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Marx prefaces the first edition of the first volume of Cap-
ital with a laconic proviso. ‘To avoid any possible misun-
derstandings’, he writes, ‘a word. I do not by any means
depict the capitalist and the landowner in rosy colours.
But individuals are dealt with here only insofar as they
are the personifications of economic categories, bearers
of particular class relations and interests.’1 He could not
have foreseen that a full century after it was first penned,
this pithy codicil to a thousand-page work would be the
source of all possible misunderstandings and the fulcrum
around which so many unresolved questions in the in-
terpretation of his critique of political economy would
pivot, such as its relationship to the natural sciences, its
conception of human freedom and its usefulness for the
analysis of culture.

Most decisive in the annals of institutionalised mis-
understandings of Marx in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century is simply ‘a word’. What does it mean to
be the ‘bearer’ [Träger] of a class relation? In much of
the French and English Marxist literature written in the
wake of the publication of Reading Capital, the joint in-
tellectual project that emerged out of Louis Althusser’s
seminar at the École normale supérieure in the spring
of 1965, Träger often figures as the only German word
in an otherwise monolingual text and serves as incon-
trovertible proof of the anti-humanistic point of depar-
ture in Marx’s economic writings. This Teutonic stain
is often called upon to lend an air of philological rigour
to Marxist scholarship, but in Reading Capital it evid-
ences indolence: an appeal to the authenticity of the
German excuses the critic from the task of investigating
the various valences that the word contains in the ori-
ginal language and from locating the contexts in which
the word actually appears in Marx’s writings. Accord-

ingly, the legion of recent publications recommending
a return to Reading Capital, this ‘watershed in Marxist
philosophy and critical theory more generally’ with its
‘dazzling array of concepts that can still today be said
to constitute the syntax of radical philosophy’, should
be approached with critical trepidation.2 Perhaps one
ought to return to Reading Capital precisely to discover
that this tremendously influential text is not a service-
able explication of Marx’s work, and to realise finally that
the discourse of radical philosophy is compromised by its
uncritical application of those so-called ‘dazzling’ con-
cepts that Structural Marxism first imported into leftist
sociological common sense.

This is the return to Reading Capital recommended
here: to determine whether this text in fact deserves a
place in the pantheon of ‘key interventions in twentieth-
century critical theory’,3 and to reflect on how a term
that would have been associated during Althusser’s time
exclusively with the methodological approach of a group
of Marxist social theorists based in Frankfurt could today
self-evidently be used as a promiscuous umbrella term
under which a highly antithetical Parisian intellectual
movement takes refuge. In other words, the aim here is
to critically examine the mechanisms through which the
Structuralist interpretation of Marx became unproblem-
atically synonymous with critical theory, in light of the
fact that the self-proclaimed Critical Theory developed
by Horkheimer and his colleagues at the Institute for So-
cial Research in Frankfurt in the 1930s, which reaches its
apotheosis in and around the sociological writings and
advanced seminars of Theodor Adorno at Goethe Univer-
sity in the 1960s, is fundamentally incompatible with the
research programme carried out contemporaneously in
Paris.
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In Frankfurt, it was recognised that the antinomy
of agency and structure that took shape in the French
confrontation of Existentialism and Structuralism in the
1960s was merely the re-emergence of a fin de siècle soci-
ological problematic that pits structure against agency.4

Ironically, the Critical Theorists of Frankfurt recognised
that it was none other than Marx himself who had pre-
emptively criticised this spurious sociological antinomy,
and insisted that his approach shows how it is possible
to criticise the deleterious nature of an unmastered
economic totality that weighs upon impotent humans
without regressing to an anthropological or ontological
theory of the individual as causa sui.

Despite the number of references and allusions to
Adorno and his milieu in the canon of contemporary
critical theory, the reception of the Frankfurt School’s
most characteristically Marxist works occurred well after
the institutionalisation of Structural Marxism by Anglo-
phone journals and universities in the late 1960s and
1970s. French Structuralism and its predominantly Eng-
lish commentators alike offer a trans-historical model of
the relation between individuals and social structures,
inspired by rationalist metaphysics, which allows the

reader to apply Marx’s critique of social domination to
spheres beyond the specifically economic. This has been
highly attractive to a readership wishing to tap Marx
without wishing to engage with his economics. The draw-
back of this approach, however, is its neglect of the salt of
Marx’s writings: the analyses of the historically specific
mechanisms through which individuals are constituted
as economic subjects, the dynamics through which capit-
alist society reproduces itself and the directional logic of
the capitalist mode of production on which the possibil-
ity of its transcendence is grounded. Structural Marxism
and its legacy, in other words, fail to appreciate the re-
lation of freedom and necessity that is insisted upon by
Marx’s work, and which is inseparable from a German
philosophical tradition oriented towards the reconcili-
ation of spirit and flesh. By contrast, this discourse of
reconciliation offers sine qua non origins for the original
and persuasive interpretation of Marx that underpins
Frankfurt School Critical Theory in the 1960s, which
locates the desideratum of Marx’s materialism in ‘the
generation of a state in which the blind pressure of ma-
terial relations over humans is broken, and in which the
question of freedom would first be truly meaningful’.5
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Reading Capital in French

