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Marxist ideology criticism is often cast as a form of internal or immanent critique which reveals a gap between empirical socio-economic conditions and naive, deluded ideas which in some sense obscure these conditions, such that agents engaged in structures of domination fail to recognise their role in their own oppression. I wish to highlight certain problems with this dominant conception of ideology criticism as a mode of immanent critique. Immanent critique may provide an important first step, but ideology criticism reduced to a mode of immanent critique provides an ideal foothold for ideological colonisation of the standpoint of criticism. In a nutshell, my specific contention is that if ideology criticism is simply immanent critique then it reverts to ideology, and more broadly I contend that immanent critique as a general category of criticism is open to ideological abuse. I hope to demonstrate this by borrowing from an epistemological sceptical technique commonly known as ‘the wheel’, which addresses the problem of justified criteria for knowledge claims. The epistemological problem of the criterion parallels the problem of justification for normative criteria for criticism. I apply this technique to the notion of immanent critique to point to ideological problems. 
How is ideology criticism supposed to be a form of immanent critique? In his earlier writings, Marx explicitly distances his own realist, empirically oriented practical approach from utopian French socialism and German idealism. The idea behind his understanding of ideology is that ideas do not stand independently from physical deeds and events. Rather, as he puts it in the preface to The German Ideology, ‘ideas’, such as ‘politics, law, morality and religion’, ‘are the direct efflux of material behaviour’
. Ideology stems from a division of material and mental labour which gives the illusion that consciousness enjoys independence from existing practice. But ideas come from embodied, practical social agents and are shaped by dominant socio-economic conditions. 
Furthermore, the socio-economic origins of our ideas are characterised by relations of domination, such that ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas’
, as Marx puts it. Particular class interests are represented as the common interest such that bourgeois interests are represented as rational and universally valid.
  As such, ideology cannot simply be criticised with just another set of ideas. Rather, these ideas must be taken up on their own terms and contrasted against empirical reality. In his attack on Stirner, Marx argues that even where actual ideas change or evolve, such change has no practical social effect without changes in the mode of production. Marxism has historically been taken more seriously than utopian socialism because of this scientific, empirically-oriented approach. It accords with a dominant empiricist Enlightenment tradition that contrasts sharply against religious and political conflict over opinions and beliefs. Progress depends on knowing what’s really out there, available for all to see, regardless of one’s personal persuasions.  The significant break with Marx is that he drew on this dominant empiricist approach for a progressive socialist critique of exploitation, thereby posing a greater danger to vested interests than the impotent denunciations of bourgeois critics embedded in the status quo. Real communists, argues Marx, do not simply preach morality, pitching one set of possibly hypocritical ideas against another
. To refer you to the first quote on the handout, he writes, ‘We shall not confront the world with new doctrinaire principles and proclaim: Here is the truth, on your knees before it!... We shall develop for the world new principles from the existing principles of the world...’.

From these writings and from this empiricist background we may formulate Marxist ideology criticism as a mode of immanent critique. Ideology criticism should not be moralistic, or apply an external normative standard of criticism against ideology, but should start with the self-conceptions of agents and demonstrate contradictions between their ideas and empirical reality
. Marx distinguishes ‘ruthless criticism of the existing order’ against transcendent, moralizing criticism
 such that by means of the former the social critic can detect rational content, that is good society, in nascent form, in actually existing irrational society. As Adorno sees this, immanent critique presumes existing reality contains reference to norms which can serve as a meaningful basis to assess reality’s rationality and to confront reality with those ideals. Ideology critique is central to this task
. 

