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Consider, as a final example, the attitude of contemporary American
liberals to the unending hopelessness and misery of the lives of the
young blacks in American cities. Do we say that these people must be
helped because they are our fellow human beings? We may, but 1t is
much more persuasive, morally as well as politically, to describe them
as our fellow Americans - to insist that it is outrageous that an American

should live without hope.
RiCHARD ROKTY, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity

On the usclessness of the notion of “ideology’, see
Raymond Geuss, The Mea of a Critical Theory

RicHARD RORTY, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity






INTRODUCTION

CONSIDER the following paradox. The last decade has witnessed a remark-
able resurgence of ideological movements throughout the world. In the
Middle East, Islamic fundamentalism has emerged as a potent political force.
In the so-called Third World, and in one region of the British Isles, revolu-
tionary nationalism continues to join battle with imperialist power. In some
of the post-capitalist states of the Eastern bloc, a still tenacious neo-Stalinism
remains locked in combat with an array of oppositional forces. The most
powerful capitalist nation in history has been swept from end to end by a
peculiarly noxious brand of Chrisdan Evangelicalism. Throughout this
period, Britain has suffered the most ideologically aggressive and explicit
regime of living political memory, in a society which traditionally prefers its
ruling values to remain implicit and oblique. Meanwhile, somewhere on the
left bank, it is announced that the concept of ideology is now obsolete.

How are we to account for this absurdicy? Why is it that in a world
racked by ideological conflict, the very notion of ideology has evaporated
without trace from the writings of postmodernism and post-structuralism?!
The theoretical clue to this conundrum is a topic that shall concern us in
this book. Very briefly, I argue that three key doctrines of postmodernist
thought have conspired to discredit the classical concept of ideology. The
first of these doctrines turns on a rejection of the notion of representation -
in facr, a rejection of an empiricist model of representadion, in which the
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representational baby has been nonchalantly slung out with the empiricist
bathwater. The second revolves on an epistemological scepticism which
would hold that the very act of identifying a form of consciousness as
ideological entails some untenable notion of absolute truth. Since the latter
idea attracts few devotees these days, the former is thought to crumble in its
wake. We cannot brand Pol Pot a Stalinist bigot since this would imply some
metaphysical certitude about what not being a Stalinist bigot would involve.
The third doctrine concerns a reformulation of the relations between
rationality, interests and power, along roughly neo-Nietzschean lines, which
is thought to render the whole concept of ideology redundant. Taken
together, these three theses have been thought by some enough to dispose of
the whole question of ideology, at exactly the historical moment when
Muslim demonstrators beat their foreheads tll the blood runs, and
American farmhands anticipate being swept imminentdy up into heaven,
Cadillac and all.

Hegel remarks somewhere tha all great historical events happen, so to
speak, twice. (He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.)
The current suppression of the concept of ideology is in one sense a
recycling of the so-called ‘end of ideology’ epoch which followed the Second
World War; but whereas that movement was at least partially explicable as a
traumatized response to the crimes of fascism and Stalinism, no such
political rationale underpins the present fashionable aversion to ideological
critique. Moreover, the ‘end-of-ideology’ school was palpably a creation of
the political right, whereas our own ‘post-ideological’ complacency often
enough sports radical credendals. If che ‘end-of-ideology” theorists viewed
all ideology as inherently closed, dogmatic and inflexible, postmodernist
thought tends to see all ideology as teleological, ‘totalitarian’ and meta-
physically grounded. Grossly travestied in this way, the concept of ideology
obediently writes itself off.

The aBa;‘m@onment of the notion of ideology belongs with a more
pervasive political faltering by whole sections of the erstwhile revolutionary
left, which in the face of a capitalism temporarily on the offensive has beaten
a steady, shamefaced retreat from such ‘meraphysical’ matters as class
struggle and modes of production, revolutionary agency and the nature of
the bourgeois state. It is, admittedly, something of an embarrassment for this
position that, just at the moment when it was denouncing the concept of
revolution as so much metaphysical claptrap, the thing itself broke out
where it had been least expected, in the Stalinist bureaucracies of Eastern
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Europe. No doubt President Ceausescu spent his last moments on earth
reminding his executioners that revolution was an outmoded concept, that
there were only ever micro-strategies and local deconstructions, and that the
idea of a ‘collective revolutionary subject’ was hopelessly passé. The aim of
this book is in one sense suitably modest - to clarify something of the
tangled conceptual history of the notion of ideology. But it also offers itself
as a political intervention into these broader issues, and so as a political
riposte to this latest treason of the clerks.

A poem by Thom Gunn speaks of a German conscript in the Second
World War who risked his life helping Jews to escape the fate in store for
them at the hands of the Nazis:

1 know he had unusual eyes,

Whose power no orders could determine,
Not to mistake the men he saw,

As others did, for gods or vermin.

What persuades men and women to mistake each other from time to time
for gods or vermin is ideology. One can understand well enough how
human beings may struggle and murder for good material reasons - reasons
connected, for instance, with their physical survival. It is much harder to
grasp how they may come to do so in the name of something as apparently
abstract as ideas. Yet ideas are what men and women live by, and will
occasionally die for. If Gunn’s conscript escaped the ideological conditioning
of his fellows, how did he come to do s0? Did he act as he did in the name of
an alternative, more clement ideology, or just because he had a realistic view
of the nature of things? Did his unusual eyes appreciate men and women for
what they were, or were his perceptions in some sense as much biased as
those of his comrades, but in a way we happen to approve rather than
condemn? Was the soldier acting against his own interests, or in the name of
some deeper interest? Is ideology just a ‘mistake’, or has it a more complex,
elusive character?

The study of ideology is among other things an inquiry into the ways in
which people may come to invest in their own unhappiness. It is because
being oppressed sometimes brings with it some slim bonuses that we are
occasionally prepared to put up with it. The most efficient oppressor is the
one who persuades his underlings to love, desire and identify with his power;
and any practice of political emancipation thus involves that most difficult
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of all forms of liberation, freeing ourselves from ourselves. The other side of
the story, however, is equally important. For if such dominion fails to yield
its victims sufficient gratification over an extended period of time, then it is
certain that they will finally revolt against it. If it is rational to settle for an
ambiguous mixture of misery and marginal pleasure when the political
alternatives appear perilous and obscure, it is equally rational to rebel when
the miseries clearly outweigh the gratifications, and when it seems likely
that there is more to be gained than to be lost by such action.

It is important to see that, in the critique of ideology, only those inter-
ventions will work which make sense to the mystified subject itself. In this
sense, ‘ideology critique’ has an interesting affinity with the techniques of
psychoanalysis. ‘Criticism’, in its Enlightenment sense, consists in recounting
to someone what is awry with their sicuation, from an external, perhaps
‘transcendental’ vantage-point. ‘Critique’ is that form of discourse which
seeks to inhabit the experience of the subject from inside, in order to elicit
those ‘valid’ features of that experience which point beyond the subject’s
present condidon. ‘Criticism’ instructs currently innumerate men and
women that the acquisition of mathematical knowledge is an excellent
culeural goal; ‘critique’ recognizes that they will achieve such knowledge
quickly enough if their wage packets are at stake. The critique of ideology,
then, presumes that nobody is ever wholly mystified - that those subject to
oppression experience even now hopes and desires which could only be
realistically fulfilled by a transformation of their material conditions. If it
rejects the external standpoint of Enlightenment rationality, it shares with
the Enlightenment this fundamental trust in the moderately rational nature
of human beings. Someone who was entirely the victim of ideological
delusion would not even be able to recognize an emancipatory claim upon
them; and it is because people do not cease to desire, struggle and imagine,
even in the most apparently unpropitious of conditions, that the practice of
political emancipation is a genuine possibility. This is not to claim that
oppressed individuals secretly harbour some full-blown alternative to their
unhappiness; but it is to claim that, once they have freed themselves from the
causes of that suffering, they must be able to look back, re-write their life-
histories and recognize that what they enjoy now is what they would have
previously desired, if only they had been able to be aware of it. It is testi-
mony to the fact that nobody is, ideologically speaking, a complete dupe that
people who are characterized as inferior must actually learn to be so. It is not
enough for a woman or colonial subject to be defined as a lower form of life:
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they must be actively taught this definition, and some of them prove to be
brilliant graduates in this process. It is astonishing how subtle, resourceful
and quick-witted men and women can be in proving themselves to be
uncivilized and thickheaded. In one sense, of course, this ‘performative
contradiction’ is cause for political despondency; but in the appropriate
circumstances it is a contradiction on which a ruling order may come to

grief.

Over the past ten years I have discussed the concept of ideology with Toril
Moi perhaps more regularly and intensively than any other intellectual
topic, and her thoughts on the subject are now so closely interwoven with
mine that where her reflections end and mine begin is, as they are fond of
saying these days, ‘undecidable’. I am grateful to have had the benefic of her
keener, more analytic mind. I must also thank Norman Geras, who read the
book and gave me the benefit of his valuable judgement; and I am grateful
to Ken Hirschkop, who submitted the manuscript of the book to a typically
meticulous reading and thus saved me from a number of lapses and lacunae.
I am also much indebted to Gargi Bhatracharyya, who generously spared
rime from her own work to give me valuable assistance with research.

TE,






WHAT IS IDEOLOGY?

NOBODY has yet come up with a single adequate definition of ideology, and
this book will be no exception. This is not because workers in the field are
remarkable for their low intelligence, but because the term ‘ideology’ has a
whole range of useful meanings, not all of which are compatible with each
other. To try to compress this wealth of meaning into a single comprehen-
sive definition would thus be unhelpful even if it were possible. The word
‘ideclogy’, one might say, is a fext, woven of a whole tissue of different
conceptual strands; it is traced through by divergent histories, and it is
probably more important to assess what is valuable or can be discarded in
each of these lineages than to merge them forcibly into some Grand Global
Theory.

To indicate this variety of meaning, let me list more or less at random
some definitions of ideology currently in circulation:

(@) the process of production of meanings, signs and values in social life;
(b) abody of ideas characteristic of a particular social group or class;

(c) ideas which help to legitimate a dominant political power;

(d) false ideas which help to legitimate a dominant polidcal power;

(e) systematically distorted communication;

(f) thacwhich offers a position for a subject;

(¢) forms of thought motivated by social interests;

1
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(h) identity thinking;

(/) socially necessary illusion;

(/) the conjuncture of discourse and power;

(k) the medium in which conscious social actors make sense of their
world;

(1) action-oriented sets of beliefs;

(m) the confusion of linguistic and phenomenal reality;

() semiotic closure;

{0} the indispensable medium in which individuals live out their relations
to a social scructure;

(p) the process whereby social life is converted to a natural reality.’

There are several points to be noted about this list. First, not all of these
formulations are compatible with one another. If, for example, ideology
means any set of beliefs motivated by social interests, then it cannot simply
signify the dominant forms of thought in a society. Others of these definitions
may be mutually comparible, but with some interesting implications: if
ideology is both illusion and the medium in which social actors make sense
of their world, then this tells us something rather depressing about our
routine modes of sense-making. Secondly, we may note that some of these
formulations are pejorative, others ambiguously so, and some not pejorative
at all. On several of these definitions, nobody would claim that their own
thinking was ideological, just as nobody would habitually refer to them-
selves as Fatso. Ideology, like halitosis, is in this sense what the other person
has. It is part of what we mean by claiming that human beings are somewhat
rational that we would be puzzled to encounter someone who held convic-
tions which they acknowledged to be illusory. Some of these definitions,
however, are neutral in chis fespect - ‘a body of ideas characteristic of a
particular social group or class’, for example - and to this extent one might
well term one’s own views ideological without any implication that they
were false or chimerical.

Thirdly, we can note that some of these formulations involve episte-
mological questions - questions concerned with our knowledge of the world
- while others are silent on this score. Some of them involve a sense of not
seeing reality properly, whereas a definition like ‘action-oriented sets of
beliefs’ leaves this issue open. This distinction, as we shall see, is an
important bone of contention in the theory of ideology, and reflects a
dissonance between two of the mainstream traditions we find inscribed
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within the term. Roughly speaking, one central lineage, from Hegel and
Marx to Georg Lukics and some later Marxist thinkers, has been much
preoccupied with ideas of true and false cognition, with ideology as illusion,
distortion and mystification; whereas an alternative tradition of thought has
been less epistemological than sociological, concerned more with the
function of ideas within social life than with their reality or unreality. The
Marxist heritage has itself straddled these two intellectual currents, and that
both of them have something interesting to tell us will be one of the con-
tentions of this book.

Whenever one is pondering the meaning of some specialized term, it is
always useful to get a sense of how it would be used by the person-in-the-
street, if it is used chere ar all. This is not to claim such usage as some final
coure of appeal, 2 gesture which many would view as itself ideological; but
consultng the person-in-the-street nonetheless has its uses. What, then,
would be meant if somebody remarked in the course of a pub conversation:
‘Oh, that’s just ideological!” Not, presumably, that what had just been said
was simply false, though this might be implied; if that was what was meant,
why not just say so? It is also unlikely that people in a pub would mean
something like ‘That’s a fine specimen of semiotic closure! or hotly accuse
one another of confusing linguistic and phenomenal reality. To claim in
ordinary conversation that someone is speaking ideologically is surely to
hold that they are judging a particular issue through some rigid framework
of preconceived ideas which distorts their understanding. I view things as
they really are; you squint at them though a tunnel vision imposed by some
extraneous system of doctrine. There is usually a suggestion that this
involves an oversimplifying view of the world - that to speak or judge
‘ideologically’ is to do so schematically, stereotypically, and perhaps with the
faintest hint of fanaticism. The opposite of ideology here, then, would be less
‘absolute truth’ than ‘empirical’ or ‘pragmatic’. This view, the person-in-the-
street migh be gratified to hear, has the august support of the sociologist
Emile Durkheim, who characterized the ‘ideological method’ as consisting
in ‘the use of notions to govern the collation of facts rather than deriving
notons from them.”

It is surely not hard to show what is wrong with such a case. Most people
would not concede that without preconceptions of some kind - what the
philosopher Martin Heidegger calls ‘pre-understandings’ - we would not
even be able to identify an issue or situation, let alone pass judgement upon
it. There is no such thing as presuppositionless thought, and to this extent all
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of our thinking might be said to be ideological. Perhaps rigid preconceptions
makes the difference: I presume that Paul McCartney has eaten in the last
three months, which is not particularly ideological, whereas you presuppose
that he is one of the forty thousand elect who will be saved on the Day of
Judgement. But one person’s rigidity is, notoriously, another’s open-
mindedness. His thought is red-neck, yours is doctrinal, and mine is
deliciously supple. There are certainly forms of thought which simply ‘read
off” a particular situation from certain pre-established general principles,
and the style of thinking we call ‘rationalist’ has in general been guilty of this
error. But it remains to be seen whether all that we call ideological is in this
sense rationalistic.

Some of the most vociferous persons-in-the-street are known as
American sociologists. The belief that ideology is a schematic, inflexible way
of seeing the world, as against some more modest, piecemeal, pragmatic
wisdom, was elevated in the post-war period from a piece of popular
wisdom to an elaborate sociological theory? For the American political
theorist Edward Shils, ideologies are explicit, closed, resistant to innovation,
promulgated with a great deal of affectivity and require total adherence
from their devotees.* What this comes down to is that the Soviet Union is in
the grip of ideology while the United States sees things as they really are,
This, as the reader will appreciate, is not in itself an ideological viewpoint.
To seek some humble, pragmatic political goal, such as bringing down the
democratically elected government of Chile, is a question of adapting
oneself realistically to the facts; to send one’s tanks into Czechoslovakia is an
instance of ideological fanadicism.

An interesting feature of this ‘end-of-ideology’ ideology is that it tends to
view ideology in two quite contradictory ways, as at once blindly irrational
and excessively rationalistic. On the one hand, ideologies are passionate,
rhetorical, impelled by some benighted pseudo-religious faith which the
sober technocratic world of modern capitalism has thankfully outgrown; on
the other hand they are arid conceptual systems which seek to reconstruct
society from the ground up in accordance with some bloodless blueprint. As
Alvin Gouldner sardonically encapsulates these ambivalences, ideology is
‘the mind-inflaming realm of the doctrinaire, the dogmatdc, the im-
passioned, the dehumanising, the false, the irrational, and, of course, the
“extremist” consciousness’’ From the standpoint of an empiricist social
engineering, ideologies have at once too much heart and too little, and so
can be condemned in the same breath as lurid fantasy and straitjacketing
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dogma. They attract, in other words, the ambiguous response traditionally
accorded to intellectuals, who are scorned for their visionary dreaming at
the very moment they are being censured for their clinical remoteness from
common affections. It is a choice irony that in seeking to replace an im-
passioned fanaticism with an austerely technocratic approach to social
problems, the end-of-ideology theorists unwittingly re-enact the gesture of
those who invented the term ‘ideology’ in the first place, the ideologues of
the French Enlightenment,

An objection to the case that ideology consists in peculiarly rigid sets of
ideas is that not every rigid set of ideas is ideological. I may have unusually
inflexible beliefs about how to brush my teeth, submitting each individual
tooth to an exact number of strokes and favouring mauve toothbrushes only,
but it would seem strange in most circumstances to call such views ideological.

 (‘Pathological’ might be rather more accurate.) It is true that people some-
times use the word ideology to refer to systematic belief in general, as when
someone says that they abstain from eating meat ‘for practical rather than
ideological reasons’. ‘Ideology’ here is more or less synonymous with the
broad sense of the term ‘philosophy?, as in the phrase “The President has no
philosophy’, which was spoken approvingly about Richard Nixon by one of
his aides. But ideology is surely often felt to entail more than just chis. If 1 am
obsessional about brushing my teeth because if the British do not keep in
good health then the Soviets will walk all over our flabby, toothless ration,
or if I make 2 fetish of physical health because I belong to a society which
can exert technological dominion over just about everything but death, then
it might make more sense to describe my behaviour as ideologically
motivated. The term ideology, in other words, would seem to make reference
not only to belief systems, but to questions of power.

What kind of reference, though? Perhaps the most commuon answer is to
claim that ideology has to do with legitimating the power of 2 dominant
social group or class. ‘To study ideology’, writes John B. Thompson, *... is to
study the ways in which meaning (or signification) serves to sustain relations
of domination.® This is probably the single most widely accepted definition
of ideology; and the process of legitimation would seem to involve at least
six different strategies. A dominant power may legitimate itself by promoting
beliefs and values congenial to it; naturalizing and universalizing such beliefs so
as to render them self-evident and apparently inevitable; denigrating ideas
which might challenge it; excluding rival forms of thought, perhaps by some
unspoken but systematic logic; and obscuring social reality in ways convenient
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to itself. Such ‘mystification’, as it is commonly known, frequently takes the
form of masking or suppressing social conflicts, from which arises the
conception of ideology as an imaginary resolution of real contradictions. In
any actual ideological formation, all six of these strategies are likely to
interact in complex ways.

There are, however, at least two major difficulties with this otherwise
persuasive definition of ideology. For one thing, not every body of belief
which people commonly term ideological is associated with a dominant
political power. The political left, in particular, tends almost instinctively to
think of such dominant modes when it considers the topic of ideology; but
what then do we call the beliefs of the Levellers, Diggers, Narodniks and
Suffragettes, which were certainly not the governing value systems of their
day? Are socialism and feminism ideologies, and if not why not? Are they
non-ideological when in political opposition but ideological when they
come to power? If whar the Diggers and Suffragettes believed is ‘ideological’,
as a good deal of common usage would suggest, then by no means all
ideologies are oppressive and spuriously legitimating. Indeed the right-wing
political theorist Kenneth Minogue holds, astoundingly, that a#f ideologies
are politically oppositional, sterile totalizing schemes as opposed to the
ruling practical wisdom: ‘Ideologies can be specified in terms of a shared
hostility to modernity: to liberalism in politics, individualism in moral
practice, and the market in economics” On this view, supporters of
socialism are ideological whereas defenders of capitalism are not. The extent
to which one is prepared to use the term ideology of one’s own political
views is a reliable index of the nature of one’s political ideology. Generally
speaking, conservatives like Minogue are nervous of the concept in their
own case, since to dub their own beliefs ideological would be to risk turning
them into objects of contestation.

Does this mean, then, that socialists, feminists and other radicals should
come clean about the ideological nature of their own values? If the term
ideology is confined to dominant forms of social thought, such a move would
be inaccurate and needlessly confusing; but it may be felt that there is need
here for a broader definition of ideology, as any kind of intersection between
belief systems and political power. And such a definition would be neutral
on the question of whether this intersection challenged or confirmed a
particular social order. The political philosopher Martin Seliger argues for
justsuch a formulation, defining ideology as ‘sets of ideas by which men [sic}
posit, explain and justify ends and means of organised social action, and
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specifically political action, irrespective of whether such action aims to
preserve, amend, uproot or rebuild a given social order’? On this formation,
it would make perfect sense to speak of ‘socialist ideology’, as it would nor (at
least in the West) if ideology meant just ruling belief systems, and as it would
not, at least for a socialist, if ideology referred inescapably to illusion,
mystification and false consciousness.

To widen the scope of the term ideology in this style has the advantage of
staying faithful to much common usage, and thus of resolving the apparent
dilemma of why, say, fascism should be an ideology but feminism should not
be. It carries, however, the disadvantage of appearing to jettison from the
concept of ideology a number of elements which many radical theorists have
assumed to be central to it the obscuring and ‘naturalizing’ of social reality,
the specious resolution of real contradictions, and so on. My own view is
that both the wider and narrower senses of ideology have their uses, and that
their mutual incompatibility, descending as they do from divergent political
and conceptual histories, must be simply acknowledged. This view has the
advantage of remaining loyal to the implicir slogan of Bertolt Breche - ‘Use
what you can!’ - and the disadvantage of excessive charity.

Such charity is a faule because it risks broadening the concept of ideology
to the point where it becomes politically toothless; and this is the second
problem with the ‘ideology as legitimation’ thesis, one which concerns the
nature of power itself. On the view of Michel Foucault and his acolytes,
power is not something confined to armies and parliaments: it is, rather, a
pervasive, intangible network of force which weaves itself into our slightest
gestures and most intimate utterances.” On this theory, to limit the idea of
power to its more obvious political manifestations would itself be an
ideological move, obscuring the complex diffuseness of its operations. That
we should think of power as imprinting our personal relations and routine
activities is a clear political gain, as feminists, for instance, have not been
slow to recognize; but it carries with it a problem for the meaning of
ideology. For if there are no values and beliefs nof bound up with power,
then the term ideology threatens to expand to vanishing point. Any word
which covers everything loses its cutting edge and dwindles to an empty
sound. For a term to have meaning, it must be possible to specify what, in
particular circumstances, would count as the other of it -~ which doesn’t
necessarily mean specifying something which would be always and everywhere
the other of it. If power, like the Almighty himself, is omnipresent, then the
word ideology ceases to single out anything in particular and becomes

7



Ideology

wholly uninformative ~ just as if any piece of human behaviour whatsoever,
including torture, could count as an instance of compassion, the word
compassion shrinks to an empty signifier.

