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Preface
This article is Part Two of a longer essay with the aim to propose a unified analyti-
cal framework, or a general theory, of ideological thought content. As we saw in 
Part One (in Statsvetenskaplig Tidskrift 2018:2) I suggest that all social and politi-
cal communication and language consists of three basic kinds of thought: values 
(V), descriptions (D) and prescriptions (P). These are connected in quasi-logical 
sequences of practical reasoning. On these grounds I propose the theoretical 
model of the VDP-triad. I also present an attached analytical scheme for content-
oriented idea-analysis, involving two basic levels of ideological thought, the fun-
damental level (of philosophical principles, world-views or human nature) and 
the operative level (of practical analyses of the situation and practical suggestions 
for action). My general method is presented as that of reconstructive theoretical 
synthesis, drawing on earlier theories and concepts of the ideational phenome-
non in society. Part One consists of Chapter One ‘Bringing ideas back in’ (Sections 
1–7) and Chapter Two, ‘Encircling the proposed general theory’ (Sections 8–14).

Part Two, here, moves from hypotheses and preliminaries to actual, con-
structive theoretical work. Chapter Three is titled ‘The three main concepts of 
ideology in the prevailing knowledge situation; and the three main concepts of 
discourse’. This chapter contains a critical investigation of the three main theo-
retical traditions in contemporary social science regarding the ideational phe-
nomenon in society, each with a concept of ‘ideology’ of its own. In Section 16 
we find the sociological knowledge tradition and the concept of ‘culture’ where 
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‘ideology’ is seen as a sub-variant of ‘culture’. In section 17 we find the political 
science knowledge tradition and the concept of (plural) ‘political ideologies’ in 
parties and organizations on the input side of the political system. In section 
18 we find the Marxist tradition with the bipolar notion of ‘the (dominating) 
ideology in society’, including the Foucauldian concept of a (dominating) ‘dis-
course’. (I thus include Foucault and the Foucauldians in the Marxist family 
tree.) In Section 19 I turn to the concept of ‘discourse’ as it is used in linguis-
tics. Especially I focus on the way the social scientific concept of ‘ideology’ is 
included in, and related to, the linguistic concept of ‘discourse’ in the research 
programme Critical Discourse Analysis/Critical Discourse Studies. Later, in 
Chapter Four, Section 20, we will brush against some more conceptualizations 
in other, approach-bound terminologies regarding social and political ideas.

I must stress the point that in Chapter Three I only investigate the theoretical 
concept of ‘ideology’ as it is defined respectively in these traditions. Consequently, 
I will not engage into a presentation of the general achievements of these tradi-
tions (which might appear unusual or awkward). Despite this explicitly stated 
narrow conceptual focus, my critical scrutiny certainly will make some readers 
disappointed, or even irritated. I imagine that many readers are occupied by the 
view – as the only interesting one – which of these grand theoretical traditions is 
the best in a perceived paradigmatic struggle over how to do social science and 
ideational analysis. But such a broad critical assessment of their merits or short-
comings is not my errand here (although I have heaps of material to draw on). I 
am instead searching for building bricks to use in my reconstructive, synthesiz-
ing elaborations, as well as supportive or non-supporting views and conceptual-
izations. (See Part One, Section 7, where an outline of my method is presented.) 
In these investigations both usable and unusable building-bricks are found in all 
three of these traditions.

I must also warn the reader that I will put in-grown and beloved paradig-
matic concepts under the microscope. As we know, we are all emotionally 
fond of our socialized paradigms (Kuhn 1962), often not even aware of them 
as something specific or alternative, seeing them as the natural (comfortable 
as well as comforting) ways of thinking and acting. (In this way paradigms in 
the academic world are similar of ideologies of the social and political world; 
legitimating the established modes of thoughts and habits by way of their pet, 
ingrown certainties.) So, any sociologist, political scientist, Marxist or discourse 
analyst should be prepared for a perhaps disturbing review of their own social-
ized or appropriated paradigmatic conceptions. However, some readers will still 
find some rewarding new-think, or some new perspectives, beyond ingrown, 
habitual horizons; at least I hope so.

Chapter four, ‘Working towards the general theory’ (Sections 20–22) is a 
kind of bridge between the critical explorations of the prevailing knowledge 
situation in Chapter Three and the actual construction of the proposed general 
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theory. In Chapter four we meet a flower-bed of analytical concepts used in 
various empirical approaches, like ‘belief-system’ or ‘policy’ (Section 20). I 
show a possible way how these concepts might be integrated in my general 
view of ideological thought-content, or to put it the other way around, how 
the concept of ideological thought-content would be possible to use in any of 
these approaches. After that we meet (Section 21) the underlying assumption 
of communicative actions and interactions as the anchorage for my conceptu-
alization and theorizing (see also Part One, Section 8; and Section 16 here in 
Part Two). We also meet the underlying assumption of language (Section 22), 
where the (ordinary) social and political language in communicative actions 
is proposed to be generically dialogical, dialectical or argumentative (see also 
Part One, Section 14; and Section 29 here in Part Two). Chapter five, at last, is 
titled ‘Proposing the general theory’ and is doing exactly that. In the Sections 
23–28 all building-bricks and connective fittings that have been brought for-
ward so far in the foregoing chapters are assembled, ending up in the VDP-triad 
as the backbone of my proposed general theory. Section 29 is a comment on the 
intricacies of the methodological use of the VDP-triad, the procedure of inter-
pretation in the process of discerning and describing the three basic kinds of 
thought involved in social and political communication and language. Then fol-
lows Chapter six, the conclusion (Section 30), where I summarize the perceived 
merits of my proposed general theory, suggesting it as ‘The strong alternative’ 
among other, available theoretical alternatives.

Chapter Three: The three main concepts of ‘ideo-
logy’ in the prevailing knowledge situation; and the 
three main concepts of ‘discourse’

15. three main theoretical traditions regarding ideology
In the social sciences, there are three main theoretical or conceptual traditions 
which handle the general phenomenon of ideas, consciousness and thought in 
society.1 Each of them has developed a theoretically anchored concept of ‘ideol-
ogy’ of its own, which in turn is related to other concepts of the respective theo-
ries; especially concepts like ‘politics’, ‘state’, ‘political action’, ‘power’, ‘legiti-
macy’, ‘social cohesion’, ‘social consciousness’ or ‘political order’. The three 
main theoretical and concept-generating traditions are: 1) The General Social 
Theory, or theoretical Sociology, of Talcott Parsons, with an indirect entry to 
‘ideology’ from the concepts of ‘action-orientations’ or ‘culture’; 2) the political 

1  Here I do not enter the realm of psychology although every theory of society of course must rely on a 
theory of the psychological level.
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science knowledge tradition of ‘political theories’ or ‘political ideologies’, often 
standing for themselves as self-evident, idealistic concepts or conceptual start-
ing points; and 3) the Marxist tradition (together with neo-Marxist and post-
Marxist variants and outflows) where ‘the Ideology’ has a central standing as 
one of two main parts of the ‘superstructure’ (the other is ‘the state’) in the ‘his-
torical materialist’ theory of society.2 When the term ‘ideology’ is used in social 
scientific research, irrespective of disciplinary affiliation, the term refers to 
the conceptualization in one or the other of these three theoretical traditions.

This fact is for example visible in the case of contemporary Linguistics. When 
the ‘critical’ linguists of the 1980s and the 1990s were founding the research pro-
gramme Critical Discourse Studies/Critical Discourse Analysis, some researchers 
borrowed their concepts of ‘ideology’ and ‘power’ from the sociological and the 
political science traditions (like Teun van Dijk), and some borrowed it from the 
Marxist tradition in a broad meaning (like Norman Fairclough or Ruth Wodak).3

The three main theoretical traditions concerning ideas in society, I hold, dif-
fer so much that their respective uses of the term ‘ideology’ must be regarded 
as three different concepts; although there of course are points of connota-
tive (intentional) or denotative (extensional) overlap. This conceptual diversity 
– as three different ways to comprehend the ideational phenomenon in soci-
ety – must be discussed, and indeed overcome or bypassed in some way, if it 
at all shall be possible for me here to construct a general theory of ideological 
thought-content. One way to overcome these differences is to scrutinize these 
three theoretical traditions and look for strong and suiting building bricks in 
my constructive effort, while dismissing weak or unfruitful ones. My recon-
structive method was presented in brief outline above (see Part One, Section 7), 
and will be displayed in the actual theory-constructive work below.

16. general social theory

16.1 General characteristics
The first theoretical tradition is general social theory or general theoreti-
cal sociology (commonly called simply ‘social theory’), which we briefly met 
above. This tradition was synthesized and reconstructed by Talcott Parsons in 

2  I will (mainly) place the often referred to work Ideology and Utopia by Karl Mannheim (1936 [1929]) in 
the Marxist tradition (notwithstanding Mannheim’s later intellectual development); both his concept 
of ideology and his pronounced sociology of knowledge are close to, or even a development of, basic 
conceptions of Marx’.

3  We will return to this soon, also to the later, explicit reorientation of Norman Fairclough, and the more 
reluctant reorientation, as it seems, of Ruth Wodak.
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his important The Structure of Social Action (1937)4 continuing from (among 
others) Max Weber’s ‘interpretative sociology’ and Weber’s concept of ‘mean-
ingful action’ as the foundational concept of all social theory. Parsons calls his 
theory the ‘action frame of reference’.5 After this work, Parsons went further 
from the synthesized ‘action frame of reference’ and formulated his theory 
on The Social System (1951) with its remarkable companion volume, edited 
together with Edward Shils and others, Toward a General Theory of Action 
(1951). Since then a long series of subsequent works have appeared, refining 
and developing the initial formulations on ‘the social system’.

Social systems, as proposed by Parsons, are made up of ‘meaningful’, that 
is, intentional ‘actions and interactions’. What makes the intentions ‘mean-
ingful’ (following Weber) is not only that they have a meaning for the acting 
individuals, but also that that the intentions can be ‘understood’ by the other 
acting and interacting individuals in society, thus establishing the connections 
of meanings and communicative interactions which make up ‘the social sys-
tem’. In a lucid account of Parsons’ basic notions, the Swedish sociologist Hans 
Zetterberg re-named them as ‘communicative actions’ to express the central 
role of communication, intentional thought and meaningfulness in all action 
and interaction making up society (1962: 49–54).6

From these fundamental conceptual elements of ‘meaningful’ or ‘commu-
nicative’ actions and interactions, all the common basic concepts of contempo-
rary social theory, as used in all social scientific disciplines, are constructed an 
derived; such as ‘social system’, ‘institution’, ‘social structure’, ‘power’, ‘com-
munication’, ‘culture’, ‘socialization’, ‘beliefs, ‘attitudes’, and the like, as well as 
‘political system’ or ‘economic system’. Parsons’ following works, through four 
decades, involving psychology and social psychology as well as history, politics 
and economics,7 established a hitherto unsurpassed paradigmatic position of a 

4  The Structure of Social Action, Vol I-II (1937), is a thorough theoretical synthesis of the views on action 
and society in the works of Émile Dürkheim, Vilfredo Pareto, Alfred Marshall and (not least) Max Weber; 
also including a side-kick chapter on Karl Marx and Georg Simmel. This work is generally regarded as 
the foundational theoretical work in modern sociology.

5  Parsons 1937, Vol. 2: 635–649. See Weber 1972 [1921]: Ch. 1: 1–2.

6  I mention this because of the influential work of Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action 
(1984 [1981]), working himself out from Parsons and paraphrasing the title of Parsons and Shils 
(1951). In this work, Habermas uses the term ‘communicative action’ in a more value-loaded way. For 
Habermas this term signifies honest, truthful and deliberative communication among persons free from 
constraints and power-relations, unlike instrumental or deceitful communication, which is the instru-
ment of power. Here I use ‘communicative action’ in Zetterberg’s neutral way, referring to all kinds of 
social and political ‘meaningful actions’ in the Weber-Parsons tradition.

7  The first of these, and the most important, are The Social System (1951) and the anthology edited 
together with Edward Shils, Toward a General Theory of Action (1951), closely followed by Working 
Papers in the Theory of Action (1953), also edited together with Edward Shils. These three works form 
a platform which is continuously worked upon, and worked out of, in the decades to come. Some final 
works are Parsons and Platt 1973 and Parsons 1977.
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truly general frame of reference or general social theory.8 The theory eventually 
lead up to the four-function paradigm of culture, politics, economic produc-
tion and human reproduction as the four basic, institutionally differentiated 
sub-systems of any society.9

However, since Talcott Parsons introduced such a strong general theory of 
society, all theorizing after this break-through, also in Political Science, became 
dependent on, or indirectly related to it. Parsons’ advancements were dissemi-
nated not only through sociology, but through all social scientific theorizing. This 
dependence is highly visible in the paradigm-setting development of Political 
Science of the 1950s and 1960s, called ‘the systems approach’ or ‘the behavioural 
approach’ (see Part One, Section 8), with basic concepts like ‘political system’, 
‘political structure’, ‘political institutions’, ‘political culture’, ‘political symbols’, 
‘political power’, and the like.10 Especially the studies of ‘political behaviour’ or 
‘political culture’, with the focus on ‘beliefs’ and ‘attitudes’, owe much of their 
elementary theoretical foundations to the Weber-Parsons tradition.11 In the mod-
ernized Political Science after the Second World War, though, there was no single 
paradigmatic outstanding figure like Talcott Parsons in sociology. We find, instead, 
a generational network (of the 1950s and the 1960s) at the top, involving theorists 
like Harold Laswell, David Easton, Gabriel Almond, Karl Deutsch or Robert Dahl.12

8  Talcott Parsons’ paradigmatic role for the discipline of in Sociology, due to his works mentioned in the 
foot-note above, is outstanding; flanked mainly by Robert Merton and Edward Shils. For some works dis-
cussing or expressing the significance of Parsons in general social theory, see e.g. Savage 1981; Alexander 
1983/Vol. 4; Layder 1994; Luhmann 1995; Holmwood 1996; Zeitlin 2001; Greenstein 2002; Hedström 
2005: 35–66; Münch 2010. See also Habermas 1984 [1981]: Ch. VII. Besides, the title of Habermas’ grand 
work, The Theory of Communicative Action (1984 [1981]), seems to be a direct reference to the title of 
Parsons and Shils eds. Toward a General Theory of Action (1951); as a continuing discussion along the 
track of the original ‘action frame of reference’. Parsons’ general theory is fundamental also for the later 
theoretical development of (neo- to post-) Marxist social theory, critically building further on, or add-
ing to, Parsons’ basic advancements. See e.g. Poulantzas 1968: 37–119; Habermas 1984 [1981]: Ch. VII; 
Giddens 1984: xiii-xvi; Alexander ed. 1985: 7–50; Layder 1994: 13–33; Archer 1995: 6–12.

9  On this point I really vulgarize Parsons’ intricate, abstract theoretical structure (!). The reader may for-
give me! But with my choice of terms I want to point to an interesting parallel to the four-aspect view 
of society in traditional Marxist social theory with, ‘ideology’ and ‘politics’ as the ‘superstructure’, and 
‘economic production’ and human ‘reproduction’ as the ‘base’. The main difference between the two 
general theories, though, apart from the concept of ‘communicative action’, is that Parsons views the 
sub-systems as relatively autonomous in principle, and in principle equal in causal or explanatory 
weight, while the Marxist tradition always posits the economic system as a priori the most important 
part in the explanation and understanding of society.

10  See e.g. Easton ed. Varieties of Political Theory (1966: Chs I, IV and VII). For the substantial affinity of 
this paradigm-setting development in Political Science with the tradition of general social theory and 
Parsons, see e.g. Lasswell & Kaplan 1950: 1–15, 74–141; Easton 1953: Ch. 4; Easton 1965a: 1, 15; Easton 
ed. 1966: Ch. IV; Easton 1990: 3–154.

11  See e.g. Converse et.al. The American Voter (1960: 3–41, 188–194); Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, 
The Civic Culture (1965:11–14). The perceived (coming) theoretical importance of Parsons’ (and Shils’) 
general theory of action, is vibrating already in the concluding comment in Berelson et al., Voting (1954: 
304–04, n 31).

12  The contemporaneous situation about 1960 in the discipline is, in my opinion, instructively described by 
Robert Dahl (1963 [1961]), as we saw. Personally, I think that David Easton is the most sharply thought-
through theorist of this generation (still unsurpassed in my opinion), followed by Harold Lasswell; espe-
cially regarding the issue how to construct a general social theoretic base for the discipline; launching 
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16.2 The concepts of ‘culture’ and ‘ideology’
In Parsons’ general social theory the concept ‘culture’ or ‘cultural system’ pic-
tures a system of ‘action-orientations’ of the members of a social system, those 
which I also term ‘action-guiding thoughts’. Such action-orientations are: 1) 
empirical views, cognitions and beliefs of the surrounding situation (whether 
practically experienced, assumed, or imagined by the collectivity or the indi-
vidual in question); 2) basic value orientations; 3) habitual norms of conduct 
in the collectivity; together with 4) shared linguistic and cultural symbols of 
the collectivity in question. These three kinds of action-orienting thoughts, 
together with language and symbolic forms which express them or carry them 
forward, make up the ‘culture’ in every ‘social system’, whether large or small.13 
As we see, these three kinds of ‘action-orientations’, embedded in language 
and cultural symbols, are similar to the three thought dimensions which make 
up the backbone of my proposed concept of ‘ideological thought-content’. In 
the empirical political sociology which followed in the tracks of the sociological 
and social-psychological ‘general theory of action’ – in political science called 
‘behavioral studies’ or ‘electoral studies’ – these three thought-dimensions 
were termed ‘beliefs and attitudes’, ‘values’ and ‘norms’. I will keep, though, 
the terminological usage of political theory or political philosophy, terming 
them values (V), descriptions (D) and prescriptions (P) (see Part One, Section 
5). Parsons’ notion of three kinds of action-orientations has been very impor-
tant for me in my reconstructive efforts, as a direct support for the tenability of 
the central core of my reconstructive synthesis.

For Parsons, the ‘culture’ is socialized into the members through lan-
guage learning, symbolic habituation, rituals and the transmission of customs 
between generations. Moving further, an ideology is a sub-kind of ‘culture’. 
‘Ideology’ is defined as the orientations that are shared by the members of a 
social group or a whole society:

An ideology, then, is a system of beliefs, held in common by the 
members of a collectivity, i.e. a society, or a sub-collectivity of 
one… (Parsons 1951: 349).

The function of such an ideology is to hold the social collective together, legiti-
mate the normative order of the system and ensure that the structure of the 
social interactions and relations (including status distinctions and power), 
which make up the social system, prevails.14

Although Parsons mentions the possibility of ‘a counter-ideology’ or a 

an analytical and empirically oriented political theory grounded in a general analytical and empirically 
oriented general theory of society.

13  See Parsons, The Social System (1951: 3–45); or Parsons & Shils eds., Toward a General Theory of Action 
(1951: 3–29).

14  In the basic work by Parsons, The Social System (1951), a whole chapter, Ch. VIII, is devoted to ‘Ideology’; 
see especially pp. 348–351.
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‘sub-culture’, the concept ‘culture’, when it is used by sociologists or social 
anthropologists since 1900, is most often used in a holistic sense, such as ‘the 
culture of the society’ or ‘the culture of the organization’.15 It seems as if the 
concept loses its excitement without the implicated holistic ring. For exam-
ple, even S.M. Lipset, in his Revolution and Counterrevolution, comparing the 
‘cultural similarity’ of the US and Canada, speaks of the ‘similar value orienta-
tions’ which are imbued in the ‘national identity’ of these two countries; as if 
the culture of a nation were a holistic entity, and implying that society is some 
kind of homogenuous entity, like in the anthropological origins of this con-
cept.16 This holistic connection of homogenous society and monolithic ‘cul-
ture’ is strong in the sociological tradition, and has its roots especially in the 
continuing influence of thought of Emile Dürkheim, where the cohesion of 
society is due to what Dürkheim terms ‘the religion’. Dürkheim’s, and oth-
ers’, intellectual frames on this point are carried forward in the sociological 
tradition as a notion of the dominant ‘culture’ which upholds the social cohe-
sion and order. This conceptual connection becomes evident in all discussions 
on the subject, which seem to move between the polarity of cultural ‘coher-
ence’ and ‘incoherence’ or cultural ‘monopoly’ or ‘pluralism’.17 In his influ-
ential work Ideologie und Gesellschaft (1974) (Ideology and Society), influen-
tial at least in the German-speaking world, the Dürkheimian sociologist Eugen 
Lemberg speaks of ideology as a ‘glaubens-, Werte- und Normensystem’ (a 
belief-, value- and norm-system), dominating society just like religion did in 
the old societies. And under the surface of pluralist ideologies in the modern 
society,18 Lemberg still finds ‘a basic fund of commonly acknowledged values 
and norms, on which the existence and functioning of this society depends’.19

Whatever terminology is used, and whatever (half-hearted) caveats surround 
them, there still seems to be a holistic bias or ring when the term ‘culture’ is 
used. Counter-cultures, sub-cultures or contesting cultural variants will in cul-
tural sociology or anthropology be treated as anomalies or exceptions, appear-
ing (or made visible) as deviances or displacements against the background of 
the assumed dominating, prevailing ‘culture’.20 It is symptomatic that it is in 

15  See e.g. Parsons 1951: 348–351. See also e.g. the classic Organizational Culture and Leadership, by Edgar 
H. Schein (1995: 8–15). And for the general use of the concept of ‘culture’, see e.g. the fine collection of 
social-anthropological essays in The Interpretation of Cultures by the renowned Clifford Geertz (1973).

16  Lipset 1968: 31–33, 62–63. On the anthropological heritage, see e.g. Münch and Smelser (eds.) 1992: ch. 1.

17  See Münch, R. & Smelser, Neil J. (eds) (1992) Theory of Culture. Berkeley, Los Angeles, Oxford: University 
of California Press, Chs. 1–6; for short Smelser’s contribution in Ch. 1, ‘Culture: Coherent or incoherent’.

18  See e.g. his Ideologie und Gesellschaft (1974 [1971]) who speaks of the religion, or the ideology in a 
society, as a ‘glaubens-, Werte- und Normensystem’ (a belief-, value- and norm-system), and raises the 
question of ideological ‘monopoly’ or ‘pluralism’. Lemberg 1974 [1971]: 6, 49–52, 319–28.

19  Germ. orig: ‘…einen Grundstockas allgemein anerkenntenWertern und Normen, auf denen die Existenz 
und das Funktionieren dieser Gesellschaft beruht’ (Lemberg 1974: 52).

20  On this point I may be too critical. See e.g. Schein 1995: 14–15, struggling with the holistic rings of the 
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the political science use of the concept ‘culture’, as in ‘political culture’, that the 
necessity of a pluralistic use of the concept first comes to the fore and is prob-
lematized. This, of course, is due to the ingrown ‘idea-struggle hypothesis’ (as I 
termed it in Part One, Section 8) among political scientists. In the early politi-
cal science works on ‘political culture’ in the 1960s, as by Gabriel Almond and 
Sidney Verba, this pluralist conception had to work its way through the heavy 
monolithic or holistic ring of the concept ‘culture’ as it was earlier used in soci-
ology or anthropology.21

16.3 Critical conclusion regarding general social theory
Bringing the treads together, I conclude that the concept of ‘culture’ in the tra-
dition of Parsons’ general social theory (and the ensuing concept of ‘ideology’ 
as a specific kind of ‘culture’) is first inclusive; it involves all kinds of culture 
or ideology, in posh clubs as well as street gangs. Secondly, the concept is neu-
tral; no specific culture is, by definition or connotation, regarded as either good 
or bad. Thirdly, the concept is holistic (or monolithic), at least there is a pro-
nounced tendency in that direction, implying as default that every social sys-
tem, whether large or small, is held together by an all-embracing ‘culture’ or 
an ‘ideology’ consisting of a set of shared and socially meaningful ‘action-ori-
entations’, and where deviances or sub-cultures are regarded as (temporary) 
anomalies.

In the synthesizing and reconstructive elaborations here, I will embrace 
the sociological, Weberian-Parsonian, conception of the fundamentals of all 
society and social life, the theoretical notion of ‘communicative actions and 
inter-actions’. I will explicitly anchor my elaborations there and connect them 
to their parallel conceptualizations in political science. They will make up the 
anchoring ground of my theory, as we saw (see Part One, Sections 7–8 and 
Section 21 below). (By the way, Weber’s theory of ‘meaningful actions’ and 
Parsons’ theory of ‘communicative actions and interactions’, with the concept 
of a ‘cultural system’ which is transmitting meaningful symbols and language 
-use between generations, since long precede the saying of the ‘language turn’, 
that ‘language’ or ‘discourse’ is constitutive of social action and social struc-
tures, or society as a whole; most often proclaimed to be original or a theoreti-
cal novelty. See Part One, Section 6 and 8.)

Regarding the inner structure of societal ideas, ideologies or cultures, I will 
especially acknowledge Parsons’ three kinds of ‘action-orientations’ (value 
standards, descriptive beliefs respectively prescriptive norms) as fruitful, as 

concept ‘culture’.

21  See e.g. the theoretical discussion in the paradigm-setting works on ‘political culture’; Almond and 
Verba 1965 [1963]: 11–14; and in Verba 1965: 513–14, 525–26, where the authors are struggling with 
the immanent holistic ring of the concept ‘culture’, trying to erect a pluralistic and idea-struggle 
perspective.
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a direct support for the central tenet in my general theory, the VDP-triad. (I 
remember I was highly satisfied when I found out about them, looking for sup-
port or suggestions in the prevailing knowledge situation.) The inclusive and 
neutral use of the concepts ‘culture’ or ‘ideology’ is also supportive of my gen-
eral view of how to conceptualize on these matters. On the other hand, I regard 
the (tendentially lingering and protracted) monolithic or holistic view of ‘cul-
ture’ or ‘ideology’ as unfruitful. In its place I will posit an explicit pluralistic 
view, borrowed from political science, with its ‘idea-struggle hypothesis’ (as I 
have termed it).