Ideology critique unmasks the illusory effect of bourgeois liberal norms, using these to expose the gap between reality and its ideals.
 Universal legitimating ideals of justice, freedom and equality at the centre of liberal moral and political philosophy are negated in practice. Furthermore, Marx denies that his own scientific work carries a normative agenda and argues that the socialist movement should not fall victim to the language of values. Immanent criticism lays bare internal opposition, incoherence and contradiction in the criticised views of social agents and does not criticise from the outside in. 
I want to flag up and call into question this notion of social criticism as immanent critique of the social object’s ‘own standards’ set against actual empirical conditions, as well as the notion that Marxist criticism as immanent critique does not posit external normative criteria. A widely acknowledge theoretical problem with immanent critique raised emphatically by Adorno is that it is limited by the narrow confines of opposed normative standards. Adorno thinks neither ideology critique nor immanent critique is possible in existing societies since existing reality is completely irrational and instrumental. At least we might say social criticism is compromised if it is restricted to opposed norms such that one cannot present normative criteria of one’s own. Thus in Minima Moralia, Adorno writes that immanent critique is ‘itself an ideology’, constantly, ‘in danger of acquiring a coercive character’
. 
Adorno thinks existing norms are the sources of existing irrationalities, that the problem is not that existing reality fails to conform to its own principle of rationality but that it conforms only too well. Ideology critique in the mode of immanence contributes to social irrationalities since it appeals to the very norms which are the source of the problem. As he writes in Negative Dialectics, ‘Immanent critique perpetuates the coercive logic of identity that should be criticised’
. Immanent critique is untenable under contemporary irrational conditions and is symptomatic of the very problems that need to be surmounted.
 A further problem noted by a number of Marxist theorists such as Joe McCarney, Alex Callinicos and Rahel Jaeggi is that ‘the myth of ideology critique is the claim to be non-moralizing though it has normative significance.’ 
The problem I want to identify here is that purely immanent social critique falls into an ideological trap if it fails to account for the normative criteria presupposed by the critic who counterposes her own account of empirical socio-economic conditions against the internal self-conceptions of the criticised agent. Obscured normative criteria are ripe for ideological colonisation. The critical claim that ideology supports domination depends on criteria to identify and evaluate existing socio-economic conditions. Ideology criticism backfires if the socio-economic conditions underlying the critic’s normative standards cannot rightly be distinguished from the conditions for ideology. 
I will elaborate on this claim by turning to the epistemological problem of the criterion, which illustrates this problem of justification for the normative standard of criticism. To explain, Sextus Empiricus begins with the challenge, how do you settle disagreements over what is true or false if different circumstances for different individuals give rise to different impressions which are the basis for these divergent beliefs or disagreement? By what criterion is one impression credibly endorsed over another?
 This question leads to the following seemingly unassailable sceptical challenge:

1) To establish the truth of the criterion one needs a proof/evidence, but

2) The proof/evidence can be judged only by means of a criterion, therefore:

-a validated criterion is wanting; you cannot settle the dispute about impressions, since:

(a) if this criterion is the one in question, this leads to a circle

(b) if this criterion is another independent criterion infinite regress threatens

Let me clarify this dilemma against Chisholm’s influential reading of the problem. Chisholm interprets the sceptic’s question not as, ‘how may we know?’ but as an assertion that we cannot know. Such a carelessly dogmatic assertion forces the pseudo-sceptic into defence with a riposte, ‘How do you know I cannot know?’ Real sceptics survive by avoiding such disputes. Sextus does not make the dogmatic assertion that ‘the dispute over the justification of knowledge claims cannot be settled’
. Rather, he asks what rational criteria agents already use to categorise experience, to see what criteria are appropriate for the task. The point is we DO sort our experiences into knowledge claims by criteria, and so we ought to know what these criteria are.  The aim is to reflect on how we understand existing circumstances, to generate appropriate and coherent rational criteria that suit reality and our ends. The sceptic does not assert that knowledge is impossible; she asserts nothing whatsoever. The aim of the sceptic is to encourage social agents to  reflect on actual criteria for knowledge, to be more rational about this process, and not just take given criteria for granted. The sceptic seeks aporia -  not the replacement of one dogmatic assertion over another but the suspension of immediate judgment. Hence the sceptical technique of the wheel is useful for drawing out obscured ideological criteria behind the beliefs and claims made by one’s interlocutor. 
To return to the issue of normative justification, we see that normative standards for ideology criticism must be independent of distorted social conditions subjected to criticism. Any response that begins with an appeal to ‘immediate’ or ‘intuitive’ experience to ‘derive’ criteria obscures an original, operative mediating judgment that selects information from the outside world, that is to say, the criteria on the basis of which experience is derived. The wheel shows that a criterion lurks behind every empirical claim. Just as Kant responds to Hume on the criteria that shape intuitions empiricism obscures, so I would argue that the technique of smuggling in normative criteria under the guise of empirical experience makes an ideal candidate for ideology. Unpalatable budgetary criteria, shameful norms such as racial prejudice, these flourish beneath the threshold of responsibility, disguised or corroborated by supposed intuitions based on empirical conditions in an ‘unmediated, realistic’ fashion as if this is ‘just the way the world is’. The sceptic reminds us that behind every observation, no matter how obvious or objective it may seem, wherever you think you’ve hit empirical rock-bottom you’ll likely find a secret sacred nest of criteria. 

