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Many Marxists in recent years have tried to resist an econornic reductionist 

interpretation of historical materialism, but at the same time insist that the economic is in 

some sense ultimate1y determinan t. Most of them view society as a complex whole in 

which the various instances (aspects) ofsociety are closely connected Since this view of 

society is often mixed up with Weberian multi-causalism , these Marxists have to 

distinguish their interpretations of historical materialism from multi-causalism. The 

French philosopher Louise Althusser is probably the most in f1uential one among those 

Marxists 

Unlike the usual interpretation of historical materialism, which is based on an 

essentialist, two-tiered explanatory model , AJthussds rnodel--like the multi-causalist 

model--is anti-essentialist and one-tiered. The difference between Althusser and the 

multi-causalist is that, for Althusser、 the society or the social formation 的，的Althusser

calls it, a structured whole , in which the economic is determinant in the last instance 

Under this mo自1 ， things are not explaìned by a single, pure contradiction, but always by 

the whole structure. The purpose of this paper is to explicate these ideas of A1thussds 

and to attempt to critically make sense ofhis structuralist model 

l. CONTRADlCTIONS, HEGEL AND MAO 
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In the postface to the seωnd edition of Capi甜， Man【 claims that Hegej's dialectic 的

in a rnystified form and must be 'inverted' in order to discover 可he rational kemel within 

the mystical shell" (1日3). The traditional interpretation is that the rational kernel refers 

to Hegel's dialectic, which sees society as a manifold of aspects or instances among 

which one is primary. This traditional, Englesian interpretatio f!. further maintains that 

while Marx holds that the productive aspect ofthe whoie is primary, Hegel holds that the 

normatlve aspect IS pnma可 1n other words, both Hegel and Marx share the same 

method of dialect此， but they disagree on which aspect or instance of society should be 

the prirna門

Rejecting the Englesian interpretation above, Althusser argues instead that Hegel's 

dialectic is inseparable from his idealist system, an社 thus Marx's dialectic, the "inversion" 

of Hegel, must have diffl前帥en叫t characteristic d由et細e叮r叮rrruτ刊l.matlon凹叩n and s剖t凹 C圳t仙u悶 (σFo叮r λM扣η叩F悶艾

henceforth , FM，則-93) But what then is the Hrational kernel" that Marx was referring 

t07 Well, Althusser is not at all explicit or c1 ear about this. Nevertheless, 1 agree with 

Callinicos that for Althusser, the “rational kernel" refers to "the basic conception of 

hist。可 as a pr凹ess motored by the contrad叫ions internal to it" (Callinicos 40; also cf. 

FM 214). But Althusser advocates a the。可 of∞ntradictions ve可 d叮叮ent from that of 

Hegel 

First of a11, A1thusser accepts the descriptive analysis of contradictions by Mao, who 

categorizes contradictions according to the extent oftheir effect as principal (dominant) 

and secondary (subordinate) contrad叫ions， and categorizes contrad叫Qns a臼ording to 

the nature of their effect as antagonistic and non-antagonistic contradictions 扎10reover，

a contradîction is comprised of princîpal and secondary aspects of the contradiction, and 

a contradiction is always developed unevenly in the sense that principal and secondary 

aspects of a contradiction always tend to dominate each other and tend not to remain in a 

state of equilibrium (Mao 297). Mao a1叩 a臼e巾 that the principal contradiction could 

convert into a secondary contradiction so that the Jatter at the same time converts into 
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the former. This possible relation of mutual conversion holds also between the 

antagonistic and the non-antagonistic contradicti凹， and between the principal aspect and 

the seco吋ary aspect of a contradiction 

What Althusser makes explicit Mao's analysis of contradictions is the mutual 

dependency between the principal and the secondary, which is suggested by the possible 

mutual conversion between the pnncipal and the secondary. For the mutual conversion 

sugg叫s that the princ伊I (付domina

plac臼e holders of a structure; that 悶， the principal and the secondary are mutually 

dependent in the sense that the structure is invariably comprised by the relatïons of 

dominance between the principal and the secondary. Hence, the nature of a 

contradiction could be variant from time to time, since (i) its principal aspect might 

ccnveη1nto the secondary aspect or the other way around, and (ii) its status within the 

structure could convert into its opposite status (for example、 a principal contradiction 

could convert into a secondary one). But this str..!cture of dominance between the 

prmαpal and the secondary remains invaria肘; the prinαpal cannot do without the 

secondarya-the former depends upon the latter--and vice versa 

The idea that a society or social formation is just such a structure of dominance 

between the principal and the secondary, which are mutually dependent , allows Althusser 

