
54 ' Marxism and Literature 

i electronic transmission and recording of speech and of writing 
, for speech, and the chemical and elect ronic compos ition and 

trans mission of images, in complex relations with speech and 
with writing for speech, and including images which can them. 
selves be 'written '. None of these means cancels print. or even 
diminishes its specific importance. but they are not s imple add i-
tions to it , or mere alternatives. In thei r complex connect ions 
and interrelations they compose a new substantia l practice in 
social language itself, over 8 range from public address and 
manifest representation to ' inner speech' and verba l thought. 

I For they are always more tha n new technologies. in the limited 
\ sense. They are means of production , developed in direct if I relations chan ging and extend ing 
. SOCIal and cultural relationshIps: cha nges elsewhere recogniza· 

ble as deep political and economic transformationS'. It is in no 
way su rprising that the specialized concept of ' literature', 
developed in precise forms of correspondence with a particular 
social class. a particular organization of learning. and the 
appropriate particular technology of print. should now be so 
often invoked in retrospective. nostalgic. or reactionary moods. 
as a form of opposition to what is correctl y seen asa new phose of 
civilization. The situation is hi storicall y comparable to that 
invocat ion of the divine and the sac red . and of divine and sac red 
learning. aga inst the new humanist concept of literature, in the 
difficult and contested transition from feudal to bourgeois 
society. 

What can then be seen as happening. in each transition. is a 
h istorica l development of socia l language itself: finding new 
means. new forms and then new definitions of a changing prac. 
tica l consciousness. Manyoftheactive values of ' literature' have 
then to be seen. not as tied to the concept. which came to limit as 
well as to summarize them, but as elements of a continuing and 
cha nging practice which already substa ntially. and now at the 
lovel oftheoretical redefinition, is moving beyond its old fonns. 

4. Ideology 

The concept of 'ideology' did not originate in Marxism a nd is 
, still in no way confined to i t. Yet it is eviden tly a n important 

. -i---. ..concept in almost all Marxist thinking about culture. a nd espe-
cia lly about literature a nd ideas, The difficulty then is that we 

. have to distinguish. three comlllon versions of the cono:pt, 
\vhiCh are aU common in Mar,x ist writing. These arc, broadly: 

J _ .. 
i 

(i) a system of beliefs characteristic of a pa rticular class o r 
group; 

(il) a system of illusory beliefs-false ideas or false con· 
sciousness-which can be contrasted with true or scientific 
knowledge; 

(iii) the general process of the production of meani.ngs and 
ideas. 
In one variant of Marxism, senses (i) and {Ii} can be effectively 
combined. In a class society. all beliefs are founded on class 
posi tion and the systems of belief of all classes-or, quite com· 
manly. all classes preceding, and olher than, the proletariat, 
whose formation is the project of the abolition of class society 
-are the n in part or wholly false (i llusory). The specific prob-
lems in this powerful general proposition have led to intense 
con troversy within Marxist thought. It is not unusual to find 
some form of the proposition alongside uses of the simple sense 
to. as in the choracterization. for exarnple by Lenin, of 'socia list 
ideology'. Another way of broadly retaining but distinguishing 
senses (i) and (il) is to use sense (i) for systems of belief founded 
on class pos ition. including that of the proletariat within class 
society, and sense (ii) for contrast with ti n a broad sense) scien· 
tif ic knowledge of all kinds. which is based on reality rather than 
illusions. Sense (iii) undercuts most of these associations and 
distinctions. for the ideologica l process-the production of 
meanings and ideas-is then seen as genera l and and 
ideology is either this process itself or the area of Its study. 
Positions associated with senses ti) and {ii} a re then brought to 
bear in Marxist ideo logical s tudies. 

In th is situation there can be no question of establishing, 
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except in polemics, 8 s ingle 'correct' Marxist definiti on of ideo l. 
ogy. lt is more to the point to return the term a nd its 
the iSsues \vithin which it,anp t.h.ese were formed; and specifi· 
ca ll y. first. to the historica l development. We can then return to 
the issues as they now present themselves, and to the important 
controversies which the term aDd its variations reveal and con· 
ceal 

' Ideology' was coined as a term in the late eigh teen th century, 
by the French philosopher DestuJ!AJ} I.rltg. It was intended to 
be a philosophica l term (QfThc of It s use 
depended on a particular understanding of the nature of , ideas ' • 
which was broadly that of Locke and the empiricist tradition . 
Thus ideas were not to beand could not be understood in aoyor 
the older 'metaphysica l' or ' idealist' senses. The science of ideas 
must be a natural science, since a ll ideas originate in man's 
experience of the world. Specificall y, in Destutt, ideology is part 
of zoology: 

We have only AA Incomplete k.nowledge of an animal if we do not k.now 
his intellectual faculti es. Ideology is a part of Zoology, and It is espe-
cially in man thallhis part is important and deserves to be morc deeply 
understood. (Elements d'idl§oJogie, 1 801, Preface) 

