
A MARXIST MT]RDERER
The anguished autobiograplry of Loui,s Althusser, Marxist philosopher

and intellectual godfather to the generation of 1958, uas recently

tryblished in France * huo years after his death, and 12 years after

he strangled his wife Hdline. EDWARD roxreports on a literary sernation,

and on France's nostalgia for a lost age of acad,emic heroes

Aboae: Hiline P,ytmann, Altluuser's wife, 1957

Ri,ght: Lowi; Althusser in Paris, 1978

The French literary world has observed

with fascination and dismay in recent weeks

the success of an unlikely bestseller: the
posthumously published autobiography of
the philosopher Louis Althussert who died
in 1990. L'auenir dure longtemps (The Future
Lasts a Long Time) has sold nearly 40,000

copies since it was published in April. A
two-part documentary on Althusser's life
was shown last month on the television
channel FR3; an accompanying biography
has also been selling well.

The autobiography's success is certainly
due to the fact that in 1980 Althusser mur-
dered his wife, and that the book, written
five years late4 presents a dramatic account
of this act and the madness that led to it. But
more than this, l'affaire Althusser has struck
a national newe, awakening a nostalgia
for the Sixties, and for a lost generation
of intellectual superstars. "He was the last

revolutionary," laments a foiend, the author
Elisabeth Roudinesco, "the last thinker in
France who made us think revolution
was possible."

The opening pages of Althusser's book
describe the murder scene in lurid detail:

on a dismal November dawn in their flat in
the Ecole Normale Sup6rieure in Paris,

Althusser finds himself one moment mas-

saging the neck of his wife, H6ldne
Rltmann, the next moment seeing her
splayed out on his bed with the tip of her
tongue protruding between her lips. That
both are wearing dressing gowns and that
the murder takes place against the back-

drop of a frayed crimson curtain gives

the description a bizarre theatrical air: it
is the first sign that the book is itself an

act of madness. Having strangled his wife,

Althusser runs across the courtyard of the
Ecole Normale (a building the size of a small

S Cambridge college), screaming "I have

E t.il.a Heldne" and pounds on the door of
P the college doctor. who returns to the flar.

examines H6ldne, and announces, "It is too
late." Her larynx was broken, but there
were no marks on her neck, her clothing
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revealed no sign ofstruggle, and nor were
any screams heard. Althusser was immedi-
ately sedated and hospitalised. He was 62;
H6ldne was ten years older.

For the next ten years, Althusser lived
like a phantom, drugged, hospitalised and
helpless. When he died in October 1990,
many people were surprised to learn that
he hadn't died years before. He was never
arested or tried. On 23 January 198 l, a
judge ruled that Althusser was unfit to
plead. On the evidence of three court-
appointed psychiatrists who concluded that
he was in a state of dementia at the time
of the killing, Althusser was granted a non-
L)eu -hteralTy, "no grounds" for trial. Public
opinion was dismayed that Althusser's
eminence seemed to have saved him fiom
prison. The ruling stripped him of legal
existence and all records of the case were
closed, putting the philosopher into a legal
limbo in which he was neither a convict nor
at liberty. The non-lieu condemned Althus-
ser to death-inJife, deprived of the right to
act on his own behalf, even, he daimed, "to
sign my own name".

Althusser was the intellectual father of the
generation of French intelligentsia, now in
their forties and fifties, who came of age
in the political ferment that crystallised in
May 1968, when Paris students and striking
workers pushed the country to what, for a

moment, seemed like the brink of revolu-
tion. His philosophy was their theoretical
weapon. When the graffiti-writers scrawled
A quoi serl Althusser? (What use is Althusser?)
on the walls of the Latin Quarter; A1thus-
ser's more thoughtful disciples could reply
that he was at work on a future revolution's
theoretical core, like Marx sitting out the
revolutions of 1848 in the reading room of
the British Museum.

Althusser was the product of a post-War
temper when, as Jean-Paul Sartre wrote in
1964, "our epoch obliged all men of letters
to do a dissertation on French politics". A
large proportion of these men of letters
were either in the French Communist Party,
the PCE, or in sympathy with it: the PCF
acquired great prestige as a result of its
r6le in the Resistance. In 1945, a quarter
of the French electorate supported the
PCF. Althusser's own allegiance to the Party
began during his wartime confinement in a
Nazi prison camp and lasted (though by the
Seventies - to the discomfort of its leader-
ship - he had become its severest internal
critic) until the murder obliged him to with-
draw fiom the world.

Althusser's contribution to this tradition
of radicalism was a philosophy based on a
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principle ofpure faith in Marx's idea of class

struggle, which he used as a starting point
for a formal elaboration of the philosoph-

ical assumptions he saw underlying Marx's

work. Althusser replaced a humanistic,

idealistic view of the world with one that

was impersonal, complex and opaque. It
was intentionally incomplete, because it was

always evolving.
His philosophy was class struggle with-

out Marx's emphasis on economics. Because

of the sophistication Althusser brought to
Marxist thought, "he made it possible to

be politically Mar-xist and philosophically

modernist at the same time", says Gregory

Eltiott, the author of a study ofAlthusser.

The mid-sixties marked the zenith of the

"myth ofAlthusser". Although his name was

included in the panthe on of grands maitres of
structuralism - with Roland Barthes,

Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault - he

had a particular mystique: unlike other

prominent French intellectuals, he avoided

the celebrity status that comes fiom involve-

ment with the media. He was the opposite

of a figure like Sartre, who would hold court

daily in the Caf6 des Deux Magots, and

whose life was turned into a Hollywood
film. Moreover, Althusser's reputation was

based on only two books, Pour Marx (For

Marx) and Lire Capital (Reading Capital),

both published in 1965. The less visible he

was, the greater his prestige, "like laquer-

work which looks best in dark rooms", in
the words of his biographer, Yann Moulier

Boutang. Until the late Seventies, when his

best work was behind him, few people had

even seen a photograPh of him.

