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Marx and Freud: a passing affair 
  
The possibility of a relationship between Marxism and psychoanalysis, and Freudianism 
particularly, has a long and convoluted history. Best described, perhaps symptomatically, as a 
‘struggle’, it has produced elegant innovations in thought, as well as excruciating conceptual 
wrangling; alternately a source of creative and even profound insight, as well as of ingenious 
theoretical acrobatics. In short, the ‘relationship’ has had the character of the ‘on-and-off’ type 
that on the whole is ultimately unsatisfying, and some would say was probably best never 
begun.  
 
And yet, attempts to reconcile these two edifices of thought about the human condition have 
been made repeatedly, since second decade of the Twentieth Century, in phases that have 
emerged from and in various ways reflected, the dramas, conflicts and agonies of their day. 
There has been a historically recurring fascination about how these two quite different 
theoretical endeavours might complement, correct, or complete one another. In some 
respects, the motivation has been driven by the simple notion that they addressed different 
areas of human activity exclusively; each therefore having something to ‘learn’ from the other. 
However only an ultra-selective reading of both – and the mistaken view that Marx was 
concerned only with economic life, and the equally mistaken view that Freud was concerned 
only with sex - could support such a position. At deeper levels of conceptual focus, some have 
held that there are voids, structural blind-spots in one or both leading to errors and theoretical 
directions that in some way ‘get humanity wrong’. For others the issue has been not which is 
right and which is wrong, but rather which of these bodies of theory is the more fundamental; 
assuming then, that whilst both are valid in their own sphere, one is in some sense reliant upon 
the other. 
 
Marx and Freud: a perfunctory comparison 
 
Before specific approaches to any hoped-for reconciling of the two bodies of thought, is the 
idea that in intellectual ‘atmosphere’ they are alike; that there is about them something of a 
‘strange affinity’ of intellectual temperament, of unsentimental objectivism, and of personal 
iconoclasm. The unflinching commitment that each had to penetrating through the 
appearances of reality, to its underlying essence, enabled the original contributions they each 
made; their respective ‘discoveries’. For Marx, the realisation of the centrality of abstract 
labour as the source of value under capitalism rather than that of a specific type of labour, the 
fundamental role of class in history, and the derivation of the power of the state from civil 
society all involved the overturning of established theoretical constructions within the fields of 
the economic, historical and political sciences. For Freud the discoveries of ‘the unconscious’ 
as a hidden realm of repressed trauma and dangerous desires that affects the person 
throughout their life, the reality of an ‘infantile sexuality’ in the pre-pubescent child, and the 
decisive role of the family in the gendering of the person, all established him as a figure of 
theoretical controversy, not to mention public scandal.1  
                                                           
1 What counts as ‘discoveries’ in Freud’s work varies across different commentaries. Along with those already 

mentioned we could also add: repression and the roots of morality in the suppression of early experiences (Reich, 

W. (1997), The Mass Psychology of Fascism, Souvenir Press. Pp. 26-27.); the relevance of the suppression of 

sexual urges to woman’s oppression (Schneider, M. (1974), Neurosis and Civilization. A Marxist/Freudian 

Synthesis, Seabury Press. P21-22); and the ubiquity of neurosis, as well as the historical character of ‘the self’ 

(Callinicos, A. (1999), Social Theory: A Historical Introduction, London, Polity. Pp. 190-91) 



The Freudo-Marxist writer Erich Fromm likened their fundamental ideas to a ‘common soil’ 
from which their thinking had grown: 
 

“These fundamental ideas can best be expressed in three short statements, two of 
them Roman, one Christian. These statements are: 1) De omnibus es dubitandum 
(Of all one must doubt). 2) Nihil humanum a mihi alienum puto (I believe nothing 
human to be alien to me). 3) The truth shall make you free.”2 

 
And commenting further 
 

“… they both had the same implacable distrust of the clichés, ideas, rationalizations, 
and ideologies which fill people’s minds and which form the basis of what they 
mistake for reality.”3 

 
This experience of reading Marx and Freud alongside of one another emerges from something 
real in their published works. Both regarded themselves as establishing a ‘new science’ of 
humanity, in the process overturning established preconceptions and ideological 
mystifications that concealed reality. For both also, going rigorously to the ‘root of things’, 
stripping away layers of obfuscation and identifying ‘ultimate origins’ of their respective fields 
were of over-riding importance. 
 
However, beyond these breezy generalities there are some similarities in Marx’s and Freud’s 
respective approaches to their very different fields of interest, that appear to be substantive. 
So, ahead of a critical discussion about these apparent similarities, we will consider them to at 
least pay respect to the idea that some combination of their analytical frameworks might be a 
plausible proposition.  
 
Figures of the ‘late Enlightenment’ 
 
Marx (1818-1883) and Freud (1856-1939) were slight contemporaries. Their lives overlapped 
by 27 years. When Marx died Freud was a young scientist establishing himself in his first field: 
neuropathology. There were some overlaps in their German intellectual heritages. Marx 
famously developed his early thinking through his critical immersion in Hegelian philosophy. 
Freud did not read Hegel, although there is an argument that a link between Hegel and Freud 
exists in their uses of the concept of ‘desire’.4 Freud did read Kant, and referred to him 
frequently throughout his writings. Late in life he came to the gloomy philosophy of 
Schopenhauer. In Schopenhauer’s irrational Will to which the mind is slave, he found a 
precursor to his own construct of the id. Both Marx and Freud were familiar with the German 
Romantic tradition. Marx was on personal-familial terms with the poet Heinrich Heine, 
enjoying for many years a close friendship with him. Freud too, was a great appreciator of the 
works of Heine. Above all however, both saw themselves as men of the scientific age. 
 

                                                           
2 Fromm, Erich (1980), Beyond the Chains of Illusion. My Encounter with Marx and Freud. Abacus. P. 13. 
3 Fromm, Erich (1980). P.14. 
4 These case is put by Paul Ricœur in his 1970 publication Freud and Philosophy: A Essay on Interpretation, New 

Haven, Yale.  



On the matter of the scientific status of their works, Marx and Freud can indeed be seen as 
late representatives of the European Enlightenment. For both also, their endeavours pushed 
at the limits of the established – bourgeoise – theories and sensibilities of their day:  Marx 
overturning the fields of historical, economic and political science entirely; Freud creating a 
new terrain of psychoanalytical insight and therapeutic technique. Both saw themselves as 
establishing a new ‘science of humanity’. 
 
For Freud psycho-analysis was central to the rationalism of the modern age. 
 

“… intellect and mind are objects for scientific research in exactly the same way as 
any non-human things. Psycho-analysis has a special right to speak for the scientific 
Weltanschauung at this point, since it cannot be reproached with having neglected 
what is mental in the picture of the universe.”5 

 
For Marx and Engels, their historical materialism was the application of the reasoning and 
methods of the natural sciences to human history. 

“We know only a single science, the science of history. One can look at history from 
two sides and divide it into the history of nature and the history of men. The two 
sides are, however, inseparable; the history of nature and the history of men are 
dependent on each other so long as men exist.”6 

So, for both Marx and Freud humanity did not stand apart from nature, but rather emerged 
from it. The ‘science of humanity’ then could not be properly understood separately from the 
science of the natural world. ‘History’ and ‘natural history’, were ultimately one; and would 
become increasingly a part of one another in a unified body of knowledge.  
 
As a natural corollary to these science-centred views religion provided both a target of critique 
and even attack; and a puzzle to solved, considering the grip that it held on the mental 
landscape of the great majority of humankind. Indeed, at one level Marx and Freud say quite 
similar things about religious worship. In the works of both, the individual is subject to painful 
social realities: for Marx arising from the alienations with which life within class-based society 
is riven; for Freud arising from the repression of otherwise untrammelled desire under the 
stern authority of the superego. For each also then, the individual finds refuge in fantasy, in 
the imagination of a realm of deities and poly- and mono-theistic beliefs. Religion for both is a 
salve that eases the pain of the lives to which human beings are fated.  
 
Alienation and the conceit of the ‘self’ 
 
There are apparent similarities too in Marx’s and Freud’s view of the ostensible autonomy of 
the person. Freud had considered the conscious self, the self-aware ego, in dynamic 
relationship between a powerful but wordless unconscious that influences, pushes and moulds 

                                                           
5 Freud, S. (1933; 1966), ‘Lecture XXXV. The question of a Weltanschauung’ in The Complete Introductory 

Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Norton. P.623 
6 Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1976), The German Ideology in Collected Works; volume 5. Moscow: Progress 

Publishers. P.34  

 



it, and an equally powerful superego that holds it in check as the person navigates hostile and 
dangerous reality. For Freud, the notion that the ego has of itself, as making choices, being 
self-determining, and so on, is an illusion. So, we follow rather than make our fate, slaves to 
interior forces that are hidden to us. For Marx too the notion of an isolated self, the sort of 
imaginary Robinson Crusoe figure that inhabited the ‘bourgeoise economics’ of his day, was a 
fantasy. Whatever thought the person has then of their rational, independent self-
commanding identity is based upon a fallacy. As with Freud, the self is the creation of unseen 
forces; though for Marx, these did not come from a psychical interior. Rather they were the 
result of social structures, exterior processes and historical forces.  
 
In his early writings Marx had coined the term ‘character-mask’7, taken from Greek tragedy, to 
express the ways in which historical and social persons come to represent or embody larger 
forces than themselves. He also applied to term to corporate bodies, professional associations 
and political parties. The meaning however was the same for each case; that human action was 
mediated by delusions that hid the true – i.e. self-serving, interest-based – nature of human 
motivations; so, again as for Freud, the self being opaque to itself. The concept appears in 
Marx’s analysis of the shifting class alliances that ran through the 1848 revolution in France. 
Marx explains the concept briefly, alluding to Hegel’s comment that ‘all great world-historic 
facts and personages appear, so to speak, twice’. ‘The mask’, assumed in the historical 
moment, is used to make sense of events with reference to the past. 
 

“Thus Luther put on the mask of the Apostle Paul, the Revolution of 1789-1814 

draped itself alternately in the guise of the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire, 

and the Revolution of 1848 knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 1789, 

now the revolutionary tradition of 1793-95.”8 

 

Further on, commenting upon the ascension of Louis Napoleon Bonaparte to become emperor 

of France Marx makes use of idea to explain what made it possible “for a grotesque mediocrity 

to play a hero’s part.” In acts of public deception and private self-delusion, political actors don 

the masks of previous historical sagas, to make sense of their own contemporaneous dramas. 

Marx’s understanding of ideology is also centred upon the hiding of true interests behind 
obfuscating mental constructs. ‘Character-mask’ was later, particularly in the hands of 
Frederick Engels, to become the concept of ‘false-consciousness’ by which conscious 
rationalisations of action and behaviour disguise its real meaning.  
 
The theme of opacity, of the hiding of real motivations, and of venal interests by the self from 
itself, is linked to another major theme for both Freud and Marx: that of ‘alienation’. In fact, 
the explicit term ‘alienation’ appears hardly at all in Freud’s work. However, the concept is 
recognisable in Freud’s central theoretical formulations. The most important example of this 
lies in the tensions between parts of the intra-psychical structure; principally caused by the 
control of the id by the superego via the ego (acting “in obedience to its orders”9). For the 
person this is felt in necessary internal tensions – a ‘tendency to conflict’ - caused by the work 

                                                           
7 The term ‘charaktermaske’, in fact appears as late as the first volume of Marx’s Capital, published in 1867. 
8 Marx, K. (XXXX), The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louise Bonaparte. P.YY 
9 Freud, S. (1966), ‘Lecture XXXI. The Dissection of the Psychical Personality’, in The Complete Introductory 

Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Norton. P.533 



of the ego pushing down upon libidinal desires; the result of this struggle. Talking of the causes 
of neuroses Freud says: 
 

“First there is the most general precondition – frustration; next, fixation of the libido 
which forces it into particular directions; and thirdly, the tendency to conflict, 
arising from the development of the ego, which rejects these libidinal impulses.” 10 
 

Moreover, where we see the id representing a primordial nature, reigned in and mastered by 
a cultural superego, we see also the negating of urges and basic instincts by the repressive 
mechanisms of the psyche to the detriment of self-understanding; the sine qua non of Freud’s 
therapeutic technique. These processes then, involving structural tension, antagonism and 
repression also render the authentic self, opaque to the conscious self. As a result of alienation, 
the person does not know themselves. We will return to the id, ego and superego triad in our 
discussion of Freud’s theory of mind. 
 
For Marx ‘alienation’ is an explicit, indeed a foundational category. It was a central part of his 
intellectual struggle with the influence of the great figure of German idealist philosophy, Georg 
Hegel, that was still animating philosophical controversies amongst political radicals by the 
1840s. For Hegel human consciousness was unable to know itself without the attainment of an 
‘absolute knowledge’, a total apprehension of the world; and so, without having reached this 
final state, was destined to be estranged from itself. This notion of an estrangement that lies 
within the human being, was taken by Marx and turned into one of a social relationship. In the 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Marx formulates alienation as that of the 
worker from their labour power and also the product of their labour. 
 

“So much does the appropriation of the object appear as estrangement that the 
more objects the worker produces the less he can possess and the more he falls 
under the sway of his product, capital.”11 

 
So, the worker’s labour power and labour product are overtaken by the capitalist, who returns 
instead wages in the name of ‘equal exchange’. The product, now the property of the capitalist, 
is hidden from the worker as something that they have created. So also, is their relationship 
with their own labour, and indeed that to their fellow workers, as the source of their own 
essential self, of their humanity. The true relationships that organise their social existence are 
obscured; all is opaque. They are lost to themselves. We will return to the concept of alienation 
later in our discussion of Marx’s theory of ideology. 
 
Method in Freud and Marx 
 
Finally, we can explore ‘method’ as a possible area of overlap between Marx and Freud. To 
start, there is the question of ‘dialectics’ to consider. As is well known, Marx’s early theoretical 
development was essentially through a critique of Hegelian philosophy. What Marx took 
positively from Hegel, was that reality is dialectical in character; simply speaking, that it moves 

                                                           
10 Freud, S. (1966), ‘Lecture XXII. Some Thoughts on Development and Regression - Aetiology’, in The Complete 

Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Norton. P.352 

 
11 Marx. K. (XXXX), Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, YYYY, P.Z 



through moments of opposing forces, tensions and contradictions, that become resolved into 
new unities via changes in material quality. Freud’s work does not generally conform to this 
description. Rather Freud’s early, foundational conceptualisations are informed by notions of 
mechanistic force, energy quanta, and hydraulic metaphors. His later attempts to raise 
psychoanalytical insights to the level of society and human history that he called his 
metapsychology, appeal to vitalism and abstract cosmological notions.  
 
However, there are some areas of Freud’s thinking that are quite dialectical in their substantive 
meaning, if not their explicit articulation. In his early discussion of dreams for example, 
elements drawn from life-themes and banal details of daily life making up the dream’s latent 
content, become the manifest dream that we experience. The processes are those of 
‘displacement’ and ‘condensation’, fracture and reformation, disaggregation and symbolic re-
assemblage. Freud’s descriptions here often come close to what we can recognise as 
dialectical. Also, in Freud’s cathexis-theory libidinal energy moves from basic drives and urges 
that aim to satisfy sexual and other needs, to higher order value-based outlets associated with 
morality and culture. These processes involve ‘sublimations’ that create qualitative changes in 
psychical states and outward social behaviours.  
 

“The historians of civilization seem to be unanimous in the opinion that such 
deflection of sexual motive powers from sexual aims, a process which merits the 
name of sublimation, has furnished powerful components for all cultural 
accomplishments."12 

 
Again, Freud’s accounts bring to mind principles that normally characterise dialectical 
philosophy. 
 
A second and related methodological similarity between Marx and Freud just alluded to, is that 
of the notion of a ‘scale of value’, with the ‘higher’ i.e. more developed, more refined, more 
cultural, more moral etc., being rooted in the ‘lower’ of all of these aspects of any given area 
of life. So, for Marx the most exalted cultural creations may be seen as expressions of, and 
ideological coverings for venal class-based interest; and for Freud the achievements of the 
person in creative, commercial and romantic life are ultimately made possible by the 
sublimations of basic sexual drives into the strivings of the superego.13  
 
The architects of integration 
 
From these kinds of apparent commonality and resonance theorised integrations have been 
constructed. For Otto Fenichel this was via the ‘unconscious enthusiasms’ that underpin 
conscious strivings. For Wilhelm Reich it was the role of sexual repression in economic 
exploitation that was key. For Siegfried Bernfeld the psycho-sexual development within the 
family was central to understanding the education system under capitalism. For Erich Fromm 
the abandonment of independent autonomy by the self was central to conformism within an 
oppressive class-based capitalist society. 
 

                                                           
12 Freud, S., (XXXX), The Essays On The Theory Of Sexuality, P.YYY 
13 Schneider, M. (1974), Neurosis and Civilization. A Marxist/Freudian Synthesis, Seabury Press. P25-26.  



There has been also, at points during the histories of Marxism and psychoanalysis, political 
cross-fertilisation between the two theoretical traditions. There have been some figures in the 
socialist movement for instance who have paid attention to psychoanalysis, treating its central 
concepts with intellectual respect, even if cautiously so. Of these the most notable is Leon 
Trotsky, for whom psychoanalysis, although not established in its scientific status, nonetheless 
represented a rich seam of plausible hypotheses that ought not to be dismissed on purely 
doctrinal grounds.14 Certainly, across the gallery of the prominent names in the history of 
psychoanalysis there have been many who allied themselves with left Social Democracy or 
stood in the camp of revolutionary socialism. Wilhelm Reich, Paul Federn, Siegfried Bernfeld, 
Otto Fenichel, Bruno Bettelheim for example, and others identified themselves as Marxists of 
one stripe or another.15 
 
The overlaps and affinities traced above however, are more indeed apparent than real. When 
carefully excavated we discover always that what appears to be a sameness between Marx’s 
and Freud’s treatment of a topic at the surface of things, in fact is rooted in theoretical 
formulations that at a deeper level are incompatible. We will trace the major themes on which 
Marx and Freud differ; themes that run to the core of each of their works and that must be 
considered as definitive of each, so rendering their assessments of humankind ultimately 
incommensurable.16 
 
Marx and Freud: incommensurable logics 
 
The logic of Freud; the logic of Marx 
 
The ideas of Marx and of Freud are dissimilar at a fundamental level; the theoretical categories 
that form the foundation stones to their philosophies in fact radically distinct from one 
another. This is true at the most general level in their understandings of the relationship 
between appearance and reality.  
 
