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There is a chapter in Greg-
ory Elliott's book Althusser:
The Detour of Theory (Verso,
£10.95 pbk) called 'The Mo-
ment of Althusser'. In Bri-
tain the Althusserian mo-
ment was roughly the 70s. It
started later than in France
because of lags of translation
and cultural assimilation and
it did not end abruptly be-
cause 'moments' of this sort
fade out at different rates for
different people.
For me the moment of

Althusser began in 1973
when I read his essay on
'Ideology and Ideological
State Apparatuses'. I was at
university in Italy. The place
was riding the tide of late 60s
radicalisation. The Chinese
cultural revolution was a star
in the East. Althusser argued
that the education system,
the family, the church and
other institutions, function
as an ideological state appar-
atus (ISA) which helps repro-
duce the conditions of pro-
duction of capitalism. In
periods of social stability,
the ISAs play a more promin-
ent part than the repressive
state apparatuses (police,
army, law courts) in ensur-
ing the reproduction of capi-
talist society.
Why was the essay so in-

fluential? Because by treat-
ing the education system as a
state apparatus it therefore
identified its political nature.
And by representing ideolo-
gy as relayed through in-
stitutions and forming peo-
ple as subjects from the out-
side, its account was more
materialist. Althusser's
work was also important be-
cause it forced people to
reflect on what marxism was
and was not. Marxism did not
provide a way of 'reading off
or predicting the course of
political events from
changes in production (eco-
nomism), it did not place
'man' at the centre of the
social process or see the goal
of revolution as his liberation
from alienation (humanism),
and it did not conflate the

scientific knowledge of soci-
ety with the self-knowledge
and emancipation of the
working class (historicism).
Althusser's ideas were

deeply enmeshed with his
historical circumstances.
One of the principal merits of
Gregory Elliot's book is to
show this. When the Sino-
Soviet dispute opened in the
early 60s, Althusser sided
with the Communist Party of
China, criticising as super-
ficial and revisionist the des-
talinisation that was taking
place both in the Soviet Un-
ion and in his own party, the
French Communist Party
(PCF). His attacks on eco-
nomism, humanism and his-
toricism were, in this con-
text, so many attempts to
argue for a leftwing anti-
stalinism and a revolution-
ary marxism against what he
saw as a flood tide of right-
wing deviation.
After 1967 Althusser had

passed his creative peak. A
phase of self-criticism and
revision began. He was taken
to task for his maoism by the
party leadership and out-
wardly made peace with
them. He never adequately
grasped the political novelty
of 1968. He suffered in-
creasingly from depression.
When in 1980 the publicity
surrounding the death of his
wife plunged him briefly
back into the limelight he
was already a spent force.
Why did the moment of

Althusser pass in Britain?
Elliott attributes it to the cri-
sis of marxism and to neo-
reformist attitudes on the
Left in the Thatcher years.
While there may be some
truth in this, I believe it also
has to do with limitations in
Althusser's work itself. Take
the ISAs essay. It is too func-
tionalist. Its concept of
'apparatus' concedes too tot-
al a power to the state and too
little to ideologies of opposi-
tion. Or take anti-humanism.
Althusser was surely correct
in saying that 'man' was not
the centre or subject of the
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social process. His argument
has been very powerful both
for marxism and for femin-
ism. But he went too far in
the other direction when he
suggested that the real 'sub-
jects' of the process were
social and economic rela-
tions, that individuals were
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mere occupants of places
assigned to them in the rela-
tions of production. It was
right to move away from
these aspects of Althusser,
making more spaces for
struggle in civil society and
making subjectivity political
once again. •
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