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The Material and Social Production of Human Existence
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When attempting an analysis of the Marxist concept of ideology, one
should consider the broad scope of such an investigation. The British
philosopher and literary critic, Terry Eagleton, observes that there is no
single adequate definition of ideology.! In his work titled Ideology: An
Introduction, he begins with a list of sixteen different definitions of the
term. He also recognizes that there are more. Subsequently, Eagleton
notes that not all of the definitions are compatible with one another. He
recognizes that these definitions may or may not be pejorative, and he
notes that these definitions may or may not involve epistemological
questions.2 To this we can add the observations of the author of The Con-
cept of Ideology, Jorge Larrain, who states that Marx’s concept of ideology
is not clearly defined in one text or one uniform theory. Instead, “it must
be theoretically worked out from what little Marx wrote of it.” This
“working out” is what this essay seeks to do, in a brief and general sense.

The concept of ideology will be examined from a Marxist per-
spective, which will elucidate the analyses of Marxist thinkers, such as
Eagleton and Larrain. When understood through a Marxist perspective,
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three major characteristics of ideology will be apparent: to be of any
value, ideology must reflect the real and practical social conditions
within a society; the social conditions in a society that serve as the basis
for an ideological framework will reflect the productive forces in that
society; and an ideology that reflects productive forces will serve to
promote the interests of the dominant social group or class within the
relations of production. The paper will conclude with an analysis of
Marxist ideology as it relates to human agency.

Ideology arises from conscious thought, and it is influenced by
the prevalent ideas within a given society. However, ideology should not
exist as an abstraction. According to Marx, thought, which produces an
ideological perspective, should be grounded in the social reality of the
people that adhere to this perspective. Consequently, ideology involves a
cognisant apprehension of social reality. Marx opposes ideology that
insists on the power of forces outside of man,* which in secular terms
translates to a stance against an abstract determination of consciousness.’
While maintaining the independence of consciousness from external be-
ing, ideology, as described by Marx, seeks to end forms of dualism that
would separate consciousness from reality.

In The German Ideology, Marx criticizes German philosophy be-
cause he observes its failure to connect with the reality of the German
people. He exclaims that such philosophy combats phrases with other
phrases, and “they are in no way combating the real existing world
when they are merely combating the phrases of this world.”” This failure
renders ideology ineffective, and these philosophical views fail to consti-
tute a true ideology. In condemnation, Marx asserts that “philosophers
have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is
to change it.”¢ This famous statement is taken from his Theses on Feuer-
bach, which addresses the insights of the German philosopher, Ludwig
Feuerbach. Feuerbach influenced Marx’s philosophy, and although Marx
accepted some of his views, he also criticized Feuerbach for failing to
address philosophical concerns as expressions of contradiction and suf-
fering in the real world.?

The Theses on Feuerbach illustrate Marx’s criticism of an ideologi-
cal framework separated from human activity. Marx accepts Feuerbach’s
belief that man has created God, and consequently, it is a false inversion
to assert that God created mankind. Although Feuerbach’s analyses ex-
tend beyond abstraction, he fails to ground his philosophy in human
practice. Marx writes that “Feuerbach, not satisfied with abstract think-
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ing, appeals to sensuous contemplation, but he does not conceive sensu-
ousness as practical, human-sensuous activity.”10

Observing that man has the power to change the conditions of
his existence, Marx contends that people are not purely the products of
circumstance, since their own actions dictate the circumstances that they
find themselves in.!! This argument has its basis in the concept of praxis.
Praxis refers to “the free, universal, creative and self-creative activity
through which man creates (makes, produces) and changes (shapes) his
historical human world and himself.”12 Praxis is an activity specific to
man by which he shapes the world around him. Therefore, it entails an
interaction of man with the reality of his existence, which is a social real-
ity, and it necessitates a transformation of this reality by human activity
(practice). Marx writes that men shape history, but they do not do this
under circumstances that they choose themselves. Their circumstances
are transmitted to them from the past.> However, Larrain responds to
this statement by recognizing that “these ‘given circumstances’” are the
consolidation of what men themselves produce by means of their prac-
tice.”14