The interpretation of Marx that emerged in Paris in the
1960s in the work of Althusser and his students is shaped
by the attempt to creatively reinterpret Marx’s economic
writings so as to conform with the Structuralist paradigm
that dominated French intellectual thought at the time,
namely, the linguistics-inspired work of figures such
as Claude Lévi-Strauss and Jacques Lacan, as well as
the anti-evolutionary theories of science established by
Gaston Bachelard and Georges Canguilhem. This ret-
rofitting of Marx’s work to the fashion of the times is
cunningly presented as a new orthodoxy that is able to
appreciate the scientific revolution contained in Capital
as if for the first time. This revolution is argued to have
been overlooked by a century of the twin interpretive
follies of economism and historicism, which are conveni-
ently shown to be victims of an identical methodological
error: the presupposition of a ‘subject’, an extraordin-
arily flexible term that is attributed by Althusser and
his students to a panoply of conceptual entities ranging
from methodological individualism’s rational actor, to
the proletariat qua Lukácsian ‘subject of history’, to the
Hegelian Begriff, to the economy as such in the eyes of
dogmatic Marxist economics. An adequate understand-
ing of Marx’s writings, according to Structural Marxism,
presupposes that one reject the possibility of these seem-
ingly self-determining agents.

In Reading Capital, first published in French in 1965,
this assimilation of Marx is carried out by way of care-
fully chosen references to the original German text that
represent contentious interpretations at best and philo-
logical irresponsibility at worst, perhaps best illustrated
by the almost ideographic presence of the italicised Ger-
man word Träger throughout the text.6 This word is by
no means unequivocal. In German, the verb tragen con-
tains a raft of connotations, including to bear, to carry,
to support or to wear. It shares many of these with the
French verb porter, although in the case of bearing the
weight of a physical structure, supporter is more appro-
priate. One might schematically differentiate two senses
of the agent noun: one in which the Träger is an entity
distinguishable from the content that it bears or carries,
such as the bearer of a title or the wearer of an article
of clothing, and another in which the Träger is a fun-

damental ingredient of that which it carries, such as a
support beam. In any case, in the 1872 French edition
of Capital, which served as the primary reference text
in the 1960s, ‘bearers of particular class relations and
interests’, from the ‘Preface to the First Edition’, is trans-
lated as ‘les supports d’interêts et de rapports de classes
determines’.7

Marx presided over the French translation of Capital
and claimed to be proud of its even greater organisational
clarity over the painstakingly revised second German edi-
tion of 1872 after which it was modelled. However, he
admitted that he was often forced to ‘aplatir’, or flat-
ten, the complex German presentation, and that future
translations should diligently compare the German and
French editions, especially in the first chapter.8 The
French edition is highly inconsistent in its translation of
the more idiosyncratic terms that decorate the opening
chapters, amongst which Träger is one. Träger appears
some twenty times throughout the 1872 German edition,
and in the French, after the preface, it is rendered as
support in only one of these instances. ‘Bearer of value’
[Wertträger or Träger von Wert] is consistently translated
as porte-valeur; twice the term appears as soutien. Often,
especially in the opening chapters, the word is simply
omitted in the corresponding French passage.

Althusser and his students were at least partially
aware of the shortcomings of the French edition of Cap-
ital and followed Marx in emphasising the necessity of
reading the ‘German original, at least for the funda-
mental theoretical chapters and all the passages where
Marx’s key concepts come to the surface’.9 This is one
reason why Reading Capital is dotted with italicised Ger-
man words and occasional comments on issues of trans-
lation. For example, in Étienne Balibar’s contribution to
Reading Capital, he claims that when Marx wrote about
the individual, he ‘systematically used the term Träger
… which is most often rendered in French as support’.10

But this is not true. And even within Reading Capital,
this term of such seeming importance is inconsistently
translated. InAlthusser’s contribution toReading Capital,
Träger is rendered once as support, twice as porteur.11 In
order to establish which, if either, of these terms is most
adequate, it is worth examining the opening paragraph
of the second chapter of Capital, in which the term Träger
appears in language that bears remarkable similarity to
the ‘Preface to the First Edition’. Marx writes:
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As we proceed to develop our investigation, we shall find,
in general, that the economic character masks of persons
[Charaktermasken der Personen] are only the personific-
ations of economic relations; it is as bearers [Träger] of
the latter that they confront one another.12

Here, Marx compares the personification and bearing
of economic relations with the wearing of masks. It is
as wearers of masks that individuals confront one an-
other on a market, which suggests that individuals are
not identical with these masks.

Balibar may not have been familiar with this use of
the term Träger in such close proximity to the concept
of Charaktermaske, for the corresponding sentence is
so warped in the French edition that any reference to a
bearer of masks or economic relations is entirely omit-
ted. However, Balibar does make reference to the original
German text, locating an occurrence of Charaktermaske
(originally translated as le caractère économique), and at-
tempts to bring it into relation with the concept of Träger
in order to make a general claim about Marx’s theory of
the individual. He states that, in the first volume of Cap-
ital

we find all the images which Marx uses to help us grasp
the mode of existence of the agents of the production pro-
cess as the supports (Träger) of the structure. On the stage
of reproduction … the individuals quite literally come for-
ward masked … they are nothing more than masks.13

