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The Hieroglyph of the ‘Party’: Contextualising the 
Agent–Structure Debate through the Works of Trotsky, 

C. L. R. James and Althusser

Robbie Shilliam, Victoria University of Wellington

Abstract

Questions about the agency of the Communist Party – especially its failure to effect and 
support radical social transformations – formed one crucial aspect of the socio-political 
context in which the agent–structure debate was rejoined by social scientists in the 1960s 
and 70s. Moreover, the Party had long existed as a hieroglyph for Marxist thought. And 
deciphering the historical importance of the Party in processes of world development 
required the theorisation of an inter-societal dimension to the agent–structure problem. 
I contend that using an Ideas in Context approach to the agent–structure debate in order to 
consider this pre-existing Marxist literature on the agency of the Party illuminates issues 
obscured in the progress of the debate in IR. To this effect I examine the seminal writings 
of Trotsky, C. L. R. James and Althusser in order to reveal how the debate, imported into 
IR in the late 1980s, was already framed by the problem of analytically and ethically 
coming to terms with the inter-societal dimension of socio-political transformation, 
especially when this dimension pushed to the fore the generative nature of inter-societal 
alterity manifested in the condition of – and ‘advantage’ of – comparative backwardness. 
Crucially, the attempts made to decipher the hieroglyph of the Party are instructive in that 
they reveal foundational challenges for the intellectual production of knowledge of inter-
societal alterity and its centrality to issues of continuity and change, the identifi cation of 
structural constraints and sources of transformative agency.

Keywords: agent–structure debate, Louis Althusser, backwardness, communism, Communist 
Party, international relations, C. L. R. James, Leon Trotsky

Introduction1

It might seem somewhat anachronistic to rethink the agent–structure problem by 
reference to that old instrument of communist politics, the ‘Party’. After all, even 
before the end of the Cold War the agent–structure debate had been introduced 
into international relations (IR) by focusing on the agency of the state within the 
international system. Most of the debate that followed Alexander Wendt’s seminal 
article in 19872 has concentrated upon state agency, and critics of state-centrism in 
IPE have usually used Kenneth Waltz’s neo-Realism as a foil with which to direct 
the debate towards issues of globalisation. In any case, in the post-Cold War world, 
who talks of the Communist Party anymore, except those referring to an increasingly 
capitalistic China?
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194 INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 22(2)

Nevertheless, if not the only impetus for a renewal of the agent–structure debate, 
questioning by Marxists (and also non-Marxists) about the agency of the Party – 
especially its failure to effect and support radical social transformations – formed 
one crucial layer of the global socio-political context of the 1960s/70s within which 
the agent–structure problem was rejoined by social scientists. In fact, the Party 
had long existed as a hieroglyph for Marxist thought. What I mean by this is that 
the Party had long held a crucial symbolic value in Marxist narratives of modern 
world development, and yet the socially transformative agency of the Party could 
not be deciphered by reference to the grammar of Marx’s classic narrative. In fact, 
deciphering the historical importance of the Party in processes of modern world 
development required the theorisation of what I will term an inter-societal dimension 
to the agent–structure problem. I contend that using an Ideas in Context approach 
to the agent–structure debate in order to consider this pre-existing Marxist literature 
on the hieroglyph of the Party illuminates issues obscured by the way in which the 
debate has proceeded in IR.

The ‘inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem’ is a term I use to 
refer to a particular problem posed in the debate by Marxist intellectuals regarding 
the potential of the Party to radically infl uence the trajectory of modern world 
development. At a general level, the historical phenomenon that perplexed many 
Marxist intellectuals was how inter-societal relations composed of comparatively 
‘backward’ versus ‘advanced’ socio-political formations led to their amalgamation 
in the ‘backward’ society, in turn generating novel forms of political organisations 
that possessed radical transformative potential. The most important instance 
of this process for twentieth-century Marxism was the amalgamation of the existing 
Tsarist state apparatus with the Bolshevik Party to form the Party-State, a political 
organisation that effectively conjoined both the CPSU and the USSR. In fi ne, the 
historical meaning of the Party was ambiguous in Marxist debates because the Party’s 
entrance into – and effect upon – world history could not easily be made sense of 
through a narrative that presumed universal ‘stages’ to human development. Instead, 
this grand narrative was challenged by the possibility that the condition of inter-
societal alterity was fundamentally complicit in generating new structures of social 
and political organisation to be found in modern world development. This condition 
is what I consider to be the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem, 
a problem manifested specifi cally in the condition of comparative backwardness 
and engaged with most directly by Marxists in their attempt to decipher the hieroglyph 
of the Party.

In this article I revisit the agent–structure problem by way of examining some 
seminal Marxist writings on the Party that reveal how the agent–structure debate, 
imported into IR in the late 1980s, was already framed to a signifi cant extent by the 
problem of analytically and ethically coming to terms with a fundamentally ‘IR’ 
issue, namely the condition of inter-societal alterity. The Marxist attempts made 
to decipher the hieroglyph of the Party are instructive for the debate in IR in that 
they reveal how the challenge of producing knowledge of inter-societal alterity 
was intimately linked to the agent–structure problem in terms of understanding a 
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structurally differentiated whole, as well as identifying sources of transformative 
agency. However, the most important failure in these attempts was – and I would 
say remains – the tendency to ‘fl atten’ the agent–structure problem by ultimately 
downplaying the abiding effi cacy of inter-societal alterity within processes of modern 
world development.

The inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem has been neglected 
in IR in large part because of the way in which the debate has tended to proceed 
through either a philosophy of social science or international political economy 
approach. Although the goal for many who take the former approach is to allow 
for social-scientifi c inquiry that might more adequately inform projects of social 
transformation, the literature nevertheless proceeds primarily in the abstract meta-
theoretical realm.3 What is important for the purposes of the present argument 
is that the philosophy of social science approach avoids any serious consideration 
that the inherited socio-political context through which intellectuals joined the agent–
structure debate might be a constitutive element in the production of knowledge of 
the agent–structure problem itself. This avoidance, as I shall ultimately suggest, has 
helped to create the paradoxical condition whereby the inter-societal dimension of 
the agent–structure problem has been discarded along with the prior global context 
of the debate.

Alternatively, IPE approaches to the agent–structure problem have overwhelmingly 
focused on the bounds of inter-state action and cooperation in a system populated 
by an array of like units.4 What has been lacking is any direct engagement with 
the phenomenon of inter-societal alterity in investigations of the continuity of and 
changes in the system of states. It is telling, in this respect, that Wendt never pursued 
his original suggestive comments that the Althusserian-inspired literature on the 
interaction of differentially developed modes of production led the debate beyond 
analysis of the homonymous state as the privileged ontological unit.5 Additionally, 
those in IPE who have attempted to move the agent–structure debate out of its 
‘territorial trap’ have tended to posit another universal structure – global capitalism 
instead of anarchy – as that which frames the unevenness and differentiation of 
transnational agency between a variety of units.6 I shall suggest in the following 
interrogations of Marxist authors that relegating ‘difference’ to an organisational 
condition within one coherent global structure runs the risk of effectively ‘fl attening’ 
the analytical and ethical challenge of appreciating the abiding nature of inter-societal 
alterity as a generative condition of modern world development.

The agent–structure debate in IR has yet to be directly joined by those working 
on Ideas in Context. Placing ideas, concepts and, most importantly, the debates over 
their contested meanings into historical context is a broad and multifaceted (and often 
itself contested) approach. Strategies range from analysing the ‘speech acts’ of texts,7 
to the changing meanings of concepts, ‘political language’ and systems of discourse,8 

the social relations of production that create the conditions of possibility of political 
language and discourse,9 and the relatively autonomous socio-political context of the 
academy itself.10 I spell out the particulars of my own strategy of contextualisation 
elsewhere.11 In general terms I consider the aim of contextualisation to be the 
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recounting of a socio-political history of the contested development of concepts, the 
purpose of this activity being to make the critical intellectual more self-aware of the 
conditions of possibility of her/his own knowledge production.