In The Concept of Ideology, Larrain describes the fundamental fea-
tures of practice, as outlined by Marx. The first feature of practice is its
function in the production of man’s material existence. The earliest act of
man was practical activity, exercised upon nature, which allowed him to
produce the means of his subsistence. Practice first appears as this type
of labour, which is aimed at securing man’s existence and reproducing
material life. A second dimension of practice is that it is an intentional
activity with a goal. Marx writes that men distinguish themselves from
animals by consciousness. This is because practice, as a human function,
is a conscious activity. Without consciousness, practice would take an
animalistic form as an instinct rather than a conscious form that allows
man to take deliberate action.’>

The third component is that practice results in the transforma-
tion of men themselves. Practical activity cannot oppose any aspect of
man because it coincides with his being, and as it establishes a specific
way of being, it becomes the force that determines mankind in its total-
ity. Furthermore, practice presupposes the interaction of individuals
with each other as they engage in productive processes. Therefore, it is
an intentional activity that links material and social life. In producing
man’s being, it produces the material and social conditions of his exis-
tence.16
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Marx believes that people ultimately produce their social reality
through practice. Since this suggests that they are not pawns at the
mercy of uncontrollable circumstances or forces, it supports the supposi-
tion that man has created God. For Marx, this means that the notion of
God has arisen from human practice. Therefore, he agrees with Feuer-
bach’s stance against an inverted view of God (as the creator of man), but
he disagrees with Feuerbach’s interpretation of this inversion is as a
mere illusion or philosophical alienation.!” Instead, this alienation is a
product of praxis under specific relations of production, such as capital-
ism.

Alienation is the process by which people become estranged
from the social reality that they both produce and exist within. In Es-
tranged Labour, Marx describes how alienation arises from actual material
conditions. He recognizes that the worker, under capitalism, is alienated
in the act of production, and he is alienated from the product of his la-
bour, which is merely the summary of the production process.’8 Al-
though, under different social relations, alienation may occur in different
forms, it will remain a product of the actual material conditions, which
are based on the relations of production and the forces of production.
This is because the existing social relations are, in fact, a product of the
relations of production and forces of production. Therefore, Marx be-
lieves that it is problematic to introduce a purely philosophical critique
of alienation, including a critique of alienation arising from religion,
which does not consider the actual conditions of social relations and
human practice. This is why Marx does not accept the final analyses of
German philosophy or Feuerbach. Larrain writes that “the sense of
Marx’s critique of Feuerbach is this: what seems to be objective reality is
by no means pure datum; on the contrary it is to be understood as the
historical product of man’s practice.”?®

The ideological consequence of Marx’s rejection of a purely phi-
losophical interpretation of religion is evident in The German Ideology. In
this work, Marx criticizes German philosophy for subsuming “dominant
metaphysical, political, juridical, moral and other conceptions under the
class of religious or theological conceptions; [by which] every dominant
relationship was pronounced a religious relationship.”2’ Religion, as the
dominant influence on social institutions, instigated the development of
a German ideology, but based it on flawed (that is, flawed from a Marx-
ist perspective) philosophy. This is because German philosophy was
founded on a purely philosophical interpretation of religion, which dis-
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associated it from a foundation based in the necessary practical elements
of man’s social reality.

It is worth noting that German philosophy, and hence German
ideology, was influenced by religion. However, this is not of the utmost
importance. The failure of German philosophers to observe the origin of
religion in human practice is of greater significance. Marx’s subsequent
criticism of this failure allows us to see the most essential aspect of the
social relations that shape ideology, which is that they arise from human
practice. Religion establishes particular social relations, but, according to
Mary, it is itself a particular social relation, albeit one that alienates men
from praxis. It causes this alienation because it prevents man from un-
derstanding the ability that he has to shape the world around him, and it
places this ability in an external being. By doing this, it separates man’s
consciousness from reality. Nevertheless, religion, like other ideological
relations, arises from human practice. It is created by man. Therefore, it
offers a demonstration of how ideology is shaped by praxis, and it dem-
onstrates the failure of a purely philosophical critique of ideology.