17. the political science knoWledge tradition

17.1 General characteristics
The study of social and political ideas and ideologies has a venerable standing in 
the Political Science knowledge tradition.22 It is brought together and presented 
in the long row of textbooks on Political ideologies, Political Theory or Political 
Thought; most often used in the first semester of the undergraduate level sylla-
bus.23 In the Political Science knowledge tradition, the concept of ‘political ide-
ology’ (‘ideology’ written by me with a lower case ‘i’) is pluralistic, inclusive and 
neutral (as I already indicated in Part One, Section 9). When the term ‘political 
ideologies’ is used, it mainly refers to the ideas and idea-systems found in polit-
ical parties (and organisations or movements) and their platforms; including 
their respective idea-traditions of theorists, ideologists and iconic political lead-
ers.24 The analytical distinctions of ‘inclusive–restrictive’ respectively ‘neutral–
pejorative’ are invented in the prominent and comprehensive work by Martin 
Seliger, Ideology and Politics (1976). Seliger systematically makes the case that 
that a fruitful concept of ideology must be inclusive and neutral; and not restric-
tive and pejorative as in the Marxist tradition, as well as in various other influen-
tial definitions through the history of this term.25 I must add that Seliger’s work, 

22  For the case of the US, see Merriam (2009 [1903]). For the case of Europe, see Tingsten 1931.

23  One early influential work, referred to as a standard work of its time, was Janet, P., Histoire de la Science 
Politique dans ses Rapports avec le Morale, Vol. 1–2 (1887). In modern Political Science, this text-book 
tradition restarts with G.H. Sabine, The History of Political Theory (1937) (4th ed. Sabine & Thorson 
1974) which has been paradigmatic for a whole genre of later text-books, such as Schmandt (1960); 
Heywood (2007) or Ball & Dagger (2011). For eminent Swedish contributions, see Björklund (1970) or 
Larsson (2008). See also the magnificent recent works by von Beyme (2013a, 2013b, 2013c), who really 
makes a whole new turn of the tradition, with his impressive depth and detail.

24  Ball and Dagger 2011 is an eminent typical case, especially in their narrative from Hobbes and Locke and 
onwards to contemporary Green ideology and the bouquet of feminist, racial, native or sexual identity 
Liberation ideologies. Charles Merriam (1903) and Herbert Tingsten (1931) already used the combination 
of party platforms, important theorists and iconic leaders to construct the images and ideal-type stereo-
types of the main political theories/ideologies in the US 1770–1900, respectively Europe 1880–1930.

25  See Seliger 1976: 25–170. From the beginning there was a pejorative ring to the term ‘ideology’, as when 
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in my opinion, still is the most thought-through contribution on these matters. 
Most of his achievements are included in my efforts here; for example, the ana-
lytical distinctions of above, basic in my elaborations, as well as the earlier men-
tioned distinctions of ‘fundamental’ respectively ‘operative’ levels of ideological 
thought (see Section 9 above and 24 below).

As we see, we meet the term ‘ideologies’ in the plural. The modern political 
science knowledge tradition relies on a paradigmatic pluralistic view of poli-
tics and political ideas.26 The discipline has left the bipolar political ontology 
of vertical hierarchy behind; as between rulers and the ruled, monarchy and 
the subjects, oppressors and oppressed or dominating and dominated social 
classes. Instead there has emerged a systematic, analytical, basic view of poli-
tics as constant struggles of contending established elites and their followers as 
well as between factions inside the established elites.27 This view implies that 
the organized working class of the 1890s or the anti-colonial movements of 
the 1960s are also regarded as consisting of elites and their followers, as well as 
involving factional conflicts and counter-elites (and their followers).28 Political 
life, thus, is paradigmatically regarded as continuous political power struggles, 
with attached idea-struggles, propaganda and debate, aiming at influence and 
control over the state or various specific policy-areas regarding the allocation of 
values for the society. From this analytical perspective, it is an open, empirical 
question if, and to what extent, any one contending party, organization or elite-
network receive influence or even power over the state or some policy area.29

In Robert Dahl’s words there might, in specific historical situations, appear 
a ‘reigning ideology’ to the extent that the leading circles in politics, law and 

Napoleon lamented of his left-wing contemporaries as utopian ‘ideologists’; and when Marx half a cen-
tury later continued this word-use in his critique of ‘the German ideology’, that is the illusionary (left-
Hegelian) philosophizing of his time. The pejorative stance is also continued in Karl Mannheim’s influ-
ential work Ideology and Utopia (1936 [1929] (mainly elaborating on the Marxist view). It is also found 
in the ‘totalitarian school’ of the 1950s and 1960s, for example Hannah Arendt, where communism and 
fascism was seen as ‘ideological’ modes of thought, contrary to the rationality of the liberal or conserva-
tive traditions.

26  This is the traditional view in the disciplinary tradition, from Aristotle and onwards. For modern 
Political Science, see e.g. Bentley (1908); Michels (1962 [1911]): Key (1958 [1942]); Lasswell & Kaplan 
1950; Duverger (1954); Dahl (1984 [1963]); Lipset & Rokkan 1967; or Hague, Harrop & Breslin (1992).

27  Today we would perhaps speak of ‘elite-networks’, a suggestive, analytical concept suggested by soci-
ologist Michael Mann in his The Sources of Social Power, Volume 1 (2012 [1986]: 1–33). In my opinion 
Mann’s general view is very close to that of Robert Dahl in his Modern Political Analysis (1984 [1963]: 
8–61), both working out from a Weberian view of politics.

28  See especially Lasswell 1948: 7–38; Lasswell & Kaplan 1950: 16–28, 55–102; Easton 1953: 266–306; 
Friedrich 1963: 83–93, 145–46; Dahl 1984 [1963]: 19–76; Duverger 1964: ix-xiv, 3–5; Easton 1965b: 38–47, 
271–272, 332–336; Hague, Harrop & Breslin 1992: Ch. 6–10.

29  Easton 1965b: 332–36; Dahl 1984 [1963]: 50–61. This might be called a ‘Weberian’ view of politics and 
history, as the intriguing Michael Mann holds; see Mann 2012, Vol. 1–4 and Mann 2011. But the view 
is older, going back to political theorists like Hobbes, Machiavelli, Livius or Thuchydides, although not 
always systematically elaborated. On this grand historical perspective in political science see e.g. Finer 
1997, Vol. I-III, especially Vol 1: 1–94.
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administration in a society share a fairly cohesive ‘set of ideological doctrines’. 
But even in those situations there is always opposition and idea-struggle:

It would be highly unrealistic…to assume that a reigning ideology 
is a unified, consistent body of beliefs accepted by everyone in a 
political system (Dahl 1964: 56).

And when C.J. Friedrich analyses the political system in the US in his work 
Constitutional Government and Democracy (1950) he states that political life 
in the US is: ‘…not a state of stable equilibrium but a moving one which con-
tinuously adjusts itself to the shifting balance [of power] of these groups as 
they evolve’ (quoted in Easton 1953: 273). And in Easton’s account, the con-
cept of a ‘dynamic’ or ‘moving’ equilibrium seems possible to trace back to the 
epic Arthur Bentley in The Process of Government (1908) or the highly influ-
ential Charles Merriam in his Political Power (1934) who speaks of ‘a moving 
general equilibrium’. Now, Easton himself is critical of the metaphor ‘equilib-
rium’, however moving or dynamic it is conceived to be. He rather suggests 
a view of politics as a constant ‘process of change’ with constantly shifting 
strengths between the contending social and political forces ‘in which an equi-
librium never obtains, although there is a tendency towards it’ (Easton 1953: 
280, 293–306). Be this as it may. The discussion shows that the political science 
knowledge tradition since long displays a pluralistic view of politics, where the 
contending forces are involved in struggles of power and influence and the cor-
responding pluralistic idea-struggles.30

The pluralistic view is most visible in the studies of political parties and their 
various ideologies.31 This pluralist, conflictual, idea-struggle view is so natural 
and self-evident today in the discipline, that it hardly has a name. I will label it 
‘the idea-struggle hypothesis’ for short (see Part One, Section 2 and 9) not forget-
ting that cooperation, alliances, coalitions and relative consensus also may occur, 
as an outflow from any underlying conflict structure and power structure.32

In this basic pluralistic view, there is an empirically open and historically 
contingent question regarding which one (or which ones) of the contending 
actors and contending idea-systems will come out as prevailing in the politi-
cal system, and thus influence or dominate the structured (and sometimes less 
structured)33 relation of the state to the rest of society.34 However, since politi-

30  See Dahl 1984 [1963]: 54–56; Easton 1965b: 271–74, 334–40.

31  See the following classic works, forming a shared view of the discipline: Merriam 1903; Merriam 1920; 
Tingsten 1931; Duverger 1954; Key 1958; Lipset & Rokkan 1967; Duverger 1974.

32  The conflict-consensus perspective, as ‘the Janus-face of politics’, is classically argued for in Duverger 
1964. See also Friedrich 1963: 83–93, 145–146; Dahl 1984: 70–76.

33  Gunnar Myrdal introduced the analytical distinction between ‘soft’ respective ‘strong’ states, where a 
soft state is a state whose commands and rules are not followed or not penetrating the rest of the society.

34  Of course, the other sub-systems of society (as the economy, the family or the culture) must always be 
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cal dominance and social power is almost always a question of coalitions or 
compromise between contenders, in the view of political science as we saw, 
the actually prevailing mode of thought or modes of thought in a political sys-
tem seldom resembles any of the pure, stylized, ideal type ‘political ideolo-
gies’ of the textbooks. This is perhaps disappointing for the student of politics 
with the learned ideologies as a dowsing instrument of political understanding. 
However, most ideological patterns in empirical, real life politics rather dis-
play a mixture of elements resembling those of the ideal-types. Moreover, this 
mixture often resides on historical layers of past re-orientations, past compro-
mises or past coalition-necessities, often called the ‘ideological development’ 
of a party or an organization or even of ‘the ideology’ itself; as when classical 
social democracy once came to embrace (most of) the capitalist market econ-
omy, or the liberal tradition came to embrace (most of) the welfare state or 
‘public interventions’ in ‘the private sphere’. Hence the need for a more open 
basic concept in the study of ideas of politics and society – and there are no 
other ideas35 – than the conventional ‘ideology’. On this point I have suggested 
the concept ‘ideological thought-content’ (in social and political communica-
tion and language-use) as the basic analytical concept (Part One, Section 9). 
The start from this open concept (a ‘minimal definition’ some would say) makes 
it possible to discover, and analytically make room for, the mix of ideological 
elements we always meet empirically in real life political communication and 
language-use; while still allowing the analytical use of the traditional ideal-
types as tools for classification and understanding in the analysis of the empiri-
cal material. (I have repeatedly stated that the traditional set of comprehensive 
ideologies of the text-books must be regarded as stylized ideal-types, which 
have been sifted out of the empirical and historical material in a long text-book 
tradition as we saw. Thus they are analytical tools and not ‘real’ entities (see Part 
One, section 9)36.

taken in consideration in political analysis and political understanding. Politics and government never 
exercise total control in the society but stand in a reflexive relation to these other systems, although 
having the final word in their formal, juristic institutionalisation through authoritative legislation and 
regulation (which in turn also never can add up to total control). In the Parsons-Easton tradition this 
reflexive relation between the political system and the other social domains is envisaged as a reciprocal 
feed-back process. In the Marxist tradition Nicos Poulantzas introduced the term ‘the relative auton-
omy of the state’ in his path-breaking and tradition-breaking work Political power and social classes 
(1974 [1968]).

35  This must be pointed to again and again. In the older, idealistic philosophy of history and society ideas 
seemed to exist as explanative factors with an existence of their own, residing in Plato’s world of ideas 
or in Hegel’s phenomenology, or even as some God-given religion. This idealistic strand has repercus-
sions even into our own days, where many anglo-saxon hand-books still treat ideologies as self-evident 
starting points or given entities, as if they exist in some heaven by themselves or as such. A similar ide-
alistic or psudo-idealistic (religious) view is also found in Eugen Lemberg’s influential (in the German-
speaking world) Ideologie und Gesellschaft (1974).

36  See also the presentation in Lindberg 2017. 
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17.2 The morphological inner structure of (ideal type) political ideologies
From the basic starting-point of a pluralist ‘idea-struggle hypothesis’, the polit-
ical science knowledge tradition has recognized about a dozen main ideal type 
comprehensive ‘political ideologies’ in Europe since the time of the French Rev-
olution 1789; with variants and derivations.37 I will highlight the importance 
of viewing them as stylized ideal-types; there were never such text-book spe-
cies in real political life. (It is quite similar to the coloured birds in the ornitho-
logical hand-book, for example ‘large tit’ or ‘buzzard’, which are nothing more 
than a pedagogic, stylized ideal-type pictures of handbook species. In reality, 
what we term ‘species’ only exists an empirical spread of similarities, narrow 
or wide, which is involved in constant evolutionary change.) The classifica-
tory array of stylized, ideal type ideologies, and the historical and empirical 
research supporting it, delivers an important background-knowledge for me, 
which above was mentioned as my laboratory. When the ideal-type ideologies 
are presented in the text-books, though, they are presented in a comparative 
fashion, compared as entities of the same kind. Thus, a common frame of ref-
erence is needed, displaying the basic, common kinds of ideational elements. 
As a result, a general morphology, or a common inner structure has emerged 
in the handbooks, and this common inner structure is fundamental for my 
proposed general theory (as put forward also in Lindberg 2017) (see Part One, 
Section 3 and 5).

The notion of a common (morphological) inner structure of political theo-
ries or ideologies, has developed reluctantly in the history of the political sci-
ence knowledge tradition. In its most developed form it displays the three-tiers 
or thought dimensions in a systematic way: values (V), descriptions (D) and 
prescriptions (P). The three-tiered morphology is present in statu nascendi 
in works from the 1930s and the 1940s, where one early pioneer is Herbert 
Tingsten who distinguishes three basic kinds of political ideas: ‘value-judge-
ments’, ‘judgements of reality’ and ‘political proposals’. He also implies a logi-
cal connection between them, a logical pattern which establishes the action-
motivating and action-guiding force of the ideologies (Tingsten 1966 [1939]: 
5; 1941: 9). Regarding thee three-tiered inner structure, Tingsten is decisively 
more clear and more developed than his contemporaries George H. Sabine 
(1937: vii–viii) or Michael Oakshott (1950 [1939]: xi–xxiii), who nevertheless 
grope for a common morphology or inner structure. Sabine speaks of: a) ‘cer-
tain judgements of facts’, b) ‘valutations and predilections’ and c) some ‘logical 

37  In the over-view made in Feliks Gross ed., European Ideologies. A Survey of Twentieth Century Political 
Ideas (1948) twenty-seven various political ideologies are presented and analysed; from Communism 
and Democratic Socialism via Fascism, Nationalism and Nazism to Pan-Slavism, Zionism, Catholicism 
and Pacifism. In The Oxford Handbook of Political Ideologies (2013) some twenty substantial political 
ideologies of our time are presented and analysed. The highly accurate Swedish text-book Politiska ide-
ologier i vår tid (Political ideologies in our time) by Reidar Larsson (2006) presents and analyses sixteen 
contemporary political ideologies in a common analytical frame.
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compatibility’ between the ingredient elements. Oakshott is more diffuse in 
his search for ‘the more important elements which composes the doctrines’.38 
Moving further in the disciplinary history on this point, the ideational elements 
of the three-tiered model was further developed by analytical language philos-
opher Arne Naess and his political science associates in Democracy, Ideology 
and Objectivity (1956), although still in a statu nascendi and not reaching a 
complete picture. 

The development towards the VDP-triad reaches a peak, though, in the emi-
nent political theorist Arnold Brecht’s influential work Political Theory. The 
Foundations of Twentieth Century Political Thought (1959). Brecht is the one 
who first of all – with full control over the conceptual history and contending 
understandings of political theory of the twentieth century – explicitly and sys-
tematically introduces the elements V, D and P and their logical connection as 
an argumentative sequence, making up an action-guiding and action-directing 
logical whole (Brecht 1959: 117–35). In this way he presents a solution to the 
so-called Humean problem of the ‘the logical gulf between in and ought’,39 the 
problem that a normative ‘ought-statement’ (P) never can be logically derived 
from (only) a descriptive ‘is-statement’ (D). While introducing the major prem-
ise of a value-statement (V), in fact a higher-level ought-statement, the logical 
problem is solved. (See Sections 24, 25, and 26 below.) The systematic, logical 
sequence of V, D and P presented by Brecht, however, is not alone in its time – 
which novelties in scientific development seldom are.

The three-tiered model is found in the 1950s in the development of ana-
lytical linguistic philosophy; and I will add that there are close contacts 
between philosophy and political science, especially regarding issues of ordi-
nary language respectively analytical language-use (see Part One, Section 
14).40 If we move to the discipline of practical philosophy, we find some con-

38  An exception from this tradition is the contemporary British ideology theorist Michael Freeden. When 
Michael Freeden speaks of ‘the morphology’ of the political ideologies he suggests as the common inner 
structure of all ideologies that they contain: 1) core concepts, 2) adjacent concepts and 3) peripheral 
concepts (see Freeden 1996: 75.79). In my opinion, Freeden’s morphology seems rather meager, hardly 
a morphology at all, rather expressing the levels of ‘fundamental’ respectively ‘operational’ thought in 
my theory, which still are richer or more substantial concepts (see Section 23–28 below). Unfortunately, 
there is no space here for a closer critical assessment of Freeden’s contribution. Another point of critique 
is the fact that he delimits his concept of ‘ideologies’ to party-ideologies, following the conventional 
view in political science. In part One, Section 3, I have argued for the unfruitfulness of this conceptual 
delimitations, and I will return to it immediately below.

39  This problem seems to be framing all modern (enlightenment and post-enlightenment) discussions on 
value-theory in moral and political philosophy. For its first appearance, see Hume (1978) [1740]: 468–70.

40  For this connection see Vedung 1982, close to Stephen Toulmin’s work on argumentation (Toulmin 
2003 [1958]); J. L. Austin’s work on ‘performative sentences’ (Austin 1975) and Arne Naess’ works on 
semantics and interpretation (Naess 1966). In a more general sense, the close connection of Philosophy 
and Political Science is demonstrated by the remarkable Series Philosophy, Politics and Society, ini-
tially started by Peter Laslett in 1962, and comprising seven volumes up to 1977; then there is the sub-
discipline of political philosophy, which seem to be shared equally between philosophers and political 
scientists.
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temporaneous, very influential parallel works, in principle supporting the 
position of Brecht. First, we find Michael Hare’s The Language of Morals 
(1954) which puts forward a solution to the Humean ‘logical gulf between 
is and ought’ similar to Arnold Brecht’s, while introducing a higher level 
‘ought-sentence’ as the major premise in the logical sequence. Secondly, we 
find Stephen E. Toulmin’s The Uses of Argument (Toulmin 2003 [1958]) with 
the similar three components in his theory of argument, although the three 
components are arranged in a slightly different way. A similar view can also 
be found in David Gauthier’s work Practical Reasoning (1963), in which the 
label ‘practical reasoning’ itself is introduced in the title of the book, which 
has the telling sub-title: The Structure and Foundation of Prudential and 
Moral Argument and their Exemplification in Discourse (Gauthier 1963). It 
is from Gauthier I have borrowed the term ‘practical reasoning’ as basic in 
my theoretical construct.41

In Swedish Political Science the three-tiered VDP-model, and the notion 
of the argumentative sequence of practical reasoning, became a standard 
analytical model about 1970 in the ‘Uppsala-School’ of idea-analytical politi-
cal science, as I called it; following Herbert Tingsten and Arnold Brecht (see 
Part One, Introduction and Section 5). As examples I will highlight the wide-
spread Swedish handbook Politisk teori (Political Theory) (Björklund 1970 
[1968]: 28–31) or the dissertation by Sverker Gustavsson on the principled 
debate on university policy (1971: 14–19) or Evert Vedung’s dissertation on the 
debate on the dissolution of the union between Sweden and Norway in 1905 
(1971: 48–51). The argumentative tiers of the VDP-triad and the notion of ‘prac-
tical conclusions’ also appear as a carrying tenet in the systematic handbook 
by Vedung, Det rationella politiska samtalet (1977: 160–166), translated into 
English as Political Reasoning (Vedung 1982: 200–02). In the English-speaking 
world today, varying terms and conceptualizations of similar three-tiered views 
are commonly established in the handbooks on political ideologies (see e.g. 
Heywood 2007: 11–15; Ball & Dagger 2011: 4–11). However, these conceptual-
izations are not as logically sharp as the mentioned Uppsala-school, including 
Arnold Brecht, which are close to analytical linguistic philosophy; and they 
usually lack the pointed notion of practical reasoning and the deep anchorage 
in language philosophy, for examplethe fundamental works of Hare, Toulmin 
and Gauthier.42 (See further section 22 and 24–25 below.)

41  This specific term is not used by Brecht (1959: 126–30) and only brushed against in Vedung (1982) in 
spite of the fact that they establish the relations between values, descriptions and prescriptions as logical 
conclusions; quite like Hare, Tomlin and Gauthier. Vedung uses the term ‘practical conclusion’ (Vedung 
1982: 200–01).

42  The early establishment of the three–tiered structure in Scandinavian Political Science is, I think, due to 
the close contact between analytical language philosophy and political science (e.g. the Uppsala school 
of Axel Hägerström, respectively, the Oslo-school of Arne Naess). Due to these close contacts a language-
philosophical awareness was introduced in the discipline which made it natural to differentiate between 
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As the reader already knows (see Part One, Introduction and Section 5) I 
will borrow the three-tiered model with its V, D and P as the basic elements, 
as well as the notion of practical reasoning, from the Uppsala school of idea-
analytical political science as well as the works of Arnold Brecht, R.M. Hare, 
Stephen Toulmin and David Gauthier. I also borrow these notions from the 
tradition of political theory and the study of political ideology more generally, 
and will place them centrally in my proposed general theory.43

17.3 Limitations in the Political Science paradigm (1): the concept of ‘political 
ideologies’ confined to the input side of the political system
However, there is a problem with the concept ‘political ideologies’ as it is nor-
mally used in Political Science. As we saw (see Part One, Section 3), the con-
cept refers to ideas and idea systems of parties, organizations and movements. 
Hence ‘ideologies’ reside solely on the ‘input side’ of the political system. This 
means that the extension and the empirical application of the concept ‘political 
ideology’ is delineated. The action-guiding thoughts and ideas on the ‘output 
side’ of the political system are not called ‘ideologies’, which would be logi-
cal. Instead they are given special names and are studied in specific analytical 
approaches. We find, for example, ‘public policies’ (in government and admin-
istration), or ‘policy doctrines’ or ‘regimes’ (in international politics). Further-
more, when speaking of the political thoughts and ideas of citizens and rep-
resentatives, the common concepts of the discipline are not ‘ideologies’ but 
‘beliefs and attitudes’, or ‘belief-systems’ or ‘political culture’; as if ‘ideology’ 
was a too systematic and principled concept to be used for the political think-
ing of the common citizen. All in all, the term ‘political ideologies’, when nor-
mally used in the discipline, is limited to the thought and language of parties 
or organizations.

In my view, this is an unfruitful terminological and conceptual delimita-
tion and diversification. I would rather try to follow the example of Robert 
Lane (1962) or Angus Campbell and his associates (1960) in the attempt to 
keep the conceptual worlds ‘ideology’ respectively ‘beliefs’ or ‘belief-systems’ 
together.44 But I also want to include the usual concepts used on the output 

value-statements and descriptive, respectively, prescriptive statements in political language. Tingsten, at 
least, remained in close contact, in his student years, with the radical philosophical and political views 
of Axel Hägerström, and the Humean as well as Neo-Kantian ‘Uppsala-school’ in (analytical) Philosophy. 
And Arne Naess, as an analytical language philosopher himself, founder of ‘the Oslo school’, had a close 
contact with political science and political thought, as in his work of 1956.

43  I have been lecturing for thirty years on political theory and political ideology, and always presented the 
VDP-triad as a forceful analytical tool to use in all analysis and criticism of political and social ideas. 
Among later works on practical reasoning, I especially appreciate Richardson 1994. See also Walton 
1990.

44  Lane, Political Ideology. Why the American Common Man Believes what he does (1962: 1–16); Campbell 
et al., The American Voter (1960: 188–215).
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side of the political system, most prominently the concept of ‘public policy’ 
and its cousins. The reasons are manifold. First, this diversity as such, in my 
opinion, includes a logical anomaly. Why should action-guiding thoughts be 
termed ‘ideologies’ when held by a political party, but ‘beliefs’ when held by 
its supporters? And why should action-guiding thoughts be termed ‘ideol-
ogy’ when a political party suggests a legislative measure, but ‘policy’, ‘pro-
grams’, ‘reforms’ or a ‘regime’ when this same thought-content is adopted by 
a decision-making institution and implemented by an administrative body? 
Secondly, this terminological diversification brings about a fragmented view 
of politics, which hampers comparisons between various parts of the politi-
cal system and the possibility of comprehensive over-views concerning overall 
ideological stability or change. Thirdly, the terms ‘beliefs’ or ‘policies’ are more 
technical in tone than ‘ideology’, which seems to erase the often dramatical, 
society-transforming performance of citizen beliefs and policy measures; thus, 
making us miss the importance of the cultural or institutional changes that are 
going on. Fourthly, this terminological diversification hampers communication 
and discussion among researchers, as if they sat at ‘separate tables’ (Almond),45 
which in general impedes ‘the growth of knowledge’ (Popper).46 Increasingly 
detailed, approach-bound fragments risk being produced in this ‘normal sci-
ence’ (Kuhn),47 cementing a partitioned and fragmented view of the central 
aspect of all politics: the preservation and change of the institutions of the soci-
ety, and their attached power relations and allocations of values. Ironically it 
was the fragmentation of the discipline that once impelled David Easton to sug-
gest the comprehensive analytical frame of ‘the political system’ (Easton, 1953: 
Chs. 1–2), which he later developed in his grand tetralogy.48

Contrary to this fragmented view, following the general view of both Talcott 
Parsons and David Easton, I regard all political thought and language to be of 
the same basic kind. Consequently, they ought to be theorized and conceptu-
alized from that assumption of ontological sameness. This objective requires 
a synthesized general theory of ideological thought-content. (As declared 
above, the elaboration of such a general theory is the task here; see Part One, 
Introduction and Section 5.)

In real life, to support my argument, the ideological dramas and struggles 
in political life are not confined to parties and organizations on the input side 

45  I refer to Gabriel Almond’s opening chapter “Separate Tables. Schools and sects in Political Science” in 
his A Discipline Divided (1980).