The description is characteristic of scientific e mpi ricism. The 
'real elements' of ideology are 'our intellectual faculties, their 
principa l phenomena and their most evident circumstances'. 
The critical aspect of this emphasis was at once realized by one 
kind of opponent, the reactionary de Bona ld: ' Ideology has 
replaced metaphysics ... because modern philosophy sees no 
other ideas in the world but those of men'. De Bonald rorrectly 
related the scientific sense of ideology to the empiricist tradition 
which had passed from Locke through Condillac. pointing out 
its prooccupation with 'signs and their influence on thought' 
and summarizing its 'sad system' as a reduction of 'our thoughts' 
to 'transformed sensa tions' . 'All the characteristics of intelli-
gence', de Bonald added, 'disappea red under the sca lpe l of this 
ideological dissection .' 

The initial bearings o f the concept of ideology are then very 
complex. It was indeed an assertion against metaphysics that 
there are 'no ideas in the world but those of men '. At the same 
time, intended as a branch of empirical science, ' ideo logy' was 
limited , by its philoso-phica l assumptions, to a version of ideas 
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as 'transformed sensa tions' and to a version of language as a 
'system of signs' (based, as in Condillac, on an ultimately 
mathematica l model). These limita tions, with their charactens-
tic abstraction of 'man' and 'the world', and with their reliance 
on the passive ' reception' and 'systematic associa tion' of' sensa-
tions' , were not only 'scientific' a nd 'empi rica l' but were ele-
ments of a baSically bourgeois view of human existence. The 
rejection of metaphysics was a characteristic gain, confirmed by 
the development of precise a. nd systematic empirical enquiry. 
At the same time the effective exclusion of any social dimension 
-both the practical exclusion of social relationships implied in 
the model of , man' and 'the world' , and the characteristic dis· 
placement of necessary soci31 rel ationships to a formal system, 
whether the ' laws of psychology' or language as a 'system of 
signs'-was a deep a nd appa rentl y irrecoverable loss and 
distortion. 

It is significant that tho initial objection to the exclusion of any 
active conception of intelligence was made from general ly reac-
tionary posi ti ons, which sought to retain the sense of act ivity in 
its old metaph YSical forms. It is even more s ignificant, in the 
nex t stage of the development, that a derogatory sense of'ideol-
ogy' as ' impracticallheor • or ',-!bslract illusion', fi rst introduced 
from an eVidentl:t reactionary position by Napoleon. was taken 
over, tnoug h from a new posilion, by Marx. 

. 
It is to the doctrine of the ideologues-to this diffuse metaphysics, 
which in a contri ved manner seeks to find the primary causes and on 
this foundation would erect the legislation of peoples, instead of adapt-
ing the laWS to a knowledge of the human heart and of the lessons of 
history- to which one must attri bu te all the misfortu nes which have 
befallen ou r beautiful France.· 
Scott (NapoJeon , 1827, vi. 251) summari zed: 'Ideology, b y 
which nickname the French ruler used to distinguish every 
species of theory, which, resting in no respect upon the basis of 
self.interest, could, he thought, preva il with none save hot-
brained boys and crazed enthusias ts.' 

Each element of this condemnation of 'idco logy'-which 
became very well known and was often repeated in Europe and 
North America during the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury-was taken up and applied by Marx and Engels, in their 

• Ci ted In A. Naess, Democracy, Ideology, omi Objectivity, Oslo, 1956. 151. 
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early writings. It is the substantial content of their attack on their 
German contemporaries in The Germon Ideology (1846). To find 
'primary causes' in ' ideas' was seen as the basic error. There is 
even the same toneof contemptuous practicality in the anecdote 
in Marx's Preface: 
Once upon a limesn honest fellow had the idea that men were drowned 
in water only because they were possessed with the idea of grav ity. If 
they were to knock this idea out of their heads. say by stating it to be a 
superstition, a religious idea, they would be sublimely proof against 
any danger from water. (GI . 2) 

Abstract theories. separated from the'basisof self-interest', were 
then beside the point. 