This passage warrants close scrutiny, for the terms
that are borrowed from Capital are re-purposed in a man-
ner that is at odds with Marx’s consistent and systematic
intentions. Marx uses the term ‘mode of existence’ [Ex-
istenzweise] in later chapters to refer to the existence of
abstract categories such as value or capital in the con-
crete form of commodities or gold. This is entirely differ-
ent from ‘mode of expression’ [Ausdrucksweise], a term
prominently featured in the first chapter, which is used
to emphasise the distinction between an object’s socially
mediated form and its concrete constitution. The com-
modity labour-power is thus one of capital’s modes of ex-
istence insofar as it functions as a living body in the cap-
italistic production process, but one of the individual’s
modes of expression insofar as the individual appears
on the labour market as the commodity labour-power.
To describe a social determination as the individual’s
‘mode of existence’ would be a category error: only social
categories have modes of existence; concrete individuals

simply exist, and express themselves or appear in vari-
ous ways. By collapsing this crucial distinction between
existence and appearance, Balibar fails to appreciate the
significance of the concept of the ‘character mask’, which
in Marx’s usage indicates a non-identity between the
empirical and social individual. For Balibar, by contrast,
individuals are ‘nothing more than masks’, or entirely
reducible to the theatrical role that they are destined
to perform in a mode of production-qua-performance.
In the following chapter of Capital, Marx addresses this
conflation of the character mask with its concrete bearer
and associates it with the positivistic and necessarily
apologetic methods of vulgar political economy:

the practical agents of capitalist production and their
ideological word-spinners are as incapable of thinking
of the means of production separately from the antag-
onistic character masks that presently adhere [ankleben]
to them as a slave-owner is incapable of thinking of the
worker himself as distinct from his character as a slave.14

It is worth dwelling on these shifts in which Marx’s
presentation of the non-identity of the living and po-
tentially free individual with the form in which the in-
dividual necessarily appears in capitalist society is ob-
scured, for the Structuralist cliché of the absence of the
individual qua subject in Capital has become so common-
place that most contemporary readers of Marx have little
inclination to confront the complex socialisation pro-
cess that is actually presented in the opening chapters
of the book. When one reads the treacherously difficult
opening chapters of Capital, it is immediately clear that
Marx distinguishes between, on the one hand, objects
of labour as sensuous objects, which he describes as the
object’s ‘homely, natural form’, and on the other hand,
the object’s ‘value form’, or the form in which objects
of labour appear socially.15 This distinction holds for
individuals as well, insofar as they are concrete individu-
als in one instance and bearers of value in another. It
is, furthermore, only within these opening chapters that
the social process through which empirical individuals
and concrete objects are constituted as bearers of eco-
nomic categories, or wearers of masks, is even cursorily
presented; the rest of the book unfolds under the pre-
supposition that this socialisation process takes place
successfully and vanishes without a trace.

Since Althusser’s intervention into Marxist scholar-
ship, it has become increasingly common to distinguish
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between, on the one hand, humanistic interpretations
of Capital that take the opening chapters of the book
as their point of departure, and on the other, a more
informed and anti-humanistic mode of interpretation
that ironically insists upon the conceptual inadequacy of
these most carefully revised chapters of the book. In his
1969 preface to a new French edition of the first volume
of Capital, Althusser claims that the language that Marx
uses in the first part of the book should be read as ‘sur-
vivals’ of a Hegelian philosophical heritage ‘on the way
to supersession’, and even demands that the reader skip
these opening chapters because of their ‘flagrant and
extremely harmful’ Hegelian influence.16 This assertion
is perhaps less informed by a conclusively established
‘epistemological break’ between the young and mature
Marx, and more the result of Althusser’s own difficulty
in comprehending these opening chapters. In the sum-
mer of 1967, two years after the composition of Reading
Capital, Althusser remarks in a letter to his wife of his
attempt to ‘focus all of my efforts on Capital and on try-
ing to see things clearly in the questions where I don’t
understand anything’, namely ‘the very beginning’. He
adds:

If you see Étienne [Balibar], tell him that I will ask him
questions about the following concepts: 1.) What is the
value-form? 2.) What is the difference between value
and exchange-value, of which Marx says it’s not value,
but is a form of manifestation (Erscheinungsform)? 3.) Is
there not, in spite of everything, a relationship between
the value-form and exchange value, Marx playing on the
word form? Étienne will surely understand what I am
referring to.17

These are not easy questions, but they are nevertheless
the kinds of questions to which an interpretation of Cap-
ital that insists upon a careful understanding of the text’s
most difficult and key concepts should be able to respond.

To be sure, Structural Marxism does have an account
of the social process through which concrete individu-
als come to take on a social function, although it is
an account that remains at odds with Marx. This is
Althusser’s concept of ‘interpellation’, perhaps his most
well-known contribution to contemporary social theory,
which he first introduced into his writings in 1966, just
a few months after the publication of Reading Capital,
and which is modelled on a form of socialisation that
he thought he had found in Marx’s Capital.18 Althusser
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writes that ‘in every social formation, the base requires la
function-support (Träger) as a function to be assumed, as
a place to be occupied in the technical and social division
of labour’.19 Althusser conceives of social formations
on the order of an architectural blueprint, and the divi-
sion of labour as a list of structural components, with
all of the Träger – now conceived as support beams –
laid out in abstracto, awaiting the right individual to oc-
cupy each specific structural position. ‘The structure
requires Träger’, he writes, and ‘ideological discourse re-
cruits them for it by interpellating individuals as subjects
to assume the function of Träger’.20