Faithful to this logic, Foucault and his followers effectively abandon the
concept of ideology altogether, replacing it with the more capacious
‘discourse’. But this may be to relinquish too quickly a useful distinction.
The force of the term ideology lies in its capacity to discriminate between
those power struggles which are somehow central to a whole form of social
life, and those which are not. A breakfast-time quarrel between husband and
wife over who exactly allowed the toast to turn that grotesque shade of black
need not be ideological; it becomes so when, for example, it begins to engage
questions of sexual power, beliefs about gender roles and so on. To say that
this sort of contention is ideological makes a difference, tells us something
informative, as the more ‘expansionistic’ senses of the word do not. Those
radicals who hold that ‘everything is ideological’ or ‘everything is political
seem not to realize that they are in danger of cutting the ground from
beneath their own feet. Such slogans may valuably challenge an excessively
narrow definition of politics and ideology, one convenient for a ruling
power intent on depoliticizing whole sectors of social life. But to stretch
these terms to the point where they become coextensive with everything is
simply to empty them of force, which is equally congenial to the ruling
order. It is perfectly possible to agree with Nietzsche and Foucault that
power is everywhere, while wanting for certain practical purposes to distin-
guish between more and less central instances of it.

There are those on the political left, however, who feel uneasy about this
whole business of deciding between the more and less central. Isn't this
merely a surreptitious attempt to marginalize certain power struggles which
have been unduly neglected? Do we really want to draw up a hierarchy of
such conflicts, thus reproducing a typically conservative habit of thoughe? If
someone actually believes that a squabble between two children over a ball is
as important as the El Salvador liberation movement, then you simply have
to ask them whether they are joking, Perbaps by dint of sufficient ridicule
you might persuade them to become properly hierarchical thinkers, Political
radicals are quite as dedicated to the concept of privilege as their opponents:
they believe, for example, that the level of food supplies in Mozambique is a
weightier issue than the love life of Mickey Mouse. To claim that one kind of
conflict is more important than another involves, of course, arguing for this
priority and being open to disproval; but nobody actually believes that
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‘power is everywhere’ in the sense that any manifestation of it is as signifi-
cant as any other. On this issue, as perhaps on all others, nobody is in fact a
relativist, whatever they may rhetorically assert.

Not everything, then, may usefully be said to be ideological. If there is
nothing which is not ideological, then the term cancels all che way through
and drops out of sight. To say this does not commit one to believing that
there is a kind of discourse which is inherently non-~ideological; it just means
that in any particular situation you must be able to point to what counts as
non-ideological for the term to have meaning, Equally, however, one might
claim that there is no piece of discourse which could not be ideological, given
the appropriate conditions. ‘Have you put the cat out yet? could be an
ideological utterance, if (for example) it carried the unspoken implication:
‘Or are you being your usual shiftless proletarian self?” Conversely, the state-
ment ‘men are superior to women’ need not be ideological (in the sense of
supporting a dominant power); delivered in a suitably sardonic tone, it
might be a way of subverting sexist ideology.

A way of puttng this point is to suggest that ideology is a matter of
‘discourse’ rather than ‘language’.” It concerns the actual uses of language
between particular human subjects for the production of specific effects.
You could not decide whether a statement was ideological or not by
inspecting it in isolation from its discursive context, any more than you
could decide in this way whether a piece of writing was a work of literary
art. Ideology is less a matter of the inherent linguistic properties of a
pronouncement than a question of who is saying what to whom for what
purposes. This isn’t to deny that there are particular ideological ‘idioms”: the
language of fascism, for example. Fascism tends to have its own peculiar
lexicon (Lebensraum, sacrifice, blood and soil), but what is primarily ideo-~
logical about these terms is the power-interests they serve and the political
effects they generate. The general poing, then, is that exactly the same piece
of language may be ideological in one context and not in another; ideology
is a function of the relation of an utterance to its social context.

Similar problems to those of the ‘pan-powerist’ case arise if we define
ideology as any discourse bound up with specific social interests. For, once
again, what discourse isn’t? Many people outside right-wing academia
would nowadays suspect the notion of some wholly disinterested language;
and if they are right then it would seem pointless to define ideology as
‘socially interested’ utterances, since this covers absolutely anything. (The
very word ‘interest’, incidentally, is of ideological interest: as Raymond
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Williams points out in Keywords, it is significant that ‘our most general word
for attraction or involvement should have developed from a formal objective
term in property and finance ... this now central word for attraction, atten-
ton and concern is saturated with the experience of a society based on
money relationships’!!) Perhaps we could try to distinguish here between
‘social’ and purely ‘individual’ kinds of interest, so that the word ideology
would denote the interests of specific social groups rather than, say,
someone’s insatiable hankering for haddock. But the dividing line between
social and individual is notoriously problematc, and ‘social interests’ is in
any case so broad a category as to risk emptying the concept of ideology
once more of meaning,

It may be useful, even so, to discriminate between two ‘levels’ of interest,
one of which might be said to be ideological and the other not. Human
beings have certain ‘deep’ interests generated by the nature of their bodies:
interests in eating, communicating with one another, understanding and
controlling their environment and so on, There seems no very useful sense
in which these kinds of interest can be dubbed ideological, as opposed, for
example, to having an interest in bringing down the government or laying
on more childcare. Postmodernist thought, under the influence of Friedrich
Nietzsche, has typically conflated these different sorts of interests in an illicit
way, fashioning a homogeneous universe in which everything from tying
one’s shoelaces to toppling dictatorships is levelled to a matter of ‘interests’.
The political effect of this move is to blur the specificity of certain forms of
social conflict, grossly inflating the whole category of “interests’ to the point
where it picks out nothing in particular. To describe ideology as ‘interested’
discourse, then, calls for the same qualification as characterizing it as a
question of power. In both cases, the term is forceful and informative only if
it helps us to distinguish between those interests and power conflicts which
at any given time are fairly central to a whole social order, and those which
are not.

None of the argnment so far casts much light on the epistemological issues
involved in the theory of ideology - on the question, for example, of
whether ideology can be usefully viewed as ‘false consciousness’. This is a
fairly unpopular notion of ideology nowadays, for a number of reasons. For
one thing, epistemology itself is at the moment somewhat out of fashion,
and the assumption that some of our ideas ‘match’ or ‘correspond to’ the way
things are, while others do not, is felt by some to be a naive, discredirable
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theory of knowledge. For another thing, the idea of false consciousness can
be taken as implying the possibility of some unequivocally correct way of
viewing the world, which is today under deep suspicion. Moreover, the
belief chat a minority of theorists monopolize a scientifically grounded
knowledge of how society is, while the rest of us blunder around in some fog
of false consciousness, does not particularly endear itself to the democratic
sensibility. A novel version of this eliism has arisen in the work of the
philosopher Richard Rorty, in whose ideal society the intellectuals will be
‘ironists’, practising a suitably cavalier, laid-back artitude to their own
beliefs, while the masses, for whom such self-ironizing might prove too
subversive a weapon, will condnue to salute the flag and take life seriously.”?

In this situation, it seems simpler to some theorists of ideology to drop
the epistemological issue altogether, favouring instead a more political or
sociological sense of ideology as the medium in which men and women
fight out their social and political battles at the level of signs, meanings and
representations. Even as orthodox a Marxist as Alex Callinicos urges us to
scrap the epistemological elements in Marx’s own theory of ideology,'* while
Goéran Therborn is equally empharic that ideas of false and true conscious-
ness should be rejected ‘explicitly and decisively, once and for all’}* Martin
Seliger wants to discard this negative or pejorative meaning of ideology
altogether,'s while Rosalind Coward and John Ellis, writing in a period when
the ‘false consciousness’ thesis was at che height of its unpopularity,
peremptorily dismiss the idea as ‘ludicrous’®

To argue for a ‘political’ rather than ‘epistemological’ definiton of
ideology is not of course to claim that politics and ideology are identical.
One way one might think of distinguishing them is to suggest chat politics
refers to the power processes by which social orders are sustained or
challenged, whereas ideology denotes the ways in which these power
processes get caught up in the realm of signification. This won’t quite do,
however, since politics has its own sort of signification, which need not
necessarily be ideological. To state that there is a constitutional monarchy in
Britain is a political pronouncement; it becomes ideological only when it
begins to involve beliefs - when, for example, it carries the implicit rider
‘and a good thing too’. Since this usually only needs to be said when there are
people around who consider it a bad thing, we can suggest that ideology
concerns less signification than conflicts within the field of signification. If
the members of a dissident political group say to each other, “We can bring
down the government', this is a piece of political discourse; if they say it to
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the government it becomes instantly ideological (in the expanded sense of
the term), since the utterance has now entered into the arena of discursive
struggle.

There are several reasons why the ‘false consciousness’ view of ideology
seems unconvincing. One of them has to do with what we might call the
moderate rationality of human beings in general, and is perhaps more the
expression of a political faith than a conclusive argument. Aristotle held that
there was an element of truth in most beliefs; and though we have witnessed
enough pathological irrationalism in the politics of our own century to be
nervous of any too sanguine trust in some robust human rationality, it is
surely hard to credit that whole masses of human beings would hold over
some extensive historical period ideas and beliefs which were simply
nonsensical. Deeply persistent beliefs have to be supported to some extent,
however meagrely, by the world our practical activity discloses to us; and to
believe that immense numbers of people would live and sometimes die in
the name of ideas which were absolutely vacuous and absurd is to take up an
unpleasantly demeaning attitude towards ordinary men and women. It is a
typically conservative estimate of human beings to see them as sunk in
irrational prejudice, incapable of reasoning coherently; and it is a more
radical attitude to hold that while we may indeed be afflicted by all sorts of
mystifications, some of which might even be endemic to the mind itself, we
nevertheless have some capacity for making sense of our wotld in a
moderately cogent way. If human beings really were gullible and benighted
enough to place their faith in great numbers in ideas which were utterly void
of meaning, then we might reasonably ask whether such people were worth
politically supporting at all. If they are that credulous, how could they ever
hope to emancipate themselves?

It follows from this view that if we come across a body of, say, magical or
mythological or religious doctrine to which many people have committed
themselves, we can often be reasonably sure that there is something in it.
What that something is may not be, for sure, what the exponents of such
creeds believe it to be; but it is unlikely to be a mere nonsense either. Simply
on account of the pervasiveness and durability of such doctrines, we can
generally assume that they encode, in however mystified a way, genuine
needs and desires. It is false to believe that the sun moves round the earth,
but it is not absurd; and neither is it absurd to hold that justice demands
sending electric currents through the bodies of murderers. There is nothing
ridiculous in claiming that some people are inferior to others, since it is
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obviously true. In certain definite respects, some individuals are indeed
inferior to others: less good-tempered, more prone to envy, slower in the
fifty-yard dash. It may be false and pernicious to generalize these particular
inequalidies to whole races or classes of people, but we can understand well
enough the logic by which this comes about. It may be wrong to believe that
the human race is in such a mess that it can be saved only by some
transcendental power, but the feelings of impotence, guilt and utopian
aspiration which such a dogma encapsulates are by no means illusory.

A further point can be made here. However widespread ‘false conscious-
ness’ may be in social life, it can nevertheless be claimed that most of what
people say most of the time about the world must in fact be true. This, for
the philosopher Donald Davidson, is a logical rather than an empirical
point. For unless, so Davidson argues, we are able to assume that most
people’s observations are most of the dme accurate, there would be an
insuperable difficulty in ever getting to understand their language. And the
fact is that we do seem to be able to translate the languages of other cultures.
As one of Davidson’s commentators formulates this so-called principle of
charity: If we think we understand what people say, we must also regard
most of our observations about the world we live in as correct.'” Many of the
utterances in question are of a fairly trivial sort, and we should not under-
estimate the power of common illusion: a recent opinion poll revealed that
one in three Britons believes that the sun moves round the earth, and one in
seven holds that the solar system is larger than the universe. As far as our
routine social life goes, however, we just could not in Davidson’s view be
mistaken most of the tme. Our practical knowledge must be mostly
accurate, since otherwise our world would fall apart. Whether or not the
solar system is bigger than the universe plays little part in our daily social
activities, and so is a point on which we can afford to be mistaken. At a fairly
low level, individuals who share the same social practices must most of the
time understand one another correctly, even if a small minority of them in
universities spend their time agonizing over the indeterminacy of discourse.
Those who quite properly emphasize that language is a terrain of conflict
sometimes forget that conflict presupposes a degree of mutual agreement:
we are not polidically conflicting if you hold that patriarchy is an objection-
able social system and 1 hold that it is a small town in upper New York state.
A certain practical solidarity is buile into the structures of any shared
language, however much that language may be traversed by the divisions of
class, gender and race. Radicals who regard such a view as dangerously
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sanguine, expressive of t0o naive a faith in ‘ordinary language’, forget that
such practical solidarity and reliability of cognition are testimony to that
basic realism and intelligence of popular life which is so unpalatable to the
elitist.

What Davidson may be accused of overlooking, however, is that form of
‘systematically distorted communication’ which for Jiirgen Habermas goes
by the name of ideology. Davidson argues that when native speakers
repeatedly point at a rabbit and utter a sound, this act of denotation must for
most of the time be accurate, otherwise we could never come to learn the
native word for rabbit, or - by extension - anything else in their language.
Imagine, however, a society which uses the word ‘duty’ every time a man
beats his wife. Or imagine an outside observer in our own culture who,
having picked up our linguistic habits, was asked by his fellows on returning
home for our word for domination, and replied ‘service’. Davidson's theory
fails to take account of these systematic deviations - though it does perhaps
establish that in order to be able to decipher an ideological system of
discourse, we must already be in possession of the normative, undistorted
uses of terms. The wife-beating society must use the word ‘duty’ a sufficient
number of times in an appropriate context for us to be able to spot an
ideological ‘abuse’.

Even if it is true that most of the ideas by which people have lived are not
simply nonsensical, it is not clear that this charitable stance is quite enough
to dispose of the ‘false consciousness’ thesis. For those who hold that thesis
do not need to deny that certain kinds of illusion can express real needs and
desires. All they may be claiming is that it is false to believe that murderers
should be executed, or that the Archangel Gabriel is preparing to put in an
appearance next Tuesday, and that these falsehoods are significantly bound
up with the reproduction of a dominant political power. There need be no
implicadion that people do not regard themselves as having good grounds
for holding these beliefs; the point may simply be that what they believe is
manifestly not the case, and that this is a matter of relevance to political
power.

Part of the opposition to the ‘false consciousness’ case stems from the
accurate claim that, in order to be truly effective, ideologies must make at
least some minimal sense of people’s experience, must conform to some
degree with what they know of social reality from their practical interaction
wich it. As Jon Elster reminds us, ruling ideologies can actively shape the
wants and desires of those subjected to them;'® buc they must also engage
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significantly with the wants and desires that people already have, catching
up genuine hopes and needs, reinflecting them in their own peculiar idiom,
and feeding them back to their subjects in ways which render these ideo-
logies plausible and attractive. They must be ‘real’ enough to provide the
basis on which individuals can fashion a coherent identity, must furnish
some solid motivations for effective action, and must make at least some
feeble attempt to explain away their own more flagrant contradictions and
incoherencies. In shorrt, successful ideologies must be more than imposed
illusions, and for all their inconsistencies must communicate to their
subjects a version of social reality which is real and recognizable enough not
to be simply rejected out of hand. They may, for example, be true enough in
what they assert but false in what they deny, as John Stuart Mill considered
almost all social theories to be. Any ruling ideology which failed altogether
to mesh with its subjects’ lived experience would be extremely vulnerable,
and its exponents would be well advised to trade it in for another. But none
of this contradicts the fact that ideologies quite often contain important
propositions which are absolutely false: that Jews are inferior beings, that
women are less rational than men, that fornicators will be condemned to
perpetual torment.”® If these views are not instances of false consciousness,
then it is difficult to know what is; and those who dismiss the whole notion
of false consciousness must be careful not to appear cavalier abour the
offensiveness of these opinions. If the ‘false consciousness’ case commits one
to the view that ideology is simply unreal, a fantasy entirely disconnected
from soctal reality, then it is difficult to know who, these days at least,
actually subscribes to such a standpoint. If, on the other hand, it does no
more than assert that there are some quite central ideological utterances
which are manifestly false, then it is equally hard to see how anybody could
deny this. The real question, perhaps, is not whether one denies this, but
what role one ascribes to such falsehood in one’s theory of ideology as a
whole. Are false representations of social reality somehow constitutive of
ideology, or more contingent to it?

One reason why ideology would not seem to be a matter of false
consciousness is that many statements which people might agree to be
ideological are obviously true. ‘Prince Chales is a thoughtful, conscientious
fellow, not hideously ugly’ is true, but most people who thoughe it worth
saying would no doubt be using the statement in some way to buttress the
power of royalty. ‘Prince Andrew is more intelligent than a hamster’ is also
probably true, if somewhat more controversial; but the effect of such a
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pronouncement (if one ignores the irony) is again likely to be ideological in
the sense of helping to legitimate a dominant power. This, however, may not
be enough to answer those who hold that ideology is in general falsifying.
For it can always be argued that while such utterances are empirically true,
they are false in some deeper, more fundamental way. It is true that Prince
Charles is reasonably conscientious, but it is not true that royalty is a desir-
able institution. Imagine a management spokesperson announcing that ‘If
this strike continues, people will be dying in the streets for lack of
ambulances.’ This might well be true, as opposed to a claim that they will be
dying of boredom for lack of newspapers; but a striking worker might
nevertheless see the spokesperson as a twister, since the force of the observa-
tion is probably ‘Get back to work’, and there is no reason to assume that
this, under the circumstances, would be the most reasonable thing to do. To
say that the statement is ideological is then to claim that it is powered by an
ulterior motive bound up with the legitimation of certain interests in a
power struggle. We might say that the spokesperson’s comment is true as a
piece of language, but not as a piece of discourse. It describes a possible
situation accurately enough; but as a rhetorical act aimed at producing
certain effects it is false, and this in two senses, It is false because it involves a
kind of deception - the spokesperson is not really saying what he or she
means; and it carries with it an implication - that getting back to work
would be the most constructive action to take - which may well not be the
case. '
Other types of ideological enunciation are true in what they affirm but
false in whar they exclude. “This land of liberty’, spoken by an American
politician, may be true enough if one has in mind the freedom to practise
one’s religion or turn a fast buck, but not if one considers the freedom to live
without the fear of being mugged or to announce on prime-time television
that the president is a murderer. Other kinds of ideological statement
involve falsity without either necessarily intending to deceive or being
significantly exclusive: ‘'m British and proud of it’, for example. Both parts
of this observation may be true, but it implies that being British is a virtue in
itself, which is false. Note that what is involved bere is less deception than
self-deception, or delusion. A comment like ‘If we allow Pakistanis to live in
our street, the house prices will fall’ may well be true, but it may involve the
assumption that Pakistanis are inferior beings, which is false.

It would seem, then, that some at least of what we call ideological
discourse is true at one level but not at another: true in its empirical conrent
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but deceptive in its force, or true in its surface meaning but false in its
underlying assumptions. And to this extent the ‘false consciousness’ thesis
need not be significantly shaken by the recognition that not all ideological
language characterizes the world in etroneous ways. To speak, however, of
“false assumptions’ broaches a momentous topic. For someone might argue
that a statement like ‘Being British is a virtue in itself’ is not false in the same
sense that it is false to believe that Ghengis Khan is alive and well and
running a boutique in the Bronx. Is not this just to confuse two different
meanings of the word ‘false’? I may happen not to believe that being British
is a virtue in itself; but this is just my opinion, and is surely not on a level
with declarations like ‘Paris is the capital of Afghanistan’, which everyone
would agree to be factually untrue. ‘

What side you take up in this debate depends on whether or not you are
a moral realist?®® One kind of opponent of moral realism wants to hold that
our discourse divides into two distinct kinds: those speech acts which aim to
describe the way things are, which involve criteria of truth and falsity; and
those which express evaluations and prescriptions, which do not. On this
view, cognitive language is one thing and normative or prescriptive language
quite another. A moral realist, by contrast, refuses this binary opposition of
‘fact’ and ‘value’ (which has in fact deep roots in bourgeois philosophical
history), and ‘denies that we can draw any intelligible distinction between
those parts of assertoric discourse which do, and those which do not,
genuinely describe reality’?' On this theory, it is mistaken to think that our
language separates out into steel-hard objectivism and soggy subjectivism,
into a reaim of indubitable physical facts and a sphere of precariously
floating values. Moral judgements are as much candidates for rational
argumentation as are the more obviously descriptive parts of our speech, For
a realist, such normative statements purport to describe what is the case:
there are ‘moral facts’ as well as physical ones, about which our judgements
can be said to be either true or false. That Jews are inferior beings is quite as
false as that Paris is the capital of Afghanistan; it isn’t just a question of my
private opinion or of some ethical posture I decide to assume towards the
world. To declare that South Africa is a racist society is not just a more
imposing way of saying that I happen not to like the set-up in South Africa.

One reason why moral judgements do not seem to us as solid as judge-
ments about the physical world is that we live in a society where there are
fundamental conflicts.of value. Indeed the only mora] case which the liberal
pluralist would rule out is one which would interfere with this free market
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in values. Because we cannot agree at a fundamental level, it is tempting to
believe that values are somehow free-floating - that moral judgements
cannot be subject to criteria of truth and falsehood because these criteria are
as a matter of fact in considerable disarray. We can be reasonably sure about
whether Abraham Lincoln was taller than four feet, but not about whether
there are circumstances in which it is permissible to kill. The fact that we
cannot currently arrive at any consensus on this matter, however, is no
reason to assume that it is just a question of some unarguable personal
option or intuition. Whether or not one is a moral realist, then, will make a
difference to one’s assessment of how far ideological language involves false-
hood. A moral realist will not be persuaded out of the ‘false consciousness’
case just because it can be shown that some ideological proposition is
empirically true, since that proposition might always be shown to encode a
normative claim that was in fact false.

