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Althusser, Louis: 1918 - 1990.

French philosopher
Louis Althusser was born in Algeria; his widowed mother moved to France and he acquired his secondary education in Marseille. In 1939 he entered the École Normale Supérieure (“ENS”) in Paris. Drafted in September of the same year, he remained for five years a war prisoner in Germany (his diaries would be published after his death as Journal de captivité [Stalag #4 1940-1945] 1992). He resumed his philosophical studies in 1945 and graduated in 1948 having written his thesis on Hegel under the supervision of Gaston Bachelard. He went on lecturing at ENS, obtaining to live within the school’s precincts because of his poor health. Despite having as a youth essentially belonged to organizations linked to the Catholic Church he joined the French Communist Party in that same year 1948. He would stay an active member of the Communist Party, even after the 1968 “events” when many left it because of its over-cautious and paradoxically conservative stance; Althusser’s relationship with the Communist Party would however remain ambiguous as he would neither be elevated to the rank of the party’s official philosopher because of the polemical nature of his statements, nor ever be disavowed by its leaders, many of whom he befriended. 1948 is also the year when Althusser is assumed to have started a psychoanalytical therapy that he would pursue until the end of his life. Experiencing alternations of periods of intense activity and bouts of severe depression, he would often retreat to mental institutions. On November 16th 1980, Althusser strangled his wife. The E.N.S.’ physician had him immediately transferred to a psychiatric ward even before calling the police. He would be deemed irresponsible and remain under care for three years. The period leading to his death on October 22nd 1990 at age seventy-two was marked by further and frequent stays in hospitals for physical as well as psychiatric ailments. 
For many years Louis Althusser would only be known to students attending his lectures at the E.N.S. His reputation leapt to fame in the early 1960s when a series of his Marxist studies were published under book form (a French translation and introduction to the works of Ludwig Feueurbach in 1960; Pour Marx [1961-1965], trans For Marx and Lire le Capital in 1965, trans Reading Capital). Success was considerable in France as well as in the rest of the world and in Latin America in particular. In 1964 he invited star psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan to come and lecture at the E.N.S. when other outlets had been shut to Lacan’s controversial “Seminar”. In 1967 a new period opened for Althusser when he began reassessing his own writings. His self-questioning would culminate in an at times embarrassingly excessive self-refutation. In 1978, a series of articles critical of the French Communist Party (Ce qui ne peut plus durer dans le parti) lead to his snubbing by its leaders. In 1980, when Lacan got entangled in a wave of mutual excommunications among his followers, Althusser referred to him in a public statement as a “magnificent and pathetic Harlequin.” Shortly after he murdered his wife, Althusser wrote an autobiography (L’avenir dure longtemps 1992, trans The Future Lasts A Long Time: A Memoir) where he settled old accounts with philosophy and presented himself as an impostor who had never read, and for that matter never understood, either Marx or Freud, the two authors who had left their imprint on his writings and on his life as a whole. 
Althusser writings are best understood in the context set by the École Normale Supérieure and the French Communist Party, two powerful and domineering institutions in the first decades that followed World War II. If by decree the École Normale Supérieure is the republican school in charge of training higher education teachers, it is also the crucible wherefrom emerged every single French philosopher who left his or her mark on the twentieth century. As far as the French Communist Party is concerned, it exercised from 1945 to 1968 a dominant although not determining influence on French political life, gathering about one third of all voters, at the same time it held a hegemonic position in the intellectual milieu and Jean-Paul Sartre reflected aptly the climate of those years when he wrote in 1953 that “an anti-communist is a dog”. However, following Stalin’s death, various reassessments, revisions and “returns to Marx” became the order of the day. Humanism and ethics were called up to help contrast the “young” and therefore supposedly rebellious Marx with the “old” and thus supposedly authoritarian Marx. Tired contortions of the kind would not satisfy the baby-boomers who were then entering university “en masse”, impatient and demanding in a climate of world confrontations and upheavals. Such was the context within which Althusser staged what he then branded as his “intervention,” an intervention for which a reserve of likely recruits had become available, highly expectant of a more uplifting evaluation of Marx. Althusser would deliver it, providing a new meaning and a new standard for internal consistency, it would also display the seal of a double warranty: from the field of philosophy and from the Communist Party. 