By taking an Ideas in Context approach I am not claiming that we can bypass 
meta-theoretical interrogation of the agent–structure problem; to claim this would 
be trite. In fact, to illuminate the socio-political context that frames the conditions of 
possibility of social-scientifi c inquiry ultimately requires an engagement with meta-
theoretical questions relating to ontology, the relationship of agents to structures, 
and the sources of agency. Neither is the purpose of this article to shift the object of 
enquiry from state as actor to the Party – or radical social movements in general – 
as actor. The point is that an Ideas in Context approach can help to draw out the 
importance of the intellectual’s self-appreciation of the socio-political context 
through which s/he is positioned in relation to mass politics and radical projects of 
change. In short, the conditions of possibility that inform knowledge production 
of the agent–structure problem is part of that problem; it might even be, as I shall 
conclude, a fi rst-order problem.

However, in this article I only make suggestions about the meta-theoretical 
contours of the agent–structure problem. The specifi c purpose of the article is to 
show how the self-understanding of the socio-political positionality of the critical 
intellectual can constitute the intimate optic through which s/he engages – or fails to 
engage – with the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem. Therefore, 
in arguing that the production of knowledge of the agent–structure problem needs 
to be factored into the agent–structure debate, I aim to specifi cally expose how 
the problem of inter-societal alterity has historically featured centrally in critical 
intellectual understandings of a structurally differentiated whole as well as the 
sources of transformative agency, and how the absence of this problem in the IR 
debate requires urgent attention.

To help draw out these issues for further investigation I explore, after first 
contextualising the 1960s’/70s’ agent–structure debate within the wider crisis 
of Western Marxism, the work of three seminal Marxist thinkers, Leon Trotsky, 
C. L. R. James and Louis Althusser. Trotsky was perhaps the original theorist of 
(Slavic) backwardness in the Marxist tradition; James approached backwardness 
from the (post)colonial standpoint of the ‘periphery’; and Althusser struggled 
with the philosophical importance of backwardness for the production of critical 
theory that could contribute to a ‘mass line’ of action. I detail how each author 
explored the condition of comparative backwardness between differentially devel-
oped societies, and particularly how each explored the potential and culpability 
of the Party in processes of ‘catching up to’, or even ‘surpassing’, the most advanced. 
Crucially, I also reveal how in each author this investigation brought up intimate 
challenges regarding the relationship of the intellectual to the masses in moments 
of radical social transformation, challenges that ultimately led them to fl atten the 
generative condition of inter-societal alterity in their analyses of modern world 
development. I conclude by outlining how these attempts to decipher the hieroglyph 
of the Party hold contemporary importance for the progression of the agent–structure 
debate in IR.

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Victoria Univ of Wellington on July 2, 2008 http://ire.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ire.sagepub.com


 THE HIEROGLYPH OF THE ‘PARTY’ 197

Contextualising the agent–structure debate within the crisis of Western Marxism 
and the hieroglyph of the ‘Party’

The following sections interrogate Trotsky, James and Althusser by reference to their 
specifi c socio-political contexts. Here, however, we must entertain a more global 
context within which intellectual debate proceeded. To this effect, it is appropriate 
to begin with a proposition so basic that it can easily be forgotten or dismissed: the 
problematisation of the agency of the Party in the 1960s and 70s, in both Marxist 
thought and politics, acted as one foundational impetus for the global renewal of 
the debate of the agent–structure problem in the social sciences. A stream of events 
during this period challenged the leftist intelligentsia in the West to recognise the 
imperial rather than progressive agency of the Communist Party: Khrushchev’s 
‘revelations’ of Stalin’s deviations, interventions by the Red Army in the Hungarian 
Revolution of 1956 and in Czechoslovakia in 1968, the rise of Maoism and of 
alternative forms of radical social organisation in the Third World in general, and the 
inaction of the French Communist Party in Paris in 1968 are but some of the events 
that led to a crisis in Western Marxism.

It is necessary to acknowledge differentiated intellectual currents within this 
global context. For example, in sociology the problem of ‘structure’ had different 
intellectual genealogies on each side of the Atlantic, in the European world deriving 
from Marxist theories, yet in the United States far more from Parson’s structural-
functionalism.12 Nevertheless, as the turbulent 1960s once again made the problem of 
radical social change a compelling theoretical problem, many critical social scientists 
took part in the renewed agent–structure debate by reference (sympathetic or critical) 
to the Marxist tradition and the possibilities of escaping the deterministic – now 
understood as politically conservative – binds of diamat (dialectical materialism), 
the offi cial ideology of the Party.13 For example, Pierre Bourdieu’s celebrated 
investigations of the agent–structure problem through the concepts of habitus 
and cultural capital can be seen as part of this wider context. In the 1950s Bourdieu 
joined the Committee for the Defence of Freedom, an organisation designed to counter 
Stalinist infl uence in French academia. His critical observations of the arrogance 
of Party intellectuals led Bourdieu to explain their relation of domination over the 
less-educated workers in terms of cultural capital.14

It must also be recognised that the agent–structure debate of this period was fed 
just as much by pre-existing debates peculiar to the philosophy of social science 
tradition.15 Additionally, it is important to respect the fact that debates among 
intellectuals in the academy are not simple refl ections of debates in the wider political 
arena; the academy has at least a relative institutional autonomy from politics 
proper. Nevertheless, the impact of new challenges in the political sphere can be 
registered in the academy, not only directly through shifts in the popularity of various 
objects of inquiry, but at a more subterranean level through shifts in the popularity of 
approaches to social-scientifi c inquiry. As Perry Anderson lucidly expressed some 
time ago, it was the gradual organisational separation of the worker and the leftist 
intellectual in the post-revolutionary era that prompted leftist thought in the Western 
academy to turn towards a more abstracted ‘discourse on method’.16 For example, 
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Roy Bhaskar’s route into the agent–structure problem can be contextualised in terms 
of this historical subterranean shift. Bhaskar has recounted how his concerns with 
world poverty, combined with the inability of the language of economics to address 
poverty, led him to mount a sustained leftist – directly Marxist-inspired – critique of 
the philosophy of science.17

Therefore, while it is too simplistic to defi ne the global context of the agent–
structure debate solely in terms of the crisis in Western Marxism, this crisis incon-
testably formed a crucial and infl uential layer of this context. And, as I shall now 
discuss, it is extremely instructive for the debate in IR to explore the roots of this 
crisis within a particular Marxist literature that attempted to explain the emergence 
and agency of the Party. The contemporaneous work of Anthony Giddens provides 
an influential and insightful bridge between the agent–structure debate of the 
1960s/70s and this pre-existing Marxist literature. Crucially, Giddens’ work 
examples how investigation of a structurally differentiated whole and the sources 
of transformative agency drew upon long-held questions regarding what I have here 
termed the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem.

Giddens’ ‘structuration’ approach, as a sympathetic critique of the Marxist 
tradition, sought to reintroduce agency into social theory.18 To this end, Giddens 
highlighted the importance of the specifi cities of time–space relations in social 
interaction, especially the way in which the world economy had historically devel-
oped unevenly. The unevenness of this development, Giddens noted, had caused even 
Marx to proffer two theories of revolutionary change. The fi rst, a revolutionary 
potentiality produced by the advanced economic techniques of capitalist industri-
alist organisation, had not occurred in recent history. The second, however, spoke of 
the importation of advanced industrial techniques into a backward agrarian society. 
For Giddens, it was this second time–space relation that had produced radical 
transformations in modern history, ones that had diverged from the trajectories 
of the advanced societies, resulting, not least of all, in the phenomenon of state 
socialism.19

In focusing on this second time–space relation Giddens was participating in a 
long-standing debate that had puzzled Marxist (but also non-Marxist) historical 
sociologists: why had radical social transformations in modernity paradoxically 
occurred in conditions of backwardness, what was the nature of such transform-
ations, and how should the novel results of these transformations be reconciled into 
a grand narrative of modern world development?20 This, at its deepest level, was a 
question regarding the unexpected transformations arising from the amalgamation 
of differentially developed socio-political formations – comparatively ‘backward’ 
and ‘advanced’ – within a backward society. And the historical phenomenon around 
which this problem had crystallised post-1917 in revolutionary thought and practice 
(perhaps only displaced somewhat with the Iranian Revolution in 1979) was the 
conquering of the Tsarist state apparatus by the Bolshevik Party and the conjoining 
of both into a novel form of political organisation, the Party-State.