(following Mao) to contend that although the nature of a thing is determined basically by 

the principal aspect of the dorr.inant (principal) contradictio几位 is also determined in a 

lesser degree by the secondary aspects ofthe principal (dominant) contrad闊的n， and by 

all the other secondary contradictions as well. Or to put this in another v 呵， the nature 

of a thing is determined by the (principal aspect of the) principal contradiction under the 

conditions or circumstances of the principal contradiction; while these conditions or 

circumstances are nothing but the secondary contradict的ns upon which the principal 

contradictions depend. Or to be preci間， when we talk about the effectivity of a 

contradiction under some conditions an吐 Clrcumstances、 we are actually considering the 
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e叮ectivity of all contradictions--one of them is the contradiction in question, and the rest 

contradictions are the conditions or circumstances ofits existence 

II. ALTHUSSER'S OVERDETERMINATlON OF STRUCTURAL 

CAUSALITY 

This brings us to the central notion concerning A1thusser's theory of contradictions--

0、 erdetermînatîon， a notion he borrows from Fre~d. Usually, overdetermination is 

characterize吐 as the convergence of causal factors , that 悶， causal factors which are 

capable of producing the same effect come together in generatîng the said etfect 

Overdeter.nination in this sense wîU have a "redundancy" problem: since the sa叩e effect 

is produced by many causes, it is only a matter of quantitative、 instead of a qualitative, 

副部erence between the effect that is ove.rdetermined by, say、 two causes and that by three 

causes. This implies that some effect or cause might be redundant and thus superfluous 

When Freud talks about the overdetermination of effec妞， he is apparently using 

overdetermination in this sense (Freud 517-8). However, son祖times Freud u臼s the 

notion of overdetermination in such a way that the redundancy problem will not arise at 

all. For example、 when he talks about condensation of the elements of the dream 

content, Freud ins叫s that each and every dream (manifest) eiement is overdetermîned by 

閏ch and eve可 dream thought (318). This second way of using overdetermination 

comes closest to A1thusse內 use of the notion. But Althusser1s use of overdetermination 

has an aspect which is entirely foreign to Freud; that 時， the causality involved in the 

determination has to be understood as "structural causality" 

The concept of structural causality becomes c1 earer if we contrast it with the two 

other conceptions of causality. The first is a Cartesian theory of "transitive" , 

叮nechanistic" or "linear" causality according to which the relation between cause and 
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effect is external , as in the billiard ball model. The second conception is a Leibnizean or 

Hegelian theory of "expressive" causali旬， according to which any part of a whole is the 

expression or manifest泌的n of the inner essence of the whole. This Hege\ ian whole or 

totality 的 not a structured whole because, Althusser argues, the essence/phenomenon 

dichotomy ∞uld be applied anywhere in the totality (Reading C郁的1186-87)

Like Hegel, Althusser wants to articulate the notion of the effectivity of the whole 

on its elements or parts. Since the whole is posed as structured, it is impossible to place 

the determination of the elements by the structured whole within the categoηof 

expressive causality. What Althusser proposes is a third conception of causali旬， I.e 

structural causality which can account for the effects of a 吼叫cture on its elements or on 

its subordinate structures. This conception is Spinoza's conception of an "immanent 

cause". Althusser c1 aims that the structure (the "cause" ) is immanent in its effects; that 

悶， the effects of the structure are not outside the structure, anà thus are simply the 

ex.istence of structure itself (Reading Capital 188-191). This conception of causality 

neatly does away with the usual presentation of reaìity a two-tiered--cause/effect, deep 

structure/surface structure， εssence/phenomenon， Jatent/manifest--and presents the 

structure of explanation as one-tiered. And it is exact!y this one-tiered explanato可

model that differentiates Althusser frorn other so-called "structuralists", including Freud 