Of course the argument could not be left at this stage. In place 
of Napoleon's conservative (and suitably vague) standard of 
'knowledge of the human heart and of the lessons of history' , 
Marx and Engels introduced ' the real ground of history'- the 
process of production and self-production-from which the 
'origins and growth' of 'different theoretical products' cou ld be 
traced. The simple cynicism of the appeal to 'self-interest' 
became a critical diagnosis of the real basis of all ideas: 
the ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the 
dominant material relationships, the dominant material relationships 
grasped as ideas. (GJ, 39) 

Yet already at this stage there were obvious complications, 
' Ideology' became a polemical nickname for kinds of thinking 
which neglected or ignored the material social process of which 
'consciousness' was always a part: 
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 dow n as in a camera 
obscure , this phenomenon arises just as much from their historical 
life-process as the inversion of objects on the retina docs from their 
physica l life-process. (GI, 14) 

The emphasis is clear but the analogy is difficult. The physical 
processes of the retina cannot reasonably be separated from the 
physica l processes of the brain, which, as a necessarily can· 
nected activity , control and 'rectify' the inversion. The camera 
obscura was a conscious device for disCerning proportions; the 
inversion had in fact been corrected by adding another lens. In 
one sense the analogies are no more than incidental, but they 
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probably relate to (though in fact , as examples, they work .-
against) of ... I 

They are in a way very like the use of'lheidea of gravity' to refute 
the notion of the control ling power of ideas. If the idea had been 
not a practical and scientific understanding of a natural force 
but , say, an idea of ' racial superiority' or of ' the inferior wisdom 
of women ', the argument might in the end have come out the 
same way but it would have had to pass through many more 
significant stages and difficulties. 

This is also true even of the more positive definition! 
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 fl esh. We set out from real. aclive men, and on the basis of their 
real life-process we demonstrate the devefo'pmenLof the -idooiogrcar 
-reflexes thig life-process. Th'e phantoms formed in the 
human bfallf8realso.ii'i.tcessanTy-,SiililiJnates of their material life-
process, which is empirica lly verifiable and bound to material premis-
ses. Morality, religion. metaphysics, all the rest or ideology and their 
corresponding forms of consciousness, thus no longer retain the sem· 
blance of independence. (GI, 14) 

That 'ideology', shpuld be deprived of its 'semblance of inde· 
is entirely reasonable. But the language of 'reflexes,' 

'echoes', 'phantoms', and 'sublimates' is simplistic, and has in 
re-petition been disastrous. Jt belongs to tbe nill've dualism of 
'mechanical materialism', in which the idealist separation of 
'HIe-as' and 'material reality' had been repeated, but with its 
priorities reversed. The emphasis on consciousness as insepara-
ble from conscious existence, and then on consc ious existence 
as inseparable from material social processes, is in effect lost in 
the use of this deliberately degrading vocabu lary. The damage 
can be realized if we compare it for a moment with Marx's 
description of 'human labour' in Capitol Ii. 185-6): 
We presuppose labourin a form that stamps it as exclusively human .. . 
What distinguishes the worst arch itect from the best ofbecs is this. that 
the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in 
reality. At the end of every labour-process, we get a result that already 
existed in the imagination of the labourer al its commencement. 
This goes perhaps even too much the other way, but its differ-
ence from the world of'reflexes', 'echoes', 'phantoms', and 'su b-
Iimates' hardly needs to be is seen frgm I': 
the beginning_ th.e SOCial anf4J..' 
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its products in ' ideas' are then as much part of this process as 
material products themselves. This. centrally. was the thrust of 
Marx's whole a rgument. but the point was lost, in this crucial 
8.cea , by 8 temporarysurrenderlo the cynicism oC'practicaJ men' 
and. even more, to the abstract empiricism of a version of 
'natural science', 

What had really been introduced. as a corrective to abstract 
empiricism. was the sense of material and social history as the 
real relationship between 'man' and 'nature ', Dut it is then very 
curious of Marx and Engels to abstract. in turn. the persuasive 
'men in the flesh' , at whom we 'arrive' , To begin by presuppos-
ing them. as the necessary starting-point. is right while we 
remember t at they are therefore also conscious men. The deci. 
sion not to set out from 'what men say, imagine, conceive, nor 
from men as narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived' is then 
at best a corrective reminder that there is other and sometimes 
harderevidenceofwhattheyhavedone. But it isalso at its worst 
an objectivist fantasy : that the whole 'real Ii fe--process' can be 
known independently of language (,what men say') and of its 
records ('men as narrated '). For the very notion of history would 
become absurd if we did not look at 'men as narrated ' (when, 
having died, they arc hardly likely to be accessible ' in tho flesh ', 
and on which, inevitably, Marx and Engels extensively and 
repeatedly relied) as well as at that 'history of industry . . . as it 
objectively exists ... an open book of the human faculties . .. a 
human psychoJogy which can be directly apprehended' (EPM. 
121), which they had decisively introduced against the exelu· 
sions of other historians. What they were centrally arguing was a 
new way of seeing the total relationships between this 'open 
book' and 'what men say' and 'men as narratoo'. lp a polemica l 
response tollie abstract history of'idOas or of consciousness 
they made their main point but in one decisive area lost it 
again. This confusion is the source of the naive reduction, in 
much subsequent Marxist thinking, of consciousness. 
tion, art. and ideas to 'rellexes', 'echoes', ' phan oms', and ·sub:... 
liIuates', and then of a profOUnd contUSIOn in lne 'concept of 
'ideology'. -----.-----.---.. 