There is nothing exceptional about the formation of parties in political life. But 
what did give the Communist Party its novelty – at least in the eyes of Marxists – was 
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its mandate of effecting revolutionary change facilitated by its particular organisat-
ional structure. The Party existed, in Marxist–Leninist understandings, to facilitate 
the taking over of state power from the bourgeoisie and refashion the state apparatus 
to support a ‘mass proletarian democracy’. Unlike regular political parties, the 
Communist Party would effectively dissolve itself once it had assured the dictatorship 
of the proletariat so that a post-class society could be created.21 Moreover, this peculiar 
mandate required the organising of the Party around the concept of ‘democratic 
centralism’. Rather than being totalitarian by default, democratic centralism sought 
to organise political life through a ‘dialectical unity of two countervailing elements’ 
that amalgamated a Western-style horizontal democracy of electioneering and 
free expression of opinion and a vertical command line necessary to radically 
contest the very foundation of state power. By explicitly taking on the mantle of a 
‘vanguard’, the representational form of the Bolshevik Party distinguished itself in 
its organisational constitution from other parties or political organs. After all, the 
very purpose of the Party was to forge a contradictory unity of leadership, activists 
and masses through which radical social transformation might be made possible. 
Even if, from 1920 onwards, vertical command was enforced to the detriment of 
horizontal democracy, the many succeeding experiments of democratic centralism 
always developed by reference to these essentially contested issues of agency and 
representation.22

So far I have attempted to draw out a particular infl uential layer of the global 
context of the 1960s/70s in which the agent–structure debate reignited, namely, the 
crisis in Western Marxism. I have placed this crisis within a particular and infl u-
ential pre-existing Marxist literature on the historical emergence and status of the 
Party that directly addressed the generative nature of inter-societal alterity, namely, 
the amalgamation of backward and advanced socio-political formations and the 
generation of novel forms of political agency globally transformative in their potential 
and effect. As I shall now document, within this literature the Party existed as a 
hieroglyph for Marxist understandings of modern world development, and to decipher 
its historical meaning within this development required an engagement not just with 
issues of continuity and change, the constitution of a structurally differentiated whole, 
and the identifi cation of sources of transformative agency, but specifi cally with the 
inter-societal dimension of these issues. In turn, this task of deciphering required 
interrogation of the relationship between the mass of social forces, the intellectual 
and her/his prescriptions for radical change, and the subsequent political organisation 
of these forces to effect such change. And, in particular, this relationship was forged 
by direct reference to the generative condition of inter-societal alterity manifest in 
the condition of comparative backwardness.

Trotsky and the overcoming of Slavic backwardness

The core political debate amongst the Russian intelligentsia during the last decades 
of Tsardom pitted universally applicable laws of progress against theories of 
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contingency and path dependency.23 From the time of Alexander II onwards, this 
debate hinged on the question of whether Russia’s developmental destiny lay in a 
replication of Western Europe or down a separate geographical path. The ‘separate 
path’ idea was a derivative of Slavophilia that, since the 1830s, had claimed the 
uniqueness and superiority of the Slavic values of communal spirit and natural 
harmony over the political order of the West.24 Narodnik political philosophy was 
an offshoot of Slavophilia, which proposed that the later a country industrialised, the 
harder it was to do so by capitalist means.25 This simultaneous attraction and repulsion 
of the West felt by the Russian intelligentsia indicated a potent ‘consciousness of 
backwardness’, articulated by Petr Struve thus:

Confronted with Western culture the Russian intellectual feels like a schoolboy 
or an uneducated person. Although he hates this culture and considers it to be 
something alien to him, he cannot escape respecting it and feels ashamed by its 
superiority.26

Russian Marxism developed within and by reference to this debate. Indeed, it was 
over the question of an expected world convergence of social conditions that both 
the Bolshevik and Menshevik programmes were constructed. The Mensheviks 
acquired the tag ‘European’ due to their incremental socialism; alternatively the 
Bolsheviks, in evoking the revolutionary potential of the Russian peasantry, were 
labelled ‘Slavophile Marxists’.27

In attempting to make sense of the results and prospects of the 1905 revolution 
Trotsky sought to overcome the dichotomy of West–East. Because the substantive 
developments of class society associated with European culture had not yet occurred 
in Russia, for Trotsky the Russian intelligentsia could not represent any class 
directly but only the idea of class.28 Therefore, despite importing the most advanced 
European thought, the Russian intelligentsia still remained for Trotsky as backward 
as the objective conditions that they lived in. This led Trotsky to, on the one hand, 
condemn outright the Slavophilic position and the romance of a primitive and barbaric 
past,29 yet, on the other hand, to claim that the wholesale importation of modern 
European philosophy into the Russian milieu was also a problem.

Likewise, Trotsky proclaimed that the revolutions of 1905 and then 1917 had 
destroyed the myth of Russia’s ‘uniqueness’; revolution was, after all, the quint-
essential signature of the modern polity. But having said this, Trotsky also admitted 
that the 1917 revolution bore a ‘character wholly peculiar to itself’, and one that 
‘opened entirely new historical perspectives before us’.30 Indeed, he would later 
assert that the October Revolution fi nally allowed Russian society to overcome ‘the 
consciousness of inferiority’.31 Trotsky theorised this escape from backwardness 
through the notion of ‘uneven and combined development’.32 His resultant historical 
narrative of Russian history proceeded as follows.

A ‘Tartar’-inspired backward mode of production coupled with a geographical 
proximity to Europe forced the Tsarist state to be constantly under the pressure of 
its ‘external social-historical milieu’.33 Faced with a growing qualitative disparity 

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Victoria Univ of Wellington on July 2, 2008 http://ire.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ire.sagepub.com


 THE HIEROGLYPH OF THE ‘PARTY’ 201

in military forces between industrialising Europe and its own largely peasant army, 
the Tsarist ruling strata had to act to secure their own survival. However, it was only 
by borrowing European techniques, with borrowed capital from European banks, 
that the Tsarist state could hope to maintain its power. Because Russian industrial-
isation was predicated upon an infl ux of foreign capital, not upon an ‘organic’ 
development of social forces, the industrialisation process therefore ‘skipped’ a 
number of stages that had been necessary to the industrialisation process in England.34 
In fi ne, Tsardom had grafted onto quasi-feudal social relations the most advanced 
capitalist productive forces, but in order to sustain a most backward political system 
rather than transform it.35 It was due to the contradictory nature of this policy that 
Trotsky characterised Russian development as a ‘peculiar combination of different 
stages in the historic process’,36 a process that culminated in 1917.37

Essentially, Trotsky’s appraisal of Russian development rested upon two core 
propositions. Firstly, the universalising exigencies of the capital relation had to work 
through the prism of already existing inter-societal ‘unevenness’, a prism constructed 
through the worldwide differentiation of socio-political forms in which unevenness 
was not a structural condition internal to the totality of capitalist relations, but a 
condition that defi ned the relation of non-capitalist to capitalist polities. Secondly, 
this unevenness had not worked simply as a barrier to capital’s productive forces. 
Rather, the importing of such productive forces onto existing ‘backward’ social forms 
had the tendency to produce novel political organisations, and, what is more, social 
forms that existed coeval with the advanced, thus undermining the assumption that 
human development proceeded through a set of universally shared stages.38