For Freud, whilst our conscious apprehension of the world is shrouded in the post-hoc 
rationalisations and dissimulations by which the ego protects itself from early life traumas, so 
too is our inner-world blocked from our understanding. The realm of the unconscious 
particularly, despite the instinctual drives that inhabit it, is unknowable to us. Freud insists 
there is a radical divide between the self that we experience as ourselves, and the psychical 
substratum that underlies it, that is inaccessible to our consciousness. They are separate 
realms. Freud’s conceptualisations here are dualistic.  
 
For Marx, ideology is the means used by a ruling class to mask its real material interests. Such 
concealing ideologies are propagated through organised religion, the media, the education 
system and so on. However, it is crucial to note that ideology cannot eclipse reality; only distort 
it in the minds of the exploited and oppressed (and indeed the exploiters and oppressors). 
Consciousness in Marx’s view, does not exist in an experiential vacuum. Rather it interacts with 

                                                           
14 Ferguson, Iain, (2017), Politics of the Mind. Marxism and Mental Distress, Bookmarks. P. 54. 
15 Jacoby, R., (1983), The Repression of Psychoanalysis. Otto Fenichel and the Political Freudians, Basic Books. 
16 The historical attempts at synthesis between Marx and Freud will be explored more fully in Part III. So also, 
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experience of the social world in the life of the person. In other words, within consciousness 
there is not an absolute divide between perceptions of the world itself and the ideas by which 
the person apprehends it. Marx’s conceptualisation is not dualistic; it is dialectical.  
 
This difference of logics in the respective systems of Freud and Marx was important also for 
their assessments of the potential for liberation. For Freud, therapeutic treatments of neuroses 
that were rooted life-traumas, could achieve a degree of relative emotional equilibrium for the 
person. This could be done by bringing to the surface the sediment of repressed psychical 
material that had been pushed down into the unconscious, revealing to the patient the source 
of their distress. Freud’s technique was archaeological in character.  
 

“As a rule the physician cannot spare the patient this phase of the treatment; he 
must necessarily make him re-experience a certain portion of his past life, and must 
see to it that he remains to some degree above it all so that he remains cognizant 
at every turn that what appears to be reality is in truth the refracted image of a 
forgotten past. If the physician manages to achieve this, then the battle is won; the 
patients accepts the validity of the interpretation, and the therapy – which wholly 
depends on this acceptance – can be successfully concluded.”17 

 
For Marx however, liberation happens only through engagement with the world the person 
inhabits to change it; and ultimately through changing the world itself. The ideological filters 
that obfuscate reality are shed in a process of thoroughgoing change – of the social 
environment and of the person. The oppressive structures of the mind and of society, normally 
inter-dependent in non-revolutionary historical periods, are overcome together in a process of 
mutually reinforcing transformation. Differently from the Freudian notion then of neurotic 
complexes that are revealed to the individual as objects for analysis, Marx’s view of liberation 
is that of personal and collective change through social revolution.18  
 

“… this revolution is necessary, therefore, not only because the ruling class cannot 
be overthrown in any other way, but also because the class overthrowing it can only 
in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages and become fitted to 
found society anew.”19 

 
The ‘logics’ of Freud and Marx are also different in what we will call their ‘directionality’.  For 
Freud, the analytical starting point is the interior realm of the person: the psyche. Considered 
in its ‘topographical’ aspect this refers to the structured layering of the unconscious, the 
preconscious and conscious self; considered in its ‘structural’ aspect it refers to the id (the 
realm of pleasure-seeking drives), the ego (the self-aware person), and the superego (the 
realm of morality and higher strivings). From this individualised theoretical standpoint Freud 
would, in his later works move outwards to explain aspects of the social world and of human 
history.  
 

                                                           
17 Freud, S. (XXXX), Beyond the Pleasure Principle, P.YYYY 
18 Lichtman, R. (1986), The Production of Desire. The Integration of Psychoanalysis into Marxist Theory. The 

Free Press. MacMillan. Pp. 42-45. 
19 Marx, K. (XXXX), The German Ideology in Collected Works, Volume 5. P.53 

 



Marx’s logic moves in the opposite direction; from ‘social totality’ to the person as a product 
of society and history. It is not that the person has no independent existence; merely an 
epiphenomenon of social processes or larger historical forces. Intra-personal processes are 
real, as is ‘personality’ and individual identity. However, the ‘person’ is a term without meaning 
unless understood as a part of society, an element of a complex social whole; and its result. 
For Marx then, there is no abstract individual, separate from society; the person is born into a 
social structure through which they grow and develop to become who they are. The ‘individual’ 
then, is always a ‘social individual’. 
 
The Individual and society 
 
On the matter of the relationship between the individual and their society Freud has an 
‘atomistic’ perspective. For Freud, the individual is the monadic building block of society; 
society being the sum total of its individualised parts. More than this, these myriad individuals 
do not by themselves coalesce. Left to their own devices they would devour one another with 
material self-interest, selfish pleasure, conquest and destruction. A social order is needed to 
curb purely self-oriented motivations and behaviour. This it does through the injunctions of 
self-control and neighbourly decency via the superego. Civilisation for Freud requires 
repression.  
 

We realized that the difficulty of childhood lies in the fact that in a short span of 
time a child had to appropriate the results of a cultural evolution which stretches 
over thousands of years, including the acquisition of control over his instincts and 
adaptation to society – or at least the first beginnings of these two. He can only 
achieve a part of this modification through his own development; much must be 
imposed on him by education.20 

 
On this question Marx’s formulations are different. For Marx, society has a reality that stands 
over-and-above the aggregate of individuals that comprise its population. It is greater than the 
sum of its parts. Of course, there is conflict. However, this is the result of the intrinsic qualities 
of the social structure itself: its class-based nature; the economic exploitation that lies at its 
heart; the ways in which it pits individual against individual in competition for employment and 
the resources needed to sustain human existence. These antagonisms are the creation of the 
social structure itself. For Marx, the starting point is always the social whole, of which the 
individual is a part and upon which they necessarily depend; the notion of an asocial individual, 
primeval or otherwise, no more than a fantastic notion of bourgeois ideology. According to 
Marx, such a being could never have existed.  
 

“The more deeply we go back into history, the more does the individual, and hence 
also the producing individual, appear as dependent, as belonging to a greater 
whole: in a still quite natural way in the family and in the family expanded into the 
clan; then later in the various forms of communal society arising out of the 
antitheses and fusions of clans.”21 
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So, whereas for Freud the individual and society are forever and universally counter-posed, for 
Marx they are not. For Marx rather, the type of society in which the individual is economically 
exploited, is socially oppressed, and feels their alienation is historically specific. The 
antagonistic relationships that characterise a society are necessary to it only; they are not 
universal features of human organisation. On this basis, it is possible to imagine a quite 
different type of society that fosters the free development of the full capacities and 
potentialities of the person. In this circumstance, one that is radically different from our own 
social experience under capitalism, the individual grows and flourishes not as an isolate, 
separate from all others, but rather now as the creation of a liberated society; and as a ‘social 
individual’ working with others towards their mutual benefit and fulfilment. Such a perspective 
is inconceivable within the anthropological pessimism of the Freudian paradigm.  
 
Historical time 
 
Freud and Marx differ also on the matter of our relationship with historical time. Belonging to 
Freud’s unconscious, the id (of which more later) is the domain of biophysical urges. It straddles 
human history and pre-history, as well as traversing across different cultures. It is in this sense, 
timeless. So, whereas the superego is formed within, and operates through culture, and 
whereas the ego negotiates the world as a self-conscious existent in a concrete – and time-
bound – social context, the id knows nothing of history, of past and future. It is concerned only 
with its present desires; and such a state means that time has no meaning for it at all.  
 
Psychoanalysis however does require a notion of time; biographical time that is. For Freud our 
fate lies in our past; the buried and fixed trauma-related complexes that have been pushed 
down and locked into a hidden recess. Liberation from their depressive influence involves 
revealing them to the patient through therapy. The repressed material locked into our 
unconscious exists as a dead-weight, preventing us from achieving personal freedom. Our only 
salvation lies in release from it through therapeutic analysis. 
 
For Marx, history is of central philosophical importance. We are products not of our personal 
history, primarily, but of our epochal history. As stated earlier, ‘the person’, in their sentiments 
of individuality, in their sense of decision and in their mentality are in fact the result of the 
totality of the social effects constitutive of their point in history, and of the large scale social 
and economic processes of preceding decades and centuries. However, and more to the point, 
our understanding of our own history requires us to change our present as we orient towards 
our future. The contradictions of our social present have emerged from history; and we live, 
struggle and strive in and through these contradictions. Our social present also contains the 
potential of a future that is made possible by the stage of economic, social and cultural 
development to which history has brought us. We can realise this potential only by 
overthrowing our social present in revolution. As we do so, the past becomes revealed to us as 
old outlooks are shed, ideological distortions removed, and consciousness changed. Georg 
Hegel expressed this idea in the evocative line that influenced the young Marx, “The Owl of 
Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of dusk”22. For Marx, our relationship with time 
is not static; it is one of transformation and historical transcendence.   

                                                           
22 Reference 



 
In their interpretations of early human history Freud and Marx share no common ground. 
Freud’s attempts to apply his psychical theory to human history became what he called his 
metapsychology. In his Totem and Taboo (1913)23, applying a biogenetic principle taken from 
the German zoologist and embryologist, Ernst Haeckel, that ‘ontogeny recapitulates 
phylogeny’, Freud surmised that the symptomology of neurosis essentially re-ran humanity’s 
major developmental stages. Working outwards from the inner dynamics of the psyche, Freud 
theorised that the overthrow of the authority of father that is so important for the emergence 
of the properly regulated and socially successful mature person, has its roots in an early human 
saga. He postulated a ‘primal horde’ comprising a lordly father, ruling over his sons and women 
of the tribe. These jealous sons killed and ate their father, so establishing a ritual of inheritance, 
social power and sexual entitlement. Reflecting upon the how social morality might have been 
rooted in an original barbaric act, Freud says: 
 

By basing our argument upon the celebration of the totem we are in a position to 
give an answer: One day the expelled brothers joined forces, slew and ate the 
father, and thus put an end to the father horde. Together they dared and 
accomplished what would have remained impossible for them singly. Perhaps some 
advance in culture, like the use of a new weapon, had given them the feeling of 
superiority. Of course these cannibalistic savages ate their victim. This violent 
primal father had surely been the envied and feared model for each of the brothers. 
Now they accomplished their identification with him by devouring him and each 
acquired a part of his strength. The totem feast, which is perhaps mankind’s first 
celebration, would be the repetition and commemoration of this memorable, 
criminal act with which so many things began, social organization, moral 
restrictions and religion. 24 

 
Freud meant this literally, as an event that had happened, and that had created the 
generationally recurring battles of childhood development, adolescence and maturation in the 
individual; and also giving rise to religious totems that come to symbolise this founding drama.  
 
In Marx there is no such saga, whether meant literally or as myth; although there are indeed 
stages of human history. However, these are rooted in the level and type of economic and 
technical development particular to each. Each ‘mode of production’ engenders its own special 
cultures, beliefs and types of rationality. The forms of consciousness that predominate in a 
given society then, reflect the economic relations that provide its basic structure. According to 
Marxist anthropology also, during early human development - in complete contrast with 
Freud’s sexualised and masculinist blood-rite – it is the human manipulation of nature and the 
codetermining evolution of ‘hand and brain’ that produce the material basis of primitive (and 
matrilineal) societies. Here technique and human labour upon the natural world are the key to 
understanding culture and human behaviour. In his 1876 essay ‘The Part Played by Labour in 
the Transition from Ape to Man’, Engels explained the evolutionary dialectic involved: 
 

“By the combined functioning of hand, speech organs and brain, not only in each 
individual but also in society, men became capable of executing more and more 
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complicated operations, and were able to set themselves, and achieve, higher and 
higher aims.”25 

 
Human nature 
 
When we talk of ‘human nature’ we have in mind the full gamut of behaviour in all of its 
aspects. From the mundane interactions of people in daily life, sexual coupling, and petty social 
ritual to economic behaviour, religious devotion and warfare at the larger social and historical 
scale. As we have seen, considering the spectrum of human activity at all scales, the directional 
logics of Freud and Marx are opposed: Freud beginning with the intra-psychical workings of 
the single mind, working outwards to society; Marx taking the ‘social totality’ as his starting 
point. 
 
Freud’s thinking about human nature evolved across several phases of development and 
amendment of his modelling of the ‘psychical structure’. As we have seen, the Freudian 
unconscious is a dark realm of basic demands, impenetrable to direct conscious apprehension. 
Here reside the instincts or ‘drives’, the person’s most basic – and base - desires, that press 
relentlessly and insistently upon the body. In his early works Freud described the drives as 
belonging to two broad areas that are universal to life: self-preservation; and reproduction. In 
The Instincts and their Vicissitudes (1915) Freud locates the self-preservation instinct in the 
ego; that part of us which contends with external reality, with the world. The reproductive 
instinct, the sex-drive, he locates within the unconscious. Each of these split and differentiate 
into second-order principles with their own consequences for psychological type and social 
behaviour.  
 
In his 1920 work, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud altered his instinct theory radically. The 
libido, the instinct for life - differentiated into the sex-drive, the nurturing instinct, and the 
quest for personal affiliation - was now binarized with an opposing instinct: the instinct towards 
death - differentiated into aggression, self-denial, and the urge to destroy. The equilibrating 
logic of this dual-instinct model was preserved in the tendency of the death-instinct to always 
bring the activity and achievements made possible by the energy of the life-instincts, back to a 
nullity, to a final stasis. 
 
Belonging to the death instinct, and governing the interactions between the different active 
elements of Freud’s instincts theory, is the Nirvana Principle (also known as the constancy 
principle). This drives an essentially homeostatic mechanism that seeks always a balance of 
demand and satisfaction. Where demand is unmet, the consequence is need and striving 
towards the object that will satisfy that need, so restoring balance once more. The attainment 
of equilibrium then, is what satisfies the person in their life; their source of pleasure.  
 

“However this may be, we must perceive that the Nirvana principle, belonging as it 
does to the death instinct, has undergone a modification in living organisms 
through which it has become the pleasure principle; and we shall henceforward 
avoid regarding the two principles as one. It is not difficult, if we care to follow up 
this line of thought, to guess what power was the source of the modification. It can 
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only be the life instinct, the libido, which has thus, alongside of the death instinct, 
seized upon a share in the regulation of the processes of life. In this way we obtain 
a small but interesting set of connections. The Nirvana principle expresses the trend 
of the death instinct; the pleasure principle represents the demands of the libido; 
and the modification of the latter principle, the reality principle, represents the 
influence of the external world.”26 

 
Throughout the various phases of Freud’s modelling of his instinct theory and in each of his 
formulations, the instincts themselves cannot be understood in an obvious way; they are 
prelingual, and so cannot be expressed straightforwardly in language. Rather, we know them 
indirectly through their somatic effects, and by the impressions they make upon our 
consciousness. As the instincts press their demands upon us, they create mental 
representations. It is by these representations within our consciousness that we know them 
indirectly, and articulate them in language. Here the physicalist aspects of Freud’s system meet 
the realm of cognitive apprehension and language; whereby neuro-mechanical forces become 
transformed into symbolic structures. 
 
So, to summarise, Freud’s instincts, the fundamental forces that drive human behaviour, are 
neuro-biological, so introducing a reductionist tendency to his theorising. They are also non-
rational, having a primordial origin that is lost in a pre-historical past. Finally, they are trans-
cultural, representing in effect an anthropological constant, to be found in every type of human 
society.  
 
Contrary to Freud, for Marx there is no essential human nature; or rather, what is essential to 
human being is the transformation of nature, and in the process, humanity itself. What is taken 
to be human ‘nature’ is in fact the modes of behaviour and types of social relationship that 
pertain to a particular type of society, at a particular historical juncture. So, whereas for Freud, 
the triadic character of the psyche represented a universal and defining human structure, for 
Marx there was no such anthropological constant. For Marx, the stable and identifiable aspects 
of cultural, social and economic behaviour were historically relative. 
 
This difference between Freud and Marx was a consequence of the deeper ontogenetic logics 
of their systems. For Freud, the structured psyche operated with its own dynamic workings, 
drawing upon the outside world for its creative material, but nonetheless autonomous of the 
outside world in its internal operations. For Marx, it was the mutually transforming interaction 
of conscious labour and the resistant outside world that defined the relationship of humanity 
to nature; a relationship of dialectical interdependence.  
 
In the 1830s the matter of ‘human essence’ had been a catalyst of debate and controversy 
amongst a group of philosophers, the Young Hegelians, of which Marx was one. In his 
publication The Essence of Christianity, Ludwig Feuerbach had applied an ‘inversion principle’ 
to argue that what we take to be ‘God’s essence’, in fact is our own essence, refracted through 
a theological lens into the idea of a supreme divinity. The attributes of this divinity, those of 
self-consciousness and thought, the power to act upon the world and to love, were in fact 
rarefied abstractions of an all-too-human ‘species-essence’. 
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In Marx’s early theoretical work, this humanist insight became the concept of ‘species-being’, 
emerging from his theory of estrangement, or alienation. Species-being, was what made 
human beings, essentially human, more that is that their mundane activities. Self-
consciousness, creativity and crucially the recognition of the species-being of others are the 
qualities of human-kind that lift us out of the animal realm. Whilst class-society blocks this 
connectivity of the individual with the rest of humanity, the sense of this potential in the person 
becomes instead a sense of a loss, of a disconnect and of a striving to commune with others. 
 