Hence, "structural causa\ity" means that things are explained by referring to the 

structure of the whole. But îf the whole existence of the structure consists of Îts effec缸，

then how can we explain the effects by referring to something whose existence consists 

of the e可ects? To answer this question, we have to first explain AJthusser's view of a 

social formation (a whole structured "in dominance") and the concept of the 

overdetermined contradicti凹， which goes hand in hand with the concept of structural 

causality 
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III. STRUCTURE IN DOMINANCE AND OVERDETERMINED 

CONTRADICTION 

A social formation is a (gl曲al) structure ∞nsisting of fo盯 different instances-­

economic, politi阻1， ideologicai and theoreticaI--that are also (regional) structures 

(A1thu阻er， Reαding Ca，仰的1 182; also see Smith 519) among which the economic 

structure is determinant in the last inst叩ce， while other instances have relative autonomy 

(For M，α閃 iii). And this reIationship of structures is the invariant within al1 social 

formatÎons 

When Mao anal句zes or describes vario'..ls categones of contradiction, he does not 

treat his analysis as something that requires a proof. Likewise，則出usser accepts Mao's 

analysis or description of contradictions as a matter of fa址(FM 194). In fact. 

生lthusser's theoretic practice starts with Mao's descriptions of co叫radictions， which as 

sCler泌的c raw materials are already given. 1 Apparently, Mao's analysis of contradictions, 

especially the "principal/secondary" ("dominant/subordinate") relations b 巳tween

contradictions or aspects of contradictions, implies the existe.nce of a complex process; 

i.e. it indicates that, as a matter offact, the whole is complex, since the relaticns within 

the whole are complex. Furthermore, the complex whole is specified as a "structure in 

dominance" , for it is structured by a "dominant/subordinate刊 relation (hence如此h， "d/s" 

relation). A1so in Marxism, the "dJsl' reJation cannot be contingent, but must be 目sential

to the complexity. This implies that eve可where in the structure, one will find the 

dorninance relation. Since the analysis of contradictions is presente品 as given, the soαal 

formation is, presented as an al吼叫 s-already-given complex whole structured in 

dominance (FM 195-1卵.201-2)

What is the significance of the fact that, the complex whole is a structure in 

述。minance? The significance is that it amounts to saying that eve可 contradiction is 

、verdetermined". Consider the "d/s" distinction. 1t is clear that a dominant 
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contradicticn cannot be a dominant one if there is no subordinate contradiction, or that 

the latter is just the phencmenon ofthe forme r. 2 Hence, the subordinate contradictions 

must constitute the conditions of existence for the dominant contradiction, and vice 

versa. Since every contradict:on is either a dominant or a subordinate one in either the 

global or the regional structure, e、 e可 contradiction constitutes a condìtion of exìstence 

of other contradictions , Every contradìction determines, and is determined by, eve可

other contradiction, that is, determines and is determined by the structure in dominance 

In short, every contradict即1 is overdetermìned.3 

Let me make the notion of overdetermined contradiction even c1earer: The 

effectivity of a contradiction is always relative to the complex structured whole. In other 

words, the effectivity of a contradiction Îs always the effectivity of the contradictÎon 

under some circumstances or conditioT! s which are not external or contingent to the 

contradiction; these circumstances or conditions are internal and necessary because they 

are simultaneously the existing conditions and the conditions of existence for the effect 

(FM 2日 7). Take any contradiction, say, the contrad叫ion between the productive force 

and the productive relation; it cannot be effective and cannot even be, if it lacks the 

political, legal, ideological and other conditions to support it 

Here th闊的 the key notion. those (supporting) co吋泣間1S or circumstan臼s are m 

fact 刊出e (real, concrete, current) exìstence ofthe cont問dictions “ (FM 207) Thal is, as 1 

have said ir: Section II, they 益re the eX iJ:"cssions of othcr contrad:ctions. By that 1 mean 

that the real, concrete, current existence of the contradictions is always expressed or 

manifested by the pri刑ipal aspects of the contradictions, which constituted the 

conditions in question. Althusser puts these îdeas together and says 

But ifthe condîtions are no more than thc currcnt cxistcncc ofthe complex wholc. they arc its vc l)' 

contradω心。肘， each reflecting in itself the organic relatiOIl it has \vìth the others in the structure in 

dominancc of the complex who:e , Bccausc cach contrad叫lon reflccts in itsclf {in Îts specific 

relations of unevcnness with the other contradictions、血d in the relation of specific uneve lUless 
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belw田11 I!S !閉目peC!s) the s!mc!nre ill dominance of the comp!ex whole in which it exi肘， alld 

thercfore be開闊e of thc currcnt exislence of this whole alld therefo詞。f ils currcnt 'conditions', tl也

contradictio口的 identical with these conωtiolls: 50 when wτspeak of the 'existing conditions' of the 

whole，机它 are spcaking of 山 'conditions of exist聞自l 伊M 208) 

