MODULE 8:
IDEOLOGY
Survey 

The subtitle of Capital is 'A Critique of Political Economy', and, to be sure, a strong critical element is clear when one reads it. Marx's critique is of classical political economy, as represented by people like Adam Smith and Malthus along with more vulgar expositors of its principles. A major concern, therefore, is to expose the ideological character of interpretations of and beliefs about capitalist society: ideological in the sense of illusory but effective from the standpoint of reproducing the (production relations) status quo and that ruling class which benefits from the status quo. In other words, ideologies reproduce the system by shielding it from political challenge. And they do this as a result of the way the oppressed buy into them in virtue of their participation in those production relations.

In discussing Marx and ideology there are several major and interrelated themes we need to be aware of and understand. I am identifying four here, some of which we are going to take up and expand on at greater length:

Consciousness and Material Practice 
First, Marx always sees beliefs as presupposed by, as conditioned by, material practice. As he says in The German Ideology: "The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their material behavior. The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc. of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc. - real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual life-process.

In short, ideas are conditioned by material practice, by production and the relations into which people enter ("the intercourse corresponding to these (productive forces)"); we develop our ideas in the context of engaging practically with the world so as to facilitate our ability to intervene in it and make sense of it. Under capitalism the relations in question are those of commodity exchange. On the other hand, Marx's use of the expression 'directly interwoven with' implies that the relation between material practice and beliefs / understandings cannot be one way. In order to intervene in the world, we need ideas. As we intervene, so we modify our views in accordance with what seems to work.

He is also saying something else here that needs to be signaled. Right at the beginning of this quotation he says that "The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their material behavior." The crucial expressions here are 'at first' and 'at this stage'. Marx's point here, elaborated on later in The German Ideology, is that with the development of the division of labor and the separation of mental from manual labor, the emergence, for example, of a class of scientists and intellectuals, knowledge and ideas become separated in their experience from the material practices in which they must be ultimately realized to be defined as valid. Under these conditions, where there is no ongoing testing the creators of ideas can really flatter themselves that their ideas do not have material preconditions but can be an autonomous force. This standpoint can generate viewpoints of an idealistic sort: e.g., 'great men' theories of history, or the notion that ideas are determinant of what happens in the world as in books with titles like Ten Ideas that Changed the World.

Form / Content 

In Capital, Marx is not always in an explicitly critical mode. But when he is we find him resorting to contrasts between what he calls form and content, phenomenal form and essence, or otherwise put, appearance and inner connection, illusion and reality. This has to do with his critique of political economy in the sense that under capital people are deceived by the appearance of things, there is a systematic inversion between content and form, capital's essence or inner connection and its mode of appearance (as in quotation (1) above. Alternatively put there is a rupture in capitalist society between our experiences of social relations and their reality.

Not all forms or modes of expression of capitalist social relations are illusory as such; rather it is what people make of them, though what they make of them is also tied up with their mode of appearance. In these instances forms do get mystified, fetishized, to use some of Marx's terms: they are naturalized, made universal features of human existence on the earth rather than as expressions of social relations that are transient and therefore historical in character. We experience society as impersonal and objective, for example, and that is exactly how it is under capital. But to then infer that all societies have that form, that it is an ahistorical feature of life on earth, is mistaken.

There are still other forms, which are illusory as such, cases in which tracks are thoroughly covered over. These include the senses of 'freedom' and 'equality' which we experience under capitalism and which are, of course, loudly trumpeted by its protagonists. So too is it the case with what Marx calls 'the wage form': the fact that the exchange value the worker receives for her labor power is in the form of a statement documenting how much work was done in terms of time or objects produced, as in piece-wages, multiplied by the 'rate' per unit-time or object produced. This implies that what the worker sells is something quantitative - labor expended - rather than command over a qualitative feature of people: their labor power with all that that implies for the possibility of exploitation. It is in these terms that we can understand the misleading nature of slogans like 'a fair day's wage for a fair day's work'.