Marx proposes a model that divides society into what has been
labelled the base and the superstructure. The base refers to the economic
relations in society, under which workers produce their material exis-
tence. Alex Callinicos, in Making History: Agency, Structure, and Change in
Social Theory, asserts that the base is made up of the forces of production
and relations of production. However, Gerald Allen Cohen, in Karl
Marx's Theory of History, defines the base as the relations of production
and law. Nevertheless, the base is comprised of economic relations.
These economic relations are the material relations of every day exis-
tence by which man creates his social reality thorough practice. Conse-
quently, it is from these economic relations that the other relations in
society arise. These relations are known as the superstructure. Although
there is also some debate over how to define the superstructure pre-
cisely, it can be said that it consists of ideological relations, which include
religion and politics.

Today, ideology is often defined in terms of politics. It has been
used to describe the platforms of political parties or the beliefs of ruling
classes within a given state or territory. However, Marx believes that the
political relations within a given society, like religion, arise from the ac-
tual (material) conditions of man’s existence. They are built upon the
base. Political economy, which is a theoretical method of analysis, which
examines the influence of politics on these economic relations, can con-
ceal the social relations that arise as a result of economic forces. Marx
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writes that “political economy conceals the estrangement inherent in the
nature of labour by not considering the direct relationship between the
worker (labour) and production.”2

Contradiction refers to a “situation which allows the satisfaction
of one end at the cost of another”.22 Marx writes that ideological rela-
tions, such as capitalist political economy, can give rise to false percep-
tions of social reality “by referring to a distortion of thought which stems
from, and conceals, social contradictions”.2® This takes place when ideol-
ogy fails to express (or falsely expresses) the contradictions and suffer-
ings of the real world.2* According to Marx, political economy conceals
social reality when it produces policies that fail to recognize contradic-
tory relationships. He asserts that this failure ignores the degradation of
the worker under capitalism, and it disregards the worker’s alienation
from the productive process and the product he produces.?5

It is this contradictory relationship between the base and man'’s
material existence that causes a false perception of social reality. As po-
litical economy ignores the actual state of workers under capitalism, it
fails to recognize the contradictions that Marx describes. It does not take
into account that in reality

the more the worker by his labour appropriates the external
world, sensuous nature, the more he deprives himself of the
means of life in the double respect: first the sensuous external
world more and more ceases to be an object belonging to his
labour- to be his labour’s means of life; and secondly, that it
more and more ceases to be means of life in the immediate
sense, means for the physical subsistence of the worker.26

Therefore, capitalist political economy lacks an effective ideological basis
because it estranges the worker from his reality. It is based on contradic-
tions which mask the actual consequences and conditions of the worker’s
action (labour) with a distorted explanation of his reality (social exis-
tence).

It should be subsequently noted that, according to Marx, it is not
only political economy, but the practice of politics as a whole, which
stems from economic relations. He writes, “The relations of different
nations to each other depend upon [the development of] its productive
forces ... but also the whole internal structure of the nation itself de-
pends on the stage of development reached by its production and its in-
ternal and external intercourse.”?” It has been shown that by Marxist
definition, ideology must reflect actual economic relations (the base) and
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the actions that these relations entail (praxis). Ideological relationships
must still be interpreted on this level when they are given a political
connotation. This is apparent when one recognizes that politics is like-
wise founded on the base and praxis. Hence, when ideology promotes
contradictory relations in politics, it contributes to the false perception of
social reality created by political economy (which labels economic rela-
tions in a contradictory fashion).