The idea that each contradiction reflects in itself the structure in dominance reminds 

US of Leibnizean monads, of wh!ch each reflects the whole universe , But Letbnizean 

monads "have no window"; that 悶， the seemingly apparent interactions of monads are 

actually non-existent and are explained by a pre-established harmony , On the other hand , 

Althusser's contradictions, unlike Leibnizean monads, have interactions-- in fact , they are 

overdetermined. This comparison can help us to clari勻。ne question. do we always offer 

the same explanation、 sin:::e we always refer to the whole structuíe? The answer is r.o 

Just as each monad has its own perspective, each contradiction nas a specific relatîon 

圳th eve可 other contradiction and with its own two opposïng aspects. 10 the 

explanation of an event, one contradiction (or its principa! aspect) wi1l be hel吐 directly

responsible, 50 to speak, for that event、 and other contradictions 札lill be seen indirectly 

responsible 

It should be clear by now that Althusser's structural model is based on the 

"principallsecondary" ("d/s") relation between contradictions or a5pects of 

contradictions, which is taken as given. This given distinction also excludes the 

p05sibility of an even deve!opment of contradictions and the aspects of them. Eve可

contradiction or aspect is either dominant or subordinate、 it is not the case that two 

contradictions or two aspects of a contradiction could have equal forces 50 that neither 

of them is dominant or subordinate. This unequal relationsh巾， AJthusser seems to think , 

is vital because if two contradictions or aspects can be shown to be not in the Hd/s" 

relations, which m闊的 that they are not internally related , then it f0 1l0W5 that the society 

can not be a whole strùctured in dominance, which is then contra可 to AJthusser's c1 aim 

However、 1 think that AJthusser would also admit that sometimes there could be a 
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can not be a whole structured in dominance, which is then cont叮叮 to A1thussds claim 

However, 1 think that Althusser would also admit that 50metimes there could be a 

tempora可 eve聞自s (equilibrium), even though this evenness will 500n become uneven, 

because its e且stence is within a 5tructure in dominance. 1n other words, unevenness may 

not be an absolute; there may be exceptions, even though only temporarily ‘ 
As 1 h訊.ve mentîoned, for Althusser, a social formaúon has four instances 

(目onoml凹， politi白， id凹logy， the。可)， of which one is dominant and others are 

subordinate; nevertheless, the dominant could con、 ert into the subordinate可 and vice 

V叮sa. This implies, for example, that the economic contradiction may be the dominant 

or principal contradiction in ideology, or that the ideologicai contradiction might have 

been the principal contraàiction in politics, but the political contradiction, once a 

subordinate contra副ction， later converts into the principal contradiction in politics , The 

mutual conversιon ofthe "d/s" relationship described above is certainiy not uncauseà , it 

is determined in the last instance by the economic. For Althusser, the economic is the 

detenninant instance and the determinant contradiction, which is comprised of two 

aspects~-the force of production and the relation of production~-that are in a "d/s" 

relation , Althusser nas rnade it clear that the economic might not be the dominant 

instance or the principal contrad!泣的代 and the determinant aspect of the economic 

contradiction, which for Maoosts is the force oÍ production, might not be the dominant 

aspect5 Although the economic may not be the dominar話，由e economic, as the 

ultimately determinant, determines which contradiction or aspect wou!d be the principal 

and would conve此 into the secondary, and so on; that is, the economic ubmately 

determines the very process of mutuaI conversion of的 relatìon

Althusser's theory concerning the distinction between the dominant and the 

determinant has seemingly a paradoxical consequence , Since the economic is also 

dependent upor. other instances or contradictions, the rnutual conversion of the d/s 

re!ation, whìch in effect ìs the whole structure, is not just deterrnined by the economic 
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alone, but also other contradictions, since the latters are the condi位ons of the existence 

ofthe economic. To say that the whole structure is determined by the economic as well 

