ideology

 [from French idéologie, from idéo-, idea + -logia, study of]

The word ideology was coined in 1796 by the French philosopher Antoine Destutt de Tracy (1754-1836). It described a new discipline he created whose goal was to study ideas and to help people analyze their own ideas. Destutt's intent was to sort out ideas that were based on experience and were therefore valid from those that had no basis in experience and were consequently groundless. For Destutt, sensory experience, including feelings and memories, was the foundation of all knowledge. As a consequence, he believed that religious ideas were groundless, as were other claims to knowledge of truths that were not based on experience, such as universal moral values or claims for absolute political power. For Destutt, each person had the capacity to determine the truth based upon what she or he experienced. No external authorities, such as the church or state, had a right to legislate moral, political, social, or religious ideas.

This lack of respect for institutional authority got Destutt and his new discipline of ideology in trouble with Napoleon Bonaparte (17691821), who, with his ascension to the throne of emperor, reestablished religion in France and claimed absolute political authority for himself. Napoleon suppressed the ideas of Destutt and his followers, and attacked them publicly for being responsible for "all of the misfortunes which have befallen our beautiful France." He attempted to discredit these ideas and used the word ideology in a pejorative and negative sense. He identified ideologists as a small group of malcontents and revolutionaries. This particular use of the word ideology still persists in political debate alongside its primary sociological use. When the word ideology is used by conservatives or reactionaries, it implies, as did Napoleon, that people who express opposition to established authority are ideologues — troublemakers and revolutionaries who hold dangerous and false ideas. Their ideas are then put down as false and mere expression of group self-interest.

Today, the word ideology is primarily used to refer to ideas, attitudes, and values that represent the interests of a group or class of people. These ideas are expressed in the media, through the arts, and in all of the ways in which a group within a society displays its perception of the world.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) accepted the primary use of ideology but gave it a new twist in their work The German Ideology (1845-7). For them an ideology represented the expression of the ideas of the economically dominant class in a society. Ideas do not express realities so much as the values of the people who control society. They are false in that they claim truth and universality even though they are rooted in historically based economic relationships. Analyzing an ideology consists, for them, of discovering how dominant systems of ideas relate to the actual needs, demands, and self-descriptions of the ruling class.

Thus Napoleon on the conservative side of the political spectrum, and Marx and Engels on the radical side, agree that ideologies express ideas and beliefs of a group or class that are influenced by self-interest.

Here are two ideological statements about the United States:

· All people in the United States are free to choose to become anything they want. There are no limits to achievement in our democracy, and if you don't succeed it is your own fault. 

· Democracy is a sham in the United States.

The first statement, referring to freedom and wealth in the United States, is in the class interest of people who have considerable freedom and some wealth. However, from the point of view of a poor family trapped in an urban ghetto, or of an immigrant farm worker, who have never been able to make it no matter how hard they tried, the statement is false. This does not mean that no poor people ever become wealthy. However, the statement makes a universal claim: it is a generalization from the class self-interest of people with wealth to all members of the society. In that sense, it is ideological.

The second statement takes a stance with the poor, and expresses another partial view of the situation in the United States. It is made in the interests of working and poor people and those others who choose to work on their behalf. However, people who are poor do have some democratic freedoms. They can vote, have freedom of speech, and are protected by the law in many ways (though they may also be abused by it in other ways). As a partial truth, it also is an ideological statement.

These two statements do not stand alone, but are parts of systems of beliefs and values that often determine people's actions. The field of sociology studies the relationships of these systems of belief, that is, ideologies, to the groups that hold them and analyzes the relationship between belief, social, political, and economic structure and the process of change.
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