46  I refer to the title of Karl Popper’s Conjectures and Refutations. The Growth of Scientific Knowledge 
(1963), and to the title of Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge 
(1970), involving the famous Kuhn-Popper controversy.

47  Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962).

48  The tetralogy, unique and outstanding in the discipline in its continued focus on basic analytical theory 
on the aspects of politics and political life, consists of the works Easton 1953, 1965a, 1965b and 1990.
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of the political system. Ideas and idea-struggles permeate all parts of the politi-
cal system. They are directly visible in the public debate, in diverging value-
patterns and ideological beliefs among elites, and the comparative different 
views among the citizens; this plurality and variety is demonstrated by a long 
empirical research tradition.49 Added to this is the fact that ideological con-
flicts and idea-struggles also are imbued in central and local government, and 
in the administrative bodies of public policy formation and implementation; 
as well as in the judiciary, the military and the police. We can take the USA 
under Trump as an obvious example, where it is open for everyone to see how 
different parts of the government and the administration, at both federal and 
state level, as well as the judiciary and the police, have diverging ideas and ide-
ologies, guiding their (informal and formal) actions to the brink of open, fac-
tional conflict. But this contemporary US situation is not exceptional; only its 
acute scale and visibility. Instead, a similar ideological diversity and conflict, 
in various parts of the political system, is common in all societies and in all 
times. This is amply demonstrated in many empirical studies, as in Robert A. 
Levine’s systematic The Arms Debate (1963),50 Theda Skocpol’s daring States 
and Social Revolutions (1979) or Bo Rothstein’s beautiful, comparative case-
study of Swedish educational respectively labour market policy in The Social 
Democratic State (1998 [1986]). The empirical examples are legion (we met 
some already in Part One, Section 1). My conclusion is that we need a widen-
ing move to a general theory of ideological thought-content which must be 
useable in analyses of action-guiding thoughts and ideas in all parts of the 
political system, that is, all its institutions, structures, actors and processes; 
not only on the input side. This is one good reason for my already expressed 
intention to leave the concept ‘(political) ideology’ aside, with its delimitation 
to the thoughts and ideas of parties and movements. Instead I will propose, as 
we saw, the concept ‘ideological thought-content’. This concept is free to refer 
to the action-guiding thought-content of all messages, communications and 
language-use, and all the ‘communicative actions and interactions’ that make 
up the ‘political’ system;51 found in public or social media, in private conversa-
tions or official documents, in parliamentary debates or administrative bodies.

49  See e.g. Campbell, Converse, Miller & Stokes 1960; Lane 1959; Lane 1962; van Dyke 1995; Durham 2000; 
Almond, Appleby & Sevan 2003; Inglehart & Norris 2003; Hartman 2015.

50  Levine’s outstanding work has been especially interesting for me, as it is one early empirical study on 
policy that systematically uses the three tiers of VDP as the basic analytical grid in the analysis of posi-
tions and policies in the discussions on rearmament/disarmament in the US (of nuclear weapons) in 
the early 1960s.

51  For the well-known definition of which communicative actions and interactions are to be considered 
as ‘political’, and thus be possible to regard as a ‘political system’ (instead of ‘economic’, ‘cultural’ and 
so on), see Easton 1953: Ch. IV–V; Easton 1965a: 47–50.
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17.4 Limitations in the political science paradigm (2): the delineation of 
‘politics’ and the borders of ‘the political’ aspect of society
As we saw above, I will not confine the concept of ‘political ideologies’ only to 
be entities of the ‘input side’ of the political system. Consequently, I will include 
all communication and language-use also of ‘the output side’ in the connota-
tion-denotation of my concept ‘ideological thought-content’. However, my gen-
eralizing effort does not stop there. In the conventional and common picture 
of ‘the political system’ in the discipline, the ‘political’ is confined to the formal 
institutions of government and its surroundings (like political parties, lobby 
groups, mass media or the public administration). This delineation prevails as 
a paradigmatic convention, similar to Thomas Kuhn’s classic account of how 
scientific paradigms work (Kuhn 1962), in most cases unconscious or invisible 
for the participant researchers socialized into the paradigmatic views.52 

If we go back to the general social theory of Talcott Parsons, which I have 
made the anchoring ground of my proposed general theory, it is obvious 
that every ‘social system’, whether large or small, has a ‘culture’; and every 
social group, whether large or small, has an ‘ideology’ of ‘action-orientations’ 
(empirical views, value-orientations and regulative norms) holding the group 
together and giving it a relatively unified outlook and view of themselves and 
the world.53 This broad view would make it possible, in principle, to apply the 
concept of ‘ideological thought-content’ also to social domains and fields other 

52  In my opinion, this limitation of the concept ‘the political’ to the formal institutions of the government, 
and the political life surrounding them, is not due to a thorough theoretical elaboration or a critically 
derived theoretical conception. Instead of elaborated theory we find a prevailing political ideology. We 
get an ideological conception instead of a theoretical concept. In this case a liberal-conservative, or a 
republican-conservative, view is at work, as I see it, that involves an institutionalist, formal, juristic view 
of the actual or desired borders of the political sphere; an ideological conception imbued in many quar-
ters of the political science community. (For the general role of ideology in the knowledge system of sci-
entific research, see Bunge 1983: 197.) In the classic bourgeois ideology (according to Jürgen Habermas) 
the ‘political sphere’ is equal to the ‘public sphere’, as contrasted to ‘the private sphere’, where the public 
sphere has the mentioned delineation. (This cultural and conceptual history is comprehensively demon-
strated and critically illuminated in Jürgen Habermas’ impressive work, The structural Transformation 
of the Public Sphere (1989 [1962]). This contention of mine, regarding the ideological delineation of the 
political in much political science, counts for the fact that this liberal-conservative delineation, paradox-
ically, does not have much elaborated theoretical support, nor much explicit theoretical argument. The 
subject is avoided. It is a tacit ideological stance. In contrast, the subject is discussed and elaborated on 
from the left-liberal or progressivist point of view. This is done in the most serious, theoretically argued 
works of today, on the fundamental concepts of political science, that is, the works of Lasswell & Kaplan 
1951 or Easton 1953 and 1965a, or Dahl 1984 [1963]. In these works a wider (!) connotation of the con-
cept ‘political’ is proposed, as we will see soon. This does not mean that ideology is not informing the 
works of Lasswell or Easton; like so many sociologists or economists of their generation they were (left 
liberal or social democratic) progressivists. But they had the good taste to state their value-standpoint 
clearly (not making it invisible) and to critically and analytically elaborate on the theory and basic con-
cepts of political science (instead of tacitly relying on some prevailing conventions). And this makes all 
the difference.

53  See Part One, Section 8 above, and especially Parsons, The Social System (1951), Ch. I and VIII; Parsons 
& Shils 1951: 3–29. See also Section 21 below.
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than the ‘political system’, as this is narrowly understood in the conventional 
wisdom.

17.5 Limitations in the political science paradigm (3): following Lasswell, 
Easton and Dahl against the conventional wisdom
The paradigm-arguing political science of the 1950s, creating the action-theo-
retical ‘behavioural revolution’, did not remain inside this narrow understand-
ing of ‘the political’. Consequently we need not go all the way to Talcott Parsons 
and theoretical sociology to find a broader understanding. A broader view of 
the political aspect, defined as all power processes in society, or all authority 
structures, was theoretically developed and argued for already by Lasswell and 
Kaplan in Power and Society (1950). In fact, they defined political science as 
the study of power practices and power processes wherever they occur (Lass-
well and Kaplan eds. 1950: xiv–xix, 74–102). A similar broadening view of ‘the 
political’, but perhaps not as broad as Lasswell and Kaplan’s, at least more pre-
cise, was argued for by David Easton in his classic, paradigm-setting works 
of 1953 or 1965. His views, however, are most often used as pro-arguments 
for the narrow definition of ‘politics’ and ‘the political’, allegedly confined to 
the processes of ‘authoritative allocations’ by the government or the state. But 
this is only a half-true or misleading reading. In contrast, in these very works, 
Easton termed the many smaller social systems or organizations in society as 
‘para-political’ and attributed a power-political character to them.54 This con-
ceptual widening was explicitly argued for against the conventional, narrow 
definition of politics in the discipline. In his own words in his early work The 
Political System of 1953:

Wherever we find a group of people, whatever their purposes or 
form of organization, there we usually encounter maneuvering 
for positions and power. We speak in this sense about politicking 
within a group…the power struggle of a fraternal organization… 
(Easton 1953: 127–28).

And in his influential and widely read A Framework for Political Analysis 
(1965a) he states:

Like the more inclusive society of which they are part, groups 
do make allocations that are accepted by their members as bin-
ding. In such subgroups as families, churches, or fraternal orga-
nizations we find constitutions, competition for control among 
dominating or aspiring elites, and pressure groups or factions… 
For this reason, examination of the structures and processes…in 

54  See e.g.1965a: 50–56.



456 Mats Lindberg

organizations and other groups can be quite helpful in shedding 
new light on the structures and processes of the more inclusive 
political system (Easton 1965a: 51).

From an analytical point of view, I have always found it reasonable to accept 
Easton’s suggested view that even smaller social systems or sub-fields of society 
can be regarded as ‘political’, that is, as involving power practises and authori-
tative, that is, binding allocations of values.55

A similar view on the extension of the political aspect is held by Robert Dahl 
in his widely-read hand-book on the foundations of the discipline, Modern 
Political Analysis (1984 [1963], all over the world. In this work he calls ‘business 
firms’, ‘government agencies’ or ‘religious associations’ small ‘political systems’, 
quite like David Easton. He thus does not invent a special name for them, as 
Easton’s ‘para-political’, but is content to speak of them as ‘hierarchal systems’ 
or ‘authority structures’ (Dahl 1984 [1963]: 54–55). Consequently he will also 
widen the concept of ‘democracy’, as a critical ideal-type for empirical analy-
ses, to apply even to these smaller systems and organisations. This is suggested in 
his thought-provoking minor classic A Preface to Economic Democracy (1985) 
where he investigates the right to democracy within firms; in the title para-
phrasing his earlier, epic work A Preface to Democratic Theory (1956).

This view of a broader delimitation of the political aspect of society is also 
supported by the theoretical strands of neo-Marxism and neo-feminism, which 
points to the ‘political’ character of the seemingly ‘private’ organizations or 
social fields, such as in capitalist industrial work or the patriarchal family.56 

In my opinion, this view implies – directly following Lasswell, Easton and 
Dahl – that families, churches, unions, organizations, business firms, as well as 
political parties and administrative bodies of government, might also involve, 
not only a dominating ‘culture’ or an ’ideology’, in the vein of Dürkheim’s 
sociology and Parsons’ general social theory, but also factions and contending 
elites as well as ideational diversity and idea-struggles. Thus, it seems wise to 

55  The fact that Easton discusses the proper subject-matter of the discipline political science as limited 
to ‘the authoritative allocation of values for a whole society’ does not hinder me from observing that 
he also recognises ‘authoritative allocation of values’ in smaller social systems or organizations, hence 
attributing also to these a ‘political’ dimension or aspect. That all these points of ‘authoritative alloca-
tion’ may conflate to ‘an overall political structure’ is discussed both in Easton 1953 and Easton 1990. The 
latter work also includes highly informative critical assessment of Nicos Poulatzas’ theory of the state 
in Political Power and Social Classes (1976 [1968]), a grand stance of structural Marxism (connected to 
Parsonian general social theory as well as Weberian political science) turning the table in the Marxist 
discussion for a long time to come.

56  See my reference to Habermas in a footnote immediately above. Remember the slogan of radical femi-
nism: ‘The private is political!’ However, most works in the Marxist or the feminist traditions (since the 
latter is theoretically closely related to the first) are stuck in the holist or monolithic view of ‘the culture’ 
or ‘the ideology’, in line much sociological theory, as presented above. They thus propose the image of a 
‘dominating culture’ or a ‘dominating ideology’ also in these smaller social systems, and do not propose 
the basic empirically open notion of a pluralist idea-struggle a priori. See Sections 16 above and 18 below.
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view these smaller social systems from an empirically open, conceptually neu-
tral and inclusive perspective where it is empirically possible that they may be 
dominated by a single mentality, mindset or belief-system, but also, that they 
may involve different goals, principles, views or policy ambitions. I will keep 
the term ‘para-political’, though, to indicate the subordinated and regulated 
character of these smaller social systems or organizations. They are all actual 
or possible targets of government legislation and regulation, and concerning 
ideology they may display their own, field-specific ideologies as I have termed 
it (as noticed in Part One, Section 1 above).57

Power-struggles and idea-struggles, thus – in this perspective – are possi-
ble in principle both in the over-arching ‘political system’ relating to authorita-
tive governance for the whole society, and in the subordinated ‘para-political’ 
organizations or the smaller social fields of society. But if conflict and power 
is possible in the ‘para-political’ social systems, so are of course also the other 
side of politics: cooperation, democratic procedures, compromise and win-
win-games. Accordingly, it would be possible in principle to use my analyti-
cal concept ideological thought-content both in the larger political system as 
well as in the smaller ‘para-political’ social systems. Ideological thought-con-
tent, as I conceive of it as VDP-triads, ought to be found alike – and on equal 
footing from the analytical point of view – in the communication and mes-
sages in parliamentary debates, government decisions, public policies, political 
parties, trade unions, lobby-groups, media-houses, business firms, churches, 
voluntary organizations, social media debates, or in the everyday conversa-
tions in families or among friends. An example: family culture, gender roles 
and parenting are continually debated all around the globe, within families and 
among relatives; we find many contrasting spontaneous family-ideologies or 
propagated family-doctrines in everyday talk, world-wide. On the other hand 
we may also find the same kind of family-ideologies and family-related idea-
struggles, with the same basic values, descriptive images and prescriptions, in 
the legislative institutions and processes in many countries, regarding legislation 
on family-related violence, divorce, inheritance, custody and children’s rights. 
Consequently, the ideological thought-content in these debates, at different 
levels of society, ought not to be analysed and interpreted as different kinds of 
thought. From the point of view of action-guiding thought they ought to display 
the same basic thought dimensions; that is values (V), descriptive images (D) or 
suggested lines of action (P). The thoughts or ideas appearing in everyday family 
discussions, respectively in various public or social media, or in parliamentary 
sessions or legislative bodies, could thus reasonably be analysed from the point 
of view of a unified analytical framework, or, a general theory, that is, of the 

57  The analytical distinction between ‘comprehensive ideology’ respectively ‘field-specific ideology’ is orig-
inally developed in Lindberg 2017: 90–1.
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ideological thought-content involved. The only difference between them, as I see 
it, is the position of these communicative actions, situated in different institu-
tional structures and processes of the main ‘political system’ and the surround-
ing ‘para-political’ systems in ‘the total structure of the situation’ (Easton 1953: 
171–199) or ‘the overall political structure’ (Easton 1990: 134–151).

17.6 Critical conclusion on political science
There are two achievements in the political science knowledge tradition that 
I find especially valuable and useful. First, the concept of political pluralism 
and ‘the idea-struggle hypothesis’, which I consider to be two important basic 
assumptions, added to the basic anchoring of my effort in general social theory. 
Secondly, it is in the political science knowledge tradition that we originally 
find attempts at systematic investigation into the inner structure of political 
theories and ideologies ‘out there’, in the search for common morphological 
traits. (Parsons is surely on the way, but with him we find a general social the-
ory and not the further steps in the direction of the inner structure of politi-
cal thought and language.) The three-tier model is an important contribution, 
which is fundamental in my reconstructive synthesis, as the theoretical model 
of the VDP-triad (see Part One, Section 5, and Sections 23 – 26 below).

However, as we saw, there are some shortcomings in the political science 
paradigmatic conventions. From the point of view of reconstructing a gen-
eral theory of ideological thought-content, I find the conventional delimita-
tion of the concept ‘political ideology’ in the Political Science knowledge tradi-
tion too narrow for my purpose. I must make a conceptual broadening in two 
steps, leaving conventional conceptual limitations in political science behind. 
First, this broadening involves the abandoning of the conventional concept of 
‘political ideology’. This has a conventional limited extension, as we have seen, 
to mainly political parties and organizations and thus to the input side of the 
political system. When I propose the concept of ‘ideological thought-content’ 
this concept is given a wider extension, referring to all communicative actions 
and interactions of the whole political system, that is, also the output side. This 
step is possible from the assumption that all political thought and language, 
and all political communicative actions, are of the same basic (ontic) kind over 
the whole political system; following the general theory of the political system, 
as it was elaborated in David Easton’s works. (This does not contradict the fact 
that communicative actions in the political system, writ large, are performed 
in different institutional settings or processes which may make them differ in 
linguistic style, or with different political bias or inclination which may make 
them differ in political ambition, content or propagandistic twist.)

Secondly, this broadening involves a further step. If my widening ambition 
is aiming at a really general theory, my proposed theory should be applicable 
also to all other – ‘para-political’ – social domains and fields of society. After 
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all the thought and culture in all parts of society is equally action-guiding, as 
we saw, and equally involved in, or related to, the preservation of, or modifica-
tion of, the institutional and cultural configurations of society. My second step, 
thus, is based on the general social theory tradition, exemplified by Parsons, 
where a ‘culture’ and an ‘ideology’ may be found in all social domains and fields, 
whether large or small. However, as we also saw, I want to add some elements 
from the political science knowledge tradition to Parsons general social theory: 
a) the basic pluralist assumption even regarding these small, ‘para-political’, 
systems; b) the notion that these smaller, ‘para-political’ systems also carry both 
‘power processes’ and ‘politicking’, which makes c) the basic assumptions of 
‘the idea-struggle hypothesis’ necessary and fruitful in ideational analysis of all 
social domains or fields of the whole society. My concept ‘ideological thought-
content’, thus, should be possible to use not only in the whole political system, 
but in all social domains and fields in the whole society as well.

A final word: If the reader returns to my illustrative examples of the appli-
cation of my proposed general theory (Part One, Section 5) she will notice that 
I deliberately chose examples from different corners of the social and political 
world (including The New Society of Homeless Cats in Huddersfield!) to illus-
trate the generality of my proposed theory.

18. the marxist theory tradition

18.1 The traditional Marxist concept of ideology, up to 1970
The Marxist theory tradition regarding society and history relies on a proposed 
general social theory, ‘the materialist conception of history (and society)’ for-
mulated about 1845–48 by Marx and Engels.58 The proclaimed width and depth 
of this social theory later challenged theorists like Max Weber (in the 1910s) 
and Talcott Parsons (in the 1930s) to critical encounters and continuing efforts 
to overcome the Marxist challenge.59 One of the basic concepts of the Marx-
ist general theory is ‘the Ideology’ (written by me with a capital ‘I’). This is 
one of the two main parts of the ‘superstructure’ of society; the other being 
the juristic and political superstructure, or ‘the state’. The Ideology delivers all 

58  The prevalence of theoretical variants inside the Marxist tradition, or family of traditions, indicates that 
any alleged ‘Marxism’ is seldom the same as the actual thinking of Karl Marx himself (of 1848 or 1867). 
They are most often situation-bound and debate-bound interpretations and developments made by 
adherents in some later period. The ‘orthodox Marxism’ of the party programme of the German Social 
Democracy of 1891 is one illustrative case, as is also the ‘scientific philosophy’ of Marxism-Leninism in 
the Soviet Union from the 1930s, systematized during the 1950s. On these shoulders some variants of 
‘Western Marxism’ occurs, starting with the ‘critical theory’ of the Frankfurt school (Horkheimer and 
Adorno), as envisaged by Perry Anderson (1976).

59  Irving Zeitlin terms the whole classical sociological tradition since Weber a ‘debate with Marx´ ghost’ 
(Zeitlin 2001: 194–398). See also Lindberg 2013.
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the thoughts and identities necessary to reproduce as well as legitimate the 
class-based socio-economic ‘structure’ (or ‘basis’), which are considered as the 
‘real’ social relations, in contrast to the ‘imagined’ social relations of ideological 
thought. The prevailing Ideology in a capitalist society is thus a constituent part 
of the reproduction of capitalist, socio-economic institutions and class relations 
(Chesnokov 1969: 337–372; Althusser 1971: 8, 20–23, 44–51, 54–57; Bourdieu 
1977 [1972]: 21–22; 168–170). 

The legitimating function of the ‘Ideology in scoiety’ is accomplished since 
the Ideology endows the social subjects, especially the working class, with a 
‘distorted thought’ or a ‘false consciousness’ making the class-society appear 
equal and fair (Lukacs 1923); hides the alienation and subordination in capi-
talist society (Marcuse 1964); makes the existing (capitalist) social and politi-
cal order seem natural and commonplace (Milliband 1969; Ch. 7–8); installs 
an ‘imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’ 
(Althusser 1971: 36); installs in a social group ‘a representation of their social 
relations’ that ‘conceals from itself its own truth’ by ‘laying down the dividing 
line between the thinkable and the unthinkable’ (Bourdieu 1977 [1972]; 21–22) 
or imposes ‘an apprehension of the established order as natural…through the 
disguised and thus misrecognised impositions of classification and of mental 
structures…adjusted to social structures’ (Bourdieu 1991 [1977]: 169).60

Unlike the ‘pluralistic and idea-struggle hypothesis’ of Political Science, as 
I have termed it, the Marxist ‘dominant ideology thesis’ (as it has been called) 
relies on a bipolar fundamental political theory of dominant and dominated 
classes.61 Thus, the Marxist concept of ‘the Ideology’ is by default monolithic; 
‘the dominating ideology’ – which is ‘the ideology of the dominating class’, or 
of ‘the hegemonic faction’ of the dominating class – is, by definition an single 
or sole mode of thought permeating society (Althusser 1971: 20–23). It is also 
holistic in the sense that it permeates the mind and thought of all individuals, 
moulding their subjectivity and identity as communicative individuals in the 
social relations of the class-based society (Althusser 1971: 44–45; Bourdieu 1977 
[1972]: 167–170). (On this point, by the way, the Marxist concept of Ideology’ is 
rather close to the tendentially holistic concept of ‘Cultural System’ of Parsons’ 
general social theory, although it is systematically involved in a conflict-per-
spective on society with dominating and dominated classes.) Furthermore, the 
Marxist concept of Ideology is also restrictive, since only the dominating and 
system-supporting ideas, by definition, make up ‘the Ideology of society’. It is 

60  For a knowledgeable and incisive presentation of the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’, see e.g. Seliger 
1977. Another excellent overview is the West-German Projekt Ideologie-Theorie in their Theorien 
über Ideologie (1979) (Theories of Ideology), with W.F. Haug as primus motor. See also Larrain 1979 or 
McLellan 1995.

61  For a presentation and critique of ‘the dominant ideology thesis’ in the Marxist tradition, see e.g. 
Abercombie, Hill and Turner 1980; see also the appreciating view of Abercombie et al. in van Dijk 1998: 
179–99. For a critique of the fundamental ‘pejorative’ aspect in Marxist ideology theory, see Seliger 1977.
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also from the beginning pejorative, that is, not neutrally used. And it is pejo-
rative in a double sense. On the one hand, ‘the ideology of society’, by defini-
tion, supports an unequal society and an unjust class-rule. On the other hand, 
it succeeds in this function by delivering, by definition, a ‘distorted thought’ or 
a ‘false consciousness’. Thus, ‘the ideology’ is something negative, something 
that must be ‘revealed’ in ‘ideology critique’ and if possible be substituted by a 
more liberating or accurate consciousness.62

In the Marxist tradition, therefore, oppositional political ideas, whether of left-
wing political parties or liberating social movements, are, by definition, excluded 
from the concept of ‘the Ideology’. As we saw, the expression ‘the Ideology of 
society’ refers only to the dominating ideas, supportive of the dominating class. 
Marxists or post-Marxists, thus, seldom speak of ‘communist ideology’, ‘feminist 
ideology’, ‘anti-racist ideology’ or ‘ecologist ideology’ as Political Science does. 
They rather speak of ‘communist theory’, ‘feminist theory’, ‘anti-racist theory’ 
or ‘ecologist theory’. This language-use is quite logical, since ‘Ideology’, by defi-
nition, is a system-legitimating, oppressive or distorted thought; while ‘theory’, 
especially Marxist theory or leftist ‘critical theory’, is regarded as the carrier of 
liberation and truth. Consequently the prominent Herbert Marcuse in his works 
(1964; 1969) speaks of ‘legitimating ideology’ versus ‘critical theory’.63

The intellectual development of the Marxist theory of ‘Ideology’ reached a 
peak during the early 1970s, during the ‘Marxist watershed’ in the social sci-
ences and the humanities; from Herbert Marcuse’s ‘critical theory’ of the 1960s 
to Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘critical sociology’ of the 1970s. The consensual political cli-
mate of the 1960s (inspiring ‘the end of ideology’ thesis by conservative and lib-
eral observers) was critically ‘revealed’ as in fact a pro-capitalist smokescreen. As 
a web of illusions it was hiding the economic and social inequality of capitalist 
society, as well as simultaneously expressing the interests of ‘monopoly capital’, 
which was regarded as the hegemonic faction of the capitalist class.64 The social 
sciences themselves, in turn, were criticised as being components parts of this 
‘dominating Ideology’; viewed as directly supportive of, and concealing, the exist-
ing capitalist system and the existence of the dominating capitalist class-rule.65

62  See e.g Marcuse 1964 and 1969, regarding ‘ideology critique’ and the liberating role of Marxist ‘critical 
theory’.

63  The most read philosophical argument for this position, of the time, was probably Herbert Marcuse’s 
highly influential works (1964) and (1969); being a prominent member of the Frankfurt School since 
1932. See also Habermas’ influential essay (1968), once a student at Horkheimer and Adorno, from 1964 
holder of Horkheimer’s chair in Frankfurt. Both Marcuse and Habermas became main inspirators of 
the ‘critical’ student movement of 1968 and formulated the accompanying ‘critical theory’ among left-
inclined students and social researchers. (I know for I was there!)

64  See e.g. Nicos Poulantzas (1973 [1968]); Baran and Sweezy 1966; Ralph Miliband (1969). For the case of 
Sweden, see e.g. my own work from my student years, Dahlkvist (1975).

