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Abstract

The thesis title is: “Towards Marxist Stylistics: Incorporating Elements of Critical
Discourse Analysis into Althusserian Marxist Criticism in the Interpretation of

Selected Zimbabwean Fiction.’

The thesis — which locates itself at the interface between linguistic and literary studies
— explores the possibility of developing a ‘Marxist-stylistic’ method of text
interpretation, which primarily proceeds from Althusserian Marxist Criticism, but
which also incorporates salient elements of Critical Discourse Analysis. In construction
of the method, the thesis first investigates the need for Althusserian Marxist criticism
to be mediated, and more specifically, the areas in which this mediation is required.
The thesis then crosses over to the field of Critical Discourse Analysis where it
identifies relevant theoretical and methodological resources that are capable of
mediating the ‘gaps’ identified in Althusserian Marxist criticism. The construction of
the Marxist stylistic method is then effected through the transfer of* germane theoretical
and methodological resources from Critical Discourse Analysis to Althusserian
Marxist criticism. The distinctive properties of the emergent Marxist-stylistic method
are delineated before the method is practically applied to the interpretation of at least
four fictional texts — all written and set in Zimbabwe. The key outcome of the thesis is
that a distinctive method of text interpretation, which meaningfully separates itself
from Althusserian Marxist criticism, on the one hand, and Critical Discourse Analysis,
on the other, emerges. The thesis concludes with a reflection on the application of the
method and makes some suggestions for further research and development in the area

herein labelled as ‘Marxist stylistics.’

Mapfumo Clement Chihota June 2014

111



Acknowledgements

In a thesis that has taken slightly over ten years to complete, it feels almost inadequate
to express — through mere words — the debt which I owe to all the people who have
made this work possible. Firstly, I extend heartfelt thanks to my main supervisor,
Professor Kelwyn Sole; and the co-supervisors, Dr. Jacqui Dornbrack and Professor
Kay McKormick, for their consistent guidance, support and encouragement throughout

the development of the thesis.

I also salute all my former colleagues in the University of Cape Town Centre for Higher
Education Development (CHED); particularly, Lucia Thesen, Arlene Archer, Moeain
Arend, Pippin Anderson, Ellen Hurst, Thokozile Lewanika, Mokhantso Makoae,
Chiwimbiso Kwenda, Moragh Paxton and Rochelle Kapp (to name but a few), who
provided a vibrant and inclusive research community within which 1 found the
inspiration to press on with this research. In the same vein, I also wish to acknowledge
my current colleagues at the Bethlehem Tertiary Institute in Tauranga, New Zealand,

for their ongoing support and encouragement.

Finally, I would like to give special thanks my wife, Florence, and children, Jossy,
Tariro and Rutendo for their abundant love, hope, and tolerance, which sustained me

through the extended duration of this study.

Clement Mapfumo Chihota
Tauranga, New Zealand, June 2014

v



Table of Contents

Declaration
Abstract
Acknowledgements
Table of Contents
1.0 Chapter One: INtroduction .......coeeeeeeiseecsenssensensssecssnncssessnccsseesssscssssssacens 1
L1 Scope Of the TheSIS.....ccocuieiieeieeiieeie ettt 1
1.2 Underpinning ASSUMPLIONS ......ccecvreerieeerireeeiireeeseeeeseeesseeesseessssesesssesssssesans 1
1.3 AImS Of the TRESIS...ccuiiiiieiieeiieiiecieeeee et 3
1.4 Objectives 0f the TIESIS ...ccueeeiieriiieiieiieeie ettt 4
1.5 Research QUESHIONS ......ccuueiiieiuiiieiieiiiie ettt e et eeaae e e e eaaaeeeeans 4
1.6 RAIONALC.......eiiiiiiiieiiecie ettt ettt et b e tee s e e aeeenseenenas 5
1.7 Definition of Key Terms. .......ccceceiiiiieiiiiiieiieeieeiecie et 6
| R Y, -1 o4 T3 o SRS PSRR PR 7
L.7.2 SEYIISTICS cuvveiiieiiieieecie ettt ettt et ettt et e st e esbeennes 10
1.8  Value of the Research and Contribution to Knowledge..........c.ccccvevuvennennne. 12
1.9 DeliMItatiONS .....cecuveeeiiieeiieeeiieeeiieeeiee et e e e e sebeeesareeesaaeeesaseeesseeesseesnneeas 12
1.10  Structure of the TheSiS:.....ccuviriiiiiiiieeiieeee et 12
2.0 Chapter Two: Aspects of Althusserian MarxiSm.......cccceereeeseecsuecseccsancnns 14
2.1 INEOAUCHION ..ottt ettt ettt e s 14
2.2 Althusser’s Theorisation of the Structure and the Internal Dynamics of
Social FOrMAationsS .......cccueeriieiieiieeiee ettt 15
2.2.1  Althusser’s decentring of social formations..........cccceeeeveereevcniinennns 16

2.2.2  The social formation as constituted by networks of semi-autonomous

PTACHICES ...eueutiieeteeite ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt sbe et ebe e b et sbeenbe et 17

2.2.3  Relationships among practices: The ‘structure in dominance’, the

23
24
2.5
2.6

concept of ‘overdetermination’, and the principles of ‘determination in

the last instance’ and ‘structural causality’. .........ccccoevviveriieenieeneieenne, 20
Althusser’s Theorisation of Ideology and Human Subjectivity ................... 25
Althusser’s Theorisation of Historical Time ..........ccceeviveciienieiiiienieeieenee. 32
Some Epistemological ISSUES ........cceeeviieeiiieeiieeieecieecee e 34
CONCIUSION ...ttt et 37

i
i1

v



3.0  Chapter Three: The Unrealised Potential of Althusserian Marxist

CrItiCISIuuccicueeiiineiisnenisnnessnecisneesssecssssnessssnsssssesssssesssssessssssssssssssssssssssasssans 38
3.1 INrOAUCLION ..ottt 38
3.2 The Revolutionising Impetus of AMC .........cccoovveiiienieeiiieieeieeree e 39
3.2.1  The emergence Of AMC ........cccviiiiiieiiieeieeeeeeee e 39
3.2.2  The emergence of the reception-oriented version of AMC .................. 42
3.3 The Strong Points 0f AMC ........ccooiiiiiiiiiieeiieieceee e 45
3.3.1 AMC’s ‘materialism of the superstructures’ (including Literature) .....45
3.3.2  AMC’s theorisation of historical knowledge and its construal of the
relationship between history and literature ............ccccceeeevveeeiieeennenee. 46
3.3.3  Methodological Strong Points............cccceeeueerieriieenieeieenie e 49
3.4  The Weak Points 0f AMC .......coiiiiiiiiiiieiieeceeeeeee e 52
3.4.1 AMC’s idealisation of literature and other social practices.................. 52
3.4.2  Epistemological problems. ...........ccecuieiiiriiiiiiiiieie e 54

3.4.3  Misreadings of Lacan? Problems with AMC’s construal of ideology and
SOCIAL SUDJECHIVITY ...eeueieiiiieiieeieeee e 62

3.44  ‘Partial gestures’: AMC’s failure to engage with discourse theory, and
further, its failure to fulfil its promise to ‘closely engage’ with the

linguistic and narrative structures of teXts ........ccceeevervieerieeniieerieennnenne 66

3.4.5 The unnecessary split between AMC’s production and reception-
OTIENEEA VETSIONS ..veeeeriieiiieeiiieesireeeiieeecteeeeteeeeeeeesereeesereeessseeenseeennneas 69
3.5 Instead of a Conclusion: A Summary of the Weak Points of AMC............. 70

4.0  Chapter Four: The Possible Contributions and the Limitations of Critical

Discourse Analysis 72

4.1 INrOAUCTION ..ottt 72
4.2 Background on CDA .........cocooiiiiiiiiiiiceeeeee et 72
4.2.1  Mapping the scope 0Of CDA......cccuiiieiieeeee e 72
4.2.2  Changes over the years: from Critical Linguistics to CDA .................. 75
4.2.3  Theoretical and political iInfluences ........c.cccecveverienieninicniinieiceenee, 79
4.2.4  Directions 1N CDA .....cooiiiiiiiiee e 88
4.2.5 Summary: the main features and principles of CDA ...............c.......... 100
4.3  Transferring Theoretical and Methodological Resources from CDA to AMC
........................................................................................ 101

4.3.1  On the ‘materiality’ of practices (including literature) ....................... 103

4.3.2  Harnessing Bhaskar’s critical realism to mediate Althusser’s
epistemological problems...........ccceeviieeiiiieiiieeie e 105



4.3.3  Reconciling social structures and human agency...........c.ccccceeruveennenn. 108
4.3.4  Appropriating discourse theory and discourse analytical tools........... 110
4.3.5 Integrating studies of text production with studies of text reception.. 113
4.4  The Limitations of CDA (when Reviewed from a Marxist Perspective)... 114
4.5 CONCIUSION ....eiiiiiiiieie ettt sttt 119

5.0  Chapter Five: Tracing the Lineaments of the Marxist Stylistic Method 121

5.1 INrOAUCHION .uveniiiiiiciiciiccterce e 121
5.2 Outlining the Properties of the Marxist Stylistic Method .......................... 121
5.3 Challenges Anticipated during the Operationalisation of the Marxist Stylistic
IMELROM. . 126
5.4 Presenting the Texts to be Included in the Application ............ccccoeeeeiennnnnn 128
5.5 CONCIUSION . ..cuiriiiiiiiiiiiitcetercee ettt 128
6.0  Chapter Six: Applying the Marxist Stylistic Method 129
6.1 INEFOAUCHION ..oniiiiiieiie ettt ettt eee e 129
6.2 Unraveling Politically Salient Cognitive Frames and Event Models in Tsitsi
Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions. ..........coceevereereenienieneenenieneeneneenne 130
6.2.1  Background on the novel .........c.cccooiiiiiiiiiii 130
6.2.2  Outline of main themes ...........ccoceeiiiiiiiiiiiieeee 132

6.2.3  Discourse-analytical toolkit: Some concepts from socio-cognitive
JINGUISEICS ..ttt 134

6.2.4  In-depth analysis: Unraveling politically-salient cognitive frames and
event models in Nervous Conditions. ............cccocceveeeeienieeeseencnenncnn, 136

6.3 A Marxist Stylistic Reaction to Reader Positioning’ in Yvonne Vera’s The

SEONE VITZINS . .eieiiiieiiieiiieiie ettt ettt sttt ettt e e e 160
6.3.1  Background on the NOVel .......cccccoouiiiiiiiiiiiieieeceece e 160
6.3.2  Outline of Main themESs .........cccceeeiiiieiiieeiieceeeeeeee e e 162

6.3.2  Discourse analytical toolkit: ‘Contextualisation,” ‘voice’ and ‘uptake’ in
Interactive COMMUNICATION ......eoveeverurerieeienienieereeeene et 163

6.3.3  In-depth analysis: Vera’s ‘interpellative voice’ in The Stone Virgins 167

6.3.4  In-depth analysis (continued): Resisting the interpretive frame

promoted by Vera in The Stone Virgins .........cccceeceeeecveeeceeenceeeeninnenns 173

6.3.5  Concluding remarks ..........cccoeveeeiierieiiiienieeeeree et 177
6.4 Politicising Chikwava’s Vision of a Dystopia: A Marxist Stylistic Reaction to
‘Seventh Street AIChemY . ...cccviiiiiiieeeeee e e 178

vil



6.4.1 Background on the Narrative ..........ccceccveeeiierieeiiienie e 178

6.4.2  Discourse analytical toolkit: Some key concepts from SFL ............... 180
6.4.3  In-depth analysis: Examining Chikwava’s Representations (and
Explanations) of the Mid-2000s ‘Crisis in Zimbabwe.’ ..................... 181
6.4.4  Concluding remarks ..........cceeeviiiiiiiieiieeeciee e 191
6.5 Witnessing the Dissolution of a ‘Historical Cleavage’: A Marxist Stylistic
Review of Chris Wilson’s ‘The Twelve Chitenges.’ .........ccccceeeveeerveeeennene 193
6.5.1  Background on the Narrative ..........ccccceeeivieeiieeniie e 193
6.5.2  Outline of Main themes ...........coceeveriirieienieneeeeee e 193
6.5.2  Discourse analytical toolkit: Some concepts from pragmatic and
SEMIOLIC ANALYSIS ...vieiiiiiiieiieeie ettt et et ene 194
6.5.3  In-depth analysis: Wilson’s use of implicature and irony to undercut
‘ethnically-configured’ relations of production in post-2000 Zimbabwe.
............................................................................................................. 200
6.5.4  Concluding remarks: The use of implicature (or what Wilson
communicates but does not directly state in ‘The Twelve Chitenges’)
............................................................................................................. 206
/K L 6711 1 TV L1 T 1) | TR 207
7.1 Summary of Key OULCOMES .......cccueeeiiiiieiiieeiieeriie e 207
7.2 Reflections on the AppliCation ........ccceevvirierieiiinienieeienieneceeecee e 209
7.3  Directions for Future Research and Development ............ccccceeveierennennnne. 211
b2 LI 2 0 () 1 L O 213

viil



1.0 Chapter One: Introduction

1.1  Scope of the Thesis

This thesis draws Althusserian Marxist criticism (henceforth, AMC) into conversations
with various versions of Critical Discourse Analysis (henceforth, CDA). The purpose of
the conversations is, firstly, to critique AMC from a standpoint partly located within the
field of CDA, in order to highlight some of the limitations that have inhibited its scope
and effectiveness. Secondly, it is to identify specific elements of CDA, which could be
incorporated into AMC to mediate the identified weaknesses. The ultimate purpose of the
conversations is to develop a ‘hybridised’ method of text interpretation, which is
primarily based on AMC, but which also incorporates salient elements of CDA. The label
that I tentatively use to designate this ‘hybridised” method of text interpretation is:
‘Marxist stylistics’. I not only argue that the development of a Marxist stylistic method is
necessary, given the lacunae that have stultified the scope and potential of AMC. I also
argue that the development of a distinctive ‘hybrid’, which clearly separates itself from
AMC on the one hand, and from (collective as well as individual versions of) CDA on
the other, is possible. To demonstrate the latter point, I punctuate the construction of the
projected Marxist stylistic method with highlights of its distinctive features. Finally, I
test out the unique strengths (and possible weaknesses) of the method by applying it to

the interpretation of a limited sample of Zimbabwean fiction.

1.2 Underpinning Assumptions
The thesis that it is necessary and also possible to develop a distinctive Marxist stylistic

method rests on three main assumptions. The first and foremost assumption is that AMC
needs to be mediated. This assumption is partly validated by the mixed meta-critical
commentary which AMC has attracted. On one hand, AMC has been celebrated as a
‘revolutionary’ and ‘innovative’ version of Marxist literary criticism that has transcended
‘theoretical leftism!” and thereby extended the scope of Marxist criticism beyond the
narrow and prescriptive limits of both determinism and reflectionism (Forgacs 1982,
Jackson 1994, Haslett 2000, Resch 1992, Feltham 2008). On the other hand (and in spite

of this conspicuous potential), AMC has been vituperated for working with contradictions

!Callinicos (1982:56) defined theoretical leftism as,*...the denial of any efficacy to the
superstructures...,” or — in other words — as the imposition of the socioeconomic base as the sole
determinant of all other levels of the social formation (ibid.).



and ambiguities that have threatened its very viability (Bennett 1979, 1990; Poster 1974,
Giddens 1979, Resch 1992, inter alia). These contradictions and ambiguities have been
identified in several of its dimensions. To illustrate, AMC has been criticised for:

(a) Vacillating between idealist and materialist premises in its definition of social
practices (Bennett 1979).

(b) Espousing a ‘structural superdeterminism’ (Giddens 1979) which confers
limitless potency upon social structures, while overlooking (and effectively
diminishing) the effectivity of human agency (Giddens 1979, Poster 1974).

(c) Working with an insufficient grasp of discourse theory, as attested by its ‘under-
theorisation’ of the link between discourses and ideologies, or relationship
between literary and non-literary discourses (Bennett 1990, Jackson 1994).

(d) Failing to deliver on its promise to closely engage with the linguistic and narrative
structures of texts (Forgacs 1982) — putatively, because it lacks the discourse
analytical tools required to do so effectively.

(e) The unnecessary split between its ‘production-’ and ‘reception-oriented’ versions

(Resch 1992).

In short?, it may be safe to proceed on the preliminary assumption that AMC is fraught
with contradictions and ambiguities, which warrant the °‘mediatory interventions’

proposed in this thesis.

The second key assumption of the thesis is that CDA possesses salient theoretical and
methodological resources, which could effectively mediate the weak points of AMC, as
already outlined. As shall be seen (in Chapters Four and Five of the thesis), CDA — as a
field — possesses a rich array of conceptual and methodological resources, which could
effectively mediate many of the problems highlighted in AMC. To illustrate, CDA
consistently defines social practices with reference to ‘materialist’ premises (Chouliaraki
and Fairclough 1999; van Dijk 2009; Wodak and Meyer 2009)> — a theoretical stance
which AMC could usefully emulate. CDA also perceives a dialectical relationship
between social structures and human agency (Wodak and Meyer 2009; Fairclough 2003)

— a position which AMC could adopt to address its problem of ‘structuralist

2 The weak points of AMC are fully examined in Chapter Three of this thesis.
3A theme which is elaborated in Section 4.3.2 of this thesis.



superdeterminism’. Perhaps most significantly, CDA applies discourse theory to
illuminate both the link between discourses and ideologies and the relationship between
literary and non-literary discourses (Fowler 1996, Toolan 1988). Furthermore, CDA
employs a rich array of discourse analytical tools* (Fairclough 2009, Wodak 2006,
Simpson 1993), some of which AMC could borrow to intensify its engagement with the
linguistic and narrative structures of texts. Finally, CDA integrates studies of text
production with studies of text reception® (Fairclough 1989, 2009; van Dijk 1995) — thus
pre-empting any spurious division between these two pathways to text analysis. In short,
it may also be safe to proceed on the second key assumption of this thesis, which is that
CDA possesses rich conceptual and analytical resources, which could effectively mediate

many of the problems identified in AMC.

