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PREFACE

Over the past twenty years or so, the study of ideology as a political
phenomenon has thickened and broadened, and the integration of ideology
studies into the domains of political science and political theory in particular has
made immense strides. The investigation of ideology has come out of the
shadows of the Marxist tradition—though of course that tradition still exerts
considerable influence. Ideology studies have begun to shed the pejorative
connotations of the totalitarian legacies with which they have been burdened.
They have also had to overcome being maligned—almost since the term was
coined—as abstract, dogmatic, doctrinaire and apolitical, remote from the
concrete world of praxis. Within the discipline of political studies or political
science, ideology still leads a somewhat fragmented life, mirroring the
regrettable distance that obtains between comparative politics and the more
ethical and philosophical confines of political theory. Thus, the empirical
exploration of attitudes and the inquiry into psychological explanations of
ideational variations have developed in isolation from cultural and
anthropological findings that are relevant to ideologies. Those in turn have
flourished in separation from the critical basis of discourse analysis or from post-
Marxist examination of ideology as articulating and fixing social and individual
identities.

The publication of a handbook on political ideologies represents a milestone
in the evolution of this branch of knowledge. All recent trends in its study would
agree that ideologies are, have been and will be very much with us—indeed as
long as human beings remain political creatures, which they always will. Those
trends complement each other in important ways that attest to the centrality of
ideologies as a product of social activity and an indispensable feature of the
political (and for the purposes of this volume ‘ideologies’ and ‘political
ideologies’ are used interchangeably). No longer can the disparaging remarks of
some philosophers or some politicians, to the effect that ideologies are inferior
kinds of thinking or distractions from the real world, be taken seriously. Rather,
they are at the heart of concrete political thinking as practised across the globe in
myriad forms. As such ideologies require close consideration irrespective of
their substantive merits—which can be rich and positive as well as destructive or
indifferent. No general understanding of the political can be fashioned without
factoring in the role of ideologies. No academic course of political studies and
no political activist can expect to attain professional and practical competence in



their endeavours, unless the role of ideologies—as action oriented ideas
concerning human communities seeking to achieve public influence and control
—is appreciated.

The diversity of ideology studies is attested to by a mixture of the range of
theories that illuminate the field, combined with the mutating complexity of
concrete ideologies and their segmentation. In the thirty-five chapters that follow
we cannot do justice to all, but we believe that an adequate cross-sample both of
theories of ideology and of particular instances of ideological thinking has been
assembled, and one that we hope will encourage further thought, research, and
informed practice.

The Handbook has been divided into three parts. The first part reflects some
of the latest thinking about the development of ideology on an historical
dimension, from the standpoints of conceptual history, Marx studies, social
science theory and history, and leading schools of continental philosophy. The
second part includes some of the latest approaches to, and theories of, ideology,
all of which are sympathetic in their own ways to its exploration and close
investigation, even when judiciously critical of its social impact. This part
contains many of the more salient contemporary accounts of ideology as a set of
political-thought practices. The third part focuses on the leading ideological
families and traditions, as well as on some of its cultural and geographical
manifestations, incorporating both historical and contemporary perspectives.
Ideologies obviously mutate, gently or radically, smoothly or through ruptures,
and their study evolves as well. Even their very existence is questioned from
time to time, though were that a view held by the authors of the chapters that
follow, this volume could not have been written. If this Handbook throws down
the gauntlet to those who have yet to treat the study of ideologies with respect, it
is first and foremost intended to provide a firm basis for all those who want to
learn about ideologies, who find them to be exciting as well as occasionally
disturbing products of the human mind, and who desire to take our
understanding of ideologies in yet newer directions.

We would like to express our profound thanks to the contributors who entered
into the spirit of the enterprise and produced essays that reflect the coming of
age of a scholarly discipline. And special thanks are due to Dominic Byatt as the
guiding spirit and wise counsel who accompanied this project.

Michael Freeden, Lyman Tower Sargent, and Marc Stears.
August 2012
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I
THE HISTORY OF IDEOLOGY AND OF IDEOLOGY STUDIES



CHAPTER 1
IDEOLOGY AND CONCEPTUAL HISTORY

BO STRATH

PoLiTicAL ideology studied through the lenses of conceptual history begins with
the assumption that ideology escapes definition. Friedrich Nietzsche provided
the argument for this assumption with his statement that what is definable has no
history. Taking Nietzsche seriously on this point consequently means that what
has a history cannot be defined. Ideology as a concept does indeed have a
history.

Conceptual history departs from yet another assumption. Politics—in
democratic societies—is based on general agreement on certain key concepts
like democracy, freedom, solidarity, welfare, progress, etc., but on deep
disagreement when it comes to giving substance and content to these concepts.
Politics is thus based on both agreement and disagreement. Without agreement
there is no political cohesion and framing of the political process but only
fragmentation. Without disagreement there is no politics (Koselleck 1979, 1988
[1959]). Without disagreement there is only administration of consensus. Politics
in democratic societies is not about consensus but about conflict and the search
for compromises, for positions of compatibility of the incompatible.

The target of the analysis of the term ideology from the viewpoint of
conceptual historical methodology is the contentious process of giving meaning
to the term from its first use in French Enlightenment philosophy. Conceptual
history is about discursive struggles aimed at appropriating positions of
interpretative power. It asks the following questions: Who uses key concepts and
what meanings do they invest in them? Which counter positions and counter
concepts do they provoke? How do the struggles about the occupation of
semantic fields change the meaning of key concepts over time? How does the
vocabulary that constitutes a semantic field shift?

The term ideology was launched in the turbulent period before and after the
French Revolution. The inventors of the term, the French ‘ideologues’, coined
the term in their attempt to label a new science outlined in the framework of the
Enlightenment programme, the teaching of ideas. Their assumption was that
ideas could be studied as universal and nomothetic categories. Auguste Comte
would later use this approach to the study of the society with a similar ambition,
himself coining the term ‘sociology’ (from the Latin socius: society and the



Greek logos: law, principle). The assumption of the Enlightenment philosophers
was that ideas and societies were of the same category as nature and that they
therefore followed regular and general patterns that conformed to laws. The
target of the two new sciences of ideology and sociology was to explore these
laws. Developed as parallel approaches in line with an optimistic Enlightenment
belief in the possibility of discovering the universality of the world, they soon
became opposed to one another. One pretended to explore the reality as it really
was, the other was accused of ascribing power to evasive and illusionary ideas.
Nonetheless, they were at the same time kept together as the two sides of one
coin.

In a contribution to the extensive standard German work Geschichtliche
Grundbegriffe (Historical Key Concepts), edited in seven volumes by Otto
Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Ulrich Dierse has analysed the
political contention about shaping the concept of ideology after its creation by
the French Enlightenment philosophers. The focus of his analysis, after an
account of this French origin, is on German debate but there are brief references
to American and British developments (Dierse 1982. Cf Oertel 1970; Rauh
1970; Schmidt 1970).

Napoleon transformed the term ideology from an expression of an academic
imagining of a new science exploring how ideas conformed to laws into a
political concept of conflict. The term lost its philosophical-apolitical
connotation and became a polemic catch word in the public debate. The term
ideology became, so to speak, ideologized and politicized. Napoleon confronted
the ideologues arguing that they were ‘airy-fairy’ and whimsical dreamers
divorced from reality. In particular he attacked the leading ideologue Antoine
Louis Claude Destutt de Tracy, who, in a lecture in the Paris Institut National in
1796, had introduced the term ideology into philosophical language (Destutt de
Tracy 1804—15. Cf Kennedy 1978).

Napoleon’s critique forged a gap between ideas and reality, theory, and
practice. The argument of the ideologues about the primacy of the human spirit
and intellect in the mapping of reality was turned upside down. Ideas became
synonymous with illusion and self-deception. Critique of the term ideology
became critique of opaque obstacles in the fact-finding process that would
establish the truth. More precisely the term ideology began to take on the
meaning of what was argued to be a particular form of illusion, a belief in the
power of ideas in politics and world history (Dierse 1982: 131-2).

Napoleon was initially an adherent of the ideologues. He was a member of
the section for mechanics at the Institut National and, like several of the



ideologues, visited the salon of Madame Helvétius in Auteuil. The brainchild of
the revolution, the Institut National fostered the belief in progress through
science. When the royal academies were suppressed, the comité d’instruction
publique de la Convention was rapidly charged with the task of preparing an
organizational plan for a société destinée a I’avancement des science et des arts.

In 1795 the Convention adopted a report on the formation of such an
organization, no longer referred to as a société but as an institut national. The
intention was that the latter would cast the splendour of the former royal
academies into the shade. This new body was named the Institut National des
Sciences et Arts and encouraged a belief in the possibility of discovering the
means by which ideas conformed to universal laws, just as in the case of the
natural sciences.

During the Egyptian campaign, Napoleon founded an Institute in Cairo. At
the coup d’état on 18 brumaire 1799 some of the ideologues supported him.
However, as Napoleon cemented his power and granted increasing concessions
to the Catholic church (the Concordate in 1801), he established a growing
opposition to the a-religious and anti-theological theories of the ideologues and
their liberal political opinions. Napoleon began to call his former friends
metaphysicians and fanatics, creating a new semantic field around the term
ideology. The term ideology, which had originally indicated a new science,
became a condescending catch-word that served to demarcate political enemies.
Ideology and ideologue began to connote the unwarranted interference of
philosophical theory in political practices. Theory in turn, was presented as
nothing other than ridiculous intellectual experimentation and scheming.
Napoleon confronted the old ideal based on Plato’s claim that philosophers
should be kings and kings should be philosophers. He separated the philosophers
from political power. Ideology thus came to connote day-dreaming and the
ideologues were brushed aside as pauvres savants-la and bavards who believed
that they could interfere in government matters.

In the wake of Napoleon’s campaign against the ideologues, there followed a
rejection of politics on the part of the intellectuals whose programmes and
claims challenged politicians. The condescending political view marked the
whole nineteenth century as a kind of sub-current. Ideology became a label for
unrealistic theories that tried to intervene in the spheres of government and
political action. However, during the nineteenth century and parallel to the belief
in progress through positivism and sociological exploration of societies
conforming to law, the term also retained its original meaning of a scientific
discipline, and this constituted another kind of discursive sub-current (Dierse



1982: 139).

In the USA, there was great interest in the French debate. There was
widespread familiarity with Napoleon’s curse of the ideologues and it was
commented upon in American public debate. Thomas Jefferson was influenced
by the ideologues and corresponded with Destutt de Tracy and others. He
distributed their works. However, he was more interested in their outlines and
designs of economics and politics than their theory of ideas. John Adams, in
turn, was influenced by Napoleon’s view. The dreams of the ideologues to
establish a free, republican constitution for a people, of whom the majority was
illiterate, was unnatural, irrational, and impractical in the eyes of Adams:
‘Napoleon has lately invented a word, which perfectly expresses my Opinion at
that time and ever since. He calls the Project Ideology’, Adams wrote in a letter
to Thomas Jefferson in 1813. Indeed, Adams referred to all those who dreamt of
a future better constitution—Franklin, Turgot, Rochefoucauld, Condorcet, and
others—as ‘Idiologians’. He was not acquainted with the theories of Destutt de
Tracy, which Jefferson had to convey to him, and took his argument directly
from Napoleon. Jefferson did not share Adam’s scepticism versus the
philosophers: ‘Bonaparte, with his repeated derisions of ideologists ... has by
this time felt that true wisdom does not lie in mere practice without principles’,
he wrote to Adams in 1816 as Napoleon contemplated his destiny on Saint
Helena.

In the USA as well as in Germany, the main question to arise in the wake of
the French debate was whether politics was decoupled from theory or whether
true politics only can be based on principles, that is, ideologies. In the British
debate, however, the term ideology received little attention during the first half
of the nineteenth century (Dierse 1982: 141).

The reinterpretation of the concept of ideology initiated by Napoleon was
noticed in the debate in Germany even earlier than in the USA. In 1804 a
reference was made to the fact that across the French debate the terms protestant,
philosopher, encyclopedist, economist, principalist, ideologue, illuminist,
democrat, jacobine, terrorist, and homme de sang were used synonymously. A
few years later Ideologe was used incisively and polemically: ‘Cossacks and
ideologues, scoundrels and friars are unblessed extremes wrongful against the
youth’.! However, only from around 1830 was ideology used more regularly as a
political invective. Conservatives deemed as ideologues those who wanted to
realize the principles of the French Revolution and argued for liberalization,
people’s sovereignty, press freedom, emancipation of the Jews, and a
constitution. Political theoreticians were referred to as visionaries, sticklers for



principles, doctrinaire professors, and ideologues. In March, 1848 King Wilhelm
I of Wiirttemberg referred to certain members of his government as ‘ideologues
and advocates of principles’? and the assembly in Paul’s Church in Frankfurt
was suspected of doctrinaire professorial vanity. The Prussian Prime Minister
Otto von Manteuffel characterized the various attempts to bring about German
unification, basic citizen rights, and a constitution at this time as helpless efforts
of German ideologues, who failed to take the actual political preconditions into
consideration. “They will never achieve anything because they make up their
ideas beforehand, stick to them and run their heads against the wall’.>

However, it was not only conservatives who criticized the ideologues.
Critique also came from socialists. Ferdinand Lassalle called all those who had
lived their lives ‘in books and are used to exist in and sacrifice everything for
ideas and thoughts’ ideologues (Lassalle 1919: 281—-4). Lassalle’s view was that
if behind the claims for freedom there was no material interest, no class interest,
then ideas were just the dreams of a handful of ideologues and emotionalists.
Lassalle defined ideology as unrealistic thinking. In dictionaries at the end of the
1830s, ideology was defined both in the original sense of a theory of ideas and in
the sense of Napoleon as uncoupled from political realities. Prussian historian
Heinrich Leo contributed the term Idiokratie in the German debate to describe a
state form based on fanaticism and abstract principles (Dierse 1982: 141-4).
Like many other intellectuals, Leo had started out as a nationalist inspired by
Hegel. After the revolutionary year of 1830 he broke with the philosophers and
became a reactionary. He became a friend of the Prussian camarilla and of King
Frederick William IV. He also contributed to the highly conservative Politisches
Wochenblatt, which first appeared in 1831.

Heinrich Heine was among the contributors to the German debate who
developed a critical distance from Napoleon’s critique of the ideologues. Heine
referred to Napoleon by means of Hegel’s term ‘the cunning of Reason’ (Heine
1876: 312—13). In his view, Napoleon failed to realize that the ‘German
metaphysic’, which he derided as ideology, would not remain abstract
metaphysics, but would become the pivot of national power. Ideology as a
weapon in the hands of liberal nationalists drove Napoleon out of Germany and
destroyed his own ideology, the abstraction of a universal monarchy which,
however, he did not understand as ideology. Napoleon certainly suppressed
French ideology, but when he carried the revolution to Germany and did away
with the old regimes, he unconsciously became the saviour of German ideology.
“Without him our philosophers would have been exterminated together with their
ideas through the gallows or the wheel’. Instead they became the triggers of



national emancipation. Napoleon did not pay attention to the dangerous ideology
emerging from the ‘blond youth at the German universities’. The German friends
of freedom realised what a service Napoleon had unintentionally afforded them
when he wrote them off as ideologues, Heine noted (Heine 1876: 127).

Despite Heine’s attempt to charge ideology with positive meaning, the power
of Napoleon’s pejorative rejection had such a negative connotation that it proved
difficult to transform the term from a label accorded to enemies into a
description that groups and individuals would willingly apply to themselves. In
the German debate the term remained a description of the opposition between
political action and the thoughts of a stratum of intellectuals, whose science and
scholarship was devoted to developing an action programme, for which they
ultimately took no political responsibility (Brunner 1980).

However, in the long term, Napoleon’s insistence on separating ideology and
politics allowed for the emergence of an intelligentsia, which confronted
political practices with a series of programmes and claims. This intelligentsia did
not restrict itself to combating or defending particular rights and privileges.
Instead they wrote abstract principles like freedom, equality, progress, and so on
their banners. By the mid-nineteenth century these principles had become a
characteristic of modern political parties. They presented general principles and
goals departing from a general idea. The ideology concept was transformed into
a concept that epitomized a set of principles. Ideology became an action-oriented
concept for shaping the future. The concept moved away from its original
meaning of studying ideas conforming to law, although this meaning still played
a certain role in the debate. It also distanced itself from the Napoleonic
pejorative meaning, which, equally, retained a presence in the debate.

Against this context of conceptual contention in the 1840s Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels made their first contribution to the debate on ideology. In the
German Ideology of 1845/46 they developed a fundamental critique of the
young Hegelians, in particular Ludwig Feuerbach. For a long time the content of
this critique remained fragmented and somewhat unclear since the text was
published in substantial excerpts only in 1903/04 and did not appear in full until
1932. From around 1890 onwards, more than half a century after the writing of
the original text, Engels made attempts to clarify what he regarded as
misunderstandings. Marx and Engels rooted their analysis in the tensions
pertaining to ideology as they had appeared in the German debate since the
1830s, as discussed above. Thus, on the one side there was the Napoleonic view
of ideology as unrealistic escapism and philosophical reverie and, on the other
side, the argument of Heine and others that Napoleon’s contempt for the



ideologues was wrongful and ironic, given the fact that he had stumbled on
ideology during the German wars of liberation. In 1841 Engels wrote, for
instance, that those who rejected the term did not want to know that what they
called theory and ideology had been transformed into the blood of the people
and had been infused with life, which meant that ‘not we but they [those who
rejected the concept] err in the utopias of the theory’ (Dierse 1982: 147).

However, despite early attempts to vindicate it, ideology gradually became to
be regarded negatively as a misunderstanding of the reality and hypostatization
of ideas. It was argued that one should take the world as it (really) is and suspect
the ideologues. According to Marx and Engels, romanticism and idealism posed
a major problem for German understandings of ideology as it emerged in the
nineteenth century, and had led to erroneous assumptions about the independent
existence of ideas. Philosophers disguised reality in their fight against phrases
instead of trying to come to terms with the real world. Marx and Engels labelled
this philosophical activity ideology. In a well-known metaphor, they maintained
that ideology and reality are like the upside-down depiction in a camera obscura
or on the retina of the eye (Marx and Engels 1845/46). They argued that the
young Hegelians were subject to the illusion that imaginations, thoughts, and
concepts determined the life and history of humanity. They turned the concept of
ideology upside down themselves and argued that they based this step on
scientific analysis, which was contrary to ideology.

In retrospect it is clear that Marx and Engels were no less ideological than
those they accused of being ideological. They claimed to explain the factual
relationships between Sein and Bewusstsein, between being and consciousness,
and they argued that they based their analysis on the real preconditions of the
human condition. They saw the entire intellectual production of human beings as
predetermined by material production relationships. Marx and Engels imposed a
gap between reality and the material on the one side and ideas and ideologies on
the other. According to their interpretation, ideology implied that concepts,
thoughts, and imaginations were disconnected from their empirical basis. This
decoupling led to abstract speculation, fancy, and figments of the imagination.
The matter at stake was not, as the philosophers believed, to understand the
world but to change it. The urgent task was to deplore rather than explore the
world and the existing production relationships.

For Marx and Engels the class concept offered the correct means for
changing the world. They believed that ideology was the instrument of the ruling
classes, who asserted that their ideas were the ruling ideas and that they
legitimized the existing power relationships. Those who controlled social



relationships managed to convince members of the subservient class that the
bourgeois ideology was also theirs. Class was not guided by ideology but by a
true consciousness which emerged as a pre-given out of the existing production
relationships. ‘Reality’ predetermined class consciousness. Ideology tried to
distort it. The distinction between true consciousness and false beliefs (fostered
by ideology) was crucial in the emerging Marxian interpretative framework.
Once the distortion was removed—that is, when true social relationships had
been reintroduced—truth would emerge and ideology disappear.

From their first young Hegelian target of attack Marx and Engels then turned
this critique against political economy, the social democrats, and abstract natural
scientific materialism as developed, for instance, by Darwin. Religion and the
bourgeois state were seen as expressions of ideology. Ideology was identified as
superstructure which both reflected and disguised the real material interests of
the basis.

From the 1870s onwards the separation of reality and ideology, basis and
superstructure, made by Marx and Engels, which also drew on Napoleon’s
distinction, had a great impact on public debate across Europe. The imagined
separation became a lodestar in the emerging class language levelled against the
bourgeois society.

As the 1890s began, however, there was a re-interpretation of the ideology
concept, in particular among social democrats. The negative connotation
remained in formulations like ‘bourgeois ideologies’ or ‘ideological’ as opposed
to ‘material’ interests. However, at the same time more positive understandings
emerged. Eduard Bernstein, for instance, made efforts to demonstrate the
connection between theory and practice, ideas and politics. Marxism was
opposed to what it maintained was not free from ideology. Yet the social and
economic theory developed by Karl Marx was not science but itself an ideology.
In contrast to other ideologies, it was built on a realistic historical outline.
However, history was more complex than explanations based on a simplistic
basis—superstructure relationship suggested, and to argue that morals and law
were nothing but secondary phenomenon was to fall victim to unrealistic
abstractions. Any project or plan for the future necessarily implied ideological
assumptions and considerations.

For Bernstein it was important to build future reform activities on prevailing
opinions about morality and law, that is, on ideas and ideologies. Karl Kautsky
argued against him that ideologies could only be an instrument of social progress
as long as they reflected society and remained connected to it. The
Austromarxist Karl Renner argued that in order to confront other ideologies it



was necessary for the economic material to become ideology itself by means of
its ideological superstructure. At the same time he warned against rigid and
petrified ideologies that demarcated themselves from historical facts. The French
socialist Jean Jaures stated that materialistic and idealistic approaches to history
were not exclusive but entangled categories (Dierse 1982: 159-161).

From the 1890s, the new interpretative trend, developed in particular by
social democratic thinkers, maintained the distinction between matter and idea,
basis and superstructure in principle, but far more than Marxism, saw these as
intertwined dimensions. Indeed, social democratic debaters blurred the
distinction. Considerable differences concerning the meaning of ideology
emerged. However, in general and in opposition to Marxist understanding, the
term also began to connote positive understandings. The perjorative inflection of
terms like ‘socialist’ or ‘bourgeois’ helped to make a distinction between positive
and false ideology. This distinction meant that ideology could be used as a
critical instrument in discursive confrontations with liberals and conservatives
about the shaping of future society. Ideology became a compass rather than a
false consciousness.

Around 1900 the ideology concept transcended its Marxist associations to
become a general and rather value-neutral term in philosophy and sociology.
Value was infused through amendments like socialist, liberal, conservative,
nationalistic, false, and right. The dilution of Marxism by social democrats,
austromarxists, and others from the 1890s onwards, which did not prevent the
coexistence of orthodox versions of Marxism and class language, gradually
resulted in new understandings. The view that people are products of their
environment became more widespread. As Marx put it, ‘men make their own
history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-
selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and
transmitted from the past’ (Marx 1990). The political implication of this human
condition was subject to lengthy and heated debate on the theme of revolution or
reform. Ideas and ideologies were increasingly understood as the products of
groups, part of cultural milieus that shaped and were shaped by human activities.
Ideas were not merely rhetorical figures and they had to be taken seriously, in
particular if they performed in guises as powerful as an ideology (Freeden 2003:
10-11).