65  As an engaged outflow of this ideology-critical spirit in the universities, see the disciplinary over-view 
in Blackburn (ed.) Ideology in Social Science. Politics, Sociology, Anthropology, Economics, History 
(1972).



462 Mats Lindberg

18.2 From ‘Ideology’ to ‘Discourse’; after 1970
In 1970 the influential French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser wrote a 
theory-developing essay, Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (1971 
[1970]), which became a classic departure in the ensuing, crucial discussion 
of the Marxist theory of ideology. For Althusser Ideology is ‘a representation of 
the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’ 
(p.36), thus supporting the continued reproduction of the socio-economic 
structure of capitalism (p. 22–31). Althusser asked where, and how, the ‘ruling 
Ideology’ could perform this function, and focused on the established institu-
tions of schools, churches, media and organizations, which he in a extended 
meaning termed ‘ideological state apparatuses’ (p. 14–22).66 Althusser launched 
a social-psychological communicative mechanism, which produced the ideo-
logical socialization and education. He explained the existence of any ‘ruling 
ideology’ in terms of the ‘interpellations’ that the ‘ruling ideological formation’ 
– propagated by the ‘ideological state-apparatuses’ – made vis-à-vis the individ-
uals as social subjects; hence installing a specific pattern of system-reproducing 
thought in the population (p. 44–51).67 This was a vibrant new formulation in 
Marxist ideology theory, a great step forward, that was to have many unforeseen 
consequences, for example in the works in ideology theory by linguist Michel 
Pécheux and sociologist Göran Therborn, which we will meet below.

Some years later, Althusser’s collaborator Michel Pécheux further developed 
the idea of the ‘interpellations’ of the ruling ideology. It was done in the work 
Language, Symbols and Ideology (1982 [1975]). To Althusser’s concept of ‘the 
ruling ideological formation’ Pécheux added ‘language’ and the corresponding 
concept of ‘discourse’, especially the concept of ‘the ruling discursive forma-
tion’. With this term, Pécheux referred to the existence of a specific vocabulary 
and phraseology into which the subjects were socialised or habituated which of 
course contained a specific conceptual and ideological thought-content. In this 
way Pécheux further specified the ‘interpellating’ mechanism, by adding the 
accompanying mechanism of language learning and language understanding 
(Pécheux 1982 [1975]: 97–115). With Pécheux’s contribution, the Marxist theory 
of ideology, in the Althusserian vein, was made more empirically plausible and 
theoretically more precise. He also opened the door for the conception that a 
dominating ideology is born out of a struggle with dominated ideologies, on this 
point working further from Althusser. In my view this combination of Althusser 
and Pécheux was a real scientific progress in the Marxist ideology theory.

66  To be somewhat captious, though, there is not much in this essay which is not already said about ideol-
ogy in capitalist society in the work of Ralph Milliband, The State in Capitalist Society (1969: Ch. 7–8), 
especially not regarding the alleged ‘state apparatuses’.

67  This essay titled Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (1971 [1970]) (Swed. transl. 1976) is actually 
an extract from a more comprehensive manuscript, recently published in English with the title On the 
Reproduction of Capitalism. (Althusser 2014).
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Furthermore, Pécheux seemingly borrowed the term ‘discursive formation’ 
from Michael Foucault, an old companion in the ‘structualist’ circle where 
Althusser was a prominent figure. The term ‘discursive formation’ is originally 
(as far as I can see) used by Foucault in The Archaelogy of knowledge (1972 
[1969]: 41–43, 120–121, 130–32), especially in chapter three, ‘The Description of 
Statements’, where Foucault tries to clarify his theoretical position. However, 
in this work the concept ‘discursive formation’ does not refer to the social or 
political ideology in a society. Instead it is a concept designed for the history 
of knowledge and scientific ideas, following in the tracks of the discontinu-
ous French epistemology; Foucault mentions Georges Canguilhem and Gaston 
Bachelard but first and foremost Louis Althusser and his concept of ‘epistemo-
logical breaks’ (Foucault 1972 [1969]: 4–6). Foucault thinks of a ‘discourse’ as 
a ‘set of statements’, forming a (dominating) rule-bound convention of how to 
think or speak, or not think or speak, in an academic discipline or a knowl-
edge-using social field. As a concept in the history of knowledge it connotes 
a ’knowledge regime’, similar of the concept ‘paradigm’ proposed by Thomas 
Kuhn in his Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962).68

Now, what makes the language philosopher Michel Pécheux impor-
tant, is that he, in his innovative work 1975, simply transfers the terms ‘dis-
course’ and ‘discursive formation’ from Foucault’s field of history of science 
to Althusser’s field of social and political ideology. In the ideological field, fol-
lowing Althusser, the ‘ideological formation’ was regarded as a discontinuous 
and self-contained mode of thought and language, quite parallel to Foucault’s 
‘discursive formation’ in the history of scientific knowledge. Furthermore, in 
Pecheux’s work the concept ‘ideological formation’ of Althusser was amalga-
mated with the concept ‘discursive formation’ of Foucault. Thus, Pécheux made 
a significant contribution – yes, can be seen as the originator – to the formida-
ble, later success of the term ‘discourse’ in the social sciences, including history 

68  The discontinuous view of scientific development was very important for Althusser’s view of Marx, 
based on Marx’s discontinuous view of history as a sequence of historical ‘modes of production’, with 
a subsequent discontinuous development of ideology, philosophy and science, based on epoch-mak-
ing ‘upheavals’, ‘ruptures’ or ‘breaks’, parallel to the great social and political revolutions, signalling 
the main epochs and the new ‘modes of production’ in history. In the circles around Althusser, where 
Foucault also thrived at times, Michel Pécheux himself, together with Michel Fichant, presented and 
developed the discontinuous view in their small but precise Sur l’histoire des sciences (1969); translated 
into Swedish as Om vetenskapernas historia (1971); written the same year as Foucault’s Archaelology. 
(For a presentation of the French, discontinuous epistemology in relation to Marxism, see Dominique 
Lecourt, (1975) Marxism and Epistemology. Bachelard, Canguilhem and Foucault. See also Mary Tiles 
(1984) Bachelard: Science and Objectivity, Cambridge University Press.) This epistemological  devel-
opment in the Althusserian circle of the 1960s, was similar to (although not so precise and compre-
hensive) the contemporaneous ‘historical’ and ‘critical’ epistemological revolution in the Anglo-Saxon 
philosophy of science, where Thomas Kuhn’s view on ‘scientific revolutions’ (Kuhn 1962) was a formi-
dable starting point, initiating a central discussion with Karl Popper. Kuhns view was more pointedly 
discontinuous than Karl Popper’s ‘historical epistemology’ or ‘evolutionary approach’ (Popper 1972). For 
an over-view of these discussions in the theory of scientific knowledge, see the set of remarkable and 
presumably epoch-making essays in Bunge ed. (1964) as well as in Lakatos and Musgrave eds. (1970).
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and the history of ideas.69 This is the reason why I think it is correct to speak of 
an ‘Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian’ concept of discourse; although this con-
cept is most often known under the label of ‘Foucault’ or ‘Foucauldian’.70 We 
may also note that Foucault’s original concept of ‘discourse’ is monolithic or 
holistic, as I have termed it (see e.g. Foucault 1972 [1969]: 121). His investiga-
tions are performed from the a priori assumption that there is, in a social field, 
one dominating discourse, or that the interesting thing is to discern the domi-
nating mentality or dominating conventions of language-use.71 Regarding the 
monolithic or holistic view, Foucault’s concept of ‘the (dominating) discourse’ 
is quite similar to the old Marxist concept of ‘the (dominant) ideology’ in soci-
ety (but also to the general sociological concept of ‘the culture’ of a social sys-
tem). Both rely on a bipolar view of power and subordination. These similari-
ties, of course, made Pécheux’s task to amalgamate the concept ‘ideological 
formation’ with ‘discursive formation’ even easier.

From this time on, the Marxist concept of a ‘dominant’, ‘ruling’ or ‘hege-
monic’ Ideology was connected to, or inscribed into, the concept of a ‘dominant’, 
‘ruling’ or ‘hegemonic’ Discourse. In the 1980s the term ‘discourse’ successively 
came to be used with this bipolar, conceptual content – roughly similar to the 
Marxist ‘Ideology’ – and at the end of the 1980s the term ‘discourse’ was more 
and more replacing the term ‘ideology’ in the common (left) academic jargon. 
This important development in Marxist ideology theory has been argued for – 
or observed – by centrally placed authors.72 However, it nevertheless seems to 
be a half–forgotten story today, in many quarters. (When a view is established 

69  The British linguist Norman Fairclough, famous for his contributions to the research programme Critical 
Discourse Analysis (see Section 19 below), labels Pécheux’s contribution in 1982 [1975] as ‘the French 
approach to discourse analysis’ and adds that it had been ‘developed on the basis of Althusser´s theory 
of ideology’ (Fairclough 1992: 13). Fairclough himself is also attempting to combine the linguistic con-
cept of ‘discourse’ with the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’ (and Marxist social theory in general) (see e.g. 
Fairclough 1992: 12–13, 30–36, 37–100). However, as will be argued below, he never amalgamates the 
concepts ‘discourse’ and ‘ideology’ but, as a trained linguistic researcher, keeps them analytically sepa-
rated. He thus speaks of ‘ideology’ as an inner thought-content expressed in discourse, that is, in lin-
guistic interaction or language-use (e.g. Fairclough 2010: 42–45, 56–61). See Sections 18.3 and 19, below.

70  This proposition of mine of course needs a more detailed presentation and demonstration which is not 
possible here. But just look at the (authoritative) presentation of ‘Foucault’ and his concept of ‘discourse’ 
in Laura Alba-Juez (2009: 213–214): ‘Meaning is governed by the formative rules of discourse; therefore, 
it does not originate in the speaking subject’. This could equally have been be said by Althusser speak-
ing of ideology, and especially by Pécheux interpreting Althusser. And further: ‘The acquisition of social 
identities is a process of immersion into discursive practice and submission to discursive practice’. This 
also could equally be said by Althusser, and especially in Pécheux’s development of Althusser. See also 
the foot-notes immediately below.

71  This is pointed to as an important shortcoming with Foucault by Jörgensen and Phillips in their 
Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, 2002: 13, pointing to the ‘more conflictual picture in which 
different discourses…struggle for the right to define truth’, eventually to reach ‘hegemony’, put forward 
in Laclau & Mouffe (1985).

72  For the important connection of Althusser, Péxheux and Foucault, see the energetic and path-setting 
argument in Diane Macdonell (1986) Theories of Discourse, 1986: 24–59, 83–100. A similar argued con-
nection between the two – although not an amalgamation – is made by Norman Fairclough in Discourse 
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as a paradigmatic commonplace, as we know, the critical history of its origins 
is often swept aside by a merciful veil of oblivion.) In my view, thus, the most 
of what is later called ‘Foucault’, ‘Discourse’ or ‘the Foucauldian concept of dis-
course’, especially in sociology, cultural studies, history and political science, 
in fact is the mostly unknown presence of the concept ‘ruling ideological for-
mation’ (Althusser) amalgamated to the concept ‘ruling discursive formation’ 
(Pécheux); as accomplished by Michel Pécheux in his mentioned Language, 
Symbols and Ideology (1982 [1975]: 111).73

Interestingly, this Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian concept of ‘Discourse’ 
(now written by me with a capital ‘D’) is substantial. It refers as such to the 
substantial (ideological) thought-content of communication and language-use 
(the mentality); not the specific linguistic or rhetorical aspect of the language-
use in question. The concept ‘Discourse’, thus, following Pécheux and Foucault 
is referring to the same phenomena that in the days of Marxist watershed were 
referred to as ‘Ideology’; or what historians or sociologists commonly speak 
of as ‘mentality’ or ‘culture’. When the term ‘discourse’ spread to the social 
sciences including history (as a common, conventional jargon of ‘the lan-
guage turn’ of the 1990s) this conceptual referring to inherent ideas was car-
ried along. Thus, nowadays, the concept ‘sexist Discourse’ commonly refers to 
the substantial thought-content of sexism (expressed in a specific vocabulary 
and language-use); ‘racist Discourse’ refers to the substantial thought-content 
of racism (expressed in a specific vocabulary and language-use); and ‘Islamist 
Discourse’ refers to the substantial thought-content of Islamism (expressed in a 
specific language-use). This was pointed to by me in the beginning of this essay 
(see Part One, Section 6). And when studying ‘right-wing discourses’, as Ruth 
Wodak does in her excellent study (Wodak 2015), as we also saw, the knowl-
edge-interest is focused on what the discourses ‘mean’, that is, their ‘ideologi-
cal thought-content’, to use my own terminology. After all, as I said in Part One 
of this essay (Section 6), the main knowledge-interest of ‘the language-turn’ 
anyway was to explore the inherent ideas of discourse and language.

The Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian notion of ‘Discourse’, thus, has 
roughly the same conceptual connotations (intentions) as the Marxist con-
cept of ‘Ideology’; inscribed in a bipolar view of power and subordination. 
This ‘Discourse’ is situated as a part of social and political practice; interpel-
lating the individuals as social subjects. Thus, the prevailing ‘discourse’ in a 

and Social Change, 1992: 13, 25–36, 37–61 (we will return to that in Section 19). See also Thompson, 
Studies in the Theory of Ideology, 1984: 232–237.

73  I am thankful to Thompson 1984, Macdonell 1986 and Fairclough 1992 who once led me to Michel 
Pécheux and his innovative work; earlier I had only read his epistemological essay together with Michel 
Fichant (1969). I regard Pécheux’s Language, Semantics and Ideology (1982) [1975] as the key to the 
understanding of the allegedly ‘Foucauldian’ concept of ‘discourse’ or ‘discursive formation’, roughly 
meaning the same as the Marxist ‘Ideology’, later so influential among left academics and social theo-
rists. However, see Section 18.3 and my digression on the three concepts of ‘discourse’.
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society or a social field installs in them certain prescribed identities and sub-
jects them to their positions in the social structure, by giving them an impera-
tive or natural, illusionary picture of the social world; hence supporting and 
maintaining the bipolar and unequal (capitalist) social relations. Although bor-
rowed or imported, the concept ‘Discourse’ here, has been integrated in social 
theory and inserted at the same place in the theoretical edifice as the Marxist 
‘Ideology’; it thus has become a sociological or social scientific concept.

The Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian conceptual novelty and terminological 
new-speak – moving from ‘Ideology’ to ‘Discourse’ – is hence an integral part of 
the Marxist theory tradition.74 This development must be considered a fruitful 
development of the Marxist theory of Ideology in a broad sense. However, there 
is one important difference which expands the conceptual room in the edifice 
(the connotations and the denotations). The concept of the traditional Marxist 
‘Ideology’ concerns the bipolar class aspect of the culture and ideas of society 
as a whole. The concept ‘Discourse’, as used by and inspired by the historical 
works of Michel Foucault, is applicable to a greater variety of, as I would say, 
‘para-political’ social systems and bipolar power structures, in a more frag-
mented view of ‘society’. It refers to minor social fields, such as power and 
subordination between professionals and clients in diverse public institutions 
(as classically in Foucault 1977) or in the social and discursive fields of race and 
gender; supporting, concealing or legitimating the power-relations or hierar-
chies or status allocations of those fields. In this way there is an affinity with 
the views, although not the terminology, of Pierre Bourdieu’s foundational 
works, and his concepts ‘habitus’, ‘social fields’, ‘power structures’, ‘symbolic 
capital’ and ‘symbolic power’.75 (Consequently, when the Foucauldian concept 
of ‘Discourse’, or a Foucauldian-like notion of power and language, is 

74  The term ‘discourse’ is also used by the theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in their influential 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985). To make an already long story shorter, I will omit this work 
from any closer comments here. To make it still shorter I may refer to Jörgensen and Phillips in their 
Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method (2002) which place Laclau and Mouffe (1985) in the tracks 
of Althusser-Pécheux-Foucault (p. 1–23), and thus in the Marxist theory tradition. This placing is also 
evident in Laclau’s and Mouffe’s own labelling of their work as ‘post-Marxist’; and in their maintaining 
of the ‘radical’ spirit of Lenin and Gramsci. There is however one more reason to leave this work outside 
my elaborations here. The ‘discourse theory’ of Laclau and Mouffe – in spite of the label – is not specifi-
cally a theory of language or ideology or the ideational phenomenon, but a social theory of all compo-
nents of the whole society; critical of Foucault for maintaining the distinction between discursive and 
non-discursive practices. For this judgement of Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical contribution, see Torfing 
1999: 1–14; Howarth 2000: 5; Jörgensen & Phillips 2002: 19; Howarth & Torfing 2005: 8–9.

75  The view of ‘social fields’ as always permeated by ‘power is most convincingly developed in the Marxist 
sociological theory of Pierre Bourdieu (1977; 1991). The thing is, though, that he does not at all use the 
term ‘discourse’ in the Althusser–Pécheux–Foucauldian way. He rather speaks of ‘language’ or ‘repre-
sentations’ when alluding to what the Marxist tradition names ‘ideology’ and the Foucauldian tradition 
names ‘discourse’; that is, the relation of thought and language to power and to social practices and 
social structures. When Bourdieu (not very often) uses the term ‘discourse, this term is instead refer-
ring to ‘conversation’ or ‘discussion’, as in the conventional European educated style and language-use, 
which will be commented on immediately below in Section 18.3/ (Bourdieu 1977 [1972]: 21, 168).
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presented, references or quotations to Bourdieu are often made.) Thus, a broad 
new, Marxist or post-Marxist understanding of ideology has emerged, which we 
will encounter more closely soon (see Section 18.4 and 18.5).

18.3 A digression outside the Foucauldian box. The three main concepts of 
‘discourse’
Discourse (F). The Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian concept of ‘Discourse’ (or 
the ‘Foucauldian’, for short) is not the only concept of ‘discourse’ in contempo-
rary academic culture. Instead we find three main uses of the term ‘discourse’ 
which I will term (F), (L) and (C) respectively. This conceptual diversity is a 
source of confusion in many quarters, blurring the strict conceptual and theo-
retical use of the term. Furthermore, also in many quarters, the ‘Foucaldian’ 
concept of ‘Discourse’, which I here term ‘Discourse (F)’, is conceived of or pre-
sented as the only existing one. Consequently, ‘discourse analysis’ is conceived 
of or presented as exclusively a kind of ‘Foucauldian’ or ‘post-structuralist’ the-
oretical and methodological analysis.76 From an intellectual point of view this 
is a narrowing mistake in the understanding of the contemporary knowledge 
situation. (We will return to this in Section 19.2 below.)

Discourse (L). As we shall see below (Section 19.3), the term ‘discourse’ since 
long carries quite another, established conceptual content. It is a basic term in 
the discipline of linguistics, hence the (L). In linguistics, the concept ‘discourse’ 
by birth and habit does not connote any meaning close to the social scien-
tific ‘ideology’. Instead it simply connotes pragmatic language-use, as language 
when it is used in conversation, communication or discussion. Prominent lin-
guist researcher and discourse analyst Teun van Dijk (see Section 19) explicitly 
defines discourse in the traditional linguist way; as ‘coherent and contextu-
ally appropriate text and talk’, that is, socially well-functioning conversation 
or communication (Van Dijk 2011a: 3 and 7). (This minimal formulation of ‘text 
and talk’ seems to be put forward as an ironic understatement, critically point-
ing in the direction of the conceptually thicker, Foucauldian use of the term.) In 
a similar way, critical of the Foucauldian use of the term, prominent American 
linguist Barbara Johnstone defines ‘discourse’ as the processes where people 
use their socialized or otherwise appropriated ‘knowledge of language…to do 
things in the world’. As examples Johnstone mentions: ‘exchange information, 
express feelings, make things happen, create beauty, entertain themselves and 
others, and so on’ (Johnstone 2008: 3). We will come back to the linguistic cri-
tique of the Foucauldian concept of ‘discourse’ in Section 19 below.

Discourse (C). So, we find two basic theoretically defined meanings of the 
term ‘discourse’ in contemporary scientific use, the ‘Foucauldian’ one (F) and 

76  For a not always happy presentation on this point, see e.g. Jörgensen & Phillips 2002, discussed as an 
example of a common, misguiding academic lore in Section 19.2 below. But they are not alone.
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the linguistic one (L). However, there is also a third one. That is the use of the 
word ‘discourse’ as a colloquial commonplace (C) in age-old educated style. In 
conventional educated language-use, the word ‘discourse’ simply means con-
versation or discussion (see e.g. Oxford Dictionary and Thesaurus 2007: entry 
‘Discourse’). As I see it, it is from this old, common word-use that the term 
once was borrowed into linguistics as the natural choice of word. Besides, there 
is also a more specific meaning of this older word-use in educated style, that 
is, as ‘learned discussion’ or ‘systematic deliberation’. This meaning I myself 
met during my Ph.D. studies when my supervisors spoke of the importance of 
‘specifying your discourse-connection’, that is, clarifying to which scholarly 
discussion the thesis was supposed to be a contribution.

The conventional meaning of the term in educated style, as conversation 
or discussion, ‘Discourse (C)’, is thus used as self-evident in the scholarly 
European tradition. For example, classic political philosopher Thomas Hobbes 
speaks of ‘discourse’ when ‘many use the same words to signify (by their con-
nection and order) one another what they conceive of or think of’ (Leviathan, 
1651: Ch. IV, second page). Behavioralist interview researcher Robert Lane 
speaks of ‘political discourse’ as the discussion and conversation of political 
matters in general, or the everyday ‘discourse’ of his interviewed Americans, 
meaning simply conversation or talk (1962: 346, 363). Canadian philosopher 
David Gauthier speaks of ‘the structure and foundation of…moral arguments 
in discourse’, by which he means conversation or discussion (Gauthier 1963: 
the sub-title). Finally, the Marxist sociologist Pierre Bourdieu equally speaks of 
the ‘discourse’ of his informants when they use common words in conversa-
tion and speaking of familiar everyday events in their social world, but also to 
signify contesting opinions and discussions about the same social world (1977 
[1972]: 18, 168). So much here for the three basic meanings of the term ‘dis-
course’. The first two are theoretical, defined by their place in scientific theoret-
ical or conceptual thought. The third is colloquial. Consequently, the colloquial 
use of the word, ‘Discourse (C)’, will not be of interest in the following. But we 
will return to the linguistic concept of ‘discourse’, ‘Discourse (L)’, rather soon 
(in Section 19, below).

18.4 A thorough theoretical re-orientation of the 1980s in Marxist social 
theory, back in the direction of the Weber-Parsons tradition
In the second half of the 1970s a broad and many-faceted internal criticism 
began to evolve inside the now established neo-Marxist academic theory. The-
orists like Jürgen Habermas, Nicos Poulantzas, Pierre Bourdieu, Barry Hin-
dess and Paul Hirst, Göran Therborn, Anthony Giddens and Michael Mann, 
to mention only some prominent ones, entered on a major journey of re-ori-
entation, away from traditional ‘historical materialism’ and classic Marxist 
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tenets.77 In this great re-orientation these thinkers of course were not alone in 
what emerged as a whole generational movement in the 1980s.78 Although not 
always clearly stated, the general direction of this re-orientation was a move 
back towards several theoretical positions of the Weber-Parsons tradition.

For example, the prominent French structural Marxist, Nicos Poulantzas, who 
was close to Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar, had ever since the late 1960s 
been trying to construct a viable logical consistency between the general theory 
of historical materialism, the specific theory of the capitalist mode of production 
and the regional theory of the state and class-based political power. In these con-
structive elaborations he had used Weberian and Parsonian conceptions.79 The 
Canadian, Marxist political scientist Ellen Meikskins Wood, in a centrally placed 
critique of this great re-orientation, aptly calls Poulantzas ‘the fore-runner’ of 
what was later to come (Meiksins Wood 1998 [1986]: Ch. 3).80 The French soci-
ologist Pierre Bourdieu was at the same time involved in a fundamental struggle 
with all the basic Marxist notions from the point of view of traditional sociology 
and anthropology. The result was a critical transcending of established Marxist 
edifices like base and superstructure, structure and practices, theory and prac-
tice, a s well as language and power; critically envisaging a whole new range of 
basic concepts, like ‘habitus’, ‘logic of practice’ or ‘symbolic power’ and ‘sym-
bolic capital’. In this way Bourdieu, in my opinion, established a new and fruit-
ful Marxist sociology, paradoxically close to the theoretical floors and halls of 

77  See e.g. Habermas (1976) Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus (Reconstruction of 
Historical Materialism), translated into English as his (1979) Communication and the Evolution of 
Society. A work that signals the paths that led up to his alternative general social theory in Theory of 
Communicative Action (1984 [1981]); a work that aims at moving further from both Marx and Weber, 
as well as Parsons and Mead. In the same vein and at the same time Anthony Giddens writes A con-
temporary Critique of Historical Materialism (1981) followed by a second volume (1985). But critical 
new-think inside Marxism was already signalled in the late 1960s by Nicos Poulantzas and in the early 
1970s, as in Bourdieu (1977 [1972]), or the above mentioned Althusser 1971 [1970] which opened doors 
leading further into the broader re-orientation.

78  Unfortunately, there is no adequate space here for so many important others in this post-Marxist re-
orientation. reaching still widening circles from about 1980 and on. For example, the important contri-
butions of Barry Hindess and Paul Hirst in the late 1970’s is not treated here, and most of the others are 
only superficially presented. Not everyone, however, used the label ‘post-Marxist’.

79  See e.g. Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes, 1973 [1968]: 40) (Swed. transl. 1970: 40). See also 
Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, 1980 [1978]: 9–121, with an Introduction by Stuart Hall.

80  Meikskins Wood, however, is mostly interested in the practical political aspects of this theoretical re-
orientation, addressing what happens to issues like ‘socialism’ or working-class power, while I focus on 
the analytical aspect of Marxist social theory. See also the eminent intellectual biography of Poulantzas 
by Bob Jessop, Nicos Poulantzas. Marxist Theory and Political Strategy/ (1985), pointing to the con-
tinuous problematizing of basic Marxist theorems, both analytical and practical, in Poulantzas’ works. 
A similar assessment of Poulantzas’ central role is put forward by Ted Benton in The Rise and Fall of 
Structural Marxism. Althusser and his Influence (1984: Ch. 7). Perhaps it is very apt to name Poulantzas 
as the ‘fore-runner’ (fore-running the great Marxist re-orientation of the 1980s with a decade or so) as 
argued in the highly knowledgeable Meiksins Wood 1992 [1986]: Ch. 3. As we see, all these works are 
written at the same time, a signal that something important was in the air.
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Parsons’ social theory.81 And from the side, thinkers like Michel Foucault of the 
1970s or Jeffrey Alexander of the 1980s spurred this broad re-orientation by sug-
gesting alternative answers to the internal Marxist critical questions.