The looseness and imprecision of such formulations
is foreign to the discourse of modern political economy.
The latter, from Adam Smith to Marx, is concerned with
the way in which individuals contribute, through seem-
ingly self-interested economic decisions, to the repro-
duction of a social process that takes place behind their
backs and beyond their comprehension, and the way in
which this same social process consequently directs or
diminishes the individual capacity to act. Althusser, con-
vinced of the originality of Marx’s inquiry, did not see
these commonalities, and instead claimed to discover in
Capital a conception of the relation between society and
individual that is curiously modelled on early modern
rationalist ethics – namely, Spinoza’s relation between
substance and mode – and a conception of the relation
between consciousness and materiality that is likewise
modelled on Spinozist metaphysics – namely, the par-
allelism of thought and extension.21 What appears in
the discourse of political economy as a tumultuous in-
teraction between self-interested individuals is trans-
formed in Althusser’s social theory into a kind of bureau-
cratic police state that manipulates individuals with the
assistance of ‘ideology’ into identifying with their own
subjection, or rather, ‘provid[es] them with reasons-of-a-
subject … for the functions defined by the structure as
functions-of-a-Träger’.22

There is obviously great attraction to thinking of
social coercion as a process in which individuals are com-
pelled – in both the sense of forced and persuaded – to
take on pre-established roles and functions in a process
that ultimately harms them. The elasticity of the concept
of interpellation allows one to conceive of forms of so-
cial subjection independent of the relationship between,
for example, capitalist and wage-labourer. Furthermore,

the synonyms that Althusser employs to elaborate the
interpellative process – such as ‘recruitment’ and ‘requis-
ition’ – dramatically allegorise the imbalance of power
between the interpellated and the interpellator. It is
not surprising that much of the secondary literature on
the concept of interpellation addresses its dramaturgical
connotations.23 Indeed, the most cited example of inter-
pellation in Althusser’s work is not a properly economic
transaction at all, but that of a police officer who shouts
‘Hey, you!’ to the back of an unassuming individual and
subsequently compels the respondent to assume the sub-
ject position of one who is being addressed. This kind of
social interaction, in which individuals are called upon to
identify with the aggressor by adopting the subject posi-
tion that is imputed to them, is ubiquitous and quotidian,
and one might convincingly conduct critical analyses of
interpellative processes in carceral and educational in-
stitutions, as Foucault has done, or in sexual and kinship
relations, all of which rely to varying degrees on the
blueprint or script-like model that Althusser’s concept
of interpellation presupposes.

Marx’s critique of political economy does not adopt
a universally valid model of socialisation that fails to dis-
tinguish between the unique ways in which individuals
are constituted as serfs here and proprietors of labour-
power there, docile bodies in one instance and homo
economicus in another. In fact, Althusser’s theory of in-
terpellation remains historically anterior to Marx’s so-
cial theory, which demonstrates how capitalist society
synthesises individuals into a social totality by way of
private and apparently free transactions, thus rendering
anachronistic the somewhat medieval conception of a
social ‘role’ or ‘function’ that the individual is ‘recruited’
to assume. Moreover, by comprehending the bourgeois
freedom enjoyed by the individual in a capitalist society
as a ‘specular’ freedom offered by ‘ideological discourse’–
as though the concept of freedom were a sort of narcotic
doled out to the masses, rather than a lived experience
conditioned by legally non-coercive individual economic
transactions – Structural Marxism forfeits any insight
into the specific experiential process through which the
individual comes to recognise that capitalism’s promise
and premise of freedom is constitutively withheld.
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Reading Capital in English

One might imagine that the claims of Structural Marx-
ism would not have survived the scrutiny of any intel-
lectual culture with a deep familiarity with Marx’s writ-
ings. But this is precisely what was lacking in England
in the late 1960s. An adequate English translation of
the first volume of Capital did not appear until 1976, al-
most 90 years after the first English translation of the
book, and a good decade after serious interest in Marx’s
economic writings had taken shape in Western Europe.
The available English edition of 1887 was a joint trans-
lation effort, undertaken by Samuel Moore, a long-time
comrade of Marx, and Edward Aveling,Marx’s son-in-law
and best known for his writings on Charles Darwin. They
worked independently of each other, with corrections
made by Engels and Eleanor Marx herself. The result-
ing work is indicative of Engels’ attempt to assimilate
Marx’s dialectics to a Naturdialektik, and thus the ten-
sion in the original German text between the concrete
and its socially-mediated mode of expression is rendered
almost systematically in language that obscures this ten-
sion. For example, in the ‘Preface to the First Edition’,
individuals are now described neither as bearers nor sup-
ports, but as ‘embodiments of particular class-relations
and class-interests’. The commodity as a bearer of value
[Wertträger], which was used by Marx to indicate the non-
identity of the commodity’s form of appearance with its
so-called natural form, is now regularly rendered as a
‘depository of value’.24 The motif of the character mask
is entirely omitted.