The final key assumption of this thesis — which is forward-looking — is that it is possible
to construct a distinctive Marxist stylistic method, which clearly separates itself from
AMC on the one hand, and from (individual as well as collective versions of) CDA on the
other. This final key assumption shall sustain the following set of projections: The
Marxist stylistic method envisaged in this thesis shall modify, extend and transform AMC
in a stylistic direction. It shall incorporate conceptual and discourse analytical tools from
CDA, thereby asserting its distinctiveness from AMC. At the same time, the (projected)
Marxist stylistic method shall preserve certain Marxist core-values, thus distinguishing
itself from the political orientation(s) associated with CDA. It shall emphasise
socioeconomic and class issues in its critique of literary texts, and additionally, deploy
some of the exegetic strategies applied in Marxist criticism. On those bases, the Marxist
stylistic method shall purposely seek to distinguish itself from both AMC and from
(individual as well as collective versions of) CDA — a theme that shall be the main focus

of Chapter Five of the thesis®.

1.3 Aims of the Thesis

Against this background, the main aims of this thesis could be articulated as follows: The

thesis develops a distinctive Marxist stylistic method (of text interpretation), which is

“Drawn (inter alia) from: structural linguistics, text linguistics and systemic functional linguistics
(Fairclough 1989).

SThese two terms are discussed more fully in section 3.2 of Chapter Three.

SChapter Five shall spell out the distinctive properties of the Marxist Stylistic method.



primarily based on AMC, but which also incorporates salient theoretical and
methodological elements appropriated from the field of CDA. More specifically, the
thesis identifies gaps or weaknesses which have inhibited the scope and potential of
AMC. It then mediates those weaknesses by harnessing relevant conceptual and analytical
resources drawn from the field of CDA. In addition, the thesis highlights the distinctive
features of the (emergent) Marxist stylistic method. Finally, it tests out the efficacies (and
possible limitations) of the method by applying it to the interpretation of a limited sample

of Zimbabwean fiction.

1.4  Objectives of the Thesis

The main objectives of the thesis could be spelt out as follows:

(a) To critique AMC from a standpoint partly located within the field of CDA, in
order to identify some of the weak points that have limited its scope and potential.

(b) To mediate these weak points by harnessing relevant theoretical and
methodological resources extracted from the field of CDA.

(c) To highlight the unique features of the Marxist stylistic method and to underscore
its distinctiveness from both AMC and from (the various versions of) CDA.

(d) To apply the Marxist stylistic method to the interpretation of a limited sample of
Zimbabwean fiction.

(e) To evaluate the strengths and possible limitations of the Marxist stylistic method.

(f) To suggest possible ‘permutations’ to the Marxist stylistic method.

(g) To chart possible directions for further research in the field herein labelled as

‘Marxist stylistics’.

1.5 Research Questions
To maintain a clear focus on these aims and objectives, the thesis shall pose and seek to

address the following research questions:
(a) What particular strengths (if any) and weaknesses warrant the mediation of
AMC into the proposed Marxist stylistic method?
(b) What elements of CDA (both theoretical and methodological) could
effectively mediate the ‘gaps’ identified in AMC?
(c) What epistemological effects arise from the critique of AMC through a lens
that is partly informed by CDA?



(d) What are the distinctive features of the Marxist stylistic method?

(e) What safeguards need to be put in place to preserve the essential Marxist
character of the Marxist stylistic method?

63} What strengths or weaknesses can be discerned in the Marxist stylistic
method?

(2) What other versions (or variants) of Marxist stylistics could be conceived?

(h) What directions could future studies in ‘Marxist stylistics’ take?

1.6 Rationale
This section briefly examines the rationale behind three important choices, which I

needed to make during the conceptual stages of this thesis. Firstly, out of the numerous
versions of Marxist criticism that have made their mark on the long history of the tradition
(Mulhern 1992), I selected AMC as the version to be ‘upgraded’ into the (proposed)
Marxist stylistic method. The key question which needed to be addressed at this stage
was: Why AMC in particular (and not Lukacsian or Zhdanovian versions of Marxist
criticism, for example)? The second important choice which I needed to make was
between engaging AMC in conversations with various versions of CDA, or engaging it
in a one-to-one dialogue with a single version of CDA. The question this time was: Why
draw AMC into conversations with multiple versions of CDA? Why not engage it in a
one-to-one dialogue with a single variant of CDA? Finally, I also needed to decide on the
kind of texts on which I would apply the Marxist stylistic method. As already indicated,
I chose to apply the method on Zimbabwean fiction. The question arising in this instance
was: Why Zimbabwean fiction in particular and not (for example,) Russian fiction, or —

for that matter — Russian poetry or Russian non-fiction?

The choice of AMC (above all other versions of Marxist literary criticism), was partly
motivated by its prominent status within that domain’ (Dawes 1991, Callari and Ruccio
1996). As Dawes (1991:1) once remarked, “...Althusser’s work has largely remained
intact — and in fact could be seen as exercising a hegemonic role within Marxism — in
spite of the criticisms directed at it....” Another reason for choosing AMC was that it has

already made significant ‘gestures’ in the stylistic direction (Jackson 1994, Forgacs

"The key strengths of AMC (vis-a-vis its determinist and reflectionist precursors) shall be discussed in
more detail in section 3.2.3 of the thesis.



1982). AMC’s central tenet — that literature employs the linguistic and narrative
structures of texts as its ‘means of production’ in rendering ideologies more perceptible
(Forgacs 1982) — predisposes it to further mediations in the stylistic direction. As Jackson
(1994) has observed, AMC — more than any other version of Marxist criticism —
recognizes (and has posed interesting questions regarding) the intimate link between

discourses and ideologies.

The decision to work with various versions of CDA (rather than a single version) was
mainly driven by a perception that AMC’s weak points were too wide-ranging to be fully
(or adequately) redressed by resources drawn from a single source. Thus, it appeared more
productive to move eclectically (and uninhibitedly) within and across the field of CDA,
‘culling’ any useful mediatory resources, and using these to address the gaps identified
AMC. Restricting myself to a single version of CDA thus promised to impoverish (rather
than enrich) the Marxist stylistic method projected in this study.

Finally, I decided to apply the Marxist stylistic method on a limited sample of
Zimbabwean fiction for the following reasons. Firstly, I considered that the Marxist
stylistic method would be primarily based on AMC (although it would also incorporate
salient elements of CDA). It therefore appeared reasonable to apply the method on the
same fictional genre which AMC has traditionally worked with. Such maintenance of the
general area of application would, hopefully, facilitate easier comparison between the
Marxist stylistic method and its main ‘antecedent’. The choice of Zimbabwean fiction, in
particular, was motivated by a long-standing personal interest in novels and short stories

produced in Zimbabwe®.

1.7  Definition of Key Terms.

I now proceed to define two broad terms that have begged the question so far in this
introduction. These are the terms ‘Marxism’ and ‘stylistics’, which constitute the ‘double-

barreled’ label of the method under construction in this thesis’.

8 I engaged with Zimbabwean fiction while studying for my undergraduate degree at the University of
Zimbabwe. I have also modestly contributed to this genre by publishing several short stories written in
English.

°Other more specific terms, such as ‘AMC’ and ‘CDA’ shall be discussed in Chapters Three and Four
(respectively).



1.7.1 Marxism
In this thesis, I shall follow Callinicos (1982) and Haslett (2000)'? in distancing myself

from the notion of a monolithic Marxism, specifically associated with ‘founder figures’
such as Marx and Engels, or declared as ‘correct’ or ‘scientific’ by later interpreters such
as Kautsky and Plekhanov (in the 1930s) or Althusser in the 1960s. I shall take the view
that ‘Marxism’ is itself a text which has been subjected to many interpretations, rather
than a code (Haslett, 2000:2). Tensions between followers of the early, ‘left-Hegelian’
Marx and followers of the later ‘more scientific and more mature’ Marx have been noted
(Lifshitz 1973, Morawski 1974, Feltham 2008). Additional tensions have been noted
between followers of the ‘Moscow line’ and followers of the ‘Chinese line’ (Laing 1978).
A telling symptom of the contestation pervading the field of Marxism is the sheer range
of disciplines with which Marxist social theory has been made to collaborate:
Psychoanalysis (Benjamin 1979); Genetic Structuralism (Goldmann 1976); Semiotics
(Kristeva: 1976), and so on.

In view of the wide range of interpretations and applications to which Marxist social
theory has been subjected, it becomes necessary to impose some kind of order on the term
‘Marxism’ itself. One way in which this has been done has been to note configurable
trends, patterns or movements in the development of Marxism (Callinicos 1982, Mulhern
1992). Callinicos (1982) identifies three broad positions in the interpretation of Marxism.
He describes the first of these movements as ‘evolutionist Marxism’. Evolutionist
Marxism is associated with Marxism’s Second International of 1934, and with such
figures as Kautsky, Plekhanov and Zhdanov. It ignores the early, left-Hegelian writings
of Marx, and appropriates his later writings, which it describes as ‘scientific Marxism’ or
as ‘dialectical materialism’. Dialectical materialism emphasises the cause-effect
relationship between developments in the socio-economic base and manifestations at the

level of the superstructures:

As a result, history was seen as the record of man’s unfolding productive
powers and social revolutions as phenomena brought ineluctably into being by
the requirements of technological progress. (Callinicos 1982:51).

10 Both Callinicos (1982) and Haslett (2000) refrain from capitalising the adjective ‘Marxist’ or the noun
‘Marxism’ to signal their questioning stance towards the notion of a monolithic ‘Marxism’.



Callinicos (ibid) contrasts evolutionist Marxism with the ‘Hegelian’ or ‘humanist’
Marxism(s) popularised by Lukacs, Gramsci and Korsch in the early 1930s and later
adopted as the model unifying most versions of what Anderson (1976) has generically
labelled as “Western Marxism’. This version conceives a mediated relationship between
the base and the superstructures. Human consciousness is invoked as the ‘filter’ through
which conditions within the base express themselves at the level of the superstructures.
Thus, an ‘essence-and-phenomenon’ nexus is theorised between the two levels, where the
base constitutes the ‘essence’ against which observable phenomena (specifically forms
of individual or class consciousness) are explained. The invocation of human
consciousness as the medium through which the base expresses itself at the level of the
superstructures represents a significant departure from determinist accounts, which
occlude human consciousness or, for that matter, conscious human agency (Jackson

1994).

However, as Benton (1984) observed, determinist and humanist Marxisms ultimately
share some important similarities. Both apotheosise the base as all-powerful: the
determinists perceive it as the direct cause of all developments manifesting within the
superstructures while the humanists view it as the ‘essence’ (or the ‘meta-narrative’)
explaining all forms of consciousness. Benton (1984:18) thus binds the two
interpretations of Marxism together, since they both perceive history as a teleological

movement towards pre-determined goals:

Whereas. .. [humanist Marxism] represents the historical process as a journey
of the human subject through self-alienation to final self-consciousness and
self-emancipation,... [evolutionist Marxism] repeats this teleological
structure, only with the ever advancing forces of production in the place of the
human subject. History is still an evolutionary succession of phases, in which
original inner potentialities are successively realised through historical time.

Callinicos (1982) contrasts determinist and humanist Marxisms with the ‘structuralist
Marxism’ advanced by Althusser and his followers in the 1960s and 1970s. Althusserian
Marxism radically departs from its determinist and humanist antecedents by
reformulating the nexus between the base and the superstructures. In Althusser’s
theorisation, the base only determines the superstructures in the last instance, since the
latter enjoy their own relative degree of autonomy (Althusser 1969, 1990). As Callinicos

(1982) once noted, this revised representation of the base-superstructure relationship is



more cognisant of the social whole, since it dilutes the overriding powers of the base and

grants the superstructures their own effectivity. As Callinicos (1982:52) put it:

Neither Lukacs’ “Hegelian” Marxism, nor the evolutionist Marxism of the
Second International (and Stalin) offers an adequate account of the nature of
the social whole. Althusser’s significance lies in his realisation of this fact. For
reasons of his own, he wished to accord “relative autonomy” to the
superstructure; in seeking to construct a version of Marxism which avoided
both the cause/effect and essence/phenomenon model (sic) he both drew on,
and contributed to the ‘revolution of language’ (Callinicos 1982:52).

Althusserian Marxism also radically departs from its determinist and humanist
antecedents by rejecting all notions of history as a teleological sequence of developments.

As Benton (1984:18) explains, Althusser conceives history as a process:

...without a subject. No social form has its necessary transcendence inscribed
in its origins. The direction of historical change is open and contingent.
Revolution is a precarious achievement, and even when achieved, its advance
may be impeded, halted or reversed....

Mulhern (1992:2-3) concurs with Callinicos (1982) in identifying at least three
broad movements in Marxism. Needless to mention that this is done with a noticeable

amount of caution:

In reconstructing the history of Marxist criticism, three phases of initiative and
elaboration can be distinguished but it is misleading to imagine these as
‘stages’ in an upward movement, or even as separable periods in a less
triumphalist sequence. All the familiar schemes of history occur here:
development and decline, continuation but also break and recombination,
supersession but also stasis and return. With such cautions kept in view, it is
possible to mark a classical or scientific phase, initiated by Marx and Engels,
continuing strongly throughout the late nineteenth century and into the first
half of the twentieth; a self-styled critical phase originating in the 1920s,
maturing and diversifying over the next three decades and establishing a
‘norm’ of heterodoxy by the 1960s; and then a phase at first pledged to a
classicism announced in the 1960s and vigorously propagated into the
succeeding decade, but rapidly and variously redefined under such spacious
headings as ‘materialism’ and ‘anti-humanism’ in a process that continues
today.

The first phase identified by Mulhern coincides with what Callinicos (above) describes
as ‘evolutionism’; the second with the rise of the tradition of Western Marxism (to which
Lukacs, Gramsci and Korsch belonged), and the third with the position of Althusser and

his followers, which is remarkable for its ‘anti-humanism’ and its ‘materialism of the

superstructures’ (Bennett 1979).

Efforts to stabilise the meaning of the term ‘Marxism’ have taken a second form. This

has been the attempt to isolate the core-principles, or the core values, which bind the



various ‘Marxisms’ together. Mulhern (1992:2) has located these core-values in Engels’

(1886) summary of what Marxism basically stands for:

1) a general theory of modes of production the forms of their development, crisis
and transformation and their structuring role in human history; and specifically
(ii))  atheory of the capitalist mode of production, its fundamental classes and their
antagonisms, and of the organic relationship between working class struggles
against capital and the historical probability of socialism.
(Engels 1886 quoted in Mulhern 1992:1)
From this basic core of values, it is clear that Marxism primarily investigates economic
modes of production, and how they structure human history. The specific ways in which
modes of production shape human history are contested, as the evolutionists posit a direct
cause-effect nexus; the left-Hegelians (or humanists) perceive an essence-phenomenon
relationship and the Althusserians theorise an ‘indirect’ relationship (in which the base
only determines the superstructures in the last instance). However, the bottom line is that
all Marxisms theorise some kind of a dialectical link between economic structures and all
other levels of the social formation. Two important aspects of this focus relate to how
social classes emerge out of relations of production, and how — almost inevitably — they

engage in social struggles. Mulhern (1992:1) identifies these principles as the ‘minima’

of Marxist social theory and politics. They constitute:

...the real ‘foundation’ upon which the specifically cultural constructions of

Marxist thought have been raised. They are the minima of a Marxist identity,

the core elements that make it meaningful to affirm a continuing tradition at

all.

This thesis shall follow Mulhern (ibid) in recognising as ‘Marxist’ all versions of

Marxism which conceive a dialectical relationship between modes of production and the
other levels of the social whole, and which prioritise class struggle and perceive it as a

necessary ‘off-shoot’ of contradictory relations of production.

1.7.2  Stylistics
The term ‘stylistics’ has been traditionally used to designate the application of linguistic

tools (or methods) to the analysis of literary texts (Bally: 1951; Leech 1969; Leech and
Short 1981). Weber (1996) has drawn attention to how approaches to stylistics often shift
in tandem with transformations within the linguistics curriculum. To illustrate, the
‘structural stylistics’ promoted by Jakobson in the 1960s reflected the renewed focus on

grammatical analysis occasioned by Chomsky’s (1959, 1965) ‘discovery’ of
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Transformational Generative Grammar'!. More significant shifts in the scope of stylistics
were to follow Hymes’ (1971) proposal of the ‘communicative competence’ model in
linguistics studies'>. More specifically, Halliday’s (1973) investigation of the
interpersonal, ideational and textual (inter alia) functions of language, directly led to the
inauguration of functional stylistics (Fowler 1979). By the same token, the uptake of
discourse analysis within linguistic studies resulted in the increasing application of
discourse analytical methods in stylistics. Highlighting this development, Coulthard
(1977:179) remarked:

Like all other branches of applied linguistics, stylistics depends on the
tools provided by theoretical linguistics; as the techniques of discourse
analysis have become more sophisticated, so there has been a growing
exploitation in stylistics.
In this thesis, I shall follow the tradition of designating the application of linguistic
tools and methods to literary criticism as stylistics. It is worth noting that Fowler (1981,
1996) has used the term Critical Stylistics to label the application of CDA in literary
criticism. Fowler (1996) has gone further to argue that the analytical tools and methods
used in critical stylistics need not significantly differ from those ordinarily applied in
CDA. After all, literature is discourse, and as such, amenable to the same analytical
methods as are applied on other (i.e. non-literary) discourses. Reinforcing this position,
Widdowson (1996:143) has observed that while literary forms may be unique (vis-a-vis

‘ordinary’ or non-literary forms), their analysis need not be reified into an end 1n itself:

No purpose can be served in attempting to distinguish form from
meaning. What we shall be concerned with, therefore, is not the
exemplification of constituent structures but the interpretation of
complete textual units, that is to say, with messages as units of
meaning.
Against this background, the label ‘Marxist stylistics’ — as used in this thesis —
shall denote the application of an essentially Marxist approach which is, however,
mediated by the application of linguistic (i.e. CDA) tools, theories and methods in its

critique of literary (i.e. fictional) texts.

