards the real. Thus the 
distinctive features of Marxist science ("Science 
as Critique" in Sayer's words) are its concern 
to locate the errors in knowledge, to explain 
those errors by references to their material 
conditions of existence, and finally to show how 
those errors are the product of contradictions 
located within the real object itself. The force 
of the word critique lies in this criticism of 
the object as well as the knowledge. (See 
Larrain, 1979:Ch.6; Sumner, 1979: 90; Ruben, 
1979: 215, Edgley, 1979: 24; and Sayer, 1979). 



33. 

Despite the diversity within the material
ist position (and it is far more controversial 
than this brief outline suggests), it is united 
by a number of key tenets: 

1) the irreducible independence of the real 
world (the assertion of the Independence 
Claim over the Interpretation Claim. See 
Ruben (1979) for an account of the progress 
of these two claims from Kant through 
Hegel to Marx and Lenin). 

2) the argument that all knowledge of the 
real object is a posteriori not a priori. 

3) the recognition (pace empiricism) that the 
real object is never seen in a "pure 
visionary vacuum" (Sumner, 1979: 224) but 
is mediated by conceptual factors. However, 
the fact that all observations are theory 
laden does not slide into the Interpretation 
Claim because materialism argues that 
experimentation1 as a question put to nature, 
can be so constructed that the structure of 
the real is allowed to "speak" (see Collier, 
1979: 66). This leaves intact the 
Independence Claim. (See also Ruben, 1979: 
150) • 

4) the argument (pace classical empiricism) 
that perception and knowledge are not 
directly identified. (This allows for 
knowledge of unobservables which is still 
a posteriori, see Ruben, 1979: 181). 

5) the argument (pace positivism) that there 
can be unobservable entities to which 
reference can be made to explain some of 
the happenings in the world of observables. 
(See Ruben, 1979: 128). (Materialism also 
differs from positivism in that it does not 
accept th@ notion of theory independent 
observation - see 3 above - which positivism 
argues for and it does this by distinguishing 
between the interpretation of the result and 
the result itself.) 

6. See, however, Collier's criticism of this argu
ment (1979: 64) which makes the point that, 
though Callinicos had warned earlier about the 
"historicist conflation" of merging the problem 
of theory/practice (the political question) with 
the problem of science/object (the epistemological 
question) ( 19 76: 22-3) , he now proceeds to ignore 
that warning in his own argument. 

Collier's own argument is to locate 
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Althusser's idealism firmly within epistem
ology, not politics: 

callinicos, I feel, has misidentified the 
f_law in A 1 thusser 's ear J.i er, 'theoreti ci st' 
position: it is not the neglect of 
politics, as Callinicos seems to think -
it is the neglect of experiment. (1979: 
67) 

This idealism has also been the main reason 
given for the charges of elitism levelled at 
Althusser. Two trenchant criticisms have come 
from Geras (1972) and Ranciere (1974). For 
Geras, the autonomy of theory thesis and the 
idealist version of theoretical practice which 
it produces, is responsible for Althusser's 
elitism! 

Its final effect is to make the relation 
between Marxist theory and the working 
class a unilatera I. and purely pedagogic 
one: the intellectuals 'give' the class 
the knowledge.it needs. This is only the 
fina.l consequence of every idealism: 
elitism. When knowledge celebrates its 
autonomy, the philosophers celebrate their 
dominance. (1972: 84) 

Mepham has defended Althusser against this claim. 
He argues that Geras has confused politicai 
practice (changing social relations) with 
theoreticai practice (producing knowledge) and 
has separated intellectuals and the masses in an 
unwarranted manner. (See 1973: 29). 

Ranciere locates Althusser's elitism (which 
he regards as a form of "revisionism") within 
Althusser's concept of ideology. According to 
Ranciere, because Althusser allowed ·the 
"metaphysical" couplet science/other to infiltrate 
the theory of ideology, he allows the truth/falsity 
dichotomy to invade the class struggle. Ranciere 
writes: 

The concept of science now appears in its 
true light; the science/ideology distinction 
ultimately has no other function than to 
justify the pure being of knowledge - more 
accurately, to justify the eminent dignitg of 
the possessors of knowledge ... the spontaneous 
discourse of metaphysics assumes the function 
of justifying the teachers, the possessors and 
purveyors of bourgeois knowledge (knowledge 
which includes academic Marxism). Speaking in 
their name, defending their authority; 
Althusser quite naturally adopts the class 
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position expressed in revisionist ideology -
tllat of the labour arist:ocracy of the cadres. 
(1979; 7 ,8) 

7. Benton's reference for this argument (FM: 2 5 2 ) is 
not in fact Althusser's text but the glossary, 
written by Ben Brewster, the translator. Althusser 
has, however, read, amended and approved the 
glossary so possibly one could argue that Benton's 
reference is legitimate. 

a. Jacka (1977: 95) also repeats this distinction in 
her division of the theoretical production process 
into a "technical 11 (after Marx) and a "social" 
aspect. She argues that science and ideology are 
similar in terms of their social aspects (their 
roots in particular historical situations) but 
very different in terms of their "technical" 
aspects (their "internal histories"). She invokes 
the characteristics of openness and closure under 
this latter aspect. See, however, Ranciere's 
important warnings about the use of this 
distinction between t echnical and social. (1974: 
5-6) • 

9. It might be objected that some of these criteria 
do not come under the category of social conditions 
but do indeed refer to the adequacy of knowledge. 
However, even (b) (the hinterland argument)", 
{c) (prefigured answers) and (d} (describing/ 
analysing), which appear to be the least 
characterised as social practices, are not 
epistemological characteristics because they do 
not involve knowledge of a real object. These 
characteristics only refer to conceptual i nter
relations hip s and since such relationships are 
always internal to discourse, (b), (c) and (d) 
can be regarded as belonging to social practice 
and thus determined by their social conditions. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

In this chapter we will explore Althusser's 

"theoretical anti-humanism". His contention that 

history is a process without a subject is a crucial 

element in his overall theory of the social formation. 

In this chapter, this conception provides the philoso

phical rationale for elaborating a theory of ideology 

as the constitution of the subject. 

In his analysis of the social formation Althusser 

has moved beyond the traditional base/superstructure 

dichotomy and has argued for a conception of the social 
, 

formation as a global structure, composed of a number of 

distinct regions or instances: the economic, the 

political, the ideological and (at times) the theoretical. 

Althusser argues that each of these regions is relatively 

autonomous but that the global structure is complexly, 

unevenly and hierarchically ordered in a way which 

reflects the dominance of one of the regions •. The 

social formation is "structured in dominance".· This 

dominance has been assigned to that region by the 

economy, which is thus determinant in the last instance. 

Althusser suggests that the elaboration of these theses 

remains a long and difficult endeavour: 

Marx has given us the "two ends of the chain", and has 
told us to find out what goes on between them: on the 
one hand, determination in the last instance by the 
(economic) mode of production; on the other, the 
relative autonomy of the superstructures and their 
specific effectivity. (FM: 111) 

In this endeavour, Althusser has sought to avoid 
' collapsing his sytem into an idealist mould, a potential 

danger which arises at each end of the chain. If the 

determination by the economy is not sufficiently stressed, 

there is a danger that his conception of regions forming 

a global structure can degenerate into a kind of factorial 

sociology. On the other hand, if the relative autonomy 

is not sufficiently stressed, determination by the · ·. 

economy can degenerate into economism (i.e. an economic 
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essence behind every development). 

Althusser is intent on establishing that his 

conception of the totality is not an expressive one and 

he spends a considerable time contrasting his conception 

with the Hegelian version. (PM: 89-116) One of 

Althusser 1 s major theses is that history is "a process 

without a subject" (see Callinicos, 1976: 66ff). This 

stands opposed to the expressive Hegelian view of 

history as the story of an essence developing through 

history and infiltrating every aspect of a social form-
1 

ation's development. Althusser sees eeonomism as one 

variant of this model and this is the reason why it is 

described (along with humanism - a human essence unfold

ing in history) as a form of idealism (whereas in 

traditional Marxism it was often classed as a form of 

vulgar materialism). 

Althusser has distinguished his conception of the 

social totality from an Hegelian conception of an 

expressive totality by recourse to the argument ·t_hat a 

scientific conception of the social formation operates 

without a category of subject. His notion of the 

"epistemological break'' is significant here: 

[it] is crucial to Althusser's controversial anti
humanist interpretation of the later Marx: the 
claim is that 1845 marked a 'break', or discontinuity 
in Marx's theoretical positionr which founded the 
scientific theory of history. (Benton 1977: 183) 

One of the key points in Althusser's account of this 

break is that the early work of Marx has as its focus 

the alienation and reconciliation of a human subject, 

conceived in Feuerbachian anthropological terms. 2 

This humaniirn, Althusser argues, gives way in the later 

works3 as the focus shifts toward questions concerning 

the development of the social formation as a mode of 

production: 

Where the Philosophies of History spoke of man, 
economic subject, need, system of needs, civil 
society, alienation, theft, injustice, mind, 
freedom - where they even spoke of "society" -
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Marx began to speak of production, productive forces , 
relations of production, social formation, i nfrastruc
ture, superstructure, ideologies, classes, c lass 
struggle, etc . ... the basic system of concepts of 
Marxist theory functioned in the mode of the "theory" 
of a science ..• destined endlessly to pose and 
confront problems so as to produce new knowledges 
the basic theory of the old conceptions, far from 
functioning as a (provisional) truth for the 
production of new knowledges, presented itsel f 
practicall y, on the contrary, as the truth of 
History, as exhaustive , defini tive and absolute 
knowledge of i t , in short as a system closed in 
itself, without any development because without any 
object in the scientific sense of the term, and only 
ever finding in the r eal its own mirror refl ection. 
(Althusser, quoted in Therborn, 1976: 61-2) 

The significance of this passage is twofold: that 

the break witnesses not only a change in concepts but 

also a change in problematics from an ideological to a 

scientific one. The first point is at the heart of the 

controversy over whether an epistemolog~cal break occurs 

at all. Attempts to map the existence of these concepts 

in the mature Marx show that even his late works (e.g. 

CdpitaZ) are not free of them. Indeed only two wprk~, 

relatively minor ones, seem to be totally· free of the 

intrusion of these concepts. 4 However, the Althusserian 

defence of the "break" relies less on questions of 

vocabulary than on prob lematios . Levine in particular, 

stresses this. (1981: 257-8) 

However, this defence runs into two difficulties. 

First 1 argument by recourse to 11problematics 11
· at the 

e~pense of substantive content is a dubious method 

because of its essentialist mode of critique (see page 88 

below). Secondly, the distinction between problematics, 
as we just noted above, relies 'on the distinction 

between science and ideology where the characteristics 

of the latter are in terms of closure and mirror 

reflection. As we saw in the last chapter, these 

characteristics have still to be established as 

adequate criteria for a distinction. Moreover, as we 

noted in the conclusion to that chapter, this distinction 

must ultimately be couched in epistemological .terms in 
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order to satisfy the materialist voice. In other words, 

some concepts (such as "social formation") can be 

deemed scientific because they offer a more accurate 

account of the real state of affairs than others (such 

as "free individuals"). 

One of the humanist critics of the epistemological 

break is Lucio Colletti. He rejects both the "break 11 

and the notion of process without a subject: 

But the problems of alienated labour and commodity 
fetishism are central to the whole architecture of 
Marx's later work. Althusser's admission, however, 
reluctant, of their presence in Capital, in fact 
undermines his whole previous formulation of the 
"break" between the young and t:he old Marx; it also 
disqualifies the notion of a process without. a 
subject (1974: 17} 

Colletti fails to elaborate on this last claim but he 

does allude to the political and ethical consequences of 

the Althusserian conception: 

But: apart from questions of scholarship, what does it 
mean to say that tor Marx history is a process with
out: a subject? It means that history is not the site 
of any human emancipation. But for the real Marx, 
of co11rse, the revolution was precisely this - a 
process of collective self-emancipat:ion . ( 197 4: 16) 

We will return to this theme shortly. For the 

moment let us return to Althusser and examine his claims 

that Marx's scientific problematic has dispensed with 

the human subject as its object of enquiry and has 

taken instead the social formation (seen now as a 

complexly structured totality). 

This new object of study is to be approached, 

according to Reading Capital, in terms of the relations 

of production. Human subjects are only allowed entry 

afterwards: 

the social relations of production are on no account 
reducible to.mere relation~ between men, to 
rel.ations which only involve men, and therefore to 
variations in a universal matrix, to intersubject-
i v.i ty (recognition, prestige, struggle, master
s.lave relationship, etc.). For Marx, the social 
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relations of production do not bring men alone onto 
the stage, but the agents of the production process 
and the material conditions of the production 
process in specific 'combinations'. ·(RC: 174) 

The displacement here of the human subject from a 

position of being analytically prior, to one of being 

constituted by the relations of production, al~o has a 

bearing on Althusser 1 s discussio~ of the "problem" of 

the "role of the individual in history". Althusser 

dismisses this "problem" as a fallacy. He bases his 

argument upon the (idealist) conception of theoretical 

practice which we encountered in the last chapter: a 

conception which sets up the conceptual and the empirical 

as separate, almost watertight, compartments. He employs 

this premiss to argue that any attempt to pursue the 

problem of the individual is "illegitimate" because it 

involves comparing "the knowledge of one·definite 

object with the empirical existence of another" (RC:111, 

112). What is legitimate however, is the exploration of 

the "problem of the concept of the historical fo~ms of 

existence of individuality" (RC: 112). Posing it. in 

these terms now means that the relations of production 

regain an analytical priority (as the structures 

responsible for these modes) and the problem becomes a 

"true" one. 

Althusser developes his position further in another 

passage in Reading Capitai: 

The structure of the relations of production deter
mine the places and functions occupied and adopted 
by_ the agents of production, ,~ho are never anything 
more than the occupants of these places, insofar as 
they are 'supports' (Troger) of these functions. 
The true 'subjects' (in the sense of constitutive 
subjects of the process) are therefore not these 
occupants or functionaries·, are not, despite all 
appearances, the 'obviousness' of the 'given' if 
naive anthropology, 'concrete indivuals' - 'real 
men' - but the definition and distribution of these 
pla.ees and fun.ctions. · The troe 'subjects' are 
these definers and distributors: the z•efotions of 
production (and political and ideological soci~l 
rel.ations). (RC:· 180) 

This passage has been much quoted in the acid exchanges 
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within the "structuralist-humanist" debate. It is 

therefore worth noting just how far its claims really 

do extend. Keat and Urry provide a useful gloss on this: 

Althusser is not claiming here that every 
aspect of ea.ch person is determined by what part 
that person plays in the system of production. 
Rather, to the extent which a.gents are bearers of 
some functions within tha.t system 'they have to 
perform certain tasks, and it is these which 
become incorporated .into the agent as subjectively 
necessary. However, there are aspects of each 
person's social life which are unrelated to his or 
her place .in the process o.f product.ionf and others 
are only partly related. (1975: 136-7) 

For a substantial critique of Althusserian 11 struc

turalism"5 - for its absorption of process by structure
1 

its static, empty categories and its "invalid" theoretical 

procedures - I refer the reader to Thompson (1978). For 

an extended coverage of the Thompson debate, se_e also 
v 

Samuel {1981), Nield and Seed (197~) ~nd Hi~st (1979a). 

For an extensive defence of Al thusser 1 ·s "anti-humanism" 

I refer the reader to Mepham { 1.9 71,J . 
() 

Without entering this debate in any detail, I want 

to touch briefly upon o~e aspect of Thompson's position. 
' . His key arguments concerning the interaction between 

process and structure and of the role of experience as 

a mediator between being and consciousness are issues 

outside our domain. His overall position though, has 

been to forcefully argue against the denial of human 

agency as a prior category (he argues for a dialectical 

conception} and to castigate structuralism for its 

dialectical emptiness and its demotion of the category 

of man. He regards the latter as an attack on the 

historical agency of men and a demolition of the ethical 

dimension of Marxism. Jacka has responded to this line 

of argument and counters that the Althusserian conception 

has been misunderstood: 

This thesis is nearly always ,,;oeful.ly 11lisunderstood 
as e.ither ct denial of the dignity and individuality 
of persons, and/or oft-he effectivity of human 
action in history. In fact it only claims that the 
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primary theoretical categories for understanding 
socia_I .formations and historical change are: mode 
of production, productive forcesr productive 
relations, base, superstructure and class. Any 
social theory which starts from the concept: of 
man, or human subjects, or individual needs, etc. 
is ideological since it works within t:he concepts 
of bourgeois social relations. (.1977: 65) 

Al thusser did not reply to 'l'hompson directly but in 

his earlier reply to John Lewis he outlined his response 

to the main thrust of the "humanist" counterattack. 

He began by stres 11~ the adjective "theoretical": 

jo.int attack, both on theoretical 
l1wn:wism (J.' repeat: tlworet.i,;:al; not a word, or 

r · th, 
I •J ' _. 

1, , a them•m~ (cal function) 
and, ' · 1 

, .. ,, .· .. ,. 
c7. ;_rn;l .repeated that the concept OT category of 

mc:HJ c•id not: play a t:lieorGtic;;il ;:oJ.e in Ha.rx. But 
u11.fort11na tcly this ten,, "Uieo.reti,~•al" ,.,ras ignored 

: ... to understand it. (ESC: 

The reason Althusser is so adamant that this 

theoretical category must be rejected can be seen in the 

following passage, where the consequences of a trans

cendental subject are exposed: 

Marx's theor12tical anti-humanism ... means a 
refusal to :root Lile explanation of social form
ations and their history in a concept of man as 
an originating suhjeet, one in whom originate 
his m-Jeds (homo ee:momicus) ~ his thoughts 
(homo rat;ional-1:s) and his acts and struggles 
(homo moralis> judieus and politieu.s). For when 
you begin with man, you cannot avoid the idealist 
temptation of believing in the omnipotence of 
liberty or creative labour - that is, you simply 
submit, in all fr:-eedom to the omnipotence of the 
rul.ing bourgeois ideology, whose function is to 
mask ,a.nd to inipose, in the illusory shape of man's 
power of freedom, another power1 much more real 
and much more powerful, that of capitalism. 
(ESC: 205) 

.Al thusser 's defence of his "theoretical anti

humanism" depends on two key methods: one is argument 

by recourse to political consequences, the other is 
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argument by invocation of the science/ideology couplet. 

Both are evident in this passage and the latter is also 

apparent in Jacka's passage. 

I will deal first with the science/ideology couplet 

and return later to the other device. We noted before 

that, according to Althusser, "process without a 

subject" is regarded as a scientific problematic within 

Marx's work whereas the category of man is part of an 

earlier ideological probl~matic. This identification 

of humanism with ideology raises a crucial ambiguity 

in Althusser's work. In appealing to Marx's writings 

and constructing the concept of epistemological break 

Althusser uses "ideology" in coritradistinction to science 

(the terrain from which science emerges etc.). Yet in 

Essays in SeLf Criticism, Althusser has begun to have 

serious reservations about this couplet - "As far as 

the antithesis science/ideology is concerned, I have 

said enough about it for it to be understood that in its 

g~neral, rationalist-speculative form, it must be 

rejected " (ESC: 147-8) Indeed when he refers· to the 

ideological dimension of humanism in E'ssays in Self 

Criticism it is with reference to ideologies "in terms 

of the role which they play in the class struggle" 

(ESC: 200-1). 

It is in these terms that Althusser actually applauds 

the humanist tradition within Western society: 

Far be it from me to denigrate this great humanist 
tradition whose historical merit was to have 
struggled against feudalism, against the Church, 
and against their ideologists, and to have given 
man a status and dignity. But fa.r be it from us, 
I think, to deny the fact that this humanist 
ideology, which produced great works and great 
thinkers, is inseparably linked to the rising 
bourgeoisie, whose aspirations it expressed ... 
Man as a free subject, free man as a subject of 
his actions and his thoughts ... (ESC: 198) 

Though Althusser goes on to reiterate that this freedom 

is a false one (free to be exploited), and thus echoes 

Jacka's comments about humanism's oppressive role, he 
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does nevertheless concede its potential for liberation: 

humanist ideologies which even if they do in 
general serve the hegemony of the bourgeoisie, 
may also, in certain circumstances and within 
certain social strata, and even in a religious 
form, express the revolt of the masses against 
exploitation and oppression. (ESC: 200-1) 

Althusser's ambiguity stems from an equivocation 

between two conflicting conceptions of ideology. This 

passage and the one above evidence his operating with 

a "class-theoretical"6 definition of ideology whereas 

the earlier passages (page 42) indicate he was clearly 

drawing a distinction between "theory" and ideology, that 

is a rewording of the science/ideology couplet. 

0ass21 .. ae - -
(page 42) is the neo-struc -· . isc tendency to argue that 

the political consequences of a philosophical position 

have significance for the validity of that position. A 

clearer example of this procedure can be seen in the 

following anti-humanist argument: 

If the workers are t:old that 'it is men who make 
history' that helps to d-isaY'TTI them. It tends to make 
them think they are all-powerful as men, whereas in 
fact they are disarmed as workers in the face of the 
power which is really in command: that of the 
bourgeoisie, which controls the material and political 
conditions determining histo:cy. The humanist line 
turns them away from the class-struggle, prevents 
them from making use of the only power they possess: 
that of their organisation as a class, by means of 
their class organisations (the trade unions, the 
party) (ESC: 63-4) 

The startling thing about this argument, besides 

whether or not it should even count as an argument in a 

philosophical dispute, is that it is based on conjectures 

rather than empirical examples. The political consequen

ces are not established by invoking historical precedent, 

but by recourse to a speculative psychology: "it tends 

to make them think". If that is the level on which 

Althusser wants to conduct the argument, then rival 

speculations are equally plausible, namely: that "men 

make history" is a thesis more likely to sustain and 
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encourage socialist militants worn down by the "facticity" 

of bourgeois domination and the apathy of their fellow 

workers. 

If we introduce some "empirical evidence" and 

shift the terrain beyond the shop floor situation, we 

find that the opposite thesis (i.e. the structuralist one) 

has been responsible for inducing profound pessimism 

amongst many middle class militants. Particularly those 

who work within the "ISAs" can find no comfort in 

Althusser's anti-humanism. Indeed the llteachers can do 

nothing" passage (L&P: 148) i. notorious for inducing 

h 
. . 7 

sue pessimism. 

Returning to the '•· ; J • l I • there 

certainly is a strong argument that the only real power 

the workers possess is their numbers. (See Therborn: 

1980: 63) However, even here there is no valid reason 

offered as to why the achievement of solidarity should 

be impaired by invoking humanist slogans. Thompson's 

am~sing caricature (1978: 335) of a shop steward•s 

oration in which the speech is recast in Althusserian 

language certainly suggests that the more effective 

appeals lie with humanist formulas. 8 

* * * * * 

If we accept that history is a process without a 

subject, how is it that human subjects come to populate 

the stage of history? Althusser replies that they are 

points of arrival, not points of departure: 

one cannot begin with man, because that would be to 
begin t'lith a bourgeois idea of "man", and because 
the idea of beginning with man, in other words the 
idea of an absolute reference point of departure 
(= of an "essence'') belongs to bourgeois philosophy 

Marxist-Leninism cannot start from "man". It 
starts "from the economically given social period"; 
and, at the end oE its analysis, wb~n it "arrives" 
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it may find real man . These men are thus the points 
of arPival of an analysis which starts from the 
social relations of the existing mode of production, 
from cluss relutions, and from the class struggle. 
These men are qrii te different from the "man" of 
bourgeois ideology. (ESC: 52) 

The means by which real men emerge is through the cate

gory of the subject but this is now framed as a determin

ate category, not a constitutive one. Indeed it is only 

through this category that humans can be active in 

history: 

That human, i.e. social individuals are ae-tive 
in history - as agents of the dif"ferent social 
practices of the historical process of production 
and reproduction - that is a fact. But, considered 
as agents, human individua.1s are not "free" and 
"constitutive" subjects in the philosophical sense 
of these terms. They work in and through the det:er
minations of the forrns of historical ·existence of 
the social relations of production and reproduction 

These agents can only be agents if they are 
subjects ... No human, i.e. social individual can be 
the agent of a practice if he does not have the foFm 
of a subject ... -the social relations ... comprise 

"ideological- social -relations ", which I in 
order to function impose the subject-form on each 
age[lt-individual. The agent-indi v.iduals thus always 
act in the subject-form1 as sub_-jects. (ESC: 95) 

As Althusser notes in this passage it is the task 

of ideology to impose the subject form on each 

individual. With this assertion we are now on the 

point of entering Althusser's major discussion of a non

epistemological conception of ideology. Such a concep

tion was alluded to in For Marx - "Human societies 

secrete ideology as the very element and atmosphere 

indispensable to their historical respiration and life." 

(FM: 232) However, it is not until the ISAs Essay in 

Lenin and Philosophy that we encounter the elaboration 

of this conception, the investigation of the actual 

mechanisms responsible for ideology constituting subjects. 

It is to the ISAs Essay that we now turn in order to 

explore this "sociological" conception of ideology. 
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NOTES 

1. Levine argues that "process without a subject" 
is, in fact, an Hegelian position: "The subject, 
for Hegel, is the logic of the movement, neither 
more nor less. To speak of a process without 
a subject, as Althusser intends this contentious 
expression, is simply to reassert, in paradoxical 
and provocative fashion, this Hegelian position" 
(1981: 273-4). It is however, still possible 
to keep the opposition between Althusserian and 
Hegelian positions since Levine continues that 
it is Hegelian Marxism (i.e. economism, human
ism), not HegeL which Althusser is in conflict 
with. (1981: 274) 

2. Two contemporary "humanist" Marxists who work 
within these terms are Ollman (1976) and 
Avineri (1968). 

J. See Thompson's argument that Marx did not defin
itely dispense with the category of man. Rather, 
he and Engels rejected only Feuerbachian 11man 11 

to replace him with man as "the ensemhle- of social 
relations" (i.e. "empirically observahle" man). 
(Thompson1 1978: 340). 

4.- Cr>itique of lhe Gotha PPogr>amme (1875) and· 
Marginal. Notes on Wagner (1880). These alone 11 are 
totally and definitively exempt from any trace of 
Hegelian influence 11

• (L&P: 90). 

5. Althusser has rejected the claim that he is a 
structuralist and argued that his "flirtation 11 

with its concepts was an anomaly resulting from 
his theoretist tendency (KSC: 125~131). However, 
both Larrain (1979: 156,239,n77) and Thompson 
(1978: 272,274), among others, are unconvinced 
that it involves a mere flirtation. Rather, 
Althusser's structuralism is at the heart of his 
system. 

6. Abercrombie (1980) contrasts class-theoretical 
with mode-theoretical as the two variants which 
can be applied to ideology. The former refers 
to conceptions which link class interests with 
ideology; the latter to conceptions which posit 
a regional theory of ideology. In my own argu
ment I am not using the term within this context. 
Rather, I am contrasting both class-theoretical 
and mode-theoretical (as sociological} against 
ideology as a cognitive category (i.e. as 
epistemological). 
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7. Connell sums up well this Althusserian induced 
pessimism: 

The impact of the Althusserian theory of 
class, the state and ideology on discuss
ion of the education and social welfare 
systems in which a majority of our radical 
intellectuals actually earn their daily 
bread, is systematically to undercut any 
hope of achieving social change through 
them. The impact of the Althusserian 
theory of class and political organization 
is to undercut any motive for participat
ing in the available mass organizations, 
and any hope that the working class will 
gene.1:·ate its own socialist consciousness 
and thus transform the organizations. The 
impact-of Althusserian epistemology is to 
discourage intellectuals from· doing research 
that might actually be useful to unions and 
parties; and the impact of Althusserian 
language is certainly to discourage the 
worke.r:s from talking to them. What it does 
positively encourage them to do is sit 
around and theorize, militantly. {Connell, 
1979: 341.) 

See also Barrett's comments concerning the 
destructiveness for the women 1 s movement of .the 
post-Althusserian critiques. (1980: 95-6) 

B. Thompson (1978: 335) replaces: 

with: 

Hey, lads! The production manager is coming 
to the canteen today to give us a pep talk 
on measured day work. Let 's give him a hot 
reception! 

0 trager of proletarian productive.relations! 
The tPager alloted a dominant function within 
bourgeois productive relations will manifest 
itself in the 'canteen• at this overdetermined 
conjuncture through the mechanism of a 
relatively autonomous ethical effect deter
mined in the last instance by the law of 
motion or capitalist production relations at 
the level of the intensified extraction of 
surplus value from the labour-power of the 
proletarian truge~. It is determined that 
this conjuncture shall manifest itself in the 
form of a 'hot' contradiction! 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The ISAs Essay has been severely criticised from 

many perspectives for its functionalism and its neglect 

of.class struggle. Unfortunately, limitations of space 

force me to relegate these issues to footnotes. 1 The 

primary focus of this chapter is Althusser's attempt to 

formulate a 11 soc iolog ica l" concept ion of ideology. This 

is first alluded to in For Marx and is then elaborated 

in detail in the ISAs Essay. I will briefly consider 

the continuity of this conception between the two texts 

and then proceed to consider the details of Althusser 1 s 

explanation of how ideology "interpellates" subjects. 

I will then consider how viable is the attempt to construct 

an account of "ideology in general" and what problems 

this gives rise to. Finally, the question of the "perhaps 

irrevocable tension" (McLennan et. al., 1977: 103} between 

the epistemological and the sociological conceptions of 

ideology is examined and a materialist assessment offered. 

A "SoeioZogicazn Conception of Ideology 

Both For Marx and the ISAs Essay present ideology 

as an instance of the social formation which has two 

properties: it is a medium for securing social cohesion 

and it is a "distorting" medium. We saw earlier that 

For Marx considered ideology as an "indespensab1e 

atmosphere" and it is with this sense that the metaphor 

of ideology as "cement" has been used. Poulantzas, 

working within an Althusscrian framework, writes: 

Ideology, which slides into every level of the social 
structu.re, has the particular function of cohesl,on . . 
It fulfils this function by establishing at the level 
of tlJe agents' experience relations which are obvious 
but false, and which allow their activ_ities (division 
of labour, etc.) to function within the unity of a 
.formation. (Quoted in Abercrombie, 1980: 117) 

This cement metaphor is highly problematic. It is 

seen as a clear indice of Althusser's neglect of concrete 

class struggle: for Jacka it masks both the relative 

autonomy of ideology and its contradictions (1977: 70) 
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For Therborn {1980: vii), a "social cement" conception 

is profoundly undialectical, obscuring both gradual and 

revolutionary actions on the part of social agents. 

Where this cement metaphor~ this overall view that 

ideology is the medium for social cohesion, creates the 

greatest furore is in its further elaboration. According 

to Althusser, ideology will not end with communism: 

..• it is not conceivable that communism, a new mode 
of production imp1-ying determinate forces of pro
duction and relations of production, could do without 
a socia.I organisation of production, and corresponding 
ideological forms. (FM: 232) 

? 
The classic Marxist~ position, that ideology, as an 

expression of the contradictions of a class society, would 

disappear with the end of class struggle, is clearly over

turned by Althusser's assertion. Not surprisingly, this 

thesis has also provoked a great deal of controversy and 

has lead to further charges of elitism being levelled at 

Althusser. 3 

It can be argued that this peculiarly un-Marxist 

conception of ideology - one more appropriate to Durkheim

ian sociology than to historical materialism according 

to Ranciere
4 

(1974: 3) - arises precisely because of the 

task Althusser has set himself. By posing the question 

of how a society secures its cohesion (even when this is 

"historicised" by translation into: how a social 

formation reproduces its dominant mode of production)
1 

Althusser is bound to produce an account which is both 

functionalist and ahistorical. As Hirst puts it, given 

the way the question was posed: "No general answer can 

be given to this question which is not functionalist". 

(1976: 388) 

The second property of this sociological conception 

of ideology - that ideology is a disto~ting medium 

requires careful scrutiny as it has given rise to 

numerous misunderstandings. 

We must first appreciate that "distortion" is not 



52. 

being used in an empiricist-way. Though Althusser does 

concede that ideology is a set of representations (FM: 

231,233) he proceeds to clarify this as follows: 

Ideology is indeed a system of representations, but 
i n the majority of cases these re~resentations have 
nothing t:o do with "consciousness": they.are usually 
images and occasionally concepts, but it is above all 
as st~uctu~es that they impose on the vast majority 
of men, not via their 'consciousness'. They are 
perceived-accepted-suffered cultural objects and they 
act functionally on men via a process that escapes 
them. Men 'live their ideologies as the Cartesian 
'saw' or did not see - if he was looking at it - the 
moon two hundred paces away: not at all as a form of 
consciousness, but as an object of their 'world' -
as their 'wo~Zd' itself (~V: 233) 

We will have occasion to return to this passage later. 

For the moment, continuing our exposition, we find that 

Althusser arrives at the key proposition: "So ideology 

is a matter of the lived relation between men and their 

world." (FM: 233) 

Ideology is not a direct relationship between a 

person's conditions of existence and a set of represen-

tations of that existence. This would be an empiricist 

conception. Rather, ideology is a "second degree 

relation": 

In ideology men do indeed express, not the relation 
between them a.nd their cond.itions of existence, but 
the way they live the relation between them and 
their conditions of existence; this presupposes 
both a real relation and an 11:mag-inar>y '., 'lived' 
relation. (FM: 233) 

This notion of the "imaginary" has given rise to certain 

misunderstandings. It can, for example, be easily 

interpreted in empiricist terms as a direct distortion 

of reality by ·imagination. Because of this potential 

for misunderstanding and because the concept features so 

prominently in the interpellation of subjects thesis, it 

is worthwhile taking a closer look at this formulation 

of the "imaginary relation". 

In the ISAs Essay Althusser criticises the Ge~man 

Ideology for its conception of ideology as illusion. 
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There, ideology, as an imaginary construction, has the 

same status as a dream in pre-Freudian times, i.e., as 

nothingness. Althusser is concerned to rescue this 

conception of ideology and to argue for its "reality". 

However, he not prepared to do so in empiricist 

L • , I J, , 1_ 0 rnak ing the "imaginary" directly 

reflect { though -~l a distorted· way) the reality "beyond 

J,..,, 1,t,;, the imaginary must be seem as an effect 

and ~ 1!, L nothing beyond itself. To understand 

.. 1 ·, 1 ro11i 1, • L:, it. is 1,vorth looking at Hirst 1 s lucid 

C'XC?CJ' 

II 

.. J .. i. ' L : .. '- • l...· T ! .., 

Accord.i n=:r to Hirst, we need to realise that the 
r; 

C 1--' ,..;I;_ Llvl. on is structured 

within an '(" . t r, 11. Li_~ wherein subjects 

experience objects. Now distortion either enters: 

(1) because the Iii,}'. '-, have characteristics, :::.uch 

or (2) 

. l ~: l 1 _...;t.1t. i.c, in the structure, which 

fa.ls.ify 1, • i of the structure. (This 

formulal·:ion can be found in Lukacs.) 

the ,i -.J 3 have characteristics which falsify 

the experience. Distortion is due to tbe opacity 

of the structures. ("rhis formulation can sometimes 

be found in Cap1:ta 7, and in the early Al thusser and 

forms the basis for the theory of ideology which 

Mepham (1979) has derived from Marx 1 s theory of 

commodity fetishism.) 

Points (1) and (2) above mark two different 

conceptions of ideology within Marxism, between ideology 

as illusion and ideology as "real, but necessarily 

false". As Abercrombie notes·with regard to the latter: 

1'Reific;ation is not illusion; it is a reality that 

conceals." (1980: 84) However, despite this important 

distinction both conceptions still remain tied to an 

empiricist model wherein the structure of ideology is 

composed of a subject expe:r.•iencing an object. For the 
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Althusserians and post-Althusserians, this middle term 

is highly problematic (and highly controversial since 

it is the site of Thompson's counterattack, see Thompson, 

1978 and also Johnson, 1979a,1979b). Experience implies, 

as we saw in Chapter Two, some notion of a constituted 

subject, capable of experiencing. It further implies 

the presence of a "reality", present in a form amenable 

to being experienced. 

Hirst argues that not only must a non-empiricist 

conception of ideology work with a decentred subject, 

one which cannot be the origin for ideology (as in (1) 

above), but it must also reformulate this external 

reality. The notion of structural causality provides a 

means for doing this. It argues that a cause is immanent 

in its effects and that a structure consists of nothing 

outside its effects. Using this concept, we find that 

subject-experience-object, with its antitheses of subject/ 

real world and ideology/real world, gives way to a 

concept of a decentred subject in which ideology is no 

more than an effect of the structures: 

The imaginary does not represent anything other than 
what it is, and it cannot be false since it is not an 
idea or conception of things, but it is a part of 
social relations which has a definite effect. 
{Hirst1 1979b: 34-5) 

The imaginary sets up a "space", but not a space of 

reflection of the structure in the consciousness of 

subjects. The imagina,ry cannot represent anything 

beyond itself, certainly not the totality since the 

totality only exists as its effects. (It is not a 

discrete entity, available for perusal.) The imaginary 

space should be seen as a kind of nodal point for the 

articulation of the effects of the structure and thus 

for the articulation of the structure itself. 

To summarise, the conception of a subject related 

to her social relations by way of an imaginary relation 

must not be confused with an empiricist notion of a 

subject holding in her mind a picture of society and her 
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place therein, which (for various reasons) will be a 

false picture to varying degrees. This kind of 

empiricist thinking is invalid because: 

(1) subjects are not already constituted such 

that they can hold representations in this 

way 

(2) representations cannot refer to anything 

beyond themselves because a totality, needed 

to act as a reference point, does not exist 

as a discrete entity capable of being 

represented. 

Rather, the situation must be seen as: 

(1) decentred subjects are inserted into an 

imaginary space: not in a process of "exper

iencing" but in a process of mirror-recognition 

(more on this later) 

(2) the social formation, as a totality, only 

exists as its effects: in the case of· 

ideology·, as the effects which coalesce in 

the imaginary space . 

Hirst sums this up well: 

The s11b_ject exists through the imaginary relation -
in recognition it becomes a subject. It ·is the 
recognition in the 'imaginary' mirror form of the 
Other which ... 'interpellates individuals as 
subjects' (1976: 398-9) 

Within this perspective , the argument that ideology 

is due to the opacity of the structures is misconceived 

because it is cast in an empiricist form. 

We must remind ourselves here that this is Hirst 1 s 

gloss on the "imaginary relation". Althusser 1 s earlier 

work had not broken from the thesis that the structure 

mystifies itself. He argued: 

The representation of the 1..;orld indispensible to 
social cohesion is necessarily mythical, owing to 
the opacity of the social structure ... in a class 
society ideology is necessarily distorting and 
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mystifying, both because it is made distorting by 
the opacity of society's determination by the 
structure, and because it is made distorting by the 
existence of class divisions. ('l'heorie ~ Pratique 
Theorique etc~ quoted in Ranciere, 1974: 2) 

We can see from this that Hirst's exposition of the 

imaginary has moved well beyond Althusser's own position. 

Hirst's position marks a complete break not only with 

empiricist epistemology but with epistemology itself. 

It is behind .his rejection of the concept of "repres

entation'' (1976: 407ff). Of course, for Althusser, the 

thesis that ideology exists under communism relies on 

this "empiric:i.st residue", that the real is a structure 

which conceals itself. 

The Jntevpe lation of Subjecta 

We are now back where we left Althusser in the last 

chapter: that it is only through the category of the 

subject that ideology operates: 

tl1ere is no ideology except for concrete subjects, 
and t.his _, t , • ' for ideology is only made possi-ble 
by the subject: meaning by the category of the subject 
and its functioning . ... the category of the subject 
is constitutive of all ideology, but at the same time 
and immediately I add that the aategory of the :mbject 
is only constitutive of all ideology insofar as all 
ideology has the funetion (whioh) defines it of con
stituting concrete individuals as subjects. (L&P: 
160) 

The mechanism by which this constitution takes place 

is "interpellation" (hailing). In Althusser's vivid 

metaphor, ideology interpellates in the same manner as 

one is hailed in the street: "Hey, you there!" (L&P: 

163). However, this metaphor suggests a temporal 

sequence and Al_thusser moves to correct this impression: 

But in reality these things happen without any succ
ession. The existence of ideology and the hailing 
or interpellation of individuals as subjects are · 
one and the same thing. (L&P: 163) 

Althusser continues his exposition by recourse to 

the example of Christian religious ideology. This 

enables him to introduce another key proposition: 
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there can only be such a multitude of possible 
religious subjects on the absolute condition that 
there,is a Unique, Absolute, OtheP Subject, ie. 
God ... the interpellation of individuals as 
subjects presupposes the existence of a unique 
and central other subject, in whose name the 
religious ideology inter:pellates all individuals 
as subjects. (L&P: 166&167) 

This thesis; that to be constituted as a subject 

is to be necessarily constituted "through the Subject and 

subjected to the Subjeat 11 (L&P: 167) forms the basis for 

Althusser finally introducing the actual interpellation 

mechanism per se: the mirror recognition effect. 

Borrowing heavily from Lacan's concept of the mirror 

phase, 6 Althusser argues that ideology is speculary: 

that isr that it has a mirror structure. The interpell

ation of a subject can only occur through recognition of 

the Subject and, in turn, one's subjection to the 

Subject and thereby recognition of oneself. Althusser 

draws all these threads together in a lucid summary: 

Let me summarise 1,1hat we have discovered about 
ideology in general. The duplicate mirror-structure . 
of ideology ensures simultaneously: 

1. the interpellation of 'individuals' as 
subjects; 

2. their subjection to the Subject; 
3. the mutua .I recognition of subjects and 

Subject, the subject's recognition of each 
other, and finally the subject's 
recognition of hbnself; 

4. the absolute guarantee that everything is so, 
and that on condition that the subjects 
recognise 1,1hat they are and behave according
ly, everything will be all right; Amen -
1S0 he -1:t;'. (L&P: 168-9) 

Thompson (1979: 340) dismisses this conception of 

interpellation as "a grotesque notion". Therborn, on 

the other hand,regards it as a major breakthrough, a 

seminal point at which his own work takes off. (1980: 7) 

Similarly Laclau, whose work also develops within this 

framework, regards interpellation as Althusser's most 

important contribution. (1977: 100) Even Johnson, who 

is far from being a structuralist regards the concept 

favourably: "the notion of 'interpellation' and of the 
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construction of subjects provides us with a powerful 

way of connecting the analysis of particular ideological 

fields to the 'lived' level of ideology". {1979a: 70) 

There arc two major difficulties with the concept 

of interpellation. First, what is the status of the 

subject prior to interpellation? In a sense, we should 

not use the word "subject" here since the subject only 

exists through interpellation, What the question 

points toward is the consideration of what exists prior 

to interpellation. We saw before that interpellation is 

not a sequential process and earlier still we noted that 

the imaginar y relation is the coalescing of ideological 

effects in an imaginary space. Now, either the question 

we are posing is nonsensical or what exists prior to 

interpellation is an empty "space". 

Althusser, however, does seem to regard this 

question as a real one because he distinguishes between 

'abstract• individuals and subjects, and attempts to 

answer the problem with the notion of "always-alxeady": 

"individuals are 'abstract' with respect to the subjects 

which they always-already a.re" (L&P: 164). This notion 

is in part a response to the problem of origins in a 

general way (Althusser avoids genetic explanations 

throughout his writings, e.g. RC: 621 FM: 198) but it 

is also a specific answer to this problem of an empty 

space. 

Richard Johnson, for example, wants to fill this 

empty space with the concept of culture: "Ideologies 

never address ("interpellate") a naked subject ••. 