The New Left Review acted as a hub for the interna-
tional exchange of Marx interpretations in the late 1960s,
and the lack of a philologically sophisticated reading of
Marx in England – or even the pretence thereof – left
the country’s extant Marxist traditions somewhat de-
fenceless against foreign claims to Marxist orthodoxy.
These English traditions, represented for example by E.P.
Thompson’s documentation of Englishworking-class his-
tory and Raymond Williams’ various extended comment-
aries on Marxist method from his early monographs on
English literature and culture, were critical rehabilita-
tions of a socially conservative and humanistic British
romantic tradition that had fused with socialist currents
in the twentieth century. They offered nuanced concep-

tions of the problem of the economic determination of
the individual, but these were never formally systemat-
ised, and English Marxism generally lacked the obsession
with methodology that characterised most continental
engagements with Marx’s writings at the time. It is there-
fore not surprising that when Nicos Poulantzas, a stu-
dent of Althusser, waged a veritable sortie against the
alleged conceptual impoverishment of the state of British
Marxist discourse in the spring of 1967, his contribution
was welcomed by the editors of the New Left Review as a
‘searching criticism’ of the work of Perry Anderson and
Tom Nairn, representing ‘an important advance over pre-
vious discussion’, and was unequivocally lauded as ‘a
renewal of the internationalist traditions of the classic
socialist movement’, and thus a ‘transcendence of na-
tional provincialism.’25

Poulantzas’ impressive comprehension of an esoteric
British Marxist discourse notwithstanding, his illumina-
tion of the latter’s ‘conceptual issues’ takes the shape of a
basic introduction to Structuralism’s annihilation of the
humanist subject: the admittedly simplistic reduction
of history to the conscious action of individuals advoc-
ated by British Marxists is expeditiously replaced with an
equally simplistic ‘anti-historicist’ conception of history
as an entirely impersonal process. Poulantzas urged that
one should understand individual consciousness as an
effect of the structure of society, and introduced what
would have appeared as a novel theoretical model that
distinguishes between ideology, on the one hand, and
‘social structures’ or ‘structures of production’, on the
other, without reducing the former to epiphenomena of
the latter. ‘Men’ are defined as ‘bearers of the social struc-
ture’, and the dominant ideology is simply the “‘cement”
in the unity of the various levels of the social structure’.26

Human ideas are a kind of carpenter’s glue than cannot
be conceived independently of the necessary link that
they constitute within a complex structure.

Three years later, when an abridged version of
Althusser’s Reading Capital was translated into English
for the first time, the term Träger was translated by Ben
Brewster in all of its instances as ‘support’, including
the passages where Althusser had rendered the term as
porteur. What is more, Brewster translated Balibar’s as-
sertion that Marx’s systematic use of the term Träger ‘is
most often rendered in French as support’ by simply chan-
ging the word ‘French’ to ‘English’ and keeping the rest of
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the sentence intact.27 Träger had never been rendered in
English-language Marxist literature as ‘support’ before.
Brewster, however, recognised the affinities between the
sister concepts of Träger and Charaktermaske to a greater
degree than can be found in Balibar’s text, and writes in
his glossary to Reading Capital under the entry ‘Support’
that ‘biological men are only supports or bearers of the
guises (Charaktermasken) assigned to them by the struc-
ture of relations in the social formation’.28 This would
have been the appropriate opportunity for Brewster to
acknowledge that one cannot justifiably hold the con-
ception of individuals as structural ‘supports’ as well as
individuals as ‘bearers of guises’ as compatible interpret-
ations of one and the same ambiguous German word,
but he skirts this difficulty by repeating Balibar’s claim
that these masks are somehow ‘assigned’ to individuals
by ‘the structure of relations’, eliding the socialisation
process through which individuals don these character
masks and the specific market relations in which these
masks are perceived as valid. It is as though the capitalist
mode of production were a sort of high school theatre
production in which the drama teacher arbitrarily writes
students’ names and their designated characters on a
cast list before the first rehearsal.

Given the prominence of the term Träger in the gloss-
ary of the English translation of Reading Capital, as well
as its central position in New Left Review articles by
Poulantzas amongst others, British Marxists were com-
pelled to take up a position with respect to this tricky
concept over the course of the following decade, now
translated in almost equal measure as ‘bearer’ and ‘sup-
port’, occasionally ‘carrier’, and sometimes ‘bearer or
support’.29 The term – both the German and its Eng-
lish variations – figures prominently in the writings of
Perry Anderson, Stuart Hall and E.P. Thompson. It was
perhaps Raymond Williams, otherwise sparing in his ad-
option of Structuralist vocabulary in his writings, who
felt most pressured by the popularity of Structuralism
to modify and expand his model of economic determina-
tion, and who emerged as one of the more vocal and con-
sistent critics of Structural Marxism in a moment when
Althusser exercised a certain popularity in English journ-
als. This is in part because he had worked more diligently
than the other British Marxists, and over the course of
several decades, to produce a general Marxist theory of
determination that was unproblematically compatible

with human freedom, but also perhaps because Williams’
earliest efforts contained so many surprising similarities
to those of Althusser, such as the rejection of the base-
superstructure model of determination and the emphasis
on the inextricable unity of being and consciousness. In
both Williams and Althusser, the critique of dogmatic
Marxist discourses is the point of departure. Most in-
triguing is that a widely anthologised letter by Engels
from 1890, which Williams cites with vigour throughout
his entire career to ground his theory of determination,
is the same letter from which the Althusserian concept
of ‘determination-in-the-last-instance’ is derived.30

