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Ideology has meant many things for Marxists. They usually involve one of the following:

1. An epistemological conception of ideology as beliefs or belief structures that are either false or in some ways systematically mystifying or epistemologically limiting. This has sometimes been termed the “pejorative conception” of ideology.

2. A positivist conception of ideology in which it is merely an expression of class interest in the realm of ideas, usually in the tendentious form of an opposition to the interests of opposed classes. This has sometimes been calls the “descriptive conception” of ideology. 

These two positions are the source of much dispute, and are generally held to be mutually exclusive, with two traditions in the Marxian theory of ideology more or less coalescing around them. But what in my opinion unites both these traditions, and almost all ‘Marxist’ conceptions of ideology is:

3. A functionalist conception of ideology in which the reproduction of ideology serves to reproduce the dominant social system in which it occurs, often through the mechanism of causing a subordinate class to hold beliefs or values which legitimate their oppression and thus run counter to their real interests. 

To the extent that this common conception is open to empirical test, Abercrombie, Hill and Turner have to my mind refuted it in their book The Dominant Ideology Thesis, which shows that working class people do not generally believe what Marxist theorists of ideology tend to say they would believe if they were subject to a dominant ideology.
 I also think all these conceptions of ideology can be shown to suffer from internal inconsistencies and have their roots in more profound politically motivated errors which I will go into below. Yet the main purpose of this paper is not to dismiss Marxist conceptions of ideology per se, but rather to deny their claims to any precedent in the works of Marx.
 To this extent I believe this paper is fully in tune with the spirit, if not the letter, of Joe McCarney’s effort, in The Real World of Ideology and elsewhere, to sort out Marx’s understanding from subsequent Marxist developments.
 I take McCarney’s key points in this argument to be the following:
a. That Marx never used the term “false consciousness” and that the erroneous attribution of this conception has sustained many erroneous attempts to attribute one or other Marxist conception of ideology to Marx.

b. That Marx never developed a “theory of ideology”, that he only used the term in conjunctural and polemical contexts. McCarney writes: “We have to deal [here] not just with the kind of reticence that is evident in the case of such concepts as ‘class’ and ‘dialectic’. The difficulty here is still more basic in that Marx never manages even to set the scene for an attempt at conceptual explication since the bare substantive ‘ideology’ hardly figures at all in his work.”
 I would add that the reason for this is that Marx has little or no interest in the epistemological questions that arise in any treatment of ideology as such.

c. That where Marx wrote most about ideology, in The German Ideology, he has been most misunderstood, particularly through taking quotes from that work out of context. For instance McCarney shows that the “camera obscura” passage which speaks of the inversion that takes place “in all ideology”, refers uniquely to the idealism of the Young Hegelians rather to any natural tendency of consciousness to invert the world.

In the first part of this paper I will develop this last point, trying to emphasize how much The German Ideology has been misunderstood by its readers. Yet in the course of this presentation it should become clear to what extent my reading of Marx’s use of the term ideology diverges from McCarney’s own.
 In the final part of the paper I will try to account for these divergences in exploring what I take to be the historical factors in the misreadings of Marx that both McCarney and I identify, and to which I believe McCarney himself is not immune.

Ideology in The German Ideology
As I noted above, the one conception of ideology which seems to unite all Marxists is the functionalist conception which gives ideology a key role in the domination of subordinate classes, either by legitimating in the eyes of such classes the social system which oppresses them, or by denying them the epistemological means to discover their true interests. Whether one sees this as a matter of the bourgeoisie successfully imposing their ideology on the proletariat, or whether one sees it as the structure of bourgeois society inevitably giving rise to certain ideological forms of thought, is in this context neither here nor there. The point is that ideology dominates. It is, to take Adorno’s definition, “necessary false consciousness”: “necessary” both because it is largely inescapable, and because it is held to be essential for the maintenance of the capitalist system. Yet even a cursory glance at The German Ideology reveals that this conception could not be further from Marx’s. It is indeed the very conception that Marx and Engels attack and ridicule in that work. In the following passage they lambast Stirner for holding a view which has since become Marxist orthodoxy: 

Feuerbach has still the consciousness “that for him it is ‘only a matter of destroying an illusion’” … In “Stirner” even this consciousness has “all gone”, he actually believes in the domination of the abstract ideas of ideology in the modern world; he believes that in his struggle against “predicates”, against concepts, he is no longer attacking an illusion, but the real forces that rule the world.