Circulation vs. Production Relations 
For Marx, illusion is rooted in the sphere of circulation: that sphere in which commodities, including labor power and money capital, are exchanged one for another. In order to dispel illusion we have to penetrate the world of capitalist production relations. This is a shift from a world in which people interrelate as individual guardians of respective private properties, including labor power as a private property; to a world in which it is not individuals but classes which confront one another: the employer as representative of the capitalist class compelled as a member of that class to extract as much surplus value from her workers as possible. The fact that it is command of his labor power that the worker sells rather than his labor could never be divined from an examination of the mechanics of circulation but requires an understanding of capitalist production relations and the 'double freedom of labor power'. This is because it is the double freedom of labor power which makes exploitation not only possible but also necessary. And if there is exploitation what sense can be attributed to a wage according to which the worker gets paid for all the work she has done?

The 'Ruling Ideas' 
In The German Ideology Marx writes: "The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at its disposal has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance" (German Ideology p.64) This requires some dissection. In particular consider what is meant when the claim is made that "The class which has the means of material production at its disposal has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the idea of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it". We might conceivably interpret this in rather straightforward terms, as a reference to the control of the media by big money, their sensitivity to their advertisers, the control over what research gets done by a state that funds it and which is also concerned, by virtue of its status as a capitalist state, not to fund anything of a subversive nature. While these sorts of effects have some importance, despite the counter-claims of defenders of the status quo that they suggest a world of conspiracy that doesn't exist, I don't think they get at the more fundamental forces that Marx is referring to here. For he continues: "The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance." This is the crucial element in this statement. But what exactly might he mean by it?

We noted earlier that, quoting Marx, "Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual life-process." This includes consciousness of the relations we enter into in order to intervene effectively in the world: the social relations conditioning material practice. Under capitalism these relations are those of commodity exchange and we have already seen that people experience commodity exchange in certain ways which distort their beliefs about it. These distortions, like that resulting from the wage form, for example, then facilitate the reproduction of those selfsame relations and hence of the class that disproportionately benefits from them.

Dehistoricization 

According to Marx, our relations with others under capital are experienced as relations between things. For the capitalist the worker exists only as labor power, for the worker the capitalist exists only as representative of money capital. Our social relations assume a thing-like character because of their objectivity and impersonality as in 'the effects of the market' on our well-being or 'lack of capital'. Society is experienced as having its own logic to which individual agents, whether worker or capitalist, are compelled to subordinate themselves. This is in contrast to pre-capitalist social relations where relations between patriarch and family, slave owner and slave, lord of the manor and serf are experienced as (a) personal, and (b) ones in which people are dependent not on something objective, like 'the state of the market', that has an existence seemingly beyond their control but on particular individuals. So while they may be oppressed, they can identify the source of their oppression. Some sense of the frustration that people can feel under capitalist social relations when confronted with this objective logic without an identifiable human agent is conveyed in this quotation from John Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath. The scene is one where the bank is taking possession of the land and buildings of a small Oklahoma tenant farmer. A man has been sent to bulldoze the buildings. The conversation opens with the farmer threatening the bulldozer operator, a person he happens to know:

"I built it with my hands. Straightened old nails to put the sheathing on. Rafters are wired to the s stringers with baling wire. It's mine. I built it. You bump it down - I'll be in the window with a rifle. You even come too close and I'll pot you like a rabbit." 

"It's not me. There's nothing I can do. I'll lose my job if I don't do it. And look - suppose you kill me? They'll just hang you, but long before you're hung there'll be another guy on the tractor and he'll bump the house down. You're not killing the right guy." 

"That's so," the tenant said. "Who gave you orders? I'll go after him. He's the one to kill." 

"You're wrong. He got his orders from the bank. The bank told him, 'Clear those people out or it's your job'" 

"Well, there's a president of the bank. There's a board of directors. I'll fill up the magazine of the rifle and go into the bank." The driver said, "Fellow was telling me the bank gets orders from the East. The orders were, 'Make the land show profit or we'll close you up.'" 

