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  O n  the analysis and critique of 
ideology  
In politics today, there truly is no alternative. What was once 
Margaret Thatcher’s uniquely radical dictum has long since 
passed from an efficient slogan to an adequate description of 
political realities. Our post-communist, post-everything world 
of no alternatives has often been described as post-political. 
Without the dynamics of living conflict, politics turns into a 
machinery of managerial techniques, operating under a liberal 
veneer. However, the situation has evolved – or, if one prefers, 
deteriorated – further than what is implied in the established 
description offered in the designation of our times as »post-
political«. The veneer has faded, so to speak. It is no longer the 
case that an established hegemonic neoliberal ideology effec-
tively proposes itself as the sole reasonable discourse on 
societal affairs. This hegemony has also failed, miserably, to 
live up to its grand declarations of prosperity, stability and 
freedom. It is as if the machine now runs by itself, regardless 
of its lacking legitimation, as it implements policies without 
both appeal to and accordance with popular will.

As the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek aptly argues, neolib-
eral dogma has failed twice, first in the form of tragedy, then in 
the form of farce. First, the Pax Americana of the only surviving 
cold war superpower has in the aftermath of 9/11 tragically 
shown itself to be little more than another name for perpetual 
global civil conflict. The war on terror goes on indefinitely, un-
dermining both civil liberties and the international law that was 
the hope of 1990s liberal internationalists. Even worse, the 
proclaimed global hegemon seems unable to live up to the image 
of its power, becoming quagmired in one counterinsurgency 
campaign after another. Second, the financial crisis following 
the 2008 housing bubble proved a farcical end to the neoliberal 
vision of perpetual growth.1 The collapse of the financial mar-
kets has since been followed by an era of austerity, whose mag-
nitude and untenability has not been seen since the 1930s. In 
short, the system moves on without overt ideological support.

And still, it moves. In Žižek’s words, ideology of today works 
according to the formula »they know very well what they are 
doing, but still, they are doing it«.2 Somehow, we have become 
so cynical that we expect and accept to be disappointed and 
misled by our leaders. We seem convinced of our collective lack 
of ability to change the basic coordinates of our shared politi-
cal and economic existence. This goes for more phenomena 
than those mentioned above. For instance, we can see it in the 
way surveillance technology is being implemented by govern-
ments across the board, slowly erasing the boundaries between 
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liberal democracy and a kind of soft totalitarianism. The liber-
tarian-populist, anti-bureaucratic slogans of neoliberal reform 
have done nothing to ease paperwork, regulation and control. 
On the contrary – the effects of new public management in 
these times of »capitalist realism« has aptly been described as 
»market Stalinism and bureaucratic anti-production«.3 Riots 
and unrest in major European cities have long been predicted 
by sociologists, their roots in growing inequality and economic 
despair have been acknowledged even by populist tabloids, and 
still politicians and courts treat them as mainly the result of 
lacking morals, as the work of malicious individuals, ignoring 
causes as well as long-term social challenges. And regardless 
of how serious our most merited scientists say the prospects of 
climate change and growing ecological crises are, we and our 
elected leaders still remain to reach any kind of agreement on 
how to handle our common problems. We know very well what 
we are doing, but still, we are doing it. 

In all this, we still live after the end of history. Even if the 
so-called only alternative has shown itself to be equally impos-
sible, its Utopias as improbable, as those of eastern European 
real-socialism or Cold War Third-Worldism, no new visions are 
emerging. Rather, we live in a world where another slogan from 
the Thatcher era seems disturbingly accurate: no future.

One would think that the political situation described above, 
with its apparent discrepancies between ideal and reality, 
should make for a great appeal in the study of ideology. 
However, the concept of ideology seems to be of ill repute 
within today’s academia. Theories of ideology have of course 
always been contested and challenged by doctrines of positiv-
ism, empiricism and historicism. All three of these are still 
going strong in the humanities and social science departments, 
from cognitivism, via statistics, to cultural relativism. The 
classical conception of ideology also came under attack during 
the heyday of poststructuralism, in the aftermath of which the 
rhetoric of discourse analysis has made its contribution to the 
discrediting of the concept of ideology. As a continuation of 
this »’deconstructive’ discourse positivism«, 4 pace Robert Kurz, 
the so-called new materialisms, together with or in the form of 
actor-network theory and object oriented ontology, have de-
cried claims to critical distinction between idea and phenom-
enon, even going so far as to denouncing the post-Kantian 
critical project tout court.

Thus, we find ourselves in a strange situation. The post-
political world of today seems to offer up ample evidence for a 
sort of cynical ideological thinking where actors »know very 
well what they are doing, but still …« keep on reproducing their 
conditions. At the same time, scholarly interest in human 
affairs almost seems to reciprocally mimic the cynicism of 
dominant dogma in its attention to objecthood and ontological 
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objectification. In neither the politics, nor the thought of our 
age, human subjectivity seems to be in high esteem. The mate-
rial, conceptual and institutional conditions for this anti-
subjective form of subjectivity, however, remain relatively 
unexplored. These are the circumstances we find ourselves in 
and under which we pose a critical question: What is to be 
saved and what is to be reinvented in the analysis of ideology?

The editors of this issue of LIR.journal are all PhD students 
in History of Ideas and Science at the University of 
Gothenburg. This department has a long tradition of work 
within and on theories of ideology, going back to the 1970s and 
80s. That work was elaborated further by a reception of postco-
lonial theory and other developments in critical theory during 
the 1990s. We aim to return to this tradition, revive it and 
enquire into what would make the study of ideology applicable 
in contemporary scholarly work. It is our belief that the arti-
cles in this issue all contribute to that end, all in their own way. 
Rather than expressing a united set of theoretical positions, 
questions or methodological approaches, the articles investi-
gate a variety of subjects, taking their cue from differing theo-
retical frameworks and lines of thought. What unites the 
efforts collected here is the conviction that conceptions of 
ideology remain a valid and vital theoretical enterprise and an 
important contribution to the humanities.

The contributions in this volume were all originally pre-
sented at a colloquium in Gothenburg in December 2012. There, 
PhD students in the History of Ideas from Gothenburg met PhD 
students and recent PhDs from Aarhus University in Denmark 
for an exchange on the topics at hand. The editors would like to 
thank the Department of Literature, History of Ideas and 
Religion for the opportunity to host that event.
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