Marx’s reworking of Feuerbach’s philosophy was to become a critique that he would condense 
into eleven summary statements; the 1845 Theses on Feuerbach. For considerations of Marx’s 
view of human nature, the most important of these is the sixth thesis. 
 

“Feuerbach resolves the religious essence into the human essence. But the human 
essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual.  
 
In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations.”27 

 
So, for Marx, there is no ‘human essence’ to be found within the isolated individual. Rather the 
individual and their essential characteristics are the sum of the constellation of social forces, 
interactions and structural relationships that constitute the society in which they reside and 
that has produced them. They are the end result of chains of social cause and effect that 
connect them to the social whole; a totality of which they are the result. This is the perfect 
antithesis of the Freudian framing of this relationship, in which society is the result of myriad 
interactions between individuals and their separate psychologies.  
 
It would be incorrect however, to conclude from this generalised account, that for Marx the 
individual was a nullity; a marionette moved only by the strings attached to them by society. 
In fact, Marx does address aspects of mental activity that hint at an outline of a psychological 
theory. This is most evident in his discussion of conscious labour.  
 
In a celebrated passage from Capital, Marx explains the difference between the human process 
of labour upon the world, and the ways in which other living creatures work upon their 
environments. 
 

“A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to 
shame many an architect in the construction of their cells. But what distinguishes 
the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his 
structure in imagination before he erects it in reality.”28 

 
So, human labour is conscious, and involves a conceptualisation of the work to be done; an 
idea of the intended purpose of the task at hand. An imagining of the object, to be transformed 
or to be created, is also required. Labour qua labour, must exist ‘in the head’ before it can 
happen in the world. 
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This deceptively simple postulate however, hides a deeper dialectic. Since for the object to 
exist in thought, to be worked upon or to be created, we require a notion of the self that exists 
in relation to it; the self that will labour upon the world to achieve the intended goal. The 
human being cannot perform labour without becoming as they do a self-conscious agent. The 
process is one of mutual transformation: of the object by the labouring subject; and of the 
conscious subject by the work that it performs. The objectifying of the subject to itself that is 
involved in this dialectic is social. The relationships that make possible the accomplishment of 
the task reflect the nature of the society in which it will be carried out. To be successful, the 
subjective self must understand not only the material qualities of the object, and technical 
skills involved, but also these productive relationships. This is a result of the species-being we 
have already encountered. 
 
The dialectical change of the self through its own labour is crucial to Marx’s understanding of 
‘human nature’. For in this process of transformation, the subject becomes the means by which 
the labour to be done will be realised; in its envisioning of the task, the self also becomes an 
‘object-for-itself’. The intended object of production in turn determines the nature of the 
labour to be done; and therefore, the character of the work required. This all depends upon 
the existing technique of the historical epoch; the raw materials to hand; the tools already 
created; the skills that are required; the types of productive and social relationships that 
prevail; and the knowledge and experience of the processes and materials involved. The 
determination of the self then by the productive process is, once again, social.  
 
To be clear, it is the productive process that influences the subject primarily, not vice versa. In-
so-doing, it determines not only the person’s sense-of-self in their concrete social and 
historical setting, their cultural identity and their instantiation within a concrete historical 
context, but also their sense-of-need. It is the objective potential and limitations of a society’s 
productive processes and technical capacity that creates the person’s externalised strivings, 
and therefore the aim of their labour: their needs. Needs that occur in one type of society, are 
inconceivable in another; with the emergence of a new kind of society, emerge also new types 
of need, including sex. 
 
Once more this runs directly counter to Freud’s formulations in this area. For Freud, needs are 
fixed and universal, as we have seen. Whilst the means by which the person endeavours to 
meet their needs may vary with context, those needs themselves are historically constant, they 
do not change through time. Alternatively, for Marx the structuring of the self through labour, 
and more broadly through the form – the mode – of production that prevails, extends beyond 
their economic identification as a worker. Rather it reaches into every aspect of life; cultural, 
aesthetic, sensual, sexual, and familial. The objective goal of labour whether individual or 
collective, has already and previously within a general economic form, provided both the need 
to be satisfied, and the means of satisfying that need; and therefore, the form – the mode – of 
consumption. They are co-dependent.  
 
This interdependence of production and consumption is explored by Marx in the essays of the 
Grundrisse.29 He identifies three ways in which production and consumption interact. Firstly, 
in the essential processes of each, they are one and the same. Production involves the 
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consumption, the decomposition, of raw materials (‘productive consumption’). Consumption 
makes possible the production of the human being, of the producer, and so also of the process 
of production (‘consumptive production’). Secondly, in their material (and historical) reality, 
there is not a simple identity; they are not merely ‘one and the same’ in an undifferentiated 
manner. They are distinct; however, they shape one another’s concrete processes. Whilst 
production provides the object-of-consumption, so determining the character of consumption, 
there also consumption provides the object of production with its destination, its ‘finishing-
touch’. Thirdly, they are mediating of one another. As just stated, consumption is the definitive 
end-point of the productive process. Consequentially, consumption provides the object of 
production with its intended purpose. Without consumption, the object of production would 
be inert and without human meaning. In this sense, it would not in fact be a product at all. 
Conversely, the object that is produced creates in the human subject, the desire to consume. 
So, the process of production, in creating the want of what is produced, creates also the 
consumer; the need for the fruits of productive labour experienced in consumption, far from 
being universal, emerges now as historically contingent, the result of a definite mode of 
production. 
 
Finally, in this discussion of the co-dependence of production and consumption, Marx makes 
an intriguing statement: 
 

“Hunger is hunger; but the hunger that is satisfied with cooked meat eaten with 
fork and knife is a different kind of hunger from the one that devours raw meat with 
the aid of hands, nails and teeth.”30 

 
In this succinct and evocative sentence, Marx alludes to the place of human biology as he sees 
it in relation to prevailing modes of production and consumption. Biology (here, ‘hunger’), in 
Marx’s view does not represent a fixed substratum underlying human culture; rather it is 
influenced by culture. Although it places absolute limitations upon the possibilities of human 
accomplishment, considering its role in consumption, production, and bodily experience, 
human biology cannot stand outside of human culture. This is an important theme to which 
we will return at points in our exploration of the contrasts between Marx and Freud.  
 
Materialism, mind and the world 
 
A general textual comparison of Marx and Freud has given an outline to our endeavour. Our 
attempt that is to understand the points upon which these two theoretical systems do or do 
not connect. It has provided some broad contours, areas for comparison and avenues for 
reflection. However, it is only when we begin to consider the implications of these for particular 
theoretical questions that our project finds its purpose.  
 
We will here revisit some founding concepts within the human sciences. Along the way we will 
use this comparative method applied more specifically, to highlight the differences between 
Marx and Freud. Also, sometimes borrowing ideas from elsewhere, we will trace the 
ramifications of these comparative commentaries for their social meaning and theoretical 
method. Our aim is to cast some of the major theoretical controversies in the human sciences 
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in the unique light this comparison offers. The task at hand, as ever, is that of rational 
illumination, moving where possible towards historical insight and the jettisoning of mystifying 
ideology.  
 
What is ‘materialism’? 
 
Philosophical materialism 
 
The statement that ‘all is matter’ is not new. The idea that no entity exists, human or otherwise, 
that is not ultimately reducible to a material substrate, one that does not depend upon 
anything divine or supernatural for its creation or sustenance, we can trace back at least to the 
pre-Socratic philosophers of Ancient Greece. The cosmologies of these various philosophical 
schools all had their different elemental substances. Competing ontologies emerged from the 
Milesian school especially. Thales of Miletus, teaching in the 7th Century BC held that water 
was the irreducible basis of reality. For the generation that followed, the students of Thales, 
Anaximander and Anaximenes chose different foundational substrata: Anaximander, an 
abstract and featureless substance, apeiron; and Anaximenes, air. For Heraclitus of the 
Ephesian school of the late 6th and early 5th Centuries BC, fire was the source of the flux of the 
natural world. For Empedocles it was the combination of four irreducible substances – earth, 
air, fire and water - that in their different combinations, and organised by the two opposing 
forces of love and conflict, create the world as we experience it. For the philosophers of 5th 
Century Elea, Parmenides and Zeno, the multiplicities of our experienced reality were reducible 
to ‘the One’: a singular, imperishable and unchanging substance.  
 
At the heart of these metaphysical systems in each case was a quest for a fundamental and 
self-supporting realm; a material substrate that was, crucially, indivisible, so representing an 
absolute end-point for analysis. The most prescient of these ancient formulations came with 
the atomism of Leucippus, and after him of his student, the Thracian Democritus. For both, 
‘atoms’ were indeed indivisible, and also eternal; assembling, disassembling and reassembling, 
so creating the objects of human experience as they moved through the void. For the 4th 
Century BC philosopher and follower of the teachings of Democritus, Epicurus, also the 
observable world was the result of the movement of invisibly small atoms; although with the 
difference that each could move indeterminately, at points ‘swerving’ randomly in its motion. 
 
This philosophical atomism was carried into the cultural undergrowth of mediaeval 
scholasticism and early Renaissance thought by a single Roman text written in the 1st Century. 
The De Rerum Natura, the creation of the Epicurean Lucretius, described the cosmos as having 
emerged from Chaos; and the material world the result of the churn of an infinitude of 
materially irreducible particles; the atoms.  
 
We will pause here for a brief reflection upon this classical atomism, before updating its story 
somewhat. The imagery of ‘the atom’ is thus far a corporeal one. That is, the atoms are 
‘material’ in the same way that our felt world is material. The atom then, is an extension into 
the invisibly small scale of our own familiar reality; the meaning of ‘material’ being of a kind 
with that of ‘matter’.  
 



The ‘materialism of the tangible’, however, is qualified by the notion of ‘force’. Forces are 
aspects of the material domain, of course, but they not material in the same sense; their 
existence we know through the movement of matter. However, they are not per se materially 
substantial. For the pre-Socratics as we have seen the forces that drove the movement of 
atoms could be animistic: ‘love’ and ‘strife’, for example. The notion of force was to change 
with the modern scientific age. In the 17th Century Newton’s gravitational theory put the idea 
of force at the centre of a new cosmology; its mathematical exactitude echoing the 
Pythagorean insistence upon number as the root of things. Later, Dalton’s atomic theory and 
what was much later to become the Rutherford-Bohr model of the atom, required inter-atomic 
forces that held together atoms in precise mathematical combinations. Force theory has since 
developed to include strong and weak inter-molecular forces, electrical forces and an array of 
force-bearing sub-atomic particles and quantum-forces (gauge-bosons) that mediate the 
motion of material particles (fermions). The strangeness of this modern materialism is only 
compounded by other profoundly counter-intuitive components of current cosmological 
modelling, such as the mysterious ‘dark matter’ and (even more mysterious) ‘dark energy’. 
 
‘Materialism’ is thus not quite the reduction of everything to ‘matter’ (to be precise, the 
‘baryonic matter’ of our experiential world). Perhaps better to say that materialism refers to 
the idea that all is explainable in ‘material terms’; so, matter and what pertains to matter. But 
again, this tautology throws us back upon the exact meaning of our language; and specifically, 
upon the meaning of the word ‘matter’, which, given its hazy status in modern scientific 
thinking (certainly in the lay imagination) is problematic for the clarity we wish to achieve. 
Perhaps we should simply say that all is explainable within the nature of the reality that is 
independent of the human mind; whatever that turns out to be. Certainly, that up-ends any 
notion that there is something exceptional about the mind itself; something non-material, that 
is. Into the frame here of course, also come religious and quasi-religious notions of spirit, super-
naturalism and intelligent creation that invest life, and especially human life, with divine charm. 
 
So, ‘materialism’ in this primary sense, is above anything else a comment upon the status of 
the human mind. In its classical and modern meanings, and regardless of any current specific 
theorising of the nature of the physical world, it is essentially a philosophical position; one that 
decentres the human mind from any enthroned special status as being something other than 
part of the totality of ordinary things. This philosophical materialism is essentially the stance of 
the opponents of religion.  
 
This is the meaning that unites the materialism of the ancient world with that of its modern 
proponents; and precisely so. For Epicurus, mind cannot be incorporeal as Plato had taught; 
mind must indeed be matter. The picture that was painted by Lucretius in De Rerum Natura 
was of a cold universe, indifferent to the suffering of humankind. The gods, though they existed 
had not created the cosmos, and did not involve themselves at all in the human affairs. 
Moreover, for humans, death was the end; no incorporeal substance would remain. Today the 
writings of figures such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett brook no opposition to a 
radical, indeed militant materialism in which human activity is essentially that of the complex 
socio-biological machine, operating behind a mask of delusory self-identity.  
 
Returning to our central concern, the nature and significance of the touch-points between 
Marx and Freud, we can say that materialism, understood as a philosophical position, is 



something they would have agreed upon. The scientific-mindedness of both men indeed unites 
them in their anti-religious and non-mystical philosophical attitudes. 
 
Materialism as method 
 
However, this assessment of philosophical materialism can only be a starting point in our 
comparison. For although both Marx and Freud were both philosophical materialists, beyond 
this their materialisms were in fact quite different. Here we approach materialism in a different 
sense: that of materialism as ‘method’ in the explanation of human activity. Materialism as a 
way of understanding the behaviour of the human being in its social environment is in fact a 
point of divergence between Marxism and psychoanalysis; that is generally - and with some 
exception. 
 
Freud’s ‘libido’, and connected with it his notion of the ‘cathexis’ by which libidinal energy 
becomes invested in a specific object, idea or attachment, were both above all material 
phenomena. At root, they were the result of physical events – the movement of matter under 
force; quantised energy transmissions via neuro-mechanical processes. Freud’s metaphors 
used to explain his libido-cathexis model, are strongly coloured by the dominant scientific 
metaphors of his day. The imagery that runs through many of Freud’s most important works31 
is by turns hydraulic, electrical or influenced by the steam-driven technologies of his time; each 
suggesting mechanisms by which basic impulses exert their force upon consciousness, and 
therefore personal behaviour.32  
 
So, to illustrate with some recurring tropes in Freud’s conceptualisations on this topic, libido: 
can be ‘dammed up’ by the frustration caused by the absence of outlets33; forms a ‘reservoir’ 
within both the ego34 and the id35; is ‘discharged’ by action towards an object of desire (or by 
neurotic behaviours)36; and can even ‘flow’ backwards to create masculine tendencies in 
women.37 One consequence of this way of seeing things is again a reductionist tendency, 
whereby higher human functions are interpreted principally as the effects of impersonal and 
unconscious material forces. 
 
Marx’s historical materialism is quite different to the reduction of all things to matter and its 
motion. Marx agreed with this philosophical materialism, of course. It was the subject of his 
doctoral thesis; a meditation upon determinism in the materialisms of Democritus and 
Epicurus. However, for Marx explaining human behaviour - conscious and unconscious – as we 
have seen means starting with social structure. And here we must distinguish materialism from 
its opposite for this purpose: idealism.  
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We are not concerned here with idealism in its empirical, transcendental and absolute forms.38 
These metaphysical forms of idealism refer to the relationship between the mind and reality, 
abstractly understood. Instead, our interest is in the relationship between ideas and the social 
world. So, by ‘idealist’ for this purpose, we mean two things: i. that it is possible to explain 
personal (particular) behaviour by beginning with the consciousness of the individual; and ii. 
that it is possible to explain social (general) behaviour by invoking trans-historical mythic 
narratives. Freud, as we have seen, holds to both of these positions. Marx, as we have also 
seen, holds to neither. Freud’s position then, based upon this – social - definition is in fact 
idealist at its core; and Marx’s, materialist. 
 
And yet left there, our rendering of Freud in contrast to Marx, as ‘the idealist’, would be 
simplistic and misleading. Actually, Freud is paradoxical on this question; and there are 
tendencies in his interpretative framing of the human psyche that are indeed socially 
materialist. Here we must talk of the Oedipus Complex39 - Freud’s theoretical and definitive 
keystone. For the fateful implications of the Oedipus Complex are entirely the result of the 
dense and tortured intra-psychical and inter-psychical struggles within a social structure: the 
family. Of course, to be more precise, we should say the bourgeois Viennese family of the 
opening decades of the 20th Century. Still, a social structure nonetheless. Freud does 
analytically privilege the family, and so the social materialism he invokes is partial, and 
distorted by the isolating of the family from the wider social matrix which gives rise to it, and 
in which it is enmeshed.  
 
Here again, we cannot fairly leave the matter as just stated. In Freud’s clinical cases for 
instance, the family stories of his analysands are frequently crossed by forces that enter the 
family dynamic from without. In the early case of Dora40 for example, Freud’s analysis 
encompasses an interaction of two social units; one, Dora’s own family dominated by a cold 
and loveless marriage; the other a couple, Herr K and Frau K who are friends of Dora’s parents. 
Whilst their father and Frau K are sexually involved, Herr K has repeatedly made repeated 
advances upon Dora. Dora’s father, in tacit understanding with Herr K, chooses not to believe 
Dora so leading to their desperate unhappiness and social withdrawal. It is the transactional 
status of Dora in this horrible dynamic that is the root of their symptomology, and not simply 
a jealousy of their father. Freud’s analysis then, displays a further social materialist tendency 
in the behavioural-cultural context in which the family exists; in this case with all of its 
poisonous concealment and hypocrisy.  
 