Ideologies always work upon a ground: that ground is 

aultuPe (Johnson, l979b:234). 

Johnson rejects as "altogether too thin and general 

for adequate historical analysis" theories which employ 

·psycho-analytic categories (as Tel Quel. does, see below 

Chapter 6). He favours the conception that: 

concrete social individuals are always already 
constructed as class-ed, sex-ed and age-ranked 
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subjects, have already entered into complex 
cultural foYms, already have a complexly formed 
subjectivity. The 'lonely hour' of the unitary, 
primary, cultureless interpellation 'never comes'. 
(Johnson, 1979~: 75r emphasis mine) 

Despite the elements of parody here, Johnson is serious 

about working within certain tenets of the "structural

ist problematic", while at the same time retaining key 

elements of the "culturalist problematic", particularly 

the concept of culture. (Indeed, both his essays are 

premissed upon a strategy of rapprochement between the 

two problematics.) Therborn, however, is adamant that 

a concept of ideology does not rely upon a concept of 

culture and he points to the theoretical redundancy 

involved in this formulation. Johnson's definition of 

"culture" contains the phrase: a "complex of ideologies". 

(Therborn, 1980: 6) 

below Chapter 7). 

(For 'rhcrborn's own alternative, see 

"Always-already" is Althusser's own answer to this 

problem of the empty space. It is an answer which 

involves extending the concept of subject to encompass 

the period prior to the birth of the "abstract" 

individual. This is done by describing the expectations 

which attend upon the birth of a child. Mccarney finds 

this recourse to the ritual of birth a perplexing one. 

He suggests it be read as a fable rather than literally: 

"society is cast as the wicked fairy, lying in wait for 

the unborn with its ideological spellsll. (1980: 69) 

In a more serious vain he discerns the function he 

believes it serves: 

The purpose .is to di.sarm criticism by reducing to 
vanishing point the gap between the individual and 
the subject, to deter attempts to drive a wedge at 
this point in the structure of the argument. But 
as such it is boimd to .fai .l. The gap is provided 
for in the theory from the start and it will not 
matter how far thE:: origins of the process of 
fusion are pushed back. That is to say, the theor
etical difference remains in spite of all attempts 
to secure identity of reference on each particular 
occasion. These attempts do nothing to allay the 
suspicion that one is confronted here with an odd 
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kind of romantic individua.l ism in Marxist trappings. 
(1980: 69) 

Using the neo-structural i.st device of internal 

critique, Demaine also deals with this question. He 

argues that if the individual is always-already a 

subject, even before birth, then what is the purpose of 

the material apparatuses responsible for interpellation? 

Surely they are rendered superfluous in their function 

of interpellating individuals as subjects if these 

individuals are always-already subjects? (1981: 76) 

The neo-structuralist answer to this problem is to 

unequivocally reject the concept of a unity of conscious

ness as the definition of a subject. Hirst, for example, 

proposes that we question the "I", the "stable prGsence

to-itself of consciousness" (1979a: 432), and agree to 

fill that empty space with nothing more than the 

effects of the various discourses into which a decentred 

subject is inserted. That this produces a ''subject" is 

but one of the effects and does not exhaust them: 

The subject is not an originary unity but a trace, 
a construction in language, a centredness of state
ments (whether spoken or thought). It is one 
(crucial) aspect of psychic life, but it is not 
the whole. (1979a: 432 J 

We will renew our acquaintance with this line of 

theorising in Chapters Five and Six. I have introduced 

it here merely to show how it tackles this particular 

problem. 

The second major difficulty with this theory of 

interpellation relates to the concept of."recognition". 

We have seen above that the "imaginary effect" is, 

according to Hirst 1 s exegesis, a radically non-empiricist 

concept of the "distortion" of ideology. The use of a 

term like "recognition" can be accommodated within this 

scheme if we can likewise "de-empiricise" it, that is, 

regard it as "awareness" (or some other synonym .for 

meaningfully oriented consciousness) and not as 

"representation". This is possible within the sociological 
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conception of ideology which Althusser offers in the 

ISAs Essay: the "recognition" of the Subject, and in 

turn the subject, can be regarded as an effect, and not 

as a representation of anything beyond. 

However, the ISAs Essay does not operate with a 

purely sociological conception of ideology but reintro

duces the epistemological one. This lay dormant in 

For Marx where Althusser merely noted the co-existence 

of the real relation and the imaginary relation (FM: 233). 

In the ISAs Essay, this duality becomes more explicit: 

The reality in question.in this mechanism, t,he 
reality which is necessar.ily ignored (meconhue) in 
the very forms of recognition {ideology-misrecog
nition/ignorance) is indeed, in the last resort, 
the reproduction of the relations of production and 
of the relations deriving from them. (L&P: 170) 

In other words, all the time that "abstract" individuals 

were being constituted - in an imaginary relation - as 

particular subjects (class, gender, ethical, religious, 

etc.) they were also at the same time being inserted 

into a real relation; that of the reproduction of the 

relations of production etc. Implicit in Althusser's 

theory is the view that theoretical practice can reveal 

this real state of affairs, but for the subjects of 

ideology, it is necessarily ignored. We are back with 

the science/ideology dichotomy and we are also back with 

elitism. For the moment, however, we are left with the 

realisation that this revival of epistemology within 

the sociological conception of ideology renders the 

earlier neo-structuralist defence of ~recognition" 

problematic. It can no longer refer to nothing beyond 

itself ("awareness") but clearly pertains to the ''real 

relations" and Althusser's coupling of it with 

"misrecognition" in the above quote makes it clear we 

are back with a "representation" meaning. 

Althusser had earlier coupled rnisrecognition with 

recognition in the sociological account (L&P: 161) but 

it was left very unclear as to how the former would 
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actually work in an intcrpellation process. Presumably, 

misrecognition would refer to a situation of confusion, 

one where the subject didn't cry out in her "still, 

small voice of con$cience", '"rhat I s obvious!· etc" (L&P: 

161) and where, in turn, ideology didn't guarantee 

"So be it " ( L & P : 16 9 ) • 
7 

However, it is clear that the later coupling of the 

pair (in £&P: 170 quote above) is of a different order . 

The fact that misrecognition is further equated with 

"ignorance" clearly supports the argument that we are 

back with an epistGmological conception: recognition and 

misrecognition here refer to different levels of 

cognitive adequacy, levels which refer moreover, to an 

object of cognition which exists as a discrete entity: 

the real relations. So we are back with empiricism as 

well: "distortion" is no longer an "imaginary effect" , 

but is now a discrepancy between the "real-relations" and 

the "imaginary relations". Althusser has thus failed 

to follow the neo-structuralist line and this weakness 

(in nee-structuralist ~yes! - the materialist nods 

approvingly!} is transparent in the dual role which 

"recognition" plays in the theory of interpellation. 

Ideo logy in Gene~a l? 

How viable is the attempt to construct a theory of 

"ideology in general"? In this section we will examine 

whether Althusser's "sociological" enterprise is a 

feasible one. We will proceed by noting the tendencies 

it produces and by examining a cogent argument for a more 

restricted theory of ideology (Mccarney). 

The two major tendencies which Althusser's attempt 

to create a general theory of ideology produces are an 

invalid abstraction method and the conflation of 

important conceptual distinctions. Ollman has observed 

that Althusser's "structuralist method" is a dubious 

procedure, a sentiment shared by _Thompson. 8 Larrain 

also applies a similar criticism when he argues that 

Althusser's application of the category of "ideology in 
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general" is invalid within Marxist terms. Larrain 

argues that whilst it is legitimate to employ abstract 

categories across a variety of modes of production, it 

is not acceptable to make them the object of a gener~l 

theory or the basis for regional and class ideologies~ 

Marx, Larrain contends, proceeded the other way round: 

Abstract concepts do not 'manifest' or 'realize' 
themselves in conc.rete situations . . . There is 
no possible connection between the abstraction of 
ideology in general and concrete ideologies such 
that by starting from the general one can deduce the 
conditions of the concrete. 

Althusser's contention that the theory of 
particular ideologies depends on the theory of 
ideology in general is clearly mistaken and borders 
on idealism. (Larrain, 1979: 160} 

We can appreciate the force of Larrain's comments 

if we look more closely at the characteristics attributed 

by Althusser to ideology in general. We have noted 

already Althusser's distinction between the real relation 

and the imaginary relation and how one of ideology's 

functions is to give effect to the imaginary su64 that 

it is experienced as "real". In the course of this 

Althusser makes the category of subject constitutive 

of all ideology: 

even if it only appears under this name (the subject) 
with,the rise of bourgeois ideology1 above all wi t h 
the rise of legal ideology, the category of the 
subject {which may function under other names: eg., 
as the soul in Plato, as God, etc.) is the constit
utive category of all ideology, whatever its deter
minations (regional or class) and whatever its 
historical date - since ideology has no history. 
(L&P: 160) 

This claim meets with objections from Jacka (1977: 

140) and Sumner (1979: 56n12) which reinforce Larrain's 

criticism. Both object to the procedure whereby 

Althusser abstracts specific characteristics from 

historically emergent ideologies and then claims that 

they constitute a generic form of ideology, one which is, 

moreover, without any history. The consequence is that 

these characteristics assume a transhistorical status. 
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In an argument which reflects her feminist concerns, 

Jacka contends that Althusser has neglected the possi

bility of individuals being constituted as collective 

subjects rather than individuals. She concludes: 

There is a tendency in some of Althusser's formula
tions to still presuppose the eternity of the 
individual subject; an effect of the dominance, for 
us, of bourgeois individualism. (1977: 77n44) 

sumner,s argument1 though it offers a different 

explanation, draws the same conclusion: 

Althusser's fervent theoretical anti-humanism leads 
him to make this ideology the basic structure of all 
ideologies in bourgeois society in classic structur
alist fashion. (1979: 56nl2) 

Basically both arguments contend that the "ideologi

cal effect" of interpellation, whereby the subject sees 

herself as an active, centred subject,is not the 

characteristic form of ideology in general, but only of 

bourgeois individualism: 

Subjects work and live as if they were essences, ie. 
as if they were the origins of their own subjectiviti,es 
... [this/ is a specific feature of bourgeois ideology 
that sub)ects act as consti tuU ve subjects. This is 
a product of the individualism and atomisation of the 
agents of production in capitalist societies. (Jacka, 
1977: 140) 

The implication here is that in different social 

formations, structured by different modes of production 1 

different ideologies would dominate and their effects 

would not necessarily include those of active, centred 

subjects. 

The upshot of these arguments is that Althusser's 

attempt to formulate a conception of "ideology in 

general" has been unsuccessful. Taking into account 

our earlier comments on the ISAs Essay, we can now see 

that all he has produced is a functionalist explanation 

which is not accountable to the concrete conditions of 

class struggle {except in an ineffective post script}. 

Given the nature of his enterprise, "ideology in 
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general", one could concede that he is not obliged to 

consider class struggle since he is dealing with a 

concept which "has no history". However, what Jacka's 

and Sumner's arguments have shown is that Althusser has 

not in fact generated such a concept but has merely 

hypostatised the characteristics of bourgeois ideology 

and thus illicitly universalised them. This immediately 

recalls Marx•s own criticisms of the political economists 

for universalising historically emergent catego~ies. 

(Marx, 1972: lii-liii,lxxi) 

The second major difficulty with ~ideology in 

general" is its tendency to become all-embracing and in 

so doing to collapse important analytical distinctions. 

Althusser has received repeated criticisms for his 

merging of the categories of state and civil society in 
9 the ISAs Es,rny. _ As far as "ideology in general" is 

concerned, the two main conflations are: 

(1} the collapse of the distinction between ideas 

and the material 

(2) the collapse of the distinction between forms 

of thought and consciousness. 

We have already encountered the first conflation in 

For Marx where Althusser argued that ideology was both 

a set of representations and a lived relation. This 

strikes Sumner as a strange confusion on Althusser's 

part: 

Clearly ideology cannot be both chicken and egg 
... ideology cannot be at the same time an 
unconscious thought e.lement and a practical relation 
for the two are different things. He is confusing 
the issue by turning unconscious signs into 
practical relations and vice versa. (1979: 30) 

The problem this confusion leads to is: "how can 

ideology be part of the determinations that produce 

it? How can ideology and social relations equal 

ideology?" (Sumner~ 19 7 9: 31) 

Because this formulation is simply recast in the 
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ISAs Essay, rather than reformulated, Althusser never 

satisfactorily deals with this problem. Moreover, the 

lSAs Essay continues the collapse of this distinction: 

the "material apparatuses" theme obliterates any sub

stantive difference between representations (as ideas) 

and social relations {as the mater~al): 

his ideas ar>e h1:s material action inserted into 
mate1'ial praetiaes governed by mate-Pial Y'ituals 
wh-iah are /;hemselves defined by the material ideolog
ieal apparatus from which derive the ideas of that 
subject. (L&P: 158) 

While this stress on the material (which has aptly 

been termed an "incantation") is a healthy rejoinder to 

crude materialist theses which regard ideas as merely 

epiphenomena, it nevertheless runs the danger of render

ing the concept of the material meaningless. Terry 

Eagleton warns against this: 

there is no possible sense in which meanings and 
values can be said to be "materia.I", other tl1an in 
the most sloppily metaphoi-ical sense of the term ... 
If meanings al"e material, then the term "materialism" 
naturally ceases to be intelligible. Since there 
is nothing which the concept excludes, it ceases to 
have value. (Quoted in Barrett, 1980: 90) 

What Althusser has done, with this incantation, is turn 

a "genuine insight" into a "reckless hyperbole". 

(Johnson, 1979a: 59) 

One possible defence of this collapse is the argument 

that these distinctions are arbitrary and do violence to 

the indivisibility of complex processes, to what Raymond 

Williams calls "indissoluble real processes" (1977: 82). 

However, as Williams himself recognises, the danger 

lies not so much in the existence of these distinctions 

but in their reification: 

the analytic cateqories, as so often in idealist 
thought, have almost unnoticed, become substantive 
descriptions, which then take habitual priority over 
the whole socia 1 process to which, as analytic ca te
gories, they are attempt.ing to speak. (1977: 80-1) 

The answer to this danger is not to collapse all 
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distinctions (as Williams himself is inclined to, see 

Johnson, 1979b: 218) but to clarify them and to specify 

their precise theoretical functions. As Therborn 

notes: 

Provided we keep in mind that we are distinguishing 
analytically predominant dimensions and not substan
tia.Uy separoting empirically intertwined phenomena, 
we may draw a shorthand distinction between 
discursive and non-discursive practices. (1980: 33) 

A second area of conflation is where Althusser 

broadens ideology to encompass all consciousness (includ

ing the unconscious!). Therborn also employs a broad 

definition of ideology when he equates it with conscious

ness which is meaningfully oriented to the world and 

responsible for creating and transforming subjectivities. 

(1980: 2) Though this definition does in principle allow 

for the existence of forms of consciousness outside of 

ideology, it would be difficult to actually locate them 

empirically. Sumner also operates with a broad 

definition. He includes both "philosophical co~scious

ness" and "spontaneous consciousness" within ideo·logy 

since both are products of social existence (the corner

stone of his definition) and he criticises Barthes for 

allowing denotative signs to be considered as "pure 

meaning" and outside of ideology. (1979:Ch.5) 10 

By way of contrast, the classic Marxist texts 

considered that ideology was a specific form of 

consciousness which was related to class struggle. Thus 

in the classic texts one could find "bourgeois ideology" 

and "socialist ideology", as well as some forms of 

consciousness outside of ideology al together. The:, 

following passage, while far from reflecting any 

systematic attention to ideology on Marx's part,never

theless shows he believed in a diversity of forms of 

consciousness: 

Upon the different forms of property, upon the social 
conditions of existence, rises an entire superstruc
ture of distinct and peculiarly formed sentiments, 
illusions, modes of t:hought and views of life. The 
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entire class creates and forms them out of its 
material f oundations and out of the corresponding 
social relations. (Marx and Enge J.s, The Eighteenth 
BPU111aire, quoted .in Sumner, 1979: 12) 

Which direction is more fruitful? Should ideology 

be used in its restrictive sense to refer to particular 

forms of thought or should it also embrace all meaning

ful consciousness? This question returns us to our 

starting point because it is subsumed within that larger 

problem: how viable is the attempt to construct a 

theory of '' ideology in gene ral"? We could safely 

concede that the conflation of distinctions noted above 

do not necessarily f ollow from such an enterprise but we 

could be less certain that the idealism and functionalism 

are likewise contingent. By way of pursuing this issue 

further, we shall now look briefly at a recent argument 

in favour of the restricted sense of ideology, an argument 

which deliberately sets out to counteract the general 

Althusserian slide prevalent in recent theorising on 

ideology. 

In The Real World of I deology Mccarney argues for 

the ressurection of the classical concept of ideology as 

found in the works of Marx, Engels , Lenin and Lukacs. 

He engages in critical re-readings of Marx and Lukacs 

and concludes that there is no legitimacy for a theory 

of ideology as cognitive deficiency (the "Burden of 

Epistemology" in his phrase) nor for a general sociolo

gical theory of ideology (the "Burden of Social Theory") 

He notes both these burdens characterise much contemporary 

(Alth usserian influenced) theorising on ideology and he 

convincingly illustrates, thrciugh his re-readings, that 

in so far as this tendency claims roots in Marx, it is 

erroneous. 

"Ideology", for the classical Marxists, was always 

tied to the class struggle: 

Sets of ideas have ideological significance only in 
so far as they br.ing valuos to bear on the institu
t i ons and practices that are the site and instrume nts 
of that [class] s truggle, (1980: 127) 
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Mccarney argues that where the word "ideology" occurs 

in Marx it is not being used generically but is 

invariably tied to an adjective (Republican ideology, 

bourgeois ideology, the ideology of ... etc.} and thus 

its characteristics derive from that specificity. 

Sumner, writing in a different context, adds support to 

this argument: "elements of philosophical consci6usness 

are, in Marx, not characterised necessarily by falsity, 

conservatism, radicalism, or political origin". (1979: 

19) Because Marx most often dealt with ruling class 

ideology, its characteristics were most often in his mind 

when he invoked the concept. 

Mccarney then proceeds to explain why so many com

mentators have found a general theory of ideology in 

Marx when such a theory is in fact absent. He argues 

that this stems from misreadings of crucial texts. As 

an example of this he considers the German IdeoZ.ogy. 

Briefly, his re-reading (which involves considerations 

of translation and context) illustrates that the. "camera 

obscura" metaphor, so often taken by commentators11 to 

be a thesis that Marx held a view of ideology as illusion, 

in fact only applied to the ideology of the young 

Hegelians whose philosophy was characterised by illusion 

(typically, idealist inversions). All Marx 1 s other 

perjoratives_are likewise not the attributes of ideology 

in general but specific features of the German ideology. 

Mccarney does not deal with Capital in the same 

manner. However, even a casual reading of that work 

shows that the term ideology is virtually absent, although 

the concept (in McCarney's sense} is there in Marx's 

disparaging references to the vulgar economists. (Marx, 

1972: iv). However, Marx's overall critique of the 

classical political economists and his favourable 

references to "science" have been extrapolated by some 

theorists to indicate an epistemological conception of 

ideology at work in his thinking. (See in particular 

Geras, 1972b and Mepham, 1979.) 

* * * * * 
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It is time to draw this discussion to a close and 

to attempt to settle this question about the viability 

of a general theory of ideology. This in turn raises 

the larger question, which has been developing over the 

last three chapters, of whether the co-existence of a 

sociological conception of ideology and an epistemological 

one is successful in Althusser's work. 

Ranciere (1974), for exampler rejects any theory 

of ideology which employs what he calls the "metaphysical" 

coupling of Science and its Other. He locates Althusser 1 s 

weakness, his 11revisionist position", within Althusser's 

original premiss that ideology was concerned with social 

cohesion. Mccarney shares Ranciere's distaste for this 

sociological enterprise and is also concerned, like 

Rancierc, to jettison the 11 Burden of Epistemology" and 

leave the theory of ideology in its classic Marxist 

form: the class struggle on the level of ideas. 

The neo-structuralist voice argues for the retention 

of this sociological dimension and the despatch of the 

epistemological. The neo-structuralists see Althusser•s 

retention of epistemology as in conflict with his overall 

project to reject empiricism 1 s guarantees problematic. 

Callinicos, though not himself a neo-structuralist, 

voices their concern in his argument that: 

Althusser's work is structured by the tension between 
his rejection of epistemology, of any theory of 
guarantees, of the differe1ice between science and 
non-science, truth and ill.usion, and the presence 
of epistemological categories in his work. (1976: 
102) 

The materialist voice enters the fray by insisting 

that these residues (e.g. true/false), whilst themselves 

seriously inadequate, are nevertheless a positive 

element within Althusser's work which can potentially 

rescue it from idealism. 

To expand on this potential, two of Althusser's 

own distinctions are useful. Althusser writes of the 

"theorRticaZ dAtachments of practical ideotogiea" 
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(ESC: 155) and Jacka has elaborated on this by arguing 

that practical ideology exists as concrete rituals and 

practices, whereas theoretical ideology is a discourse 

which contains concepts which exist in a mirror relation 

with the categories of practical ideology. (1977: 254) 

Now Althusser generally seems to locate his 

sociological conception within the practical ideology 

category and his epistemological conception within 

theoretical ideology. For example, in the following 

passage it does not make sense to raise epistemological 

questions, to ask whether the ideologica1 representations 

are accurate: 

Ideology is indeed a system of .representations, but 
in the majority of cases there representations have 
nothing to do with 'consciousness': they are 
usually images and occasionally concepts, but it is 
above all as s"tr>uctuPcD tl1at they impose on the vast 
majority of men , not v.i a tliei r: 'consciousness' • They 
are perceived-accepted-suffered cultural objects and 
they act functionally on men via a process that 
escapes them. Men 'live' their ideologies as the 
Cartesian 'saw' or did not see - if he was looking at 
it - the moon two hundred paces away: not at all as· 
a form of consciousness, but as an object of their> 
'world' - as their 'wor>Zd' itself. (FM: 233) 

This passage probably comes closer than anything else 

Althusser has written in conveying the sense of what he 

means by practical ideology. Throughout the ISAs Essay 

where Althusser is elaborating on his sociological 

conception of ideology, it is this kind of urepresentation" 

which recognition refers to. 

However, the materialist voice would insist that 

practical ideology is not a distinctive social practice. 

It is but one side of a dialectical process of social 

consciousness. In the passage above, the moment we 

introduce the element of ~eflection~
12 the moment this 

"worldu becomes an object of consciousness as well as 

an object of the "world'', the moment this happens, 

theoretical ideology is operative. Consequently, 

epistemological criteria immediately enter. It now makes 
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sense to ask whether that object, now represented in 

consciousness, is an accurate representation of the 

real. 

The materialist voice would therefore argue that 

reflection is the nodal point at which the dialectical 

interplay between practical and theoretical ideologies 

takes place. It is a unitary social practice, not two 

distinctive practices, and therefore it is a moment all 

social agents are inserted into, no matter how unsophis

ticated their theoretical ideologies. In Althusser's 

work this argument is implicit, but in practice (and 

the ISAs Essay is notorious in this respect) Althusser 

operates as if the two dimensions of ideology are 

separate social practices. It is as if the theoretical 

is a more sophisticated version of the practical and 

confined largely to "theoretical practitioners", that 

is, intellectuals. This produces an elitist position in 

which the difference between intellectuals and the 

masses is one of kind rather than degree. Certainly, the 

social relations of cultural production, the division of 

mental labour, ensures that the theoretical ideologies 

of intellectuals will be more sophisticated than those 

of the masses. This is however, purely a_question of 

degree. Gramsci's insight is a salutary warning against 

the elitism implicit in this otherwise valuable 

distinction between theoretical and practical ideologies: 

everyone is a philosopher, though in his own way and 
unconsciously, since even in the slightest manifes-
tation of any intellectual activity whatever, in 
"language", there is contained a specific conception 
of the world • • . ''everyone" is a philosopher and ..• 
it,is not a question of introducing from scratch a 
scientific form of thought into everyone's individual 
life, but: of renovating and making "critical" an 
already existing activity. (Gramsci, 1971: 323,330-1) 

Althusser would probably endorse these sentiments. 

However, his practice is otherwise. In the ISAs Essay, 

for example, Althusser is mainly concerned with practical 

ideology but he does, with the dual role given to 
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recognition (see page 62 above), insert an epistemolo

gical dimension. This relapse, in the eyes of the 

neo-structuralists, is in fact, an important survival 

for the materialist perspective. It shows Althusser's 

awareness that, in the moment when subjects are engaged 

in the recognition process which constitutes them as 

subjects, they are also recognising something (though 

he makes it a "distortion" of the real relations). 

However, the way ~he ISAs Essay is constructed, only the 

theoretical practitioners can discern the real relations 

of reproduction (and nothing is said about their 

practical ideologies!) whilst the "masses", who are 

mainly discussed in the context of being interpellated 

by practical ideologies, find themselves invariably 

misrecognising whenever they engage in theoretical 

ideology. 

* * * * * 

Finally, it is appropriate to ask whether we need 

to retain the sociological conception of ideology, the 

thesis that practical ideologies are responsible for 

subject formation. In materialist epistemological terms 

alone, it is not. All that is crucial there is the 

insistence on the retention of the object. However, in 

Marxist terms, there is a strong case for also insisting 

on the retention of the subject. I would argue that the 

restriction of the ideology to its classic domain of 

class struggle (as Ranciere and Mccarney argue) seriously 

weakens its contemporary value, its ability to analyse 

subjectivities of gender, age, ethnicity, morality, 

etc. 

The significant advances achieved by linking 

ideology with subjectivity (particularly by Tel Quel, 

see below Chapter Six) should not be abandoned. An 
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obvious example of this is the Marxist/feminist 

controversy. The kind of Marxism most under attack by 

feminists is usually the classical version with its 

class reductionist theory of ideology. Attempts to 

apply Marxist critique in the analysis of patriarchy 

often founder on this reductionism. Many of the essays 

in Lydia Sargent's Women and Revolution (subtitled: A 

Discussion of the Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Femin

ism) convincingly argue that the attempts to translate 

class into gender (or vice versa) only seem to result 

in a more unhappy marriage, not a new comprehensive 

theory of ideology. On the contrary, it has been the 

Althusserian and nee-structuralist theories of ideology 

which have held out the most promise for feminists (e.g. 

Kristeva). 

The challenge remains then, to stay with ideology 

as the constitution of the subject but argue for its 

necessary complement: the resurrection of the object. 

NOTES 

1. Sumner, for example, argues: 

It is highly mechanical and reminiscent of 
cybernetic models of information systems ... 
What is disturbing is that Althusser seems 
to be employing structuralist-functionalist 
thought to develop the Marxist theory of 
ideology. (1979: 39) 

Sumner links this to Althusser's neglect of the 
class struggle, arguing that, by unifying the 
ISAs under ruling class ideology, Althusser 
has theoretically excluded the possibility of 
alternative ideologies. This exclusiveness of 
the ISAs raises a number of difficulties: are 
there any non-economic practices outside the 
ISAs? is the PCF (French Communist Party) to 
be regarded as an ISA? (Sumner; 1979: 40) 
'fhese questions raise that fundamental problem 
for all functionalist accounts: where does 
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opposition come from? how is change brought 
about? 

Johnson argues along similar lines: 

The overall effect [of the ISAs F.ssay] is 
to return us to a model of one-dimensional 
control, in which dominant ideology operates 
with a totalitarian thoroughness usually 
ascribed to economic or, more exactly, bio
logical processes. The overriding concern 
with outcomes - 'reproduction ' - suppresses 
the fact that these conditions have continually 
to be won - or lost - in particular conflicts 
and struggles. (1979a: 70) 

Althusser's belated attempt to address these 
problems, his postscript written a year later, 
does not solve these dilemmas in the eyes of his 
critics. 

2. Classic Marxist in the Perry Anderson sense 
(1979:Ch.l: "The Classical Tradition"). 
Incidentally, Mccarney operates with a similar 
grouping except that he includes Lukacs whereas 
Anderson regards him as a "Western Marxist". 

3. See in particular Mccarney (1980: 70-1) and 
Ranciere (1974: 9). Interestingly, both · . 
argue the classic Marxist definition (ideology as 
class struggle in the realm of ideas) and both 
see Althusser 1 s "sociological" enterprise as 
responsible for the shortcomings of this 
ideology-under-communism thesis. Ranciere, for 
example, writes that the end of ideology must 
not be presented as an "eschatological concept" 
(as it is when ideology is conceived as socially 
necessary illusion) but "in the same terms as 
the withering away of the State - that is, as 
a function of the end of the class struggle." 
(1974: 9) 

4. Ranciere discusses the consequences of this 
"shift in ground" and concludes that it is 
responsible for Althusser's re-activation of 
the "metaphysical" problematic: Ideology as 
the Other of science. (Ranciere, 1974: 4) 
See note 3 above and also Chapter Two, note 
6. 

5. Not to be confused with the classic Marxist 
position (see above). I use the term here in 
its straw man sense~ that is, the "orthodoxy" 
which the Althusserians and post-Althusserians 
never specify in detail but invariably invoke 



T6. 

when they wish to contrast their own inno
vations with this "tainted" tradition. (See 
below, Chapter Five). 

6. See J. Lacan, "The Mirror-Phase as formative 
in the Function of the I 11

, New left Review, 
Number 51, p.72. 

7. Burniston and Weedon develop this possibility 
of rnisrecognition taking place. They see it 
as the means by which to theorise how great 
wor:hsof art and literature etc. can play a role 
in challenging ideology: 

Those contradictions in the work which cannot 
be resolved within its ideological perspec
tive, leave open the way to ideological mis
recognition on the part of the reuder, in 
which cases/he will see through the ideology 
and will be unable ~o identify fully as a 
subject with the subject in the work . 
(Burniston and Weedon, 1977: 205) 

This has close ties with the position of Tel Quel 
(see Chapter Six below) which argues that a 
revolutionary semiotics, which challenges 
ideology, is possible because of a similar mis
recognition (though Kristeva employs a different 
problematic). 

8. Ollman writes: 

Althusser's fundamental error lies in mis
using the concept of structure in much the 
same way that ffegel misused the concept of 
idea; that is, a generalization based on 
examining many particular instances (in 
this case, various particular structures of 
the whole) is treated as an independent 
entity, which is then used to determine the 
very parts that gave rise to it. (1976: 
286n41) 

See also Thompson's extended treatment (1978: 
262-295) which makes the same point. 

9. For example, Benton {1979), Demaine (1981), 
Abercrombie (1980), Sumner (1979), Therborn 
(1980). 

10. This criticism seems to deliberately ignore 
Barthes' later position which recognised that 
all signs were ideological. Barthes: 
naenotation ... is ultimately only the last 
of connotations". (In Larrain, 1979: 166). 
{See also Coward and Ellis1 1977:Ch.4). 
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11. These include: Williams (1977:Ch.4), Sharp 
(1980:Ch.4), Jacka (1977: 191), Althusser 
(L&P: 149ff) . 

12. This introduction of the concept of reflection 
is not a relapse into an untheorised centre 
outside ideology, a homo rationalis or any other 
transcendental humanism. The capacity for 
reflection is simply the capacity for language: 
its tools are the tools of language and since 
language is given within ideology the concept 
of reflection is located entirely within 
ideological practice. 

13. The inner relations and phenomenal forms 
distinction is a fascinating issue but is 
outside the scope of this thesis's immediate 
concern. However, a few brief notes are 
warranted. For the materialist, there is a 
continual danger that this distinction can 
slide into structuralist idealism. This can 
happen if the inner relations come to function 
as the essence which determines the phenomenal 
forms (the appearance}. Jacka (1977: 191) 
attempts to avoid this by invoking the analogy 
or carbon, a substance whose inner relations 
are chemical but whose phenomenal forms are 
coal or diamonds. Ruben (1979: 127ff), on.the 
other hand, replaces the distinction with 
"unobservables" and "observables". Both 
these endeavours are able to concede a reality 
to the phenomenal forms which is consistent 
with Marx's concern, for example, to stress 
the Peality of the wage form whilst still 
regarding it as "false". (For useful disucssion 
on these issues, see Mapham, 1979; Geras, 1972b; 
Jacka, 1977; and Larrain, 1979). 
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CHAPTER FIT/E 

If there is a motif to be found in the work of 

Hindess and Hirst it is a consistent disdain expressed 

toward what they see as "privileged" concepts. The 

reason for their attack on epistemology is that it 

posits a privileged level of discourse. They reject 

relative autonomy because they regard "determined in 

the last instance" (or any theory of neceaaary determin

ation) as a privileged postulate. Finally, in rejecting 

humanism, they argue for a notion of a decentred subject 

as a way of breaking with the operation of a privileged 

centre standing behind the constitution of subjects. 

Epistemology? 

In one sense, Hindess and Hirst continue on from 

where Althusser "lapses". Where Althusser declared 

that the "real object" and the "object of knowledge" 

should be regarded as distinct and separate, Hindess 

and Hirst affirm this proposition as the axiom of _their 

system~ However, where Althusser went on to consider 

the uknowledge effect", the means by which the two 

objects relate (the discursive "appropriating" the 

real), Hindess and Hirst remain devout "purists" 

insisting that not only are the real world and discourse 

independent and distinct but they are, moreover, totally 

insulated: the real has no properties or characteris

tics which lends itself to articulation within discourse. 

In other words, there is no relation - no "appropri

ation", or anything comparable - between discourse and 

the real. It is worth looking closely at how they 

arrive at this position. 

They begin by defining epistemology in terms of 

a knowledge-being relationship, which, despite internal 

differences~ has two distinctive features: 

Epistemology conceives of the relation between dis.;.. 
course and its objects in terms of both a distinction 
and a correlation between a realm of discourse on 
th,? one hand and a realm of actual or potential 
objects on the other. These realms are distinct in 
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that t he e x i stence of the realm of objects is t hought 
to be independent of the existence of discourse, and 
they are c orrelated in that certain elements or forms 
of discourse are thought, at least in principle, to 
correspond to, or to designate, members of the real 
objects and their properties. The precise character 
of the postulated correspondence may va:r:y consider- · 
ably from one epistemology to another . (Hindess and 
Hirst, 1 977 : 10) 

Their criticism the n arises out of this knowledge-being 

relation: 

Among our general criticisms of epistemological 
discourse we a.r.gued that , in positing a necessary 
and genera l knowledge-be ing .re.lation, epistemologie s 
are forced to c onstitute bei ng as a class o f objects 
with attributes appropriate to the knowledge proces s 
by which it is corresponded to or appropriated. A 
necessary form of knowl edge relation requires a 
rea lity appropriate to that relation. {Hirst, 
1979b: 4) 

Th e consequences of this is the creation of a 

privileged level of discourse, which, in their view, is 

a form of dogmatism: 

This dogmatism criticised above is internal to the 
s tr,ucLur>e of an epistemology. 1'o posit a correlation 
between a realm of di scourse on the one hand and an 
aUegedly independent .rea Im of objects of discourse 
on the other is t o po~it certqin levels or forms of 
discourse {the disccmrse of experience , of a scie.nt
itic problematic, etc.) as directly effecting that 
cor.relation . Those levels or f orms of disco urse are 
therefore posited as being epis temologically privileged. 
They provide the touchstone in terms of which all 
other levels o f d.iscourse ·may be evaluated, but they 
cannot themse.lves be subject to that evaluation. An 
e pistemology is a dogmatism in the sense tha t it 
posits a certain level or form of discourse as being 
epi stemologically privileged and ultimately immune to 
further e valuation. To 1.·eject epistemology i s to 
destrog the foundatlons of that dogmatism. {Hindess 
and Hirs t, 1977: 20-1, emphasis mine) 

It is worth noting here t hat dogmatism is not seen 

as an accidental feature of some epistemologies (e.g. 

Kant's categories, positivism's observational language) 

but is seen as part of the str ucture of all epistemolo-

gies. Secondly, the implication of the word "allegedly" 

is that any correlation (for example , empi rical investi-
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gation) between discourse and the real compromises 

the independence of the real: that unless this total 

insulation is assured then the real cannot help but be 

"shaped~ by features of discourse. 

It is possible to appreciate the legitimate fear 

of compromising the real which Hindess and Hirst 

evidence, without following the path they have chosen. 

In his discussion of the viability of a reflection (or 

correspondence) theory of knowledge, Ruben has argued: 

Any theory of knowledge which given to thought a 
wholly interpretive role must comprom.ise the 
reality of the external world by maintaining 
that an essential relation exists between any 
known object and thought. It is the contingency 
of the relation between thought and object on a 
reflection theory of lrnow1-edge which is crucial for 
preserving the integrjty of the external world. 
(1979: 145) 

Hindess and Hirst, in their flight from this compromise, 

have kept the same terms which produced the problem, 

that is, the essential relation. What they have

changed is the correspondence: they have inverted it to 

produce their "necessary non-correspondence" thesis. As 

Althusser (FM: 89ff) has observed: inverting idealism 

does not materialise it. The materialist answer to 

this problem of compromise lies in Ruben's second 

sentence - retaining correspondence and replacing 

essential with contingent. Hindess and Hirst, however, 

have seen only one avenue of escape and have constructed 

their position as if it were the only choice open to 

them. 

Before tracing the significance of this epistemology 

within Hindess and Hirst's other positions, it is worth 

noting two other points which are of significance for 

the earlier chapters of this thesis. This criticism 

of the "privileged level" not only applies 'to humanism 

(because it operates with a subject who "experiences") 

but it is also applicable to Althusser. Even his sub

jectless scientific problematic aspires to a privileged 

status within his epistemology: 
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Each scientific problematic therefore consti tutes 
a privileged level and form of discourse and any 
other form of theoretical discourse may be measured 
against the appropriate scientific problematic: if 
it is a possible discourse of the problematic then 
it is scientific, otherwise it is ideological. The 
circularity and ultimate dogmat.ism of all epistem
ologicil conceptions should be evident since there 
can be no demonstration that such-and-such forms of 
discourse are indeed privileged except by means of 
forms of discourse that are themselves held to be 
privileged . (Hinde ss and lfirst, 1977: 13-14) 

Secondly , and closely related, the rej ection of 

epistemology leads automatically to the abolition of 

the science/ideology dichotomy: 

If there are no uniquely privileged levels of forms 
of discourse, then no fo.cin of discourse can be. 
evaluated, as true or false, scientific or ideolo
gical, by reference to its difference from some other 
form of discourse. (Hindess and Hirst, 1977: 31) 

Analysing the SoeiaZ Formation 

Consistent with their aversion to "dogmatism", 

Hindess and Hirst insist on extirpating all traces of 

reductionism from their analysis of the social formation: 

It is only by abandoning reductionism and the forms 
of unity that it imposes that we can begin to 
approach 'ideological' social relations with questions 
appropriate to their specificity. (Hirst, 1976: 411) 

The forms of unity referred to here are sociologism and 

econom_ism, both of which can be regarded as forms of 

essentialism. Hindess refers to this as: 

A mode of analysis in which social phenomena are 
analysed not in terms of thei r specific conditions 
of existence and thei1· effects with regard to ot.her 
social relations and practices but rather as the 
more or less adequate expression of an essence. 
(Hindess, 1977: 95) 

The variant of· this called by Hirst "sociologisrn", 

refers to ·the practice of "reducing ideology to an 

effect of the social position of t he subject who expounds 

it" (Hirst, 1976: 386}. Not only does this violate the 

strictures against epistemology (because it works with 

a concept of "experience"} but it also leads to that 
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other variant of essentiali sm: e conomis m (the economy 

impl icated at every level). This _happens because a 

person's economic position is seen as generating the 

appropriate class outlook. Hirst discerns this essent

ialis t tendency at work wi t h in Althusserts own theory of 

ideology. In particular, the ISAs Essa y is both class 

essentialist and economicis t: the ISAs are unified under 

the ruling class whose interests are given by the 

economy. I n turn, 

The economy is here conceived as an auto-existent 
instance with -' needs '. Complexification results 
from the fact that these needs require agencies 
other than the economic in order that they be 
met. In all this Althusser retains t he problem 
of the primacy of the economy; the relations of 
production and classes are given in the economic 
and require onl y to be maintained by adequate ideo
logical conditioning. (Hirst, 1976: 396) 

The alternative which Hindess and Hirst offer, 

outlined in the earlier quote, is the investigation of 

the conditions of existence of particula r phenomena and 

their specific effectivities. For them this is a non

reductionist (and hence free from privilege) s tance from 

which to initiate analyses of the socia l formation. It 

displa ces " relative autonomy" and "determined in the 

last instance" as t he key conceptual t ools. The latter 

is ultimately essentialist and the former is "too 

fragile" a concept: 

The c oncept of the ''relative autonomy of the political" 
is a frag.ile one, it attempts to overcome economism 
without facing the theoretical consequences of doing so. 
It constantly r elapses either into being merely a 
complex form of economism , or, conceiving the state , 
and the political 'level ' as in some way a calculating 
subject .reacting upon the economy. (Hirst, 1976 : 395/ 

The distinctiveness of this new problemat ic (and 

in t rue Althusseria n fashion, it involves_ a ne w object, 

see Hindess and Hirst 1977: 50) is concisely outlined 

in Hindess' s comparison: 

Rather than conceive of mode of production and social 
formation in terms of an l:'conomic base "upon which" 
other structural levels (rise), it is necessary to 
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conceptualise social formation as a social form in 
which the condi tions of exi stence of determinate 
relations of production are secured. For example, 
" feu dal social f ormation" re fers to a social form 
in which the political, l egal and cultural condi
tions of e xistence of feudal relations of production 
are met. (Hinde ss, 1977: 99 ; see also Hinaess and 
Hirst~ 1977 : 25-6) 

As an example of this, Hinde ss argues that instead of 

see ing legal relations as determined in the last instance 

by the economy, we should recognise 

t hat while certain legal forms may be necessary as 
conditions of existence o f capital.ist relations of 
production this existence is not secured by capital 
ist relations of production themselves . (Hindess, 
1978: 95) 

This "conditions of exi stence" problematic is also 

at the heart of Hindess and Hir s t's analysis of political 

action. In discussing Marxism and political theory, 

Hirst invokes his epist emological position and argues 

that Marxism has failed to differentiate between its 

theory of social causality and its theory of knqwledge 

such that it regards the situation of political action 

as an object of knowledge. Cons equently, 

Marxism conceives social being to be a totality , 
i ts phenomena forming a unity of effects. Social 
being i s therefore capable of representation as 
tota lit:y, of appropriation as a singular "reality". 
(Hirst:, 1979b: 4 ) 

By way of contrast, Hindess and Hirst propose that: 

calculation eonstructs the s ituation of action , 
that ... s ituation always exists to political 
practice in the form of a construct. Ca lculat:ion 
cannot appropriate the situation of action as if 
it were an objec t of knowledge. (Hirst , 1979 : 4) 

Hindess and Hirst elaborate further: 

These s ituations and the nature of 'the participan'ts 
themselves depend on definite conditions, but these 
conditions do not for m a totality. Practices 
encounter obstacles and opposed forces .•. But 
these obstacles and forces have no necessary general 
attributes , they do not form a unitary ."reality" 
which confronts all practices . (Hirst, 1979b: 5) 
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It is worth recalling Hirst's exposition of the 

imaginary effect (outlined in Chapter Four above) to 

appreciate this rejection of a "totality" which is a 

discret e entity, available for cognition. In Chapter 

Four we saw how this rejection was prernissed upon a 

general criticism of empiricism. Now we see that it is 

also premissed on their general rejection of epistemol

ogy: because there is no nece ssary relationship between 

discursive and non-discursive, one cannot posi~ the 

existence of a unitary totality (a discursive conception) 

as a feature of the non-discursive. 