The Culture of Prejudice, which provides a neo-Marxist critique of
the social sciences, defines ideology as “a system of ideas that defends
and promotes the interests of a dominant social group or class.”?8 This
sits well with Marx’s notion of contradiction, which dictates that one
group will benefit at the cost of another. In Estranged Labour, Marx writes
that if “the product of labour does not belong to the worker, if it con-
fronts him as an alien power, this can only be because it belongs to some
other man than the worker.”? Alienation is the result of man’s contradic-
tory relationship with other men. Accordingly, if ideology is corrupted
to reflect this contradiction, it will function in ways that cause it to pro-
mote the interests of the dominant social group. As demonstrated by
capitalist political economy, the result is a society that comes to be domi-
nated by the ideas of the ruling class.

In Ideology, Eagleton argues that if ideology refers to any set of
beliefs motivated by social interests, as it has come to today, it cannot
simply signify the dominant forms of thought in society.?0 Eagleton calls
for a broader definition. He asserts that ideology often “refers to the way
in which signs, meanings and values help reproduce a dominant social
power, but it can also denote any significant conjuncture between dis-
course and political interests ... the former meaning is pejorative, while
the latter is more neutral.”3! However, it is the position of this essay that
since political interests, like other facets of ideology, are derived from a
combination of the base and human practice, they will be subject to the
influence of dominant social powers at times of contradiction between
the base, superstructure, practice, and social reality. Because this contra-
diction is a fundamental feature of social existence under capitalism, it is
not unfair to assume that ideology, political or otherwise, will be subject
to the influence of the ruling class. Although this recognition of contra-
diction within the capitalist system and the recognition of ruling class
dominance within capitalism may be pejorative, it reflects the conditions
of capitalist social reality.

The Theses on Feuerbach demonstrate Marx’s criticism of ideology
that is separated from human activity. Marx’s rejection of a purely phi-
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losophical method of ideology is also evident in The German Ideology.
Ideology should reflect praxis. Praxis is an activity specific to man by
which he shapes the world around him through practice. By this exercise
of practice, man has the power to change the conditions of his existence.
Practice also allows man to produce his material and social existence,
and it distinguishes mankind from animals because practice constitutes
conscious activity that is uniquely human. Practice is a way of being spe-
cific to mankind. Consequently, religion and politics are built upon hu-
man practice, as are all other social relations that arise from an ideologi-
cal framework.

The distinction of a base and superstructure allows us to see the
foundation of ideology (superstructure) on the economic relations (base),
within which man creates his social reality thorough practice. Although
ideology is often defined in terms of politics, the political relations that
arise in a given society are built upon the base. Subsequently, the politi-
cal policies that analyze and affect economics, known as political econ-
omy, may create false perceptions of social reality if they fail to recognize
contradictory relationships that arise among the base, the superstructure,
human practice, and social reality. It is through this contradiction that
the interests of the ruling class come to dominate ideology. This is be-
cause contradiction necessitates the benefit of one group at the cost of
another. Marx observes that the activity that oppresses man is human
activity; it comes from “the domination, the coercion, and the yoke of
another man.”?? Since, under capitalism, this contradiction is a feature of
social existence, ideology will be subject to the influence of the ruling
class, which dominates the other classes.

It is apparent that ideology should reflect the real and practical
social conditions within a society. These social conditions, in turn, reflect
the productive forces in that society. However, if these productive forces
cause alienation, this leads to contradiction. As a result, an ideology that
reflects a contradictory relationship within the productive forces will
promote the interests of the dominant social group or class within the
relations of production. Thus, we can observe the contradictory nature of
ideology under capitalism, which allows ideological elements to function
as instruments of exploitation. This, however, is a flawed ideology. At its
essence, ideology should reflect relations of production that do not cause
alienation. Marx proposes communism as this form of production. When
production occurs without exploitation, an ideology can arise that ex-
presses social relations without contradiction.
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However, communism itself is not immune to the problem of
alienation, which plagues other ideologies. Marx believed that in its pur-
ist form, it would end alienation, but it has historically faced the same
problems as other ideological conceptions. Although one should not con-
fuse communism with Stalinism, the Cold War showed that Marxist ide-
ology can also be co-opted by the ruling class. Joseph Stalin’s totalitarian
rule in the Soviet Union provides ample illustration of this. For example,
the exploitation of workers under Stalin’s Five-Year Plans was horrific,
but it was carried out under the rubric of communist ideology.