Materialism as practice 
 
Our third aspect to the question of materialism in Freud and Marx is that of it’s meaning as 
practice. As we have seen, the kind of practice associated with Marx’s critique of class society 
arises from the struggle to overthrow it, so establishing a new era of classless socialism. Marxist 
practice is primarily an endeavour to change reality itself; a ‘reality’ of course that is 
independent of the mind, and that will stubbornly resist notions within human consciousness 
that are at odds with it. In this sense Marxist ‘practice’ understood very generally, is materialist 
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in the social meaning of the term outlined above. It seeks to alter the material world by critical 
and practical engagement with it. 
 
The kind of practice associated with psychoanalysis, and particularly with Freud, is that of 
individual therapy, revolving around the relationship between the therapist (analyst) and the 
patient (analysand). The set-up and layout of the therapy room, complete with the analysand’s 
couch and back-turned analysist’s chair, captures something of the structural isolation of the 
therapeutic encounter from the society outside. However, it is the underlying logic of the 
psychoanalytic approach to the patient’s malaise that we need to address. We have already 
seen that there are tendencies within Freud’s cases that hint at an acknowledgement of larger 
social factors influencing behaviour over and above the internalisation of basic family 
dynamics. However, these remain at the level of observational case-notes for Freud. They are 
not integrated into his theoretical edifice. Freud’s technique of course is to bring the intra-
psychical traumas of early life to the surface of consciousness, and to resolve the personal and 
emotional anguish of which they have been the cause. The concern then, fundamentally 
speaking, is to deal with the patient’s pain; it is not to critique the bourgeois family structure 
itself as the cause of that pain, and it is certainly not to propose an alternative. So, 
psychoanalysis is before all else, a symptomology; or more precisely a programmatic approach 
to the amelioration of painful symptoms and the restoration of mental equilibrium and social 
function. Its measure of success then, is the effective regulation of the life of the patient, and 
their return to the conventions of normal routine. It is not the transformation of the social 
world; neither that of the individual, nor of the whole of society. In this exact sense, Freud’s 
practice, and that of psychoanalysis more generally, is not materialist. Insofar as Freud’s 
therapeutic method deals with the ideational material of repressed trauma without any larger 
project of social transformation it is, socially speaking, idealist in its outward practical aspects.  
 
So, fundamentally, because Freud’s psychoanalysis does not carry the intention of an 
overthrow of the bourgeois family structure as the cause of individual pain and malfunction, 
and certainly not the larger social matrix of which it is one element, it’s conceptualisations and 
deeper logic are isomorphic with the oppressive structures that give rise to the symptoms it 
seeks as a minimum to ameliorate. At best it is an anodyne to the suffering of the powerless 
individual struggling to survive in an unforgiving and conflict-ridden emotional landscape. At 
worst it conspires with the oppressive social structures that are the cause of the patient’s 
anguish, to return them to the social mainstream, able now to once more take up and maintain 
their proper place within it.41 
 
This is not to gainsay the humanism of the first wave of psychoanalysis in its heroic early phase. 
Indeed, beginning with Freud himself, and continuing through the work of the major 
psychoanalytical figures of the 1920s and 1930s, a deep engagement with the human 
condition, and by extension with emancipation from the emotional shackles of bourgeois 
moralism, was evident. This political commitment was especially pronounced at the Berlin 
Psychoanalytical Institute42, founded in 1920, whose leading figures mixed Freud’s theories 
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with social democratic, revolutionary Marxist or anarchist ideas. However, the political 
radicalism of many of the early pioneers did not undo the essentially conservative logic of their 
therapeutic practice. 
 
After the Second World War, many of the key names in psychoanalysis who had fled the Nazi 
terror, now found they had a new cultural audience, as well as a market for therapy, in the US. 
These figures, anxious of their still relatively insecure émigré status, were often nervous of 
their former associations with political radicalism, and particularly Marxism, and either 
separated their personal politics entirely from their therapeutic practice, or simply jettisoned 
them. Psychoanalysis was also to be taken up by the North American medical establishment, 
feeding into various types of programmatic patient treatment, though shorn of any larger 
social critique. Through the 1950s and 1960s psychoanalysis was to lose entirely the politically 
critical character that had characterised it in the inter-war period. It was to become 
increasingly a fashionable, and sometimes very expensive, palliative for the neuroses of the 
North American middle and upper classes.43 Indeed, we should also note here capitalist 
interest in - and abuse of - psychological theory and technique in the service of consumer 
behaviour, political manipulation and social control.44  
 
What is mind?   
 
We will begin with a more general question: ‘What is it that we have in mind when we ask 
‘What is mind?’’ We are referring of course to many things: ideas; conceptualisations of 
objects; self-awareness; conscious apprehensions of the world; awareness of other selves; 
intuitions; mental activity; sense-of-self; etc. These and other things can be treated as 
examples of the content of mind, rather than mind itself: ‘mind’ being the substantive structure 
that accommodates all of these components; or is their sum total; or perhaps their articulating 
medium. For Freud, we would have to consider the term ‘psyche’ as covering all of these 
attributes, but also including the sexual and gendered self; and of course, the unconscious. For 
Marx, we would have to consider the term ‘subject’ understood both in its individual meaning, 
and also with regard to its more general status as the active - or conscious - side of history. We 
are talking then of the mental life of human being, and chiefly (and less tautologically) of the 
interior aspects of humanity’s relationship with its environment, and of the relationship of the 
person to their own environment. 
 
We can enquire further: ‘Is there are commonality between Marx (and Marxism) and Freud 
(and psychoanalysis) on the question of relationship between the mind and its external world?’ 
 
Mind and matter 
 
There is a philosophical tradition that sees mind as a direct and immediate product of matter 
in motion; the result of sensory stimuli alone. Versions of this kind of mechanical materialism 
proliferated in publications from the mid-Eighteenth Century, into the early Nineteenth 
Century. Julien de La Mettrie in L’Homme machine (1748), had proffered a mechanistic view 
of human activity, rooted in the nerve impulses of the brain. In his Systèm de la Nature (1770) 

                                                           
43 Jacoby, R., (1983), The Repression of Psychoanalysis. Otto Fenichel and the Political Freudians, Basic Books. 

Pp. 21-27 
44 Roberts, R. (2015), Psychology and Capitalism. The Manipulation of Mind. Zero Books.  



Paul d’Holbach identified cognitive and emotive states as being the result of modifications of 
the brain. And in his Relations of the Physical and the Mental in Man (1802) Karl Vogt gave his 
readers the evocative image of mind as being no more than a secretion of brain activity: ‘The 
brain secretes thought, the way the liver secretes bile’.  
 
David Hume, building upon John Locke’s rejection of an innate origin of ideas and mind, had 
argued that experience is the basic source of all mental concepts. For Hume the sensory inputs 
of the physical world created mental impressions that combined to produce simple and - by 
the operations of the imagination - complex mental objects.45 ‘Mind’ for Hume, was no more 
that the ‘bundle’ of perceptions created by experience, with no underlying or intrinsic 
substance.46 
 
This Humean attitude on the question of mind found its Twentieth Century expression in 
Gilbert Ryle’s The Concept of Mind (1949). For Ryle, an act of thinking is what thinking is; an act 
of intelligence, the intelligence itself. In other words, there is no entity (that we call ‘mind’) 
that is the source, or cause, or ‘I’ that underlies these acts.  The physical aspect of mental 
events is what they are; and nothing more. To think otherwise is to recreate the Cartesian 
dualism that Ryle sets out to close the door on, and is to mistake one type of reality for another. 
It is to confuse categories.  
 
Ryle’s theory of mind provided the foundation for the emergence of an ‘identity theory’ of 
mind, pioneered by the generation of British philosophers that followed. According to the 
‘identity’ school what we experience as ‘mind’ is identical to, and nothing more than, brain 
activity. In other words, each and every mental state, or object of consciousness, equates to, 
indeed is, a corresponding ‘brain-state’. For Ullin Place, all higher conscious functions are 
analytically (and eventually, empirically) reducible to physical events in the brain.47  
 
These anti-humanist discourses were to reach their morbid apotheoses in the behaviourist 
philosophising of B. F. Skinner48 that treated the human being as no more than the 
combinations of their outwardly observable actions; and the aggressive materialism of Daniel 
Dennett (a student of Ryle’s in the 1960s) that sees consciousness as the result of essentially 
mechanical sensory-input-feedback loops; a type of ‘narrative editing’ process by which our 
sense-of-the-world is created.49 
 
Mind and qualia 
 
The most important objections to the reduction of mind to matter, apart that is from 
philosophical dualisms that insist upon the mind as a non-material substance, have come from 
the theory of ‘qualia’. 
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Augustine, Bishop of Hippo, in the 5th Century, in his Confessions pondered the strange status 
of the remembered sensation: 
 

“Yea, I discern the breath of lilies from violets, though smelling nothing; and I prefer 
honey to sweet wine, smooth before rugged, at the time neither tasting nor 
handling, but remembering only.”50 

 
Here he puzzles over the question of what it is exactly that we are ‘remembering’ when we 
conjure something into our minds from our previous experience. The object is no longer there. 
The experience is in the past. The sensations are no longer present. What is it then that is 
before us, or within us, when we recall the scent of a flower, or the taste of honey and wine? 
With these questions he was touching upon the modern quandary of the quale.  
 
The quale (‘qualia’ in the plural) is the uniquely subjective aspect of mental experience. When 
we experience the ‘redness’ of a red object we do not experience light of a certain wavelength, 
nor sensory neural transmissions, not even the brain processing by which we recognise colour. 
What we experience is the phenomenon of redness itself, in this moment, as an attribute of 
this object, and in this context, etc. And, the argument goes, that phenomenon is different than 
the events that science tells us are occurring to create it. It has a reality of its own, and one 
that cannot be accounted for by appealing to the brain states that accompany it. We can take 
this notion further by factoring in human meaning. If the ‘redness’ is also the redness of the 
coat my daughter wore when she was a toddler, bringing back memories of a happy autumn 
day (and so forth), then the uniqueness of the phenomenon understood as a quale becomes 
more compelling, forcing us to confront a simple question: Can physical events in the brain 
adequately account for, or even have relevance to, the experience of redness I am having when 
I bring such memories to mind? If not, then we part company with the physicalism that 
characterises the identity theory of mind.  
 
The most widely cited argument for qualia comes from a 1982 paper by Frank Jackson.51 In a 
thought-experiment Jackson asks us to imagine a character, Mary, who has been raised in an 
entirely monochromatic environment, learning all there is to know about the world via a black-
and-white television. She even comes to know the entirety of the physical aspects of the sense 
of vision and colour. Still however, when she is finally exposed to the colour red she learns 
something new: that is how ‘red’ looks. The actual sensation of colour then, according to 
Jackson, is something that a materialist account of experience cannot completely explain or 
express.  
 
Daniel Dennett responded to the challenge of the quale in his Consciousness Explained 
(1991).52 For Dennett the mystery of the quale lies in the limitations of language, rather than 
in reality. Mary, he argues, (actually he posits a robot version of Mary) could indeed construct 
for herself an understanding of the experience of redness, if the language available to an 
interlocuter was fine-grained enough to capture the nuance, subtlety and uniqueness of that 
experience. The mystery of the quale then, for Dennett, is one of communication; and so not 
really a mystery at all. For Dennett the quale does not exist.  
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As a defence of the materiality of subjective sensations Dennett’s argument is difficult to 
refute; if indeed we wished to do so. After all, Jackson’s positing of the experience of ‘redness’ 
need only be seen as the subjective ‘this-sidedness’ of an entirely material substrate; the 
manifest, ‘surfaced’ aspect of otherwise hidden events. And yet, Jackson’s qualia (and St. 
Augustine’s musings on remembrances) do retain an aura that it is also difficult to dismiss. The 
reducing of unique subjective episodes to electro-chemical events does seem problematic, 
albeit perhaps from a position of philosophical naiveté. And to see the full richness of human 
subjective experience as the result only of a series of brain-states does challenge our sense of 
how it feels to live. 
 
This apparent paradox is resolvable; for the question at hand is not really about whether a 
subjective moment is the experience of a specific brain-state at all. Rather, it is whether the 
brain-state is the cause of that subjective moment. We can straightforwardly say that 
subjective experiences, cognitive apprehensions of world and emotive associations are all 
physical events in the brain (and indeed the body), without resorting to a reductionist 
standpoint that eviscerates them of their full human meaning. The reason for this, is that 
asserting the materiality of consciousness does not tie us to the hypothesis that the brain is 
the cause of consciousness. Indeed, the notion that mental events are neuro-physical is a trivial 
one – philosophically speaking; to insist upon it may be correct, but it is also banal. 
 
It is far more important (and interesting) to consider this proposition: mental events, moments 
of cognition and consciousness and indeed mind itself, are all relational objects. To see them 
as being caused by ‘the brain’ is to conjure up an image of a private demiurge, pushing as a 
material force against the membrane of a purely personal experience.  
 
Mind and society 
 
We can conceive of the contents of mind, and of mind itself, quite differently to their being 
reducible to physical events in the brain. Far more adequate rather, to understand them as the 
result of interactions of the brain with the brains of others, in socially structured human 
relationships. The locus of our quandary then, and the clarity we seek, lies not within the brain, 
material or otherwise, but in the fields of meaning and action created by social relationships 
and processes. The coagulations of social meaning that emerge are introjected as social 
complexes, in turn accumulating into associations, social constructions, personal and group 
identities and behavioural motifs. Moreover, these subjective processes draw for their fullest 
meaning upon the countless human interactions that have gone before. Mind then is material, 
of course; and (embarrassing to have to say) a mind could not exist without a brain. But to look 
for ‘the mind’ (a relational object) in ‘the brain’ (a cellular object) is to create an unnecessary 
mystery – a ghost that beckons us into a wasted philosophical journey; a category error that 
belongs to the physicalists in the debate – one all of their very own. For a mind is the creation 
not of a brain, but of many brains (and bodies) in interaction. In other words, it is the result of 
society, culture and history; and in society, culture and history we find also its material (and 
institutional) locations. 
 

1. The mind in Marxism 
 



Returning to Marx (and Marxism) and Freud (and psychoanalysis) we can compare them on 
the question of the status of the concept of ‘mind’. Beginning with Marx, we have already seen 
that for Marx ‘society’ is the analytical starting point for understanding human behaviour; 
material social processes being the ultimate source of human consciousness. However, it is the 
nature of the relationship between the material world and the mind that is in question here; 
the mechanism by which social experience becomes ideational content. 
 
Within the tradition of Marxist thought on this question, a range of philosophical versions of 
materialism have been proffered; and always, given their revolutionary orientation, connected 
to the question of the relationship of the mind to both nature and to economic structure. It is 
the type of the relationship then, between economic and social structure on the one side, and 
human consciousness and historical action on the other, that we will consider in our discussion 
of the Marxists; particularly regarding the causal aspects of this relationship. 
 
Examples of the type of materialism we have already encountered in David Hume, viz. that an 
object of the external world makes an impression upon the mind, that in turn creates a 
representation of it, can indeed be found in the Marxist tradition; and sometimes alongside of, 
or woven into the different and more dialectical types of philosophical materialism also alluded 
to earlier in our discussion. An important example comes from no less a figure that Vladimir 
Lenin.  
 
Throughout most of 1908 and the early part of 1909, Lenin was involved in an intense polemic 
against a philosophical tendency within the Russian revolutionary movement: empirio-
criticism.53 Empirio-criticism propounded a type of empiricism premised upon ‘pure 
experience’ that did not require non-experiential metaphysical categories, structures or 
constructions. More to the point, this ‘naïve realism’ dispensed with any notion of a necessary 
underlying material reality, in favour of a complete reliance upon sensuous experience for our 
knowledge of the world. For Lenin then, it was the anti-materialist leanings he detected in 
empirio-criticism towards subjective-idealism and psychological symbolism, that was the 
problem. He subjected it to merciless criticism in his 1909 publication, Materialism and 
Empirio-criticism.54 
 
The opening part of Lenin’s attack was articulated via a reflectionist version of materialism, 
that drew for its inspiration upon some key passages in Engels’ writings. In this theory the 
external object makes an impression in a Humean sense upon the mind, which in its turn 
creates a mental ‘image’ of it. 

“… the materialist Frederick Engels … constantly and without exception speaks in 
his works of things and their mental pictures or images (Gedanken-Abbilder), and it 
is obvious that these mental images arise exclusively from sensations. 55 
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And 

“Anybody who reads Anti-Dühring and Ludwig Feuerbach with the slightest care 
will find scores of instances when Engels speaks of things and their reflections in the 
human brain, in our consciousness, thought, etc. Engels does not say that 
sensations or ideas are “symbols” of things, for consistent materialism must here 
use “image,” picture, or reflection instead of “symbol,” …” 56 

Later, Lenin puts things even more clearly. 

“Matter is a philosophical category denoting the objective reality which is given 
to man by his sensations, and which is copied, photographed and reflected by 
our sensations, while existing independently of them.” 57 

So, for Lenin in this period, the mental ‘object’ was the result of a ‘copying’ of the actual object, 
a mental construction that reflected the impressions created by the object upon the senses 
and upon the brain. This was a type of materialism that he equated with ‘objective 
sensationalism’, a philosophical current in popular pre-War European philosophy.58 

Lenin’s lapse into this type of sensation-based materialism, that he was to jettison in his later 
philosophical writings,59 was critiqued at some length by the Dutch communist Antonie 
Pannekoek. We will consider Pannekoek’s comments upon Lenin’s position in 1909, and indeed 
his writings on materialism in Marxism more generally, since it was a topic he wrote about 
quite frequently, returning to it repeatedly throughout his political career.  
 
In his Lenin as Philosopher of 1938,60 Pannekoek separates two types of materialism: bourgeois 
materialism61; and historical materialism62. The first connects ‘spiritual phenomena’ to the 
brain’s ‘physico-chemical-biological’ processes. The second relates mental contents to the 
external world, and more specifically to social structure. For this second type, and in familiar 
Marxist terms, Pannekoek emphasises the active – as opposed to contemplative - character of 
the relationship between the mind and the world; a relationship centred crucially upon the 
transformational character of human labour upon its object that we have already described.63 
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Pannekoek’s charge against Lenin’s 1909 position is that it retains the materialism of the first 
type in this distinction.  
 