The "conditions of existe nce" problematic also 

features in the analysis of ideology which Hindess and 

Hirst offer. It is behind the ir rejection of humanism: 

The 'anti -humanis m' I am conce rned to defend does 
not seek to abo"li sh men, or to appropriate the 
experienc e of subjectivi ty, but to problematise 
the categor9 of subject. rt does noc challenge the 
.reality of 'experience', but asks what are its con
ditions, i ts forms and its effects. (Hirst, 1979a: 
432) 

we will pick up the threads of this in a moment. 

First, we need to appreciate what it is that Hirst is 

reacting against. Althusser's retention of representation 

and of a subject capable of recognition within the ISAs 

Essay has bee n sharply criticised by Hirst (1976) for 

the linger1ng empiricism involved. The retention of 

"representation" necessarily involves the existence of 

a discrete entity, capable of being represented. As we 

just saw above, this conception is anathema to Hindess 

and Hirst. Althusser 1 s theory of ideological interpell

ation, as we saw be fore, entails a notion of mirror 

recognition. Hirst obje cts that this too is empiricist 

because it still allows f or a centred subject: 

Recognition, the crucial moment of the constitution 
(a.cti va t ion) of t he subject, presupposes a po.int of 
cognitio n prior t o the recogni t ion. (Hirst, 1976: 
404) 

Hirst proceeds to snow how this formulation leads either 



86. 

back to humanism, or to the problems of ontology prior 

to interpellation we discussed on page 58: 

The concrete individual is 'abstract' f it is not yet 
the subject it wi.1.I be. It is, however, already a 
subject in the sense of the subject which supports 
the process of recognition. Thus something which is 
not a subject must already have the faculties 
necessary to support the recognition which will 
constitute it as a subject. It must have a cognitive 
capacity as a prior condition of its place in the 
process of recognition. Hence the necessity of the 
distinction of the concrete individual and the 
concrete subject, a distinction in which the 
faculties of the latter· are supposed alrec1dy in the 
former (unless of course cognition be considered a 
'natural' human facult~). (Hirst, 1976: 405) 

Hirst's alternative is to replace representations 

with signifying practices, that is, discursive activity 

which refers to nothing beyond itself and thus has no 

necessary relation to the non-discursive. This shifts 

the terrain of enquiry away from questions about the 

nature of the relationship between the real and its 

ideological representations and locates it instead within 

questions concerning the conditions of existence of 
signifying practices. The relationships under scrutiny 

now are those between the means of signification and 

their ideological consequences. {Hirst, 1976: 411) 

Hirst's alternative to the centred subject is a 

conception of a d~centred s~te for the traces of 

signifying practices. Hirst is critical of Althusser 

for retaining the conception of a unitary consciousness 

acting as the origin of a centred subject. For Hirst, 

this cannot deal with post-Freudian conceptions of the 

unconscious: 

the challenge is a rejection of the notion that human 
individuals can be thought of exclusively as subjects, 
in any sense of that term. The human being is not 
a subject, a centred and inclusive consciousness. 
This is not least because unconscious thoughts and 
desires interrupt centred speech - the unconscious 
refuses to be onP of the additional predicates 'of' 
a person. (ffirst, 1979a: 432) 
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. Hindess and Hirst do not expand in detail about how 

this· challenge is to be pursued (apart from raising 

those questions concerning conditions of existence). 

However, a significant body of theory has developed in 

this area, particularly under the influence of the 

Tel Quel group in France. We shall shortly examine 

their position and some of the texts their work has 

inspired in England. For the moment we must complete 

our exposition of Hindess and Hirst, turning now to 

criticisms of their position. 

Cr>itieisms 

Hindess and Hirst's claims that we must reject any 

necessary correlation between discourse and the real has 

been generally deplored, from a materialist perspective, 

as idealist. Collier (1979: 102-3} looks in detail at 

a number of their epistemological claims and shows 

convincingly that they are underpinned by idealism. 

Hindess and Hirst, however, are adamant that they are 

not idealist: 

We must insist, confident that we shall be misread, 
that our rejection of the epistemological category 
of 'concrete' is not an idealist denial of the 
significance or reality of (material) objects. 
That denial:.is a position within epistemology which 
subst:itutes other {spi.rit..ual) objects as appropriate 
to knowledge. We do not deny the existence of social 
relations - that would render our very project 
absurd. What we reject is the oategory of 'concrete' 
as object;-of-knowledge. (1977: 6-7) 

They are claiming here that the existence of the real is 

hot at stake. (They later add: "The question of the 

'reality of the external world' is not the issue." 1977: 

19}. However, Thompson's criticism of Althusser is 

equally applicable to this argument of Hindess and 

Hirst's: 

Althusser does not so much confuse thought and 
the real as, by asserting the unknowability of the 
real~ he confiscates reality of its determinate 
properties, thus reducing the real to Theory. 
(Thompson, 1978: 214-5) 2 
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Hindess and Hirst would argue that accusations of 

idealism are unwarranted since they have rejected all 

epistemology, and idealism is but one position within 

epistemology: "If epistemological criteria of validity 

do not hold, then the epistemological charge of formalism 

must collapse." (1977: 19) 

In this defence and in many of their polemical 

attacks Hindess and Hirst draw upon a particular style 

of critique, an approach which has been dubbed "the 

essentialist mode of critique" .. It originates with 

Althusser and could well be regarded as the hallmark of 

his philosophical style. As Nield and Seed (1979: 404-6) 

show, this mode of critique operates by locating the 

problematics within a piece of work, and then, by noting 

their epistemological underpinnings, dismissing the 

whole position as invalid if the epistemology does not 

measure up. In short, a flawed epistemology condemns 

the substantive elements of any work as valueless. 

Moreover the implication is constantly present in 
Althusser that analyses which are epistemologically 
imperfect are perforce politically unreliable, not 
to say dangerous. (1979: 405-6) 

Nield and Seed conclude that this approach renders 

Althusser incapable of engaging theoretically with 

Marxist texts: 

only the 'philosophical essence' - the 'problematic' -
is subject to •Althusserian investigation while the 
substantial theoretical innovations on the terrain of 
concrete analysis ... lie beyond the horizon of 
Althusser's concern. (1979: 406) 

Barrett et.al. argue that this approach has contin

ued with the post-Althusserians, and she and her colleag

ues refer to it as "a kind of intellectual lurnberjacking 0 

(1979: 55). Their synopsis of this approach is worth 

quoting in full: 

The object .is to show that a text is organised around 
a specific problematic. Certain problematics are 
held to be fundamentally flawed. If such a tendency 
is present - especially Althusser 's own tdo of 
historicism, humanism or empir.icism - it is held to 
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exhaust the whole content of the text . The text 
falls. The procedure is a kind of intellectual 
lumber-jacking, very exhi.larating, ospeciall9 when 
the target is some great big classical tree that 
has stood in the forest many years. Down goes 
Weber! Down go the Marxist historians! Down goes 
Marx! (flirst, 1976a; Ilindess and Hirst, 1975; 
Cutler, Hindess, Hirst and Hussain, 1977). But 
this mode of critique is almost wholly destructive 
and therefore non-accumulative: it 'problematises', 
but rarely provides another substantive account, 
still less one ·that incorporates what was rational 
in the first. {Bar-rett et.al., 1979: 55) 

Returning now to Hindess and Hirst 1 s rejection of 

epistemology we find this mode of critique explicitly 

stated: 

What must be noted here is that all such arguments 
or readings of tlieoretical discourse must: stand ot. 
fall with the epistemology from which the allegation 
of privilege is derived. (1977: 16) 

Hindess and Hirst then use this procedure to undercut all 

criticisms based on an alternative epistemology by 

rejecting the ground upon which the critics stand: 

What McLennan does is to construct for us an option 
within epistemological discourse. Despite its sop
histication the criticism refuses to come to terms 
with our criticism of epistemology as constructing a 
general rela.-tion between the categories of knowledge 
(discourse) and being (tho object of knowledge). He 
d_istinguishes between two distinct realms, discourse 
a.nd non-discourse, and thereby in effect restores 
the structure of the knowledge-being relation (and 
-the options within it). Our objective was to 
dlssolve this distinction. (Hirst, 1979b: l 9n2). 

This naturally raises the issue: have Hindess and 

Hirst really rejected epistemology or have they simply 

constructed a position within it? I would argue for 

the latter for three reasons. First, their character

isation of epistemology is invalid because it relies on 

a reductionist procedure. Secondly, their own position 

involves a form of privileged discourse and ·is thus 

epistemological within that definition. Finally, the 

alternative they propose - a position outside epistemolo

gy - does not exist at any point in their own theoretical 

practice. 
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Not only do Hindess and Hirst mimic Althusser's 

characterisation of empiricism by universalising a par

ticular variant to encompass a wide range of positions, 

but they are equally culpable of reductionism when 

they argue that all epistemology is characterised by a 

particular knowledge-being relation. In the cour~e of 

doing this they have narrowed a diverse range into~ 

choice between two options: "epistemology" with its 

implicit dogmatism and their own more rigorous position 

which roots out all privilege and hence all dogmatism. 

One example of this technigue illustrates this well. 

They argued above (page 80) that: 

Among our general critic.isms of epistemological 
discourse we argued that, in positing a necessary 
and general knowledge-being relation, epistemologies 
are forced to constitute being as a-class of objects 
with attributes appropriate to the knowledge process 
by which it is corresponded to or appropriated. A 
necessary form of knowledge relation requires a 
reality appropriate to that relation. (Hirst, 
1979b: 4) 

They intended this charge to be true of all epist~molog

ical positions. Yet materialism is one such position 

which makes no such ontological assumptions. Rather, 

as Ruben argues: 

The ontological assumption is not that real relations 
are struetured like conceptual relations, but that 
relations between concepts can be made to map real 
relations. (1979: 82; emphasis added.) 

Secondly, Hindess and Hirst define epistemology by 

reference to its use of a privileged level of discourse 

and the option they create for themselves is one 

supposedly free of this feature. However, as McLennan 

shows, _they have not in fact achieved this illusory 

goal: 

epistemological argument is rejected as a form 
of discourse because it has a certain structure pro
ducing intractable difficulties. These difficulties 
are removed and theorised by non-epistemological 
forms of discourse. But this too is a case of a 
necessarily privileged form of discourse - epistemolo
gical forms having been shown to be intrinsicall.y 
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inferior in relation to the special criterion of 
politico-theor.etical problematisation ... At this 
genera 1 level, 'epistemology' is a feature of all 
arguments which seriously claim to prefer certain 
concepts or objects in favour of others, and debates 
are settled by varying criteria or explanatory com
petence established with reference to historical 
and theoretical procedures. Hindess and Hirst are 
clearly no _exception. (NcLennan, 1978: 201) 

Thirdly, Hindess and Hirst, in their own theoretica_l 

practice employ, and rely upon, particular empirical con

cepts. If they were to be consistent in the application 

of their a-epistemological stancef such concepts would 

be inadmissible. Indeed, they pretend that they are 

dealing only with theoretical concepts and the theoret

ical conditions appropriate to these theoretical concepts, 

but this formalistic whirlpool is inflitrated at every 

level by concepts whose derivation and referents are 

clearly empirical. We will pursue this further in a 

short while when we turn to examine the question of 

"history". 

Hindess and Hirst have not stepped outside o~ 
epistemology as they claim to have. Moreover, when we 

look closely at how they characterise discursive practice 

(their alternative to epistemology} we find that the 

consequences are as undesirable for Marxist philosophy 

as i~ the so-called dogmatism of the privileged level 

within epistemology. 

Because Hindess and Hirst reject any conflation 

between the level of discourse and the level of causality, 

they reject both the class struggle and materialism (in 

the sense in which it gives primacy to the means of 

subsistencei 1977: 4). What this move amounts to is a 

denial that one can claim causal primacy for any one 

phenomenon, since this would be a conceptual claim and 

if allowed to stand would result in an intrusion into 

the real, "reducing them to products of a causality 

already given in the concept". (1977:3) One of the 

consequences of this, in terms of analysis -of the social 

formation, is the erection of a factorial ·matrix· in 
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which no one factor achieves primacy over the others. 

Consequently, they reject the concept of the mode of 

production in favour of the "conditions of existence of 

class relations in definite social formations" (1977:2) 

which is an object of enquiry which has no prior 

assumptions of primacy. 

It might be objected here that this focus on class 

is an illicit retention of a privileged concept. However, 

Hindess and Hirst distinguish between prior concepts and 

privileged concepts and would argue that their emphasis 

on class fits into the category of prior concepts. By 

this they mean that discursive practice works by trans

forming general concepts (which are prior) into the 

particular, not by deducing the particular from the 

general (which would be to reinsert privilege) . 

A forceful objection should thus be, not that class 

represents a privileged concept, but that it represents 

an arbitrary one. This is apparent when we ask: why 

should class be chosen as a prior concept? There is 

nothing about "reality" to recommend it (since concepts 

do not appropriate reality). There is nothing within 

discourse to recommend it. Indeed, despite the referen-

ces to the criteria of consistency, Hindess and Hirst 

insist that not even forms of logic etc. are to be 
allowed any kind of discursive privilege. 

Is there any criteria then for the choice of prior 

concepts within discursive practice? The one consistent 

reference which Hindess and Hirst provide in this 

regard is the assertion that theoretical concepts are 

concerned with the "current situation" (1977: 3). But 

what does this mean? It certainly cannot mean that 

success in application is the criteria for judging 

discursive practice: this is evident in Hindess and 

Hirst's comments about political practice (page 84 above) 

and theoretical practice ("the positions ... in discourse 

carry no implications whatever regarding the 

'success' of that form of discourse in 'appropriating' 
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or 'representing' the real" (1977:31). 

The "current situation" is therefore a reference 

to the source which provides the prior concepts with 

which to begin theoretical practice, but it does not 

figure as a field for their testing or application. 

Given that discursive practice transforms prior concepts 

and the subsequent development of those concepts is 

bounded by nothing external to discourse, there is no 

reason to assume that concepts like class may not 

entirely evaporate from discourse. We are now able to 

see the force behind the charges of opportunism and 

pragmatism which have been levelled at Hindess and 

Hirst. These have arisen, firstly because of their 

blatant rejection of basic Marxist concepts (more on this 

in a moment), and they have also arisen because of this 

idealist formulation of theoretical practice: their 

starting point may be the current situation but. once 

discursive practice transforms their prior concepts 

there is nothing to say where they will end up. (See 

also Collier, 1979: 8 7) . 

We are back with the problem of arbitrariness; all 

such analyses are open to opportunism and pragmatism. 

It is certainly not a Marxist position. Nor is it 

internally consistent: 

They say that there are no privileged concepts yet 
demand that some concepts be generated from, and in 
the service of, political practice, and continue to 
deny pragmatism. (McLennan, 1978: 202) 

We are now in a useful position to consider the two 

other charges laid at the feet of Hindess and Hirst: 

they have rejected history and they have deserted Mar~

ism. 

Nield and Seed speak of PCMP as an "absurd, anti

historical foray" (1979: 383) and Thompson scathingly 

asserts: "Messrs Hinaess and Hirst ... have discover.ed 

the secret of manufacturing synthetic history ... out of 

conceptual air." (1978: 287) Hindess and Hirst's own 
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references to history reinforce this view of their 

procedures. They speak of the study of history being 

"not only scientifically but also politically value

less." (Quoted in Sayer, 1979: 46) 

Clearly, the epistemology which Hindess and Hirst 

employ obliges them to discountenance history (in 

Thompson's sense of a "dialogue", 1978: 201) because 

of its necessarily empiricist procedures. However, this 

position is vulnerable on two counts. As McLennan shows 

(1978: 196), their arguments about history and historiqal 

time are internally contradictory. Secondly, their own 

theoretical endeavours have illicitly introduced empiri

cal concepts. Sayer and Corrigan (1978: 209) wr~te of 

their "general historical ignorance (which does not, of 

course, stop historical fac;ts from being employed, cf. 

MCCT., II: 248,249,251) " In a sense, Hindess and 

Hirst share with structuralism the delusion that they 

have created entirely "internal" discourses whose sig

nificant relationships are entirely internal to their 

systems. They believe their structures are independent 

of their substantive contents, whereas in fact, at 

every level they rely on the substance of particu~ar 

contents for their conceptual pyrotechnics. 

19 7 9 : Ch . 4) • 

(See Sumner, 

Another telling indictment of the Hindess and 

Hirst position is its growing estrangement from the 

Marxist tradition. Therborn, for example, writes of 

their "abandonment of historical materialism 11 (1980: 

129n21). Certainly, in their idealism and in their 

rejection of history
3 

they are clearly at variance with 

the thrust of Marx's own thinking. Marx's attacks on the 

Young Hegelians and on Proudhon can be easily.turned 

against Hindess and Hirst with respect to their idealism 

(as Thompson does with regard to Althusser, 1978: 309-14). 

Similarly, Marx's critique of the classical economists -

that they hypostasized the capitalist mode of productiqn -

can equally be turned against Hindess and Hirst for their 
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contemptuous dismissal of history. As Sayer (1979: 47) 

notes, it was only through historical analysis that 

Marx was able to penetrate behind the fetishism of 

capitalist commodity production and reveal the exploit

ation of labour which it concealed. As Marx himself 

firmly declared: 

from the moment that the bourgeois mode of proauction 
and the conditions of production and distribution 
which correspond to it are recognised as historical, 
the delusion of regarding them as natural laws of 
production vanishes and the prospect opens up of a 
new society ... to which capitalism is only th_e 
transition. (Marx, Theories of Su~plus Value~ III, 
quoted in Barrett et.al., 1979: 22-3) 

Not only are they at variance with Marx's spirit, 

but Hindess and Hirst have steadily jettisoned most of 

Marx's substantive findings. As Nield and Seed note: 

[they) are in the process of disembowelling Marx's 
work entirely. Here are disposed of the concepts 
of value and surplus value, productive and unpro
ductive labour, determination in the last instance, 
the tendency of the rate of profit to fall, the 
combination of relations and forces of production. 
(1979: 413n10} 

To this list we should add (as we saw above): the primacy 

of the class struggle and the primacy of the material. 

McLennan adds his voice to this concern: 

In thus doing away with the very notion of know
ledge as 'appropriation' in thought, and in excising 
all 'basic' concepts, [Hindess and Hirst] appear to 
vacate Marxism in any recognisable sense for a 
version of 'discursive practices'. (1978: 193)4 

Hindess and Hirst do not agree that these criticis~~ 

carry any force. Consistent with their epistemology, 

they assert that "There are no privileged 'basic 

concepts• of Marxism or of any other field of theoreti

cal discourse" (1977: 30). They realise the implications 

of this position but counter with the following defence: 

We have no doubt that we shall be told by the unre
constructed defenders of 'orthodoxy' that to abandon 
the determination of the economic (in either the first 
or the last instances) is to abandon Marxism. That 
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may be. But Marxism has been abandoning 'orthodoxy' 
since the 1850s. Marx and Engels, with varying 
success, and virtually every other major Marxist 
thinker (Gramsci and Althusser being the most system
atic in their opposed ways) have been in retreat 
from the consequences of economism. Where these 
consequences have not been abandoned in political 
practice (as they generally are in the case of Lenin 
or Mao), the results have generally been disastrous. 
(1977: 5) 

This argument is couched in such·general terms and- the 

protagonists are so insufficiently specified that it is 

virtually impossible to answer point by point. However, 

we do find in this passage, captured almost in cameo, 

several of the distinctive strands of the Hindess and 

Hirst methodology. The final invocation of political 

practice is an invalid displacement of the argument (as 

well as an unsubstantiated one) and mirrors similar 

tactics by Althusser. Its occurrence here only serves 

to reinforce our suspicions of pragmatism. 

The arguments concerning 'orthodoxy' and economism 

further evidence the worst features of Hindess and 

Hirst's style. We are invited to share in their disdain 

for 'orthodoxy' without being offered substantial 

reasons, and without its protagonists being identified. 

The admission that Marx and Engels were themselves 

successful (in some respects) in avoiding economism turns 

out to be a false concession since its significance is 

dismissed in the remainder of the paragraph. In 

typical fashion 1 Hindess and Hirst offer us a single 

choice between their (unrecognisable!) Marxism and the 

other: the tainted 1 orthodoxy 1
• Or as Corrigan and 

Sayer wryly note (in discussing the same issue) "eithe~ 

this fictive dogmatically formulated version of classi

cal marxism o~ the latest, sensible cure-all bearing 

their own brand-name". (1978: 199) 

This tactic is seen by Barrett et.al. as a tendency 

which bedevils the whole structuralist debate. They 
call it "dichotomous theorising": 
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a tendency to present two positions, often in a 
highly oversimplified or abstract form, as mutually 
exclusive ... with the implied injunction that it is 
necessary to choose one or the other. (1979: 19) 

It is rather ironic, given Hindess and Hirst•~ own 

penchant for the· essentialist mode of critique, that ' I 

find myself appalled by their epistemological position 

but impressed by some aspects of their theory of 

ideology. Hirst's critique of the ISA s Essay is a 

remarkable penetration of the Althusserian position, 

exposing with skill and clarity its lingering empiricism 

and its economism and class essentialism. Similarly, 

as a replacement for the base-superstructure ·approach, _ 

Hindess and Hirst's "conditions of existence" problematic 

(while based on a displacement of a relative autonomy 

problematic which is far from bankrupt) suggests more 

fruitful lines for enquiry than does the currerit state 

of Althusser's own "reproduction of the relations of 

production" problematic. 

Finally, Hirst's insistence on a decentred subject 

offers a most promising anti-humanist line of enquiry . 

into the areas of class, gender, race, age, etc. It is 

Tel Quel , however, who are pioneering this area and it 

is to them we now turn. 

iVOTES 

1. Barrett cautions against reading this as an 
espousal of ideology's absolute autonomy (as 
Hall seems to do, see 1978: 120). Barrett 
continues, paraphrasing Hirst: 

'Autonomy from what?', asks Hirs t rhetor
ically , insisting that even to pose questions 
of causality is to assume a social totality 
in which particular instances are governed 
by their place in the whole. (Barrett, 
1980: 88) 
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2. McLennan's argument that Hindess and Hirst 
are agnostics adds support to this judgment. 
McLennan writes: 

Now, to posit the ex_istence of two 
distinctive orders and a relation of 
non-knowledge, or, to borrow a phrase 
from a similar argument, necessary non
aorrespondenee~ whatever the subjective 
protests, is the classical agnostic 
position. . . . It is food for thought 
that the road to idealism is always paved 
with the equation of metaphysics (epis
temology) with materialism (scientism). 
(1978: 202) 

J. Corrigan and Sayer trenchantly note the conse
quences of this dismissal of history: "Hindess 
and Hirst and their co-workers reproduce the 
Obvious world. They do not provide us with any 
means of comprehending that world as historically 
constructed.tt (1978: 208) 

4. Hall ties this issue in with Hindess and Hirst's 
idealist epistemology: 

There is indeed a. very modern and power
ful 'epistemology' support:.ing these 
propositions (ie. necessary non-corres
pondence), but I cannot see how it can 
be unproblematically assigned as 
'Marxist' - even when it continues to 
use Marxist categories and concepts: it 
seems, in many respects, far closer to 
a neo-Kantian problematic, 'materialist' 
only by adjectival invocation. (1978; 
120) 

Meillassoux makes a similar point. He sees 
their "point of view" as ~a strict codific~
tion of the idealist-judicial approach of 
bourgeois science under the guise of Marxisrn 11

• 

(Quoted in Corrigan and Sayer, 1978: 214n51). 
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CHAPTER SIX 

This chapter is concerned with the Tel Quel group 

in France (in particular, Derrida and Kristeva) and 

their English proponents (Coward and Ellis and the 

journal, Ideology and Consciousness). An appreciation 

of their position requires an understanding of three 

areas: structuralist linguistics, Lacanian psychoana~ 

lysis and Althusserian marxism. 

Structural Linguistics 

One of the major insights which structuralist 

linguistics offered was its break with previous 

nominalist theories of language which ascribed the 

meaning of a sign to its external determinants. For 

Saussure, the founding figure in this field: 

The sign as a whole receives its meaning not by 
virtue of its reference to some object in the real 
world 1 but by its specific differentiation from the 
entire body of other signs or 'lexicon'. A sign 
has meaning because it occupies a particular place 
in the lexicon. This is part of what is meant by 
language being only a system of differences. 
(Burniston and Weedon, 1977: 215) 

Within Saussurian linguistics the sign itself is com

posed of signifier (sound, image) and signified {concept) 

neither of which have any meaning by themselves, but 

only by virtue of their combination. This combination 

is said to produce an "unmotivated" sign: since there 

is no external referent, and both signifier and signified 

are themselves "empty", the relation between signifier 

and signified is arbitrary. This interpretation thus 

produces the problem of what "fixes" the meaning of any 

sign. 

The second major advance which structuralist ling

uistics forged was to overturn expressive conceptions 

of language in which a constitutive subject employed 

"communication" to express "thought". This conception 

not only suffered from an acceptance of the sign as an 
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unproblematic unity of referent, signifier and signified 

(see Burniston and Weedon, 1977: 201), but it also 

operated with a transcendental subject as a necessary 

axiom. Saussurian linguistics, in problematising the 

sign, posited the subject as constructed by the symbolic 

rather than existing as a unity prior to it. 

Coward and Ellis summarise the potential this 

conception offered: 

The lesson of this development of structuralism was 
that man is to be understood as constructed by the 
symbol and not as the·point of origin of symbolism. 
The individual, even prior to his or her birth, is 
always already subject-ed to the structure into 
which he or she is born. The structure is what sets 
in place an experience for the si;bject which it· 
includes. This demands a radical re-estimation of 
the position of the individual; it should no longer 
be possible to adhere to the notion of the individual 
as embody.ing some ideal pre-given essence. Being 
always subject-ed, the subject can never be the 
transcendental, punctual sou.rce of a symbolic system. 
It is de-centred within this structure, constructed 
in a specific system of differences and their 
arrangements. (1977: 4) 

This passage may evoke echoes in the reader's mind of 

the Althusserian project outlined in earlier chapters. 

Before we proceed to examine Tel Quel's response to 

this development in structuralist linguistics, we need 

to understand the notion of a "decentred structure". 

Derrida argues that, traditionally, a struct~re 

and a centre are seen as an inseparable entity in that 

they logically imply one another: "Even today the 

notion of a structure lacking any centre represents the 

unthinkable itself" (1972: 248}. Derrida proceeds to 

define this centre, which, within the history of the 

concept of structure, has received different forms or 

names but has always been concerned with: 

the determination of being as presence in all 
senses of this word ... eidos, arche, telos, 
energia, ousis (essence, existence, substance, 
subject) alethia, transcenaentiality, conscious
ness, or conscience, God, man, and so forth. 
(1972: 249) 
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Tel Quel bases its position upon the innovations 
of Saussurian linguistics but it does this through a . 
critique of them. It sees structuralist linguistics as 
still ultimately a centred system because, despite t:tle
rejection of a transcendental human subject, it neverthe
less relapses into another form of metaphysical. specu ... 

lation, namely a transcendental consciousness which 

provides the origin of all social relations. In Levi

Strauss, for example, this takes the form of the 

"Universal Structure of the Human Mind". (See Coward 

and Ellis, 1977: 20). 

The second major criticism which Tel Quel advances 

is that structuralist linguistics, in its emphasis on 

the interactions of the elements within language, 

precluded considerations of pPoeess, of the ongoing 

production of meaning (Adlam and Salfield, 1978: 96-7)~ 

This can be seen in their preoccupation with Zangue 
(the structure of language) and synchrony to the neglect 

of parole (the individual speech act) and di~~~fRD¥· 
By contrast, Tel Quel emphasises the role of the signif

ier as the active element in creating and determining 

the signified. (Adlam and Salfied, 1978: 97, and 

Lewis, 1974: 28). 

~ 0 c dete rmining 
( ,, ·1 ,; ' ficd, 1978: 97, and 
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Thus Tel Quel concerns itself not with the product 

of language, but with its pPoductivity: the infinite 

fecundity of meanings contained within any chain of 

significations. In Derridan terms, this arises because 

language is really a decentred structure: it 

has no centre to 'arrest and ground' the infinite 
play of substitutions which can take place within it. 
Contrary to the metapbysics of presence there is no 
'presence' (idea, intention, meaning) which limits 
the 'freeplay of language'." (Tomlinson, 1980: 32) 

In practice, of course, meanings are fixed: 

significations do become centred. However, this does 

not occur because of social convention, as some 

theories in the philosophy of language maintain. Such 

a conception is inadequate, according to Tel Quel, because 

it presupposes a consensus operating within an hornogenous 

language community, that is, "a homogeneity of id.eoJ,.ogy 

within any social formation in which the concept of, for 

example, hegemony could find no place." (Adlam et .al., 

19.77: 48). Instead, Tel Quel argues, meanings become 

fixed by virtue of the taking up of "subject pos{tions" 

within discourse. What happens is that the infinite 

productivity of language, the infinite chain of signif

iers, is momentarily (but repeatedly) fixed by the 

insertion of a psubject of enunciation" into the 

discourse. Linguistically, this conception is founded 

on an examination of personal pronouns (I, you) and 

exphoric pronouns (them,now) which have no meaning 

outside of the specific context in which they are 

uttered. With their insertion into discourse a fixity 

in the chain of signifiers arises. Without this subject 

position there is only "the incessant sliding of the 

signifier over the sea of the signified" (Adlam et.al., 

1977: 42). This grounding of the signifier by a 

"subject positioning" is not only a linguistic event, 

it is also a psychic event, one revealed by Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. 
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Lacanian Psychoanalysis 

For Lacan, the entry of the ego into the Symbolic 

Order, whereby it becomes a subject, involves two 

significant aspects. First, the ego must adopt a 

subject position within the familial-social structure 

which necessarily involves the renunciation of other 

possible positions and their repression within the 

unconscious. Secondly, and constitutive of this, the 

taking up of a position within the Symbolic Order 

involves submission to.the rules of language, to the 

subject-predicate structure of syntax. This linguistic 

positioning (via the personal pronouns) fixes the chain 

of signifiers thereby producing meaning within discourse 

and extinguishing the infinite plurality of meanings and 

contradictions immanent in language. They too, are 

banished to the domain of the unconscious. 

What this conception amounts to is a notion of a 

constitutive relationship between language and conscious

ness. The resolution of the Oedipal phase on the. level 

of psychib life is, at the same time, the entry by the 

child into definite subject positions within the Symbolic 

Order. As Adlam and Salfield argue: "If the subject, in 

saying 'I am a boy', could not identify himself with the 

'I' of that proposition, then he could not speak at all." 

(1978: 107) As Adlam et.al. (1977: 42) succinctly note: 

" the 'Oedipal scene' and 'paternal metaphor', ..• 

knot the child into language". 

Kristeva's own account of this theory employs a 

number of ideosyncratic terms. These are worth mention 

because, despite their peculiarity, they do help 

clarify the argument. 

Kristeva regards signifying practice (which she 

calls "significance") as composed of two areas: the 

"symbolic realm" and the 0 semiotic chora". Now the 

entry of the ego into the symbolic realm, whereby it 

becomes a subject, is predicated upon a splitting between 
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conscious and unconscious structures. For Kristeva, 

the semiotic chora is both the presyrnbolic domain (and 

thus the precondition for the constitution of the 

subject in language) as well as the site of the 

unconscious: the location where the banished plurality 

of signifiers reside. As such it is a continuing 

(absent) presence> a kind of backdrop against which the 

positioning of the subject in the symbolic order takes 

place. As Burniston and Weedon note (1977: 221), the 

semiotic chora is a site of negativity - "a constant 

process of expulsion (the counterpart to repression) 

which is constantly being repressed by the {re)constit

ution of the subject in the symbolic realm". It is thus 

the site of the "subject in process" in distinction to 

the "thetic subject'' (that is, the subject of language). 

This thetic subject is but one moment 

repeated fixing of the transcendental 

ing practice". (Burniston and Weedon, 

in the "constantly 

subject in signify-

1977: 221). 

Kristeva conceives of a continual struggle between 

the semiotic and the symbolic: 

The subject in signifying practice is being con
stantly reformulated in the struggle between the two 
orders and reinserted into the symbo7-ic as a fixed 
moment (a stasis) in the subject in process, which 
involves both orders. (Burniston and Weedon, 1977: 
221) 

That this struggle is a continuing, but intermittently 

articulated, process is evidenced by Freudian psycho

analysis which recognises, in the phenomena of the 

Freudian slip, dreams and hysterical symptoms, the fact -

that the subject is constantly troubled by the return of 

the repressed. (Burniston and Weedon, 1977: 218) 

This struggle must not be dismissed as merely a 

"psychologicaltt event. It has dimensions which involve 

the structure of the social formation. As Burniston and 

Weedon note: 

Once the chil.d has entered into self-consciousness 
and language as a subject, its position there needs 
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to be constantly reaffirmed since, as we have noted, 
it is under constant attack from the semiotic chora. 
Social relations (the relations of production as 
maintained by the State and the legal system) and 
the relations of reproduction within the family 
structure, which are predicated on the repression 
of the drives and maintenance of the Symbolic 
Order, hold in place a certain type of relation 
between unity (the transcendent subject, the 
Symbolic Order, language, ideology, scientific 
discourse etc.) and process (the semiotic chora) 
(Burniston and Weedon, 1-977: 222) 

We are now at a point where we can fruitfully ask how 

ideology fits into this theory. 

Althusserian Marxism 

We saw in Chapter Two that one of the criteria of 

ideology for Althusser was its "closure''. The same 

characteristic is relevant to this context: the fixing 

of the chain of signifiers and its concomitant fixing 

of the subject positions can be seen as a process of 

closure. This can then be linked explicitly with the 

operation of ideology within the social formation: 

An analysis of ideology under capit;:;lism can begin 
from a theorisation of the social forma~ion as 
worked by multipl_e contradictions which are repress
ed in ideology through the produetion of coherent 
subject positions in language. (Adlam and Salfield, 
1978: 99) 

One of the "imaginary" effects of ideology, namely 

the subject's presence to itself as a unitary conscious

ness, is central in the production of this "coherent" 

subject position. As we have noted before, Hirst argues 

that the human individual is not "a unitary terminal of 

the imaginary subject" as Althusser 1 s ISAs Essay suggests, 

but rather, must b~ seen as "the support of a de-centred 

complex of practices and statuses which have distinct 

conditions of existence". (1976: 400) 

The ideological process which produces this effect 

of a unitary consciousness is that same process of 

fixing the chain of signifiers which closes their 

plurality of meanings and their contradictions. As 



106. 

Larrain (1979: 167) notes: "This is why the subject 

appears to be the origin of his own activity. By closing 

off contradictions, ideology gives to the subject the 

appearance of unity." There are two significant points 

here, one concerning the meaning significations achieve 

and the other concerning the subject's presence to 

itself. Both involve ideology. The fixing of the 

chain of signifiers (the reduction of the productivity 

of language to only one meaning) produces the effect of 

naturalising meaning: that one meaning is seen as 

natural. Secondly, the subject believes her own activity 

stems from her own presence to herself. This appearance 

of a unitary consciousness is an ideological effect 

which parallels that other ideological effect of bour

geois humanism: the subject's belief in herself as a 
11 free 11 subject. (See Larrain, 1979: 167) 

However, this appearance of consciousness as a 

unity (masking the fundamental splitting which has taken 

place with the resolution of the Oedipal phase) is only 

successful is so far as ideology succeeds in closing 

off the repressed contradictions and plurality of 

meanings. We are now at the point where a "revolution

ary semiotics" enters: it offers itself as a means for 

challenging the imaginary unity of consciousness and 

the fixity of established subject positions. It does 

this by threatening to unleash the contradictions and 

plurality which are located within the semiotic chora. 

This can occur whenever the signifiers are unfixed trom 

their previously constituted signifieds, producing a 

crisis in meaning which has direct implications for the 

subject "in that the unfixing of signifiers also ruptures 

the positionality of the subject in discourse". (Adlam 

and Salfield, 1978: 109} 

We noted earlier that the resolution of the Oedipal 

phase was never truly complete but involved a hidden 

struggle between the symbolic and semiotic realms. we 
can now see the potential of this struggle in terms of 
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revolutionary politics: 

While the semiotic chora is normally repressed by 
the consolidation of the symbolic domain, the semio
tic remains the inseparable condition of the symbolic 
and retains the capacity to irrupt - with potentially 
revolutionary force - on the scene of signification 

At stake is the recovery and reappropriation of 
the semiotic as the avante-garde's attempt to over
come the repressive structure of subject unity, to 
disrupt the status of the subject, and consequently 
of the individual, in the bourgeois system ... The 
deconstruction of the unitary sub_iect and invention 
of a pluralized successor imply not only the most 
radical of cultural revolutions, but also the 
strategic placement of revolutionary activity 
primarily in relation to its .localizable object, 
a grounding of militant theoretical reflection in 
the potential repercussions of transforming that 
object. (Lewis, 1974: 31-·2) 

Kristeva's major empirical work has been in th~ 

area of avante garde literature (Mallarme, Lautrearnont, 

Joyce, Artaud), an area of discourse which has introduced 

"ruptures, blank spaces, and holes into language" 

(Kristeva, 1981: 163). This rupturing of the chain of 

signifiers has implications for the constitution of 

subjectivity, or as Kristeva herself puts it, this 

aspect of the avante garde "dissolves identity". (1981: 

138) She clearly sees this as an "outside" to ideology, 

one which is, moreover, clearly linked to sexuality: 

All of these modifications in the linguistic fabric 
are the sign of a force that has not been grasped 
by the linguistic or ideological system. This 
signification renewed, "infini t:i zed" by the rhythm 
in a text, this precisely is (sexual) pleasure· (la 
jouissance) . . . . All speaking subjects have within 
themselves a certain bisexuality which is precisely 
the possibility to explore all the sources of 
signification, that which posits a meaning as well 
as that which multiplies, pulverizes, and finally 
revives it. (1981: 165) 

We can see now why Kristeva can conceive of art as 
not simply a device for exposing the l~mits of ideology 

(as Althusser conceives it L&P: 204-5) but as a force 

which can "undermine the structures which give support 

to ideology itself" (Burniston and Weedon, 1977: 223) .. 
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These structures are, as we have seen, the unity of. 

consciousness and the established subject positions, 

particularly gender positions adopted at the Oedipal 

stage. Art, for Kristeva, has the potential for becoming 

a "revolutionary semiotics'', a politics capable of pro~ 

ducing a revolutionary subject. 

This may produce an adequate feminist politics, but 

will it still be a Marxist politics? After all, for a 
materialist, one of the distinctive features of this 

overall position is its idealism. This is a critical 

issue to which we will return later. For the moment we 

need to no'te that there is n change in the status of 

the unconscious between the Althusserian account of 

ideology and that offered by Tel Quel. 

The first contrast we should note is that between 

the Lacanian conception of the unconscious and the 

classic Freudian position. Adlam et.al. (1977: 42) pose 

this as a problem: 

Can the Lacanian formulation of the structure of 
psychic life as a nexus of signifying relations 
be thought within the concepts of the Freudian 
system which are grounded in a thermo-dynamics 
of the psyche - for example, libido, cathexis, 
resistance and repression. 

It is, significantly, a question to which they do not 

offer an answer. 

Our more immediate concern~ however, is the contrast 

in the status of the unconscious between Tel Quel and 

Althusser. We saw in an· earlier chapter that Althusser 

often alludes to ideology as being profoundly unconscious 

(Ch.4). He docs not clarify this assertion sufficiently 

well for us to know in what sense he intends this (level 

of awareness? or question of repression?). Perhaps, as 

with his incomplete borrowing of Lacan 1 s "imaginary", 

he has also embraced it as a term rather than a psycho

analytic concept. If indeed Althusser does intend it 

in its psychoanalytic sense, then there is a sharp 

distinction between this conception and the Tel Quel 
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position. With Tel Quel we are offered the unconscious 

as a domain free of ideology, as the most potentially 

subversive force confronting ideology and continually 

threatening to explode its "closure". 

This ambiguous status of the unconscious is not 

inconsequential. Not only Gramscian inspired positions 

(e.g. hegemony articulated through "common sense") but 

also various feminist arguments concerning the unconsci

ous dimension of sexism, rely on the equation: ideology 

is profoundly unconscious. This misuse of the Freudian 

term derives from a concern to break with traditional 

conceptions of ideology (where it is equated with ideas 

or spoken language) so as to encompass non-linguistic· 

practices as well.
1 

Because many theorists of ideology 

are fighting against a general conception of ideology 

which is so narrow that iL only incorporates ideas, they 

attempt to broaden it by importing the "unconscious". 

They are consequently left with no opposition to ideology 

except in terms of some contents of consciousness being 

privileged ahead of others. 

Tel Quel, on the other hand, by retaining the strong 

Freudian sense of the unconscious - a site of repressions -

can posit a domain entirely free from ideology. They 

are therefore not obliged to discriminate between, with 

a view to pronouncing free from ideology, any of the 

contents of consciousness. This leaves them free to 

dispense with an epistemological dimension in their theory 

of ideology. 

As mentioned above avant garde literature has been 

the main area of application of Tel Quel's theories. If 

we generalise from this to ask, What kind of reading of 

ideology does Tel Quel provide? we find that a number 

of the issues from earlier chapters are resurrected. 

As with Althusser and Hindess and Hirst, Tel Quel 

fails to theorise the relationship between discourse and 

the real because it concentrates on the internal system-
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acity of discourse. From the materialist perspective, 

we saw that, for Althusser, science was "radically 

inward11
, an idealist argument which involved the 

validation of theory by reference only to conceptual 

interrelationships. Tel Quel is reluctant to embrace 

"science" as a description of its procedures: 

As the place of interaction .between 
and a theore-tical process always in 
development, semiotics cannot rcify 
science, much less as the science. 

various sciences 
the course of 
itself as a 
It is rather a 

direction for research, al;,,ays open, a theoretical 
enterprise ivhich turns back upon i f:self, a perpetual 
self-criticism. (K.l'isteva r quoted in Culler, 1975: 
251) 

Before we proceed to examine the irnplications·of 

this quest for perpetual self-criticism, we need to 

appreciate that even were Tel Quel prepared to adopt the 

label "science", it would be a concept different to 

those we have so far referred to in this thesis. 

Whenever, the science/ideology couplet has arisen before, 

it has always been in reference to either a set of social 

practices or to an epistemological relationship. ·We 

saw with Althusser that~ despite his protestations to 

the contrary, he 11 lapsed" at times into using science as 

the "truth" of ideology, as the truth of an external 

reality. With Hindess and Hirst we saw that the couplet 

evaporated when they "abolished" epistemology. Though 

I argued there that they were still, in fact, caught 

within epistemology, it is fair to say that they were 

consistent in their avoidance of "science" as a cognitive 

category. 

Tel Quel parallels Hindess and Hirst to some 

extent. To begin with, the reduction of all social 

practices to discursive practices is a common thread in 

both positions: 

At the root of this development is the proposition 
that all social practice takes place in language. 
It is argued that insofar as language entails a 
subject who speaks, that subject can be understood 
as eonstr>ueted in signifying practice. (Adlam and 
Salfield, 1978: 96) 
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We can note further that in the same way that Hindess 

and Hirst rej ect ideology/science out of .a necessity 

to establish basic philosophical premisses ("a necessary 

non-correspondence" see above, page 79) so too aoes 

Tel Quel reject any epistemological sense to the concept 

"science" because of their initial premisses. In order 

to have broached the argument of _the productivity of 

significations, Tel Quel was obliged to accept the 

linguistic presupposition that there is no referent 

(by which meaning is grounded in the real). With the 

despatch of _the referent, any epistemological relation

ship between discourse and the real is abolished. (See 

Sumner, 1979: 92; Williams, 1974: 45) Tel Quel is 

unique, however, in retaining ideology and science and 

placing them both within novel oppositions. Ideology, 

as we saw above , ref~rs to closure in the chain of 

signifiers, the grounding of meaning by a subject 

position. Meaning becomes naturalised and subjects . 
become a unity~of consciousness, a presence to themselves. 

