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Knowledge, Power, and Ideology: A Critical Epistemology Abstract: Is all knowledge and scientific inquiry ideology? In this paper the issue of ideology in knowledge and scientific inquiry will be discussed through a critical analysis of the thesis: “There is no hope of purifying knowledge in such a way as to get rid of power relations. This means that all scientific inquiry is, in a sense, ideology”. In analyzing and discussing this thesis, the ideas of Marx and Gramsci about superstructure, consciousness and hegemony will be used. These will be linked to Marcuse's notion of “false needs”. It will be concluded that indeed, all knowledge and scientific inquiry are ideology, because both our understanding of a subject, and the needs that drive scientific inquiry, are greatly influenced by the economic system and the (dialectical) power struggle over and within this economic system. Through hegemony and the creation of (false) consciousness and (false) needs, the dominant ideology of a class and society are imposed, influenced or even determined. Keywords: critical theory, epistemology, Marx, Gramsci, ideology Is all knowledge and scientific inquiry ideology? In this paper, I will analyze the issue of ideology in knowledge and scientific inquiry. The central thesis that will be discussed is: “There is no hope of purifying knowledge in such a way as to get rid of power relations. This means that all scientific inquiry is, in a sense, ideology”. To understand, analyze and discuss this thesis, a critical approach will be used, setting forth a critical epistemology about how knowledge reflects the broader ideological sphere in which it is rooted. In discussing the issue of whether knowledge and scientific inquiry are ideology, it first of all is important to answer the question whether knowledge is indeed drenched in power relations, and thus whether there is any hope of “purifying knowledge in such a way as to get rid of power relations”. While knowledge is hard to define, I shall in this paper use the idea that knowledge is our “theoretical and practical understanding of a subject” (Oxford, 2015). The question that then arises is: how do we understand a subject? To answer this question, we have to enter into the realm of human consciousness. How is consciousness of and within a society 1



determined? To understand this, I will first discuss the ideas of Marx and Gramsci about ideas and ideology. Marx: ideology and the ruling class How do ideas become dominant in a particular society? Or, it follows, is knowledge constructed as a power struggle between certain ideas? For Marx and Engels (1932: 21), 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 dominant, ruling class has the capacity to impose its ideas on a society, and thereby to create legitimacy for its ideas. By shaping public discourse and the institutionalization of its ideas into laws, a ruling class imposes its ideology on society and gives its ideas a sense of universality, to “represent them as the only rational, universally valid ones” (Marx & Engels, 1932: 21). Contrary to Hegel's notion of dialectics, for Marx and Engels history is not so much about a dialectical struggle between ideas, but a dialectical struggle or relationship between economic classes: the history of every society is a history of class struggle (1848: 14). Therefore, the struggle for the dominance of ideas is also a struggle between classes over the pursuit of intellectual power. It is about power over the mental and intellectual realm of society “so that thereby (…) the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it” (Marx & Engels, 1932: 21). Hence, this kind of power is not about (violent) coercion, but rather about drenching people's (false) consciousness into the realm of the ruling ideology and making them believe its ideas are natural or common sense, or, as Marx wrote in Capital: “We are not aware of this, nevertheless we do it” (“Sie wissen das nicht, aber sie tun es”) (1887: 48). For Marx, people have a false consciousness about the world surrounding them and the role ideology plays in this world. They have internalized the ideas and ideology of the ruling classes and through the introjection of false needs, to which I will come back later, they create a false understanding of their social position (Marcuse, 1969: 15). Ideology then is an epistemological issue for Marx: it is a problem of knowledge, and whether we are conscious about the reality surrounding us. To understand how ideas are determined by the ideology of the society, it is important to see the distinction Marx creates: between the base, i.e., the “existing method of economic organization” (Myers, 2003: 18), which refers to the specific organization of the economy, in our time, a capitalist 2