Pannekoek argues that bourgeois materialism opposes itself not to idealism per se, but to 
fideism; it is a critique first and foremost of religion. This is the tendency he identifies in Lenin’s 
position. And the root of that he finds in the influence of Georgi Plekhanov, the leading Marxist 
philosopher of the time, upon Lenin’s thinking. 
 
Plekhanov, according to Pannekoek, confuses the meaning of a historically pivotal statement 
by Marx on the nature of the relationship between consciousness and the world. In the first of 
his eleven theses on Feuerbach, written in 1845,64 Marx distinguished between the material 
object as an object of contemplation, and alternatively as one of human labour.  

“The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism – that of Feuerbach included – 
is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the object 
or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively. 
Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, the active side was developed abstractly 
by idealism – which, of course, does not know real, sensuous activity as such.  

Feuerbach wants sensuous objects, really distinct from the thought objects, but he 
does not conceive human activity itself as objective activity. Hence, in The Essence 
of Christianity,65 he regards the theoretical attitude as the only genuinely human 
attitude, while practice is conceived and fixed only in its dirty-judaical 
manifestation. Hence he does not grasp the significance of “revolutionary”, of 
“practical-critical”, activity.”66 

For Marx and Engels, and the group of Young Hegelian philosophers with which they were 
broadly aligned, Feuerbach’s reduction of god and all things religious, to the secular domain of 
human creation, had been exhilarating. However, as we see here, Marx came to see this as an 
‘inconsistent materialism’. Whilst the relationship between the human being and their world 
was one of regard only, of observation and scrutiny, the sensuous world of experience was 
simply a given, independent of human action; and reality the result of the churn of an infinitude 
of myriad objects, fixed in their multiform objective characteristics. This rendering of the 
human being, not in terms of their active involvement in the world, but only in their purely 
theoretical aspect, retained for Marx the trace still of idealism. Only with the re-rendering of 
the human being in their active relationship with the objective world, centred upon the 
transformative role of human labour working upon nature, and indeed back upon 
consciousness itself, could this last vestige of idealism be put aside with finality.  
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For Pannekoek, the radical break with Feuerbach that the ‘first thesis’ represented, was lost in 
Plekhanov’s conflation of the quite different ideas of Marx and Engels on the one hand, and 
Feuerbach on the other. The result, on this argument, was that the importance of the first 
thesis for the achievement of a thoroughgoing materialism became submerged beneath an 
otherwise relatively superficial anti-fideism; and the banal observation that the brain is a 
prerequisite for human consciousness.  
 

“It is a significant indication of the point of view of Plechanov (sic) that he does not 
see this antagonism and that he assigns the main importance to the trivial 
community of opinion – which is unimportant for the real issue – that thoughts are 
produced by the brain.” 

 
To finish here, we will touch upon two other figures in the Marxist tradition who have 
considered the interaction between mind and the world. The first, from the standpoint of 
philosophy, is György Lukács who in his A Defence of History and Class Consciousness: Tailism 
and the Dialectic,67 written in the mid-‘20s, defended his account of consciousness from 
accusations of philosophical idealism. The second, from the standpoint of experimental 
psychology, is Lev Vygotsky, who in his 1934 work Thought and Language,68 proffered a theory 
of the process by which mental concepts come into existence; a theory that ran counter to the 
‘copy’ theory of Lenin’s 1909 materialism.  
 
In his Tailism and the Dialectic, Lukács maintains the impossibility of a direct connection 
between the mind and the objective world. To his critics, this represented a sundering of the 
dependence of the dialectic of consciousness upon that of the natural world. This was the 
‘idealism’ of which he stood accused. The debate posed a question that is relevant to our 
broader inquiry: If all our consciousness is conceptual, the result of mental activity, then how 
can we know the world as it really is, without that is some type of direct and immediate 
experience with it?69 
 
Reflecting on this question we will consider how we might locate such ‘immediate’ experience. 
The question is not straightforward. Experience, even when novel, comes to us with some 
mental organisation that is proximal to it. A new experience of reality presents itself to us as 
just that - a ‘new experience’ not yet integrated into our general mental schema, but still 
recognisable as a part of the world of which we are familiar. Alternatively, we can identify the 
sensory input in an analytical exercise that separates it out from its mental aspect. But even 
then, the sense-data involved does not exist in isolation in a pure form. Rather, it comes to us 
as part of a material environment or social circumstance, reflecting our particular position 
within it. It is dependent also upon our physical condition, the health of our senses, and the 
satisfaction of our basic needs. And so on. Indeed, our search for a pure sensory input into our 
conscious thought processes, that is not mediated in one way or another, takes us to ever 
greater abstractions. Ultimately, we can defend the notion of immediate experience of the 
world only as an inferred limit, a ‘zero-point’ that we can treat as ‘real’, but with no content of 
its own. Reversing this logic, and working from the outside world inwards into the mind, we 
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can regard this liminal position as also representing an origin; or perhaps a source of moment-
to-moment information about the world to which the mind responds and seeks to organise 
towards its own survival.  
 
A brief analogy from chemistry with its language of elements and compounds, can help us to 
better appreciate this point. So, chlorine can exist in diatomic form as a gas, in solid form as an 
ionic lattice, and in solute form as a chloride or hypochlorite salt. In fact, ‘chlorine’ does not 
exist unless in one observable form or another. It is itself a non-empirical abstraction 
generalised from empirical observation; a construct of atomic theory and mathematical 
modelling. It is real, though inferred as such; the various forms of chlorine being what chlorine 
is. The contact between mind and world has this type of philosophical status. So, as sense-data 
enters the mind it does so in an ideational form. It cannot enter thought in some other way, 
independently of mental processes. The creation of ‘experience’ then, involves the melding of 
sensory stimulation with the activity of the mind, instantaneously and in the very moment of 
entry. It is the way sense-data is assimilated by the mind. This point is consequential and will 
be returned to later in our exploration of the mind’s relationship with nature. 
 
So, direct contact with the world stands outside of ‘experience’. We can infer it as a ‘limit’ to 
our mental apprehension of the world, as well as an ‘origin’ of our organic character as 
biological beings. And conscious apprehension of the world requires experience, with all of the 
layered mediation mentioned above and more, but also combined with the operational 
concepts that work upon it to create understanding. And yet, how do such concepts 
themselves emerge?  
 
We can create a hypothetical scale of mental constructs, from novel sensory inputs not yet 
integrated into any conceptual schema (‘new experience’), through to highly organised 
conceptual articulations, informed by sensory inputs that are quite familiar (‘integrated 
experience’), and that bring no surprise. Drawing upon experimental studies with young 
children, the child developmentalist Vygotsky created this type of scale to illustrate pathways 
of mental development and emergence of concepts.70 His classification was based upon tests 
that asked children of different ages to group blocks of different shapes, colours and labels. It 
ran as follows: 
 

• Syncretism. The assembling of groups (physical and mental) based upon random 
selection or spatial distribution but with no objective meaning. 

 

• Complex formation (first type). The formation of groups (physical and mental) based 
upon objective characteristics observed by the child, that are factual, rather than 
logical; as in family groupings for example. The principle is that of association. 

 

• Complex formation (second type). The formation of groups (physical and mental) based 
upon objective characteristics that distinguish sub-groups from one another, or that 
represent actual similarities, allowing for their organisation into collections. The 
principle is that of assortment. 
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• Chain-complex formation. The creation of linked groups (physical and mental), by 
which the child, having assembled objects according to one attribute, moves into a 
different grouping activity based upon another attribute of some of the same objects. 
 

• Diffuse-complex formation.  The creation of groupings (physical and mental) by the 
observation of degrees of similarity e.g. shadings of colour, composite shapes, etc., that 
allow these assemblages to shift from one type to another. These groupings are fluid, 
though they are still based upon observed and factual attributes.  
 

• Pseudo-concept formation. The creation of groupings (physical and mental) that are 
based upon factual attributes, but that are named by the child using words that are 
borrowed from the adult. These words for the adult represent a generalisation based 
upon observation and experience of the world. They symbolise an abstract idea: a 
concept. However, the child’s use of the word still relies upon objects of experience, 
despite the appearance of conceptual thought. 
 

• Concept formation. The creation of a unified mental concept that works independently 
of particular observations of the world, and that can be transferred from one 
experience to another. The concept is represented by a word, standing as its symbol in 
relation to others, making possible mastery of the environment and rational 
communication; the word being provided by the child’s social world so integrating 
them into a culture. 

 
So, the introduction of the ‘word’ (symbol) acting as a mediating third term between the object 
and the concept enables understanding for the child, and the possibility of communication. 
This facility becomes apparent at puberty. 
 
In his account of mental development and of the emergence of conceptual thinking, Vygotsky 
is at pains to stress the active role of the mental operations involved. This is the opposite of 
the ‘copy’ theory of the development of ideas in which repeated exposure to the object 
gradually imprints it as a mental representation; the mind being essentially a passive receiver 
of impressions of the world. 
 

“When the process of concept formation is seen in all its complexity, it appears as 
a movement of thought within the pyramid of concepts, constantly alternating 
between two directions, from the particular to the general, and from the general to 
the particular.” 
 
“… a concept is formed, not through the interplay of associations, but through an 
intellectual operation in which all the elementary mental functions participate in a 
specific combination.” 
 
“… the use of the word is an integral part of the developing processes, and the word 
maintains its guiding function in the formation of genuine concepts, to which these 
processes lead.”71 
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Vygotsky’s view of the role of the word in mental processes, and of language more generally, 
gives once last insight that is useful for our larger inquiry. This is the notion of ‘inner speech’. 
The outward speech of the child occurs in two forms: egocentric speech; and social speech. 
With egocentric speech the child focuses upon themselves and their immediate environment, 
often showing little interest in communication with others. With social speech communication 
and shared understandings occur. Inner speech however, is not anchored to ‘the word’; 
indeed, can be wordless, working in ‘meaning’ rather than formal language. Through inner 
speech such meaning can attach to words, though often in an unstable, fluctuating manner, 
oscillating between its word and wordless forms. In this theorisation, such is the nature of 
thought, and its emergence, development and maturation. 
 
Vygotsky’s theory of concept formation provides a model of mental development in the 
individual. However, Marxism is principally a theory of social dynamics and historical 
development; and more to the point of the character of human consciousness. This brings us 
to the topic of the Marxist explanations of ideology. 
 
Marxism and ideology 
 
Marx's theory of ideology is made up of three different and separate conceptualisations. Each 
captures a different aspect of the means by which the primary producers of any given type of 
society, are persuaded to accept their position within oppressive class structures. These 
different conceptualisations are: that of ‘representation’; that of ‘material practice’; and that 
of ‘appearance’. In The German Ideology of 1846 Marx outlines a theory by which ideology 
represents the dominant ideas of a society, corresponding to the economic interests of its 
ruling class. In this same work, there is an account of human consciousness in its particular 
forms that centres material processes of survival as being its source. In later works, and chiefly 
in Das Capital, Marx also elaborates a theory by which ideology constitutes the appearance of 
the mode of capitalist (and specifically capitalist) production; an appearance that, whilst rooted 
in the lived experience and economic relations of exploitation, also masks its true character 
with ‘fetishised’ conceptualisations of reality. 
 
We will examine each of these theorisations of ideology, tracing respectively their underlying 
structures. 
 

a. Ideology and representation 
 
In the German Ideology, Marx gives the following famous account of the role of ideology in 
society. 

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 class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at 
the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally 
speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject 
to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant 
material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; hence 



of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of 
its dominance. The individuals composing the ruling class possess among other 
things consciousness, and therefore think. Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a class 
and determine the extent and compass of an epoch, it is self-evident that they do 
this 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. For instance, in an age and in a country 
where royal power, aristocracy, and bourgeoisie are contending for mastery and 
where, therefore, mastery is shared, the doctrine of the separation of powers 
proves to be the dominant idea and is expressed as an “eternal law.”  

This passage is a much-quoted evocation of the importance of ideas for the power wielded by 
a ruling class over those it rules and exploits. It states clearly the role that the manipulation of 
mental life plays within class society. Contained within it are also suggestions of a number of 
mechanisms by which this is brought about. There is the notion of the ‘means of mental 
production’, by which Marx has in mind the scholastic monasteries of the medieval order, 
universities, the legal system and the raft of institutions that he was to bring under the rubric 
of the ‘superstructure’. Connected to this is the ‘distribution of ideas’, meaning the popular 
press and other media, the education system, the pulpit and so forth. These are essentially 
social mechanisms. 
 
However, also contained in this passage are suggestions of mechanisms that are closer to our 
theme; how Marx conceptualises the mind.72 Firstly, there is the rendering of social (‘material’) 
relationships into an idealised form. This is in effect a ‘mystification’ of social reality, and a re-
casting of it into a sanitised imaginary construction. This involves a second mechanism, that is 
the ‘inversion’ of unjust social reality into an unreal notion, reconfigured as ‘just’. To illustrate, 
we might consider the mystification and inversion of an unequal social structure into an 
idealised version of it that is centred upon the concept of equality. The third mechanism 
suggested here is the ‘eternalising’ of such idealisations. Here, the idealised conceptualisations 
of exploitative social relationships are presented as timeless, fixed and unchanging. This 
‘universalisation’ renders realities that are specific to a historical era, into things of a natural 
order that cannot be changed; that are invulnerable to human action.  
 
To better understand these ideological mechanisms of mystification, inversion and 
universalisation, we can trace their development in an earlier work in which Marx interrogates 
some of the philosophical categories of Hegel and his followers. This is The Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right of 1844.73  
 

i. Mystification 
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In The Critique of 1844, Marx points to the tendency in Hegel’s philosophy to elevate 
abstractions over and above empirical reality; reality becoming derivative of such 
transcendental entities, rather than being seen as their origin. Central to Hegel’s system 
famously is the Idea, expressing itself through various corporeal manifestations in its historical 
journey towards self-realisation. The Idea, given an ontologically real status as ‘objective spirit’, 
is the definitive mystification residing at the core of Hegel’s metaphysics.  
 
One result of mystification in Hegel’s philosophy, according to Marx, is that human activity-in-
the-world is no longer seen as being real in itself, but rather as being merely real only for the 
metaphysical demiurge that is the Idea, or Geist (‘Spirit’) moving through history. Human 
activity then, is afforded not an independent reality, but simply, in Marx’s terminology, an 
‘allegorical’ status.  
 

“This inversion of subject into object and object into subject is a consequence of 
Hegel's wanting to write the biography of the Idea ...with human activity...having 
consequently to appear as the activity and result of something other than man.”74 

 
And consequent upon all of this, where human activity is the result not of human agency, but 
of a power that stands over and above it, upon which it relies for its historical meaning, 
freedom disappears. The ethical result of Hegel’s philosophy can only be a dumb acceptance 
of reality as it is, and as it must be. Hegel’s metaphysics then Marx argues, becomes the 
legitimation of an indifferent cosmology, and a fixed and unchangeable social order. 
 

ii. Inversion 
 
Marx took his analytical technique of inversion from Feuerbach. Feuerbach, in his critique of 
Christianity, had inverted the relationship between ‘God’ seen as the origin of the world, a real 
entity to be worshipped, and a humankind held in faithful fealty to its creator. Now, with 
Feuerbach’s inversion, humankind was seen itself as the source of the content of religious 
belief, and ‘God’ an imagined construction, created to meet the psychological needs of human 
beings, but externalised into the structures and rituals of religious veneration. Where ‘God’ 
had been the subject, and humankind the predicate, now ‘God’ was the idealised predicate of 
the real historical subject; humankind. 
 
Marx now subjected Hegel’s own logic to this same inversion – or, more precisely re-inversion 
- technique. With respect to Hegel’s formulations of property relations for instance, the 
person’s right to property is a facet of the working of ‘will’ in history. It is will, embodied in the 
person, and in the political sense their ‘personhood’, that drives the desire for the possession 
of, and entitlement to, private property. This, for Hegel, is also the expression and fulfilment 
of its freedom. Marx argued that this was an inversion. Taking the law of inheritance, 
primogeniture, as his example, he pointed out that the passing down of landed property to the 
eldest son was not in fact a matter of choice (‘will’) for the land-owner, but rather a matter of 
property law. Property then, was not the expression of will in the person; its determination. 
Rather it was the inverse; the generational passage of landed property resulting from the 
power of property over will, and inheritance its determined result. 
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In similar fashion, Marx reworked Hegel’s conceptualisation of the relationship between civil 
society and the state. For Hegel, the state stood above civil society, and its constituent parts 
that included economic relations, familial bonds and other types of particular and private 
interest. The state, for Hegel, was of a higher order, as the embodiment, not of private 
interests, but of the general interest of the whole of society. It was the expression of a universal 
principle from which institutions of civil society derived their social meaning and juridical 
status. For Marx, this was an inversion of reality. Rather, civil society was the source of the 
authority of the state; not the other way around. The state in fact did not stand ‘above’ society, 
but was rooted in the private interests of the dominant class that it served. Marx then, had 
again re-inverted Hegel; he had found Hegel ‘standing on his head’ and had turned him the 
‘right way up’. 
 

“Family and civil society are the presuppositions of the state; they are really active 
things; but in speculative philosophy it is reversed ... the political state cannot exist 
without the natural basis of the family and the artificial basis of civil society; they 
are its conditio sine qua non, but (in Hegel) the conditions are established as the 
conditioned…” 75 
 

iii. Universalisation 
 
Finally, Marx identifies a tendency in Hegel to find ‘empirical universals’ in what are actually 
particular interests appearing in an idealised universal form. In his discussion of the Estates of 
the French Revolution, on Marx’s analysis, Hegel sees in the new bourgeois state the 
universalised embodiment and ‘general interest’ of the French Republic. Marx argues however, 
that this is no more than the self-representation of the bourgeoisie to itself and to France as 
the ‘historical positive’ contra the ‘historical negative’ that was the feudal Ancien Régime. In 
the popular tumult that was the 1789 Revolution, Marx argues, whilst the bourgeoise class 
joined the social churn on the streets of Paris, its real historical interests were always going to 
prevail. 
 