Now the opposition to this process pf ciosu~e is one of 

openness, but not any kind of episteit_lological openness 

(~.g. a pathway to "truth"} but ra:t,her the openness of 
' meaning that is possible with a deoentred chain of 

signifiers. The opposite of ideology is the semiotic 

chora with its contradictions and its plurality of 

meanings, its infinite productivity. This is a radically 

different opposition with regard to the ideology half of 

the couplet. 

With regard to the scie nce half of the couplet, 

Tel Quel's position is equally unique in that it uses 

"science" in a way which is completely free of material

ist connotations. Science does not refer to any set of 

meanings whose status is determined by the structure of 

the real. Because significations do not depend on a 

referent for their meaning, "science" as any kind of 

window into the truth of the real, is simply nonsensical. 

Instead, "science 11
, if it means anything at all, refers 
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to those readings of texts ~1ich respect the infinite 

productivity of language. This means, in effect, a 

methodology based on perpetual self-criticism. Thus 

science can never be a set of propositions, a particular 

discovery, or a certain intellectual position. All of 

these would centre the discourse and red.uce the infinite 

productivity of the chain of signifiers. Such a reading 

would be ideological because it would be a process of 

closure. In this sense we can talk of Tel Quel having a 

science/ideology couplet although it essentially reduces 

"science" to a pPocess, not a product. It becomes a 

process of critique which is in continual retreat from 

the ever present danger of lapses into ideology, lapses 

caused not by deviations1 but from any assignation of 

fixed meaning. 

Semiotics cannot develop except as a critique of 
semiotics ... Research in semiotics remains an 
,investigation whicli discovers nothing· at: the end of 
its quest but its own ideological moves, so as to 
take cognizance of them, to deny them, and start 
anew. (Kristeva, quoted in Culler, 1975: 243) 

A closer look at this notion of perpetual self

criticism is now warranted. Tel Quel argues that if a 

reading of a piece of literature claims to have understood 

its meaning, it is ideological since it privileges the 

perspective which produced that meaning. (This concern 

with "privilege" is another parallel with Hindess and 

Hirst). Culler summarises this argument well: 

When one speaks of the structure of a literary work, 
one does so from a certain vantage point: one 
starts with notions of r.he meaning of.or effects of 
a poem and tries to identify the structures respons
ible for those effects ... an intuitive understanding 
of the poem functions as the 'centre', governing the 
play of forms: it is both a starting point - wha't 
enables one to identify structures - and a limiting 
principle. 

But to grant any principle this privileged status, 
to make it the prime mover itself unmoved, is a 
patently ideological step . ... the meaning of a 
poem {is) ... determined by the ... readers' 
history and by ..• ideological concepts current . .• 
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Why should these particular cultural products ... 
be allowed to remain outside the play of structure, 
limiting it but not limitecl by it in turn? To make 
any postulated effect the Eixed point of one's 
analysis cannot but seem a dogmatic and prescriptive 
move which reflects a desire for absolutG truths 
and transcendent meanings. (Culler, 1975: 245) 

How should a reading proceed then in order to avoid 

these pitfalls? Essentiqlly a change of direction is 

required: the problematic must shift from what the text 

means to how it means.- (Larrain, 1979: 165) Since any 

reading is itself a text which must in tutn be read, the 

resolution of meanings in a text is a perpetual process 

which is never finalised. As Larrain notes: 

every text, is in turn, produced by other texts; 
tile production of meaning is a form of intertextual
i ty, that is, the way in which a text ,,;orks other 
texts, in order to produce a new text. (Larrain, 
1979; 165-6) 

What this means is that both texts and their readings 

are conceived as creative productions, the latter as much 

as the former. As Sumner notes: 

Both -the text and its readings are productions. 
Every discourse has its difference as a creation 
of a possibility already present in an infinite 
range of limited possibilities. (1979: 152) 

The reason for this is that: 

the struct,ire of the discourse is forever being 
decentred by its active receivers or "readers" but 
onl9 because the field of the significant is such 
an infinite structure, an endless chain of system
atic relations. The infinitude of the system of 
significance prov.ides the surplus meaning which all 
readers can active.ly exploit in the,ir semiotic 
practice. {Sumner, 1979: 151-2) 

If we move beyond literature and ask how does this 

apply to r~ading other ideologies in the social formation, 

the answer for a materialist is far from satisfactory. 

Is Tel Quel pointing to anything more profound than an 

injunction to examine one's own readings as closely as 

the texts themselves with an accompanying motto that all 

readings are "provisional"? Their theory of meaning is 
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certainly an exciting innovation. Yet somehow, i ts 

application to concrete analyses of ideologies in the 

social formation seems to produce nothing substantial. 

The reason for this is not hard to find. It lies in the 

endless regressions which perpetual self-criticism 

("Derridoodling") produces. As Tomlinson notes with 

regard to Derrida: 

Thus Derrida can say nothing definite at all, every
thing given with one hand must be taken away with the 
other. Everything can be said thus nothing be sa.id 

Precisely because he carries the 'self
examination' of philosophy to its highest point 
Derrida is left with nothing btit a game o.f endless 
evasion. The ceaseless refusal to accept anything as 
given propels him ever faster up a kind of transcen
dental spiral which gives no resting place. This 
spiral is what seems to his critics to be a mere 
academic game because of its complete lack of 
determinacy. (1980: 33) 

As for Kristeva, Sumner sees her preoccupation with 

a semiology which must continually decentre its structures 

as a kind of "cultural masturbation, based on the 

pleasure of producing new meanings" (1979: 152). Sumner 

goes on to note that as an "artistic or propagandist 

practice" this is reasonable, but in its aspirations 

to be a scientific practice linked with Marxism, it is 

unacceptable. Chapters Eight and Nine below will explore 

this very issue. By applying neo-structuralist meta

readings to concrete readings of ideology those chapters 

will raise the question of whether anything substantial 

can be produced by this "perpetual self-criticism". 

We are at the point where we must finally confront 

Tel Quel 1 s idealism. Just as Hindess and H~rst•s 

idealism excluded Marxism, so Tel Quel finds itself in 

a similar position. We have already noted the way in 

which idealism is built into their theories as part of 

their premisses. Another similarity is that both groups 

deny their idealism. (See page 87 above) . With Tel 

Quel's English epigone this takes the form of an 

insistence that they are materialists, an assertion 
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which sits uncomfortably next to a "social construction 

of reality" thesis: 

In stressing a materialist framework, we want to 
emphasise the primacy of the concrete over the 
abstract and the non-ontological character of such 
a position. In other rvords, we asse:rt that nature 
and the object, r•eality, . . is not given but is al.ways 
a product of sooial. aativity and practice, including 
scientific practices. We regard matter as a social 
category. (Adlam et.al. 1977: 49; emphasis added) 

My emphasis here shows that this argument, despite its 

pretensions to being materialist, contradicts part of the 

essential criteria for a materialist epistemology (defined 

on page 32 above). We should note that Ideology and 

Consciousness hold basically the same position held by 

Hindess and Hirst and we should note again the critical 

rejoinders offered to it. { See above page 8 7 ) • 

We should also note that to claim that this pro

position is materialist relies on a reformulation of 

that term away from its links with the "economic". As 

Adlam et.al. argue, social theory must ,.unambiguously 

free itself from all economisms, from attempts to equate 

'the material' with 'the economic' ... (1977: 43) 

It would be easy (if simplistic) to surmise that 

the fear of "economism"· has been responsible for many 

headlong flights into idealism. Althusser, Hindess and 

Hirst, and now Ideology and Consciousness, all evince 

horror toward economism and all come to reside within 

idealist problematics as a consequence of their 

aversions. Why is this so? Must 'material' still be 

linked to the economic for one to stay within a Marxist 

problematic? Elsewhere Ideology and Consaiousneas 

equate 'the material' with social practices ( 11To be a 

materialist then, theory must produce an account of the 

subject as totally constructed in and by social practice." 

Adlam and Salfied, 1978: 105). This move is consistent 

with a number of Marxist (Sumner) and near Marxist 

positions (Raymond Willia.ms) . In one sense this shift 

amounts to displacing the base/superstructure metaphor 
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in favour of the being/conscimfsn;ss one. (See Williams 
~ 

on this distinction, 1976b: 202). Such a position refuses 

to give certain kinds of social practices (the "economic") 

primacy over others (the "cultural"). 

It is contentious whether such a shift would stay 

within the Marxist problematic. (This is not something 

I am able to explore.) Such a shift is not yet idealist, 
however. Where that step arises is in Ideology and 

Consaiousnesa'a next move: the argu~ent that all social 

prac-td.ces are "discursive practices". (," ... there is 

no practice that is not social, material and discursive 

... ", Adlam et.al,, 1977: 46). In an obvious sense, all 

social practices are accompanied by consciousness (this 

has been one of Raymond Williams' continuing assertions 

over the years) and, as Therborn has argued, the 

discursive and the non-discursive are "empirically 

entwined". However, does this mean we should equate 

social practice and discursive practices in the way that 

Adlam et.al. do? Hall pinpoints thi-s problem: 

But the fact that signification enters as an element 
into all social·p.ractices, really does not in itself 
allow us to redefine the quite specit·ic concept: of 
social formation, within Marxism; as a "nexus of 
discursive practices". For this is 'tantamount to 
reducing all practices to the single practice of 
Language. In the beginning was The Word. Is that 
really what Capital says? 'Hegemony' here becomes 
nothing but "discourse in power". But wile.re, now, 
are the st1.·uctures in dominance? (llall, 1978: 120) 

A second area which is responsible for Tel Quel's 

idealism is their pre-occupation with subjectivity. The 

way they define ideology ties them into an exclusi~e 

concern with subjectivity: 

Ideology is conceived as the way in which a subject 
is produced in language able to act in the social 
totality, the fixity of these representat.ions being 
the function of ideology. (Cm,1ard and Ellis, 1977: 2) 

One of the major criticis~os levelled by Hirst at 

Althusser's ISAs Essay was its equation of the reproduct

ion of the relations of production with the reproduction 
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of human agents (1976: 390-3). This lead to the 

specious conclusion that social relations were relations 

of intersubjectivity. Defining ideology in the way that 

Coward and Ellis do, leads to the same specious con

clusion. Adlam and Salfield stand apart in this 

respect because they question this equating of ideology 

exclusively with the reproduction of subjects. Like 

Hirst they conceive of ideology as a practice whose 

functioning may be unrelated to subjectivity: 

It can lJe argued that analyses of ideological 
pract.ices do not universa.1ly demand a. central 
attention to the qurc•stion of subjectivity, that. 
such analys0s may d.iffer in the attention qi ven to 
the concept of t_hc subject and that in different 
analyses this concept may itself be different. 
Further, it can be argued that the persistence oE 
certain representations does not have its sole or 
primary condition of existence in the fixing of 
subject posit_ions, but in sets of material 
practices and in forms of political organisation 
i,·hich themselves have historical conditions of 
existence which do not have the reproduction of 
subjects at their centre. (Adlam et.al., 1977: 
103) 

Now it could be argued that an equation of ideology as 

exclusively concerned with subjectivity need not necess

arily be idealist (even though it may severely limit 

ideology's parameters). For instance, one could focus 

on the material conditions under which subjectivity is 

formed, particularly the relations of production of 

signifying practices. However, to remain Marxist, this 

would still need to be linked to the socio-economic mode 

of production. In this, Tel Quel is deficient. 

Burniston and Weedon argue, for example, that Kristeva 

has failed to theorise this link between the relations 

of production of signifying practice and the socio-

economic mode of production. {1977: 223-224) 

That this in turn should lead to idealism arises 

because the failure to make such a linkage results in 

reversing the classic Marxist priority that "the 

coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of 
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human activity or self-changing can be conceived and 

rationally understood only as revolutionary practice" , a 

practice conditioned by the social formation's material 

forces. (Marx, Theses on Feuerbach, quoted in Larrain, 

1979: 170). Kristeva's emphasis on the role of the 

semiotic chora in creating a revolutionary subject 

evidences this reversal, as does her emphasis on 

language in the following: 

there can be no socio-political transformation without 
a transformation of subjects: in other words, in our 
rela-tioiiship to social constraints, to pleasure, and 
more deeply, to language" (Kristeva, 1.981: 141) 

Coward and Ellis I s idealist politics i's even more blatant: 

"Until Marxism can produce a revolutionary subject, 
' 

revolutionary change will be impossible. 11 (1977: 91). 
~ 

Larrain sums up the theme of this last section well: 
·" 

.... 

The psychoanalytic account tra.nsf"ers .~he .basls of 
revolution to the indiv.idua.l.' ,Just. as ideolo~!Y 
produces the subject for a reac~')onary meaning, 
psychoana1-ysis produces the subject Eor a revolution
ary meaning. There is nothing really materialist in 
this conceptualization. It is just a return to 
idealism: meanings e,.rtd discourses become constit
utive while the subjects become passively 'acted ' by 
them. (1979: 171) 

We should note that this is not a return to a 

voluntarist politics. That position, in its humanist 

variant, held that "man'', as an active world creator , 

alienated under capitalism, could nevertheless throw 

off "his" shackles and realise "his" destiny. This 

conception ignored the matejial as a determining force 

under which revolutions were made. Tel Quel ' s position , 

on the other hand, questions the adequacy of accom

plished revolutions, that is, revolutions in the forces 

and relations of production which have left intact 

bourgeois and patriarchical subjectivities. Thus 

their emphasis on a "revolutionary subject" is more 

an argument about the need to complete the revolution 

than how to initiate one, a patently obvious need in 

the light of Third World experiences and the new 
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analyses of patriarchy. Kristeva's interest in China 1 s 

cultural revolution and her commitment to feminism 

evidence this new problematic. (1981: 137-141,165-167, 

240-41) Tel Quel are not, however, consistent in this 

regard. The way revolutionary semiotics is opposed to 

bourgeois ideology in some of their analyses, pre

supposes the context of capitalist relations of pro

duction (rather than socialist or transition relations) 

thus siting their arguments within the older voluntarist 

problematic. 

If Tel Quel jettisoned the idealism implicit in 

this voluntarist problematic.and if they more fully 

theorised the material conditions of signifying practices 

(particularly its linkages with the mode of production}, 

would their position then satisfy materialist demands? 

Chapter Four concluded by arguing that the resurr

ection of the object is crucial for materialism. We 

must conclude, with respect to Tel Quel, that no matter 

how well materialised the subject side of ideology is, 

their overall epistemology is still idealist whilst ever 

the object is repressed. 

The materialist voice would further argue that 

Tel Quel's idealism is not only destructive (the endless 

regressions of "Derridoodling"), it is also dishonest. 

Karel Williams has argued that the elimination of the 

material referent in structuralist linguistics, despite 

its short term tactical benefits, ultimately left 

structuralism in a position of irrational relativism. 

It was unable to deal with science and theoretical 

ideologies because 

the~e is no language in existence which is unable to 
cover the 1,,hole field of i;he signified. K.Marx and 
J.Freud have exactly the same status and autonomy as 
L.Robbins and H.J.Eysenck. (1974: 45) 

Tel Quel, in constructing its theory of reading 

the same premiss - the el imination of the material 

referent - is left in the same position. But why lS 

upon 
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this dishonest? It is so because Tel Quel relies 

implicitly on distinctive features existing within the 

material referent. Tel Quel, like structuralism, 

relies on the contents of the forms in order to 

establish the forms. For Tel Quel it is crucial that 

Marx {read Althusser) and Freud (read Lacan) do indeed 

have different status than Robbins and Eysenck. With 

their theory of reading, for example, it was crucial 

that it was avant garde literature which Tel Quel 

studied. It was not solely their own conceptual grid 

(the forms) which produced the theory of the fixing of 

the signifier. The contents were crucial: it mattered 

that it was Joyce, who did certain things with lariguage, 

rather than say, D .F-I. Lawrence, who did different things , 

in order for Kristeva to have generated her theory of 

semiotics. 

In conclusion, not only is Tel Quel ultimately 

idealist because of its denial of the efficacy of the 

real object 1 but 1 ike structuralism, it is dishonest 

because it implicitly requires the existence of the 

real atPuatuPed in partiaulaP ways, in order to make 

its conceptual system work. 

NOTES 

1. I am grateful to Therese Quinn for drawing my 
attention to this argument. 
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CllltPTE:R SEVEN 

This chapter has a double significance. In terms of 

the preceding chapters, Therborn's work is similarly 

located within the field mapped out by Althusser's 

seminal work on ideology. In some respects, Therborn's 

position mirrors neo-structuralism, but in others it 

remains assertively materialist. This chapter will 

trace out these issues by noting Therborn's similarities 

with and departures from Althusserian Marxism. It will 

also examine the remarkable innovations which Therborn 

has developed, insights which offer great potential 

',·. I is this chapter's second 

area of si~rnificance. 'l'I 1·'L"1 's work provided me, at 

an earlier research, with a theory of 

ideological interpellc1.tions which I applied to my inter

view material. 'l'hat analysis is to be found in the 

first part of Chapter Nine, so this chapter also serves 

as a preface to Chapter Nine. 

Therborn's The Po~eP of Ideology and the Ide~logy 

of Powe1° is not so much cm application of Althusserian 

theory as an extension of it. Therborn takes as his 

starting point Althusser's theory of ideological inter

pellation and constructs upon it a set of typologies 

with which to analyse the formations of human subject

ivities, the constitution of classes, the operation of 

political power and the possibilities of social change. 

He further locates this within a materialist framework 

in an original and convincing set of propositions. 

Though he begins with an Althusserian framework, 

Therborn departs from Althusser in a number of signifi

cant areas. First, he explicitly rejects the science/ 

ideology couplet (1980: 2,5,10). Therborn refuses to 

restrict ideology to questions of cognitive adequacy 

(illusion, miscognition, 1980: 5) but insists on a 

definition which hinges on the issue of subjectivity: 

to conceive of a text or an utterance as ideology is 
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to focus on the way it operates in the formation and 
transformation of human subjectivity. (1980: 2) 

Sciences are to be distinguished only in so far as 

they are concerned with special effects "separate from 

everyday experience and persuasion" (1980: 3). They 

achieve this only in so far as they "break" from 

surrounding ideologies and in terms of social practices 

they remain prone to being used as ideologies. Defining 

science in this way 1 that is 1 as a decentred (i.e. no 

subject involved} discourse which "breaks" from its 

surroundings~ is consistent with Althusserian criteria 

(see above page 25). However, where Althusser often 

surreptiously opposed science to ideol6gy in dognitive 

terms, Therborn is adamant that such a step must be 

avoided. One of the reasons for this becomes apparent 
• Iii 

when we consider his second major departure.from 

Althusser. " 

Therborn argues that Althu~sefr (and most Marxist 
0 

positions) operate implicitly with a conception of a 

"motivated subject". They accept "that human beings are 

(significantly} motivcit~d only by what they know, by 

true or distorted knowledge" (1980: 8}. This concepti on 

is at the heart of classical Marxist conceptions of 

class consciousness. It also provides the underlying 

basis of the ISAs Essay and in fact necessitates the 

science/ideology distinction there. 

Therborn proceeds to criticise this conception: 

This notion of motivation by interest assumes that 
normative conceptions of what is good and bad and 
conceptions of what is possible o.nd impossible a.re 
given in t:.he reality of ex:i.s'tencfc> and arc accessible 
only through true knowledge of the latter. In my 
opinion these are unwarranted and untenable assump
tions. They represent a utilitarian residue in 
Marxism, which should be rejected; explicitly and 
decisively, once for all. (1980: 5) 

Therborn thus argues that motivations are not given 

independently of ideological discourse but must be seen 

as the product of such discourse. He therefore rejects 
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motivation by interest arguing: "'Interest' is a 

normative concept indicating the most rational course 

of action in a predefined game, that is, in a situation 

in which qain and loss have already been defined. 11 

(1980: 10) He replaces this with a concept of 

"discontinuous situated motivation" {1980: J.02) and 

proceeds to ask a new set of questions which focus on 

"how members of different classes come to define the 

world and their situation and possibilities in it in a 

particular way'' (1980: 10). He thus displaces the 

traditional Marxist problematic of class struggle based 

on interests. 

Therborn also departs from Althusser in his 

insistence that interpellation be seen as a dialectical 

process. The ISAs Essay created the impression that the 

subject was a passive bearer of ideological structures. 

"Being hailed" in the ISAs Essay amounted to a passive 

reception process, not a dialectical interaction. 

Therborn is intent on theorising such an interaction 

and he employs the couplet subjection-qualification to 

achieve this. As well as being qualified for certain 

subjectivities, subjects also qualify their interpell

ations. More on this in a moment. 

Therborn 1 s final departure from Althusser is his 

refusal to collapse the material-discursive distinction. 

We noted earlier the controversy surrounding this 

collapse (page 66 above). Whilst accepting that the 

two areas are always empirically entwined, Therborn 

insists that analytical distinctions are essential if 

we are to theorise the effectivity of the material upon 

the discursive (as a historical materialist framework 

demands). In pursuit of this task, Therborn develops 

the concept of a material matrix of affirmations and 

sanctions: 

The ma teria_l matrix of any ideal ogy can be ana.I ysed 
as operating through affirmatfons and sanct1:on.s, ~ 
such that ideologies become effective by being releted 
to the one or the other. In an aff.irming practice, if . ,, . 

-~ 

• 
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an interpel lated subject acts in accordance wi t:h the 
dictates of ideological_ discourse, then the outcoma 
predicted by ideology occurs; 1,>'11ilc i.f the subject 
contravenes tile di.eta tcs of ideo.Logical discourse, 
then he or she is sanctioned, through failure, 
unemployment, bankruptcy, imprisonment, death, or 
whatever. (1980: 34) 

Where Therborn stays firmly within the Althusserian 

framework is in his adoption of the concept of ideolog

ical interpellation. He begins by defining ideology 

not by reference to contents or structure but as a form 

of analysis from a particular pe1°spec"tive: 

to study [discourses] as ideology means to look at them 
from a particular perspective: not as bodies of 
thought or structures of discourse per se, but as 
manifestations of a particular being-in-the-world of 
conscious actors, of htJman subjects. 
to conceive of a text or an utterance 
is to focus on the way it operates in 
transformation of human subjectivity. 

In other words, 
as ideology 
the formation and 

(1980: 2) 

This emphasis on subjectivity involves two aspects: 

consciousness and meaning. Ideology creates subjectivity 

by engendering forms of consciousness which orient 

subjects to the world in a meaningful way. 

The part that meaning plays in this definition is 

elaborated when Therborn discusses the modes of ideolo

gical interpellation. He offers us a typology of the 

"three fundamental modes of ideological interpellation" 

(1980: 18): what exists, what is good, what is possible. 

Therborn argues that it is the failure of traditional 

approaches to ideology (including Marxist ones) to 

consider all three which has impoverished their political 

theories in particular. 

Therborn' s· second typology is both more sophisticate d 

and more ambitious. In it he attempts to map the "ideo

logical universe'', to delineate the dimensions of human 

subjectivity along two intersecting axes: subjectivities 

of "in-the-world"· and subjectivities of "being": This 

intersection provides the following grid: 

" 
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Bubjectivities of 

"i 11-the-1-,or ld" 

Subjectivities o.f "being" 

Inclusive 

Positional 

Ex,i stenti al 

1 

3 

Historical 

2 

4 

This typology, despite its provisional nature, is 

offered as an exhaustive one, a means to encompass all 

ideologies - religious, moral, nationalist~ class, gender, 

ethnic, etc. For example, ideologies concerned with 

being an Italian Catholic are inclusive-historical (2), 

those concerned with being an elderly female are 

positional-existential (3). (For a fuller account see 

1980: 23-35). 

Therborn insists that this ideological universe is 

not reducible to class ideologies since class subject

ivity forms only one element within this typology (the 

positional historical) . 'l'hus "non-class ideologies have 

a historicity and a materiality that are intrinsically 

not reducible to those of the mode(s) of production" 

(1980: 39). However, Therborn is prepared to assert 

that ~All ideologies (in class societies) exist in 

historical forms of articulation with different classes 

and class ideologies'' (1980: 38). He then extends this, 

though only·as an open "hypothesis", to suggest that 

"The patterning of a given set of ideologies is (within 

class societies) overdetermined by class relations of 

strength and by the class struggle." (1980: 38) He 

employs the Althusserian concept of overdetermination 

in the form developed by Erik Olin Wright: 

that different classes seZ.ect different forms of 
non-class ideologies and that class constellations 
of force limit the possibili.ties of ideological 
interrelationships and of ideological chanqe. 
(Therborn, 1980: 39) 

Aside from these typologies Therborn's other major 

innovations are the subjection-qualification couplet 

and the ego-alter ideology concepts. We noted above 

Therborn 1 s criticism of the absence of a dialectical 
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dimension in the Althusserian conception of interpell

ation. We saw in an earlier chapter that Althusser 

regarded this process as one of subjection-guarantee: 

that in return for being subjected to the Subject, the 

subject not only recognised her subjecthood but was also 

offered the guarantee that things are really so (Amen). 

Therborn contends that this scheme is insufficiently 

dialectical in that no real active role is conceded to 

the subject in this process. (This has, incidently, been 

the main thrust of the humanist attack on structuralist 

Marxism) . 'rherborn concedes that Al thusser refers to 

the ambiguity of the word subject (the subjects of 

domination/the subjects of action) but Therborn argues 

that Althusser fails to bring the point clearly into 

focus; he fails c.. i ts potential as the means 

for theorising dialectical interaction. 

Therborn 11 ·11 _lr. provides just such a possibility. 

He does this by first noting this ambiguity in the word 

subject and then proceeds to replace subjection/guarantee 

with subjection/qualification in which qualification is 

again ambiguous: 

The formation o.f humans by every ideology, conser
vative or revolutionary,oppressive or emancipatory, 
according to whatever criteria, involves a process 
simultaneously of subjection and of qualification. 
The amorphous Libido and manifold potentialities of 
human infants are subjected to a particular order that 
allows or favours certain drives and capacities~ and 
prohibits or disfavours others. At the same time, 
through the same process, new members become qualified 
to take up and perform (a particular part of) the 
repertoire of roles given in the society into which they 
are born,. including the r.o.le o.f possible agents of 
social change. The ambiguity of the words 'qualify' 
and 'qualification' should also be noted. Although 
qualified by ideological interpellations, subjects also 
become qualified to 'qualify' these in return, in the 
sense of specifying them and modifying their range of 
application. (1980: 17) 

This reworking of the Althusserian couplet is a 

fruitful one. Not only does it allow for the possibility 

of theorising human activity in general, but it also 
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suggests reasons why such actj_vities might beco~e 

revolutionary and it does this without l apsing'-into a 

motivation by interests theory. B.~cau_se ft. is possible 

for discrepancies to arise between f .c:n;"f!lS of subjection 

and forms of qualification 1 the contradictions which 
~ "' 

emerge can prove expl~~ive . To take an exampl e from 

:r;ecent history, in societies where colonial forms of 

subjection continue , ivhilst the qual i fications of 

a dvanced capitalist society are also developed, the 

ensuing contradiction can generate revolutionary 

ideologies and p ractices. (Therborn, 1980: 46). 

Therborn i s also acle to theoris~ the classic 

Marxist problem of why resistance to oppression should 

emerge and he does this without recourse to eithe r 

humanist p roblematics1 or to econornism {i.e. economic 

exploitation leads automatically to polit.ical/ideological 

struggle). Therborn's key concept in this endeavour is 
11alter ideology ". Before we look more closely at this we 

must first examine Therborn 's main argument concerning 

the constitution of class subjects. 

Therborn argues that in the case of positional 

i deologies (those which involve an Other) all ideologies 

have two aspects: an ego and an alte r dimension. Ego 

interpellations are all the ideological messages whi ch go 

toward constructing a particular subjectivity. They 

provide all the messages concerning habits and dispos

itions, forms of social interaction, modes of address, 

etc. which are essential for c onstructing that particular 

subjectivity. Alter ideologies are the messages which 

exp lain the Other. As The rborn puts it: 

in one 's subjection-to-a.rid-qualification-for a parti
cular posi tion; one becomes aware of the di fference 
between oneself and the others. Now , this distinction 
is particularly relevant insofar as che ideology of 
dominating s ubjects is con.ceI:ned f sJ.°.nce 'domination' 
designates preci sely a particular and crucial 
relationship to the Other.. Male-chauvinist sexist 
ideology should thus be seen as both an ego-ideology 
of maleness a.nd an a1- t er-i deology of .femaleness ... 
The ideology of a ruling bourgeoisie, for example , 
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shoc1ld be analysed both as an ego-ideology, forming 
the subjects of the bourgeoisie itsel.f, and as an 
alter-ideology, dominating or striving to dominate 
the formation o.t other cl ass subjects. ( 1980: 2 8) 

Later, in his discussion of class ideologies, 

Therborn reintroduces this duality as the means by which 

to explain resistance to oppression. After discussing 

the range of ego ideologies appropriate to various 

classes (feudal lord, peasant, bourgeois, petty bourgeois, 

working class) Therborn notes a major hiatus: 

acceptance of exploitat.ion is not at all part of the 
defi.n.i tion of their [ feudal peasant, capitalist 
worker J respect.i ve class ideologies . • . [ also} no 
revolutionary elements have been included in the 
definition oF th0 exploited classes. (1980: 60) 

The explanation for this strange omission is that these 

aspects come within the domain of alter ideology. "It 

is these class alter-ideologies that constitute the 

subjects of class struggle and class collaboration." 

(1980: 61) He proceeds to elaborate: 

From the stand point of the ideological constitution · 
of class-struggle subjects, the crucial aspect of 
the later-ideology is, in the case of exploiting 
classes, the rationale for their domination of 
other classes; in the case of exploited classes, it 
is the basis for their resistance to the exploiters. 
(1980: 61) 

This concept of alter ideology thus provides a specific 

class example of the general subjection/qualification 

contradiction. As Therborn phrases it, 

The alter-ideologies of resistance peculiar to 
dominated and exploited classes are inscribed in 
the kind of subjection-qualification that constitutes 
the exploited subject:s of a given mode of production. 
(1980: 63) 

What this conception offers then, is a means for 

theorising .both acquiescence and revolt on the part of 

exploited classes which does not collapse into notions 

of true/false consciou.sness (motivation by interest 

dependent on cognitive state), notions of historical 

destiny (the teleology of the human essence) 1 or economism. 
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True, Therborn does note that the contradictions between 

subjection-qualification are "largely governed by, 

though not reducible to, the economic correspondence of 

or contradiction between the relations and the forces 

of production'' (1980: 47) but this still allows for the 

relative autonomy of the ideological. This is possible 

because the elements of resistance within alter ideology 

derive from within ideology, from the overall constitu

tion of that class: 

C:a.p_ita.lism subjects wo.rkers to commodity .relations 
and the rationality of capital accumuloJtion, yet it 
qualifies them not only to produce surplus-value but 
also to act and bargain as free persons. {1980: 63-4) 

Consequently this leads to resistance on the part of the 

workers to the ·" total conversion of labour-power into a 

commodity: an assertion of the working pevson, with 

rights to employment, adequate subsistence and some 

degree of security ... " (198 0: 62-3) • Thus the bases 

for resistance to oppression, though overdetermined by 

contradictions in the economy, are still largely internal 

to ideology and do not depend on untheorised sources 

outside the process of interpellation. 

The neo-structuralist voice would still discern 

what it regards as economism in Therborn's work. 2 His 

conception of class overdetermination and h is view that 

contradictions which develop between subjection and 

qualification are partly determined by changes in the 

forces of production would both be unacceptable to 

nee-structuralists. The defence of Therborn, that he has 

conceded subjection-qualification a relative autonomy, 

would be dismissed by the neo-structuralist voice 

because, as we saw above (page 83), Hirst has rejected 

the concept of relative autonomy. 

The nee-structuralist voice would also object to 

the residual humanism involved in the interpellation 

theory. As Hirst showed in his critique of the ISAs 

Essayr the interpellation theory requires that the 

subject already possess the capacities to do the 
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reeognising. Therborn nowhere offers any answers to 

this predicament and indeed exacerbates it with his 

notion of "personality'', which, by being seen as a more 

deeply rooted interpcllation, threatens to become 

reified into a human essence. Finally, the notion that 

material sanctions and affirmations empower interpell

ations leads to the implication
3 

that the subject is 

somehow able to discriminate between, and then choose, 

different fates (unemployment, bankruptcy, etc.) in a 

process that is itself outside interpellations. 

With regard to "personality", Therborn is vulnerable 

to criticism from an entirely different direction: from 

traditional sociology. It could be argued that Therborn's 

whole schema - personality, subjectivities, alter, ego, 

affirmations, sanctions, etc. - simply amounts to a 

revamped Parsonian structuralism. Why choose new jargon 

when you are saying basically the same things which the 

old jargon said? Therborn is aware of this potential 

attack and argues that his position is not another 

version of role theory but differs from it on three 

counts. It is materialist, role theory is idealist/ 

personalist. It allows for transcendence of social 

givensr role theory is basically static. It allows for 

unity and conflict ~ithin the one process, role theory is 

"profoundly non-dialectical". (1981: 20-22) To my mind 

Therborn breaks from traditional sociology in that his 

object is profoundly different. Where traditional 

sociology is concerned with the individual and society, 

seen in an external relationship, Therborn's problematic 

deals with constitutive relations: of how a decentred 

subject becomes the effect of the social structure 

(neither of which can stand outside the process as 

discrete entities). 

However, is "personality" consistent with this 

view? Therborn (1981: 15-16) only offers a brief out

line of this concept and its main features are: 

1) personality and subjectivity each have their own 
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specificity and autonomy 

2) persona1-i ty is formed in pm1t by .interpellations but 
it is the earliest of the subjectivities. Its 
material base i.s libidinal enen;ies a.nd desjre.s in 
the pre-subject infa.nt (i.e. pr.ior to linguistic 
practice) 

3) personality has its own stages which include 
cnduY'ing effects 

4) different forms of subjectivity never exhaust 
personality 

5) personality is the inner, less conscious and les,-; 
sociaU,y changeable aspects of a pei'son 

All of the words which I have emphasised here, point to a 

mysteriousr and possibly humanist, centre operating 

outside the context of interpellation. If indeed this 

transcendental centre is some kind of human essence, 

then the whole enterprise of accounting for the formation 

of subjects out of a decentred site of structural deter

minations breaks down and the assertion that the 

theoretical object is truly different from Parsoni a.n 

sociology is a fallacy. 

The neo-structuralist would smile favoura4ly upoh 

Therborn' s theory of motivation and hi~." re~ection of the 
. ~ . 

science/ ideology distinction as an 1:;Pi.stemolog ical one. . " 
It is at this point though., tf1at · t'he materialist voice 

clamours. Whilst the ,larger paY.t 'of 'rherborn I s work 

is consistently materialist, this particular position 

is a serious lapse. is.we noted, Therborn is concerned 

to rescue motivation from being- tied to a state'of 

knowledge. The materialist voice would agree that 

motivations are contained within interpellations and 

not given in the real. However, this need not entail 

dismissing the argument that some knowledges are more 

successful at appropriating the structure of the real 

than others. It is one thing to say that nor'mative 

concepts are not given in the real and quite a different 

thing to say that the real does not contain any structure 

except that given in discourse. The materialist voice 
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insists that the structure of the real is implicated in 

the knowledge which appropriates it. The normative dim

ension which then attaches to this knowledge can be entire

ly determined by discursive practices without contradict

ing this initial premiss. The materialist position can 

thus satisfy Therborn's disquiet, concerning motivation 

by knowledge, without the need to despatch science. 

Therborn, however, is only willing to define science 

by reference to the subject. It is a knowledge which is 

not concerned with the formation of subjectivities but 

is concerned with other "effects". This is consistent 

with the Althusserian criterion of science (see above 

page 25). As we noted earlier, this criterion and the 

others in that list all refer to social conditions of 

practice, not to epistemological issues. Thus in the same 

way that Althusser partly materialised theoretical practice 

by emphasising its material conditions of existence, but 

ultimately left it idealist in terms of its relationship 

to its real object, so too does Therborn employ science 

and ideology. 

The consequence of this for Therborn 1 s theory of 

ideology is that although he can explain the formation 

and transforma~ion of ideologies (by reference to their 

material conditions of existence and to changes in the 

economy), he cannot explain their contents. For these 

to be explained it is necessary to show that some 

ideologies are more accurate representations of their 

objects than are others. For example, Therborn shows 

how the alter ideology of resistance by workers under 

capitalism can be explained by the operations of market 

relations (commodification) as well as the internal 

dynamics of interpellations (the "freedom" of the 

individual becomes the "rights of the working person"). 

However, there is no theoretical warrant, within Therborn 1 s 

system, for saying that the "exploitation of labour 

power" is the reality which these alter ideologies of 

resistance represent. A materialist would insist that 
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this reality explains why the contents of interpellations 

are what they are and that when those contents are 

accurate to that reality ("exploitation of labour power" ) 

they are sciences and when they are inaccurate ("the 

freedom of the worker to sell her l~bour 11
) they are 

ideologies. 

Consequently, Therborn's whole interpellation schema 

can only partially satisfy materi~list demands. He is 

successful in explaining the emergence of int'erpellations, 

their contradictions and mutual rivalries, and their 

relative autonomy from the economic structure of the 

social format ion. In all these areas Therborn offers 

materialist explanations and it is in these are as that 

his major innovations lie. However, any theory of 

ideology which neglects the object leaves a loophole 

for the entry of idealism. 

NOTES: 

1. For example, an ontological destiny {Freire, 
1972:Ch.l); history as the site of human emanci
pation (Colletti, 1974: 16); alienation 
superceded by liberation (Ollman, 1976:Chs .16,18). 

2. Bruce Smith (personal communication) has force
fully argued this nee-structuralist line, point
ing out that on pages 62 and 63 Therborn is unable 
to explain where resistance comes from for the 
CMP except by using terms like "seems" and 
"tends". When Therborn turns to the F.MP his 
explanation is economistic: the peasants' economic 
position generates ideoiogy which then enables 
them to fulfil their economic role. This recalls 
Hirst's comments on the ISAs Essay where the 
economy was depicted as "an auto-existent 
instance with 'needs'" (Hirst, 1976: 396) 

J. I am grateful to Bruce Smith for drawi~g my 
attention to this. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The larger part of my research involved inter

viewing young people in their last year at school. I 

was interested not only in their current "perceptions" 

of their situation, but also in their expectations about 

the future. One of those interviews was with a young 

woman, Sandy, who intended pursuing a nursing career 

and whose "reactionary" outlook astounded me at the 

time. I produced an analysis of this interview in 

March 1981 and I now reproduce it below, exactly as 

written at the time. 

The analysis can be regarded as a 'reading of ideology 11 

and I propose, later in this chapter, to allow the neo

structuralist voice to critique it. This will be done 

1:::ly msans of a "symptomatic reading" Gf this original 

reading. ~his wiil thefi be fol1owed by the materialist 

vgice eh,;)tagirtg in a G!t':it.iqtie of this neo-struc1:,uralist 

metateading, This chapter the~ef©~§ prGc~§ds by way of 
j reading, a m@tareading and a rnetacritiguei To avbid 
c1Bt1fueion :t ificlitiat~ which voice is speaking at §a.eh 

§tage. 'I'he Voic@ of Anaiysa.§ sp~aks ifi i:he G>r.tgifial 
r@aaifig, th~ Netj;stru~turalist voi~~ operates the 
11 ~ymptfJffla tilJ r@atHng 11 ( th@ rntrl;a:r§atUr:tg) ar.1d thei Ma te~ial--

1 st veiim~ (rnffie§ ifl at th~ efid with a bt'ief metacri tique. 

Ph@ Void@~, AnrtZy~t~ (~he ~Ptginat R@aaing) 

Art une§rlyin~ a§ijYffl~ti~n in my r@§@aF~h i§ that ~n~ 
~h~uld f§~Y§ ~n 1~@ae net a1 @~t»tBn~, ~ut as glirnp§~s 
ot an und@~1y1H~ iram@w©rk, it is this tram@w~rk whi~fi 
~~ally @~p§§@§ th~ working8 Qf i~@el§giijal thinking, rt 
1§ th~ dem~in ~f ~§§\ll'fipt1ofl~ and ij~fi s@nee, th@ ar@a 
wh~x=@ lHi!~i:lffi0ny I'etigfis, Now, ifi th@ ~Ka~1@ wi'ttah fl51:1aws, 

in th~ ~as~ §f ~andy, h@r und@rlying fraffi@work is r~rnark
ably w~l1 ord~~~~. tnd~~d, &e ijyfflt@mati@ at@ he~ 
aOS\lffiptien§ th~t ~fl@ ean ~ightiy r~gatd h@r as ~P~~ating 
with a m@ti~ t e f see 1iii i th@@l'Y • 
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Sandy's model is basically a family notion of 

society, an almost Parsonian structuralist-functionalist 

model. "Society" forms a stratified totality into which 

are slotted individuals each to an assigned place with 

her attendant obligations. If each person fulfils these 

obligations then harmony reigns, if not, chaos. In a 

way the stratification in this model is so rigid as to 

be aristocratic, rather than meritocratic. Mobility is 

allowed, but since ability is seen to be due almost 

exclusively to hereditary factors, such movement is 

rare. In one example, Sandy equates being a millionaire 

with having exceptional ability and the millionaire 1 s 

children are seen as inheriting this ability and hence 

sustaining their social position. 

This totality which forms Sandy's society is seen 

as organic. Each component part is indispensable in the 

overall scheme of things: 

Well if you've got a factory say for aeroplane making 
and you've got a certain little section where everyone 
makes the nuts and bolts, can you imagine an aeroplane 
without any nuts and bolts? 

However, for this totality to function smoothly, the 

parts must willingly perform their obligations. People 

must accept their stratified position in a consensual 

way and there must be a minimum of conflict. Indeed, 

conflict is seen as extremely dysfunctional, almost 

asocial: 

I think everything in society puts in to help 
everyone else, you know1 like you've seen what's 
happened with the garbage strikers in Melbourne. 
When you look at garbage workers they've only got 
a small role to play but look at the havoc and 
choas thay created when they went on strike ... 

However, being organic, there is a sense in which 

the totality looks after itself. When attempting to 

understand why conflict does emerge, when its expression 

so palpably confronts her in real life, Sandy speculates: 

you get [unemployed] people walking around with 
placards and saying~ "It's not fair. Why can't we 
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have that?" and they' re not willing to put their 
placards down and go to work. I don't know. Maybe 
it's the way that soc_iety runs and the way we were 
all brought up, but it does balance out somewhere. 

This idea of it balancing out, that the totality is 

somehow self-regulating, acts to reassure Sandy that 

conflict can be contained. It does not, however, lessen 

her hostility toward conflict and we find this idea of 

balance also being used as the normative measure by 

which to reject conflict: 

When you find all these revolutions and things that 
are upsetting the balance of society, like Women's 
Lib and everything. 

When a street theatre company visited her school and 

performed a play about unemployment, Sandy was personally 

confronted by the spectre of protest. She witnessed 

before her the kind of conflict her model eschews. How 

did she live out her ideology in this situation? 