The central problematic points of discussion and critique were a set of con-
cepts and theorems in the Marxist general theory of society and history, which 
together offered a formidable – allegedly invincible – closed conceptual sys-
tem. What was critically problematized now was nothing less that the theo-
retical connections between: a) the dominating technology (industrial machin-
ery) and its relation to the ruling mode of production (the capitalist economic 
system); b) the economic class-structure of this system and its relation to the 
political domination of the capitalist class, or of some faction of it; c) the role 
of ideology in the political hegemony of the capitalist class, or some faction of 
it; d) the existence of an exploited, dominated class (the working class) and its 
possibilities for revolutionary, system-transcending organization and political 
action. Other points of discussion were: e) the issue of determinism and the 
issue how structures determine thought and action, and f) the teleological view 
of a unidirectional historical development, moving from feudalism, via capital-
ism, to a future socialist society. One pivotal point among these factors was the 
causal connection between the socio-economic structure and the political and 
ideological super-structure.

In his Political Power and Social Classes (1973 [1968], Nicos Poulantzas, 
of the Althusser school, had put forward the heretic argument that politics 
and the state is not a mechanic reflex of the economy, but rather relatively 
autonomous from the socio-economic structure. In this alleged ‘politicism’,82 
Poulantzas, was working further from the notion of ‘hegemony’ put forward 
in the 1920s by the classic Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci, or the contem-
poraneous notions of state power and politics of Max Weber, Gaetano Mosca 
or Robert Michels. In this view, Poulantzas came quite close to the traditional 
views of the political science knowledge tradition, where the political system 
is a relatively autonomous sub-system of society, as in the analytical theory of 
David Easton (high-lighting the relations of the political system and its ‘envi-
ronments’) or Talcott/ Parsons’ general social theory (high-lighting the reci-
procity between the four main sub-systems of society). The issues raised by 
Poulantzas, however, were deadly serious for the Marxist theorists with their 
view of the economy as the principal causally determining factor in society, 

81  This is my very brief and incomplete summary of e.g. Bourdieu 1977 [1972] and 1991 [1977]. Nevertheless, 
the success of Bourdieu in Marxist circles on the verge of post-Marxism, illustrates the need for the more 
up-to-date theoretical anchoring of Marxist views in general social theory (Weber and Parsons) that was 
lingering in the air. ‘Habitus’, for example, is defined as ‘the socially constituted system of cognitive and 
motivating structures’ (Bourdieu 1977 [1972]: 76); which is very close to both the conceptions and the 
formulations of e.g. Parsons 1951: 1–8.

82  This problematic is the main theme in the incisive theoretical analysis of Poulantzas and his ‘politicism’ 
in Jessop 1985: 72–74; Jessop being both an analysing observer and a participant in the re-orienting 
landslide going on. See also Meiksins Wood 1998 [1986]: Ch. 3–4 on the same issue.
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or at least ‘determining in the last instance’, which was the common saying of 
the Althusser school. The enumerated theorems above concerned the logical 
cohesion of the whole Marxist theory of society and history.83 From the very 
beginning in the 1960s the neo-Marxist general social theory had been intro-
duced as a superior alternative to all ‘bourgeois’ social theory84 and the corre-
sponding, despised, fragmented ‘positivist empiricism’ of the social sciences.85 
Because of the closed logical cohesion of the Marxist system, any abandonment 
or modification of any of the enumerated theorems would cause cracks in the 
whole edifice. And in fact, every one of these points was exposed to criticism 
on a broad front from the late 1970s and onwards. The result was a slow, but 
persistent, theoretical re-orientation, accelerating in the first half of the 1980s.

Thus, the once ‘neo-Marxist watershed’ of the1970s developed into a post-
Marxist landslide of the 1980s, one could say. The main thinkers of neo-Marx-
ist analytical social theory gradually took up the theoretical problems pointed 
to by Poulantzas and moved in the direction of, or into a synthesis with, or 
into an amalgamation with the once so criticized theoretical positions of Max 
Weber and Talcott Parsons; seemingly filling up the earlier inimical trenches of 
the 1970s.86 In my view, the various re-orienting moves created several Marx-
coloured, neo-Weberian and neo-Parsonian theoretical syntheses, or if you 
prefer, several Weber-coloured or Parsons-coloured post-Marxisms; for exam-
ple in the works in general social theory by Jürgen Habermas,87 or Anthony 
Giddens88 and Jeffrey Alexander.89 Apart from such directly theoretical or phil-
osophical works we can also encounter a new level of empirical work as in 
macro-sociologist Michael Mann´s grand historical over-views on the sources 
of social power (Mann 2012 [1986], Vol 1–4; Mann 2011), the sociologist-histo-
rian-political scien tist Charles Tilly’s broad empirical works on states, revolu-
tions and coercion (starting with e.g. Tilly 1990; Tilly 1993; Tilly 1998), or the 

83  I know for I was there! See my own critical contribution to these discussions in Lindberg 2013b 
[Dahlkvist 1978], regarding the role of ‘class-struggle’ in Marxist theory and the formulation of a non-
fatalistic and non-teleological conception of history. See also Dahlkvist 1982 on the same issues.

84  See e.g. the tour de force of Göran Therborn (1976) in his Science, Class and Society. On the Formation 
of Sociology and Historical Materialism. London: New Left Books. Originally written as a Swedish dis-
sertation in sociology in 1974.

85  See e.g. Blackburn, R. ed. (1972) Ideology in the Social Sciences. Readings in Critical Social Theory. 

86  The inspiration of Max Weber’s view on state and bureaucracy, for example, is visible in Göran 
Therborn’s vibrant What does the Ruling Class do when it Rules? (1978) where V.I. Lenin gets unex-
pected company in discerning what ruling, governance and system-changing politics may entail.

87  See e.g. Jürgen Habermas in his grand Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 1–2 (1984 [1981]), 
where he tries to ‘find the level of integration on which the philosophical intentions from Kant to Marx 
can be made scientifically fruitful today’ and where he treats ‘Weber, Mead, Dürkheim and Parsons as 
classics’ (1984 [1981]: XLII). For the Weber-Parsons connection, see especially Ch. I, II, IV, VII, VIII.

88  See A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism (1981) and The Nation-State and Violence. 
Volume Two of a Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism (1985).

89  In Jeffrey Alexander’s reinterpretation of the sociological tradition Theoretical Logic in Sociology, Vol. 
1–4 (1982–1983), Talcott Parsons is placed as the peak of the development of general social theory; start-
ing with Marx and Dürkheim and moving over Weber to Parsons
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sociologist, former Althusserian, Göran Therborn’s theory-critical works (1976; 
1978; 1980) together with his global, empirical social analyses (Therborn 2004, 
2010, 2014, 2017).

So far as Marxist elements or Marxist experiences remained, which they 
usually did – especially regarding the depth and the width of the theoretical 
ambitions, or in the modified conflict-power perspective, moving away from a 
bipolar class-perspective as the only important power aspect – I will speak of 
the emerging, resulting positions in the 1980s as ‘post-Marxist’. This is the label 
used by Anthony Giddens himself in his self-estimation (Giddens 1985: 1). The 
label ‘post-Marxist’ is also used in the self-estimation by Ernesto Lacalu and 
Chantal Mouffe in their Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985: 4).90 It is also 
used by Göran Therborn, as a label, in his later over-view of these re-orienta-
tions in From Marxism to Post-Marxism? (Therborn 2008: 165).

The general result of the broad re-orientation of the 1980s is the fact that 
a cohesive, grand Marxist analytical social theory, is no longer pronounced or 
wide-spread in the social sciences. Instead we meet a synthesized or renewed 
social science and social theory, keeping the width and depth of the macro-
oriented Marxist attempts, and with a keen eye to institutionalized conflict 
and power. One common lingering theorem, though, seems to be the theoreti-
cal solution of the central problem of causal determinism and structuralism, 
haunting already Louis Althusser or Nicos Poulantzas. The solution was termed 
‘structure-actor theory’, a theoretical complex that is in the centre of what 
I above called Weber-Parsons coloured Marxist theories, or Marx-coloured 
Weber-Parsons theories.91 (The structure-actor theory is self-evident in my 
own view of general social theory, as signalled in the beginning of this essay; 
see Part One, Section 8; see also Section 21 below). This re-orienting upheaval 
and dissolution of a cohesive, pointed Marxist theory of society and history is 
interesting in itself. However, here the interesting thing is that it has also pro-
duced a parallel re-orienting upheaval in the Marxist theory of ideology. And 
this parallel move turns out to be supportive of my elaborations here. Thus, we 
now turn to the re-orienting upheaval of the Marxist theory of ideology.

90  In this work, Laclau and Mouffe are presenting a ‘new politics for the left’ aiming for ‘radical democ-
racy’, that is, a new ideological platform for a re-oriented and re-constructed left movement (in a post-
industrial society, and after the neo-conservative or neo-liberal wave in philosophy and politics about 
1980), leaving the traditional Marxist views behind (whether of classical social democracy of the 1890s 
or classical Leninism of the 1920s) in which the organisation of the working-class (in the industrial 
society) was seen as the main ‘socialist strategy’. Laclau and Mouffe are instead basing their own ‘way 
of conceiving both socialism and the roads that should lead to it’ on a patch-work coalition of ‘positive 
new phenomena’, especially ‘the new feminism, the protest movements of ethnic, national and sexual 
minorities, the anti-institutional ecology struggles…the anti-nuclear movement, the atypical forms of 
social struggles in countries on the capitalist periphery’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 1).

91  For treatments of the structure-action solution to basic Marxist problems, see Giddens 1984; Alexander 
ed. 1985; Layder 1994 or Archer 1995; for Swedish social science see e.g. Lundquist 1984; Rothstein 1988.
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18.5 The re-orienting upheaval of the Marxist theory of ‘ideology’ in the 1980s
As part of the multi-faceted re-orientation of Marxist (analytical) social theory, 
several theorists also started to question the holistic or monolithic Marxist con-
cept of ‘the Ideology in society’. Althusser and Pécheux had shown the way, 
although they were not very distinct on this point.92 A devastating critique was 
launched by Abercombie, Hill and Turner in their The Dominant Ideology The-
sis (1980); arguing that this basic historical materialist tenet had very little sup-
port in actual history.93 Following similar tracks of criticism, there was a slow 
but general move among Marxist theorists in the direction of a more pluralistic 
view of political struggles and a general loosening of the concept of ‘the rul-
ing ideology’; this move was also connected to a loosening of the tight bipolar 
political ontology of a dominating and a dominated class, already envisaged by 
Nicos Poulantzas. For example, also the political thought of revolutionary par-
ties or oppositional movements started to be included in the concept ‘ideology’.

The first theoretically elaborated example of this new orientation as far 
as I know, can be found in Göran Therborn’s The Power of Ideology and the 
Ideology of Power (1980: vii-viii, 2, 124–25).94 In this book, Therborn works 
his way out from Althusser´s restrictive and pejorative concept of ‘the ruling 
ideology’, defined as the interpellations and representations necessary for the 
reproduction of the unequal, capitalist social relations. Instead, Therborn wid-
ens its definitional intension (connotation) and extension (denotation) quite 
dramatically for the time, that is, in the Marxist tradition. In a programmatic 
formulation he states:

‘Ideologies not only subject people to a given order. They also qualify them for 
conscious social action, including actions of gradual or revolutionary change’ 
(1980: vii).

As we see, Therborn is breaking away from the earlier restrictive definition of 
ideology in Marxist theory. He is explicitly and critically moving to an inclusive 
direction dismissing the determinist structuralism of Althuser’s. The reader 
may easily compare this statement to the one of the political scientist C. J. Frie-
drich in his hand-book Man and his Governement (1963), that ideologies as 

92  This means that I think Diane Macdonell in Theories of Discourse (1986) is exaggerating the few textual 
places where she can find support for a more conflict-based picture, in her interpretation of Althusser, 
Pécheux and Foucault as idea-struggle theorists. See e.g. Macdonell 1986: 27, 33, 36, 39–41. In my opin-
ion, she stretches the material to suit her argument. Nevertheless, I find her (conflictual and non-mono-
lithic although still bipolar) reconstruction-construction of the Althusser-Pécheux-Foucault connection 
both incisive and informative.

93  See also the ensuing works of the same authors (1986) and (1990).

94  However informative and inspiring, the Theorien über Ideologie (1979) by Projekt Ideologie-Theorie 
with Wolfgang F. Haug as primus motor, written in the same time as Therborn’s book, does not leave 
the traditional Marxist monolithic, restrictive and pejorative notion of ‘Ideology in society’ (see e.g. 1979: 
201–204).
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such are ‘action-related’, intended either to change or to defend ‘the exist-
ing political and social order’ (quoted in Part One, Section 9). Therborn is also 
breaking away from the pejorative notion of ideology, viewed as a distorting 
thought which is legitimating the unequal socio-economic system, moving in 
a neutral direction. In the re-orientated conception of Therborn’s, the concept 
‘ideology’, now, can also refer to consciously action-guiding and liberating, 
reformist or revolutionary ideas (Therborn 1980: vii, 7–11); what is the case in 
a specific situation, is an empirical question. Following this path, that ‘ideolo-
gies’ can be plural, Therborn stumbles into an inevitable logical consequence. 
He turns out to be one of the first thinkers in the Marxist re-orientation to be 
really interested in the general inner structure of ideologies, the necessity to 
compare them with a general, morphological frame of comparison.95 In his 
attempts to conceptualize the general inner structure of ideologies he lands in 
a kind of three-tiered model (Therborn 1980: 15–20), rather similar to the ones 
we found in Political Science (Part One, Section 5 and 9; Section 17 above). We 
will return to Therborn’s variant of the three-tiered model below (see Section 
24).96 Therborn’s book, thus, in my view, evolves into a fruitful programme of 
a ‘materialist theory of ideology’, as he calls it, breaking away from the main 
shortcomings in the ditherto closed Marxist notion of the (monolithic and rul-
ing) ‘ideology in society’, opening the door from a bipolar view in the direc-
tion of pluralism.

The initial critiques by Abercombie, Hill and Turner (1980) and Therborn 
(1980) were followed by others in a broad re-orientation in the direction of a 
pluralistic, inclusive and neutral use of the concept ‘ideology’ in the Marxist 
tradition, close to the traditional view in Political Science. This broad re-orien-
tation seems to have been consolidated in about the mid-1980s.97

An example of this consolidated turn is the centrally placed anthol-
ogy, ensembled for an Open University course, Robert Bocock and Kenneth 
Thompson (eds.) Religion and Ideology (1985). The anthology starts out from 
Marxist theory as self-evident. But in the first line of the opening page we can 
read:

‘It is widely appreciated that the study of cultural forms and processes has 
been greatly stimulated in recent years by a more sophisticated and flexible 
Marxism…(Bocock & Thompson eds. 1985: 1).

And they continue their programmatic opening:

95  This is an urge every scientist (since Aristotle) experience in front of a plurality of fairly similar entities 
in the world, or entities of the same logical class.

96  There we also will meet, briefly, Jürgen Habermas’ version of the three-tiered model.

97  A signal of the width and depth of this re-orientation, at this time, is the seminal work of John B. 
Thompson Studies in the Theory of Ideology (1984).
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‘Whereas the older, economistic Marxism relegated religion and other cul-
tural phenomena to the category of mere epiphenomena – part of the super-
structure determined by the economic base – recent Marxist-inspired debates 
about ideology and culture have allowed a higher degree of relative autonomy 
to such phenomena’ (Bocock & Thompson eds. 1985: 1, my italics).

Continuing the argument, the editors also proclaim to have found ‘a bridge’ 
between the Marxist tradition and the classical sociological accounts of ideol-
ogy, culture and religion with Dürkheim and Weber (p. 4). This remark illus-
trates my general view of the Marxist re-orientation of the 1980s, which I 
presented as moving in the direction of the general social theory of the Weber-
Parsons tradition.

In the same vein, the renowned Marxist anthropologist and culturalist Stuart 
Hall, who in 1982 still argued for the traditional Marxist or ‘critical’ concept of 
ideology,98 four years later, in 1986, presents a pluralist, inclusive and neu-
tral use of the concept as self-evident. In an accompanying reader to the one 
above in the same Open University course, titled Politics and Ideology (Donald 
and Hall, eds. 1986), Hall formulates a view of ideology (together with James 
Donald) which not only moves forward from the criticism of Abercrombie, Hill 
and Stears (1980) respectively Göran Therborn (1980) but has in fact ended up 
quite close to the position of traditional political science:

‘This volume is devoted to the analysis of political ideologies…In this collec-
tion the term ideology is used to indicate the frameworks of thought which 
are used in society to explain, figure out, make sense or give meaning to the 
social and political world…The positive function of ideology is to provide the 
concepts, categories, images and ideas by means of which people make sense 
of their social and political world, form projects…and act in it. The negative 
function refers to the fact that all such perspectives are inevitably selective’ 
(Donald & Hall eds. 1986: ix–x).

As we see, also these are words that equally could have been written by Carl. 
J. Friedrich as quoted above, or any of the political scientists writing on politi-
cal ideologies, which I have presented above as representing the main-stream 
position on ideologies in that discipline (see Part One, Section 9; Section 17).

Another example of this ongoing re-orientation of the mid-1980s is Ernesto 
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in their Hegemony and socialist strategy (1985). On 
the way to an idea-struggle, although bipolar, view of political life,99 they launch 
a critique of the ‘unitary subject’ in Marxist theory with a unitary, cohesive work-
ing class. This critique also involves the subsequent dismissal of the notion of a 
unitary capitalist class and a unitary, dominating bourgeois ideology; taking sup-
port in the analyses of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s basic conceptions 

98  See his 1985 [1982].

99  Although they would rather use the term ‘discursive struggle’.
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from the 1920s, of ‘the power bloc’ and political ‘hegemony’ of an alliance of 
bourgeois forces. (This alternative view, as we saw above, had already been sug-
gested in Nicos Poulantzas’ discussions on Marxist political theory, in fact devel-
oping Antonio Gramsci’s basic conceptions.)100 If I read Laclau and Mouffe from 
the point of view of analytical and factual political theory,101 they introduce an 
idea-struggle view on ‘politics’ and ‘the political’, explicitly cutting the moor-
ings to the determinist, class-divided political theory of proletariat and bour-
geoisie (see Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 80–85). Furthermore, their view of ‘the politi-
cal’ is anchored in a specific social ontology. It is a kind of enlarged or widened 
Foucaldian view, as I see it.102 All society and politics consists of politicized 
language-games all the way down, envisaging a way-out politicized picture – 
some would say idealistic – of the (discursive) construction of all society. Apart 
from the bipolar view of discourse and power, this position is, in my opinion, a 
mirror reflection of the traditional political science outlook of politics and the 
political system, as I presented it above, relying on an ontology of ‘actions and 
interactions’ all the way down, which include linguistic actions. On this point 
Laclau and Mouffe (unknowingly or unconsciously) simply come very close to 
the Weber-Parsons or the Bentley-Lasswell-Easton social theory traditions of 
‘communicative actions’, performed in and acting on structures, situations and 
extra-societal environments, like biology or ecology (see Sections 16 and 17).103

However, Laclau and Mouffe’s rather traditional notions of politics and are 
couched in an unnecessarily mystifying Hegelian language, that is, mystify-
ing compared to the normal lucid prose of British Marxism or the main stream 
social sciences. In the political science knowledge tradition (Part One, Section 
9; Section 17 above) there is a long tradition of research on (struggling) social 
and political organizations and ideologies (in plural), or on empirically shift-
ing attitudes and beliefs (in plural) among the citizens. Laclau and Mouffe 
instead speak of ‘the plurality of the social’, or ‘the unsutured character of 
all social identity’, or ‘the multiplicity out of which antagonisms emerge in 
society’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 166–167); meaning roughly the same things. 

100  See his Political Power and Social Classes (1973) [1968]: 57–98, 255–324) or in his State, Power, 
Socialism (1980) [1978]: 49–62, 251–65).

101  That is, not from the point of view of political ideology. It is only the possible traits of analytical theory 
in their work that is of interest for me here. These traits must be sifted out of their ideological project. 
Their work is namely explicitly and mainly written as an ideological intervention with an ideological 
aim; a contribution to a ‘socialist strategy’ or ‘left wing thought’. See Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 1–5. Because 
of my one-sided reading, their work may seem more one-sidedly scientific than it really is.

102  See e.g. Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 105–108; Jörgensen & Phillips 2002: 18–20.

103  How far these two basic social ontologies are close to one another or differ is not possible to go into 
here. But remember, that from the traditional Marxist position, Weber and Parsons once were criticized 
for ‘idealism’, since their theory was allegedly based on the autonomy of culture and ideology, as an 
autonomous causal factor in society. The same criticism of ‘idealism’, losing sight of the socio-economic 
structure, has been launched against Laclau and Mouffe from a traditional Marxist point of view; see e.g. 
Meiskins Wood 1998 [1986]: 47–74.
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Where political scientists speak of political struggles or idea-struggles, Laclau 
and Mouffe speak of ‘antagonistic articulatory practices’. And where political 
scientists speak of a ‘dynamic equilibrium’ or a ‘moving balance’ (Easton 1953: 
266–306) between social and political forces, or a temporarily ‘reigning ideol-
ogy’ (Dahl 1984 [1963]: 55), Laclau and Mouffe speaks of ‘a field of articulatory 
practices’ where ‘the elements have not yet crystallized into moments’ in the 
processes of ‘emergence of hegemony’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 134).

In a more pedagogic language Jörgensen and Phillips, presents the view 
of Laclau and Mouffe in the following way. Admittedly Laclau and Mouffe are 
said to:

‘…follow Foucault’s conception of discourses as relatively rule-bound sets of 
statements…which delimit…what can and cannot be said (Jörgensen & Phil-
lips 2002:13).

On the other hand, Laclau and Mouffe differ from Foucault in that they do not 
assume the existence of only one dominating discourse:

‘instead, they operate with a more conflictual picture in which different dis-
courses exist side by side or struggle for the right to define truth’ (Jörgensen 
& Phillips 2002: 13).

And Jörgensen and Phillips conclude regarding Laclau and Mouffe:

‘So, a keyword of their theory is discursive struggle. Different discourses – 
each of them representing particular ways of talking about and understand-
ing the social world – are engaged in a constant struggle with one another to 
achieve hegemony, that is, to fix the meanings of language in their own way. 
Hegemony, then, can provisionally be understood as the dominance of one 
particular perspective’ (Jörgensen & Phillips 2002: 6–7).

The ‘hegemony’, thus, emerges out of a ‘discursive struggle’. We can notice the 
view of politics and society as a continuing idea-struggle. However, since their 
concept of ‘discourse’ and ‘hegemony’ is framed in a Foucauldian bipolar view 
of subjectivity and language, their concept of ideology and discourse is still 
pejorative and structurally determinist104 (with the added ring of Foucauldian 
bipolar pessimism) as something that structures, constrains and delimits rather 

104  The alleged paradox that the ‘post-structuralist’ theory of Foucault or Laclau and Mouffe I ‘structuralist’, 
that is structurally determinist, dissolves as soon as we understand that we are speaking of two kinds of 
‘structuralism’. (This is seldom noticed by the way.) The first is ‘structuralist’ linguistic theory, with for 
example de Saussure, pointing to an established language structure in a society. The second is ‘struc-
turalist’ social theory, as with some sociologists and foremost the Marxist variant, pointing to how the 
economic structure determines the ideological superstructure, which in turn structures the thoughts 
and actions of the individuals in society. It is thus possible to be a ‘post-structuralist’ in the realm of lan-
guage, but anyway be a structuralist in the realm of social theory; as both Foucalt and Laclau and Mouffe 
are, where the (hegemonic) discourse ‘structures’ the mentality and ideology of the ‘subjects’.
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than enables, enriches and makes possible. (See e.g. Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 105–
122; Jörgensen & Phillips 2002: 13.)

This leads me to the conclusion that Laclau and Mouffe (1985), as they man-
ifestly proclaim, are leaving the economically determined  view of ‘the political’ 
in the older Marxist tradition, where the bourgeoisie stands against the prole-
tariat. A remnant though, of the Marxist bipolar view of ideology as ‘false con-
sciousness’ is the peculiar, pejorative view of discourses as mainly constraining 
or delimiting. Apart from that remnant, Laclau and Mouffe – regarded from an 
analytical point of view – seems to be moving in the direction of the traditional 
position of the (pluralist) political science knowledge tradition, which we saw 
was based on ‘actions and interactions’ (all the way down) and constant politi-
cal and ideological struggles (Part One, Section 9; Section 17). This judgement of 
mine, though, may be miles apart from the expressed self-conception and ideo-
logical ambition of Laclau and Mouffe.105 My judgement, though, is confirmed 
by Chantal Mouffe’s later work The Return of the Political (1997 [1993]), where 
the affinity (in principle) with the political science tradition is unmistakable; 
although not consciously conceived of.106

18.6 The dissolution of a cohesive Marxist theory of Ideology
We can see a development among Marxist theorists, moving away from the 
monolithic, restrictive and pejorative concept of a legitimating and conceal-
ing ‘dominant Ideology’. This move has ended in a position that is very hard to 
distinguish from the general traditional political science pluralistic and inclu-
sive view of ideologies and idea-struggles (see Part One, Section 9; and Sec-
tion 17 above). This placed the Marxist theorists in a dilemma. If the pluralistic, 
inclusive and non-pejorative view was accepted, there logically would follow 

105  Laclau and Mouffe’s pluralist move and their dismissing critique against ‘the unitary subject’ is directed 
mainly against Leninist and Stalinist political theory (or Soviet Marxism-Leninism). In this narrow, dust-
filled battle-field, the political science knowledge tradition is not visible, or seemingly not even known 
of. However, there are so many similarities that would have needed a closer discussion; for example, 
Lasswell’s and Kaplans’ Power and Society (1950) or David Easton’s theories of ‘the political’ (1953; 
1965a; 1965b; 1990); or Robert Dahl’s theory of ‘the reigning ideology’ in a political system as an out-
come of political and ideological struggles (Dahl 1984 [1963]: 55); or Martin Seligers works on the con-
cept of ideology (1976; 1977). They also ignore Abercombie, Hill and Turner (1980) and Göran Therborn 
(1980). In Chantal Mouffe’s later work The Return of the Political (1997 [1993]) the direct affinity with 
the positions of Lasswell, Easton or Dahl regarding ‘the political’ is obvious. It is perhaps not unfair to 
speak of Laclau and Mouffe’s self-conception as self-deception here, even if it may seem improperly 
disparaging. Their view of society, as build-up of discourse and discursive struggles all the way down, 
is proclaimed as a dazzling novelty, while it mostly seems to be echoing old commonplaces from the 
Weber-Parsons or Lasswell-Easton traditions.