Much of the criticism of capitalism by Marxists asserts that cen-
tral aspects of the capitalist system are fundamentally exploitative. They
would posit that Marxism, as Marx envisaged it, is not exploitative, and
it has only been made so throughout history when the ruling class used
it to mobilize people in ways that are actually contrary to the Marxist
ideal. However, this makes Marxism susceptible to the criticisms that
Marx himself made of German philosophy. It has a sound theoretical
basis, but it has been difficult to translate this theory into reality. There
has not yet been a state governed by Marxist doctrine as Marx intended.
Of course, Marx believed that communism would preclude the need for
the state altogether, since a society free of inequality and exploitation
would cause the state to wither away. Perhaps this is why Marxist ideals
have been criticized as utopian.

Marx’s original ideas have been greatly expounded upon by
modern political scientists, sociologists, anthropologists, feminists, as
well as other experts from various fields of study. What most of the neo-
Marxist approaches have in common is that they attempt to use the
foundational ideas that Marx provided to critique the world as it is to-
day. This is an attempt to reconcile Marxism with current material real-
ity. If humans do create their social existence though an interaction with
the material world, we must take note of a material world that already
exists. This includes dominant ideologies that serve the interests of par-
ticular segments of society, most especially the ruling classes. This essay
does not advocate communism as a means of social or political organiza-
tion; that is beyond the scope or intention of this work. Instead, it is
meant to draw attention to human agency, especially in relation to no-
tions of ideology.

Marx realized that humans live within particular material struc-
tures that have been developed historically into present reality. Hence,
his historical-materialist approach. Nevertheless, he did not believe that
humans are doomed to their present reality. He called for people to
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change exploitative structures. This is echoed by Larrain’s observation
that although circumstances are transmitted to us throughout history,
these circumstances were shaped by humans in other historical periods
as they interacted with their own material reality. Through praxis, we
have the ability to change our world presently. Consequently, we also
decide its future. Marx argues that a legitimate ideological framework is
not separated from practice, and it must not alienate people from the
reality of their material existence. Although a dominant ideology may
not achieve these ends, we must recognize that people have the power to
work within existing historically-transmitted structures to enact change,
perhaps changing the nature of dominant structures in the process.

Poverty, racism, environmental degradation, unjust violence,
and gender inequality are still major concerns in our present society. The
fact that humans have created these problems should not be the lasting
testament of human agency. We also have the capacity to fight these in-
justices, and human agency allows people to shape their material world
in a way that can create a better social existence. Today, Canadians have
the opportunity to shape government policy through action. It is an as-
pect of our historically-transmitted reality that we should not take
lightly. Citizens can vote, lobby government, write letters to members of
Parliament, or exercise their political rights in a number of ways. Many
individuals look upon politics with an attitude of cynicism, but feelings
of dissatisfaction will not change anything for the better if they remain
separate from reality. Dominant groups in the ruling classes may still
wield a disproportionately high amount of influence and capital, but this
does not justify capitulation to unjust policies. Injustice will remain as
long as its opposition is rooted only in philosophy. If you cannot bear the
current state of government, run for office yourself. At the very least,
cast a ballot. For change to occur, we must engage the material world.
Otherwise, we alienate ourselves from our capacity to enact change. This
robs us of a fundamental aspect of human existence: the ability to create
our material and social reality.
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