as other contra由ct凹陷的 amount to 問ying that the whole structure 的 determined by the 

whole structu悶， or that the structure (the cause or the det前minant) is inunanent in its 

effe泣， which is the existence of structure itself. This is precisely the somewhat 

paraàox.ical idea of "structural causa!ity" , which we introduced earlier 

But how can we make sense of this notion of "structural causality", and in what 

sense 的出的 theOl)' not just p叮ing lip service to the ultìmate determination of the 

economic? It seems to me that Althusser could only reply that when we conduct 

concrete analyses of a social formati凹， (1ike what Marx did inπ1e Eighteenth Brumaire 

C!f Louis BonαIparte) ， we will end up demonstrating that the economic is detenrunant in 

the last instance, for this is the essence of eve可 social formation. 1n the concrete 

variation (mutual conversion) of contrad叫ions， one car. "see" the invariant (a structure 

in which the economic determinant in the last instance), but this invariant structure is not 

a deep structure apa的 form the variation of contradictions, because (according to the 

th凹的 of "structural causal句") this var叫ion Îs the existence of that invariantσM 213) 

Similarly, the question posed at the end of Section n (i.e. if the whole existence of the 

struc仙re consists of its effec帖， then how can one expl剖n the effects by referring to 

something whose ex叫ence cons叫s of the e快cts?) would be answered in this way: 1n 

Althu且er's explanatìon of the effects by the existence of structure which consists of the 

effects, he is not using the variant to explain itself; instead the invariant structure is, in 

some sense, revealed in the explanation process. But at the same tirne, Althusser 

paradoxically argues, the structure ofhis explanation is not two-tiered: it is not the case 

that the variant is eXplained by a deep structure which is said to be the invariant. 6 

But this kind of reply cannot be coherently maintained. We want to know in what 

sense the invariant is revealed or how one can see the invariant in the variant. For ifthe 

invariant can be revealed or seen, then there would be a two-tiered structure 
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(àeep/surface) , Althusser's difficulty ìs similar to that of the pantheists, who hold that 

God is immanent in the world and has no transcendent real句 But if God's e時間間的

identical 、;vÏth the world, the postulatìon of God's existence is superfluous. There is 

another version of pantheisrn which argues that Güd is both the final cause and the 

rnaterial cause of the world in the sense that the world is becorning God; Go位 will

emerge at the end of human history. Perhaps Althusser's theses can be interpreted 

similarly in 0吋er to at least 問nder his position coherent. That is to say, the invariant wi!l 

emergeεventualïy (which means that what Is determinant will eventually become the 

dominant): the variant is becoming the invariant. The problem of this line of defense is 

that one has to postulate a vision of 叮he end of history •• in order to clairn that the 

convergence ofthe dorninant and the deterrninant (i e., the conv叮sion of the determinant 

into the dominant) is for good and is not a temporal phenomenon. Yet the vision of "the 

end of histori' seems to contradìct with the very idea of a Marxist dialectics, wruch 

Althusser tries to articulate 

The attempt of Althussds whole project is to prese凹e Marx's original thrJst that 

the economic is the ultimate determinati凹， in the face of the facts that the econom1c may 

oot always be a dominant contradiction, and that there is a relation of mutual conversion 

and mutual dependence between the dominant and the subordinate. We have seen the 

difficulty in A1thusser's heroic but feebJe attempt. Apparently, the difficulty will be 

removed if we give up the r吋 arxl坑 idea of ultimate determination aH together and jusi 

hold on to the idea of dominant determination, that is, îf we give up the notion of 

"stmctural causality" but retain the notion of "structure in dorninance". But this notion 

of "structure in 吐ominance" can no longer irnply the a priori ;,:nity ofthe structure (the 

complex whole), otner、胡se it will leave the unity or the totality of the struct;jre remain 

unexplained. And as long as we assi區n an a priori umtary structure to s。目前扎 there will 

be a re西uctiOnist nee吐 to explain the unity in terms of ul!imate determinatton. For a 
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priori unity implies that society is ultimately constituted by a single underlying principle, 

to which 50αety in one way or another should be reduced 

Althus5ers c1aim, th剖 social formation is an always-already-given complex whole 

structured in dominance，的 right in rejecting the idea that society has an origin (meaning 

a contradiction or an instance wruch does not depend upon other contradictions or 

mstanc沼s). But it would be wrong for Althusser if he also postulates the unity of the 

structure as always-already-given. For tms postulation willlead to the reductionist thesis 

of ultimate determination, and eventually to incoherent notions 5uch as structural 

causality. Hence, the post-AJthusserians and the post-5tructuralists' insistence that the 

unity ofso日al structure i5 not given but ma出7 seems to point to the right direction 