From the inception of his writing, the two traditions within which Althusser operated were the two main philosophies of suspicion, that of Marx and that of Freud, respectively articulated around the concepts of the ideology and of the unconscious. Such were the bases upon which Althusser build his original synthesis, designating as foes the two main philosophies of the twentieth century: phenomenology and empiricism. In Althusser’s view, taking the knowing or for that matter, the sentient subject, in isolation amounts to first abstract him from his social context to then reinsert him laboriously within it; phenomenology is thus challenged. Also, there is no such thing as an unproblematic “fact”, a raw and elementary given that would constitute the building block for constructing knowledge: the actual given is the complex made of interlocking and interacting elements; empiricism and positivism are thus challenged. The two realms of knowledge and of materiality are in truth discrepant and heterogeneous. What philosophy is confronted with are words and its initial task is to understand their own operation. In the same way as to the worker his tools and raw materials are his “ever-beforehand given”, and as a certain type of society is the individual’s “ever-beforehand given”, philosophy’s actual “given” is the totality of all discourses produced about reality; these decide together what are the structural relationships that words entertain between them. Beyond what individuals may decide about them, words are burdened with their past interactions determining how they can now combine in the struggle they’re currently engaged of various ideologies in conflict, each attempting to ensure its pre-eminence. No discourse is strictly speaking false but betraying some specific interests. Scientific discourse only eschews the pitfalls of ideology because it is built against ideology as a critique of it. Consequently Althusser’s philosophy is a theory of how to read texts with a special emphasis on scientific ones. 

All major discoveries in the realm of knowledge follow the same development. The first moment is that of a critical reading of the various standpoints on a question, eliciting the internal errors of discourses on that topic, i.e. their failings at logic and scientificity. The second moment is when the consistent nature of such failings leads to a revelation of their hidden truth. Althusser’s model for “symptomal reading”, as he called it, is that of a psychoanalytical therapy where the analysand constructs session after session an autobiographical narrative that will from now on hold water, devoid of contradictions and missing parts. The task of the psychoanalyst is to spot the missing (“tabooed”) word (“signifier”) that generated the neurosis in the first place and to reveal it through his/her interpretation; indeed, parts of the autobiographical account have been missing due to the tabooed “signifier” while the gaping hole contributed at distorting the narrative into self-contradiction and was reflected in the body as the neurotic symptom. And so does the “symptomal reader” with the incomplete and awkward theories of his predecessors: Marx read Adam Smith, restoring missing meaning where blanks existed and thus resolving any lacks or self-contradiction. This is precisely what Althusser intended to do with Marx. 
Science is a collective discourse and possesses a unity that characterizes it as a problematic, grounded in the object of its inquiry, in the methodology for investigating it, in the perspective it adopts, determining thus the possible answers which can be offered; also, it holds in imprint all that it fails yet at expressing, as so many silences or slips. When these get noticed and filled appropriately, then Galileo has the opportunity to supersede Aristotle, Newton to supersede Galileo and Einstein to supersede Newton. A contribution to knowledge amounts to a new manner, a novel configuration, for questioning a particular object. It is therefore a misnomer to speak of progress in the sciences as they evolve through leaps, through jumping over an existing chasm, by what Althusser calls an “epistemological cut”. Locating the explanatory gaps of a theory is as such part of the new theory about to replace the old one; it is in Althusser’s own words, a “change in surroundings” or a “terrain change”. 
Original knowledge is therefore a product obtained through critical work that applies a new conceptual grid to a pre-existing and wanting body of knowledge; it is in no way a refinement of that prior knowledge. In addition, the history of knowledge should not be understood any longer linearly and continuously but in a “catastrophist” light as in a constant turmoil and ruptured by radical discontinuities. 