It was through these propositions that Trotsky proceeded to sketch out the 
potentiality for revolutionary action among the masses downtrodden by Tsardom. 
The Russian worker was no doubt culturally backward and ignorant in comparison 
to the West European proletariat; yet at the same time, and because of this backward-
ness, the Russian worker was mobile, active and receptive to the most extreme ideas 
inherent in his/her class position.39 Indeed, ‘revolutionary freshness’ was sealed in at 
that moment when the worker had been ‘thrown into the factory cauldron snatched 
directly from the plough’.40

However, in the midst of analytically refuting Marx’s ‘stages of development’ 
schema, Trotsky nevertheless prescriptively endorsed it. He maintained, despite 
acknowledging historical ‘leapfrogging’, that bourgeois culture – especially the freeing 
of the individual psyche from the fetters of relations of personal dependency – was 
socialism’s prerequisite. Of course, socialism would not fetter individual freedom 
through the blind elements of economic relations, but neither would true socialism 
subsume this freedom under a monolithic general will.41 Rather, it would be through 
the ‘super-personal element’ – through the reasoned, collective mediation of individual 
passion – that the potentialities of human spirit trapped in the atomistic individual 
would be released by socialism.42 Therefore it was imperative that the Russian worker 
digest the bourgeois habitus to become truly revolutionary. (Trotsky even led the way 
in this respect with his personal presentation and demeanour.43) In other words, as 
much as he had analytically dissipated the binary of modern West–pre-modern East, a 
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Russian consciousness of backwardness continued to shape Trotsky’s ethical outlook. 
And it is for this reason, as much as for any logistical considerations, that Trotsky 
desperately clung to the forecast of revolutionary winds from the West.

What position did the Bolshevik Party play in this process of ‘catch up’? Trotsky 
accepted that the evolving Party-State of the USSR posed a core challenge for Marxist 
praxis: contra Engel’s and Lenin’s expectations, the state had not withered away 
with the dictatorship of the proletariat, but had remained by taking on a dual character. 
On the one hand, the state was still socialistic in defending the socialisation of 
property, yet, on the other hand, the state apparatus distributed goods and needs in a 
bourgeois fashion based on capitalist measures of value.44 As part of this dual character 
a bureaucratic stratum, through the network of the Party, had risen to power.

Trotsky was unsure as to the historical novelty one should attribute to this dualistic 
political authority created in the ‘Soviet thermidor’. He was adamant that the Party-
State no longer governed through the principle of democratic centralism that had been 
originally deployed in the Bolshevik Party to mediate and intellectually appraise the 
necessarily contradictory currents of mass opinion: Stalin’s coercive state apparatus 
could no longer entertain any contradiction in thought.45 However, neither could 
the Soviet Union be understood as a form of ‘state capitalism’: for the bureaucracy, 
if privileged, was nevertheless a stratum that had achieved a remarkable degree of 
independence from previous dominating classes.46

Yet if Trotsky admitted that the Party-State was a novel result of the fi rst proletarian 
revolution, he could not countenance the sustained reproduction of this political 
organisation. Either the present regime would ‘backslide’ into capitalism, or, more 
importantly, its future would lie in its immanent subsumption under a socialist 
regime.47 Moreover, convinced that socialism required fi rst of all the importation 
of Western bourgeois mores, norms and techniques, Trotsky was adamant that the 
progressive period of the Soviet Union could produce no new world of technology, 
science or art, all of which would have to be imported according to a ready-made 
Western pattern. Therefore the only time when the Russian experiment would 
produce novel advancements in human life would be when the existing Party-State 
had withered away.

In all aspects, then, Stalin’s Party-State for Trotsky was a ‘degenerative’ form of 
political organisation:48 its novelty resided only in the nature of a transitory moment 
between regimes, not in its particular restructuring of social life.49 Trotsky could 
consider no other possibility, because to claim that the Bolshevik project could not 
be encapsulated in the term ‘workers’ state’ – to claim that combined development 
continued after 1917 – to claim that the Party-State was neither capitalist, nor 
socialist in the classic sense – would reveal a stark fact: that Western bourgeois 
individualism could not be pristinely imported into ‘backward’ Russian culture and 
that the Party-State itself was the radical result of a novel amalgam of socio-political 
formations. Faced with a Russian alterity that could not be engaged with by his ethical 
orientation to a universal (but European-led) developmental trajectory, Trotsky shut 
down a full investigation into the unexpected and novel form of political organisation 
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produced in the revolution of backwardness. In this way, the inter-societal dimension 
of agent–structure was effaced from the praxis that underlay the construction of a 
Fourth International.

Two legacies arose out of Trotsky’s own political forays. Firstly, during his 
battles with Stalin, Trotsky increasingly attempted to legitimate his Bolshevik 
credentials by passing off his theory of uneven and combined development as a 
version of Lenin’s ‘weakest link’ in the chain of imperialism.50 By doing this Trotsky 
allowed a conceptual slippage to enter into his theory, namely, that world order 
could be defi ned as already capitalist in its totality. But Lenin’s understanding of 
unevenness as the ‘weakest link’ was the opposite to Trotsky’s. The latter understood 
unevenness not as a condition internal to a capitalist totality but instead as a condition 
formed at the interface of the relation of non-capitalist to capitalist socio-political 
formations: a condition, moreover, that produced unexpected amalgams (combined 
development) deriving from this qualitative difference itself. Many subsequent 
Trotskyists (including, as we shall see, C. L. R. James) inherited this conceptual 
confl ation. Secondly, by enacting a novel ‘primitive accumulation’ of the agricultural 
milieu and forcefully collectivising the peasantry, Stalin secured for his Party-State 
a structural reproductive effi cacy to be legitimised through the thesis of ‘socialism 
in one country’ as an ideological counterweight to Trotsky’s ‘permanent’ world 
revolution. Trotsky’s theory of uneven and combined development was thereafter 
buried beneath Stalinism, and generations of Marxist intellectuals (including, as we 
shall see, Althusser) were denied engagement with a promising route into explaining 
the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem.

C. L. R. James and the redemption of the periphery

James became a Marxist after having read Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution, 
and he subsequently joined various Trotskyite organisations in 1930s’ Britain.51 
Invited by the Socialist Workers Party to tour the United States in late 1938, James 
extended his stay (illegally) until the early 1950s. Whilst in the United States, he 
formed the Johnson–Forest Tendency, a small intellectual group that set for itself the 
task of rethinking Trotsky’s critique of the USSR as merely a ‘degenerated’ workers’ 
state. Crucial to this endeavour was the translation and reading by the Tendency of 
Marx’s early economic and philosophical manuscripts. Persuaded by the Hegelian-
humanist tenor of these works, James then wrote Notes on Dialectics, a work that as 
late as 1980 he considered to be the most important of his oeuvre.52

From these readings James took the idea that human freedom was integral to 
the ‘economic’ question of labour because the essence of private property was that 
it alienated the labour of man from his own creative activity. Only the replacement 
of exchange value with use value would allow for the full development of labour 
power, and with it the ethical promise of freedom immanent within bourgeois 
individualism.53 Indeed, because James considered that class society was defi ned 
by the reproduction of the conditions for alienating labour power, Stalinist society 
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appeared as the ultimate expression of such a society. The fi ve-year plan, by the 
same logic inherent in monopoly capitalism, was actually a highly defi ned form of 
class exploitation supported by ‘state capitalism’. 54

To understand the contemporary stage of what might be called his ‘dialectic of 
freedom’, James sketched a historical narrative composed of the struggle between 
three social forces – the masses, the bourgeoisie and the radical petty bourgeoisie. 
A crucial moment in this narrative is the French Revolution.55 The petty bourgeoisie 
appeared here in the guise of the intelligentsia, and, as Jacobins, mobilised 
the revolutionary masses against the conservatism of both the ancien régime and 
the bourgeoisie in order to establish, paradoxically, bourgeois society. Here could be 
found the historical essence of Stalinism as a political project, namely, the control, 
rather than arrest, of revolutionary mass action in order to create a national compromise 
between classes. In their new twentieth-century role as an intellectual caste of 
administrative and bureaucratic economic planners, the petty bourgeoisie lived on in 
the United States as the corporate labour organisations of the New Deal, and in the 
USSR as the apparatchiks of the Party. Against this, James narrated a counter-history 
of the masses wherein the proletariat developed a self-awareness of their agency above 
and beyond the constraining leadership of the petty bourgeoisie.