All of this has a relevance to the widely influential theory of ideology
proposed by the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser. For Althusser,
one can speak of descriptions or representations of the world as being either
true or false; but ideology is not for him at root a matter of such descriptions
at all, and criteria of truth and falsehood are thus largely irrelevant to it.
Ideology for Althusser does indeed represent - but what it represents is the
way I ‘live’ my relations to society as a whole, which cannot be said to be a
question of truth or falsehood. Ideology for Althusser is a particular organ-
ization of signifying practices which goes to constitute human beings as
social subjects, and which produces the lived relations by which such
subjects are connected to the dominant relations of production in a society.
As a term, it covers all the various political modalides of such relations, from
an identification with the dominant power to an oppositional stance towards
it. Though Althusser thus adopts the broader sense of ideology we have
examined, his thinking about the topic, as we shall see later, is covertly
constrained by an attention to the narrower sense of ideology as a dominant
formation.

There is no doubt that Althusser strikes a lethal blow at any purely
rationalistic theory of ideology ~ at the notion that it consists simply of a
collection of distorting representations of reality and empirically false
propositions. On the contrary, ideology for Althusser alludes in the main to
our affective, unconscious relations with the world, to the ways in which we
are pre-reflecdvely bound up in social reality. It is a matter of how that
reality ‘strikes’ us in the form of apparently spontaneous experience, of the
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ways in which human subjects are ceaselessly at stake in it, investing in their
relations to social life as a crucial part of what it is to be chemselves. One
might say chat ideology, rather like poetry for the literary critic LA. Richards,
is less a matter of propositions than of ‘pseudo-propositions’?? It appears
often enough on its grammadical surface to be referendal (descriptive of
states of affairs) while being secretly ‘emotive’ (expressive of the lived reality
of human subjects) or ‘conative’ (directed towards the achievement of
certain effects). If this is so, then it would seem that chere is a kind of slipper-
iness or duplicity built into ideological language, rather of the kind that
Immanuel Kant thought he had discovered in the nature of aesthetic judge-
ments. Ideology, Althusser claims, ‘expresses a will, a hope or a nostalgia,
rather than describing a reality’;?* it is fundamentally a matter of fearing and
denouncing, reverencing and reviling, all of which then sometimes gets
coded into a discourse which looks as though it is describing the way things
actually are. It is thus, in the terms of the philosopher J.L. Austin, ‘performa-
dve’ rather than ‘constative’ language: it belongs to the class of speech acts
which get something done (cursing, persuading, celebrating and so on)
rather than to the discourse of description.” A pronouncement like ‘Black is
beautiful’, popular in the days of the American civil rights movement, looks
on the surface as though it is characterizing a state of affairs, but is in fact of
course a rhetorical act of defiance and self-affirmation.

Althusser tries to shift us, then, from a cognitive to an affective theory of
ideology - which is not necessarily to deny that ideology contains certain
cognitive elements, or to reduce it to the merely ‘subjective’. It is certainly
subjective in the sense of being subject-centred: its utterances are to be
deciphered as expressive of a speaker’s attitudes or lived relations to the
world. But it is not a queston of mere private whim. To assert that one
doesn't like tinkers is unlikely to have the same force as asserting that one
doesn’t like tomatoes. The latter aversion may just be a private quirk; the
former is likely to involve certain beliefs about the value of rootedness, self-
discipline and the dignity of labour which are central to the reproduction of
a particular social system. On the model of ideology we are examining, a
statement like “Tinkers are a flea-ridden, thieving bunch of layabouts’ could
be decoded into some such performative utterance as ‘Down with tinkers?,
and this in turn could be decoded into some such proposition as “There are
reasons connected with our relations to the dominant social order which
make us want to denigrate these people. It is worth noting, however, that if
the speaker himself could effect the second decodement, he would already
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be well on the way to overcoming his prejudice.

Ideological statements, then, would seem to be subjective but not private;
and in this sense too they have an affinity with Kant’s aesthetic judgements,
which are at once subjective and universal. On the one hand, ideology is no
mere set of abstract doctrines but the stuff which makes us uniquely what
we are, constitutive of our very identities; on the other hand, it presents itself
as an ‘Everybody knows that’, a kind of anonymous universal truth.
{Whether all ideology universalizes in this way is a question we shall take up
later.) Ideology is a set of viewpoints I happen to hold; yer that ‘happen’ is
somehow more than just fortuitous, as happening to prefer parting my hair
down the middle is probably not. It appears often enough as a ragbag of
impersonal, subjectless tags and adages; yet these shop-soiled platitudes are
deeply enough entwined with the roots of personal identity to impel us
from time to time to murder or martyrdom. In the sphere of ideology,
concrete particular and universal truth glide ceaselessly in and out of each
other, by~passing the mediation of rational analysis.

If ideology is less a matter of representations of reality than of lived
relations, does this finally put paid to the truth/falsehood issue? One reason
to think that it might is that it is hard to see how someone could be
mistaken about their lived experience. I may mistake Madonna for a minor
deity, but can I be mistaken abour the feelings of awe this inspires in me?
The answer, surely, is that I can. There is no reason to believe in a post-
Freudian era that our lived experience need be any less ambiguous than our
ideas. I can be as mistaken about my feelings as I can be about anything else:
‘I thought at the time I was angry, but looking back I see that | was afraid’
Perhaps my sensation of awe at the sight of Madonna is just 2 defence against
my unconscious envy of her superior earning-power. That I am experi-
encing something can’t be doubted, any more than 1 can doubt that I am in
pain; but what precisely my ‘lived relations’ to the social order consist in may
be a more problematical affair than the Althusserians sometimes seem to
think. Perhaps it is a mistake to imagine thar Althusser is speaking here
primarily of conscious experience, since our lived relations to social reality are
for him largely unconscious. But if our conscious experience is elusive and
indeterminate - a point which those political radicals who appeal dogma-
tically to ‘experience’ as some sort of absolute fail to recognize - then our
unconscious life is even more so.

Thete is another, rather different sense in which the categories of truth
and falsehood may be said to apply to one’s lived experience, which returns
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us to the issue of moral realism. I really am furious that my teenage son has
shaved off his hair and dyed his skull a flamboyant purple, but I reain
enough shreds of rationality to acknowledge that this feeling is ‘false’ - in the
sense of being, not illusory or a self-misinterpretation, but one based upon
false values. My anger is motivated by the false belief that teenagers ought to
appear in public like bank managers, that they should be socially conformist
and so on. One’s lived expetience may be false in the sense of ‘inauthentic’,
untrue to those values which can be held to be definitive of what it is for
human beings in a particular situation to live well. For a moral realist of
radical persuasion, someone who believes that the highest goal in life is to
amass as much private wealth as possible, preferably by grinding others into
the dust, is just as much in error as someone who believes that Henry Gibson
is the name of a Norwegian playwright.

Althusser may be right that ideology is chiefly a question of ‘lived
relations’; but there are no such relatons which do not tacitly involve a set of
beliefs and assumptions, and these beliefs and assumptions may themselves
be open to judgements of truth and falsehood. A racist is usually someone in
the grip of fear, hatred and insecurity, rather than someone who has dis-
passionately arrived at certain intellectual judgements on other races, but
even if his feelings are not motivated by such judgements, they are likely to be
deeply entwined with them; and these judgements - that certain races are
inferior to others, for example - are plainly false. Ideology may indeed be
primarily a matter of performative utterances - of imperatives like ‘Rule,
Britannial, of optadves like ‘May Margaret Thatcher reign for another
thousand years!’, or interrogatives like ‘Is not this paton blessed under
heaven?” But each of these speech acts is bound up with thoroughly
questionable assumptions: that British imperialism is an excellent thing, that
another thousand years of Thatcher would have been a deeply desirable state
of affairs, that there exists a supreme being with a particular interest in
supervising the nation’s progress.

The Althusserian case need not be taken as denying that judgements of
truth and falsehood may be at some level applicable to ideological discourse;
it may simply be arguing that within such discourse the affectve typically
outweighs the cognitive. Or - which is a somewhat different matter - that
the ‘practico-social’ takes predominance over theoretical knowledge.
Ideologies for Althusser do contain a kind of knowledge; but they are not
primarily cognitive, and the knowledge in question is less theoretical {(which
is strictly speaking for Althusser the only kind of knowledge there is) than
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pragmatic, one which orients the subject to its practical tasks in society. In
fact, however, many apologists for this case have ended up effectively
denying the relevance of cruth and falsehood ro ideology altogether. Para-
mount among such theorists in Britain has been the sociologist Paul Hirst,
who argues that ideology cannot be a matter of false consciousness because
it is indubitably real. ‘Ideology ... is not illusion, it is nor falsity, because how
can something which has effects be false? ... It would be like saying that a
black pudding is false, or a steamroller is false. It is easy enough to see what
kind of logical slide is caking place here. There is a confusion between ‘false’
as meaning ‘untrue to what is the case’, and ‘false’ as meaning ‘unreal’. (As if
someone were to say: ‘Lying isn’t a matter of falsehood; he really did lie to
me!) It is quite possible to hold that ideology may sometimes be false in the
first sense, but not in the second. Hirst simply collapses the epistemological
questions at stake here into ontological ones. It may be that I really did
experience a group of badgers in tartan trousers nibbling my toes the other
evening, but this was probably because of those strange chemical substances
the local vicar administered to me, not because they were actually there. On
Hirst’s view, one would have no way of distinguishing between dreams,
hallucinations and reality, since all of them are actually experienced and all
of them can have real effects. Hirst’s manoeuvre here recalls the dodge of
those aestheticians who, confronted with the knotty problem of how art
relates to reality, solemnly remind us that art is indubitably real.

Rather than ditching the epistemological issues altogether 4 la Hirst, it
might be more useful to ponder the suggestion that ideological discourse
typically displays a certain ratio between empirical propositions and what
we might roughly term a ‘world view’, in which the latter has the edge over
the former. The closest analogy to this is perhaps a literary work. Most
literary works contain empirical propositions; they may mention, for
example, that there is a lot of snow in Greenland, or that human beings
typically have two ears. But part of what is meant by ‘fictionality’ is that
these statements are not usually present for their own sake; they act, rather,
as ‘supports’ for the overall world view of the text itself. And the ways in
which these empirical statements are selected and deployed is generally
governed by this requirement. ‘Constative’ language, in other words, is
harnessed to ‘performative’ ends; empirical truths are organized as com-
ponents of an overall rheroric. If that rhetoric seems to demand it, a particular
empirical truth may be bent into falsehood: a historical novel may find it
more convenient for its suasive strategies to have Lenin live on for another
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decade. Similarly, a racist who believes that Asians in Britain will outnumber
whites by the year 1995 may well not be persuaded out of his racism if he
can be shown that this assumption is empirically false, since the proposition
is more likely to be a support for his racism than a reason for it. If the claim
is disproved he may simply modify it, or replace it with another, true or
false. It is possible, then, to think of ideological discourse as a complex
network of empirical and normative elements, within which the nature and
organization of the former is ultimately determined by the requirements of
the latter. And this may be one sense in which an ideological formation is
rather like a novel.

Once again, however, this may not be enough to dispose of the truth/
falsity issue, relegating it to the relatively superficial level of empirical state-
ments. For there is sdll the more fundamental question of whether a ‘world
view’ may not itself be considered true or false. The anti-false-consciousness
case would seem to hold that it is not possible to falsify an ideology, rather as
some literary critics insist that it is not possible to falsify or verify the world
view of a work of art. In both cases, we simply ‘suspend our disbelief” and
examine the proffered way of seeing on its own terms, grasping it as a
symbolic expression of a certain way of ‘living’ one’s world. In some senses,
this is surely true. If a work of literature chooses to highlight images of
human degradation, then it would seem futile to denounce this as somehow
incorrect. But there are surely limits to this aesthetic charity. Literary critics
do not always accept the world view of a text ‘on its own terms’; they some-
times want to say that this vision of things is implausible, distorting, over-
simplifying. If a literary work highlights images of disease and degradation
to the point where it tacitly suggests chat human life is entrely valueless,
then a critic might well want to object that this is a drastically partial way of
seeing. In this sense, a way of seeing, unlike a way of walking, is not necessar-
ily immune to judgements of truth and falsehood, although some of its
aspects are likely to be more immune chan others. A world view will tend to
exhibit a cerrain ‘style’ of perception, which cannot in itself be said to be
either true or false. It is not false for Samuel Beckett to portray the world in
spare, costive, minimalist terms. It will operate in accordance witch a certain
‘grammar’, a system of rules for organizing its various elements, which again
cannot usefully be spoken of in terms of truch or falsehood. But it will also
typically contain other sorts of component, both normative and empirical,
which may indeed sometimes be inspected for their truth or falsity.

Another suggestive analogy berween literature and ideology may be
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gleaned from the work of the literary theorist Paul de Man. For de Man, a
piece of writing is specifically ‘literary’ when its ‘constative’ and ‘performa-
tive’ dimensions are somehow at odds with each other?’ Literary works, in
de Man’s view, tend to ‘say’ one thing and ‘do’ another. Thus, W.B. Yeats’s
line of poetry, ‘How can we know the dancer from the dance?, read literally,
asks about how we can draw the distinction in questiop; but its effect'as a
thetorical or performative piece of discourse is to suggest that such a distinc-
tion cannot be drawn. Whether this will do as a general theory of the
literary’ is in my view distinctly dubious; but it can be coupled with a
certain theory of the workings of ideology, one outlined by Denys Turner.
Turner has argued that one notable problem in the theory of ideology turns
on the puzzle of how ideological beliefs can be said to be both ‘lived’ and
false. For our lived beliefs are in some sense internal to our social practices;
and if they are thus constitutive of those practices, they can hardly be said to
‘correspond’ {or not correspond) to them. As Turner puts its: ‘Since, there-
fore, there seems to be no epistemic space between what is socially lived and
the social ideas of it, there seems to be no room for a false relationship
between the two.??

This, surely, is one of the strongest points which the anti-false~conscious~
ness case has going for it. There cannot be a merely external or contingent
relation between our social practices and the ideas by which we ‘live’ them;
so how can these ideas, or some of them, be said to be false? Turner's own
answer to this problem resembles de Man’s case about the literary text. He
claims that ideology consists in a ‘performative contradiction’, in which what
is said is at odds with the situation or act of utterance itself. When the
middle class preaches universal freedom from a position of domination, or
when a teacher hectors his students at tedious length about the perils of an
authoritarian pedagogy, we have ‘a contradiction between a meaning
conveyed explicitly and a meaning conveyed by the act itself of conveying’,*
which for Turner is the essendal structure of all ideology. Whether this in
fact covers all that we call ideological practice is perhaps as doubtful as
whether de Man’s case covers all that we call literature; but it is an illumin-
ating account of a particular kind of ideological act.

So far we have been considering the role within ideology of what might
be called epistemic falsehood. But as Raymond Geuss has argued, there are
two other forms of falsicy highly relevant to ideological consciousness,
which can be termed functional and genetic>® False consciousness may mean
not that a body of ideas is actually untrue, but that these ideas are functional
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for the maintenance of an oppressive power, and that those who hold them
are ignorant of chis fact. Similarly, a belief may not be false in itself, but may
spring from some discreditable ulterior motive of which those who hold it
are unaware. As Geuss summarizes the point: consciousness may be false
because it ‘incorporates beliefs which are false, or because it functions in a
reprehensible way, gr because it has a tainted origin’*! Epistemic, functional
and genetic forms of false consciousness may go together, as when a false
belief which tationalizes some disreputable social motive proves useful in
promoting the unjust interests of a dominant power; but other permutations
are also possible. There may, for example, be no inherent connection
between the falsity of a belief and its functionality for an oppressive power; a
true belief might have done just as well. A set of ideas, whether true or false,
may be ‘unconsciously’ motivated by the selfish interests of a ruling group,
but may in fact prove dysfunctonal for the promotion or legitimation of
those interests. A fatalistic group of oppressed individuals may not recognize
that their fatalism is an unconscious rationalization of their wretched
conditions, but this fatalism may well not prove serviceable for their
interests. It might, on the other hand, prove functional for the interests of
their rulers, in which case a ‘genetic’ false consciousness on the part of one
social class becomes functional for the interests of another. Beliefs functional
for a social group, in other words, need not be motivated from within that
group, but may, so to speak, just fall into its lap. Forms of consciousness
functional for one social class may also prove functional for another whose
incerests are in conflict with it. As far as ‘genetic’ falsity goes, the fact that the
true underlying motivation of a set of beliefs sometimes must be concealed
from view is enough to cast doubt on its reputability; but to hold that the
beliefs which disguise this motive must be false simply on account of their
contaminated origin would be an instance of the genedc fallacy. From a
radical political viewpoint, there may be positive kinds of unconscious
motivation and positive forms of functionality: socialists will tend to
approve of forms of consciousness which, however displacedly, express the
underlying interests of the working class, or which actively help to promote
.those interests. The fact that a motivadon is concealed, in other words, is not
enough in itself to suggest falsity; the question is rather one of what sort of
motivadon it is, and whether it is of the kind that Aas to remain hidden from
view. Finally, we can note that a body of beliefs may be false but rational, in
the sense of internally coherent, consistent with the available evidence and
held on what appear to be plausible grounds. The fact that ideology is not at
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root a matter of reason does not license us to equate it with irration-

ality.

Let us take stock of some of the argument so far. Those who oppose the idea
of ideology as false consciousness are right to see that ideology is no baseless
illusion but a solid reality, an active material force which must have at least
enough cognitive content to help organize the practical lives of human
beings. It does not consist primarily in a set of propositions about the world;
and many of the propositions it does advance are actually true. None of this,
however, need be denied by those who hold that ideology often or typically
involves falsity, distortion and mystification. Even if ideology is largely a
matter of ‘lived relations’, those relations, at least in certain social conditions,
would often seem to involve claims and beliefs which are untrue. As Tony
Skillen scathingly inquires of those who reject this case: ‘Sexist ideologies do
not (distortingly) represent women as naturally inferior? Racist ideologies do
not confine non-whites to perpetual savagery? Religious ideologies do not
represent the world as the creation of gods?2

It does not follow from this, however, that all ideological language
necessarily involves falsehood. It is quite possible for a ruling order to make
pronouncements which are ideological in the sense of buttressing its own
power, but which are in no sense false. And if we extend the term ideology
to include oppositional political movements, then radicals at least would
want to hold that many of their utterances, while ideological in the sense of
promoting their power-interests, are nonetheless true. This is not to suggest
that such movements may not also engage in distortion and mystification.
“Workers of the world, unite; you have nothing to lose but your chains’ is in
one sense obviously false; workers have a good deal to lose by political
militancy, not least, in some cases, their lives. “The West is a paper tiger’,
Mao’s celebrated slogan, is dangerously misleading and triumphalist.

Nor is it the case that all commitment to the dominant social order
involves some sort of delusion. Someone might have a perfectly adequate
understanding of the mechanisms of capiralist exploitation, but conclude
that chis kind of society, while unjust and oppressive, is on the whole prefer-
able to any likely alternative. From a socialist viewpoint, such a person is
mistaken; but it is hard to call them deluded, in the sense of systematically
misinterpreting the real situadion. There is a difference between being
mistaken and being deluded: if someone lifts a cucumber and announces his
telephone number we may. conclude that he has made a mistake, whereas if
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ke spends long evenings chatting vivaciously into a cucumber we might
have to draw different conclusions. There is also the case of the person who
commits himself to ‘the ruling social order on entrely cynical grounds.
Someone who urges you to get rich quick may be promoting capitalist
values; but he may not necessarily be legitimating chese values. Perhaps he
simply believes that in a corrupt world you might as well pursue your own
self-interest along with everyone else. A man might appreciate the justice of
the feminist cause, but simply refuse to surrender his male privilege. It is
unwise, in other words, to assume that dominant groups are always victims
of their own propaganda; there is the condition which Peter Sloterdijk calls
‘enlightened false consciousness’, which lives by false values but is ironically
awate of doing so, and so which can hardly be said to be mystified in the
traditional sense of the term.»

If dominant ideologies very often involve falsity, however, it is pardy
because most people are not in fact cynics. Imagine a society in which every-
body was either a cynic or a masochist, or both. In such a situation there
would be no need for ideology, in the sense of a set of discourses concealing
or legitimating injustice, because the masochists would not mind their
suffering and the cynics would feel no unease about inhabiting an exploita-
tive social order. In fact, the majority of people have a fairly sharp eye to
their own rights and interests, and most people feel uncomfortable at che
thought of belonging to a seriously unjust form of life. Either, then, they
must believe that these injustices are en route to being amended, or that they
are counterbalanced by greater benefits, or that they are inevitable, or that
they are not really injustices at all. It is part of the function of a dominant
ideology to inculcate such beliefs. It can do this either by falsifying social
reality, suppressing and excluding certain unwelcome features of it, or
suggesting that these features cannot be avoided. This last strategy is of
interest from the viewpoint of the truth/falsity problem. For it may be true
of the present system that, say, a degree of unemployment is inevitable, but
not of some future alternative. Ideological statements may be true to society
as at present constituted, but false in so far as they thereby serve to block off
the possibility of a transformed state of affairs. The very truth of such state-
ments is also the falsehood of their implicic denial that anything better could
be conceived.

If ideology is sometimes falsifying, then, it is for what are on the whole
rather hopeful reasons: the fact that most people react strongly to being
unjustly treated, and that most people would like to believe that they live in
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reasonably just social conditions. It is strange in this light for some radicals
to argue that deception and concealment play no part in a dominant
ideological discourse, since to be a political radical commits one to the view
that the current social order is marked by serious injustices. And no ruling
class concerned with preserving its credibility can afford to acknowledge
that these injustices could only be rectified by a political transformation
which would put it out of business. If, then, ideology sometimes involves
distortion and muystification, it is less because of something inherent in
ideological language than because of somerthing inherent in the social struc-
ture to which that language belongs. There are certain kinds of interests
which can secure their sway only by practsing duplicity; but this is not to
clhim on the other hand that all of the statements used to promote those
interests will be duplicitous. Ideology, in other words, is not inherentdy
constituted by distortion, especially if we take the broader view of the
concept as denoting any fairly central conjuncture between discourse and
power. In an entirely just society, there would be no need for ideology in the
pejorative sense since there would be nothing to explain away.

It is possible to define ideology in roughly six different ways, in a
progressive sharpening of focus. We can mean by it, first, the general
material process of production of ideas, beliefs and values in socia} life. Such
a definidon is both politically and epistemologically neutral, and is close to
the broader meaning of the term ‘culture’. Ideology, or culture, would here
denote the whole complex of signifying practices and symbolic processes in
a particular society; it would allude to the way individuals lived’ their social
practices, rather than to those practices themselves, which would be the
preserve of politics, economics, kinship theory and so on. This sense of
ideology is wider than the sense of ‘culture’ which confines itself to artistic
and intellectual work of agreed value, but narrower than the anthropological
definition of culture, which would encompass all of the practices and
institutions of a form of life. ‘Culture’ in this anthropological sense would
include, for example, the financial infrastructure of sport, whereas ideology
would concern itself more particularly with the signs, meanings and values
encoded in sporting activides.