106  This affinity is obvious, both in the factual, analytical views, and in the normative moves, approaching 
traditional democratic theory. However, this affinity with political science, of course, is not manifestly 
expressed or consciously discussed. She prefers to put forward her views as novelties, found in isolation 
or along the lonely post-Marxist road. Her actual ignorance of the political science tradition can be seen 
in her unsuspecting and superficial treatment of the political views of the Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt, or in 
her seemingly fragmented knowledge of democratic theory, as it has developed during the last century.
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two devastating consequences. First, the former Marxist grand theme of ‘dis-
torted knowledge’ logically boils down to the empirically open position, held 
for example by Carl J. Friedrich, namely that ideologies ‘may or may not be very 
true or appropriate’ (1963: 69). Secondly, the former grand project of ‘ideology 
critique’, revealing the legitimating function of the dominant ideology, logically 
boils down to the empirically open method of rational ‘idea-criticism’, close to 
the critical programme once launched, for example, by the Swedish political 
scientist, Herbert Tingsten (1941: 1-27). As we remember (See Part One, Sec-
tions 4, 10 and 12) Tingsten introduced an idea-critical programme with the 
aim to engage in rational criticism of the conceptual set-up, the factual propo-
sitions and the logical coherence of any political message or idea-system. These 
two logical possibilities, however, eventually became actualities in Marxist cir-
cles from the mid-1980s and on, in their move towards the political science 
tradition. As a prominent example, we will soon meet the highly influential 
Marxist researcher, Norman Fairclough. Having held the Marxist banner fly-
ing for decades in a row of prominent works, Fairclough later, in 2012, actually 
made that double ‘turn’ in his intellectual development: on the one hand to the 
political science knowledge tradition in general, and on the other hand, to the 
position of rational idea-criticism in a dismissal of functional ‘ideology critique’ 
(see Section 19.6 below).

We stand in front of a re-orienting self-criticism, which has resulted in the 
upheaval and dissolution of a cohesive, specifically Marxist ‘theory of Ideology’. 
Instead, the original Marxist problematics of power and ideology, power and 
culture, or power and language has been transferred into and transformed 
within a spread of academic fields or approaches. This is visible in several 
works and anthologies from about 1985.107 One field, however, where a fairly 
original Marxist problematic of power and ideology continued to thrive, was 
the linguistic research programme of Critical Discourse Analysis, founded in 
1991. This research programme is so theoretically interesting – regarding the 
concepts of ‘ideology’ and ‘discourse’ – that it deserves a section of its own 
(Section 19 below).

18.7 Critical conclusion of the Marxist theory tradition for my elaborations
Taken together, there are not many fruitful propositions to be won from the 
original Marxist monolithic, restrictive and pejorative position of a dominant 
or ruling ‘ideology in society’. As we remember I am out to elaborate on a 
theo ry of the (action-guiding) inner structure of social and political thought-
content. The Marxist focus, though, was on the outer, general functional aspect 

107  See e.g. Thompson 1984; Laclau & Mouffe 1985; MacDonell 1986; Alexander and Seidman eds. 1990; 
Abercombie, Hill & Turner 1986; and Ibidem eds. 1990; Bourdieu 1991; Gane & Johnson 1993; MacLellan 
1995.
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of ‘the ideology in society’; and the theoretical research, like the achievements 
of Althusser or Pécheux, centred around the problem of making the hypothesis 
of a system-supportive ‘ruling Ideology’ tenable and valid. If the Marxist theo-
rists came close to the inner structure of ‘the ideology in society’, it focused 
on the problem how thought and language was used in the system-reproduc-
ing practices; as in Bourdieu’s theory. Having renounced political pluralism 
from the outset, the Marxist tradition consequently never produced any com-
parative account of various ideologies, or produced any classificatory theory 
of which (plural) ideologies that in fact have been prevailing, say, in Europe 
since the French revolution (or in any other parts of the world); which was the 
main concern of the Political Science tradition regarding ideologies, as we saw. 
In the traditional paradigm of the Marxist theory of ideology, consequently, 
the theoretical problem of the comparative inner structure of the now plu-
ral ideologies, and to explain their respective action-guiding force in different 
directions, was never even posed; that is, until the general inner structure was 
noticed by Therborn (1980). However, this track was never actually followed up, 
but was seemingly left to political science theorists like Martin Seliger (1976) 
or Michael Freeden (1996; 2012). Thus, there was never an urge to investigate 
comparatively into the inner structure of, say, feminist ideologies compared 
to patriarchal ones; or how the inner structure of liberal ideologies is built-up 
compared to conservative ones; or how radical Islamist ideologies are built-up 
compared to moderate ones; nor to put the analytical-methodological ques-
tion with which analytical frame or general theory such analyses could be 
performed. The classificatory and comparative knowledge-seeking urge was 
simply missing.

After the great re-orientation in the 1980s, and the acceptance of an inclu-
sive view of plural ideologies, Marxist social researchers, in my opinion, instead 
sufficed to rely on the accumulated knowledge of the political science knowl-
edge tradition and its classificatory, comparative knowledge of the ‘political 
ideologies’. This was the case, as we saw, when James Donald and Stuart Hall 
edited the reader Politics and Ideology (Donald & Hall 1986). It is also the case 
when the Marxist political theorist Terence Ball a few years later started to co-
write the successful and highly informative text-book Political Ideologies and 
the Democratic Ideal (Ball & Dagger 2011), largely following Sabine & Thorson’s 
classical hand-book A History of Political Theory (1974 [1937]). This leads to 
the disappointing conclusion that the Marxist tradition on ideology, from the 
beginning to the end, seems to have nothing specific to offer to my analyti-
cal, reconstructive elaborations here about the inner structure of ideological 
thought; compared to what is already produced by the Parsonian concept of 
‘culture’ and ‘ideology’ or the political tradition about ‘political ideologies’.

However, there are three main points where the Marxist tradition in a 
general way has been inspiring and is supportive of my project. The first 
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regards general social theory, where the Marxist insistence of the institutional 
structure or configuration of society is important for my conception (largely 
similar to, although more pointed than, the Weber-Parsons or the Bentley-
Lasswell-Easton traditions). The second regards the basic conflict perspec-
tive of the Marxist social theory tradition (both in its class-based version with 
Althusser and Poulantzas and its wider hierarchy-version with Foucault and 
the later Bourdieu). The conflict perspective on ideologies – however blunt 
it was formulated in the original conception of a monolithic, ruling or hege-
monic ideology – has been generally supportive of, and has sharpened, the 
conflictual aspect of the idea-struggle perspective, which I have borrowed 
from the political science knowledge tradition. And after the post-Marxist 
re-orientations of the 1980s it seems logical to widen the conflict perspective 
from the bipolar view of one dominating ruling ideology, dominating and 
subjecting all society, to a view of a plurality of conflicting ideologies, used 
by social agents in idea-struggles. Consequently, it would even be possible 
to appreciate the notion that such idea-struggles never really reach ‘equilib-
rium’ or ‘hegemony’, but instead always are in a state of constant struggle and 
change, as David Easton argued in The Political System from the early 1950s 
(1953: 266–306).)

Thirdly, my attempt, of course, is also nurtured by the Althusser-Pécheux-
Foucaldian insistence – including that of Pierre Bourdieu (1991: Ch. 3) and 
Margareth Archer (1995: Ch. 3–5) – on the connection between ideology and 
language in relation to the prevailing social structure. As we saw, the view of 
the important role of ideas and language for maintaining or changing the insti-
tutional configuration of society is also in affinity with the theory of ‘com-
municative actions and interactions’ of the Weber-Parsons respectively the 
Bentley-Lasswell-Easton traditions; not to mention the basic view in the now 
boringly repeated quotation by Carl J. Friedrich (1963: 89) of political ideolo-
gies as ’action-related systems of ideas’ aiming to ‘change or defend’ the social 
and political order.

From the perspective of analytical and factual theory, thus, there is noth-
ing in the Marxist tradition – after its great re-orientation and dissolution, as 
of above – that hinders the continued development of my proposed general 
theory, as it was outlined above (see Part One, Sections 5, 8 and 9) and will be 
more comprehensively formulated below (Chapter four, Sections 20–22, and 
Chapter five, Sections 23–28); neither regarding the anchoring of my general 
theory in general social theory (the Weber Parsons tradition), nor regarding 
the inner, action-guiding structure of social and political thought (borrowed 
from Parsons as well as the political science tradition on ideologies) sketched 
as a triad of connected (ideology-specific) values, descriptions and prescrip-
tions (modelled from the Uppsala-school in idea-analytical political science, 
sharpened by Arnold Brecht).
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19. the special case of ‘ideology’ in critical discourse 
analysis/critical discourse studies

19.1 A successful research programme
This chapter started with the assertion that there are three main theoretical 
traditions regarding the concept of ‘ideology’: Talcott Parsons’ general social 
theory, the Political Science knowledge tradition, and the Marxist general the-
ory of society and history. I also stated that when the term ‘ideology’ occurs 
in social scientific studies, it is always connected to one or the other of these 
three theoretical traditions (Section 15 above). In a remarkable and paradoxical 
way, the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’ came to be resurrected in the 1990s, in a 
rejuvenated and revitalized form, in the linguistic research programme Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA). In the British linguist Norman Fairclough’s hands, 
for example, the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’ was given this second chance, 
some years after it had been abandoned or transformed in the common Marx-
ist re-orientation of the 1980s.

This research programme – with its double labelling as also (Critical) 
Discourse Studies (CDS) – was inaugurated in 1991 as a joint programme with 
linguists Teun van Dijk, Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak as the leading fig-
ures. The two labels CDA and CDS have been used simultaneously by the found-
ers of this programme. However, the double terminology signals a ring of dif-
ference over the connection to Marxism and ‘critical theory’, and especially to 
the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’. On the one hand, Norman Fairclough is out-
right Marxist in his conception of ideology, as a concept to use in in linguistic 
discourse analysis. Teun van Dijk, on the other hand, is outright critical of the 
Marxist concept of ideology, and suggests another concept, more in line with 
general sociology and political science. Consequently, van Dijk is mostly avoid-
ing the Marxist-coloured label of ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’ (CDA). Instead he 
indicates an opposing view by putting brackets around the term ‘critical’, as in 
‘(Critical) Discourse Studies’. With these brackets he is not dismissing the task 
for any social scientist of being critical,108 only that the broad study of discourse 
and the use of language in social and political communication involves more 
than that. Consequently, he sometimes omits the word ‘critical’ simply use the 
label ‘Discourse Studies’. This is also the title of his paradigm-setting antholo-
gies, titled Discourse Studies. A multidisciplinary Introduction (1997; 2011), 
which are parts of a series of authoritative anthologies edited by van Dijk since 
the 1980s, which makes him the central intellectual and paradigmatic figure in 
the development linguist discourse studies (see van Dijk ed. 1985; 1997; 2011).

As an example of the subtle differences that are involved this double stand-
ard of labelling – signalling two different theoretical concepts of ‘ideology in 
discourse’ – we can observe the title of van Dijk’s anthology (2011) which is 

108  See e.g. his 1984; 1987; 1988 and especially his ‘CDA is NOT a method for Critical Discourse Analysis’ (2013).
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Discourse Studies. A multidisciplinary Introduction. This comprehensive, 
authoritative anthology contains 18 chapters from diverse researchers and dis-
ciplines, However, the chapter 17 of this anthology, with Norman Fairclough 
and Ruth Wodak among the authors is instead entitled ‘Critical Discourse 
Analysis’ (Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak 2011). With this naming and fram-
ing, Critical Discourse Analysis is positioned as a specific variant or an alterna-
tive approach in Discourse Studies, presented as the Marxist cousin. And this 
is no coincidence. The same title of their chapter, and the same positioning as 
a specific variant of discourse studies, is also found in the preceding anthology 
of 1997 with the same title. We will soon return to this.

19.2 ‘Discourse’ as a generic theoretical concept in linguistics
Before going closer into the matter how two different concepts of ‘ideology’ 
came to be introduced in linguistic studies of discourse, I must make a general, 
introductory note about the term ‘discourse’ as it traditionally is used in the 
discipline of linguistics. I stated above that the Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian 
concept of ‘Discourse’ [discourse (F)], differs from the concept of ‘discourse’ in 
linguistics [discourse (L)]. The former is a basic concept in a specific variant of 
social theory, while the latter is a generic concept in linguistic theory; and as I 
see it, this makes all the difference (see Sections 18.2 and 18.3 above).109

As we saw above, the ‘Foucauldian’ (in fact Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian) 
concept of ‘Discourse’, as commonly used in many quarters of the humanities 
and the social sciences today, is a substantial concept, roughly meaning the 
same as the Marxist ‘Ideology’. Every specific ‘Discourse’ or ‘Ideology’ is install-
ing, suggesting or legitimating bipolar power-relations supportive of some spe-
cific social structures or institutional configurations. Quite like the Marxist 
notion of ‘Ideology’, the Foucauldian ‘Discourse’ determines or structures the 
mode of thought of the participants, laying down ‘the rules for what can be said 
and cannot be said’ (Jörgensen & Phillips 2002: 13). This is the same notion as in 
the concept of ‘Ideology’ in traditional Marxism, where the parallel formulation 
would be ‘the rules for what can be thought (of) and cannot be thought (of)’. 
Consequently, as we saw above, and for reasons of its evolutionary conceptual 
history, I assigned the Foucauldian concept of ‘discourse’ or ‘discursive forma-
tion’ to the Marxist family-tree.

In the linguistic tradition, however, the concept of ‘discourse’ has quite 
another starting point, and no similarity to the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’. 
Instead, as I signalled above (Section 18.3), the concept ‘discourse’ in linguistic 

109  Above I introduced the spelling of the Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldinan concept of ‘Discourse’ [dis-
course (F)] with a capital ‘D’, in a parallel with the Marxist concept ‘Ideology’, which written by me with 
a capital ‘I’. Consequently, I write the linguistic concept of ‘discourse’ [discourse (L)] with a lower case 
‘d’, parallel to the concept ‘ideologies’ in political science which I write with a lower case ‘i’. The capital 
letters I let signal the typically Marxist monolithic, restrictive and pejorative conceptual content of the 
respective terms.
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theory – discourse (L)110 – is a generic, abstract theoretical concept of the lin-
guistic discipline; meaning simply ‘conversation’ or ‘discussion’, or written or 
spoken communication. It is thus a priori open and empty regarding ideologi-
cal thought-content, or any other thought-content. Of course, there exists no 
‘discourse’ in the meaning of conversation or discussion that does not concern 
some topic or substantial issue. But the topic or substance is not included in 
the definition of the concept (in its core intension or connotation) which is 
centring on pragmatic language-use as such. The term ‘discourse’ in linguistic 
theory, thus, simply means any pragmatic language-use in communication, 
conversation or discussion, among people with a knowledge of the use of lan-
guage. As such the concept ‘discourse’ is as open and empty as the other basic, 
generic concepts in the discipline like ‘morphology’ (of words), ‘grammar’ (of 
sentence-construction), or ‘pragmatics’ (of sentence-use).111 The core meaning 
of the concept ‘discourse’ in linguistics – discourse (L) – is thus, as expressed 
in van Dijk’s understatement, nothing more than ‘coherent and contextually 
appropriate text and talk’ or ‘meaningful and appropriate text and talk’ (van 
Dijk 2011a: 3, 7). In this understatement, van Dijk is obviously aiming at all the 
fuzzy or mystical uses of the term ‘discourse’, including the Foucauldian, thick 
concept. In other works, which we will come back to soon, van Dijk is more 
outspoken in the critique of the Foucauldian concept [discourse (F)]. The thin, 
minimal definition of the concept of ‘discourse’ in linguistics is also stated, or 
used as the self-evident conventional terminology, in most authoritative hand-
books of linguistic discourse analysis, or in hand-books of general linguistics 
as a science.112

19.3 The displacement or invisibility of the linguistic concept ‘discourse’ in the 
social sciences.
The thing looks different from the point of view of the social sciences, as well 
as history and the history of ideas and learning. There, the bipolar Foucual-
dian concept of ‘discourse’, involved in power and subordination is either used 
as a commonplace, or is manifestly argued for, as the only existing notion of 
‘discourse’ (see e.g. Jörgensen & Phillips 2002); the conceptual content of the 
term may also be very diffuse or blurred. In many, but not all, presentations of 

110  For the labels ‘discourse (L), ‘discourse (F)’ and ‘discourse (C)’, see Section 18.3 above).

111  For these basic concepts in the discipline, see e.g. Levinson 1983: 1–35; Yule 2010. On this point, I of 
course speak as a novice, although I had a thorough training in grammar during my four-year studies 
of Latin in high-school, and some general linguistic inputs in my student years, during a semester of 
English language and literature, and a semester of (analytical) philosophy, at Uppsala University.

112  For the concept of ‘discourse’ in the discipline of linguistics (beyond or before the Althusser-Pécheux-
Foucauldian use of the term), see e.g. Brown & Yule 1983: 27–35; McCarthy 1991; 9–11; Coulthard 1992: 
1–34; Fairclough 1992: 3; Simpson 1993: 1–8; van Dijk 1997a: 1–6; van Dijk 1997b: 1–4; de Beaugrande 
1997: 35–62; van Dijk 1998: ix, 6; Chilton 2004: 16; Johnstone 2008: 2–5; Yule 2010: 142–51; Birner 2013: 
4–5.
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Discourse Analysis or Discourse theory113 the distinction between the Fou-
cauldian concept of ‘Discourse’ [discourse (F)] and the concept ‘discourse’ in 
linguistics [discourse (L] is not even known of. The term is thus often used with 
a fundamental ambiguity. This ambiguous use gets even easier through the fact 
that social scientists – used to the sociological concept of ‘culture’, the political 
science concepts of ‘political ideologies’ or the Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’ (see 
Section 15 above) – understands the term ‘discourse’ in the light of their respec-
tive theoretical pre-understandings. This makes them attribute a social-theory 
conceptual content to this term, close to ‘culture’, but most often a Foucauldian 
version, close to the Marxist ‘Ideology’. Consequently, when social scientists 
meet the term ‘discourse’ in linguistic works [discourse (L)] they understand it 
as the Foucauldian concept [discourse (F)]. However, a similar misunderstand-
ing can also be seen from the side of linguistic researchers. When they meet 
the Foucauldian social-theory concept ‘Discourse’ [discourse (F)], they can’t 
help understanding it as the linguistic ‘discourse’ [discourse (L)], according 
to their self-evident disciplinary pre-understanding. The commonplace term 
discourse is thus an unfortunate bridge between two conceptual worlds where 
the same term ‘discourse’ (here being a homonym) is misunderstood by either 
side,114 hence causing confusion and terminological ambiguity.115 Thus, the 
presentation by my colleagues Göran Bergström, Linda Ekström and Kristina 
Boréus (Boréus & Bergström eds 2017: Ch.8) is well-suited and timely; peda-
gogically differing between a ‘narrow’ (the linguistic), a medium narrow (the 
linguist Marxist Norman Fairclough) and a ‘broad’ (the post-structuralist and 
post-Marxist Laclau and Mouffe) concept of discourse. However, I think the 
authors are too generous, not presenting these concepts as basically different, 
originating and prevailing in different disciplinary traditions of research. (As 
the reader has noticed, I have chosen a more pointed and stylized, theory-crit-
ical and concept-historical narrative.)

Thus, in the social sciences, we find the (often vague) impression that the 

113  The terms ‘discourse theory’ or ‘theory of discourse’ is an invention in the Foucaldian or post-structur-
alist camp (see Macdonell 1986), especially used by the followers of Laclau and Mouffe like Jacob Torfing 
(1999) or Howart and Torfing eds. (2005). This labelling, I think, is a continuation of the Marxist tradi-
tion, where the parallel terms ‘ideology theory’ or ‘theory of ideology’ is used. Hence the follower and 
developer of the Foucauldian and post-structuralist view, David Howarth, spares the label ‘discourse 
theory’ exclusively for Laclau and Mouffe, to contrast them from earlier thinkers. Or in his own for-
mulation: ‘By contrast, Laclau and Mouffe’s approach…I shall simply call discourse theory…’ (Howarth 
2000:8). See also the explicit use of ‘discourse theory’ as connected to Laclau and Mouffe, following 
Howarth and Torfing, in Boreéus and Bergström 2017: 213, 225.

114  This ‘bridge’ can be explained as a logical intersection between the connotations-denotations (intension-
extensions) between the two different concepts; where the similar (homonymic) terms on each side are 
mistaken to signify the conceptual content of the one’s own concept. This ambiguity is experienced by 
me in many conversations, it could also be demonstrated by referring to literature, which would take us 
too far. So, the reader may take my stated view above as a hypothesis to critically follow up.

115  This ambiguity is taken up by Teun van Dijk in his introduction 1997a. We will return to that.
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Foucauldian concepts ‘discourse’ and ‘discourse analysis’ are commonplace, or 
even the only existing ones. However, this impression might also be the result 
of deliberate intentions. A common information strategy in presentations from 
inside the Foucauldian position, or from the post-structuralist camp of Laclau 
and Mouffe, is to pretend as if all discourse-analysis in fact is Foucauldian. 
Thus, the alternative conceptual content of the term ‘discourse’ in the disci-
pline of linguistics is pushed aside as a bygone stage of thought, as maybe the 
first step of a cumulative stair-case; or made invisible or diminished as nar-
row. Consequently, the specificity of linguistic discourse studies, as well as the 
specificity and importance of linguistics as a science, is wiped out in the same 
move. The aura of disciplinary authority is won, since the ‘discourse analy-
sis’ of the own (contested or alternative) paradigm can be pictured as the only 
existing or the paramount position of ‘discourse analysis’. In some cases, the 
‘discourse theory’ of Laclau and Mouffe is in fact presented as the most conse-
quently developed ‘discourse analysis’.116

This may need some further explanation. The first and most obvious exam-
ple is Laclau and Mouffe themselves, in their influentual Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy (1985) where ‘discourse’ is defined as ‘a structured totality’ 
of substantial meanings, ‘close to…the concept of “discursive formation”, for-
mulated by Foucault’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 105). In these formulations, and 
the whole argument of the book, [Discourse (F)] is the only one present, as if 
Foucault is the sole inventor of the concept.

Another is Diane Macdonell in her early and vividly argued Theories of 
Discourse. An Introduction (1986) where ‘discourses’, following Foucault, 
are conceived as substantial sets of statements that concerns ‘certain objects 
and puts forward certain concepts at the expense of others’ (Macdonell 1986: 
3). From this starting point she takes the road over Althusser, Pécheux and 
Foucault to state that:

‘individuals exist as subjects because they are subjected, held to and depend-
ent on something of an imaginary identity…ideologies have a material exist-
ence, discourses are part of the ideological sphere, and ideologies are practices 
that subject.’ (Macdonell 1986: 101).

Here ’discourses’ are ‘practices that subject’, and ‘discourses’ are defined as 
bipolar ideologies in the vein of Althusser-Pécheucx-Foucault. The concept of 
‘discourse’ is firmly placed in the Marxist tradition by Macdonell, as a concept 
close to ‘Ideology’ in the developing Marxist social theory.

The same view of ‘discourse’, as a concept in social theory and not in 

116  The intricacies of this information strategy, as I called it, of course needs a closer presentation, which 
there is no space for here. See however: Torfing 1999: 1–80; Howarth 2000: 1–13, 100–101; or Howart & 
Torfing 2005:1–16; Jörgensen & Phillips (2002: 1–18) is also a case in point.
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linguistic theory, is also displayed among the direct ‘post-structuralist’ fol-
lowers of Laclau and Mouffe. When they present the ‘discourse theory’ of 
Laclau and Mouffe, ‘discourse’ is defined in the above mentioned, substantial, 
Foucauldian way, as sets of substantial and meaningful statements. Thus, ‘dis-
course’ is defined as a basic concept in a critically transformed and transcended 
Marxist social theory, although of course also with some typical Marxist rem-
nants (see Torfing 1999: 11–13; Howarth 2000: 3–5; Howarth & Torfing 2005: 
1–13), especially the structurally determinist and pejorative view of power and 
subordination.

This imperialistic social-theory use of the concept ‘discourse’ (if I may say 
so) is also clearly stated in Marianne Jörgensen’s and Louise Phillips’ text-
book, Discourse Analysis. Theory and Method (2002), widely read at least in 
Scandinavia, where we can read:

‘Michel Foucault has played a central role in the development of discourse 
analysis…The majority of contemporary discourse analytical approaches fol-
low Foucault’s conception of discourses as relatively rule-bound sets of state-
ments…that delimit what is possible to say’ (Jörgensen & Phillips 2002 12–13).

As we see, they (rightly) point to the fact that the ‘Foucauldian’ concept of ‘dis-
course’ is a substantial concept, signifying a ‘set of (substantial) statements’ 
with an ideological, that is thought-steering function. But they also (wrongly) 
hold that ‘the majority of contemporary discourse analytical approaches’ are 
Foucauldian or follow Foucault’s main conceptions. This is a blatant formula-
tion of the position that the Foucauldian, substantial conception of ‘discourses’ 
is the only one, or that the concept of ‘discourse’ as it is used in the academic 
world today, is Foucauldian.