"But where does I stop? Who can we shoot? I don't aim to starve to death before I kill the man that's starving me." 

"I don't know. Maybe there's nobody to shoot. Maybe the thing isn't men at all. Maybe like you said, the property's doing it. Anyway I told you my orders" (Grapes of Wrath, p.40, Penguin edition).[1]

This sense of an objective, impersonal power, much as is outlined by Steinbeck, is described thus by Marx: "The social character of activity, as well as the social form of the product, and the share of individuals in production here appear as something alien and objective, confronting the individuals, not as their relation to one another, but as their subordination to relations which subsist independently of them and which arise out of collisions between mutually indifferent individuals. The general exchange of activities and products, which has become a vital condition or each individual - their mutual interconnection - here appears as something alien to them, autonomous, as a thing. In exchange value, the social connection between persons is transformed into a social relation between things; personal capacity into objective wealth" (Grundrisse, p.157)

The second point that Marx makes, however, is that these forms, these ways of experiencing the world and assigning meaning to it, are by no means illusory. Rather it is exactly how the world is under capitalism: people do relate one to another as things. Markets do have logics which are indifferent to the people participating in them and beyond their control. Workers are employed by capital and feel themselves subordinated to the logic of the capitalist workplace. But, he continues, we have to understand why the world is that way. These thing-like forms have a basis which is social in character. Money can only appear to have the property of employing others where certain social relations - i.e., the double freedom of labor power - apply and so a particular relation between owners of money and those separated from the means of production; conditions in which money can become money capital and valorize itself. For the same reasons the idea of labor power having a value depends on the same socio-historical circumstances. The problem is that under capitalism these forms tend to be naturalized and dehistoricized; treated as universals. We should remember that it is only under capitalism is the urge to 'truck, barter and exchange' generalized as everyone is drawn into relations of commodity exchange by necessity. But for Adam Smith the propensity was universal, dating back to the dawn of history. This process of naturalization, of dehistoricization is what Marx defined as mystification: collapsing the social into the natural.

And if society is naturalized, fetishized, so too under capital is the individual: "In this society of free competition, the individual appears detached from the natural bonds etc., which in earlier historical periods make him the accessory of a definite and limited human conglomerate. Smith and Ricardo still stand with both feet on the shoulders of the eighteenth-century prophets, in whose imaginations this eighteenth-century individual - the product on one side of the dissolution of the feudal forms of society, on the other side of the new forces of production developed since the sixteenth century - appears as an ideal, whose existence they project into the past. Not as a historic result but as history's point of departure. As the Natural Individual appropriate to their notion of human nature, not arising historically, but posited by nature." (Grundrisse, p.83) This fetishization Marx clearly links to the production relations of capital for as he goes on to say: "Only in the eighteenth century, 'civil society', do the various forms of social connectedness confront the individual as a mere means towards his private purposes, as external necessity. But the epoch which products this standpoint, that of the isolated individual, is also precisely that of the hitherto most developed social (from this standpoint, general) relations" (Grudnrisse, p.84)

The danger of naturalization is patently political. It is to make what is historic, eternal, unalterable. Capitalism becomes not a social order but a natural order of things and as a result it is pointless to try to do away with. Struggle against capital as a mode of production makes no sense. As Marx argues in the Appendix to Capital Vol 1: "… it is evident even now that this is a very convenient method by which to demonstrate the eternal validity of the capitalist mode of production and to regard capital as an immutable natural element in human existence. The process of labor is nothing but work itself, viewed at the moment of its creative activity. Hence the universal features of the labor process are independent of every specific social development. The materials and means of labor, a proportion of which consists of the products of previous work, play heir part in every labor process in every age and in all circumstances. If, therefore, I label them 'capital' in the confident knowledge that 'semper aliquid haeret' [2] , then I have proved that the existence of capital is an eternal law of nature of human production and that the Kirghiz who cuts down rushes with a knife he has stolen from a Russian so as to weave them together to make a canoe is just as true a capitalists as Herr von Rothschild" (pp.998-999). And to exemplify a second time: "...since, therefore, capital - to the extent to which it manifests itself in the objective conditions of labor - consists of means of production, raw materials, auxiliary materials ... etc., people tend to conclude that all means of production are capital potentially, and that they are so actually when they function as means of production. Capital then is held to be a necessary feature of the human labor process as such, irrespective of the historical forms it has assumed ... The identity is proved by holding fast to the features common to all processes of production, while neglecting their specific differentiae. The identity is demonstrated by abstracting from the distinctions" [SOURCE???].