" Thus, in a posthumous publication, Jakobson (1985:42) characterised stylistics as having to do with
descriptions of, “...the selection, distribution and interrelation of diverse morphological classes and
syntactic constructions...” within a given literary text.

12 A theoretical turn from ‘micro-’ to ‘macro-linguistics,” which systematically took into account the
psychological and contextual prerequisites for appropriate language use (Widdowson 1996).
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1.8 Value of the Research and Contribution to Knowledge
The main value of this thesis is that it constructs a ‘hybridised’ method of text

interpretation, which is located at the interface between a Marxist approach and stylistic
(specifically, CDA) approaches. This cross-disciplinary method is expected to provide a
fresh heuristic for ‘politicised’ engagements with fictional texts. The thesis also affords
the critique of AMC from a standpoint that is partly informed by CDA. Such a lens shall,
hopefully, illuminate gaps in AMC which previous critiques (conducted using different
lenses) might have overlooked. Finally, the thesis juxtaposes CDA with an essentially
Marxist approach. This juxtaposition invites a re-examination of CDA from a position
which is further left of its own, thus — potentially — raising interesting questions about

CDA’s own ‘leftist credentials’.

1.9  Delimitations
In its construction of the Marxist stylistic method, the thesis purposively focuses on a

specific version of Marxist criticism (i.e. AMC). This restricted focus is partly an
acknowledgement of the diversity and contestation noted earlier within the field of
Marxism. The thesis also restricts its application of the (projected) Marxist stylistic
method to a limited sample of Zimbabwean fiction comprising of only two novels and
two short stories. This limited application reflects the largely theoretical focus of the
thesis, since much of the available time (and space) shall be dedicated to motivating for;
identifying appropriate ‘building materials’ for and constructing the Marxist stylistic
method. Thus, far from seeking to extensively engage with Zimbabwean fiction, the thesis
shall — through the application — aim to demonstrate 7ow the Marxist stylistic method

might be ‘put to work’.

1.10 Structure of the Thesis:

The next chapter shall survey aspects of Althusserian Marxism, particularly those that
have had a strong bearing on the theoretical and methodological positions assumed by
AMC. The same theoretical survey shall also illuminate some of the key ‘building blocks’

for the Marxist stylistic method, given its predominant derivation from AMC.
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Chapter Three shall focus on AMC with a view to isolating its strong and weak points.
Highlighting the strong points of AMC will partly serve to justify why it was selected
(above other versions of Marxist criticism) as the version ‘upgraded’ into the Marxist
stylistics method. More importantly, however, identifying the weak points of AMC shall
clarify the gaps to be addressed by the ‘mediatory resources’ drawn (in the next chapter)

from the field of CDA.

Chapter Four shall provide an overview of the field of CDA before identifying the specific
resources which CDA could transfer to AMC — to mediate the latter’s weaknesses.
Towards the end of the chapter, CDA’s own ‘limitations’ — when viewed from the Marxist

perspective — shall also be briefly considered.

Chapter Five shall synthesise the lineaments of the (emerging) Marxist stylistic method.
It shall also consider some of the challenges likely to attend the ‘operationalisation’ of
the method before presenting the texts to be critiqued in the next (i.e. ‘application’)

chapter.

Chapter Six shall apply the Marxist stylistic method to the interpretation of two novels
and two short stories — all set in Zimbabwe. The application shall seek to demonstrate the
efficacies (and possible limitations) of the Marxist stylist method. It shall also endeavor

to showcase the unique properties of the method.

Chapter Seven shall conclude the thesis with a reflection on the application and a
discussion of the strengths (and possible weaknesses) of the Marxist stylistic method. It
shall also suggest possible ‘permutations’ of the method before considering possible
directions for further research within the field labelled within this thesis as ‘Marxist

stylistics’.
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2.0 Chapter Two: Aspects of Althusserian Marxism

2.1 Introduction

This chapter surveys aspects of Althusserian Marxism, particularly those that have had a
strong bearing on the theoretical and methodological positions assumed by AMC. The
survey fulfils four main functions. Firstly, it furnishes part of the theoretical background
that shall inform the critique of AMC (which is conducted in Chapter Three). Secondly,
it delineates the key theoretical underpinnings of the (envisaged) Marxist stylistic method
— given the latter’s predominant derivation from AMC. Thirdly, the survey also
illuminates those aspects of CDA that have borrowed from Althusserian social theory'?.
Finally, there is a sense in which to explore the ‘theoretical viscera’ of AMC is — in itself
— to begin highlighting one of its most potent characteristics. This has been its capacity
to dialogue across theoretical and methodological positions, both within and beyond the
domain of Marxist criticism (Feltham 2008, Resch 1992). Within the field of Marxist
criticism, AMC has mapped its theoretical and methodological positions relative to those
of its determinist and reflectionist precursors (Benton 1984, Resch 1992, Haslett 2000).
Beyond the Marxist field, AMC has engaged (inter alia) with: structuralism, post-
structuralism and post-Marxism (Resch 1992, Feltham 2008). Celebrating these manifold
engagements, Resch (1992:33) has observed that AMC rejects “...reductionist concepts
of causality...” — as espoused by its determinist and reflectionist precursors — while

13

simultaneously refuting postmodernist “...refusal[s] to recognise society as both

structured and determined”. In Resch’s (1992:35) assessment, therefore, AMC possesses

(13

the unique capacity to maintain, “...seemingly contradictory positions in productive

tension.”

The review of Althusserian Marxism shall focus on the following themes, all of which
have featured at various moments of Althusser’s ‘Return to Marx’ oeuvre':
(a) Althusser’s theorisation of the structure and internal dynamics of social

formations (i.e. his depiction of social formations as ‘decentred’ and as

13 Fairclough (1989), for example, explicitly acknowledges his indebtedness to Althusserian social theory
for conceptual terms such as ‘social practice’.

14 Althusser’s “Return to Marx” oeuvre comprises of essays written between the early and late 1960s, and
compiled in two volumes: For Marx (1969) and Reading Capital (1970).
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constituted by networks of ‘semi-autonomous’ and ‘material’ practices); his
seminal caveat that social practices are only determined by economic forces
‘in the last instance’; and his key concepts of ‘overdetermination’ and
‘structural causality’.

(b) Althusser’s theorisation of ideology and human subjectivity (i.e. his construal
of ideology as a material and internally structured practice; the view that
ideologies assign human agents to specific positions within processes of
production and the radical decentring of social subjects).

(©) Althusser’s treatment of historical time (i.e. his notion that each instance of
the social formation has its own peculiar time and history; the notion of
multiple modes of production; and Althusser’s anti-teleological stance as
expressed through his anti-evolutionism and anti-humanism).

(d) Elements of Althusserian epistemology (i.e. his concept of ‘the problematic’;
his anti-empiricist and anti-positivist stances and his decisive demarcation

between ‘objects of knowledge’ and ‘real objects’).

2.2 Althusser’s Theorisation of the Structure and the Internal
Dynamics of Social Formations

In a perceptive summary of Althusser’s theorisation of the structure and internal dynamics

of social formations, Selden (1985:39) once observed that:

Unlike a living organism, this structure [the social formation] has no governing
principle, no originating seed, no overall unity....The various elements (or
levels) within the social formation are not treated as reflections of one essential
level (the economic level for Marxists): the levels possess a ‘relative
autonomy’, and are ultimately determined by the economic level only ‘in the
last instance’. The social formation is a structure in which the various levels
exist in complex relations of inner contradiction and mutual conflict. This
structure of contradictions may be dominated at any given stage by one or other
of the levels, but which level it is to be is itself determined ultimately by the
economic level, though not directly.

The following subsections unpack and also elaborate this ‘dense’ synopsis. First to be
considered shall be the view that social formations are ‘decentred’ — principally because
they comprise of diverse elements, each of which enjoys its own relative degree of

autonomy.
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2.2.1 Althusser’s decentring of social formations

Selden (1985:39) draws attention to the fact that the Althusserian term, ‘social formation’,

is already theoretically loaded:

Althusser avoids terms such as ‘social system’ or ‘order’ because they suggest

a structure with a centre which determines the form of all its emanations.

Instead, he talks of the ‘social formation’, which he regards as a ‘decentred’

structure.
The description of social formations as ‘decentred” immediately begs two complimentary
questions. Firstly, what (or who) has been ‘expelled’ from the centre of these structures?
And secondly, who (or what) originally placed this ‘essence-at-the-centre’ in that central
position, to begin with? According to Althusser (1969), what has uncritically been placed
at the centre of social formations — in Marxist social theory — is the so-called
socioeconomic base. Withal, the ‘culprits’ guilty of this misreading of Marx’s original
writings, are Althusser’s determinist and reflectionist precursors. Thus, Althusser (1969)
‘lumps’ these two camps together (effectively downplaying their own divergences) with
the homogenising accusation that they both exhibit the error of ‘expressive totality’. As
Callinicos (1982:59) explains, the error of expressive totality is the mistaken view that,
“...all the different aspects of the social formation are mere reflections of some basic
principle, some core, some centre [that is, the economy] which informs the whole.” In
their perpetuation of this error, the determinists'® regard conditions within the base as the
direct determinants (or cause) of everything manifesting at the level of the
superstructures. The reflectionists'® equally apotheosise the base by treating it as the
‘essence’ shaping all forms of human consciousness, as manifest in the laws, political
systems and ideologies of specific societies. In other words, the reflectionists conceive a
three-step nexus, where contradictions within the base are mediated via human
consciousness into specific manifestations within the superstructures. Both the
determinists and the reflectionists therefore regard the superstructures as mere
‘epiphenomena’ (or effects) of ‘more real’ contradictions occurring within the
socioeconomic base. Althusser (1969) blames the error of expressive totality for
stultifying Marxist social theory by promoting both ‘vulgar Marxism’ and ‘theoretical

leftism’. As Callinicos (1982:61) explains:

Althusser assert[s] that his two foes, ‘economism’ and ‘humanism’ — are
variants of the same theoretical structure. The economism of Stalin asserts that

15 Also sometimes labelled as the ‘Stalinists’ or the ‘evolutionists’. Their version of Marxism is also
sometimes described as ‘economism’ (Callinicos 1982).
16Alternatively called the ‘lefi-Hegelians’ or the ‘humanists’ (Callinicos 1982).
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both relations of production and the superstructure are passive effects of the
development of the productive forces; the humanism of the early Lukacs treats
the different aspects of the social whole as mediated reflections of the basic
contradiction at its heart: in each case, what is involved is an expressive totality
in which all the different elements constituting the [social] whole are reducible
to a simple principle. This move enables Althusser to bracket the two main
strands in Marxist philosophy — the evolutionist (Plekhanov, Kautsky, Stalin)
and the Hegelian (Lukacs, Gramsci, Korsch) as exemplars of the same error.
Both roads lead to the same danger, - ‘theoretical leftism’ [or] the denial of
any efficacy to the superstructures.

To recall Selden (1985:39) Althusser addresses the error of expressive totality by firmly
refusing to treat ““...the various elements... [of the social formation] as reflections of one
essential level (the economic level for Marxists...).” Althusser’s decentring of social
formations thus consists, on the one hand, of an ‘expulsion’ of the socioeconomic base
from its dominant (or central) position as the sole determinant (or the essence) explaining
everything manifesting within the superstructures; and on the other, of a decisive
elevation of the (former) superstructures to material practices in their own right (Feltham
2008, Callinicos 1982, Resch 1992). The next subsection looks, more closely, at how
Althusser elevates the former superstructures to ‘material practices’ in their own right. It
also considers Althusser’s characterisation of social formations as loose coalescences of

multiple and semi-autonomous practices.

2.2.2 The social formation as constituted by networks of semi-autonomous

practices

Althusser and Balibar (1970:207) describe the social formation as, “...a totality of
instances articulated on the basis of a determinate mode of production” (my italics). The
‘instances’ mentioned here include both corporeal and non-corporeal spheres of human
activity, for example: the economic; the political and the ideological instances. The
common property shared by all instances of the social formation is that they are all
“...distinct structural levels of social relations and practices, each possessing a functional
unity and [each] composed of more specific structures” (Resch 1992:36). The notion of

practice is central to every instance of the social formation (Levine, 2003, Feltham, 2008).

Indeed, Althusser and Balibar (1970:58) delineate each instance (or level) of the social
formation as “...the site... [of a] distinct practice.” In fact, Althusser (1969:167) uses the
singular term ‘practice’ to denote the total repertoire of instances within the social

formation, and the plural term ‘practices’ to denote the individual instances themselves:
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“Social practice, the complex unity of the practices in a determinate society, contains a
large number of distinct practices”. Althusser (1969:166) then defines individual

practices (i.e. ‘instances’ or ‘levels’!”) of the social formation, thus:

By practice in general I shall mean any process of transformation of a
determinate given raw material into a determinate product, a transformation
effected by a determinate human labour, using determinate means (of
production). In any practice thus conceived, the determinant moment (or
element) is neither the raw material nor the product, but practice in a narrow
sense: the moment of the labour of transformation itself, which sets to work,
in a specific structure, men, means and a technical method of utilising the
means. (My italics).

This definition identifies the “...the moment of the labour of transformation itself...”
Ibid.) as the defining moment of a practice. Thus, practices are both human-centred and
‘transitive.” Within each of them, human agents transform specific ‘raw materials’ into
specific products. As Resch (1992:37) suggests (with specific reference to the three key
practices — economic, political and ideological — which Althusser deems to be

indispensable to every social formation):

Economic practice refers to the transformation of nature into socially useful
products, political practice to the reproduction and administration of collective
social relations and their institutional forms, and ideological practice to the
constitution of social subjects and their consciousness.

Althusser (1969:166) also insists that individual practices are inscribed within
“...specific social structure[s]”. Two important points need to be emphasised here. The
first is that every practice is rule-bound, since it is governed by its own internal protocols.
The second is that every practice is inserted into an institutional matrix or ‘apparatus’.
Integrating these two points (and also showing the connection between them), Resch
(1992:36) has noted that, “...social structures [or institutions] are realised, reproduced

and transformed through rule-bound and yet open-ended practices.”

As already suggested, Althusser anticipates that every practice will engage human agents
in “...particular social relations.!®” Explaining the link between social (i.e. human)
relations and institutional structures, Resch (1992:36) further notes that, “Social relations
are concrete actualisations or empirical manifestations of social [i.e. institutional]

structures....” As shall be seen later, the subordination of human relations to institutional

17 Althusser (1969) often uses the terms ‘instance’, ‘level’, and ‘practice’ (in the singular) interchangeably.

18 A point later affirmed by Chouliaraki and Fairclough'® (1999:37) when they observe that, “Any practice
is a practice of production — people in particular social relations applying technologies to materials” (my
italics).
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structures, which is flagged here, is one of the bases of Althusser’s (rather controversial)
precept: that social subjects are mere ‘bearers’ of social structures, implying that they lack

their own free will or volition (Selden 1985, Williams 2001).

Resch (1992) has posed the interesting question of precisely how many practices
Althusser envisages within the typical social formation. Althusser (1969:167) himself is
rather reticent on this issue, since he merely remarks that, “Social practice, the complex
unity of the practices in a determinate society, contains a large number of practices” (my
italics). Justifying Althusser’s vagueness on this point, Resch (1992: 36-37) suggests that

different kinds of social formations will contain varying numbers of practices:

In principle, the number of instances is open rather than closed, and the
specification of distinct practices is a heuristic rather than an axiomatic
process. Initially, Althusser specifies three instances, economic, political and
ideological, as designating practices necessary to the concept of the social
formation in so far as they refer to functions without which human social
existence cannot be conceived....Of course, Althusser and others have offered
extended treatments of other types of practice — theoretical, aesthetic and so
on — they have greater or lesser predominance depending on the particular type
of society we are talking about.
Resch (1992) has also cautioned against the temptation to conflate ‘practices’ with
the institutional apparatuses in which they occur. As he notes, it is possible for one

institutional apparatus to function as the site of two or more distinct practices'”:

While each function is material in that it exists in and through concrete
material apparatuses, any concrete apparatus may combine a variety of
functions and thus have effectivity in more than one instance (Resch 1992:38)

By including non-corporeal spheres of human productivity (such as the
ideological and the political) among practices, Althusser effectively deconstructs the
base-superstructure dichotomy, which was central to determinist and reflectionist
formulations (Bennett 1990, Jackson 1994, Feltham 2008, Levine 2003). Althusser not
only expels the base from its central position as the determinant of all the other levels (or
instances) of the social formation. He also radically dilutes its potency by elevating all
other levels of the social formation to material practices in their own right, thereby
reducing the base to just ‘one more practice’ among many others. The next subsection

discusses how Althusser characterises relationships among practices.

1% One could think of the medieval church as an institution simultaneously containing religious, juridical
and political practices.
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2.2.3 Relationships among practices: The ‘structure in dominance’, the concept
of ‘overdetermination’, and the principles of ‘determination in the last instance’

and ‘structural causality’.