19.4 The linguistic reactions to the Foucauldian concept of ‘discourse’
Looked upon more strictly from the point of view of linguistics, the Fou-
cauldian use of the term ‘discourse’ is a deviating new-speak. This strict view 
is demonstrated and argued for in the wide-spread text-book by prominent 
American linguist Barbara Johnstone Discourse Analysis (2008). Barbara John-
stone pedagogically explains the meaning of the concept of ’discourse’ as it is 
used in the tradition of linguistic theory:

‘To [linguistic] discourse analysts, “discourse” usually means actual instances 
of communicative action in the medium of language…”Discourse” in this 
sense is usually a mass noun. Discourse analysts typically speak of discourse 
rather than discourses, the way we speak of…music…or information…’ (John-
stone 2008: 2–3).

In strict linguistic terminology one can speak of ‘discourse’ but not of 
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‘discourses’, Johnstone holds. In my words here, the linguistic concept of ‘dis-
course’ is a generic theoretical concept, and not a specific one. And Johnstone 
continues in a deepening follow up:

‘Calling what we do “discourse analysis” rather than “language analysis” 
underscores the fact that we are not centrally focused on language as an 
abstract system. We tend instead to be interested in what happens when people 
draw on the knowledge they have about language…to do things in the world: 
exchange information, express feelings…and so on’ (Johnstone 2008: 2–3).

For Barbara Johnstone, thus, the term ‘discourse’ is defined as conversation, 
discussion or ‘actual instances of communicative action’ among people, and 
nothing more. ‘Discourse’ is both the source and the medium for transmitting 
– and training – ‘the knowledge they have about language’.

This has a special significance for the newspeak, spreading from the 
‘Foucauldian’ use of the term, which she finds unfruitful and narrowing, as 
well as disturbing the logical strictness of linguistic terminology:

‘Scholars influenced by Foucault…sometimes use “discourse” in a related but 
somewhat different sense, as a count noun. “Discourses” in this [Foucauldian] 
sense can be enumerated and referred to in plural. They are conventional ways 
of talking that both create and are created by conventional ways of think-
ing. These linked ways of talking and thinking constitute ideologies (sets of 
interrelated ideas) and serve to circulate power in society. In other words, 
‘discourses’ in this [Foucauldian] sense involve patterns of belief and habit-
ual action as well as patterns of language’ (Johnstone 2008:3; my italics and 
square brackets).

Johnstone explicitly singles out the Foucauldian concept of ‘Discourse’ as 
something diverging and peculiar. To understand the issue even better, here, 
we should read Johnstone’s remarks in the light of Michel Pécheux’s contribu-
tion, which we met above (Section 18.2); as we remembered he amalgamated 
the concepts ‘ideological formation’ and ‘discursive formation’. And we should 
also read it in the light of Foucault’s own works, where a ‘discourse’ is a ‘set of 
statements’ and thus a concept which involves ‘patterns of belief and habitual 
action’, as Johnstone says, closely linked with ‘patterns of language’. The con-
cept of ‘discourse’ in the traditional terminology of linguistics, thus, does not 
as such, in its core intension, ‘involve patterns of belief’, as Johnstone says. 
Following Johnstone and other linguistic researchers, I may conclude that in 
linguistic theory, it is logical to keep the discursive aspect of social or political 
communication (‘patterns of language’) analytically distinct from the ideologi-
cal aspect of communication and language-use (‘patterns of belief’).117

117  As the observant reader remembers, we brushed upon this theme already in the beginning of this essay 
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The same view on the concept ‘discourse’ in linguistic theory is envisaged 
by Teun van Dijk. He takes up the issue of the ambiguity of the term in the 
introduction to the anthology Discourse as Structure and Process. (Discourse 
Studies. A Multidisciplinary Introduction. Volume 1) (van Dijk ed. 1997a). In a 
direct confrontation with the spreading of the Foucauldian concept he states:

‘Unfortunately, the ambiguity does not stop here. Above we have already 
encountered another use of ‘discourse’ (as in ‘the discourse of liberalism’) 
which is not limited to language use or communicative interaction, but which 
may rather also refer to ideas or ideologies…’ (van Dijk 1997a: 4).

We can see that from the linguistic point of view it seems weird speak of ‘the 
discourse of liberalism’ or ‘liberal discourse’. To use the term ‘discourse’ as a 
dummy for ‘ideas’ or ‘ideologies’ is a strange newspeak, since the systematic 
terminology of linguistics uses the term ‘discourse’ for language-pragmatics 
in social interaction, as ‘language use or communicative interaction’, to quote 
van Dijk. And van Dijk continues regarding the Foucauldian use of the term:

‘…it is obvious that it makes the term even more fuzzy than it already is, and 
many discourse analysts will therefore avoid it’ (van Dijk 1997a: 4).

To avoid the ambiguity of the term, the analytical distinction between ‘dis-
course’ as the use of language in communication (‘patterns of language’ in 
Johnstone’s words), and the ideological thought content expressed in language 
(‘patterns of belief’ in Johnstone’s words) must be held on to. From a strict lin-
guistic point of view, it is logically impossible to speak of ‘discourses’ as ide-
ologies. But it is very possible to speak of a piece of discourse and its inherent 
or expressed ideological thought-content; thus, discourse and ideology. This 
distinction makes ‘ideology’, and its relation to discourse, an important and 
interesting research object (see e.g. van Dijk 1998). 

This analytical distinction is pointed to also in a later work by van Dijk. 
In the chapter ‘Discourse and Ideology’ in his anthology Discourse Studies. A 
Multidisiplinary Introduction (2011) he discusses the phenomenon of ideology 
in social or political discourse. About the relation between the inner thought-
content (‘patterns of belief’) and the outer discursive linguistic form (‘patterns 
of language’), the structures of vocabulary, pragmatic sentence construction 
and so on, he states:

‘Since ideological discourse is, by definition, based on underlying ideologies, 
such discourse often shows some of the structure of these ideologies…This 
does not mean that, methodologically speaking, we may circularly derive ide-
ologies from discourse and discourse from ideologies…’ (van Dijk 2011b: 387).

(Part One, Section 6).
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And he continues:

‘Hence, the structures and contents of ideologies are different…from the ways 
they are used or expressed in discourse and other social practices. Indeed, we 
shall see below that discourse structures and ideological structures are only 
indirectly related…’ (van Dijk 2011b: 387).

Which leads to the methodological consequence, that:

‘…the identification and interpretation of discursive structures and strategies 
as the expression and reproduction of group ideologies…[will]…focus on the 
ways ideologies are being expressed, performed and (re-) produced by text 
and talk’ (van Dijk 2011b: 394).

So much so. The concept ‘discourse’ in linguistic theory is argued to be analyti-
cally distinct from the concept ‘ideology’; discursive structures and strategies 
are analytically distinct from ideological structures and strategies. This posi-
tion is supportive of my view of the necessity to elaborate a specific concept of 
‘ideological thought-content’. It is also supportive of my view of the elusive, 
context-bound, action-guiding social and political language and the necessity 
to stress the problem of interpretation.118 There simply is no obvious or direct 
connection between discursive structures or ideological structures, to use van 
Dijk’s vocabulary, or between the vocabulary and grammar on the linguistic 
surface and the inner, intended meaning; it all depends (which I brushed upon 
in Part One, Section 5 and 6, and will return to in Section 29, below).

The use of the concept ‘discourse’ in linguistic theory is thus concentrated 
on how, for example, racist ideas (or sexist, nationalist, liberal, Islamist or pop-
ulist ideas) are expressed in discursive forms (as argued already in Part One, 
Section 6). Admittedly, a discursive language-use with a racist (sexist, nation-
alist, liberal, Islamist or populist) message will be using some specific linguis-
tic forms, especially a specific vocabulary and model stereotypes, schemas or 
scripts. But from the strict linguistic theory of language, thus, one should not 
speak of a ‘racist discourse’ or a ‘sexist discourse’, and not even ‘the discourse of 
liberalism’, as van Dijk suggested above. To be strict, one should rather speak of 
‘a discursive event (text or talk) involving a racist message’ or ’a discursive event 
(text or talk) involving a sexist message’.119 For, if we are to take Johnstone and 
van Dijk seriously, we should not speak of ‘a’ discourse as ‘a set of substantial 
statements’ in the Foucauldian style. As a linguistic concept in linguistic theory 

118  Of course, interpretation must always be viewed as a ‘double hermeneutics’ as Anthony Giddens calls 
it, that is, first the members of a social life-world have to interpret what is communicated among them, 
secondly the researcher or analyst has to interpret what is said (Giddens 1984: xii-xxxvii; see also Naess 
1966: 9–36).

119  On this point, see my general remark in Part One, Section 6 and Section 18.3 above.
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the term ‘discourse’ (as a generic concept, or ‘a mass noun’, as Johnstone says) 
instead should be kept clean of any pre-defined substantial thought-content. 
This basic linguistic stand-point is probably the reason why Teun van Dijk, 
as I mentioned initially, time after the other is dismissing the Marxism-laden 
label CDA and rather suggests the more minimal and open notion of simply 
Discourse Studies or just Discourse Analysis, whether ‘critical’ or not (see the 
title of van Dijk ed. 1985; van Dijk ed. 1997; van Dijk ed. 2011; see also the sharp 
argument in van Dijk 2013).120

19.5 Discourse and ideology. The birth of a linguist research-programme, 
originally lacking a concept of ideology
Now, let us return to the early 1980s and the early 1990s in the discipline of 
linguistics and thus the concept of ‘ideology’ as it is conceived from a linguistic 
point of view; as analytically distinct from ‘discourse’. The young British and 
Australian ‘Critical Linguists’, forerunners to the research programme Criti-
cal Discourse Analysis once had this extraordinary, Marxist-inspired idea in 
the late 1970s; following the general ‘Marxist watershed’ of other disciplines. 
They wanted to engage in studies of social and political language with the aim 
to ‘critically’ reveal how the inherent power-legitimating ‘ideology’ was pre-
sent in language-use and ‘discursive forms’. Thus, they wanted a change in the 
old ‘formal’ discipline of linguistics; with its ‘formal’ paradigm of morphology 
(word forms), grammar (sentence construction) and pragmatics (sentence use). 
For these ‘critical’ linguists it was not sufficient merely to work in the direction 
of ‘social linguistics’, pointing to the class-based differences of vocabulary and 
language-use between social segments. They wanted to continue from a ‘social’ 
to a ‘critical’ linguistics, pointing to the hidden ‘exercise of power’ which was 
imbued in the dominating language-use in public media or official language 
(Hodge & Kress 1991 [1979]; Fowler et al. 1979).121

With their back-ground in the discipline of linguistics, these first ‘critical 
linguists’ lacked a concept of ideology. Thus it is easy to understand why they, 
as also the linguists of the later Critical Discourse Analysis, had to turn to the 
social sciences to borrow the notion of ‘critical theory’ and the necessary, sub-
stantial social science concepts like ‘ideology’, ‘power’, ‘social structure’ and 
‘social practice’, thereby making a fundamental social scientific turn, as I called 

120  See his blunt statement on this point in van Dijk 2013, a statement that I gladly would have commented 
on if there had been place here. With this move he also seems to liberate the attitude of being ‘critical’ 
from its exclusive Marxist or Foucauldian reverberations, opening for the kind of ‘rational criticism’ as 
I presented above in Part One, Sections 4, 10, 12 and 13. In Lindberg 2017 I introduced as a meta-meth-
odological basic notion, the three epistemic modes of ‘descriptive’, ‘critical’ and ‘normative’ analysis of 
ideas and ideological thought-content; where ‘critical’ is presented in two main versions, as rational 
criticism after Socrates or Kant, or as functional ideology critique in the footsteps of Marx.

121  For this intellectual history, see Hodge & Kress (1991 [1979]: xi-xi; Fowler et al. 1979: 1–2, 185–90; 
Simpson 1993: 5–8. These works were my own entry into this avenue of research.



492 Mats Lindberg

it above (see Part One, Section 6).122 They were now in the position to introduce 
a new perspective in the analysis of conversation, discussion or actual com-
munication in society, especially the news media; and it should perhaps be 
pointed to that they all upheld the analytical distinction between ‘discourse’ as 
spoken or written pragmatic language-use, and ‘ideology’ as the expressed or 
suggested thought-content.

Many of these linguists, following their ‘critical’ ambition, chose the Marxist 
theory tradition for extra-disciplinary support and conceptual input. For exam-
ple, the prominent linguist Norman Fairclough, in all his early original works, 
such as the influential and creative Language and Power (1989) or Discourse 
and Social Change (1992) borrows his concept of ‘Ideology’, and his criti-
cal concept of ‘power’, from the Marxist tradition, in the suite of Althusser, 
Pécheux, Foucault or Gramsci.123 In this conceptual use, Fairclough keeps an 
analytical distinction between ’discourse’ as language-use and ’ideology’ as the 
expressed thought-content; he may speak of ‘the ideas expressed in discourse’. 
Another important linguist of this research programme, Ruth Wodak, with 
her German-speaking background, had her social science connection point in 
the ‘critical theory’ of the Frankfurt School, but also to the Marxist notions of 
Fairclough, and the Marxist social theory of Pierre Bourdieu.124

Inside the joint research programme of CDS/CDA, however, there was also 
an alternative connection point to the social sciences (as hinted already in Part 
One, Section 6). The prominent theorist Teun van Dijk – the primus motor 
of this research programme (empirically, theoretically and socially) as we saw 
– followed another theoretical track. This is especially apparent in his work 
Ideology. A Multi-Disciplinary Approach (1998) or in the chapter ‘Discourse 
and Ideology’ in his anthology Discourse Studies. A Multidisciplinary 
Introduction (2011b). To find a concept of ‘ideology’ to start with, he seem-
ingly – or merely by convention in the common paradigm of sociology or social 
psychology – turns to the general social theory of Talcott Parsons. With the 
notion of ‘group ideology’, as the connecting cement of any social system, he in 
fact restates the concept of ideology found in Parsons basic work as ‘the social 
representations shared by members of the group’ (van Dijk 1998: 8) (compare 
Parsons formulations in Section 16, above).125 But he also gains initial inspira-
tion and support from the political science knowledge tradition. On a pivotal 

122  See for this narrative, Simpson, Language, Ideology and Point of View (1993: 5–8). As a typical example 
from these years, which is still readable and informative, see Fowler, Hodge, Kress and Trew, Language 
and Control (1979), especially Ch. 10.

123  See Fairclough 2001 [1989]: 1–4, 10; Fairclough 1992: 12–100. See also Fairclough 1995: 86–96; 2003: 9, 
218; 2010: 39–44. However, in a still later work, after all his impressive oeuvres, Fairclough abandons 
the Marxist concept of ideology and changes his notion of ‘critical’ and ‘criticism’ in the direction of the 
Political Science knowledge tradition. (See Fairclough & Fairclough 2012, to which we will soon return.)

124  See her positioning in Fairclough, Mulderrig & Wodak 2011: 360–61; Wodak & Meyer eds. 2016: 6–12,

125  See Van Dijk 1998: 3, 8–9. The relevant passages from Talcott Parsons are found in Parsons 1951: 349–51.
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point he quotes Martin Seliger’s comprehensive and central work Ideology 
and Politics (1976). Van Dijk borrows Seliger’s definition of ‘ideology’, where 
ideolo gy is defined as set of:

‘beliefs and disbeliefs expressed in value sentences, appeal sentences and 
explanatory statements’ (van Dijk 1998: 321, n. 7).126

Here we meet the typical political science notion of the three tiers of ideological 
thought. This common inner structure of ideological thought is later pictured 
by van Dijk as:

‘the (possibly biased, misguided) knowledge of a group, but also its shared 
evaluations, according to the basic community norms and values (van Dijk 
2011b: 388).

As we see, van Dijk’s notion is an echo of Parsons three main action-orienta-
tions, as of above. It is also the view of the political science knowledge tradition, 
from Herbert Tingsten of the 1930s to Martin Seliger of the 1970s; refined in my 
own concepts of V, D and P. Van Dijk also touches on a kind of practical reason-
ing in the relation between descriptive knowledge, chosen goals and practical 
action; which we saw was central in the political science knowledge tradition 
on this point (Section 17 above; see Sections 23 and 24 below).

However, van Dijk has not simply borrowed the main traits of his concept 
of ‘ideology’ from sociology and political science, as two of the three main 
theoretical traditions regarding ideology (Section 15 above). In several follow-
ing works he has also made lasting contributions to the theory of ideology, 
from a point of view of the linguistic concept of discourse.127 And on top of 
that, in his works, especially Ideology. A Multidisciplinary Approach (1998), 
there is a criticism, both open and implicit, of the third main theoretical tra-
dition, the Marxist concept of ideology. He is especially critical of the notion 
of a dominant or ruling ideology in society, ‘the dominant ideology thesis’, a 
point where he follows the criticism of Abercombie, Hill and Turner (1980) 
which we brushed upon above (see Van Dijk 1998: 3, 8–9, 179–85; van Dijk 
2011b: 381).

We thus find two main theoretical conceptions of ‘ideology’ within the research 
programme CDA/CDS. The one is Marxist or Marxist-inclined, exemplified by 
Norman Fairclough, and the other is connecting to traditional sociology or political 

126  Van Dijk 1998: 3–4, n. 7, p. 321. See also van Dijk 2011b: 382–84 with direct reference to the Political 
Science knowledge tradition regarding ideologies. In van Dijk 2009 the connection to the Weber-
Parsons tradition, or to Lasswell and Kaplan, is obviously present, but without direct quotations, for 
example on p. 5.

127  I am sorry that there is no space here to introduce and scrutinize the ideology-theoretical efforts of Teun 
van Dijk in his series of theory-developing works 1998, 2008a, 2008b, 2009 and 2014.
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science, exemplified by Teun van Dijk.128 As far as I know, however, the main fig-
ures of this programme, as Teun van Dijk, Noman Fairclough or Ruth Wodak, have 
over the years, at least up to 2012 or so, refrained from direct, internal theoretical 
criticism of each other.129 This, I think, has been contributing to their success, but 
also to some diffuseness of their common ground. In my opinion some of these 
differences is underlying the vibrant text in van Dijk’s multilayered article CDA is 
NOT a Method for Critical Discourse Analysis (van Dijk 2013).130

19.6 A stunning re-orientation in the Marxist strand of the research 
programme
However, this pattern of two theoretical strands in the joint research pro-
gramme CDS/CDA has dissolved in recent years; that is, the Marxist strand has 
been dissolved. This is perhaps due to the general dissolution and depreciation 
of Marxist social theory which had its way in the mid-1980s, as we saw. Inter-
estingly and remarkably, the ever-creative and ever-productive Norman Fair-
clough has explicitly abandoned his once so pronounced Marxism. (Whether 
this is in pursuit of the broader self-criticism within Marxist theory, or an 
autonomous critical re-orientation by Fairclough himself, is not clear to me 
right now.) In a courageous work The Critical Analysis of Political Discourse 
(2012), Noman Fairclough, together with Isabela Fairclough, adopts a wholly 
new beginning in the analytical approach of Critical Discourse Analysis. They 
not only put forward a criticism of the old Marxist collaborate Ruth Wodak, 
they also, and more importantly, directly places their programme within the 
political science knowledge tradition. In this move they start with Aristotle 
(who else) and continues with influential British political scientist Colin Hay in 
his Why we hate Politics (2007) and the authoritative British handbook Intro-
duction to Politics (2009) edited by R. Garner, P. Ferdinand and S. Lawson (Fair-
clough & Fairclough 2012: 17–34). As a ‘framework for analysis and evaluation’ 
the authors even place the thought-figure of ‘practical reasoning’ in the centre 
as the central analytical tool, borrowed from the argumentation theory of phi-
losopher Stephen Toulmin (Fairclough & Fairclough 2012: 35–54). This is close 
to the three-tiered model of political thought which is in the centre of my elab-
orations here, and which I above extracted from the political science knowledge 

128  The actual position of Ruth Wodak on these issues is more complicated, being a little of this and a little 
of that, and perhaps also accepting the Foucauldian ‘ambiguity’ as criticized by van Dijk. As a produc-
tive researcher, she seems more interested in doing the work on the shop-floor, that to polish and sort 
the many tools in her tool-box.

129  In Fairclough & Fairclough (2012: 21–25) there is an open criticism of the theoretical position of Ruth 
Wodak.

130  The blunt statement by Teun van Dijk (2013) is seemingly directed against the use of the label ‘Critical 
Discourse Analysis’ by researchers and students as a specific and coherent method. But I think one also 
should read it as an internal criticism of the ‘critical’ strand in the research programme he once was 
the initiator of, where the ‘critical’ attitude is reified into a ‘critical method’ or into a compound critical 
‘theory and method’; as we have met e.g. in the subtitle of Jörgensen & Phillips 2002.
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tradition. In this move they end up in the same position as the earlier Brecht 
(1959) or Björklund (1970) and the Uppsala school of idea-analytical political 
science (see Part One, Section 5; and Section 17, above) thus, in fact, standing 
ever deeper anchored in the Political Science knowledge tradition than they 
seem to be are aware of themselves.

But Norman Fairclough is not alone along this track. Even Ruth Wodak 
seems to be abandoning, or weakening, her earlier affiliation to the Marxist 
concept of ideology and the ‘critical theory’ of the Frankfurt School. In the 
recent and impressive work, The Politics of Fear. What Right-Wing Populist 
Discourses Mean (2015), she is using a broad array of theoretical notions. In 
the main aspects of analysis she is also close to the analytical procedures of 
ordinary content-oriented idea-analysis, as it is conceived of and practised in 
the political science knowledge tradition.131 In her theoretical array (eclectic 
as it seems, though) she even uses Toulmin’s argumentation theory, already 
introduced by Fairclough and Fairclough in their notion of practical reason-
ing (see Wodak 2015: 50–54). The ‘ideology critical’ element also seems to have 
given place to a mainly content-oriented descriptive, understanding and inter-
pretation of the ideology the right-wing parties and organizations;132 what I 
would term the ‘ideological thought-content’. Regarding the concept of ideol-
ogy, Wodak also seems to be leaving the Marxist horizon, and is moving in the 
direction of van Dijk and the late Fairclough, that is, abandoning the restrictive 
and pejorative Marxist concept of ‘ideology’ and rather leaning to an inclusive 
and neutral concept, as in the political science knowledge tradition (Wodak 
2015: 7–8, 27–29). How far this seemingly new attitude will take her is yet too 
early to tell, at least from my present, limited knowledge.

The move away from the general Marxist heritage on ‘Ideology’ in CDA, is 
also visible in another aspect. In the mentioned Political Discourse Analysis 
(2012) the two Faircloughs discuss the concepts of ‘critical’ and ‘criticism’. On 
this point the authors abandons the Marxist notion of ‘ideology critique’, that 
is, the typically Marxist functional analysis used to ‘reveal’ the class charac-
ter, or the hidden power-exercise in ideological discourse. This view of ‘ide-
ology critique’ was still present in the joint presentation of Critical Discourse 
Analysis in 2011 together with Ruth Wodak (Fairclough, Mulderrig & Wodak 
2011: 357–61). But now the Faircloughs associate themselves with the rational 
idea-criticism of the political science knowledge tradition (Fairclough & 
Fairclough 2012: 69–81).133 The rational idea-criticism is congenial to an epi-
stemic programme of rationalist political understanding combined with a plu-
ralist view of politics, and implies a critical stand – in principle – toward any 

131  See Vedung 1982: 27; Lindberg 2017: 95

132  In Lindberg 2017 I propose a tripartite typology of epistemic attitudes or modes in the content-oriented 
study of social and political ideas: descriptive mode, critical mode and normative mode (Lindberg 2017: 
94–98.

133  See Vedung 1982: 27; Lindberg 2017: 95.
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political ideology or political message; a position which I presented above as 
developed by, among others, Herbert Tingsten or Evert Vedung in the Uppsala 
school of idea-analytical political science, and expressed in many works of the 
discipline (see Part One, Sections 4, 10, 12 and 13; or Section 17 above).

19.7 The story of the concept ‘ideology’ in linguistic discourse studies
Norman Fairclough (and perhaps Ruth Wodak), and thus the whole research 
programme of CDS/CDA seems to have ended up in the position where Teun 
van Dijk from the beginning had placed his notion of ‘ideology’, that is, in the 
traditions of Sociology and Political Science. Over the years van Dijk has con-
tinued to develop this conceptual component (missing in traditional linguistic 
theory), since so much discourse in society is ‘ideological’ in a social and poli-
tical sense.134 And from early days, he, quite like the others, came to be inte-
rested in issues like prejudice and racism on a societal level, and how the news 
media were spreading ideological views.135 His continuing attempts to develop 
a theory of the inner structure of ideology, from the linguistic point of view, 
must be considered as an important contribution to the general knowledge of 
both political science and sociology, which were van Dijks original theoretical 
starting-points regarding ideology.

To conclude. The Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’ seems to be dissolved in the 
research programme Critical Discourse Analysis. As far as any remnants of the 
Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’ remain they are subject to the same internal criti-
cism as in the general Marxist re-orientation of the 1980s. And as far as I can see, 
the same criticism is valid also for the Foucauldian, or rather Althusser-Pécheux-
Foucauldian concept of ‘ideological-discursive formation’. The strict concept of 
‘discourse’ in linguistic theory simply is more open and fruitful when it comes 
to studies of social and political language and communication, keeping the lin-
guistic aspect clean, while still allowing for an ideological thought-content as 
a specific element. What is left is, thus, the concept of ‘ideology’, as it has been 
developed by van Dijk in his work Ideology (1998) and onwards to ‘Discourse and 
ideology’ (2011b). And the notion of pluralist ‘political ideologies’ comes with the 
package of the political science re-orientation of Norman Fairclough in Political 
Discourse Analysis (2012), a view that seems to inform also Ruth Wodak in her 
later works. But this does not mean that the possibility of being ‘critical’ is aban-
doned. Only that the Marxist concept of functional ‘ideology critique’, as we saw, 
is replaced by the notion of rational idea criticism – as of Herbert Tingsten (1941) 
or the political science knowledge tradition more generally – regarding the pos-
sibility of rational and scientifically based semantic (concept-critical), logical, 
empirical or moral criticism (see Part One, Sections 4, 10, 12 and 13).