From this point on ideologies were analysed in the discipline of history of
ideas as long, coherent chains of thought. The debate dealt with the degree of
coherence and the degree of deviation from the imagined argumentative chain.
The twentieth century saw ongoing debate on the question of the nature of the



connection between ideological outlines and political practices. At the same
time, as a kind of sub-current, the older pejorative connotation of ideology
remained and was politically mobilized through frequent references to terms like
reality, Realpolitik, interest politics, result politics, pragmatism, compromise.
The general trend was nevertheless clear. The emerging sociology focusing on
knowledge production did much to promote this development, with the
generalized conceptualization of the social democratic ideology also introduced
into political reflection beyond social democratic circles.

In the 1920s and within this broader interpretative framework, the German-
British cultural philosopher and sociologist Karl Mannheim developed Marx’s
theory focusing on the role of ideology in capitalism, and the social democratic
relativization of that theory, towards a more general view which dropped the
condescending attitude that prevailed in Marxism. Mannheim’s approach can be
seen as a precursor to functionalism which came later and is discussed below.
His most important work was Ideologie und Utopie in 1929, which became the
foundation of the so-called sociology of knowledge (‘Soziologie des Wissens”).
Mannheim tried to demonstrate that different forms of knowledge and the
diversity of opinions were related to different social groups and their position
within social structures. His approach entailed a relativization of knowledge as a
cooperative and coordinating process of group life within which ideologies
played a crucial role. Ideology was not a passing monster, but the point of
departure for more pluralistic views from which multiple ways of thinking and
acting produced a variety of ideologies.

According to Mannheim’s approach, ideology had both a social and a
psychological dimension and was more than just an instrument of manipulation.
The psychological dimension referred to the integration of unconscious
assumptions that guided human thinking and action. Knowledge had an
irrational and mythical dimension expressed in the performance of social groups
on the basis of shared rites and rituals, prejudices and myths. Myth was thereby
not seen as a pejorative category (Mannheim 1936 [1929]; Loader 1985).
According to this view, myths assumed a dimension of reality in the sense, and
to the extent, that people believe in them. From this perspective, they cannot be
separated or distinguished from reality and truth, rather they constitute this
reality and truth through language. This means that reality and truth are
contested and contextual entities. Foundation myths, the myths upon which
societies ultimately rest, draw their power to legitimate from some specific
connection to God, history, or the truths of the social and economic sciences. It is
within this context of the legitimation or doxa of everyday life that right and



wrong are defined and laws are promulgated which separate the proclaimed
communities of destiny from the arbitrary and capricious (cf Strath 2000).

Karl Mannheim aimed at a science of politics surveying and assessing the
various truths of a society. By identifying the inherent limitations of existing
relativist views, Mannheim sought to take an important step towards a value-free
knowledge, which he distinguished from absolute truth. Ideologies and
knowledge were in his view always changing and dynamic depending on context
and social power relationships (Freeden 2003: 17). Yet, he believed that they
could be studied objectively by scientists taking a bird’s eye view of the
processes they analysed.

The radical Italian Marxist theorist and activist Antonio Gramsci modified
the Marxist understanding of the ideology concept in different directions.
According to Gramsci, ideological hegemony could be exercised by a
dominating class with the ideology not an immediate reflection of production
relationships but rather constituting the result of a cultural construction of
community by intellectuals who understand how to manage consent through the
coordination of different and conflicting interests and ideologies. Hegemony
produced compromise, which to some extent considered the inferior group.
Ideology provided a mask that repressed the social practices of the subordinate
class.

Gramsci was one of the founders of the Italian Communist Party in 1921 and
was its leader between 1924 and 1926. In 1926 he was captured by Mussolini’s
regime and sentenced to 20 years in prison. He was released when gravely ill
and died of a cerebral haemorrhage in 1937. In prison he wrote the famous
Quaderni del carcere (Prison Notebooks), which were published after the
Second World War. The thoughts on hegemony, civil society, the role of the
intellectuals and the modern prince that he developed there influenced the so-
called eurocommunism of the 1970s and 1980s. Gramsci’s achievements as a
theorist and activist have been judged very differently; more totalitarian than his
jailers according to some, others still saw him as a trailblazer for democratic
socialism (Gramsci 1979 [1929-1935];Germino 1990; Laqueur and Mosse
1966). It is in any case clear that his cultural approach was an innovative
contribution to the understanding of the ideology concept.

After the Second World War, the expansion of the meaning of ideology in
various directions from the 1890s onwards, together with the point of departure
provided by Marx and Engels, was confronted by an approach known as critical
theory. In contrast to Marx’s understanding of ideology as a spirit disconnected
from social processes, Theodor Adorno, for instance, saw it as the force that



shapes society and reality. For Adorno, ideology and reality merge in an
extremely powerful appearance. In the capacity of a socially necessary
appearance, ideology itself becomes the real society. There is no ideology in the
sense of a false consciousness opposed to the really existing society (Adorno and
Horkheimer 1962; Adorno 1953/54 and 1955; Lenk 1961).

Jiirgen Habermas developed this critical vein in his argument about the
functional transformation of late-modern ideologies. Technique and science
emerge and justify themselves through a critique of traditional legitimizations of
power. The argument is that they are less ideological than earlier ideologies, but
at the same time more overwhelming and irresistible and also more far-reaching,
because they eliminate practical-political questions from the agenda and focus
on emancipating forces (Habermas 1968: 72—-89).

Another sociological and socio-psychological trend which affected the
ideology concept after the Second World War focused on the function of
ideologies for political and social action. The question of function circumvented
the earlier problem of the opposition between ideas and reality. Ideologies were
seen as instruments for managing societies and social processes. According to
this view, they function as the media for the socialization of individuals. They
provide the framework in which reality, and the huge amounts of information on
which it is based, is negotiated in processes of social work. Ideologies, in the
plural, legitimize action and separate the strange from the self in terms of true or
false. They justify social conditions as they are or provide tools to change them.
They are thus endowed with crucial political functions. They order the social
world and provide action orientation. They legitimate and delegitimate political
practices. Ideologies rationalize value preferences (Parsons 1951. Cf Luhmann
1962, 1970 and Freeden 2003: 11).

From the 1950s the pluralist and functional view of ideologies emerged in the
framework of the Cold War, which tended towards an ideological polarization,
rather than relativization, between a Western democratic and an Eastern socialist
supra ideology. Reinhart Koselleck analysed the emergence of this ideological
polarization in his 1959 PhD Kritik und Krise (Critique and Crisis, 1988). There
he investigated and described in detail, and in a long historical view, how the
two ideological concepts of freedom and equality which were kept together in
one cohesive connection in the French revolution, split in the nineteenth century
into the two ideologies of liberalism and socialism, which after the Second
World War engaged in an existential conflict that brought the world to the edge
of nuclear extinction. Koselleck described this process as the pathogenesis of
bourgeois society (Koselleck 1988 [1959]).



Against Koselleck’s pessimistic interpretation of the straight-jacket of the
Cold War more optimistic views emerged which talked about the end of ideology
and a convergence between liberalism and socialism under terms like mixed
economy. The end of ideology school based its predictions on the interpretation
of historical trends and on the belief that totalitarian regimes had ultimately been
defeated in 1945. It saw this defeat as marking the end of attempts for world
ideological domination. Both Americans and Russians wanted consumer-
oriented societies. The desire for welfare and good living standards would result
in a convergence of previously hostile world-views. Implicit in the end of
ideology approach was a kind of apocalyptic understanding of the term ideology
against which a counter narrative about scientific progress, social engineering,
and secular religion was outlined. The adherents, with Daniel Bell a prominent
voice, described ideology as the creation of an intellectual cast devoted to ‘pure’
thoughts demarcated from society and pragmatic politics (Bell 1962). Ordinary
people were tired of such shrill ideological overtones. There was a close
connection between the end-of-ideology assumption and the belief in a future
society whose affluence would be ensured by the political management of
economies.

The complex and more finely-tuned understanding of ideas and ideologies
after the Second World War—from functionalism to the end of ideology
scenarios to Koselleck’s imagination of ideological polarization—provided
instruments with which to analyse the function—or disfunction—of democratic
societies against the backdrop of the totalitarian era before the war. The three
predominant totalitarian regimes that held the world in an iron grip from the
1920s—fascism, nazism, and stalinism—were fundamentally built on ideologies.
It became an important task for the social and historical sciences to identify the
differences as well as the similarities between totalitarian and democratic
ideologies. Koselleck saw connections under the overall umbrella of modernity,
whereas functionalism and proponents of end of ideology scenarios emphasized
the differences. Where Koselleck saw historical continuity between the pre- and
post-1945 periods, others emphasized that year as creating a rupture. Koselleck
worked from the assumption that human beings do not learn from history,
proponents of the opposite assumption held that they do.

“Totalitarian’ was a term used by the enemies of totalitarianism as well as its
adherents. In 1923 Giovanni Amendola used the term to describe Italian fascism
as a new system fundamentally different from earlier historical examples of
dictatorship (Amendola 1924). Amendola, a journalist, liberal politician, and
activist, as well as a professor of philosophy, was one of the most prominent



critics of Mussolini in the early 1920s. He died in agony in 1926 from violence
inflicted by the Blackshirts.

The leading fascist ideologue Giovanni Gentile (1946) referred to totalitario
as the aim and the structure of the new state, which would provide the total
representation of the nation and total guidance for national goals. The state
ideology was an instrument to subjugate the citizens. According to Benito
Mussolini (1935) totalitarismo was the cornerstone of an ideology that
penetrated all areas of human activity; it was a system that politicized every
aspect of life: everything within the state, nothing outside the state, nothing
against the state.

In 1938 and 1940 Austrian writer Franz Borkenau used the term
totalitarianism in English in books he wrote in exile about communism and
nazism (Borkenau 1939, 1940). He argued that totalitarianism united rather than
separated the Soviet and German dictatorships. In The God in the Machine, first
published in 1943, Isabel Paterson (1972 [1943]) followed the same line of
arguement. Immediately after the war, the pro-Soviet British historian E. H. Carr
gave totalitarianism a positive connotation when, in a book of 1946, he described
Marxism-Leninism as a successful type of totalitarianism, which had recently
been demonstrated by the Red Army in the fight against Hitler and by the
industrial growth of the Soviet Union. According to Carr, this system
represented the future and the trend away from individualism towards
totalitarianism was unmistakable everywhere (Carr 1973 [1946]).

Against such arguments, Karl Popper published his influential critique of
totalitarianism in The Open Society and Its Enemies in 1945, in which he
contrasted the open society and liberal democracy with totalitarianism. Popper
rejected the legitimizing argument by totalitarian adherents that history conforms
to laws (Popper 2003 [1945], 1994 [1961]). The German-Jewish philosopher and
student of Martin Heidegger Hannah Arendt described how totalitarianism broke
down the distinction between legality and illegality, so that ordinary citizens
never knew which side of the law they were on, a law that changed at the whim
of the regime so that it perpetuated a state of terror and disorientation. Nazism
and state communism were new forms of totalitarian government with little
connection to old forms of tyranny. The source of the power of totalitarian
regimes was their ideology, which provided single answers to the mysteries of
the past, present, and future. For nazism, history was the history of race struggle
and for communism it was the history of class struggle. According to Arendt,
totalitarian regimes seek to mobilize the entire population in support of the
official state ideology (Arendt 1967). The converging view on totalitarian



ideology about a totalitarian society combined a fierce and aggressive
nationalism, a cult of the leader, terror and physical violence, and a myth of
juvenile regeneration that resurrected past glories (Freeden 2003: 90-1). This
mix gave rise to fascism, nazism, and stalinism.

An extended academic debate during the Cold War and since has dealt with
the question of the extent to which these regimes really were totalitarian. Their
capacity to control populations in every aspect has been questioned. Evidence
has been brought forward of the emergence of strategies of resistance, albeit not
necessarily active. However, as an ideology and a language of power of the three
totalitarian regimes, the label of totalitarian is no doubt justified.

The fall of the Soviet Empire in 1989-91 was seen in ideological terms as a
new divide, similar to that of 1945. Here too, however, a more sophisticated
view about continuities and discontinuities was eventually to emerge. The fall of
the totalitarian regimes in 1945 resulted in a growing interest in the
preconditions and functions of ideologies in democratic societies among political
and social scientists. For a short time after 1989, ideologies were seen as a
disappearing category but in a different way than convergence theorists had
argued in the 1960s. Here it was argued that their disappearance was due to the
fact that there was only one ideology left and no remaining ideological
competition. Now the debate dealt with the end of history and the final liberal
victory, as in the ideology of Marx but one step earlier in the teleological process
(Fukuyama 1992). Far from the end of history and ideologies, a new strong
master narrative emerged around a semantic field of concepts such as
globalization, neoliberalism, market economics, freedom, and citizenship. The
globalization narrative can be seen as a third strong ideology with an American
origin to emerge in the twentieth century following the modernization language
of the 1960s and the 1970s and the rationalization rhetoric of the 1920s and
1930s. All three had a clear teleological message concerning a goal-bound
process.

This narrative of a unified world without borders has more recently been
challenged by and adjusted in relation to another narrative: one that concerns a
clash of civilizations and wars of religion (Huntington 1993, 1996). Between
these two ideological narratives, which, somewhat inconsistently, merged into a
story about a defence of universal liberal Western values against Islamic attacks
under the development of sharp religious borders, was the European ideology
based on imaginings of a European identity and European unity in diversity.

At the time of writing, in 2010, both the globalization and the European
narratives have lost their legitimacy and mobilizing power. The war of religions



ideology remains strong and has undergone further evolution in the direction of
nationalism, populism, and racism. The ideological landscape has changed
dramatically in a few years. Ideology is about exclusion as much as inclusion,
enemy as much as friend, the Other as much as Self. The Cold War provided
strong boundaries between West and East in this respect. The belief in an
ideology without borders was ultimately a short-lived illusion. The crash of the
financial markets in September 2008 revealed power relationships legitimized by
ideology and eroded the neoliberal priority, not to say monopoly of,
interpretation which had existed until then. From the perspective of conceptual
history there is no reason to believe in the end of ideologies or the end of history.
Ideological attempts to master the world form a story with permanent challenges
and no end, where ideology must be seen in plural.

During the 1980s the practice of German conceptual history—as developed
in particular by Reinhart Koselleck in the 1970s with the publication of
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe as its pioneering work—connected to a new
methodological and epistemological approach under the label of the linguistic
turn. The gradual breakthrough of this perspective made it possible to view
ideologies as an interpretative framework constituted by semantic fields and key
concepts. The approach called for an analysis of the struggles for discursive
power based on the appropriation of the priority of interpretation of key political
concepts and the occupation of semantic fields. The analysis focused on how, for
instance, categories of class were formulated through representation in
discursive contests where the goal was the right to define and identify problems
and their solutions. This was different to the conventional approach where
ideology was derived from social structures and material interests. In such
contexts patterns of affirmations, negations, and repressions were apparent in
processes by which one definition emerged as more or less dominant. Analyses
of the discursive context looked for both explicitly stated and implicitly
structured political relationships. The result was not a unitary concept of class or
other key political categories, not history as teleology, but a conceptualization of
a field that always contains multiple and contested meanings. The outcomes of
conceptual struggles are always open and uncertain. The outcome is contingent
and emergent; it is not—as in numerous earlier understandings of ideology—
causative. Through conceptual history, the ability to launch new concepts
convincingly and the ability to appropriate positions of priority or monopolies of
interpretation of key concepts became of critical importance in the analysis of
ideologies. Koselleck’s methodological approach was more than a history of
ideas. The linguistic transformation of semantic fields which shape ideologies



was analysed through questions about which new concepts were introduced by
whom and which old concepts were given new meaning and to what purpose.

In many respects Lynn Hunt came close Koselleck’s view in her analysis of
the French revolution (Hunt 1984). There words ‘came in torrents’ and had a
unique magical quality. Revolutionary language during the French revolution
was charismatic. Wherever names were identified with Old Regime values, they
were supplanted by new revolutionary appellations. Language did not simply
reflect the reality of revolutionary changes, rather it was itself transformed in the
process of making a revolution. Language participated in the very transition of
power. Revolutionary rhetoric opened up the field of politics to its broadest
possible limits. One of the initial accomplishments of the new revolutionary
rhetoric was its invention of the Old Regime. Once French society was divided
into a new nation and an old regime, the revolution was in motion. Concepts and
ideologies are developed by social actors to establish interpretative frameworks
and to orient action. These concepts and ideologies produce interests and
meanings. Meanings are multidimensional and relationally formed in existing
and emerging discursive fields. If key ideological concepts like freedom, citizen,
solidarity, class, etc. are treated as a discursive category without essence rather
than as an ontological reality, the implication is that ideological languages are
explained through the nature of politics instead of social structures.

Conceptual history, and the linguistic turn more generally, drove the trend for
a relativization and historicization of the ideology concept since Mannheim one
step further. Ideology was not seen as an objective category that could be studied
from an external position, nor was it a function of pre-given interests. Instead it
was viewed as contingent on interpretative power and mastery of language.
Conceptual history dissolved the old dichotomy between reality and ideas. The
new approach also undermined the study of ideologies as the history of ideas,
where the ideologies were seen as long consistent chains of arguments and
where the analytical task was to determine the degree of conformity or deviation.
The history of ideas became a more contextual intellectual history. Arguments
did not follow from a repertoire of logic but, as Michael Freeden has
convincingly demonstrated, were rather to be seen as ad hoc selections from
argumentative depositories depending on the historical context (Freeden 1996).
There was not simply one depository—one single arsenal of conceptual weapons
—for each ideology, but rather a large, shared repertoire based on a wide range
of arguments with diverse origins. Key concepts such as progress, reform,
modernity, security, freedom, welfare, etc. met with broad general support but
their meanings were divided and the ways in which they combined varied.



Not only does the view on time and history in conceptual history emphasize
contingency, openness, and outcome rather than cause, it also rejects imaginings
of the past in terms of sharp ruptures and magic years representing historical
divides. On the other hand, the argument is not that everything is continuity. The
past is described as a combination of continuities and discontinuities. There are
repetitive structures which last for long periods, but at the same time each
historical moment is unique by virtue of new elements added to the repeated
ones. Reinhart Koselleck (2000) described this time philosophy in terms of
Zeitschichten, time strata. Older ideologies were not simply succeeded by newer
ones and sent off to the storeroom. They were present together with the
newcomers in ever-new combinations. They did not remain the same when seen
in a new light and as attempts were made to adjust them to new situations.
Koselleck’s time strata are similar to Michael Freeden’s term ideological
morphology, according to which key concepts build up semantic fields of
argumentation which overlap and divorce depending on their context.
Continuities are challenged by and adjust to new problem formulations (Freeden
1996). Ideological coalitions as well as competition are justified and legitimized
in these changing fields of argumentation. Strata and morphology are both
geological metaphors emancipated from their physical essence.

Seen in such a historical perspective of continuities and discontinuities,
ideology is a concept that is still very much alive, although the negative
connotations it was subject to as a result of the efforts of Napoleon and Marx,
and the liberal and conservative opponents of communism, still give it a
somewhat dubious undertone. The term is seen simultaneously as an instrument
that provides orientation and initiates political action and as an instrument to
control the world manipulated by the powers that be or want to be. However, as
Freeden has put it, not every ideology is dropped from a great height on an
unwilling society. Ideologies are also everyday phenomena which we produce,
disseminate, and consume throughout our lives (Freeden 2003: 1).

Ideologies make sense of the world and in this respect we cannot do without
them, although they do not represent an objective external reality. The forecasts
of the end of ideologies in the 1960s and of the end of history a generation later
were based on a past that was called the age of ideologies. This was the age of
extremes between 1914 and 1989. Ideology in this understanding connoted force
and terror which provided efficient obstacles to rational reasoning, empiricism,
and pragmatism. Ideology as a closed order was contrasted to the non-
ideological conservatism, liberalism, and socialism. The conceptual historical
approach demonstrates how problematic this dichotomy is. In the ongoing global



discourse on Islam and the war on terror, a highly ideological ‘Other’
contaminated by religious fanaticism is contrasted to a liberal post-ideological,
rational, tolerant, and open Western society seeking only to defend itself against
intolerance and superstition. This contrast is no less problematic than the earlier
one. Caricatures of what other people call holy figures used to be criminalized as
blasphemy and are no less ideological than the subject of the caricatures.
Intolerance in the name of tolerance is a highly ideological mix.

The weakness of the conceptual historical approach is its focus on the
producers of strong and mobilizing concepts, intellectuals and politicians, and its
difficulty in responding to the question of everyday reception. The strength of
the approach is its historicization and dynamitization of Foucault’s epistemes,
which hang like heavy commandment tables over the minds of individuals and
often prove resistant to our attempts to liberate ourselves from them. Ideologies
are contested categories in a flux.

NOTES

1. In a letter from Philipp Albert Stapfer, Swiss envoy to Paris 1801-03, to Paul Usteri, Swiss liberal
politician and publicist in 1813. Philipp Albert Stapfer, Brief an Usteri v. 11.1.1813, Briefwechsel, hg v.
Rudolf Luginbiihl, Bd 1 Basel 1891: XI. Quoted from Dierse (1982: 141).

2. Wolfgang Menzel, Denkwiirdigkeiten. Bielefeld, Leipzig 1877: 432. Quoted from Dierse (1982: 142).

3. Otto Frh. V. Manteuffel, 1851. Reden seit dem ersten vereingten Landtage. Berlin, p. 98. Cf Theodor
Rohmer, 1841. Deutschlands Beruf in Gegenwart und Zukunft. Ziirich: Winterthur, p. 47. Quoted from
Dierse (1982: 142-3).

REFERENCES

Adorno, Theodor W. 1953/54. ‘Beitrag zu Ideologienlehre’, in Kélner Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie 6.
Adorno, Theodor W. 1955. Prismen. Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft. Berlin: Suhrkamp.

Adorno, Theodor W. and Max Horkheimer. 1962. Sociologica II. Reden und Vortréige. Frankfurt/Main:
Europdische Verlagsanstalt. Frankfurter Beitrdge zu Soziologie, Bd 10.

Amendola, Giovanni. 1924. Una battaglia liberali. Discorsi politici 1919-1923. Torino: Piero Gobetti.
Arendt, Hannah. 1967. The Origins of Totalitarianism. New York: A & U.

Bell, Daniel. 1962. The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties. New York:
Collier Books.

Borkenau, Franz. 1939. World Communism. A History of the Communist International. New York: WW
Norton.

Borkenau, Franz. 1940. The Totalitarian Enemy. London: Faber & Faber.

Brunner, Otto. 1980, 3rd edn [1956]. ‘Das Zeitalter der Ideologien: Anfang und Ende’ in Otto Brunner,
Neue Wege der Verfassungs- und Sozialgeschichte. Gottingen: V & R.

Carr, Edward H. 1973 [1946]. The Soviet Impact on the Western World. New York: Howard fertig.
Destutt de Tracy, Antoine. 1804—15. Eléments d’Idéologie. Paris: Didot.
Dierse, Ulrich. 1982. ‘Ideology’. Pp. 131-69 in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Historisches Lexikon zur



politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. eds. Werner Conze, Otto Brunner, and Reinhart Koselleck.
Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta.

Freeden, Michael. 1996. Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach. Oxford: Clarendon
Press.

Freeden, Michael. 2003. Ideology. A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Fukuyama, Francis. 1992. The End of History and the Last Man. New York: Free Press.

Germino, Dante L. 1990. Antonio Gramsci: Architect of a New Politics. Baton Rouge: Lousiana State
University Press

Gentile, Giovanni. 1946 (posthumous). Genesi e struttura della societa. Firenze: Sansoni.

Gramsci, Antonio. 1979 [1929-35]. Selections from Prison Notebooks. eds. Graham T. Q. Hoare and G.
Newell-Smith. London: Lawrence & Wishart.