Althusser (1969) stresses that his identification of multiple (and semi-autonomous)
practices within the social formation does not amount to a collapse into
‘underdeterminism’ (or into some kind of ‘free-floating pluralism’). Rallying to

Althusser’s defense on this point, Callinicos (1976:41) has observed that:

The criticism that... Althusser...has reduced Marxism to a theory of factors...
is inept. The complexity of the social totality possesses a structure — a
structure in dominance....That the totality is structured is as essential to its
nature as that it is complex.

As already noted, the complexity of Althusser’s social formations arises from the fact that
each practice within the social formation possesses its own internal laws (or protocols),
its own institutional apparatus, and hence, its own relative degree of autonomy. Althusser
however insists that the ‘macrocosm’ (i.e. the coalescence of all practices within the social
formation) is organised into a hierarchy, which he calls the ‘structure in dominance’.
According to Althusser, practices within every social formation ‘impinge upon’ (or
‘contaminate’) each other — the force of those lateral impingements depending on the
effectivity of the impinging practice. Thus, every social formation has some practices
which impinge ‘more tellingly’ on their peers than do others. The end result is a structured
hierarchy — called the structure in dominance — in which one practice emerges as the most

dominant (or most forceful):

The concept of a social formation implies an internal hierarchy, a precise and
specifiable pattern of interrelationship between the elements within the whole.
Social formations are always ‘structures in dominance’ because there is
always a hierarchy of effectivity and always one element which plays a
dominant role (Resch 1992:53).

Althusser (1969:179) insists that the structure in dominance is intrinsic to every social
formation. Thus, “...while one element can displace another to assume the dominant role,
such variations occur within a structure which is invariant to the extent that it always has
a dominant element” (my italics). And further, “[d]Jomination is not just an indifferent
fact; it is a fact essential to the complexity itself. That is why complexity implies

domination as one of its essentials: it is inscribed in its structure” (Althusser 1969:201).

20



Three questions immediately arise. The first is: how are practices able to ‘infect’ the
internal characteristics of adjacent practices — as implied by the notion that they organise
themselves into the structure in dominance? And secondly, how consistent is this notion
(i.e. that practices laterally impinge on each other) with Althusser’s simultaneous claim
— that individual practices are relatively autonomous (or constrained by their own internal
protocols)? Finally, what force (or what mechanism) decides the relative rankings of

practices within the structure in dominance?

In their answer to the first two questions, Althusser (1969) and Althusser and Balibar
(1970) invoke the principle of ‘overdetermination’, which they borrow from Freudian
psychoanalysis. According to Freud (1900), dream thoughts are formed from multiple
sources, which include superficial memories of recent life (called ‘the residue of the day’)
and deeply repressed traumas and unconscious wishes (described as ‘the potent
thoughts’). Thus, although dreams are discrete as individual events and, while they are
internally structured (i.e. often possessing sequences or ‘plots’) they are — nonetheless —
infused with (or overdetermined by) multiple external influences (i.e. the residue of the
day and the potent thoughts). Althusser and Balibar (1969) appropriate this concept to
explain how individual practices (which possess their own internal structures) are
simultaneously ‘infected” by adjacent practices. Practices thus absorb external
impingements from other practices, albeit, without losing their individual identities. It
also needs to be stressed that these lateral impingements are not unidirectional, since
practices often impact back upon the practices impinging on them (to greater or lesser

degrees — depending on relative rankings within the structure in dominance).

This leads to the third question, which is: what force or mechanism decides the relative
rankings of practices within the structure in dominance? Althusser’s (1969:255) answer
to this question is unequivocal. The ranking of each practice within the structure in

dominance is decided by the prevailing economic mode of production:

The economy determines for the non-economic elements their respective
degrees of autonomy/dependence in relation to itself and to one another, thus
their differential degrees of specific effectivity. It can determine itself as
dominant or not dominant at any particular time, and in the latter case it
determines which of the elements is to be dominant (my italics).

The theoretical positions sketched out above ultimately lead to Althusser’s seminal

proposition: that the economy determines all the other instances of the social formation
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in the last instance®. According to this principle, the economy neither directly causes
what manifests within the superstructures (i.e. determinism) nor expressly shapes them
via forms of human consciousness (i.e. reflectionism). Rather, ‘determination in the last
instance’ occurs through two complementary processes. Firstly (as already suggested),
the prevailing mode of production®’ determines the autonomy and effectivity of a specific
practice, and hence, its ranking within the structure in dominance. The following scenario
serves to illustrate this connection. A relatively advanced mode of production may permit
the juridical instance to develop its own (separate) infrastructure (e.g. a parliamentary
legislature; courts of law; a constabulary and a penitentiary system) as well as its own
very specific institutional codes. In this case, the juridical instance attains a high degree
of autonomy (vis-a-vis the political or the economic instances, for example). This
relatively high degree of autonomy potentially translates into a heightened capacity (for
the juridical instance) to resist external impingements and; at the same time, to impact
‘more tellingly’ on other practices. This combination (of a higher capacity to resist
external impingements and to impinge more forcefully on adjacent practices) gives the
juridical instance its ascendancy within the structure in dominance. Thus, a connection
could be postulated between the capacity allowed to the juridical instance (by the
prevailing mode of production) to resist and to effect lateral impingements (or
overdeterminations), and the relative ranking of the juridical instance within the structure
in dominance. The following (opposite) scenario exemplifies how a less developed mode
of production could actually prevent the juridical instance from attaining a high ranking
within the structure in dominance. In such a setting, the political leader (e.g. a tribal chief)
may fulfil multiple roles: acting as sole legislator, chief justice, commander-in-chief of
the constabulary and principal warden of the penitentiary services. In such conditions, it
is conceivable that the juridical instance could be denied both a high level of autonomy
and a high capacity to overdetermine adjacent practices. The tribal chief may promulgate
laws which promote his own political survival, in which case, the juridical instance
becomes heavily overdetermined by the political instance (and thereby occupies a lower
ranking within the structure in dominance). Althusser (1969) thus views the prevailing

economic mode of production as either permitting or denying the ascendency of certain

20 To recall Selden (1985:39) “this structure of contradictions may be dominated at any given stage by one
or other of the levels but which level it is to be is itself determined ultimately by the economic level,
though not directly.”

21 Underscored to distinguish it from the economic instance.
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practices within the structure in dominance. It needs to be noted, however, that the mode
of production does not select which practice is to dominate (or be dominated) within the
structure in dominance. Rather, its effect is to merely create or exclude certain

possibilities for specific practices:

Determination in the last instance by the economy means that its primacy
establishes certain limits to the autonomy of the political and ideological
functions. The economy does not select particular political or ideological
institutions; it excludes those institutions incompatible with the existing forces
or relations of production (Resch 1992: 53-54).

Jameson (1981) has drawn attention to a second way in which economic modes
of production determine individual social practices ‘in the last instance’. Following
Althusser and Balibar (1970), Jameson (ibid.) makes a prior (and fundamental)
demarcation between the economic instance of the social formation and the mode of
production. While the former term narrowly denotes the socioeconomic base (as defined
by forces and relations of production in spheres such as trade, agriculture, or industry),
the latter term refers to the aggregate of all instances within the social formation (i.e. it
is the concatenation of economic, ideological, political, juridical, aesthetic etc.
practices)**. Building on this distinction, Jameson (1981) then argues that ‘determination
in the last instance’ is inherently reflexive, since it implies that the aggregate of all
instances within the social formation acts to rank its own parts into the structure in

dominance. As Jameson (1981:35) explains:

[O]ne striking and fundamental difference between Althusser’s conception of
‘levels’ and that of traditional Marxism [is that] where the latter either
conceived, or in the absence of rigorous conceptualisation perpetuated the
impression, of the ‘ultimately determining instance’ or mode of production as
the narrowly economic — that is, as one level within the social system which,
however, ‘determines’ the others — the Althusserian concept of mode of
production identifies this concept with the structure as a whole.

The idea of the structure as a whole (Jameson 1981:35) acting upon its individual parts,

and ultimately, acting upon itself, underscores the implausibility or unlikelihood of any

22 As Resch (1992:39) clarifies:

By the term mode of production, Althusser and Balibar mean not only the
forces and relations of production but also their social conditions of existence
and the reproduction of those social conditions. Thus the concept of a mode of
production refers not simply to the economic instance, the forces and relations
of production proper, but also to the level of the social formation itself, insofar
as other non-economic instances are essential to the reproduction of the forces
and relations of production. While the term mode of production is less
comprehensive than the term social formation, it is more comprehensive than
the economic instance alone.
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singular part (or instance) of the social formation directly determining any other instance.
The model of causality suggested here — which Althusser and Balibar (1970) designate as
structural causality — is much more complex. Prior to explicating form of causality,

Althusser and Balibar (1970:168) ask:

By means of what concepts, or what set of concepts, is it possible to think the
determination of the elements of a structure, and the structural relations
between these elements, and all the effects of these relations, by the effectivity
of that structure [as a whole]? And a fortiori, by means of what concept or
what set of concepts is it possible to think the determination of a subordinate
structure; in other words, how is it possible to define the concept of structural
causality?(My italics).

According to Althusser and Balibar (1970), structural causality is a reflexive mode of
causality since the entire mode of production constrains (or determines) its own parts, and
ultimately, itself. In application, this model of causality deprives the analyst of any single
(or ostensible) instance of the social formation to focus on as the origin, cause or ‘central
essence’ determining the whole?. Instead, the analyst is compelled to think always in
terms of the entire structure. This is the additional sense in which Althusser’s social

formations lack both a centre and a ‘cause’:

If therefore one wishes to characterise Althusser’s Marxism as a structuralism,
one must complete the characterisation with the proviso that it is a
structuralism for which only one structure exists: namely, the mode of
production itself, or the synchronic system of social relations as a whole. This
is the sense in which this “structure” is an absent cause, since it is nowhere
empirically present as an element, it is not a part of the whole or one of the
levels, but rather the entire system of relationships among the levels. (Jameson
1981:36)*.

Balibar (1970) adds another layer of complexity to the model of structural
causality by raising the possibility that multiple modes of production may co-exist within

one social formation. Tsarist Russia easily comes to mind as a social formation in which

23 Recall Selden’s (1985:39) statement that, “Unlike a living organism, this structure has no governing
principle, no original seed, no overall unity.”
24 Elucidating the same concept, Resch (1992: 54) has observed that:

Althusser’s position is a realist one: structural forces or laws are at work in
social formations, but unlike the natural sciences, historical science can never
isolate them from each other. The phrase “the last instance never comes”
recognises what Althusser calls the “ever pre-givenness” of social structures.
This means a social formation is “always already there as the co-presence of
all its elements, their specific effectivities, and the relations of domination and
subordination that obtain between them. The primacy of the economy is
always already there in the historical conditions of existence of the present
conjuncture, yet the primacy of the economic function is exerted only in the
parallelogram of forces within which the economic itself is articulated.
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industrial and pre-industrial modes of production existed side by side (Callinicos 1982,
Feltham 2008). Thus Resch (1992:39) places some emphasis on the distinction that:
«...the term mode of production is less comprehensive than the term social formation™>,

since the latter can contain more than one occurrence of the former.

Structural causality, as theorised by Althusser and Balibar (1970), could be compared to
two other models, which it both criticises and supersedes. One is the model of transitive
causality®® — a linear kind of causality, *...which can think only in terms of an endless
chain of cause and effect (X happened because of Y, Y because of Z and so on to infinity”
- Resch 1992:54). The second is expressive causality, which — as discussed ealier — is
associated with determinism and reflectionism. This model, “...reduces the effectivity of
the elements to reflections of an essence (X, Y, and Z are all really manifestations of A,

the single, independent, and omnipresent variable” - ibid.).

Chapter Three of this thesis shall consider how AMC has utilised (or underutilised) the
theoretical resources discussed in this section. For now, three more aspects of
Althusserian Marxism need to be explored. These are: Althusser’s theorisation of
ideology and human subjectivity; his anti-teleological stance in historiography and his

guiding principles within the realm of epistemology.

2.3 Althusser’s Theorisation of ldeology and Human Subjectivity

Althusser’s theorisations of ideology and human subjectivity are particularly pertinent to
AMC since its ‘production-oriented’ version®’ identifies ideologies as both the ‘raw
materials’ and ‘end products’ of literary practices, while the ‘reception-oriented
version?® perceives literature as working to interpellate middle class readers into
assuming ‘superior’ social subjectivities?’. In both cases, theories of ideology and social

subjectivity are central to the main preoccupations of AMC.

23 As shall be seen in section 2.2.1.3, below, the notion of multiple and co-existent modes of production
has important implications for Althusser’s theorisation of historical time.

26Which Jameson (1981) later dubs the ‘billiard ball model.’

27 1e. the original version of AMC — as shall be clarified in the next chapter.

28 The subsequent version of AMC which emerged in 1974,

2 These positions shall be discussed in the next chapter.
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In line with his precept that that social practices are internally structured; and
simultaneously, wont to impinge upon adjacent practices, Althusser (1969:231) defines
‘an ideology’ as a “...system (with its own logic and rigor) of representations (images,
myths, ideas or concepts, depending on the case) endowed with a historical existence and
a role within a given society (my italics).” Althusser (ibid.) also establishes a broad
demarcation between ‘theoretical’ and ‘lived’ (or ‘practical’) ideologies. As Callinicos
(1976:62) explains, “We do learn that there are two kinds of ideologies — theoretical and
practical ideologies. The latter immediately inhabit men’s everyday practice, the former
are part of the process of theoretical practice.” Lived ideologies, in other words, are the
commonsensical truths (or ‘obviousnesses’) which shape ‘everyday’ assumptions. As
Eagleton (1986:16) once put it, they are “...the invisible colour of everyday life [and] less
an articulated structure than a boundless medium.” Theoretical ideologies, on the other
hand, occur in the realm of theoretical practices. Alluding to this category of ideologies,

Hindess and Hirst (1975:3) have observed:

In so far as certain facts are presented as ‘given’ in the real or as ‘given’ by
history, they must fall below the level of theoretical determination: they cannot
be the product of an explicit theoretical practice....[Such]
empiricism. ..therefore ensures that these ‘facts’ are ideological constructs and
that their theories are, at best, sophisticated theoretical ideology.

This subsection shall specifically focus on lived ideologies; and on how Althusser
implicates them in the moulding of social subjectivities (theoretical ideologies shall be
examined in subsection 2.2.1.1.4, below, which looks at elements of Althusserian

epistemology).

According to Althusser (1969), the function of practical ideologies is to secure the
conditions necessary for the reproduction of the social formation. Poulantzas (1975) has
provided a detailed account of how this happens. According to Poulantzas, the capitalist
mode of production possesses ‘self-reproducing’ mechanisms. For example, every cycle
of exchange between capital and labour appropriates value from the latter and transfers it
to the former in the form of profit. Each cycle thus entrenches the social power of capital
over labour, while simultaneously perpetuating the dependency of labour on capital. The
recurrence and stabilisation of cycles of exchange creates relatively permanent places or
positions (within processes of production) that need to be occupied by human agents (for
example, wage-labourers, middle managers, capitalist-owners etc.). As Poulantzas

explains, an effective mechanism is needed to distribute human agents into the various
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slots available to them in processes of production. This is where practical ideologies come
into play. The role of these ideologies is to induce human individuals to accept (as if by
their own ‘free will’) and fit into the various (and often dissimilar) roles established by
processes of production, and to sustain such patterns of distribution through succeeding
generations (e.g. working-class children later becoming working class adults). As Bennett

(1979:115) has observed:

...agents of production must be induced to ‘live’ their exploitation and
oppression in such a way that they do not experience or represent to themselves
their position as, precisely, one in which they are exploited and oppressed. (My
italics).

This leads to Althusser’s (1969:153) first major thesis on ideology, which is that:
“Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of

existence.” Expatiating this thesis, Althusser (1969:233-234) observes:

In ideology men do indeed express, not the relation between them and their
conditions of existence, but the way they live the relation between them and
their real conditions of existence. In ideology the real relation is inevitably
invested in the imaginary relation, a relation that expresses a will
(conservative, conformist, reformist or revolutionary), a hope or nostalgia,
rather than describing a reality.

The opposition between the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary’, which Althusser stresses, is
another borrowing from psychoanalysis. The psychoanalyst, Lacan (1936) defined the
social imaginary as the complex of beliefs, values, institutions, laws, symbols and so on
which are shared by a specific social group. The social imaginary is a historical construct
rather than a ‘true’ reflection of the group’s conditions of living. Although it evokes
connotations of illusion, the social imaginary is by no means inconsequential. It is the
system of meanings which underpins social structure and organisation. In his adaptation
of the concept, Althusser (1969) postulates that ideologies induce human subjects to
misrecognise their real conditions of existence. Instead of clearly recognising that they
exist in exploitative relations of production, social subjects tend to construct myths about
their roles (or ‘purposes’) in the world. Such myths eventually ‘gel’ into organised
systems of belief, which come to be regarded as commonsensical. Ideology is effective
on both the exploited and the exploiters alike. Highlighting how exploiters also

misrecognise their real roles in processes of production, Bennett (1979:117) remarks that:

The effect of classical forms of bourgeois humanism...is such that the
bourgeois ‘lives’...not on the basis of a ‘knowledge’ of his objective class
position in the relationships of production. His perception of his place in the
social world is, rather, mediated through an entirely ‘imaginary’ construction
of'his own role, and that of his class, in a historical process which is represented
as having a logic, a sense and a direction as a series of developmental
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sequences through which Man’s essential nature is progressively realised. The
bourgeois thus ‘lives’ or represents to himself his relationship to the conditions
of his existence not as an exploiting capitalist but as an instrument of History.