It is clear from this and numerous other passages in The German Ideology that whatever Marx and Engels take ideology to be, it is not something which dominates anyone apart from the ideologists themselves. Indeed Marx and Engels go out of their way to stress that the illusions of the “German ideology”, an affair of “purely local interest for Germany”, don’t even afflict the German Bourgeoisie as a whole, but only its “thinkers”, and that “for the mass of men” the task of overthrowing these illusions will be rendered easier by the fact that they were never taken in by them in the first place. How did Marx’s term come to mean in all seriousness the very thing that it was intended to ridicule? I will give some historical reasons for the misreading in the final section but I will begin by focusing on some underappreciated aspects of Marx’s usage of this term.

All the textbooks on ideology will tell you that the term was coined by the French enlightenment thinker Destutt de Tracy to describe a positivistic “science of ideas” which would empirically account for mental phenomenon, but that Napoleon appropriated the term as an insult (“ideologists” or “ideologues”) for his enlightenment critics who he deemed impractical, and thus idealist in the conventional sense of putting too much faith in abstract ideas or principles. It is worth noting that Napoleon’s employment of this term is akin in many ways to another originally pejorative term that emerged in France 100 years later in the Dreyfus Affair – for it is exactly this notion of hot-headed impractical idealists which was originally meant by the term “intellectual”.

It appears that the term “ideology” had no common currency beyond references to Destutt de Tracy and Napoleon until Marx and Engels wrote The German Ideology thirty years after Waterloo. We can thus surmise that it is exclusively these references that Marx and Engels had in mind when they chose the title of their collaborative work
. This indicates something about The German Ideology which few have noted: that the emphasis in the title should be on the German – and that ​the title itself is ironic. After all, the “Young Hegelians” Marx and Engels are criticizing could not have been more opposed to the positivism of Destutt de Tracey. The title displays the same kind of humour as Marx and Engels’s continual references to the virulently atheist Max Stirner as “St. Max”. Its not that Marx and Engels are pointing to a specifically German form of ideology, as if this were a generic category, the point is rather to ironically transfer a specifically French pathology onto some Germans who believe themselves to be far above such things, through punning on the alliteration “German idealism” / “German ideology”.

Yet just as the term “St. Max” expresses the real quandary of Stirner’s pious atheism, so the term “ideology” turns out to fit the Young Hegelians in spite of themselves. Marx and Engels see their opponents as fundamentally impractical; they begin their polemic with a story of a man who believes that the idea of gravity is the cause of people drowning and valiantly commits himself to fighting this dangerous notion. Thus “ideology” is here employed in the strictly Napoleonic sense, as an ironic and polemical way of describing the limitations of a kind of intellectualism which places to much emphasis on the importance of ideas. This is why Etienne Balibar, in spite of his misplaced criticism in this respect, is correct to refer to The German Ideology as “an outline of the political sociology of modern intellectuals”
.

The basic structure of this sociological account is that a division in human history develops between manual and mental labour (itself the origin of the whole division of labour) such that the latter, mental labour, is cut off from practice, and begins to believe in the efficacy of ideas as such. For Marx the central problem this produces for such intellectual labourers is that they become blind to the origins of their ideas in material practice. This blindness then results in two illusions. The first illusion is that one’s ideas, having been separated from the causal chain of material determination, can subsequently intervene into that causal chain in order to change the world. Marx says that intellectuals are in some ways right to believe that their ideas are separated from material practice, but only in the sense that their ideas are abstractions, and that their practice is virtually non-existent, making intellectuals as a class more or less irrelevant to the process of social development. Thus he paradoxically shows how the exaggerated sense of power to change the world which he criticises among the German Ideologists in fact derives from their impotence, from their isolation as specialists in abstraction. The second illusion, closely bound to the first, is the false generalisation of this position to the whole of society. Because intellectuals believe their ideas to be separated from material practice and thus able to determine it from outside, they wrongly attribute their own one-sided abstract position to everyone else, and thus imagine that the “very empirical fetters and limitations” on men’s practice are merely a result of illusory ideas.

