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Ideology

Meaning

First, imagine ideology as one of the slipperiest 
words in all of social science — “the most elusive 
concept”. Everyone uses it, but no one quite pins 
it down the same way.

The Marxist View – Power in the mind

Karl Marx said: “The class which controls the means 
of material production also controls the means of 
mental production.”

• Ideology = false consciousness — a kind of 
delusion and mystification that hides how the 
world really works.

• Society is presented upside down, like a 
camera obscura.

• Your beliefs are not purely personal — they’re 
shaped by economics and social structures, 
including property rights.

• For Lenin, ideology is the ideas of a particular 
social class, with Marxism serving as the 
ideology of the working class.

• Antonio Gramsci adds hegemony — ruling 
not just through force, but through consent.

• The Frankfurt School (e.g., Herbert Marcuse) 
warned of manufacturing ideology — mass 
culture shaping minds to fit the system.

The Non-Marxist View – Beyond class 

struggle

Karl Mannheim – Ideology & Utopia

• Ideology: defends the existing social order 
and the interests of the dominant group.

• Utopia: imagines a radically different future, 
representing the oppressed.

• All ideology is partial and self-interested.

• Knowledge must be studied through the 
sociology of knowledge — every idea has a 
social context.

Liberals – Karl Popper

• Ideology is a closed system of thought 
claiming monopoly of truth.

• It refuses to tolerate other ideas — seen in 
fascism, Nazism, and Stalinism.

• It’s totalising, functioning as social control, 
enforcing compliance and subordination.

Conservatives – Michael Oakeshott

• The world is infinitely complex — too 
complex to be captured by grand ideological 
blueprints.

• “Men sail a boundless and bottomless sea.”

• Best guide? Pragmatism and experience 
drawn from history.

The Essence: 
Ideology is never “just ideas.” It’s the mental 
battlefield where power is won or lost. 
Sometimes it blinds us (false consciousness), 
sometimes it inspires change (utopia), and 
sometimes it imprisons us in closed systems. The 
real challenge? Seeing our own ideology — 
because that’s the one we’re most likely to 
mistake for “common sense.”

Contours of Ideology

An ideology isn’t just random opinions or 
slogans — it has three essential parts:

• Critique of the existing order → It asks: 
What’s wrong with the world as it is?

• It examines social, political, and economic 
systems.

• Example: Socialism critiques inequality and 
exploitation under capitalism.
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• Vision of a future society → It imagines: What 
should the world look like?

• This is the utopian element — a picture of 
an ideal society, whether it’s a classless 
world, a perfectly free market, or total 
gender equality.

• Theory of political change → It answers: How 
do we get from here to there?

• Whether through revolution, reform, 
grassroots activism, or policy shifts, 
i d e o l o g y m a p s t h e s t r a t e g y f o r 
transformation.

Ideology vs. Political Theory

• Political theory → Asks normative questions 
like What is justice? or What ought to be?

• It’s more philosophical, abstract, and 
timeless.

• Political ideology → Adds descriptive context 
(Here’s how the world currently works), plus 
prescriptive ideas (Here’s the system we should 
aim for).

◦ It’s applied political theory — 
ideas in action, connected to real-
world politics.

Examples of Contours of Ideology

• Feminism

• Critique → Patriarchy, gender inequality.

• Vision → Gender equality or liberation.

• Change → Legal reform, activism, cultural 
transformation.

• Socialism

• Critique → Capitalist exploitation, class 
inequality.

• Vision → Classless, collectively-owned 
economy.

• Change → Revolution or democratic 
socialism.

• Conservatism

• Critique → Disruption of tradition, social 
instability.

• Vision → Order, continuity, gradual 
change.

• Change → Preserve institutions, reform 
cautiously.

The Essence:  
If political theory is the compass, political 
ideology is the map and the travel plan — 
complete with the criticisms of the road we’re on, 
the dream destination, and the route to get there. 
Without all three, it’s not an ideology — it’s just 
wishful thinking.

The End of Ideology – Debate

The industrialised West of the 1950s and 60s.

