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Comte Destutt de Tracy 

• Ideology introduced in 1796 by Destutt de Tracy, who 
defined it as the science of the formation of ideas 

• This would be a secular ‘superscience’ (master science) 
that linked political, economic, and social issues through  
application of universal insights into human behaviour 

• Ideology was a science of sensations and their expression 
in ideas and was oriented to enabling the exercise of free 
will (including maximum freedom in free markets)  

• Science of the formation of ideas later called semiology 
(the science of signs), a term coined by de Saussure and 
discussed in his Course on General Linguistics (1916) 



Marx on Ideologiekritik 

• M’s early critique of ideology did not explore origins of 
ideas, their articulation to exploitation and domination, 
or their role in mystifying/reproducing specific interests 

• These links were first made in Theses on Feuerbach and 
German Ideology (1845, 1845-1846); and refined in the 
critique of political economy in the 1850s and 1860s 

• M/E offered critique of specific ideologies: modes of 
calculation, economic doctrines, party programmes, 
juridical worldview, scientific paradigms, general systems 
of ideas, philosophies, religious beliefs, etc., and role in 
mystifying social relations, aiding class domination, etc. 



Marx and Engels - I 

• The ideas of the ruling class are 

in every epoch the ruling ideas, 

i.e. the class that is the ruling 

material force of society is also  

its ruling intellectual force.  

• The class that has the means of 

material production at its 

disposal, has control at the same 

time over the means of mental 

production  

     (Marx and Engels, The German 

Ideology, 1845-46) 

 Manuscript page from die Deutsche Ideologie 



Marx and Engels - II 

• ‘The ruling ideas are the ideal expression of the dominant 
material relations, the dominant material relations 
grasped as ideas; hence of the relations that make that 
class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance 

• The individuals composing the ruling class possess 
among other things consciousness, and therefore think. 
Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a class and determine 
the extent and scope of an epoch, it is self-evident that 
they do this in its whole range, hence among other things 
rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas, and regulate 
the production and distribution of the ideas of their age’ 

 

 



Marx - I 

• Phase 2: ideology is a general term that denotes all those 
mental superstructures by which men grow aware of their 
economic, political, social and mental existence (e.g., GI).  

• Phase 3: includes a ‘base-superstructure’ model – economic 
base determines  juridico-political superstructure, forms of 
life, and social consciousness (1859 Preface). Mostly a 
pedagogic device that is rarely applied in crude manner.  

• Few unqualified uses of ideology: Marx more often refers to 
ideologies with a qualifier (e.g.,  Hegelian, republican,  
political, German) and to an ideological x, y, or z (e.g., 
ideological representatives, ideological cretins, ideological 
classes such as priests, lawyers, officials (see McCarney) 



Five Levels of Analysis of in Marx (with Parallels in Gramsci) 

Ideology in general  
(Language) 

Necessary mediation of lived experience through forms of 
consciousness and necessary grounding of latter in material conditions 

Specific ideologies 
(Specific worldviews)  

Have a specific content, interpret the world in specific ways, involve 
specific modes of action vis-à-vis the world, specific class relevance, etc.  

Ideological class 
struggle 

Partisan deployment of ideas, arguments, rhetoric, narratives, etc., as 
part of class struggle –operates in and through the broader field of 
ideology/language in general and specific ideologies/worldviews 

Ideologies as aspect 
of the superstructure 
(or historical bloc) 

Here ideologies are more or less well organized reflections on social 
formations – removed from material base and produced by specialists 
in intellectual labour. Examples: Christianity, humanism, … 
For Gramsci, emphasis is on historical bloc (base/superstructure) 

Idealism or 
ideologism 

Belief that ideas are the main driving force in historical development – 
that ‘ideas descend from heaven’ rather than deriving from specific 
situated practices. This belief is a specific tendency common among 
those who specialize in mental labour within the overall division of 
labour (e.g., philosophers, journalists, politicians, etc.) and who lack 
clear roots in the organization of material production. 



Marx on Class Consciousness 

• Class consciousness reflects material conditions of existence: 
moves through different phases (with possible reversals): 
occupational, trade unionist, political, revolutionary (last of 
these requires new language, new ‘poetry of the future’) 

• Ideological class struggle involves form and content of specific 
ideologies: it gives ideological elements a class relevance (not 
all have an immediate, let alone fixed, ‘class belonging’) 

• Forms of thought and systems of ideas may get detached from 
material conditions, leading ethereal life in the superstructure 

• Social function of some individuals/categories leads them to 
believe that the struggle for ideas is the key field of struggle – 
independent of economic and political factors. 