This account is left relatively undeveloped by Marx, although certain of its themes will reappear in another guise in the draft of Capital known as Grundrisse. It has also been undeveloped by Marxists, who as a result of their misunderstanding of the work as whole have largely ignored this theme, with the notable exception of Alfred Sohn-Rethel whose astonishing work Intellectual and Manual Labour develops this insight into a full blown materialist history of abstraction. Marx probably abandoned this theme for the same reason that he abandoned the manuscript of The German Ideology to the “gnawing of the mice”: in writing it he and Engels had settled their account with these German intellectuals, and they had moved on to more important questions. Yet if one is tempted to probe these suggestive theses further there are some important things that should be noted. Firstly this is not a theory of consciousness as epiphenomenal, rather it is a theory of how consciousness becomes epiphenomenal in being uprooted (abstracted) from material practice. In this sense “ideology” might be seen as a pejorative term for ideas as such, not picking out false ideas, but picking out the sense in which all ideas as such, as mere ideas, are false because one-sided, lacking material or practical reality. Thus when Marx talks of the "ideological reflexes and echoes" of men's life-process and their "semblance of independence" vis a vis that life-process he is talking not of men in general and their ideas in general (in which case he would have spoken of ideas rather than ideology), but of a particular type of men who actually do attempt to give their ideas such a semblance of independence, and who for that reason alone can be called ideologists. It is a general feature of intellectuals, and a particular feature of these intellectuals, that they flatter themselves that their consciousness is something other than consciousness of existing practice. Yet Marx does not say that this blindness to the material basis of their ideas is an error on their part. Rather “they can really flatter themselves” because in the case of professional intellectuals they really are detached from existing practice. Of course Marx thinks that makes them largely irrelevant (“it is quite immaterial what consciousness starts to do on its own”), but the point is that is it is not their mistake, just as it is not a defect of the eye that it inverts the world. We just need to be aware of this in assessing the products of their consciousness, to be aware of this lack of awareness of how existing practices (“very empirical fetters and limitations”) indirectly get reflected in intellectual abstractions.
Other uses of the term ideology in Marx and Engels’ writing

This interpretation of Marx’s use of the term “ideology” accords with all the instances I have been able to find in his work and that of Engels. Marx and Engels rarely use the term outside of the context of referring to either bourgeois intellectuals or bourgeois political idealists, and there is always a pejorative sense of an absence of practical knowledge and an ignorance of the conditioning of one’s own thought. It also fits with the often noted fact that Marx employs the term much less in his later writings, for although the political economists (in spite of their avowed materialism) are ideologists in the sense defined above, and Marx sometimes refers to them as such, it is not primarily the political economists’ ideological mystification of their subject matter that Marx is criticizing in his critique of political economy, but rather the real mystifications of the subject matter itself which the political economists fail to understand.
 After Marx’s death Engels partially revived the term “ideology”, particularly in his letters, and it is in a late letter of Engels that we find the closest thing to a definition of ideology that either man ever produced, a definition which seems to fit well with the one I have been presenting. It is in the very place where the term false consciousness makes its first and only appearance in the work of the two men:

“Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker, consciously indeed but with false consciousness. The real motives impelling him remain unknown to him, otherwise it would not be an ideological process at all.” He continues… since “all action is produced through the medium of thought, it appears to [the so-called thinker] to be ultimately based on thought”

Thus ideology is a matter of the belief in the primacy of ideas over practice, or the self-sufficiency of thought. It is clear that what Engels refers to as the “so-called thinker” is just what Napoleon almost 100 years earlier termed an ideologist, and what the Anti-Dreyfusards would later call an “intellectual”.

It must nevertheless be noted that there is at least one use of the term “ideology” in Marx’s work that doesn’t sit so well with this interpretation. Of course this happens to be the most oft-quoted use, the reference to “ideological forms” in the Preface to the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. There Marx writes:

In studying [periods of transformation] it is always necessary to distinguish between the material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic – in short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.

This notion of ideological forms in which the class struggle “becomes conscious” has subsequently been used by many Marxists, including Joe McCarney, to justify Bernstein and Lenin’s positivist interpretation of ideology as a set of ideas suited to a specific class interest (without any inherent significance of cognitive deficiency). 

This reading is indeed an intuitive one. Yet its incongruity with other instances of the term demands an explanation. What then, taking “ideology” in the rest of Marx’s work to be a pejorative term for the products of an inflated intellectualism, can the term “ideological” refer to here? What is ideological about the “legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic” forms in which men fight out the class struggle in the realm of ideas? I think when stated like this the answer should be obvious. What is ideological about these forms is that they seem to be disconnected from the “contradictions of material life”, and what is ideological about such struggles is that they believe themselves to be the real struggle when in fact the real struggle is elsewhere. Thus far from being a vindication of the class struggle at the “legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic” level, as many Leninists would have it, in this passage Marx is in fact dismissing such struggles as largely irrelevant, as so much intellectual hot air, unable to understand the real struggles which pre-condition it, and in relation to which these intellectual battles are a side-show.