The smoke and fire of the ideological street 
batt les — liberalism vs. socialism vs. 
conservatism — seemed to have faded. People 
were tired. Reconstruction was done. The bombs 
were quiet. And into this calm walked Daniel 
Bell, with a provocative claim: We have reached the 
“end of ideology.”

Not because ideas had vanished, but because 
economics had trumped politics. 
The new political conversation wasn’t: “What is 
justice?” or “How should power be shared?” It was: 
“How do we deliver affluence?” 
Technical management had replaced moral 
vision.

The old rivals had, strangely, found common 
ground. They all now believed in:

• the market economy

• private property
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• material incentives

• social welfare

• and economic intervention

This consensus became welfare capitalism — or 
social democracy — and for a brief, shining 
moment, it looked like the model.

But history has a way of laughing at declarations 
of finality.

The 1960s exploded with New Left radicalism, 
feminism, and ecologism — voices that said, 
“We still have unfinished revolutions.” 
The 1970s brought an economic recession, 
tearing open the door for the New Right and 
neoliberalism — a sharp turn back toward free 
markets and individualism.

Meanwhile, Bell’s thesis ignored an entire world 
where ideology was still very much alive — the 
entrenched communism of China, Russia, 
Eastern Europe.

And then came Francis Fukuyama, standing in 
1989’s afterglow of the Cold War, declaring the 
“end of history” — the idea that liberal 
democracy was the final form of human 
government. But reality refused to be so tidy.

What we actually saw was the birth of hybrid 
ideologies:

• Conservative nationalism — wrapping 
market capitalism in the flag.

• Liberal multiculturalism — defending 
diversity within liberal frameworks.

The truth? Ideology never dies. It shapeshifts. It 
slips into new clothing, adopts new accents, finds 
new battlefields. The “end of ideology” was 
never an ending — just an intermission.

New Ideologies

In the late 20th century, something extraordinary 
happened. 

The great old battles of capital vs. labour, state 
vs. market, began to lose their iron grip on 
political imagination. The centre of gravity 
shifted — away from the economics of bread and 
butter — and toward the deeper currents of 
culture, identity, and meaning.

This was the birth of new ideologies.

Feminism surged forward — not just as a 
campaign for workplace rights, but as a challenge 
to the centuries-old architecture of patriarchy. It 
dared to ask: Who built this house we all live in, and 
why are some always in the basement?

Post-colonialism spoke with the voice of the 
formerly silenced. It stripped the romance from 
empire, exposing the legacies of domination that 
still haunted our institutions, our art, our very 
sense of self.

Multiculturalism rose up with a different kind of 
challenge — a celebration of difference, an 
insistence that personal choice and self-
definition were not luxuries, but rights. It invited 
us into a world where you could shape your 
identity like an artist shapes a canvas.

Political activism itself began to transform. No 
longer just a duty performed at the ballot box or 
in union halls, it became, for many, a lifestyle — 
visible in what you wore, what you ate, the 
causes you carried on your sleeve or in your 
Twitter bio.

The environment emerged as a moral frontier — 
no longer just a technical issue, but a test of our 
civilisation’s soul. Movements like Rhodes Must 
Fall jolted the world into asking, Whose history 
have we been living in?

And then — on the global horizon — the warning 
came. Samuel P. Huntington, with his Clash of 
Civilisations, painted a world where conflict 
would no longer be mainly about ideology or 
economics, but about culture itself. 
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He mapped the fault lines:

• Sinic vs. Western

• Western vs. Islamic 
— and warned that these cracks could widen 
into chasms.

These new ideologies weren’t just political 
programmes. They were new ways of seeing, 
new ways of being. They reshaped the very 
questions politics could ask.

Post-Modernism

Imagine history as a long stage play, and the 
curtain rises in the 17th century. This is the age of 
modernity — a time intoxicated with science, 
observation , and objective knowledge . 
Everything was about centralisation, order, 
hierarchy, materialism, and yes, capitalism.

The story modernity told was confident — 
perhaps too confident. 
Its heroes believed they were marching toward 
progress… until that march led to world wars 
and nuclear weapons. 
The very tools that promised to liberate humanity 
had also become engines of destruction, eroding 
culture and community.

