THE CONCEPT OF IDEOLOGY

GEORGE LICHTHEIM

Few conceptsplay a largerpart in present-daydiscussionsof historicaland
politicaltopics than does that of ideology,and yet it is not alwaysclearwhat
meaningis appliedto the term by those who employit. Even if one confines
one's attentionto the utterancesof sociologistsand historians,leavingout of
accountthe terminologicalmisuseseeminglyinseparablefromordinarypolitical
discourse,it is apparentthat differentand conflictingmeaningsareintendedby
writerswho casuallyreferto the "ideology"of this or that politicalmovement.
From the vulgarmisunderstanding
inherentin the familiarphrase"we need
a betterideologyto fightthe enemy",to the refinementsof academicdisputeover
"the ideology of science",one encountersa terminologicalvaguenesswhich
appearsto reflectsome deeper uncertaintyabout the status of ideas in the
genesisof historicalmovements.
It is here intendedto clarifythe theme by examiningthe differentsignificationsattachedto the term"ideology",and the shiftingstatusof the phenomenon itself, grantedthat a propensityso widespreadas the duplicationand
distortionof realityin thoughtlends itself to the historicalapproach. If this
initialassumptionis allowedto passas a workinghypothesis,it is hopedthatthe
term"ideology"will be shownto possess both a definitemeaninganda particular historicalstatus:the historyof the conceptservingas a guideto the actual
interplayof "real"and "ideal"factorswhose dialecticis obscurelyintendedin
the formulationof the conceptitself. The subjecthas recentlybeen dealtwith
by, amongothers,Mr.BenHalpern("'Myth'and'Ideology'in ModernUsage",
HistoryandTheory,I, 2, 1961, 129-149).In what follows it is not proposedto
take issue with his analysis,but to pursuea line of thought suggestedby the
present author's concern with the manner in which the ideology concept
relatesto what is usuallyknownas the "philosophyof history",notablyin its
Hegelianform.
THE REVOLUTIONARY HERITAGE

Historically,the term "ideology"made its first appearanceat the time of the
French Revolution,its author, Antoine Destutt de Tracy, being one of the
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group of savantswhom the Convention in 1795entrustedwith the management of
the newly founded Institut de France.' During the brief period of its predominance - until Napoleon in 1801 made his peace with the Church, and concurrently turned against the liberal intellectuals who had helped him into the saddle the Institut became associated in the public mind with an outlook which indeed
pre-dated the Revolution, but was now made official and brought into relation
with the practice of the new regime. In 1794, at the height of the Terror, the
guiding ideas of the faith had been given their final expression, under the most
dramatic circumstances possible, by Condorcet in his Tableau historique des
progressde l'esprit humain;but it was under the Directory, with moderate liberalism briefly in the saddle, that the "ideologues"of the Institut placed the official
seal on his doctrine.2 Their prestige flattered the vanity of Bonaparte, who in
1797 became an honorary member of the Institute. How much the distinction
meant to him appears from the fact that during the Egyptian campaign of
1798-9 he signed his proclamations to the Army as "General en chef, Membre
de l'Institut". It was a justified appreciation of their influence over the educated
middle class that in 1799, at the time of the coup d'etat de Brumaire,induced
him to seek the support of the "ideologues",who in turn helped to promote his
accession to power.3 It was likewise fear of their hold over public opinion which
in January 1803 led him to cap his growing personal despotism (and his Concordat with Rome) by the virtual destruction of the Institute's core, the classe
des sciences morales et politiques, from which liberal and republican ideas
radiated throughout the educational "establishment". The story of Bonaparte's
degeneration can be written in terms of his relations with the "ideologues":
down to the day in December 1812 when - returned to Paris from the disaster
in Russia - he blamed them, in an address to the Conseil d'Etat, for the catastrophe into which his own despotism had plunged the country.4
The "ideologists" of the Institute were liberals who regarded freedom of
thought and expression as the principal conquest of the Revolution. Their
attitude was "ideological" in the twofold sense of being concerned with ideas,
1 Georges Lefebvre,La revolutionfranpaise(Paris, 1957),443. The creationof the Institute
was part of an attemptto provide Francewith a nation-widesystem of higherlearningcommitted to the philosophy of the Enlightenment.
2
Lefebvre,578: "Destutt de Tracy se proposait de determinerpar l'observationcomment
se forment les idWes:de lA le nom de 1'ecole."
3
Lefebvre,534: "Arrivea Paris... il montraitune discretiontoute republicaineet frequentait l'Institut, ofi il fraternisaitavec les ideologues." Cf. A. Aulard, Histoirepolitiquede la
revolutionfranCaise(Paris, 1926), 694, for the illusions of the liberalintellectuals,who firmly
expectedBonaparteto inauguratethe enlightenedcommonwealthof their dreams.
4
"C'est a l'ideologie, A cette tenebreusemetaphysiquequi, en cherchantavec subtilit6les
causes premieres,veut sur ces bases fonder la legislation des peuples, au lieu d'approprier
les lois A la connaissancedu cceurhumain et aux lemonsde 1'histoire,qu'il faut attribuer
toutes les malheurs de notre belle France." Cited in Hans Barth, Wahrheitund Ideologie
(Paris,1898),II, 219-220. On
(Zurich,1945),30; cf. Taine,Originesde la Francecontemporaine
other occasions he put it more briefly,e.g., "Cannonkilled feudalism. Ink will kill modern
society." (Napoleon: Pense'es;Paris, 1913; 43).
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and of placing the satisfaction of "ideal" aims (their own) ahead of the "material" interests on which the post-revolutionary society rested. They could
put up, at least temporarily, with an enlightened dictatorship which safeguarded
the major gains of the Revolution, but not with a regime which visibly steered
back towards an absolutism supported by established religion. Napoleon
ignored them, though he defended the social foundations of the new order and
in 1815, after his return from Elba, made a last attempt to win their support.
Under the Bourbon Restauration they headed the liberal opposition. In 1830
the July Revolution, by introducing parliamentary government, at long last
realized one of their chief aims, though in a somewhat prosaic form. Marx,
from a different standpoint, shared Napoleon's disdain for them. In 1845,
remarking upon the manner in which the bourgeois character of the Revolution
had gradually disclosed itself, he commented ironically upon their illusions,
having previously noted that "Robespierre, Saint Just and their party fell
because they confused the realistic democratic commonwealth of antiquity,
which rested on the basis of real slavery, with the modern spiritualist-democratic
representative state based on the emancipated slavery of bourgeois society."5
Yet the ideologists, whatever their political fancies, had another and tougher
side to them: they were the forerunners of positivism. The Institut under their
direction became a centre of experimental studies. While Destutt de Tracy
turned his attention to the history of ideas, Cabanis pioneered experimental
psychology, Pinel placed the treatment of mental illness on a new foundation,
Dupuis (in his Origine de tous les cultes) treated the natural history of religion
in an empirical manner; others extended the new viewpoint to the history of
literature and art. This intellectual explosion was the counterpart of the better
known and perhaps even more brilliant achievements of Lagrange, Laplace,
Monge, Berthollet, Cuvier, Saint-Hilaire, and Lamarck in the natural sciences,
which between 1790 and 1830 raised France's contribution in this field to a
pinnacle of achievement never equalled before or since. When Comte around
1830 synthesized the new world-view (in the light of what he had learned from
the far more original Saint-Simon), he was drawing upon the work of a generation of scholars who had already transformed the inherited eighteenth-century
view by introducing the historical approach. If the ideologists continued the
rationalist tradition, they also began the process of modifying it, though unlike the German Romantics - they did not abandon its basic principles.6
DieHeiligeFamilie(1845[reprintedBerlin,1953]),191;cf. TheHolyFamily(London,1957),
164. "It was not the revolutionarymovementas such that became Napoleon's prey on the
18thBrumaire... it was the liberalbourgeoisie...Napoleon was the last stand of revolutionary
terrorismagainst the bourgeoissociety which had likewise been proclaimedby the Revolution... If he despoticallysuppressedthe liberalismof bourgeoissociety - the politicalidealism
of its daily practice- he showed no more concernfor its essentialmaterialinterests... whenever they conflicted with his political interests. His contempt for the industrial hommes
d'affaireswas the counterpartof his scorn for the ideologues."(Ibid.,tr. from 1953 German
edition, 193-194).
6
Lefebvre (op. cit., 578) includes Madame de Stael's La litteratureconsidiree dans ses
6
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The twofold character of the liberal "ideology", as a system of normative
ideas and as an incipient critique of the very notion of absolute norms, makes
its appearance already in the work of Destutt de Tracy from which the school
derived its name. His Elements d'Idjologie (1801-15) presents a "Science des
idees" for which he cites the authority of Locke and Condillac.7 They are
praised for having inaugurated the "natural history of ideas" - that is, the
scientific description of the human mind - though Condillac had qualified his
naturalism by retaining the traditional religious emphasis upon the substantive
reality of man's soul and the uniqueness of man compared with the animal
creation.8 For Destutt, who superimposed the materialism of Cabanis upon the
Lockean sensationalism of Condillac, the study of "ideology" is part of zoology.
What he means is that human psychology should be analyzed in biological
terms; that is, without paying attention to religion. Moral problems are relegated to metaphysics, described as a realm of illusory fancies "destines a nous
satisfaire et non 'anous instruire".9 The true foundation of the sciences is rather
to be found in a "Science des idees" which will describe the natural history of
the mind, that is, the manner in which our thoughts are formed. There is no
supersensiblereality behind the individuals and their several "ideas" (sensations
and notions).
Ii est seulementa remarquerqu'il n'existe r6ellementque des individuset que nos
id6es ne sont point des &resreels existent hors de nous, mais de pures creationsde
notre esprit, des manieresde classer nos id6es des individus.10
But this "materialist" theme is crossed by a normative purpose: the "Science
des idees" is to yield true knowledge of human nature, and therewith the means
of defining the general laws of sociability. The reduction of individual "ideas"
to Generallyheld notions is intended to lay bare the common ground of human
needs and aspirations, thus providing the lawgiver with the means of furthering
the common good. What is "natural" is also "social". Once human nature is
properly understood, society will at last be able to arrangeitself in a harmonious
fashion. Reason is the guarantor of order and liberty."1 As with Condorcet,
Destutt's aim is pedagogical: it is to lay bare the guiding principles of republican
citizenship. His theorizing has a practical, normative, purpose. The freeing of
the human mind from ignorance and superstition is not undertaken for its own
sake, but because only a mind delivered from error can perceive those universal
rapports avec les institutions sociales (1800) among the notable productions of the school.
7

A. Destutt de Tracy,Elementsd'Ideologie(2nd. ed., Brussels, 1826),I, 3; cf. Barth, Wahr-

heit und Ideologie, 16 f.
8
9

Condillac, Oeuvrescompletes(Paris, 1798), III, 592.