Like there's a g1·oup of people. L don't know what 
they're called ... they're alwa4s coming round to 
otlr school and to other schools and complaining about 
unemployment and they put on all these plays ... but 
you look at them and they're storming round and more 
or less blowing hell out of the government and out of 
the private enterprise and everything and saying ''You 
should give us jobs" and kinda thing, and I just 
wonder .how many of them have actually tried to go out 
and get a job. Whether they've just dec_ided one day 
they get out of school, and they say, "Oh, here I am 
and nobody's given me a job. I wondor what I should 
do? I know, I'll complain about it.n 

In this instance, Sandy has virtually emasculated the 

thrust of the protest message by denying legitimacy to 

both the proponents of protest and the action of protest: 

She dismisses the theatre troupe as no-hopers who are 

only capable of complaining. This device recurrs in 

her rejection of the message of feminism: 

Now if yo11 get a whole lnt of women complaining and 
saying, "Oh we don~t want to be stuck in the house 
all day. We want to do this, that and the other. 
We want to take ovel· men's jobs." Sooner or later 
you're going to get a situation where they can't 
can you imagine a lot of lady brickies racing 
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around and say if yo_u .' re in a situation where they've 
gotta push a wheelbarrcw full of cement up a very 
narrow plank, and they sag, "Oh Godi I can't do it, 
it's too hard. The pressures of women todayll' Now 
if the silly cows would get out of the way an~ let 
the men take over that kind of thing, because it all 
gets back to the physical capabilities of the male. 

If these overt forms of protest are rejected, are 

labelled complaining and their proponents depicted as 

inadequate, is there any scope within Sandy's model for 

people initiating change? Despite the belief that the 

organic totality should function smoothly, Sandy is 

frequently confronted with instances of conflict. As 

we saw, self-regulation by the totality is one answer 

to conflict. As far as people are concerned, they ushould 

be satisfied with what they've got". But again they 

frequently aren 1 t. What provisions then are made for 

such anomalies? Sandy is finally forced to concede that 

there can be certain legitimate channels of "protest": 

If they're not [satisfied] they could take some 
consensual approach to it, perhaps do something 
individually~ change their positions, go and see 
someone personally_ by themselves, explain their 
situation, perhaps to a foreman or a boss or 
something. 

My emphasis here has twin significance. It 

points to an implicit contrast with organised action 

(e.g. unions, protest marches, etc.) which is strictly 

anathema to the whole model. Such action for Sandy is 
the worst kind of conflict. 

Secondly, the individual/personal orientation is 

a key element in the overall model. We have seen that 

the context, that is the social totality, is conceived 

in stratified and organic terms. As for the people 

within the context, it is clear that they are conceived 

of atomistically, as discrete little units each with 
their own unique ontology. 

Having finally completed the picture of Sandy's 

"society", it is now possible to elucidate its main 

ideological features (though clearly, much of this has 
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emerged already merely in describing it!). 

For Sandy, the society in which people live, forms 

a larger totality which is almost supra-personal. It 

is self-regulating ~nd autonomous and the people within 

it live out their lives not so much in interaction with 

it, as under its princely eye. The people themselves 

are understood atomistically such that it is a person's 

individual chatacteristics - their strengths and weaknesses, 

frustrations and triumphs - which determine the flux of 

life. Moreover, personal characteristics account for 

the aberrations in the model. This is so for conflict: 

we saw before how the proponents of protest are depicted. 

It also accounts for all the crippled destinies which 

any stratified society spews forth. Sandy's friend who 

couldn't find w, instance of this. Notice how 

her situation is depicted: 

I've got a friend and she dropped out: of school at 
the end of fourth forw. She was never any good at 
school, she never cared ... "I'm not going to go on 
to college. It's a waste of time. It's stupid. J· 

hate school." Sorta thing. Ana at the moment she's· 
on tile dole and she just lies in bed all day. She 
sleeps in till midday, gets up, looks in the paper 
every now and then fo.r. a job, and once or twice I 
think she's bothered ringing up and applying for 
them. And you know I thought, with that kind of 
attitude . . • Well. she says, "I can't get a job, I 
can't find one anywhere", but" she's never looked _ .. 

That there is no work for many people in our society does 

not enter the picture. It is exclusively a person per-

spective. Structural considerations, like the root 

causes of unemployment, have no place either in this 

perspective or in the overall model which, despite its 

organic depiction, is never analysed in structural terms. 

Similarly, all the people who find themselves in 

boring factory jobs bring it upon themselves: it is 

their fault for leaving school early. 

I think everyone ... have got the choice of whether 
they want to go on and get education or whether they 
want to drop out there and then. Well, if they made 
that choice themselves, that they'd had enough of 
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schoo.7. and teachers, and they decided to drop out, 
well that's just stupid if they expect to go and 
get an exciting well paid job. I mean you've got to 
take what you get and what you work for. 

Why such jobs exist at all is a question which requires 

a structural perspective and, as we just saw, Sandy's 

model allows no such perspective. Nor can it ever; 

because from its very · inception this model of society 

is a classic limiting concept. Instead of conceding 

the dialectical interplay between society and individuals -

that the latter though conditioned by social ~orces do 

at the same time construct that society - Sandy's i:nodel 

hypostasizes the society and atomizes the individuals. 

The society is a fixed entity, a sociological "given11 

which is not open to study. The individuals are the 

prime point of attention and the focus there is on 

personal characteristics, not social relations. Sandy's 

model neatly fits into the Marxist critique of positivist 

social science, particularly functionalist sociology. A 

pre-occupation with roles (a key feature of Sandy's 

stratified society) contributes to a passive view·of 

human action as well as leading to a purely descriptive 

account of the status quo. It thus obscures both 

people's actions as world creators and the true socio

logical enterprise of analysing the status quo, of asking 

Why. 

Sandy's sexism is similar to Karen's and Sue's. 

[This is a reference to an earlier analysis.] She 

produces an almost identical appeal to primitive origins 

to justify the sexual division of labour. She also 

invokes the physical characteristics of women and men as 

further justification. However, there is a significant 

difference in that Sandy's model of a stratified society 

furnishes the main elements of her sexism. This strati

fication is both class and sex based: 

Maybe .it's 1.ike the standard deviation in college. 
You've always got to have the majority of people 
midd l(' class, and a few upper c.Iass and a few lower 
cla.,:;s . 
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and there are a.Jways jobs that men can carry out 
and there are always jobs that only women can carry 
out 

This sexual division of labour is ultimately 

defended by invoking the notion 0£ the harmonious 

totality: the balance which can only be maintained if 

people accept their roles. When the "married women in 

the work-force" argument arises and Sandy rejects the 

possibility that husbands should be the ones to give up 

their jobs 1 she argues: 

husbands are naturally the breadwinner I think. Like 
it comes back to your classical role of the wife being 
the mother, housecleaner, and the father being the 
breadwinner, the workor, kind of thing. So that would 
£it neatly with society's wants. 

The last line here clearly conjures up that image of the 

supra-personal society with its particular demands and 

its need for harmony. (As with the examples with Karen 

and Sue, notice the word associations here: the automatic 

coupling or mother and housecleaner and the way worker 

is opposed to this - as if housecleaning isn't work!) 

Sandy's model serves a twin ideological function. 

As we just saw it overtly justifies the patriarchal 

status quo. It also acts as a limiting concept to 

stifle further reflection and analysis. Inde~d, Sandy 

offers some penetrating insights into how sexist con

ditioning takes place. However, the result of this is 

not the formation of a critique, but a lapse into 

conservative bewilderment: 

The social roles themselves ... imply that little boys 
grow up, play with cars and trucks and bikes and 
things. r.ittle girls grow up and play with dolls and 
bake cakes and things. And because these things are 
set on the children at a younger age, guys grow up 
expecting to go into the workforce and say "My dad 
did this", and fair enought the girls do too, to a 
certain age. For some reason, females rebel, I don't 
know why. 

Despite an acute awareness that sexist conditioning 

is at work, limiting female aspirations, Sandy is unable 



141. 

to see that this discredits the sexual division of 

labour. Instead, she couples it with a biological 

determinism to produce a justification for the status 

quo: 

It all leads back to what we're brought up to 
believe. I don't think there's an9thing wrong with 
it because we were built biologically different so 1 

and because of that we've been conditioned socio
logically to be brought up in different roles. I 
mean 1 ir's the same ... as a janitor ... rebelling 
against his boss and saying, "It's not fair. I 
want a better job. You've got that great job up 
there, .. you've got all the possibilities and 
chances and options open to you. 1 want them too." 
Whereas he might not have the mental. capacity to 
look a.-fter such an organ_isat-ion. There are people 
that aro born to be leaders and the.re are people that 
are bo1-ri to seL've. And I mean you've got to look at 
it:, ymi've got: to face _it. 

It is interesting that, in this example, Sandy so 

explicitly links the sexual and the class divisions of 

labour, but does not proceed to the critique that social

ist-feminists have espoused concerning the link between 

patriarchy and capitalism. Rather, for her the two 

areas only serve to reinforce each other. For Sandy, 

so coherent is her model 1 s explanatory power that strati

fication in one area serves as the natural justification 

in all areas. It is not seen as multiple instances of 

a basic oppression. 

A key theme in my overall interpretation has been 

the notion of an experiential base for ideology: the 

living out of ideology. In Sandy's case we can pursue 

this theme some distance. Her ideology offers a meaning~ 

ful explanation of her circumstances and those of 

people around her. Her unemployed friend stands as a 

living example of a dole bludger, of an inadequate 

person. By contrast, if Sandy herself were in the same 

predicament, she would be different: 

If I was ever vGxy unemployed I'd have enough 
knowledge to go and grab a few people and start up 
our own business or something like that. 
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Her image of herself here, of her initiative, stands 

starkly opposed to the no-hoper image of her friend. 

As far as her home life goes, both Sandy 1 s parents 

verbally pronounce, and physically live out, the classic 

sexist roles. To Sandy, her mother seems happy, "she 

takes pride in making sure the house is all nice and 

clean and everything". Moreover, her mother responds 

unsympathetically to the women's movement: 

I can always remember mum saying, "They don't know 
when they're good off. They should be at home, 
cleaning and looking after their family, instead 
of complaining about what a bad time they're having. 
They should take up a hobby or something." 

We can see then that Sandy's ideology and her 

experiences are mutually sustaining. However, despite 

such congruence, are there discrepancies? After all, 

one would expect ideological saturation to be flawed. 

Particularly in the case of Gramsci's version, one would 

expect to find contradictions in ideology: occasions 

when there is a disjuncture between the ideology· and 

the experiences (which in turn reflect deeper structural 

contradictions). In Sandy 1 s case we get a glimpse of 

this in her mother's occasional outbursts against her 

sexist role: 

She calls herself a cabbage. She says sometimes she 
doesn't like the way she's treated and sometimes when 
she• s f,illing in application forms ... or tax forms, 
she says she feels like tilling in, where it says 
position ... she likes to write "cabbage" cause 
she's treated like a cabbage ... by our family. 

Does this ripple spread in Sandy's mind? No - it 

leads nowhere. So coherent is her model and its sexist 

assumptions and so strong the remainder of its experien

tial base, that such a discrepancy is easily overcome. 

For one thing, Sandy has looked after the home when her 

parents were away and this experience served to confirm 

her own future aspirations: 

If I get engaged or anything, I wouldn't mind at all 
settling down cause I think if I had a house and I 
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:,;as able to decorate it and everything ... I would 
enjoy cl-:aning it and looking aEter it. And also 
I think if I had a family, I'd en_joy looking a.fter 
them and making sure everything' s done and caring 
for them and all that kind of thing. I th.ink it 1 s 
just pa.1::t of tlw role of Living. You have to do it. 
Someone has to do it. 

Moreover 1 Sandy is prepared to accept the same sexist 

interaction within the family which her mother encounters. 

Her brother, who fails to put away after himself, is 

excused by Sandy: "that's kind of a bit understandable 

from a boy as everyone says''. Thus, in her own hopes for 

the future, in the models of her parents provide, in the 

ways that others interact with her, in all • the~e area·s, 

Sandy's sexism finds a ready confirmation,wand the .. "' 
occasiorial a.nomalies 1 like her mother' .s ou<t:burst, are 

t, 

easily deflected. 
& "' 

To sum up, Sandy•~ outlook provides a revealing 

glimpse of how ideology sustains itself. Its experien

tial base is very strQn~ and until t he frustrations of 

her sexist role find expression (perhaps after several ' 

years of marriage) she will not sense the underlying 

contradictions of her position. Moreover, Sandy is 

not amenable to feminist critiques. This is not only 

because of this experiential saturation, but also because 

the very existence of critiques are denied legitimacy in 

her outlook. As we saw in her response to street 

theatre and feminist protesters, her social model neatly 

dismisses social critique as "crnnplaining" and thus 

denies credibility to both the proponents of change and 

the message of change. Finally, even where Sandy's own 

perceptions do start to penetrate this ideology, her 

model deflects them into conservative conclusions and 

thus renders their radical potential innocuous. 

The Neo-StrueturaZiat Voice (~he Netareading J1 

What follows now is basically a metareading: a 

reading of this reading. Strictly speaking, it is not 

entirely a symptomatic reading, but it is informed at 
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several key points by that conception. In particular, 

the notion that we can discern "an absent system 

responsible for what is present in the text" 

(K. Williams, 1974: 44) is behind the procedure of 

explaining the oversights and the omissions in the 

reading by reference to either the presence of an 

"absent" problematic or the unrecognised mingling of 

different problematics. A brief outline of Althusser's 

"lecture symptomal" is thus warranted. 

Sumner defines this conception succinctly: 

To a symptomatic reading, the presence of the problem
atic' s invisible fie.Id (its "repressed concepts") at 
the level of the visible is a symptom of the "unconsc
iousness of the text" ... its theoretical problematic; 
just as some of the patient's utterances are for 
Freudian psychoanalysis a symptom of the structure of 
the psychic unconscious. (1979: 169) 

Althusser himself introduced the concept in his discuss

ion of Marx's reading of the classical economists. 

Althusser claimed that Marx employed riot only a grid 

reading (which revealed Smith's omissions and over

sights, RC: 18-19) but also a symptomatic reading which 

focused on the provision of answers within Smith's 

texts for which no questions had been asked (RC: 28). 

This absent system was able to be read by Marx because 

he had himself moved beyond the theoretical position 

which the classical economists then occupied. Brewster's 

glossary is lucid in this area: 

While apparently merely recording the discoveries of 
the classics, their sightinqs (Vues) and at the same 
time noting their omissions (manques) and over
siqhts (bevues), Marx in fact shows that the classics 
contain somet:hing in t:he.ir omi.ssions that the 
classics did not know they contained. The symptom
atic .reading analyses tile textual mechanism which 
produces the s_ightings and the overs-i.ghts rather 
than merely recording it. (RC: 318) 

A symptomatic reading then, is essentially an 

attempt to discover the unconscious movements of the 

text. The symptoms of these movements are both the 

insights and the omissions. As for contradictions, they 
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arc usually the sign of th0 presence of two problematics 

operating within the same text. Though they may be both 

explicitly introduced, the way the enquiry switches back 

and forth between them may be part of this unconscious 

movement. 

Karel Williams has argued: 

"T:,ecture symptomale" involves a reading of conjoint 
presences and absences related to the system of one 
text. It does not relate them to a second text 
used as a grid. (1974; 47) 

However, while this may be true in terms of the intentions 

behind the reading, in practice it works out otherwise. 

The only way absences can be recognised is by using 

another grid, namely one which has moved beyond the 

earlier theoretical position and can thus recognise the 

presence of the absent system. ·rhus Sumner's argument 

(1979: 172) that symptomatic reading is really just 

another grid reading is convincing. A symptomatic 

reading only differs in that it involves conscious self 

reflection concerning one 1 s reading grid. 2 

What makes a symptomatic reading possible is simply 

that the reader has moved beyond her former theoretical 

position and, in glancing backwards, can now discern 

the absent system responsible for the insights and the 

omissions. 

Only on the condition that the reader through his 
theoretical work has occupied both the conscious and 
the unconscious terrain of thQ theoretical problematic 
unde.r examination, can he achieve a symptomatic 
reading of the theoretical probl.ematic under 
examination. (Sumner, 1979: 171) 

In retrospect I can now discern that two problem

atics were present in this earlier reading. This does 

not simply mean that I was applying two "frameworks", 

but rather, that two objects were under enquiry . The 

first was a centred subject: this woman Sandy and her 

ideas, her situation, her "presence". The other object 

was a decentred structure: the "model", the generative 
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structure responsible for Sandy's nideas 1
'. Now each of 

these objects possess their own theoretical field, their 

own problematics. Though I did not employ this concept 

at the t.ime, I was consciously operating both problem

atics without realising that they rightly pertained to 

two different theoretical objects. The symptomatic 

reading now underway can explain the contradictions in 

the text by reference to the movement back and forth . 
between these problematics. In order to ~lucidate tl}is 

further; I propose to consider the concepts explicitly 
~ 

operative at the time of this read.ing·.~ The. most useful 

tool for this is Sumner's descriptions~of different 
; . . ' 

"readingsu. In this reading ot Sandy, I employed 
~ 

elements of speculatiV'e criticism and elements of 

structuralism, though I mixed them both unsystematically. 

Using Sumner's c~iteria (1979: 80-7) I would argue 

that the Sandy reading is speculative criticism in so 

far as it relies on the "sensitivity" of the reader to 

discern what is happening behind the manifest content of 

the text. It thus distinguishes between manifest and 

latent meanings. Secondly, like speculative criticism, 

this reading regarded human agents as the source of the 

text. However, ambiguity crept in here because at times 

the "model" was seen as the source as well. This is the 

first of several switches b~tween problematics. (More 

on this below). Finally, this reading had little 

"scientific"
3 

value, serving mainly a platform for what 

Sumner calls "primitive protest". (1979: 86) This 

element often burst through in the obvious outrage 

(the crippled destinies passage) and in the overall tone 

of the reading which could be summed up as: isn't it 

terrible that some people think like this and that their 

experiences of life confirm them in it. 

However, in a number of important respects this 

reading was not speculative criticism and hence avoided 

some of the weaknesses Sumner discerns in that approach. 

(See 1979: 80-99) Unlike speculative criticism, this 
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reading did not see the text (i.e. Sandy's comments) 

as self-sufficient or self enclosed. The material 

conditions of existence, though far from being adequate

ly theorised, were nevertheless explicitly invoked. 

This was the "experiential base" theme. Secondly, 

this reading did engage in that 0 critical evaluation" 

of the adequacy of the text which speculative criticism 

evades. (Though speculative criticism does inevitably 

evaluate, see Sumner, 1979: 85.) 

Finally, this reading departed considerably from 

speculative criticism in that it possessed both an 

explicit theory of ideology and an explicit theory of 

reading. (See Sumner, 1979: 81} The theory of ideology 

was essentially a "Marxist-humanist" one, an eclectic 

bundle of insights gleaned from Gramsci {disjuncture 

between ideology and experience, 1971: 327), Ollman 

(ideology "works" most of the time, 1974: 230), Williams 

(1976b) and Marcuse (1972). It was also infiltrated by 

a phenomenological emphasis on humans as world creators 

who were temporarily alienated from this ontological 

role (Smart, 1976; Berger and Luckrnann, 1967). 

Accompanying this, and helping to fuel the outrage, was 

a sympathy for feminist politics (Firestone, 1972; 

Mitchell, 1971, 1975; Miller and Swift, 1976). All 

of these areas made for an explicit theoretical orient

ation in my conception of ideology. They served both 

to structure the way I read ideology and they also 

provided the reference point (they revealed "the true 

state of affairs") against which the contents of the 

ideology being read could be evaluated. 

Where my reading became structuralist was in the 

theory of reading used. Whilst as equally explicit as 

the theory of ideology, it was less theoretically 

grounded. It was loosely based on insights from struc

turalist grammar and the anthropology of Levi-Strauss. 

The guiding principle was the notion that a "generative 

structure" was embedded within discourse and its 
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operations ordered and controlled the manifest content. 

In the Sandy reading I used the te.rm "model " to specify 

this structure. 

The idea of limiting concepts derived from both 

the theory of ideology of this notion of reading. I 

had, in an earlier section of that reading , defined them 

as: 

Instead of promoting a dial ogue {ivi t.h other.,;, with 
oneself) which can deepen understanding, they con
strict the paz·ametars of the discourse. They throi,1 
up barriers to understanding in the form of false 
distinctions or occasionally, false unities. Such 
limi t:ing concepts a.bound in the• area we call common 
sense. They often occur as dichotomies, eg .. theory 
and practice, fact and value, cause and effect, nature 
and society, etc. Sometimes the distinction itself 
.is valid but the wa y the parts are conceived and 
the relationship depicted is not, ey. the ind.i vi dual 
and society. At other times the disUnction itself 
is unwarranted so constituti t'e are the parts of one 
anotbez· eg. fact and value. 

Clearly·, both the ideas of a model and of limiting 

concepts indicated an emphasis on the categories which 

organised meaning rather than the surfac(:~ units of 

meaning . In one respect though, this reading was not 
• ll 

s~ructuralist in that these organi &ing·~ategories were not . . 
identical with a linguistic co,de ... Ao.c6rding to structur-

al ism, such a code is in~licate~ i~ all manifest content -.,.__, 

and moreover, is suppofedly readily transparent. (Sumner, 

1979 : 117) My categories, however, did not appear to 

cover all manifest cont.e½nt and, following speculative 

criticism criteria, required "penetration" below the 

surface for them to be unearthed. 

Sumner's comprehensive critique of structuralism 

(1979: 106-121) illustrates a fundamental weakness in its 

premisses. Structuralism aspires towards certain goals: 

these include the location of causality and change 

entirely within the system and a11 emphasis on relations 

as fundamental and contents as arbitrary. This internal 

self-sufficiency is, however, a chimera. Structuralism 

illicitly (because untheorised) imports various social 
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theories to explain change and causality and relies on 

already knowing the meaning of the contents in order to 

analyse the relations. As Sumner argues: 

Structuralists can only produce d.iscoveries of ideo-
1-oqicai codes because they examine a number of 
messages with an implicit knowledge of their 
meanings ..• Despite its hermetic pretensions, 
structuralism can, therefore, only operate on the 
basis of some sociological and historical assumptions 
and theories ..• The structuralist method is an 
inadequately conceived method of reading ideology 
and its practitioners have to perform secret opera
tions outside its boundaries in order to produce a 
worthwhile reading. (1979: 120,121) 

My reading is partly spared these criticisms since I 

did not embrace structuralism in this full sense. I 

consciously theorised my social theory and only "borrowed" 

from structuralism the notion that the "code" within the 

message (my "generative structure"} set the parameters of 

a possible range of meanings (limiting concepts). 

However, no borrowing is innocent and, carried over 

with this notion, was its fledgling partner: the notion 

that the meanings derived from within the code rather 

than from sources outside it. This assumption is 

clearly visible in the Sandy reading, in the way I 

deduced what Sandy's ideologies were by extrapolating 

from her "model". However, this assumption within my 

theory of reading brought the analysis into tension with 

a crucial assumption within my theory of ideology: the 

materialist thesis that ideology has its source in the 

material conditions of existence of individuals. It 

arises from their social relations, not from the 

fertility of their mental constructs. 

This is the first of several contradictions which 

pepper this reading. It is essentially an idealist lapse 

within an analysis which strives to be materialist and 

it has been produced by importing elements from a 

structuralism which is fundamentally idealist. This 

contradiction is worth looking at more closely because 

it points to a profound tension in the reading between 

1 
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its theoretical intentions and its concrete outcomes. 

This reading set out with explicit materialist 

premisses, expressed in the concept of an "experiential 

base", a notion designed to combat the free-floating 

ideas perspective which is dominant within the history 

of ideas and often surfaces in the sociology of knowledge 

(see Roucek, 1944 and Abercrombie, 1980}. However, the 

Sandy reading produced an analysis in which primacy was 

given to the generative structure. A close examination 

of the relationship between these two concepts witnesses 

this outcome. In the reading, conflict which arose from 

experiences was resolved within the structure because of 

its properties (the balancing out capability, for 

example). Later, when contradictions arose within 

experience (the mother's cabbage outburst), the gener

ative structure was seen as so powerful (by virtue of 

its coherence and the strength of its assumptions) that 

these contradictions were "easily overcome''. The 

reading's concluding comments also confirmed the 

primacy of the generative structure. ''Experience~ was 

allowed to raise contradictions and to confirm the 

generative structure (and this was equiated with 

ideology being lived out!) but nowhere did experience 

overturn the structure. 

Clearly this implicit idealism was in contradiction 

with the materialist premisses of the reading. This 

reading would thus answer the traditional question, of 

where does change come from, in purely idealist terms: 

from changes in the generative structure. Because of 

its structuralist borrowings, the reading was not able 

to theorise the possibility that experience might 

initiate change. Its materialism therefore rang hollow 

and the overall reading was no more Marxist than many 

sociology of knowledge readings which concede a "lived 

reality" to ideas without the least assent to the 

thesis of the primacy of the material. 

This contradiction was also linked to an untheorised 
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dichotonorny operating in this reading. Despite the 

explicit intention to materialise ideology by initiating 
. ~ 

the notion of an experiential base, this r~ading ill1pit-

ly employed the traditional ideas/actions dichotomy as 
(fl • 

one of its assumptions. 

• • This reading used the notion ·9f "experiential base" 

as a way to avoid the jlassic ~oblem of accounting for 

discrepancies between ideas and actions. There could 

be no discrepancies if people 1 s experiences were always 
fl. 

composed of actions-ideas existing in a constitutive 

relationship. It was, in a way, a move which fore

shadowed my acquaintance with the Althusser concept of 

social praetiae. 

Instead, what happened was that this reading retained 

the ideas/actions dichotomy (with them externally 

related) but failed to register its presence. It 

functioned as a repressed concept, and the problematic 

to which it belonged was none other than the humanist 

problematic. This problematic required, as one of its 

premisses, a distinction between ideas and actions and 

it centred them both within a human source: a rational 

consciousness. Discrepancies were thus due to either 

irrational interventions or human "wickedness". The 

humanist problematic is usually uncomfortable with the 

former, being unwilling to seriously countenance 

Freudian psychoanalytic theory. It thus consigns the 

irrational to the shadows. It is much more at home 

with the wickedness theory. (See Althusser's 

discussion of this in this attack on the idealist concept 

of ideology, L&P: 157.) By way of contrast, a problematic 

of a decentred subject can explain "discrepancies" in a 

number of ways: rival interpellations competing for 

dominance; psychic movements reflecting the fundamental 

split in consciousness which is only papered over by the 

ideological effect of the unified subject: contradictions 

within interpellations reflecting contradictions within 

the material matrix of ideology. 
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These insights were potentially available to this 

reading since one of the absent systems operative in the 

Sandy reading was a decentred-subject problematic. Its 

visible presence were the structuralist elements and if 

we look more closely at these we can discern the work

ings, and the potential, of this problematic. That it 

failed to break through more fully can be seen as the 

result of its repression by the more dominant humanist 

problematic. 

Within this concept of experiential base, the human 

subject, as the centre of experience , operated as a given. 

This is typical within the humanist problematic. The 

evidence of this, within the Sandy reading, was the 

continual references to Sandy as a unitary centre, as 

a presence to herself (e.g. "if Sandy herself were in the 

same predicament ... Her image of herself ... etc ."). 

However, one of the other key concepts was the 

generative structure , a supra-personal concept which did 

not require a human subject as one of its givens .. The 

role of this structure in the reading was as a "model'' 

of social theory which actively determined experience. 

This conception held the potential for formulating the 

breakthrough that the human subject is created in 

dicourse. It held the potential for theorising a 

decentred subject. Had this potential been realised, it 

would also have clarified a particularly severe confusion 

in the reading: an illicit shifting between "narrative 

points of view". 

In this reading we find an arbitrary movement in 

the centre between the person, "Sandy" and the structure, 

"model". Both were used interchangably as if there were 
no problems with this shifting. However, when Sandy 

was the point of origin1 the humanist problematic was 

functioning; when the model cent~ed the discourse, the 

unconscious problematic was at work. This shifting 

between problematics proceeded unperceived because the 
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former suppressed the latter. Each problematic produced 
' . . . 

particular symptoms and one of these was the "narrative 

point of view" taken by the writer when evaluaEing 

ideology. 
,, 

First, there was a "primitive pro.test" point of 

view in which Sandy was seen a5' a ""curio" in a specimen 

"' bottle, the vapours being her social context. The 

outrage present in this narrative'point of view was partly 

directed at Sandy (shJ is so reactionary) and partly at 

her social context (e.g. the sexism entrenched in her 

family practices). Though the former focus was clearly 

part .of the humanist problematic (blame the victim), the 

latter was also, but less clearly . Here the context was 

seen as causal but since the origin of ideology was seen 

as corning from the subject-centred-through-experience, 

the operative problematic was still humanist (and 

empi.ricist) . 

The unconscious problemat.ic, the decentred subject 

conception, produced a different narrative point of 

view. Here Sandy's model was continually scrutinised 

and was finally evaluated by reference to the more 

perspicaceous models of the "Marxist sociologist" and 

the feminist. 

The confusion which abounds in this area was thus 

the product of this conjoint existence of the two 

problematics and the resulting shift in narrative points 

of view. It produced the absurdity of naively evaluating 

Sandy (as person) at one moment with Sandy (as model) 

at another and of invoking the Gxample of a sociologist 

(whose intentions and procedures in research are 

entirely different from a person's intentions and 

procedures within conversation) in order to castigate 

the latter and by implicit extension, the former. Con

sequently, there is continual and illicit shifting 

between blaming the victim and blaming ideology. 

The other point of evaluation in this area was an 
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. .. 
epistemological one: how well ~andy' s ideology , 
appropriated the "real world". ThG humanist problem-

atic produced a tacit rplativist answer: Sandy's view 

' of the world was false because the researcher's was true 

but this could not be established except by invoking the 

conception of superior, specialist knowledge. (The 

discomfort this retreat produced was obvious: it relied 

on a reluctant acceptartbe of the usefulness of the 

division of labour (researchers/subjects).) 

Sumner notes that nee-structuralists believe that 

a lapse in the reading grid is experienced as a "crisis 

in theory11 or an "intriguing problem" .(1979: 177) by 

theorists. This failure to deal adequately with the 

relativist predicament can be seen as one such lapse, 

and at the time it did indeed produce a crisis in the 

researcher's theory (and lead ultimately, lured by the 

golden fleece of the "radical inwardness" promise, into 

and through Althusserian theory). 

One possible escape from this dilemma would have been 

to theorise the linkages between discourse and the 

material. However, this reading never clarified what 

the theoretical relationship between social relations and 

the generative structure was. It never considered, for 

example, why the model took the form it did. The reading 

assumed a number of things in this respect but it did 

not theorise them. It avoided a Durkheimian answer 

(social relations are reflected in thought) because it 

regarded some thoughts as false (e.g. the harmony in 

Sandy's model compared with the conflict in the real 

world}. It thus assumed, by default, that ideology 

was a form of distorted reflection but it failed to 

consider what were the mediations within this process. 

All the time it entirely neglected questions concerning 

the epistemological status of the real. 

This neglect was not, however, an innocent oversight. 

Any potential materialist answer was deliberately repressed 
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from this reading by the idealism built into the 

structuralist elements which posited the generative 

structure as constitutive of ideology. Within this 

problematic, the model had a life of its own and 

required ano determinacy from factors outside of it. 

As well as the presence of an unconscious problem

atic in the text, we can also discern an unconscious 

movement between problematics in this reading. The 

reading surreptitiously alternated between the proced

ures of speculative criticism and those of structuralism 

without due regard to the consequences of this shifting. 

On the one hand, the manifest content was employed 

to establish latent meanings, specifically an underlying 

generative structure. This involved an entirely intePnal 

referencing procedure. The manifest contents were 

related to other surface units and not to anything outside 

the structure (e.g. the individualist perspective of the 

model). 

On the other hand, the manifest content was ~mployed 

to establish the epistemological status of the generative 

structure. Within a theory of ideology, Sandy 1 s comments 

were extePnally referenced to an outside reality and the 

manifest content provided the means to do this (e.g. the 

existence of structural unemployment). 

However, the linkage between model and reality was 

never theoretically established as we have just noted 

above. Therefore, the only way the model could be 

deemed false was by this referencing of contents against 

the real and their dismissal as false. Clearly for this 

to have taken place, the assumption must have existed 

that access to the real for the researcher was unproblem

atic. For example, the claim that ''there are no jobs" 

proved the falsity of Sandy's claims about unemployment. 

To this naiveity was added the outbursts of "primitive 

protest", for example, the crippled destinies sentence. 

Not only was the real assumed to be available to the 

researcher in a way that it was not for the subject 
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(who could only. appropriate it through her false model), 

but it also apparently presented itself in a form already 

favourable to those on the left. (Elitism wearing a 

socialist coat!) If it was argued, more realistically, 

that the socialist gloss was an nideological judgment" 

by the researcher, we again have a serious hiatus: how 

was one ideology (or one "model") to be compared with 

another? Internal referencing only works within the 

elements of a structure and if one casts around for a 

transcendental point outside both models (such as the 

"real") then the problems of untheorised referencing 

descend. The omission of such theorising produced 

a number of unresolved questions: can the same manifest 

content be both internally and externally referenced in an 

independent way? Would the results of an external refer

ence (which showed some manifest content to be true, some 

to be false} have implications for the subsequent use of 

these contents in an internal referencing? 

These questions, and the other unresolved problems 

in the Sandy reading, could not have been answered within 

the terms of that reading. It was not a case of insuff

icient rigour (though that was also in evidence) but of 

the presence of constraints within the text which acted 

as obstacles. These were: 

{1) a repressed absence of a theory of a decentred 

subject and thus of a theory of the relations 

between subject and discourse. 

(2} an omission of an adequate theory of the 

relations between the discursive and the 

material. 'rhis was compounded by the (preten

ded) merger of crucial analytical distinctions 

and a lapse in the reading grid itself. 

The humanist problematic is responsible for the 

first of these shortcomings; the structuralist for the 

second. The unconscious-movement between th~se .. problem

atics is responsible for the contradict.ions and confu-sion 
(, 

which impair the reading. ~ 

" • 
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The Materialist Voice (The Metaeritique) 

The perspective of the materialist voice in this 

chapter and the next two is that of the researcher. It 

asks: how is a materialist researcher to proceed through 

the minefield of nee-structuralism. 

This metareading's nee-structuralist apparel is 

evident throughout this chapter and it becomes particul

arly blatant in the concluding paragraph. This clearly 

implies that the contradictions and confusion discovered 

are all located at the level of the reading and the 

purpose of the enterprise (implied in the word "impair") 

is the production of a "good" reading . The object of 

enquiry is no lohger the interpellations contained within 

the interview material but rather the kinds of readings 

possible with particular conceptual grids. 

The neo-structuralist metareading does not concede 

that the real object (the interpe.llations) may i~self: 

be rife with contradictions and confusions·and~thus 

responsible for such excrescences in t!ie r~ading. Indeed ,., . 

the nee-structuralist approac~, wi tq _it,.s ehdless meta-

readings, continually takes the ie~earcher away from the 

real object and locks per wi thi~ h
6

er own conceptual 

closet. It tells her that all the problems in her 

reading are located a\ the level of its problematics. 

The nee-structuralist dictum is thus: purify your 

problematics - through endless metareadings - and you will 

be saved! This direction away from the real object 

recalls the materialist voice's condemnation of Althusser 

and Tel Quel: nscience was 'radically inward', an 

idealist argument which involved the validation of theory 

by refe~ence only ta conceptual intePPeZationships" (page 

110 above) and "a theoretical enterprise which turns 

baak upon itself, a perpetual self-criticism" (page 110 

above) • 

Within this nee-structuralist theatre the real 

object starred only fleetingly and was then perpetually 

eclipsed by the problematic in the lead role. Indeed, 
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apart from their initial role as a device for launching 

the first reading, the interpellations contained within 

the interview material became entirely redundant for 

the remainder of this production. 

By way of contrast, a materialist researcher would 

insist on a return to the real object. This would 

involve re-examining the interpellations, perhaps with 

more interviews, perhaps with an historical breakdown 

of their formation. Politically, a materialist would also 

seek to transform the contradictions located within the 

real object. The nee-structuralist researcher, though 

she would probably profess a similar political commitment, 

would 1 in practice, engage in no such dialogue with the 

real. Because of her idealist problematic, she need 

never leave her study. All the resources lie in her 

"theoretician's cabinet" and her enterprise can steadily 

resolve itself into the endless perusal of her own prob

lematics. (The ultimate "socialist" solipsism!) 

NOTES: 

1. This chapter regards Althusser's "symptomatic 
reading" as a nee-structuralist technique. This 
is convincingly argued by Sumner (1979: 163ff). 
("It is vital to appreciate that Althusser is 
fighting empiricist and structuralist epistemol
ogies ... it is also vital to appreciate that 
Althusser's fight exists within the framework of 
nee-structuralism." 1979: 146) 

2. Sumner further argues that Althusser, Derrida and 
Kristeva all operate with essentially the same 
theory in this area: a notion of a structure 
which produces the content (1979: 167,170) and a 
theoretical commitment to self-critique which 
continually threatens to become an ninfinite 
regression into insecure introspection". (1979: 
173) • 

J. Sumner defines "science" according to· the~con
ception which he discerns in the work,,of ,Marx: ..• . ~ 

• 
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i-t seems to me t hat .Marx saw science as a serial 
ized discourse of signs and ideological formations 
ivhich grasped in thought the range and nature of 
the forms of appearance of a thing and the inner 
or hidden structure of thiit thing which gave i t 
those forms of appearance . All sciences were of 
this nature: a science, for Marx, explains why 
things appear as they do and thoroughly describes 
those appearances ... In short , Marx thought that 
i t was possible for things t o be knowable and that 
science was the conscious , discursive explication 
of that knowledge. He thus r ejected the humanist 
conception of the equality of world-views . 
Marxists, therefore, rightly posit t he possibility 
of a science of ideologies a.nd reject the notion 
that observations on ideology must be restricted to 
political, moral and aesthetic evaluations of their 
e ffects. (1979: 90) 

... 
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CHAP'l'ER NINE 

A major focus in my interview research was youth 

unemployment. At one stage I classified the unemployed 

people whom I interviewed into two broad groupings. One 

grouping was tlie long te:rm unemployed, people who had 

been out of work for several years. The other was the 

transitory unemployed, people who were currently out of 

work but seemed likely to proceed to tertiary study or 

into the labour force. These groupings also correlated 

with other social factors, particularly level of school

ing and family/friendship situations. The long term un

employed had invariably left school at 14 or 15; the 

transitory had left at 17 or 18. Th8 long term unem

ployed were all homeless and destitute; the transitory 

were mostly still at home and financially secure (if not 

independent) . '!'he friendship networks of the long term 

unemployed were unstable and limited in range; those of 

the transitory unemployed were more extensive and more 

enduring. Finally, the ideologies which emerged in these 

interviews were distinctive for each grouping. The long 

term unemployed expressed reactionary or conservative 

attitudes on a range of social and political issues, 

whilst the transitory unemployed were more radical in 

these areas and often adopted feminist and environmental

ist positions. 

• The language of the preceding paragraph (attitudes, . 
positions, correlations etc.) points toward on~_ direction 

' 1/1 
in which an analysis of the interv;i,ews~might; have gone. 

This direction would have inv9lv~~ praducing a reading 

which focussed on people's "id~s•~· and "experiences" of 

1Jnemployment and expl,flning them in terms of their social 

situation. This was a direction which I was consciously 

intent on avoiding at~the time. Such a reading would 

have come unde:i:- the rubric of what Hirst calls "socio

logism": 

Sociologism (reducing ideology to ~n effect of the 
social position of the subject who expounds it) is 
a legitimate procedure if knowledge is conceived 
as experience and if society is considered as a 
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system of places conditioning that expe.rience .1m:o 
'class outlooks'. Althusser denies that knowledge 
through experience is possible and, the1:efore, that 
class positions automatically generate experience
effects, 'class outlooks' . 'l'he socia1- position of 
the subject is not the origin of its ideological 
position; .ideology has conditions of exi_ stence 
which cannot be 'read off' from the p_/ace of the 
subject in the relations of production. 
(Hirst, 1976:386) 

Recalling the arguments outlined in an earlier 

chapter (Chapter 4, page 55) we should note that a 

reading engendered by sociologism would naively take as 

unproblematic both the status of the subject and the 

view that the "distortions" of ideology are due to the 

subject's location in the structure. 

Intent on avoiding such a reading I attempted an 

approach consistent with Althusserian principles. 

Specifically , I borrowed from Goran Therborn a number of 

key concepts with which to explain the differences be-

tween these two groupings. It is worth noting here that 

in so doing I unquestioningly left intact the initial 

assumption that these people formed two groupings who 

could be classified in the manner sketched above. I also 

persisted with my original line of enquiry: how to explain 

the apparent differences in ideologies. 

Theoretically, these residues raise the issue of 

whether one can engage in a new problematic whilst still 

retaining the former object of enquiry. I will return to 

this issue at the end of this chapter where I engage in a 

nee-structuralist metareading of the reading developed 
~ 

here . 
4, 

Realising the fruitful potential of Tberborn 1 s inno.... 
vations {discussed in detail in Chapter 7) ., ·r attempted 

V O. 

to account for the findings of my -~nterview research by 

structuring my analysis around lithe ego-alter distinction ,,.,. 
and employing in a subsidiary way, the subjection-

qualif.ication theory. t argued that for both groupings 
Ii, 

(long term unemployed and transitory) the most significant 

interpellations were class ego ideologies and these over

determined the educational and family practices which were 
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also evident. I invoked the alter ideology concept in 

order to explain the acquiesence of the long term unem

ployed and the radical outlook of the transitory. I 

interpreted the former grouping as engulfed by bourgeois 

alter ideology whilst I saw the latter as interpellated 

by a range of alter ideologies whose discursive elements 

eroded the credibility of bourgeois alter ideology and 

thus displaced it from forming an effective interpellation. 

I explained both these developments partly by reference to 

discursive elements, but primarily by reference to the 

respective material conditions of existence of each group

ing: a privatised, destitute existence contrasted with a 

sociable, comfortable living. 

The reading which this analysis produced, I now re

produce below, largely as written at the time (March 1982). 

As with the previous chapter, it is followed by a neo

structuralist metareading which is in turn criticised by 

the materialist voice. 

The Fo-Ec:e of Analysis (The Original Read-ing) 

The tape recorder is sitting on the floor, the micro

phone to one side balanced on a small shelf. I am inter

viewing three unemployed youths, Bill, Andy and Bob 

(joined at times by two of their friends) in a small room 

in a low cost accommodation barracks. In the other wings 

of the barracks live other homeless people, mostly old men 

who are alcoholics. It is not an easy co-existence: 

Andy: We don't go .round pissing and shitting in 
hallways like the old alcoholics do. You wanna 
come down and look in my block. I'll show you 
where this big stain. Oh ... not stain, but 
half it's stil.l there and you can walk up and 
you can see the fucking big mark and you can 
smell it and you go for a walk up there and I 
bet you wouldn't even live in it and we have to. 

The room is almost bare, relieved only by bright 

posters on the walls and a small stereo pounding out heavy 

rock music. The three youths a.re sitting on the bed, 

passing around a can of beer. On a shelf on the wall 

opposite is a small row of tinned focid1 neatly lined up 
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and very obvious. On another shelf, to the side of the 

bed, is a small glass jar containing marijuana seeds. 

They fidget with the jar from time to time. Bill, who 

left school at 14, has been unemployed now for four years. 