economy, and the superstructure: the “cultural, political, and legal framework of a society”, i.e., the dominant ideology of a society. The superstructure arises from the base: “the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, political and intellectual life” (Marx, 1859). The domain or climate in which knowledge and ideas are situated is thus in the (intellectual) superstructure, which, as shown above, is for Marx determined by the (capitalist) economic system. In Marx's time, the liberal bourgeois that had played a revolutionary role as the antithesis of feudalism (1848: 15), now owned the means of production and was thereby the dominant ideological and economic class. As “the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men” (Marx & Engels, 1845: 8), the dominant ideas in the time of Marx were thus those of the liberal bourgeoisie. More relevant to our time then, for Marcuse (1978) the free, rational and autonomous individual is being repressed by the capitalist society and its mass-production of goods, or consumption society. If knowledge is about our “understanding of a subject” (Oxford, 2015), this understanding is very much influenced by our social consciousness, which then is determined by our material life. Knowledge and ideas, according Marx, are thus the product of the material conditions of a society. They are greatly influenced, or even determined, by the superstructure of a society, that has its foundations in the economic and material relations, the base. The economic forces that shape society are also the intellectual forces that shape ideas and knowledge (Greaves, 2008: 3). According to Marx, once history has reached the stage of classlessness, or communism, not only dialectical social relations cease to exist, but also the dialectical struggle for intellectual power; knowledge then is no longer ideological. Gramsci: hegemony and knowledge While Gramsci criticizes Marx's particular notion of objectivity and claims that objectivity itself is a “historicized and humanized objectivity” (Salamini, 1974: 376), he continues on the path that Marx and Engels had paved. For Gramsci, the question is not so much if the ideology of the ruling class is to dominate the realm of ideas of a society, but rather how. Gramsci is interested not per se in the organization of class relations, but in the mechanism of how these relations are perpetuated. He aims to show how “oppressive economic practices are given moral legitimacy through a process of ideological exchange whereby the oppressed become instrumental in their own oppression” 3



(Greaves, 2008: 3). The answer to the puzzle lies in the notion of hegemony, the cultural and ideological direction and manipulation of the masses into the subjection to the ideas and economic forces of the ruling class (Salamini, 1974: 368). But how? The contention that Gramsci proposes is that the dominance of the ruling class is “exercised on a deeper level through a profound, unconscious transformation of human consciousness” (Salamini, 1974: 370). To maintain itself in power, a social class tries to win the implicit consent of the masses to its ideology. The Weltanschauung, or ideology, of the ruling class is popularized and internalized in the consciousness of oppressed classes. This is “hegemony” at its core: the reform of the human consciousness (Salamini, 1974: 378). The alteration of human consciousness affects the (practical) understanding of man about subjects, and therefore knowledge. Which ideas become hegemonic is the result of a dialectical struggle between opposing classes and their ideas. According to Gramsci, the history of philosophy is “the history of conflicts among classes which oppose different Weltanschauungen” (Salamini, 1974: 366). This is his 'philosophy of praxis', which “conceives the reality of the human relations of knowledge as an element of political ‘hegemony'” (Gramsci, 1971). Gramsci, like Marx and Engels, acknowledges that “ideas do not exist by themselves but are concretized in objective social conditions” (Salamini, 1974: 365). Ideas and thought are all ideology for Gramsci. Every society has its own outlook or Weltanschauung through which it sees and analyses itself and the world. As objectivity does not exist for Gramsci, the framework through which we see and analyze the world is determined by the hegemonic ideological organization of a society. Phenomena are not something objective, but “they are qualities which man has isolated in consequence of his practical interests (the construction of his economic life)” (Gramsci, 1971: 368). It follows then, that knowledge is superstructure, as a man's practical interests are determined by his economic position in society, which is then determined by the superstructure and base. Summarizing Marx and Gramsci As knowledge is our “understanding of a subject” (Oxford, 2015), the point is to penetrate into the realm of consciousness, as this is where our understanding of the (material) world can be found. This consciousness then, is determined by our material life, or, in a broader sense, the economic, ideological base of a society. But not only in that sense is knowledge ideology for both Gramsci, for whom the consciousness is altered through hegemony, and Marx, from whom consciousness is 4



determined by the economic organization of society. Over the economic base of society is a dialectical power struggle between antagonisms; i.e., classes. The picture that is created is as follows: knowledge is about understanding, and our understanding is determined by consciousness, which is determined by our material life. What our material life is, is determined by the economic base of a society. There is a dialectical power struggle between antagonisms, i.e., classes, over the formation of the economic base. Therefore, knowledge is filled with power relations about who has the material and thus the intellectual power in a society; the mental or intellectual power to subject the other class or group through hegemony to your ideology. False needs, intellectual hegemony and scientific inquiry Through an analysis of the ideas of Marx and Gramsci is has been set out that knowledge is indeed, as the thesis this paper discusses claims, filled with power relations and ideology. I will now continue to the question whether the logical conclusion to this claim is that scientific inquiry is ideology, or not. To answer this question, one thing is important: what drives scientific inquiry?