Elements, I, XIV.
0 Elements, I, 301.

11 "Le perfectionnementdes lois, des institutionspubliques,suites des progresdes sciences,
n'a-t-il point pour effet d'approcher,d'identifierl'interet commun de chaque homme avec
l'interetcommun de tous?"Condorcet,Tableauhistorique(Paris, 1822), 292.
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laws which make it plain "que la nature lie par une chaine indissoluble la
verite, le bonheur et la vertue".'2 The pathos of the Enlightenment is retained
in the "Science des idees", for all its incipient naturalism. Reason progressively
discloses a true picture of humanity which constitutes the foundation of civic
virtue. Morality is anchored in nature. The best social order is that which
corresponds to the permanent needs of man.
The antecedents of this faith are Baconian and Cartesian. To Condillac, who
preceded the ideologues and the Revolution, it had already seemed plain that
Bacon's criticism of the "idols" must be the starting point of that reformation of
consciousness which was the principal aim of the Enlightenment.13 Bacon's
idolumbecomes Condillac's prejuge",a key term also in the writings of Holbach
and Helvetius. The idols are "prejudices" contrary to "reason". To remove
them by the relentless application of critical reasoning is to restore the "unpreP
judiced" understanding of nature. Holbach maintains that
l'hommen'est malheureuxque parce qu'il meconnaitla Nature... La raison guide
parl'experiencedoit enfinattaquerdansleur sourcedes prejugesdont le genrehumain
fuitsi longtempsle victime... La veriteest une; elle est necessaire'al'homme... C'est
a l'erreurque sont dues les chainesaccablantesque les Tyranset les Pretresforgent
partoutaux nations.'4
Helvetius (a favourite of both Marx and Nietzsche) develops this notion in the
direction of a rudimentarysociology of knowledge: "Our ideas are the necessary
consequence of the societies in which we live."15 Scepticism is held in check
by the rationalist faith inherited from Descartes: reason has the power of correcting its own errors.16
For Helvetius, the idols (prejuges) are the necessary fruit of social constraint
and selfish interest, but he is convinced that they can be discredited by reason
and removed by education. "L'education peut tout."17 The cure for popular
superstition is pedagogy on a national scale. This is the point where Marx later
introduced his criticism of the Enlightenment.18 Helvetius in fact never succeeded
12

Condorcet,ibid., 10.
"Personnen'a mieux connu que Bacon la cause de nos erreurs,car il a vu que les idees,
qui sont l'ouvragede 1'esprit,avaiente mal faites, et que par consequentpour avancerdans
la recherchede la verite il fallait les refaire." Condillac,Essai sur l'originedes connaissances
humaines(Oeuvres,I, 507); cf. the articleon Bacon in the Encyclopedie,III, and d'Alembert's
"Discours preliminaire".
14 Holbach, Systeme de la Nature (Paris, 1770),
preface.
15 De L'Esprit,(1758), 114; cited by Barth, op. cit., 62. For Rousseau'ssharein the elaboration of this attitude cf. Iring Fetscher, Rousseauspolitische Philosophie(Neuwied, 1960),
13

passim.
16
"ce qu'on nommele bons sens ou la raison, est naturellementgale en tous les hommes...
la diversityde nos opinions ne vient pas de ce que les uns sont plus raisonnablesque les
autres,mais seulementde ce que nous conduisonsnos pens6espar diversesvoies" (Descartes,
Discoursde la methode,cf. Oeuvres,ed. Pliade, 1952, 126.)
17
Helvetius, De l'Homme(1773), II, 332.
18
Cf. Theses on Feuerbach:"The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing... forgets that it is men who change circumstancesand that the

THE CONCEPT OF IDEOLOGY

169

in clarifying the relationship of "interest" to "education". Wandering off into
cynicism, he anticipated Nietzsche by arguing that the sole motor of human
action is self-love and the will to power.
Chacunveut commanderparce que chacun veut accroiltresa fe1icite... L'amourdu
pouvoir fonde sur celui du bonheurest donc l'objet commun de tous nos desirs...
toutes les passions factices ne sont-elles en nous que I'amourdu pouvoir deguise
sous ces noms differents :"'19

A suggestion which greatly pleased Nietzsche when he came across it.20
The confusion in which Helvetius landed himself was inherent in a "materialism" which treated the mind as the passive receptacle of sense impressions.
At the same time he retained enough of the rationalist faith to remain confident
that "prejudices"could be shown up as such, and that interest psychology could
be subordinated to an objective understanding of the real needs of society.
The "justesse de l'esprit" displays itself in the discovery of general laws whose
truth is demonstrable. Their application to social life is a political problem
that is, a problem of power. Philosophy and politics have their common ground
in education, whereby inherited prejudices (mainly religious) are overcome and
replaced by insight into the true nature of man and his environment. The place
of religion is taken by a secular morality, inherently social because man is a
social being.
By and large - and allowing for disputes between deists, materialists, and
agnostics - this was the faith which the "ideologues" of the Institute inherited
from their pre-revolutionary ancestors and which eventually became the official
doctrine of French democracy and indeed of the French Republic. The point
here is that, for all the inherent scepticism with respect to shared beliefs, the
power of rational thought was not seriously called in question. Almost a
century later, Comte's positivism, notwithstanding its authoritarian features,
was still rooted in the same confidence. His complacent certainty that the
philosophice positive" represented the "veritable etat definitif de l'intelligence
humaine"21may today strike one as humorous, bearing in mind the paucity of
discoveries attributable to the new method; but there is no mistaking the rationalist pathos which rings through his pseudo-religious rigmarole. Compared
with the older generation, the change lies in the hierarchical straitjacket imposed upon the social order by a theorist in whom the generous optimism of the
Enlightenment had congealed into a worried concern with social stability.22
For Comte the "development of the human mind" issues in the recognition
educator himself needs to be educated. Hence this doctrine necessarilydivides society into
two parts, of which one is superiorto the other..."
'9

De l'Homme, I, 238-239.

Cf. Barth, 316.
Coursde philosophicpositive, ed. Ch. Le Verrier(Paris, Gamier), I, 23.
22
For this aspect of Comte cf. Herbert Marcuse,Reasonand Revolution(London, 1955),
342 ff.
20

21
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that all historical phenomena are subject to "invariable natural laws",23but
this chilling thought somehow sustains reason's faith in itself. To anticipate
Engels's later formulation (itself an amalgam of Comtean and Hegelian determinism), freedom is anchored in the recognition of necessity. Science enables
us to bind these extremes together. The dogmatism of Comte does not subvert
the conviction that the study of society yields the discovery of universal rational
principles.

THE HEGELIAN TRADITION

Although Comte on some points anticipates Marx (or at any rate the version of
Marxism subsequently canonized by Engels and his successors), his critique of
the "ideologists" cannot be regarded as the forerunner of Marx's onslaught on
the "German ideology", which latter had evolved quite independently of the
French variant. The two lines of development must not be confused just
because Marx affected to believe that Feuerbach and the Young Hegelians were
the legitimate heirs of the ideologues (whence the title of his bulky tract which
was not published in full until 1932).24 The officially sanctioned "German ideology" of the 1840's had come into being as a reaction against the theory and
practice of the French Revolution. Its true originator was Hegel, who from his
youthful Jacobinism25had gradually moved to an almost Burkean worship of
continuity, without ever quite renouncing his faith in universal reason and the
rule of law.26 His radical critics retained the historical approach he had introduced, and at the same time restored the moral iconoclasm he had abandoned.
Their target was the conservative "Christian-German" ideology then invested
with a quasi-officialfunction by the pre-1848 regime. In assailing it, Feuerbach,
Bruno Bauer, and the left-wing Hegelians in general, inevitably went back to the
ultimate source of their own faith: the French Englightenment and its naturalist
critique of theology and metaphysics.27 A few years later Marx was to claim
that their criticism of the official ideology was itself ideological. The precise
23

Comte, op. cit., 26.
For the following cf., Die deutscheIdeologie:Kritikder neuestendeutschenPhilosophiein
ihrenReprdsentanten,
Feuerbach,B. BauerundStirner,unddes deutschenSozialismusin seinen
verschiedenen
Propheten,MEGA,V (1932); and the various translations.
25
Cf. Briefe von und an Hegel (Leipzig, 1887); Hegels theologischeJugendschriften(Tilbingen, 1907),passim.
26
Cf. Philosophyof Right (1821): "It is part of education, of thinkingas the consciousness
of the single in the form of universality,that the ego comes to be apprehendedas a universal
person in which all are identical. A man counts as a man in virtue of his manhood alone,
not becausehe is a Jew, Catholic,Protestant,German,Italianetc. This is an assertionwhich
thinkingratifies,and to be conscious of it is of infiniteimportance."(Tr.T. M. Knox, Oxford,
1942, para. 209; 134).
27
Cf. Bruno Bauer, Das entdeckteChristentum.Eine Erinnerungan das achtzehnteJahrhundertundein Beitragzur Kritikdes neunzehnten(1843). For the influenceof Holbach, Helv~tius, and the Science des idkes,on Feuerbach,Bauer and Marx, cf. Barth, op. cit., 73 ff.
24
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significance he gave to this charge needs to be understood in the light of the
philosophical situation then prevailing.
The belief that general concepts, though held by particular individuals, are
of universal application, is common to all thinkers who can be described as
rationalists. It was retained by Hegel, notwithstanding his disillusionment with
the outcome of the French Revolution, in which he had originally seen the
practical working of Reason. Kantian philosophy had already synthesized
Cartesian rationalism and Lockean empiricism in a procedure which restored
the primacy of mind over matter: general concepts, though rooted in experience,
were held to be independent of experience, inasmuch as they organized the sense
data into intelligible wholes. The imposition of order upon the chaos of sense
impressions was the work of the mind, which was in possession of the true and
universal forms of understanding, the categories. The dependence of the
individual mind upon the material presented by the senses - that hobby-horse
of empiricism, from Locke to Hume - was not disputed, but treated as a
state of affairs which occupies merely the foreground of reasoning. The "given"
experience present to the individual is not an assemblage of brute "facts",
but an ordered whole. In extending this Kantian approach from the realm of
nature to history, Hegel affirmed the governing principle of the idealist faith:
matter is organized by mind. Experience - the shibboleth of the British school
- ceased to be a final datum. The way to the attainment of universality lay in
grasping the principles which held the sensible world together.
Seen from Hegel's standpoint, Kant had remained in a half-way position
between empiricism and true universalism. The latter required the assumption
that the mind recognizes a world independent of the subject, whereas the Kantian categories were merely the necessary forms of any singular subject's
possible experience. They constituted a phenomenal world, one and the same
for all experients, yet Kant never took the decisive step of acknowledging that
the world can be common to all experients only if all finite minds are differentiations of a universal mind: he did not, that is, conceive Mind as a "concrete
universal". Reason for him is not indeed passive, but the individual consciousness is not seen as transcending itself, and its activity is not viewed as the
immanence of a universal reason working through finite minds. If Kant in
consequence has "no philosophy of Nature, only a philosophy of natural
science",28Hegel on the contrary has a philosophy of History precisely because
for him Reason is at once general and particular: a concrete universal which
differentiates itself into particular thinking minds. On this view, the problem
for the individual thinker is to apprehend the movement of Reason, of which
his own thinking is a reflex. What manifests itself to philosophic thought is the
history of Mind - veiled by its embodiment in Matter, but still plainly discernible
as the motive force of the universal process. When "stood on its feet" by materialism, this philosophy yields the conviction that the logic of history is deci28