 



Lenin(ism) on Ideology 

• Bourgeois ideology versus 
working class ideology  

• Every ruling class has its 

own ideology  

• Every class aspiring to win 
power must develop its own 

ideology and worldview   

• Marxism is ideology of the 
working class, i.e., a world 
view opposed to the world 

view of the bourgeoisie 



Gramsci and Ideology 

• Gramsci did not know The 
German Ideology (it was 
first published 1932)  

• Not interested in Marx’s 
theory of ‘fetishism’ as 
basis for ideology critique 

• Developed his own ideas 
on ideology/ideological 
forms that went beyond 
Marx (see slide 8) and that 
broke with Leninism 



Ives on Vernacular Materialism  

• A distinctive version of historical materialism based on 
Gramsci’s studies in historical linguistics as applied to 
everyday life, hegemony, and social domination 

• Vernacular materialism combines ‘tenets of a historical 
materialist approach to language and a linguistically 
concerned theory of politics and society’ (Ives 2004) 

• It has four connotations: 
– oppose vernacular to vulgar materialism 

– emphasize organic relation between language and social structures 

– contribute to the historical materialist analysis of society 

– inform a political programme that would ‘popularize’ culture rather 

than impose from above the language and culture of dominant class 

 

 



Vernacular Materialism - I 

• Introduces power relations into language use. Linguistic 
and extra-linguistic elements of social life co-constitute 
meaning and thereby help to sustain social domination 

• G’s account of hegemony is rooted, intellectually, in his 
work on the relation between spontaneous grammars 
learnt as part of natural language use and the normative 
grammar used to regulate speech in more formal ways, 
which promotes official domination and social exclusion 

• A hegemonic cultural formation emerges from molecular 
translation of diverse communicative practices into a 
coherent and (relatively) unified grammatical structure 

 



Spatial Linguistics 

• Bartoli (G’s professor): the dominant speech community 
exerts prestige over contiguous, subaltern communities: 
city over countryside, ‘standard’ language over dialect, 
leading socio-cultural group over subordinate one  

• Innovations flow outwards from prestigious langue: so 
earlier forms are found in peripheral rather than central 
areas, isolated more than accessible areas, larger more 
than smaller areas (another source of idea of hegemony) 

• Gramsci’s vernacular materialist turn: ‘people’ must be 
unified through language if a coherent, national-popular 
‘collective will’ is to emerge and motivate revolution 

 



Vernacular Materialism - II 

• Gramsci moves beyond debate on whether language 
belongs to base or superstructure, whether it is purely 
determined by material conditions or also determines 
those conditions.  

• Language is (historically) material, not limited to culture. 
It is rooted in materiality of the production of words.  

    ‘The structures within which words are produced are not based 

on an extra-historical (or “human”) essence, and the same is 

true of the production of words themselves’ (Ives 2004) 

• Language permeates all social relations: it is essential 
part of economy, politics, law, and all other social fields.  

 



Language and Common Sense 

• The whole of language is a continuous process of metaphor, 
and the history of semantics is an aspect of the history of 
culture; language is at the same time a living thing and a 
museum of fossils of life and civilisations (Q11, §28: 1438-9) 

• All men are philosophers. Their philosophy is contained in: 
1. language itself, which is a totality of determined notions 
and concepts and not just words grammatically devoid of 
content; 2. ‘common sense’ and ‘good sense’; 3. popular 
religion and, therefore, also in the entire system of belief, 
superstitions, opinions, ways of seeing things and of acting 
which are collectively bundled together under the name of 
‘folklore’ (Q11, §12: 1375) 

 



Gramsci on State Power 

• State = ‘the entire complex of practical and theoretical 
activities with which the ruling class not only justifies and 
maintains its domination but manages to win the active 
consent of those over whom it rules’ (Q15, § 10) 

• Force = use of coercive apparatus to bring popular masses 
into conformity with demands of a given of production 

• Hegemony = way in which ruling class mobilizes and 
secures ‘active consent’ of dominated groups via political, 

intellectual, and moral leadership to form a ‘collective will’  

• This gives a central role to language and discourse as 
medium of state power (important even for use of force) 

  

 



Hegemony 

• Just as force is institutionalized in a series of coercive 

apparatuses (army, police, law, prisons, etc.), practice of 

hegemony is crystallized and mediated in a complex system 

of ‘hegemonic apparatuses’ throughout social formation.  