This is the reason that throughout Capital Volume One Marx is at pains to explore on the one hand the labor process, simple reproduction, expanded reproduction, etc., as ahistorical, general categories, alongside the particular historical expressions they assume and must assume once cast into the social relations which necessarily must mediate them. Consider in this regard the structure of Chapter 7 where Marx starts out by talking about the labor process in general and then turns to examine its particular expression under capital: how the conditions of the labor process, labor power and means of production now become commodities (constant and variable capital respectively) and how the objective of the labor process becomes not just a matter of producing use values but of valorizing the values set out initially for wages, raw-materials and instruments of labor; and how, therefore, the character of the labor process, as something impersonal over which the worker has no control, how she feels employed by the means of production rather than the other way around, has to be different.

So how does Marx explain this process of naturalization, of mystification when agents turn to trying to make sense of why they relate to each other as things and experience themselves as subject to forces of an impersonal and objective nature? The problem is there there is nothing in the commodity to suggest that the properties it possesses as a commodity are not properties it possesses naturally, as a thing. In talking about the worker's experience of the capitalist labor process, for example, Marx writes: "...they are incapable of detaching their physical existence as mere elements in the labor process from the social characteristics amalgamated with it, which is what really make them capital. They are unable to do this because in reality the labor process that employs the physical qualities of the means of production as the means of subsistence of labor is identical with the labor process that converts these self-same means of production into means for living labor. In the labor process looked at purely for itself the worker utilizes the means of production. In the labor process regarded also as a capitalist process of production, the means of production utilize the worker, so that work appears only as an instrument which enables a specific quantum of value, i.e. a specific mass of objectified labor, to suck in living labor in order to sustain and increase itself." (p.1008)

The point is, for Marx, that the thing-like properties of capital and of the commodity have as their condition the social relations of generalized commodity production; i.e. capitalism. Without those social relations money cannot become capital and neither can the means of production. Likewise labor power cannot be bought and sold as a commodity. To talk about (e.g.) Africa's problem as 'lack of capital' makes no sense if over large parts of the continent the immediate producers are confirmed in their possession of the means of production. Money capital will only flow in if it can hire wage labor and without the divorce of immediate producers from the means of production that is not going to happen. But talking about 'lack of capital' is very common in the mainstream development literature as is talking about 'lack of markets': as if markets could exist outside of capitalist development and therefore the double freedom of labor power. As Marx wrote: "Material wealth transforms itself into capital simply and solely because the worker sells his labor-power in order to live. The articles which are the material conditions of labor, i.e. the means of production and the article which are the precondition for the survival of the worker himself, i.e. the means of subsistence, both become capital only because of the phenomenon of wage-labor. Capital is not a thing, any more than money is a thing. In capital, as in money, certain specific social relations of production between people appear as relations of things to people, or else certain social relations appear as the natural properties of things in society. Without a class dependent on wages, the moment individuals confront each other as free persons, there can be no production of surplus-value; without the production of surplus-value there can be no capitalist production, and hence no capital and not capitalist! Capital and wage-labor (it is thus we designate the labor of the worker who sells his own labor-power) only express two aspects of the self-same relationship. Money cannot become capital unless it is exchanged for labor-power, a commodity sold by the worker himself. Conversely, work can only be wage-labor when its own material conditions confront it as autonomous powers, alien property, value existing for itself and maintaining itself, in short as capital" (pp.1005-1006)

'Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham' 
"The sphere of circulation or commodity exchange, within whose boundaries the sale and purchase of labor-power goes on, is in fact, a very Eden of the innate rights of man. It is the exclusive realm of Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham. Freedom, because both buyer and seller of a commodity, let us say of labor-power, are determined only by their own free will. They contract as free persons, who are equal before the law. Their contract is the final result in which their joint will finds a common legal expression. Equality, because each enters into relation with the other, as with a simple owner of commodities, and they exchange equivalent for equivalent. Property, because each disposes only of what is his own. And Bentham, because each looks only to his own advantage. The only force bringing them together, and putting them into relation with each other, is the selfishness, the gain and the private interest of each. Each pays heed to himself only, and no one worries about the others. And precisely for that reason, either in accordance with the pre-established harmony of things, or under the auspices of an omniscient providence, they all work together to their mutual advantage, for the common weal, and in the common interest.

When we leave this sphere of simple circulation or the exchange of commodities, which provides the 'free-trader vulgaris' with his views, his concepts and the standard by which he judges the society of capital and wage-labor, a certain change takes place, or so it appears in the physiognomy of our dramatis personae. He who was previously the money-owner now strides out in front as a capitalist; the possessor labor-power follows as his worker. The one smirks self-importantly and is intent on business; the other is timid and holds back, like someone who has brought his own hide to market and now has nothing else to expect but - a tanning" (Capital Vol 1, p.280)

So far: we have discussed social relations whose modes of appearance. are not mystificatory as such but are subject to a transformation that makes them mystificatory: what is essentially social gets naturalized. There are other appearances, forms, however, which cannot help but mystify. Among these Marx included the sale of labor, freedom and equality. But as with the mystifications we have already discussed, revealing the illusion for what it is involves a journey from the sphere of circulation to that of production: from the sphere of buying and selling between one individual and another to the confrontation between classes.

1.The Sale of Labor 

Workers believe that what they sell to the capitalist is labor rather than labor power: her capacity to labor, that is. This is crucial to capitalist ideology since it sustains the belief that capital is not an exploitative relation. Only when it is realized that the worker sells her labor power can the origin of profit in surplus labor be unearthed. In Chapter Nineteen Marx shows why it is that what the worker sells to the capitalist is his/her labor power and could not possibly be a given quantity of labor. He is also concerned, however, with showing why it appears to be labor rather than labor power that the worker sells.

From a number of complementary standpoints what the worker sells has to be labor power and not a given quantity of labor. A commodity must exist before it is sold; if the worker was able to endow it (labor) with an independent existence he/she would be selling a commodity and not labor (p.675): "It is not labor which directly confronts the possessor of money on the commodity market but rather the worker. What the worker is selling is his labor power. As soon as his labor actually begins, it has already ceased to belong to him; it can therefore no longer be sold by him. Labor is the substance, and the immanent measure of value, but it has not value in itself." (Capital, Vol 1, p.677). In other words it is the commodity produced by labor that has value; the labor itself, the expenditure of labor power, is necessary to producing that commodity but it is not the commodity itself. Again, labor is the measure of value but it is not the commodity which has that value.

If indeed it was the value of labor which was sold this would mean the supercession of either capitalism or the law of value. Thus, the sale of the value of labor would only be compatible with capitalism and profit making if the worker received less than the value of his/her labor: i.e. less than the value produced by that labor. On the other hand it would only be compatible with the law of value and the exchange of equivalents (the wage would equal the value produced by the worker, not the value of his/her labor power) if the capitalist made no profit at all!

Yet what is it about our experiences that makes it seem that what the worker sells is his/her labor rather than labor power? Marx considers this question at length on pp.680-681. There is first the wage form: where labor's access to means of subsistence is mediated by wages, all trace of differentiation between paid (i.e. necessary) and unpaid (i.e. surplus) labor is obliterated. "All labor appears as paid labor". Compare this with feudalism when the serf knows very well when he/she stops working for his/her means of subsistence and starts working for the feudal lord. In slavery, of course, all labor appears as unpaid labor [3].