According to Gramsci, human need is linked to scientific inquiry (Salamini, 1974: 376). Hence, scientific inquiry and research are fostered by a human need to understand a particular issue or question. How then are needs constructed and what is the role of the dominant ideology in a society in the creation of these needs? For Marcuse (1964: 7), modern capitalist society creates false needs: needs “which are superimposed upon the individual by particular social interests in his repression”. These needs are not created by the rational, autonomous individual, which for Marcuse has been “stripped of his rationality “by the rationality under which they live” (1978: 145), but by external forces, e.g., (TV) commercials, media, and consumption goods. False needs are mechanisms of subjection, which chain the individual to a system of repression. Marcuse further develops the ideas and notions that Marx and Gramsci had developed. Where Marx introduced the idea that a man's consciousness is determined by his material status, and Gramsci showed how through hegemony the ideology of the ruling class is imposed on society and the people in it, Marcuse tends to argue how precisely it is that modern capitalist society represses the autonomy of mankind. 5



If needs are what drives and fosters scientific inquiry, but these needs are themselves ideological constructs in their origin, the conclusion is that scientific inquiry itself is ideological. It is fostered by false needs, shaped by the hegemonic ideology. There is no such thing as objectively driven scientific inquiry: what fosters inquiry is itself shaped by ideology and it is therefore not objective. The intellectual superstructure on which scientific inquiry is founded, is fought over by dialectically positioned antagonisms, i.e., classes, which struggle for the intellectual power to impose an ideology on the other. The dominant, ruling class then imposes its ideology through hegemony on society, including science. Because of this imposition, the needs that people have are false needs, they are shaped and created by the ideological organization of society, which is repressive and defends the interests of the ruling class. For Marcuse, false needs are conservative and their ideological function is to conserve and strengthen the ideological organization of society (1969:11). The science and knowledge that (ideological) scientific inquiry then creates, tends to reinforce the hegemonic ideology, and this is why for Gramsci, intellectuals are for the most part the legitimizing agents of capitalism (1971: 12). Whereas the scientific inquiry that is fostered by false needs is a more or less unconscious process, a more open way through which scientific inquiry can serve the interests of a ruling class is through funding of research. Langley & Parkinson (2009: 7) find that “direct commercial funding of a research study increases the likelihood that the results will be favorable to the funders”. They claim that “there is clear evidence that large-scale, commercial involvement in university-based science, engineering and technology has impacts that can be very detrimental, such as the introduction of significant bias and the marginalization of work with clear social and environmental benefits” (Langley & Parkinson, 2009: 7). These commercial funders are mostly from the pharmaceutical, tobacco, military, oil and gas, and biotechnology industry, and sponsorship bias can create outcomes of scientific research that favors their particular economic, or capitalist, interest. Here, the dominant ideology and superstructure set the rules and terms of the game of scientific knowledge; what is to be investigated, and what not? If scientific inquiry and research that is fostered by direct commercial interests leads to biased outcomes that defend these commercialist interests, this research has an ideological function. Using the discourse of Marx, scientific inquiry and research are here determined by the dominant ideology which directly influences the intellectual superstructure and intellectual work through commercial funding. 6



Conclusion To conclude, if knowledge is about understanding a subject, and a man's practical understanding of the world, or a subject, is determined by his consciousness and material life, which are then determined by ideology and the economic base, it follows that all knowledge, as understanding, is ideology and there is no hope to purify knowledge of power relations; the realm of knowledge and ideas is essentially fought over in a dialectical power struggle between antagonistic groups or classes. Moreover, once the base and superstructure of a society are set, these tend to influence or even determine the (false) needs that foster scientific inquiry and research. Likewise, commercial funding tends to directly influence scientific research and sponsorship bias can give this research an ideological function, defending the ruling economic interests. Finally then, when ideology and power relations are so deeply rooted in knowledge and the scientific work, rather than ineffectually attempting to “purify” knowledge of these characteristics, we should be aware of the role ideology plays in the creation and determination of knowledge. References Gramsci, A. (1971) Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: International Publishers) Greaves, N.M. (2008) “Intellectuals and the Historical Construction of Knowledge and Identity: A Reappraisal of Gramsci’s Ideas on Leadership” Cultural Logic: An Electronic Journal of Marxist Theory & Practice, Vol. 11 Langley, C. & S. Parkinson (2009) “Science and the corporate agenda” (Accessed October 22, 2015) Marcuse, H. (1964) One Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press) Marcuse, H. (1969) An Essay on Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press) Marcuse, H. (1978) “Some Social Implications of Modern Technology”, in: The Essential Frankfurt School Reader, A. Arato & E. Gebhardt (red.) (Oxford: Basil Blackwell), 138-162 Marx, K. & F. Engels (1932) “The German Ideology” (Accessed October 20, 2015) Marx, K. & F. Engels (1848) “Manifesto of the Communist Party” (Accessed October 21, 2010) Marx, K. (1859) “A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy” (Accessed October 21, 2015) Marx. K (1887) “Capital, A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1” (Accessed October 21, 2015) Myers, T. (2003) Reading Zizek (London: Routledge) Oxford Dictionaries (2015), “Knowledge” (Accessed October 21, 2015) Salamini, L. (1974) “Gramsci and Marxist Sociology of Knowledge: An Analysis of Hegemony-IdeologyKnowledge” The Sociological Quarterly 15(3), 359-380
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