G. R. G. Mure, An Introductionto Hegel (Oxford, 1940), 105.
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pherablethroughan understandingof Man's capacityto "produce"his own
world. Beyondthe recordedfacts therelies the totality of historywhichmen
have made, and are thereforeable to understand. It is worth stressingthis
continuity,so oftenobscuredby emphasisuponthe naturalistinversioneffected
by FeuerbachandMarx. Feuerbachindeed"sawthrough"Hegel'sterminology
to the theologyof Spiritlying behindit, but his returnto the naturalismof the
French Enlightenmentdid not imply acceptanceof the empiricistmode of
reasoning. Natureis a universalfor Feuerbach,as historyis for Marx. This
is not to say that eitherof them was uncriticalof Hegel'smannerof treating
logical concepts. (It was left for Marx'sless intelligentfollowersto personify
againstwhichhe had
Historyinto an independententity: a misunderstanding
in
advance.)29
protested
We are hereconcernedwith the concept of ideology,not with the truth of
Hegel'sphilosophy. Whatneeds to be retainedis that on Hegel'sassumption
the problemof overcomingthe particularityof thinkingis not insoluble;nor
does it follow thatbecausephilosophers- or for that matterordinarymen- are
born and raisedunderparticularcircumstances,they cannot rise above them.
Man is essentiallya thinkingbeing,and as suchable to apprehendthe concrete
universalitywhich is history. Our historicalconceptspossess true generality
becausethey relateto a universalagent that unfolds throughthe historiesof
particularpeoplesand civilizations.This agentfor Hegelis Mind,for Marxit is
humanactivity,praxis: the practiceof men strugglingto subduenatureand to
develop their own latent powers. The determinantin each case is conscious
activity,though Marx proteststhat for Hegel the historicalprocesstends to
becomean independententitysuperiorto the individualswho composeit.30
The problemof ideology(in the senseof "falseconsciousness"or "imperfect
consciousness")arises for Hegel becausein his view individuals,and even entirenations,areinstrumentsof history,executorsof a processwhosemeaningis
concealedfrom them,andwhichbecomesselfconsciousonlypostfestum in the
philosopherwho sumsup the senseof the epoch.31Hegelwas awarethathistory
is set in motionby men'sinterestsandpassions. He did not questionits rationalityjust becausemen commonlybehavedin an irrationalmanner:the process
29 "History, like truth, becomes a person apart, a metaphysicalsubject, of which the real

individualsare merelythe bearers." Die Heilige Familie(Berlin, 1953), 116.
"Hegel'sconception of history presupposesan abstractor absolute spirit which develops
in such a way that humanityis nothing but a mass which more or less consciously bears it
along. Within the frameworkof empiricalexoteric history, Hegel introducesthe operation
of a speculativeesoterichistory. The history of humanitybecomes the history of the abstract
spirit of humanity,a spirit beyond the real man. Concurrentlywith this Hegelian doctrine,
there developed in France the theory of the doctrinaires,who proclaimed the sovereignty
of reason in opposition to the sovereigntyof the people..." Die Heilige Familie(1953), 57;
cf. MEGA, 1/3, 257; TheHoly Family(London, 1957), 115.
31
Vorlesungenfiberdie Geschichteder Philosophie,ed. Lasson (Leipzig, 1930), I, 9 ff. 25 ff,
78 ff.; cf. ThePhilosophyof History, ed. C. J. Friedrich(New York, 1956), Introductionand
passim; Marcuse,Reasonand Revolution,224 ff.
8O
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had its own logic, which was not that of the individuals. The "cunning of
reason"32could be observed in the manner in which the Idea (the rationality
of the whole) triumphed at the expense of its own agents. The individual's fate
was swallowed up in the dialectic of the process. The youthful Marx rebelled
against this world-view, which struck him as theological; he lived to see it
reinstated (with his own silent acquiescence) by Engels, though it was only
gradually that the wheel came full circle, with the determinist emphasis upon
''general laws" governing the course of history: laws apparently general
enough to conform to Hegel's "cunning of reason", and scientific enough to be
acceptable to a generation raised on positivism.33
For Hegel the problem had been to justify the ways of God to man. He did
not doubt that these ways could be understood, at any rate retrospectively.
This understanding is the work of philosophy, which in every age makes its
appearance when a particular phase of Spirit has come to a close. Philosophy
does not change the world: it interprets it and thus reconciles the world to
itself. Yet Hegel's own philosophy was to change the world - if only because,
even on its most conservative interpretation, it was subversive of revealed
religion.34 On the other hand, his system - more particularly his teachings on
Right and the State - appeared to his radical critics as the "ideology" of the
political status quo: its intellectual projection and justification. From here it
was only a step to the notion that speculative philosophy as such barred the
way to that reconstruction of the world which was required to realize the aims
of philosophy: liberty and rationality. This step was taken by Marx, with the
help of Feuerbach who had taught him to regard speculative thinking as the
ultimate barrierto the understanding of man's role in the world.
The Marxian concept of ideology thus fuses two different principles: Hegel's
insight into the transitory character of the successive manifestations of Spirit,
and Feuerbach's materialist inversion of Hegel, with its stress on the thisworldly character of natural existence. Separated from each other these
concepts remained speculative; joined together they yielded an explosive
mixture. The explosion, however, did not depend for its effect on the kind of
scepticism which follows from the alleged discovery that abstract thinking does
not yield access to universal truths. The despairing conclusions drawn by
Kierkegaardfrom this conviction do not form part of the intellectual revolution
underlying the new philosophy of history: they belong - with Nietzsche's
Vorlesungen,I, 83; cf. The Philosophyof History, 33.
Engels, LudwigFeuerbachand the Close of Classical GermanPhilosophy,passim. Cf.
Engels to Mehring,July 14, 1893 (in Marx-EngelsSelected Correspondence,
Moscow, 1954,
541): "Ideologyis a process accomplishedby the so-called thinkerconsciously,it is true, but
with a false consciousness. The real motive forces impelling him remain unknown to him;
else it simply would not be an ideological process."
34
Barth, 78 f. To Hegel's followers the matter presenteditself in a somewhat different
light: since his philosophywas the fulfilmentof speculativethinkingin general,its appearance
plainly markedthe end of Europeanhistory; cf. K. L6with, VonHegel zu Nietzsche(Stuttgart, 1950), 44 ff. This may well have been Hegel's own view.
32

33
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kindred writings - to the attack on rationalism which in our own age has given
rise to the existentialist analysis of the lonely individual. Nietzsche and
Kierkegaard - just because they are concerned with the individual's role in a
world whose functioning is indifferently taken for granted - have nothing to say
about the manner in which history operates. Their revolt against rationalist
metaphysics issues in subjectivism. Among the first universals to be cast
overboard by these influential critics of rationalism was the concept of humanity.35
FROM HEGEL TO MARX

What Marx meant by "ideology" appears plainly enough from the Theses on
Feuerbach, where the latter is blamed for not having carried through to the
end his inversion of Hegel's system. He says, for example:
Feuerbachsets out from the fact of religious self-alienation,the duplicationof the
world into a religiousand a secularone. His work consistsin resolvingthe religious
world into its secularbasis. But the fact that the secularbasis desertsits own sphere
and establishesan independentrealm in the clouds, can only be explained by the
cleavage and self-contradictionwithin the secular basis.36
This radicalization of Feuerbach's naturalist starting-point (itself a continuation
of a tradition rooted in antiquity) left intact the rationalist principle which
Marx shared with Hegel: namely, the belief that cognition gives access to universal truths not present in immediate experience. The Marxian conception of
world history as a process of human self-alienation draws on Feuerbach's
impassioned protest against the sacrifice of nature and of real, living, human
beings, whose activities and whose sufferings Hegel had obscured. But Marx
retains the Hegelian conviction that in the final analysis "history makes sense".
The historical process vindicates Reason because it can be understood. To this
extent Marx always remained a Hegelian, for all the emphasis upon "the real
35
Kierkegaardstill tried to find logical flaws in Hegel's system. With Schopenhauer's
disciple Nietzsche, subjectivismand aestheticismhave alreadyreachedthe point where logic
is consciously discarded. One cannot take seriouslyNietzsche's so-called critique of traditional thought. When he says (Jenseitsvon GutundBose, in Werke,ed. K. Schlechta,Munich,
1960, II, 571) "It has graduallyemergedthat every great philosophy has hitherto been the
confessionof its author and a kind of unintendedand unnoticedmermoires",
he is being trivial
in the Voltairean manner, which is caricaturedthroughout this overrated essay; cf., his
similarobservations(in Werke,I, 448) on the "hereditaryfault of philosophy":"All philosophers sharethe fault of proceedingfrom the currentlyexisting man (vomgegenwdrtigenMenschen)and expectingto reachthe goal throughanalyzinghim. Insensiblythey have an image
of "Man"as an aeternaveritas... as a sure measureof all things. Yet everythingsaid by the
philosopherabout Man at bottom only applies to the men of a very limited period. Lack
of historical sense is the hereditaryfault of all philosophers..." That this kind of thing
should have been taken seriously after Hegel testifies to a state of affairs perhaps best
describedas the collapse of responsiblethinking.
36
Karl Marx: Selected Writingsin Sociology and Social Philosophy,ed. Bottomore and
Rubel (London, 1956), 68.
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history of real people" which occupies so prominent a place in his polemics
against his former associates.37
Marx's conception of ideology as "false consciousness" leads back to the
problem of establishing the true consciousness which will enable men to understand their role. There is only one truth about history, and only one criterion
for judging the discrepancy between what men are and what they might become:
this criterion is supplied by philosophy, specifically by its understanding of man
as a rational being. Thus philosophy, as the norm of reality, entails an implicit
critique of this reality. Yet Marx also held that the philosophy of every age is
the "ideological reflex" of determinate social conditions. How then could it
function as the source of normative judgments pointing beyond the existing
state of affairs? The problem did not arise if human self-alienation was conceived in the manner of Fichte and Hegel, as a mere misfortune which could
be rectified by opposing a true consciousness to a false one. This had been
Marx's standpoint in 1843, when he was already a revolutionary, but not yet
a materialist.38
It might seem that on the materialist assumptions Marx accepted as part of
his conversion to socialism in 1844-5, he was bound to arrive at a radical historicism and relativism. But although in many places the language of the Holy
Family and the German Ideology (not to mention the Communist Manifesto)
seems to support this conclusion, he did not in fact do so. He took over from
his French predecessors the critical demolition of traditional metaphysics, yet
he also went on ascribing a rational content to history. The rationality was a
hidden one and had to be discerned in the logic of the "material" process itself,
not in the "ideological" reflex it left in the minds of the participants. Like
Hegel, he distinguished between Reality and Appearance. The reality of the
historical process for Hegel was alienated Mind coming to terms with itself;
for Marx it was alienated human labor reflecting itself in an ideological cloudcuckooland. What he was later (in Das Kapital) to describe as the "fetishism
of commodities", appears in his early writings as human self-alienation, whereby
man's creations acquire a status independent of their creator.
The Marxian concept of ideology takes shape in this context, and from the
start has a meaning different from that which it had for his eighteenth-century
predecessors. Interest psychology is replaced by a metaphysic of human nature
37
DeutscheIdeologie,28 ff. and passim. In 1844-5 Marx (then residentin Paris) had partly
excerptedDestutt de Tracy's Elements d'Ideologie, and his use of the term "ideology"reflects
a clear awarenessof the devaluation it had meanwhileundergone.