Enter the mood change — post-modernism.

Post-modernism whispers: “We don’t discover the 
truth… we invent it.” 
It refuses the idea that there is one single, 
objective reality we can all stand outside and 
observe. Instead, truth is just “the limit of our 
knowledge” — not the limit of knowledge itself.

It becomes both a social movement — 
championing world peace, LGBTQ rights, 
diversity, democracy — and an intellectual 
movement reshaping architecture, literature, and 
beyond.

The philosophical godfather here? Nietzsche. 

He declared “God is dead”, dismantled the old 
scaffolding of morality and ultimate criteria, and 
told us there is only the will to power — the 
endless pursuit of influence and creation. His 
idea of the superman (Übermensch) dares us to 
rise above conventional morality entirely.

Post-modernists also borrow from:

• Karl Marx (base–superstructure) — showing 
how economics shapes culture.

• Antonio Gramsci (hegemony) — power 
maintained through consent, not force.

• Karl Popper (falsification) — no theory is 
sacred; it must be open to being disproven.

• Thomas Kuhn (paradigm shifts) — science itself 
changes not by steady progress, but by 
revolutionary leaps.

And then comes Michel Foucault, turning 
Nietzsche’s “knowledge is power” into 
something sharper: No exercise of power is possible 
without theory. 
For him, discourses — the ways we speak and 
frame reality — don’t just describe the world; 
they produce it. 
They shape identities: nationality, criminality, 
sexuality.

Foucault gives us:

• Bio-power — disciplining bodies and minds.

• Governmentality — crafting citizens who “fit” 
society’s needs.

• Truth as ritual — where “knowledge” isn’t 
liberation but a subtle form of control.

In the past, power was coercive — chains, 
threats, brute force. 
Now it is disciplinary — woven into schools, 
clinics, workplaces — so that we willingly shape 
ourselves into the “right” kind of people.

Post-modernism, then, is the great unmasker. It 
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tells us: 
There is no view from nowhere. 
Every truth wears the fingerprints of power. 
And maybe… that’s both terrifying and freeing.

Criticism

Imagine you’re walking through a grand 
museum in London or Paris. The walls are lined 
with “treasures” from Egypt, India, China. Labels 
describe these cultures through Western eyes — 
exotic, backward, mysterious — never on their 
own terms.

That’s exactly what Edward Said unpacked in 
Orientalism: 
knowledge was never neutral; it served 
colonialism. 
The West didn’t just conquer the East with armies 
— it conquered it with books, maps, art, and 
academic “truths.” These “truths” framed the 
Orient as something to be studied, categorised, 
and ruled.

Post-colonialism takes that insight further. 
Gayatri Spivak famously asked in Can the 
Subaltern Speak?: Does the West ever truly listen? 
And even if the East does speak, is it speaking in 
its own voice — or in a voice already shaped, 
filtered, and permitted by the West? This is the 
haunting question of voice and representation.

Homi Bhabha, in The Location of Culture, turns to 
the in-between spaces. He examines the West–
East binaries — civilised/primitive, masculine/
feminine — and shows how colonial encounters 
often blur these lines, creating a messy space of 
cultural mixing, mimicry, and resistance.

T h e n c o m e s J a c q u e s D e r r i d a w i t h 
deconstruction. He tells us: 
meaning is never fixed. A text is not just the 
author’s intent — it’s also shaped by the reader 
and the context. And human knowledge can 

never capture the full range of emotion or 
experience. Meanings are dynamic, constantly 
reconstructed, never set in stone.

In short — Said showed how knowledge enslaves, 
Spivak questioned if the oppressed can speak, 
Bhabha mapped the spaces between, and Derrida 
shattered the idea that meanings are ever final.

If you like, I can now weave these thinkers 
together into one unified post-colonial map so 
you see the connections clearly.
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1. Comment on: End of Ideology debate. 2019, 
10

2. Comment on: Post-modernism. 2017, 10

3. Write a brief note on The End of History 
debate. 2017, 15

4. Examine the debate on the ‘End of Ideology’. 
2011, 30

5. Defence ideology. Critically examine the End 
of Ideology Debate. 2001, 60
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