Regarding the internal structuring of lived ideologies, Althusser (1969) proposes
that all practical ideologies have an Absolute Subject at their centre. The Absolute Subject
(written in title case) is a central social construct around which social subjects build their
notion(s) of reality, purpose or direction in life. Bennett (1979:116) explains the crucial

role played by Absolute Subjects in the construction of lived ideologies, thus:

The structure of ‘ideology’ as such is ‘subject centred’. It contains at its centre
the concept of a Unique or Absolute Subject, capable of serving as the
guarantor of His own meaningfulness — the concept of God in...theology, for
example, or Man in bourgeois philosophical humanism. The Unique or
Absolute Subject ‘recruits’ or ‘hails’ or ‘interpellates’ concrete individuals into
concrete subjects....[T]he concept of such an Absolute subject acts as the focal
point of identification whereby individuals are organised into subsidiary
‘subjects’: that is, into socially formed subjects of consciousness who regard
themselves as having an identity, a role to play within a process — theological
or historical — which has a sense, direction and meaning conferred on it by the
Absolute Subject. Ideology may thus be said to consist of those myths through
which individuals are reconciled to their given social positions by falsely
representing to them those positions and relationships between them as if they
formed a part of some inherently significant, intrinsically coherent plan or
process.

In Althusser’s (1969:168) own terms:
[A]ll ideology is centred....[TThe Absolute Subject occupies the unique place

of the Centre, and interpellates around it the infinity of individuals into

subjects in a double-mirror connection such that it subjects the subjects to the

Subject, in which each subject can contemplate its own image (present or

future) the guarantee that this really concerns them and Him....
The Absolute Subject thus serves as the ultimate reference point bestowing
‘meaningfulness’ and ‘purpose’ to the lives social subjects. The Absolute Subject has a
unifying effect since it recruits (or interpellates) disparate social subjects (e.g. the
exploited worker alongside the capitalist exploiter — both sharing the same ideological

‘deep-structure’)*’.

30 Tllustrating this with reference to relations of production in Ancient Egypt, Jackson (1992) has suggested
that the Central Figure of the ‘Pharaoh-God’ condensed within itself the deepest ontologies, beliefs and
aspirations of Egyptian society. Thus, ordinary citizens yielding parts of their harvest to the Pharaoh-God
may actually have felt a sense of fulfilment (since this ritual bestowed added meaningfulness to their
processes of production). However, the Pharaoh himself, would also be interpellated by the same Central
Figure. He might perceive himself, conduct affairs, speak and generally behave as befitting this Absolute
Subject (in which case the Pharaoh as a social subject would be interpellated by the Pharaoh-God as an
Absolute Subject).
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As explained by Jackson (1994:90), the Althusserian term, ‘interpellation’ means
“...roughly [to be] called upon”. Human individuals are ‘called upon’ to act in certain
ways (or to assume certain subjectivities) by ideology — the deepest reference point in this
process being the Absolute Subject. Significantly, the main vehicle used to interpellate
human individuals, is language. As Pecheux (1982) has argued, society is segmented into
multiple discursive formations’!, each of which uses language in its own unique way, and
therefore, each of which shares a particular discourse®?. Explaining the link between
discourse(s) and interpellation, Jackson (1994:90) has observed that, “[d]iscourses are the
semiological practices which, among other things, call the self into being as a choosing,
experiencing, individual subject.” Itemising the stages through which interpellation
occurs, and underscoring the important function of discourse(s) in that process, Jackson

(1994:91-92) has further stated that:

The...human organism becomes a human individual (a) by being talked about
as an individual, (b) by being talked fo as an individual (c) by recognising
(misrecognising - Lacan) himself by imaginary identification as that individual
(d) thenceforth, by acting, thinking and feeling as that individual.... The great
attraction of this theory is in the range of things it purports to explain. It
explains how the animal becomes a person — because discourse calls him to be
one. It explains how the female animal becomes a ‘gendered subject’ because
discourse calls her to be one. It explains how ideology is incorporated into the
most private and fundamental parts of the self. The ideology was in the
discourse that called up those parts of the self.

While Jackson may be correct to underscore the crucial role of discourse(s) in processes
of interpellation, care should be taken not to conflate ‘discourse(s)’ with ideology. As

Pecheux (1982) has cautioned, discourses are not ideology per se. Rather, they are merely

one mode (among several others) through which ideologies are transmitted>>.

Althusser’s (1969:155) second thesis on ideology is that: “Ideology has a material
existence”. This thesis could be understood in two senses. The first is that ideological
beliefs are actually enacted through practical activities and rituals. In that sense,

13

ideologies are, “...embodied in particular social practices” (Callinicos 1976:74). A

second way in which this thesis could be understood is that ideologies are products of

311.e. communities of people sharing similar ‘world views’ and similar ways of using language (Pecheux
1982).

32 Discourses have been described as particular ways of using language within particular ‘sectors’ of
social life (Gee 1990). Alternatively, discourses have been described as any ‘occurrences’ of language in
concrete communicative contexts (Halliday and Hasan 1977 - see subsection 4.3.4 of chapter four for an
extended discussion of the term).

33As shall be seen in chapter four, other semiological systems (e.g. photographs, paintings, forms of dress,
music etc.) also transmit ideologies (Fairclough 1989).
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(‘material’) ideological state apparatuses (henceforth ISA - ibid.). Affirming both
interpretations, Althusser (1969:158) remarked that:

Where only a single subject...is concerned, the existence of the ideas of his
beliefis material in that Ais ideas are his material actions inserted into material
practices governed by material rituals which are themselves defined by the
material ideological apparatus from which derives the ideas of that subject.
(Original emphasis).

Althusser borrows the notion of ISA from Gramsci (1929-1935)*. Gramsci
theorised that the political power of the ruling classes depended not only on their control
of repressive state apparatuses (or RSA —e.g. the police, the army and the prison services).
More crucially, it depended on their control of ISA (e.g. universities, churches, the media,
trade unions, political parties, etc.). As Laing (1978:91) has explained, ISA serve to

facilitate:

...the reproduction of the ensemble of habits, moralities, opinions which
ensure[d] that the work-force (and those responsible for re-producing them in
the family or school)...[were] maintained in their position of subordination to
the dominant class.

Althusser (1969) avoids dichotomising between RSA and ISA and suggests, instead, that
the two kinds of apparatuses share significant overlaps, although the former

13

predominantly applies repression, while the latter functions “...massively and
predominantly” by ideology (Althusser 1969:141)*°. Althusser also notes that while RSA
tend to be unified under a centralised command structure, ISA tend to be much more

(3

dispersed and disparate. They are, ““...multiple, distinct, ‘relatively autonomous’ and
capable of providing an objective field to contradictions which express... the effects of
the clashes between capitalist class struggle and the proletarian struggle” (ibid.). At the
same time, however, ISA display a certain degree of concurrence, expressed “...usually
in contradictory forms by the ruling ideology, the ideology of the ruling class”, which
enjoys the status of the hegemonic ideology within the social formation (Althusser

1969:142 — my italics).

Althusser’s depiction of ideologies as material practices in their own right is consistent

with what Bennett (1979) once described as the ‘materialism of the superstructure’:

3% Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks were first translated into French in 1953.

35 It is conceivable that RSA (such the police, army or prison services) might employ ideological tactics
(e.g. prisons ‘re-educating’ their inmates or the police and the army portraying themselves as ‘people’s
forces’ etc.). Similarly, ISA such as schools might — in certain societies — apply repressive means of
control (e.g. the use of corporal punishment, etc.).
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In referring to ideology as a ‘practice’ in this sense, Althusser thus proposes
what might be described as a ‘materialism of the superstructure’. Ideology [like
all the other elements of the superstructure] is construed not as the pale,
ethereal reflection of society’s material base but as a practical activity which
has its own, equally material means and relations of production and its own,
equally material products. As a relatively autonomous level of the social
formation, ideology is thus the product of quite specific determinations which
are not reducible to economic relationships. Furthermore, as a material force,
ideology wields a power all of its own in relation to the other levels of social
practice. (Bennett 1979:111-112)

In a sense, Althusser overturns the classical Marxian precept that, “It is not men’s
consciousness that determines their being, but on the contrary, their social being which
determines their consciousness” (Marx 1962:67). Alluding to this reversal, Bennett

(1979:114) observes that:

Far from being a mere reflex of a consciousness which is determined by class
position, ideology is viewed as an autonomous level of production with its own
product: namely, the consciousness of human subjects. The work that ideology
effects is that of transforming individuals into concrete social beings of
determinate forms of consciousness. (My italics).

The final question which shall be considered in this subsection pertains to the sort of
human subject ‘produced’ by ideology. Althusser (1969) portrays social subjects as
‘decentred’ since they are mere ‘bearers’ of social structures (Selden 1985, Resch 1992,
Williams 2001). In that regard, the term ‘subject’ is apt since it connotes the subjection
of human individuals to systems of thought which supersede their own volition. In other
words, no ‘subject’ can be his or her own ‘Subject’ (in the sense of the Absolute Subject).

As Althusser (1973b:94) stresses:

To be dialectical materialist, Marxist philosophy must break with the idealist
category of the [human] “Subject’ as Origin, Essence, and cause, responsible
in its interiority for all the determinations of the external ‘Object’, whose
internal ‘Subject’ it is called.

In what has been described as his ‘theoretical anti-humanism’, Althusser (1970:180)
dismisses the very possibility that social subjects can possess a ‘free will’ (or

‘consciousness’), or that they can be ‘makers’ of their own history:

The structure of the relations of production determines the places and the
functions occupied by the agents of production, who are never anything more
than the occupants of these places, in so far as they are the ‘supports’ of these
functions. The true ‘subjects’ (in the sense of the constitutive subjects of the
process) are not ... concrete individuals,’[or] ‘real men’ — but the definition
and distribution of these places and functions. The true ‘subjects’ are these
definers and distributors: the relations of production (and political and
ideological social relations). But since these are relations, they cannot be
thought within the category subject. (Original emphases).
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Althusser’s theoretical anti-humanism has often been construed as a form of structuralism
(Laing 1978, Benton 1984, Williams 2001) and, in some instances, been closely
associated with postmodernist tendencies to decentre social subjects (Heartfield: 2002,
Williams 2001). Resch (1992) has rejected such interpretations and argued that
Althusser’s decentring of social subjects (and his insertion of social structures in the place
vacated by human consciousness) patently coheres with the Structuralist Marxism which

he has promoted. This debate shall be revisited in the next two chapters of this thesis.

2.4  Althusser’s Theorisation of Historical Time

Althusser’s (1969) theoretical anti-humanism and anti-evolutionism jointly translate into
yet another thesis, which is that history is a process without a subject. As highlighted in
the previous section, Althusser rules out the very possibility that social subjects possess
either the free will or the consciousness to shape their own history. In fact, Althusser
argues that the ideological state is inescapable for all social subjects, since ideology is

the glue which binds societies together:

Every human, that is to say social individual, cannot be an agent of practice
unless he takes the form of a subject. The ‘subject form’ is in fact the form that
the historical existence of every individual, every agent of social practices,
takes: for the relations of production and reproduction necessarily involve, as
the integrating element, what Lenin called ‘ideological social relations’,
which in order to function, impose on every individual-agent the form of a
subject (Althusser 1973b:93). (Original emphasis).

Reduced to mere bearers (rather than creative manipulators) of social structures, human
agents are thus denied an active role in the making of history. As Callinicos (1976:70)

once noted:

[TThe concept of history as a process without a subject and the [anti-humanist]

theory of ideology find their connection in the idea that ideology is the way in

which men and women are formed in order to participate in a process of which

they are not the makers, and that ideology performs this function by giving

them the illusion that history was made for them (my italics).
At the same time (and, as discussed earlier in subsection 2.2.1), Althusser’s ‘anti-
evolutionism’ expels economic forces (i.e. the socioeconomic base) from the central and
determining role vis-a-vis all other levels of the social formation. This decentring entails
that base ceases to control (or determine) the direction or pace of historical developments

within the social formation. Instead, each instance (or level) of the social formation is
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endowed with its own ‘historical time’ and ‘historical trajectory’. As Althusser (1970:99)

himself put it:

It is no longer possible to think of the process of the development of the
different levels of the whole in the same historical time. Each of these ‘levels’
does not have the same type of historical existence. On the contrary, we have
to assign to each level a peculiar time, relatively autonomous and hence
relatively independent, even in its dependence, of the ‘times’ of the other levels
(sic — original emphasis).

And further,

Each of these peculiar histories is punctuated with peculiar rhythms and can
only be known on condition that we have defined the concept of its historical
temporality and its punctuations (continuous development, revolutions, breaks
etc. (Althusser 1970:100).

Althusser’s ultimate point is that the relative autonomy of the various instances of the
social formation extends to their historical temporality. Thus, while the Russian
revolution of 1917 altered the forces and relations of production within the economic
instance, this ‘modernisation’ was not automatically realised in the political or juridical
instances, since Stalin virtually presided over an oligarchy (Callinicos 1982). The
possibility that multiple modes of production may co-exist within the same social
formation®®, further complicates matters, since it becomes impossible to pinpoint the
particular mode of production deciding the direction (or pace) of history for the entire

social formation.

Althusser thus rejects both humanist-inspired and evolutionist-inspired teleologies. The
former installs ‘conscious’ human subjects at the centre of historical processes. The latter
accords that role to ‘autonomous’ forces operating from within the socioeconomic base®’.
In both cases, history is represented as the gradual march towards the moment of
‘revolutionary crisis’ — with either increasingly ‘conscious’ masses in the vanguard, or
increasingly untenable contradictions within the base propelling that movement. Benton
(1984:18) has thus suggested that there is an essential similarity between humanist and

evolutionist teleologies:

36 As discussed in sub-section 2.2.1.1.3 above

37 A notable proponent of evolutionist teleology is Kautsky (in Colletti 1968:18) who declared that:
“Capitalist society has failed; its dissolution is only a question of time; irresistible economic development
leads with natural necessity to the bankruptcy of the capitalist mode of production. The erection of a new
form of society in place of the existing one is no longer merely desirable. It has become something
inevitable.”
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Whereas... [humanist teleology] represents the historical process as a journey
of the human subject through self-alienation to final self-consciousness and
self-emancipation,...[evolutionist teleology] repeats this. . .structure, only with
the ever advancing forces of production in the place of the human subject.
History is still an evolutionary succession of phases, in which original inner
potentialities are successively realised through historical time.
After dismissing both humanist- and evolutionist-inspired teleologies, Althusser
depicts history as a ‘process without a subject’. Althusser’s stance vis-a-vis history has

been lucidly summarised by Selden (1985:39) who (as highlighted earlier) wrote:

Unlike a living organism, this structure [the social formation] has no governing
principle, no originating seed, no overall unity. The implications of this view
are arresting. The various elements (or levels) within the social formation are
not treated as reflections of one essential level (the economic level for
Marxists): the levels possess a ‘relative autonomy’....

Althusser’s understanding of historical processes has been described by Resch
(1992) as ‘scientific’ since it compels historians to focus steadfastly on the workings (and
the effects) of multiple social structures, rather than human agents or any singular
contradiction or essence. Althusserian historiography also promises to be appropriate to
the analysis of post-Fordist social formations, which are almost always complex, since

they incorporate multiple modes of production.

2.5 Some Epistemological Issues

Another interesting offshoot of Althusser’s (1969) ‘materialism of the superstructures’ is
his designation of theoretical work as a fully-fledged practice in its own right. Althusser
perceives theoretical labour as not only intensive, but as also transforming specific raw
materials into specific products. Althusser (1969) labels the three main components of

theoretical practices as Generalities I, II, and III. As explained by Callinicos (1982:69):

Generalities I, [is] the raw material of the practice, provided by the pre-existing
theoretical discourses from which the discourse in question starts; Generalities
I1, [is] the set of questions, often unstated and only implicit, which provide the
discourse in question with its internal unity — what he calls the problematic;
Generalities II1, [is] the end-product, the new theories produced by the action
of Generalities II on Generalities 1. Theoretical practice, then, involve a
process of transformation in which the decisive role is played by the theoretical
means of production — the discourse’s problematic (sic).

The conceptual framework summarised by Callinicos (above) becomes clearer when
applied to a brief analysis of Althusser’s own ‘theoretical labour.” Althusser (1969:184)
described his ‘Return to Marx’ oeuvre as a ‘double intervention’ meant to demarcate

between the ‘true’ (or ‘scientific’) aspects of Marx’s original writings, and the ‘theoretical
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ideologies’ which compromised the integrity of Marx’s work; and to separate this true (or

‘scientific’) Marxism from those elements of ‘theoretical ideology’ persisting within it:

The object of the first intervention is to draw a line of demarcation between
Marxist theory and the forms of philosophical (and political) subjectivism
which have compromised or threatened it: above all, empiricism and its
variants, classical and modern: pragmatism, voluntarism, historicism etc. The
object of the second intervention is to draw a line of demarcation between the
true theoretical bases of the Marxist science of history and Marxist philosophy
on the one hand, and on the other, the pre-Marxist idealist notions on which
depend contemporary interpretations of Marxism as a ‘philosophy of man’ or
a ‘Humanism’....Behind the details of the arguments, textual analyses and
theoretical discussions, these two interventions reveal a major opposition: the
opposition that separates science from ideology...