The purpose of this grand narrative for James was to draw attention to the arrival 
of a new universal stage in the dialectic of freedom. No longer was the task a Leninist 
one – to create a dictatorship of the proletariat in order to ‘wither away’ the state. 
What required withering now was the Party. James defi ned the new stage of the 
dialectic of freedom as organised planning versus the activity of the masses. And 
soon after writing Notes on Dialectics, he sketched out the contours of a popular 
book on American Civilization.56 For it was in American history, James claimed, that 
one could see the dialectic of freedom playing out most intensely. The peculiarity 
of American society lay in the fact that it had developed free from the European 
shackles of feudalism and landed aristocracy and had thus realised what Europe 
had not: the ideal conditions of bourgeois freedom in both individual and associative 
life.57 However, once the industrialisation of the economy had culminated in the New 
Deal, such individualism became subsumed under a mechanised socialisation of 
life.58 Promised the ideal of individual and associational freedom, yet systematically 
robbed of the creative expression of this freedom, the American worker felt alienation 
most acutely.

By virtue of such intensities, the American masses, for James, held the most radical 
and progressive potential in pushing forward the dialectic of freedom. Crucially, he 
attributed the enabling condition of this potentiality to, paradoxically, America’s 
cultural ‘backwardness’ as a colonial outgrowth of the European heartland. America 
had produced little in high culture because its own cultural origin, ‘pristine’ due to 
the absence of the European ancien régime, was necessarily popular in essence.59 
From these origins sprang the tradition of mass culture in America wherein 
intellectuals – whom it will be remembered were of petty bourgeois origin in James’s 
grand narrative – had not only to talk to, but also pay attention to, the masses.60 For 
these reasons, American civilisation expressed the most progressive impulse of 
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the modern dialectic of freedom: the refusal by the working masses to accept the 
institutionalisation of an elite to represent their interests.61

From this it is clear that James placed great emphasis on the personal role of 
the intellectual – as a species of the petty bourgeoisie – in the playing out of the 
struggle between bureaucratic rule and the activity of the masses. It is also clear that 
for James the relationship of the intellectual to the masses was refracted through the 
geo-cultural condition of backwardness based upon a core–periphery distinction. 
However, it is of just as great importance to note that James understood the nature 
of the core–periphery relation not through Trotsky’s theory of uneven and combined 
development but through Lenin’s theory of the ‘weakest link’ of imperialism:62

the dialectic of history is such that small independent nations, small nationalities, 
which are powerless ... in the struggle against imperialism, nevertheless can act 
as one of the ferments, one of the bacilli, which can bring on to the scene the real 
power against imperialism – the socialist proletariat.63

Moreover, James believed that the transformative nature of this link applied not only 
to struggles with a geo-political aspect – for example, between the Parisian masses 
and the St Domingue slaves during the French Revolution64 – but also to minority 
struggles within a society. Here the key reference point was the American abolitionist 
movement.65 Through the ‘underground railroad’, the intelligentsia embraced the 
creative force of the masses and shut down the distance between the intellectual elite 
and the popular masses.66

To excavate further the reasons why the special transformative potential of 
peripheral societies in James’s grand narrative depended upon the relationship 
between its intellectuals and masses we need to briefl y consider his own personal 
history as a ‘native’ intellectual in colonial Trinidad. As James himself noted, for fear 
of losing his precarious distinction from the colonial masses the native intellectual 
consistently strived to associate himself with the puritanical/bourgeois sensibilities 
and mores of the British colonisers, and in doing so characterised the mass culture 
of the colonised as base and primitive by European standards.67 Predictably, 
however, the intelligentsia were not rewarded with a meaningful share of legislative 
or executive command by the colonial offi ce. And for fear of losing their relatively 
superior but effectively unimportant status as clerks or teachers, colonial intellectuals 
rarely pursued the cause of self-determination in either the cultural or political 
sphere.68

This isolation of the native intellectual from his own society at large – compounded 
with the political morass of this isolation – haunts James’s autobiographical notes,69 
all the more so, perhaps, because James never repudiated his colonial education 
of classical history and literature. In fact, so strong was this education that James 
interrogated the ethical nature of world development and its dialectic of freedom by 
reference to Western civilisation rather than to class struggle.70 He was especially 
fond of comparing the potentially liberating mass cultures of modern times to the 
‘democratic’ tragedies written at the start of Western civilisation in ancient Greece.71
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Nevertheless this self-confessed ‘Victorian’, who had internalised the coloniser’s 
civilised ‘code’ of fair play in his private school years, was confronted with the 
hypocrisy of the code in all other aspects of West Indian life.72 Here, cricket was 
crucial for the cultivation of James’s political thought because it was the only social 
sphere in which the colonised and colonisers could engage each other as equals.73 
Concurrently, James gleaned in the yearning by the masses for ‘fair play’ in cricket 
a vicarious expression of their yearning for national independence. This refl ects a 
perennial but steadily increasing appreciation by James of the way in which apparently 
‘absurd’ forms of popular culture contained nobler sentiments. The Rastafari, for 
example, through promoting a mystical relationship to Africa, were nevertheless 
expressing a popular cultural yearning for West Indian independence, as had Marcus 
Garvey before them.74

Therefore James’s dialectic of freedom was intimately informed by his own 
struggles over the institutional standing of the colonial intellectual: specifi cally, 
his attempt to break from a self-imposed isolation from the masses by embracing 
the cause of national independence. This desire was expressed, as Robert Hill has 
insightfully noted, in his judgement of the radical potentialities of American society, 
i.e. as a vindication of the colonial/peripheral world.75 Obverse to Trotsky’s treatment 
of the periphery as necessarily backward and ultimately in need of a European 
revolution, James claimed that the sources of progressive politics could be found 
within and due to the peculiar make-up of peripheral societies.76

And yet the ‘double consciousness’ 77 that was cultivated in James by identifying 
with Western civilisation in the midst of being categorised as an outsider to 
this civilisation posed (although in a far more acute manner) a similar problem 
regarding the standing of the intellectual in a transforming society, as had Trotsky’s 
consciousness of Slavic backwardness. To explore this tension, and its implications 
for James’s deciphering of the Party through the historical narrative of a ‘dialectic 
of freedom’, it is best to turn to his argument in the Black Jacobins, one restated in 
stronger terms in an appendix written in the 1960s.