These coincidences evidence an uncomfortable affin-
ity. All of Williams’ interventions into the problematic
of determination are concerned with avoiding any model
of causality that would isolate a particular prima causa,
whether it be the economy or the transcendental subject,
and he thus manages to reconcile the Structuralist rejec-
tion of ‘expressive’ and teleological causal models with a
humanistic theory of social practice. In a sense,Williams
opposes the Structuralist gravitation toward cold macro-
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sociological analysis by foregrounding the complex web
of economic, political and cultural determinants that
work themselves out at ground level, through the inter-
mediary of an individual consciousness confronted with
decisions. But in Paris the existence of the conscious
confrontation with decisions, motivations and norms is
not rejected; it is simply relegated to the methodolo-
gical ghetto of ‘ideology’. In any case, the relationship
between this humanistic model of determination and
the ideas developed in the writings of Marx and Engels is
not entirely obvious. In Marxism and Literature, Williams
fixes on Engels’ somewhat banal claim that ‘we make
our history ourselves, but, in the first place, under very
definite assumptions and conditions’, to suggest that the
first part of this claim restores ‘the idea of direct agency’
to Marxism. He then uses this passage to construct a
definition of determination as the ‘setting of limits’ to
an otherwise free humanity.31 It is, however, difficult
to wrest a notion of agency from a letter that describes
history as ‘the product of a power which works as a whole
unconsciously andwithout volition’.32 As if correcting the
enthusiasm for this letter that he demonstrated earlier
in his career, Williams claims that if one were to follow
Engels down the path indicated by some of the letter’s
darker sentences, one would ‘fall back into a new pass-
ive and objectivist model’ – this must be Structuralism’s
‘process without a subject’ – in which ‘society is the ob-
jectified (unconscious and unwilled) general process’.33

This irritation with the anti-humanistic attitude of
Structuralism without a convincing systematic critique
of its basic principles is characteristic of a certain strand
of British Marxism in the wake of Reading Capital. By the
early 1980s, the hegemony of Structural Marxism’s mode
of inquiry in Anglo-American cultural and social theory
had successfully deprived the genuinely humanistic zeal
of figures like Thompson and Williams of any shred of le-
gitimacy. Stuart Hall, for example, argues that the French
and the English approaches to social and cultural activity
represent two useful Marxist methodological paradigms
that one can toggle between without internal contradic-
tion: a Structuralist paradigm, deriving from Althusser
and his students, which conceives individuals as bear-
ers or supports of structures, and a culturalist paradigm,
exemplified by Williams’ work, in which humans make
their own history under given conditions.34 Intent on
marrying these seemingly incompatible approaches, Hall

perceptively argues that they are merely

different levels of abstraction. … At the higher levels,
Marx is working more with the notion of men and women
as bearers of relations, but at the lower, more concrete
levels, he works more with the notion of men and women
as making their own history. But this second notion does
not return us to the humanist subject, for in no sense does
this second notion conceive of human beings as agents
who can see through to the end of their practices.35

This rejection of the desideratum of a legitimately
free and self-legislating human subject as some kind of
embarrassing idealist philosophical trope is a concession
to Structuralism’s rhetorical finesse, and reveals that
the apparently mutually exclusive paradigms of Struc-
tural and humanist Marxism that are often invoked in
the discourse of contemporary critical theory are often
two sides of the same franc; both reject tout court that
Marxist ‘kingdom of freedom’ in which individuals would
no longer be overdetermined by the mesh of social re-
lations in which they find themselves, but would finally
be ‘ends in themselves’.36 It is only in the German in-
terpretation of Marx, where this unmistakably Christian
eschatological discourse of reconciliation and salvation
is part and parcel of the nation’s philosophical history,
that the incongruity of a properly Marxist conception of
freedom with the French and English interpretations of
Marx is finally thrown into relief.

Structuralism in Frankfurt

Thepost-warMarxist intellectual cultures of England and
West Germany remained largely oblivious of each other’s
activities, but because of the monopoly that Anglophone
journals exercised on the international dissemination of
various Marxist intellectual currents in the 1960s and
70s, thismutual ignorance often appears as provincialism
on the part of Germany in contrast to English interna-
tionalism. Perry Anderson buttresses this impression in
Considerations on Western Marxism when he claims that
‘within the entire corpus of Western Marxism there is not
one single serious appraisal or sustained critique of the
work of one major theorist by another, revealing close
textual knowledge or minimal analytic care in its treat-
ment’.37 But this evidences a surprising ignorance of the
work of Alfred Schmidt, the research assistant of Adorno
and Horkheimer during the 1960s who ultimately occu-
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pied Horkheimer’s chair at Goethe University for over
25 years. Schmidt had translated various major works of
Henri Lefebvre, Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-
Ponty into German throughout the 1960s, and published
a monograph-length critique of Structural Marxism in
1971.38 Schmidt was indeed a ‘major theorist’. His 1960
dissertation on The Concept of Nature in Marx, which was
translated by Ben Fowkes in 1971 for New Left Books, and
which has since been translated into sixteen other lan-
guages, had a considerable influence on the West German
student movements of the late 1960s and is the source
of much of the sophisticated commentary on Marx that
one finds in Adorno’s Negative Dialectics.39

Anderson’s limited familiarity with the intellectual
culture of Frankfurt during the years in which he pro-
duced his influential tracts on Western Marxism and
historical materialism compels his interpretation of Ad-
orno’s Marxism to limit itself to what is contained in the
notoriously dense pages of Negative Dialectics. Several su-
perficial similarities with Structuralism, such as Adorno’s
critique of nostalgic uses of the concept of reification
and his preference for the later Marx over the younger,
allow Anderson to hastily subsume Adorno under the
Structuralist paradigm, and Negative Dialectics is said
to ‘reproduce’ and ‘echo’ certain formulations found in
the work that Althusser composed during same period.40