Althusser was born in Algeria in 19 18, the

son of a bank manager. His later reputation
for invisibility was a reflection of an identity

crisis that began in childhood and haunted

him all his life. His mother had been in love

with a young man named Louis, who had

gone to war and been killed in an aeroplane

in 1917 over Verdun. As a morbid act of
compensation, she married Louis' brother,

Charles, and gave their son the name Louis.

Althusser grew up thinking of himself as a

substitute for the dead aviator. Even his

name, Louis, sounded llke lui, the French

word meaning him, so that when one called

"Louis!" one was actually referring to some-

body else. To try to please his mother, and

to convince her that he existed in his own

right, he studied hard and excelled, eventu-

all"y winning a place at the prestigious Ecole

Normale in Paris. His wartime confinement

delayed his enrollment, but in 1947 he

entered the school and stayed there.

For rnore than 30 years Althusser taught

philosophy at the Ecole Normale. As an

institution it has a status higher than a

university, and has traditionally produced

the nation's 6lite: its bishops and presidents.

According to the myth of the Ecole Nor-

male, everyone is brilliant, ambitious and

intellectually serious. Students have the

status of civil servants and graduate legally

qualified as teachers.

Here Althusser became the mother hen

to the generations of students who passed

through. Self-effacing and accessible, he

looked and acted the part ofa kindly grand-

father, with his pipe and sad, baggy eyes.

The door of the flat he shared with H6ldne

on the ground floor of the Ecole Normale

was always open. The school was his refuge

and only home, and his multitude of stu-

dents and fiiends - particularly since he and

H6ldne had no children of their own - were

his extended family. He called the Ecole the
"amniotic fluid" that made his life possible.

Within it gestated both the myth and the

madness ofAlthusser.
Although Althusser was popular and

successful as a professor, few could under-
stand his long, tempestuous relationship

with H6ldne, a small, thin, intense woman

with vaguely Aiatic features and a violent

temperament. She had been active in the

Resistance during the War, was an ardent

Communist, and later had a career as a

sociological fieldworker. She was the prod-

uct of a nightmarish childhood, and Althus-

ser always felt the need to protect her. Yet he

also confesses that he habitually subjected

her to appalling bouts of emotional cruelty.

She was forced to become virtually complicit

in satis$'ing his appetite for a succession of
young mistresses. ("One night," he writes in
L'atenir, "we were at dinner with a couple we

hadn't known long... I stood up during the

meal and, with much oratory, insisted to the

beautiful young woman opposite me that

we could and must make love on the

table there and then in fiont of every-

one.") H6lEne, for her part, both loved and

hated him. "She was mad too," Elisabeth

Roudinesco says. They were both the knife

and the wound of each other.
"They had an extraordinary genius for

making life difficult for themselves," recalls

Pierre Macherey, a student and fiiend of
the couple. "Everything in daily life was

a problem, everything was complicated'

They couldn't buy an article of clothing

without arguments." R6gis Debray, one of
Althusser's students and a key Sixties radi-

cal, includes a moving porrait of Althusser

and H6ldne in his 1983 novel fus Masrlues:

"In appearance, there was nothing in
common between this inseparable pair

who couldn't stand each other, and who

shared the same psychoanalyst: he, the lib-

ertine cardinal, the aristocratic commun-

ist... who liked good food and old

Bordeaux; she, militant and surly, with a
cracked voice and no sense of humour, in a
raincoat and black beret, very Forties."

The three psychiatrists who judged Althus-

ser to be in a state of dementia at the time of
the killing of H6ldne also revealed publicly
what hal long been known at the Ecole

Normale and among Althusser's fiiends:

that Althusser had lived for years with a

manic-depressive psychosis, and that the

condition required him to take regular
periods of leave for treatment in hospital.

There were occasional glimpses of what

lay behind the faEade: the British historian

Douglas Johnson recalls Althusser stop-

pirrg ,o-.o,re in the corridor of the f,cole

Normale and confiding that he "had lost all

sense of identity".
Nevertheless, for 30 years, in addition to

writing books and taking part in political

affairs, Althusser taught philosophy to thou-

sands of students and was the equivalent

at the Ecole Normale of the head of the

humanities department. He kept meticu-

Ious notebooks on administrative matters.

Because he could cope with his work, his

absences were overlooked. The invisibility
of Althusser, so important to his mystique,

was caused by the regular withdrawal fiom
view demanded by his condition. Another

answer to the questio n A quoi sert Althusser? -
who was conspicuous by his silence in May

1968 - was that he was in hospital through-
out that period.

All his writing and political interventions

took place in the energetic manic phase

of the manic-depressive cyde. This was fol-

Iowed by a depression that took him out of
action. But the manic phases were increas-

ingly signposted by outrageous acts as he

got older. To H6l6ne's alarm, he once plot-

ted to hijack an atomic submarine, another

tirne to rob a bank. Later, he bought a

piano, although he couldn'tplay, and would

subject fiiends to appalling improvisations.

After H6ldne's death, and despite the non-

lieu,hemanaged to buy a flashy Italian car, a

Lancia, and although he couldnt drive he

propelled it through the streets of Paris

fiom one collision to the next.

His condition was impossible to cure, and

barely possible to treat. He underwent psy-

choanalysis, but how do you psychoanalyse

someone who knows Freud backwards, and

who likes to have the last word on matters of
psychoanalytic practice? Althusser had been

an apostle ofthe elaborate psychoanalytical

theories of his fiiend Jacques Lacan, but
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