--we can trace further elements of this failu re if we examine 
those definitions of ideology which gain most of their force by 
contrast with what is not ost common of these 
contrasts is with what is c e oeoce For example: 
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Where speculation ends-in real life-there real. RPsilive science 
begins: the representation of the practical acUvily. of the practical 
process of development of men. Empty talk about consciousness ceases, 
and real knowledge has to take its place. When reality is depicted, 
philosophy as an Indepe nde nt branch of activity loses its medium of 
existence. (CI, 17) 

There are several difficulties here. The uses of 'consciousness' 
and 'philosophy' depend almost entirely on the main argument 
about the futiJity of separating consciousness and thought from 
the material social process. It is the separation that makes such 
consciousness and though t into ideology. Dut it is easy to see 
how the poin t could be taken, and has often been taken, in a 
quite different way. In a new kind of abstraction, 'consciousness' 
and 'philosophy' are separated, in their turn, from 'real know-
ledge' and from the 'practical process '. This is especially easy to 
do with the ava ilable language of 'reflexes', 'echoes', 'phan-
toms',and 'sublimates'. The result of this separation, against the 
original conception of an ind issoluble process, is the farcical 
exclusion of consciousness from the 'development of men' a nd 
from 'real knowledge' of this development. Dut the fonner, at 
least , is impossible by any standard. All that can then be done to 
mask its absurdity is elaborat ion oflha familiar two-stage model 
(the mechanical materialist reversa l of the idea list dualism), in 
which there is first material social life and then , at some tem-
poral or spatial distance. consciousness and 'Its' products. This 
leads directly to simple reductionism: 'consciousness' and 'its' 
products can be nothing but ' reflections' of what has already 
occurred in the material social process. 

It can of course be sa id from experience (that experience 
which produced the later anxious warnings and qualifications) 
that this is a poor practical way of trying to understand 'con· 
sciousness and its products': that these continually escape so 
simple a reductive equa tion. Dut this is a marginal poin t. T.be 
realyoinl is that the separation of 'conscio'"'ii"s:'"" 
ness and its as a 

its l?,roducts' are always, though in 
variable forms, parts of the materfiil socral" selF) 
whether as what Mm ('.all00 the necessary element of 
tion' in the labour process; o r as the necessary conditions of 

I' • \. 
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associated labour. in and in practical ideas of relation· 
Sllij); or. wh icb is so oft en and-s"ig-riificafltrylorgoften , to the real 

of them physical and material, most of them 
manifestly so-which are masked and idealized as 'conscious-
ness and its p roducts' but which, when seen without illusions. 
are themselves necessarily social material activities. What is in 
fact idealized, in the ordinary reductive view, is ' thinking' or 
'imagining'. and the on ly materialization of these abstracted 
processes is by a general reference back to the whole (and 
because abstracted then in effect complete) material social pro-
cess. And what thi s version of Marxism especially overl09ks i.s---

'thinking' and5!D8.s;in!.n...&' 
p'T'Ocesses 0 course inCluaing that capacity for 'internalization ' 

IS a necessary part of any social process between actual 
individual s) and that they become accessible on ly in unarguably 
physica l and material ways: in..,yoiccs. in sounds made ?L 
mstruments, in penned or pri '!.ted wntmg, In al]"anged pigments 
on canvas or paster";" rn\vorke4 marble To exclude 

from the material socia l process 
is the same error as to reduce all material social processes to 
mere technical means for some other abstracted 'life'. The 'prac· 
tical process' of the 'development of men' necessari ly includes 
them from the beginning, and as more than the technical means 
for some quite separate ' thinking' and 'imagining'. 

What Can then besa id tu be 'ideolugy', in its received negative 
form? It can of course be said that these processes, or some of 
them, come in variable forms (which is as undeniable as the 
variable forms of any p roduction), and tha t some of these form s 
are 'ideology' whlle olhers are not. This is a tempting pa th, but it 
is usually not followed far, because there is a fool's beacon 
erected just a Iiule way along it. This is the difficult concept of 
'science'. We have to notice first a problem of translation. The 
German Wissenschaft, like the French science, has a much 
broader meaning than English science has had since the early 
nineteenth century. The broader meaning is in the area of 'svs· ?tr 
tematic knowl fl' or 'oron17.ed 
been largely specialized to suc now eage based on observa-
tion of the ' real world' (at first, and stil l persistently. within the 
categories of ' man ' and ' the world') and on the s ignificant dis-
tinction (and even opposition) between the formerly inter-
changeable words experience and experiment , the latter attract· 
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ing, in the course of development , new senses of empirica l and 
posit ive. It is then very difficult for any English reader to take the 