Habermas, Jiirgen. 1968. Technik und Wissenschaft als ‘Ideologie’. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp.

Heine, Heinrich. 1876. Heinrich Heine’s sdmmtliche Werke. Hamburg: Hoffmann & Campe. Vol. 6 Lutetia
(1854) and Vol. 7 Ludwig Boérne (1840).

Hunt, Lynn. 1984. Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution. Berkeley: University of California
Press.

Huntington, Samuel. 1993. ‘The Clash of Civilisations?’ in: Foreign Affairs, 72 (3): 22—49.

Huntington, Samuel. 1996. The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. New York: Simon
and Schuster.

Kennedy, E. 1978. Destutt de Tracy and the Origins of ‘Ideology’. Philadelphia: American Philosophical
Society.

Koselleck, Reinhart. 1979. ‘Einleitung’, Pp. xiii—xxiii in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Historisches
Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, Vol. 1, eds. Werner Conze, Otto Brunner, and
Reinhart Koselleck. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta..

Koselleck, Reinhart. 1988 [1959]. Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the Pathogensis of Modern
Society. Oxford: Berg.

Koselleck, Reinhart. 2000. Zeitschichten. Studien zur Historik mit einem Beitrag von Hans-Georg
Gadamer. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp.

Laqueur, Walter and George L Mosse. 1966. The Left Wing Intellectuals between the Wars, 1919—-1939.
New York: Harper & Row.

Lassalle, Ferdinand. 1919 [1883]. Gesammelte Reden und Schriften: Herausg. und eingeleitet von Eduard
Bernstein. Vol. 3, Die Agitation fiir den Allgemeinen deutschen Arbeiterverein; Das Jahr 1863, Polemik.
Berlin: Cassirer.

Lenk, Kurt (ed.) 1961. Ideologie. Ideologiekritik und Wissenssoziologie. Neuwied: Berlin: Hermann
Luchterhand.

Loader, Colin. 1985. The Intellectual Development of Karl Mannheimer: Culture, Politics and Planning.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Luhmann, Niklas. 1962. ‘Wahrheit und Ideologie’, Der Staat, Bd 1.

Luhmann, Niklas. 1970. Soziologische Aufklérung. Aufsdtze zur Theorie sozialer Systeme. Koln, Opladen:
Westdt Verlag.

Mannheim, Karl. 1936 [1929]. Ideology and Utopia. London: Kegan Paul & Co.
Marx, Karl. 1990 [1852]. Eighteenth brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. New York: International.

Marx, Karl and Friedrich Engels. 1971 [1845/46]. The German Ideology, ed. C. J. Arthur. London:
Lawrence & Wishart.

Mussolini, Benito. 1935. The Doctrine of Fascism. Firenze: Vallecchi.

Oertel, Horst 1970. ‘Zur Genesis des Ideologiebegriffes’, Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie, 18 (6): 206—
11.

Parsons, Talcott. 1951. The Social System. Glencoe. Ill: Free Press.



Paterson, Isabel. 1972 [1943]. The God in the Machine. New York: Arno Press.

Popper, Karl. 1994 [1961]. The Poverty of Historicism. London: Routledge.

Popper, Karl. 2003 [1945]. The Open Society and Its Enemies. London: Routledge.

Rauh, Hans-Christoph. 1970. ‘Zur Herkunft, Vorgeschichte und ersten Verwendungsweise des
Ideologiebegriffes bei Marx und Engels bis 1844°, Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie, 18 (6): 689-715

Schmidt, Ernst Giinther. 1970. ‘Kannte Epikur den Ideologiebegriff?’ Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie,
18 (6): 728-31.

Strath, Bo. 2000. ‘Introduction: Myth, Memory and History in the Construction of Community’, Pp. 19-46

in: Myth and Memory in the Construction of Community, Historical Patterns in Europe and Beyond, ed.
Bo Strath. Brussels, PIE-Peter Lang.



CHAPTER 2
MARXISM AND IDEOLOGY: FROM MARX TO ALTHUSSER

DAVID LEOPOLD

1

THE account of ideology contained in the writings of Karl Marx (1818-83) is
regularly portrayed as a crucial element of his intellectual legacy. It has been
identified as among his ‘most influential’ ideas (Elster 1986: 168), and
acclaimed as ‘the most fertile’ part of his social and political theory (Leiter 2004:
84). Not least, these views on ideology are said to constitute Marx’s claim to a
place—alongside Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Sigmund Freud (1856—
1939)—as one of the ‘masters of suspicion’; that is, as an author whose work
casts doubt on the transparency of our everyday understandings of both our own
identity and the social world we inhabit (Ricouer 1970: 32-3).

Given this enthusiastic reception, it can come as something of a surprise to
turn to Marx’s own writings—including his collaborative work with Friedrich
Engels (1820-95)—and discover how little they contain about ideology, and
how inchoate and opaque those infrequent and passing observations on that topic
are. There are, of course, some famous quotations, not least from the group of
texts written in the mid-1840s and now usually known as The German Ideology.
The references there to ideology as involving an ‘inversion’ of the relation
between individuals and their circumstances, perhaps analogous to the workings
of a ‘camera obscura’—an optical device which projected an image of its
surroundings, upside down but preserving perspective, onto a screen inside—
have often mesmerized commentators but not always generated much genuine
illumination (Marx 2000: 180). The point should not be exaggerated, but these
striking images notwithstanding, there is no clear and sustained discussion of
ideology in the Marxian corpus.!

Attempts to reconstruct Marx’s account can make a certain amount of
progress by careful contextual work—for instance, by paying attention to
different stages of his intellectual evolution, and to the precise ambition of
particular discussions—and by recognizing that he discusses the concept of
ideology without always using that particular term, or any of its cognates.
However, such techniques only get us so far in trying to understand and
systematize Marx’s remarks, and it is unsurprising to discover that many



commentators maintain that the search for a single model of ideology in his
work has to be given up. Indeed, there is something of an ‘arms race’ in the
literature, as commentators discover two, three, even five, competing models of
ideology in Marx’s writings (Mepham 1979; Rosen 1996; Wood 2004).

Most surprisingly, it seems that some licence can be found in Marx’s corpus
for three very different ways of thinking about what ideology is. There is textual
evidence of his variously utilizing: a ‘descriptive’ account of ideology involving
a broadly anthropological study of the beliefs and rituals characteristic of certain
groups; a ‘positive’ account of ideology as a “world-view’ providing the
members of a group with a sense of meaning and identity; and a critical’
account seeking to liberate individuals from certain false and misleading forms
of understanding (Geuss 1981: 4-26). That said, the textual basis for the first
two of these three approaches in Marx’s writings is slight, and it seems certain
that it is the last of them—the critical account rather than either of the two ‘non-
critical’ accounts—which is central to his wider social and political theory.

The discussion here focuses, at least initially, on this critical approach to the
subject. Marx’s identification of certain sets of false or misleading ideas
constitutes his most characteristic model of ideology, but this account is itself
subject to some considerable interpretative disagreement. In what follows, I
sketch its basic contours, starting with the role that this account of ideology
plays in Marx’s thought, before turning to say a little more about its substantive
content. Finally, I offer a brief outline of the reception and development of the
theory of ideology, within the wider Marxist tradition, in the period from Marx’s
death until the 1970s. That outline is illustrated by a discussion of two of its
landmark figures: Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) and Louis Althusser (1918—
90).

2

It might be doubted whether Marx’s account of ideology is sufficiently clear and
consistent to be considered a theory (Rosen 1996: 220). The extent to which his
relevant remarks get beyond what could be called low level social description to
offer genuinely explanatory generalizations about human understanding and
behaviour, is certainly a moot point (and readers may have noticed that, thus far,
I have referred to it simply as an account). However, such qualms are not widely
shared, and are not pursued further here.

One advantage of accepting the received view, that Marx does provide a
theory of ideology, is that we can reasonably ask what a theory is seeking to



explain. His theory of ideology is usually portrayed as an element in what might
be called Marx’s sociology, as distinct from his philosophical anthropology say,
or his theory of history. (I do not, of course, mean to deny the existence of many
important connections between these, and other, areas of his thought.) Marx
seems to think of ideology as consisting of certain false and misleading ideas
found within particular kinds of society. Note that I intend ‘ideas’ broadly here,
to cover a wide variety of assumptions, values, beliefs, doctrines, theories, and
so on.? The restriction to particular kinds of society is significant. Marx does not
view ideology as a feature of all societies, and, in particular, maintains that it
will not be a feature of a future communist society. However, ideology is
portrayed as a feature of all class-divided societies, and not only of capitalist
society—although many of Marx’s comments on ideology are concerned with
the latter.

The theory of ideology appears to play a role in explaining a feature of class-
divided societies which might otherwise appear puzzling, namely what might be
called their ‘stability’; that is, the absence of overt and serious conflict between
social classes. This stability may not be permanent, but it can last for extended
historical periods. (On Marx’s account, all class-divided societies are eventually
overthrown, initially to be replaced by other class-divided societies, but finally
to be replaced by a society which is not class-divided and which provides the
conditions for human flourishing.) This stability appears puzzling to Marx
because class-divided societies are flawed in ways which not only frustrate
human flourishing, but also work to the material advantage of the ruling
minority. (By ‘flawed’ I have in mind such failings as being illegitimate or
involving oppression, or—if those failings sound insufficiently Marxian—as
containing exploitation and alienation.) Why, we might wonder, do the
subordinate classes, who form a majority, tolerate these flaws, failing to resist
and rebel even when resistance and rebellion of various kinds might be in their
objective interests? Marx sees no corresponding puzzle, either about why the
ruling class in class-divided societies tolerate such flaws (which, after all, work
to their material advantage), or, indeed, about why a society without any such
flaws might be stable.

Marx’s account of the sources of social stability in class-divided societies
appeals to both repressive and non-repressive mechanisms. Such societies might
often involve the direct repression (or the threat of it) of one group by another,
but Marx does not think that direct repression (or the threat of it) is the whole
story. There are also non-repressive sources of social stability, and ideology is
usually, and plausibly, considered one of these. Very roughly, Marx’s account of



ideology claims that the dominant social ideas in such societies are typically
false or misleading in a fashion that redounds to the advantage of the
economically dominant class; for example, by variously concealing or
misrepresenting or justifying those flaws in the societies which also redound to
the advantage of that class. As a result, ideology is one of the non-repressive
factors that plays a role in sustaining flawed social arrangements.

Three points about this account might be emphasized here. First, Marx
appeals to both repressive and non-repressive sources of social stability in class-
divided societies. Moreover, he appears to think that the relative importance of
these two factors varies in particular cases. Direct repression (or the threat of it),
for example, might be much less important in modern capitalism, by comparison
with ancient slave-owning societies. Second, ideology would seem to be a part
and not the whole of Marx’s account of the non-repressive sources of stability in
class-divided societies. Other factors which might be thought to play some
explanatory role here include: dull economic pressure, including the daily grind
of having to earn a living; doubts—justified or otherwise—about the feasibility
of alternatives; sensitivity to the possible costs of radical social change; and
collective action problems of various kinds which face those who do want to
rebel and resist. This list is not intended to be exhaustive, merely to reinforce the
suggestion that ideology constitutes a part and not the entirety of Marx’s account
of the non-repressive sources of stability in class-divided societies. And third,
the grip exercised by these false and misleading ideas is limited. Marx does not
think individuals are permanently trapped within ideological modes of thinking.
Ideology may have an initial hold, but it is not portrayed as impervious to reason
and evidence, especially in circumstances in which the objective conditions for
social change obtain. In short, these false and misleading ideas can eventually be
thrown off.

On this reading, Marx’s theory of ideology has a constrained but significant
role. Not least, insofar as ideology is given some role in the explanation of the
widespread stability of class-divided societies—and assuming that ideology
concerns certain, as yet otherwise unelaborated, sets of false and misleading
ideas—then the theory of ideology looks to be a clear counterexample to the
once familiar claim that Marx was inclined to deny the sociological importance
of consciousness in its various forms. For example, the interpretative suggestion
that Marx views ideas as somehow epiphenomenal, or lacking in causal efficacy,
would appear implausible in the light of this appeal to ideology as one of the key
factors helping to sustain certain kinds of flawed social arrangements.



3

I have associated Marx with a critical view of ideology as involving certain false
or misleading ideas which help to sustain class-divided societies, typically by
concealing or misrepresenting or justifying certain flaws in those societies, flaws
which redound to the advantage of the economically dominant class. That basic
picture clearly requires some elaboration.

Marx is not to be understood, in his theory of ideology, as propounding a
general theory of consciousness, but should rather be seen as concerned with a
specific subset of ideas which we might think of as ‘social’ in two senses. They
are social in that they are widely shared, indeed so widely-shared that for long
periods they constitute the ‘ruling’ or ‘dominant’ ideas in a given class-divided
society (Marx 2000: 192). And they are social in that they directly concern, or
indirectly impact upon, the action-guiding understandings of self and society that
individuals have. These action-guiding understandings include the dominant
political, religious, and legal views within particular class-divided societies in
periods of stability (Marx 2000: 426).

Note that being both widely-shared and impacting on our understandings of
self and society does not make ideas ideological. The ideas in question are said
to be ideological only when they possess certain additional, and much contested,
characteristics. Here I consider three likely additional characteristics:
epistemological standing; social origin; and class function.

By the ‘epistemological standing’ of ideology I mean what I have previously
referred to as the ‘false’ or ‘misleading’ character of the ideas in question. Being
widely shared or having implications for social understanding and behaviour
does not make ideas ideological. Some parts of science, for example, might have
those characteristics, yet Marx frequently contrasts ideology and science,
portraying ideology as paradigmatically unscientific (characterized by falsity and
misleadingness). In addition, and as I have already tried to suggest, the falsity
here needs to be understood expansively. The subject of the ‘falsity’ or
‘misleadingness’ is obviously not always a proposition, and neither of these
terms is intended to denote a single kind of error. (I have tried to suggest this
latter thought by describing ideology as variously concealing or misrepresenting
or justifying flaws in class-divided societies.) Understood in this expansive
manner, ideology can mislead even when nothing that it claims is strictly
speaking false; it might, for instance, misdirect critical attention by concentrating
on a part rather than the whole of the truth. Ideological views might, for
example, portray what Marx calls the ‘wage form’, with its exchange of



equivalents, as the whole (rather than a part) of the story about the relation
between capital and labour, thereby ignoring the exploitation which occurs in the
sphere of production (Marx 1976: 680). Indeed, it may be that our notion of the
‘falsity’ of ideology needs to be expanded beyond the content of the ‘ideas’ in
question, to include cases where their origins are in some way contaminated
(Geuss 1981: 19-22). Consider, for instance, cases where one subscribes to the
relevant ‘ideas’ for reasons which are ‘noncognitive’; that is, which have nothing
to do with reason and evidence. Perhaps the only reason I believe something to
be the case is that the belief in question has a consoling effect on me, or that
holding it makes me look good to others. Having such origins does not show that
the content of the belief is false (given some version of the ‘genetic fallacy’), but
it might provide a reason, not only to be deeply suspicious of the relevant belief,
but even to reject it since this kind of motive is one that the individual cannot
acknowledge (and remain so motivated).? The notion of falsity here is expansive
but not without limits, and Marx is certainly interested in identifying certain
recurring and characteristic types of ideological error (Pines 1993: 21-7). To
give two paradigmatic examples: ideology often portrays institutions, policies,
and decisions which are in the interests of the economically dominant class, as
being in the interests of the society as a whole (Marx 1986: 303); and ideology
often portrays social and political arrangements which are contingent, or
historical, or artificial, as being necessary, or universal, or natural (Marx 2000:
227).

By the ‘social origin’ of ideology, I mean to draw attention to certain aspects
of the relation between these ideas and the structure of the class-divided societies
in which they are produced, distributed, and consumed. In particular, Marx
thinks of these ideas as often originating with, and being reinforced by, the
complex structure of class-divided societies—a complex structure in which a
deceptive surface appearance is governed by underlying essential relations
(Geras 1986: 63—84). Capitalism is seen as especially deceptive in appearance;
for example, Marx often contrasts the relative transparency of ‘exploitation’
under feudalism, with the way in which the ‘wage form’ obscures the ratio of
necessary and surplus labour in capitalist societies. The surface appearance of
such societies, we might say, is real but deceptive, and that deceptive appearance
helps to explain both the emergence and resilience of false and misleading social
ideas (Marx 1976: 680). Ideology stems, in part, from this deceptive surface
appearance which makes it difficult to grasp the underlying social flaws that
benefit the economically dominant class. And ideology sticks (is widely
accepted), in part, because of its comfortable fit with the deceptive surface



appearance of class-divided society. In short, Marx does not consider the
pervasiveness of these false and misleading ideas to be the sole or conjoint result
of, either, what might be called failures of rationality (our not being clever
enough to see what is really going on), or the various propagandistic skills of the
economically dominant class and their agents. More generally, Marx portrays the
striving to uncover essences concealed by misleading appearances as
characteristic of scientific endeavour (Marx 1981: 956). And, in this context, he
distinguishes between classical political economy, which strove—albeit not
always successfully—to uncover the essential relations often concealed behind
misleading appearances, and what he calls vulgar economy, which happily
restricts itself to the misleading appearances themselves (Marx 1981: 969).

By the ‘class function’ of ideology, two rather different claims—one more
modest than the other—might be attributed to Marx. The weaker claim refers to
the effects of these false or misleading ideas being widely held. The stronger
claim refers to the explanation of those false and misleading ideas being widely
held. It seems likely that, for better or worse, Marx is committed to the stronger
claim here (Marx 2000: 192). That is, he does not think that one of the effects of
ideology just happens to be that it secures the rule of the economically dominant
class in class-divided societies, since it is that class which benefits from certain
flaws in those societies (exploitation, injustice, and so on), flaws which ideology
helps to conceal, or misrepresent, or justify. Rather, Marx holds that the
pervasiveness of ideology is explained by those effects on the economic
structure of class-divided societies. That is, he holds that these prevailing false
and misleading ideas prevail because they help stabilize the economic structures
of such societies. This further claim might be elaborated in a number of ways.
One suggestion is that we might think of the functional role of ideology as
playing a role in explaining the persistence, but not necessarily the emergence,
of false and misleading ideas (Rosen and Wolff 1996: 235-6). All sorts of ideas
might get generated for all sorts of reasons, but the ones that tend to ‘stick’
(become widely accepted) in class-divided societies are the false and misleading
ones, and these false and misleading ideas ‘stick’ precisely because they conceal
or misrepresent or justify flaws in that society which redound to the benefit of
the economically dominant class.

One might have a number of critical concerns about these three additional
characteristics of ideology. Those worries could involve, either the relation
between them, or any of three characteristics individually.

As an example of the former kind of criticism, some have emphasized the
distinctiveness of these (or related) characteristics. After all, being false or



misleading, reflecting the deceptive appearance of certain societies, and
promoting ruling class interests, are all different things. It is but a small step to
suggest that these differences reflect a fundamental confusion or inconsistency in
Marx’s understanding of ideology. However, such a reading is not only
unsympathetic, but also risks neglecting evidence that Marx may have thought of
these threads as connected in various ways. For example, I have already
suggested that, for Marx, the pervasiveness of false ideas results, in part, from
the deceptive appearance of social arrangements. And I have suggested that
Marx thinks that these false ideas stick because of their class function. Of
course, this is not to unravel all the possible connections, still less to substantiate
the claim that they delineate a single coherent explanatory model. However, such
connections might caution against too hasty an embrace of the claim that Marx is
simply confused or inconsistent here.

As an example of the latter kind of criticism, consider the third of these
characteristics; the claim that these false and misleading ideas prevail because
they promote the interests of the ruling class. Critics often see this as just another
example of sloppy functional reasoning—purportedly widespread in the Marxist
tradition—whereby a general pattern is asserted without the identification of any
of the mechanisms which might generate that pattern. In the present case, it is
said that Marx never properly explains why the ruling ideas should be those of
the ruling class (Elster 1985: 473). In response, Marxists might appeal to a
variety of mechanisms which (either individually, or in combination) could help
explain how it is that ideas benefiting the ruling class are the ones that get to
become dominant (Shaw 1989). One possible mechanism involves the control of
the ruling class over the means of mental production; it is readily apparent, for
example, that print and broadcast media in capitalist societies are typically
owned and controlled by the very wealthy (Marx 2000: 192). Another possible
mechanism appeals to the psychological need of individuals for invented
narratives that legitimize or justify their social position; for example, Marx
identifies a widespread need, in flawed societies, for the consolatory effects of
religion (Marx 2000: 71 ff.). A final possible mechanism refers to the ways in
which ruling ideas connect with, and are reinforced by, aspects of social reality;
for example, the ‘fetishism’ (of both commodities and capital) that Marx sees as
widespread in capitalism—very roughly, the phenomena whereby material
objects which have certain characteristics conferred on them by the prevailing
social relations, appear to have those characteristics by nature—is portrayed not
as an intellectual invention but as part of the deceptive appearance of an opaque
social reality (Marx 2000: 472 ff.). I mention these possible mechanisms not in



order to demonstrate that Marx has a complete or satisfactory account of why the
ruling ideas should be those of the ruling class, but to suggest that his writings
are not wholly bereft of ideas about where to look for appropriate elaborations of
that basic functional claim.

4

I turn now to the reception and development of the theory of ideology within the
Marxist tradition between Marx’s death and the 1970s. That history is a complex
and contested one—even if that tradition is narrowly construed—and only the
briefest of sketches is possible here.

I begin with a contrast evident from a survey of historical accounts of
Marxism and the theory of ideology. On the one hand, there is something
approaching a consensus in that literature about those figures who have
contributed most to the development of Marxist theories of ideology. Few
accounts, for example, omit some discussion of V.I. Lenin (1870-1923), Georg
Lukacs (1885-1971), Gramsci, a representative member—perhaps Theodor
Adorno (1903-69)—of the Frankfurt School, and Althusser. On the other hand,
there is much less of a consensus in that literature about the overall narrative into
which those figures are to be placed. I make no claim to provide a complete
account here, but it does seem possible to pick out two overarching threads
which contribute to, albeit not exhaust, that overall historical pattern.

The first of these overarching threads is that ideology became a more
important element within the social theory of these subsequent Marxists. From
being an infrequent and underdeveloped topic of discussion in Marx’s own work,
ideology moved centre stage in the subsequent Marxist tradition. For example, it
formed one of the characteristic preoccupations of the intellectual current now
known as Western Marxism. The reassessment by Western Marxism of the role
and significance of broadly ‘superstructural’ phenomena (over the primarily
economic concerns of an earlier generation) has been portrayed as part of a
wider intellectual reaction to the background of socialist defeat that characterizes
much of our chosen historical period (Anderson 1976). That background
includes both the failure of socialist revolution to spread beyond the particular
circumstances of Tsarist Russia, and the subsequent deformation of socialism
inside what would become the Soviet Union.

The second of these overarching threads is that Marx’s critical account of
ideology was eclipsed by various non-critical, especially descriptive, models in
which ideology, as such, is no longer seen as problematic (although, of course,



particular ideologies may remain so). That process had begun well before,
although it was certainly exacerbated by, the advent of Western Marxism
(Larrain 1983). For example, in What Is to Be Done? (written in 1902), Lenin
treats ideology descriptively to refer to something like sets of political ideas
which further the interests of particular classes. The battle of ideas in
contemporary society is described as an increasingly polarized struggle between
‘bourgeois or socialist ideology’, a struggle in which to disparage the latter is to
strengthen the former (Lenin 2008: 710). On this account, particular classes
might or might not adopt the ideology which furthers their interests. In
particular, Lenin suggests that bourgeois ideology often dominates amongst the
proletariat because it is more established, more fully elaborated, and more
widely disseminated, than its socialist alternative (Lenin 2008: 712). (In this
particular text, Lenin’s account of ideology is connected, in ways that need not
detain us here, with the issues of party organization, and the relation between
party and class.)