• These are found above all in ‘private’ organizations in civil 

society, such as the Church, trade unions, schools, mass 

media, political parties, the family system, philanthropy  

• Function of intellectuals - which is conducted in and 

through ideology rather than being simply manipulative - is 

to elaborate ideologies, educate the ‘people’, organize and 

unify social forces, and secure dominant group’s hegemony 



Intellectuals 

• Intellectuals “are the dominant group’s ‘deputies’. They 
work to secure: 

    1. The ‘spontaneous’ consent given by the great masses 
of the population to the general direction imposed on 
social life by the dominant fundamental group; this 
consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige… which 
the dominant group enjoys because of its position and 
function in the world of production.  

     2. The apparatus of state coercive power which ‘legally’ 
enforces discipline on those groups who do not ‘consent’ 
either actively or passively” (PN) 

 

 



Traditional and Organic Intellectuals 

• There is a world of difference between ideologies that 
are ‘arbitrary, rationalistic and willed’ and those that are 
organic, i.e., able to provide basis of an ‘historical bloc’ 

• Two kinds of intellectuals: 

– Traditional intellectuals (appear independent of any class 

base but keep system in place by reproducing its ideas) 

– Organic intellectuals (whatever their social origins, they 
are tied to the class whose unity they organize) 

• Challenge for working class is to develop its own organic 
intellectuals and to win traditional intellectuals to its side 

 



Imaginaries and Ideologiekritik 

Imaginaries: sense- and meaning-making systems that 
enable (social) agents to ‘go on’ in the world. They are not 
in themselves ideological – must be shown in three steps.  

• First order critique 
– Reveal fallacies, contradictions, incoherence, tensions, tacit 

assumptions, etc, in a given social imaginary 

• Second-order critique 
– Reveal ideal and material interests promoted by a social 

imaginary  (including its fallacies, etc.) and its shaping of lived 
experience in specific conjunctures, longer periods 

• Third-order critique 
– Ideologiekritik connected to Herrschaftskritik, i.e., role of 

ideology in sustaining particular patterns of domination 



Imaginary Ideology 

Not ‘true’ or ‘false’ but lessons 
may be more or less adequate 
basis for ‘going on’ in world 

Ideology is linked to ‘truth 
regimes’ related to specific ideal 
and/or material interests 

Based on series of lived 
experiences that provide basis of 
learning and new imaginaries 

Ideology frames/limits lived 
experience and the scope for 
learning (ideological blinkers) 

Alternative lessons are based on 
different entry- and stand-points 
and their related identities 

Different ideologies privilege 
some entry- and stand-points 
and their related interests 

This opens the space for varying 
degrees of self-reflexive learning 

Ideologies may be formed and 
promoted intentionally 



Social  
Domination 

Experience, Imaginary, Ideology, Domination 

Lived 
Experience 

Interested 
Ideology 

Social  
Imaginary 

Explanation: lived experience based on imaginaries is essential to ‘go on’ in the world; some lived experience is 
idiosyncratic, much is shaped by various social imaginaries; not all aspects of social imaginary serve specific 
interests (are ideological); ideologies help to reproduce social domination – but there is more to reproduction of 
domination that ideologies – it is also ‘material’ (inscribed in structures, governmental technologies, etc. 



Conclusions 

• Key role of language (analysed in terms of historical and 
spatial linguistics) in social analysis (not just structures) 

• Vernacular materialism implicitly changes historical materialism: 
highlights role of language (‘vernacular’) and the everyday 
(common sense, folklore, etc) (another aspect of ‘vernacular’) 
as a crucial basis of economic, political, hegemonic struggles 

• Key part of his analysis of mercato determinato, state power, 
collective will, hegemony and hegemonic apparatuses 

• Does not mean Gramsci prioritized superstructure (or culture) 
over the economic (did not turn Marx upside down, standing 
him on his head like Hegel): stressed interaction of base and 
superstructure mediated through language and imaginaries 