This most general of all meanings of ideology stresses the social deter-
mination of thoughr, thus providing a valuable antidote to idealistn; but
otherwise it would seem unworkably broad and suspiciously silent on the
question of political conflict. Ideology means more than just, say, the signify-
ing practices associated by a society with food; it involves the relations
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between these signs and processes of political power. It is not coextensive
with the general field of ‘culture’, but lights up this field from a particular
le.

angA second, slightly less general meaning of ideology turns on ideas and
beliefs (whether true or false) which symbolize the conditions and life-
experiences of a specific, socially significant group or class. The qualification
‘socially significant’ is needed here, since it would seem odd to speak of the
ideas and beliefs of four regular drinking companions or of the Sixth Form
at Manchester Grammar School as an ideology all of its own. ‘Ideclogy’ is
here very close to the idea of a ‘world view’, though it can be claimed that
world views are usually preoccupied with fundamental matters such as the
meaning of death or humanity's place in the universe, whereas ideology
might extend to such issues as which colour to paint the mail-boxes.

To see ideology as a kind of collective symbolic self-expression is not yet
to see it in relational or conflictive terms; so there might seem to be a need
for a third definition of the term, which attends to the promotion and
legitimation of the interests of such social groups in the face of opposing
interests. Not all such promotions of group interests are usually dubbed
ideological: it is not particularly ideological for the army to request the
Ministry of Defence to supply it on aesthetic grounds with flared trousers
rather than with straight ones. The interests in question must have some
relevance to the sustaining or challenging of a whole political form of life.
Ideology can here be seen as a discursive field in which self-promoting social
powers conflict and collide over questions central to the reproduction of
social power as a whole. This definition may entail the assumption that
ideology is a peculiarly ‘action-oriented’ discourse, in which contemplative
cognition is generally subordinated to the futherance of ‘arational’ interests
and desires. It is doubtless for this reason that to speak ‘ideologically’ has
sometimes in the popular mind a ring of distasteful opportunism about ir,
suggesting a readiness to sacrifice truth to less reputable goals. Ideology
appears here as a suasive or rhetorical rather than veridical kind of speech,
concerned less with the situation ‘as it is’ than with the production of certain
useful effects for political purposes. It is ironic, then, that ideology is
regarded by some as too pragmatic and by others as not pragmatic enough,
as too absolutist, otherworldly and inflexibie.

A fourth meaning of ideology would retain this emphasis on the promo-
tion and legitimation of sectoral interests, but confine it to the activities of a.
dominant social power. This may involve the assumption that such
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dominant ideologies help to unify a social formation in ways convenient for
its rulers; that it is not simply a matter of imposing ideas from above but of
securing the complicity of subordinated classes and groups, and so on. We
shall be examining these assumptions more closely later on. But this
meaning of ideology is still epistemologically neutral and can thus be
refined furcher into a fifth definition, in which ideology signifies ideas and
beliefs which help to legitimate the interests of a ruling group or class
specifically by distortion and dissimulation. Note that on these last two
definitions, not all of the ideas of a ruling group need be said to be ideo-
logical, in that some of them may not particularly promote its interests, and
some of them may not do so by the use of deception. Note also that on this
last definition it is bard to know what to call a politically oppositional
discourse which promotes and seeks to legitimate the interests of a sub-
ordinate group or class by such devices as the ‘naturalizing’, universalizing
and cloaking of its real interests.

There is, finally, the possibility of a sixth meaning of ideology, which
retains an emphasis on false or deceptive beliefs but regards such beliefs as
arising not from the interests of a dominant class but from the material
structure of society as a whole. The term ideology remains pejorative, but a
class-genetic account of it is avoided. The most celebrated instance of this
sense of ideology, as we shall see, is Marx’s theory of the fetishism of
commodides.

We can return finally to the question of ideology as ‘lived relations’ rather
than empirical representations. If this is true, then certain important
political consequences follow from this view. It follows, for instance, that
ideology cannot be substandially transformed by offering individuals tue
descriptions in place of false ones ~ that it is not in this sense simply a
mistake. We would not call a form of consciousness ideological just because it
was in factual error, no matter how deeply erroneous it was. To speak of
‘ideological error’ is to speak of an error with particular kinds of causes and
functions. A transformation of our lived relations to reality could be secured
only by a material change in that reality imelf. To deny that ideology is
primarily a matter of empirical representations, then, goes along with a
materialist theory of how it operates, and of how it might be changed. At the
same time, it is important not to react so violently against a rationalistic
theory of ideology as to abstain from trying to put people right on matters of
fact. If someone really does believe that all childless women are thwarted and
embittered, introducing him to as many ecstatic childfree women as possible
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might just persuade him to change his mind. To deny that ideology is
fundamentally an affair of reason is not to conclude that it is immune to
rational considerations altogether. And ‘reason’ here would mean something
like: the kind of discourse that would result from as many people as possible
actively participating in a discussion of these matters in conditions as free as
possible from domination.
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2

IDEOLOGICAL
STRATEGIES

BEFORE advancing any further, it may be as well to ask whether the topic of
ideology really merits the attention we are lavishing upon it. Are ideas really
so important for political power? Most theories of ideology have arisen from
within the materialist tradition of thought, and it belongs to such material-
ism to be sceptical of assigning any very high priority to ‘consciousness’
within social life. Certainly, for a materialist theory, consciousness alone
cannot initiate any epochal change in history; and there may therefore be
thought to be something self-contradictory about such materialism
doggedly devoting itself to an inquiry into signs, meanings and values.

A good example of the limited power of consciousness in social life is the
so-called Thatcherite revolution. The aim of Thatcherism has been not only
to transform the economic and political landscape of Britain, but to effect an
upheaval in ideological values too. This consists in converting the moder-
ately pleasant people who populated the country when Thatcher first
arrived in Downing Street into a thoroughly nasty bunch of callous, self-
seeking oafs. Unless most of the British have become completely hideous
and disgusting characters, Thatcherism has failed in its aims. Yet all the
evidence would suggest that the Thatcherite revolution has rot occurred.
Opinion polls reveal that most of the British people stubbornly continue to
adhere to the vaguely social democratic values they espoused before
Thaccher assumed office. Whatever it was that kept her in Downing Street,
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then, it cannot primarily have been ideology. Thatcher was not where she
was because the British people loyally idendfied with her values; she was
where she was despite the fact that they did not. If there is indeed a ‘domi~
nant ideology’ in contemporary Britain, it does not appear to be pardcularly
successful.

How then did Thatcher secure her power? The true answers may be a
good deal more mundane than any talk of ‘hegemonic discourses’. She was
Prime Minister partly on account of the eccentricities of the British electoral
system, which can put a government rejected by most of the electorate into
power. She set out from the beginning to break the power of organized
labour by deliberately fostering massive unemployment, thus temporarily
demoralizing a traditionally militant working-class movement. She succeeded
in winning the support of an electorally crucial skilled strarum of the
working class. She traded upon the weak, disorganized nature of the political
opposition, exploited the cynicism, apathy and masochism of some of che
British people, and bestowed material benefits on those whose support she
required. All of these moves are caught up in ideological hectoring of one
kind or another; but none of them is reducible to the question of ideology.

If people do not actively combat a political regime which oppresses them,
it may not be because they bave meekly imbibed its governing values. It may
be because they are too exhausted after a hard day’s work to have much
energy left to engage in political actvicy, or because they are too fatalistic or
apathetic to see the point of such activity. They may be frightened of the
consequences of opposing the regime; or they may spend too much time
worrying about cheir jobs and mortgages and income tax returns to give it
much thought. Ruling classes bave at their disposal a great many such
techniques of ‘negative’ social control, which are a good deal more prosaic
and material than persuading their subjects that they belong to a master race
or exhorting them to identify with the destiny of the nation.

In advanced capitalist societies, the communications media are often felt
to be a potent means by which a dominant ideology is disseminated; but this
assumption should not go unquestioned. It is true that many of the British
working class read right-wing Tory newspapers; but research indicates thata
good proportion of these readers are either indifferent or actively hostile to
the politics of these journals. Many people spend most of their leisure time
watching television; but if watching television does benefit the ruling class, it
may not be chiefly because it helps to convey its own ideology to a docile
populace. What is politically important about television is probably less its
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ideological content than the act of watching it. Watching television for long
stretches confirms individuals in passive, isolated, privatized roles, and
consumes a good deal of time that could be put to productive political uses.
It is more a form of social control than an ideological apparatus.

This sceptical view of the centrality of ideology in modern society finds
expression in The Dominant Ideology Thesis (1980), by the sociologists N.
Abercrombie, S. Hill and B.S. Turner. Abercrombie and his colleagues are
not out to deny that dominant ideologies exist; but they doubt that they are
an important means for lending cohesion to a society. Such ideologies may
effectively unify the dominant class; but they are usually much less
successful, so they argue, in infiltrating the consciousness of their sub-
ordinates. In feudalist and early capitalist societies, for example, the mechan-~
isms for transmitting such ideologies to the masses were notably weak; there
were no communications media or institutions of popular education, and
many of the people were illiterate. Such channels of transmission do of
course flourish in late capitalism; but the conclusion that the subaltern
classes have thus been massively incorporated into the world view of their
rulers is one which Abercrombie, Hill and Turner see fit to challenge. For
one thing, they argue, the dominant ideology in advanced capitalist societies
is internally fissured and contradictory, offering no kind of seamless unity
for the masses to internalize; and for another thing the culture of dominated
groups and classes retains a'good deal of autonomy. The everyday discourses
of these classes, so the authors claim, is formed largely outside the control of
the ruling class, and embodies significant beliefs and values at odds with it.

What then does secure the cohesion of such social formations? Aber-
crombie et al’s first response to this query is to deny that such cohesion
exists; the advanced capitalist order is in no sense a successfully achieved
unity, riven as it is by major conflicts and contradicdons. But in so far as the
consent of the dominated to their masters is won at all, it is achieved much
more by economic than by ideological means. What Marx once called ‘the
dull compulsion of the economic’ is enough to keep men and women in
their places; and such strategies as reformism ~ the ability of the capitalist
system to yield tangible benefits to some at least of its underlings - are more
crucial in this respect than any ideological complicity between the workers
and their bosses. Moreover, if the system survives, it is more on account of
social divisions between the various groups it exploits than by virtue of some
overall ideological coherence. There is no need for those groups to endorse
or internalize dominant ideological values, as long as they do more or less
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what is required of them. Indeed most oppressed peoples throughout history
have signally not granted their rulers such credence: governments have been
more endured than admired.

The Dominant Ideology Thesis represents a valuable corrective to a left
idealism which would averestimate the significance of culture and ideology
for the maintenance of political power. Such ‘culturalism’, pervasive
throughout the 1970s, was itself a reaction to an earlier Marxist economism
{or economic reductionism); but in the view of Abercrombie and his co-
authors it bent the stick too far in the other directdon. When one em-
phasizes, as Jacques Derrida once remarked, one always overemphasizes.
Marxist intellectuals trade in ideas, and so are always chronically likely to
overrate their importance in society as a whole. There is nothing crudely
economistic in claiming that what keeps people politcally quiescent is less
transcendental signifiers than a concern over their wage packets. By contrast
with the patrician gloom of the late Frankfurt School, this case accords a
healthy degree of respect to the experience of the exploited: there is no
reason to assume that their political docility signals some gullible, full-
blooded adherence to the doctrines of their superiors. It may signal rather a
coolly realistic sense that political militancy, in a period when the capitalist
system is still capable of conceding some material advantages to those who
keep it in business, might be perilous and ill-advised. But if the system ceases
to yield such benefics, then this same realism might well lead to revolt, since
there would be no large-scale internalizadon of the ruling values to stand in
the way of such rebellion. Abercrombie et al. are surely right too to point out
that subaltern social groups often have their own rich, resistant cultures,
which cannot be incorporated without a struggle into the value-systems of
those who govern them.

Even so, they might have bent the stick too far in their turn. Their claim
that late capitalism operates largely ‘without ideology” is surely too strong;
and their summary dismissal of the dissembling, mystificatory eftects of a
ruling ideology has an implausiblé ring to it. The truth, surely, is that the
diffusion of dominant values and beliefs among oppressed groups in society
has some part to play in the reproduction of the system as a whole, but that
this factor has been typically exaggerated by a long tradition of Western
Marxism for which ‘ideas’ are allotted too high a status. As Gramsci argued,
the consciousness of the oppressed is usually a contradictory amalgam of
values imbibed from cheir rulers, and notions which spring more direcly
from their practical experience. By lending too little credence to the
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potendally incorporative functions of a dominant ideology, Abercrombie
and his fellow-authors are sometimes as much in danger of over-simplifying
this mixed, ambiguous condition as are the left Jeremiahs who peddle the
illusion that all popular resistance has now been smoothly managed out of
existence.

There are other grounds on which to quesdon the importance of
ideology in advanced capitalist societies. You can argue, for example, that
whereas rhetorical appeals to such public values played a central role in the
‘classical’ phase of the system, they have now been effectively replaced by
purely technocratic forms of management. A case of this kind is urged by
the German philosopher Jiirgen Habermas, in his Towards a Rational Society
(1970) and Legitimation Crisis (1975); but one needs to distinguish here
between the view that ‘ideclogy’ has yielded to ‘technology’, and the thesis
that the more ‘metaphysical’ forms of ideological control have now given
ground to ‘technocratic’ ones. Indeed we shall see later that, for many
theorists of ideology, the very concepr of ideology is synonymous with the
attempt to provide rational, technical, ‘scientific’ rationales for social
domination, rather than mythic, religious or metaphysical ones. On some
such views, the system of late capitalism can be said to operate ‘all by icself’,
without any need to resort to discursive justification. It no longer, so to speak,
has to pass through consciousness; instead, it simply secures its own
reproduction by a manipulative, incorporative logic of which human
subjects are the mere obedient effects. It is not surprising that the theoretical
ideology known as structuralism should have grown up in just this historical
epoch. Capitalist society no longer cares whether we believe in it or nog it is
not ‘consciousness’ or ‘ideclogy’ which welds it together, but its own
complex systemic operations. This case thus inherits something of the later
Marx’s insistence on the commodity as automatically supplying its own
ideology: it is the routine material logic of everyday life, not some body of
doctrine, set of moralizing discourses or ideological ‘superstructure’, which
keeps the system ticking over.

The point can be put in a different way. Ideology is essentially a matter of
meaning; but the condition of advanced capitalism, some would suggest, is
one of pervasive non-meaning, The sway of utility and technology bleach
social life of significance, subordinating use-value to the empty formalism
of exchange-value. Consumerism by-passés meaning in order to engage the
subject subliminally, libidinally, at the level of visceral response rather than

reflective consciousness. In this sphere, as in the realms of the media and
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everyday culture, form overwhelms conten, signifiers lord it over signifieds,
to deliver us the blank, affectless, two-dimensional surfaces of a post-
modernist social order. This massive haemorrhaging of meaning then
triggers pathological symptoms in society at large: drugs, violence, mindless
revolt, befuddled searches for mystical significance. But otherwise it fosters
widespread apathy and docility, so that it is no longer a question of whether
social life has meaning, or whether this particular signification is preferable
to that, than of whether such a question is even intelligible. To talk about
‘significance’ and ‘society’ in the same breath just becomes a kind of category
mistake, rather like hunting for the hidden meaning of a gust of wind or the
hoot of an owl. From this viewpoint, it is less meaning that keeps us in place
than the lack of it, and ideology in its classical sense is thus superfluous.
Ideology, after all, requires a certain depth of subjectivity on which to go to
work, a certain innate receptiveness to its edicts; but if advanced capitalism
flattens the human subject to a viewing eye and devouring stomach, then
there is not even enough subjectivity around for ideology to take hold. The
dwindled, faceless, depleted subjects of this social order are not up to
ideological meaning, and have no need of it. Politics is less a matter of
preaching or indoctrination than technical management and manipulation,
form rather than content; once more, it is as though the machine runs itself,
without needing to take a detour through the conscious mind. Education
ceases to be a question of critical self-reflection and becomes absorbed in its
turn into the technological apparatus, providing certification for one’s place
within it. The typical citizen is less the ideological enthusiast shouting ‘Long
live liberty? than the doped, glazed telly viewer, his mind as smooth and
neutrally receptive as the screen in front of him. It then becomes possible, in
a cynical ‘feft’ wisdom, to celebrate this catatonic state as some cunning last-
ditch resistance to ideological meaning - to revel in the very spiritual blank-
ness of the late bourgeois order as a welcome relief from the boring old
humanist nostalgia for truth, value and reality. The work of Jean Baudrillard
is exemplary of this nihilism. ‘It is no longer a question’, Baudrillard writes,
‘of a false representation of reality (ideology), but of concealing the fact that
the real is no longer real ..}

The case that advanced capitalism expunges all traces of ‘deep’ subject-
ivity, and thus all modes of ideology, is not so much false as drastically
pardal. In a homogenizing gesture ironically typical of a ‘pluralistic’ post-
modernism, it fails to discriminate between different spheres of social exist-
ence, some of which are rather more open to this kind of analysis than

38



Ideological Strategies

others. It repeats the ‘culturalist’ error of taking television, supermarket, ‘life
style’ and advertising as definitive of the late capitalist experience, and passes
in silence over such acdvities as studying the bible, running a rape crisis
centre, joining the territorial army and teaching one’s children to speak
Welsh. People who run rape crisis centres or teach their children Welsh also
tend to watch television and shop in supermarkets; there is no question of a
single form of subjectivity (or ‘non-subjectiviry’) at stake here. The very same
citizens are expected to be at one level the mere function of this or that act
of consumption or media experience, and at another level to exercise ethical
responsibility as autonomous, self-determining subjects. In this sense, late
capitalism continues to require a self-disciplined subject responsive to
ideological rhetoric, as father, juror, patriot, employee, houseworker, while
threatening to undercut these more ‘classical’ forms of subjecthood with its
consumerist and mass-cultural practices. No individual life, not even Jean
Baudrillard’s, can survive entirely bereft of meaning, and a society which
took this nihilistic road would simply be nurturing massive social dis-
ruption. Advanced capitalism accordingly oscillates between meaning and
non-meaning, pitched from moralism to cynicism and plagued by the
embarrassing discrepancy between the two.

That discrepancy suggests another reason why ideojogy is sometimes felt
to be redundant in modern capitalist sociedes. For ideology is supposed to
deceive; and in the cynical milieu of postmodernism we are all much too fly,
astute and streetwise to be conned for a moment by our own official
rhetoric. It is this condition which Peter Sloterdijk names ‘enlightened false
consciousness’ - the endless self-ironizing or wide-awake bad faith of a
society which has seen through its own pretentious rationalizadions. One can
picture this as a kind of progressive movement. First, a disparity sets in
between what society does and what it says; then this performatve con-
tradiction is rationalized; next, the rationalization is made ironically self-
conscious; and finally this self-ironizing itself comes to serve ideological
ends. The new kind of ideological subject is no hapless victim of false
consciousness, but knows exactly what he is doing; it is just that he continues
to do it even so. And to this extent he would seem conveniently insulated
against ‘ideology critique’ of the traditional kind, which presumes that
agents are not fully in possession of their own motivations.

There are séveral objections to this pardcular ‘end of ideology’ thesis. For
one thing, it spuriously generalizes to a whole society what is really a highly
specific mode of consciousness. Some yuppie stockbrokers may be cynically
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aware that there is no real defence for their way of life, but it is doubtful that
Ulster Unionists spend much of their time being playfully ironic about their
commitment to keeping Ulster British. For another thing, such irony is
more likely to play into the hands of the ruling powers than to discomfort
them, as Slavoj Zizek observes: ‘in contemporary societies, democratic or
totalitarian, ... cynical distance, laughter, irony, are, so to speak, part of the
game. The ruling ideology is not meant to be taken seriously or literally. I¢
is as though the ruling ideology has already accommodated the fact that we
will be sceptical of it, and reorganized its discourses accordingly. The
government spokesman announces that there is no wuth in the charges of
widespread corruption within the Cabinet; nobody believes him; he knows
that nobody believes him, we know that he knows it, and he knows this too.
Meanwhile the corruption carries on - which is just the point that Zizek
makes against the conclusion that false consciousness is therefore a thing of
the past. One traditional form of ideology crique assumes that social
practices are real, but that the beliefs used to justify them are false or illusory.
But this opposition, so ZiZek suggests, can be reversed. For if ideology is
illusion, then it is an illusion which structures our social practices; and to
this extent ‘falsity’ lies on the side of what we do, not necessarily of what we
say. The capitalist who has devoured all three volumes of Capital knows
exactly what he is doing; but he continues to behave as though he did not,
because his actvity is caught up in the ‘objective’ fantasy of commodity
fetishism. Sloterdijk’s formula for enlightened false consciousness is: ‘they
know very well what they are doing, but they carry on doing it even so'.
Zizek, by contrast, suggests a crucial adjustment: ‘they know that, in their
activity, they are following an illusion, but still, they are doing it". Ideology,
in other words, not just a matter of what I think about a situation; it is
somehow inscribed in that situation itself. It is no good my reminding
myself that I am opposed to racism as I sit down on a park bench marked
“Whites Only’; by the acting of sitdng on it, I have supported and perpe-
tuated racist ideology. The ideology, so to speak, is in the bench, not in my
head.

In much deconstructive theory, the view that interpretation consists in an
abyssal spiral of ironies, each ironizing the other to infinity, is commonly
coupled with a political quietism or reformism. If political practice takes
place only within a context of interpretation, and if that context is notor-
iously ambiguous and unstable, then action itself is likely to be problematic
and unpredictable. This case is then used, implicitly or explicitly, to rule out
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the possibility of radical political programmes of an ambitious kind. For if
the complex effects of such practices are impossible to calculate in advance,
then the logic of such a radical programme of action is ultimately unmaster-
able, and may easily get out of hand. It is a case which the post-structuralist
critic Jonathan Culler, among others, has several times argued. One would,
then, be singularly ill-advised to attempt any very ‘global’ sort of political
activity, such as trying to abolish world hunger; it would seem more prudent
to stick to more local political interventions, such as making sure every one
in five professors you hire is an orphan from Liverpool 8. In this sense too,
irony is no escape from the ideological game: on the contrary, as an implicit
disrecommendation of large-scale political activity, it plays right into the
hands of Whitehall or the White House.