Furthermore, Anderson claims that Adorno’s Marxism,
‘formed in another epoch’, was strictly a university philo-
sophy, and that by the 1960s Adorno’s distance from
political engagement had become ‘well-nigh absolute’ –
a stereotype that lives on in the widespread yet poorly
substantiated caricature of Adorno as the curmudgeonly
enemy of the West German student movements of the
late 1960s.41 It is forgotten that in addition to his activ-
ities as the heterodox chair of the German Sociological
Association, who had earnestly attempted to construct
a mainstream empirical sociological research paradigm
that takes the critique of political economy as its point of
departure, Adorno was also one of the most prominent
public intellectuals in post-war West Germany, with a
gift for communicating sociologically complex ideas on
television and radio in a remarkably lucid and accessible
manner.42

There is at least some legitimacy to the compar-
ison between Frankfurter and Structural Marxism, and
Schmidt concedes that Structuralism’s ‘indisputable

merit consists in the fact that after a period of spuriously
subjective, naively anthropological interpretations of
Marx, the critique of political economy returned to centre
stage and was considered with conceptual rigour.’43

Shortly after Adorno’s death in 1969, Schmidt published
a commemorative essay in which he even claimed, half-
jokingly, that Adorno would perhaps have ironically de-
scribed himself as an anti-humanist, in light of the bar-
barism of which the ideology of ‘the human’ is capable.44

But these are distracting similarities, for the essence
of Adorno’s sociological theory in the 1960s lies in its
unflagging methodological distinction between the con-
crete and the socially necessary semblance or forms of
appearance through which the concrete is compelled to
express itself.45 One sees this most vividly in Adorno’s
deep antipathy toward the concept of ‘role’ that had be-
come increasingly popular in American sociological dis-
course of the 1960s, particularly in the work of Talcott
Parsons, which according to Adorno hypostatises the
wrong state of affairs in which individuals ‘act and dis-
simulate as something other than what they are’, without
comprehending the historically specific economic found-
ation that grounds this act of dissimulation.46 Unsur-
prisingly, Adorno felt that Marx’s concept of Charakter-
maske effectively grounds this sociological dissimulation
in a historically specific mode of production.47 Adorno
had no patience for sociological theories that attempted
to ‘derive the ontology of reality immediately from the
theatre’, and dedicated much of his late sociological writ-
ings to thinking the possibility of an unrestricted human
freedom, which the transfiguration of everyday life into
a stage performance invariably precludes.48

Adorno’s advanced sociology seminar in the summer
semester of 1969, titled ‘Problems of Structuralism’, only
met once at its scheduled time and location. An hour
before its second meeting, Adorno’s lecture hall was oc-
cupied by upwards of 500 dissident students, and the
seminar broke down into independent study-groups for
the rest of the semester.49 Virtually nothing of these
meetings is known, but speculation need not travel very
far, for many of Adorno’s colleagues were deeply familiar
with the work of Althusser, and by the time of Adorno’s
death,Althusser had already made a considerable impres-
sion in the intellectual culture of Goethe University.50

The introduction of Althusser’s ideas into Frankfurt oc-
curred in much the same manner that his ideas found an
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English readership: just a few months after his critique of
British Marxism appeared in New Left Review, Poulantzas
travelled to Goethe University in the spring of 1967 to
present a paper at a conference organised by the Institute
for Political Science in collaboration with the Europäis-
che Verlaganstalt, which featured contributions by Alfred
Schmidt, Oskar Negt, Ernest Mandel, Roman Rosdolsky
in absentia, among many others.51 Poulantzas had been
invited as an ambassador of Althusserianism, and his
paper offers a rudimentary lesson in the Structuralist
interpretation of Marx’s work, reaching its climax in the
claim that

the absence of a central subject in Marx indicates a break
with economic anthropology, that is to say with the ideo-
logy of labour and needs, with such ideological concepts
as alienation, reification, etc., with concepts that neces-
sarily underwrite an essence, be it of the Hegelian or
Feuerbachian type, and that have no scientific place in
Marxism. … ‘Humans’ are present in production only as
Träger of structures, that is to say of relations of produc-
tion, of structures that allocate to them their positions
and functions, which are called social classes.52

Unlike in England, where such ideas were met with
either the fascination of a young Marxist intelligentsia
that thirsted for this level of methodological sophistic-
ation, or by the repulsion of an older generation that
sensed the stoic and politically resigned implications of
Structural Marxism, the mostly German audience agreed
with the methodological prioritisation accorded to imper-
sonal and self-regulating structures in the Althusserian
position, but refused to accept this as a trans-historically
valid state of affairs. Structural Marxism appeared to
hypostatise – and thence affirm – that which is identi-
fied by Marx as the wrong life, and thus to sap Capital of
its unmistakably critical tenor. ‘That structures degrade
humans to their mere “Träger” constitutes the scientific
norm for you’, Schmidt retorts to Poulantzas during the
discussion of the latter’s paper, ‘whereas for Marx this
was an object of criticism. I think that we are speaking
of the same thing, only from two different sides.’53

The humanistic dimension of Schmidt’s immediate
response should not be seen as a recapitulation of a Marx-
ist humanism akin to the French Existentialist Marxism
of the 1950s – although Poulantzas, who bristled at every
mention of individuals or humans, interpreted Schmidt’s
response in this way – but rather an interpretation of