Andy has spent several years unemployed though this has 

been interspersed with occasional temporary labouring jobs. 

Bob has worked as a show labourer for a number of years 

but is now unemployed and heavily in debt. 

The interview revolves almost exclusively around the 

theme of unemployment: of the poverty it produces, the 

stigma associated with it, of the differences between being 

employed and unemployed. 

All three blame their schooling, to some extent, for 

their unemployment. Bill for example: 

.r think this Education Department's got it wrong, 
it's got the wrong idea o±· teaching. If they got 
their heads screwed on right ... Lr they started 
teaching ivha t you need to .know, then I don't 
reckon you'd have this unemployment quite as had. 

The others elaborate on this by asserting that the curric

ulum was not vocationally oriented and that insufficient 

attention was paid to their learning problems. 

The view that there is a link between schooling and 

unemployment is also expressed by most of the young people 

still at school whom I interviewed. They, however, laid 

the blame not on the teaching or the curriculum, but 

squarely on the attitudes of the students. They looked 

around themselves and picked out the potential unemployed 

on the basis of several factors: those who don't work hard, 

those who show no self-discipline, those who have either 

job intentions which are too ambitious, or alternatively, 

haven't thought about jobs at all. 

Bill's father also shares this view that school per

formance brings its "just rewards": 

My old man just doesn't want to know me cause I'm 
unemployed. He said when I get a job I'll speak 
to you ... Me father just looks at it, Oh well, 
because you didn't go well at school you deserves 
what you get and that's how it is. 
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In one sense, Bill and his friends concur with these 

other assessments. Andy, for example, admits that when 

at school he was totally unprepared to accept authority 

and rebelled against the authoritarian context of his 

schooling by withdrawal from learning. We can see the 

legacy of this experience, and its implications for any 

future educational prospects, in the following: 

Andy: [ The CYSS di·op-in centre] i."t 's like school to 
me, I won't have anything to do with any kind of 
schooling. Someone sitting .in front of me tel.ling 
me what to do. .I just can't do it and a job is so 
hard. I've kept jobs, the longest _job .r' ve kept is 
six months ... yea, I just can't handle disc.ipline. 

Once on the dole, the difficulties in finding and 

holding work increase considerably. There is the dole 

bludger myth, hovering like a dark shadow: 

.4ndy: I get labouring jobs now and then. I'm 
ao1.ng me best but fucking they just say dole 
bludger and once you'ro a dol.e bltidger that's 
.it you've done. You cash a cheque they think 
instantly whether you've had work or not, they 
still think you're a dole bludger •.• 

There is also the general psychological decline which sets 

in from months of being continually rejected: 

Bob: ... there's lot of us don't like working, 
like sometimes I just: fee.l like, Oh, L don't 
want to do nothing today. For a week I' 11 just 
Feel like sitting around doing bugger all and 
the next week you feel 1.ike getting 012 t and 
doing something. But a .Iot of people are just 
in downers all the time. 
Fh:Zl: You find a lot of unempl.oyed people that 
just don't care anymore because they've been put 
down so much they' re just like that. If say you 
applied for about ten jobs a week, you know 
that's a lot of jobs you know and you didn't get 
anything for a whole year, you'd be so fed- up 
with it you'd just, No, no way. Jus·t couldn't 
be bothered any more. That's the end of it. 
And you just get lazy and that's the end of it . 
.ltou just give up. Some peop.le, you know a .lot 
of people, just g.ive up totally, you know a 
hundred percent there's no way they want to have 
a job, t:hey' re so fed up 1.,ri th it. 

Despite this emphasis on their personal. decline, 

there is still an acute recognition that the situat-ion of 

unemployment is responsible for these outcomes: 
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B1:Zl: The prob.Iem with being on the dole, I reckon 
i.f you've been on it too long and someone, you know 
. . . hi ts you with a job, you sort of freak out, you 
don't know what to do, whether to take it or not 
cause you sorta think: Look it you're on the dole 
too long you just get used to it and it's just a 
way of life and a job is such a big step when 
you've been on the dole a few years. You get 
so immune to it, you know, It's rea.lly bad ... I've 
Found at times I've just been so unenergetic, even 
to hand me do.Le form in, .like you've only got to do 
that every second week. I just get to the stage 
where .I just; hand it in late all the time. You 
just get so unmotivated. You just r;ret fed up with 
.it al]. 

All of this must be seen in the context of the mater-

ial destitution which accompanies dole life. For an .in-

sight into this poverty, we have the experiences of 

another unemployed youth, John, who was unemployed 

eighteen months (but has since returned to schooJ) 

.Tt 's a sort of continual do1,m h.ill slide really. 
There's a cafe in town which gives c.r-edit and you 
go and get a hamburger if you're without: food for 
a couple of days. And you can go around to fruit 
shops and ask -them for stuff they don't want any
more. You explain that you haven't got any .food 
and that if' there's anything that t.riey 're going 
to chuck ... You can usually salvage a fai.r bit 
of stuff out of that ... 'I'ry and get yourself 
invited to dinner somewhere. Clothes you can 
usually get at St Vincents. Ah, go snowdropping 
... go stealing people's washing. You just look 
for a house w_i th a Volvo out the front. '1.'hey 
won't need th.is T shirt. Beauty. Things like 
that. 

We have noted already that the dole bludger myth 

hovers like a dark shadow when seeking work. It also 

becomes part of a general stigma of being workless in a 

society where occupational identity is the basis of 

social prestige. Notice below how the stigma of being 

workless and impoverished is continually felt in daily 

life: 

B-i..l,l: Some really well off people they give you 
that look, you know, you're a degene:r:ate, you 
know. 
Bob: Sometimes you'll be walking along the street, 
just walking along like you ca.n only have oJ.d 
clothes on and that, except your work clothes, and 
they sorta walk past and they seem, it's like 
t.hey '.n., about a hundred foot tal 1 and -they' re just 
looking down on a piece of dog shit, th,t 's how 
they' re looking at you .like that. 
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The snobbery of the well-off is an insult even in times of 

full employment. It's when they encounter the put downs 

amongst their own mates that the bite of being workless 

is really felt. Andy: "I 1 ve had mates working, they go 
1 0h we're paying tax for you.' How they think it is, the 

money out of their pockets coming into us." 

This ostracism knows no national boundaries. Here 

are the comments of another unemployed youth, twelve 

thousand miles away in England: 

When you' re unemployed, _it's as though !:'Otz 're not a 
person, as though you're not entitled to have any 
ideas. Orten when I'm talking .in a pub, sooner or 
later it gets around to, "What sort of job do you 
do?" and if yoa say you're unemployed, that's it: 
end of conversation! It's as though your opinions 
aren't worth knowing. (Quoted in Mc1.rsden, 1975: 
157) 

What is the ideological basis for this stigma? 

Clearly, on the discursive level it is the widespread 

prejudice of the dole bludger myth. As Windshuttle (1979: 

chs. 8 & 9) shows, the popularising of this myth was a 

cynically developed piece of bourgeois propaganda. It is 

an ideological discourse dissern.inated through the state 

apparatuses (politicians and government departments) and 

other ruling class cultural forms (the mass media}. How

ever, its success relies ultimately on its finding a 

breeding ground within civil society. Such a site exists 

in the ideological terrain of possessive individualism and 

the bourgeois reification of work. Neither of these are 

regularly or systematically articulated within discourse 

but they pervasively structure the commonsense assumptions 

of bourgeois civil society. Both the reification of work 

and possessive individualism are intimately tied to the 

market processes of capital accumulation. The reification 

of work defines the value of labour only in terms of 

commodity producti.on for exchange. Labour which is expen

ded on use values which cannot be exchanged is regarded as 

worthless. 

Possessive individualism holds that it is the 

characteristics of the individual which are responsible 
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for what ever successes or failures individuals encounter 

in the labour market. Macpherson sums up this conception 

and links it to capitalist social relations: 

Its possessive quality is t·ound .in its concepti.on 
of the individual .::is essentia.l.ly the proprietor of 
h..is own person or capacities, owing nothing to 
society for them. The indi vi du a.I was seen neither 
as a moral whole, nor a.s part of a larger social 
whole, but as an owner of himself. The relation 
of ov-mership, having become for more and more men 
the critically .important .r:elation determining 
their actual freedom and actua.l prospect of real
izing their full potentialities, was read back 
into the nature of the individual. The individual, 
it rvas thought, i.s free inasmuch as 1,e .is propr.i
e:otor of his pe1:son and capacities. The human 
essence is freedom from dependence on the wills of 
others, and freedom is a function of possession. 
Society becomes a lot of f1:ee equal. indiv.iduals 
related to each other as proprieto.rs of their own 
cu.pacities and of what they have acquired by their 
exercise. Society consists of relations of ex
change between proprietors. (1962:3) 

Together these ideologies enable a 1 blame the victim' 

mentality to flourish, and they nurture whatever state 

bigotries filter down. 

Clearly, Bill and his friends blamed their situation 

for part of their condition. However, personal character

istics - a lack of discipline, laziness, being unmotivated 

continually intruded into their explanations of that con

dition. With Col and Debbie, two other unemployed young 

people who are also homeless, we find a similar outlook: 

Debbie: Well I'd prefer to get stoned all the time 
than go to work. Ca use I'm happy tl1en. L.ike when 
I was ,,or king I hated .it, being told what to do ..• 

I can't explain why I don't Like work, I'm s.I~1ck, 
put it that way. Not slack I ... [lost: for the 
word] 
Col: I sorta get sick of doing the same thing 
over and ove.r again. I,ike, coming in and doing 
the sawe thing as yesterday. You sorta come in. the 
next day and you're doing the same thing as before 
and I'd sorta get moody w.i th that sort of. 
Wouldn't talk to anyone and sort of not do work and 
that, because 1· dicln 't .Iike i.t, and sorta lose me 
job that way. 

Returning now to Bill and his friends, we will look 

at their class interpellation as it enierges from this 
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interview. A common feature of their discourse is the 

use of comparison as a means of defining themselves. 

Bill keeps alluding to the "working class" {by which he 

means, the employed) in distinction to himself. Both he 

and Andy speak of "straight" people in distinction to 

their own marijuana identities. Bob, as well as his 

antipathy toward rich people (quoted above) also often 

distinguished between ordinary people and show people: 

I had the same problem when I was on the show. 
Like showies got a bad name as you know, and 
when I first come back to getting a 
job, "Oh what've you been doJ'.ng?" 
"Working the side shows for the last two 
years." 
"Oh yea, we'll ring you." 
You don't hear noUiing. 

All three commented on my characteristics. Though I was 

dressed like them my speech was noted and seen as placing 

me into another category. 

All these distinctions point towards an identity 

being constructed, vis a vis, other people. In each of 

these dualities, Bill and his friends are not interpell

ated by alter ideologies of resistance or assertiveness 

but rather by alter ideologies which rationalise their 

oppressed condition. This is evident not only in their 

discussion of their own deficiencies (outlined above) but 

is also apparent in the range of non-discursive practices 

which confine them within a privatised, aimless ghetto: 

Bob: [When you get a job] you just feel a better 
person. You feel like standing up to the world/ 
and just sort o.f walking_ into it, but when you' re 
on the dole you just back away from the who.le 
world. Fucking half the time you think, Oh fuck, 
I don't want to go outsl'.de today, I' 11 keep me 
door fast. 
Bill: Half the time you're h.idden away. 

The predominant alter ideology which interpellates 

them is bourgeois alter ideology, defined by Therborn as 

follows: 

Bou.rgeois al. ter-ideology, set against the 
capitalist channels of access to means of" pro·· 
duction and the capital.ist: or.ientat.ion of pro
duction, exhibits the notion ... that .infel·.ior 
individual performance results in lack of 
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success in attaining po.s.i tions of power and 
wealth. Since, .legal.ly speaking, equal 
opportunities exist for all, r,,.,o:rkci·s have 
only themselves to blame for being workers, 
for not having worked and saved hard enough,, 
for not being c.lever enough. Attacks on 
capital .ism are economically irr,~ >-::ional, and 
have a negative effect OP. the material wel.1-
being of all. (1980:62) 

When Bill justifies the ethos of "working hard" and 

when they both indulge in a spate of union bashing, the 

workings • f this ideology are starkly evident: 

B-ill: ivhen you're 01·i the dole and you heaL· 
about some of the strikes that goes on., you 
just laugh, it's just stt1pidity. 
Andy: Cause you think, we' re ot1t here 
starving and they're fucking not working For 
about three months and go back to 1.;ork and 
get pa.id for it. Why can I t they just sack 
the fucking lot of them and put everyone 
else on. 
Bill: Just because they don't get pi.nk 
coloured toilet paper they h~we a strike for 
it . 
.T: r-r.ha.t, you think cause people a.re lucky 
enough to be working they should be ... 
Andy: [:'ucking work, that's it. 
Bill: Wel.l I be.Ii eve you know the harder 
you work the more you should get, you know 
you work fOL' your money. If you don't work 
for your money, you shouldn't get it. 
( . .. ) 
.4.ndy: Like all that garbage in Mel.bourne 
piling up. tve 're si ttinq here, fucking ha.ng_ing 
out for food and they're just fucking turning 
down jobs. Why can't they just fuck the lot 
of them off and get the unemployed people, 
not just the unemployed, but jw;t hire a 
whole new stafE. It's not that hard, they 
reckon there's so many of them, bang. Hire 
new peop.le. .r've had jobs that do that. You 
just say boo to them and that's it, they sack 
you, cause they know they can get someone 
st.ra.ight away. It's mostly the unions ... 
B1.'.lZ: Like if you walk up to someone who's 
lJeen on ·the dole for a while, and say, "Listen, 
I've got a job for you, a labouring job, it 
pays say a hundred and eighty a week". You 
know, he just goes, "Oh right oh, take me". 
And, you know, he'll work and he'll be satis
fied for what he's getting and you'll find he 
tvon' t compla.in like people tha. t 's never been 
on the dole. They just whinge and complai.n 
and that. But if you put t:hem on the dole, say 
for about a year and a half or so, you'll find 
they won't be striking like they used to. 
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In these quotes we find vividly captured the tradit

ional Marxist thesis that the unemployed serve as a 

reserve army at the service of capital, ready to be used 

against working class organisations. However, it does 

not serve as an insight for a potential alter ideology 

of resistance because this whole episode is appropriated 

through the eyes of the employers, from the perspective 

of capital. When Andy admits that workers have no rights 

on some jobs, he clearly sees that the pool of unemployed 

provide the boss with power. But this is not seen as 

powerlessness on his part, because he does not identify 

with the workers. If anything, he seems to identify with 

the bosses. Their rule is law, the workers only "whinge" 

and "complain", and, as for the unions, they're the stirrers 

behind it all. As the unemployed in this scenario, Bill 

and Andy, are "grateful"-for the opportunity to work and 

thus allegiance goes to the providers of work, not their 

fellow workers. Why is this so? Why don't these insights 

radicalise Bill and Andy by generating alter ideologies 

of resistance? Why does bourgeois alter ideology reign? 

First, their material conditions - their poverty and 

their homelessness - militate against any kind of organ

ised political activity. The process of being crushed 

into a privatis'ed ghetto means that the most their resent

ment mobilises them for is petty theft, not political pro

test. Bill dryly notes: "Well dole means poverty and 

poverty means stealing and so on11
, Bob adds: "[Poverty 

means] you've got to rip off things to sell them." 

Secondly, bourgeois political discourse enjoys a 

mystification which debars penetration for all except the 

intellectuals initiated into that realm of knowledge. 

Habermas argues, in his analysis of the emergence of 

political science, that political discourse has been in

creasingly removed from the realm of practical knowledge 

(in which all could partake) and has been located within 

the realm of technical knowledge (in which only experts 

can speak). (Habermas, 1973:ch.1) A process which seems 

to point in an opposite direction (but which is in fact 
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complementary) has been the role of the mass media in 

trivialising political discourse. Though this has 

"opened up" this discourse to non-intellectuals, it has 

reduced its terms to essentially those of "personalities", 

robbing the discourse of any potential analytical value. 

When asked to explain the roots of unemployment John 

replied: 

We generally blamed it on America ✓ just sorta 
sucking the profits out of Australia ... I felt 
the more I heard the less I know really. I just 
heard so many conflicting ideas. Someone's 
1-ying somewhere. Sorta bugger it; take another 
swig of the flagon. 

This inability to comprehend, the outcome of this mode of 

political discourse, leads many of the unemployed to a 

kind of nihilistic rejection of the realm of politics al

together: 

I: Would it make any difference if Hayden 
was in? 
Bob: I'm not much into politics. I wouldn't 
go near ir. All I know is it sucks. 

If we look for further reasons why bourgeois alter 

ideology appears so dominant, we find that its articulation 

within a matrix of other interpellations is significant. 

Generally, the most deeply rooted ego interpellations are 

~hose of class, gender, and ethnicity. One can regard 

these interpellations as not only "messages" directed to

ward the formation of particular subjectivities 1 but also 

as the resources with which to qualify these subjectivities. 

What we find when we look more closely at Bill and his 

friends is that they are denied access to a number of 

material and symbolic resources because of their past 

family-schooling experiences and their current privatised, 

destitute social existence. 

Let us look at class interpellations in this regard. 

In terms of their daily activities, Bill and his friends 

aspire toward working class leisure patterns, an existence 

well beyond their dole incomes: 

Bill: On the dole you just can't rage at all, 
but i.f you don't rage at all you just get so 
bored ... and to try and do all the normal 
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things [ie. young tvorking class male activities] on 
the dole which is vir:tua.Uy impossible, you've got 
to starve. It's sorta feast then famine, feast 
then famine, and that's how it is you know. 

Consequently, Bill and his friends are denied the 

resources, in terms of leisure activities within informal 

group settings, which play such a central role in forming 

working class cultural identity. As Willis has shown 

(1977:ch.3) it is this informal group setting which is 

responsible for the process of differentiation whereby 

working class non-conformist lads distance themselves 

from the school and prepare themselves for entry into the 

shop floor world. These leisure patterns and this place 

in the world of production are complementary aspects of 

this cultural identity formation. With Bill and his 

friends, not only are they denied access to production 

relations but they are denied its complementary set of 

relations: the informal group setting. This is not to say 

that Bill and his friends do not form a group. They clearly 

do; but it is a fragmented group prone to continual re

arrangements as people leave to seek employment or accommo

dation. Thus it is not a cohesive group which is in a 

position to foster the kind of cultural identity Willis 1 

lads achieve. 

Bill and his friends are, however, interpellated by 

one particular ideology which produces a cohesive social 

grouping. This is a gender one: male chauvinist sexist 

ideology. Not only do they espouse sexist sentiments in 

the interview but from other evidence it is apparent that 

they relate to their female acquaintances in sexist ways. 

At one stage the interview touched on the predicament of 

being an unemployed female. Bill expressed some sympathy 

towards women in this plight but this was soon exploded by 

Bob's sexist outburst: 

Bill; From the way I look at it I reckon the 
unemployed women have got it heaps worse cause 
you know like if you can't really sorta protec:t 
yourself and look after yourself that well 1,;hen 
you're a woman on the dole, then that's just 
really bad. Women, I reckon, women to live, I 
reckon they need more money to live than what a 



173. 

bloke does. A lot of unemployed women get really 
put down, you knm,1 1 they get called moles and 
sluts. 
Bob: Yea, yea, that's how it mostly is. 
I: Why's that? 
B1'.U,: Main.Iy cause they' re unemployed. They' re 
sorta easy going and because they're easy going, 
sorta, that's mainly due to the dole I suppose 
... if a chick dressed cheaply she gets classed, 
stamp, you're a mole. That's it. Most of them. 
Bob: Well a lot of them are like that. [Pause.] 
Thank god for that. [General laughter] 

Willis has argued that patriarchy and the mental/ 

manual division of labour share a reciprocal relationship: 

If a form of patriarchy buttresses the mental/ 
manual division of labour, this divis.ion, in 
its turn, strengthens and helps to reproduce 
modern forms of sexual division and 
oppression . {Willis, 1977:149) 

Specifically, Willis shows that the celebration of 

masculinity both within chauvinist social relationships 

and within manual relations of production, reinforces both 

gender identities and capitalist production relations. It 

helps explain why working class kids choose manual work. 

As Willis argues: 

Manual labour is associated with the social super
iority of masculinity, and mental labour with the 
social inferiority of feminity . ... For 'the lads', 
a division in which they take themselves to be 
favoured {the sexual) overlies, becomes part of, 
and finally partially changes the valency of a 
division in which they are disadvantaged (mental/ 
manual labour power). (1977:148) 

Clearly this argument does not neatly transfer to 

Bill and his friends. They do not choose unemployment in 

the same sense that Willis' 'lads' choose the shop floor. 

However, there are a nunlber of parallels we can draw. 

First, Willis has introduced this argument in the context 

of his discussion on "limitation", by which he means: 

those blocks, diversions and ideological effects 
which confuse and impede the full deve.l.opment and 
express.ion of these impulses [the "penetrations"] 
..• impulses within a cultural form towards the 
penetrations of the conditions of existence of 
its members and their posit.ion within the social 
whol.e ••• {1977:119) 
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Willis argues that it is this celebration of masculinity 

which acts as a limitation on the possibility of the lads 

penetrating the workings of their "self-disqualification11
, 

(1977:148) 

Where the parallel with Bill and his friends lies is 

in the argument outlined earlier that an alter ideology 

of resistance fails to materialise because it is displaced 

by the predominance of the reification of work and poss

essive individualism. I would now argue that chauvinist 

conceptions of the Other rely upon the same discursive 

structure as does bourgeois alter ideology: that is, a 

commodification of personal attributes and their valor

isation only in terms of their (sexual) consumption. 

On a non-discursive level, the parallel can be found 
\ 

in the way that bourgeois alter ideology relies heavily on 

divisiveness for its effectiveness. We saw that the union 

bashing thrives on a division between employed and unem

ployed. In a similar way chauvinist ideology is heavily 

reliant on sexual divisiveness. Indeed what fragments the 

unemployed youths and prevents their united resistance to 

bourgeois alter ideology is the male/female division in 

which a pronounced fonn of sexual exploitation festers 

under the general umbrella of capitalist exploitation. 

It could be further argued (though this is not part of 

this immediate argument) that a kind of compensatory 

mechanism is at work here: because the oppressed are 

offered another group to oppress, their anger against 

their own condition is blunted. 

If this argument, that male chauvinist sexist ideology 

augments bourgeois alter ideology and limits the emergence 

of alter ideologies of resistance, is sound, then one 

could conclude that while ever Bill and his friends are 

interpellated by that particular gender subjectivity their 

discursive and non-discursive practices will continue to 

reinforce the very ideology which most oppresses them: 

bourgeois alter ideology. While ever they refer to 

women as "chicks" or a "good screw" and while ever they 

relate to women in similarly sexist ways, they continue 
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to reinforce the very ideology which condemns them as 

worthless degenerates responsible for their own impover

ished fate. 

* * * * * 

I now want to look at another group of young people, 

the transitory unemployed whose dole experiences are 

measured in months rather than years. I will argue, how

ever, that the crucial distinction is not the time spent 

unemployed but rather, the class interpellations involved. 
l 

This group are being interpellated as petty bourgeois~ 

subjects: all have completed their secondary schooling 

and tertiary study or working careers, whilst not iI!llTledi

ately pursued, always remain an option for them. 

The unemployed petty bourgeois have not been spared 

the confrontation with bourgeois alter ideology's dis

course on unemployment. For example, they too must come 

to terms with a dole bludger stigma: 

Mm."'ia.n: I didn't l.ike having to say that .r wa.s 
unemp.loyed because that seems 1..i.ke the only 
thing you do. What are you? I'm unemployed . 
We.Il I'm not. You know L do plenty of stuf'f. 
I'm very busy, I'm very keen to learn and to do 
different things. And .T hated it, that: that's 
r-1hat was attached to me. Narian Bridges 
unemployed •.• 

Whilst the petty bourgeois unemployed confront this 

stigma in the community at large, on the more personalised 

level of family and friends, there is a supportive empathy 

for the predicament of being jobless. As Cindy put it: 

l'1y dad is behind me whatever I do and just very 
supportive and caring and all the rest:, so he 
doesn't say: "You shouldn't do that. You 
shouldn't do that''. He goes, "It's good 
Cindy". 

This marks a strong contrast with Bill's father whom we 

encountered earlier. 

The con.sequence of this family rejection for the long 

term unemployed was that they were often left homeless, 

which, coupled with the early age at which they left 

school (often 14) meant long periods of destitution. On 
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the other hand, the petty bourgeois youths were usually 

about 17 or 18 when their unemployment began and they 

often still lived at home with their parents. We noted 

before the privatised existence of the long term unem

ployed. The petty bourgeois, on the other hand, main

tained large friendship networks, which included former 

school friends who had either entered the work force or 

proceeded to tertiary study. Because of these material 

conditions - a home, little real experience of poverty, . 
supportive family and friends - the process of psycholog-

ical decline is totally different for these people. 

They too suffer the apathy and depression associated with 

frustrated work searches and long periods of inactivity. 

But they are far less likely to succumb to drug depend

ence, depoliticisation and self-condemnation. The reasons 

for staying intact are partly that these material condit

ions cushion the worst of the psychological bruises. 

More importantly, however, the petty bourgeois 

youths are interpellated by a range of alter ideologies 

which form the basis for an overall rejection of the 

dominant categories of bourgeois alter ideology. As I 

argued in the last section, it is essentially the long 

term unemployed's interpellation by bourgeois alter 

ideology which consolidates their material destitution 

and ensures that it remains a condition of hopelessness. 

Let us look in detail then at these alter ideologies which 

save the petty bourgeois unemployed from dole oblivion. 

Charles was unemployed for a year at the end of 

Fourth Form. However, despite leaving at the age when 

many of the long term unemployed did, the reactions he 

got from other people were different once they knew he 

intended to return to school: 

i.,'na:t•les: I had a few problems ... I told them 
that I finished school in Fourth Form and sort 
of it's hard to describe but I could sorta 
feel that they were thinking, "Oh he's one of 
the, that leaves school in fourth form". 

And I said, "But I'm gain to go back to 
school next year", and that mad<:.' .it allright, 
so I didn't have too many problems that way 
because they knew it was only temporary. 
I: This was 1vho? 
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Cha.rles: People wl10 I told, l.ike people who I 
met travelling, things like that. 

Charles did in fact return and finished his secondary 

schooling and has since returned to living on the dole. 

We noted above the estrangement fro~ further education 

which Andy's school experiences have produced. With 

Charles, we find the complete opposite. Here he elabor

ates on his future dole plans: 

The problem that I see with being on the dole is 
just becoming sorta apathetic. Like I want to 
do things, like I want to keep learning after 
leaving here about the sort of things we learn 
here. I'd like to investigate maths a lot 
more, science and all sorts of things. If I 
could keep doing that sort of thing then I'd 
be able to keep out of' this apathetic stuff . 
The idea is just to keep your m.ind active. 

And, it seems, your body too, because one of the main areas 

of activity Charles is now involved in, is a series of 

outdoor recreations: cycling, bushwalking, ski touring. 

These are not, however, simply casual diversions to re

lieve the boredom of unemployment. They do indeed con

stitute a fully developed ideological interpellation. 

They have their discursive domain (found in many bush

walking clubs and in nwnerous outdoor publications) as 

well as their more obvious non-discursive elements: the 

activities themselves, the modes of dress and mannerisms 

which go with them, the overall disposition and personal 

routines engendered. 

Despite the predominance of the non-discursive domain 

within this interpellation, the discursive elements are 

nevertheless well developed. They focus not only on the 

idea of personal satisfaction (through exhilaration, 

companionship, challenge etc.) but also on environmental 

politics (ideas of wilderness etc.}. Charles' schooling 

(significantly at an alternative school} was instrumental 

not only in opening up this range of activities through 

excursions etc., but also in crystalising this discursive 

ideology. A nW!lber of his units revolved around environ

mental themes and, throughout the course of our interview, 
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Charles often employed concrete environmental problems in 

his answers to abstract issues being discussed. 

As mentioned above, these activities are not a mere 

diversion. As an ego ideology they are complemented by 

an alter ideology which serves to displace bourgeois 

ideology. This happens for several reasons. First, the 

personal satisfaction that these activities promote vio

lates the bourgeois view that dole life should be a morbid 

affair. As one of the interviewees put it, having a good 

time on the dole is subversive, because you're meant to be 

miserable. Charles refuses complicity in the cycle of 

self-condemnation which bourgeois alter ideology demands 

from its interpellees. 

Secondly, the forms of enjoyment produced by wilder

ness outdoor activity are ones antagonistic to other 

bourgeois values. vlilderness outdoor activity is overtly 

anti-consumerist, and though still highly individualistic, 

it is nevertheless essentially cooperative rather than 

competitive. On the discursive level, when wilderness 

outdoor activity is linked with environmental politics, 

it produces interpellations highly antagonistic to the 

process of capital accumulation and its associated values. 2 

These consist of emphases on "the making of wealth, industry, 

~nitiative, and peaceful risk-taking, competitiveness, and 

individual achievement and mastery of nature. 11 (Therborn, 

1980:57). The consequence of being interpellated as an 

environmentalist is that bouregois alter ideology is 

actively opposed on so many fronts that in regard to unem

ployment (ie . the dole bludger syndrome), there is no 

platform from which it can speak. 

Cindy and Marian, like Charles, are petty bourgeois 

subjects for whom unemployment has a certain unreality. 

It has not been thrust upon them so much as chosen, though 

admittedly, chosen more by default that intention: 

MaI•ian: Yea, see for us, we've chosen not to go 
to uni. We' vc chosen to do certa.1:n things, but 
the door's a 1 ways open. vie always know we can 
succeed in terms of this world. We know tha.t 
when we choose to, it's right there. And so I 
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go on, I know I can get As, I know I can get Es, 
and I know I can succeed; socially, financially, 
or whatever. I've just got a positive outlook 
because of that, and I like myself and all the 
rest of it. That's all helped to mould that 
and give me that feeling, that I'm OK, that I 
can choose to do what I want, because I'm in 
the upper stream of people. 

Clearly, having a door always open, rather than being 

totally locked into the dole spiral as are Bill and his 

friends, is a major factor in the psychological survival 

Marian and Cindy achieve. It is primarily the result of 

different class interpellations and their associated 

material and symbolic resources (including family life 

and schooling). These resources explain the power that 

petty bourgeois subjects possess in terms of qualifying 

the ideologies which interpellate them. In this particu

lar case, Marian and Cindy are subjected-qualified by 

two particular ideologies which are highly antagonistic 

to bourgeois alter ideology. These are feminism and 

voluntary social work. 

For Marian, feminism began slowly at school through 

contact with feminist teachers. It then steadily mush-

roomed, finally engulfing her almost as a fervour: 

It just came, all of a sudden I understood. It 
was a really necessary thing to happen because 
so many things I couldn't understand because 
they'd always been presented in a sexist way 
or a male point of view, and once I started to 
have some faith in women and what they were 
saying, I started to see things from a differ
ent angle and find that I could understand 
things if they were interpreted differently, 
that I'd always been looking for that, just 
anything, just even reading. 

Dad and I'll go to a film and I never had 
faith in what I believed or in what I saw or 
what I understood because it wasn't how he saw 
it or how the very conditioned women around me 
saw it. And I found that I could really 
understand now, that I could interpret things 
because I could see it from MY point of view. 

Marian is here expressing the evolution of what Firestone 

has referred to as "authenticity"; 

... women have no means of coming to an under
standing of what their experience ~s~ or even 
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that it is different from male experience. The 
tool for representing, for objectifying one's 
experience in order to deal with it, culture, 
is so saturated with male bias that women al.most 
never have a chance to see themselves c11l tul·
ally through their own eyes. So that finally, 
signals from their direct experience that con
flict with the prevailing (male) culture are 

3 
denied and repressed. (Firestone, 1972:149) 

This feminist awakening amounts to a full ego inter

pellation. As well as its discursive elements, it 

constitutes a full range of non-discursive practices. 

Marian now dresses in non-feminine ways, lives in an all 

female household, travels with female companions when on 

holidays, and has recently withdrawn from working in a 

mixed youth refuge to concentrate all her energies on a 

women's refuge. 

Cindy too, underwent a feminist conversion, but one 

which was engineered so she could recognise an oppression 

which formerly went unseen: 

I go to Youth Theatre ... and we started work
shopping feminism and suppression of womrc?n and 
all that sort of stuff and I remember one par
ticular workshop that someone devised got 
incredibly heavy and it was all a.bout, we had 
to do really hard labour, the men and the women 
together, just to build this thing with chairs 
and then the person who ,.,as supervising, who 
was a male, kept telling us to smash it down, 
cause it wasn't good enough and to build it 
back up again. 

And then he started, when we'd have our 
breaks from work, he'd let the men have it 
easier and the women'd have to keep working and 
stuff l.ikc this and it got really really really 
heavy and one girl, towa.rds the end, _just 
cracked completely and started screaming and 
crying and getting really hysterical and saying, 
"Why, Ivhy, why, I get it all day, I get it all 
day. I'm just sick of it. God. Blah." She 
went loony and ran out. 

Ana' I r.•as .real 1 y shocked because I didn't 
knrnv what she was talking about and it took so 
much guts to say r "I real 1 y don' t know what 
she's saying. What's she talking about, she 
gets it all day. I don't see a thing. I think 
we' re all equa.l." 

And they just said, "Look, just start 
looking and you'll start seeing things". And 
it just happened real.ly quickly. I just .-.1ent 
shshshsh and the more you know it keeps 
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happening now. It:' s sorta slowed down a bit but 
something' d happen, it'd. hit me again with 
incredible sorta force. 

Cindy's feminism has not given rise to the sa.Ine range 

of non-discursive practices as has Marian's. Her ego 

interpellation here has been qualified by a nu~ber of 

distinct practices: a particularly tight knit family life 

(whereas Marian's parents are divorced); a deep affection 

for her brother; and most significantly, an evangelical 

conversion which has begun to refocus the issue of 

oppression: 

... if my happiness can come from the air, and 
live uff life, just live off that, well then 
you're a.lways allright and it d.oosn't matter 
if things don't happen to you ar they rlo, and 
you can get beaten, and it doesn't matter ( . .. ) 

If someone's really angry .1.t me and I'm 
just loving- back, i-1ell after a whil.e they' 11 
stop be.ing angry. They might not. But just in 
my experience of doing to people they reall!J 
get taken back by it. 

I used to hate, really hate a man i.f he 
whistled at .me or if he was really of[. l"' d just 
feel so much anger and that anqer is rea.l.Iy neg
ative. It just doesn't do anything. I"t just 
builds up a bigger gap and a bigge:r . .. 

For both Marian and Cindy these feminist ego inter

pellations are still in tension with more deeply rooted 

gender interpellations. They sit uncomfortably beside 

gender practices which have been reinforced by eighteen 

years of patriarchical dominance: 

Ma.Pian: I kn.ow that if I go somewhere, it L'm a 
bit frightened, then I just sta.ct to behave l.i.ke 
a "lady" and the "men " ~,ill look after you be
cause they don't like to see a "lady" pushed 
around. I use it when I'm frightened, I know 
that's bad ... 
Cindy: The awful thing al)out it is that when I 
feel myse.7.f being attracted to someone, I ju.st 
play the little female. 

The significance of feminism may not be apparent to 

the reader yet. However, if we cast our minds back to 

the earlier section we will recall that one of the factors 

which served to bolster bourgeois alter ideology amongst 

Bill and his friends, was male-chauvinist sexist ideology. 



182. 

It can be argued that any explicit rejection of this 

ideology has crucial consequences for bourgeois ideology 

in general. Socialist feminists have often argued that 

an attack on patriarchy amounts to an attack on capital-

ism. For example, the values which bourgeois ideology 

contains - competitiveness, aggressiveness, instrument

alist behaviour, excessive consumption - are the same 

values which feminism explicitly rejects in its espousal 

of nurturing, co-operative productive values. As Hartmann 

puts it: 

IE we examine the characteristics of men as 
radical feminists describe them - competitive, 
rationalistic, dominat_ing - -they are much like 
our description of the dominant values of 
capitalist society. (Hartmann, in Sargent, 
1981:28) 

More significantly, feminism points ultimately toward 

~he constitution of not only different gender subjects but 

different modes of individuality. If one accepts the 

arguments of Jacka (1977:77n.44) one can conceive of 

there ultimately arising ideologies which will interpell

ate people as collective subjects, a development which 

would totally overturn the cornerstone of bourgeois 

ideology: the concept of possessive individualism. One 

could even optimistically claim that the beginnings of 

this process are already underway in the collectivist 

practices which characterise the women's movP...ment. 

I now want to look more closely at the constitution 

of a specific petty bourgeois subject. By looking in 

detail at Gail's life, we can isolate the distinctive 

features of petty bourgeois interpellations. We can also 

.focus on the manner in which a contradiction between 

subjection and qualification is responsible for the 

explicit rejection of bourgeois alter ideology. 

In Gail's case we again find transitory unemployment, 

a prospective university career, a supportive family and 

friendship network. Moreover, she mirrors Marian and 

Cindy in that feminism has also been a significant ego 

interpellation for her. She also adopts a socialist 
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perspective which rejects the division of labour and the 

alienating work situation which usually accompanies its 

lower echelons. In both these respects Gail is highly 

resistant to the message of bourgeois alter ideology. 

As a young child Gail grew up in a Trotskyist family: 

her home was one of the bases for organising the sixties 

anti-war movement. Subsequently her mother moved Jnto 

feminism and then into close involvement with alternative 

schools. 

schools. 

Gail herself has spent four years in alternative 

Notice that in her reflections about schooling 

she is clearly operating with a perspective which trans

cends possessive individualism. Indeed her understanding 

of the relationship between school and work under capit

alism echoes a kind of Bowles and Gintis reproduction 

thesis: 

I th-ink that schools are used as a traini.ng ground 
to dull feelings ( ... ) I did a unit called "l"nside 
Class.rooms" rvhere we went around to c1ll different 
schools and sat in on c1-asses. And just again and 
again I got ·this feeling of everybody sitting there 
and the teacher demands theh· attention but only 
such a small part o±· their attention. There's a 
sorta v1hole baing theJ.-e and it's just being 
channeLied into a really thin, sl.ov1, boring sort 
of thing. Everything else gets dul.Ied and numb 
and shut off and so I see that as training for 
jobs where the.re's just that rnind less, nothing kind 
of existence that goes on for hours( ... ) and that's 
what school is. That's a major instrument for ,:cm.
di tioning the human beings that come into the 
society and squashing all the.i.r spontaneous, co.l
ourful being. 

Gail pursues this critique of work under capitalism, 

focussing in particular on the division of labour. She 

argues for both industrial democracy and income redistrib

ution: 

and 

Imagine .if they could get everyone to take turns 
doing the different jobs. Still if it: wasn't 
really good fun it'd at least be interesting 
and you'd learn to do lots of other things. 
They could just do it so much better. 

... you scaled people's income according to how 
many children they've got, and what their needs 
are, and not to the value that their work .is 
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given. I mean, maybe people who do really shit 
t·actory jobs shou.J.d be given mo re money than 
people who do enjoyable thinking jobs. 

Yet Gail is well aware that this is unlikely to 

happen and notes eloquently why factory workers do in 

fact get such low wages: 

Because they're easily replaceable ( ... ) 
they' re just unskilled worker uni ts. There's 
millions of them. They don't need that person 
for that person, they just need them for their 
arms that move, and there's plent of arms that 
move. They're not worth much. 

Gail's own approach to a job has evolved from an 

early indealism in childhood into a stark confrontation 

with reality: 

When I was young .r always ( ..• ) believed that 
there ;.•ould be a job for me that I would enjoy 
( . .. ) ;;ind that would be meaningful and worth
wlii 1 e. And I guess that was just because of 
my family and I just believed that's how it 
happened. I didn't have much concept of how 
shitty jobs can be. 

Yet to some extent Gail has kept her ideal intact, 

still defining the perfect job in these terms: 

I want to feel like .its part of" my personal. 
direction, my evolving and unfolding as I read 
and think and go through .ideas and images. 
That it's part of an expression of trwt. 'l'hat's 
mostly artistically ( ... ) And if my 1-10.rk were 
something like that,where it were part of my 
real, living being, that's growing and 
changing, that'd be real.ly good. 

In a sense the interpellation behind both Gail's 

socialist sentiments and her views on personal creativity 

are ~1e spiritual values of the 1960s counter culture. 

This ideology found an institutional setting within her 

school and many of her friends and parents' friends 

embodied those values. Thus in the same way that the 

1960s generation discovered that those values could only 

be realised by "dropping out~, Gail believes that in the 

1980s it is probably only on the dole that such creativity 

and spiritual living can be pursued. She has high esteem 

for the unemployed: 



185. 

The other day we were talking about how the un
employed people a.re doing the most r,,rorthwhi.Ze 
:}ob in society. Which is doing all the 
thinking and dealing with ex.Lstential lonli-· 
ness ( ... ) that nobody else dares tiJ.ckle. 
And be.ing poets and creative and just dealing 
1,i th al.l that other side o.f things which is 
really valuable. 

This understanding makes it easy for Gail to contemplate 

a worthwhile life on the dole for herself: 

I think it'd be really nice [on the do.le]. .T 
Feel like I've got a lot of ... a kind of 
community of people who are on the dole and 
who live a really constructive, creative sort 
of life. And .r thJ'.nk that's such a valuable 
thing to do. Something without the sort o:f 
outs_ide whip over you, saying you've got to 
do this and giving you that incentive of 
pleasing someone else. It's just: sort of you 
wl10 says, "OK get up and do it", and you do 
it ... 

This spiritual interpellation is, however, in 

tension with another, perhaps deeper, interpellation: 

ttmiddle class respectabilitytt (for want of a better 

phrase). The institutional setting for this is 

essentially her home. She is herself aware of its con-

tinuing influence on her thinking: her family and older 

friends count for a lot: 

I give them c1 lot of power as in values. 
Like when they say something it really 
hits home. I really think about it and 
sometimes I find that really hard because 
I don't want to think like what they've 
said. But it happens because they're so 
important to me. 

Now this actually happens with Gail's proposal to live 

on the dole: 

those peop.le wllo are really importa.nt to me, 
when I'd sort of say, "I can't wa.i t to be on 
the dole, so 1· can stop being dependent on my 
parents", they'd say, "Why don't you, ha, ha, 
try and get a job, try for· somethi.ng hi~rher". 
As if it is higher ( . .. ) It _just made .it 1,eem 
.like more acceptance of work ( .. . ) the.ir way 
of thinking, wo.rk is what you do. 
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Consequently, Gail concluded her discussion about a 

future "dole life" by alluding to recent thoughts about 

entering the Public Service. When I indicated scepticism 

about creative fulfilment in that area, she responded, 

half-laughingly, 11 You do it when you get home 11
• Despite 

the flippancy here, this response does point to a serious 

tension between rival interpellations. Gail is not pre

pared to renounce entirely her idealisation of dole living, 

yet she has begun to move towards,in her words, "a degree 

of acceptance~ of stultifyir~ work. 

With Gail we are in a unique position to follow through 

this tension between rival interpellations since, about 

eight months after this first set of interviews, I inter

viewed Gail again. During this time she had spent a 

period of about six months on the dole followed by a brief 

spell of full time work, (During this whole time she had 

continued, .in a voluntary capacity, to work in a women's 

refuge.) 

I have already alluded to contradiction between 

subjection and qualification. In the excerpts quoted above, 

the potential emergence of this contradiction was apparent, 

and, in a way, the tension between interpellations was one 

aspect of it. What we find in the case of Gail is that 

her level of schooling and her family background (her 

grandfather was a noted academic, both her mother and 

father are teachers and writers} qualify her for a working 

life premissed upon principles of creative self-fulfilment. 