For James, the amalgamation, in French colonial St Domingue, of the most 
modern industrialistic forces of production in the form of the sugar factories with 
the most despotic relations of production in the form of the masters’ whip produced 
the fi rst and most intense modern expressions of the dialectic of individual freedom 
in the new world.78 Toussaint L’Ouverture, the Francophile leader, and in James’s 
schema the radical petty bourgeois intellectual, recognised the necessity for an 
independent Haiti to treat France as a mentor in the modern ways of technology and 
culture; yet the pursuit of this relationship with the enemy ultimately undermined 
Toussaint’s own relationship with the black masses. Dessalines – the anti-intellectual 
and man of the people – could only treat the French as mortal enemies to Haitian 
independence, although, in James’s view, the price of this strategy was long-term 
underdevelopment.79 Nevertheless, by struggling against the colonial West in order, 
paradoxically, to save the immanent promise of Western civilisation, Toussaint, 
‘the fi rst and greatest’ of West Indians, had laid the ground for a Black Humanism. 
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This higher expression of Western humanism represented the unique contribution 
of national culture that West Indians brought to the meeting of the global comity of 
progressive movements at the ‘rendezvous of victory’.80

But, at the same time, James was well aware that the most important mass 
movements in West Indian history had invariably taken the position of Dessalines 
rather than that of Toussaint. These sentiments especially coalesced, as James himself 
noted, around the use of Africa in Garveyism, Negritude and Rastafarianism as a 
symbol of resistance.81 Yet the expression of national independence in the embrace 
of Africa – as the mother of civilisation – rather than Europe – as the despotic foster- 
parent – was a sentiment that James could not share with the masses. And unable to 
wholly immerse himself in a popular ‘national culture’ that looked away from Europe 
and its classical heritage, James the Victorian was led to contradict his placement of 
the Party in his dialectic of freedom.

This contradiction is best exposed by turning to James’s last directly interventionist 
political writings in the 1960s that returned to the ‘source’ – to Africa and, specifi cally, 
the question of African socialism as it had been pursued in Kwame Nkrumah’s 
Ghana. James believed that Africa’s progressive future had to emerge from the 
contestation of its own peculiar cultural forces. Yet, at the same time, James was 
adamant that there could be no progress without the aid of Western technology and 
science, as well as an education that dwelt upon the historical lessons – good and 
bad – that the development of Western civilisation offered Africa.82 Moreover, this 
aid could be sequestered only by proving to Western civilisation that within Africa 
lay the possibility of its own redemption.83 Again, James stated his support for Black 
Humanism, noting that African culture had retained, in its tribal mode of life, the 
mores of socialistic association that had been all but destroyed with the mechanisation 
of Western life.84 And again, a great deal depended for James upon the actions of the 
peripheral intellectual because only this small privileged stratum in Africa held 
the education needed to drive forward the modernisation project required to realise 
the promise of Black Humanism.85

The problem was, however, that the more the intellectual encouraged modernisation/
Westernisation, the more he distanced himself from the African masses in order to 
legitimise his standing within the Western elite: this was especially evident in the 
degeneration of Nkrumah’s Ghana.86 Therefore, and at odds with his vindication 
of the New World periphery, James acknowledged the condition of comparative 
backwardness to be a systemic problem for peripheral development in Africa.87 
African ‘catch up’ required a political organisation that could ‘police’ and maintain the 
relationship between the intellectual – in general terms the colonial petty bourgeoisie – 
and the masses. This organisation was none other than the Party, the purpose of 
which was not to regiment the working masses, but rather to enable these masses to 
pursue their self-directed entry into the modern world. According to Lenin, James 
claimed, this required the performance of two basic but under-appreciated tasks: 
honest administration, and, more importantly, education of the peasantry at the same 
time as the political education of the intelligentsia.88 A ‘new type of government 
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offi cial’ was needed that would return the colonial intellectual to direct contact with 
the colonial masses, and in doing so cultivate a Black Humanism, thus securing for 
Africa a place at the ‘rendezvous of victory’.89

We are left, then, with two confl icting interpretations of the Party in James’s 
writings. On the one hand, the Party is presented as integral to the dialectic of 
freedom in its capacity as a structural constrainer of transformative agency. In this 
presentation, the periphery is vindicated as a special region in world development 
that, due to the less restrained creative energies of its masses and the underdevelop-
ment of its intelligentsia, has the potential to drive forward radical transformations 
in world order. On the other hand, the Party is presented as a possible answer to the 
structural problem of the comparative backwardness of the periphery, a progressive 
organisation that might sequester the intelligentsia to pursue ‘catch up’ and thus 
secure the social conditions adequate for radical transformation.

This dualism is ultimately explained by James’s double consciousness. For, in the 
former presentation, the core–periphery division was part of the uneven development 
of one totality, capitalist imperialism, but just as much for James, Western civilisation 
itself. In this totality James could disappear into the colonial masses to struggle 
against the petty bourgeois organisation of politics, including, of course, the Party. 
In the latter, James had to use the Party as an organisation that might help engineer 
the relationship between the peripheral intellectual and masses so as to reorient 
the independent nation towards a rendezvous with the dialectic of freedom within 
Western civilisation. Here, James had to stand apart as a petty bourgeois intellectual 
from the masses in order to police the direction of their cultural development, so as 
to ensure that there would be no ‘vicarious’ turn towards Africa and away from the 
‘truth’ of Europe.

In sum, James’s double consciousness deciphered the hieroglyph of the Party 
schizophrenically, so to speak: the presence of the Party in modern world develop-
ment had one meaning for struggles that could progress the dialectic of freedom 
within Western civilisation, and another for those struggles that, through the 
dialectic of freedom, attempted to found a counter-civilisation. Redolent of Trotsky’s 
inability as a critical intellectual situated within a peripheral context to both 
analytically and ethically acknowledge the unexpected and novel forms of political 
authority produced in amalgamations of ‘backward’ and ‘advanced’ socio-political 
forms, James’s dialectic of freedom also fl attened the inter-societal dimension of the 
agent–structure problem. Uncomfortably for James, the progress of civilisation could 
not abide the historical reproduction of a peripheral, postcolonial alterity.

Althusser’s defence of the ‘mass line’

Althusser’s notoriety rests upon his critique of Marxist humanists (as James had been), 
a critique that has to be contextualised within the history of the Parti Communiste 
Français (PCF). The intellectual life of the PCF, from 1924 to the early 1950s, was 
defi ned by conformity to Stalinism.90 However, having proactively modelled itself in 
the Jacobin image, the PCF found it diffi cult to take any meaningful critical position 

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Victoria Univ of Wellington on July 2, 2008 http://ire.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ire.sagepub.com


 THE HIEROGLYPH OF THE ‘PARTY’ 209

vis-à-vis Gaullism and the Algerian problem during the 1950s. From this inaction 
began a slow haemorrhaging of radicals from the Party who were now less attracted 
by the revolutionary potential of the French working class and more so by Third World 
independence movements.91 On top of this, Khrushchev’s geo-politics of ‘peaceful 
coexistence’, compounded with his infamous critique at the Twentieth Congress 
of Stalin’s cult of personality, inaugurated a new strategy in the CPSU of ‘socialist 
humanism’ wherein class relations were declared eliminated. Having lost votes with 
the fallout from the Algerian war, the PCF leadership seized on the opportunity to 
re-present communism as a form of humanism and thus part of a wider restoration 
of French democratic life.92

Althusser was concerned that this change in Party strategy would encourage 
the petty bourgeois character of the French intellectual to come to the fore and 
thus militate against the forging of strong links between intellectuals and the 
working classes. This conservatism would disallow precisely a focus upon the crucial 
political question of the time: the structure of class society and the necessity of 
political organisation. The fi rst order of business was to battle the Hegelian, and for 
Althusser ultimately bourgeois, reading of Marx. For this task, Althusser deployed 
the concept of a ‘problematique’. The set of co-determining issues and concepts that 
an intellectual worked within did not reveal its own general form to that intellectual; 
rather, the ‘problematique’ acted as an ideology.93 And the only way that this veil of 
pre-given ideology might be pierced was non-theoretical, through a ruptural experi-
ence in society at large that revealed the contingent nature of the political context in 
which the intellectual existed.94

Althusser claimed that between the early (humanist) Marx and the late (scientifi c) 
Marx existed just such a rupture that had produced an ‘epistemological break’. 
Specifi cally, Althusser argued that Marx’s context was defi ned by the comparative 
backwardness of Germany in relation to the French revolutionary tradition. This 
had also resulted in the overdevelopment of German idealism and an underdevel-
opment of a ‘science’ of politics. In fact, Althusser claimed that it was this forced 
inter-societal comparison that led Marx to dispel the illusion of idealist philosophy 
with the reality of French socialism, and subsequently to reinterpret Germany’s 
own history in this new light of class struggle.95 Thus for Althusser the contingent 
‘origins’ of any innovation in political thought referred to the uneven nature of that 
society’s developmental interactions with other differentially developed societies. 
Furthermore, Althusser believed that uneven development also formed the contingent 
‘origins’ upon which Lenin developed the theory and practice of Bolshevism. In fact, 
the Russian conjuncture had itself forced a rupture within the Marxist ‘problematique’ 
because revolution in a capitalist world had not occurred in the most capitalistic 
society but rather in ‘backward’ Russia.