Confirming these two threads—Iet alone capturing the wider pattern of which
they form a part—would require a more detailed study than can be attempted
here. However, by saying a little more about two of the landmark figures in the
history of ideology—namely Gramsci and Althusser—I hope, at least, to
illustrate these two trends in the Marxist tradition.

5

Gramsci’s relatively short life combined political activism, philosophical
reflection, and great hardship (compounded by ill-health) in varying
combinations (Fiore 1970). His most influential reflections on ideology appear
in the Prison Notebooks which he produced during his lengthy incarceration in
fascist jails. Started in February 1929, the Prison Notebooks consist of some
thirty-three handwritten notebooks, twenty-nine of which contain his
fragmentary, often opaque, non-sequential, and complexly recursive, reflections
on a wide range of historical, political, philosophical, and literary topics.

The Prison Notebooks can be seen as an intellectual response to the historical
background of socialist defeat (identified above). Gramsci saw a need to reassess
the various sources of the unexpected resilience of established capitalist societies
in the face of socialist challenges. It is in this context that he develops his
concept of the ‘integral state’ as combining ‘political society’ (or ‘political state’)
and ‘civil society’ (Gramsci 2011c: 75). The state, in this expanded sense,
includes the various practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling



class justifies and maintains its ascendency. Gramsci emphasizes that this
ascendency involves ‘consent’ as well as ‘coercion’ (or ‘dominance’), and
locates civil society as the predominant location of the former and the political
state as the predominant location of the latter. His much-heralded use of the
concept of ‘hegemony’ denotes, roughly speaking, the intellectual and moral
leadership exercised predominantly, but not solely, in civil society. It includes
the various ways in which leading social groups integrate subaltern classes into
their political projects, generating and reinforcing a kind of consensus around the
basic structure of the existing society.

Gramsci’s reassessment of the importance of ‘consent’ in explaining the
resilience of capitalist society includes reflections on both the strategic
consequences for socialism, and the importance of ‘intellectuals’.

That strategic thread is apparent in Gramsci’s much-quoted military analogy
contrasting the ‘East’ (Russia) and the ‘“West’. What had made the seizure of
power in the ‘East’ easier was that these consensual aspects of the integral state
were relatively underdeveloped (civil society was ‘primordial and gelatinous’)
by comparison with the ‘West’ (where civil society consisted of a ‘succession of
sturdy fortresses and emplacements’ standing behind the state) (Gramsci 2011c:
169). In the West, a “war of position’ involving protracted ‘trench’ warfare would
have to be central to the struggle for socialism, and the ‘war of manoeuvre’, the
direct assault on state power, should be demoted to something like a tactical
rather than strategic role (Gramsci 2000: 227). In contemporary politics,
Gramsci suggests, it is the “war of position’ which will be decisive, and which
will require building a counter-hegemony in advance of any assault on state
power (Gramsci 2011c: 109).

Gramsci defines ‘intellectuals’ expansively to include all those whose social
function is to organize, administer, educate, or lead others. Intellectuals are the
intermediaries who generate the habits and attitudes which either help sustain an
existing social and political order, or foreshadow the emergence of a new one.
(Political parties also play an important role here, since they have an intellectual,
that is ‘educative’ and ‘organizational’, function.) A social group that aspires to
ascendency must not only attract ‘traditional’ intellectuals, who imagine
themselves independent of the dominant class, but also evolve ‘organic’
intellectuals from within—intellectuals of a ‘new type’ who ‘arise directly out of
the masses, but remain in contact with them’ (Gramsci 2000: 340).

The place of ideology in Gramsci’s wider reassessment of the importance of
‘superstructures’ is not easily summarized. He uses the term ‘ideology’, and its
various cognates, in a confusing variety of ways, and my account here involves a



certain simplification.

A first ‘expansive’ use of ideology refers to the ‘superstructure’ in its entirety.
It would be easy to miss the radical character of this conceptual move. A familiar
Marxist interpretation extends the superstructure beyond political and legal
institutions to include ‘ideology’ (understood as some subset of ‘ideas’), but
Gramsci now identifies ‘the necessary superstructure’—that is, all these
(institutional and ideational) entities—as ‘ideology’ (Gramsci 2011c: 170). Thus,
the couplet ‘structure’ and ‘superstructure’ is equated with ‘economy’ and
‘ideology’ respectively (Gramsci 2011c: 173). Ideology, so understood, would
seem to function as the (institutional and ideational) ‘terrain’ on which
individuals ‘become conscious of their social position, and therefore of their
tasks’ (Gramsci 2000: 196). So understood, ideology typically works to secure or
stabilize the economic structure—the set of relations of production—that
obtains.

The intellectual motivation for this expansive definition is not obvious. It
seems intended to bolster claims about the reality and efficacy of ideology, but
we might wonder whether those claims require this conceptual move which
appears to conflate very different kinds of entities. Gramsci’s own elucidatory
remarks are focused less on justifying his expansive definition of ideology, than
on defending a particular account of the relation between the economic structure
and the superstructure so understood, one which preserves both some priority for
the former and some autonomy for the latter. Economic developments, Gramsci
maintains, may limit the political possibilities, but they do not generate
particular outcomes. These latter are a result of the specific constellation of
broadly ‘ideological’ forces that obtain, and which his account of superstructures
sought to illuminate.

A second ‘narrow’ use of ‘ideology’ refers to certain ‘conceptions of the
world’ which are manifested in individual and collective life (Gramsci 2000:
330). Ideological conceptions of the world, on this account, seem to be
associated with social groups, and embodied in practical activity of various
kinds. Again, Gramsci seems less concerned with defending this definition, than
with elaborating the ways in which particular conceptions of the world can help
either to secure, or to challenge, existing social and political arrangements. For
example, he draws attention to the tension that might obtain between the
conceptions that are ‘implicit’ in an individual’s ‘activity’ (which might, for
example, challenge the existing social order), and the conceptions that are
apparent in their ‘theoretical consciousness’ (which might, for example, support
that order) (Gramsci 2000; 333).



Gramsci’s expansive and narrow uses of ideology would both seem to be
broadly descriptive in character. These ‘superstructures’ and ‘conceptions of the
world’ appear to be features of the social landscape which, although they might
take better and worse forms, are not in themselves problematic.

In addition, ideology in both of these Gramscian senses would appear to
identify features of the social world which—no doubt radically transformed—
would exist under socialism. This claim may surprise some readers, but it is
implied by certain remarks in the Prison Notebooks.

Regarding ideology in the expansive sense, consider an image that Gramsci
uses in discussing the ‘necessary and vital connection’ between superstructures
and structures (Gramsci 2011b: 157). In a discussion of the notion of an
‘historical bloc’, he describes the distinction between ‘ideologies’ and ‘material
forces’ as corresponding to the distinction between ‘form and content’, in that
the two entities are ‘conceptually’ distinct but ‘historically’ always bound
together (Gramsci 2011c: 172). Both the analogy and the language suggest that
ideology in the expansive sense is a permanent feature of the social world, since
historically ‘content’ will always have a ‘form’.

Regarding ideology in the narrow sense, consider Gramsci’s reference to
differences between the ‘philosophy of praxis’ (roughly his specific conception
of Marxism as a unity of theory and practice) and ‘other ideologies’ (Gramsci
2000: 196). The reference to other ideologies would suggest that the ‘philosophy
of praxis’ is also an ideology in this sense. Of course, the ‘ideology’
characteristic of socialist society would presumably look very different to its
class-divided counterparts. Risking a speculative reconstruction, we might
appeal to a series of contrasts that Gramsci makes between ‘coherent’ and
‘incoherent’ sets of ideas. Coherent ideologies, we might say, would be active,
honest, self-critical, historically informed, consistent, and reflect the interests of
all. In contrast, their incoherent counterparts would remain passive, deceitful,
uncritical, historically ill-informed, contradictory, and partial.

Gramsci does occasionally refer to critical accounts of ideology in the Prison
Writings, but typically only in order to reject them. For example, he dismisses
these approaches as an embodiment of ‘primitive infantilism’ which
underestimates the reality and efficacy of ideology (Gramsci 2011c: 173). In
particular, Gramsci identifies critical uses of ideology with the view—allegedly
prevalent in the Marxist tradition—that ‘every ideology is “pure” appearance,
useless, stupid, etc.” (Gramsci 2011c: 171). That is, critical uses of ideology are
conflated with the view that political and ideological fluctuations are
epiphenomenal, a mere reflection of the economic structure. So understood, we



might wonder about both the intended target, and the persuasiveness, of his
remarks.

The intended target of Gramsci’s criticism is not, as sometimes suggested,
Marx himself. Gramsci was not familiar with all of Marx’s writings on this topic
—most obviously, he had not read The German Ideology—but he often
associates his own emphasis on the reality and effectiveness of ideology with
Marx. For example, he defends Marx’s concrete political writings (such as the
Eighteenth Brumaire) against the claim of the idealist philosopher Benedetto
Croce (1866—1952) that they portray ideologies as merely ‘an appearance or an
illusion’ (Gramsci 2011b: 157).* It seems likely that the real target of Gramsci’s
animus was the overly schematic and reductive handbook accounts of Marx that
were popular in the Communist movement of the day. In particular, the ‘Popular
Manual’—Historical Materialism. A System of Sociology (1921)—written by
Nikolai I. Bukharin (1888-1938) is a recurring object of criticism in the Prison
Notebooks.

Gramsci’s hostility towards critical accounts of ideology looks to be
misplaced. Simply put, he assumes that critical accounts necessarily
underestimate the reality, or independence, or efficacy, of ideology. Yet,
whatever the connections here, they do not look to be necessary ones. It seems
possible to associate ideology with false and misleading ideas without denying
the reality, or independence, or efficacy, of those ideas. Indeed, we might think
that Marx’s own account, discussed above, exemplifies such a possibility.

6

Althusser was a highly productive, philosophically controversial, and—for a
brief historical moment—intensely modish French academic (Elliott 1987). His
distinguished career at the Ecole Normale Supérieure was not without
difficulties, albeit of a somewhat different stripe to those of Gramsci.
(Althusser’s working life was punctuated by bouts of depression, and—after he
killed his wife in 1980—Iengthy periods in a mental hospital.) Althusser’s
reflections on ideology are often closely bound up with other aspects of his
thought which itself underwent a complex and contested evolution.
Disentangling those reflections is not straightforward, but it may help to start
with certain continuities and discontinuities with Marx’s own account.

At first glance, it might seem that their views on ideology are rather similar.
In particular, Althusser and Marx both emphasize the opposition between
ideology and science. Althusser, for example, allows that ‘historically’ speaking



science may emerge from ideology—as in his controversial reading of Marx’s
own intellectual development as characterized by an epistemological break in
which a Hegelian and ‘humanist’ ideology is displaced by a new science of
historical materialism—but insists that ideology remains a ‘system of
representations’ (‘images, myths, ideas, or concepts’) which is conceptually
distinct from science (Althusser 1969: 231). However, once Althusser begins to
elaborate the basis of this distinction in his own work, certain significant
disparities with Marx begin to emerge.

Althusser insists that ideology is not to be defined in terms of false or
misleading ideas, and that to proceed on such an assumption would be to
misunderstand its essential character. (Asking about the truthfulness of ideology
seems to be viewed as a kind of category mistake, like inquiring into the colour
of an algorithm.) Science and ideology are properly distinguished by their
different ‘functions’; whereas science has a ‘theoretical’ function, ideology has a
‘practico-social’ function (Althusser 1969: 231). As a result, ideology should not
be thought of as a ‘cognitive’ relation between individuals and the world (to be
discussed in terms of truth or falsity), but rather as an ‘experiential’ relation (to
be discussed, perhaps, in terms of efficacy). In particular, ideology is said to
involve ‘representations’ of society, of nature, and of our relation to both, which
guide and shape individuals in accordance with their ‘assigned tasks’ (Althusser
1990: 24-5). In short, the efficacy of ideology is portrayed in terms of its success
in cementing individuals to the social role that they are allocated by the
particular social structures that obtain, thereby ensuring the reproduction of
those social structures (Althusser 1990: 25). Ideology functions to ensure that
society’s members are ‘formed, transformed, and equipped to respond to the
demands of their conditions of existence’ (Althusser 1969: 235).

In addition, Althusser suggests—we might think implausibly—that to
consider ideology in terms of its false or misleading character is to underestimate
both its coherence and ‘materiality’. The coherence sometimes exhibited by
ideology—consider the high degree of logic and rigour evident in medieval
scholastic theology—scuppers any Althusserian attempt to distinguish it from
science on grounds of ‘falsity’, because Althusser himself identifies ‘truth’ with
‘internal’ criteria, such as coherence, and not with any notion of empirical
falsification. Ideology is also said to be characterized by ‘materiality’. The
‘representations’ of ideology can be practical, as well as theoretical, and—at
least, in some of his writings—Althusser associates himself with Gramsci’s
insistence on the institutional dimensions of ideology (Althusser 1971).°
Reproducing the conditions of social order is said to require ideology as well as



violence, and the predominance of either of these two ‘techniques’ is associated
with different ‘state’ institutions. Violence is the province of ‘Repressive State
Apparatuses (RSAs)’ such as the army, police force, courts, and prisons. In
contrast, ideology is generated and sustained by ‘ideological state apparatuses
(ISAs)’ such as churches, schools, universities, families, trade unions, and
political parties. (The importance of particular ISAs is said to vary historically;
thus, in feudal society the family and church were dominant, whereas in
capitalist society it is the family and school.) Althusser’s account of ISAs is
perhaps intended to lend credence to his claims about ‘materiality’—ideology is
created and sustained by institutions (and their associated practices)—but not all
commentators have been persuaded by his characterization of this disparate
group as ‘state’ institutions.

Althusser portrays the ideological moulding of individuals as taking a distinct
(and obscure) form; namely, that of ‘interpellating’ individuals as ‘subjects’.
This process always remains a little opaque, but it helps to realize that, for
Althusser, human beings are not ‘subjects’—that is, independent and
autonomous agents—but rather the ‘effects’ and ‘supports’ of social structures.
Despite not being ‘subjects’, it seems that human beings need to experience the
world as if they were. Althusser’s reasoning here is scarcely transparent, and not
all readers will be helped by knowing that he draws selectively on the ‘mirror
stage’ of infant development controversially identified by the French
psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901-81). Indeed, Althusser’s efforts to establish
the crucial claim that only ‘subjects’ can be ‘subjected’ can seem to rely heavily
on word association. As human beings we need to think that we have ‘subjected’
ourselves to our social roles—thereby establishing an imagined unity between
ourselves and the social order—and that, in turn, requires that we think and
behave as if we were ‘subjects’. Ideology is the ‘imaginary relation’ in which
this ‘interpellation’ as ‘subjects’ takes place, in which human beings become
‘subjected’ beings, reliably obedient to our own individual conscience, God,
employer, and so on (Althusser 1971: 169).

Althusser’s account of ideology looks to be predominantly descriptive.
Ideology is defined by its practico-social function of moulding and cementing
individuals to their social roles, and that practico-social function would seem to
be required in all societies. However, his account of our ‘interpellation’ as
‘subjects’ would appear to introduce an important nuance which complicates the
proper characterization of his account. Whatever the precise reasoning,
Althusser portrays the imagined relationship—between individuals and their
conditions of existence—as distorting the real relationship here. Ideology may



not be defined by its false or misleading character, but it does seem to involve a
particular kind of distortion: simply put, we are required to think of ourselves as
we are not. Human beings are simply the ‘effects’ and ‘supports’ of the social
structure, but securing and reproducing the social order requires that we think of
ourselves as subjects, as autonomous and independent agents (see Althusser
1990: 29).

The observation (above) that the practico-social function of moulding
individuals would seem to be required in all societies was not a slip. Althusser
insists that ideology is not limited to class-divided societies. All societies need a
social division of labour, and that requires moulding the beliefs and dispositions
of individuals in order that they can carry out their allotted social roles.
Althusser reinforces this insistence on the universality of ideology with
references to Freud and allusions to Aristotle (384—322 BCE). Like the Freudian
unconscious, ideology is said to be ‘eternal’; not exactly transcendent, but
certainly ‘omnipresent, trans-historical and therefore immutable in form
throughout the extent of history’ (Althusser 1971: 152). And, in Aristotelian
mode, we are told that human beings ‘are born “ideological animals”’, needing a
certain ‘representation’ of their world in order ‘to exist as conscious, active
social beings in the society that conditions all their existence’ (Althusser 1990:
24-5).

Althusser may not shy away from asserting that the cohesive function of
ideology will be needed even in a classless (communist) society, but he does shy
away from admitting the heretical character (in Marxian terms) of that claim. ‘In
a classless society, as in a class society’, Althusser maintains that, ‘ideology has
the function of assuring the bond among people in the totality of their forms of
existence, the relation of individuals to their tasks assigned by the social
structure’ (Althusser 1990: 28). However, he not only portrays his own view
about the universality of ideology as a conventional Marxian nostrum, but also
dismisses the idea of a society without ideology as ‘a utopian idea’ with which
historical materialism has no truck (Althusser 1969: 232). The reader unfamiliar
with Marx’s own writings would have no idea that they provide the best-known
endorsement of that ‘utopian’ idea which historical materialism purportedly
rejects.

On Althusser’s account, ideology is no longer an eliminable phenomena. It is
a universal condition for social order, since all societies require that individuals
are moulded to fit the demands of the social structure. Of course, ideology might
well take very different forms in class-divided and classless societies,
respectively. At one point, for example, he appeals to the different beneficiaries



of the successful ideological cementing of individuals to their social roles: in a
class-divided society, those social relations are ‘settled to the profit of the ruling
class’, whereas in a classless society they are arranged ‘to the profit of all’
(Althusser 1969: 236). In short, communist citizens might be eternally trapped
within the distortion required for the reproduction of social order, but happily it
seems that they—and not, for instance, the capitalist minority—are now the
beneficiaries of that compliance.

7

I have suggested that the predominant, and most characteristic, account of
ideology in Marx’s own work is a critical one, but that in the subsequent Marxist
tradition this critical model is often eclipsed by non-critical, predominately
descriptive, accounts. I sketched certain reflections on ideology found in the
work of Gramsci and Althusser in order to illustrate that pattern. By way of
some concluding remarks, I want to suggest that this historical development is to
be regretted.

There is a significant loss involved in the eclipse of critical accounts of
ideology by non-critical ones. It results from the very different character of these
two types of account. Simply put, the latter—the ‘non-critical accounts’—do not
include the concerns and ambitions of the former. This loss has explanatory and
emancipatory dimensions.

The explanatory loss is that, neither the original puzzle identified by the
critical model, nor the solution to that puzzle, appear amongst the concerns of
non-critical accounts. Marx’s puzzle was to explain the considerable stability of
class-divided societies which are flawed in ways which frustrate human
flourishing and promote the material interests of a ruling minority. Part of his
solution is to claim that the dominant ideas in class-divided societies are often
false or misleading in a fashion that redounds to the advantage of the
economically dominant class, typically by concealing or misrepresenting or
justifying the flaws in those societies. (One might, of course, allow the Marxian
problem without endorsing their solution, but the latter does not look obviously
implausible.)®

The emancipatory loss is that the ‘constructive’ ambitions of the critical
account do not appear amongst the concerns of non-critical accounts. Marx not
only diagnoses a social ill, he seeks to cure it; that is, he envisages, and strives to
bring about, a society which does not rely on false and misleading ideas in order
to be stable. That emancipatory ambition raises many interesting and difficult



questions about the precise character of, and conditions for, a world without
ideology in the pertinent sense. These questions largely fall beyond the scope of
the present essay, but it is worth noting that this emancipatory ambition is not a
uniquely Marxian one. Consider, for example, the insistence of the liberal
political philosopher John Rawls (1921-2002) that a ‘publicity condition’—very
roughly, the requirement that the evidence for, and justification of, the principles
of justice regulating a society should be understood and accepted by its members
—must be fulfilled for a “‘well-ordered’ (that is, just) society to exist. As Rawls
himself recognizes, another way of putting this desideratum is that a just society
‘does not require an ideology in order to achieve stability’, where ideology is
understood in the original Marxian sense as ‘some form of false consciousness
or delusory scheme of public beliefs’ (Rawls 1999: 326 n.4).

One might be tempted to see these (explanatory and emancipatory) losses as
unwelcome but necessary. In particular, they might be considered justified by
virtue of some trade-off against the purported benefits (not examined here) of
‘non-critical’ accounts of ideology. However, I think we should be sceptical of
the widespread tendency to see critical and non-critical accounts of ideology as
competing accounts of the same thing—perhaps different ‘conceptions’ of the
same ‘concept’—in which the victory of the one seems to require the defeat of
the other. Instead, these models might fruitfully be seen as involving different
concepts which capture different phenomena, and do not compete for the same
territory (Humphrey 2005). (One could, of course, think that using the same term
for different phenomena is unhelpful, but language is often messy in precisely
this way.) That is, I doubt not only that non-critical accounts incorporate all of
the concerns of critical accounts, but also that there exists any fatal inconsistency
in subscribing to both accounts of what ideology is.

In short, non-critical accounts of ideology do not capture the explanatory and
emancipatory ambitions of critical accounts. Consequently, the displacement of
the latter by the former involves a loss. Moreover, there seems to be no conflict
between critical and non-critical accounts of ideology which might justify that
loss as part of an unwelcome but necessary trade-off. As a result, the eclipse of
critical accounts of ideology—whether inside the Marxist tradition or elsewhere
—is to be regretted.

NOTES

1. I use the term ‘Marxian’ here to refer to views which, broadly speaking, are held by Marx and Engels
(and not to refer to the subsequent Marxist tradition).

2. There is, however, some evidence (largely neglected here) that Marx thought of ideologies as relatively



abstract and theorized sets of ideas (see Torrance 1995: 192—4).

3. The locus classicus is the letter to Franz Mehring (dated 14 July 1893) in which Engels describes
ideology as requiring that the ‘actual motives’ from which an individual acts are ‘hidden from him’
(Marx and Engels 2004: 164).

4. This emphasis on the materiality of ideology in Marx’s work is also evident in Gramsci’s own
translation of the ‘1859 Preface’, where a reference to the ideological forms ‘in which’ people become
conscious (of the conflict between forces and relations of production) is rendered as ‘on which terrain’
they become conscious (see Rehmann 2007: 218).

5. Althusser’s relation to Gramsci is more complex than suggested here (see Althusser and Balibar 1970).
For critical discussion of Althusser’s critique of Gramsci’s ‘absolute historicism’ see Coassin-Spiegel
(1983) and Thomas (2010).