/:'\tnrnsla ted phrase of Marx and Engels- 'real, positive sci· 
any th ing other than this 

qualifications have then at once to De made. First, that the 
Marxist definition of the 'real world', by moving beyond the 
separated categories of 'man' and ' the world' and including, as 
central, the active material social process, had made any such 
simple transfer impossible: 

If industry is conceived as an exoteric form of the realization of the 
essential human /acuities, one is able tu grasp also the human essence 
of Nature The natural sciences will then 
abandon their a matcriaJis, r rather, and 

become t e on science ... Orw.Eos,s lor Iile and 
IS a 0 (gfMt.1 22)--------

This is an argument precisely against the categories of the 
English specializat ion of 'science', But lhen, second, the actual 
progress of scientific rationality , especially in its rejection of 
metaphysics and in its triumphan t escape from a limitation to 
observation, experiment, and inquiry within received religious 
and philosophica l systems, was immensely attractive as a model 
for understanding society. Though the object of inquiry had 
been radica lly changed- from 'man' and ' the world 'toan active , 
interactive, alld in a key sense se}f·creating materia l social 
process-it was supposed, or rather hoped, that the methods, or 
at least the mood, could be carried over. 

This sense of getting free of the ord inary assumptions of social 
inquiry, which usually began where it sh.ould have ended, with 
the forms and categories of a particular historical phose of 
society, is immensely important and was radically demon· 
strated in most of Marx's work. B!!!..!t is very difff;!rent from the 
uncritical use of 'science' and 'scientilic', with deliberate refer· 
ences to ang dence' asc:ribe-the-
9SSimttDUY "ErJtJ i4Y@d historica work which was actuall 
liirncmrken:---E , l rue, use these re erences and 
an§1ogreSffiuch more often than Marx. 'Scien tific socialism' 
became, under his influence, a polemical catchword..ln pracuce 
it depends almost equally on a hustihablc) sense of systematic 
knowledge of society, based on observation and analysis of it s 
processes of development (as distinct, say. from 'utopian ' 
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socialism, which projected a desirable future without close con· 
sideration of the past and present processes w ith in which it had 
to be attained); and on a (false) association with the 'fundamen. 
tal' or 'universa l' 'laws' of natural science, which. even when 
they turned out to be ' laws' rather than effective working 
generalization:; Or hypotheses, were of a different kind because 
their objects of study were radically different. 

The notion of 'science' has had a crucial effect, negatively, on 
the concept of 'ideology'. If 'ideology' is contrasted with ' real, 
positive science', in the sense of detailed and connected know-
ledge of 'the practical process of development of men'. then the 
distinction may have sign ificance as an indication of the 
received assumptions, concepts, and points of view which can 
be shown to prevent or distort such detailed and connected 
knowledge. We can often feel that this is a ll that was really 
intended. But the contrast is of course less simple than it may 
look, since its confident application depends on a knowable 
dist inction between 'detailed and connected knowledge of the 
practical process of development' and other kinds of 'know-
ledge' which may often closely resemble it. One way of apply-
ing Ihe distinguishing criterion would be by examining the 
'assumptions, concepts, and points of view', whether received 
or not , by which any knowledge has been gained a nd organized. 
But it is just this kind of analysis which is prevented by the a 
priori of a 'positive' method which is not subject to 
such scrutiny: an assumptlon

1 
Gased 1fi fiiCfOiillie received {and ; 

unexamined} assumptions 0 'pos1!lve, SCientifiC kDowkdge: •. 
1'reiidOr the 'ideological bias' of This posi-
non, which has been often repeated in orthodox Marxism, is 
either a circula r demonstration or a familiar partisan claim (of 
the kind made by almost all parties) that others are biased but 
that, by definition, we are not. 

That indeed was the fool's way out oflhe very difficult prob-
lem which was now being confronted, within historical 
materialism. Its symptomatic importance at the level of dogma 
has to be noted and then set aside if we are to see, clearly, 8 very 
different and much more interesting proposition, which leads to 
a quite different (though not often theoretically distinguished) 
definition of ideology. This begins from the main point of the 
a ttack on the Young Hcgelians, who were said to "consider 
conceptions, thoughts. ideas, in fact all the products of con-
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sciOllsness, to which they attribute an independent ex istence, 
as the real chains of men", Social liberation would then come 
through a 'change of consciousness'. Everything then turns, of 
course, on the definition of 'consciousness'. The definition 
adopted, polemically, by Marx and Engels, is in effect their 
definition of ideology: not 'practical consciousness' but 'self-
dependent theory'. Hence 'really it is only a question of explain· 
ing this theoretical talk £Tom the actua l existing conditions . The 
real, practical dissolution of these phrases, the removal of these 
notions from the consciousness of men, will , , , be effected by 
altered circumstances, not by theoretical deductions' (eI, 15). In 
this task the proletariat has an advantage. since 'forthe mass of 
men , ' , these theoretical notions do not exist'. 