It is also common to talk about the value or price of commodities like coal or cotton and these prices vary with their magnitude: more coal is more valuable than less coal. So why shouldn't we talk about the value of labor, particularly when, as with so much coal, the seller receives the money in exchange after it is all delivered? This apprehension is deepened when the concrete nature of the worker's labor is taken into account. The worker and the capitalist, both, experience labor as a concrete activity rather than one of producing value and it is its ability to produce value which differentiates labor power from other commodities.

2.Freedom and Equality 

According to Marx the freedom and equality that the worker experiences in the labor market turn into unfreedom and inequality at the point of production. It seems as if the worker is free to dispose of her labor power since she can 'shop around' for the best wage and conditions of work. This is in contrast to the clear unfreedom of the serf who was tied down to the lord's manor. Likewise it seems as if equivalents are being exchanged: as Marx says "Equality, because each enters into relation with the other, as with a simple owner of commodities, and they exchange equivalent for equivalent" Again, this is in contrast to the serf's lot, where he is left in no doubt that surplus labor is being extorted by someone else. But in the workplace, and considering the relation as a class relation, it turns out to be otherwise: hence the irony in the two quotations from Capital Vol 1 with which this major section commenced.

What the worker receives as a wage is just enough to reproduce herself so as to return and make a new wage bargain - implying her freedom and independence - but one that is necessary since otherwise she will starve. Likewise what seems to be an equal relationship between buyer and seller turns out to be the very antithesis of this when the relation is examined as part of a class relation and in fact it produces growing inequality. It might seem that what the worker receives as a wage is the capitalist's own money, accumulated through her own labor. But even if this was the case at the beginning, as accumulation occurs what the worker is receiving as a wage is simply the transmuted form of her past product. As Marx states:

"What flows back to the worker in the shape of wages is a portion of the product he himself continuously reproduces. The capitalist, it is true, pays him the value of the commodity in money, but this money is merely the transmuted form of the product of his labor. While he is converting a portion of the means of production into products, a portion of his former product is being turned into money. It is his labor of last week, or of last year, that pays for his labor power this week or this year. The illusion created by the money-form vanishes immediately if, instead of taking a single capitalist and a single worker, we take the whole capitalist class and the whole working class. The capitalist class is constantly giving to the working class drafts, in the form of money, on a portion of the product produced by the latter and appropriated by the former. the workers give these drafts back just as constantly to the capitalists, and thereby withdraw from the latter their allotted share of their own product. The transaction is veiled by the commodity- form of the product and the money-form of the commodity" (pp.712-713).

So in order for variable capital to "lose its character of a value advanced out of the capitalist's funds ... (we have to) ... view the process of capitalist production in the flow of its constant renewal" (p.714). It is true, says Marx, that that original accumulation by the capitalist may have taken place "independently of the unpaid labor of other people" (p.714). But the "mere continuity of capitalist production" means that, given that the capitalist has to subsist, after a few production cycles that original capital has been consumed and so must be replenished by the unpaid labor of the wage worker. So: "Even if that capital was, on its entry into the process of production, the personal property of the man who employs it, and was originally acquired by his own labor, it sooner or later becomes value appropriated without an equivalent, the unpaid labor of others materialized either in the money-form or some other way" (p.715).

Notes:
[1] But significantly the conversation continues: “I got to figure,” the tenant said. “We all got to figure. There’s some way to stop this. It’s not like lightning or earthquakes. We’ve got a bad thing made by men, and by God that’s something we can change”. In other words, the tenant refuses to indulge in those naturalizations of society that are the staple of capitalist ideology, as we will shortly see.

[2] ‘Something always sticks’.

[3] This is also an illusion. The slave owner extorts surplus labor, but necessary labor time is not abolished since the slave has to be reproduced.