It is in any case important not to underestimate the extent to which
people may not feel ironic about their performative contradictions. The
world of big business is rife with the rhetoric of trust; but research reveals
that this principle is almost never acted upon. The last thing businessmen
actually do is put their trust in their customers or each other. A corporation
executive who claims this virtue may not, however, be a cynic or a hypocrite;
or at least his hypocrisy may be ‘objective’ rather than subjective. For the
ethical values which capitalism lauds, and its actual cut-throat practices,
simply move in different spheres, much like the relatonship between
religious absolutes and everyday life. I sdll believe that profanity is a sin,
even though my conversation is blue with it much of the tme. The fact that
I employ a team of six hard-pressed servants around the clock does not
prevent me from believing in some suitably nebulous way that all men and
women are equal. In an ideal world I would employ no servants at all, but
there are pressing pragmatic reasons just at the moment why I am unable to
live up to my burningly held beliefs. I object to the idea of private education,
but if I wete to place my daughter with all her airs and graces in a compre-
hensive school, the other children might bully her. Such ratonalizations are
well-nigh limitless, and chis is one reason to doubt the suggestion that in

.modern capitalist society cold-eyed cynicism has entirely ousted genuine
self-decepdon.

We have seen that the importance of ideology can be questioned on
several grounds. It can be claimed that there is no coherent dominant
ideology, or that if there is then it is much less effective in shaping popular
experience than has sometimes been thought. You can argue that advanced
capitalism is a self-sustaining ‘game’ which keeps us in place much less
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through ideas than by its material techniques; and that among these
techniques the coercion of the economic is far more effective than any sort
of sermonizing. The system, so it is suggested, maintains itself less through
the imposition of ideological meaning than through destroying meaning
altogether; and what meanings the masses do enteraain can be at odds with
those of their rulers without any serious disruption ensuing. Finally, it may
be that there is a dominant ideology at work, but nobody is gullible enough
to fall for it: All of these cases have their kernel of wruth - not least the claim
that material factors play a more vital role in securing submission than
ideological ones. It is also surely true that popular consciousness is far from
being some obedient ‘instantiaton’ of ruling ideological values, but runs
counter to them in significant ways. If this gap looms sufficienty wide, then
a crisis of legitimacy is likely to ensue; it is unrealistic to imagine that as long
as people do what is required of them, what they think about what they are
doing is neither here nor there.

Taken as a whole, however, this end-of-ideology thesis is vastly im-
plausible. If it were true, it would be hard to know why so many individuals
in these socieies still flock to church, wrangle over politics in the pubs, care
about what their children are being taught in school and lose sleep over the
steady etosion of the social services. The dystopian view that the rypical
citizen of advanced capitalism is the doped telly viewer is a myth, as the
ruling class itself is uncomfortably aware. The doped telly viewer will soon
enough join a picket line if her wage-packet is threatened, or become
politically active if the government contemplates driving a motorway
through his back garden. The ‘left’ cynicism of a Baudrillard is insultingly
complicit with what the system would /ike to believe - that everything now
‘works all by itself’, without regard to the way social issues are shaped and
defined in popular experience. If that experience really was entirely two-
dimensional, then the consequences for the system would be grim. For the
result, as we have seen, would be an accelerated outbreak of ‘pathological’
symptoms in society as a whole, as 4 citizenry deprived of meaning sought to
create it in violent, gratuitous ways. Any ruling order must throw its under-
lings enough meaning to be going on with; and if the logic of consumerism,
bureaucracy, ‘instant’ culture and ‘managed’ politics is to sap the very
resources of social significance, then this is in the long run exceedingly bad
news for the governing order. Advanced capitalist society still requires the
dudful, self-disciplined, intelligently conformist subjects which some see as
typical only of capitalism’s ‘classical’ phase; it is just that these particular
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modes of subjectivity are locked in conflict with the quite different forms of
subjecthood appropriate to a ‘postmodernist’ order, and this is a contradic-
tion which the system icself is quite powerless to resolve.

Raymond Geuss has suggested a useful distinction berween ‘descriptive’,
‘pejorative’ and ‘positive’ definitions of the term ideology.’ In the descriptive
or ‘anthropological’ sense, ideologies are belief-systems characteristic of
certain social groups or classes, composed of both discursive and non-
discursive elements. We have seen already how this polidically innocuous
meaning of ideology comes close to the notion of a ‘world view’, in the sense
of a relatively well-systematized set of categories which provide a ‘frame’ for
the belief, perception and conduct of a body of individuals.

In its pejorative meaning, ideology is a set of values, meanings and beliefs
which is to be viewed critically or negatively for any of the following
reasons. True or false, these beliefs are sustained by the (conscious or un-
conscious) motivation of propping up an oppressive form of power. If the
motivation is unconscious, then this will involve a degree of self-deception
on the part of those who adhere to the beliefs. Ideology in this sense means
ideas contaminated at root, genetically flawed; and we shall see that this was
the meaning of ideology embraced by the later Frederick Engels. Alterna-
tively, ideology may be viewed critically because the ideas and beliefs in
question, whether true or not, discreditably or deceptively motivated or not,
breed effects which help to legitimate an unjust form of power. Finally,
ideology may be thought to be objectionable because it generates ideas
which either because of their motivation or their function or both are in fact
false, in the sense of distorting and dissimulating social reality. This is ob-
jectionable not only because it contributes to shoring up a dominative
power, but because it is contrary to the dignity of somewhat rational
creatutes to live in a permanent state of delusion.

Ideology in this negative sense is objectionable either because it gives
birth to massive social illusion, or because it deploys true ideas to un-
palatable effect, or because it springs from some unworthy motivation. This
genetic fact is sometimes thought enough to render the beliefs in question
episternically false: since the beliefs have their root in the life-experience of a
particular group or class, the partiality of that experience will bend them out
of true. They will persuade us to see the world as our rulers see it, not as it is
in itself. Lurking in the background here is the assumption that the truch
resides only in some form of totalizaton which would transcend the

43



- Ideology

confines of any particular group’s perspective.

What is sometimes felt to be primarily ideological about a form of
consciousness, however, is not how it comes about, or whether it is true or
not, but the fact that it is functional for legitimating an unjust social order.
From this standpoint, it is not the origin of the ideas which makes them
ideological. Not all of the ideas which originate in the dominant class are
necessarily ideological; conversely, a ruling class may take over ideas which
have germinated elsewhere and harness them to its purposes. The English
middle class found the mystique of monarchy ready-made for it by a
previous ruling class, and adapted it efficiently to its own ends. Even forms of
consciousness which have their root in the experience of oppressed classes
may be appropriated by their masters. When Marx and Engels comment in
The German Ideology that the ruling ideas of each epoch are the ideas of the
ruling class, they probably intend this as a ‘genetic’ observation, meaning
that these ideas are ones actually produced by the ruling class; butitis possible
that these are just ideas which happen to be in the possession of the rulers,
no matter where they derive from. The ideas in question may be true or
false; if they are false, they may be considered to be contingently so, or their
falsehood may be seen as the effect of the functional work they have to do in
promoting shady interests, or as a kind of buckling they undergo in straining
to rationalize shabby social motives.

But ideologies can also be viewed in a more positive light, as when
Marxists like Lenin speak approvingly of ‘socialist ideology”. Ideology means
here a set of beliefs which coheres and inspires a specific group or class in the
pursuit of political interests judged to be desirable. It is then often in effect
synonymous with the positive sense of ‘class consciousness’ - a dubious
equation, in fact, since one could speak of those aspects of a class’s conscious-
ness which are in this sense ideological, and those which are not. Ideology
might still be viewed here as ideas importantly shaped by an underlying
motivation, and functional in achieving certain goals; it is just that chese
goals and motivations are now approved, as they were not in the case of a
class regarded as unjustly oppressive. One can use the term ideology to
signify a certain elevation of the pragmatic or inscrumental over a theoretical
concern for the truth of ideas ‘in themselves’, while not necessarily holding
this to be a negative judgement. Indeed radical thinkers as divergent as
Georges Sorel and Louis Althusser, as we shall see, have both approvingly
seen ‘socialist ideology’ in this pragmatic light.
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The broad definition of ideology as a body of meanings and values encoding
certain interests relevant to social power is plainly in need of some fine
tuning, Ideologies are often thought, more specifically, to be unifying, action-
oriented, rationalizing, legitimating, universalizing and naturalizing. Whether
these features apply to oppositional ideologies as well as to dominant ones is
a question we shall have to consider. Let us examine each of these assump-
tions in turn. Ideologies are often thought to lend coherence to the groups or
classes which hold them, welding them into a unitary, if internally
differentiated, identity, and perhaps thereby allowing them to impose a
certain unity upon society as a whole. Since the idea of a coherent identity is
these days somewhat unfashionable, it is worth adding that such unity, in the
shape of political solidarity and comradely feeling, is quite as indispensable
to the success of oppositional movements as it is part.of the armoury of
dominant groups.

How unified ideologies actually are, however, is a matter of debate. If
they strive to homogenize, they are rarely homogeneous. Ideologies are
usually internally complex, differentiated formauons, with conflices
between their various elements which need to be conunually renegotiated
and resolved. What we call a dominant ideology is typically that of a
dominant social bloc, made up of classes and fractions whose interests are not
always at one; and these compromises and divisions will be reflected in the
ideology itself. Indeed it can be claimed that part of the strength of
bourgeois ideology lies in the fact that it ‘speaks’ from a multiplicity of sites,
and in this subtle diffuseness presents no single target to its antagonists.
Oppositional ideologies, similarly, usually reflect a provisional alliance of
diverse radical forces.

If ideologies are not as ‘pure’ and unitary as they would like to think
themselves, this is partly because they exist only in relation to other ideo-
logies. A dominant ideology has continually to negotiate with the ideologies
of its subordinates, and this essential open-endedness will prevent it from
achieving any kind of pure self-identity. Indeed what makes a dominant
ideology powerful - its ability to intervene in the consciousness of those it
subjects, appropriating and reinflecting cheir experience - is also what tends
to make it internally heterogeneous and inconsistent. A successful ruling
ideology, as we have seen, must engage significantly with genuine wants,
needs and desires; but chis is also its Achilles heel, forcing it to recoguize an
‘other’ to itself and inscribing this otherness as a potentially disruptive force
within its own forms. We might say in Bakhtinian terms that for a
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governing ideology to be ‘monological’ - to address its subjects with
authoritarian certitude - it must simultaneously be ‘dialogical’; for even an
authoritarian discourse is addressed fo another and lives only in the other’s
response. A dominant ideology has to recognize that there are needs and
desires which were never simply generated or implanted by itself; and the
dystopian vision of a social order which is capable of containing and
controlling all desires because it created them in the first place is thus
unmasked as a fiction, Any ruling power requires a degree of intelligence
and initiative from its subjects, if only for its own values to be internalized;
and this resourcefulness is at once essential for the smooth reproduction of
the system and a permanent possibility of reading its edicts ‘otherwise’. If the
oppressed must be alert enough to follow the rulers’ instructions, they are
therefore conscious enough to be able to challenge them.

For thinkers like Karl Mannheim and Lucien Goldmann, ideologies
would seem to display a high degree of internal unity. But there are those
like Antonio Gramsci who would view them as complex, uneven
formations, and theorists like Pierre Macherey for whom ideology is so
ambiguous and amorphous that it can hardly be spoken of as having a
significant structure at all. Ideology for Macherey is the invisible colour of
daily life, too close to the eyeball to be properly objectified, a centreless,
apparently limitless medium in which we move like a fish in water, with no
more ability than a fish to grasp this elusive environment as a whole. One
cannort for Macherey speak in classical Marxist style of ‘ideological contra~
dictions’, for ‘contradiction’ implies a definitive structure, of which ideology
in its ‘practical’ state is entirely bereft. One can, however, put ideology into
contradiction by imbuing it with a form which highlights its hidden limies,
thrusts it up against its own boundaries and reveals its gaps and elisions, thus
forcing its necessary silences to ‘speak’. This, for Macherey, is the work upon
ideology which is accomplished by the literary text.* If Macherey’s theory
underestimates the extent to which an ideology is significanty structured,
one might claim that Georg Lukacs’s notion of the revolutonary subject
overestimates the coherence of ideological consciousness.

A similar overestimation, this time of the dominant ideology, is to be
found in the work of the later Frankfurt School. For Herbert Marcuse and
Theodor Adorno, capitalist society languishes-in the grip of an all-pervasive
reification, all the way from commodity fetishism and speech habits to
political bureancracy and technological thought.5 This seamless monolith of
2 dominant ideology is apparently devoid of contradictions - which means,
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in effect, that Marcuse and Adorno take it at face value, judging it as it
would wish to appear. If reification exerts its sway everywhere, then this must
presumably include the criteria by which we judge reification in the first
place - in which case we would not be able to identify ic at all, and the late
Frankfurt School critique becomes an impossibility. The final alienation
would be not to know that we were alienated. To characterize a situation as
reified or alienated is implicitly to point to practices and possibilities which
suggest an alternative to it, and which can thus become criterial of our
alienated condidon. For Jiirgen Habermas, as we shall see later, these possi-
bilities are inscribed in the very structures of social communication; while
for Raymond Williams they spring from the complexity and coneradictori-
ness of all social experience. ‘No mode of production’, Williams argues, ‘and
therefore no dominant social order and therefore no dominant culture ever
in reality includes or exhausts all human practice, human energy, and
human intention® Every social formation is a complex amalgam of what
Williams terms ‘dominant’, ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’ forms of consciousness,
and no hegemony can thus ever be absolute. No sharper contrast could be
found than with the later work of Michel Foucaule, for whom regimes of
power constitute us to our very roots, producing just those forms of subject-
ivity on which they can most efficiently go to work. But if this is so, what is
there ‘left over, so to speak, to find this situation so appalling? What,
including one Michel Foucault, could conceivably protest against this condi-
tion, given that all subjectvity is merely the effect of power in the first
place? If there is nothing beyond power, then there is nothing that is bein,
blocked, categorized and regimented, and therefore absolutely no need to
worry. Foucault does indeed speak of resistances to power; but what exactly
is doing the resisting is an enigma his work does not manage to dispel.

Ideologies are often seen as peculiarly action-oriented sets of beliefs, rather
than speculative theoretical systems. However abstrusely metaphysical the
ideas in question may be, they must be translatable by the ideological
discourse into a ‘practical’ state, capable of furnishing their adherents with
goals, motivations, prescriptions, imperatives and so on. Whether this will
do as an account of all ideology is perhaps doubtful: the kind of idealist
ideology under fire in The German Ideology is lambasted by Marx and Engels
precisely for its impracticality, its lofty remoteness from the real world.
What is ideological about these beliefs for Marx and Engels is not that they
pragmatically orientate men and women to objectionable political actions,
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but that they distract them from certain forms of practical activity

altogether.
A successful ideology must work both practically and theoredcally, and

discover some way of linking these levels. It must extend from an elaborated
system of thought to the minudae of everyday life, from a scholarly treatise
to a shout in the street. Martin Seliger, in his Idedlogy and Politics, argues that
ideologies are typically mixtures of analytic and descriptive statements on
the one hand, and moral and technical prescriptions on the other. They
combine in a coherent system factual content and moral commitment, and
this is what lends them their acton-guiding power. At the level of what
Seliger calls ‘operative ideology’ we find ‘implements’ (rules for carrying out
the ideology’s commitments) which may conflice with the ideology's
fundamental principles. We are thus likely to find within an ideological
formation a process of compromise, adjustment and trade-off between its
overall world view and its more concrete prescriptive elements. Ideologies
for Seliger blend beliefs and disbeliefs, moral norms, a modicum of factual
evidence and a set of technical prescriptions, all of which ensures concerted
action for the preservation or reconstruction of a given social order.

The Soviet philosopher VIN. Voloshinov distinguishes between ‘be-
havioural’ ideology and ‘established systems’ of ideas. Behavioural ideology
concerns ‘the whole aggregate of life experiences and the outward expres-
sions directly connected with it’; it signifies ‘that atmosphere of unsystem-
atised and unfixed inner and outer speech which endows our every instance
of behaviour and action and our every “conscious” state with meaning’’
There is some relation between this conception and Raymond Williams’s
celebrated notion of a ‘structure of feeling’ - those elusive, impalpable forms
of social consciousness which are at once as evanescent as ‘feeling’ suggests,
but nevertheless display a significant configuration captured in the term
‘structure’. “We are talking’, Williams writes, ‘about characteristic elements
of impulse, restraint, and tone: specifically affective elements of conscious-
ness and relationship: not feeling against thought, but thought as felt and
feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and
interrelating continuity.®

What such a notion seeks to deconstruct is the familiar opposition
between ideology as rigid, explicit doctrine on the one hand, and the
supposedly inchoate nature of lived experience on the other. This opposition
is itself ideclogically eloquent: from what kind of social standpoint does
lived experience appear utterly shapeless and chaotic? Virginia Woolf may
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well have experienced her life in this way, but her servants are less likely to
have regarded their days as deliciously fluid and indeterminate. The
doctrine goes hand in hand with the modernist banality thac the purpose of
art is to ‘impose order upon chaos’. Against this, the concept of behavioural
ideology or structure of feeling reminds us that lived experience is always
tacitly shaped already, if only in ambiguous, provisional ways. Theoretically
elaborate ideologies of art, science and ethics are for Voloshinov ‘crystalliza-
tions’ of this more fundamental level of existence, but the relationship
between the two is dialectical. Formal ideological systems must draw vital
sustenance from behavioural ideology, or risk withering away; but they also
react back powerfully upon it, setting, as Voloshinov remarks, its ‘tone”.
Even within behavioural ideology, different strata can be distinguished.
What Voloshinov calls the lowest, most fluid stratum of such consciousness
is made up of vague experiences, idle thoughts and random words which
flash across the mind. But the upper levels are more vital and substantial,
and these are the ones linked with ideological systems. They are more
mobile and sensitive than an ‘established’ ideology, and it is in this sub-
liminal region that those creative energies through which a social order may
be restructured first germinate. ‘Newly emerging social forces find ideo-
logical expression and take shape first in these upper strata of behavioural
ideology before they can succeed in dominating the arena of some organ-
ised, official ideology”® As these fresh ideological currents infiltrate the
established belief systems, they will tend to take on something of their forms
and colourings, incorporating into themselves notions already ‘in stock’.
Once again, Voloshinov's thought runs parallel here to Williams’s ‘structure
of feeling’; for what Williams is seeking to define by that phrase is very often
the stirring of ‘emergent’ forms of consciousness, ones which are seruggling
to break through but which have not yet attained the formalized nature of
the belief systems they confront. As Williams writes, ‘there is always, though
in varying degrees, practical consciousness, in specific reladonships, specific
skills, specific perceptions, that is unquestonably social and that the
specifically dominant social order neglects, excludes, represses, or simply
fails to recognise.”® These social experiences still ‘in solution’, active and
pressing but not yet fully articulated, may of course always suffer incorpora-~
tion at the hands of the dominant culture, as Voloshinov acknowledges too;
but both thinkers recognize a potental conflict between ‘practical’ and
‘official’ forms of consciousness, and the possibility of variable relations
between them: compromise, adjustment, incorporation, outright opposition.
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They reject, in other words, those more monolithic, pessimistic conceptions
of ideology which would see ‘practical consciousness’ as no more than an
obedient instantiation of ruling ideas.

There is a clear affinity between this distinction and what we shall see
later in Antonio Gramsci as a discrepancy between official and practical
consciousness - between those notions which the oppressed classes derive
from their superiors, and those which arise from their ‘life situations”. There
is a similar opposition in the work of Louis Althusser between ‘theoretical
ideologies’ (the work of the bourgeois political economists, for example) and
what he calls ‘ideology in a practical state’. Pierre Bourdieu's concept of
‘habitus’, which we shall be examining later, is an equivalent to ‘practical
ideology’, focusing upon the way ruling imperatives are actually transmuted
into forms of routine social behaviour; but like Voloshinov’s ‘behavioural
ideology’ it is a creative, open—ended affair, in no sense a simple ‘reflection’
of dominant ideas.

To study an ideological formation, then, is among other things to
examine the complex set of linkages or mediations between its most arti-
culate and least articulate levels. Organized religion might provide a useful
example. Such religion stretches from highly abstruse metaphysical
doctrines to meticulously detailed moral prescriptions governing the
routines of everyday life. Religion is just a way of bringing to bear the most
fundamental questions of human existence on a uniquely individual life. It
also contains doctrines and rituals to rationalize the discrepancy between the
two - to account for why I fail to live up to these cosmic truths, and (as in
confession) to adjust my daily bebaviour to their demands. Religion consists
of a hierarchy of discourses, some of them elaborately theoretical (schol-
asticism), some ethical and prescriptive, others exhortatory and consolatory
(preaching, popular piety); and the institution of the church ensures that
each of these discourses meshes constantly with the others, to create an
unbroken continuum between the theoretical and the behavioural.

It is sometimes claimed that if ideologies are action-oriented sets of
beliefs, then this is one reason for their false, partial or distorting nature. A
connection can be made here, in other words, between the ‘sociological’
character of ideology - the fact that it concerns ideas geared fairly directly to
social practice - and the epistemological issue of these ideas’ falsity. On this
viewpoint, a true cognition of the world buckles under the pressure of
certain pragmatic interests, or is warped by the limits of the class situation
from which it springs. To say that the language of bourgeois political
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economy is ideological is to claim that at cerrain key points it betrays an
‘interference’ from the insistence of practical bourgeois interests. It need not
be just a ‘higher’ encodement of those interests, as Marx himself appreciated;
it is not just some spurious theoretical reflection of bourgeois behavioural
ideology. Burt at certain points its genuinely cognitve discourse becomes
blocked, forced up against certain conceptual limits which mark the real
historical frontiers of bourgeois society itself. And these theoretical
problems could then only be resolved by a transformation of that form of
life.

Ideology, on this view, is thought rendered false by its social determin-~
ations. The trouble with this formulation, of course, is that there is no
thought which s not socially determined. So it must be a question of the kindof
social determinants under consideration. Thereis noneed tohold that the only
alternadive to ideology is then some ‘non-perspectival’, socially disinterested
knowledge; you can simply argue that at any given historical point certain
socially determined standpoints will yield more of the truth than others.
Someone, as they say, may be ‘in a position to know’, while others may not
be. The fact that all viewpoints are socially determined does not entail that
all viewpoints are equal in value. A prisoner is more likely to recognize the
oppressive nature of a particular juridical system than a judge. Interests may
interfere with our knowledge, in the sense, for example, that to understand
the situadion truly may not be in my interests. But someone else may risk
starving to death unless they do get to understand the real situation, in which
case their knowledge is by no means disinterested.