6. As one sympathetic commentator rhetorically asks: can it really just be an accident that so many
Americans have factually inaccurate beliefs about issues such as the ‘estate tax’, beliefs which are so
clearly in the interests of those with money and power? (Leiter 2004:, 86-7.)
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CHAPTER 3
KARL MANNHEIM AND POLITICAL IDEOLOGY

PETER BREINER

WHEN commentators address Karl Mannheim’s contribution to the theory of
ideology, they typically associate him with the Mannheim paradox. The core of
this paradox is Mannheim’s well-known criticism of Marx’s theory of ideology:
“The analysis of thought and ideas in terms of ideologies is much too wide in its
application and too broad a weapon to become the permanent monopoly of any
one party. Nothing is to prevent the opponents of Marxism availing themselves
of the weapon of applying it to Marxism itself’ (Mannheim 1936: 75 [henceforth
IU]; Mannheim 1985: 69) [henceforth TuU].! For the commentators who focus
on this argument, Mannheim’s central contribution is to make explicit the
paradox that every time we uncover an opponent’s political ideas and world-
view as ideology, we achieve this only from the vantage point of another
ideology, and so there is no vantage point outside of ideology to understand and
criticize ideology (IU: 77; IuU: 70). Most commentators have treated this
paradox as the central theoretical problem informing Mannheim’s application of
his sociology of knowledge to the understanding of ideology, in particular
political ideology. And in different ways, they have claimed it to be destructive
of both the study of social and political ideas and the practice of social science.
Karl Jaspers and Hannah Arendt saw this move as undermining the autonomy of
philosophical thought and the possibility of transcendence (Jaspers 1957: 174-8;
Arendt 1990: 196-208). Similarly, Raymond Aron criticized Mannheim for ‘an
inability to understand any ideas which cannot be justified by their utility in
social thought and action’ (1964: 60). On the other hand, Clifford Geertz, who
coined the phrase, ‘Mannheim’s Paradox’, claimed that Mannheim’s
preoccupation with the self-referential nature of the concept of ‘ideology’ may
very well have ‘destroyed its scientific utility altogether’, and he queries
‘whether having become an accusation it can remain an analytic concept’ (Geertz
1973: 194). Mannheim, on this account, has left us with an infinite regress. So
for one set of critics, Mannheim’s approach to ideology stands accused of
undermining philosophy or the autonomy of ideas as such; for another set of
critics he stands accused of undermining social science.

In this article I would like to argue that critics like Arendt, Jaspers, and Aron
and in a different idiom Geertz misunderstand the role that ideology and the



sociology of knowledge is playing in Mannheim’s argument. Specifically, they
mistakenly treat the ideological understanding of ideological unmasking as if it
were the core of Mannheim’s famous inquiry in Ideology and Utopia when it is
in fact merely a step along the way. That is, this famous argument from Ideology
and Utopia is merely a preparation for a far more complex and persistent
paradox, one that poses a recurrent problem for any political science that seeks
to understand how political ideas can function as political ideology—or more
generally understand what it means to translate political ideas into political
practice. Roughly put, the paradox functions like this: when we try to understand
contending ideologies that constitute a political field at any one historical
moment both as they inform and criticize one another, and when we seek to test
the possibilities for their realization in light of the historical developmental
tendencies and political tensions in their sociological context, our constructions
of this context is itself informed by these ideologies. We construct the context of
political ideological conflict either from the viewpoint of our own partisan
commitments or our sense of the way these ideologies interact with one another.
So there is no way to understand how the grand political ideologies—say,
conservatism, liberalism, and socialism—politically relate or fail to relate to one
another and how they assess the tendencies on which they place their bets for
success from some standpoint outside of the field of political conflict. A synoptic
understanding of the political field must come from a point within it. This leads
to the question, how can we test political ideas as ideologies for their
‘congruence or lack of congruence’ with a dynamic social and historical reality
when our access to that reality is understood through the variety of partisan
ideologies defining politics at any one point in time?

It is this paradox, I will want to argue, that is at the core of his famous set of
arguments in Ideology and Utopia. I will also maintain that the often criticized
tentativeness of Mannheim’s solution is not a conceptual problem of
Mannheim’s but a problem built into understanding political ideologies as such. I
will further argue that when we read Ideology and Utopia with its original three
chapters as the centre of this work, we will see that Mannheim’s account of the
sociology of knowledge is subservient to his project of developing a new
political science—one that is at once sensitive to the contingent historical
development and the durable elements of politics and to the specific
constellation of political ideologies whose adherents use political means in the
struggle for preeminence.* Thus the paradox that this political science both
intensifies and seeks to resolve turns out to be the much neglected political one:
that we can only understand and evaluate political ideologies (and their



interrelationships with each other) against a dynamically developing context
whose features we are only able to discern through the lens of those self-same
ideologies—and this is the case even if we embrace a political ideology we think
to be missing from the field. At the end I will argue that this paradox is still
operative in present debates between proponents of analytic political philosophy
and those who treat political ideas as ideologies.

REDEFINING HISTORICISM AS SOCIOLOGY OF
KNOWLEDGE

Mannheim’s account of political ideology in Ideology and Utopia is rooted in his
relentless attack on what we might want to call the analytic philosophy of his
own moment (Turner 1995: 722). More accurately, in his earlier writings he
launches a full scale attack on the claims of both epistemology and a priori ethics
to have a unique authority over cultural and political knowledge. From his early
writing on “Worldviews’ (1952b) to his subsequent accounts of ‘Historicism’
(1952a) and ‘The Sociology of Knowledge’ (1952c) Mannheim viewed his
project as justifying a dynamic theory of the relation of knowledge to reality as
against static theories of philosophy that treat the historical, developmental, and
sociological as contingent to that which is durable and unchanging (1952a: 112—
13). While, according to Mannheim, epistemology and the positive sciences seek
truth in the durability of a priori concepts or brute facts over and against the
stream of history or the constantly changing phenomenal world, truth,
Mannheim argues, is to be found in that which is dynamically changing. That is,
truth is to be found in the constantly changing relations of irrational and rational,
of theory and practice, of sociologically constituted structures and history, and of
ideas and collective experience: “What the individual holds, with a feeling of
phenomenological self-evidence, as eternal certainties ... represents, in actual
fact, merely correlates of a specific configuration of vital and cultural factors of
a cultural Gestalt which is perennially in flux’ (Mannheim 1952a: 113). To this
Mannheim adds the claim that all attempts to understand historical changes and
structures are determined by the perspective or standpoint we occupy within ‘the
historical stream’. But there is no impartial standpoint from which to order
historical reality or, for that matter, a series of ideological viewpoints on a fixed
historical reality, because both the (ideological) position we occupy and the
object we seek to understand are in constant movement (Mannheim 1952a: 120).
Or as he radically puts it: ‘history is only visible from within history and cannot
be interpreted through a “jump” beyond history in occupying a static standpoint



arbitrarily occupied outside of history’ (1952c: 172).

Mannheim’s concept of the sociology of knowledge flows out of this account
of historicism and his criticism of epistemology (Mannheim 1952c: 137-46).
The crucial moment that launches the sociology of knowledge occurs when
sociology dispenses with inquiry into the truth value of ideas and instead is used
to unmask them by revealing their social function when the purveyors of ideas
claim these ideas transcend reality and thus rise above their social function
(Mannheim 1952c: 141). However, sociology of knowledge truly comes into
own when it changes from unmasking sets of ideas by revealing their social
function and the deceptive justifications used by the ruling classes in claiming to
represent universal interests to demonstrating that ‘all thinking of a social group
is determined by its existence’ (Mannheim 1952c: 144). However, this notion
now becomes self-reflexive in that unmasking now focuses on ideas that are part
of an obsolete theory or of a whole world-view that historical development has
left behind. It also becomes self-reflexive in a second sense, that society itself
accepts the claim that ideas are socially determined (Mannheim 1952c: 144-5).
Sociology of knowledge reaches its final development when the background
against which all ideas are reduced to a function becomes ‘dynamic’. So now
both ideas and the account of existence which provides the functional backdrop
are evolving in relation to one another—a kind of double evolution.

In sum, for Mannheim, all ideas are intelligible only if we understand the
background concept of being in which the ideas are a function or of which they
are meant to be an expression—Mannheim is rather loose in his usage here. But
combining his notion of history as movement with phenomenology, Mannheim
claims that this background is in fact always a horizon of becoming, though one
constituted by socially structured meanings under historical pressure. Sociology
of knowledge does not discover this but incorporates it by drawing all
standpoints and patterns of thought back to ‘an underlying historico-social
reality’ (Mannheim 1952c: 182).

Viewed against this background Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia—at least
in its original German version—appears not merely as a justification of
sociology of knowledge as a method for studying the relation of ideas to society,
but as a way of revealing the relation of ideology to politics and thereby
launching a new kind of political science—a political science that can map and
remap the field of political struggle as one of competing ideologies under the
pressure of a dynamic reality. And in doing this, Mannheim will claim to provide
political clarification for all partisans of a political field.



THE WEBERIAN BACKGROUND

This new sociologically informed political science is forged initially out of a
critical dialogue with Max Weber—leavened through a political reading of Marx
(see Loader 1985: 121-2). Specifically, Mannheim seeks to vindicate Weber’s
aim of providing a kind of political sociological clarification of political choices
that is not identical with the standpoint of the political partisan (Weber 1989: 25—
6). But he forges a new approach—in keeping with his dynamic approach to
reality—Dby intensifying the circular relation of partisan standpoints and the
construction of the political field against which the partisan standpoints will be
judged. This involves replacing Weber’s emphasis on individually chosen
political ‘convictions’ (Weber 1994: 359, 367—-8) with an emphasis on ideologies
and utopias as ideas that are held by collectivities, most often in conflict with
one another (see Ashcraft 1981: 40). More importantly for Mannheim, this move
requires us to acknowledge that political ideologies and utopian strivings do not
merely constitute the political commitments of political actors to be tested by
political sociology but provide perspectives on the very political-sociological
constructs through which we understand political reality. And he will make this
circularity between ‘partisanship’ and ‘science’ the centre of his application of
the sociology of knowledge to political science. This in turn will require a
redefinition of one of the central terms that Weber thought he had overcome by
emphasizing ‘convictions’ and subjective meanings, namely ‘false
consciousness’.

THE DIALOGUE WITH IDEOLOGY AS ‘FALSE
CONSCIOUSNESS’: UNMASKING VERSUS EVALUATING
IDEOLOGIES

Mannheim seeks to overcome the notion of ideology as a form of false
consciousness susceptible to being unmasked by its opponents. But the problem,
as Mannheim points out, is that the sociology of knowledge has its origins in the
Marxian definition of ideology as unmasking an opponent in order to discredit
his/her set of ideas or world-view by demonstrating the social function it
performs from a secure non-ideological standpoint of one’s own. And this in turn
implies the party doing the unmasking must claim that its opponents suffer from
false consciousness while the critic possesses a standpoint that bespeaks true
consciousness. This unleashes a logic internal to the concept of ideology itself
but also informing its practical employment when all parties make use of it



against their opponents: thus, Mannheim’s all too famous claim that ‘The
problem of ideology is much to general and much too fundamental for it to
remain the privilege of any one party and for anyone to prohibit the opponents of
Marxism to analyze it for its ideological entwinement’ (IU: 75; IuU: 69, my
translation). But Mannheim does not make this insight the aim of his inquiry as
so many commentators and critics claim. Rather, this move for Mannheim has
the ironic effect of reducing all the ideas of all parties in a particular period to
ideology in a neutral or ‘non-evaluative’ sense. This allows the sociology of
knowledge to analyse the relations between structures of consciousness and
particular kinds of existence—or more specifically, the way socially structured
conditions of existence shape particular styles of interpreting existence (IU: 80;
[uU: 72)—without having to make any judgements about the truth value of
ideas. But this in turn requires that we try to put together the different particular
standpoints and their interactions in the context of the total social context and
social processes (IU: 81; TuU: 73). However, as we have seen, for Mannheim the
relation between styles of thought and the social structures which shape them
and which these self-same ideas try to make intelligible is not static but is always
developing historically. Given that styles of thought are partial in relation to the
whole they claim to make sense of and given that they are in tension with the
development of social structures, Mannheim proposes a new approach to the
understanding of ideologies, his controversial notion of ‘relationalism’.

Relational thinking enables the sociology of knowledge to avoid both the
reduction of ideas to a static social function or to a judgement on the validity of
ideas by a static notion of truth value—including true consciousness. Rather it
requires we understand ideology as a kind of knowledge arising from ‘our
experience in actual life situations’ (IU: 86; [uU: 77). Moreover, it also requires
we understand each ideology as a particular perspective on social reality. It
furthermore requires we construct an account of the ways each of these points of
view interact with each other in conflictual or complementary ways as we move
from one perspective to the other. And lastly it requires we understand that the
way ideologies in a particular period interact with each other horizontally is at
the same time a vertical response to a historical sociological reality, at once
‘temporal, spatial, and situational’ (IU: 93; IuU: 82). However, Mannheim adds
one additional move that renders such inquiry hermeneutic and dialectical—
what he will label dynamic relationism—namely, we must treat the combined
ideological perspectives on the life situation of a period as the vehicle through
which we gain insight into that period’s sociological forms and historical
development; and in turn insight into these forms and their development will



demonstrate the partiality of insight that the ideologies of a period provide. So
when we engage in relational analysis, we move back and forth between the
sociological developments of a historical period and the ideological responses to
these developments, but the latter serve to give us insight into what is durable
and what is changing in the former.

The consequence of this last move for Mannheim is to force us to reinstate
the connection between the concept of ideology and false consciousness
precisely within this non-evaluative concept of ideology itself.? For the very
understanding of an ideology as a perspective on the form and development of a
historical social structure involves us in describing the degree of its adaptation or
lack of adaptation to that structure and its development—that is, understanding
and evaluation are now inseparable. Or to put the matter more politically, we
cannot separate a sociology that reveals the partiality of ideological world-views
without some way of evaluating those ideologies in relation to the
developmental political reality of which they provide only a partial
understanding. This requires Mannheim to come up with what I would argue is
his most significant contribution to the understanding of ideology: ‘the concept
of evaluative ideology’. Under this notion we can evaluate the degree to which
ideas correspond to ‘the criteria of reality in practice, particularly political
practice’ (IU: 94; IuU: 83). However, the practical reality against which we
evaluate ideas for their ideological features is not a fixed or static reality but a
‘historical’ and dynamic one so that ideas may adequately guide practice at one
moment but later prove to be either outmoded or too demanding. Either way,
under this new conception of ideology for Mannheim, ideas are not false in
relation to a brute reality but rather when they guide one’s orientation to life
through categories that reflect ‘superseded and antiquated norms and ways of
thought, but also ways of interpreting the world that conceal rather than clarify
the relation between a completed action and the given reality’ (IU:, 95; TuU: 84).

This false consciousness can occur in three ways. A set of ethical norms may
no longer correspond to the imperatives of a new social structure. The human
agent may be deceived or deceive him/herself regarding both self and others
either through reifying or idealizing certain human characteristics at the expense
of others. Or lastly, an agent’s everyday orientation to the world fails to
comprehend changes in social structure such as the patriarchal employer
overseeing a capitalist firm (IU: 95-6; IuU: 85). Mannheim’s point here is that
false consciousness in all these three senses now rotates less around a failure of
knowing than a failure of practical understanding, especially of the ideas about
the social and historical world from which that practical understanding is



derived. This means then that the tension within false consciousness that leads to
mal-adaptation of ethical principles, self, and world-view to historical and social
reality can only be overcome within a concept of ideology ‘which is evaluative
and dynamic’: ‘It is evaluative because it makes certain judgments concerning
the reality of ideas and structures of consciousness, and it is dynamic because
these judgments are always measured by a reality which is in constant flux’ (IU:
97; IuU: 85).

But here the question arises, without knowing what counts as ‘real’ and what
counts as ‘possible’, how do we know which norms, concepts of agency, and
world-views are ‘ideological’ and which ones are adapted to a particular set of
social and historical developments? Mannheim’s answer is twofold, though in
each case this answer is more a specification of dynamic relational thinking—of
the dialectic between ideology as a perspective on practical reality and dynamic
reality itself—than a precise conceptual account of the real and the possible. The
first answer is to draw his famous distinction between the new evaluative
concepts of ideology and utopia. World-views will turn out to be ideologies if
they use categories that inhibit our understanding of the social and political
possibilities within the dynamic trends that constitute historical ‘reality’ (IU: 94—
6; ITuU: 84-5). They turn out to be utopias if they seek to radically break with
historical and social realities to achieve forms of society that historical and social
tendencies have not yet made possible (IU: 96-8; [uU: 85-6). Ideologies prevent
us from taking advantage of an altered social and political situation either by
treating social reality as static and unvarying, or by emphasizing one dynamic of
social reality at the expense of others that have superseded it. Utopias either
exaggerate the dynamics available to achieve new models of society or claim we
can reorganize state and society without having to take the dynamic forces
constituting historical reality into account. Thus ideologies and utopias can both
be shown to suffer from a kind of political ‘false consciousness’. Because they
are rooted in the particular interests and aspirations of groups, classes, and
generations, they fail to grasp fully the various dynamics of historical
development and political conflict and thus come to wrong judgements of what
we can politically achieve.

Against both forms of thought aiming to shape dynamic political and social
reality, Mannheim proposes a kind of political thinking that, analytically at least,
avoids these difficulties: “Thought should contain neither less nor more than the
reality in whose medium it operates’ (IU: 98; IuU: 86). Thus the standard for
judging a world-view or set of social and political principles for whether they are
ideologies or utopias is their ‘congruence with reality’. But the problem is that



these distinctions are largely analytic and heuristic, since every idea claiming to
guide practical action also claims to be congruent both with some aspects of
reality that are durable and recurrent, and some aspects of historical reality that
are in a state of development. Thus ideologies and utopias contain perspectives
on the relations of their own aspirations to dynamic reality and so provide partial
knowledge about social and political reality even though they seek to transcend
that reality. And so the best we can do is try to understand these ideas as
different ways ‘of experiencing the same reality’ (IU:, 99; IuU: 87) while at the
same time assuming this ‘reality’ is in constant flux.

However, this tripartite scheme contains a number of difficulties. It conflicts
with Mannheim’s claim that ‘dynamic relationism’ assumes that the relation
between ideologies (and utopias) and historically developing reality is itself
interpretively constructed from within not from outside. Furthermore, the typical
relation between ideas and politics rotates around political ideologies. Utopias
for Mannheim are distinctive only because they seek to transcend a given way of
life through a radical rupture rather than seeking forces within that given reality
in order to get beyond it (IU: 173—4; TuU: 169—71). Nonetheless, most ideologies
as Mannheim describes them seek a form of political and social arrangements
beyond what is given but derive them from some given political or social
dynamics; so utopias most often appear as corollary parts of ideology. Thus
whether acting under ideology in conjunction with utopian thought or out of
utopian strivings alone, political and social actors typically seek to shape social
and historical reality in light of their aspirations for organizing society as they
understand it, even if they are ignoring difficulties arising from developments
beyond their comprehension. But in either case, ideologies containing
affirmative utopias—*conceptions that transcend existence’—Mannheim argues,
are typical of every way of life while ‘adequate conceptions congruent with
existence’ are relatively rare (IU: 194; IuU: 170-1) even if we could determine
what they are. Lastly, Mannheim admits that at the end of the day, we can only
test the validity of the concepts, ideas, and world views for their congruence
with reality—that is whether they are parts of ideologies (or utopias) or
sociologically adequate conceptions—by linking them to an active political will
in the situation they are describing (IU: 97; IuU: 85). So it would seem that we
need a different way of making sense of ideologies and utopias than relying on
dynamic relationism alone as an interpretive approach—one that allows us to
test them in the practical contexts in which groups try to realize them in conflict
with one another. We thus arrive at Mannheim’s second answer.

The second answer is to redefine these new evaluative concepts of ideology



and utopia politically and treat them as the objects of study for a new political
science: political ideologies (and the utopian strivings contained within them)
will now be evaluated for their adaptation to a dynamic historical sociology
through the sociology of knowledge. In turn the older unmasking process of
showing the false claim to universality of a set of ideas will now become part of
what ideologies do to their opponents within a field of political conflict, and the
strategies that different political ideologies employ when they engage in this
unmasking become one of the central objects for political science to understand.

THE NEW POLITICAL SCIENCE I: RESTYLIZING MARX
AS AN ANSWER TO WEBER

Mannheim seeks to accomplish this through a deliberately political reading of
Marx. This Marx, ‘corrected’ by Mannheim, offers a new political science of
ideology whose aim is not merely to unmask other ideologies but also to provide
a mode of assessing the feasibility of the contending political ideologies of
conservatism and liberalism while having the benefit of being able to assess its
own political possibility using its own method—a sociology of knowledge avant
le lettre. 1t is this latter feature that sets it apart, for Mannheim, from all opposing
political ideologies.

Specifically, in its struggle with opposing ideologies of liberalism and
conservatism, Marxism reveals that there is no pure political theory but only
political thought that is historically located in collective groups in conflict with
other collective groups (IU: 124; IuU: 108)—in short, political thought takes the
form of political ideologies. But to make good on this insight, Mannheim insists,
Marxism needs to be corrected by the insights of dynamic relationism—or more
accurately, by bringing out the operation of dynamic relationism within the
theory itself. To this end, Mannheim first proposes to apply Marxism’s dynamic
account of the political ideologies of its opponents as collective ideas embedded
in political conflict and history to Marxism itself—a move similar to his claim
that partisanship and social scientific clarification of political ideas in Weber
inform one another, leading to a hermeneutic relation between the two notions.
The upshot of this move is to render Marxism a historical and socially located
form of political understanding that can explain both the source of its own
emergence and that of its opponents. At the same time, this distance based on
viewing all political thought as bound or connected to social existence (IuU:
109) clarifies Marxism’s own political position within the field of political action
in a way that would be obscured were Marxism to claim an impartial standpoint



above the political-ideological conflict.

Mannheim’s second correction redefines the Marxian notion that theory
validates itself in the ‘real movement of social forces’ by rendering this very idea
as a new ‘realist dialectic’ [Realdialektik] of political theory and practice in
history. This new dialectic involves an oscillation between a rational
understanding of historical movement and a sudden opening up of an irrational
moment of political will, that is a moment of political choice and initiative,
whose outcomes are reabsorbed once again under a redefined understanding of
rational historical change (IU: 128; TuU: 111). This dialectic reveals the space for
political action in two senses: first by examining the constantly changing relation
among productive relations, class relations, social relations and ideology as they
together shape the space for political manoeuvre (IU: 129-130)—note that
Mannheim’s relational approach does not give priority to the economic structure;
second, by tracing the moment when convergent rational developments suddenly
reach their limit in determining the scope of action and turn into the irrational
moment of pure unpredictability in which pure political will determines
outcomes. Mannheim’s Marxian dialectic captures that situation in which the
relation of reason to will is overturned and active intervention suddenly becomes
possible—in Marxism the moment of the revolutionary act of the proletariat, but
for Mannheim the moment in every political ideology when its account of
historical and sociological development reaches its limit and it finds an opening
for wilful political action as such: a ‘breach in the rationalized structure of
society’. This dialectic containing both a long-term and short-term view of
politics becomes a model of how a political science may both provide a
relational understanding between rational forces in history and society and
advice for the collective actors defined by the various political ideologies (and
corollary utopias) of where they are in the historical processes and what
occasions for political action are available: ‘One acts here never out of mere
impulse, but rather on the basis of sociologically understood history; but on the
other hand, one does not ever through mere calculation eliminate the room for
action and the [unpredictable] moment within sociological tendencies’ (IU:133;
IuU: 116).