A good example of such ideological struggles, and perhaps the one Marx had in mind when writing this passage, would be the debates over the repeal of the Corn Laws. Here one can see that the negative judgment associated with term “ideological” in no way makes such struggles uninteresting from Marx’s perspective. On the contrary in the case at least of Ricardo’s role in these debates there was much that Marx was willing to consider productive from a “scientific” point of view. Yet for Marx the fact remains that however science might benefit and whichever side might triumph at the level of ideas, this will have no bearing on the outcome of the struggle between the landed aristocracy and the industrial bourgeoisie of which such debates are the intellectual expression. Relations and forces of production determine the outcome of this struggle in the long term, and thus also the “legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic” in which the struggle is reflected. Whether they were “disinterested inquirers”, or “hired prize fighters”, for Marx the intellectual champions of the industrial bourgeoisie could never take the credit for its triumph. They were always merely cheerleading from the sidelines.
The Marxist theory of ideology absent and implicitly refuted in the late Marx

Before I get to the historical genesis of the misreading of Marx I would like to briefly address the fact that Marxist theorists of ideology, failing to find much confirmation in Marx’s discussion of ideology, beyond a few orphaned quotations, have searched elsewhere in his work, particularly in the dense theoretical groundwork of Capital, to sustain their conception of ideology. This has often taken the form of a misreading of the section on the fetish-character of commodities as a description of certain illusions to which the capitalist mode of production inevitably gives rise. I will note briefly why I think such a reading is mistaken:

Firstly, the fetish-character of commodities is not an illusion. Marx never uses the term illusion (tauschung/illusion) to describe the result of the fetish-character of commodities; he does talk of appearance or semblance (Schein), but only to specify that he is talking of an “objective appearance” (gegenständlichen Schein). An appearance, moreover, in which, Marx writes, things “appear as what they are”.

I think a lot of the confusion in this respect is due to a poor English translation. For Marx fetishism (fetischismus) is indeed a kind of ideology, and like all ideology it entails certain illusions (in this case the illusions of economists who take either gold, or money, or capital to be value or to have a kind agency in and of themselves). Yet Marx never refers to a “fetishism of commodities”. What he calls the “fetish-character (fetischcharakter) of commodities” (and which is often mistranslated as fetishism) is in fact a real character that commodities posses in capitalist society.

Of course Marx does have a theory of appearance forms, and indeed illusory appearance forms, in Capital, most notably in his theory of the wage form as the necessary but distorting form of appearance of the buying and selling of labour-power. I think this conception is unable to sustain a theory of ideology, but my reasons for thinking that are too involved for going into in this paper. Suffice it to say here that even if we concede that the wage-form is a necessary illusion, then it doesn’t follow that it functions ideologically (to ensure the survival of capitalism), for it may well be that the discovery of the correct understanding of exploitation leaves the system of exploitation as fundamentally intact as, in Marx’s terms, ”the scientific dissection of the air into its component parts leaves the atmosphere itself unaltered in its physical configuration.”
 

Lastly I’d like to point out that quite apart from the discrepancy between Marx’s usage of the term and that of Marxists, and the failure of attempts by the latter to impute a theory of ideology to Marx, there are other fundamental aspects of Marx’s thought which weigh against any Marxist theory of ideology.

The first is the emphasis which Marx gives to the clarity of proletarian thought. This is more than just the fact that Marx never refers to proletarians as either having their own ideology or being taken in by that of others. He actually goes out of his way to argue that proletarians, as a result of their class position, are not subject to the kinds of illusion of bourgeois ideologists, and that in so far as they are driven in practice to resistance against the capitalist relation they are also driven against the all “the notions concepts and modes of thinking corresponding to it” (1861-63 manuscripts). This stands in marked contrast to Marxist theories of ideology which are all united in viewing the proletariat as a principle victim of ideology, indeed in the Leninist definition the proletariat is the only victim, since it finds that its own class ideology is infected or conquered by that of the bourgeoisie, while the latter has no trouble in sticking to its authentic class ideology.

The second point is in some ways the reverse side of the previous point. For in spite of his emphasis on the clarity of proletarian consciousness Marx’s conclusion is that it is, in itself, ultimately irrelevant:

It is not a question of what this or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at the moment, regards as its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, in accordance with this being, it will historically be compelled to do.