Yet, in a tight labour market, a matriculation certificate 

subjects her to those same boring, stultifying jobs which 

she castigates. The resolution of this contradiction, 

while Gail was still at school, was a dismissal of the 

prospect of labour market entry in favour of the creativity 

of the dole. However, as we have just noted, this reso

lution was an incomplete one, reflecting the jostling of 

rival interpellations. In the quote that follows, we find 

this contradiction continuing and its resolution involves 

the victory of one of those interpellations: 
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I had all the assumptions that there 1v0uld be a job 
for me. I don't think my thing was so much that 
there are jobs for people who want them and that if 
you work hard enough - oh, I guess I did have that. 
I sort of felt like that if I really really wanted 
one and I just tried and tried and I looked and 
looked I would get one. But also it was a lot 
based on my belief in myself as being different and 
special. You know and I'm a really wonderful per
son therefore there'll be a job for me, you know. 
Sort of tying those two up. 

And I started out writing applications for 
jobs in the uni library and things like that and 
I sort of wrote them and I didn't do anything too 
immediate. Sort of go and sec people or anything 
where I might just start working the next day. I 
was just sort of happy with that for a few months 
then in about April l 'd had enough of that and I'd 
decided that I would go and start looking 
for a job, sort of going around and asking people 
( . .. ) 

I'd sort of got a bit more realistic by this 
time. I'd sort of started realising ... I'd sort 
of stopped applying for jobs cause I thought, oh 
look there's people with degrees going for this, 
there's no way I'm going to get it. And that was 
really hard cause like having 0quated my pe.rsonal 
1vorth with my getting a job, that started to really 
get me down ( ... ) 

Like I guess I did then but I do now in a 
more realistic way believe in work. Like the need 
to do some sort of work and be doing something. 
And what I was saying is that I really respect 
people who can live on the do.le and do work and 
make their own work and live satisfactorily like 
that. 

I suppose I knew because the people I lived 
with while I was at school didn't do that. 
They seemed to be happy but they weren't doing 
any meaningful work and they were living very much 
on that pleasure oriented, floating you know do 
whatever comes up no committment sort of thing 
which I don't like. And I suppose that I did that 
for a while when I left school. I'd seen them 
doing it and I thought I'd like that and I wanted 
to get away from having to go to school so I did 
that for a while. 

But sort of even then I knew that I wouldn't 
want to do it for very long( ... ) there was that 
thing of always people asking you what are you 
doing and I'd have to say something respectable, 
you know, like I'm applying for jobs ( ... ) Be
cause of all the cultural stuff that's really 
deep within me somewhere that to work is to be 
worthwhile and that it is shameful to be unem
ployed. And that it's even shameful to be 
working at something you're not paid for, you 
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know it's somehow 1 ess and so there has i>een with
in Ille somer,:here the need to work for tho.se reasons 
um also there became the need for money ... 

There's a.?.so the thing that 1" believe that 
work is like identifying myself as .::i revolutionary 
sort of person.. That it's really satisfying and 
worthwhile to be wo:rkinq within the community or 
be working anywhere to be able to be subversive 
and to have some hand in changing thir:.gs and that to 
do that you need to be there. So there's some pa.rt 
of that in it too and that's reFJected in the sort 
of ,vork that I've chosen. ~·hat's happened more 
lately. Nhile I was looking for jobs in the lib
rary it h'asn' t that, it w'aS sort of much more 
typically oriented reasons. 

I have quoted extensively here because this passage is 

extremely productive for the theme being pursued here, 

of the contradictions within interpellations and the 

rivalry between interpellations. In this passage we 

witness a number of phases in these dramas. The relation-

ship between the job market and qualification/subjection 

is apparent in the varying assessments and strategies for 

finding work. Her initial flirtation with the counter-

cultural interpellation is soon followed by its diminution. 

The crucial factors here are material needs("there became 

the need for noney") and the reassertion of that rival 

interpellation: "middle class respectability". This ex

plains the kind of job search at that time: 11 rnore typically 

oriented reasons". However, this passage is significant 

{and this is borne out by the job she eventually takes) in 

that the earlier interpellation is not destroyed but 

rather transformed. Its socialist elements reassert them

selves, they break free from their spiritual-creative 

wrapping, and provide the rationale not for deserting the 

world of work but for a more vigorous entry: "to have some 

hand in changing things you need to be there". The 

middle class respectability interpellation certainly en

joys a triumphant resurgence and this is particularly 

evident in the following: 

I've found myself it's important to me and I've 
found that I can w1:i te out proper job applic
ation.5, five page job applications, get dressed 
up in the right sort of clothes and go and talk 
to them and I can be successful in that way and 
it's important to me and I mean that might've 
that's part of my image of myself as a middle 
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cla.ss da.ug.hte1· a.nd I've had , lot of yol.l know, 

"you're wonderful" sort of:' stuff: put on me 
from my mother .but also f"rom my grandfather 

who would respect that sort o.f thing and so 
that: worldly success is _important to me on 
some level and I've sort of, I've .found that 
I can do that noiv. I mean I can write thE:i 

appli.cations and they like me and all that 
sort of stuff. 

This is not, however, a resurgence which lays the 

surrounding terrain bare. As we just noted there is the 

transformation of the counter-cultural interpellation 

into a more overtly socialist one. Even if work cannot 

be guaranteed self-fulfilling in the personal creative 

sense, it still has worth because it involves taking a 

hand in social change. An interpellation which butt

resses this new direction is her feminist interpellation. 

Though this was certainly a major force in her life when 

she was still at school {when the counter-cultural 

interpellation was stronger) it too has been transformed, 

particularly on the non-discursive level. Since leaving 

school not only has she worked in a women's refuge 

regularly but has also lived in separatist households. 

I would argue that the best way to conceive these 

varying interpellations and their internal transformations 

is in terms of two other Therborn concepts: the contra

diction between per•son.ality and subjectiv1'.t':J and the oper

ation of a material matrix of af'_firmc.tions and sancti.ons. 

Therborn makes a careful distinction between person

ality and subjectivity, each of which "have their 

specificity and they have both an autonomy and effects 

upon each other". (1980:15) As we noted earlier, subject

ivity is a form of consciousness which meaningfully orients 

an individual to the world and the interpellation responsi

ble for this operate within a material matrix of affirm-

ations and sanctions. 

processes involved here 

In the case of personality, the 

operate upon a material. - the libi.dinal -
energies and desires of presubject .i.nfants -
and through largely unconscious mechanisms 
Personality .foxwa.tion mo.re or less coincides 
in time with the first sub_1ect-formation of 
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human beings, and ideological interpellations 
const.itute an important part of it. But the 
personality has a temporal..i ty of its own ... 

A person acts out, lives his/her 
personality as a subject, in djf'ferent forms 
of subjectivity, which novcrthelcss do not 
exhaust it. Under certain conditions the two 
may oven come into tension or conflict. 
(1980 :16) 

This Therborn theory offers two possibilities for 

contradictions emerging: when a discrepancy occurs be

tween subjection/qualification and when conflict arises 

between personality and particular subjectivities. We 

have already discussed the former when we looked at 

Gail's subjection to the job market. The latter also 

occurs. When Gail talks of that "no committment sort 

of thing which I don 1 t like" and refers to her parents 

and her grandfather's expectations and the desire for 

their approval, we are not just witnessing merely more 

aspects of the middle class respectability interpellation. 

These features have deep psychological roots and can be 

seen as aspects of a need for personal security. They 

are clearly elements of Gail's personality and though, as 

Therborn admits above, their genesis was accompanied by 

various ideological interpellations, their continuing 

presence is as a force far deeper than a subjectivity. 

This is glimpsed in another of Gail 1 s comments, her strong 

belief in herself as "different and special". This is 

clearly a sense of self' which could inhabit. many different 

subjectivities and is thus an element of her personality. 

Some of Gail 1 s interpellations are in concordance with 

her personality, some are in conflict. 'I'his is not a 

static or uniform process either since the material 

conditions of existence overdetermine this concordance or 

conflict. For example, both the middle class respect

ability interpellation and the socialist interpellation 

are in concordance with her personality to the extent that 

the former fulfills her need fo:r. security and the latter 

her need for feeling "different and special". The counter

cultural interpellation satisfies this same need for 

feeling "different and special" but .is clearly in conflict 

with the need for security. 
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However, these needs are not articulated within a 

vacuum but within a dynamic, material set of conc'li tions. 

Thus the period when she was still at school and the 

months immediately after, were a time in which the need 

for security was less intense. With the onset of finan-

cial needs and the traumas of rejection and frustrations, 

the need for security intensifies. This is at a price in 

terms of the need to feel different since the jobs she 

was applying for were ordinary clerical ones and her 

motives at this time were "more typically oriented" ones. 

This argument, that the flux of her personality and the 

juggling of interpellations, is overdetermined by the . 
material conditions of her existence, can be explored 

further by directly introducing Therborn's notion of the 

material matrix of affirmations and sanctions. 

Therborn writes: 

'l'he material ma t:r.:ix of any ideal ogy can be amd ysed 
as operating th.rough affi1--rnations and t:a.nct-Z:ons, 
such that ideologies become effective by being re
lated to the one o.:: the other. In an aff.irming 
practice, .it" an inteTpe.Uated subject; acts in 
accordance with the dictates o.f .idea.logical dis
course, then the outcome pi·edicted bg ideology 
occurs; wh.ile if the subject contravenes the 
dictate:s of ideological discourse, then he o.r she 
i.s sanctioned, through fai.Iure, unemployment, 
bankruptcy, ·.impr.isonment, death, or k'ha tever. 
(1980:34) 

When Gail was still at school and in the first few 

months following, the counter-cultural interpellations 

were being affirmed. However, during this "free floating" 

time she was contravening her "middle class respectability" 

interpellations and she was, ultimately, sanctioned: she 

was condemned to frustrating unemployment. Once her dole 

life became frustrating her counter-cultural interpell

ation was no longer affirmed, and, as we witnessed above, 

there was a resurgence of her "middle class respect

ability11 interpellation. •.rhis was then affirmed by Gail 

gaining a job. To sum up, the driving force during the 

first period was her personality's need for feeling 

"different and special"; in the second, her need for 
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security. Nevertheless, the personality need for feeling 

"different and special" reasserts itself once Gail is 

back into employment and her interpellation as a socialist 

becomes significant. 

However, where earlier this interpellation co-existed 

with the middle-class respectability one (when the stakes 

were low, as it were) the two now come into conflict 

because a different set of material conditions now apply. 

When Gail heeds her socialist interpellation, the sanctions 

for contravening certain aspects of middle class respect

ability (in this case, deference to hierarchies) are 

applied: she is sacked and finds herself once again job-

less. I will quote extensively again so we can trace out 

the contours of this conflict: 

And I went to [a handicapped child1:en 's centre] and 
actually did get a job from going ~ncl asking them. 
Um doing relief work. And they actually fired me. 
Because um well the woman r-.'ho employs everybody 
sa.id it ha<l turned out I ,.,asn' t suitable ancl that 
she had to keep her st£1ff happy and that I was a 
very nice person but that I di.dn' t have enough 
experience. 

And so I thought, OK I'm going to ask these 
people and get some t'eedback on th.is. And only 
one of: them talked to me about it. I asked them 
a.Zl to and they said OK and we were 1,;orking away, 
it: was the last ni.ght I was qoi ng to be there and 
_r was going to sit down ~,i th all of them and we 
could a.l.l ta.lk about .it but one of them got me 
and took me into the office and ma.de the kids in 
there go away. 1~ey're like that. And said, 
''.You' re too ideal.i.stic and you don't understand 
why we do these things." 

I mean it was basically that they could feel 
that I disapproved of some of the ways they 
1-.rorked. And so they, I mean it just really un
settled them, it h'as uncomfortable for them and I 
mean of course they couldn't do any questioning 
so it had to be me who sort of didn't understand 
why you have t:o be like this and that I was just 
unexperienced and I shou.ld go out in the world 
and you know come to terms with reality and then 
I'd be allright. [Half laughs] So I didn't feel 
too bad about that. 

( ... ) Oh, they'd yell at: the kids, you know. 
They were good and they cared and they had re
lationships with the Ghildren. They treated some 
of the adults there, thm.-e were some who were 
about twenty, as children. But they didn't I mean 
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when t:hey wanted them to do something t:heq j,1st 
used the.i.r power as adtJl ts, shou-t.i ng or 
threatening to get them to do it. They 
wcrcn' t looking at why the child was doing r;,,rlJat 
t:hey ~:anted to do or that sort of thing. And I 
mean they could just feel my T mean .r didn't 
even say anything. ( .. . ) Yea, I guess just r.,,.ri th 
my face ( ... ) There were things you know I'd 
talk to the ki.ds, someone would ask me if they 
could do something and I'd say yes and it'd turn 
out it was against the rules, things like that, 
A few times my way of relating to them as people 
meant that they sort of got you knor;,,' meant that 
the others were .losing their grip. And it just 
unsettled it. 

The important thing to notice about this experience 

is that the socialist interpellation is not discredited. 

Rather, that element of the official ideology of the 

institutionr deference to authority and to hierarchical 

authority patterns, which Gail violated, fails to con

vince her of its credibility. This is partly because of 

the way it is explained (ncorne to terms with reality", 

a formula so bankrupt Gail is easily able to jettison 

it) and also because of Gail's rival interpellations, 

particularly the socialist and feminist ones which argue 

convincingly for democratic, co-operative and sensitive 

human relationships. These interpellations not only 

possess strong discursive coherence but were also real

ised non-discursively in the institutional settings of 

the alternative school she attended and the women's refuge 

she currently works in. Thus, although she is sanctioned 

by this ideology in terms of finding herself unemployed 

again, she remains defiant. Indeed the whole experience 

has been a challenge for her: 

I've been to a training workshop with them 
[another handicapped cent.re] and I'm just 
finding that there's virtually going to be 
no one whc thinks or feels the way I do and 
tha. t 's going to be rea.J.ly ha.rd. But I sort 
of Fe:,e.1 really challenged to work there, in 
those places with those people. See what 
they' re like, and like .r feel I need, if 
I've got all these ideas and these ways of 
being, I feel like I need more expen:ence 
to show that they work and feel more 
confident in them. To be able to n;,a]ly 
confront the other people there with them. 
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These last two passages also point to the relevance 

of that other contradiction subjection-qualification. In 

the same way that Gail was qualified with skills and 

expectations which were inappropriate for her subjection 

to the job market, in this case she is qualified for demo

cratic, co-operative personal relationships yet is sub

jected to a hierarchical power structure which proscribes 

both democratic relationships with their clients and also 

innovation by staff lower in the hierarchy. Nevertheless, 

as we noted, the result of this contradiction is a re

affirmation of the democratic, co-operative relationships 

qualification and its further consolidation. This takes 

place not only in the determination to gain more experience 

(quoted above) but also in the following: 

I can do this stuff with the handicdpped people 
and I'm a lot more challenged by that cause I've 
had to do a lot of thinking. I've had to start 
read.ing about; behaviour modification so I can 
argue with people about it .. . 

This shows both the intention and the means by which Gail 

can further qualify her interpellation as a socialist. 

It rests decisively upon the material and symbolic 

resources which Gail as a petty bourgeois subject has 

access to. Gail has a supportive network of friends and 

the skills for self-learning which enable her to reject 

these pressures to conform to this official ideology. 

To sum up. I would argue that what we find with Gail 

is a petty bourgeois subject who possesses symbolic and 

material resources which enable her to resist bourgeois 

ijlter ideology in a way that is beyond the reach of Bill 

and his friends. This is no simple discursive displace

ment (in the simplistic manner in which I suggested it 

was for Charles 1 Marian and Cindy) but involves a series 

of contradictions. Her actual interpellation as a petty 

bourgeois subject is one involving a contradiction between 

subjection and qualification. This manifests itself twice 

in our examples: first, in terms of entry into the labour 

market and secondly within a particular job. This petty 

bourgeois interpellation is however, not a simple or 
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unitary process since it involves a number of inter

pellations: a middle class respectability voice, a counter

culture voice, a feminist voice and a socialist voice. As • 
I have shown these are in a continual process of arrange-

ment and rearrangement as different combinations emerge. 

This process, I have argued, involves another contra

diction: that between personality needs and the inter

pellations whose material matrix of affirmations and 

sanctions either fulfil or frustrate those needs. Thus, 

the jostling for dominance by various interpellations 

continually occurs within this material context and in a 

relationship of concordance or conflict with personality. 

T1ae Neo-Rtructuralist Voice (The Metareading) 

In this section, the neo-structuralist voice cannot 

fully engage in a symptomatic reading of the Therborn 

derived reading because it has not yet moved much further 

than the position elaborated in the text itself and thus 

cannot fully discern the presence of absent systems. 

Therefore, this nee-structuralist metareading will also 

employ another neo-structuralist technique: internal 

criticism. This is utilised in the Karel Williams sense: 

the registering of "internal discrepancies ..• gaps be

tween what is internally required in the theory and what 

is delivered". (1974:42) In what follows, I intend to 

focus on the kind of reading produced and its shortcomings 

as they relate to its problematics. 

Despite its intentions to the contrary, this reading 

does not produce a theory of a decentred subject. 'i'hough 

it employs a concept, interpellation, which involves the 

notion that subjectivity is constantly constituted and 

reconstituted, this reading proceeds as if interpellations 

were external to the subject. This is quite apparent in 

the language of this reading: "there is an acute recog

nition" {p.164), "we find a similar outlook" (p.167}, 

"Bill and his friends are not interpellated '' (p.168) 

"she could recognise an oppression'' (p.180) and so on. 
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This could be excused as the reluctant necessity of 

being forced to operate with a humanist lexicon, of being 

unable to break through "the boundaries in which our 

everyday, common sense terminology imprisons us". (Smith, 

1981:56) However, such breakthroughs are possible if one 

is rigorous enough and I would argue that this humanist 

language points to the unexorcised presence of a hwnanist 

problematic within this reading. 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, the ogre 

before which I was retreating was sociologism (which was 

also humanist since it posited classes as essential 

subjects and human subjects as presences to themselves). 

However, as also noted there, I retained the object of 

enquiry which that reading addressed itself to: these two 

groupings and the problem of their differences. I am now 

in a position to confirm the fears expressed there. The 

persistence of this object of enquiry did indeed carry 

over elements of its associated problematic. 

Because the initial grouping was premissed upon class 

lines (working class, petty bourgeois), the subsequent 

application of the interpellation concept was sabotaged. 

Class interpellation became not only the primary factor in 

all subsequent analysis but it also became a theoretical 

fixity. It centred the discourse. Whereas the other 

interpellations (eg. feminist, environmentalist etc.) did 

indeed involve a decentred subject, the class interpell

ation did not, because the initial grouping, according to 

class, centred these subjects. Sociologism was at work. 

This was apparent in the impossibility within this reading 

of these people changing classes. "Interpellation" 

theoretically offers that prospect (providing changes also 

occur with regard to the insertion into relations of 

production), but in this reading, the concrete class inter

pellations do not deliver even the possibility of such 

move.ment. The criticism of the structuralists by Ashenden 

et. al. (1980), Connell (1980) and Connell et. al. (1982), 

that reproduction theory has not allowed for class 

"mobility", takes on an ironic twist here. It is the 

residual humanism/sociologism problematic which is respon

sible for this immobility and it is the "structuralist" 
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concept of interpellation which offers the best 

prospects for escaping this dilemma. 

It could be argued that, in concrete terms, class 

interpellations do indeed have primacy within the present 

social formation, that class does overdetermine all other 

interpellations. However, this is a different matter to 

the device of giving primacy to class interpellations on 

the level of abstract theory when the theoretical premises 

of the concept of interpellation do not warrant such a 

primacy. In other words, class inte rpellations must be 

established as primary, not simply assumed. Class inter

pellations may well have emerged in this reading as domin

ant, but this was an outcome which should have been 

established with the concrete analysis of the reading, 

not imported into it as a theoretical premiss. 

Consequently, a supposedly decentred discourse was 

centred from the start by the residue of a discarded 

problematic. By way of contrast, had the initial grouping 

been made along gender lines (Debbie, Cindy, Marian, Gail 

versus Charles, Bill and his friends), the subsequent 

articulation of class and gender subjectivities would have 

been significantly different and class interpellations, if 

indeed dominant, would have been forced to prove their 

primacy. 

This reading also produced a centred subject because 

of its use of the concept "personality", As we saw at 

the end of Chapter Seven, this concept enjoys a dubious 

status within Therborn's system. It veers dangerously 

close to becoming a transcendental human essence. My 

reading confirmed this danger. It converted "personality 11 

into a centred subjectivity and, in so doing, unwittingly 

answered the always-already predicament (see page 58 

above) by allowing personality to fill the "empty space", 

the gap between the abstract and the concrete individual. 

Thii oversight thus points to both a lack of rigour in 

the importation of the Therborn concept into my analysis 

and an uncertain status of that concept within Therborn's 
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theory. In my case, I had seized upon two aspects of 

Therborn 1 s theory: 

Under certain conditions the two may even come 
into tension or conflict. The forms of human 
subjectivity are constituted by intersections 
of the psychic and the social, and may be seen 
as the outer, more conscious, and more socially 
changeable aspects of the person. (1980:16) 

My weakness lay in the tendency, when exploring this 

notion of conflict, to continually defer to personality 

since it was seen as less changeable, as more "deep 

rooted" (see page 190 above). This resulted in a trans

lation of personality into essence, rather than allowing 

it to operate as a decentred site of psychic processes. 

Thus the ideological effect of subject unity (the en

forced unity of a split consciousness, see page 106 above) 

was mistaken for the real state of affairs. This is 

apparent in the way that Gail's need for security and 

for being special was left inviolate. The prospect of 

these needs being modified, let alone radically overturned, 

is not conceded within this reading. 4 The langua~,e of 

the analysis mirrored this: personality was described in 

terms appropriate to an essence or a c01•e, whereas the 

various subjectivities were described as either transit

ory or variable~ 

To sum up, although I regard the above reading as 

successful in analysing the decentred operations of all 

but one interpellation (ie. class) and of capturing the 

contradictory flux of these subjectivities, it is never

theless flawed by its employment of a centred subject 

(centred on a fixed class position and a fixed person

ality) which denied real effectivity to the ideological 

interpellations responsible for constituting both person

ality and subjectivities. 

The second major shortcoming in this reading is the 

failure to achieve, within concrete analysis, the 

intended dialectical dimension. I had argued that 

theoretically this dimension was available with the con

cept of qualification. However, the concrete analysis 
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failed to deliver this possibility. The reason was again 

the influence of the residual humanism/sociologism 

problematic. 

We can pursue this reason by asking what kind of 

reading has been produced. Essentially, the reading out

lined above mimics a cultural deprivation thesis: 5 the 

working class youths lacked the resources to qualify their 

interpellations whereas the petty bourgeois were more 

fortunately endowed. v-.7hile this reading regarded both 

material and symbolic resources as crucial, much of the 

"displacement of bourgeois alter ideology" thesis relied 

for its credibility upon an assumption about differential 

access to symbolic resources. As a consequence of this, 

the working class youths were denied a dialectical dim

ension within their interpellations. They became the 
11 passive bearers o f ideology" whereas the petty bourgeois 

were seen to be actively changing theirs. Thus the over

all reading was not only trapped within a deprivation 

thesis mould but also failed to escape the worst aspects 

of structuralist theorising (the passive bearers alba

tross) • 

However, this trend was consciously resisted. I was 

acutely aware of the insidious thrust of this deprivation 

thesis and deliberately widened the concept of resources 

to include group-processes. Following Willis, in partic

ular, and the cultural studies problematic, in general, 

I was intent on establishing the possibility that group

processes could be the basis for the construction of 

cultural identities and that, in particular, resistance 

to bourgeois alter ideology could occur here, even in the 

absence of (what was seen as) insufficient symbolic 

resources with which to displace its assumptions (eg. 

possessive individualism). As Willis argues: "the smallest, 

discrete unit which acts as the basis for cultural pene

trations is the informal group". ( 19 77: 123) 

Having widened this concept of resources i n this way 

so as to sidestep the deprivation thesis, I then immedi

ately disqualified the working class youths from this 
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possibility by devising criteria for group-processes 

which excluded them. Their group lacked "cohesiveness" 

and this was seen as the crucial criteria for the 

construction of the cultural identity and these powers 

of resistance. By contrast, the petty bourgeois sub

jects possessed extensive friendship net.works which 

granted to their group-processes an effectivity denied 

to the working class youths. On closer examination we 

find that these friendship networks, though processes, 

depended on possessions, namely home life and schooling 

contacts. In other words, we are back with differential 

access to resources! 

It is obvious, of course, that other criteria for 

group-processes could have been chosen. For example, 

their use of marijuana as a focus for identity and 

resistance could have been pursued as an indication of 

an active construction process going on. This was a 

possibility considered at the time but rejected since it 

inclined too closely toward phenomenological arguments 

and was thus disqualified as idealist.
6 

The failure to 

consider other criteria is clearly a serious omission in 

the reading. 

Returning to the major shortcoming , we can now 

appreciate that the omission of a dialectical capacity 

within the working class interpellations was produced 

by the presence of this absent deprivation thesis. In 

whatever way the reading proceeded - even had it conceded 

more criteria for group-processes or revalued "symbolic 

resources~ to include more than just level of schooling 

consumed - the outcome was bound to conclude that the 

working class youths lacked enough of whatever it was that 

was in question. 'I'hus the omissions and oversights in my 

text were inconsequential in the sense that correcting any 

one of them would not have altered the overall thrust of 

the analysis. Contrary evidence (for example, that the 

working class youths did possess adequate symbolic 

resources) would not have overturned this thrust toward 

deprivation theory. 
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And the reclson for this thrust"? Again the residu 

of the earlier problematic is responsible. By origin

ally dividing thes e youths into these groups and then 

asking why they were Ji ff'e:r•ent , this problerna tic set 

train an inevitable slide toward deprivation theory. 

Posing a question about differences obliges the 

answers to take the form o f a diff erential analysis in 

which one subject has/does/is more/less/same than 

another. Posing that question with groups divided on 

class lines (rather than say on age) invites answers 

which mimic the worst features of the stratification 

tradition. In this tradition, class was seen as a 

cultural niche, and analysis within these terms neatly 

produced answers couched in terms of equality and of 

diff erences. (See Ashenden et. al., 1980) To break free 

from this deprivation theory slide, class must be seen 

as practices which construct social relations, not as a 

position within a structure. (See Ashenden et. al. , 1980; 

Connell, 1980; Connell et. al., 1982.) 

lu1y division of people into class groupings must 

theoretically allow for movement between these divisions. 

'rhe sociologism problematic, in positing an essential 

class subject, represses such movement and it is its 

lingering presence in this reading which produces the 

major shortcomings. 

The iVat m>'l:aUst Voica (The Metaar>itique) 

The nee-structuralist elements in this metareading 

are quite diverse. In the area of its substantive 

conclusions, there is the advocacy of no necessary class 

determinations, a position which mirrors Hindess and 

Hirst. This comes, moreovGr, out of an original reading 

which employed definite materialist premisses: Therborn's 

class-overdetermination thesis and his initial division 

of people into classes {"how members of different clas ses 

come to define the world and their situation and possi

bilities in it in a particular way", 1980:10. See page 123 

above). 
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On the level of analysis, there is the blatant ideal

ism of its elevation of form over content: "Contrary 

evidence ... would not have overturned this thrust toward 

deprivation theory." In other words, re-add.ressinsr the 

real object is unimportant since the problems lie in the 

area of "conceptual tendencies". 

Finally, as with Chapter Eight, there is the conclud

ing paragraph with its call to purify problematics. The 

major shortcomings in the reading are attributed to the 

mischievous retention of an unwelcome problematic. 

Where does the real object - the interpellations con

tained in the interviews - figure in any of the neo

structuralist criticisms. It is entirely absent! The 

whole discussion revolves around conceptual tendencies, 

dubious categorising, competing problematics etc. 

All of the materialist criticisms of the neo

structuralist metareading outlined in Chapter Eight are 

thus relevant here. The researcher is seduced away from 

the real object and entangled in a morass of conceptual 

snakes and ladders. Is this then the warrant for a 

complete rejection of neo-structuralist critical tools? 

Or, can a materialist researcher still employ them with

out her materialism being undermined? The concluding 

chapter, which crystalises this thesis's argument for the 

resurrection of the objectF will explicitly address this 

issue. 

NOTES 

1. Petty bourgeois in Poulantzas' sense of the "new 
petty bourgeois". (197 3: 3 7-8) 

2. This argument relies for its cogency on the combin
ation of both wilderness activities and environmental 
politics. The activities dimension by itself can 
equally well be accommodated within various bourgeois 
ideologies, as the Outward Bound and the Scouting 
movement amply illustrate. 
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I quote Firestone's passage here for its descriptive 
value. In analytical terms it is impoverished be
cause it operates with an expressive theory of 
language rather than a constitutive one. It is thus 
in the same predicament that Miller and Swift (1979) 
are in: they say important things about how language 
is structured by sexist ideology but. their theoret
ical framework {the expressive theory of language) 
prevents them extending their insights into the area. 
of the formation of subjectivities. In Firestone's 
case this is compounded by her radical feminist 
assuF.tption that gender subjectivities are to some 
extent innate (eg. male aggressiveness). 

Adrnittedly 1 the expression of these needs is seen as 
contingent upon the material matrix, but this is a 
different matter to the idea of them being substant
ively changed. 

There are two main criticisms of deprivation theses. 
First, as the phenomenological attack (see Keddie, 
1973) argues, deprivation theory neglects the con
sideration of who defines what is valued within this 
domain of deprivation. It thus excludes the question 
of social control and political power which is exer
cised through the production and distribution of 
knowledges. Secondly, and relevant to my concerns, 
deprivation theory posits culture as a possession, 
not as a process. It consequently operates with a 
stratification concept of class as location rather 
than the Marxist concept of class as social practice. 
As Therborn (1980:6} argues, in his useful distinct
ion between culture and ideology, the former can be 
seen as either the actfoit-ies of a class (or other 
grouping) or, in more global terms, as p•aetices con
cerned with the production of meaning. In both 
options, the emphasis is on process, not the poss
ession of resources. This is consistent with one of 
Therborn's primary aims: to emphasise ideologies as 
social processes, not as the possession of ideas 
(1980 :vii). 

Andrew Jakubowicz in his '"rewards a Sociology of 
Marijuana Use" introduces Erich Goode's notion that 
the marijuana debate fits into the "politics of 
reality" perspective whereby "opposing rrealities', 
realities derived from the experiences of different 
groups within society, attempt to assert themselves 
as the reality, 11 (in Smith and Crossley, 1975:39). 
(The phenomenological thrust here is obvious.) 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The issue left in abeyance by the earlier chapters in 

this thesis was the science/ideology dichotomy. The issue 

remaining from Chapters Eight and Nine was the problem of 

how far a materialist researcher can employ neo-structuralist 

tools without being corrupted by idealism. In this conclus

ion I will focus primarily on this latter issue. First, 

however, a few concluding cormnents on the science/ideology 

dichotomy are warranted. 

I have argued that the resurrection of the object 

necessitates maintaining a science/ideology dichotomy, a 

distincition which must be couched in epistemological terms 

as well as in terms of conditions of social practice. This 

should not be seen in crude positivist terms as an automatic 

t:oupling of science with truth and ideology with falsity. 

Indeed, the insistence on a science/ideology dichotomy in no 

way excludes the consideration of the following: 

(a) how some ideologies can contain accurate 

representations 

(b) how some sciences can contain errors 

(c) how s01ne ideologies can become scientific 

(d) how some sciences can function as ideologies 

(See Larrain, 1979: ch.6 and Ruben, 1979:135-6). 

Similarly, the insistence that science appropriates the 

real object in a different manner to ideology, does not entail 

crude positivist claims about the nature of that object. It 

is only an idealist position which demands that the specif

icity of the object be established before its presence in the 

knowledge process can be conceded. (For example, the posit-

ivist rejection of unobservables, see above, page 33.) The 

materialist position argues forcefully that ontology is 

prior to epistemology. Establishing that ontology may be a 

controversial enterprise and involve numerous considerations, 

but this does not invalidate the materialist claim that the 

real object - whatever its exact status - is directly 

implicated in the knowledge process. __ Among these numerous 

considerations, the following are usually prominent: 
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(a) does the real object present itself in a dichoto

mous form {inner relations/phenomenal forms~ unobservables/ 

observables)? 

(b) does the real object undergo continuous change 

such that knowledge moves in and out of being adequate in 

appropriating it (that is, science can become ideology, eg. 

classical political economy)? 

(c) do material practices which alter the real object 

as they appropriate it lead to different types of knowledge 

with different degrees of adequacy? 

Within the general materialist position these questions 

may receive differing answers. Most Marxists, for example, 

definitely affirm the first issue as it is at the heart of 

the theory of commodity fetishism and underlies Marx's whole 

methodology. 

For the materialist, any variations in these answers 

would not be crucial for deciding the contest against 

idealism. All that is essential is that ideologies are 

materialised both by grounding them in the social practices 

of signification which create them, and by attaching them 

to the real objects which they purport to represent. 

* * * * * 
By way of answering the central concern of this conclus

ion - the issue of the materialist researcher employing neo

structuralist tools - it is worth considering what tendencies 

are found both within the study of ideology and within neo

structuralism. 

Marx has written: 
I 
· It is, in reality, much easier to discover by analysis 
the earthly core of the misty creations of religion, 
than, conversely, it is to develop from the actual 
relations of life the corresponding celestialised forms 
of those relations. The latter method is the only 
materialistic, and therefore the only scientific one. 
(Marx, Capital, quoted in Sumner, 1979:207) 

The easier method has been the route the sociology of 

knowledge has taken. It begins with ,.,t~e ideas and works 

backwards, aiming to locate both their genesis and their 

referents. In his discussion of the role the study of 
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ideology has played within this tradition, Stuart Hall 

has perceptively noted: 

The study of "ideology" thus also holds out the 
promise of a critique of idealism, as a way of 
explaining how ideas ar.ise. However, the 
difficulty is that, once the study of ideas is 
placed at the centre of an investigation, an 
immense theoretical labour is required to prevent 
such a study drifting willy-nilly, into idealism. 
(1977a:11) 

What this quote suggests is that the choice of subject 

matter itself, promotes a tendency towards idealism. I will 

argue below that the answer to this danger is not to re

nounce the subject matter, but to approach it differently. 

We will return to this theme later when we examine Sumner's 

response to Marx 1 s quote. 

A similar tendency towards idealism is built into the 

• nee-structuralist approach, particularly its emphasis on 

subjectivity and its concept of the problematic. As we saw 

in Chapter Six, Ideology and Consaiousneas warned against a 

preoccupation with ideology seen solely in terms of subject

ivity. In the case of Althusser, the constitution-of-the

subject thmne was "balanced" by his concern with ideology's 

other dimensions (epistemology and an "instance" of the 

social formation). With Tel Quel, however, the elucidation 

of the relationship between signifying practices and the 

mode of production was severely neglected (Burniston and 

Weedon, 1977: 223-4) , the epistei."Ilological dimension was 

entirely eliminated, and finally, the ultimate rationale 

for the enterprise was the creation of revolutionary 

subjects. In other words, Tel Quel's preoccupation with 

subjectivity was unchecked by the other dimensions of 

ideology and thus their terdency towards idealism was sim

ilarly unchecked. 

'I.'he concept of "problematic" exaccerbates this. The 

fault lies in the original Althusserian formulation that 

the problematic produces its object. Even allowing for 

the (specious) distinction between concrete and "concrete 

in thought", it is clear that giving pole determinacy to 

the problematic and entirely erasing the efficacy of the 
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structure of the real, makes the concept of problematic 

heavily weighted toward producing idealist analyses. The 

inclusion of experimentation within the problematic was, as 

we saw in Chapter Two, a token gesture since the initial 

rigid demarcation between thought and real rendered emprical 

dialogue inapplicable. With nee-structuralism, and this is 

particularly so for Hindess and Hirst with their rejection 

of history, this removal of all empirical referencing has 

been carried to its extreme. 

The Althusserian attack on "empiricism'' (at least in 

tenns of its caricatured version as a crude extraction pro

cess) was valuable in so far as it combated the tendency 

to see knowledge as located within the real object. A better 

alternative is not the other extreme, that knowledge is 

entirely determined by the conceptual system which addresses 

the object, but rather that it lies in the relationship be

tween the conceptual system and the object. Sumner pinpoints 

this issue in his discussion of "scientificity": 

If science involves some form of 'cognitive 
appropriation of the real' (pa1·aphrasing Marx), 
then scientificity must lie in the connection 
between cognition and reality, and not in the 
field of cognition. Empiricism errs in lo-
ca ting the site of the problem of sci enti.fi city 
in the field of the real, but neo-structuralism 
(like phenomenology) seems to go to the other 
extreme by locating the problem in the sphere 
of cognition. Neo-structuralism seems to have 
resolved the question of science at the level 
of theory rather than at the level of the 
connection between theory and reality. 
(.1979:181) 

Closely related to this issue of the problematic is 

another nee-structuralist tendency: the essentialist mode 

of critique. We saw in Chapter Five that this means un
earthing the problematic operating in a text and then, de

pending on the merit of that problematic, either praising 

or condemning the whole text. In this formt this process 

is inevitably destructive. It can be devastating as a form 

of criticism, but offers nothing in terms of reconstruction. 

However, Richard Johnson has arg~~d that a symptomatic 

reading which focusses on problematics, need not necessarily 
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degenerate into this mode of critique but can retain a 

positive function. He writes: 

Presuppositions [ie. problematic] once identified, 
it is necessary to return to the surface of the 
text and to show the effects of theoretical 
structures on the detailed treatment of events, 
the construction of narrative, the portrayal of 
relations, on the actual texture of the historical 
account. And there are arguments to be conducted 
on this level too: 'within this problematic it is 
not possible to account for this or that phenomenon 
which other .research reveals'; 'the incoherence of 
that part of the account is related to the failure 
fully to theorise these sets of relations'; 
'theoretical rigidity has produced this or that a 
priorism with no corresponding research'. 
(19?9b:202) 

For this positive aspect to be realised, the whole 

approach must be premissed upon a materialist epistemology. 

There must be something about the contents of these read

ings which is not produced solely by the grid which does 

the reading but which testifies to the presence of a real 

object. The contents of any reading must be seen as 

valuable accretions of knowledge. Ways must be found for 

rescuing such insights from texts which suffer from flawed 

problematics. Finally, further criticism must involve, as 

well as problematic purifying, the continual referencing 

back to the real object, and not the absurd foray of 

referring only to the knowledge of the knowledge of the 

knowledge 

If it is possible then to sidestep the idealist tenden

cies built into nee-structuralist methodology, what are the 

actual procedures for doing so? On the theoretical levelr 

we must consistently retain the science/ideology dichotomy 

as an epistemological distinction. This forces us to focus 

on ideologies as r>epresentations and to continually ask 

questions about their adequacy in terms of appropriating 

the real object. This in turn forces us to continually 

scrutinise the real object, which, despite being approached 

from within a conceptual system, can reveal elements of its 

structure when confronted by a scientific method. 

-< As for the procedures to be taken on the practical 

level, this is where the scientific method becomes explicit. 
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The hallmark of this method is its dialectical procedures, 

its continual movement back and forth between theoretical 

literature and empirical investigation. As we have seen 

with nee-structuralism, no matter how magical the formal

istic manoeuvres of abstraction may be, if the empirical 

investigation was only the starting point and not a con

tinuing presence, then theory will slide inevitably into 

idealism. Even if the initial penetrations were profound, 

the real object will not obligingly remain static and pre-

served forever in that particular form. Only a dialectical 

procedure guards against this tendency towards hypostas

ising the real world. 

Such a method is also the answer to the problem of the 

subject matter of ideology, At this point we return to 

Sunmer, one theorist who has developed a materialist theory 

for reading ideology which is also oriented towards concrete 

application. This problem of the subject matter, the pre

dicament of starting with ideas and wishing to work forward 

to arrive at them rather than working backwards from them, 

formed the crux of Marx's quote (on page 205). Sumner's 

answer to this fills an entire chapter but the essence of 

his method can be gleaned from the following passage: 

Essentially, the method involves working back 
from firmly established initial impressions of 
the connections between an ideology, its gener
ative social relations and the context of that 
ideology's form of appearance into the history 
of these connections in order to ascertain the 
structurally necessitated specificity of the 
ideology and the range of its historical forms 
of appearance. Armed r,•i th this theorised 
historical knowledge, the reading of the contemp
orary discourse can evidence its conclusion that 
the ideology is present within it. It has a 
solid basis for separating that ideology from 
all the other aspects of its forms of appear
ance. It is a reading which is not based on 
mere appearances and which can reach beyond 
the surface because it has a good foothold in 
history. No magical techniques of reading are 
required: the commonsensical ones suffice. 
(Sumner, 1979:292) 

Applying this to my thesis would involve regarding the 

Sandy reading, for example, as a reas5nable set of initial 
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impressions of various ideologies. The next step would in

volve historical analysis of those identified ideologies, 

examining, for example, the concrete formation and trans

formation of the "family" concept of society. This might 

include looking for other forms of appearance of this 

ideology in different historical settings. Following this 

our analysis would turn to discovering what aspects of the 

social formation necessitated the emergence and operation 

of that ideology. Finally, this historical journey would 

determine whether such an ideology is indeed within the 

original discourse and whether the initial impressions were 
accurate. 

Throughout this process, the nee-structuralist tech

niques do have a fruitful role to play. Symptomatic 

reading, in particular, is an efficient means for separ

ating which confusions and contradictions lie at the level 

of the problematic (ie. the researcher's approach) and 

which possibly lie within the real object under scrutiny. 

As such, it is a technique which facilitates the forming of 

initial impressions. It can never be a substitute for the 

remaining steps: for those concrete historical analyses 

which are ultimately responsible for producing scientific 

readings of ideology. 
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AFTERWORD 

This thesis has been "centred" upon two elements: 

Marxism (Marx, Marx's spirit, the Marxist tradition, etc.) 

and materialism. The latter has been explicitly theorised, 

but not logically derived. In this respect I am in agree

ment with Ruben that one cannot arbitrate between materi

alism and idealism on any logical grounds but must ultim

ately choose according to political commitment: 

Ultimately, the choice between materia.lism and idealism is 
the choice between two competing ideologies. The choice 
is not an 'epistemological' choice to be made cin grounds 
of stronger evjdence or more forceful argument [since, as 
Hegel showed, idealism can be made internally consistent 
in a very rigorous manner], but is a 'poli tica I.' choice 
to be made on class allegiance. (Ruben, 1979:109) 

So the choice to be a materialist derives from the 

need to be a Marxist. This Marxist element has been neither 

theorised nor justified. ThesG are beyond the scope of 

this thesis though they clearly involve a number of crucial 

questions. Is "Marxism" the writings of Marx. (dogmatism)? 

his method (eg. Lukacs)? or the tradition he set in train? 

Althusser's own conflicting attitudes are a salutary warn

ing here. He veers from an obsequious veneration in which 

the most casual phrase dropped from Marx 1 s pen is almost 

holy script through to a pedestrian regard for Marx as 

simply one of the fathers of the science of historical 

materialism (along with Lenin and Mao). 

My own preference, which I obviously cannot justify 

here, is for Marxism to be seen as the theoretical tools 

at the disposal of the socialist movement. Thus Marx ·him

self is not a prophet but an exemplar of the kind of 

theoretical and political labours required in this pursuit. 