In subjecting Marx’s original writings to an intensive critique, Althusser treated those
writings as ‘Generalities I’ (or as his theoretical ‘raw materials’) — the pre-existing
theoretical discourses which he subjected to intensive interrogation. The body of implicit
and explicit questions which Althusser posed in his re-reading of Marx constituted his
Generalities II or his problematic. Finally, the supposedly ‘true’ or ‘scientific’ Marxism
which Althusser arrived at, after engaging in this theoretical labour, constituted his
Generalities III — that is, the ‘end-product’ of his work. Althusser’s working hypothesis
was that Marx’s theoretical discourse was riddled with certain ‘impurities’ (or what he
called ‘epistemological obstacles’), which compromised its ‘scientificity’. According to
Althusser, most of these epistemological obstacles inhered in Marx’s earlier writings,>
which were left-Hegelian (or humanist), since they depicted “...man as a self-creating
being arising out of the dialectic between his labour and the natural world....” (Callinicos
1976:31). Althusser described Marx’s (1848) publication of Capital as an
‘epistemological break’, or as the moment when Marx finally transcended the theoretical
ideologies which had compromised his earlier writings. Highlighting the important role
played by Generalities II (or the problematic) in this ‘re-reading’ of Marx, Althusser and
Balibar (1970:14) commented that:

We read Capital as philosophers...(We posed it the question of its relation to
its object, hence both the question of its specificity of its object, and the
specificity of its relation to that object, i.e. the question of the nature and type
of discourse set to work to handle this object, the question of scientific
discourse....)

The problematic has been defined as the “...underlying [conceptual] structure which

renders possible the raising of certain questions in a particular form, while ruling out the

38 For example, in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts written between 1834 and 1844)
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raising of others” (Callinicos 1976:35). Althusser and Balibar (1970:25-26) allude to the

problematic, thus:

This introduces us to a fact peculiar to the very existence of science: it can only
pose problems on the terrain and within the horizon of a definite theoretical
structure, its problematic, and hence the absolute determination of the forms in
which all problems must be posed at any given moment of the science.

This opens the way to a determination of the visible as visible, and
conjointly of the invisible as invisible, and of the organic link binding the
invisible to the visible. Any object or problem situated on the terrain and within
the horizon, i.e. in the definite structured field of the theoretical problematic of
a given theoretical discipline, is visible.

It is important to note that Althusser’s epistemology incorporates certain elements

9. This is the view that knowledge is constructed within the

of conventionalism
operational conventions of particular disciplines (Benton 1984). Conventionalism thus
accepts that different modes of enquiry (or different problematics) will generate different
kinds of knowledge. Sharply opposed to conventionalist epistemology are empiricist and
positivist models of knowledge, which (respectively) assume that new knowledge is
gained from the direct (and, supposedly, ‘objective’) observation of ‘reality’, and that
knowledge develops incrementally, building upon previously established platforms. In
conventionalism, knowledge tends to increase in ‘fits and starts’ (as suggested by the
notion of the epistemological break) since shifts in underlying problematics may generate
entirely new forms of knowledge. Additionally, a distinction is maintained between
objects of knowledge and real objects. Since problematics work upon pre-existing
discourses to generate new knowledge in processes which occur purely in thought, there
need not be any one-to-one correspondence between this mentally generated knowledge
and what is empirically observable in the ‘real world’. In other words, the guarantor of
‘scientificity’ in theoretical work is not the degree to which constructed knowledge
matches things in reality. Rather, the ‘true’ guarantor of ‘scientificity’ lies in the

rigorousness of the problematic applied by the investigator (Benton 1984).

Finally, Althusser (1969) emphasises that problematics are often implicit rather than
explicit. This is why problematics often need to be inferred from the questioning methods

and investigative trajectory assumed by a specific researcher. Althusser described this

39 As Benton (1984) explains, Althusser’s PhD supervisor, Gaston Bachelard was a prominent
conventionalist.
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inference of the problematic (from questioning methods and the trajectory of

investigation) as ‘symptomatic reading?”. As Callinicos (1976:35-36) has explained:

The problematic of a theory is...not reducible to the [conscious] beliefs of the

author of the theory; it is extractable by means of a symptomatic reading. 1t is

called symptomatic because the problematic of a theory is complex and

contradictory, involving dislocations between the different levels. These

contradictions are reflected on the text’s surface as symptoms of a complex

[underlying] structure, in gaps, lapses, silences, absences, which are

determined by the way in which contradictory levels of the theory are

articulated upon each other.
Symptomatic reading thus, “divulges the undivulged event in the text that it reads, and in
the same movement, relates it to a different text, present as a necessary absence of the
first” (Althusser and Balibar’s 1970:28). Symptomatic readings therefore identify the
‘cues’ pointing to an analyst’s theoretical direction. Theoreticians reading the works of
earlier theoreticians may impose different problematics on those works, resulting in the

generation of new bodies of knowledge.

2.6 Conclusion

The concepts discussed in this chapter barely scratch the surface of Althusser’s ‘Return
to Marx Oeuvre’. However, they provide a rough map of the key theoretical
underpinnings of AMC, which shall inform the critique AMC (conducted in the next
chapter). The same concepts shall also explicitly (or implicitly) frame the envisaged

Marxist stylistic method.

40Another concept which Althusser borrows from Lacanian psychoanalysis. Interestingly, even literary
texts - supposedly bearing ‘lived ideologies’ - are also often subjected to ‘symptomatic readings’ in AMC
— as shall be seen in the next chapter.
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3.0 Chapter Three: The Unrealised Potential of

Althusserian Marxist Criticism

3.1 Introduction

After the necessary detour into Althusserian Marxism in the previous chapter, we now
hark back to our original thematic thread, which — as indicated in the introductory chapter
— unravels into three main strands of enquiry: the hypotheses that: (a) AMC needs to be
mediated; (b) CDA possesses salient theoretical and methodological resources that can
effect this mediation and (c) a distinctive Marxist stylistic method emerges from the
incorporation of germane CDA elements into AMC. This chapter particularly focuses on
the first of these three main hypotheses*!. It critiques AMC primarily to affirm its need
for mediation, but even more vitally, fo isolate the specific areas in which this mediation
is required. However, the strong points of the method are also explored; and this, for two
reasons. As already suggested (in Chapter One), highlighting AMC’s strong points partly
justifies why it was selected (above other versions of Marxist criticism) as the main
‘progenitor’ of the Marxist stylistic method. Furthermore, establishing AMC’s strong
points serves to anticipate some of the features which it shall ‘bequeath’ to the Marxist

stylistic method*?.

The chapter is organised into two main sections, as follows. The first section provides a
brief background on the emergence of both production- and reception-oriented versions
of AMC before highlighting the strong points of the method. The second section focuses
on the weak points of the method. It considers criticisms which have been leveled against
AMC (by various commentators) and some of the paucities which emerge when the

method is reviewed from a standpoint that is partly informed by CDA.

41 The other two hypotheses are dealt with between chapters four and six.
42 Given the latter’s predominant derivation from AMC.
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3.2  The Revolutionising Impetus of AMC

3.2.1 The emergence of AMC

AMC emerged between the early- and mid-1960s in the form of exploratory essays in
which Louis Althusser “...sketched out the implications of his position for the way in
which art and literature should be viewed*” (Bennett 1979:120). Right from its inception,
AMC diverged from the reductionism and theoretical leftism of its determinist and
reflectionist precursors (Forgacs 1982, Haslett 2000, Levine 2003). For, while the latter
had reduced literature to the mere epiphenomenon (or ‘mirror’) of socioeconomic forces,
AMC elevated it to a semi-autonomous and material practice in its own right (Bennett
1979, Forgacs 1982, Resch 1992). In line with Althusser’s (1969) precept that al/l social
practices transformed specific raw materials into specific products, AMC theorised that
literature specifically ‘worked upon’ ideologies and transformed them into ‘more
perceptible’ forms (Eagleton 1986, Laing 1978). Explaining how literature fulfilled this
key function, Eagleton (1986:16) observed:

In entering literature,...ideology finds itself subjected to a formalisation,
which it cannot tolerate. This formalisation exposes those limits, slips, and
incoherences of ideology which are normally concealed in everyday life; and
it is for this reason that, once worked upon by the literary text, ideology begins
to come apart at the seams. It is the very coherence of textual forms which
produces the incoherence of the ideological content (original emphases).

Put in other words, literature compels lived ideologies to fit into coherent narratives,
which readers begin to analyse. Thus, literature destabilises the habitual invisibility of
those ideologies**. To illustrate, the ideology which naturalises class inequalities might
elude ‘easy detection’ in everyday life. However, such an ideology begins to ‘shout out
its presence’ in a narrative which depicts two inseparable friends having to attend
different schools because they ‘belong’ to different social classes. As Macherey (1978)
once put it, literature ‘stages’ ideologies (or forces them to act out their incoherencies),

thus rendering them more visible.

A number of questions arise from AMC’s central precept — that literature produces more

perceptible ideologies. Firstly, does literature complement the work already accomplished

43 Althusser’s early ‘forays’ into literary criticism include, ‘The Piccolo Teatro: Bertolazzi and Brecht’
(1962); ‘A Letter on Art’ (1966) and ‘Cremonini, Painter of the Abstract,” (1966).

4 As highlighted in the previous chapter, Althusser (1969) portrays lived ideologies as typically diffuse
and amorphous. They are, “...the invisible colour of everyday life...[and] less an articulated structure
than a boundless medium” (Eagleton 1986:16).
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by scientific (or theoretical) practices, since the latter also expose the ideologies ‘secreted’
within theoretical discourses? Addressing this question, Eagleton (1986) stresses that
‘science’ specifically exposes theoretical ideologies, whereas literature illuminates
practical (or lived) ideologies. Moreover, while science provides an explicit knowledge
of the ideologies which it illumines, literature often makes the reader feel (or ‘sense’) the

presence of lived ideologies. As Althusser (1971:203-204) puts it:

I do not rank art among the ideologies, although art does have a quite particular
and specific relationship with ideology....Art (I mean authentic art, not works
of an average or mediocre level) does not give us a knowledge in the strict
sense, it therefore does not replace knowledge (in the modern sense: scientific
knowledge), but what it gives us does nevertheless maintains a certain specific
relationship with knowledge. This relationship is not one of identity but of
difference. Let me explain. I believe that the peculiarity of art is to “make us

2

see”, “make us perceive”, “make us feel” something that alludes to
reality....What art makes us see is the ideology from which it is born, in which
it bathes, from which it detaches itself as art, and to which it alludes....”

Literature’s capacity to make the reader sense the presence of lived ideologies has
prompted some commentators to treat it as ‘quasi-scientific’ (Bennett 1979, Forgacs
1982). Bennett (1979:121) suggests that literature “...hovers [midway] between ‘science’
as such and ‘ideology’ as such...,” while Forgacs (1982:182) observes that:

...fiction seems to stand between ideology and theory as a kind of halfway
house. It would appear not to share the illusory nature of ideology because...it
is precisely the production of ideology by fiction which sets it at a distance
from itself and reveals the gaps in it. At the same time, fiction does not partake
of theory working to criticise ideology, since it only serves to hollow the
ideology, to create the gaps and silences in the text, and it needs the
intervention of the theorist to explain the presence of these silences.

Notwithstanding the criticisms that it has attracted*’, AMC’s ‘halfway house’ formulation
clearly resonates with Althusser’s (1969) key precept — that social practices are discrete
and also wont to impinge upon adjacent practices. In this case, literature, science and
ideology are represented as a series of discrete practices. Literature and science work to
expose (different kinds of) ideologies, while ideologies — in turn — tinct (or infuse
themselves into) the former practices. As a conceptual stance, the halfway house
formulation refutes determinist and reflectionist tendencies to lump the superstructures
into one amorphous (or poorly differentiated) ‘whole’ which is then sharply opposed to
(and supposedly solely determined by) the socioeconomic base (Bennett 1979, Levine

2003).

4Which shall be discussed in section 3.3 of this chapter.
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It is also worth noting that AMC’s explanation of what uniquely distinguishes literary
practices, translates into a materialist aesthetics*®. Articulating AMC’s active

preoccupation with aesthetic questions, Althusser (1971:225-226) remarks:

...to answer most of the questions posed for us by the existence and specific
nature of art, we are forced to produce an adequate (scientific) knowledge of
the processes which produce the ‘aesthetic effect’....

As already implied, AMC differentiates Literature*’ from both (so-called) ‘ordinary
language’ as well as from literary “...works of an average or mediocre level...”
(Althusser 1971:203). What gives Literature its distinctive status (or its aesthetic value)
is, precisely, its unique capacity to alert us to the presence of lived ideologies (Althusser
1971). AMC'’s specification of the mode in which literature signals the presence of lives
ideologies, underwrites classical Greek notions of ‘aisthesis’, which means,
“...pertaining to sense perception...” (Regan 1992:5 — my italics). To recall, literature

makes us ‘see’, ‘perceive’ and ‘feel’ the presence of ideologies (Althusser 1971).

Resch (1992) has described the ‘original’ version of AMC (summarised above), as
production-oriented, most probably, in recognition of its main premise that literature
produces more perceptible ideologies, and possibly too, in acknowledgement of
Macherey’s (1966 trans 1978) seminal work on this version, which was entitled: 4 Theory

of Literary Production.

AMC’s production-oriented version reached the peak of its influence between the mid-
1960s and early 1970s (Williams 2001). By 1974, the method was in crisis (ibid.). Several
Althusserian critics (including the former stalwart of the method — Macherey himself)
were starting to question AMC’s preoccupation with Literature’s intrinsic properties.
According to these critics, AMC contradicted its own materialist premises by investing
Literature with a universal (or unchanging) essence (i.e. its unfailing capacity to produce
more perceptible ideologies). Put more baldly, AMC’s dabbling in aesthetic questions
(which sought to establish the intrinsic properties possessed by all instances of ‘real’
Literature’) represented a collapse into idealism. Articulating this criticism, Bennett

(1979:104-105) has observed:

The...[materialist premises from which AMC set out] require... one to focus
on the differences between forms of writing, explaining these with reference to

46 The term used by Regan (1992) to denote Marxist aesthetics.
4Spelt here with a capital ‘L’ to underscore its distinctiveness from other discourses (Resch 1992).
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the differing, historically specific material and ideological constraints which
have regulated their production. The...[aesthetic trajectory] by contrast, is
concerned with the similarities between forms of writing. By abstracting
particular texts from the historically specific circumstances of their production,
it is argued that these can be grouped together as ‘literature’ precisely because
they share some formal essence, some uniquely distinguishing set of
characteristics which marks them off from other, ‘non-literary’ forms of
writing.

This formal essence, however it may be defined, does not figure merely as
the principle of classification which justifies the ‘literary/non-literary’
distinction posited. It is also endowed with explanatory power as part of an
idealist theory of causation. It is what makes the text concerned ‘literary’. Far
from being moulded by the circumstances of its production, the so-called
literary work is said to break free from these so as to partake of some universal,
unchanging, ever-present formal essence.

Questions such as these actuated a retreat from aesthetics within the AMC camp, which
gained impetus after an alternative version of AMC — rejecting the notion that Literature
primarily produced more perceptible ideologies — emerged in 1974. Resch (1992) has
described the latter version of AMC as reception-oriented for reasons that are clarified in

the next subsection.

3.2.2 The emergence of the reception-oriented version of AMC

In what could be described as a parallel movement, Renée Balibar (1974), and a
‘reformed*®” Macherey (1974%, 1977) promoted an alternative version of AMC, which
focused almost exclusively on the interpellative® effects of literature. Proceeding from
the same basic premises as its predecessor, but demurring against what it perceived as the
encroachment of bourgeois aesthetics into the earlier model, the (then) ‘new-fangled’
version of AMC shifted attention from how literature produced more perceptible
ideologies, to how literature reproduced class-differentiated ideological subjectivities in
middle class children as opposed to their working class counterparts within the French
schooling system (Macherey and Etienne Balibar 1974). After noting sharp discrepancies
between the simplified literature taught in primary schools and the much more advanced
literature taught at secondary level; and after also taking into account the limited access

of working class children to secondary education, Macherey and E. Balibar (1974)

48 1t is ironical that the former ‘stalwart’ of the production-oriented version — Macherey — was to become
one of its most vociferous opponents. In a radical ‘about-turn’, Macherey (1977:3) was to declare that,
“...Literature’ with a capital ‘L’ does not exist....”

“Macherey’s 1974 paper was co-written with Etienne Balibar.

50 To recall the discussion in section 2.3 of the previous chapter, intepellation refers to the ‘hailing’ (or
‘recruitment’) of ideological subjects.
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concluded that literature functioned mainly as an interpellative apparatus, which
inculcated bourgeois values as well as advanced linguistic competencies in its secondary
school (or middle class) consumers, thus priming them for future bourgeois roles in
processes of production. In that sense, literature functioned as an Ideological State
Apparatus (or ISA) inserted into the broader educational ISA, whose specific function
was to reproduce (or ‘replenish’ — at the ideological level) the bourgeois fraction of

French society (Macherey and E. Balibar 1974). As Resch (1992:297) explains:

Because the education of the dominated classes does not result in mastery of
the linguistic code, it imposes an effect of submission on all individuals
educated at primary level (...the future exploited classes). As a corollary,
education for the privileged minority, founded on active mastery of language,
produces a class-based effect of dominance. Apprenticeship in the “advanced”
language not only opposes that in the “basic” language but also encompasses
and surpasses it, bestowing on its enrolees a qualitatively superior mastery of
the language power over those excluded from such mastery.