“No class of civil society can play this role without arousing a moment of enthusiasm 
in itself and in the masses, a moment in which it fraternizes and merges with society 
in general, becomes confused with it and is perceived and acknowledged as its 
general representative, a moment in which its claims and rights are truly the claims 
and rights of society itself, a moment in which it is truly the social head and the 
social heart. Only in the name of the general rights of society can a particular class 
vindicate for itself general domination.”76 

 
This raising of the class-interest of a specific, and in this case a revolutionary class, to the status 
of the interests of the nation, the sum of all the particular interests of civil society, and even to 
those of humanity in its entirety, are instances in reality of the universalisation of the concrete 
and selfish interests of a dominant, exploiting class alone. 
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These mechanisms – we will say ‘mechanisms-of-the-mind’ – of mystification, inversion and 
universalisation, together for Marx comprise a mode-of-representation; one that supports the 
creation of an ideology that rationalises the position of a ruling class, making its dominance a 
matter of reason.  
 

b. Ideology and material practice 
 
Marx’s observations about the representational content of consciousness – its constructions 
of reality in the human imagination - illuminate his view of the conceptual articulations 
involved. However, in other passages in his early works, Marx also presents theorisations of 
ideology as it relates to the material practices constitutive of particular historical societies with 
the distinctive structures, institutions, behaviours, belief systems and cultures that define 
them. These are more closely concerned with how ideas and types of consciousness emerge 
from social processes, their role in society and the ways in which ideologies interact with 
society as a whole. 
 
In the early passages of The German Ideology, Marx describes an ‘efflux’ theory of ideology, by 
which ideas emerge from the basic patterns of economic life in a direct sense. Here, Marx is 
emphasising that ideology does not occupy a separate realm from practical life. Rather, the 
root of human mental production is the life-process itself, the means by which human beings 
sustain and reproduce their existence. In this account ideas are the “ideological reflexes” and 
“echoes” of a society’s productive forces and the modes of social interaction that result from 
it.  

 
"The phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of their 
material life-process, which is empirically verifiable and bound to material 
premises.”77 

 
This is primarily a spontaneist explanation for the origin of ideas from economic and social 
practice. There is no need here for the mind understood as an autonomously active element, 
an agent, in the creation of ideas. Instead ideas emerge, preformed from unreflective human 
activity.  
 
However, beyond this basic emanation of forms of thought from particular historical 
productive processes, Marx does see ideas as feeding back into these processes, affecting, 
shaping and even limiting their development. This does then suggest a more active role for 
ideas in society. In this ‘organic’ account, historical changes are characterised by interactions 
of ideology with basic productive forces and the processes associated with them. 
 
What Marx terms the ‘theoretical products’ of human material processes, the ideas created by 
humans as they work upon nature, become interwoven with those same processes. So, 
historically specific social and ideological forms - of law, politics, religious practice, etc. – 
correspond to the specific character of the material processes that sustain life in a given 
economic form. Moreover, modes of ‘social intercourse’ that arise from definite forms of 
production also act back upon them, either ‘corresponding’ to them optimally such that they 
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enable the further development of the productive forces in question; or acting obstructively 
such that they either fetter this potential or are replaced by new social forms, and usually with 
violence.  
 
Moreover, the interactions of ideology and material practice, indeed the interactions of all the 
different facets of a social order, meant that a society could be considered and understood, 
not simply analytically, part by part, but as a whole, and in its totality.  
 
As Marx put in, in summary: 

 
“This conception of history depends on our ability to expound the real process of 
production, starting out from the material production of life itself, and to 
comprehend the form of intercourse connected with this and created by this mode 
of production (i.e. civil society in its various stages), as the basis of all history; and 
to show it in its action as State, to explain all the different theoretical products and 
forms of consciousness, religion, philosophy, ethics, etc. etc. and trace their origins 
and growth from that basis; by which means, of course, the whole thing can be 
depicted in its totality (and therefore, too, the reciprocal action of these various 
sides on one another).”78 
 

Here the emphasis on ‘totality’ counters any suspicion of reductionism in Marx’s understanding 
of ideology in this period, the ‘efflux’ reference alluded to earlier notwithstanding. All of the 
parts of a society interact with one another and the society itself is more than the sum of its 
parts; the totality acting back upon the processes that give rise to it. These interactions 
moreover are ‘mediated’; that is, they work via intermediate structures, processes and social 
objects.  
 
This logic relies upon the Hegelian category of ‘mediation’. At its most abstract, mediation 
refers to the third term that reconciles opposing entities, otherwise locked in an irreconcilable 
tension. The movement that reconciles opposites then occurs via an intermediary through 
which the antagonism is eliminated. 
 
Applied for a materialist analysis of a society, this means that Marx’s account of any society 
here is better positioned than simple reductionist renderings to capture the complexity of the 
interactions between its economic basis and the ideas within it. This idea of a ‘mediated 
totality’ in Marxist theory can be found particularly in the work of the Antonio Labriola within 
his ‘organic conception of history’.79 
 
Finally, in corresponding to the primary mode-of-production of a given society, it reflected also 
the mind-set of the class that owned and controlled it: the exploiting class. So, whilst 
corresponding to the material base of a given society, the dominant ideology, aided by the 
psychological mechanisms of inversion, mystification and universalisation, distorted reality, 
representing as it did the interests of the dominant class. In in-so-doing it also masked the real 
interests of the exploited class. 
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c. Ideology and appearance 
 
The ‘correspondence theory’ of ideology we have considered characterised Marx’s writings in 
his key works from The German Ideology of 1846 through to A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy of 1859.80 In the preface to the latter publication, Marx famously stated: 
 

“In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite 
relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production 
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of 
production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes 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.” 81 

 
In his writings from this point onwards however, a different explanation of ideology begins to 
enter Marx’s works: one based upon his concept of ‘commodity fetishism’. This was a special 
case of his more general theory of ‘reification’. Reification was the result the cognitive transfer 
of something out of its actual setting in external reality, into an imaginary realm, and 
experienced as something separate, and intrinsic to itself. This process involved a distortion 
such that something that is really the effect of objective causes, is now invested in the mind 
with an independent existence; whilst in fact it is the merely the result of things unseen.  
 
It is important to note that reification for Marx was not the result of an ideological trick, nor a 
simple illusion. Rather it was an objective result of the structural relationships that defined 
capitalist production. Under capitalism human relations work through the exchange of things; 
in the form of trade and commerce; and also, in the form of the capital-labour nexus in which 
each party has something to exchange. What is actually a relationship between human beings 
then, becomes seen – becomes experienced – as a relationship between things. 

“Even from the point of view of the merely formal relation — the general form of 
capitalist production, which has its less developed mode in common with the more 
developed — the means of production, the objective conditions of labour, do not 
appear as subsumed under the worker; rather, he appears as subsumed under 
them. Capital employs labour. Even this relation in its simplicity is a personification 
of things and a reification of persons.” 

“But the relation becomes still more complex — and apparently more mysterious 
— in that, with the development of the specifically capitalist mode of production, 
not only do these things — these products of labour, both as use values and as 
exchange values — stand on their hind legs vis-à-vis the worker and confront him 
as “capital” — but also the social forms of labour appear as forms of the 
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development of capital, and therefore the productive powers of social labour, thus 
developed, appear as productive powers of capital.”82 

With respect to commodity fetishism, in his critical analysis of political economy, Marx 
distinguished between the use-value of the commodity and its exchange-value. The use-value 
was the non-quantifiable practical usefulness of the object or material in question: the value 
of the plough to till the soil; the value of the bread to meet the need that is hunger; and so on. 
The exchange value however, lay behind the quantified ratio in which the item in question 
could be exchanged with an item of another type. The equivalence that underpinned the 
exchange ratio, Marx found in the amount of labour involved in the making of each of the 
commodities, quantified as necessary labour time. 
 
This fundamental feature of the commodity - that it was the embodiment of the socially 
necessary labour time that had created it – gave it another quite mysterious quality; that of 
appearing to have a life (we should say a ‘value’) of its own. In other words that its exchange-
value on a market of other commodities appeared to be a part of its essential character, and 
something possessed by it. So, although a diamond is of course in nature no more than a crystal 
of the element carbon, the commercial value of a diamond comes to be seen as a property of 
the diamond itself, as something that inheres in it. This is the result of the separation of 
production and consumption under capitalism: production being the labour of the worker 
required to manufacture (or excavate) the product; consumption being represented by the 
market upon which the product becomes a commodity. 
 
Furthermore, under capitalism, the worker does not own the product of their labour, this being 
expropriated from them; and this being the exploitation that defines capitalism. This severing 
of the process of production from the end-point of the consumption of the commodity on a 
market, is the root of the opacity of the true nature of the commodity as being the result of 
exploitation. The appearance of the commodity is that it is a thing of inherent value; this 
appearance now fetishised as a self-supporting ‘objective’ reality. However, the essence of the 
commodity – its real nature – is that it is the embodiment of exploited labour. It is the 
appearance of the commodity, the social experience of it as free-floating on its market, 
unrelated to the human labour that produced it, that is the basis of Marx’s theory of 
‘commodity fetishism’.  
 

“In order, therefore, to find an analogy we must take flight into the misty realm of 

religion. There the products of the human brain appear as autonomous figures 

endowed with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with each other 

and with the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the products of 

men's hands. I call this the fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour 

as soon as they are produced as commodities, and is therefore inseparable from 

the production of commodities.”83 
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The full ideological implications of Marx’s analysis of the commodity however, only becomes 
clear when he moves on to the matter of the labour-capitalist relationship. To understand this, 
we need to see the worker also situated in the capitalist market. The worker’s survival after all 
depends upon their ability to sell their labour to a capitalist who will employ them. Of course, 
the capitalist owns the wherewithal – the capital - needed to produce goods for sale: the tools; 
the machinery; the transportation; the buildings; and so on. However, the worker has 
something the capitalist needs which is the ability to work with these tools and materials – 
these means of production; this is their ‘labour power’. It is their labour power they must sell; 
and their labour power then is also a commodity, and one of a special kind in that it is expressed 
always through the activity of a human being.  
 
This all means that the experience the worker has of the labour-capitalist relationship is one of 
equal exchange. The worker sells their principal commodity, their labour power, for a return: 
the wage. The wage-labour exchange then has the appearance of a fair bargain. ‘Fair’ here 
requires a caveat. The worker in fact may see the wage as unfair because it is too low. Then 
some negotiation or perhaps some industrial struggle may occur, that if successful raises wages 
to a level that is experienced as closer to a ‘fair’ rate for the job. 
 
But these very notions of equal exchange and a ‘fair wage’ hide the real character of the 
exchange; its essential nature. The essence of the worker-capitalist relationship is one of 
robbery. The capitalist returns to the worker a portion of the value of the labour time for which 
they are employed; the socially necessary time required to make a quantity of goods. 
Thereafter the rest of the worker’s labour time is used to create a further quantity of goods for 
which they go unremunerated. This time is stolen from the worker and its worth is realised 
upon the capitalist market as value that is surplus to the need to reproduce the productive 
cycle from day to day, week to week, etc. This is the ‘surplus value’ that is the root of the 
capitalist’s profits, but now demystified and exposed in Marx’s critique for what it truly is: the 
fruit of the exploitation of the worker.  
 
The commodification of labour then provides the basis for Marx’s new theory of ideology. This 
is because the appearance of the worker-capitalist relationship conceals its essence. Whilst the 
worker understands the employment relationship as one of equal and fair exchange, it is in 
fact nothing of the kind. The surplus value that is appropriated by the capitalist is not revealed 
as such. Rather it is taken from the worker as a hidden quantity, stolen in an economic sleight-
of-hand worthy of the stage magician; except that it is performed day-by-day, week-by-week, 
etc. for the entirety of the worker’s working life. This means that the appearance in question 
is not simply an illusion; rather it is structural to the experience of the worker. 
 
The ideological distortion involved then, is constitutive of the perspective of the worker, and 
the appearance in question an ‘objective appearance’. It is different in this sense from the 
more psychological character of Marx’s earlier correspondence theory of ideology. However, 
this perspectival distortion forms the primary ideological foundation to the host of secondary 
tricks, ruses and deceits by which capitalists via their ideological servants in the churches, the 
courts, universities, and so on perpetuate their rule.  
 
Marx’s mind 
 



We have seen that within Marxism there are different views of the nature of the mind and its 
relationship with objective reality. Indeed, across the range of Marx’s own published works we 
have seen there are at least two theories of ideology: the theory of the ‘correspondence’ of 
ideas and forms of consciousness to the processes of production upon which a given society 
depends; and the explanation of ideology under capitalism that is rooted in the theory of 
commodity fetishism. 
 
What all accounts of ideology found within Marx and Marxism agree upon however, is that 
ideology is specific to the particular type of society to which it belongs, and also logically 
therefore, specific to its temporal location in history. The human mind then, cannot be 
understood as a transhistorical phenomenon; there is no universal human consciousness. To 
understand the ‘the mind’, we must understand its society; this being the starting point and 
the end point of Marx’s historical materialism.  
 

2. The mind in Freud 
 

a. ‘Mechanism’ 
 
Freud’s earliest scientific work contributed to the development neurone-theory, the doctrine 
that all nervous tissues, and crucially the brain and central nervous system is made up of 
discrete cells – the neurones.84 Influential scientific figures such as Herman Helmholtz and 
Freud’s teacher, Ernst Brücke, held to a ‘mechanist’ philosophy, that all mental activity, 
including at the highest levels of brain function, was the sum total of electro-chemical impulses 
conducted by nervous tissue. Whilst Freud was to later move away from mechanism, its impact 
upon his thinking at this time was profound, and its trace can be detected in much of his later 
work. 
 
An appreciation of Freud’s Project for a Scientific Psychology (1895) helps to understand the 
deeper logic of his early and later theorising of human consciousness. Indeed, this work is 
important precisely because it draws upon his empirical observations of non-human nervous 
tissue, and evidences emergent constructs and leaps of theoretical inference about the mind; 
and in ways that signpost Freud’s later structural conceptualisations of the psyche, establishing 
the metaphorical tropes that would characterise his thinking throughout his life: his Theory of 
Psychic Apparatus. 
 
Freud’s early microscopic observations and theorising of the organic basis of neuronal systems 
led him to identify three types of neurone that he classified as phi, psi and omega; "φ, ψ and 
ω". On Freud’s account, a ‘nerve-force’, Qή travelled through these three types of neurone, 
providing an economy of nervous activity operating upon the principles of conservation-of-
energy, ‘inertia’ and a tendency towards equilibrium. Whereas phi nerve-tissue was concerned 
with the receiving of excitatory input, psi neurones, acting as ‘contact-barriers’, controlled this 
input, preventing overload and neuronal chaos. Freud argued that Qή both ‘flows’ through 
these different sub-systems and also ‘fills’ the different types of neurone involved ahead of 
their discharge as cathected energy-quanta. These discharges he saw as being ‘facilitated’ by 
neuronal pathways that become fixed, providing stable routes via which excessive energy can 
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be cathected away from sites of accumulation. However, new pathways can also become 
established that over time can become dominant, and so the process of ‘facilitation’ is 
characterised by a ‘sedimentation’ of redundant pathways, forming a kind of ‘memory 
structure’ in the vertebrate endopsychical system. Separately, Freud saw omega neurones as 
being concerned with perception, and the processing of external sensory information. This 
aspect of the organism’s navigation through its environment required the foregrounding of 
some informational elements over others, and the submerging of the latter into latent 
memory.  
 
At higher and more complex levels of neurological and mental function, Freud still saw these 
different neuronal systems as providing the essential animus of human consciousness, and its 
interactions with its environment. In his modelling of 1895, the omega system is the locus of 
consciousness in the human being. It receives input from the neurones of the phi and psi 
systems, that work as a substratum of somatic drives, or instincts. However, whereas the inputs 
of neuronal stimulation travelling from the psi into the phi systems are regulated via a 
homeostatic ‘inertia’, the omega system, receiving inputs from the phi system and the somatic 
drives that it generates, is afforded no such protection. It is ‘at the mercy’ of the nerve-force 
of the primary neuronal systems working upon it, so rendering consciousness also as requiring 
the ‘discharge’ of excessive energy. 
 
With historical hindsight, we can see here anticipations of the psychoanalytic modelling for 
which Freud would become famous. Indeed, at this time in the autumn of 1895, Freud had a 
strong sense of the importance of these ideas for modern psychology. In a letter to his friend 
Wilhelm Fleiss, he described his ambition for this work as being "to peel off from 
psychopathology a gain for normal psychology".85 
 

b. Transition 
 
The shift away from a uni-directional causal logic in which higher mental functions are 
essentially epiphenomena of primary neuronal systems, was the result of an evolution of 
thinking and discovery for Freud over more than a decade. The earliest influences in his 
scientific thinking were teachers and professional supervisors such as Theodor Meynert and 
Jean-Martin Charcot who were steeped in the ‘mechanistic’ paradigm of studies on 
psychological disorders and psychosis. For them, all neuroses were ultimately rooted in 
problems of neuro-physiology.  
 
However, Freud began to harbour doubts about a strict adherence to mechanism. These 
surfaced in debates at the time about ‘hysteria’,86 a type of psychosis characterised by somatic 
symptoms such as fitting and paralysis. Charcot’s clinical observations, his own commitment 
to mechanism notwithstanding, revealed that the paralytic symptoms associated with hysteria 
did not in fact conform to any known neurological condition. Increasingly Freud began to 
speculate about the role of ideas as a cause of physical symptoms; a type of psycho-somaticism 
that ran contrary to mechanism.  
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Freud’s increasingly unorthodox theorising of the outward symptoms of hysteria cast him at 
that time into the margins of the established medical science of the day. He was to find an ally 
in his old teacher at the Institute of Physiology of the University of Vienna, Josef Breuer. 
 