An ideology may be seen not simply as ‘expressing’ social interests but as
rationalizing them. Those who believe that there will be no air left to breathe in
Britain if we allow more immigration are probably rationalizing a racist atti-
tude. Rationalization is at root a psychoanalytic category, defined by J.
Laplanche and ]~B. Pontalis as a ‘procedure whereby the subject attempts to
present an explanation that is either logically consistent or ethically accept-
able for attitudes, ideas, feelings, etc., whose true motives are not perceived’!
To call ideologies ‘rationalizing’ is already to imply that there is something
discreditable about them - that they try to defend the indefensible, cloaking
some disreputable motive in high-sounding ethical terms.

Not all ideological discourse need be of this kind, however, either because
a group may not regard its own motives as particularly shameful, or because
in fact they are not. Ancient society did not consider slave-owning to be
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reprehensible, and saw no need to rationalize it as we would need to now.
Extreme right-wingers see no need to justify the free market by claiming
that it will finally benefit everyone; for them, the weakest can simply go to
the wall. If what the Diggers and Suffragettes held can be described as
ideological, it is not because it betrays concealed and dubious motives.
Ruling groups and classes may have some good motives and some shady
ones: Western anti-Communism is often enough a self-interested apologia
for Western property rights, but sometimes a genuine protest against the
repressiveness of the post-capitalist societies. For psychoanalytic theory, the
true motive in the act of rationalizadon is necessarily concealed from the
subject, since did she but know it she would seek to change it; but this may
or may not be so in the case of ideology. Some Americans really do believe
that throwing their military weight around is in the interests of global
freedom, whereas others perceive more cynically that it is in the interests of
protecting American property. Ruling classes are not always self-deluded,
not always utter dupes of their own propaganda.

On this view, then, ideologies can be seen as more or less systematic
attempts to provide plausible explanatons and justifications for social
behaviour which might otherwise be the object of criticism. These apologias
then conceal the truth from others, and perhaps also from the rationalizing
subject itself. If all social interests are viewed in the manner of the sociologist
Pareto as largely affective and irradonal, then all theoretical ideology
becomes a kind of elaborate rationalization, substituting supposedly rational
belief for irrational or arational emotions and opinions. The structure of
rationalization is thus metaphorical: one set of conceptions stands in for
another.

Oppressed groups in society may rationalize just as thoroughly as their
rulers. They may perceive that their conditions leave a lot to be desired, but
rationalize this fact on the grounds that they deserve to suffer, or thac
everyone else does too, or that it is somehow inevitable, or that the alterna-
tive might be a good deal worse. Since these attitudes will generally benefit
the rulers, it might be claimed that ruling classes sometimes allow those they
subjugate to do much of their rationalizing for them. Dominated groups or
classes can also rationalize their situation to the point of self-deception,
persuading themselves that they are not unhappy at all. It is worth noting
here that if we discovered that they really were happy, it is hard to know why
we should press for their conditions to be changed; we would have to hold
instead that they were not in fact happy but were for ideological reasons
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unaware of this. If it is in one sense clearly not in the interests of an
oppressed group to deceive itself about its situation, there is another sense in
which it often is, since such self-deception may render its conditions more
tolerable. It is not simply 2 marter of the group’s beliefs being at odds here
with its interests, but of its having conflicting kinds of interests.

Rationalization may help to promote interests, but there are ways of
promoting interests which do not particularly involve rationalization. One
may help to promote one’s interests precisely by not rationalizing them, as in
the case of a self-confessed hedonist who wins our sympathies by his
disarming candour. A stoical or fatalistic ideology may rationalize the
wretched conditions of some social group, but it need not necessarily
advance its interests, other than in the sense of supplying it with an opiate.
An exception to this case is Nietzsche’s celebrated doctrine of ressentiment,
whereby a downtrodden people deliberately infect their rulers with their
own self-castigating nihilism and so cunningly curtail their power.

The mechanism of rationalization is usually thought to be at the root of
self-deception, on which there is now a rich, suggestive literature.”* Self-
deception is the condition in which one has wants or desires which one
denies or disavows, or of which one is simply unaware. Denys Turner finds
this whole conception deeply problematical on two grounds: first, because it
would seem to deny the reality of the state of self-deception. The self-
deceived person really is self-deceived, rather than harbouring some
authentic desire overlaid by a layer of false consciousness. Secondly, Turner
can make no real sense of the idea of having a desire of which one is
unaware, or which one systematcally misinterprets to opeself® The
problem here may turn partly on the kinds of wants and desires in question.
It would seem reasonable to argue that an exploited social group may be
profoundly dissatisfied with the regime which profits from it, without fully
acknowledging this in a conscious way. It may show up instead in the form
of a ‘performative contradiction’ berween what the members of the group do
and what they say: they may officially accord loyalty to the regime while
demonstrating their indifference to it by, say, massive absenteeism from
work. Where those who question the concept of self-deception are surely
right is that it would not make sense to say that this group had a burning
desire 1o socialize industry under workers’ control, dismantle the structures
of pariarchy and withdraw from NATO in four months’ time, and not be
aware of it. Nobody can entertain aspirations as precise as that and sdll be
unconscious of them, just as a dog may be vaguely expecting its master’s
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return, but cannot be expecting him to return at 2,15 pm on Wednesday.

Ideas and beliefs may spring from underlying desires, but they are also
partly constitutive of them. A member of some ‘lost’ tribe in the Amazon
basin cannot desire to be 2 brain surgeon, since he has no such concept.
Rationalization involves a conflict between conscious belief and unconscious
or unavowed motivation, but there are problems in regarding ideology in
general as a question of repression in the Freudian sense. To be mystified is
less to have repressed some piece of knowledge than not to have known
something in the first place. There is also the question of whether ideology
sometimes involves holding mutually contradictory ideas at the same time,
as opposed to being caught in a contradiction berween conscious belief and
unconscious attitude. It is hard to see how someone could declare that
children were in all respects delightful and denounce them in the very next
breath as repulsive little beasts, as opposed to observing that children were
delightful in some ways but not in others. But 2 manservant might swing
with such bewildering rapidicy between admiring his master and betraying
withering contempt for him that we might conclude that he held, in effect,
two mutually contradictory beliefs at one and the same time. The admira-
ton no doubt belongs to his ‘official” ideology, whereas the contempt arises
from his ‘practical consciousness. When Othello declares that he believes
Desdemona to be faithful to him and yet does not believe it, he may not
mean that he sometimes thinks the one thing and sometimes the other, or
that part of him trusts in her and part does not, or that he really hasn’t a clue
what he believes and is totally confused. He may mean that at one level he
finds it utterly inconceivable that she has betrayed him, while at another
level he has ample evidence to suggest that she has. One aspect of Othello’s
patriarchal ideology - his complacent faith in his security of sexual posses-
sion - is in deadlock with another: his paranoid suspicion of women.

The concept of rationalization is closely allied to that of legitimation. Legit-
imation refers to the process by which a ruling power comes to secure from
its subjects an at least tacit consent to its authority, and like ‘rationalization’
it can have something of a pejorative smack about ir, suggesting the need to
make respectable otherwise illicit interests. But this need not always be so:
legitimadon can simply mean establishing one’s interests as broadly accept-
able, rather than lending them a spurious wash of legality. Social interests we
regard as just and valid may have to fight hard to win credibility from
society as a whole. To legitimate one’s power is not necessarily to ‘naturalize’
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it, in the sense of making it appear spontaneous and inevitable to one’s
subordinates: a group or class may well perceive that there could be kinds of
authority other than that of their masters, but endorse this authority even so.
A mode of domination is generally legitimated when those subjected to it
come to judge their own behaviour by the criteria of their rulers. Someone
with a Liverpool accent who believes he speaks incorrectly has legitimated
an established cultural power.

There is a significant distinction between ideas which serve and which
help to legitimate social interests. A dominant class may promote its ends by
preaching that most of its underlings are of subhuman intelligence, but this
is hardly likely to legitimate it in the eyes of its subjects. The belief that the
highest spiritual value is to put one over on one’s competitors would
probably need to be radonalized to secure legitimacy for itself. Many of the
beliefs of an oppressed group - that their sufferings are unavoidable, or that
rebellion will be brutally punished - serve the interests of their masters, but
do not particularly legitimate them. The absence of certain beliefs may serve
one’s own interests, or those of another group: it aids the bourgeoisie that
they do not hold that the upshot of cutting wages is eternal torment, just as
it helps them if those whose wages are cut reject the doctrines of dialectical
materialism. A set of false beliefs may further a classs interests, as Marx
argues of middle-class revolutionaries in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,
who delude themselves productively about the splendour of their project.
Just as true ideas may prove dysfunctional for advancing social interests, so
false ones may prove functional for it; indeed for Friedrich Nietzsche truth is
just any illusion which turns out to be life-enhancing. A group, for example,
may overestimate its own political strength, but the fruit of this miscalcula-
tion may be some successful course of action it would not otherwise have
embarked on. As far as ruling classes go, the illusion that they are acting in
the common interest may buttress their self-esteem and thus, along with it,
their power. Note also that a belief may be explicable in terms of one’s social
position, but may not significantly advance it; and that to claim that a belief
is funcdonal for social interests is not necessarily to deny that it is ragonally
grounded. The holder of the belief may have arrived at it anyway, despite the
fact that it is in his or her interests to do so.!*

It is sometimes thought that some actions of the state are legitimate,
whereas others are not. The state has licit powers, but occasionally kicks over
the traces. For a Marxist, however, the bourgeois state is illegitimate in se,
however it may succeed in legitimating itself in the eyes of its subordinates,
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since it is essendally an organ of unjustifiable class rule. We should
remember, however, that such legitimation is never simply an ideological
affair: ruling classes have material means at their disposal for eliciting the
consent of their subordinates, such as raising their wages or providing them
with free health care. And as we saw in discussing The Dominant Ideology
Thesis, it is rash to suppose that a legitimated power is always one success-
fully internalized by those who are its targets. We need to distinguish
between such ‘normative’ acceptance, and what is probably the more
widespread condition of ‘pragmatic’ acceptance, in which subaltern groups
endorse the right of their rulers to govern because they can see no realistic
alternative.

An important device by which an ideology achieves legitimacy is by
universalizing and ‘eternalizing’ itself. Values and interests which are in fact
specific to a certain place and time are projected as the values and interests
of all humanity. The assumption is that if this were not so, the sectoral, self-
interested nature of the ideology would loom too embarrassingly large, and
so would impede its general acceptance.

The locus classicus of this view can be found in The German Ideology, where
Marx and Engels argue that ‘each new class which puts itself in the place of
one ruling before it, is compelled, merely in order to carry through its aim,
to represent its interest as the common interest of all the members of society,
that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to give its ideas the form of univer-
sality, and represent them as the only rational, universally valid ones.’* We
should not dismiss such universalization as a mere sleight of hand: Marx and
Engels go on instantly in this passage to remark that the interests of an
emergent revolutionary class really are likely to be connected to the
common interests of all other non-ruling classes. The revolutionary pro-
letariat has traditionally sought to rally to its banner ocher disaffected groups
and classes: poor peasants, intellectuals, elements of the petty bourgeoisie
and so on, who have their own interests in toppling the ruling bloc. And
radical populat movements of one kind or another have traditonally clung
to the shirt-tails of the revolutionary bourgeoisie, only, typically, to be sold
out once that class has assumed power. When a social class is still emergent,
it has had as yet scant time to consolidate its own sectional interests, and
bends its energies instead to winning as broad support as possible. Once
ensconced in power, its selfish interests will tend to become more obvious,
causing it to lapse from universal to particular status in the eyes of some
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erstwhile supporters. For some Marxist theorists, it is only at this point that
ideology proper takes hold: on this view, class consciousness is not ideo-
logical when a class is still in its revolutionary phase, but becomes so when it
needs later to conceal contradictions between its own interests and those of
society as a whole® A false universalization, in short, becomes necessary
once a true one has failed.

Universalizadon, then, is not always a speciously rationalizing
mechanism. It is indeed uldmately in the interests of all individuals that
women should emancipate themselves; and the belief that one’s values are
finally universal may provide some significant impetus in gaining legitimacy
for them. If a social group or class needs to universalize its beliefs and values
to win support for them, then this will make a difference to the beliefs and
values in question. It is not just a matter of that class persuading others that
its interests are in fact at one with theirs, but of framing these interests in the
first place in ways which make this plausible. It is a question, in other words,
of how the group or class describes itself to itself, not just of how it sells itself
to others. Framing one’s interests in this style may run against one’s im-
mediate interests, or even against one’s longer-term ones. The universal
values of the revolutionary bourgeoisie - freedom, justice, equality and so on
- at once promoted its own cause and occasioned it grave embarrassment
when other subordinated classes began to take these imperatives seriously.

If I am to convince you that it is really in your interests for me to be self-
interested, then I can only be effectively self-interested by becoming less so.
If my interests have to take yours into account in order to flourish, then they
will be redefined on the basis of your own needs, thus ceasing to be identical
with themselves. But your interests will not remain self-identical either,
since they have now been reworked as achievable only within the matrix of
mine. A useful example of this process is the political state. The state for
Marxism is fundamentally an instrument of ruling~class power; but it is also
an organ by which that class must fashion the general consensus within
which its own interests might best thrive, This latter requirement then typi-
cally involves the ruling bloc in negotiating with antagonistic forces within
the arena of the state in ways which are not always compatible with its own
short-term interests.

A class which succeeds in universalizing its aims will cease to appear as a
sectional interest at all; at the acme of its power, that power will effectively
vanish. It is for this reason that ‘universalization’ is commonly a pejorative
term for radicals. On this view, ideologies are always driven by global
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ambidons, suppressing the historical relativity of their own doctrines.
‘Ideclogy’, announces Louis Althusser, ‘has no outside.’” This global reach
encompasses time as well as space. An ideology is reluctant to believe that it
was ever born, since to do so is to acknowledge that it can die. Like the
oedipal child, it would prefer to think of itself as without parentage, sprung
parthenogenetically from its own seed. It is equally embarrassed by the
presence of sibling ideologies, since these mark out its own finite frontiers
and so delimit its sway. To view an ideology from the outside is to recognize
its limits; but from the inside these boundaries vanish into infinity, leaving
the ideology curved back upon itself like cosmic space.

It is not clear, however, that all ideological discourse needs to conceal its
frontiers in this way. ‘1 know I speak as a Western liberal, but I just do believe
that Islam is a barbaric creed” such coyly self-referential pronouncements
should alert us against the now fashionable belief that for the subject to
reckon himself into his own utterances is inevitably a progressive move. On
the contrary, as with the disarming candour of the self-declared hedonist, it
might actually lend convicton to his viewpoint. Now all ideologists
obtusely insist that everyone from Adam to the Chief Druid has shared their
opinions - which brings us to the doctrine of ‘naturalization’.

Successful ideologies are often thought to render their beliefs natural and
self-evident - to identify them with the ‘common sense’ of a society so that
nobody could imagine how they might ever be different. This process,
which Pierre Bourdieu calls doxa, involves the ideology in creating as tight a
fit as possible between itself and social reality, thereby closing the gap into
which the leverage of critique could be inserted. Social reality is redefined by
the ideology to become coextensive with itself, in a way which occludes the
truth that the reality in fact generated the ideology. Instead, the two appear
to be spontaneously bred together, as indissociable as a sleeve and its lining.
The result, politically speaking, is an apparently vicious circle: the ideology
could only be transformed if the reality was such as to allow it to become
objectified; but the ideology processes the reality in ways which forestall this
possibility. The two are thus mutually self-confirming, On this view, a
ruling ideology does not so much combat alternative ideas as thrust them
beyond the very bounds of the thinkable. Ideologies exist because there are
things which must at all costs not be thought, let alone spoken. How we
could ever know that there were such thoughts is then an obvious logical
difficulty. Perhaps we just feel that there is something we ought to be

58



Heological Strategies

thinking, but we have no idea what it is.

Ideology, on this view, offers itself as an ‘Of course!’, or “That goes without
saying’; and from Georg Lukics to Roland Barthes this has figured as a
central assumption of ‘ideclogy critique’. Ideology freezes history into a
‘second nature’, presenting it as spontaneous, inevitable and so unalterable. It
is essendally a reification of social life, as Marx would seem to argue in his
famous essay on the fetishism of commodities. Naturalizing has an obvious
link with universalizing, since what is felt to be universal is often thought to
be natural; but the two are not in fact synonymous, since one could regard
some activity as universal without necessarily judging it to be natural. You
might concede that all human societies to date have displayed aggression,
while looking eagerly to a furure order in which this would no longer be so.
But there is clearly a strong implication that what has been true always and
everywhere is innate to human nature, and so cannot be changed. One just
has to accept that twelfth-century French peasants were really capitalists in
heavy disguise, ot that the Sioux have always secretly wanted to be stock-
brokers.

Like universalization, naturalization is part of the dehistoricizing thrust of
ideology, its tacit denial that ideas and beliefs are specific to a particular
time, place and social group. As Marx and Engels recognize in The German
Hdeology, to conceive of forms of consciousness as autonomous, magically
absolved from social determinants, is to uncouple them from history and so
convert them into a natural phenomenon. If some feudalist ideologues
denounced early capitalist enterprise, it was because they regarded it as
unnatural - meaning, of course, untrue to feudal definitions of human
nature. Later on, capitalism would return the compliment to socialism. It is
interesting, incidentally, that che concept of naturalization itself rests upon a
pardicular ideology of Nature, which takes it in the manner of William
Wordsworth to be massively immutable and enduring; and it is ironic that
this view of Nature should prevail in an historical epoch where the stuff is
continually being hacked into human shape, technologically dominanted
and transformed. Thomas Hardy opens The Return of the Native by speaking
of the barren, unchanging landscape of Egdon heath, a tract of land which
was planted from end to end by the Forestry Commission not long after his
death. Perhaps it is Auman nature which the ideologists have in mind, which
is similarly assumed to be immutable. To deny this, as the politcal left
properly does, is not to assert that there is nothing wharsoever about the
human species which is natural and unchanging. It is natural that human
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beings should be born, eat, engage in sexual activity, associate with one
anothet, transform their environments, die and so on; and the fact that all of
these practices are, culturally speaking, highly variable is no rebuttal of their
naturalness. Karl Marx believed strongly in 2 human nature, and was surely
quite right to do s0.® There are many crucial aspects of human societies
which follow from the material nature of our bodies, a nature which has
altered only negligibly in the history of the race. Appeals to nature and the
natural are by no means necessarily reactionary: a social order which denies
warmth, nourishment and shelter to its members is unnatural, and should
be politically challenged on these grounds. When the rulers of the anciens
régimes in eighteenth-century Europe heard the dread word ‘nature’, they
reached for their weapons.

Many forms of ideology do indeed naturalize their own values; but as
with universalization one may take leave to doubt whether this is universally
true. The case that ideology converts the controversial into the obvious has
itself become so obvious that it is ripe for interrogating. The well-named
doctrine of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin into heaven is certainly
ideological, but it is hardly obvious even to many of its pious adherents. It is
hard to imagine it springing spontaneously from our casual experience of
the world. Many people revere the monarchy; but it is not always self-
evident to them that there must be a monarch, and they may be well aware
that there are societies in reasonable working order which lack such an
institution. Someone may be ferociously committed to capitalism in the
perfect knowledge that it is a fairly recent historical system, one way of
organizing society among many.

The supposed obviousness of ideology goes along with its presumed lack
of self-reflexiveness. The assumption here is that it would be impossible for
somebody to hold ideological views and be simultaneously aware that they
were ideological. Ideologies are discourses unable to curve back critically
upon themselves, blinded to their own grounds and fronders. If ideology
knew itself to be such it would instantly cease to be so, just as if 2 pig knew it
was a pig it would not be. ‘Ideology’, observes Louis Althusser, ‘never says: “I
am ideological”"* Though this may be true much of the time, that ‘never’ is
surely an overstatement. ‘I know I'm a terrible sexist, but I just can’t stand the
sight of 2 woman in trousers’; ‘Sorry to be so bourgeois, but would you mind
spitting in the sink rather than in the food mixer?: such utterances may be
little more than attempts to forestall criticism by their arch frankness, but
they indicate a limited degree of ironic self-awareness which a full-blooded
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‘naturalization’ theory fails to take into account. I may have some conscious-
ness of the social origin and function of my beliefs, without on that score
ceasing to hold them. A novelist like EM. Forster is perfectly capable of
discerning something of the exploitative conditions on which his own
liberal humanism rests, without thereby ceasing to be a liberal humanist,
Indeed a guilt-stricken insight into the sources of his own privilege is part of
his middle-class liberalism; a true liberal must be liberal enough to suspect
his own liberalism. Ideology, in shor, is not always the utterly self-blinded,
self-deluded straw target its theorists occasionally make it out to be - not
least in che cynical, infinitely regressive self-ironizing of a postmodernist
age. On the contrary, it can rise from dme to time to ‘metalinguistic’ status
and name itself, at least partially, without abandoning its position. And such
partial self-reflectiveness may tghten rather than loosen its grip. That
ideologies should be thought always naturalizing and universalizing natural-
izes and universalizes the concept of ideology, and gives its antagonists too
easy a polidcal ride.

Finally, we may ask how far the various mechanisms we have examined
are displayed by oppositional ideologies as well as by dominant ones.
Oppositional ideologies often seek to unify a diverse array of political forces,
and are geared to effective action; they also strive to legitimate their beliefs
in the eyes of society as a whole, so that some socialists, for example, speak of
the need to create a ‘socialist common sense’ in the consciousness of
ordinary men and women. When the middle class was stll an emergent
political force, its revolutionary rallying cry of libercy was cercainly, among
other, finer things, a rationalization of the freedom to exploit; and it was
intent on both universalizing its values (appealing to an abstract ‘mankind’
against the parochialism of the traditional order), and naturalizing them
(invoking ‘natural rights’ as against mere custom and privilege). Political
radicals today are properly wary of repeating this gesture, and would of
course reject the view that their beliefs merely rationalize some specious
ulterior motive; but they are implicitly committed to universalizing their
values, in that it would make no sense to argue that socialist feminism was
appropriate for California but not for Cambodia. Those on the political left
who feel nervous of such grandly global gestures, fearing that they
necessarily implicate some oppressively abstract notion of ‘Mar’, are 51mply
liberal pluralists or cultural relativists in radical clothing.
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FROM THE
ENLIGHTENMENT TO THE
SECOND INTERNATIONAL

THERE is a peculiar feature about words which end in ‘ology” ‘-ology’ means
the science or study of some phenomenon; but by a curious process of
inversion ‘ology’ words often end up meaning the phenomenon studied
rather than the systematic knowledge of it. Thus ‘methodology’ means the
study of method, but is commonly used nowadays to mean method itself. To
say you are examining Max Weber’s methodology probably means you are
considering the methods he uses, rather than bis ideas about them. To say
that human biology is not adapted to large doses of carbon monoxide means
that our bodies are not so adapted, not the study of them. ‘The geology of
Peru’ can refer to the physical features of that country as much as to the
scientific examination of them. And the American tourist who remarked to
a friend of mine on the ‘wonderful ecology’ of the West of Ireland just
meant that the scenery was beautiful.