What has then been the specific discovery of the Marxist science? It states that society is a structured complex whole and the structure itself is at work. In the same way as with language wherein all human actors are embedded and with ideologies that all convey unaware, human actors all exist within production relationships whereof they are simultaneously the vehicle and the producer. Such a Marxist science is consequently an anti-humanism: a particular state of a society is not generated by human actors, neither individually nor collectively, but by the interplay of structures, autonomous though interactive. The whole is complex and it remains impossible at any particular time in history to determine which structure, economic or ideological, predominates to produce the particular state of a society which is observed. The 1917 revolution, for instance, can’t be assigned to poverty in Russia alone: it is the product also of the cultural, national and ideological peculiarities of Russia at the time. What the analyst is faced with is a particular conjuncture where a structure “overdetermines” the event. It appears however that in Althusser’s mind the ultimate determination is in every case of an economic nature, a familiar postulate of Marxism; more crucially and more puzzlingly, it appears that it is the scientific status of Marxism itself which needs to be postulated.
Not only would Marx have founded in practice a new science, the science of history (“historical materialism”) but he would have in addition procured the elements allowing to build the theory of knowledge, that is, the corresponding philosophy (“dialectical materialism”). Philosophy follows supposedly in the tracks of science to produce its general theory however, doing so (here lies the circular reasoning), the criteria for scientificity are abstracted from the very science the scientificity of which is in need to be established. The reader discovers therefore the scientificity of Marx, having taken as his starting point the scientificity of his writings! 
So, one the one hand, “symptomal” reading is justified by the structural essence of language and of society while on the other hand, the structural essence of language and of society are a discovery elicited by “symptomal” reading. Althusser admits the circular nature of his reasoning however, he observes, such is the very nature of the circle of knowledge. The circle is not a dialectical one, where successive moments are proven by the one that follows in an iterative historical process, as Althusser rejects Hegelian historicism. The notion of validating theoretical results through experimentation is also turned down by him, consequently, Marxism equates to a social mathematics, neither historical, nor empirical in nature, upholding its own criteria for scientificity, established in an unknown manner and holding with reality a relationship which remains similarly unclear. In truth, and although he denies this explicitly, the reader is often under the impression, when Althusser evokes the names of Marx, Lenin, Mao, or even Stalin, that the ultimate criterion establishing the scientificity of Marxism-Leninism is the abolition of social classes which supposedly took place in the USSR and in China. Such pronouncements were dubious to say the least at the time hey were uttered and are in any case unacceptable today. This feature has contributed in no small degree at rendering Althusser’s philosophy irremediably dated. 
Nevertheless, Althusser’s lasting contribution consists of having persistently shown philosophy as a struggle aiming at defending the specificity and the autonomy of both the philosophical and the scientific discourses. Subjectivism and humanism suppress science on behalf of an ethics amounting to a vacuous shuffling around of words; voluntarism and historicism reduce science to politics; economism (a variety of scientism) crushes philosophy under a mechanistic view of causality. Philosophy upholds the requisites of rigorous theoretical research against the recurrent threat of ideological litanies; it is therefore no dispassionate and disinterested quest for pure truth but an everlasting struggle that prevents the subordination of knowledge to political interests. As his autobiography profusely reveals, Althusser experienced such a struggle in his own flesh. However, having positioned such a struggle as within the theatre of words only, he was disquietingly seen torn apart by a gaping split between the reality of the world and the self-contained universe of his theory. He would indeed absolve the reprehensible actions of his political peers while developing an utterly tyrannical concept of theoretical rigor, regarding every one of his own clauses as an imposture and a lie in the face of the philosophical grandeur of the ancients. Althusser’s opus was written under the three banners of philosophy, Marxism and madness, each of one standing independently of the others. His philosophy, having lost its pre-eminence, still contains precious lessons about the ambiguities of the second half of the twentieth century but as well about some major questions for our time, raised by propaganda and advertising: what do words mean? How do we establish their meaning? Who is in charge? 
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