ENDNOTES 

1. To produce scientific knowledge is the p呵。se of theoretîcal practi間， whîch starts with the concr血­

in-thought, the already gi、 en raw material of scicnce (what Althusscr cal!s "Gcneralitìcs 1"). This has 

something to do with Althusser's radical 巳pistcmology ， and his inte中retalÌon of Marx's "concrete­

abstracl-concrete" , which 1 cannot explain 扣lIy here 

2. A1 thusser argu四 lhal subordinatc contradictions cannot be just the pure phenomena of a general 

contradiction in FM (loo) 

3. In A1 thusser's socÎal ontology, c叩 tradictions ， as "essential articulation ofthc structurc" (FM 205), are 

自己 building blocks of soda! fonnaü凹， instead ofsome abstract "causes". The "cause" , for Althusser, 

的 just the s住ucture which is nothing but the effectivity of contradictions. There is ahvays a dangcr in 

characterizing A1 thusser's "overdctcrmination" as "the convergen可 of causal factors" 軒 "many causes 

P"吋uce the same effect". For the word "causc" usually is associated with the linear causality. Hence, 

for A1 thusser, the overdctcrmination i5 always the overdetenuination of contradictions 

4. Bukharin h阻 claim吋、 among olh巳r things, that there could be a temporaη.' evenness. The political 

implication of Bukharin's vi巳w is that sometimes the conllicting parties on both sidcs could co.exist 

peacefully for a while 
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Also it 、Nould be interesting to see if Althusser's assurnpti聞自ts reality or no1. For example, the 

une、 enness implies that cither the fonn of the state Gustice) or thc functiou of the state (reproduction) 

1S domin阻←岫th aspects cannot have the equal forc自

5 , This is c1early a defense of Mao's c1aim that 1hc relation of production sometimes could be dominant 

科1ao 300) 

6. Note that to use the invariant structure to explain the vanant 1S typically Structura1ist 

7. Many ofthe post~A1曲的serians stress that the unity of品cia1 formation is made in discursive practi呵，

which is characterizcd by 、 arious concepts such as "ar訂閱lation" ， "suture", etc. Moreov缸， they see 

A1thusser's "overde地ennination" 品 meaning that any kind ofsocial relation is constiluíed in a sy四!bolic

wayιac1au 253). This eventually leads to th巳 conc1usion that the social is radically indetenninate 

血d u1timately nonfixed; 自由， the unity of the socia! is impossible 

WORKSCITED 

A1 thusser, Louis. For 扎1arx. tr. by Ben Brewster. New York: Pantheon Books, 1969 

~~~. Reading Capital , tr. by Ben Brewster. London: NLB , 1970 

Callini∞S ， A1ex. Althusser's Marxism , London: Pluto Press, 1976 

Emerson, :r...位 chael. H Althusser On Overdctermination and structural Causation. H Philo且phy Today 28 

(Fall1984): 203-214 

Freud, Sigmund. The Interpretation ofDreams , tr. by James Strachey. New York: Avon Books, 1965 

Lacl甜， Emest。可1etaphor and Socia! Antagonism 川日arxism and thc Intcrprc t.ation of Culture. eds 

by Cary Nclson and Lawrence Grossberg. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988 

Marx, Kar1. Capital. vol. one. tr. by Ben Fowkes. Ncw York: Vintage Books, 1977 

Mao, Tsz.Tung. "On Contradjction." Selected Works. B呵mιPeople's Press, 1966 , 274-312 

Smith, Steven B. "A1lhusser 阻d the Overdctennined 5elf." The Review ofPoIitics. 46.4 (1984):516-

538 

Strawbridge, Sheelagh. "From 'Overdelermination' to 'Structural Cau叫阿'. Some Unresolved Prcblems 

in A1thusser's Treatment ofCausallty." Radical Philosophy. 1984: 9-16 

一 143