Clearly Marx did not believe that proletarians were incapable of illusion, yet he never imagines that such illusions are “necessary illusions” in the sense that they would be needed in order to secure the acquiescence of proletarians to the reigning order. He thought that such acquiescence was secured in the “dull compulsion” of everyday economic life, that this required no supplementary force. And I would add, that to distinguish a realm of ideas separate from such a life, and with a supplementary kind of force, is already to pronounce a view of the independent efficacy of ideas that Marx would term “ideological”.

Origins of the misreading

It has been my argument that the term “ideology” is employed by Marx ironically, in a similar way that it was employed by Napoleon, not as a technical term for the ruling ideas, but as a pejorative term for the mistaken belief in the rule of ideas. As it happens this mistaken belief has since become very common among people calling themselves Marxists, who have developed a theory of ideology that both Marx and Napoleon would have called “ideological”. Marxism in this way reverts not only to the position of the Young Hegelians, but also in some ways to the positivistic position of Destutt de Tracey. Indeed, I would venture that it is not by chance that Marxist theories of ideology are split between epistemological and positivist accounts, for this reproduces almost perfectly the distinction between the Young Hegelian belief in the domination of ideas in history and Destutt de Tracey’s positivist view of the realm of ideas as an object of empirical study.

But then how and why did this inversion take place? The simple answer to this question is that Marxists were not able to read The German Ideology until 1926 (and not in full till 1932) by which time they had already developed a theory of ideology which answered to the political needs of their times. Having no access to the work in which Marx and Engels provided their most extensive discussion of the term, Marxists ended up basing their interpretation on that one instance in the Preface to the Contribution and its not surprising in this context that it was misinterpreted. Yet it is also no accident that the term was misunderstood in the way it was. On the contrary if the term ideology hadn’t been appropriated then another would probably have been invented to mean just the same thing. Indeed George Sorel’s notion of “political myth” was precisely such a term, with the difference that Sorel sought no precedent in Marx but rather criticised Marx for his short-sightedness in failing to provide such a concept.

The emergence of the theory ideology must be understood in relation to the institutional rise of the European workers movement and its capitulation to nationalism in the First World War. It was supposedly Bernstein, the great revisionist thinker of the SPD, who first employed the term “ideology” in the positivistic sense popularised by Lenin, to refer to a set of ideas corresponding to the interests of a class. But for both Bernstein and Lenin the term becomes useful, indeed essential, precisely because it allows them to deny that such “correspondence” is always a spontaneous one, or rather that proletarian ideology arises spontaneously. For whereas the bourgeois seemed to have no difficulty in producing and reproducing their class ideology, the proletariat was seen as having a tendency to capitulate before the ideology of its class enemy (the bourgeoisie being better equipped in ideological means of production), thus determining the task of socialists to bring genuine proletarian ideology to the class from outside.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to go into all the issues involved in this new concept of ideology, but I think it should be clear why such a theory was developed at the beginning of the 20th century. The workers movement was becoming more institutional. It was looking less and less like the force that would bring down the capitalist system and more and more like something that could prop it up. Thinkers like Bernstein were willing to acknowledge the changes this required in Marxist theory and practice, whereas others like Luxembourg and Kautsky were trying to remain faithful to Marx in criticising the reformist tendencies within the movement. For everyone however, it was clear that the ideas and goals of this movement were an important site of struggle, and failure in this struggle could mean calling into question the revolutionary destiny that Marxists had envisaged for this movement. The outset of World War One, in which millions of organised workers marched against each other under the flags of their respective national bourgeoisies, was only a confirmation of what many Marxists had been worrying about for the decade before: that the workers had been bribed and tricked into forgoing their genuine interests.

Thus whereas Marx could argue that it doesn’t matter what “this of that” proletarian believes, but what the class as a whole is compelled to do, this seemed like the inversion of his thesis – it seemed that the European working class as a whole was compelled to bury its own potential for socialism in the corpse-filled trenches of an inter-imperialist war. Marx’s pronouncements were seen as equally inadequate to explain the fascist counter-revolution, and this gave succour to the theory of ideology developed within the Frankfurt school, similar in many respects to that of Lenin and Lukacs only this time with less optimism of winning the ideological battle. Here ideology becomes a kind of cursed weapon, a necessary tool of self-defence that can all too easily turn against those who wield it. Thus one moves from a picture of the proletariat overcome by the ideology of its opponent, to a theory of the spontaneously bourgeois ideology of all capitalist subjects, an “infected” proletarian ideology which lies at the root of fascism. It is hardly surprising in this context that the first publication of The German Ideology in the 1932 should have been interpreted in the way it was.