Marx that recognises the inextricability of the penetrat-
ing consciousness of the individual’s unfreedom from the
normative conception of the self-legislating individual as
critique’s desideratum. Furthermore, Schmidt emphas-
ises that one can recognise Capital’s indebtedness to a
Hegelian conception of world history without subscrib-
ing to Hegel’s essentially affirmative conception of the
overall historical process. Schmidt notes the unmistak-
ably Hegelian character of Marx’s conception of value
as a ‘self-moving’ and ‘automatic subject’, derived im-
mediately from the formula of M-C-M’, or the law that
value inexorably begets more value through its necessary
metamorphoses; this lends capitalist society a certain
autotelic, subject-like character.54 Hegel’s teleological
philosophy is thus adequate to the analysis of capitalist
society when its concepts are secularised, and it is shown
to depict ‘bourgeois society comprehended as ontology’;
Capital represents a kind of parodic recapitulation of a
Hegelian theodicy of world-spirit.55

This re-evaluation of Hegel had developed in Ad-
orno’s advanced seminars throughout the 1960s, and the
significance accorded toHegel’s philosophy–particularly
the Logic – in the analysis of Marx’s work is a hallmark of
the work of Adorno’s students Helmut Reichelt and Hans-
Georg Backhaus, the founding figures ofwhat has come to
be known as the Neue Marx-Lektüre.56 In this interpretive
tradition, it is methodologically appropriate to take the
standpoint of conceptual realism, so long as the Hegelian
Begriff is conceived as a ‘conceptuality which holds sway
in reality itself’, or what is sometimes called an ‘exist-
ing abstraction’ [daseinede Abstraktion], grounded in the
forms of commensurability carried out via the exchange
of commodities.57 But this ‘second nature’ of capitalist
lawfulness does not constitute a normative totality or a
kind of Sittlichkeit in which the individual finds himself
at home in the social institutions that he has authorised,
but is described by Adorno, in an ironic affirmation of
Leibniz’s Monadology – from which Althusser’s concep-
tion of ‘expressive totality’ is ultimately derived – as a
‘pre-established disharmony’.58 If one is to read Capital
as a teleological narrative, it is not as the predestined suc-
cession of variousmodes of production leading inevitably
towards communism, but rather as a ‘phenomenology of
anti-spirit’ [Phänomenologie des Widergeistes], in which
reconciliation between the individual and the universal
takes place at the expense of the individual.
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The bad ‘universal’ is conceived by the Frankfurt
School, in accordance with Marx, as the form of value in
a capitalist society. Individuals buckle under the weight
of the universal in their endeavour to make themselves
economically attractive to others and to make their activ-
ity conform to society’s economic demands. This is the
experiential impetus of the Frankfurt School’s critique of
modern society. This universality of being-for-another
and the blinding appearance of equivalence that it casts
over all things is what Adorno describes as ‘ideology’
or ‘socially necessary semblance’. Althusser, by contrast,
comprehends ideology as a ‘systemof representations’, in
accordance with the linguistic conception of a symbolic
order that mediates the field of individual experience,
rather than an economically constituted (mis-)recogni-
tion of concrete reality as an expression of the univer-
sal category of value, and so it is assumed that ‘ideo-
logy is as such an organic part of every social totality’,
and that the primacy of structures over individuals is a
trans-historical constant.59 This is quite far from Marx,
however, who argues that after a ‘long and tormented
historical development’, when the social production pro-
cess is finally rationally organised, the social life process
‘casts off its mystical veil of fog’ [streift… ihren mystischen
Nebelschleier ab].60

There is a tremendous difference between the con-
ception of society as a kind of symbolic order and the
conception of society as a self-moving totality of eco-
nomic value, and Marx is clearly concerned with the lat-
ter. The progressive reconstitution of a social formation
in value’s image offers the semblance of something exist-
ing in-and-for-itself, in however parasitic and abstract
a form, and grounds the generative materialist longing
for the transubstantiation of this subject-like substance
out of the abstract domain of value and into concrete
human flesh. In other words, Marx’s presentation of the
social totality as an autotelic totality of value, as the
self-reproduction of the abstract, is the enabling condi-
tion for Adorno’s cherished and oft-repeated apothegm
that ‘life does not live’, and allows him to speculatively
anticipate the realisation of a world in which life would
live, in which substance, or human flesh, would finally
become subject, and not be subsumed under the hetero-
nomous logic of the bad universal. Adorno’s late work is
thus marked by periodic references to the Christian doc-
trine of the resurrection of the flesh, in which he notices

ironic parallels with Marx’s materialism, for in both he
sees the longing for the realisation of the flesh as sub-
ject, or ‘the emancipation of spirit from the primacy of
material needs in the state of their fulfillment’.61

But until that flesh is risen, individuals in a capitalist
society stand before one another as mutilated figures,
conforming spontaneously under the pressure of a social
mechanism that ‘tames them to pure self-preservation
while denying them the preservation of their selves’.62

Critical Theory, as it developed in Germany as a reaction
to positivistic and essentially affirmative tendencies in
the social sciences, is animated by the refusal to allow
this unbearable state of affairs have the last word. If this
refusal is to substantiate itself, it cannot adopt a theoret-
ical position that transfigures the radical stereotypicality
of everyday life into yet another act in a trans-historical
theatrical production, but must recognise the continued
existence of the capitalist mode of production, 150 years
after Marx’s diagnosis, as a kind of grotesque second
childishness. It must transform the grim sociological
consciousness of what it means to bear a character mask
in an economic drama into the implacable longing for the
unrealised individuality that such economic categories
both logically presuppose and materially refuse.
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