As its name suggests, this version of AMC was mainly concerned with how
literature was received by readers, or more specifically, with the effects wrought by
literature on readers. While, at first sight, this version of AMC appears to be radically
different from the production-oriented model, the two versions actually share several
similarities, particularly, at the theoretical level. Both regard literature as a semi-
autonomous and material practice which possesses its own effectivity, and both are
focused on the interfaces between literary and ideological practices (Resch 1992). While
the production-oriented version views literature as producing more perceptible
ideologies, the reception-oriented version views literature as reproducing class-
differentiated 1ideological subjectivities. Moreover, both versions perceive lived
ideologies in ‘cloak and dagger’ terms as ordinarily surreptitious, or as only perceptible
after some wunmasking (Resch 1992). Thus, the production-oriented version invests
Literature with the unique capacity to ‘unveil’ lived ideologies. The reception-oriented
model, on the other hand, denies Literature this ‘unmasking power’ and invests it in the
critic, who recognises the contradictions at the heart of the French schooling system
(Resch 1992). Explaining how active unmasking is also central to the latter version, Resch

(1992:296) observes:

...[T]he homogeneity of the bourgeois school was (is) a fagade concealing the
existence of antagonistic academic practices...primary education and
secondary education, which, respectively, produce/reproduce the relations of
domination and exploitation within the social formation....As the division in
schooling, which reproduces the division of society into social classes is veiled
by the assertion of a pseudo-egalitarian national community, so a linguistic
division emerges between different practices of the same national languages....
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Another similarity between the two versions of AMC is their shared interest in
closely analysing the linguistic and narrative structures of literary texts, albeit for different

reasons. The production-oriented version:

...assigns an important place to the language of the literary text. For it is
fictional language and a number of specifically literary resources which bring
about the production or transformation of ideologies (Forgacs 1982: 182-183).

The reception-oriented version also values close analysis in order to clarify and
underscore the differentiated communicative resources accessible to primary as opposed
to secondary pupils. Thus, in their description of the pioneering work of R. Balibar (1974)
in developing this version, Macherey and E. Balibar (1974) applaud her application of

close linguistic analysis:

In a study of ‘modern’ French literary texts,...Renee Balibar refers to the
production of ‘imaginary French’ (francais fictive).... [This is not] simply a
case of language being produced in fiction (with its own usages, syntax and
vocabulary), characters in a narrative making an imaginary discourse in an
imaginary language. Instead, it is a case of expressions which always diverge
in one or more salient details from those used in practice outside the literary
discourse, even when both are grammatically correct. These are linguistic
‘compromise formations’.... (Balibar and Macherey 1974 in Mulhern
1992:47).

In short, the two versions of AMC share numerous overlaps — a point which is
stressed by Resch (1992:261) when he describes the rift between them as both

“...pernicious and unwarranted™>!.

In spite of the rift between its production- and reception-oriented versions, AMC emerged
to become an influential approach to Marxist criticism (Williams 2001, Feltham 2008,
Dawes 1991). The next section considers the strong points of AMC (vis-a-vis its
determinist and reflectionist precursors). First, it examines how AMC’s “’materialism of
the superstructure[s]” (Bennett 1979:111) significantly extended the scope and

effectiveness of Marxist literary criticism.

51 An assessment also made by Eagleton (1986) who argues that literary studies should focus equally on
‘production ‘and ‘reproduction’.
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3.3 The Strong Points of AMC

3.3.1 AMC’s ‘materialism of the superstructures’ (including Literature)

As already highlighted, both production- and reception-oriented versions of AMC elevate
the former superstructures (including literature) to fully-fledged practices in their own
right (Resch 1992, Bennett 1979, Levine 2003). This theoretical position has the effect of
radically attenuating the determinative powers formerly invested in the socioeconomic
base®, which loses its double distinction as both the only material sphere of human
activity, and as the single-handed determinant of all the other levels (Resch 1992, Haslett
2000, Levine 2003). Althusser’s (1969) identification of the economic mode of
production®® (rather than the base as a singular instance) as the entity which organises all
social practices into the structure in dominance, effectively relegates the base into just
one other level amongst many others (Resch 1992, Jameson 1981, Feltham 2008). Thus,
the famous Althusserian caveat — ‘determination in the last instance’ — does not recover
any vestigial (or ultimate) determinative powers for the base. Rather, it underscores the
inclusion (and subordination) of the base within the much broader network of practices

constituting the mode of production (Jameson 1981, Feltham 2008).

Ultimately, the denial of any special (or distinctive) status for the base could be seen as
an ‘in-house®®” deconstruction of the base-superstructure dichotomy. One positive effect
of this deconstruction is that it effectively forestalls (or weakens) postmodernist assaults
on the Marxist core-value of ‘economic necessitarianism’ (Resch 1992, Feltham 2008).
For, while the postmodernists would sooner tear down both the base-superstructure
dichotomy and the principle of economic determinism associated with it, AMC executes
a ‘selective demolition,” which targets just the (much maligned) base-superstructure
dichotomy, but preserves the principle of determinism — which is salvaged through
caveats such as overdetermination and determination in the last instance (Haslett 2000,
Levine 2003, Feltham 2008). In fact, AMC demonstrates (per contra determinist and
reflectionist positions) that it is possible to think determinism without thereby endorsing

the base-superstructure dichotomy. In that regard, AMC appears to rehabilitate (and give

52 By determinist and reflectionist critics.

53 That is, the aggregate of all practices within the social formation (as discussed in section 2.2.3 of the
previous chapter).

54 That is, a deconstruction wrought from within the Marxist camp.
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a new meaning to) the Marxist principle of determinism, albeit, while apparently
‘colluding’ with the postmodernists in rejecting the base-superstructure framework

(Resch 1992, Feltham 2008).

Additionally, AMC’s treatment of literature as a semi-autonomous and material practice
in its own right serves to simultaneously focus and diversify the scope of Marxist literary
criticism (Benton 1984, Levine 2003). Theorising literature as a practice in its own right
has fostered systematic enquiry into: (a) the specific ‘raw materials’ supposedly
transformed (or ‘worked upon’) by literature, (b) the means of production applied during
this transformation and (c) the end-products yielded by literary practices. The
identification of ideologies (and ideological subjectivities) as both the raw-materials and
end products of literary practices, has focused attention on the interfaces between literary
and ideological practices (Resch 1992). At the same time, the importance given to the
linguistic and narrative structures of texts (i.e. as the specific means of production
employed by literary practices) introduces some scope for stylistic analysis within a

Marxist approach to literary criticism (Forgacs 1982, Levine 2003).

3.3.2 AMC’s theorisation of historical knowledge and its construal of the

relationship between history and literature

In spite of contrary adjudications (which shall be considered in the next section), AMC’s
definition of historical knowledge, and its explanation of the relationship between
literature and history, constitutes one of its most important innovations (Forgacs 1982,
Resch 1992). In the first place (and, in spite of its deconstruction of the
base/superstructure dichotomy), AMC emulates its determinist and reflectionist
precursors in maintaining a history-literature binary in which the former category
functions as the ultimate reference point for the latter (Selden 1985, Forgacs 1982). It is
mainly on the basis of this coincidence that, in a later work, Bennett (1990:42) ‘lumps’

AMC with its determinist and reflectionist ‘ilk” when he observes that:

It matters little...whether the terms proposed... [for the relationship between
history and literature] are those of reflection theory or whether, as in
Althusserian formulations literary texts are regarded as subjecting history to a
distinctive semiotic transformation via the intermediate category of ideology.
In both cases, the political effects and value of texts are assessed on the basis
of the position accorded them in relation to the independently known [category
of] history which is assigned the status of their ultimate referent.
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In its maintenance of the history-literature binary, however, AMC invokes terms
of reference which radically differ from those of its determinist and reflectionist
precursors (Resch 1992, Williams 2001). For, whereas the latter tended to organise the
history-literature binary along the same ‘fault-lines’ as those traditionally separating the
base from the superstructures, AMC ‘scrambles up’ this correspondence and, instead,
demarcates between history and literature on the basis of the fault-line separating
‘science’ from ‘the ideologies’ (Resch 1992, Williams 2001). This point needs closer

examination.

The determinists and the reflectionists often use the term ‘history’ to denote
chronologically dynamic conditions within the base, while literature, for them, exists in
the conceptual space reserved for the superstructures. Thus Bennett (1990:41) has
remarked that “...the terms of that [base-superstructure] opposition are transposed to
another couplet: literature and history, where the latter stands in the place of the base and
the former figures as a specific ideological superstructure.” However, by equating
conditions within the base with pre-given (or ‘objective’) reality, the determinists and
reflectionists risk the pitfalls of empiricism, which presupposes that ‘facts’ are given to
direct observation. Marxist empiricists frequently hold up these ‘pre-given facts’ as the
bottom ground (or the ‘concrete reality’) against which they then appraise the vicissitudes
and uncertainties of the superstructures (including the lifeworlds depicted in literature).

Selden (1984:43) is clearly operating within this epistemology when he remarks that:

From the point of view of a Marxist criticism, there is no pleasure in the
prospect of never hitting bottom; as a theory of history, Marxism discovers its
ultimate footing beneath the level of the textual in the socioeconomic.

The problem with empiricism — as Hindess and Hirst (1975: 2-3) have noted — is that it

over-simplifies the knowledge-making processes central to historiography:

Empiricism represents knowledge as constructed out of ‘given’ elements, the
elements of experience, the ‘facts’ of history, etc. Unfortunately for these
positions, facts are never ‘given’ to knowledge. They are always the product
of definite practices, theoretical or ideological, conducted under real
conditions. To pretend otherwise, to represent certain elements of knowledge
as given in the real, is to denegate the central role of scientific practice, of
experimentation and of explicit theoretical construction and argument, in the
production of scientific knowledge. Facts are never given; they are always
produced.

Postmodernist detractors of Marxism have been particularly dismissive of this kind of
epistemology. In their view, all narratives (including so-called ‘grand’ or ‘meta-

narratives’) are susceptible to the effects of ideology. Thus, there can be no value-free (or
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‘objective’) accounts of history. Articulating these criticisms, Bennett (1990:19) has

observed:

The view that ideological practices should be conceived as actively organising
social relations in their own right — a view suggested by the increased emphasis
placed on their autonomous properties and effects — has thus called into
question the contention that economic and social relations can be posited as
existing independently of representational or discursive forms as well as the
assumption that the former might be invoked as the determining ground of the
latter (my italics).

Negotiating a third way between postmodernist and determinist/ reflectionist
positions, AMC appears to collude with the former in denouncing empiricist
historiography, only — pro the latter — to insist on maintaining a history-literature binary;
this time, predicated on the opposition between ‘science’ and ‘the ideologies’ (Resch
1992, Haslett 2000). As highlighted in the previous chapter’>, AMC attributes the
production of scientific knowledge to the actions of Generalities II (i.e. the investigator’s
problematic) on Generalities I (i.e. pre-existing theoretical discourses). Approached in
this way, historical truth is an object of knowledge (i.e. a product of mental operations)
rather than a passive mirror of empirical (or pre-given) ‘reality’. In addition, the guarantor
of ‘historical truth’ has shifted from empirical sources (e.g. documented ‘facts’) to the
rigorousness of the enquirer’s knowledge-making processes. As Althusser (1969)
stressed, AMC privileges the ‘concrete-in-thought’ over the ‘concretely-real’. AMC’s
stance is interesting in that, what initially appears to be a demotion of historical
knowledge from its privileged status as ‘sacrosanct fact’, actually turns out to be its
promotion to the rarefied zone of ‘the sciences’ (Callinicos 1982). This radical shift in
the criteria used to prioritise ‘history’ over other (‘non-scientific’) discourses (e.g.

literature) is clearly discernible when Hindess and Hirst (1975:3-4) remark that:

The empiricism of the academic social sciences and of much Marxist
scholarship has serious theoretical effects. In so far as certain facts are
represented as ‘given’ in the real or as ‘given’ by history they must fall below
the level of theoretical determination: they cannot be the product of an explicit
theoretical [or scientific] practice. (My italics).

AMC thus neutralises part of the censure reserved for empiricist historiography
by maintaining a history-literature binary which actually assigns both categories to the
cognitive realm, albeit, with the proviso that history retains preeminence (over literature)

since it is product of ‘more rigorous scientific practices’, while literature (as discussed

3In section 2.4.
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earlier) falls somewhere between the realms of ‘science’ and ‘the ideologies’ (Resch
1992). As shall be seen (in section 3.4.2 below) however, what AMC really wins here is
a minor ‘epistemological skirmish’ against both the postmodernists and the

determinists/reflectionists’°.

3.3.3 Methodological strong points

AMC’s reformulation of the relationship between history and literature (in terms of the
science-ideology binary rather than the base-superstructure dichotomy) precludes it from

applying ‘socialist realist’ or ‘critical realist®”’

methodologies — as (respectively)
practiced by the determinists and the reflectionists (Forgacs 1982, Eagleton 1986, Bennett
1990). Briefly, socialist realism demanded that ‘good’ (or ‘aesthetically pleasing’)

’38 since such accuracy advanced

literature needed to accurately depict ‘historical reality
the revolutionary edification of the masses (Laing 1978). Critical realism, on the other
hand, heightened the bar on what constituted ‘good literature’ by demanding — over and
above the accurate depiction of ‘historical truth’ — evidence that writers displayed a
critical awareness of how of those ‘historical facts’ shaped (or were likely to shape)
revolutionary processes (Lukacs 1950). Alluding to this quality, Selden (1985:29)

observed:

[The critical realist novel] must reveal the underlying pattern of contradictions
in a social order...[and] conduct the reader ‘towards a more concrete insight
into ‘reality’ which transcends a merely common-sense apprehension of things
(my italics).

56 Apparently, AMC’s approach to historiography has been denigrated by both postmodernist and Marxist
detractors.

57 The term ‘critical realism’ — as used in the domain of Marxist criticism by Lukacs (1923) — carries a
different meaning from that assigned to it within the domain of philosophy/epistemology by Bhaskar
(1989).

58 Understood as the teleological evolution (or transformation through time) of forces and relations of
production within the socioeconomic base (Callinicos 1982).

39 As Zhdanov (1950:15) once insisted at the 1934 Union of Soviet Writers’ Conference:

It means in the first place you must know life in order to depict it truthfully in
artistic creations, to depict it neither ‘scholastically’ nor lifelessly, not simply
as ‘objective reality’ but rather as reality in its revolutionary development. The
truthfulness and historical exactitude of the artistic image must be linked with
the task of ideological transformation, of the education of the working people
in the spirit of socialism. This method in fiction is what we call the method of
socialist realism (Zhdanov (1950:15 - my italics).
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Socialist and critical realist methodologies had a number of shortcomings. Firstly,
they came across as too prescriptive in their demand that ‘good literature’ accurately
depict ‘historical reality’ — a demand which becomes even more problematic when its
empiricist assumptions are taken into account (Forgacs 1982, Bennett 1979). The
additional presupposition — also implicit to ‘realist’ methodologies — that literature can
accurately mirror ‘historical reality,” has also been questioned by Macherey and Balibar

(1974:37), who have asked:

If thought reflects an existent reality how accurate is its reflection? Or better,
under what conditions (i.e. historical conditions whereby the dialectic between
‘absolute truth’ and ‘relative truth’ intervenes) can it provide an accurate
reflection?... What form does reflection take?

As if these problems were not enough, socialist and critical realist methodologies
have also been ridiculed for often producing ‘moribund’ commentaries which
mechanistically attempt to match particular textual effects to particular determining
conditions within the base (Bellin 1997, Haslett 2000, Laing 1978). Bellin (1997:2) has

decried the fautology inherent in such ‘cause-effect’ analyses, thus:

The possibilities of these forms of causality [i.e. determinist and reflectionist]
for cultural or literary interpretation are limited...if we assume either one to be
the fundamental mechanism by which the historical or economic base
underlies the cultural superstructure. For to interpret a text in either of these
models of society would be simply to find its direct cause (in the mechanical
model) or its hidden essence (in the expressive) — an unsurprising revelation,
since the critic presumably knew this “answer” before she began. (My italics).

Haslett (2000) and Laing (1978) have denounced the sheer tenuousness of certain ‘realist’
commentaries®, while Bennett (1990:41) has voiced the suspicion that such
commentaries serve as ‘psychological crutches’ meant to reassure the critic that his/her
interpretations will be perceived as ‘objective’:

In being conceived as a set of real (i.e. extra-discursive) developmental
tendencies of which literary texts are regarded as the mediated expressions,
history here safeguards the critic’s interpretations from the charge of subjective
arbitrariness in supplying them with an objective foundation.

0 Haslett (2000:18) cites part of the commentary by Caudwell (1946:90), which reads: “Byron is an
aristocrat — one who is conscious of the break-up of his class as a force, and the necessity to go over to the
bourgeoisie. Hence his mixture of cynicism and romanticism.” Laing (1978:18) quotes from the ‘socialist
realist’ critic, Chernychevsky, who once notoriously ‘analysed’ part of a love story by Turgenev, as follows:
“The liberals shirked the democratic tasks arising from the liberation of the serfs in the same cowardly
fashion and with the same ‘high-minded’ excuses as Turgenev’s hero, who shamefully ran away from his
tryst....”
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AMC avoids these difficulties, firstly, by denying the very possibility that
literature can accurately mirror historical truth (Eagleton 1986, Forgacs 1982, Levine
2003), and secondly, by rejecting the very need for ‘empirical objectivity’ in critical
commentaries. As indicated earlier, far from perceiving literary texts as repositories of
‘historical truth,” AMC actually perceives them as quintessential vectors (and
‘transformers’) of ideology. As Eagleton (1986:16) once observed, ...the contradictions
within the [literary] text are the product of the ideologically determined absence of...a
reflection of real contradictions” (my italics). AMC’s position reverses the prescriptivism
endemic to socialist and critical realist approaches, since it views even the most
‘ideologically laden’ texts as worthy of systematic analysis. In Forgcas’ (1982:182)

words:

[AMC] is not an evaluative...[i.e. prescriptive approach] but a descriptive one.
Macherey does not ask, like Lukacs, whether a particular work is good (correct,
accurately realistic) but what it is like. He frees Marxist literary theory from
evaluation because he does not see literary works as containing a knowledge
of reality which the critic can judge as being either correct or not. He sees them
rather as [ideological] productions or workings of things in reality, and
knowledge in his approach is something the critic brings to bear on them.