To theorise this problem of the generative nature of the condition of backward-
ness, Althusser borrowed from Mao and made a distinction between a ‘Hegelian’ 
simple contradiction and a ‘Marxist’ complex contradiction.96 Instead of the Hegelian 
understanding of the subject of history as man overcoming his alienation, complex 
contradiction forced the theorist to recognise that in the modern epoch the subject of 
history was ‘expressed’ through a ‘highly differentiated social structure’.97 However, 
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by complexity Althusser did not mean a democratic plurality of factors: complex 
contradiction was structured through the domination of, ultimately, the economic 
‘base’.98 Thus unevenness was a structure, specifi cally, of capitalist imperialism. This 
international ‘structure of structures’ constituted the ‘secondary’ contradiction through 
which the principle contradiction of capital–labour was mediated. This meant that 
class struggle took place in and through a complex-structural-unevenly-determined 
milieu, or was, in short, ‘overdetermined’.99 Through this overdetermination, the 
principle contradiction would ‘condense’ in a ‘strategic locus’, such as Russia, and 
play out through what seemed empirically to be phenomena displaced from the 
capital–labour struggle, such as Party politics.100

Therefore Althusser’s notion that the base contradiction was constantly – and 
forever101 – overdetermined by the unevenness of the superstructure was a critique 
of both humanism and economism. It was, claimed Althusser, the genius of Lenin 
to theoretically glean overdetermination and its importance for practice through 
his notion of the ‘weakest link’ in the imperial chain.102 Lenin’s core revelation 
in this respect was that Marxist politics had to hit at the ‘nodal strategic point of 
overdetermination’. Standing upon the weakest link, one could not rely upon the 
spontaneous actions of workers or the inexorable evolution of forces of production. 
Only through pressure exerted strategically by a political organisation, the Party, 
could the link in the chain of world order be broken.103 As Althusser bluntly put it: 
‘“Workers of the world unite!” effectively means “Organise!”’104

The task for the intellectual in this radical project was to present philosophy as 
‘class struggle in the fi eld of theory’.105 Against Stalinism, Althusser argued that 
the Party was not simply the superstructural expression of the movement of the 
base (as it would have to be in a simple contradiction). Instead, there was a tension 
between the Party elite (including its intellectuals) and the masses.106 For the masses 
were always ahead of intellectuals in their appreciation of the political conjuncture; 
however, unversed in the notion of overdetermination, they still had to be organised 
along the lines of class politics.107 This was the tension which the production of a
‘mass line’ sought to engage with by: (a) paying attention to what the masses thought 
of their conditions; (b) relating this subjective content to a scientifi c class analysis; 
and (c) offering the masses a political line and explaining this to them in a way that 
they could recognise their own will in the strategy proposed.108

But at the crucial moment in May 1968, the PCF leadership vacillated. And 
then, having subsequently entered into a common front with Mitterrand’s Socialist 
Party, the leadership abruptly broke off this alliance before the 1974 elections. 
This, Althusser claimed, was an indication that the leadership had no intention of 
cultivating a ‘mass line’ but had sought to run the PCF on the lines of a bourgeois 
party rather than through the organisational principle of ‘democratic centralism’.109 
After all, democratic centralism was designed to dispel the bourgeois ideology that 
interpolated subjects as ‘free individuals’. Instead, democratic centralism sought to 
interpolate the political subject as a bearer of class relations and thus responsible in 
the intellectual sense for the formulation of a collectively held class position. Yet, 
at the same time, democratic centralism was not an oligarchic organising principle 
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(as was the case in bourgeois political parties), because its leadership were compelled 
to ‘make the masses who make history speak for themselves’ and to be ‘attentive 
to the powers of imagination and invention of the masses’.110 Without the organ-
isational principle of democratic centralism the Party would merely become another 
component of the (bourgeois) ideological state apparatus.111 Althusser’s defence 
of democratic centralism, then, was a defence of the Party as possessing a unique 
agency capable of transforming the structure of world order by the cultivation of a 
‘mass line’.

At this point it is instructive to recapitulate the above argument. While it is usually 
underemphasised in surveys of his oeuvre, Althusser’s whole enterprise rested 
upon the observation that comparative backwardness was a crucial condition within 
the ‘structure of structures’ that made up world order. Backwardness shaped the 
contingency of the political context that forced intellectuals such as Marx and Lenin 
to step outside their inherited national interpolation as subjects and, by effecting 
an epistemological break, lay the philosophical grounds for pursuing class struggle 
within a capitalist imperialist world order. In this way, Althusser deciphered the 
hieroglyph of the Party as a unique form of political organisation required to break 
the ‘weakest link’ of imperialism.

The question is, did Althusser deploy the weakest link thesis in a way that – as 
had been the case with Trotsky and James – obscured the transformative potential 
of inter-societal alterity manifested in the condition of backwardness? In short, did 
Althusser, as had Trotsky and James, effectively fl atten the inter-societal dimension 
of the agent–structure problem?

To answer, we must revisit Althusser’s usage of the concept of the ‘mode of 
production’. Althusser’s notion of overdetermination depended upon approaching 
the concept of a ‘mode of production’ as a wilful abstraction rather than a historical 
or economic reality.112 Crucially, the purpose of this abstraction for Althusser was 
to better understand capitalist social reproduction in its synchrony, and on its own 
fi nished terms, rather than through illumination of the diachronic specifi cities of 
its prior historical development, a strategy that tended to lead to Hegelianism.113 
Moreover, Althusser had taken care to show that contradiction was still determined 
in the last instance by the economic base. He was therefore adamant that the source 
of unevenness had to be found in the internal reproduction process of capitalist social 
relations. From this source unevenness would expand to inform the reproduction 
of inter-societal relations.114 Crucially, this conceptualisation effectively allowed 
Althusser to avoid any discussion of the inter-societal dimension through which the 
expanded reproduction of capital might be refracted in the drive towards a capitalist 
world economy.115

This meant that in his escape from humanism and economism, Althusser nor-
malised that which was supposed to be ruptural and contingent. For each ‘unexpected’ 
context of class struggle was explained as a ruptural moment within an already 
existing ‘chain’ of structures that coalesced as the overdetermined structure of 
a singular capitalist totality. Althusser ultimately faced a familiar problem: was 
unevenness a quantitative condition determined by various measures of comparative 
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backwardness, or did it also have to be understood as a qualitative condition, 
wherein a conjuncture formed by the relationship between differentially developed 
societies produced a novel set of political challenges leading to a novel form of 
politically organising social forces? Althusser’s genius lay in framing the context 
in which the critical intellectual undertook knowledge production by reference 
to the structural condition of inter-societal alterity. Yet the Leninist tools that he 
inherited, especially the ‘weakest link in the chain’, worked to conceptually fl atten 
the foundational importance of this condition for understanding the structural con-
straints and sources of transformative agency within modern world development.