Thus on Mannheim’s reading, Marx’s account of history as providing the
opportunities for political intervention by the working class parties provides us
with a frame for understanding the whole field of contending political
ideologies. That is, the Marxian relational concept of history as an alternation
between rational understanding of developments and non-rational moments of
political will describes—with Mannheim’s essayistic corrections—what all



political ideologies seek to do. What is missing in this politicized reading of
Marxism as political science for Mannheim is that it too resides as one of the
central political ideologies within this field of contending political ideologies
from which it needs to take distance. That is, while applying a dynamic
relational understanding to its opponents in order to discover the conditions for a
political will that produces a society beyond conservatism and liberalism, it fails
in its potential, as it were, to apply a dynamic relational understanding to the
whole field of political ideologies of which it is a part. Hence Mannheim
suggests a post-Weberian, post-Marxian political science of political ideology
with dynamic relationism, as its operative principle, but one that can move
between the perspectives of engaged partisans and the political field as a whole.
This political science will construct the whole field of conflicting political
ideologies. However, it will not just be a way of studying political ideology
employing a sociology of knowledge that brings all political ideas back to their
‘Seinsverbundenheit’, their locatedness in a dynamic account of social existence,
but also a form of political education to all political actors in the political field.
In this way it may potentially serve as a kind of political intervention within that
field.

THE NEW POLITICAL SCIENCE 11

It is in the background of this political-sociological re-stylization of Marx as a
way of solving the Weberian dilemma that we can understand the German title of
his central chapter in Ideology and Utopia, ‘Ist Politik als Wissenschaft
Moglich?’ (‘Is Politics as Science Possible?’). On the surface Mannheim is
asking a conventional question: whether our ordinary understanding of politics
can be understood scientifically as well, whether we can find durable
generalizations about the relation between the dynamics of sociology and
political ideology. However, the German title conveys a far more ambitious and
a far more radical project than the English one—‘The Prospect for Scientific
Politics’. Mannheim’s German title explicitly references Weber’s two lectures,
‘Politics as a Vocation’ and ‘Science as a Vocation’. But he reduces the science
versus politics question to one: namely, is it possible to forge a ‘political science’
that can inform all political actors, active and potential, so that the purveyors of
the former can remain engaged with the world of the latter and the latter remain
connected to the former?

To this end Mannheim wants to inquire whether understanding political ideas
with their different maps of political reality and their different recipes for



political practice might become the precondition for drawing generalizations
about the dynamic relation between political ideologies in combat with one
another and their constant tension with a dynamically changing political reality
without the inquirer imposing a model of political science from outside. Political
science has to find its own internal relation to its object of inquiry. This reflexive
relation of political science to its own subject matter generates a series of
problems that at least have to be faced if not resolved given that the object of this
new political science is at once a relational understanding of political ideologies
to one another and to their ‘Seinsverbundenheit’, their mutual boundedness, to
an existential reality of social groups, social structures, and generations from
some standpoint within that reality.

The most profound of these problems for Mannheim is the difficulty of
gaining a synoptic view of political ideology from within the field of politics
itself. Specifically, the different points of view of political theorists will lead to
differences in political concepts and styles of political thinking that are not just
incompatible but also incommensurable because their accounts of the fields of
political conflict are encased in different ideologies and partisan commitments
(IU: 116-17; TuU: 101). In a direct challenge to Weber’s distinction between
scientific impartiality and partisanship (and more in keeping with his
radicalization of Weber through Marx), Mannheim claims that there is no
political style or vocabulary or, for that matter, logic of social inquiry that
transcends our locatedness in a particular partisan political conflict of world-
views. Every world-view has its own mode of interpreting history and society
and makes its own claim to have discovered a logic that renders intelligible the
dynamic movement of history and society toward desired political forms of
society (IU: 148; IuU: 129). And in addition, every world-view locates the
‘irrational element’ of political will in a different place. If the world-views of
different political standpoints each find a different economy of the irrational to
the routine, they also conceptualize this economy under differing theories, some
resting on convention, others on rational progress, and others on productive
relations and class conflict, and yet others on the pure exercise of political will
against all routine or alternatively on the insistence upon rational routine against
all political will. In sum, all partisan positions at any historical moment have
their own style of thought that ‘penetrates into the very “logic” of their political
thought’ (IU: 117; TuU: 101).

To be sure, what all political ideas have in common is their participation in
politics as irrational willing over and against ‘rationalized structures’, but this is
precisely what also draws these ideas into conflict with another at the highest



level of intensity. And so the attempt to transform our ordinary understanding of
politics into a science of politics that is sensitive to political-ideological conflict
meets resistance at every turn by the very fact that the study of politics is
implicated in politics as an activity that resists rational control—that is an
activity characterized by will, passion, partisanship, conflict over collectively
held ideas, and chance in constant tension with routine. Nonetheless, Mannheim
insists that a political science that is more than simply the world-view of a party
is possible, but only if it can gain a certain—though never perfect—
independence from the ‘fundamental structure of the power struggle’ in which
ideologies and their political adherents are engaged (IU: 117; TuU: 101-2).

ANEW POLITICAL SCIENCE OF POLITICAL IDEOLOGY:
POLITICAL SCIENCE AS DYNAMIC SYNTHESIS

To achieve this distance without capitulating to a self-defeating detachment,
Mannheim proposes his famous notion of political sociology as dynamic
synthesis (IuU: 130, 149). Employing ‘dynamic relationism’ this approach
embraces rather than seeks to overcome the perspectival and partisan nature of
our accounts of social and political ‘reality’ (IuU: 136; IU: 156). Thus to produce
a dynamic synthesis, the political sociology of each of the contending ideologies
must be constructed into a series of conflicting but overlapping types within a
common field—for Mannheim the central ideologies of modernity were
traditionalist conservatism, liberalism, and socialism (or variations within them).
If this is done right, Mannheim claims, each of these ideological types will
contribute a perspective on the dynamic and durable political and social reality
within which they all seek to prevail, but they will also prove to be blind to other
features both of that reality and of the insights of their opponents. For example, a
conservative may emphasize the slow development of traditions while the
socialist will emphasize how social and productive relations may be
undermining them, generating openings for political initiative, and the liberal
may emphasize the ways political struggle produced by economic and social
structures may be contained by parliamentary conflict and political procedures.
And yet each of these political ideologies may be blind to the force of the other’s
account of political reality (see IU: 147-50; IuU: 128-34). Likewise, each
political ideology may be blind to the other’s account of the occasion for the
exercise of (irrational) political will and so overestimate or underestimate the
moments for political intervention. The effect of this synthetic construction of
political ideologies based on combining their historical-political sociologies and



their accounts of wilful political intervention is that the blindness of each party
to the insight of the opposing party regarding the conditions of and limits to
political possibility becomes obvious.

By integrating the various ideological points of view into a whole made of
many perspectives on political reality against a construct of political reality
derived from these very perspectives and yet in tension with them, we can attain,
however temporarily, a view of the whole political field. However, for
Mannheim, this is not the static testing of a series of interlocking political
ideologies against a static notion of congruence with political reality, but a
relational account in which the political ideologies of the moment give an insight
into the existing political reality as it is structured, but the account of this self-
same reality is more comprehensive than that provided by any one of the
ideologies. With the construction of such syntheses, Mannheim claims, we gain a
synoptic overview of the variety of political ideologies in tension with a political
reality consisting of the recurrent conflict between political will and routine and
the unique developmental tendencies and social structures of which particular
ideologies understand only a part.

But this said, there is no straightforward method of constructing these
dynamic syntheses through a political science informed by sociology of
knowledge. Mannheim ultimately maintains that even in the backdrop of a
synthesis that gives us a horizon of potential areas for (irrational) political action
and its (rational) limits, judgements as to whether a particular partisan position
happens to be an ideology out of touch with historical possibility, or is attached
to a utopia demanding too much of reality, is ultimately a matter of sensibility
and judgement—‘a distinctive alertness to the historical present’ and a case by
case sense for “‘what is no longer necessary and what is not yet possible’ (IU:
154; TuU: 135). At the core of such judgements regarding the dynamics spawned
by conflicting political ideologies is the capacity to empathize with the views of
each side (IU: 157; TuU: 136) and project oneself into the struggle from different
ideological points of view. There is no brute reality to appeal to, nor one master
method of understanding the dynamics at work in each political conjuncture.
There is only the dynamic synthetic construct itself.

MODERN POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES

The emblematic example of such a synthesis for Mannheim is the modern
conjuncture of political conflict among fundamental political world-views
consisting of historical conservatism, liberalism, and socialism. Bureaucratic



conservatism and fascism as well as anarchism represent the limiting cases at
opposite ends of the continuum—pure formal rules on one side combined with
distrust of all politics, pure irrational will on the other. These two ideological
positions set the parameters of modern politics in that the bureaucratic
conservative sees all expressions of political will as a threat to reason and order
while the anarchist or fascist sees all attempts to impose rational routine as a
threat to political initiative. But the conflict between the two is also part of the
political field—indeed the rebellion of political will against pure bureaucratic
rationality is always in the backdrop of the more differentiated political
ideologies.

Without at this point going into Mannheim’s revealing discussion of each of
these ideologies, I would like to briefly discuss the way Mannheim demonstrates
the ways they intertwine with one another in their assessments of the relation of
political will to routine on one side and to history on the other—that is the
relation of the existentially durable features of politics to that stream of reality
that is in constant flux. Historical conservatism emphasizes the irrational
moment of political will through its emphasis on historical prudence while
finding the routine in the durability of custom and the organic development of
society. Liberalism seeks a rational framework to reconcile all competing
interests while extirpating all irrationality from politics. Marxism, by contrast,
incorporates from the conservatives the organic notion of society as historically
evolving but sees a rationality of conflict behind it, which it employs against
liberalism to show the irrationality behind its claims to use reason to solve all
conflicting claims when political will outside of procedural institutions is
necessary (IU: 117-46; IuU: 102-32). Each of these positions finds politics
somewhere else. But when we put their accounts of politics together, we get a
comprehensive sense of the different possible loci of political action—in
traditional prudence, in parliamentary discussion, in class conflict and revolution
—and the different limitations on political action—in custom, in legal-
constitutional procedure and partial interest, and in the development of class
structure and productive means (IU: 150; IuU: 130). All of these loci of political
action and accounts of history are influential in different ways in different
situations.

SOCIOLOGICALLY INFORMED POLITICAL EDUCATION
FOR IDEOLOGICALLY DEFINED ACTORS

Mannheim hoped that such dynamic syntheses of political fields might educate



ideologically located partisans—in particular traditional conservatives, socialists,
and liberals—to the meaning and social boundedness of their political
commitments and thereby provide them with an enlarged horizon which might
make their political choices more realistic (IU: 189; IuU: 165. See Kettler 2002:
38). And in this way political science might actually alter the political field from
which it derived its subject matter. Alternatively, one might want to argue that it
is precisely in seeking to affect political debate by relating political ideas to
ideologies and ideologies to political fields of conflict in which ideologically
committed partisans seek to realize their goals within a developmental political
reality that Mannheim’s ‘politics as science’ becomes possible. It becomes at
once distant from and part of the dynamic political reality it seeks to understand.

Perhaps viewed this way, Mannheim’s famous but much ridiculed answer that
it is the role of the ‘social free floating intellectuals’ (IU: 155; IuU: 135) to
transmit this education as well as pursue this new political science might seem
less presumptuous or naive. He never claims they are non-partisan, or that they
constitute a vanguard with superior knowledge, but only that they are capable of
viewing the ideological-political field as a whole and testing it against the
developmental reality from which their own approach derives. In short, given
that all ideas must be brought back to their boundedness in social reality, he is
merely claiming that they have the potential for political intervention based on
their capacity to understand his sociology of knowledge-informed political
science. He is not saying they will.

HOW SATISFACTORY IS MANNHEIM’S POLITICAL
SCIENCE OF IDEOLOGY?

But even critics who do not find Mannheim’s reliance on intellectuals as the
transmitters of his new political science problematic may still object to its
dependence on synthesis based on dynamic relationism. For such critics
Mannheim’s political science leaves us with no firm ground to test the normative
claims of political ideas and concepts or clarify what counts as political reality.
Political knowledge needs a firmer grounding than Mannheim’s political
sociology can provide, based as it is on providing a dynamic synthesis (Frisby
1992: 168-9).

This is a common criticism of Mannheim and one that should not to be
ignored. However what this criticism may overlook is that the attempt to break
out of Mannheim’s relational political science may be achieved only by positing
a stability in the meaning of political principles and empirical reality that is not



available to us. For if we argue that knowledge must be appropriate to its subject
matter, Mannheim’s inconclusiveness about both the ground for testing political
standpoints in empirical reality and for the stability of political ideas may appear
as a strength. For Mannheim’s political science registers the fact that political
ideas are located within a conflict of rough world-views that function as political
ideologies and always make claims about the reality they are meant to clarify
and in which they are meant to be efficacious. Mannheim is simply describing
what it means to take these facts into account if we want a political science that
can understand these political ideas with both distance and engagement at the
same time. Indeed, Mannheim’s political science of political ideology may
simply register a problem and a paradox of treating political thought as political
ideology that cannot be overcome, and Mannheim’s syntheses is the best we can
do once we recognize the self-reflexive nature of setting political ideas in
political contexts.

CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR CONTEMPORARY
POLITICAL THEORY

Though presented in a different idiom from ours, Mannheim addresses
contemporary accounts of political ideology in at least three ways. First, his
sociology of knowledge and subsequent reconstruction of political ideological
fields is sensitive to the fact that political concepts and categories that respond to
a particular set of recondite political facts on one side of the political spectrum,
say the incorporation of class conflict and the attack on the destructive
consequences of the market into a dynamic of conflict over capitalism, will
frequently travel to the other side of the spectrum and be incorporated, but given
a different meaning and priority, in the ideology of the opposing position
(Mannheim 1952c,:154). Mannheim is explicitly clear that we miss such
movements—that is such reconstitutions of concepts within ideologies—if we
insist upon consistency and analytical clarity, and in turn view such tendentious
movements and incorporations as signs of bad thinking. This comes close to the
programmatic of Michael Freeden in his attempt to understand the political
ideologies as often sharing concepts but giving them different priorities within a
set of political ideas, contesting one another for the priority they give to their
central concepts while decontesting the concepts that take pride of place within
their ideological economy (Freeden 1996: 60-91). But Mannheim would add
that this shifting around of concepts within conflicting political frameworks also
has to be understood as representing collective standpoints of political groups,



classes, and generations and responding to a constantly shifting equilibrium
between political sociological ‘reality’ and political ideological perspectives on
that reality.

Second, Mannheim raises the possibility that in studying the formation of
political ideas as they become dynamic in the form of political ideologies
competing with one another to define the political field, we cannot very easily
separate the production and consumption of ideologies. To be sure Mannheim
tries to forge a way to study ideologies in which the engaged individual can also
gain distance by trying to construct the political field of ideologies apart from
her own partisan attachments and measure the incongruity between these
ideologies (and corresponding utopias) and the developmental ground of politics.
But he also implies that we can come to understand this relationship only in
understanding our political ideologies from within politics itself. As he implies
in the title to the central chapter of Ideology and Utopia, politics is itself a
discovery process that enables a science of politics to be pursued. One must be
somewhere in the political field as a partisan to be able to construct it as a
distanced intellectual. And that construction must itself be scrutinized for its
effect on political education of partisans, which in turn may require a new
construction of the political field. There is no outside to politics as a science. In
effect, viewed as a political science of political ideologies, the former is a part of
the thing it is studying.

Finally and most importantly, Mannheim represents a major contributor to the
present debate in political theory between ideal theory and the new realism. It
should, after all, be clear from the previous discussion that Mannheim’s account
of political ideologies raises difficulties for ideal theory—especially the
argument of G. A. Cohen (2003) that all moral-political principles that are based
on empirical evidence presuppose a fact-insensitive principle that would be true
whether the relevant facts changed or not. For Mannheim would attack a notion
of political philosophy based on such an argument for reifying the meaning of
certain privileged political concepts instead of understanding them as
components of political ideologies and discovering their meaning by testing
them against a dynamic reality which is not made up of brute facts but is
constructed from within the variety of world-views, all of which are sensitive to
developing and durable features of political action. Cohen’s claim that behind
any set of fact-dependent ethical principles is a non-fact-dependent principle—
say equality of equal treatment—is to present a notion that is part of a fierce
political-ideological debate as if it were above that debate, despite the fact that
these principles only make sense as part of an ideological standpoint. But less



obviously, Mannheim’s paradox of political ideology raises even greater
problems for the recent realist response (Stears 2005; Geuss 2008). For he
demonstrates that it is precisely the reality we construct to test political
principles as political ideologies that is itself not neatly separable from these
principles, and so finding the distance between these principles and the dynamic
developments and durable existential political features that shape them—to say
nothing of testing them for their blindness and insight—depends on creating
contingent political fields. These fields are stable only for the moment and in
time will dissolve requiring new constructions. Thus if Mannheim is right, the
realist must engage in a dialectical back and forth movement between the
construction of a political field of political ideas and their context, attaining a
momentary equilibrium but always aware that even that construction will
become part of—indeed potentially effect—a dynamic reality that may render
this picture obsolete. Thus Mannheim’s realism in the study of political ideology
is not so much antiquated as a recurrent problem for both ideal and realist
theorists of politics. The challenge he poses for the study of political theories as
political ideology is still waiting to be addressed.

NOTES

1. As Kettler and Meja (1995: 214-16) have pointed out, Mannheim’s German version of Ideology and
Utopia differs markedly from the English edition. The German version, which consisted only of the
three middle chapters, operates in a hermeneutic vocabulary tying ideology to everyday experience.
Kettler and Meja demonstrate convincingly that the English translation of Ideology and Utopia,
directed largely by Mannheim himself, washed out much of the provocative political and experimental
language of the German original. Thus I have often made my own translations of this work. The
English translation will be cited as IU; the German edition will be cited as IuU.

2. My reading of Ideology and Utopia follows Kettler and Meja (1995; also see Mannheim 2001) and
Loader (1985) in emphasizing the significance of Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge as part of a
project of political education. However I would want to argue that the project of political education
informs his sociology of knowledge driven political science as well

3. In the German edition, the title of the subsection in which the evaluative concept of ideology first
appears reads ‘Das wiederholte Auftauchens des Problems des “falschen Bewuftseins”’ [“The repeated
emergence of the problem of “false consciousness”’] (IuU: 83). This would indicate that the concept of
false consciousness as the failure of ideology to provide an adequate sociologically informed political
and social prudence has always already been part of his argument. This intimation is washed out of the
English edition whose subtitle unrevealingly reads, ‘The problem of false consciousness’ (IU: 94).
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CHAPTER 4
TOTAL AND TOTALITARIAN IDEOLOGIES

EMILIO GENTILE

PoLiTicAL ideology, in the general meaning of the term acquired in the course of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, incorporates an action-oriented
conception of man, of history and of society directed at conserving or reforming
the existing order, or at toppling it with the aim of constructing a new order.

The origin of ideologies resides in the political, social, and cultural
transformations and conflicts of modernity. The age of ideologies commenced in
the course of the eighteenth century, when the hegemony of Christianity over
state and society began its decline, and the church was no longer recognized in
the role of leading guarantor of the order of things based on the primacy of
throne and altar. Consequently, the church ceased to be the supreme spiritual
institution—one that had interpreted the sense and end of history—that defined
the meaning and purpose of human life, and that claimed for itself the authority
to legitimate political power, recognizing that power as legitimate only when it
conformed to the doctrine of the church, and imposing it on rulers as an
exclusive source of moral directives for the conduct of individual and collective
life.

The crisis of the spiritual domain of ecclesiastical authority was accompanied
at the end of the eighteenth century by the decline of a monarchy based on
divine right, challenged by the new principle of popular sovereignty as the sole
foundation of legitimate state power. The main impulse for the birth of modern
ideologies emerged from the French Revolution, which undermined—both in
principle and in reality—the thousand-year old system of society and state,
conceived as the realization of a providential design immutable in its rigidly
organized hierarchy and based on the sovereignty of divine right. Moreover, the
French Revolution was accompanied by the bestowal of political primacy on the
nation as a total collective entity, to which individual citizens owed devotion and
loyalty to the point of sacrificing their life.

The rights of man and of the citizen, the popular sovereignty of nations, and
the separation of state and church were the new fundamental principles in which
the nascent democratic nationalist ideologies were rooted. Concurrently, the
economic and social upheavals effected by the industrial revolution involved
radical changes in production systems, in the organization of labour, in class



divisions, and in work conditions. In those lay the origins of socialist ideologies
that desired to abolish the exploitation of human beings by their fellow humans
and to create a new society based on equality and social justice. Democratic and
socialist ideologies shared a faith in progress as a continuous improvement of the
human condition, founded on the assumption that human beings were masters of
their own destiny and were capable of continually bettering their lives and
improving the conditions of the world in which they lived.

At the same time, opposition to the French Revolution saw the origins of
traditionalist political ideologies, be they conservative or reactionary, which
defended a hierarchical order based on the primacy of throne and altar and
extolled tradition as sanctifying the goodness and effectiveness of political and
social institutions. Conservatives and reactionaries legitimated social inequality
as a condition of life that corresponded to the natural inequality of human beings
and to the diverse functions assigned to each social group within the ambit of a
hierarchical social order. Counter-revolutionary ideologies denied individuals the
right to set themselves up as makers of their own destiny against God’s will—
expressed through the church and the monarch—while acclaiming the political
and social institutions that were consolidated by history and consecrated by
tradition.

From opposite points of view, both progressive and traditionalist ideologies
shared the conviction that the disintegration of the traditional order was the
outcome of a momentous historical crisis rooted in the advance of modernity. It
was understood as a process of profound transformation accompanied by social,
economic, political, and cultural conflicts, central to which was the interchange
between individual and society, citizen and state, liberty and equality, order and
change. The modern political ideologies emerged out of the intention of
overcoming those contrasts and causes of the transformation of modern society,
depending on whether the divergent solutions proposed were on behalf of those
who welcomed modernity as a period of transition towards the establishment of
a new order, or on behalf of those who objected to the changes that modernity
brought in its wake, desiring instead to preserve and restore the traditional order.

HOLISM AS AN IDEOLOGY

In line with the general orientation of their proposed solutions, political
ideologies can be divided into two categories, individualist and holistic. To each
category ideologies appertain that differ in their theoretical content, in the
political objective they pursue, and in the means of action they propose for the



purpose of attaining it. Individualist ideologies such as liberalism or anarchism
affirm the primacy of the individual in relation to society, while holistic
ideologies such as socialism and nationalism affirm the primacy of the collective
with regards to the individual.

The term ‘holism’ (from the Greek ‘hodlos’, meaning ‘all’, ‘entire’) was
employed by the human sciences in order to specify the historical and
sociological theories that maintained that ‘a social group is more than the mere
sum total of its members, and it is also more than the mere sum total of the
merely personal relationship existing at any moment between any of its
members’. (Popper 2002: 15). In this sense, the term ‘holism’ could be related to
all ideologies that placed a collective entity—society, state, nation, class, race, or
humanity—at the centre of their conception of man and society. Those were
conceived as an organic whole perpetuating itself through time, through the
successive generations of the single individuals comprising it. The assumption
held in common by the holistic ideologies is the postulate of the social nature of
human beings, from which was derived their cardinal principle, to put the
individual at the service of society, rather than society being at the service of the
individual. Hence they saw society not as an aggregate of individuals, each of
which was endowed with their own autonomy and independent personality, but
as an organic unity that throughout the course of its continuous historical
existence was superior to the individuals that constituted its parts.