Forgacs’s last point needs to be separately amplified. While AMC dispenses with
prescriptivism (i.e. by releasing literary texts from the obligation to be ‘historically
accurate’), this does not imply that the critic now dispenses with historical knowledge.
The critic still needs to appraise the ideologies present within the text against a certain
benchmark of ‘historical truth.” In this case, it is the critic who “...brings [historical

2

knowledge] to bear...” upon the text (ibid.), rather than the (more prescriptive)
requirement that the text itself should accurately mirror ‘historical truth’ (Forgacs 1982,
Resch 1992). The relationship which AMC envisages between the text and the critic may
be compared to that between a confused (or psychotic) patient and a psychoanalyst
(Macherey 1978). The text does not ‘fully know’ itself. Nevertheless, it ‘talks’. The critic
does not expect it to talk ‘perfect sense’ all the time. Rather, s/he is as interested in its
mumblings, incoherencies and silences, as s/he is in its more articulate moments. The
critic thus conducts what could be described as a symptomatic reading — one which takes
account of both what the text says, and cannot (or refuses) to say (ibid.). As Eagleton
(1976:43) suggested, the task before the AMC critic is to “...show the text as it cannot

know itself, to manifest those conditions of its making (inscribed in its very letter) about

which it is necessarily silent.”
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Ultimately, AMC also frees the critic from the need to be ‘empirically objective’
(Macherey 1978). Denying that texts contain any latent (or ‘objective’) meanings, which
it is the critic’s duty to ‘coax out’ as accurately as possible (Bennett 1979)%!, AMC
recognises that the critic partly creates the texts which s/he critiques (ibid.). When
interrogating a text from a specific standpoint (or applying a certain problematic on it),
the critic is able to reveal things about text which the texts itself is not empirically stating
(ibid.). Macherey (1978) has described this anti-empiricist stance towards interpretation
as La Critiqgue Comme Savoir. Explaining this approach, Bennett (1979:137) has
observed that:

The literary text has no single or uniquely privileged meaning, no single or
uniquely privileged effect that can be abstracted from the ways in which
criticism itself works upon and mediates the reception of the text. In this sense,
literature is not something to be studied; it is an area to be occupied. The
question is not what literature’s political effects are but what they might be
made to be —not in a forever and once-and-for-all sense but in a dynamic and
changing way — by the operations of Marxist criticism (my italics).

Haslett (2000) has described AMC’s open acknowledgement that critics imbue texts with
‘personal’ meanings as refreshingly disarming (unlike empiricist/ objectivist approaches,

which claim to operate with a spurious neutrality).

3.4  The Weak Points of AMC

This section examines the weak points of AMC, as highlighted by various commentators
and as discernible when the method is scrutinised from a perspective that is partly
informed by CDA. As if to give it a dose of its own medicine®?, particular attention shall
be given to the contradictions, silences, equivocations and apologia of AMC. The first
contradiction which shall be highlighted pertains to AMC’s equivocation between idealist

and materialist premises in its definition of social practices (including literature).

3.4.1 AMC’s idealisation of literature and other social practices
The three social practices which AMC extensively deals with are: literary, ideological
and theoretical (or scientific) practices (Bennett 1979, Williams 2001). As discussed in

the previous section, AMC construes a tripartite nexus in which literature hovers midway

61 A stance which (as shall be seen in subsection 3.3.2, below) borders on ‘postmodernist idealism’.
62 Or to subject it to a symptomatic reading.
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between the other two (Bennett 1979, Forgacs 1982). AMC’s halfway house formulation,
however, comes at a cost. Firstly, it could be seen as a pointer to AMC’s own ideological
pre-histories®’, particularly, to the method’s tacit accommodation of Structuralist
influences (Bennett 1979). Structuralist methodologies tend to isolate individual
elements, prior to inserting them into structured nexuses. In this case, AMC isolates
“...‘science’ as such and ‘literature’ as such and ‘ideology as such (Bennett 1979:112 —
my italics), before inserting them into their three-point nexus (ibid.). An effect of this
factorialism is that each of these practices is ‘purified’ (or ‘idealised’), since it is defined
largely with reference to its own intrinsic properties, which set it apart from the others.
As Bennett (1979:119) has noted, ‘science’ is depicted as “...a pre-formed essence which
is not at all determined by the process of that science’s making.” Literature is portrayed
as “...the manifestation of some universal, unchanging, always ‘already there’ ideal...”
(Bennett 1979:105). And ‘ideology’, “...in itself has no history. [Rather],...there is
present in all particular, historically determined ideologies an unchanging structure which
is said to typify ‘ideology’ as such” (Bennett 1979:115). In AMC’s hands, therefore,

‘science’, literature and ‘ideology’ assume the appearance of:

...eternal and unchanging forms of cognition....Particular sciences, particular
literary texts and particular ideological forms turn out to be not the result of
materially conditioned practices so much as the mere manifestations of
invariant structures (Bennett 1979:112 — my italics).

What AMC sacrifices at the altar of structuralist factorialism is Althusser’s (1969)
principle of overdetermination, which envisages that all social practices ‘contaminate’
(and become ‘contaminated’) by adjacent practices. This principle would anticipate that
scientific practices, for example, would bear the impress of (concurrent) ideological,
political and economic (etc.) practices. The same Ahistorical determination would apply as

much to literary and ideological practices.

AMC’s ‘halfway house’ nexus also has the unfortunate effect of quarantining its three
key elements from free (or unrestricted) interaction with wider social practices (e.g. the
political or the economic instances — Bennett 1979). Literature, for example, is so
‘ensconced’ between the ‘sciences’ and the ‘ideologies’ that it almost becomes insulated

from contact with wider social practices (ibid.). The very installation of literature between

% Or as an ‘epistemological obstacle’ exhibited by AMC as a consequence of the structuralist influences
with underlie Althusser’s philosophy (Callinicos 1982, Bennett 1979).
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‘science’ and ‘the ideologies’ (i.e. as a midway’ category) is itself highly suspect
(Ranciere 1976, Bennett 1979). As Ranciere (1976) has pointed out, the demarcation
between ‘science’ and ‘the ideologies’ is, at best, speculative and, at worst, quite arbitrary.
Supporting this argument, Bennett (1979:139) has observed that, “...any system of ideas,
including the so-called ‘sciences’, may appear as ideological or non-ideological
according to the vantage point from which it is viewed.” And, once the line between
‘science’ and ‘the ideologies’ is rendered fuzzy, so too becomes the intermediate category
— literature:

The effect of calling these categories into question is thus to question the
validity of the concept of ‘literature’ if this is taken to be a distinct form of
cognition. Lacking any anchorage in a fixed epistemological distinction
between science and ideology, it simply collapses as a category (Bennett 1979:
139-140).

The inconsistencies highlighted here point to a fracture between AMC’s
materialist and idealist trajectories. Bennett (1979:119) has expressed concern that AMC
often appears to ‘forget’ the “...materialist premises from which Althusser set...out” (my
italics). Thus AMC'’s theoretical positions are confused by what appears to be a tension
between materialist and idealistic (specifically, structuralist) premises — particularly in its

conceptualisation of social practices.

3.4.2 Epistemological problems

In the previous section, it was also suggested that AMC forestalls postmodernist charges
of empiricism by denying history its privileged status as ‘sacrosanct fact,” only to reclaim
the pre-eminence of history over literature by elevating the former category to the status
of a ‘scientific practice’ (Resch 1992, Haslett 2000, Williams 2001). As discussed, AMC
rejects the correspondence — sustained in determinist and reflectionist historiography —
between the history-literature binary and the base-superstructure dichotomy (Bennett
1990). Instead, AMC reconstitutes the history-literature binary on the basis of the fault
line which separates ‘science’ from ‘the ideologies’®* (Resch 1992). However — as also
already suggested — what AMC really wins (after all this polemical manoeuvring) are just

minor ‘epistemological skirmishes’ against both Marxist and postmodernist detractors.

%4With ‘history’ (the equivalent of ‘science’) taking epistemological precedence over ‘literature’ (an
intermediate or ‘quasi-scientific’ category.
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Attacking Althusser’s notion of ‘historical science’ from a Marxist viewpoint, Poster
(1974) has charged that Althusser appears to vacillate between anti-humanist and
anthropocentric orientations. On one hand, Althusser (1969) wishes to expunge all forms
of personal (or human) interest® from the processes of ‘historical science’. As Althusser
(1969:141) himself clarifies, “...it is a peculiarity of every ideological conception...that
it is governed by interests beyond the necessity of knowledge alone”®. Further cementing
his strong anti-humanist stance, Althusser (1969) also characterises history as ‘a process
without a subject’. According to this argument, social subjects are mere ‘bearers’ of social
structures and therefore play no significant role in the making of history. In Althusser’s
view, therefore, historians should focus on relationships amongst semi-autonomous social
structures, rather than on the ‘dramas’ or ‘aspirations’ of proletarians (or other social
constituencies). Althusser thus sets out to eliminate both human interest and human-
centred feleology from what he perceives to be the ‘correct protocols’ of historiography
(Poster 1974). However, (and in spite of his radical anti-humanism), Althusser is also
quintessentially humanist when he declares that historical knowledge is produced purely
‘within realm of thought’ (i.e. by Auman agents — ibid.). For Althusser, the guarantor of
historical truth does not in any external (or extra-discursive) sources. Rather, it inheres in
the care (or rigour) with which the investigator formulates his/her problematic (Callinicos
1982). The extreme anthropocentrism (or humanism) of this position is clear when
Althusser (1969) goes on to assert that ‘objects of knowledge’ (i.e. ‘historical truths’
constructed within the human mind) take epistemological precedence over any real
objects (i.e. any external-to-thought objects or ‘realities’ — Callinicos 1982, William S.

Lewis 2005).

This leads to another criticism — also from the Marxist camp — which has been
unwaveringly aimed at Althusser. The proposition that ‘objects of knowledge’ take
precedence over any ‘real objects’ sharply undercuts the Marxian axiom that, “It is not
the consciousness of men which determines their social being, but on the contrary, their
social being which determines their consciousness” (Marx 1962:67). Highlighting the
centrality of this precept to Marxist historiography, Sole (1991:205) has observed that:

85 That is, interests based on such factors as the historian’s class, gender, race, age, religion, etc.

% Here, Althusser takes a swipe at humanist historians (such as Lukacs 1950) who argued that history
should be written from the proletarian perspective, since only that class can ‘grasp totality’. Althusser’s
invective is also aimed at the determinists, who hold that, “...theory merely reflect[s] the class position of
the thinker...” (Poster 1974:395).
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[I]n history of a ‘realist’ nature (such as Marxism) there is a commitment to
the belief that knowledge is the knowledge of objects or processes that exist
independently of thought. Both ‘realist’ literature and ‘realist’ history are
concerned with the relationship of individuals and social groups to a real world
which, while not knowable outside of the historian’s or the writer’s organising
perceptions, nevertheless, exists independently of them (my italics).

Althusser’s (seemingly) flagrant violation of this foundational principle of Marxist
historiography, has attracted widespread criticism. As William S. Lewis (2005:170) has

noted:

An oft repeated critique of Althusser’s philosophy of [historical] science is
that, because science is defined only by criteria internal to itself and consists
only of concepts, the knowledge that it produces has no external checks. A
science is what the scientists who practice it say it is. That which it calls “true”
is merely that which meets the criteria for truth established by that science’s
problematic.

Tellingly, AMC has often ‘shifted footing” between projecting history as a product of
mental signification(s); and simultaneously, as a reference to extra-discursive reality.
Bennett (1990:43-44) discerns this uncomfortable shifting of position in the work of
Eagleton:

While supplying the ultimate terminus of the relay of significations from
ideology to literature and back again, history, as it figures here, is conceived
as the effect of that process of signification. Yet...Eagleton wants history to
function not merely as literature’s signified, but as its ultimate source and
referent too....When he speaks of history as literature’s signified, he clearly
has in mind a set of meanings which — for such is the nature of signifieds — are
internal to and the product of processes of signification. Yet when he speaks
of history as literature’s source and referent, he draws upon another meaning
of the term in which history figures as an extra-discursive origin of discourse.
If this jumbling is undone — a jumbling which is the consequence of Eagleton’s
trying to operate in both the space of discourse theory and that of classical
Marxism at the same time — the incoherence of the position is manifest.

Some Marxist commentators have also taken exception to Althusser’s claim that
human interest is irrelevant to the protocols of ‘correct’ historiography. Mandel (1971),
for example, has questioned Althusser’s thesis, that Marx only achieved his
epistemological break after jettisoning humanist themes (such as alienation) from his
discourse. Mandel’s ‘re-reading’ of Marx demonstrates that the humanist theme of
alienation actually persists far into Marx’s (so-called) more mature works®’ — a finding

corroborated by Poster (1974:400) who has remarked:

[T]his absolute rejection of certain [Marxian] texts seems more tendentious
than realistic. It would certainly be more accurate to say the young Marx
complemented his early dialectic of alienation with a later structuralist

7Such as the Grundrisse (1857-1858) and Capital Volume 1 (1867).
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analysis, without being able to resolve the differences between the two
methodologies. Allowing for opposite tendencies in the texts to emerge without
forcing a false unity on them is actually more in keeping with structuralist
principles of interpretation than Althusser’s dogmatic bifurcation.

Poster’s other concern is that Althusser’s extreme anti-humanism undermines
political praxis. Assuming (as Althusser does) that social subjects are mere ‘bearers of
social structures’ and that they exist in a ‘permanent fog of ideology,’ all forms of ‘anti-

capitalist’ struggle would be inherently futile. As Poster (1974:405) puts it:

In Althusser’s concept of history..., social change came about regardless of
the deliberate action of human groups. And so cosmic fatalism crept into his
anti-humanism: all action was futile both because structures moved
autonomously and because praxis was always inspired by ideological interests
which distorted it.

Althusser’s Marxist detractors have also pointed out the irony that Althusser
himself appears to be personally interested in a ‘scientific Marxism’ that transcends local
politics. As Poster (1974:405) has remarked, “[e]ven Althusser was caught up in the
ontological web of being human and his discourse projected an “interest” inherent in all

discourse, one that was not purely scientific” (my italics).

Marxist evaluations of Althusser’s ‘science of history’ have thus tended to be quite
antagonistic (Williams 2001). In the view of many Marxist thinkers, Althusser not only
flouts some of the ‘core values’ of Marxist historiography. More damningly, he often
appears — somewhat fleetingly — to hobnob with structuralist and poststructuralist

thinkers. The latter insinuation is made by Callinicos (1982:169), who writes:

The conception of language shared by figures as diverse as Levi-Strauss,
Lacan, Derrida, Deleuze, Althusser, Bathes and Kristeva, is that of an
autonomous process that is unhinged from reality (the ‘floating’ of the
signifier, the ‘sliding’ of the signified under the signifier, the absence of any
‘transcendental signified’ prior to discourse) and which organises and at the
same time cracks open the subject, reducing it to the status of a subordinate
agency of this process, rather than the autonomous source of meaning®®.

Lending credence to the perception that Althusser shares some common ground with
postmodernist philosophers, parts of Jenkins’ (1996) introduction to The Postmodern

History Reader sound like reiterations of Althusser’s positions. Jenkins (1996:2), for

% This association is also affirmed outside of the Marxist camp by Callari and Ruccio (1996:4), who
write, “...[W]hen we look back on Althusser’s work, we begin to see a Marxism emerging that is very
different from classical Marxism, that does not easily fit within the straightjacket of modernism, and that
is interlaced with postmodern insights.”
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example, dismisses,

< 2

‘...empiricist, objectivist and documentarist...’

modes of

historiography. Jenkins (1996:5) is also strongly averse to humanist teleologies. As he

puts it:

...[BJoth bourgeois and proletarian versions of the modernist project — their
obvious class differences notwithstanding — articulate... as key elements in
their respective ideologies a shared view of the past/history as a movement
with an immanent direction, a past/history which [i]s held to be going
somewhere, differing only in its selection of “its” ultimate destination. For the
bourgeoisie, this [i]s a harmonious capitalism; for the proletariat, global
communism.

In addition, Jenkins (1996:20) endorses a constructivist approach to historiography with

the declaration: ““...we [the postmodernists] can interpret the past/history ‘any way we

like’....” (My italics). However, it is precisely at this juncture, that significant divergences

begin to open up between Althusser and the postmodernists. To clarify these divergences,

it is necessary to look beyond the realm of epistemology into the domain of axiology.

Distinguishing between the two branches of philosophy, Axtell (2006) has observed that

while epistemology predominantly investigates the nature of knowledge (particularly, the

processes used to access and validate knowledge), axiology has to do with human values,

belief systems and temperaments. Linking the two, Axtell (2006:14) asserts that

epistemological positions are almost always shaped by ‘axiological proclivities’. As he

puts it:

...temperament is...what “loads the evidence” for a particular thinker, leading
them to present certain theoretical hypotheses as living or dead. We will
interpret temperament broadly...as, including intellectual attitudes that might
be schooled into us by imitation and partisanship, the circumpressure of our
caste and set.

Postmodernists believe — in the wake of Dachau and Hiroshima (Hasan 1967) — that ‘the

enlightenment’ project® has failed. As Jenkins (1996:3-4) explains:

[T]he condition of postmodernity and the postmodern theoretical expressions
concomitant with it are due to the overall failure of that experiment in social
living we can term “modernity”. That is, the general failure...of the attempt
from the eighteenth century in Europe, to bring about through the application
of reason, science and technology, a level of