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17 0 Ruling Class and
Ruling Ideas

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels

el

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which
s 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
= the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally
:peaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject
w0 it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant
material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; hence
ot the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of
zs dominance. The individuals composing the ruling class possess among other
shings consciousness, and therefore think. In so far, therefore, as they rule as a class
2nd determine the extent and compass of an epoch, it is self-evident that they do
“his in its whole range, hence among other things rule also as thinkers, as producers
of ideas, and regulate the production and distribution of the ideas of their age: thus
their ideas are the ruling ideas of the epoch.

[54]

The division of labour [. . .] manifests itself also in the ruling class as the division
of mental and material labour, so that inside this class one part appears as the
thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive ideologists, who make the perfecting of
the illusion of the class about itself their chief source of livelihood), while the others’
attitude to these ideas and illusions is more passive and receptive, because they are
in reality the active members of this class and have less time to make up illusions
and ideas about themselves. Within this class this cleavage can even develop into a
certain opposition and hostility between the two parts, which, however, in the case
of a practical collision, in which the class itself is endangered, automatically comes
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to nothing, in which case there also vanishes the semblance that the ruling ideas were
not the ideas of the ruling class and had a power distinct from the power of this
class.

[

If now in considering the course of history we detach the ideas of the ruling class
from the ruling class itself and attribute to them an independent existence, if we
confine ourselves to saying that these or those ideas were dominant at a given time,
without bothering ourselves about the conditions of production and the producers
of these ideas, if we thus ignore the individuals and world conditions which are the
source of the ideas, we can say, for instance, that during the time that the aristocracy
was dominant, the concepts honour, loyalty, etc., were dominant, during the
dominance of the bourgeoisie the concepts freedom, equality, etc. The ruling class
itself on the whole imagines this to be so. This conception of history, which is
common to all historians, particularly since the eighteenth century, will necessarily
come up against the phenomenon that increasingly abstract ideas hold sway, i.e.
ideas which increasingly take on the form of universality. For each new class which
puts itself in the place of one ruling before it, is compelled, merely in order to carry
through its aim, to represent its interest as the common interest of all the members
of society, that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to give its ideas the form of
universality, and represent them as the only rational, universally valid ones.




18 O Base and
Superstructure

Karl Marx

i)

The general conclusion at which I arrived and which, once reached, became the
zuiding principle of my studies can be summarized as follows. In the social
oroduction of their existence, men enter into definite, necessary relations, which are
ndependent of their will, namely, relations of production corresponding to a
Zeterminate stage of development of their material forces of production. The totality
-t these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the
-zal foundation on which there arises a legal and political superstructure and to
which there correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of
-roduction of material life conditions the social, political and intellectual life-
-rocess in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being,
~ut on the contrary it is their social being that determines their consciousness. At
= certain stage of their development, the material productive forces of society come
~:0 conflict with the existing relations of production or — what is merely a legal
=«pression for the same thing — with the property relations within the framework
~= which they have hitherto operated. From forms of development of the productive
“rces these relations turn into their fetters. At that point an era of social revolution
~czins. With the change in the economic foundation the whole immense
<uperstructure is more slowly or more rapidly transformed. In considering such
—znsformations it is always necessary to distinguish between the material
-znsformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be determined
«h the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic or
--~:losophic, in short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this
~-nflict and fight it out.

~--m Marx, K., Preface and Introduction to A Critique of Political Economy, Foreign
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