Stuart Hall's approach to Capital exemplifies this: for him 

Marx's great tome is not the bible containing the secrets 

of the capitalist mode of production, but only a penetrating 

work containing "profound hints and pointers". (Hall, 1977b: 

43) 

Needless to say, a neo-structuralist would be equally 

comfortable with this definition (see Hindess and Hirst, 
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1977; Hirst, 1979b}. I would therefore hasten to add that 

the theoretical principles to be employed in this task are 

not pragmatic ones but are rigorously based on an historical 

method and a ma/;erialist epistemology. 

In the end it seems I have to be a Marxist to be a 

materialist and I have to be a materialist in order to be 

a Marxist. Yes, it is a vicious circularity, but it is my 

"bridgehead'' (Sumner, 1979:197 ff) into discourse. Since 

I refuse to accept neo-structuralism 1 s infinite regress, 

I have no choice but to accept this circle as the "privi

eged" level within my discourse. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Background 

During the course of about twelve months I conducted a 

series of interviews with over seventy young people. I 

tape recorded these interviews and I eventually collected 

fifty cassettes containing approximately seventy hours of 

conversation. 

Some of the people I interviewed were in their final 

year of school, taking time out in their lunch break to 

spend an hour, sitting on the lawn in the sun, talking to 

me about their immediate concerns. Others, boarders in a 

private school, gave up part of their lunchtimes or their 

evenings to talk with :r.1e. Many of these people were destined 

for either tertiary study or the workforce. 

However, there was another group I interviewed who had 

missed out on both of these options. They were the unemployed 

young people whom I met in a youth refuge and in a low cost 

accommodation barracks. With them the conversation often 

continued for several hours as a steady haze of smoke filled 

the air. 

The people.I interviewed were spread out in a broad 

spectrum ranging from the sons of wealthy business managers 

to the children of migrant labourers and factory workers. 

Some lived in Canberra, some in the inner suburbs of Sydney, 

and others in Sydney's outer western suburbs. They ranged 

in age from fourteen to eighteen. They equally divided into 

male and female. 

My theoretical position when I began the interviews was 

located within the work of the so-called "New Sociology 6f 
Education" {see Young, 1971; Young and Whitty, 1976; also 

Bourdieu, 1977). These were a group of theorists who 

argued that the definition of what counts as knowledge in 

educational (and other) settings is a political outcome and 

the analysis of such defining reveals the workings of 

various forms of social control. The, thrust of the "New 

Sociology's" position was well sumnted up in Bernstein's 

declaration: 
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How a society selects, classifies, distributes, transmits 
and evaluates the educational knowledge it considers to 
be public, reflects both the distribution of power and the 
principles of social control. (Bernstein, in Young, 
1971:47) 

The line of questioning I pursued when I began the 

interviews was directed towards exploring how students at 

school perceived the situation of youth unemployment and 

what role the knowledge processes within the school played 

in this. However, very soon after rny initial interviews I 

began to abandon the list of specific questions which I 

had been employing and began to utilise more open-ended 

topic-style questions. This change was brought about be

cause I found that the most "interesting" responses were not 

fitting into the for.mat of my interview schedule and since 

I had drawn it up only as a provisional guide I did not feel 

obliged to follow it religiously. 

This change in approach did not amount to replacing a 

structured interview situation with an unstructured one. 

What really changed was that I no longer channelled the 

content of the interviews into the areas specific to my 

theoretical reading (eg. the school curriculum) but began 

instead to respond to those areas which the subjects them

selves seemed to think most important {eg. personal life). 

This involved a far greater emphasis on probing questions 

and on listening skills than it did on any particular 

schedule of questions. 

The material my interviews generated is therefore still 

structured by a number of factors. I will now outline at 

length how both the setting of the interviews and the theor

etical assuF.Ipt:.ions I held at the time played a crucial role 

in this structuring. 

The Interoiew Setting 

The structure of the interview setting was composed of 

several features. First, unlike a conversation, the inter

view had a predetermined status. At first glance, this 

fixity may seem to be a disadvantage to a researcher. {In 



215. 

fact, I often encountered the comment made by interested 

people that interviewing with a microphone would be very 

difficult because the interviewees would probably "clam 

up" at the sight of it.) However, the interview situation 

actually contained a greater freedom for the confrontation 

between strangers than one would expect. As Garfinkel 1 s 

phenomenology has shown, the conversation situation is a 

highly structured interaction when it occurs between 

strangers. There are a large number of implicit assumptions 

about what kinds of things can be discussed, about who can 

do the most talking, about what kinds of "personal" questions 

can be raised. All of this is usually inplicit but, as with 

Garfinkel's experiments, any attempts to radically innovate 

in a conversation with a stranger would lead to the explicit 

articulation 0£ these 11 conventions 11 and result in a severe 

rupture in the dialogue. 

However, introduce a microphone, define the situation 

as an "interview", and the "conversation" is reopened for 

definition, a definition very much under the control of the 

interviewer. Now, certain areas can be legitimate areas of 

discussion. One person can do all of the questioning and 

leave most of the talking to the other person. This one

sidedness is not only legitimate within this new situation, 

but it is also expected: the interviewee feels the onus to 

contribute most. Probing questions which keep returning to 

a particular topic are also legitimate now. In a conversation 

situation they would be totally perverse. 

A concrete example of this distinction between conver

sations and interviews occurred in my experiences at the 

Youth Refuge. When I interviewed there, the discussions 

often continued for nearly three hours and touched on many 

areas of 11 personal 11 significance. On the other hand, in the 

case of ordinary conversations at the refuge there was far 

less openness in the situation. I sensed quite strongly 

that had I persisted with some lines of questioning, even 

given that I was possibly seen in a counselling role (being 

a volunteer worker there), the converijation would have .... 
dried up with a certain hostility hovering in the air. 
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Moreover, when the conversation did lapse, the onus fell as 

much on me as on the other person. Such lapses possibly 

indicated an adverse response by that person to the way 

some of the questions began to intrude too much. By way 

of contrast, in an interview situation, any lapses rebound 

against the interviewee and the onus is on them to sustain 

the discussion. They are in the "chair 11 and conscious of 

that role. 

Secondly, the interview situation was structured by 

its material supports: the microphone sitting on the chair 

and the tape reeling on and on. Obviously these things 

impeded openness: the microphone was a presence all were 

conscious of. When things did arise which people did not 

want to reveal, the microphone ensured that they remained 

locked away: 

(Laughter) 
Sue: What's so funny? 
I: Did I say something funny? 
Sue: Put your comments forward Laura, there's 
the microphone. (Laughter) 
Laura: I was just thinking of something funny. 
Sue: What did I do this time. I ali-.,ays do 
something. They're always laughing at me. 
It makes me feel really out. 
Laura: Don't worry about it Sue. 
Sue: Alright I won't then. Be a snob, I 
don't care. 

The tape itself was a continual reminder that every

thing uttered was not lost to the wind or to human memory, 

but was steadily building up as a permanent record. The 

significance of this became explicit in several interviews. 

In one situation, Paul was concerned that his ideas didn't 

hang together logically and was very aware of how the tape 

trapped him by solidifying his confusion and then holding 

it up against him: 

I couldn't really explain myself and it won't sound 
really good on tape because um, I'm not very good 
at arguing, talking. Oh, I can talk, but I'm not 
very good at arguing, at putting over an argument. 
And it started to get to the stage where it was an 
argument and you had gour thing to say about it 
and my thing conflicted with it and when you get 
thai: situation it starts to get like an argument 
and I feel under pressure. When I feei under 
pressure I feel that I have to explain myself, 
see? or explain my ideas ... 
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In another situation I interviewed Gail while she was 

still at school and then returned and interviewed her about 

eight months later after she had left school. In the 

second interview I drew upon the polyester memory of that 

first situation to confront her with her earlier ideas in 

order to gauge their endurance. A situation of intimidat

ion was created by this procedure in that Gail was forced 

to come to terms with her earlier ideas in a way few people 

are forced to confront their past. Thus, as each of these 

examples makes clear, the tape recorder's presence was a 

continuing reminder that the situation was not a conversat

ion, but very much an interview. 

Thirdly, the interview was an oral affair and condit

ioned by what that entails. In contrast with a literate 

lnvestigation (eg. written questionnaires) an oral inter

view allows access to ordinary language and ordinary thought; 

to the crucial slips of tongue and unconscious word associ

ations; to the pregnant silences, confused ramblings and 

angry outbursts; to all the riches that are bound up in 

ordinary language interaction. Compare this with written 

investigations. The filtering that occurs there,· via liter

ary conventions and self-consciousness, when people take pen 

to paper, does introduce new elements (to do with intention 

and audience) but these are bought at the price of the loss 

of other elements. 

Another advantage of an oral investigation was that 

outsiders could intervene. This often happened with inter

views when other people (eg. friends) accompanied the 

interviewee or when I interviewed in pairs or when other 

people were simply present in the room listening in. The 

discussion often became displaced into a "group" argument 

in which different people confronted each other and left 

the interviewer forgotten on the fringe, in a unique 

position to "eavesdrop" on the unintended and the accidental. 

Theo~etieal Assumptions 

In terms of the theoretical assumptions behind my 

research, my initial premiss was that despite the diversity 
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of "opinions" which I would encounter there would be common, 

repeated underlying patterns. I often characterised the 

object of my search as the "frameworks" with which people 

ordered their thoughts, rather than their "ideas 11 per se. 

The links that this assumption has with the classical 

position. in the sociology of knowledge will be obvious: it 

is the whole basis of their stress on the social location 

of particular types of knowledge (eg. Durkheim). 

My second assumption was that this underlying pattern, 

this "framework 11 would take the form of implicit assumptions 

which ordered and underlaid their thinking. I was convinced 

that sometimes my interviewees would be aware of these 

asswnptions, but more often they would exist on a less 

conscious level. As Sharp puts it: "Our thought involves 

thinking within our assumptions rather than thinking about 

them." (1980:113) 

My third assumption was that the best way to gain 

access to these assumptions as an interviewer (and this did 

not necessarily mean that the implicit assumptions became 

explicit for the interviewees) was by asking probing questions 

which continually took the interview further and further 

back to the underlying basis for each utterance. This often 

took the form of an almost endless stream of WHYs?, an 

approach which rightly deserved the following parody from one 

interviewee: 

I: Don't be annoyed, but if I ask why again. Sure 
it's unfair but presumably it's come about because 
of certain things hasn't it? What might these 
things he? 
Jenny: well ... 
Gail: (in an aside): Why is the world unfair? 
Why is the world unfair? Why do the police run 
the state and the courts are never really for 
justice? Too hard! 

These last two assumptions grew out of a theoretical 

position that was partly phenomenological and partly 11 action 

research". Though there is no theoretical warrant within 

the phenomenological position for the interviewer to be

come involved in changing the world being investigated 

{indeed this would be a contradiction.), 1 my political 
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committrnent toward radical social change, my aggressive 

rejection of "positivist" empirical social research, and 

my faith in the hermeneutic approach to meaning, all com
bined to make my interview technique highly "unstructured" 

and highly polemical. I felt obliged not only to assess 

my interviewee's thinking, but also to challenge it and 

attempt to make it more critical and more reflective. 

Again, the links that this orientation has within the "New 

Sociology of Education" will be obvious. As mentioned be

fore, at the time I began interviewing I was immersed in 

exploring their theoretical position. I was ultimately to 

find that position internally incoherent, but at the time 

I found extremely appealing the combination of educational 

purpose (social change a la Freire) and research validity 

(a la Schultz) within the one enterprise (the interview 

situation). My confidence in the validity of the inter

views was made easier by the reassuring knowledge that a 

substantial tradition of phenomenological and ethnographic 

research existed. My aggressive rejection of traditional 

empirical sociology was made possible by acquaintance with 

the henneneutic tradition in the social sciences, particu

larly the German background (see Outhwaite, 1975). 

Explaining the Interrvieu)s 

Returning to the history of the interviews, it is worth 

noting how the interview sample expanded. The initial 

interviews were conducted in two Canberra schools. Though 

I was undisturbed about questions of "statistical sampling" 

because of my overt rejection of positivist social science, 

I nevertheless felt uneasy about drawing my subjects from 

too homogeneous a social setting. As I phrased it at the 

time, I was not interested in drawing conclusions about what 

x or y category of people thought about topic z, but I was 

concerned to tap as many sources of human experience as 

~as feasible. This thus obliged me to widen the sample I 

was interviewing. 

Consequently, I began to interview young people living 

in a youth refuge and at a low cost accor.unodation barracks. 

These people were nearly all unemployed. 
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From one extreme to the other, I then began to inter

view dayboys and boarders at a private church school. 

Finally# aware that migrant, "working class 11
1 and aborig

inal people were still outside my field, I extended my 

interviews to a number of Sydney schools, two in the inner 

city and one in the outer Western suburbs. 

My first attempts to explain the interview material 

occurred midway through this interview program. I had 

already jettisoned the "New Sociology" perspective and I 

was working my way through Marxist humanist theories of 

ideology. Just as the interview program was finishing I 

began to read in the area of Althusserian Marxism. 

My original set of specific questions closely related 

to the concerns of the "New Sociology11 of education. For 

example, I was interested in exploring the divisions in the 

curriculum between theoretical and practical knowledges and 

the ways these were co..rrununicated in the teaching practices 

which accompanied them. Thus one specific question focussed 

on why so many students found mathematics perplexing, and of 

whether they thought this was related to the way the sub

ject was taught or whether it was due to the "innate" 

properties of that kind of knowledge. 

The open-·ended topic-style questions which superseded 

these earlier ones focussed on general areas such as: 

school experiences; work experiences and expectations; 

family background; peer group activities; issues of unem

ployment, politics and social change. Many of these topic 

questions endured till the end of the research and some be

came key themes. For example, I continually focussed on 

how much these people thought things could be different to 

how they are at present and how change can be brought about. 

This reflected the humans-as-world-creators the.me which 

underlies the Marxist humanist approach. 

Towards the end I also began to refine my interview 

strategy and employed questions which promoted comparison 

between the settings or "characteristics" of my interviewee 

and those of other people (eg. count~y/city; outer suburbs/ 
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inner suburbs; Greek/Anglo-Saxon; employed/unemployed; 

high achievers/low achievers; conformists/rebels etc.). 

I found this a particularly fruitful device for exploring 

these people's self-perceptions and their assumptions about 

others. 

Obviously, the theoretical issues discussed in this 

thesis did not inform any of the interview material at the 

time of its generation (and they are clearly at variance 

with the interview technique just mentioned previously). 

Nevertheless, because of the diversity in the responses and 

the way some of the interviews took the form of either con

fessionals or heated exchanges between friends, the mater

ial generated was not irrevocably tied to the theory present 

at that stage. Some of it is now redundant but a great 

deal of it is still sufficiently "open" to reward explor

ation by many diverse theoretical positions. 

The limitations of the interview material lie in the 

research method which produced it. Despite all its 

unexpected riches, the interview material is constrained by 

its verbal characteristics. Willis heavily emphasises 

these kinds of limitations: 

Direct and explicit consciousness may i.n some senses be our 
poorest and least rational guide. It may well reflect only 
the final stages of cultural processes and the mystified and 
contradictory forms which basic insights take as they are 
lived out. Furthermore, at different times it may represent 
the contradictory moments of the cultural conflicts and pro
cesses beneath it. In this, for instance, it is unsurprising 
that verbal questions produce verbal contradictions. Not 
only this but practical consciousness is the most open to 
distraction and momentary influence. Repetition of given 
patterns, attempts to please the other, superficial mimicry, 
earnest attempts to follow abstract norms of, say, polite
ness, sophistication or what is taken as intelligence, can 
be mixed in with comments and responses which have a true 
cultural resonance. Survey methods, and all forms of methods 
relying basically on verbal or written responses, no matter 
what their sophistication, can never distinguish these cate
gories. (Willis, 1977 :122) 

My own conclusions are that interviews, as a form of 

research, have two main drawbacks. The material takes a 

verbal form and therefore can easily J~ad the analysis 

into giving primacy to discourse and relegating non-
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discursive practices. The consequence of this is a tend

ency toward idealism. Clearly, some combination of inter

views and participant observation is essential to counter

act this tendency. 

Secondly, the subjects' biographies, which are crucial 

for analysing the formation and transformation of subject

ivity, would be more accurately gathered using historical 

research methods rather than just sociological approaches. 

With interviews the researcher is reliant on self-disclosure 

by the subject. Obviously the interviewees' strategies 

provide valuable material on the interpellations operating 

in the discourse, but the content itself may not be a re

liable guide to that person's biography. 

One avenue for expansion here is multiple interviews 

over a period of time. I achieved this with a number of my 

interviews and even the bare recitation of the events which 

took place in the interval between interviews was valuable 

for its disclosure of aspects of that person's biography. 

To extend this disclosure further, a more extensive inter

view program (friends, parents etc.), and the study of 

documents would be necessary. The object would thus become 

not that person's "ideas" but their life history. 

However, lest this whole enterprise degenerate into the 

celebration of the individual - a resurrected humanism -

the biographical thrust must be accompanied by historical 

investigation of the interpellations themselves, their 

social formation, transfonnation and material conditions of 

existence. 

The Readings Produced 

By way of conclusion, it is worth mentioning that the 

two readings of ideology within this thesis (Sandy and the 

unemployed) were only two of a much larger nwnber of read

ings which this interview material provided. There were 

three other "case study" style readings similar to Sandy. 

There was also a long exposition of the attitude of school 

students towards the unemployed. In that reading I found 
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that the ideology of possessive individualism was pervasive 

both amongst the reactionary critics of the unemployed and 

amongst their sympathisers. I further discerned that the 

ideology served not only a political function within the 

community at large {blaming the victim so as not to be 

forced into changing economic structures) but it also served 

a psychological function for these young people. In the 

interviews these school students focussed on the char>acter

istics of the archetypal unemployed person {lazy, didn't work 

at school, no initiative, no self-discipline, no plans for 

the future, etc.) and then defined their own characteristics 

as the very opposite of these. They were thus able, by this 

manoeuvre, to distance themselves from the prospect of being 

unemployed when they left school. (This reading is one which 

will be written up, by a collective authorship, as a separ

ate paper, accessible to a non-specialist audience.) 

Another reading which I attempted involved looking at 

three different girls whose home lives had all been dis

rupted, either by divorces or parental violence. I tried to 

explain their different attitudes to marriage. These exten

ded across a spectrum from total rejection of the institution, 

through ambivalence, to enthusiastic support for the tradit

ional wife-mother destiny. The reading employed the 

theoretical/practical ideologies distinction as well as the 

idea of a "selective tradition" in which a dominant ideology 

{the new right) not o nly preserved traditional family 

"values" but also confiscated-innoculated elements of the 

feminist movement. This reading is also intended to be 

written up as a paper, retaining much of this theoretical 

framework, but also exploring the insights Tel Quel offers 

concerning the taking up of gender positions in discourse. 

Another reading, along similar lines, involved a broad 

overview of sexual morality amongst young people, focussing 

particularly upon the operation of the label ~slut'' as a 

weapon of male violence. This reading, though able to work 

upon a rich material, was theoretically impoverished be

cause the only available concepts were feminist ones which 

has essentialist assumptions. {The aigurnent that monogamy 

is essential for the patriarchal male because otherwise he 

cannot claim fathership {=ownership) of the offspring.) 
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A reading which pursued a different orientation al

together was the attempt to problematise the collection of 

the interview material. Voloshinov has written: 

wo1•d is a two-sided aet. It is determined equally by 
whose word it is and for whom it is meant. As word it 
is precisely the priod"uat of the r>eeipPoaaZ relation
shup between speaker and listener~ add::r.•esser and 
addressee. Ea.ch and every word expresses the "one" 
in relation to the "other". (Quoted in Tolson, 
1976:154n3) 

Tolson himself has produced an innovative reading of the 

language of fatalism by focussing on this relationship be

tween interviewer and interviewee. He has employed three 

categories - "speech genres", inter-personal "discourse" 

and class codes - and used them to unearth the unconscious 

elements operating in the text of his interview. 

This whole issue, what I termed the "status of the 

interview material", had been of enduring interest through

out the research period. After several abortive attempts 

to come to terms with it, I eventually decided to apply an 

Althusserian framework. I took two particular excerpts 

from two interviews and assigned the interview material 

itself to the category of Generality III. I assigned the 

interview process to Generality II, regarding the "problem

atic" as the subject's concerns, which thus included my 

presence as an interviewer. Finally, I designated the 

practical ideologies evident in these people's lives as the 

raw material, Generality I. In other words, I saw the 

interview situation as an example of Theoretical Practice. 

The reading produced was disappointing: it was badly flawed 

by both economisrn and humanism, an ironical outcome con

sidering these two tendencies are Althusser's major bane. 

I reproduce that reading, without any additional 

comment, as Appendix 2. It is there simply as one example 

of an approach to this problem of the status of the interview 

material. 
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l-lOTES 

1. As Richard Bernstein comments: 

a pure pi,enomenology shuns explicit criti.cal eval.uation of 
the different forms of social and political. reality. 
Or· more accurately, when phenomenologists do make such 
_-judgm,mts - as they inevitab.ly do - they a:re vio.Iating 
their most fundamental methodo.Icg.ical tenets by illicitly 
.introducing the.ir own :fundament:a.I values and norms -

values and norms which appear to be without any foundation 
in phenomenological analysis .itself. (1976 :168) 
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APPENDl'X 2 

Debbie: This guy picked me up yesterday, as a matter of fact. Took 
me up in the bush .•. He offered me lots and lots of money and .r told 
him to get fucked and he didn't like tha t very much. He grabbed at 
me and everything so I punched him. Punched him in the belly and got 
out of the car and waved down tliis range1:. "Hey take me home." And 
they did ... 
Simon: Did you know he was taking you there? 
Debbie: Had a fair idea. Kept saying, "Let me out. Let me out you 
fucking wog, let me out." I wanted to hit him in the knackers but he 
was sitting down, so I just went Wlwof and winded him and got out 
quickly and threatened to chuck rocks at him ... 
I : Why did Ile act like that? Was it the way you were dressed? 
Debbie: He was a horny old bugger, that's what he was . • . He offered 
me money. Like it wasn't, like I don't think he would have, he would've 
raped me if I would've let hi.m. Two hundred doll.ars for five minutes. 
I thought about it, the stupid thing was. An easy two hundred. Fuck, 
I wouldn't do it for a thousand dollars. Err, he smelt l i ke garlic, 
made me sick .•. He was nicf~ a.bout it ... He offered me ten dollars to 
begin with •.. He pulled out all these bills .•. I thought about it 
yesterday and I'll never hitch again but today I hitched. 
Claudia: I can't think of anything more revolting. Five minutes with 
this horrible man. Yuk. 
Debbie: My sister does .it all the time. Old men come into the place 
where she works. Oh yuk I couldn't do it . Doesn't ma tte:r how many 
bongs I get er I was offered. I'll give you two hundred bongs . I'd 
say no. 

(Debbie, aged .15, resident in a Youth R,:;fuge.) 

Claudia: One time when I was in a parking lot with my friend walking 
back to the car and we were holding hands. And between us and the car 
were these men and women who all knew each other, but the men were 
getting really heavy with this particular girl and they were sort of 
simulating a rape . And it was getting really frightening because sl1e 
was screaming and not enjoying i.t at all and they were holding her and 
one man sort of groping at her and being really violent. 

And it was really sca1:y and we were very scared because t:hey saw 
us and we looked like lesbians and all this sort of stuff. And as we 
came closer one started coming up and you know holding us and yive us 

a kiss and all this. We were rea.lly terrified and broke free and jumped 
in the car and zoomed away. And that was about •.• twelve thirty or one. 

And when I told my parents about it, mum was silent and nodding 
which means she understands what it was like ... When we talked to dad 
he started pu-tting the blame on we and saying "You were out very late., 

•you were in a parkJ:ng lot alone:, you shouldn't have been there." He 
wasn't letting men off for doing it but he was saying I shouldn't have 
been there , it was my responsibility not to be in situations .like that . 
And mum and I really cracked .•. we just said, "No, r"rong, wrong, wrong 

I should have the right to be on the street when I want to be on 
the street etc. ,, 

(C.Iaudia, aged 18, volunteer worker in a Youth Refuge.) 
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In this section I would like to use these passages to 

illustrate two main points. First, it would be a mistake to 

regard these passages as two different sets of "ideasu and 

these two girls as simply possessing different levels of 

critical self-reflection. To conceptualise in this way 

would be to burden the analysis with idealism and any sub

sequent attempt to materialise it would be only a token 

gesture, not a real analytical extension. Rather, these 

passages should be seen as instances of theo1~eti.aal p:raatiae, 

of each girl employing a particular problematic in order to 

produce a distinct theoretical ideology . . 
Secondly, these passages show how both past circmn

stances and the continuing present situation have resulted 

in these two girls being constituted as different Subjects. 

Thus it is their material conditions of existence (itself 

determined by structural features of the social formation) 

which is responsible for these girls having particular 

subject characteristics, for each of them having different 

"experiences" of life. This constitution takes place in 

ideology. 

* * 

I have indicated that we need to regard these passages 

not as narrations of ideas but rather as transforming 

practices. To clarify this, we need to identify each of 

the respective elements of the practice: Generalities r 1 

II and III. In the case of these passages, Generality I 

is the determinate raw material composed of the situations 

being described. These descriptions are slmpJ.y the revel·

ation of the operation of practical ideologies in each of 

these girls' lives. Thus Generality I is essentially 

practical ideology. 

Generality II is the determinate instruments applied 

in the transfor~ation. In these passages they are the guid

ing proble• atics which each girl operates with. Not only 

does this problematic provide questions, it also provides 

the tools of analysis and the validation procedures which 

are instrumental for feedback. None of this is purely 
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"personal" since the problematics are themselves saturated 

with ideologies derived from the structure of the social 

formation. 

The questions which the problematic raises are not 

just those of the interviewer but are also those of the 

girls themselves. In this respect, ideology is the internal 

interlocutor (in Willis's apt phrase, 1977: 166) which 

continually structures the problematic by raising issues 

for the girls to contend with. 

Ideology is also present in the tools of thought, 

providing different subjects with different levels of 

analytic skill. Finally, the validation procedures - which 

tells each girl when the issue is resolved - are also im

bued with ideology. The validation does not exist outside 

of the practice, as some kind of super-empirical reference 

point (which notions of praxis imply). Rather, the valid

ation is prefigured in the initial questions and in the 

standards of credibility and of acceptability which are 

built into the tools of analysis. 

Generality III is the determinate product of the 

transformation. In this case it is the theoretical ide

ology produced for us (the "audience") and materialised 

in the form of the tape recordings. It is crucial to 

realise that this is all we have in material form. Gener

alities I and II are both deduced from the evidence of 

these recordings: they are "created" in a backwards 

fashion out of what we find in Generality III. Provided 

we continue to emphasise that the whole transformation of 

this theoretical practice takes place entirely on the 

level of thought, we can extend Generality III to include 

the apparent "resolution" of some of the questions of the 

problematic. For us, this amounts to the conclusions 

each of the girls draws about her experiences. 

Now that the conceptual grid into which these two 

passages fit has been outlined, we can now make the dis

cussion more concrete by discussing particular aspects of 

them, focusing on how each girl has been constituted as a 

particular subject. 
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The practical ideologies responsible for each girl's 

constitution as a subject are only partly visible in these 

passages. Their overall situations must be reconstructed 

from the interviews as a whole. We then find that the key 

factors in Debbie's situation are her loneliness, poverty, 

homelessness, dope addiction and unemployment. The latter 

is a product of her schooling (she rarely attended after 

about 13), of her dope addiction ("Well I"d prefer to get 

stoned all the time than go to work. Cause I'm happy 

then. Like when I was working I hated it, being- told what 

to do ..• "}, and of experiences of sexual harrassment and · 

general exploitation in the workplace. Claudia's situation 

is almost the opposite. She has a caring, supportive fam

ily, a secure home environment and a number of close friends. 

Her unemployment is by "choice" (if one can use that word) 

and reflects her rejection of the world of paid employment 

as ultimately meaningless and worthless. She would much 

sooner do voluntary community work and receive the dole 

than be paid a salary for socially useless employment. 

These material circumstances continually intrude into 

the episodes being narrated here. Debbie 1 s poverty is 

partly responsible for her hitchhiking and the subsequent 

problems. Claudia's escape with her friend, is via the 
• 

family car borrowed for the evening. It speeds her away 

to a secure home environment where she can recount the 

episode to sympathetic parents. 

However, there is more to practical ideology than just 

its basis in material conditions. Practical ideology is 

also materialised in routines and habits. Thus Debbie 

would probably continue to hitchhike even when she has 

money, because she has developed the disposition to hitch

hike. This habit produces the thought, '1 It I s safe to hitch 

if you look alright." The thought does not produce the 

habit. Thus the outcome of the episode is a "resolution", 

but one which is purely on the level of intention (thought) 

and thus not binding: "I thought about it yesterday and 

I'll never hitch again but today I hitched." Debbie could 

of course break free from this habit and in practice {as 
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well as intention) not continue to hitch. I am not arguing 

any kind of narrow determinist thesis. The possibility is 

always there to do otherwise, but it is fair to say that 

it is extremely unlikely. Raymond Williams 1 notions of 

"setting limits" and "exerting pressures" is useful here 

(1976b:202). Debbie's material conditions continue to 

bolster these habits and routines because they pressure 

her to maintain these practices. Moreover, they set limits 

on the evolution of alternative practices which might 

eventually surplant these existing practices (eg. buying 

a bicycle, motor bike, motor car etc. and becoming inde

pendent in transport). 

The operation of Generality II in these passages is 

most visible when we examine the structures of the 

narratives. Each passage possesses a distinctive structure. 

Claudia 1 s narrative is well developed in its chronological 

sequencing, its level of description and its inclusion of 

analysis. By contrast, Debbie offers us only the barest 

outline at first, and rather than a chronological unfolding, 

reiterates the episode a number of times, adding more de

tails with each retelling. These chronological details and 

the addition of descriptive and analytic elements come as a 

result of external questioning. With Claudia on the other 

hand these elements are an integral part of the structure. 

They are the product of the interview situation only in so 

far as the context of the discussion has introduced them. 

Thus the 11 question side" of the problematic is far more 

autonomous of the interview situation for Claudia than it 

is for Debbie whose questions are mainly the result of the 

intervention of the interview situation. This difference 

could be termed one of different levels of 11 self-reflection" 

but only on condition that we recognise that the questions 

that form the problematic in Claudia's case are not 

"personally 11 developed, but are as much impositions from 

outside as are Debbie's. By this I mean that Claudia's 

problematic has been structured by ideology such that her 

constitution as a particular subject (vi.a family, schooling, 

etc.) has thrust upon her certain issues or concerns which 

function in a problematic as questions. 
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What then are the questions which each girl's problem

atic has raised? For Claudia, it is the issue of male 

violence in a sexist society. The background to the issue 

was a discussion about how women, like Claudia, despite 

their aversion to gender role socialisation, are still 

forced into dependency roles and situations by the force of 

male violence (physical and non-physical). This episode is 

thus an example of this overall predicament. Claudia's 

"raised consciousness'' (as a feminist) is of no practical 

consequence in this confrontation~ The only answer to 

male violence here is to flee from it. Claudia's "raised 

consciousness" re-asserts itself in the subsequent dis

cussion of the episode at home (where she applies feminist 

insights to analyse it). 

For Debbie the issue is not male violence per se, but 

rather the issue of hitchhiking. We had been discussing 

the safety of hitchhiking and Debbie had argued that pro

vided you didn't look like "an easy lay", it was safe to 

hitch. She then recounted, as an example, this episode. 

At first glance it is an example which contradicts her 

premise. However, this contradiction is not a real one in 

terms of Debbie's problematic. She maintains in a number 

of other discussions that she is in control of her life and 

that she "has her act together." This overall theme of 

being in control is her guiding problematic in ~any dis-· 

cussions and forms a kind of leitmotif in her self image. 

Thus in this example, although the episode contradicts the 

opening statement, it does not contradict the actual 

problematic: after all, Debbie did get away, she has been 

able to look after herself, she is in control. In this way 

we can see how the validation mechanisms are built into 

the problematic. Her original premise as an assertion in 

a conversation, is invalidated by the example, but not so 

her real concern, her belief about being in control. It 

rinds sufficient validation such that, though she may have 

been quite shocked by such a near miss, she is nevertheless 

not left in a state of acute contradiction. 

The contradiction which we (the ...;,·audience") perceive, 

arises from the theoretical context of the interview: from 
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Debbie's playing up to the audience in order to maintain 

her "macho" image (as she terms it). The assertion that 

it's safe to hitch is uttered with bravado. Similarly 

the episode is outlined with real gusto. Notice there is 

no hint in the telling of any of the tear of trepidation 

which presumably accompanied the episode. The stark 

recitation of the incident adds to its dramatic effect and 

the only time that introspection or 11 feelings" surface is 

when, towards the end of the passage, Debbie wonders about 

what her price would be for having sex with men like that. 

Thus we really have a theoretical contradiction, a faux 

pas in the script, rather than a real contradiction in 

Debbie's own problematic. 

The conceptual tools which each problematic employs 

are significant in two ways. First, they are important in 

?etermining the structures of the narratives (outlined 

above). Secondly, they provide the best example of those 

widespread theoretical ideologies which arise from the 

structure of the social formation and which then condition 

individual lives within it. 

We have noted that Claudia's narrative has a more 

developed structure than Debbie's. This is because there 

is greater conc~ptual distance between the practical 

ideology and its appendage, the theoretical ideology, in 

the case of Claudia than there is for Debbie. Claudia 

possesses those tools of abstraction which allow her to 

create that distance: to formulate her narrative in 

thought and then expound it in an integral way. The 

analysis of sexism and of male motivations is built into 

the narrative ("they were sort of simulating a rape";"we 

were very scared because they saw us and we looked like 

lesbians") as part of its logical unfolding. With Debbie 

the tools of abstraction are less evident: her narrative 

is formulated as it is expounded: "Like it wasn't, like 

I don't think he would have, he would've raped me if I 

would've let him." 

One could characterise this "con,peptual distance" as 

a question of levels of self-reflection. It is the concept

ual space in which personal reflection transforms the 
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practical ideology into .its theoretical forms and in so 

doing "learns from experience." However, it is important 

to note that this space is not an empty one, a situation 

of pure abstraction. Rather it is the zone where those 

widespread theoretical ideologies intrude into practical 

ideology and structure it in certain ways. 

Therefore, it is meaningless to say that one person 

has greater "powers" of critical self-reflection than 

another person, unless one also says which theoretical 

ideologies fill that space and whether they are the ones 

which sustain bourgeois he.gemony (eg. sr:~xism, racism., etc.) 

or the potentially liberating ones (eg. feminism, socialism, 

etc. ) . Moreover I the "power" of er i ti. cal self·· reflection 

is not a personal characteristic like the size of one's 

nose, but is very much the product of practical ideologies 

(habits from schooling, reading, discussions etc .. ) which 

have constituted an individual as a particular subject 

with certain characteristics (inquisitiveness/easily bored; 

empathetic/indifferent; etc.). It is also the product of 

those theoretical ideologies which are currently available 

or widespread in the social formation. Both of these 

factors provide the conceptual tools which are responsible 

for this "power" of critical self-reflection. 

Let us consider then what these widespread theoretical 

ideologies a.re and how they provide such tools and thereby 

structure the narratives in the ways we have noted. 

Claudia!s nRrrative is structured by her feminism. 

This not only surfaces in her narrative details but in her 

overall perspective which is a "structural" one. 1 On2 cf 

the decisive victori("~s of feminist ideology has been to 

politicize the personal: to br€ak wornen 1 s thinking away 

from looking at issues in personal terms and to refocus 

that questioning onto the structures in which women are 

exploited. Notice in this case how Claudia focuses on the 

structural determinations of the situation. She perceives 

that both what is happening in the street and at home {her 

father's response) are both linked by an underlying 

structure: a. patriarchal power structure. She is able to 

see how it generates violence in the street and a chasm in 
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understanding in the home. In the narration of that 

violence, Claudia is not concerned with the individual 

inclinations of the men: they remain anonymous in terms 

of personal characteristics. They are merely the puppets 

for certain kinds of behaviour, behaviour which is defined 

as male. Notice that Claudia says 11 He wasn't letting men 

off for doing it11 and not "He wasn't letting them off for 

doing it. 11 Even the moment of horror, when they were 

approached, is not described by reference to the charact

eristics of the men involved but rather to the kind of 

situation they were in: one commonly understood as a 

particular kind of male violence - 11 You know holding us 

and give us a kiss and all this. 11 (The wording here clearly 

implies this common understanding.) 

The chasm in understanding which occurs at home divides 

along sexual lines. The empathy between mother and daughter 

is based on sharing that common environment of male violence 

which, even if not overtly expressed, lies dormant in all 

the impositions and restrictions which it creates. And it 

is these very restrictions which the father, as yet another 

male in this patriarchal power structure, attempts to defend. 

Interestingly, the father's justification is not one which 

betrays the workings of the power structure but rather is 

couched in terms of parental concern. (It is important to 

note though that such concern is structured on the un

conscious level by the ethos of patriarchy: the father 1 s 

"ownership" of the daughter and her chasteness.) Notice 

that Claudia does not reply within these terms ("I can look 

after myself 11 as some daughters might argue} but on the 

structural level 1 in terms of a confrontation with the 

patriarchal power structure: "No, wrong, wrong, wrong 

I should have the right to be on the street •.. u 

When we come to consider Debbie, we find that her 

conceptual tools derive from a number of the classic 

ideologies of vourgeois hegemony: agism, racism and 

individualism. All these ideologies are "anti-structuralist" 

in that they rely for their cogency on focusing on personal 

characteristics and individual si tuat'ions and ignoring the 
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structural context. Thus in this episode, the violence 

,which Debbie encounters derives, according to her, from 

the characteristics of the person ("you fucking wog 11
, 

"a horny old bugger") and not from his maleness nor from 

her vulnerability. 

It follows from this that it is a safe assumption to 

suggest that Debbie would quite easily hitch again and 

believe that, if the person were OK, there wouldn't be a 

proble.rn. She doesn't see this episode as an indictment of 

all men, the eruption of an implicit male violence which 

continually structures her environment as a woman. When 

it erupts in other contexts such as the workplace (she 

left one job because her boss "couldn't keep his hands to 

himself") it is again diagnosed in terms of the individual 

characteristics of that person. Debbie possesses no con

ceptual tools which can interrelate these different 

episodes and expose them as all derived from an essential 

core: the operations of a patriarchical power structure. 

This conceptual poverty is not a failing on Debbie's 

part. It is testimony to the pervasiveness of the ideology 

of individualism within bourgeois hegemony and of the 

suppression of "structuralist" ideologies (like feminism) 

in all but a few quarters. Moreover, even were such 

ideologies more widespread in their theoretical form, such 

has been Debbie's constitution by the practical ideologies 

of bourgeois hegemony that she is not in a position to 

freely adopt such liberating theoretical ideologies. All 

theoretical ideologies are ultimately appendages of 

practical ideologies and thus, without a foothold of some 

sort, any "structuralist11 theoretical ideology adopted by 

Debbie would remain an abstraction. 

The operations of ideology often take place on an 

unconscious level. In Debbie's case, the ideologies of 

agism, racism and individualism are operating largely 

unconsciously. Indeed this is what allows them to function 

so well within bourgeois hegemony. Because of this, when 

they do find articulation, they are cloaked in the garb of 

common sense, of the "natural 11 way of the world. However, 
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in the sa~e way that Claudia's feminism operates on the 

conscious level, Debbie too has access to a theoretical 

ideology closely tied to the rise of capitalism, the 

development of the nuclear family, and the overall main

tenance of patriarchical power relations. That Debbie 

subscribes to this ideology is apparent in comments like: 

Like I really enjoy sex, I real_ly do. B11t .r just don't 
.like pushy people, r don't like sr1eaky people. I think 

_everybody shou.ld just be naturaL L.ike mu, ospecially, 
there's heaps of peer g-roup pressure •.• Well I think a 
guy just wa.nts a sc:rc~W so he can brag about _it to his 
mates, cause I've worked with so many 11:~m and I'1Te Jtist 
heard them bragging, bragging and bragg1'.ng. Just maJu~~
me sick. And they don't: seem Vf?ry nat:ura-1 at all 
it doesn't: mean anything to them. L.ike a guy hzis " 
screw with this chi ck 1 ike hE,' s just p.fr:ked up. 

There's no meaning in .it. L.ike sex shou_Zd have mewiinq 
and it should be beautiful, something Teal.ly beautiful ... 

We can now see how the practical and theoretical domains 

of ideology are interrelated and of how conscious and 

unconscious impulses coexist. Debbie's reaction of 

repugnance in this episode is structured by racist and 

agist aversions which exist unconsciously on the level of 

practical ideology {"he smelt like garlic, made me sick", 

"old men .•. oh yuk I couldn't do it11
). It is also 

structured consciously by this theoretical ideology of 

romanticism: sex is meant to be meaningful, not instru-

mental; sex is meant to take place between young, healthy 

and attractive couples (indeed the romantic ideology regards 

sex amongst the disabled, the obese or the old as virtually 

obscene). Obviously this theoretical .ideology does not 

exist in a detached way: it too is grounded i11 a practical 

ideology. .A..fter all, romanticism inculcates a host of 

habits and rituals related to appearance (grooming clothes 

etc.) and behaviour ("dating" etc.). 

However, by a.lso operating on the conscious level, as 

a theoretical ideology, romanticism functions here as a 

reservoir of thoughts, of explanations and justifications, 

upon which Debbie can draw when making decisions. '.rhus 

she reflects upon the offer of money ("I thought about it, 

the stupid thing was") but the practi6~1 ideologies (racism, 

agism) predispose her to reject the offer, a rejection which 
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is then cemented by the workings of her theoretical 

ideology (romanticism). This explanation suggests why 

Debbie's sister, who may be as equally racist and agist, 

stomachs her aversions and accepts such customers. For 

her, the force of material conditions and the developed 

routines of that "profession" far outweigh any influence 

the remnants of a theoretical ideology like romanticism 

may have. Indeed the latter has probably been cynically 

dismantled over the years as a result of experiences in 

that 11profession". 

Generality III will not be discussed at length. Its 

material form is, in fact, these two passages. The import

ant point to make in regard to the theoretical practices 

which produce Generality III is that, since each practice 

is an ideological one and not a scientific one, each 

practice is thus self-confirming. Claudia's feminism has 

been made stronger still by an episode which serves to con-
• 
firm its initial assumptions. Debbie's belief in her own 

• capacities remains undaunted. The ideologies which have 

constituted her remain unchallenged by this episode. 

Indeed it provides for them more evidence that this is the 

way the world is. Thus in an ironic way,"gaining experience 

of the world" (which is how Debbie and many others would 

probably regard· this episode) has served to confirm the 

dominance of bourgeois hegemony by leading to the conclusion 

that this is the way the world really is. Thus a pervasive 

naturalism joins hands with the dichotomy between theory 

and practice (experiencing the world for yourself) to 

effectively mask the operations of a capitalist and sexist 

social formation. 

NOTES 

1. "Structuralist" in this reading is being used in its 
everyday sense: of focussing on the context rather ,, 
than the individuals, of looking· at the overview and 
its historical and situational determinants rather 
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than being pre-occupied with individual instances 
and exceptions as bourgeois individualism usually 
is. The term is thus quite distinct from the con
cept of structuralism used elsewhe~e in this 
thesis. 
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