Such an inversion befell the word ideology not long after its birch.
‘Ideology’ originally meant the scientific study of human ideas; but fairly
soon the object took over from the approach, and the word rapidly came to
mean systems of ideas themselves. An ideologist was then less someone who
analysed ideas than someone who expounded them. It is interesting to
speculate on at least one of the ways in which this reversal came about. An
ideologist, as we shall see in a moment, was initially a philosopher intent on

revealing the material basis of our thought. The last thing he believed was
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that ideas were mysterious things in themselves, quite independent of
external conditioning, ‘Ideology’ was an attempt to put ideas back in their
place, as the products of certain mental and physiological laws. But to carry
through chis project meant lavishing a good deal of attention on the realm of
human consciousness; and it is then understandable, if ironic, that such
theorists should be taken to believe that ideas were all there was. It is as
though one should tag as a ‘religious philosopher’ some agnostic rationalist
who spent a lifetime deep in mysticism and mythology for the purpose of
demonstrating that these were illusions bred by certain social conditions. In
fact, the early French ideologues did believe that ideas were at the root of
social life, so that to accuse them of inflating the importance of human
consciousness is not simply a mistake; but if they were idealists in this sense,
they were materialists in their view of where ideas actually derived from.

Ideology in our own tme has sometimes been sharply counterposed to
science; so it is ironic to recall that ideology began life precisely as a science,
as a rational enquiry into the laws governing the formation and develop-
ment of ideas. Its roots lie deep in the Enlightenment dream of a world
entirely transparent to reason, free of the prejudice, superstion and
obscurantism of the ancien régime. To be an ‘ideologist’ ~ a clinical analyst of
the nature of consciousness - was to be a critic of ‘ideology’, in the sense of
the dogmatic, irrational belief systems of traditional society. But this critique
of ideology was in fact an ideology all of itself, and this in two different
senses. For one thing, the early ideologues of the French eighteenth century
drew heavily on John Locke’s empiricist philosophy in their war against
metaphysics, insisting that human ideas were derived from sensations rather
than from some innate or transcendental source; and such empiricism, with
its image of individuals as passive and discrete, is itself deeply bound up with
bourgeois ideological assumptions. For another thing, the appeal to a
disinterested nature, science and reason, as opposed to religion, tradition and
political authority, simply masked the power interests which these noble
notions secretly served. We might risk the paradox, then, that ideology was
born as a thoroughly ideological critique of ideology. In illuminating the
obscurantism of the old order, it cast upon society a dazzling light which
blinded men and women to the murky sources of this clarity.

The aim of the Enlightenment ideologues, as spokesmen for the
revolutionary bourgeoisie of eighteenth-century Europe, was to reconstruct
society from the ground up on a rational basis. They inveighed fearlessly
against a social order which fed the people on religious superstition in order
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to buttress its own brutally absolutist power, and dreamt of a future in which
the dignity of men and women, as creatures able to survive without opiate
and illusion, would be cherished. Their case, however, contained one
crippling contradicdon. For if they held on the one hand that individuals
were the determined products of their environment, they insisted on the
other hand that they could rise above such lowly determinants by the power
of education. Once the laws of human consciousness were laid bare to
scientific inspection, that consciousness could be transformed in the
direction of human happiness by a systematic pedagogical project. But what
would be the determinants of that project? Or, as Karl Marx put it, who
would educate the educators? If all consciousness is materially conditioned,
must not this apply also to the apparently free, disinterested notions which
would enlighten the masses out of autocracy into freedom? If everything is
to be exposed to the pellucid light of reason, must not this include reason
itself?

The ideologues could offer no solution to this quandary; but they
petsevered nonetheless in their pursuit of the essence of mind. Social and
political insttutions must be rescued from the sway of metaphysical
delusion; but is not this project fatally incomplete unless it extends itself to
the most distinctive aspect of humanity, consciousness itself? How can a
rational society be constructed if the mind itself, supposedly the very basis of
social existence, remains inscrutable and elusive? The programme of an
‘ideclogy’ is accordingly to bring this most complex, impalpable of
phenomena within the province of sciendfic research, in a way scandalous to
the metaphysical dualists for whom mind is one thing and materiality quite
another. The new science of ideology was thus as subversive in its day as
psychoanalysis in our own dime: if even the soul or psyche could be shown to
work by certain determinate mechanisms, then the last bastion of mystery
and transcendence in a mechanistic world would be finally toppled.
Ideology is a revolutionary strike at the priests and kings, at the traditional
custodians and technicians of the ‘inner life’. Knowledge of humanity is
wrested from the monopoly of a ruling class and invested instead in an elite
of scientific theorists.

That scientific reason should penetrate to the inmost recesses of the
human psyche is not only theoretically logical but politically essential. For
social institutions can be rationally transformed only on the basis of the most
exact knowledge of human nature; and justice and happiness lie in the adapt-
ation of such institutions to these unchanging laws, rather than in the
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arbitrary forcing of human nature into ‘artificial’ social forms. Ideology, in
short, belongs with a full-blooded programme of social engineering, which
will remake our social environment, thus alter our sensations, and so change
our ideas. Such is the well-meaning fantasy of the great Enlightenment
ideologists, of Holbach, Condillac, Helvedus, Joseph Priestley, William
Godwin and the younger Samuel Coleridge, that a direct line could be
traced from the material conditions of human beings to their sensory
experience and then to their thoughts, and that this whole trajectory could
be diverted by radical reform towards the goal of spiritual progress and
ultimate perfection? Ideology, which in the hands of Marx and Engels will
shortly come to denote the illusion that ideas are somehow autonomous of
the material world, starts life as exactly the reverse: as one branch of a
mechanical materialism which clings to the faith that the operations of the
mind are as predictable as the laws of gravity. This science of ideas, as the
inventor of the term ideology Destutt de Tracy commented, is a part of
zoology, one region within a more general science of the human animal.

The career of Antoine Destutt de Tracy is a fascinating, strangely unsung
story> Born an aristocrat, he deserted his own class to become one of the
most combative spokesmen of the revolutionary French bourgeoisie. He is
thus a classic case of what we shall see later as the Gramscian transition from
‘traditional’ to ‘organic’ intellectual. He fought as a soldier during the French
revolution and was imprisoned during the Terror; in fact he first hatched the
concept of a science of ideas in his prison cell. The notion of ideology was
thus brought to birth in thoroughly ideological conditions: ideology
belonged to a rational politics, in contrast to the irrationalist barbarism of
the Terror. If men and women were truly to govern themselves, then the laws
of their nature must first be patiently scrutinized. What was needed, Tracy
declared, was a ‘Newton of the science of thought’, and he himself was a
clear candidate for the post. Since all science rests upon ideas, ideology
would oust theology as-the queen of them all, guaranteeing their unity. Ie
would reconstruct politics, economics and ethics from the ground up,
moving from the simplest processes of sensation to the loftiest regions of
spirit. Private property, for example, is based upon a distinction between
‘yours’ and ‘mine’, which can be tracked in turn to a fundamental perceptual
opposition between ‘you’ and ‘me’.

With the revolution still at its height, Tracy became a prominent
member of the Institut Nationale, the elite group of scientists and philo-
sophers who constituted the theoretical wing of the social reconstruction of
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France. He worked in the Institute’s Moral and Political Sciences division, in
the Section of Analysis of Sensations and Ideas, and was engaged in creating
for the écoles centrales of the civil service a new programme of national educa-
tion which would rake the science of ideas as its basis. Napoleon was at first
delightéd by the Institute, proud to be an honorary member, and invited
Tracy to join him as a soldier in his Egyptian campaign. {Perhaps this was a
calculated backhanded compliment, since a move from savant to soldier
would surely have been somewhat regressive.)

Tracy’s fortunes, however, were soon on the wane. As Napoleon began to
renege on revolutionary idealism, the ideologues rapidly became his béte noir,
and the concept of ideology itself entered the field of ideological struggle. It
stood now for political liberalism and republicanism, in conflict with
Bonapartist authoritarianism. Napoleon claimed to have invented the
derogatory term ‘ideclogue’ himself, as a way of demoting the men of the
Institute from scientists and savants to sectarians and subversives. Tracy and
his kind, so he complained, were ‘windbags’ and dreamers - a dangerous
class of men who struck at the roots of political authority and brutally
deprived men and women of their consolatory fictions. ‘You ideologues’, he
grumbled, ‘destroy all illusions, and the age of illusions is for individuals as
for peoples the age of happinesss.* Before long he was seeing ideologues
under every bed, and even blamed them for his defeat in Russia. He closed
down the Moral and Political Sciences section of the Institut Nationale in
1802, and its members were assigned instead to teach history and poetry.
One year before, Tracy had begun publishing his Projet d'éléments d’idéologie,
in what can only have been a calculated acrt of defiance of the new milieu of
religiose reaction. The continuation of the title of his work reads: ‘a l'usage des
&oles centrales de la République’ ~ a clear enough indication of its practical,
political character, its role within what Althusser would later call the
‘ideological state apparatuses’. ‘Ideology” is simply the theoretical expression
of a pervasive strategy of social reconstruction, in which Tracy himself was a
key functonary. His fight to retain ideology in the éeoles centrales failed,
however, and it was replaced as a discipline by military instruction.

In 1812, in the wake of his Russian debacle, Napoleon rounded upon the
ideologues in a now celebrated speech:

It is to the doctrine of the ideologues - to this diffuse metaphysics, which ina
contrived manner seeks to find the primary causes and on this foundation
would erect the legislation of peoples, instead of adapting the laws to a
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knowledge of the human heart and of the lessons of history - to which
one must atribute all the misfortunes which bave befallen our beloved
France®

In a notable irony, Napoleon contemptuously brackets the ideologues with
the very metaphysicians they were out to discredit. That there is some truth
in his accusation is surely clear: Tracy and his colleagues, true to their ration-
alist creed, ascribed a foundational role to ideas in social life, and thought a
politics could be deduced from a priori principles. If they waged war on the
metaphysical idealism which viewed ideas as spiritual entties, they were at
one with its belief that ideas were the basis upon which all else rested. But
Napoleon’s irritation strikes a note which was to resound throughout the
modern period: the impatience of the political pragmatist with the radical
intellectual, who would dare to theorize the social formation as a whole. It is
the quarrel in our own time between neo-pragmatists such as Stanley Fish
and Richard Rotty - unlikely candidates, otherwise, for Napoleon - and the
political left. The ideologues’ commitment to a ‘global” analysis of society is
inseparable from their revolutionary politics, and at loggerheads with
Bonaparte’s mystificatory talk of the ‘human heart’. In other terms, it is the
eternal enmity between humanist and social scientist - an early instance of
Roland Barthess dictum that ‘System is the enemy of “Man”. If Napoleon
denounces the ideologues it is because they are the sworn foes of ideology,
intent on demystifying the sentimental illusions and maundering religiosity
with which he hoped to legitimate his dictatorial rule.

In the teeth of Bonaparte’s displeasure, Tracy continued work on a second
volume of his Eléments, and snatched time to work on 2 Grammar. His
approach to language was too abstract and analytic for Napoleon’s taste,
enraging the latcer stll furcher: Tracy insisted on raising questions of the
origins and functions of language, while Napoleon favoured the study of
language through the teaching of the French literary classics. Once more,
‘theoris” and ‘humanist® were locked in combat, in a philological dispute
which encoded a political antagonism between radical and reactionary.
Suspected of involvement in a plot to assassinate the Emperor, Tracy
opposed him as a senator and produced the final volume of his life’s work,
devoted to the science of economics. Like Marx, he believed that economic
interests were the final determinants of social life; but he finds in these
interests a recalcitrance which threatens to undermine his rationalist politics.
What use is reason, he complains, in persuading the idle rich that they are
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good for nothing? (Tracy was himself one of France’s largest landed proprie-
tors, and an absentee landlord at that). The final volume of the Eléments thus
presses up against a material limit which it will be left to Marx to cross; and
the tone of its Conclusion is accordingly defeadist. In turning his eyes to the
economic tealm, Tracy has been forced to confront the radical ‘irrationality’
of social motivations in class-society, the rootedness of thought in selfish
interests. The concept of ideology is beginning to strain towards its later,
pejorative meaning; and Tracy himself acknowledges that reason must take
more account of feeling, character and experience. A month after finishing
the work, he wrote an ardcle defending suicide.

Late in his life, Tracy published a work on - of all things - love, which
was devoured by his admiring disciple Stendhal Tracy spoke up for the
complete freedom of young women to select their own marriage partners,
pleaded the cause of unmarried mothers and championed sexual liberty. (His
proto-feminism had its limits, however: women were to be fully educated
but not allowed the vote) Thomas Jefferson had him elected to the
American Philosophical Society, and Tracy in his turn was deluded enough
to declare the United States ‘the hope and example of the world’. When the
French revolution of 1830 broke out almost literally on his doorstep, the
elderly Tracy strolled from his house and threw himself on the barricades.

Marx described Destutt de Tracy as a light among the vulgar economists,
though he attacked him in both The German Ideology and Capital, dubbing
him a ‘cold-blooded bourgeois-doctrinaire’ in the latter work. Emmet
Kennedy, in his excellent study of Tracy, makes the perceptive point that the
only volume of his treatise on ideology that Marx probably read is the one
devoted to economics, and that the appearance of this work of bourgeois
political economy as part of a general science of ideology might have firmed
up in Marx’s mind the connection between the two. In other words, it might
have helped to shift Marx from his view of ideology as mere abstract ideas to
his sense of it as political apologia.

The emergence of the concepr of ideology, then, is no mere chapter in the
history of ideas. On the contrary, it has the most intimate relation to
revolutionary struggle, and figures from the outset as a theotetical weapon
of _class warfare. It arrives on the scene inseparable from the material
practices of the ideological state apparatuses, and is itself as a notion a theatre
of contending ideological interests. But if ideology sets out to examine the
sources of human consciousness, what is to be said of the consciousness
which performs this operation? Why should that pardcular mode of reason
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be immune from its own propositions about the material foundations of
thought? Perhaps the whole concept of ideology is just some biologically
determined reflex in the head of a French philosophe called Destute de Tracy,
with no more objective validity than that. Reason would appear able to
monitor the whole of reality; but is it able to monitor itself? Or must it be
the one thing which falls outside the scope of its own analysis? The science
of ideas would seem to allot itself transcendental status; but it is exactly such
a claim which its own doctrines put into question. So it is that Hegel, in the
Phenomenology of Spirit, will induce reason to curve back upon itself, tracing
its stately progress towards the Absolute all the way from its humble
germination in our routine sense-data.

The kernel of Napoleon's criticism of the ideologues is that there is
something irrational about excessive rationalism. In his eyes, these thinkers
have pressed through their enquiry into the laws of reason to the point
where they have become marooned within their own scaled systems, as
divorced from practical reality as a psychotic. So it is that the term ideology
gradually shifts from denoting a sceptical scientific materialism to signifying
a sphere of abstract, disconnected ideas; and it is this meaning of the word
which will then be taken up by Marx and Engels.

Karl Marx’s theory of ideology is probably best seen as part of his more
general theory of alienadon, expounded in the Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripis (1844) and elsewhere.® In certain social conditions, Marx argues,
human powers, products and processes escape from the control of human
subjects and come to assume an apparently autonomous existence. Estranged
in this way from their agents, such phenomena then come to exert an
imperious power over them, so that men and women submit to what are in
fact products of their own actvity as though they are an alien force. The
concept of alienation is thus closely linked to that of ‘reificadon’ - for if
social phenomena cease to be recognizable as the outcome of human
projects, it is understandable to perceive them as material things, and thus to
accept their existence as inevitable.

The theory of ideology embodied in Marx and Engels’s The German
Ideology (1846) belongs with this general logic of inversion and alienation. If
human powers and instdtutions can undergo this process, then so can
consciousness itself. Consciousness is in fact bound up with social practice;
but for the German idealist philosophers whom Marx and Engels have in
their sights, it becomes separated from these practices, fedshized to a.thing-
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in-itself, and so, by a process of inversion, can be misunderstood as the very
source and ground of historical life. If ideas are grasped as autonomous
entities, then this helps to naturalize and dehistoricize them; and this for the
early Marx is'the secrer of all ideology:

Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc. - real, active men,
as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive
forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest
forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence,
and the existence of men is their actual life-process. If in all ideology men
and their circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera obscura, this
phenomenon arises just as much from their historical life-process as

- the inversion of objects on the retina does from their physical life-
process.

In direct contrast to German philosophy which descends from heaven to
earth, here we ascend from earth to heaven. This is to say, we do not set out
from what men say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as narrated, thought
of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at men in the flesh. We set out
from real, active men, and on the basis of their real life-process we
demonstrate the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes of this

life-process. ... Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by
life?

The advance here over the Enlightenment philosophes is plain. For those
thinkers, an ‘ideology’ would help to dispel errors bred by passion, prejudice
and vicious interests, all of which blocked the clear light of reason. This
strain of thought passes on to nineteenth-century positivism and to Emile
Durkheim, in whose Rules of Sociological Method (1895) ideology means
amonyg other things allowing preconceptions to tamper with our knowledge
of real things. Sociology is a ‘science of facts’, and the scientist must accord-
ingly free himself of the biases and misconcepdions of the layperson in order
to arrive at a properly dispassionate viewpoint. These ideological habits and
predispositions, for Durkheim as for the later French philosopher Gaston
Bachelard, are innate to the mind; and this positivist current of social
thought, true to its Enlightenment forebears, thus delivers us a psychologistic
theory of ideology. Marx and Engels, by contrast, look to the historical
causes and functions of such false consciousness, and so inaugurate the
major modern meaning of the term whose history we are tracing. They
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arrive at this view hard on the heels of Ludwig Feuerbach, whose The Essenrce
of Christianity (1841) sought for the sources of religious illusion in humanity’s
actual life conditions, but in a notably dehistoricizing way. Marx and Engels
were not in fact the first thinkers to see consciousness as socially determined:
in different ways, Rousseau, Montesquieu and Condorcet had arrived at this
view before them.

If ideas are at the very source of historical life, it is possible to imagine
that one can change society by combatting false ideas with true ones; and it
is this combination of rationalism and idealism which Marx and Engels are
rejecting, For them, social illusions are anchored in real contradictions, so
that only by the practical activity of transforming the latter can the former
be abolished. A materialist theory of ideology is thus inseparable from a
revolutionary politics. This, however, involves a paradox. The critique of
ideology claims at once that certain forms of consciousness are false and that
this falsity is somehow structural and necessary to a specific social order. The
falsity of the ideas, we might say, is part of the ‘truth’ of a whole material
condition. But the theory which identifies this falsehood therefore under-
cuts itself at a stroke, exposing a situation which simply as 2 theory it is
powerless to resolve. The critique of ideology, that is to say, is at"the same
moment the critique of the critique of ideology. Moreover, it is not as
though ideology critique proposes to put something true in place of the
falsity. In one sense, this critique retains something of a rationalist or En-
lightenment structure: truth, or theory, will shed light on false conceptions.
But it is ant~rationalist in so far as what it then proposes is not a set of true
conceptions, but just the thesis thac all ideas, true or false, are grounded in
practical social activity, and more particularly in the contradictions which
that activity generates.

More problems then inevitably follow. Does this mean that true ideas
would be ideas faithful to pracdcal social activicy? Or can their tuth or
falsebood be ascertained independently of this? Are not the illusions of
bourgeois society in some sense actually true to its practices? If they are
rationalizations of contradictions to which those practices give rise, are not
such misconceptions indeed rooted in the ‘real life-process’, rather than idly
autonomous of it? Or is the point that their very autonomy is itself socially
determined? Is this autonomy merely apparent - a misperception on the part
of human subjects - or is it real? Would true ideas be not just those which
corresponded to actual practices, but those which corresponded to ‘true’
practices? And what would it mean to say of a practice, as opposed to a
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meaning, that it was true or false?

There are several difficulties with the formulations in the passage quoted
from The German Ideology. For one thing, the whole vocabulary of ‘reflexes’
and ‘echoes’ smacks strongly of mechanical materialism. What distinguishes
the human animal is that it moves in a world of meaning; and these
meanings are constitutive of its activities, not secondary to them. Ideas are
internal to our social practices, not mere spin-offs from them. Human
existence, as Marx recognizes elsewhere, is purposive or ‘intentional’
existence; and these purposive conceptions form the inner grammar of our
practical life, without which it would be mere physical motion. The term
‘praxis’ has been often enough used by the Marxist tradition to capture this
indissolubility of action and significance. In general, Marx and Engels
recognize this well enough; but in their zeal to worst the idealists they risk
ending up here simply inverting them, retaining a sharp duality between
‘consciousness’ and ‘practical activity’ but reversing the causal relations
between them. Whereas the Young Hegelians whom they are assailing
regard ideas as the essence of material life, Marx and Engels just stand ¢his
opposition on its head. But the antithesis can always be partly deconstructed,
since ‘consciousness’ figures, so to speak, on both sides of the equation.
Certainly there can be no ‘real life-process’ without it.

The problem may spring from the fact that the term ‘consciousness’ here
is being pressed into double service. It can mean ‘mental life’ in general; or it
can allude more specifically to particular historical systems of beliefs
(religious, juridical, political and so on), of the kind Marx will later come to
ascribe to the so-called ‘superstructure’ in contrast to the economic ‘base’. If
one is thinking of consciousness in this second sense, as well-articulated
structures of doctrine, its opposition ro ‘practical activity’ becomes racher
more plausible. It belongs to the Marxist case that such superstructures are
indeed estranged from their practical, productive ‘base’, and the causes of
this estrangement inhere in the very nature of that material activity. This,
however, will not entirely meet the point, since for all their alienated
character such ideological discourses still powerfully condition our real-Jife
practices. Political, religious, sexual and other ideological idioms are part of
the way we ‘live’ our material conditions, not just the bad dream or dispos-
able effluence of the infrastructure. But the case holds even less if we keep to
the broader sense of consciousness, since without it there would be no
distinctively human activity at all. Factory labour is not a set of material
practices plus a set of notions about it; without certain embodied intentions,
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meanings, interpretations, it would not count as factory labour at all.