Holistic and individualist ideologies exhibit diverging political orientations.
On the one hand there is the will to realize a unified and homogeneous society, a
negation of individualism as a form of egoism contrary to the common good, and
a wariness of, or hostility towards, a clash with ideas and groups considered to
contribute to the disaggregation of society. ‘A society whose members are in
opposition to each other tend towards their own dissolution’, stated Claude Henri
de Saint Simon (quoted in Girardet 1986: 142). On the other hand, it is the
affirmation of individual autonomy and an individual’s right to determine freely
his or her destiny, accepting modern society with its divisions and competition
among individuals and groups and respecting the diversity and the contrasts
among groups and ideas: ‘Diversity is life; uniformity is death’, proclaimed
Benjamin Constant (Girardet 1986: 143). Holistic ideologies hold that in
political action individual personality is realized only through its integration in
an organic totality, while individualist ideologies aim at guaranteeing each
individual the possibility of the free development of their own personality.

The distinction between holistic and individualist ideologies is not as sharp in
historical reality as it is in analytical formulations. Historically, in fact, some



ideologies such as conservatism have from time to time—depending on different
circumstances, countries and situations—acquired either an individualist or a
holistic orientation. In addition, there have been ideologies that, although setting
out from individualist presuppositions—such as Jacobinism—have subsequently
taken on a holistic orientation. In fact, even while being advocates of individual
liberty, the Jacobins affirmed the primacy of organized society over its single
members, extolling political unity as an expression of the common good, and
sacralising the one and indivisible republican nation. For them it was the highest
collective entity to which citizens, revitalized from the egoism and the evil
hereditary customs of despotism, should dedicate their lives, thus forming a
politically and morally unified community that embraced the civic religion of
one’s native land. The Jacobin passion for unity, and their aversion to diversity
and to the multiplicity of opinions and groups, led to the adoption of terror as a
necessary instrument for saving the republic and realizing a national community,
eliminating all those who dissented from the Jacobin conceptions of society, the
nation, and politics (Benoit 1980: 108—12).

“Unity’, ‘community’, ‘harmony’, ‘totality’, ‘organism’ are the typical
concepts of holistic ideologies. This essay will deal with the holistic ideologies
born after the French Revolution, and within this category will distinguish total
from totalitarian ideologies, for reasons to be elaborated below. We will not
examine the contents of single ideologies, which are the subject-matter of
specific essays, but will consider only their morphology, as it were, namely, their

general nature, with respect to what they have in common and in what ways they
differ.

TOTAL IDEOLOGIES

A total ideology is a global and unitary conception of life and of history, which
postulates the social essence of man and subordinates the individual to the
collective, according to an organic notion of human existence that is realized
only in the total unity of a harmonious community.

Karl Mannheim defined total ideology as ‘the ideology of an age or of a
concrete historic-social group, e.g., of a class, when we are concerned with the
characteristics and composition of the total structure of the mind of this epoch or
of this group’ (Mannheim 1936: 50). As Michael Freeden has observed, that
definition underlines ‘the holistic nature of the total conception of ideology’, ‘a
Weltanschauung, an all-encompassing view of the world adopted by a given
group always reflecting the general ideas and thought-system of an historical



epoch’ (Freeden 2003: 14).

However, the general ideas of a specific epoch may be manifold, and each of
them is reflected in very different, even contrasting, total ideologies. For
example, the principle of the social essence of human beings, the subordination
of the individual to society, or anti-individualism, are ideas we may find in the
conservatism of the English Protestant Edmund Burke, in the reactionary
traditionalism of the Catholic Savoyard Joseph De Maistre, as well as in Hegel’s
statism, in the socialism of Saint-Simon, Robert Owen, and Charles Fourier, in
August Comte’s positivism, in Karl Marx’s communism, and in nationalism and
racism.

Furthermore, total ideologies have in common a vision of history as a unified
global process that unfolds in successive phases or stages of development until it
reaches a final destination. In that sense, the philosophy of history is the
framework for all total ideologies, because each of them has proposed a
teleological vision of past, present, and future, as a homogeneous process
oriented towards the attainment of an ultimate end. That end is prefigured in the
overcoming of conflicts produced by modernity, and in the realization of a
harmonious condition of human life, consisting of the integration of the
individual in the organic totality of a collective entity, be that society, the state,
the nation, race, or humanity itself.

That teleological representation of history, be it even with radically diverse
assumptions, contents, and aims, is present both in progressive total ideologies
that propose the creation of a new order for a free and sovereign humanity
wholly emancipated from any religious belief, such as in Marxism, and in
reactionary total ideologies that wish to preserve the integrity of the traditional
order, founded on the supremacy of the Church and the monarch by divine right.
A different conception, that seeks to reconcile tradition and progress, was
proposed by Hegel, who sacralized history as a progressive manifestation of
Spirit in the world and sanctified the ethical state as the incarnation of divine
will, in which an integral totality was realized through the fusion of the
individual in the organized collectivity.

The progressive total ideologies held in common the Enlightenment belief in
progress as the inevitable march of human emancipation. Saint-Simon, Comte,
and Marx shared the conviction of having discovered, each in his own manner,
the laws and rhythms of historical change and hence the ability to predict
inevitable future developments. For Saint-Simon and for Comte, as for Marx,
albeit for diverse reasons, the new epoch of crises identified as modernity was
none other than the decisive moment of the ascent of humanity to a superior state



of progressive existence. That ascent would continue until attaining its final
stage, with the decisive removal of all the historical, social, economic, political,
and cultural conditions that generated inequality, division, and conflict, leading
ultimately to the advent of a humanity definitely emancipated by means of
reason and knowledge.

The traditionalist total ideologies that wished to preserve or restore the order
shattered by the French Revolution—such as English conservatism, French
reactionary thought, or German political romanticism—were united by their
rejection of the idea of progress, understood as the freeing of man from the
spiritual supremacy of the Church and from the absolute authority of the
monarch, consecrated by God. Burke, de Maistre, and Adam Miiller negated
individualism, which had engendered the arrogance of revolutionary man in
rebellion against the institutions sanctified by history, in which a harmonious,
perfect and intangible totality that corresponded to the wishes of divine
providence had already been realized. Their historical model and ideal of
traditionalist holism was the organic society of the Christian middle ages, with
its primacy of altar and throne, its hierarchical system of orders and its
corporatist organization of the economy and of labour. The organic totality of the
Christian middle ages, exalted by a romantic culture, was considered a model
also by those, like Saint Simon and Comte, who envisioned the future foundation
of a new total social organization, with its own new religion.

Ecclesiastical Christianity, be it Protestant or Catholic, considered a pillar of
the old order, was opposed to the total ideologies that wished to install a new
order without, however, altogether excluding religion from the future of
humanity. Their vision of a total harmonious future was clothed with religious
significance. Indeed some of them, such as utopian socialism, Saint-Simonism,
or positivism, explicitly proposed new religions. They held that it was
impossible to realize a new order without a new religion, without a unifying and
sole spiritual principle that would serve as the moral foundation of a new
collective harmony. Not all the progressive total ideologies rejected Christianity.
The socialism of Owen or of Wilhelm Weitling claimed that their own religious
character was the implementation of an authentic Christianity. Saint-Simon
proposed a ‘new Christianity’ in order to realize the original authentic spirit of
Christ in a new society, distorted and betrayed by the Churches. Comte wanted
to substitute a new religion of humanity for Christianity.

In reality, all the progressive total ideologies, presenting themselves as global
conceptions of life that defined the significance and ends of individual and
collective existence, were considered as new secular religions, even when, as in



the case of Marxism, they professed a fully fledged atheism (Charlton 1963: 155
ff.; Sironneau 1982: 248 ff.). As secular religions, they contributed to the
sacralization of politics (Gentile 2006). That phenomenon, consisting of the
conferring of an absolute and inviolable, and hence sacred, status on a secular
collective entity, was initiated in Europe with the French Revolution and became
more pronounced during the course of the nineteenth century. This occurred in
parallel to the birth of modern mass politics through the adoption of collective
rituals that, by means of rites and symbols, sacralized the secular collective
entity of the total ideologies: society, state, nation, proletariat, or humanity
(Mosse 1974).

The character of the secular religions of the total ideologies was accorded
emphasis through the idea of regeneration and the myth of the new man, both of
which were likewise introduced into contemporary politics by the French
Revolution (Reszler 1981: 141ff.). Furthermore, the idea of regeneration
constituted a fundamental factor in elaborating the myth of revolution as a total
experiment in the transformation of society, of the state and of human beings
themselves. The integration of the individual in a new harmonious community
depended on the implementation of internal renewal, intended to eradicate
egoism from the human heart and thus create a new man animated by a
collective sense of community (Ozouf 1989: 116ff.).

Revolutionary faith was the propelling factor of the total ideologies that
desired the wholesale regeneration of humanity. It was to involve the destruction
of everything that supported a social order based on inequality and the
exploitation of human beings (Billington 1980: 3—14). A further element
common to progressive total ideologies, and which contributed to their
appearance as new secular religions, was political messianism. Political
messianism attributed the role of creator of a new order to a particular group,
such as the producers and scientists in Saint-Simon and Comte’s accounts, or a
particular class as with the proletariat in Marx and Engels’ account, or a people
or chosen collectivity, a nation or race (Talmon 1960: 505ff.).

The essential elements of total ideologies constitute the typical morphology
both of nationalism and of racism. By their very nature as ideologies postulating
the existence of a homogeneous spiritual collectivity, nationalism and racism
were among the leading and most popular total ideologies of the nineteenth
century, often blending with other total ideologies, whether traditionalist or
progressive. The Romantic movement, with its search for a new organic
synthesis between the individual and the whole and its conception of life as an
organic totality, notably contributed both to their working out and to their



diffusion. That totality would be realized in the integration or fusion of the
individual with nature and with one’s community of birth or affiliation. The
Romantic vision of collective life as an organic whole had a decisive influence
on the development of nationalism and racism in their various versions,
democratic and anti-democratic.

The elements intrinsic to total ideologies, aimed at the creation of a new
order, were also to be found in the principal anti-nationalist and internationalist
ideology, namely Marxism. Marx and Engels entertained a negative conception
of ideology, defined as a mystifying representation of reality, a ‘false
consciousness’ that disguised the economic and social structure of class
domination by those who possessed the ownership of the means of production,
while growing rich through exploiting the labour power of the proletariat.
Ideology was a superstructure of religious, political, juridical, philosophical, and
cultural ideas employed to legitimate the domination of the property-owning
class, organized through the institutions of the state. However, the notion of
totality was central to the Marxist conceptions of history and society. Marx and
Engels created a total ideology that became among the most influential in
contemporary history, be it due to its persuasive power of rational argument
involving an interpretation of history as purportedly scientific, or due to its
prophetic vision emanating from the peremptory certainty in the advent of
Communism as an inevitable consequence of modern history. For Marxism, the
conflicts of modern capitalist society dominated by a triumphant bourgeoisie
constituted the labour pains of the delivery that preceded the revolution of the
new universal class, the proletariat. It was the crafting of a new total harmony of
a classless society and of a humanity fully emancipated and liberated from all
alienation.

A final consideration remains, relating to the common character of total
ideologies. They were all born of a palingenetic fervour that had accompanied
the upheavals provoked by the French and Industrial Revolutions. In a more or
less marked manner, the total ideologies that came to fruition in the first half of
the century possessed something of an apocalyptic tone, in the sense of sharing
the belief that humanity was on the threshold of a momentous collision,
imminent and inevitable, between the old and the new order. Instead, the
exhaustion of the European revolutions after 1848 also signalled a weakening—
but not the definite disappearance—of apocalyptic messianism in the face of a
prevailing political realism, of pragmatic positivism and of parliamentary
reform.



FROM TOTAL TO TOTALITARIAN IDEOLOGIES

Among the total ideologies of the nineteenth century, Marxism alone poses
concretely the problem of political action whose aim is to create an instrument of
proletarian struggle for seizing power. The attempts by Marx and Engels to
found a revolutionary proletarian party were unsuccessful, but Marxism became
in the main the ideology of the socialist parties that emerged during the second
half of the nineteenth century. They adapted themselves to parliamentary
political struggle, albeit in theory without renouncing the pursuit of the
revolutionary objectives of their total ideology.

The political orientation of the total ideologies of the nineteenth century, also
when prefigured in the future advent of a society liberated from all constraints,
was decisively anti-liberal because it was anti-individualist, even if not always
anti-democratic. For traditionalist and reactionary total ideologies, the absolute
negation of liberty was taken for granted. However, even those total ideologies
that conceived of history as a march towards the liberation of human beings,
affirming the primacy of society over the individual, involved authoritarian
implications. For example, we already find this characteristic in the democratic
ideology of Rousseau, even if it cannot be considered to be a precursor of
twentieth-century totalitarian ideologies, as Jacob Talmon (1952) has argued. For
Rousseau, individual liberty was a prerequisite of the social contract, but
elements emerged in his democratic ideology that bestowed on it a strong anti-
liberal tendency. Among those was the primacy of the ‘general will’ over the will
of the majority or the will of all; the idea of democracy as a political body
morally united in belief in the dogmas of a civil religion; and compulsory
education in the cult of the fatherland and in the surrender of individual interests
to the common good. An analogous ambiguity regarding the relationship
between individual liberty and the primacy of organized society brought forth
the Jacobin dictatorship and the politics of terror, legitimated as an expression of
the general will of a revolutionary republic, one and indivisible.

The anti-liberal and anti-democratic orientation was more explicit in the total
ideologies of Hegel, Saint-Simon, Comte, and Marx, even if their visions of the
new order diverged. Comte, for instance, held that the new organic society had to
reject the dogma of freedom of conscience and that of popular sovereignty and
to entrust power to sociologists who possessed knowledge of the laws of social
evolution. They could inculcate the masses with a uniform social consciousness,
through the imposition of a sole system of general ideas and of the cult of the
religion of Humanity. For Marx, individual liberty was an abstract principle of



bourgeois ideology that disguised the subjugation of the proletariat, while in the
future communist society the total emancipation of humanity from all
restrictions would have been realized. However, in order to arrive at that goal,
following the destruction of the bourgeois state, Marx foresaw a period of the
dictatorship of the proletariat—namely of the working class that constituted the
majority of the population—that would eliminate all the social and ideological
conditions that bred the exploitation of man by man. In the end a future classless
society of man in his totality would be realized; that is to say, human beings
would reclaim their own essence.

None of the total ideologies born in the first half of the nineteenth century
succeeded in realizing their own conception of an organic and harmonious
communal order, and none became the official ideology of a political regime.
Some, though, were able to exert indirect influence as in the case of the
positivism contained in the ideology of Napoleon III and later in the Third
French Republic, or in the case of a few Latin American republics. ‘Order and
progress’, the synthetic formula of Comte’s philosophy, still is the motto of the
Brazilian state. Undoubtedly more extensive and important was the influence of
nationalism on movements that fought for the independence and unification of
their own nation, though with diverse and at times contrary orientations. For
Fichte, as for Mazzini, the nation was an organic unity that included every aspect
of life. Nonetheless, while Fichte subsumed the individual in the totality of the
nation, for Mazzini the nation had to guarantee individual liberty: During the
Italian Risorgimento a liberal ideology prevailed. As for racism, it was the
ideological ingredient of all colonial and imperialist governments, even when
they proclaimed themselves liberal or democratic, but for none of them did it
become a total ideology, dominating all actions of domestic and foreign politics.

In effect, the main influence during the second half of the nineteenth century
on the birth of the new political regimes or on the transformation of existing
ones was exercised by liberalism, through the acceptance of the parliamentary
system and with it a recognition of the rights of organization and competition
among parties possessing different ideologies. Up until the First World War, no
total ideology succeeded in producing a new political regime, nor did any new
political regime demand the obligatory imposition of its own ideology on the
collectivity as a whole.

What the total ideologies of the nineteenth century had failed to achieve was
however accomplished by the totalitarian ideologies that arose in the twentieth.
A holistic conception of man, of history, and of politics was associated with the
new experiences of one-party regimes.



TOTALITARIAN IDEOLOGIES

A totalitarian ideology may be defined as a holistic ideology of a revolutionary
party that considers itself to be the unique and exclusive vanguard of its own
reference group—the proletariat, the nation, the racial entity—and as such
demands for itself a monopoly of power in order to establish a new order,
modelled on its own conception of man and politics.

The words ‘totalitarian’ and ‘totalitarianism’ were coined during the 1920s by
Italian anti-fascists to refer to the new system of rule imposed by the Fascist
party after its accession to power in October 1922 and its transformation into a
one-party regime after 1925 (Gleason 1995: 13). During the 1930s the concept
of totalitarianism was extended to include the Soviet and Nazi regimes and
subsequently the Communist regimes that emerged during the second half of the
twentieth century. A considerable number of one-party regimes in Africa and
Asia following the end of colonial rule may also be deemed to be variants of
totalitarianism (Rubin 1987: 36-56).

Like almost all concepts employed in the social sciences, the definition of
totalitarianism is controversial, but the proposal of some scholars to ban it from
scientific discourse is unacceptable (Spiro 1968: 112). Without the concept of
totalitarianism it would not even be possible to comprehend the genesis, nature
and functions of the new holistic ideologies that came into being in the twentieth
century and that have had an enormous, devastating, and often deadly impact on
the life of millions of people, so as to prompt Karl D. Bracher into defining the
twentieth century as ‘the age of ideologies’ (Bracher 1985). According to
Bracher, the process of the ‘ideologization of politics’ reached its extreme in the
past century with the common affirmation by the totalitarian ideologies of ‘their
claim to political and intellectual exclusiveness’ and ‘the claim to definitive
validity’ (Bracher 1985: 114). The ideologization of politics, according to
Bracher, ‘requires not only a unification that is at odds with the reality of the
situation, but also a quasi-religious total obligation of political values and goals,
and indeed the population’s active and devout participation in the government’s
actions: total approval as coercion towards permanent participation’ (Bracher
1985: 113-14). Bracher maintains that totalitarianism was a phenomenon
belonging to the history of the twentieth century, and that an elaborate concept of
totalitarianism is an indispensable analytical tool for studying the new
experiment of rule put into practice by the one-party regimes.

Totalitarianism is here intended to define a system of governance based on a
monopoly of power and politics by a party with a holistic ideology that is



rendered compulsory for the entire collective. The fundamental characteristic
elements of a totalitarian regime are: The affirmation of the supremacy of
politics, understood as the submission of the individual and the masses to a
single party; the militarization of the party through a rigidly hierarchical
organization, implementing the principle of appointment from on high that
culminates in the figure of the leader; the permanent organization and
mobilization of the masses through a network of associations controlled by a
single party that encompasses every aspect of public and private life; and the
institutionalization of the ideology of the single party through a system of
dogmas, symbols, rites, and commandments that assault the sum total of
collective existence.

The most important functions of totalitarian ideologies are the legitimation of
one-party rule, its politics and the methods it adopts in order to arrive at the final
aim of an organic and harmonious totality; the defining of the significance and
ultimate ends of individual and collective life; mass indoctrination; and the
identification of internal and external enemies.

The morphological resemblance of totalitarian regimes such as Bolshevism,
Fascism, and National Socialism does not imply an identity among them, as if
they were almost diverse faces of the same phenomenon. Nor is it even intended
to hypothesize a genetic connection between the original totalitarianism
(Bolshevism) and the successive totalitarianisms (Fascism and National
Socialism) as imitations of the prior instance, or as one of its reactive
derivatives. The extreme antagonism between the Soviet Communist regime and
its Fascist and National Socialist counterparts pre-empted historically any such
identification. The three totalitarian ideologies constituted autochthonous
totalitarian matrices in their respective ‘dictatorial parties’ (Neumann 1942:
118ff.) and in their various experiences of struggle, conquest, and exercise of
power. The contents of their ideologies were at variance as well, the greatest
difference being between Bolshevism on the one hand and fascism and National
Socialism on the other. But not even the affinities between the two
totalitarianisms of the right were of such a nature to consider them possessing
identical ideologies.

Totalitarian ideologies should be differentiated from total ones, although they
possessed some similar fundamental elements: a global and unitary vision of the
historical process, a perception of modernity as an apocalyptical crisis, the
messianic role of the chosen collectivity, the dawn of an organic and harmonious
society, the regeneration and formation of a new man as the final result of
overcoming the conflicts of modern society. For that reason, some scholars



indiscriminately refer to a single type of ideologies ‘called “total” or
“totalitarian” ideologies’ (Epstein 1995: 154). According to Hannah Arendt, ‘all
ideologies contain totalitarian elements, but these are fully developed only by
totalitarian movements, and this creates the deceptive impression that only
racism and communism are totalitarian in nature’ (Arendt 1976: 420). Certainly,
what unites the total and totalitarian ideologies derives from the fact that
totalitarianism, too, as Bernard Wolfe has observed, ‘is rooted in the word total.
All cultures have had their ideologies, but the ideology in a totalitarian society is
deliberately total—that is, it embraces and prescribes for every aspect of human
life. Similarly, every modern society has involved ‘a state’ but the totalitarian
state is designedly total, in that it becomes coextensive with the society itself.
This totality is unique to our age’ (Wolfe in Friedrich 1954: 74).

The concept of totality is not, however, sufficient to regard totalitarian
ideologies merely as a variant of total ideologies or as one of their derivatives,
not even in cases in which there exists between them a concurrence in contents
or an explicit connection. For instance, Fascist and National Socialist ideologies
have a lot in common with the total ideologies of nationalism and of racism, but
nationalism and racism are not in themselves totalitarian ideologies, from the
moment in which they are also conjoined with liberal and democratic ideologies.
An analogous observation could be made with respect to Bolshevik
totalitarianism that refers directly to Marxism. Yet that is not a reason to consider
it an inevitable consequence of Marxism, making Marxism tantamount to a
totalitarian ideology, because other non-totalitarian ideologies, such as social
democracy, reform socialism, and revolutionary syndicalism, have stemmed
from Marxism.

The differentiation between totalitarian and total ideologies hinges on
historical and analytical reasons. From an historical point of view, it needs to be
emphasized that the total ideologies, as we have seen, locate their origins and
development in the nineteenth century, while all totalitarian ideologies emerged
during the first half of the twentieth. Consequently, they reflected profoundly
different situations, circumstances, problems, and conflicts of modernity. From
an analytical viewpoint, the chief difference between total and totalitarian
ideologies concerns not their contents, which in some cases could be similar, as
their relationship with political action. In fact, while total ideologies were born
of intellectual reflections that were not immediately involved in the conquest and
exercise of power, totalitarian ideologies were devised as being closely linked to
the organization of political action, the conquest of power, and the construction
of a new political regime.



Totalitarian ideologies are essentially ‘organizational ideologies’ as defined
by Franz Schurmann, namely, ‘a systematic set of ideas with action
consequences serving the purpose of creating and using organization’
(Schurmann 1968: 18), where by organization is meant both party and regime. In
that sense one can claim that ideology ‘is a very important element of
contemporary totalitarianism’, making clear that as concerns totalitarianism
‘ideology is secondary, and primary is organization. Any ideology was always
formed—and is formed—on the basis of some teaching (Marxism, racism, pan-
Arabism, pan-Slavism, for example), but it is a concrete political organization
that transforms the teaching into ideology’ (Korchak 1994: 9). That does not
imply, though, that an organization, be it party or regime, can come into
existence without an ideological presupposition, that is to say, without a
definition of the goals for which it was constituted. Rather, it means bringing out
the role that the concrete experiences of totalitarian parties and regimes have in
the formation of totalitarian ideologies, ideologies that never present themselves
as an accomplished and definitive theoretical complex. In fact, the dogmatism of
some fundamental conceptions held by totalitarian ideologies and considered to
be absolute, indisputable and immutable truths, codified as dogmas, coexists
with a flexibility of interpretation of the same conceptions in order to adapt them
to new orientations and to the choices dictated by political action.