The Marxist theory of ideology was developed to account for why worker’s failed to act in a way that Marxists had said they should act. It attempts to explain what happened by what didn’t happen. I’m not going to speculate about the real interests of the various national working classes of Europe at this crucial historical juncture, but I don’t think I need to in order to question the kind of answers provided by such a theory.  

The problem with the theory of ideology is that it tries to answer the wrong question. It supposes that legitimacy and consent are something that must be achieved and then asks how the bourgeoisie or the capitalist system manage to do this. In this sense it seems to suppose the pre-existence of free or independent individuals outside capitalist social relations that need to be incorporated into these relations as properly capitalist subjects. It is in the realm of ideas, in the “inner” freedom of the individual, that this subjugation is then thought to take place. The notion of the private mental life of a free individual and the subjection of such an individual through the colonization of that mental life are the twin pillars of the theory of ideology. Yet the point is that capital has no need for an ideology in order to create capitalist subjects, because individuals are always already constituted as capitalist subjects through the “dull compulsion” of the reproduction of capitalist social relations. Moreover, as Marx writes in the first preface to Capital, we cannot “make the individual responsible for relations whose creature he remains, socially speaking, however much he may subjectively raise himself above them."

Conclusion

I’m convinced of the identity of ideality and materiality, of theory and practice. I think many of the Marxist ideology theorists I criticize would agree. But here's an interesting asymmetry: no one argues that we need to change the world in order to change people's ideas. Why is that? I would venture it's because people think its easier to change ideas than to change the world. If they are right that still leaves the question of whether the easier option will be a step towards the harder option. But if we take the identity of ideas and materiality seriously then we have to conclude that this seemingly common sense belief is actually wrong. In what does this error consist? In the very thing which Marx called ideology: in the belief in a realm of freedom in our heads that can potentially overcome an unfree world outside our heads. On the other hand if we accept that our ideas are as determined as our bodies then we have to abandon any notion of mental liberation that could take place prior to the liberation of everything else, as well as the obverse notion of a mental restraint which acts to constrain everything else, i.e. the standard Marxist notion of ideology. This is why communism for Marx is not a set of ideas to be put into practice but “the real movement which abolishes existing conditions”.
 The idea of liberation only leads to the (Young Hegelian) liberation of ideas. For Marx the unity of theory and practice is an achieved unity, and this achievement is called truth. This means that the adequate idea of communism can only be thought in and through the adequate practice of communisation and vice versa. Until then we must learn to make do with inherently limited approximations, and forgo the temptation to blame our setbacks and deficiencies on ideology, however we wish to define it.

McCarney ends his book on ideology with a botanical analogy. He likens Marxism to a tropical plant which (because of the animosity of mainstream philosophy) has been maintained through the artificial recreation of another climate - he calls it a “hothouse growth”. He then says it needs to be naturalized, to enter into relations with native strains of thought. He seems to be referring here to England and its empiricist and analytical traditions. Such cross-breeding was indeed attempted in the years following the publication of McCarney’s book, but it only produced the proverbial mule: a vigorous but unfortunately sterile hybrid. An attempt in France to cross Marxism with structuralist sociology and neo-Freudianism met with a similar fate. The Italian variety fared a bit better, presumably because of a more prolonged and intense period of class struggle (the only soil in which Marxism can be said to thrive). But I believe that the problems with all these varieties is that the strain of Marxism they took to be original was in fact already a hybrid – it had already been inter-bred with Leninist politics and Freudian psychology. This bastard child carried with it an extra growth, the theory of ideology, which became cancerous and took over its host, so that by the 60s the sociologist Joseph Gabel could write that the concept of “false consciousness”, a concept Marx never employed, is the most important element of Marx’s thought, and the only substantial part of his theory worth preserving. It is at just such moments of despair that the role of the botanist is to return to the wild in the hope of finding a disjunct strain of the original species, not out of any idealisation of originality (for no botanist would ever believe in an “authentic” strain) but from the simple knowledge that survival in the wild produces a much more hardy constitution. Thus I think today we need to look towards those Marxists who remained in the wilderness, Marxists such as Amadeo Bordiga, Paul Mattick, and Jacques Camatte, in order to abandon the barren traditions of cultural Marxism and look forward to more interesting and prosperous cross-pollinations in the future.
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