38

Cf. Ein Briefwechsel von 1843, in Der historische Materialismus, ed. S. Landshut and

J. P. Mayer(Leipzig, 1932),226. "Thereformof consciousnessconsists only in this, that one
enables the world to become aware of its own consciousness,that one awakens it from its
dream, that one explains its own actions to it. Our entire purpose, as with Feuerbach's
critiqueof religion, can only consist in transformingthe religiousand political questionsinto
the self-conscioushuman form... It will then appear that the world has long possessed the
dream of something of which it need only possess the consciousnessin order to have it in
reality."
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whose outline Hegel had developed in the Phenomenologyof Mind. Alienated
social activity is to Marx what alienated mental activity is to Hegel. For both,
the distinction between Reality and Appearance is involved in the manner in
which real processes are transformed into apparentlyfixed and stable characters.
Reality is process, appearance has the form of isolated objects. The task of
critical thinking is to grasp the relations which constitute these apparent objects.
This approach still left unsolved the problem of relating the social content of
ideology to the rational meaning of the process, as it differentiatesitself through
its various concrete manifestations. The historical character of the Marxian
dialectic, and with it the problem of ideology in the modern sense, is a consequence of the discovery that there is not - as Feuerbach had thought - a single
universal human standpoint from which to judge the alienations imposed by
history; there are only particular human standpoints, corresponding to forms
of society which arise from the interplay of material conditions and (more or
less) conscious attempts to organize the "productive forces". The dialectic
of being and consciousness is worked out in history; not, as Hegel had implied,
as a shadow-play reflecting a metaphysical process, but as the "real" play. The
"actors" are individuals and groups whose changing circumstancesare mirrored
in varying modes of thought. These modes are "ideological" in that the participants fail to comprehend the situation in which they are involved. But even the
most thorough clarification of their actual historical role cannot, it would
seem, enable them to transcend the particularity of their standpoint, since this
is bound up with the concrete needs of their time and place. The only difference
between "objective" and "ideological" thinking appears to lie in the capacity
of the critical intellect to comprehend the particular determinations which
condition each successive phase of human activity.
The principle that "social being ... determines consciousness"39appears to
imply that every social order (however defined) has forms of consciousness
peculiar to it. Yet Marx also asserts that "mankind always sets itself only
such tasks as it can solve",40thus placing a statement about the whole process
within the framework of a doctrine intended to supersede the "pre-scientific"
viewpoint. To invoke "mankind" is to make an assertion about the totality of
history, however empirical and non-metaphysical the writer's intention. There
is not in Marx a clear distinction between sociological statements relative to
particular situations, and philosophical generalizations pertaining to history
as a whole. How is the dilemma to be met?
The principle that social being determines consciousness must be understood
as itself an historical one: it refers to a state of affairs which has characterized
history from the very beginning, but which is due to disappear when a rational
39 Marx, A Contributionto the Critiqueof Political Economy,preface. Cf. Selected Works
(Moscow, 1958), I, 363.
40 Ibid.
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order has been created. For the attainment of such an order implies the conscious direction of social life, hence the emancipation of consciousness from blind,
uncomprehended, necessity. Consciousness is ideological because it is powerless. When it becomes the determining factor, it sheds its blinkers along with its
dependence on material circumstances. A rational order is one in which thinking
determines being. Men will be free when they are able to produce their own
circumstances. Historical materialism is valid only until it has brought about
its own dialectical negation. When this stage has been reached, it will no longer
be possible to speak of historical "laws", for history is subject to "laws" only
in so far as it is unconscious, that is, in so far as it is not, properly speaking,
human history at all. The mature consciousness which in retrospect comprehends the necessity of this lengthy process of "pre-history" will not be an ideological one: it will be shared by all men, and will mark mankind's understanding of its own past.
Marx preserved the original motive of his thinking (together with the
conception of history he had inherited from Hegel) by refusing to recognize the
dilemma inherent in the principle that modes of thought are to be understood as
"expressions" of changing social circumstances. He took it for granted that,
though consciousness is conditioned by existence, it can also rise above existence
and become a means of transcending the alienation which sets the historical
process in motion. The truth about man is one and the same for all stages of
history, even though every stage produces its own illusions. This truth is
likewise the criterion for the practical activity which seeks to overcome man's
alienation from his "true" being. The concept of ideology illumines the historical circumstance that men are not in possession of the true consciousness
which - if they had it - would enable them to understand the totality of the
world and their own place in it. Marx regarded his theory as a step towards the
attainment of such a consciousness. The unity of mankind, and the universality
of truth, were as real to him as they were to Hegel, and it was left to his disciples
to destroy the coherence of this thought by abandoning its unspoken assumptions and transforming his doctrine into a variant of positivism.

FROM METAPHYSICS TO POSITIVISM

The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed the dissolution of rationalist
metaphysics and the rise of positivism, which from a particularschool of thought
in France transformed itself into the general method of the natural and social
sciences. In this atmosphere, sociology took shape as the application of positivist
principles - themselves rooted in the world-view of the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment - to the study of institutions. Comte's philosophic positive in
part still reflected its founder's link with the early socialist critique of society.41
41 Marcuse,Reasonand Revolution,323 ff.

178

GEORGE LICHTHEIM

With Herbert Spencer this antagonism turned into its opposite, though the
original motive broke through again in Spencer's rebellious ex-pupils who
renounced his individualist approach and developed the Fabian amalgam of
Benthamite utilitarianism and socialism.42 With the Fabian school indeed,
British sociology, after a lengthy interval of liberal individualism, returned to
its positivist and quasi-socialist origins. In France a parallel development is
associated with the name of Durkheim. In both cases the "objective" study of
social institutions gradually transcended the individualist framework. If Comte
(who had derived his basic ideas from Saint-Simon) converted socialism into
sociology, his French and British pupils reverted to the "ideology" he had
spurned. They then discovered in piecemeal fashion that the "laws" of history
left room for conscious activity which, to be effective, had to be grounded in the
study of institutions. The "religion of humanity", which for them increasingly
took the place of the official religion, required active participation. This
activism did not contradict the scientific credo, for it was held that society's
growing complexity demanded public intervention. Such action, then, was
justified not simply on humanitariangrounds - though crass poverty and misery
furnished an adequate motive - but on the grounds of rational obligation.
Comte's positivism did indeed raise the problem of "value judgments", for
science merely described the facts, leaving it to the individual to judge them in
accordance with his moral standards. But precisely because "value judgments"
were excluded from science, they were free. Comte's moral neutrality left the
field open for action guided by the desire for improvement of a social order
judged imperfect in terms of inherited (secular or religious) morality. It even
contained a normative element in the idea of a universal order transcending
national differences. His evolutionary doctrine, however determinist in retrospect (or in prospect), had room for the kind of humanitarian impulse that
transformed itself into a critique of the established order when it encountered
concrete social problems such as poverty or unemployment. British evolutionary socialism was able to merge with empirical sociology because both shared the
conviction that the study of "objective facts" would enable society to overcome
the latent irrationalities embedded in the established order. The problem of
"ideology" was not experienced as such, since it was taken for granted that all
reasonable people were agreed on fundamentals. Similarly the phenomenon of
class was not seen as a theoretical problem, but rather as a practical obstacle to
the attainment of a moral consensus. Classes were undesirable because they
barred the way to a community in which personal values could be genuinely
shared. In this respect the working class had no advantage: it too possessed no
more than a limited perspective which stood in need of being transcended.
42