If we can take this seriously we are left with a much more 
limited and in that respect more plausible definition of ideo-
logy. Since 'consciousness', includ ing 'conceptions, thought s. 
ideas ' , can hardly be asserted to be non-existent in the 'mass of 
men ', the definition falls back to a kind of consciousness, and 
certain kinds of conceptions, thoughts , and ideas. which are 
specifically 'ideological' , Engels later sought to clarify this posi-
tion: 
Every ideology . .. once it has arise n. develops in connection with tne 
given concept-material. and develops this material further; otherwise it 
would cease to be ideology, that is, occu tion with thou ts as with 

entities. deve!opIiij[iiiSlej>cn ent an 8ub'cc 0._ 
.Jll:if hrws:1"lial the material lire cond.Itiuns u e persons inside 

W 050 iOOds11iis thought process goes all, in the last resort determines 
the course of this process. remains of necessity unknown 10 these 
persons, for otherwise there would be an end to all ideology. 
(Feuerbach.65-6) 
Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called think.er. con-
sdously indeed but with a false consciousness. The real motivesimpel-
ling him remain unk.nown to him. otherwise it would not be an ideo-
logical process at all. Hence he false or apparent motives. 
Because it is a process of thought he derives both itsformand its content 
from pure thought, either his own or thai of his predecessors.· 
Taken on their own, these statements can appear Virtually 
psychological. They are structurally very s imilar to the Freudian 
concept of 'rationalization' in such phrases as 'inside whose 
heads'; 'real motives .. , unknown to him '; 'imagines false or 
• Letterto F. Mehring, 14 IIIIY1893 (MQI"J(ond Ensels: Se lecledCorrespolldence. 

New York. 1935). 
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apparent motives', In this form a version of 'ideology' is readily 
accepted in modern bourgeois though t, which has its own con-
cepts of the 'real'-material or psycho!ogicaJ-to undercu teither 
ideology or rationa lization. But it had once been a more serious 
position. Ideology was specifically identified as a consequence 
of the division of la bour: 
Division of labour only becomes truly such from the moment when a 
division of malerial and mental labour appears . .... From this moment 
onwards consciousness con really flatter itself thai it Is something other 
than consciousness of existing practice. that it n.'Ol/y represents some-
thing withou t representing something real; from now on consciousness 
Is in 8 position to emancipate itself from the world and to proceed talhe 
formation of 'pure' theory, theology. philosophy. ethics. etc. (cr. 51) 

<"7' analysis 
'..:... resto ratIOn Dills 'rearr connectlons. .-

.The division of labou r . .. manifests itself also in the ruling class as the 
division of mental and material labour. so that inside thiselsss ono part 
appears as he thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive Ideologists. 

.. abo,.Yt illiQlf \hei 
_chief SOI!f'Q) liveHhOQd) while the 0 her's attitude to these ideas and 

Hlusions is more pas!live and I1lCeptive, because they are in reality the 
active members or this elassand have less time to makeup iJluslonsand 
ideas abouLtlu.'IIU£lJ,yps.j GI , 39-401" . -

This is shrewd enough, as is the later observation that 
reach ne,w class . ' , is compelled. , . to represent its Intorest 8S the 

,;- . common intorest 0rell/he membi:tS p .1_1 _ 
« idca!! iii OIm of IhJl!!tR!i., ltip 

only muoo01, unlvorsally v8Tid ones. (G I , 40-1) 
'" -- ._. ----- -- - -

But ' ideology' then hovers between 'a system of be liefs charac-
teristic of a certain class' and 'a system of illusory beliefs- false 
ideas or false consciousness-which can be contrasted with true 
or scientific knowledge'. 

This uncertainty was never reall y resolved. Ideology as 'sepa· 
rated theory'-the natural home of illusions and false con· 
sciousness-is itself sepSIated from the (intrinsically limited) 
'practica l consciousness of a class'. This separation, however, is 
very much easier to ca rry out in theory than in practico. The 
immense body of direct c1ass·consciousness, directl y expressed 
and agai n and again directly imposed, can appear to escape the 
taint of 'ideology'. which would be limited to the ·universaliz· 
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ing' ph!losophers. But then what name is to be found for these 
powerful direct systems? Surely not 'true' or 'scientific' know-
ledge, except by an extraordinary s leight-of-hand with the 
description 'practical'. For most ruli ng classes have not needed 
to be 'unmasked'; they have usually proclaimed their existence 
and the 'conceptions, thoughts, ideas' which ratify it. To OVer· 
throw them is ordina rily to overthrow thei r conscious practice, 
and this is always very much harder than overthrowing their 
'abstract' and 'universalizing' ideas, which also, in real terms, 
have a much more complicated and i.nteractive relationship 
with the dominant 'practical consciousness' than any merely 
dependent o r illusory concepts could ever ha ve. Or again, ' the 
existence of revolutiona ry ideas in a part icular period presup· 
poses the existence of a revolutionary class'. But th is mayor may 
not be true, since all lhe difficult questions are abou t the 
development of a pre-revolutionary or potentiall y revolutiona ry 
or brieny revolutionary into a sustained revolutionary class, and 
the same difficult Questions necessarily arise about pre· 
revolutionary, potentially revolutiona ry, or briefly revolution· 
ary ideas. Marx and Engels's own complicated relations to the 
(in itself very complicated) revolu tionary character of the Euro· 
peao proletariat is an intensely practica l example of just this 
difficulty, as is a lso their complicated and acknowledged rela· 
tionship (i ncluding the relationship im plied by critique) to their 
intel lectual predecessors. 