For many years, Breuer had been using hypnotism in his therapeutic practice, as well as a 
technique for which he coined the term the ‘cathartic method’. This involved the unearthing 
and ‘talking-through’ of early childhood memories that lay beneath adult psychological and 
behavioural disorders. This ‘talking-cure’ had the effect of alleviating the neurotic symptoms 
of the patient. The fact that physical symptoms such as problems with speech and even 
paralysis, could be improved in this way, confounded the mechanistic view that all such 
disorders must be rooted in neuro-physiology; that all outward manifestations of hysteria were 
caused by malfunction in the nervous system.  
 
Freud became especially interested in one of Breuer’s cases, the case of ‘Anna O’.87 This case, 
that had already been made well known in psychiatric circles by Breuer, had demonstrated 
that when this patient relived the traumatic experience of nursing their dying father, small 
details of these memories had become significant for their later symptomology. For example, 
squinting was revealed to be a symptomatic suppression of the memory of squinting at their 
watch in the dark at their father’s bedside. The realisation of this in the patient, allowed the 
‘event’ to be brought out of a realm of repressed memory, an ‘unconscious’, and into a realm 
of conscious apprehension and understanding; and from this a relief of the pain that had 
accompanied it. Freud increasingly saw such symptoms, working as self-protective 
mechanisms of the psyche – understood now as symbolic representations of repressed 
material – as being of great interest and theoretical importance. 
  

“The ugliest as well as the most intimate details of sexual life may be thought and 
dreamt of in seemingly innocent allusions to activities in the kitchen; and the 
symptom of hysteria could never be interpreted if we forgot that sexual symbolism 
can find its best hiding place behind what is commonplace and inconspicuous.”88 

 
Freud and Breuer published their therapeutic findings, based on the case of Anna O and four 
other case-histories, in their Studies on Hysteria (1895).89 This work forwarded a theoretical 
stance that was pivotal for Freud’s emerging model of the human psyche. Freud now saw 
clearly that a part of the psyche that was hidden from normal daily thought, a subconscious 
realm, impacted upon conscious life in ways that could be disruptive and harmful to the 
individual. Moreover, the traumatic memory did not disappear over time, but remained in this 
hidden recess as an active pathogenic presence; causing an accumulation of negative 
emotional energy, that over time could produce terrible mental, behavioural and psychological 
effects. However, the repressed traumas that were responsible for the neuroses that resulted, 
were accessible to therapeutic treatment.  
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Increasingly also, Freud was coming to see the repression of traumatic experience, its 
relegation out of the domain of normal self-awareness, as a largely sexual phenomenon; the 
traumas involved often linked to experiences of one sexual type or another. Here, Freud and 
Breuer were not in agreement; indeed, this was the point upon which they were to part 
company in terms of theory, professional collaboration and friendship. Nonetheless, Freud’s 
work with Breuer, and their 1895 publication, marked his shift from the mechanistic theorising 
of his early scientific career, to the symbolism that characterised his understanding of the mind 
henceforth. 
 

c. The Topographical Model 
 
Freud presented his first fully developed theory of the mind in The Interpretation of Dreams of 
1899. Until he began to study dreams, he had been involved primarily in controversies about 
neurosis. His work in that area had led him to the idea of an unconscious containing 
sedimented memories of past traumas, that exert a powerful though covert influence upon 
the person in their conscious life. By 1896 however, he had embarked upon a systematic study 
of dreams because, whilst they were a normal and familiar experience, they could also be seen 
as a model of neurosis ‘in miniature’. Furthermore, whilst the person slept, the normal 
mechanisms of self-control and internal repression that regulated their daily life were 
suspended. The free-reign this gave to the unconscious also made dreams interesting for the 
intra-psychical dynamics that they revealed, for illuminations of illnesses of the mind and also 
for normal psychology. 
 

“The interpretation of dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious 

activities of the mind. By analysing dreams we can take a step forward in our 

understanding of that most marvellous and most mysterious of all instruments. 

Only a small step, no doubt; but a beginning. And this beginning will enable us to 

proceed further with its analysis, on the basis of other structures which must be 

termed pathological.” 90  
 

As far back (as far as we know) as the Sumerians of Mesopotamia more than 7,000 years ago, 
dreams have been seen as meaningful, and as requiring interpretation. Freud now undertook 
a systematic study of dream meaning with the deeper aim of shedding light upon the working 
of the human psyche. His analytical model of ‘the dream’ comprised a number of elements and 
mechanisms. 
 
Freud saw the dream essentially as the distorted expression of desire. This was the ‘wish-
fulfilment’ of the dream. Often this was sexual at root, the result either of early sexualised 
experiences or traumas, or simply of adult wants. Even in its sleeping state, however, the mind 
in Freud’s account exerts a censorship upon the full expression of such memories. This struggle 
produces the ‘manifest dream’. This is the dream we experience. It is the result of the ‘dream-
work’ which, acting upon the ‘latent-dream’, the true or original dream material that is being 
censored, creates the dream that we remember.  
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The dream-work, the author of the manifest-dream, operates via the creation of symbols. The 
appearances of objects or words that are quite ordinary and ubiquitous in normal conscious 
life, become suffused with symbolic meaning in the dream. Such ‘dream objects’ may be taken 
from the mundane experiences of the day, whilst their meaning may reach far back into the 
suppressed memories of the persons distant past. So, a comb can become symbolic of a 
frustrated tryst, a tree symbolic of a father’s gifts, a purse symbolic of a vagina, and so on. 
There is no prescriptive order to how such symbols are ascribed, only that they always 
represent something that has been suppressed, and put ‘out of (conscious) mind’. The 
excavation of the unique meaning of each is something that only the work of interpretation, 
conducted through the therapist-patient alliance, can achieve.  
 
Freud’s study of dreams led him to identify four mechanisms employed by the dream-work. 
They were the following: 
 

1. Condensation. This refers to the layering of different meanings and symbolic 
representations onto the same specific element of the manifest dream. So, a dream-
character for instance, can in fact represent two, or even several figures from the real-
world life of the dreamer. An item from the day-just-gone can be infused with meanings 
that even pull in different directions of interpretation. This means of course that 
dreams are complex and paradoxical, raising problems always for their decipherment. 
 

2. Displacement. Freud observed that the meaning of an element of a dream, or even of 
the dream in its entirety, was often not true to the latent-dream from which it was 
derived. It’s presented meaning – the story of the dream, the dreamer’s direct sense 
of the what the dream was about – was often more apparent than real. The actual 
meaning then, had been displaced, from its origin deep in the psyche, onto a canvas of 
seemingly quite unrelated symbolic objects. 
 

3. Secondary revision. This can be thought of as the ‘editing’ of the manifest dream; the 
stitching together of otherwise disconnected fragments into some kind of logical sense. 
Where the symbolic elements of the dream represent difficult, painful or confusing 
ideational material drawn from life experience that has been repressed, other elements 
drawn from consciousness are used to ‘fill-the-gaps’ or complete the narrative of the 
dream. It is ‘secondary’ in the sense that it comes at the end of the dream-work, its 
task to tidy-up the story. 
 

4. Representation. Freud regarded this as the most interesting aspect of the dream-work, 
and also the most difficult to understand. For the dream to be constructed, meanings 
must be converted into pictorial representations, or definite word associations. Whilst 
consciousness can only do this with effort, in the sleeping state this occurs quite 
naturally, with no work required on the part of the sleeper (to their knowledge, at 
least). It is the job of therapy of course, to wind this process backwards as 
interpretation, and excavation of the latent dream material.  

 
Freud’s interests had by now travelled from a focus upon neurosis, to one upon ‘normal 
psychology’. In so doing, he had profoundly developed his modelling of psychical structure. 
Most importantly, through his systematic study of dreams, he had made the discovery for 



which he would become famous: the role of the unconscious in the normal life of the person. 
By the turn of the century then, along with his shift to the analysis of symbols, the insights he 
had gained from his therapeutic work and his study of dreams, Freud had ploughed the ground 
for a generalised theory of mind.  
 
Freud’s first account of the psyche, his ‘topographical model’, consisted of parts that were in 
dynamic tension with one another. Beneath our conscious, self-aware mental life, there lay an 
unconscious (the ‘system unconscious’), an opaque realm of primitive needs and libidinous 
impulses. These were the result of infantile wishes and the repressed material of forbidden 
desires in the adult. If not repressed entirely, they could only enter consciousness (the ‘system 
conscious’) after filtering by the pre-conscious (the ‘system preconscious’), acting as a censor 
and regulator of potentially dangerous urges. Where especially powerful strivings in the adult 
were repressed, the result could be a ‘fixation’ causing obsessive and repetitive behaviour in 
the individual.  
 
Moreover, the unconscious was different to the other components of the mind in more 
respects. The unconscious had no sense of time, with material from early life exerting equal or 
even greater force in the disturbances they created, as or than more recent experiences. 
 

“The unconscious is quite timeless. The most important as well as the strangest 
characteristic of psychical fixation is that all impressions are preserved, not only in 
the same for in which they were first received, but also in all the forms which they 
have adopted in their further developments.” 91 

 

The unconscious also did not distinguish between the real and the unreal; imagined 
experiences and actual experiences in the person’s life were treated with equal significance 
and value. This also meant that the logic of normal daily life did not apply, with ideas being 
merged together that would be quite incompatible in reality. Crucially, this ‘system 
unconscious’ was not directly knowable or accessible. This material could however be detected 
by its effects in the person’s life, and via indirect therapeutic techniques such as ‘word-
association’. 
 

“Just as Kant warned us not to overlook the fact that our perceptions are 
subjectively conditioned and must not be regarded as identical with what is 
perceived though unknowable, so psychoanalysis warns us not to equate 
perceptions by means of consciousness with unconscious mental processes which 
are their object. Like the physical, the psychical is not necessarily in reality what it 
appears to be. We shall be glad to learn, however, that the correction of internal 
perception will turn out not to offer such great difficulties as the correction of 
external perception – that internal objects are less unknowable than the external 
world.” 92 

 
Between the unconscious and the conscious lay the preconscious. The preconscious contained 
repressed memories that could be brought back to consciousness often quite easily, and also 
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through therapy. Moreover, the preconscious was something familiar to us in our normal lives. 
In his 1901 book, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Freud describes the many ways in 
which material that has been pushed into the preconscious causes parapraxes - slips-of-the-
tongue, significant moments of forgetfulness, meaningful errors, and so on. These three 
elements then, the conscious, the pre-conscious and the unconscious made up a topography 
in which the self-awareness of the person in their normal day-to-day life, sat atop a vast realm 
of unconsciousness; the tip of a proverbial iceberg. 
 
In this period Freud developed his first formulation of the ‘pleasure principle’. At its most basic 
this referred to the tendency of the organism to seek pleasure and to avoid pain. Actually, in 
this early version of the principle Freud spoke of the organism’s avoidance of ‘unpleasure’. This 
could refer to the failure to achieve pleasure as much as to physical or emotional distress. In 
their endeavours to achieve their goals under the influence of the primitive urges of the 
unconscious, the person could experience unfulfilled desire, undischarged energy and the 
nervous tension of unsuccessful strivings. In this circumstance, they could consequently 
descend into fixated neurosis or alternatively, the ‘unpleasure’ they experienced could be 
pushed back down into the unconscious as repressed ideational material.  
 
In his 1911 essay, Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning,93 Freud 
introduced the ‘reality principle’ that countered the impulses created by the appetite for 
pleasure. Freud begins his discussion with the observation that at the root of neurosis is a ‘flight 
from reality’, a turning away from a painful external world, inwards into a realm of fantasy and 
hallucination. The very young infant also, not yet able to control its world, takes refuge in the 
hallucinatory satisfaction of internal needs. It is the inadequacy of this realm in actually 
meeting such needs, that leads to a striving to master and manipulate the external 
environment; so, creating the reality principle. At this stage of development, the sense organs 
become increasingly important as the young infant displays ‘attention’ to its world, committing 
what it ‘notes’ to memory, and learning how to ‘judge’ the correctness of the ideas it has 
developed about objects within its reach. During this developmental process, ‘thinking’ 
becomes important for the child’s self-mastery. Over time the reality principle comes to 
dominate over the pleasure principle, as the child realises the possibility of the delayed 
gratification of pleasure-seeking desires. 
  

“Actually, the substitution of the reality principle for the pleasure principle implies 
no deposing of the pleasure principle, but only a safeguarding of it. A momentary 
pleasure, uncertain in its results, is given up, but only in order to gain along the path 
an assured pleasure at a later time.”  94 

 
All of Freud’s theorising of the mind and its growth from the neonatal stage, through childhood 
and on to adolescence and adulthood, was related to his emerging theory of human sexuality. 
So, in his Three Contributions to the Theory of Sex95 of 1905, along with his model of 
psychosexual phases of development, based upon an ‘oral stage’, an ‘anal-sadistic’ stage, a 
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‘genital stage’ and ‘latency stage’, Freud heavily emphasised the discovery he claimed as 
unique; that of infantile sexuality. 
 

“It is remarkable that those writers who endeavour to explain the qualities and 
reactions of the adult individual have given so much more attention to the ancestral 
period than to the period of the individual’s own existence—that is, they have 
attributed more influence to heredity than to childhood. […] No author has to my 
knowledge recognized the lawfulness of the sexual impulse in childhood, and in the 
numerous writings on the development of the child the chapter on “Sexual 
Development” is usually passed over.” 96 

 
In this phase also, Freud had put forward a novel concept - based upon the Oedipus myth of 
ancient Greece - that was to capture the imagination of his readership and a wider public. In 
Sophocles’ play, Oedipus Rex, the eponymous hero slays his father, King Laius and marries his 
mother (unknowingly), Queen Jocasta. Freud used the story now to illustrate a dynamic in 
human psychosexual development, that he would later term the ‘Oedipus Complex’, holding it 
to be universal across all cultures.97 This dynamic emerged with the growth of the young child 
into awareness of their dependence upon their mother, and their developing sense of rivalry 
with their father for their mother’s affections. For Freud, the Oedipus Complex was the key to 
the riddle of sexual attraction and coupling in adult life. It was a theory he was to amend and 
develop for most of the rest of his career. 
 

d. The Structural Model 
 
The years between the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams and the outbreak of war in 
1914, saw Freud struggling to address what he recognised as internal weaknesses in his 
theorising. The central issue, and the point on which his first model of the mind would falter, 
was that of repression. Freud’s theorisation of the mind lacked a mechanism for repression, an 
account of how it was that traumatic memories and painful aspects of the psyche, largely of a 
sexual nature, could be repressed by the other non-sexual drives in Freud’s model, such as that 
of hunger. One problem for Freud was his acknowledgement that the reality principle did not 
in fact counter the pleasure principle; rather it merely regulated it, tempering its immediate 
demands to achieve satisfaction at some later point. The reality principle then, served the 
interests of the more fundamental pleasure principle. 
 
There was also the troublesome question of why it should be that certain individuals, certainly 
some types of neurotic patient in Freud’s clinical cases, compulsively repeated traumatic 
experiences, seeking to re-experience over and over, episodes that clearly caused them 
distress. In addition, there were the examples of recurring anxiety dreams (clearly not driven 
by ‘the wish’), and the repetitively re-lived traumas of war veterans. These issues Freud tackled 
in his pivotal 1920 publication Beyond the Pleasure Principle; and in so doing, put forward his 
theory of drives, themselves the result of primordial instincts.  
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The apparent over-riding of the pleasure principle that Freud saw in his patients as well as in 
some aspects of children’s play, he labelled ‘repetition-compulsion’. For his cases, Freud now 
found a new purpose to the fixated behaviours that characterised many of the neuroses 
involved. The repetitive patterns, or ‘reaction-formations’ he observed were now interpreted 
as returns to earlier life-episodes that were essentially attempts by the psyche to deal with 
unresolved shocks and traumas. In such obsessive behaviour, the individual repeatedly re-lived 
the anxieties associated with painful recollections from their lives. The pleasure principle then 
did not always prevail, and Freud’s observations forced him to accept its dethroning as the 
commanding principle of the human psyche. 
 
To resolve the theoretical impasse he had encountered, Freud elaborated the novel concept 
of the ‘death instinct’; later to be termed ‘Thanatos’. His reasoning ran as follows. At the most 
basic and irreducible level of life, covering the entire spectrum from the simplest organisms to 
complex life forms and onto humanity, a death-instinct reigned, under which life strives to 
achieve a final entropic stability and stasis, that can only mean its own end; that can only mean 
death. And yet the organism also strives to survive and reproduce itself. The death-instinct 
then was balanced against a second instinct, this one a life-force; later to be termed Eros. 
Whilst the overarching trajectory was defined by a drive towards death, the life-instinct 
checked any premature termination for the organism. The aim of life, was indeed death; 
however not any death. Only a particular kind of death would be appropriate to the particular 
organism, in its particular environment; and, by extension, for the particular person, in their 
particular life circumstance. Freud’s model of the psyche was now rooted in a dual ‘instinct 
theory’. 
 
A shift as profound as that from a model that was rooted in a striving for pleasure, to one 
rooted in a striving for death, demanded now a revision of Freud’s entire model of the psyche. 
Two texts from this period will be examined to illuminate Freud’s formulations to achieve this 
new theoretical construction.  
 
In Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, published in 1921, Freud lays out a theory of 
group formations and behaviours, based upon libidinal bonds. Here the unconscious holds 
much greater sway that it does within the person, and so the behaviour of the group can be 
far more irritable and impulsive, than that of the individual alone. However, it can equally give 
rise to the highest aspirations and the noblest ideals. 
 