This failure to fully explicate the importance of inter-societal alterity is 
demonstrated by Althusser’s fi nal pessimistic judgement of the radical nature of the 
PCF. Returning to Machiavelli, a political thinker that he had broached at the start 
of his career, Althusser re-posed the problem that he had begun his philosophical 
interventions in the PCF with – the contingency of origins in the development of 
political thought. For Althusser, Machiavelli’s Prince was a hieroglyph that could 
only be deciphered by recognising its purpose to facilitate the creation of novel 
forms of political organisation. The lesson from this translation for the present day 
‘modern Prince’ – the Party – was that Machiavelli had not factored in the masses 
as active subjects within this creation: he had not produced a ‘mass line’. What is 
really striking here is Althusser’s treatment of the forging of political unity – and 
the way in which this unity depended upon a contradictory yet intimate relationship 
between the intellectual and the masses – as a national problematic. The silence of 
the inter-societal dimension of the structure of ‘contingency’ (or ‘aleatory’ conditions) 
compared with its centrality in Althusser’s fi rst critiques speaks volumes.116

It would be diffi cult to claim, despite his castigations of the backwardness of 
French political thought in comparison to German traditions, that Althusser possessed 
a French consciousness of backwardness akin to Trotsky or James.117 Nevertheless, 
Althusser’s inability to decipher the hieroglyph of the Party by reference to the 
inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem owes a good deal to the 
continuing legacies of the Russian revolution of backwardness in Marxist thought 
and practice. As Gregory Elliot has noted, there was a Marxist thinker that might 
have provided for Althusser an alternative anti-Stalinist critical understanding of the 
‘contingency of origins’ of the Party to that of Lenin’s ‘weakest link’, and one that 
did not rest upon the simple contradiction of the Hegelian dialectic. But the writings 
of the ‘renegade’ Trotsky were effectively denied to Althusser, a faithful member of 
the Stalinian PCF.118

Conclusion

For Trotsky, James and Althusser, deciphering the hieroglyph of the Party required 
an engagement with the condition of comparative backwardness and, more generally, 
with the abiding effi cacy of inter-societal alterity upon processes of modern world 
development. Each author intimately interrogated the ethical relationship of himself as 
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a critical intellectual to popular forces by reference to the strictures and potentialities 
of radical social and political transformation afforded by the condition of inter-
societal alterity. And in this way the problem of inter-societal alterity profoundly 
informed the authors’ investigations of a structurally differentiated whole as well 
as the sources of transformative agency. This fundamental problem challenged 
both humanist (James) and structuralist (Althusser) praxes, it presented itself even 
in different socio-political contexts, for example, in the periphery (James), semi-
periphery (Trotsky) and metropolis (Althusser), and it demanded prescriptions for 
political action from the insider (Althusser), outsider (James) and renegade (Trotsky) 
of leftist politics.

The above investigations are important in and of themselves to the extent that 
they demonstrate how the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem 
variously informed a range of intellectual positions and enquiries, all of which 
contributed towards a crucial layer of the global context in which the agent–structure 
debate in the social sciences was relaunched during the 1960s/70s. But to conclude 
I want to suggest how the above investigation might also directly speak to the stakes 
at play in the contemporary agent–structure debate in IR.

The fi rst point to make is that neither the transformation of the world economy 
in the 1970s nor the post-Cold War transformation of the geo-political landscape 
rescinded the challenge for IR of analytically accounting for the condition of inter-
societal alterity. Indeed, the hieroglyph of the Party has now effectively become 
associated with other objects arising in conditions of comparative backwardness, be 
they as diverse as the World Social Forum, the Zapatistas, Chavismo, slum gangs, 
indigenous movements or Al Qaeda. And what is more, the new global context 
furnished by the ‘war on terror’ urgently demands of critical intellectuals a direct 
ethical engagement with the condition of inter-societal alterity. For example, how does 
one situate oneself with regards to Western conservative political forces, non-Western 
conservative forces, non-Western popular forces, anti-Western popular forces, and 
Eurocentric leftist forces?

The second point to make is that the agent–structure debate in IR is presently 
ill-equipped to deal with such challenges. Colin Wight’s recent book, perhaps the 
most lucid and coherent assessment of the agent–structure problem in IR so far, 
exposes the depth of these diffi culties. Of particular interest is Wight’s insistence 
that the agent–structure problem can only be solved by developing a meta-theory of 
the relationality of the planes of human existence that enable and constrain social 
action, namely, the material, the intersubjective, social roles and personal subjectivity. 
For Wight, the relationality of these planes – and the way in which their relative 
importance is structurally differentiated both temporally and spatially – is what can 
be said to constitute ‘global social relations’.119 However, in order to proceed further 
and to specifi cally analyse this differentiated structural whole in order to prescribe 
solutions to global social problems, one cannot remain at the level of meta-theory. 
And this task, of course, is not one that can or should be demanded from Wight’s 
philosophy of social science. The challenge, nevertheless, remains how to make a 
meta-theoretical resolution of the agent–structure problem speak both analytically 
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and ethically to the substance of world politics, a substance that is just as much 
characterised by the abiding and generative nature of inter-societal relations today 
as it was in Trotsky’s, James’s and Althusser’s lifetimes.

I shall make these points speak to each other by way of an observation: Althusser 
can be said to mark (but not in chronological terms) an important shift in the thinking 
through of the problem of inter-societal alterity amongst critical intellectuals. Whereas 
Trotsky and James inhabited a socio-political context defi ned by backwardness or 
peripherality, Althusser inhabited an advanced/core context.120 The former authors 
represent an ‘embodied’ concern of the critical intellectual with his political standing 
in relation to the purpose of effecting radical social transformation: in fi ne, a concern 
punctuated and politicised by the backward/peripheral positionality of the intellectual 
himself. The latter represents a ‘disembodied’ concern by the intellectual of the core/
advanced society with the same problem of inter-societal alterity. And yet Althusser 
inherited a historically produced conceptual framework for engaging with inter-
societal alterity (e.g. imperialism’s ‘weakest link’) that downplayed the abiding and 
generative nature of inter-societal alterity in modern world development. Even with 
no consciousness of backwardness to emotively skew his perspective, Althusser still 
fl attened the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem as effectively 
as Trotsky and James had.

Therefore engagements with the problem of inter-societal alterity from intellec-
tuals who inhabit core/advanced societies might not be so ‘disembodied’ as they 
fi rst appear, and this is where an Ideas in Context approach can be revealing for the 
agent–structure debate in IR. We cannot assume that concepts, fi rst meta-theoretically 
investigated and resolved, can subsequently be mobilised to provide a more adequate 
perspective upon substantive social and political phenomena. For example, although 
difference/alterity is a concept that we necessarily debate at the level of meta-theory, 
it is at the same time an abstraction that arrives at our desk with the contestation 
over its analytical and ethical meaning having already been framed within a previous 
socio-political context. In general, this consideration raises the intriguing but very 
challenging possibility that the production of meta-theory can never be undertaken 
separately from investigations into the historical contexts that produced the concepts 
contemporarily utilised in meta-theory. But, in particular, this consideration makes 
the works of Trotsky, James and Althusser very instructive (in their insights and 
oversights) for the contemporary debate in IR. This is because these authors directly 
engaged with the inter-societal dimension of the agent–structure problem, a dimension 
that was by and large discarded when the debate was imported into IR with little 
sensitivity towards its historical contextualisation.

Thus I submit that, despite the many gains made in the debate, the agent–structure 
problem remains ‘fl attened’ in IR. And as the debate moves on to directly engage 
with issues of ethics and responsibility121 in the current global context of the ‘war 
on terror’ it is more important than ever that critical intellectuals examine the way 
in which previous socio-political contexts might have historically conditioned their 
appreciation of – and ignorance of – the various dimensions of the agent–structure 
problem, foremost amongst these being the inter-societal dimension. In this respect, 
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revisiting the Marxist authors who attempted to decipher the hieroglyph of the Party 
is profoundly instructive and intimately revealing to the critical intellectual.
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