
Althusser on Origin and Beginning 

 

 

Since we are taking our time, I would like to give, regarding the famous question of the 

Origin of the World (which still inspires the philosophy of modern philosophers like Heidegger), 

an illuminating example, in order to demonstrate how idealism and materialism proceed. 

 Idealist philosophy will say:  God has created the world from Chaos, that is, from 

Nothingness.  Before the decree of God to create the world, there was therefore nothing (except 

God).  Let us note that the little word “before” presents formidable problems, since it designates a 

temporal anteriority.  Yet did time exist before the creation of the World? Or did time appear only 

with the creation of the world, has it been created, too?  If time has also been created, before time 

there was no time but the eternity of God + the Nothingness from which God has drawn out the 

world through pure creation (out of nothing).  Here is what emphasizes, in a striking way, the 

omnipotence of God (for in the world of human beings, one cannot “create” out of nothing:  there 

must be a preexisting matter).  But the more God becomes powerful, the less he remains 

comprehensible.  Consistent with itself, idealist philosophy goes so far as to say that God is 

“incomprehensible,” is beyond all our human ideas, and that if we speak about him, it is “by 

analogy” (all proportions retained, for he is without measure with us.  From this fact, let us 

proceed to understand that he exists alone in the company of Nothingness, and he draws the 

existence of the world of of nothing!  He will then be the absolute, but incomprehensible, Origin 

of the world. 

 Now consider a materialist philosophy like that of Epicurus.  It does not speak about the 

Origin of the world (a question that has no meaning) but about the beginning of the world. It 

doesn’t appeal to the omnipotence of God in order to draw the world out of Nothingness.  Before 

the beginning there is neither God nor Nothingness.  Then what is there? There is—the materialist 

thesis par excellence—always already something, always already matter, which is not Chaos:  a 

matter submitted to certain laws.  What is this matter?  It is atoms that are infinite in number, 

consisting of indivisible particles, which all fall into the infinite void, under the effect of (the law 

of) gravity, parallel, without ever encountering one another.  The Roman poet-philosopher 

Lucretius, who explained the philosophy of Epicurus, whose manuscripts had been destroyed, 

said, in a poem entitled “On the Nature of Things”:  before the beginning of the world, the atoms 

fell “like rain.”  And this would have lasted indefinitely if the atoms hadn’t been endowed with an 

astonishing property, the “swerve,” or the capacity to deviate from a straight line in their fall, in 

an imperceptible way.  There only needs to be a little deviation, “deviance,” for the atoms to 

encounter one another and agglomerate: here is the beginning of the world and here is the world.  

Neither God nor Nothingness at the Origin, not Origin but beginning; and to account for the 

beginning, a preexisting matter, which becomes a world through the (contingent, arbitrary) 

encounter of its elements.  And this encounter, which is in charge of everything, is a figure of 

contingency and chance, but it produces the necessity of the world:  chance thus produces 

necessity all by itself, without the intervention of God.  In other words, the World is produced all 

by itself; and only by replacing the idealist question of the Origin with the materialist question of 

the beginning (or of the event, of the advent) does one get rid of questions that have no meaning:  

not only the question of the Origin of the World, but everything connected with it—the question 

of God, of his omnipotence, of his incomprehensibility, of time and eternity, etc. 

 

(Translated by Ted Stolze and excerpted from Louis Althusser, Initiation à la philosophie pour les 

non-philosophes [Paris:  Presses Universitaires de France, 2014], pp. 65-7) 