Freud’s new model of the mind substantially revised the topographical model. He now focused 
strongly on the ego. The ego drew its energy from the unconscious, the site as we have seen, 
of the competing instincts of death and love; of destruction and creation. In its efforts to 
navigate reality, the ego also created an idea of itself, a kind of self-image of its strivings and 
achievements. This became an ‘ego ideal’, a psychical precipitate of the ego’s activity; an entity 
for which Freud coined the term ‘superego’. Whilst, like the ego the superego drew its energy 
from the unconscious, it also played the role of a harsh and unforgiving critic, standing in 
judgement over the ego’s failings and shortcomings, and creating a background sense of the 
guilt in the life of the person. 
 
In Freud’s new model, the opposition between ego and superego had consequences for 
psychosexual development and the ways in which the person grows into their social world. 



This was the result of a difference in how the ego and superego incorporated the formative 
relationships of their childhood. Whereas the tendency in the ego was to relate to the object 
or person of desire by ‘bringing it into itself’, internalising a mental version of it in a process of 
‘introjection’, that of the superego was to identify with an abstraction of the object or person 
of desire, so ‘becoming’ it or them in its imagination. Whereas the ego strove to have the 
object, the superego strove to be the object. 
 

“The basis of the process is what is called an ‘identification’ – that is to say the 
assimilation of one ego to another one, as a result of which the first ego behaves 
like the second in certain aspects, imitates it and in a sense takes it up into itself. 
Identification has been not unsuitably compared with the oral cannibalistic 
incorporation of the other person. It is a very important form of attachment to 
someone else, probably the very first, and not the same thing as the choice of an 
object. The difference between the two can be expressed in some such way as this. 
If a boy identifies himself with his father, he wants to be like his father; if he makes 
him the object of his choice, he wants to have him, to possess him. In the first case 
his ego is altered on the model of his father; in the second case that is not 
necessary.” 98  

 
The separate socialising mechanisms of the ego and the superego had profound implications 
for gendering in the person. Under social and cultural cues and pressures and in the typical 
case, the male child would seek to have the mother, to introject their into his ego, later in life 
seeking to have the feminine object, the women, the wife; and as he developed he would come 
to identify with the father via his superego, striving to become the masculine object, the man, 
the husband. In the female child, the process was the reverse. Here in the typical case and also 
under social and cultural influences, the girl would seek to have the father, to introject him 
into their ego, later in life seeking to have the masculine object, the man, the husband; and as 
she developed she would come to identify with the mother via their superego, striving to 
become the feminine object, the woman, the wife. 

The key elements of Freud’s new conceptualisation of the psyche were by now coming into 

sharp focus. His structural model was laid out in detail in his 1923 essay, The Ego and the Id. 

The third component of the structural model after the ego and the superego, was the id. Whilst 

the general categories of conscious, preconscious and unconscious were still present, the new 

model was centred upon the interactions between these three principal psychodynamic 

elements. In addition, the id was a powerful entity that contained the two primordial instincts 

that directly and indirectly governed human behaviour. 

The three actors of the structural model were locked in tension with one another: the ego and 

the id struggled for command of the individual’s behaviour; the ego and the superego also 

wrestled for dominance in the person’s life. In fact, the id and the superego could be seen as 

working in alliance with one another, in that the higher strivings of the superego drew their 

energy from the id itself; this cathectic energy now decoupled from sexual objects, was 

reoriented upon loftier aims in a process Freud termed ‘sublimation’.  

                                                           
98 Freud, S. (1933). ‘The Dissection of the Psychical Personality’ in The New Introductory Lectures on 

Psychoanalysis (Lecture XXXI). The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume 22. P. 130. 



Between these struggles the ego was caught in the middle, besieged from both sides, as well 

as having to deal with the threats and dangers of the external world, this being its principle 

role. 

 

“This super-ego occupies a special position between the ego and the id. It belongs 
to the ego and shares its high degree of psychological organization; but it has a 
particularly intimate connection with the id. It is in fact a precipitate of the first 
object-cathexes of the id and is the heir to the Oedipus complex after its demise. 
This super-ego can confront the ego and treat it like an object; and it often treats it 
very harshly. It is as important for the ego to remain on good terms with the super-
ego as with the id.” 99 
 

The interactions between these constituent elements was complex, as indeed where the 

internal dynamics of each. So, the ego was rooted in the id and itself was both conscious in its 

dealings with the world, and also unconscious insofar as it pushed down unwanted material 

into the pre-consciousness realm of the psyche. This latter aspect to the ego’s activity, gave 

Freud the mechanism of repression that his previous model had lacked.  

The ego also had a dual character in a different sense. Whereas to engage with external reality 

it operated principally as a system of perception, in its interactions with the id it dealt with 

unconscious, repressed ideational material. This duality had one further consequence, that 

whilst the id was an opaque and impenetrable realm, the ego contained the residue of ‘verbal-

images’ that had been repressed, and so could be accessed and brought into the light once 

more by analysis.100 

Freud’s Mind 

Freud’s theory of mind, as we have seen, developed through his therapeutic observations and 

theoretical speculations. His discovery of the unconscious as an object of vital importance for 

a scientific understanding of the human mind, and as being accessible to analysis, provided the 

basis for his first, ‘topographical model’. Crucially here, the pre-conscious acted as a conduit of 

mental material that the conscious part of the psyche found difficult or painful, working to 

push it down into the unconscious, rendering it harmless to the person’s normal functioning. 

Freud could not however, explain the recurring return of repressed material through cycles of 

behaviour that repetitively conjured up previous traumatic experiences. 

Freud’s second model of the psyche, the ‘structural model’ placed conflict at its dynamic 

centre. The three parts of the model were locked in a permanent struggle, driven by the 

ceaseless energy of the id. The ego ceaselessly battled with the id, striving to temper its 

impulses with its own perceptions of the threats and hazards of external reality. Meanwhile, 

the superego, the ‘precipitate’ of the ego’s own endeavours, and representing the ego’s self-

ideal, stood in judgement over it, creating by its censures a permanent residue of unfocused 

guilt in the person.  

                                                           
99 Freud, S. (1926), The Question of Lay Analysis. The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 

Sigmund Freud, Volume XX (1925-1926). P.222 
100 This was the basis of the ‘word-association’ technique employed by Freud in his practice with patients. 



 

Comparing notes on Marx and Freud: themes and theses  
 

1. Incompatibility 
 

a. At the level of fundamental logic, the theories of Marx and of Freud are 
philosophically, methodologically, and anthropologically incompatible. 

 
b. Freud’s theorising conforms to a type that implicitly seeks verification by 

‘narrative concordance’, viz. my account of my internal narrative (and that of 
‘my patients’) is recognised by an audience, who agree that it accords with their 
own internal experience of themselves. Similarly, to any speculative system. 
 

c. Freud was an ‘inconsistent materialist’. In his early career he worked within a 
‘mechanist’ paradigm that reduced mental activity to neuronal action. His 
dream work saw his thinking move towards symbolic theory that elavated 
psychology above any given biological substratum. In his later work Freud 
employed abstract cosmological principles that moved his theorising towards a 
type of vitalism. 

 
d. Freud’s thinking lacks the notion of ‘totality’, causing a tendency to syncretism 

to resolve theoretical impasses. The notion of ‘totality’ is central to Marxism. 
 

e. Freud’s theorising tends towards essentialism: Marxism is non-essentialist. 
 

f. Freud encountered difficulties and impasses in his theory of the human mind 
that only a Marxist account of the same issues could have resolved, and can 
resolve today.  

 
2. Acknowledgement 

 
a. Marxists can recognise in Freud a courageous thinker who breached the 

boundaries of bourgeois respectability in his earnest endeavours to understand 
humanity. Specifically, Freud’s recognition of prepubescent psychosexual 
development, his identification of the role of the unconscious in the life of the 
person and his focus upon repression as a source of neurosis and human misery 
are important for understanding the human experience. 

 
b. Marxism is not a self-enclosed theoretical system and can make use of and 

absorb scientific insight from any empirical field to illuminate the world and 
better understand humanity e.g. Engels made use of the anthropological 
insights contained in Ancient Society (1877) by Lewis H. Morgan; Marx admired 
Darwin’s work on evolution. Acknowledgment of the achievements of science 
(including the human sciences) outside of Marxism, is a part of Marxism. 

 



c. Marxism can incorporate insights from the Freudian theory-of-mind, 
retheorising and integrating them to complete and strengthen some aspects of 
its account of ideology. 
 

d. Freud’s psychology (as opposed to his early neurological work or his later 
vitalism) is potentially useful for Marxism for the purposes of providing a full 
account of the mind-in-society, historical consciousness and ideology. Freud 
offers a model of mind. 

 
e. Those aspects of Freud’s theoretical system that Marxists can critically reflect 

upon and potentially learn from, include: 
 

i. an account of mind; 
ii. a non-reductionist (non-biological), symbolic theory-of-mind and 

human behaviour; 
iii. a set of descriptive psychological facets, mechanisms and processes; 
iv. an account of object-internalisation (concrete; ego-related) and object-

identification (abstract; superego-related); 
v. an account of gender and genderising socio-psychological mechanisms. 

vi. The significance of an active unconscious. 
vii. The theorisation of mental repression. 

 
3. Psychology 

 
a. Marxism contains a psychology. This is derived from Hegel’s philosophy of 

subjective spirit. 
 

b. The Marxist ‘correspondence’ (‘representation’) theory of ideology contains 
psychological mechanisms that are comparable in type to many found in 
Freud’s theory of dreams, parapraxis and normal psychology.  
 

c. Marxism offers a mechanism of instantiation that roots the person in their 
particular social, cultural and technological context. This is the dialectic-of-self. 

 
4. Mind 

 
a. Despite the psychological content of Marx’s theorising of ideology, Marxism 

lacks a model-of-mind. 
 

b. Without a model-of-mind Marxism cannot adequately account for the creation 
of the individual and, in relation to that, of the creation of gender in the person. 

 
c. Marxism does however, contain the elements of such a model in the dialectic 

of the ‘concrete and the abstract’ cf. Vygotsky’s model of concept formation; 
and also, his observation of the genesis of the capacity for fully concept 
formation (abstraction) with puberty. 

 



d. This is a general scheme that analytically anticipates Freud’s theory of gender 
formation - the introjection-identification dialectic that determines gender in 
the Freudian model. 

 
e. The mind strives to integrate sensory-input and concept to orientate in the 

world. Where integration is impossible, where reality confronts the mind, 
where previously integrated conceptualisations decompose, where object 
defies concept, there aggression begins; the urge to destroy what is real, to 
restore conceptual harmony. 

 
f. Freud’s model of mind does not require validation or otherwise from Marxism. 

It can be treated (as Trotsky would have us say) as a hypothesis. That is to say, 
it can be accorded a scientific status, without necessarily any further validating 
commitment. 

 
g. Freud’s hypostatises his model-of-mind, seeing it as universal. Marxism cannot 

accept a ‘universal’ mind. 
 

h. For Marxism, any model-of-mind must be historicised. This becomes a ‘mode-
of-mind’, belonging to a mode-of-production and a mode-of-consumption. 
Marx’s dialectic-of-self, combined with the co-dependence of production and 
consumption, provides a mechanism by which a historical mode-of-mind can 
emerge with each epoch, underpinning the types of sexual behaviour, gender 
and social attachments that characterise it. 

 
i. A mode-of-mind can be theorised along the intersecting axes of: i. productive 

relations (work patterning; mode-of-production); ii. reproductive-relations 
(family patterning; mode-of-consumption); iii. introjection-identification; and 
iv. the dialectic-of-self. 

 
j. There are examples of societies with modes-of-mind that are different to those 

we see today under capitalism. (cf. Malinowski, Mead) 
 

5. The unconscious 
 

a. In Freud the unconscious is a restless and vital force. There is no sense of this 
in Marx. Rather, the implied (and untheorised) unconscious in Marx can best be 
understood as a reservoir of latent (implicitly repressed) mental material; and 
an (epistemic, perceptual) effect of mind rather than being itself a cause. 

 
b. Marx’s ‘representation’ theorising of ideology does imply a notion of a 

structural (social) unconscious - an organised ‘forgetting’. Marx provides social 
mechanisms for this in his ‘representation’ (or ‘correspondence’) and 
‘commodity-fetishism’ theories of ideology. 

 
6. Repression 

 



a. Marxism lacks an explicit theory of, and mechanism for, mental repression. 
 

b. In Marxist theory a notion of an ‘repressed unconscious’ is implicit in key 
concepts such as alienation, reification, commodity fetishism, etc. It is not 
explicit. In Freud it is an explicit construct, given primary importance. 

 
c. Marx’s ‘commodity fetishism’ theory of ideology does not require a mechanism 

of repression of mental material, in-so-far as it is premised upon the 
construction of appearance. It does however require the repression of critical 
thought that might otherwise tear away its ‘veil’. 

 
d. Conflict within the person is recognised by both Freud and Marx. For Freud this 

is the result of: i. the internalised family drama and ii. the eternal and 
structurally conflicted character of the psyche. For Marx it is the internalised 
conflicts of class society. (An example of a convergence between Marx and 
Freud at the level of phenomena; but a divergence at the level of theorisation).  

 
e. Internalisation of the conflicts of class society is the source (though not the 

mechanism) of repression. The absence of this concept in Freud’s thinking led 
to his inability to adequately account for repression, and the crisis of his 
topographical model of the mind.  

 
f. One mechanism of repression can be hypothesised as based upon 

intentionality. Thesis: All mental content is directly or indirectly an orientation 
in relation to external reality. 
Antithesis: Reality does not allow for all such mental content to find expression 
in external action (due to risks, threats, prohibitions, etc.); orientations in the 
world can be mutually excluding; orientations can also be away from the world, 
a retreat from painful reality e.g. religion. 
Synthesis: Some mental content must be repressed. 

 
g. This provides a (hypothetical) (non-Freudian) mechanism for the creation and 

maintenance of a repressed unconscious.  
 

7. Biology 
 

a. Freud’s model provides an example of how gender (and other aspects of 
personal behaviour) can be explained without any recourse to any biological 
determination. 
 

b. The liminal position of an inferred non-mediated contact with the objective 
world introduces the notion of an abstracted limit to consciousness; and an 
equally abstract origin of sensory input to consciousness. The point at which 
sensation enters consciousness is simultaneously a moment of change as 
conceptual mediation begins. Conceptual mediation brings its own dynamic; it 
is not passive. Mediation works upon its object. (Consider ‘active labour’, contra 
Feuerbach).  



 
c. Somatic sensory input is a special case of material flow into consciousness; 

though still actively mediated (by socialisation, by ideology, by identity, by 
gender, etc.). 

 
d. An aspect of conceptual mediation is interpretation of somatic sensory input. 

This means that mediated (interpreted) sensory input, experienced 
spontaneously as ‘natural’, being ‘of nature’, can be returned in the form of 
ideologically guided behaviour, experienced (spontaneously) as ‘human 
nature’. This applies to sex and to gender. 

 
e. So, bodily sensation flows into consciousness and is separated from its liminal 

point of origin by a conceptualising process (mediation-interpretation) and 
returned to the body as ‘natural feeling’, ‘instinctive impulse’, ‘involuntary 
desire’, etc. Ideology accesses and mobilises the autonomic nervous system. 

 
f. Ideology does not create sensory input; it does however create its meaning. It 

is the meaning of sensory input (its interpretation) that guides behaviour. 
 

8. Determination 
 

a. ‘Social determination’ is of two orders: outward and obvious; inward and 
opaque (sedimented and experienced spontaneously as natural). Freud intuits 
this in his theory of the preconscious.  
 

b. Beneath structure (symbol) there is fluidity cf. Vygotsky’s concept of ‘inner 
speech’, that fluctuates between ‘the word’ and wordlessness. A ‘psychoplasm’ 
(thinking in ‘meaning’). 

 
c. The mediating concepts and mechanisms that interpret somatic-sensory input 

are drawn from others (society; cf. Lacan). Mind is (unlike the brain) a relational 
object. 

 
d. This rendering dispenses with biology as explanatory for social behaviour. 

 
9. Gender 

 
a. Marx’s theory of the co-dependence of production and consumption can be 

mobilised to analyse socialisation, enculturation and genderising under 
capitalism. This involves an expansion of the meaning of the term 
‘consumption’ to cover the construction of the self and of identity; 
consumption being understood now as the manner by which the individual 
orientates in their world in their non-productive human relations. The person 
‘consumes’ in a capitalist market-place of material and social goods (including 
sex), and life-strategies (including gender). These are co-dependent with 
production. 
 



b. The co-dependence of production and consumption, applied to gender, 
provides a means by which genderising tropes and trends can be explained. 

 
c. Family-type(s) can be placed under mode-of-consumption, and positioned for 

Marxism as a primary site of psycho-sexual development. Family structure 
changes with changing productive relations, allowing for a historical treatment 
of sex and gender. This borrows elements from the Freudian model, whilst 
refashioning them within overarching Marxist categories. 

 
d. Marx’s dialectic-of-self offers a general model of gender and genderising 

processes at the social scale. 
 

e. This is also true of all other domains: culture; taste; sexuality; etc. Each have 
their historical mode beneath phenomenal variation. 

 
f. Gender is a material practice; an orientation in the world. 

 
g. The behavioural structure of gender is relational; and gender is a relational 

object. It exists between persons and within social structure. 
 

10. Tradition 
 

a. Mental repression applies also to class, tradition and the ‘control’ of history. It 
applies, because to hold on to traditions of struggle and revolution brings risk 
in the face of threats and antagonism.  

 
b. However, the repressed can ‘return’. There is ‘compression’. This is true of the 

person, and it is true of the group and/or class. ‘Return’ depends upon the 
structure of the social context and that of the episode. When past and present 
unite, knowledge, stories and narratives ‘forgotten’ can reappear to 
consciousness, and to the tongue. 

 
 

 