To retrace the problem in context: how might the ideology critic demonstrate to ‘deluded’ agents and ideology sceptics that a set of ideas which appear reasonable in fact support oppression? To identify ideology the critic’s normative criteria must be isolated from compromising conditions for ideology. The problem of normative grounds for ideology criticism is that the critic makes claims about causal relations between domination and social norms that are difficult to justify on the grounds for suspicion they raise. If domination shapes ideas, what about the ideology critic’s normative criteria? Ideology criticism sets the sceptical wheel in motion but does not tolerate tranquil aporia in the face of domination. 
The wheel shows why ideology criticism tends to turn on the critic, as I show on point 8 of my handout: Ideology must be judged by a criterion, but (a) if this criterion is not independent of conditions for ideology as per immanent critique, this leads to a justification circle, and (b) if this criterion is independent as per transcendent critique then infinite regress threatens. Ideology criticism sets up a sceptical dilemma for itself leading either to (a) immanent norms caught in a justification circle, or (b) transcendent criteria which repeat the process with the threat of regress.
 Immanent critique, strictly speaking is like suicide bombing. You may successfully destroy your opponent but if so, you’re most certainly dead as well. So if the immanent critic claims an afterlife for her normative standpoint we have good reason to be suspicious. Of course the immanent critic does not wish to defeat her own point of view. But then she best get away from the site of the explosion, on distinct, discrete normative grounds. The wheel shows this latter approach has its own set of difficulties but I’m focusing on the first horn of the dilemma here since Marxist ideology critique is supposedly a mode of immanent critique. So what of traditional Marxist ideology critique and the wheel?
Marx shows how ‘under capitalism the power relations in the distribution of social wealth appear as laws of the market, as an automatic process’
. He contrasts bourgeois political economic categories against their own objective content immanently, to demonstrate a discrepancy between these categories and their objects. He also shows how bourgeois normative ideals such as market neutrality and freedom and equality in exchange obscure underlying conflicts and domination in labour relations. Bourgeois norms function ideologically by obscuring actual social relations. Which norms? Liberal, bourgeois, capitalist norms. Marx claims not to bring dogmatic, independent, external norms to the argument, but draws on the normative criteria subjected to criticism from within. So the story goes, but here lies the rub: by what criteria can an immanent critic identify actual socio-economic conditions against the ideological normative criteria subjected to criticism ‘from within’? The immanent critic claims we should look at the discrepancy between bourgeois social norms and actual socio-economic conditions. But whose account of these conditions should we believe? By what criterion are these actual socio-economic conditions to be identified by the social critic? It’s time to wheel out the sceptic. Hidden norms make for ideology. 

In actual fact I don’t think Marx is just an immanent critic, though his work in the dominant positivist climate of economic determinism often tends to be read as such. George Lohmann for instance has demonstrated in detail that a transcendent critique of capitalism emerges in the under-emphasised historiographic passages of Capital. Here Marx’s critique passes beyond hypostatized bourgeois self-understanding to a transcendent standpoint which shows how original accumulation billed as the work of a peaceful industrious thrifty elite depends on a violent process of exclusion from the means of production. This standpoint is transcendent since it provides a contrast to the self-understanding of capitalism. In sections 23-35, Marx shows how the historical lifeworld is impacted by capitalism, surveying the effects of capital on the working class.

The transition from immanent self-exposition to historical observation in Capital parallels a genealogical technique I wish to follow up on in my research with reference to Nietzsche, who takes up similar naturalist assumptions about the roots of values in socio-economic and political conditions, yet flags his own normative commitments in bright polemical colours. Don’t pass the buck to God or the market! Like Nietzsche’s history of the will to truth and his history of our values in the Genealogy of Morals, Marx unmasks the history of the ‘victor, capital, in virtue of a transcendent history of unrelenting vandalism... carried out under the drive of the most infamous, filthiest, most pettily hateful passions’, using shifting perspectives to break with our immanent self-understanding. This strategy requires an argumentative-narrative history, not a simple description of facts.  To close with a brief passage from Horkheimer: ‘the intellectual satisfied with proletarian [or bourgeois] consciousness fails to see that such an evasion of theoretical effort... only makes the masses blinder and weaker than they need be... His own thinking should in fact be a critical, promotive factor in the development of the masses.
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