What really happened, in temporary but influential substitu· 
tion for just this detailed and connected knowledge. was. first, 
an abstraction of 'ideology' , as a category of illusions and false 
consciousness {an abst raction which as they had best reason to 
know would prevent examination, not of the abstracted ideas, 
which is relatively easy, but of the material social process in 
which 'conceptions, thoughts, ideas' , of course in different 
degrees, become pracHcal). Second, in relation to this, the 
abstraction was given a categorica l rigidity, an epochal rather 
than a genuinely historical consciousness of ideas, which could 
then be mechanically separated into forms of successive and 
unified stages of-but which? - both knowledge and illusion . 
Each s tage of the abstraction is radically different, in both theory 
and practice. from Marx 's emphasis on a necessary conflict of 
real interests, in the materia! social process, and on the " lega l, 
political, religious, aesthetic, or philosophical-in short 
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ideological- forms in which men become conscious of this con-
flict and fight it out". The infection hom ca tegorica l argument 
against specialists in ca tegori es has here been burned out. by 8 
practical recogni tion orthe whole and indissoluble material and 
socia l process. ' Ideology' then reverts to a specific and practical 
dimension: the complica ted process within which men 

(are) conscious of their interests and their ronnie Is. 
The ca tegorical short-cut to an (abstract) distinction between 
'true' and 'false' consciousness is then effectively abandoned, as 
in all practice it has to be. 

All these varying uses of 'ideology' ha ve persisted within the 
general development of Marxism. There has been a convenient 
dogmatic retention, at some leve ls, of ideology as 'false 000· 
sciousoess'. This has often prevented the more specific an alysis 
of operative distinctions of 'true' and 'false' consciousness at the 
practical level. which is always that of socia l rela ti onships. and 
of the pa rt played in these relationships by 'conceptions, 
thoughts. ideas '. There was a late attempt, by Luklics, to clarify 
this analysis by a di stinction between 'actual consciousness' 
and ' imputed' or ' potential' consciousness (a full and 'true' 
understanding of a real social position}. This has the merit of 
avoiding the reduction of aU 'actual consciousness' to ideology, 
but the ca tegory is speculative, and indeed as a ca legory cannot 
easily be sustained. In History and Class·Consciousness it 
dependml 0 1'1 a last abstract attempt to identify tru th with lhe 
idea of the proletariat, but in this Hegelian form it is no more 
convincing than the earlier positivist identification ofa ca tegory 
of 'scientific knowledge'. A more interesting but equally dif· 
ficult attempt to define ' true' consciousness was the elaboration 
of Marx's point about changing the world rather than interpret-
ing it. What became known as the 'test of p ractice' was offered as 
a criterion of truth and as the essen tial distinction from ideo· 
logy. ln certain general ways th is is a wholly consistent projec· 
lion from the idea of 'practical consciousness ', but it is easy to 
see how its applica tion to specific theori es, formulat ions, and 
programmes can result either in a vulgar 'success' ethic. mas-
querading as 'historica l truth' , or in numbness or confu sion 
whan there are practical defeats and deformations, The 'test of 
practi ce', that is to say, cannot be applied to 'scientific theory' 
and 'ideology' taken as abstract ca tegories. The rea l point of the 
definition of 'practica l consciousness' was indeed to undercut 
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these abstractions, which nevertheless have continued to be 
reproduced as 'Marxist theory'. 