Cf. Beatrice Webb, My Apprenticeship(London and New York, 1926), 112 f, 123 ff.
The study of Fabian origins in recent years has done much to clarify the mannerin which
the Comteanimpulse reachedthese late Victorianintellectualsby way of J. S. Mill and the
novels of George Eliot.
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While society was split into classes - whether mutually antagonistic or merely
indifferent to each other - it lacked that unity which would enable individuals
to meet on a common human footing. Hence classes were immoral, as well as
being historically outmoded, since their existence was no longer justifiable on
grounds of necessity. Any sectional standpoint was in principle as undesirable
as any other, though the working class might temporarily benefit from a favorable prejudice, on the grounds of having in the past been made to carry a burden
which ought in future to be equitably shared. Insofar as there was a problem of
"false consciousness", it arose from these historic limitations, which were
shared by all. Scientific insight into this state of affairs was also the means of
transcending it: to begin with in thought, and increasingly - through moral
and political action - in practice.
These attitudes ultimately went back to the Enlightenment view of human
progress as intellectual progress. This had been the standpoint of the ideologues
and their successors, notably the Saint-Simonians. If Comte had removed the
socialist component from sociology, he had retained the notion that the growth
of positive knowledge was beneficial because it enabled men to understand the
"laws" of social evolution. From there it was a short step to the conclusion
that knowledge of the laws would make it possible to refashion society in
accordance with moral values. In France this step was taken by Durkheim,
whose public posture could be regarded as an uneasy balance between the
positivism of Comte and the socialism of Marx.44 But what was the source of
the moral values? According to Durkheim they came to the individual from
society: not a mere natural totality, but the concrete embodiment of ideal
norms. Then how had the norms become embodied in social conduct? If the
question was an historical one, it led to an examination of the manner in which
different societies had organized themselves at different times around certain
regulative principles. But no investigation of this kind could get beyond the
factual statement that particular obligations had at one time or another been
accepted as binding. If a crisis arose because the moral consensus broke down,
the individuals forming society were faced with the need to establish a new
consensus, but it was not explained on what grounds they were to make a choice.
Durkheim was no relativist, but he got out of the difficulty only by hypostatizing "society" into an entity superior to its members. When confronted with
43
For the above cf. above all the writings of the Fabian school. The counterpartof this
evolutionarysocialism was an economic doctrinewhich - unlike the labour theory of value proceeded from the marginal utility stress on the contributionmade by each individual to
the sum total of social wealth and wellbeing. Socialism is here defined as a state of affairs
where - economic inequality having been eliminated - everyone will be recompensedin
accordancewith his freely chosen performance:in technical language,wages and prices will
correspondto marginalutilities. Cf. Henry Smith, TheEconomicsof SocialismReconsidered
(Oxford, 1962),passim.
44
Emile Durkheim, Socialism and Saint-Simon,ed. Alvin W. Gouldner (London, 1959),
x ff., 90 ff; cf. also Morris Ginsberg, Essays in Sociology and Social Philosophy(London,
1956), I, 41 ff.
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the resultingdifficultieshe fell back on the notion of conscience. At this point
he might have had to overstepthe boundaryof scienceand acknowledgethe
existenceof a problemof moralconduct,which in turn involvedthe problem
of philosophyin general. This, however,wouldhave entailedan explicitrecognition that the whole train of thoughtled beyondthe areamappedout by the
philosophicpositive. In practiceDurkheimwas obligedto treathis own values
as moral absolutes,though the paradoxityof this procedureseems to have
worriedhim. The samemay be said of Max Weber.45

THE ROMANTIC REVOLT

Mention of Weber raises the question why positivismencounteredso much
more resistancein late nineteenth-centuryGermanythan in the West. Although this is properlyan historicaltopic, it leads back to philosophy,for
what stood in the way of a more rapid assimilationof positivist concepts
was the Germanmetaphysicaltradition. Since this had been given its final
formulationby Hegel, it might have been supposedthat the traditionalphilosophicalstandpointwould be championedby the Marxists,inasmuchas they
consideredthemselvesto be in the Hegeliansuccession. Marxism,however,
had itself been given a positivist interpretationby Engels. In consequence
there was no real confrontationat all. What happenedrather was that idealistmetaphysicshavingbeendiscarded- the heritageof classicalphilosophy
was shared out betweenpositivismand vitalism,with the Marxistsde facto
rangedon the positivistside. The romanticopposition,as in France,took up
the cudgels against rationalismin general,though in the German setting a
writerlike Nietzscheexercisedan influenceto which there was no parallelin
France. In principlethe resultingcleavagewas a generalEuropeanphenomenon, but only in Germanywas the anti-rationaltrendstrongenoughto impose
itselftemporarilyas the dominantone; in the endit evensucceededin promoting
a politicalupheaval.46
(Stuttgart,
Cf. Karl L6with, "Max Weberund Karl Marx",in GesammelteAbhandlungen
1960), especially 30 ff; so far as Weber ever clarifiedhis standpointhe may be said to have
done so in his "Der Sinn der Wertfreiheit",and "Wissenschaftals Beruf",both in Gesammelte
(2nd ed., Tilbingen, 1951), 475 ff. and 566 ff. Cf. also From
Aufsdtzezur Wissenschaftslehre
Max Weber:Essays in Sociology,ed. H. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills (London, 1947),passim.
For a more recent discussion see W. G. Runciman, "Karl Marx and Max Weber", in his
Social Science and Political Theory(Cambridge, 1963).
H. StuartHughes, Consciousnessand Society (New York, 1958),passim. For Gerth and
48
Mills (op. cit., 61 ff) Weberrepresentsa synthesisof the Marxianand the Nietzscheanapproach
to the problemof ideology, i.e., the problemof relatingideas back to their (social or psychological) roots. This seems to credit Nietzsche with rathermore intellectualpenetrationthan
he actually possessed. In any event the popularlyeffective counterpointto his position was
furnishedby Engels and his successors. In political terms this correspondedto the polarization of German intellectual life into Social-Democraticand National-Socialistversions of
post-liberalthinking.
45
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It would be misleading to treat this situation in terms of a straight conflict
between rationalism and irrationalism. The classical rationalist position had in
fact been abandoned by the Marxists as much as by everyone else. Even for the
academically influential neo-Kantians, philosophy figured merely as the
"beyond" of science. What remained after this intellectual debacle was the
clash between positivism and vitalism, and since philosophy no longer supplied
any guiding ideas, the debate took place at the level of sociological, or psychological, deflation of general concepts. Nietzsche's vulgarization of Schopenhauer (who cannot be described as an irrationalist) had its counterpart in
Engels's popularization of Hegel. Both were writing for the general public, but
Nietzsche had the advantage of addressing himself to readers already predisposed by a century of literary romanticism to come down on the irrationalist
side. In the struggle for influence over the educated public, which opened in the
1890's and came to a momentous climax in the 1930's, the Nietzscheans gained
ground at the expense of the soi-disant Marxists in the degree to which they were
able to pose as heirs and defenders of a peculiarly German tradition. Yet the
extremes met over the issue of replacing religion by "religious atheism": both
Engels and Nietzsche believed in "eternal recurrence". (For that matter,
Engels had enough affection for the world of the Edda to satisfy the tastes of a
whole army of Nordic enthusiasts.)47
If one abstracts from the not very successful neo-Kantian revival, which
remained an academic affair, the situation briefly sketched here remained
unchanged until the first faint stirrings of the neo-Hegelian renaissance on the
eve of 1914. Around 1880 it really must have seemed to educated Germans that
philosophy was dead. Not surprisinglythis was the moment when the debunking of universal concepts attained its peak. So far as Nietzsche was concerned,
this was largely a matter of radicalizing the thinking of Schopenhauer, who for
all his scepticism about the role of the intellect had still left unchallenged the
principle that true cognition of the world is possible. Schopenhauer retained
the distinction between objective (that is, disinterested) and erroneous (because
47
Nietzsche'selaborationof the concept of eternalrecurrenceis too well known to require
citation. For Engels's surprisinglysimilar (though quite independentlydeveloped)attitude,
see the Introductionto his Dialektik der Natur, MEGA (Moscow, 1935); cf. Marx-Engels
Selected Works(Moscow, 1951), II, 57 ff. especially 72-73: "It is an eternal cycle in which
mattermoves, a cycle that certainlyonly completesits orbit in periods of time for which our
terrestrialyear is no adequate measure, a cycle in which the time of highest development,
the time of organiclife, and still more that of the life of beings conscious of themselvesand
of nature, is just as scantilymeted out as the space in which life and self-consciousnesscome
into operation;a cycle in whicheveryfinitemode of existenceof matter... is equallytransient,
and whereinnothing is eternal but eternallychanging,eternallymoving matter... But however often, and howeverrelentlessly,this cycle is completedin time and space, howevermany
millions of suns and earthsmay come into being and go out of being... we have the certainty
that matter remainseternallythe same in all its transformations,that none of its attributes
can ever be lost, and... that with the same iron necessitywith which it will again exterminate
on the earth its highest creation, the thinking mind, it must somewhereelse and at another
time once more engenderit."
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interested and subjective) thinking. His target was intellectual corruption, not
the intellect as such. When he said that people's judgments were "mostly
corrupt and merely an expression in favor of their party or class"48 he was
being cynical about his contemporaries, without therefore giving way to despair
about the capacity of the mind to reach valid conclusions. This step was taken
by Nietzsche who debased Schopenhauer's sceptical pessimism into a destructive nihilism. The essential coarseness of Nietzsche's mind is concealed by a
style modelled on that of his master, and by a declamatory pathos that employs
the phraseology of the Enlightenment for the purpose of wrecking the already
shaken belief in reason.
We live only throughillusions... The foundationsof everythinggreat and alive rest
upon illusion. The pathos of truthleads to destruction.49
From this irrationalism it was only a short step to the biological vitalism of the
Third Reich and its ideologists. Nietzsche's critique of religion - ostensibly
a revival of the eighteenth-century tradition - issues in a subjectivism no less
anthropocentric than theology itself. The characterization of the world as
"senseless" merely inverts the theological claim that the universe exists for the
purpose of manifesting a providential concern for man. Since Nietzsche has
"seen through" this illusion, he appeals for a faith centered upon the "will
to power" - a biological metaphor. The critique of ideology is reduced to the
destruction of religious idols (and the fabrication of new ones). The residual
link with the eighteenth-century tradition is retained only in externals, such as
the French title of Nietzsche's Gdtzenddmmerung:a work originally translated
(at the suggestion of its author) as Crepuscule des idoles.50 In all essential
respects he turned his back on the rationalist tradition. The principal "idol"
he set out to smash was the belief in reason.
If there can be no valid perception of universals it is pointless to inquire into
the meaning of history. What remains is "the eternal flux of all things",
"perpetual change": the trivial notion that everything has its moment in time.
"There are no eternal facts, just as there are no absolute truths."'51 Here too
Nietzsche encounters Engels.52 The chief differenceis that his tone is hysterical,
SdmtlicheWerke,ed. HUbscher(Leipzig, 1937-41),V, 479; cf. Barth, 199.
"I GesammelteWerke(Munich, 1923-29), VI, 17, 74.

48

50

Friedrich Nietzsches Briefwechsel mit Franz Overbeck, ed. Oehler and Bernoulli (Leipzig,

1916), 453.