It is necessary, then, to distinguish two rather different cases which The
German Ideology threatens to conflate. On the one hand, there is a general
materialist thesis that ideas and material activity are inseparably bound up
together, as against the idealist tendency to isolate and privilege the former.
On the other hand, there is the historical materialist argument that certain
historically specific forms of consciousness become separated out from
productive activity, and can best be explained in terms of their functional
role in sustaining it. In The German Ideology, it is occasionally as though Marx
and Engels illicidy fold the latter case into the former, viewing ‘what men
and women actually do’ as a kind of ‘base’, and their ideas about what they
do as 2 sort of ‘superstructure’. But the relation between my act of frying an
egg and my conceptions about it is not the same as the relation between the
economic activities of capitalist society and the rhetoric of parliamentary
democracy. One might add that thinking, writing and imagining are of
course just as much part of the ‘real life-process’ as digging ditches and
subverting military juntas; and that if the phrase ‘real life~process’ is in this
sense disablingly narrow in Marx and Engels’s text it is also unhelpfully
amorphous, undifferentiatedly spanning the whole of ‘sensuous practice’.

At one point in their work, Marx and Engels would seem to conjure 2
chronological difference out of this distinction between two meanings of
‘consciousness’, when they remark that ‘the production of ideas, of concep-
tions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material
activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life.® What
they have in mind here is the momentous historical event of the division of
mental and manual labour. Once an economic surplus permirs a minority of
‘professional’ thinkers to be released from the exigencies of labour, it
becomes possible for consciousness to ‘flatter’ itself that it is in fact in-
dependent of material reality. ‘From now on’, Marx and Engels observe,
‘consciousness is in a position to emancipate itself from the world and to
proceed to the formation of “pure” theory, theology, philosophy, ethics, etc.”
So it is as though one epistemological case holds true for societies predating
the division of mental and manual labour, while another is appropriate to all
subsequent history. This cannot of course be what they mean: the ‘practical’
consciousness of priests and philosophers will continue to be ‘directly
interwoven” with their material ‘activity, even if the theoretical doctrines
they produce are loftily aloof from it. The important point, however, is that
the schism between ideas and social reality explored by the text is, so to
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speak, a dislocation internal to social reality itself, in specific historical
conditions. It may be an illusion to believe that ideas are the essence of social
life; but it is not an illusion to believe that they are relatively autonomous of
it, since this is itself a material fact with particular social determinations.
And once this condition has set in, it provides the real material basis for the
former ideological error. It is not just that ideas have floated free of social
existence, perhaps on account of the hubris of a handful of intellectuals; on
the contrary, this ‘externality’ of ideas to the material life-process is itself
internal to that process.

The German Ideology appears at once to argue that consciousness is indeed
always ‘practical’ consciousness, so that to view it in any other light is an
idealist illusion; and that ideas are sheerly secondary to material existence. It
therefore needs a kind of imagery which equivocates between seeing
consciousness as indissociable from action, and regarding it as separable and
‘inferior’; and it finds this in the language of ‘reflexes’, ‘echoes’ and ‘sub-
limates’. A reflex is in one sense part of what it reflects, as my image in the
mirror is in some sense me, and at the same time a secondary, ‘second best’
phenomenon. Why Marx and Engels want to relegate consciousness to this
second-hand status is clear enough; for if what we think we are doing is
actually constitutive of what we are doing, if our conceptions are internal to
our practice, what room does this leave for false consciousness? Is it enough
to ask George Bush what he thinks he is doing to arrive at a sadsfactory
account of his role within advanced capitalism? Marx and Engels see well
enough that human agents are often for good historical reasons self-
deceived as to the significance of their own actions; I have no unfailingly
privileged access to the meaning of my own behaviour, and you can some-
times supply me with a more cogent explanation of it than I can produce
myself. But it does not follow from this that there is something called ‘what
we do’ which is independent of meanings altogether. For an action to be a
human practice, it must incarnate meaning; but its more general significance
is not necessarily the one the agenr ascribes to it. When Marx and Engels
speak of setting out from ‘real, active men’ rather than from what these
‘men’ say, imagine and conceive, they sail perilously close to a naive sensuous
empiricism which fails to grasp that there is no ‘real life-process’ without
interpretation. To attempt to ‘suspend’ this realm of meaning in order the
better to examine ‘real’ conditions would be like killing a patient to examine
more conveniently the circulation of her blood. As Raymond Williams has
commented, this ‘objectivist fantasy’ presumes that real life conditions ‘can
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be known independently of language and of historical records’. It is not,
Williams observes, as though there is first material social life and then, at
some temporal or spatial distance, consciousness and “its” products ...
consciousness and its products are always, though in variable forms, parts of
the material social process itself’* Marx and Engels’s hypnotic insiscence on
terms like ‘real’, ‘sensuous, ‘actual, ‘practical’, briskly and scornfully
contrasted with mere ‘ideas’, makes them a sound a lictle like FR. Leavis on a
bad day. And just as they cannot ignore interpretation in the case of the men
and women they discuss, neither can they overlook it in their own case. For
although they claim in empiricist vein to have no premisses of their own
other than that of starting from ‘real men’, it is of course clear enough that
what counts for them as real is by no means innocent of theoretical
assumptions. In this sense too, the ‘real life-process’ is bound up with
‘consciousness: that of the analysts themselves.

We need, however, to look rather more closely at the metaphor of
‘inversion” which controls much of this account of ideology. It should be
noted first of all that to invert a polarity is not necessarily to transform it.
Little is to be gained by upending idealism into mechanical materialism,
making thought a function of reality rather than vice versa. Ironically
enough, this gesture mimes idealism in the act of upbraiding it, since a
thought reduced t a ‘reflex’ or ‘sublimate’ is quite as immaterial as one
sequestered from reality. The celebrated camera obscura image is telling here,
suggesting as it does thac the Hegelians have simply got the world the wrong
way up. The image itself has a history stretching back to the father of
empiricist philosophy John Locke, who like many others saw the camera
obscura as a prototype of exact, scientific reflecdon. It is thus ironic, as WJ.T.
Mitchell points out, that Marx should use this same device as the very model
of illusion." Yet the empiricist history behind the metaphor is retained in
Marx’s deployment of it the human mind is like a camera, passively
recording objects ‘in the external world. Given the assumpton that the
camera cannot lie, the only way in which it could generate distortion would
be by some kind of built-in interference with the image. For this camera has
no operator, and we therefore cannot speak of ideology on this model as an
active slanting, editing and misinterpreting of social reality, as we could, say,
in the case of the hand-held camera of the news photographer. The
implication of the metaphor, then, is that idealism is really a kind of inverted
empiricism. Instead of deriving ideas from reality, it derives reality from
ideas. But this is surely a caricature of philosophical idealism, one partly
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determined by the image in question. For the thinkers whom Marx and
Engels are seeking to combat are not just topsy-turvy empiricists or capsized
mechanical materialists: on the contrary, one of the most valuable aspeces of
their theory for Marxism itself is that human consciousness is an active,
dynamic force. Marxist thinkers as diverse as Lenin and Lukacs will later
rarn this notion to revolutionary ends; but the camera obscura model is really
unable to accommodate it. This distinctly-uninnocent figure forces idealism
into its own empiricist mould, defining it as its mere opposite.

This blindspot has disabling effects on the text’s overall theory of
ideology. For it is hard to see on this account how ideology can be in any
sense an active social force, organizing the experience of human subjects in
accordance with the requirements of a specific social order. Its effects,
instead, would seem almost entirely negative: it is merely a set of chimeras
which perpetuate that order by distracting its citizens from otherwise palpable
mequahty and injustice. Ideology here is essentially otherworldliness: an
imaginary resolution of real contradictions which blinds men and women to
the harsh actuality of their social conditions. Its function is less to equip
them with certain discourses of value and belief relevant to their daily tasks,
than to denigrate that whole quotidian realm in contrast with a fantasized
metaphysical world. It is as though ideology has no particular interest in, say,
inculcating the virtues of thrift, honesty and industriousness in the working
class by a range of disciplinary techniques, but simply denies that the sphere
of work has much significance at all in contrast with the kingdom of heaven
or the Absolute Idea. And whether any regime could reproduce itself by dint
of an ideology as generalized and negative as this is surely questionable.

WJ.T. Mitchell has pointed out that one implication of the camera obscura
figure is of a pure, unmediated relation between human subjects and their
social environment, and that this emphasis is clearly at odds with what the
text has to say elsewhere about consciousness as a social product.”? Indeed, as
Mitchell observes, the assumption that the sensuous world is given directly
to consciousness is part of what the authors of The German Ideology criticize
elsewhere in the wotk of Feuerbach. Marx and Engels, in other words, tend
to counterpose a doctrine of the socially constructed nature of knowledge
against a naive sensuous empiricism, and a naive sensuous empiricism
against idealism’s insistence on the discursively mediated nature of reality. At
one level, they perpetuate in transformed mode the ‘ideclogy’ of the
Enlightenment, reducing ideas to sensational life - though that life is now
firmly defined as pracdcal, social and productive. At another level, from a
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wholly opposed political perspective, they share in Napoleon’s brisk
pragmatic contempt for ‘ideology’, in the sense of a fantastical idealism.

For The German Ideology, ideological consciousness would seem to involve a
double movement of inversion and dislocation. Ideas are assigned priority in
social life, and simultaneously disconnected from it. One can follow the
logic of this dual operation easily enough: to make ideas the source of
history is to deny their social determinants, and so to uncouple them from
history. But it is not clear that such an inversion need always entail such 2
dislocation. One could imagine someone holding that consciousness was
autonomous of material life without necessarily believing that it was its
foundation; and one can equally imagine someone asserting that mind was
the essence of all reality without claiming that it was isolated from it. In fact
the latter position is probably that of Hegel himself. Does ideology
essentially consist in seeing ideas as socially determining, or in regarding
them as autonomous? An ideologue like de Tracy might be said to hold to
the former case, but not to the latter. Marx himself thought the French
ideologues were idealists, in so far as they dehistoricized human conscious-
ness and ascribed it a foundational social role; but they are plainly not ideal-
ists in the sense of believing that ideas drop from the sky. There is a problem,
in other words, about how far this model of ideology can be generalized as a
paradigm of all false consciousness. Marx and Engels are of course
examining the German ideology, a particular current of neo-Hegelian
idealism, but their formulations have often enough a universalizing flavour
about them. In fact - in a deleted passage of the work - they remark that
what is true of German thought is true of other nations too. The obvious
tiposte to this, as Marx and Engels in other moods well knew, is that not all
ideology is idealist. Marx certainly regarded Hobbes, Condillac and
Bentham as full-blooded ideologists, yet 2l three are in some sense material-
ists. Only in a broad sense of ‘idealism’, meaning in effect dehistoricizing or
presuming some invariable human essence, can they be said to be guilty of
the charge. But to dehistoricize is not synonymous with being an idealist,
just as, conversely, an idealism such as Hegel’s is profoundly historical.

Is it not possible that certain ideas may have a firm root in.material
reality, yet still be ideological? Must ideas be empty illusions to qualify for
ideological status? Marx and Engels do not of course assume that any old
abstract idea is ideological: mathematical concepts are not usually so. But the
disconnectedness of thought from practical existence, in ways which serve
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objectionable political ends, would seem for them definitive of the notion.
There is then a strong temptation to believe that we have only to put ideas
and reality back together again for all to be well. This is not, of course, Marx
and Engels’s own case: to overcome false consciousness demands tackling the
social contradictions which generate it, not simply reunitng abstruse ideas
with their lost social origins. But in the hands of somewhat more ‘vulgar’
Marxists, there is sometimes a suggestion that ideas are in a healthy state
when closely imbricated with social practice. The objection to this is that
Edmund Burke would have found it entirely unobjectionable. A whole
lineage of conservative thought has turned on the ‘organic’ interpenetration
of conceptual thought and lived experience, as nervous as Marx and Engels
themselves of purely speculative notions. It is then possible to imagine that
ideology is not particular kinds of ideas with specific functions and effects,
but just ideas which have somehow come unstuck from sensuous reality.

“The ideas of the ruling class', The German Ideology famously proclaims,
‘are in every epoch the ruling ideas, ie. the class which is the ruling material
force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force!’* He who
dominates material production controls mental production too. But this
political model of ideology does not entirely square with the more episte-
mological conception of it as thought oblivious to its social origin. What is
it, chen, that makes ideas ideological? That they are cut loose from their
social moorings, or that they are weapons of a dominant class? And does the
latter necessarily entail the former? ‘The ruling ideas’, the text goes on to
comment, ‘are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant
material relationships, the dominant material reladonships grasped as
ideas’"* This would suggest a more ‘internal’ relation between ideology and
material life than the ‘llusion’ model perhaps permits; but elsewhere the
work runs both emphases together by speaking of these ruling ideas as
‘merely the illusory forms in which the real struggles of the different classes
are fought out® Yet if these forms encode real struggles, in what sense are
they illusory? Perhaps in the sense that they are purely ‘phenomenal’ modes
concealing ulterior motivations; yet this sense of ‘illusory’ need not be
synonymous with ‘false’. Appearances, as Lenin reminds us, are after all real
enough; there may be a discrepancy between material conflicts and the
ideological forms which express them, but this does not necessarily mean
that those forms are either false (untrue to what is the case) or ‘unreal’.

The text, in other words, hesitates significantly between a political and an
epistemological definition of ideology. Ideas may be said to be ideological
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because they deny their roots in social life with politically oppressive effects;
or they may be ideological for exactly the opposite reason - that they are the
direct expressions of material interests, real instruments of class warfare. It so
happens that Marx and Engels are confronting a ruling class whose
consciousness is heavily ‘metaphysical’ in character; and since this meta-
physic is put to politically dominative uses, the two opposed senses of
ideology are at one in the historical situation The German Ideology examines.
But there is no reason to suppose that all ruling classes need to inflect their
interests in such a speculative style. Later on, in the Preface to the Contribution
to a Critique of Political Economy (1859), Marx will write of ‘the legal, polidical,
religious, aesthetic, or philosophic - in short, ideological forms in which
men become conscious of this (economic) conflict and fight it out” The
reference to illusory forms, significandly, has here been dropped; there is no
particular suggestion that these ‘superstructural’ modes are in any sense
chimerical or fantastic. The definition of ideology, we may note, has also
been widened to encompass all ‘mer, rather than just the governing class;
ideology has now the rather less pejorative sense of the class struggle at the
level of ideas, with no necessary implication that these ideas are always false.
In fact in Theories of Surplus Value Marx draws a distinction between what he
calls ‘the ideological component parts of the ruling class’ and the ‘free
spiritual production of this particular social formation’, one instance of the
latter being art and poetry.

The Preface to A Contribution to the Critigue of Political Economy lays out the
famous (or notorious) Marxist formulation of ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’, and
seems to locate ideology firmly within che lateer:

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that
are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production that
correspond to a definite stage of development of their material productive
forces. The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the econ-
omic structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and poli-
tical superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social
consciousness. The mode of productdon of material life conditions the social,
political and intellectual Jife process in general. It is not the consciousness of
men that determines their being but, on the contrary, their social being that
determines their consciousness.'®
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We can take it, perhaps, that ‘definite forms of social consciousness is
equivalent to ideology, though the equation is not unproblemadc. There
could be forms of social consciousness which were non-ideological, either in
the sense of not helping to legitimate class-rule, or in the sense that they
were not particularly central to any form of power-struggle. Marxism itself
is a form of social consciousness, but whether it is an ideology depends on
which meaning of the term one has in mind. Marx clearly has in mind here
specific historical belief-systems and ‘world views’; and, as I have argued in
the case of The German Ideology, it is rather more plausible to see conscious-
ness in this sense as determined by material practice, rather than conscious-
ness in its wider sense of meanings, values, intentions and the rest. It is hard
to see how that can be simply ‘superstructural’, if it is actually internal to
material production.

But if Marx is speaking historically here, what are we to make of the final
sentence of the quotation? ‘It is not the consciousness of men that deter-
mines their being but, on the contrary, their social being that determines
their consciousness’. This is an ontological, not just an historical, claim; it
follows for Marx from the way the human animal is constituted, and would
be true of all men and women in all historical epochs. One effect of this
properly universalizing doctrine is to make the ‘base~superstructure’ thesis
with which it sits cheek by jowl appear to be universal too. Not all Marxists,
however, have taken this view; and whether Marx himself did elsewhere in
his work is a matter of debate, For we can always raise the question: why does
human productive activity need a superstructure? And one answer to that
question would be: because in all history to date it has involved exploitative
social relations, which must then be radified and regulated in legal, political
and ideological terms. A superstructure is necessary because the material
base is self-divided. And were it to overcome those divisions, so some
Marxists have contended, the superstructure would wither away. In a full
communist society, so the argument goes, there would no longer be any
need for a political state which set itself over against civil society, or for a
legitimating ruling ideology, or even for the paraphernalia of an abstract
‘legality”.

Implicit in the notion of a superstructure, in other words, is the idea of
certain institutions which are estranged from materia] life, set over against it
as 2 dominative force. Whether such institutions - law courts, the polidcal
state, ideological apparatuses — could in fact ever be abolished, or whether
such a claim is idly utopian, is not the point to pursue here. What is rather at
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issue is the apparent contradiction between this historical version of the base—
superstructure doctrine, which would see the superstructure as functional
for the regulation of class struggle, and the more universal implications of
Marx’s comment about consciousness and social being. On the former
model, ideology has a limited historical life-span: once the contradictions of
class society had been surmounted, it would wither away along with the rest
of the superstructure. On the latter version, ideology might be taken to
mean something like the way the whole of our consciousness is conditioned
by material factors. And this will presumably not change with the establish~
ment of full communism, since it is just as much a part of our biological
make-up as the need to eat. The twin emphases of the quoted passage, then,
point respectively towards the narrower and the broader senses of ideology
that we have examined already; but the relationship between them is not
exactly clear. A political case is caught up, somewhat obscurely, with an
ontological or epistemological one: is a superstructure (and ideology along
with it) a historically functional phenomenon, or is it as natural to human
societies as breathing?

The base-superstructure doctrine has been widely attacked for being
static, hierarchical, dualistic and mechanistic, even in those more sophis-
ticated accounts of it in which the superstructure reacts back dialectically to
condidon the material base. It might therefore be timely and suitably
unfashionable to enter a word or two in its defence. Let us be clear first what
it is ot asserting. It is not out to argue that prisons and parliamentary
democracy, school rooms and sexual fantasies, are any less real than steel
mills or sterling. Churches and cinemas are quite as material as coal mines; it
is just chat, on this argument, they cannot be the ultimate catalysts of
revolutionary social change. The point of the base-superstructure doctrine
lies in the question of determinations - of what ‘level’ of social life most
powerfully and crucially conditions the others, and therefore of what arena
of activity would be most relevant to effecting a thoroughgoing social
transformation.

To select material production as this crucial determinant is in one sense
to do no more than state the obvious. For there is surely no doubt that this is
what the vast majority of men and women throughout history have spent
their time engaged on. A socialist is just someone who is unable to get over
his or her astonishment that most people who have lived and died have spent
lives of wretched, fruitless, unremirting toil. Arrest history at any point
whatsoever, and this is what we will find. The sheer struggle for material
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survival and reproduction, in conditions of real or artificially induced
scarcity, has tied up such enormous resources of human energy that we
would surely expect to find its traces inscribed in the rest of what we do.
Material production, then, is ‘primary” in the sense that it forms the major
narrative of history to date; but it is primary also in the sense that without
this particular narrative, no other story would ever get off the ground. Such
production is the precondition of the whole of our thought. The base-
superstructure model, to be sure, claims more than just this: it asserts not
only that material production is the precondition of our other activities, but
that it is the most fundamental determinant of them. ‘Food first, morals later’
is only a statement of the doctrine if some causal efficacy of food upon
morals is being suggested. It is not just a questdon of priorities. How then is
this determinacy best to be grasped?

‘Superstructure’ is a relational term. It designates the way in which certain
social insdtutions act as ‘supports’ of the dominant social relations. It invites
us to contextualize such institutions in a certain way - to consider them in
their functional relations to a ruling social power. What is misleading, in my
view at least, is to leap from this ‘adjectival’ sense of the term to a substantive
- 10 a fixed, given ‘realm’ of instirutions which form ‘the superstructure’, and
which includes, say, film. Are cinemas superstructural phenomena? The
answer is sometimes yes and sometimes no. There may be aspects of a
particular movie which underwrite the given power relations, and which are
to that extent ‘superstructural’. But there may be other aspects of it which do
not. An institution may behave ‘superstructurally’ at one point in time, but
not at another, or in some of its activites but not in others. You can examine
a literary text in terms of its publishing history, in which case, as far as the
Marxist model goes, you are treating it as part of the material base of social
production. Or you can count up the number of semicolons, an activity
which would seem to fit neatly into neither level of the model. But once you
explore that text's relations to a dominant ideology, then you are treating it
superstructurally. The doctrine, in other words, becomes rather more
plausible when it is viewed less as an ontological carving of the world down
the middle than as a question of different perspectives. If it is doubtful
whether Marx and Engels themselves would have agreed with this reform-
ulation of their thesis, it is also doubtful in my view whether it matters
much.

So far, then, we seem to be landed by Marx with at least three contending
senses of ideology, with no very clear idea of their interrelations. Ideology
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can denote illusory or socially disconnected beliefs which see themselves as
the ground of history, and which by distracting men and women from their
actual social conditions (including the social determinants of their ideas),
serve to sustain an oppressive political power. The opposite of this would be
an accurate, unbiased knowledge of practical social conditions, Alternatively,
ideology can signify those ideas which directly express the material interests
of the dominant social class, and which are useful in promoting its rule. The
opposite of this might be either true scientific knowledge, or the conscious-
ness of the non-dominant classes. Finally, ideology can be stretched to
encompass all of the conceptual forms in which the class struggle as a whole
is fought out, which would presumably include the valid consciousness of
politically revolutionary forces. What the opposite of this might be is
presumably any conceptual form not currently caught up in such struggle.

As if all this were not enough, Marx’s later economic writing will come
up with a quite different version of ideology, to which we can now wrmn.

In his chapter on ‘The Fedshism of Commodities’ in Volume One of Capital
(1867), Marx argues that in capitalist society the actual social relations
between human beings are governed by the apparently autonomous inter-
actions of the commodities they produce:

A commodity, therefore, is a mysterious thing, simply because in it the social
character of men's labour appears to them as an objective character stamped
upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the producets
to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them as a
social relation, existing not between themselves, but between the products
of their labour.... It is a definite social relation between men, that