Three other tendencies in twentieth-cen tury concepts of 
ideology may be briefly noted. First, the concept has been com· 
monly used, within Marxism and outside it, in the relatively 
neu tral sense of 'a system of beliefs characteristic of a particular 
class or group ' (without implications of 'truth' or 'illusion ' but 
with positive reference to a social situation and interest and its 
defining or constitutive system of meanings and values). It is 
thus possible to speak neutrally or even approvingly of ' socialist 
ideology '. A curious example here is tha t of Lenin: 
Socialism, in so far as it is the ideology of struggle of the proletarian 
class, undergoes the general conditions of birth, development and 
consolidation of any Ideology, that Is to say II Is founded on all the 
material of human knowledge, it presupposes a high level of science, 
scientific work, etc .... In the closs struggle of the proletaria t which 
develops spontaneously, as an elemen tal force, on the basis of capitalist 
relations, socialism is in troduced by the ideolojlists.· 

Obviously ' ideology' here is not intended as 'false conscious· 
ness'. The distinction between a class and its ideologists can be 
related to the distinction made by Marx and Engels, but one 
crucia l clause of this-'active, conceptive ideologists, who 
make the perfecting of the illusion of the class about itself their 
chief sou rce of livelihood'-has then to be taci tl y d ropped, 
unless the reference to a 'ruli ng class' can be dressed up as a 
saving clause. More s ignificantly, perhaps, 'ideology' in its now 
neutral or approving sense is seen as ' introduced' on the founda· 
lion of 'all ... human knowledge, ... science . .. etc', of course 
brought to bearfroma class point of view. The pos ition is clearly 
that ideology is theory and that theory is at once secondary and 
necessary; 'practica l consciousness', as here of the proletariat, 
will not itself produce it. This is radically different from Marx's 
thinking, where all 'separa te' theory is ideo logy, and where 
genuine theory-'rea l, positive knowledge'-is, by contrast, the 
articulation of 'practica l consciousness'. But Lenin's model cor· 
responds to one orthodox sociological formulation, in which 
there is 'social situation ' and there is also 'ideology ', thei r rela· 
Hons variable but certainly neither dependent nor 'determined', 
thus allOWing both their separa te and their comparative history 

. ·Letter to the fedeNltlon of the North ', Collecled Work., Moscow, 1961; 6.163 . 
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and analysis. Lenin's formulation also echoes. from a quite 
opposite political position, Napoleon's identification of 'the 
ideologists', who bring ideas to 'the people', for their liberation 
or destruction according to point of view. The Napoleonic defin-
ition , in an unaltered form. has of course also persisted, as a 
popular form of crilicism of politica l struggles which are 
defined by ideas or even by principles. ' Ideology' (the product of 
'doctrinaires') is then oontrasted with 'practical experience'. 
'practica l politics '. and what is known as pragmatism. This 
general sense oC'ideology' as not only 'doctri naire' and 'dogma-
tic' but as 0 priori and abstract has C»-existed uneasily with t he 
equally general (neutral or approvin g) descriptive sense. . 

Finally there is an obvious need for 8 genera l term to descnbe 
not o nl y the products but the processes of a ll signification , 
including the Signi fication of va lues . It is interesting that 'ideol· 
ogy' a nd 'ideologica l ' have been widely used in this sense, 
VoloAinov, for example, uses ' ideologica l' to desc ribe the pro· 
cess of the production of meaning through signs, and 'ideology' 
is taken as the dimension of socia l experience in which mean· 
ings a nd values are p roduced. The diff icult relatio n of so widea 
sense to the other senses which we have seen to be active hardly 
needs st ressing. Yet. however far the term itself may be com· 
promised, some form of this emphasis on signification as a 
central socia l process is necessary. In Marx. in Engels, and in 
much of the Marxist tradition the amtral argument about 'prac· 
tical consciousness' was limited and frequently distorted by 
fail ures to sec that the fundamental processes of social significa· 
tion are intrinsic to 'practical consciousness' and intrinsic also 
to the 'conceptions, thoughts, and ideas' wh ich are recognizable 
as its products. The limiting condition within ' ideology' as a 
concept, from its beginning in Destutt, was the tendency to limit 
processes of meaning and valuation to formed, separable 'ideas' 
or ' theo ries' . To attempt to take these back to 'a world of sensa-
tions' or, on the other hand , to a 'practical consciousness' o r a 
'ma teria l socia l process' which has been SO defined as to exclude 
these fundamental signifying processes, or to make them essen · 
Hall y secondar y, is the pers istent thread of error. For the pracH· 
enl links between 'ideas and 'theories' and the 'production of 
real life' are all in this material socia l process of signification 
itself. 

Moreover, when this is rea li zed , those 'products' w hich arc 
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not ideas or theories, but which are the very different works we 
call 'art' and 'literature ', and which are normal elements of the 
very general processes we caJl 'culture' and 'language', can be 
approached in ways other than reduction, abstraction, of assimi· 
lation. This is the argument that has now to be taken into cuI· 
tural a nd literary studies, a nd especia i1 y in to the Marxist con-
tribution to them, which, in spite of appearances, is then likely 
to be even more controversia l than hitherto. But it is then a n 
open Question whether 'ideology' and ' ideological' , wit h their 
senses of 'abstractio n' and 'illusion', or their senses of 'ideas' 
and 'theories', or even their senses of a 'system' of beliefs or of 
meanings and va lues, are sufficiently precise and p racticable 
terms for so far· reaching and radical a redefinition. 