Werke, XI, 154.
Cf. LudwigFeuerbach,in Selected Works(Moscow, 1951),II, 351: "Thegreatbasicthought
that the world is not to be comprehendedas a complex of ready-madethings, but as a complex of processes... this... thought has... so thoroughlypermeatedordinaryconsciousness
that... it is now scarcelyever contradicted... If... investigationalways proceeds from this
standpoint, the demand for final solutions and eternal truths ceases once for all... one no
longer permitsoneself to be imposed upon by the antitheses... betweentrue and false, good
and bad... necessaryand accidental. One knows that these antitheseshave only a relative
validity." (This, however, does not prevent Engels from assertingin the very same passage
51
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whereas that of Engels is complacent - a distant foreshadowing of political
cleavages yet to come. Neither man was able to salvage the classical heritage
invoked in their respective writings.
The critique of ideology, when delivered from such a standpoint, reduces
itself to what is called unmasking. Nietzsche is tireless in stripping the "mask"
from respectability, from bourgeois morality, from idealist metaphysics, and of
course from Christianity. History for him is a masquerade: not in the Hegelian
sense that its logic reveals itself through transitory events and personalities, but
in the sense that men drape their "real" biological drives and goals in idealist
costumes. All thought is ideological; its unconscious function is to serve the
life process. In contrast to this cynicism, Engels - who unlike Nietzsche retained
the rationalist vocabulary, along with a proper respect for the classical tradition
(whose meaning he had forgotten) - holds that almost all thinking is ideological;
he takes a cheerful view of the matter, in as much as historical causality can be
understood and guided.
Men make their own history, whateverits outcome may be, in that each person
followshis own consciouslydesiredend, and it is preciselythe resultantof thesemany
wills operatingin differentdirections... that constituteshistory... The will is determinedby passionor deliberation,but the leverswhichimmediatelydeterminepassion
or deliberationare of very differentkinds.
... the philosophy of history, particularlyas representedby Hegel, recognizesthat
the ostensibleand also the reallyoperatingmotivesof men who act in historyare by
no means the ultimatecauses of historicalevents; that behind these motives there
are other motive powers which have to be discovered. But it does not seek these
powers in history itself, it imports them rather from outside, from philosophical
ideology, into history.53
Behind the historical shadow-play there is a realm of "real" causation which
can be understood. It is thus possible to grasp the logic of the process, but
since it rolls on endlessly, one cannot assign any ultimate meaning to it. Matter
being eternal, and its endless motion the only "law" of which we can be certain,
history is reduced to the status of a singularity within the domain of nature.
"Dialectical materialism" and romantic vitalism concur in the belief that
Reality is Process, though the former retains a hankering for the rationality
which was once the principal theme of philosophy. This at least provides a
criterion for distinguishing between "objective" and "ideological" thinking.
For Nietzsche the distinction is meaningless: all thought is a species of poetry,
and the real Being of the world remains irreducible to discursive reasoning.

that throughoutall these relative processes "a progressivedevelopmentasserts itself in the
end".)
53 LudwigFeuerbach,S. W., II, 354-5.
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At this level a serious analysis of the problem of ideology was not possible. Its
restatement around 1900 was due to Max Weber, who had benefited from the
neo-Kantian revival. For Weber, who had assimilated the historical relativism
of Dilthey, science was both autonomous and morally neutral. At the same
time the implications of this standpoint were no longer veiled by metaphysical
remnants. In particular it was not possible for Weber to be complacent about
the overall progressive direction of history. As he saw it, there was no guarantee
that the rationalization of existence would promote the aims traditionally
enshrined in philosophy. Matters were, if anything, getting worse - at any rate
from the standpoint of one who valued personal freedom. This pessimistic
outlook made it possible for Weber to divorce normativejudgments from factual
statements in a more radical fashion than Dilthey had done. Positivism
acquired a Stoical cast: it underpinned the "freely chosen" standpoint of a
thinker who saw himself defending a lost cause.54
Weber is important for our theme because his approach involved a sharpened
distinction between the two meanings of "ideology". The term - as has been
shown - can signify both the consciousness of an epoch and the "false consciousness" of men unaware of their true role. What a culture thinks about itself
may be "ideological" in one sense without being so in the other; thus for
example if the Middle Ages developed thought-forms which "reflected" the
feudal-hierarchicalstructure of society, the official ideology might nonetheless
serve as an accurate guide to that particular reality,just because it was mirrored
in the categories. This is the sense in which the term is commonly employed
both by Marx (though not by the epigoni) and by Weber. Plainly on this assumption there need be no question of "unmasking" anyone or anything. On the
other hand, thinking may be "ideological" in the narrower sense of distorting,
rather than reflecting, the reality it describes. Thus for Marx economics was
either "scientific" or "ideological", depending on whether or not it gave an
objective account of the socio-economic process. Ricardo in his eyes was none
the less scientific for being bourgeois. Marx, however, also retained the notion
that thought-forms impose their own limitations, so that, for example, Ricardo
(or any other economist employing his concepts) was limited by his inability
to transcend the mental framework proper to the bourgeois epoch: social
categories cannot be transcended in thought until they have (in principle at
least) been questioned in practice. In tacitly retaining this approach, Weber
fell heir to the problem of accounting for the role of "ideology": not as the
conscious or unconscious distortion of reality in the interest of some group, but
L6with (op. cit., passim)developsthis theme throughan analysisof Weber'srelationship
54
both to the historicalMarx and to the "vulgarMarxism"of the epigoni; cf. also Runciman,
43 ff. The subsequentdevelopmentof Weber'scritiqueof modernsociety and its ideologies
is linked with the name of Schumpeter:cf. in particularthe latter's Capitalism,Socialism
and Democracy(London and New York, 1950).
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as the intellectual reflex of determinate social processes. Unlike Marx, for
whom history as a whole exemplified a hidden rationality, he relativized sociology by severing it from philosophy: every culture has its own norms and values
which enter into the perception of what is called "reality". Its norms are
binding only upon those who accept them, though this does not invalidate
them, since it is their fate to be "objective" and "subjective" at the same time.
There is no way of transcending this situation, for the growth of rationality
leads only to an awareness that it is not possible to ground value judgments in
a universally accepted doctrine of human nature.
At this point the critique of ideology - originally a philosophical theme turns into relativism. History and sociology combine to make it appear that
consciousness cannot transcend its time horizon, since the concepts imposed
upon the raw material of experience are themselves historical. Something like
this had been suggested by Hegel, and following him by Marx, but they were
saved from relativism by the belief that both the nature of man and the logic
of history can still be grasped in an act of intellectual intuition. With Dilthey
and Weber, the subjectivism already inherent in the neo-Kantian interpretation
of the categories as empty forms imposed upon an unknown and unknowable
material leads away from the notion of truth as universal. Now that reason has
lost its status as a concrete universal, history is no longer seen as an intelligible
totality held together in the last resort by the fact that it is one and the same for
all men. What remains when this faith has been discarded is the subjective
freedom of each individual to act according to reason, his reason; a freedom
necessarily limited by the right of all others to do the same. Men act from freely
chosen standpoints which are ultimately incompatible, on the basis of convictions which in the final analysis cannot be rationally justified. In this perspective the "ideological" character of thinking ceases to be a problem. It is
accepted as an aspect of a situation which - since it cannot be altered or transcended - must be stoically endured.

THE SOCIOLOGYOF KNOWLEDGE

The preceding section was concerned with the manner in which the ideology
problem was formulated between, roughly speaking, 1860 and 1920. The dates
are not chosen at random, just as it is not a matter of accident that the earlier
debate had run from the French Revolution to the 1848 upheaval.55 In both
cases we are dealing with a social transformation which found its intellectual
counterpart in a distinctive manner of conceiving the role of ideas. This would
" Marx's Zur Kritik der politischen Okonomie,with the well-knownPrefacestating the
"materialistconception of history", appeared in 1859; Weber's lecture on "Wissenschaft
als Beruf" was deliveredin 1919: a date which may be regardedas the effectiveend of the
historical epoch that had given rise to both positivism and "orthodox Marxism".
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probably be agreed even by critics of "historicism", and for the rest it may be
suggested that a statement such as the foregoing does not commit one to anything beyond the bare assertion that there must be some correspondence between the collective experience of a culture and the way in which this experience
is generalized in thought. It does not follow that either Marxism or positivism
are to be understood as the "ideological reflex" of their age, though on the
trivialized interpretation of "historical materialism" which we owe to its orthodox exponents such a conclusion might seem to impose itself. From the standpoint here chosen the matter appears somewhat differently.
It has already been suggested that Weber did not really "turn Marx upside
down" (e.g., in asserting that Protestantism was a key factor in the rise of
capitalism), but rather developed a "bourgeois" counterpart to the Marxian
theory of history. It is true that in one important respect he went beyond Marx,
in that his sociology concerned "industrial society" as such; it thus became
relevant, during the following generation, for capitalism and socialism alike.
But while this topic is of the first importance for contemporary sociologists, it is
somewhat tangential to our problem. In any case it is possible to share Weber's
pessimism about the future of freedom in an increasingly rationalized and
bureaucratized world, without therefore accepting the neo-Kantian divorce
between factual and value judgments as an ultimate datum for the reflective
consciousness. The same applies to his notion that all possible standpoints are
relative, not merely to the position of their holder (hardlya shatteringrevelation),
but to the rationale of the process (if it can be discovered) which has transformed
the naive hopes and aspirations of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment into
our current disenchantment. Talk of "process" involves the assumption that
history does have a discernible logic, but since this was not denied by Weber we
are not moving outside his frame of reference in asking how far the "sociology
of knowledge" is able to clarify the ideology problem.
Although the step from Wissenschaftslehreto Wissenssoziologiewas taken by
Karl Mannheim, one is, I think, justified in treating Mannheim's work as an
epilogue to that of Weber. It is no longer a secret that an important link
between them was provided by George Lukacs, notably in History and Classconsciousness: a work which for many years led an underground existence
before being recognized as the influence it was. Here both Mannheim's derivation from Weber, and his dependence on the early Lukdcs, are taken for
granted, and the question is asked how far the concept of ideology was clarified
by this belated fusion of the Marxist and the positivist standpoint.56
56
For the following cf. Georg Lukdcs, Geschichteund Klassenbewusstsein:
Studien fiber
marxistischeDialektik (Berlin, 1923); Karl Mannheim,Ideologyand Utopia(London, 1936;
2nd ed. 1960); and Essays on Sociology and Social Psychology, ed. Kecskemeti (London,
1953); Karl R. Popper, ThePovertyof Historicism(Boston, 1957). The last-mentionedwork
is virtuallya critiqueof Mannheim,who appearsin it as the incarnationof "holistic"thinking
and "historicism",and it is questionablehow far its generalizationsare appropriateto other
targets.
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If Weber could be described as a "bourgeois Marx", Mannheim appeared to
the cognoscenti(that is, to those aware of his background, and of the somewhat
tenuous link between his circle and the Budapest Marxists who staffed the brief
Soviet experiment in 1919) as a "bourgeois Lukacs" - not perhaps quite fairly,
since he regarded himself as a Socialist, and in his later writings even made
something of a fetish of economic planning.57 None of this concerns us here;
our topic is furnished by the manner in which he and Lukacs - starting from a
parallel awareness of the dilemma raised by the radical historicism of Dilthey
and the resigned relativism of Weber - conceived the problem of ideology.
Mannheim's exposition of the subject in Ideology and Utopia (first published
in 1929) may be taken as read. The same cannot be said of Luka'cs,notwithstanding his current prominence as a purveyor of more or less orthodox
Marxism-Leninism.58 In 1923, when Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein
appeared - to be promptly disowned by its author when it encountered the
inevitable critical barrage from Moscow - it was rightly regarded as a challenge
to "orthodox Marxism" and positivism alike. Lukacs in fact had revived the
Hegelian conception of history and fused it with Lenin's revolutionary activism
into an explosive mixture - far more explosive than the authorized version to
which Communism was already committed, for Lukacs really went through
with the notion that the proletariat was the "identical subject-object of the
socio-historical process".59 Not only was it the class destined to make an end
of bourgeois society: its coming triumph signalled the practical resolution of
theoretical problems insoluble from a bourgeois standpoint, including the
Kantian problem.60 And this conclusion was developed not in the usual
philistine manner, which virtually negated the very existence of philosophy,
but through an analysis of logical and epistemological concepts which sought
to establish their essentially historical character. Lukacs in 1923 not merely
revived the Hegelian dialectic: in his own fashion he did what Hegel had done in
the Phenomenologywhen he treated the categories as manifestations of Spirit.6
With this intellectual tour de force - a unique achievement, whose level was
never remotely recovered by its own author: in his later years a pedestrian
exponent of Marxist-Leninist scholasticism - the "heritage of classical German
philosophy", vainly invoked by Engels in his platitudinous essay on Feuerbach,
seemed in fact to have been secured for the Marxist school.