Bolshevism harked back explicitly to Marxism, if anything considering itself
the most orthodox of the movements emanating from the thought of Marx and
Engels. But the originality of its ideology stemmed above all from the
experience of a revolutionary party, conceived by Lenin as a strongly centralized
organization, disciplined by professional revolutionaries who saw themselves as
the conscious vanguard of the proletarian masses. Subsequently, after the
takeover of power in 1917, the development of Bolshevik ideology continued in
the light of the experience of party dictatorship, identified by Lenin as the
dictatorship of the proletariat, which laid the foundations of the one-party Soviet
regime. After Lenin’s death and the confirmation of Stalin as supreme leader of
the party and the Soviet regime, the codification of Bolshevik ideology in the
light of Stalin’s interpretation of Marxism-Leninism became above all a
reflection and rationalization of the organization of the regime and of the various
policies adopted in the course of constructing ‘socialism in one country’ and
consolidating Stalin’s personal power (Lane 1982: 1-15).

As for Fascism, the theses of Fascist ideology existed as a complete and

definitive system of ideas even prior to the birth of the Fascist movement,
constituting a theoretical hypothesis without an equivalent in historical reality.



Mussolini himself declared that Fascism ‘was not given out to the wet-nurse of a
previously elaborated armchair doctrine; it was born of a need for action and it
was action’. In effect, Fascist ideology had its origins in the experience of the
Fascist party as the armed militia of the nation, in its methods of struggle and in
its transformation into a one-party regime (Gentile 2003). During the years the
regime was in power, the development of Fascist ideology continued as the
rationalization of political action in the construction of a totalitarian state and in
decisive choices pertaining to domestic and foreign policy. As far as National
Socialism is concerned, its ideology derived almost entirely from the ideas
expressed in Hitler’s Mein Kampf, which held that a political movement bereft of
a Weltanschauung was destined to fail, but in the same manner a
Weltanschauung was destined to remain an impotent theory unless embodied in a
political organization. After taking over power, National Socialist ideology, too,
continued to be articulated in relation to the political conduct of the regime and
to Hitler’s domestic and foreign policy choices, welding together the
fundamental ideas of the Hitlerite Weltanschauung.

The close dependence of ideological elaboration on concrete experience was
asserted by totalitarian regimes as proof of their truth and adherence to reality,
while rival ideologies were deemed to be mystifying representations of reality or
insubstantial utopias. Bolshevik ideology claimed to be the most scientific of the
historical, economic, and social theories. National Socialism asserted that Aryan
racism was based on the biological and anthropological sciences. As for
Fascism, it did not profess to be a science, claiming rather to be a realistic
conception of politics. However, in contradistinction to Bolshevism, Fascist and
Nazi ideologies explicitly attributed an important political function to political
myth and openly declared that they were availing themselves of a rational use of
irrationalism in order to attain their ends. During the Stalinist years, Bolshevik
ideology too followed that route, albeit without publically declaring it. As a
consequence, all totalitarian regimes attained a dogmatic codification of their
ideologies as an expression of absolute and indisputable truth, and spread them
through rites, symbols, and myths that conferred the character of secular
religions on totalitarian ideologies—as was noted by the early interpreters of
totalitarianism. That provided the greatest boost to the process of sacralization of
politics that had commenced in the nineteenth century (Gentile 2006).

The sacralization of politics was concordant with Fascist and National
Socialist ideologies as they did not deny the importance of religious and mystical
experiences in collective life. This was in sharp contrast to the scientistic
assumptions of Communist ideology; but even that ideology, above all during



the Stalinist era, had acquired a sacralizing function since the celebration of the
cult of Lenin. That cult evinced a collective devotion towards his embalmed
body, displayed in the Red Square mausoleum, and a dogmatic veneration of his
thought in the Marxist-Leninist doctrine codified by Stalin as an absolute truth,
of which he elected himself as sole interpreter (Thrower 1992). The consecration
of the leader as the supreme and unquestioned guide of the regime—officially
sanctioned in the institutional shape and role of the Duce and the Fiihrer—was
also in accord with Fascist and National Socialist ideologies, though not their
Bolshevik counterpart. But an analogous phenomenon also occurred in the
ideology of the Soviet regime following Lenin’s death in 1924, and above all
after 1929, with the commencement of the cult of Stalin, despite the fact that a
personality cult was in stark contrast with the materialist conception of history
that celebrated the masses and condemned the myth of the great man. The
establishment of the cult of Lenin—the infallible deceased leader—was the
pedestal on which Stalin erected the cult of his own personality as the infallible
living leader (Tumarkin 1997).

The co-existence of dogmatism and pragmatism, of scientific claims and
sacralizing myths, has been the source of contrasting interpretations of the role
of ideology in totalitarian regimes. Morstein Max observed in 1939 that
totalitarianism’s ‘official elaboration must be distinguished from its pragmatic
base’. Totalitarian ideology was ‘the secular religion of the Ecclesia of
Leviathan’; that is to say, a new despotism for the era of the masses. ‘It provides
anchorage for the ‘mass mind’. It may even move mountains’ (Morstein Marx
1940: 2). The interpretation espoused in the same year by Raymond Aron was
different, however. He defined totalitarianism as a modern political
Machiavellism that employed ideology solely as a propaganda instrument among
the masses in order to legitimate the seizing, conservation, and expansion of
power by the new elites, propelled exclusively by their ambition to dominate.
Totalitarian ideology, Aron concluded, combined cynicism and fanaticism: the
cynicism of the elite of a single party and the fanaticism inspired by the leader in
the masses (Aron 1993, 139ff.).

Studies of Fascism and National Socialism published in the decades
following the Second World War denied that they had possessed a proper
ideology, and maintained that it was little more than a demagogic and
propagandist falsehood, designed to obscure a politics of mere domination or
one placed at the service of capitalism. The totalitarian leaders (including Stalin
after ‘destalinization’) were described as opportunists driven only by a naked
desire for power, bereft of an ideology but skilled in employing ideas in order to



deceive the masses and subjugate them to their ambitions.

In her study of the origins of totalitarianism, published in 1951 and expanded
in a new version in 1966, Arendt identified the essence of totalitarianism in
terror. She attributed to totalitarian ideology solely the instrumental function of
realizing mass terror and achieving world dominion—an aim on which both
Stalin and Hitler had set their sights. That which distinguished totalitarian
ideologies from their ideological precursors, according to Arendt, ‘is no longer
primarily the “idea” of the ideology—the struggle of classes and the exploitation
of the workers or the struggle of races and the care for Germanic peoples—
which appealed to them, but the logical process which could be developed from
it’ (Arendt 1976: 472). The logic of totalitarian ideology was no other than an
institutional fabrication, imposed on the masses through propaganda for the
purpose of creating a fictional reality that provided a presumed scientific
representation of immutable laws of historical development. Only the totalitarian
leader was capable of knowing and interpreting them, aiming at a sole goal: the
effecting of mass terror in the cause of regenerating human beings and achieving
total domination over their consciousness (Arendt 1976: 468-72). In Arendt’s
interpretation of totalitarianism, what nevertheless remained less clear was the
link between ideology, totalitarian movement, and single party. She did not in
fact consider Bolshevism and Lenin’s one-party dictatorship to be totalitarian.
Instead, she attributed the transformation of Lenin’s dictatorship into a
totalitarian regime solely to Stalin’s personality (Arendt 1976: xxxi—xxxiii). In
the case of National Socialism, Arendt deemed it to be an exclusively totalitarian
movement from its origins, but she held to the belief that the single-party regime
created by Hitler never became ‘a fully developed totalitarian rulership’ (Arendt
1976: 310). As for Fascism it was, according to Arendt, ‘up to 1938 ... not
totalitarian but just an ordinary nationalist dictatorship developed logically from
a multiparty democracy’ (Arendt 1976: 257).

Arendt’s opinions concerning her interpretation of totalitarianism and the
relationship between its ideology and a single-party state frequently do not
correspond to historical reality, and leave us somewhat confused. Rightly, other
scholars of totalitarianism maintain that to reduce totalitarian ideology to a mere
institutional fabrication committed by cynical despots impedes an understanding
of the complexity of the totalitarian phenomenon. Recognizing the instrumental
nature of ideas in totalitarian regimes does not necessarily entail an
interpretation of their ideologies as mere falsehoods, noting the blatant
contradictions between ideological propositions and the reality of totalitarian
regimes. With that in mind, one may however observe that in the cases of



Fascism and National Socialism the incongruity between ideology and reality is
less jarring. The reality of their regimes and the conduct of their domestic and
foreign policy reflected the tenets of their ideologies with great consistency.
Those tenets clearly did not promise liberty, equality, justice, or peace to all
mankind. On the other hand, the contradiction between ideology and reality was
certainly starker in the Soviet regime, yet that is no reason to deny that
throughout its entire trajectory, from Lenin to Stalin, until the declining stages of
the Soviet Union, ideology had always had a central role and function in the
Communist system, be it internally or externally. Even though Fascism and
National Socialism advanced an ideology that aimed at overcoming the confines
of the nation state, the fundamental nationalism and racism of their
Weltanchauung, their exalting of hierarchy and of discrimination, and their
contempt for humanitarianism, genetically precluded, so to speak, any
international spread of their ideology. And yet, they elicited the consent of
millions of men and women who felt themselves to be part of a privileged
collectivity destined to rule the world, as their ideology had promised. As for
bolshevism, it is undeniable that much of the fascination in which it had been
held throughout the world, from the October revolution until the second half of
the last century, was due to its universalist and internationalist ideology that held
out the promise of emancipation and equality for all human beings. Nationalist
and racist, universalist and internationalist, in each case the ideology was one of
the factors contributing to the success of totalitarian regimes. That success
cannot be studied or understood when starting from the assumption that it all
depended on an institutional lie on the part of cynical manipulators driven by a
naked thirst for power. In totalitarianism, cynicism and fanaticism were always
and everywhere combined, but privileging the one over the other would hinder
any understanding of the phenomenon.

The instrumental use of ideology did not rule out that those who adopted it
did not in the least believe in its truth. Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew K.
Brzezinski observed, in relation to this, that for the cynic ideas were weapons
‘because truth has no meaning for him. Totalitarians tend to be such cynics. Yet
they are fanatics when it comes to maintaining their own ideas. They seem to
believe passionately in their truth’ (Friedrich and Brzezinski 1956: 71). For that
reason, when listing the fundamental factors of totalitarian dictatorship, the two
political scientists emphasize ‘an elaborate ideology, consisting of an official
body of doctrine covering all vital aspects of man’s existence to which everyone
living in that society is supposed to adhere, at least passively; this ideology is
characteristically focused and projected toward a perfect final state of mankind



—that is to say, it contains a chiliastic claim, based upon a radical rejection of
the existing society with conquest of the world for the new one’ (Friedrich and
Brzezinski 1956: 9). Stimulated most likely in 1965 by new studies and new
reflections on totalitarianism, Aron assigned an important role to ideology in
totalitarianism’s birth, one beyond any ambition for mass manipulation, holding
rather that at the genesis of totalitarian regimes are revolutionary parties
‘propelled by an original intention, namely the desire to transform fundamentally
the existing order in the mould of an ideology’ (Aron 1965: 290).

The importance of ideology in totalitarian regimes, due also to numerous and
exhaustive studies conducted since the 1990s on the political culture, myths, and
rites of the totalitarian experiments, is by now a given fact in the more recent
interpretations of totalitarianism. It is beyond doubt, commented Juan J. Linz,
‘that the totalitarian leaders, individuals or groups, in contrast to other non
democratic rulers, derive much of their sense of mission, their legitimation, and
often very specific policies from their commitment to some holistic conception
of man and society’ (Linz 2000: 76). According to Linz, ideologies ‘vary much
in the richness and complexity of their content and in the degree to which they
are closed, fixed, and can be action-related’, but they have, however, played an
essential part in the genesis and life of a totalitarian system, so much that it
prompted Linz to advance the hypothesis that ‘a fully autonomous totalitarian
system cannot exist without almost full control over the formulation or
interpretation of the ideological heritage or content’ (Linz 2000: 75-6). In
totalitarian systems ideology certainly has a fundamental role because it is ‘a
source of legitimacy, a source of a sense of mission of a leader or a ruling group,
and it is not surprising that one should speak of charisma of the leader or the
party’ (Linz 2000: 76).

In conclusion, Linz maintains—and we concur—that the study of totalitarian
ideologies understood as ‘systems of ideas, of meanings, and of the internal
logical or emotional connections between those ideas is obviously essential to
understanding different totalitarian systems’ (Linz 2000: 76).
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CHAPTER 5
SOCIAL SCIENCE AND IDEOLOGY: THE CASE OF
BEHAVIOURALISM IN AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE

JOHN G. GUNNELL

THE modern social sciences were principally the outgrowth of nineteenth-
century moral philosophy and social reform movements (see e.g. Ross 1991).
Consequently, it should not be surprising that social scientific inquiry, and
particularly political science, has, in various respects and degrees, been informed
by ideological motives and motifs. It is contentious to attempt to situate
historically the exact point of the invention of the idea of a science of society—
whether it is to be attributed to the ancient Greek philosophers, the work of
Francis Bacon, the positivism of Auguste Comte, or the liberalism of John Stuart
Mill. But when the social sciences emerged as differentiated, professional, and
institutionalized practices, they were forced to confront, in a more systematic
and direct manner, specific issues regarding their internal identity, their status
with regard to rival authorities, and their cognitive and practical relationship to
their subject matter. They found it necessary to come to grips with the fact that
despite the practical concerns that attended their origins, the only basis on which
they could sustain a claim to social relevance was by vouchsafing their scientific
status and invoking their epistemic authority. In the contemporary era, the
relationship between ideology and social science has been attenuated by
professional and methodological commitments, but it has also been obscured as
a result of a strategy that was, from the beginning, widely embraced among these
disciplines as an attempt to resolve the endemic tension between the practical
purposes of social science and the claim of these fields to the authority of
scientific impartiality and objective value-free research.

These issues were paradigmatically represented in Max Weber’s famous 1904
essay on objectivity in the social sciences, which was written at a point of crisis
regarding the relationship between what he later referred to as the vocations of
science and politics. Weber’s basic, but paradoxical, argument was quite simply
that it was necessary to separate science and politics in order to get them back
together. He claimed that the principal commitment of modern social science
should be to an objective account of ‘the facts of social life’, but he stressed that
these fields had not only originated from a concern with ‘social policy’ and ‘the
training of judgement in respect of practical problems arising from these social



circumstances’ but necessarily approached inquiry from a variety of value
perspectives. This raised an issue about how the empirical claims of social
science were related to, and could be reconciled with, ‘value-judgments’ and a
‘critique of socio-political work’ which had become, at least de facto, primarily
the province of political actors and legislators (Weber 1904, 2004 edn: 359-60).
Although Weber tended to subsume a number of quite different things under the
category of value (interests, perspectives, and ethical positions—as opposed to
specifications and descriptions of events), he was talking less about forms of
speech and judgement than about the existential problem of the relationship
between the practices of social science and politics as well as the basic
commitments that should, in his view, define and distinguish them. He was
attempting to carve out the domain of the empirical social sciences as a territory
distinct from the ideologies embedded in various forms of nineteenth-century
philosophy, ranging from conservative idealism to Marxism, but it was also clear
that Weber understood that behind claims to objectivity there was the value
perspective of the social scientist. The dilemma of the relationship between
ideology and the claims of science would remain an underlying dimension of the
history of social science, and it is an essential part of any attempt to understand
the behavioural movement in American political science.

What was most overtly involved in the self-ascribed, but generally
acknowledged, behavioural revolution of the mid-twentieth century was a
commitment to scientism, that is, to a belief in the unity of science and the need
to appropriate what was believed to be the methods of the natural sciences, but
this claim to the title of science masked its foundation in the propagation of a
particular theory and ideology of democracy. Although both the scientific image
and the political ideology often associated with behaviouralism have often been
persuasively linked to the context of the Cold War, they were rooted in a
transformation in the discipline that took place half a century earlier. There is no
doubt that the political atmosphere of the Cold War had an impact on the social
sciences, including the behavioural movement. Behaviouralism was significantly
supported by government funding for what was deemed to be truly scientific
research and by involvement with institutions such as Social Science Research
Council, the Ford Foundation, and the Rockefeller Foundation, which, while
encouraging the application of scientific methodologies, had a definite
ideological agenda. Few disciplines escaped accumulating dirty laundry with
respect to being implicated in certain government policies, and dissenting
political views were often repressed in a context in which there was a tendency
to affirm the values of the status quo (see, e.g., Ball 1993; Farr 1995; Adcock



2007; Isaac 2007). These influences, however, were not constitutive of the basic
character of the behavioural movement. There is often a tendency among
historians to think latitudinally rather than longitudinally and to assume that
similarities between modes of thought imply a causal relationship. Although
both the political ideology and the image of science most prominently associated
with behaviouralism provided a set of ideas that were often entwined with
elements composing the circumstances and events conventionally designated as
the Cold War, the ideology and the scientific perspective were already deeply
embedded in the history of what Bernard Crick (1959) famously referred to as
the ‘American science of politics’.

Whether the story of political science has, as in the case of Crick, been told
critically or viewed as one of scientific progress (e.g. Somit and Tanenhaus
1967), subsequent historians have stressed the fact that political science has been
a distinctly and uniquely American social science. Notwithstanding the waves of
foreign influence that have contributed significantly to shaping the field and
despite its aspirations to scientific universality, political science has borne a
unique relationship to the values of American political life, and its concerns have
characteristically been political as well as scientific. While political science has
sought to give a descriptive and explanatory account of the nature of the
American polity, the discipline has both reflected and informed the evolution of
American democratic thought (Gunnell 2004). Despite changing images of both
democracy and science, there has, from the beginning, been a consistent search
for a science that would contribute to realizing and enhancing what was
conceived as democratic values and institutions. There have, nevertheless, been
changes in the conception of democracy as well as a persistent ambivalence
about the discipline’s relationship to politics, and it has often been suggested that
the simultaneous commitments to science and democracy have not been in
harmony with one another.

Although this tension has in part involved the problem of reconciling
scientific and political criteria of judgement, it has also been the consequence of
a longstanding assumption, much like the position articulated by Weber, that
only by remaining aloof from politics and by claiming ideological neutrality
could the discipline gain the scientific authority that would, in the end, provide it
with practical purchase. Consequently, although the American science of politics
emerged from, and has remained tied to, American political culture, it has also,
in various ways, sought to distance itself, both conceptually and institutionally.
This was still evident during the mid-twentieth century when the behavioural
movement came to dominate American political science. Although one of the



principal criticisms of behaviouralism, during the 1960s and beyond, was that it
lacked political relevance and had renounced normative concerns, it was also
chastised by critics for its underlying ideological biases (e.g. McCoy and
Playford 1967; Connolly 1969). The explanation for this irony is that the claim
to objective science remained tied to a particular theory and ideology of
democracy. What was presented as the principal and revolutionary attributes of
behaviouralism actually constituted a reaffirmation of basic methodological and
ideological commitments that, for at least a generation, had characterized the
field. The behavioural revolution certainly came closer to fulfilling the
longstanding dream of creating a theoretically grounded empirical study of
politics but, in many respects, it was more a reformation than a revolution in that
it sought to counter foreign and domestic ideological challenges and to defend
what had become, in both politics and political science, the dominant account of
American liberal democracy.

From the point of the founding period and the publication of the Federalist
Papers, as well as in Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, there has remained a
fundamental ambivalence about whether popular government in the United
States, and the concept of democracy itself, was rooted in social unity or
plurality. In both politics and commentary on politics, the ideal of unity initially
won out and kept alive the traditional republican image of an organic American
people. In the nineteenth century, academic publicists produced their own
version of this image, which was represented in the concept of the State. The
introduction of this concept was largely through the work of the German émigré,
Francis Lieber, who can reasonably be designated the founder of American
political science. For nearly a century, his theory of the State, which was set
forth in his Manual of Political Ethics (1838) and On Civil Liberty and Self-
government (1853), fundamentally determined the direction of political inquiry.
It may seem today that this concept, based on German idealist and historicist
philosophy, which was perpetuated and refined by second-generation theorists
such as Theodore Woolsey at Yale, Herbert Baxter Adams at Johns Hopkins
University, and, above all, by Lieber’s successor at Columbia, John W. Burgess
(1890) is little more than an antiquarian curiosity, but what it represented was a
rather elaborate theory of democratic government. What Lieber, and the later
American State theorists who were educated abroad and imbibed the German
paradigm, conceived was the existence of an organic democratic people and a
story of the evolution of democratic institutions as springing from ancient
Teutonic origins, passing through English government, and culminating in the
American polity. This vision of the State was essentially that of an



associationally and institutionally diverse but nevertheless fundamentally unified
people which gave theoretical substance to the idea of popular sovereignty.

An essential feature of the concept of the State during this long and formative
period was that it did not refer either to the form or institution of government but
rather to a community whose majoritarian voice expressed a will and opinion
that stood not only behind government but preceded, in time and importance, the
Constitution. Even though the concept of the State was embraced across the
ideological spectrum, it principally reflected and abetted a conservative ideology,
and it was in some respects both inspired by, and functioned to legitimate, the
cause of the Union before and after the Civil War. It also provided both a
scientific identity for the discipline and sublimity for its subject matter. Although
the third generation of political theorists, which included Woodrow Wilson
(1889) and W. W Willoughby (1896), continued to remain bound by the
language of State theory, the term ‘state’ increasingly became indistinguishable
from the concept of government. The problem, in a country of great complexity
and multiplicity, became one of specifying the locus of a national community,
and eventually this precipitated a crisis in democratic theory which was
paralleled by an ideological shift within the discipline of political science.

When political scientists broke away from the profession of history in 1903
and formed the American Political Science Association, the purpose was in part
to establish a distinct academic identity with truly scientific credentials, but this
move also represented, and justified, a sharp ideological break both from
conservative methodological and political propensities in the fields of history
and economics as well as from the dominant elements of nineteenth-century
political science (Gunnell 2006). The founders of twentieth-century American
political science were primarily Progressives who advocated a more active role
for government and administration, but they also embraced a new image of
science which, they believed, would at last secure the kind of cognitive privilege
that, during the past quarter of a century, had been the continuing but elusive
goal of the social sciences. The work of Charles Merriam at Chicago during the
1920s was dedicated to the propagation of an empirical science of politics
(Merriam 1925), but this was still closely tied to a dream of creating a more
democratic society. The programme of Merriam and others, such as his student
Harold Lasswell and the English visitor G. E. G. Catlin (1927), advanced a
naturalistic image of science that would continue to permeate the theory and
practice of the discipline. Although the founding of the American Political
Science Association constituted a distinct methodological and ideological break
with the past, it at first retained the core of the nineteenth-century image of



democracy as predicated on an American people. And as the existence of that
unity became less credible, individuals such as Merriam and John Dewey (1927)
advocated the application of social scientific knowledge to matters of civic
education and social control. During the 1920s, however, the new view of
science became increasingly attached to an emerging alternative account of
democracy.

Despite the publication of William James’s A Pluralistic Universe (1909), the
term ‘pluralism’ had not, in any substantial manner, entered the discourse of
either politics or political science. Although Arthur Bentley’s book, the Process
of Government (1908), with its attack on the theory of the State and its
description of the processes of pressure-group politics, would become a central
reference for later pluralist theory, it had very little immediate impact, and
Bentley never employed the term ‘pluralism’. But Bentley’s work was only one
example of