Cf. his Mensch und Gesellschaftim Zeitalter des Umnbaus
(Leiden, 1935); Diagnosis of
Our Time(London, 1943).
58
No referenceis intended here to LukAcs'swritingson art, notably the two massive volumes on aesthetics (Die Eigenartdes Aesthetischen[Neuwied, 1963]) recently published as
part of the Collected Works now being edited in West Germany.
59

Op. cit., 64.

op. cit., 134 ff.
Unfortunatelythis cannot be demonstratedin detail. For the rest it must sufficeto mention the evident influenceof Lukdcs on the work of H. Marcuse.
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From our present standpoint it is plain enough that this was a mirage, and not
only because history refused to follow the road mapped out by the theorist.
Writing almost a decade before the re-discovery of Marx's "Paris Manuscripts",
Lukacs had intuitively fixed upon the alienation and restitution of man as the
pivotal point in the Marxian world-view.62 This gave him the meta-historical
standpoint he needed to gain a critical view of the whole process. But while he
thus eluded the relativism inherent in the orthodox approach, he involved
himself in a different dilemma: a standpoint outside empirical history is a
metaphysical standpoint, and while this is no criticism of Hegelian (or any other)
philosophy, it becomes problematic for a Marxist. Thus when confronted with
orthodox indignation, Lukacs was unable to maintain his position. To do so
he would have had to acknowledge that the category of "totality", which
played the key role in his thinking, transcended not merely the artificially foreshortened positivist world-view, but any conceivable standpoint compatible with
what is called science. Lukacs had seen well enough that empiricism can never
attain to an intellectual grasp of the "concrete totality" of history. What he
failed to see - or shrank from admitting to himself when it was suggested to
him - was that the empiricism of science is the only possible standpoint for a
thinker who is determined to get on without the help of metaphysics. His own
"wager" on the revolution - though in the circumstances of the day not an
irrational one - contained an element of romantic subjectivism which he
refused to acknowledge. From a purely theoretical viewpoint there was no
particular reason why the proletariat - rather than the intelligentsia or some
other group - should have been seen as the "identical subject-object" of history.
In fact, if it was a question of establishing a standpoint transcending the class
struggle (not that Luka'cs had any such intention), the intelligentsia had a
better claim.
This, as we know, was Mannheim's solution, but before coming to it, let us
see how the role of consciousness is to be understood on Luka'cs's assumptions. As he is the only Marxist to have written an entire book on the subject, it
may be as well to consider what he has to say. Starting from the HegelianMarxian view of history as a concrete totality of seemingly unrelated circumstances, he begins by criticizing the manner in which empiricism has made a
fetish of science as the correct description of those frozen structures that confront the individual as "social reality".63 The dialectical method, which restores
62 Cf. the lengthy essay "Die Verdinglichungund das Bewusstsein des Proletariats"(op.
cit., 94 ff.) which presentsa critique of idealist philosophy in conceptualterms derivedfrom
Hegel (and incidentallydismissesEngels'scriticism of Kant as the absurdityit is).
13 Op. cit., 22 ff. In addition to the sociological method oriented to Comte and Spencer,
Lukacs also condemns those Marxists who had gone back to Kant. For in doing so they
had ignoredthe fact that "Marx'scritiqueof Hegel is... the directcontinuationand development of Hegel's own critique of Kant and Fichte" (31).
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the intelligibility of the process, also discloses the ideological character of those
pseudo-empirical and "scientific" forms of thought which present the typical
antinomies of declining late-bourgeois culture - e.g., the conflict between the
individual and society - as though they necessarily pertained to every stage of
history. The Marxian dialectic is able to perform this role because (unlike
Hegel's idealist dialectic, with its retrospective attention fixed upon the past)
it transcends both the status quo and the categories which are its intellectual
counterpart. These categories reflect a particular reality whose meaning is
concealed from the individual by the bourgeois mode of thought, which latter
finds its apotheosis in the cult of positive science. All the typical dilemmas of
modern life - the cleavage between theory and practice, form and content,
science and metaphysics, and so forth - arise from this situation. The sharpest
conflict is that between the progressive rationalization of particular aspects of
existence and the mounting irrationality of the whole. The overcoming of this
split - not merely in theory but in practice - is the task of consciousness:
specifically the consciousness that transcends the bourgeois era, namely Marxism. With history moving-towards a climax involving the fate of mankind,64
the growing antagonism between the ruling class and the proletariat (which
latter is compelled, for the sake of self-preservation, to fight for the attainment
of ends not necessarily present as such to each of its individual members)
assumes the aspect of a race between "blind" necessity and conscious purpose.
For the automatism of the historical process, on which "vulgar Marxism"
before 1914 had relied for the attainment of its ends, is quite capable of promoting a universal catastrophe.'5 The transition from the "realm of necessity"
to the "realm of freedom" is not itself a necessary step. On the contrary, it
is precisely during this critical transitional period that the blind automatism of
the existing reified structures takes on the character of a fateful drift which can
only be stemmed by the revolt of the exploited class. The latter, for all its
empirical shortcomings, is the historical incorporation of mankind's will to
escape from self-destruction. Its consciousness, which transcends the fixed
categories of a society in process of dissolution, coincides with the "true"
consciousness of mankind. This self-awareness is not a "scientific one", for
science is itself an illusion - the last and greatest of bourgeois illusions, and one
which, if not overcome, must unfailingly promote the catastrophe of humanity.
The conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat thus involves the fate of mankind. But the empirical proletariat is itself subjected to the ideological confusions and crises typical of bourgeois society in the era of its decomposition, and
therefore - here Lukacs takes leave of classical Marxism and adopts the Leninist
standpoint - it requires the leadership of a revolutionaryparty which incarnates
the consciousness of the epoch.66 In the end, therefore, the consciousness on
64
65

66

Op. cit., 82.
Ibid.

Op.cit., 261ff, 276ff, 298ff.
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which literally everything depends is once more that of a group of individuals,
for of course the party itself has to be led. In his later years Lukdcs showed
himself ready to face the implications of this dialectic: if Reason could be located
in a group, it could also find its temporary embodiment in an individual who
had substituted himself for the group.
What made this analysis seem both convincing and overwhelmingly urgent
was the author's intellectual distinction. In the early 'twenties, prophets of
doom abounded in Central Europe; one more or less would have made no
difference. What distinguished Lukacs was the firmness with which he placed
his message within the context of classical German philosophy. His analysis of
Kantian and neo-Kantian thinking - lengthily developed67in the intricately allusive style he had adopted from his pre-war teachers in Heidelberg - employed
the Hegelian-Marxist vocabulary with telling effect, to the end of demonstrating that the crisis of contemporary thought heralded the imminent catastrophe
of the society which had given birth to this very philosophy. He had indeed
guessed correctly, though he erred in supposing that "the revolution" would
prove him right. What actually happened was that the European crisis gave
rise to the rival totalitarianism of Communism and Fascism. His own side,
moreover, repudiated him, and this although he had worked out the appropriate philosophical rationale of Leninism. The apocalyptic vision of a crisis
in which the fate of mankind was in the balance had its effect upon the intellectual elite of European Marxism; but it appalled the new Muscovite orthodoxy,
already committed to its own brand of scientism, and it was useless as a means of
promoting revolutionary optimism among the masses. It therefore remained an
underground doctrine, and its author a licensed heretic who in the end repudiated his own insights in favour of a refurbished "dialectical materialism". This
necessarily entailed a commonplace transcript theory of perception, in the place
of the dialectical theory of cognition put forward in the 1923 work. With this
return to orthodoxy, the problem of ideology once more assumed subordinate
status: there was a true consciousness (that of the working class, or rather of
"its" party) and a false one (that of the "class enemy"), but both had the same
structure. It was simply a question of replacing "bourgeois science" by "socialist science", or - even more absurdly - "bourgeois ideology" by "proletarian
ideology". That "science" itself represents an "ideological" manner of thinking
which of its nature cannot yield an adequate report of the world - this truly
startling and genuinely "revolutionary" notion, which Lukacs had extracted
from Hegel, disappeared from view. Its own author came to renounce it. It was
after all a good deal easier to stick to the time-honoured notion that science
tells us all we need to know, provided it is not distorted by "reactionary" class
interests. This had been the message of orthodox Marxism, as formulated by
Engels, Plekhanov, Kautsky, and Lenin himself (though Lenin's practice was
67
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wildly at variance with it and demanded a wholly different theory of cognition).
In returning to this tradition, Lukacs was not merely playing safe, but in all
probability also satisfying a deep-seated psychological craving for spiritual
certainty: the heretic had found peace in the haven of a new secular church.68
In the light of the foregoing, Mannheim's work appears as, so to speak, the
dialectical counterpart to Lukacs's abortive break-out. Ideology and Utopia
(1929) was the positivist's rejoinder to History and Class-Consciousness(1923).
Mannheim (who in 1919 had steered clear of Lukacs's political commitments)
adapted what he could use for his own purpose, which was frankly "theoretical"
in the contemplative sense condemned by Lukacs, for whom theory was meaningless if not joined to a particular practice. Ideology and Utopia is full of
passages which reflect its author's awareness of the issues Lukacs had stirred
up a few years earlier. In particular, Mannheim's analysis of the manner in
which ideological notions are formed rests upon the philosophy of consciousness developed by Kant and his successors.69 Thus for him too consciousness
does not simply "reflect" the world of experience, but on the contrary helps to
shape it.70 The notion of "false consciousness" (ideology in the precise or
narrow sense) is linked to the discussion of Kant and Hegel. The traditional
Marxist standpoint is dismissed as untenable, in that it tries to exempt itself
from the verdict inherent in its own approach: socialism too must be treated as
an ideology.
With the emergenceof the generalformulationof the total conceptionof ideology,
the simple theory of ideology developsinto the sociology of knowledge. What was
once the intellectualarmamentof a party is transformedinto a method of research
in social and intellectual history generally.7'
As with Comte a century earlier, socialism turns into sociology, but this time
the problem of relativism is frankly faced.
Oncewe recognizethat all historicalknowledgeis relationalknowledge,and can only
be formulatedwith referenceto the position of the observer,we are faced once more
with the task of discriminatingbetweenwhat is true and what is false... The question
then arises: which social standpoint vis-a-visof history offers the best chance for
reachingan optimumof truth?72
We are back with Max Weber. In fact Mannheim's position can be defined
68
Though in his quasi-philosophicalwritings he never quite managed to shake off his
youthfulconcernwith the role of the mind and the irreduciblecharacterof spiritualexperience.
Unfortunatelythis topic, which is of importancefor an appreciationof Luktcs's work on
esthetics, cannot be developedhere.
69
Op. cit., 57 ff.
70
58. "This does not imply that the subject merely reflects the structuralpattern of the
externalworld,but ratherthat, in the courseof his experiencewith the world,he spontaneously
evolves the principles of organization that enable him to understandit."
71 Ibid., 69.
72
Ibid., 71.
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very precisely as an amalgam (doubtless he regarded it as a synthesis) of Weber
and Lukacs. What was new and original was the answer he gave to his own
question: the optimal standpoint is that occupied by the social group which
specializes in forming general concepts - the intelligentsia.
By linking the sociology of knowledge to the position of a definite stratum in
society, Mannheim had anchored the exercise of freedom in the group interest
of the intellectuals.73 This was a step beyond Weber, for whom the problem of
cognition was bound up with the role of the lonely thinker confronting the
world. Mannheim's concern with group thinking does not, however, meet the
objection that only a particular "historic" class at a particular moment of time
can reshape the historical situation. The world of the individual is always a
"given" one, in that it is experienced as a totality which the critical intellect
cannot significantly alter. A group is still made up of individuals whose minds
are engaged with various aspects of experience and whose differing standpoints
will probably cancel out. This play of opinion and mutual cancellation of
"prejudices" is in fact regarded by Mannheim as essential to the emergence of
an adequate scientific standpoint.
The task of a study of ideology which tries to be free from value-judgmentsis to
understandthe narrownessof each individualpoint of view and the interplaybetween
these distinctive attitudes in the total social process.74
Yet the reference to the "total social process" seems to presuppose a different
and more philosophical viewpoint. On the assumptions made by Mannheim
qua sociologist, there is no good reason why he should casually invoke the
totality of history when it suits him. In fact when he does so he is employing
language which makes sense only on the (Hegelian) supposition that the Whole
determines its parts, and that the logic of history must be understood before
one can proceed to the business of empirical investigation. 5
Op. cit., 143: "... the intellectualsare still able to arriveat a total orientationeven when
73
they havejoined a party. Shouldthe capacityto acquirea broaderpoint of view be considered
merelyas a liability? Does it not ratherpresenta mission? Only he who reallyhas the choice
has an interestin seeing the whole of the social and political structure. Only in that period
of time and that stage of investigationwhich is dedicatedto deliberationis the sociological
and logical locus of the developmentof a synthetic perspectiveto be sought... We owe the
possibility of mutual interpenetrationand understandingof existing currentsof thought to
the presenceof such a relativelyunattachedmiddle stratum..."
74
Op. cit., 72. Cf. also further on: "The prevailing philosophic view which cautiously
admits that the content of conduct has been historicallydetermined,but which at the same
time insists upon the retentionof eternalforms of value... is no longer tenable."
O
Op. cit., 83. "The study of intellectual history can and must be pursued in a manner
which will see in the sequence and coexistence of phenomena more than mere accidental
relationships,and will seek to discover in the totality of the historical complex the role,
significance,and meaningof each component element." The inconsistencyinherentin such
utterances(for which Mannheimmight indeed have invoked the authority of Dilthey and
Troeltsch)exposed their author to the chargethat, for all his scepticalairs, he was really an
historicist at heart; cf. Popper, op. cit., 80.
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THE PROBLEM OF CONSCIOUSNESS

The problem of history is the problem of consciousness. It was Hegel who
first pointed this out, and his successors - including Marx, who inverted his
logic but did not replace it by a radically different manner of thought - continued to pose the question he had raised: how could the rationality of history be
perceived by the intellect, given the fact that men are both inside and outside
the historical process? The subsidiary problem of "false consciousness" arose
from the awareness that the various possible standpoints were inadequate as
well as incompatible. Meantime the analysis of cognition had led to the search
for the "identical subject-object" of history: a universal whose activity was
synonymous with the disclosure of history's peculiar logic. The pursuit of this
aim over the past two centuries is not simply to be understood as a dispassionate
search for objective truth, though belief in a ratio common to all men was
inherent in the attempt to discern an historical logic. The intellectual effort was
itself a factor in that theoretical and practical unification of the world which is
now proceeding under our eyes. The mounting concern over the phenomenon
of "false consciousness" was an index to the awareness that the future of civilization - if not the existence of mankind - may come to depend on the attainment
of a "true consciousness" in which individuals and groups belonging to the
most varied societies and cultures can share. From the standpoint here chosen
it may thus be suggested that the attempt to discern a logic of history was more
than an idle play with concepts: it responded to a practical purpose which
in our own age has become more urgent as the globe shrinks, and historically
divergent and disparate cultures press against one another. Because these pressures are experienced as ideological conflicts among people holding different
and incompatible aims in view, it remains the task of the critical intellect to
evolve modes of thought which will enable men to recognize the common purpose underlying their divergencies.
In this perspective, the transformation undergone by the concept of ideology
appears as an index to the tension between the actual historical process and a
critical consciousness nourished by the traditions of classical rationalism. In its
original eighteenth-century form, the concept represented an implicit critique
of society from the standpoint of early liberalism: a standpoint which was itself
"historical" in that it took for granted (and therefore treated as "natural")the
social relations proper to a particular phase of European history.76 This
naive certainty disappeared during and after the French Revolution. The
7G
JUrgenHabermas, Theorie und Praxis: SozialphilosophischeStudien (Neuwied, 1963),
passim. For a recent defence of the positivist standpoint cf. Arnold Gehlen, Studienzur
Anthropologieund Soziologie (Neuwied, 1963),passim. For a critique of positivism from a
neo-Hegelianviewpoint cf. H. Marcuse,One-DimensionalMan (Boston, 1964),passim. For
a critical view of the neo-Marxistposition cf. Morris Watnick,"Relativismand Class Consciousness: Georg LukAcs",in Revisionism:Essays on the History of Marxist Ideas (London
and New York, 1962), 142 ff.
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latter marked a turning-point in that the critique of existing (traditional but
decaying, hence plainly irrational) institutions could no longer be delivered in
the name of apparently self-evident principles. For the new institutions, which
claimed to be in accordance with reason, turned out to be rational only in terms
of the particular historical purpose they served: the emancipation of the "third
estate" could not forever be equated with the attainment of a natural order
conceived as the embodiment of absolute reason. Hence the fleeting balance
attained around 1800 gave way to a deepening scepticism about the very
"ideology" whose original proponents had set out to trace the natural history of
ideas. In Hegel's philosophy, which arose directly from the urge to comprehend
the meaning of the Revolution, there already appears in germ the notion that
forms of consciousness are relative to changing historical situations. The universality of the whole has to be reconstructed, as it were, from the entire sequence of historical fossils - the latter comprising inter alia the conscious (subjective) aims of the individuals who occupy the foreground. These aims now
appear as unconscious means of realizing a hidden purpose; they have become
"ideological" in a sense not intended by the original ideologues.
This is the concept of ideology which Marx inherited from Hegel. It served
him as a means of discrediting the universal claims of the liberal ideology he
encountered in his passage from philosophy to politics. At the same time he
retained the rationalist faith in an objective logic of the historical process now understood as the process of man's self-creation. To Marx, as to any
Hegelian, the actual world of empirical perception was only an imperfect
realization - at times indeed a caricature - of the real or rational world, in
which man's essential nature (his rationality) will have overcome the reified
existence he leads while the surrounding object-world is not perceived as the
product of his own creativity. The attainment of this liberated state is the work
of history, whose dialectic is not disclosed by empirical perception, but by
critical (philosophical) reflection upon the totality of the process. An understanding fixed upon isolated aspects of this totality necessarily falls short of the
goal of philosophical reason. It is ideological at a second remove, in that it
mistakes the reified structures of immediate experience for permanent constituents of reality. It treats, for example, war, poverty, class distinctions, and
so on, as permanent features of history, instead of viewing them as temporary
objectivations of mankind's gradual and painfully slow emergence from the
realm of nature. So understood the concept of ideology recovers its ancient
pathos: it is now employed to demonstrate the transitoriness of those arrangements which - irrational in themselves - nonetheless serve the rationality of
the whole.
It is only with the loss of this dimension that "ideology" ceases to denote
false consciousness.It now becomes synonymous with any kind of consciousness
that can relate itself to the ongoing activity of a class or group effective enough
to make some sort of practical difference. This is the ideology concept of
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contemporary positivism. Its limited practical relevance ought not to veil its
incompatibility with the intellectual tradition (ultimately rooted in classical
metaphysics) that is intended when one speaks of the philosophy of history.
This philosophy arose from a complex of theoretical and practical problems,
of which the original ideologues, and their eighteenth-centuryforerunners, took
note in sketching a rudimentary model of world history. Essentially what concerned them was the growth of rationality and the imposition of conscious
control upon "natural" chaos. The pragmatic character of this enterprise was
never wholly obscured by its theoretical language. It was from the first an
attempt to impose an ideal order upon the world, by making an appeal to
man's "nature". Its success or failure was and is bound up with the power of
Reason to see through the veil of ideology to the enduring realities of human
existence. An understanding of what is involved in the concept of ideology is
thus at the same time an exercise in that historical imagination which enables
us to see our predecessors as men engaged in an enterprise whose outcome still
concerns us. In Hegelian language we may say that - the final category retaining
and preservingwithin itself the content of all the previous ones - the unification
and pacification of the world (if it can be achieved) will demonstrate that
history is indeed a concrete universal. For it is only at this level that what is
called world history becomes synonymous with mankind's collective emergence
from the state of nature. Whatever their residual differences,this is a perspective
which liberalism and Marxism have in common.
Columbia University