134  Especially in van Dijk 1998 and 2011b. But also in his 2008a; 2008 b; 2009; and 2014.

135  See his early works 1984 and 1987.
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Taking a wider view in conclusion, the original position of Norman 
Fairclough and Ruth Wodak of the early 1990s might be regarded as a kind of 
last bulwark of a specific Marxist, or ‘critical theory’ connected, conception 
of ideology; that is, as both restrictive and pejorative or involved in a bipolar 
view of power and subordination. After all, this conception had a late arrival in 
linguistics, coming on a broad front about 1990, some twenty years later than 
in sociology, for example. In a similar way the re-orienting abandoning of the 
Marxist heritage also have occurred some two decades later.136

19.8 Critical conclusion of linguistic (critical) discourse analysis
 Thus, nothing in the research programme of Critical Discourse Analysis/Criti-
cal Discourse Studies remains that hinders, or constitutes an argument against, 
my continued effort to develop my proposed theory of ideological thought-
content. On the contrary, my efforts seem to be on a similar track, broadly 
speaking, as that of Teun van Dijk and the recent re-orientation of Norman 
Fairclough.

On top of that, my own understanding of social and political language has 
of course benefitted a lot from the encounters with the tradition of CDA/CDS 
and the linguistic concept of ‘discourse’. It has induced me to move deeper into 
the realms of general linguistics (as in the recent works of Vyvyan Evans)137 and 
to re-assess (and re-appreciate) my earlier connection to language philosophy 
(from Ogden & Richards 1922 to Naess 1966 and Austin 1975). All in all, since 
my theoretical elaborations are anchored in the general social theory of ‘com-
municative actions and interactions’ (Parsons 1951), or the political science tra-
dition from Arthur Bentley’s ‘language activities’ (1908) or Harold Lasswell’s 
‘language of politics’ (1949 and 1950), this renewed, deeper understanding of 
language and the ‘functions and strategies of discourse’ (van Dijk 2011b and 
2013) has been, and will continue to be, of imminent importance in my con-
tinued work.138

In return, I hope that the general theory of ideological thought-content, 
proposed here, might offer at least some theoretical contributions to the fur-
ther development of the multidisciplinary research approach Discourse Studies. 
After all, my proposed theory is a synthesized reconstruction of sifted and styl-
ized conceptual building-bricks from social science; especially regarding the 

136  The prevailing radical spirit of Marxism and post-Marxism, though, is upheld by the followers of Laclau 
and Mouffe. But as we saw Laclau and Mouffe were never a part of the linguistic research programme 
Critical Discourse Analysis, but rather an outflow of Marxist social theory, gone post-Marxist with the 
help of Foucault. And besides, their Foucauldian kind of radicalism was early getting thin, apart from 
internal inconsistencies and shortcomings, as when Chantal Mouffe (1993) moved in the direction of 
political science views.

137  See Evans 2009, 2014 and 2015.

138  See Part One, Sections 6 and 14; as well as Sections 22 and 29 below.
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concepts of sociological ‘culture’ and political science ‘ideologies’ (with critical 
side-kicks from the Marxist ‘Ideology’ and the Foucauldian ‘Discourse’. Below 
we will also meet some more parallel concepts, like ‘beliefs’, ‘policies’ ‘regimes’ 
and the like. As we saw, neither ‘critical’ linguistics nor the research programme 
Critical Discourse Analysis, nor the broader, multidisciplinary Discourse 
Studies, have a concept of ‘ideology’ of their own, since they emerge out of a 
disciplinary tradition without an ingrown concept of ‘ideology’ of its own. Since 
Teun van Dijk has worked extensively on such an ‘external’ concept of ideology 
over some decades (van Dijk 1998; 2008a; 2008b; 2009; 2011b; 2014) I have no 
intention to say much in addition. Rather I regard my proposed general theory 
here – dismissing the term ‘ideology’ in favour for ideological thought-content 
– as a supportive counter-point from the social science quarters, reconstructed 
and systematized from the main theoretical traditions on the ideational phe-
nomenon in society (see Part One, Sections 5 and 9, and Sections 23–28 below).

Chapter Four: Working towards a general theory

20. the possibility of a theoretical synthesis

20.1 Overlapping concepts in various empirical approaches, mainly in political 
science
There has been a long journey through the three main theoretical traditions 
regarding the concept of ideology, and the corresponding two main concepts 
of ideology in the research programme Critical Discourse Analysis/Critical Dis-
course Studies. In this theory-critical and concept-critical overview I have piece 
by piece sifted out some building bricks for my theoretical synthesis as fruitful or 
possible to develop further, while at the same time putting some building bricks 
aside as unfruitful or inadequate. On that basis I will continue my synthesizing 
elaborations toward the VDP-triad, as it was suggested as hypothesis in Part One 
(see Sections 5, 8 and 9). However, there are some empirical approaches in the 
study of social and political ideas, mainly in political science, that must be con-
sidered before moving further. 

Let us move from the three main theoretical traditions to some empirical 
approaches. I have already indicated that the study of social and political ideas 
or action-guiding thought is carried through in several parallel or contending 
approaches in the social sciences, especially in Political Science, and that all of 
them have developed their specific, approach-bound terminologies. Above I 
called this a conceptual diversification and fragmentation. Hence, we can meet 
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terms like: ‘idea’,139 ‘ideology’,140 ‘doctrine’,141 ‘culture’,142 ‘creed’,143 ‘belief 
system’,144 ‘opinion’,145 ‘frame’,146 ‘regime’,147 ‘operational code’,148 ‘policy’,149 
‘program’,150 ‘mentality’,151 ‘mindset’152 or ‘political myth’153; all of them signi-
fying social and political ideas.

Each of them is involved in research trying to get hold of the action-guid-
ing thought-content involved in the processes of communicative interactions; 
either in the general debates and messages permeating all social and political 
life, or in specific organizations, institutions or processes of the political system 
(as indicated above). Thus, each one of these approach-bound concepts has a 
rationale of its own, since specialized and detailed knowledge is always impor-
tant; and I have great respect for the research in many of these approaches. 
However, fruitful as each of these approaches may be, their research-guiding 
concepts together make up a thicket instead of a tidy garden. Like over-abun-
dantly flourishing plants, they encroach onto nearby flowerbeds or spread their 
seeds all over the place; sometimes causing crossbreeding, which in some cases 
is fruit-bearing, but in many other cases is sterile. As research-guiding con-
cepts, they partly or wholly overlap, and are sometimes only vaguely defined 
in their connotations (intensions) or denotations (extensions).154 All in all, a 
common terminology and a common theoretical base for understanding and 
explanation is lacking. I will give you some examples.

The term ‘political doctrine’ is often synonymous with the term ‘politi-
cal ideology’. On the other hand, the concept ‘doctrine’ in foreign policy dis-
plays the same conceptual elements as the concept ‘policy’ in most other 
policy-fields (consisting of a fairly consistent set of situational analyses, iden-
tified and framed problems, stated policy-ends and an over-view of available 

139  See e.g. Berman 1998; Müller 2011; Israel 2012.

140  See e.g. Lane 1962; Schurmann 1966; Van Dyke 1995; van Dijk 1998.

141  See e.g. Oakshott 1950 [1939].

142  See e.g. Almond & Verba 1966 [1963]; Kavanagh 1972; Schein1992; Münch & Smelser eds. 1992.

143  See e.g. Myrdal 1944: lxxviii–lxxix on ‘The American creed’; see also Sutton et al. 1956.

144  See e.g. Ranney & Kendall 1956: 470–487.

145  See e.g. Lippman 1922; Lane & Sears 1964.

146  Goffman 1974; Johnston & Noakes eds. 2005; Jämte 2013: 66–88.

147  Krasner 1983: Vedung & Brandel 2001: 17, 400–416; Vedung 2002.

148  See e.g. Leites (1972) [1951].

149  See e.g. Stone 2002 [1988]; Sabatier (ed.) 1999.

150  See e.g. Fischer 1995: 27–68.

151  See e.g. Vovelle 1990. Ideologies and Mentalities, Chicago University Press.

152  See e.g. Strozier, Terman & Jones 2010.

153  See e.g. MacIver 1947: 2–12; Lasswell & Kaplan 1950: 116–125.

154  The terms ‘connotation’ and ‘denotation’ are synonymous with ‘intension’ and ‘extension’. See Ogden 
and Richards 1922: 1–23; Vedung 1982: 68–72 [1977: 59–112]; Bunge 1998, Vol. One: Ch. 2.2–2.3; Sartori 
2009: 97–150.
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policy-means, and so on).155 Speaking of the concept ‘policy’, the question 
may be asked what in fact differentiates the kinds of ideas involved in a ‘pol-
icy’ from the kinds of ideas involved in an ‘ideology’, other than the scope 
of, or the institutional position in, the political system. Turning to the con-
cept ‘regime’ (as in ‘international finance-political regime’ or ‘environmental 
policy regime’) this often has the same connotation as ‘policy’ or ‘doctrine’; 
although ‘regime’ most often includes the institutions of the policy field in its 
conceptual meaning. Besides, there is in my view no actual difference between 
‘belief system’, ‘ideology’ or ‘culture’, since they all refer to roughly the same 
inherent kinds of ideational elements – such as values, norms, beliefs, atti-
tudes or world-views – even if the concept of ‘culture’, admittedly, sometimes 
also includes patterns of habitual actions and interactions, which the other 
two seldom include.

And on top of this we arrive at the Marxist greenhouse where we meet 
the traditional ‘(ruling, dominant or hegemonic) Ideology’ (in the Marxist 
sense, with a capital ‘I’), and the developed ‘(ruling, dominant or hegemonic) 
Discourse’ (in an Althusser-Pécheux-Foucauldian sense, with a capital ‘D’). 
More specific hybrids in the Marxist greenhouse do not need to be presented 
here.

20.2 A possible common referent
A fragmented or divided knowledge situation should always be a matter of 
some worried concerns. It blocks knowledge-seeking communication and halts 
the growth of knowledge. However, most of these alternate concepts – in one 
way or another – seem to refer to a common general ideational phenomenon. 
Many concepts can thus be said to have a common referent ‘out there’ in the 
social world (or share at least some overlapping ‘core intensions’). This com-
mon referent ‘out there’ can be expressed in the terminology of the general 
social theory of communicative actions and interactions (as presented above), 
namely, as social and political action-guiding thought-content. Hence, all the 
concepts mentioned above are in fact, in my opinion, reducible to this concep-
tual core. The Political Science ‘ideologies’ consist of action-guiding-thoughts 
involved in, or related to, the institutions of society; the sociological ‘cultural 
system’ also consists of such action-guiding thoughts; a ‘belief-system’ in polit-
ical sociology or political science behavioural studies consists of ‘beliefs and 
attitudes’, combined with ‘values’ and ‘norms’, which all are action-guiding 
thoughts; and the same goes for the Political Science concepts of ‘policies’, 
‘doctrines’, ‘regimes’, ‘creeds’, ‘frames’, ‘myths’ or what have you. To express 

155  At the same time one can, curiously enough, say ‘policy-field’ but not ‘doctrine-field’, which suggests 
some deeper-lying difference between ‘policy’ or ‘doctrine’ which I cannot go into here.



 The VDP-triad in Ideational Analysis 501

my hypothesis of a possible common referent (or overlapping core intensions), 
I have put together Figure 1.

As can be seen in Figure 1, I have with some hesitation admitted some con-
cepts from the Marxist greenhouse, placed in brackets. In my opinion, even 
the main concepts in the Marxist family (‘dominant Ideology’ or ‘hegemonic 
Discourse’) ought to be possible to reduce to the action-guiding thoughts of 
the Weber-Parsons tradition; especially since the great re-orientation in the 
Marxist tradition, moving in this theoretical direction, has demonstrated the 
need for a new micro-theoretical base of subjectivity, will and action (see sec-
tion 18 above). However, I urge the reader to regard this contention of mine as 
a rather loose conjecture in need of closer scrutiny, and I will add some com-
ments on it below.

Figure 1. The hypothesis of a basic common referent of the various, approach-bound, 
concepts regarding social and political thoughts or ideas

Basic approach-bound Concepts
‘ideology’, ‘belief-system’ (‘dominating Ideology’) 
‘culture’, ‘doctrine’, ‘creed’ (‘dominating Discourse’) 
‘frame’, ‘policy’, ‘regime’ (‘discursive Hegemony’) 
‘idea’, ‘idea-system’, ‘mentality’

Conceptually reducible to and methodologically operationalized to
“social and political action-guiding thought-content or ideas”, constructed from the 

overlapping core intensions of the various concepts,

referring to a possible common referent

Hypothetic action-guiding thought-content (or ideas) 
in actual social and political communication and language.

As I see it, the phenomena that these different concepts refer to:

a)  exist in the same social and political world (of actors, interactions, social 
systems, and social structures),

b)  consist of the same social and political substance (action-guiding thought 
content), and

c)  consequently, ought to be possible to comprehend within a unified theo-
retical frame.

In my view, there is an obvious common nature in all social and political 
thought and language, as it is involved in the communicative actions and 
interactions that make up society and its institutional order. This is a realist 



502 Mats Lindberg

hypothesis of mine, guiding my efforts in the following. Hence it is both pos-
sible and necessary to suggest and propose a general theory of ideological 
thought-content (see Part One, sections 5, 8 and 9).

20.3 Complications on the road to a common understanding
Nevertheless, my reduction to a basic common referent ‘out there’ is of course 
not innocent, and some may find it highly controversial. I explicitly think of 
society and politics in the tradition of mainstream empirical sociology (Weber, 
Parsons) and mainstream empirical political science (Bentley, Lasswell, Easton); 
both traditions developing a parallel common general social theory, respec-
tively of the political system, based on the fundamental common concepts of 
communicative, meaningful actions and its correlates (as presented above in 
Part One, Section 8; and below in Section 21). Moreover, my hypothesis of a 
basic or elementary common referent ‘out there’, referred to by all mentioned 
approach-bound concepts, is based on a dialogical assumption that perhaps is 
too daring. It presumes that the proponents of the various approaches find it 
fruitful, or can accept, to communicate in the theoretical language of (at least 
a light version of) the Weber-Parsons and the Bentley-Lasswell-Easton ‘general 
theory of action’ as a lingua franca, which thus could be used in all quarters 
of the social sciences.

This presumption (or hope) of a possible lingua franca is perhaps no problem 
within the sociological and the political science knowledge traditions; although 
it sometimes seems as if this common theoretical foundation is forgotten both 
here and there. The situation is more complicated, perhaps, for the Marxist fam-
ily; with the lingering bipolar, conflictual view of dominating and dominated 
social positions (classes, gender, ethnicities, sexual identities). Furthermore, the 
connected determinist (or structuralist) view on molded subjectivity and framed 
mindsets of the subordinated social agents, is still lingering in the concepts of 
‘dominating Ideology’ or ‘hegemonic Discourse’. However, it all depends on how 
Marxist-inclined researchers relate to the comprehensive self-criticism and the 
great re-orientation that occurred in the 1980s and the 1990s regarding action, 
ideology and power. I think especially of how they relate to Jürgen Habermas 
(1984 [1981]); Jeffrey Alexander (1982, 1983); Anthony Giddens (1984; 1985) or 
Margaret Archer (1995, 2000). I also think of how the broad historical sociology 
of Michael Mann is received and conceived of by the (former) Marxists. Mann 
is outspokenly Weberian, although in close contact with the Marxist heritage, 
and from this platform he has produced an impressive work of power in soci-
ety and history (Mann 2012 [1986], Vol 1–4; commented upon in Mann 2011). I 
also think of how the global empirical sociology of Göran Therborn is viewed 
by the (former) Marxists (Therborn 2004, 2010, 2014, 2017). Both Mann and 
Therborn have moved beyond the constraining trenches of the 1970s; seemingly 
working beyond the dividing line between Marxist and Weberian general social 
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theory; or beyond the distinction between the allegedly ‘positivist’ Weberian 
or Parsonian social theory and the alleged ‘critical’ Marxist theory. The same 
move away from a closed Marxist realm, although in a more specialised field of 
inquiry, we met above with the former Marxist proponent of Critical Discourse 
Analysis, Norman Fairclough (Fairclough & Fairclough 2012). And as I conjec-
tured, perhaps also Ruth Wodak (Wodak 2015) is now perhaps re-orienting her 
theoretical understanding of ideology and ideology critique. With some luck, 
then, also the (former) Marxists could be comfortable in communicating on the 
suggested terminological ground.

In the light of a possible theoretical lingua franca of the Weber–Parsons and 
the Bentley–Lasswell–Easton traditions, I will argue for the possibility of, and 
necessity for, a unified general theory of social and political action-guiding 
thought content. This action-guiding thought content I have termed ‘ideologi-
cal thought-content’, for short, as far as it is involved in or related to the insti-
tutional configuration of society (see Part One, Section 5, 8 and 9). However, 
this unified analytical frame or general theory requires (at least) two theoreti-
cal assumptions, before it can be stated in a stable, theoretical language of its 
own.156

21. the social theory assumption: the anchoring of my 
proposed general theory
I have suggested that the general social theory of communicative actions and 
interactions is possible to use as a common frame of reference throughout all 
social sciences. Consequently I will use it in my theoretical elaborations as the 
theoretical anchorage of my theory (signalled already in Part One Section 5 
and 8). My first assumption, thus, is that ideas and idea systems – thoughts 
expressed in words and sentences; words and sentences expressing thoughts – 
shall be regarded as action-guiding thoughts in social and political interactions, 
and as such they are constituent parts of the institutions and the social struc-
tures that any society consists of. This is an elementary theorem in the general 
social theory, presented above (see Part One, Sections 8; and 16 above). Since 
the institutions of society are built-up of patterned communicative actions 
and interactions, the preservation or change of institutions implies preserved, 
respectively changed, patterns of interactions, which in turn implies preserved, 
respectively changed, patterns of action-guiding thoughts and language-use; 
down to the detailed preserved or changed meanings of single words in spe-
cific vocabularies.

156  Concerning theoretical language, Mario Bunge states: ‘Every science builds an artificial language of its 
own that includes signs borrowed from ordinary language but is characterized by signs and sign com-
binations introduced along with the peculiar ideas of that science’ (Bunge 1998 [1967], Vol. I: 52).



504 Mats Lindberg

In this essay the concepts of ‘ideas’ and ‘ideologies’, as we saw above, are 
viewed as older, preliminary terms, which I not totally will dispose of. With the 
word ‘ideas’ I connect to older idealistic philosophy of action-guiding thought; 
and with ‘ideology’ I connect to the meaning, used since the Enlightenment, 
of (utopian) idea-systems outlining possible institutional futures, especially 
in political science. While connecting ‘ideas’ or ‘ideologies’ to the conceptual 
world of twentieth century general social theory, of the Weber-Parsons tradi-
tion, it is possible to reformulate the general meaning of these older concepts in 
a more theoretically strict way for scientific usage. As we saw, the connection of 
the older word-use to contemporary general social theory was also found in the 
works of Lasswell and Kaplan or David Easton in the political science knowl-
edge tradition, as well as with Talcott Parsons in his General Social Theory.157 
Thus, in the conceptual frame of this contemporary general social theory, the 
terms ‘ideas’ and ‘ideologies’ (as suggested here) are translated to ‘action ori-
entations’ or ‘action-guiding thought’. As such they are involved in or related 
to social and political institutions, whether informal or formal.158 Hence the 
terms ‘ideas’ or ‘ideologies’, as I use them here, do not refer to all action-guid-
ing thoughts, only to those which are ‘social and political’, that is, those which:

 a)  Are involved in established institutions and social structures (on differ-
ent levels in society), as habitual or prescribed action-guiding thoughts; 
although often contested by some actors.

 b)  Are related to processes of institutional or structural preservation or 
change, thus manifestly expressing varying values, goals, situational 
analyses and principles from the point of view of a plurality of actors, 
forming ever occurring ideological contestations or idea-struggles.

 c)  Are addressing the problems and possible problem-solutions emerging 
from, or relating to, the functioning of institutions in society, especially 
regarding the preservation or change of the power relations and alloca-
tion of values, which are accompanying the prevailing institutional con-
figurations, and involved in all ideological contestations or idea-struggles.

157  It shall be noted that both Laswell and Easton theorize about the phenomenon of ideology in the (for the 
discipline of the time) new terms of action-theory. See Lasswell 1936: 29–51; Lasswell & Kaplan 1950: 
103–141; Easton 1965b: 332–340. See also Parsons 1951: 326–383.

158  The terms ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ in general social theory refer to the degree of institutionalization; from 
loose networks or temporary cooperative ensembles to tight, formal organizations (like armies, busi-
ness enterprises or bureaucracies). In Political Science, however, we meet a different use of the terms. 
The term ‘formal institutions’ refers to “the institutions of government”, while parties and media are 
considered ‘informal’. The formal-informal distinction is not of specific importance in my own efforts. I 
include it just to show that ideas and ideologies, as I use these terms (as action-guiding thoughts), may 
be involved in all kinds of institutions and hence in all kinds of institution-erecting, institution-main-
taining and institution-changing practices and interactions.
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22. the language assumption: the argumentative character 
of social and political thought and language
My second assumption is that all social and political communication in text 
or talk is through and through dialogical, dialectical159 or argumentative. All 
social and political language is involved in communicative actions and inter-
actions, that is, in institutions and cultural conventions. And these are erected 
respectively prevailed or reformed in continuing communicative activity, 
including debates and idea-struggles. Thus, every social and political statement, 
discourse or message (involved in or related to the institutional configuration 
of society) can be viewed as a direct or indirect argument in an ongoing latent 
or manifest debate, that is, on the preservation or reform of institutions or cul-
tural conventions, as well as of the language-use itself.

This generically dialectical or argumentative character of all social and 
political language has emerged from the very beginning of language in the com-
municative interactions of human social life.160 The generically argumentative 
character can also, and directly, be observed in the age-old discipline of political 
or civic rhetoric in ancient Greece, which teaches the techniques to present an 
argument and win a public debate; a knowledge-power tradition that is known 
from Isocrates, via Aristotle to Cicero in Rome.161 The argumentative character 
of all political language is presented with great insight by Michael Oakshott in 
his essay ‘Political Discourse’ in the influential work Rationalism and Politics 
and other essays (1991 [1962]), comparing Plato and Aristotle and their view on 
political argument.162 Furthermore, Arnold Brecht presents the predicament of 
all political theory and political science of today as a predicament of creating 
convincing, science-based political arguments against totalitarianism (Brecht 
1959: 3–14). There is also a common image of all social and political thought as 
an inner dialogue, that bears all the traits and components of a public debate 
(since all our thought and language in depth is social) as argued by Michael 
Billig in Ideology and Opinions: Studies on Rhetorical Psychology (1996).163 In 
addition to all this, the generically argumentative character of social and politi-
cal thought and language can be observed in detail in the grand adversative 

159  In the sense of the antiquity, as opposing arguments.

160  See e.g. Chilton 2004: 1–15; Streeck, Godwin & LeBaron 2006: 1–28; Enfield & Levinson 2006: 39–152; 
Evans 2014: 229–258; Evans 2015: 252–312. See also Billig 1996: 1–19.

161  See e.g. Kennedy 1994: 11–29; Crowley & Hawhee 1999: 21–29, 75–89; 168–175; Schreiber 2003: 1–10.

162  In his fine essay “Political Discourse” Michael Oakshott makes a critical comparison between Plato’s and 
Aristotle’s respective views on political argument, in favour of the latter (Oakshott 1991 [1962]: 70–95). 
See also Crowley & Hawhee 1999: 165–175 on Aristotle’s reasoning in politics and the concept of ‘enthy-
meme’, which is also central to Michael Oakshott. In Aristotle’s, and Oakshott’sa view, ‘politics’ is a sci-
ence about human and practical ends, and thus cannot be an exact science, like mathematics, physics or 
biology. In consequence, reasoning in politics cannot be exactly founded but must be seen as ‘practical’, 
hence based on unstable or inexact knowledge. This is the reason why I term the logical sequences of 
practical reasoning, central to my proposed theory here, ‘quasi-logical’. See Section 25 and 26 below.

163  For this point, see especially Billig 1996: 1–19, 31–80. See also Hobbes 1968 [1651]: Ch. III-IX.
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idea-struggles in European history, about the Reformation, the French revolu-
tion or the modern welfare state.164 Finally, you can add all the accumulated 
knowledge of persuasive political language and political propaganda of our 
own last century, really displaying the dialectical, argumentative and rhetoric 
character of political language; from Harold Lasswell’s classical Propaganda 
Technique in the World War (1927) and onwards.165

This old contention of the argumentative character of social and politi-
cal communication and language has recently even reached Critical Discourse 
Analysis. As I see it, one reason for this late arrival has been the hindering 
Marxist concept of ‘Ideology’, and ‘critical theory’ more generally, which as we 
saw was focusing on the outer, societal function of ‘the ideology’ and not on its 
morphological, inner structure. However, in the re-orienting recent work The 
Analysis of Political Discourse (2012), presented above (Section 19.3), Norman 
and Isabela Fairclough turn to the inner structure and introduce practical rea-
soning as central in political thought and discourse. In that connection they 
also introduce Stephen Toulmin’s argumentation theory as a major analyti-
cal tool.166 For them, the introduction of practical reasoning in the analysis of 
political discourse is an important new insight (!), that ought to be included in 
the methodological arsenal of Critical Discourse Analysis:

Here we claim that argumentation, and practical argumentation 
in particular, is the primary activity that is going on in political 
discourse, and the analysis of argumentation can make a major 
contribution in strengthening textual analysis in CDA (Fairclough 
& Fairclough 2012: 86).

This formulation is both encouraging and to a degree also disappointing. From 
the point of view of Aristotle’s view on rhetorics and sound political argument, 
as a fundament in the political science knowledge tradition (as envisaged in 
Sabine & Thorson 1974 [1937]; Friedrich 1963:1–23; or Oakshott 1991 [1962]), it 

164  See e.g. the analysis in Naess et.al 1956, regarding the epic debate between Edmund Burke and Thomas 
Paine on the French revolution of 1789. See also Kelley 1981; Israel 2012; Levin 2014; Prothero 2016; or 
on more contemporary debates, Lewin 1967; Müller 2011.

165  See e,g. Lasswell 1927; Chakotin 1939; Lasswell & Leites eds.1949; Edelman 1977; Fredriksson 1982; van 
Dijk 1984; Klemperer 2000 [1947].

166  For a presentation of Stephen Toulmin, the originator of many theories of the structure of argument, 
see Kristina Boréus in Ch. 3 of Boréus & Bergström 2017. For my own slightly diverging view on how 
to view the basic argumentative pattern in political thought and language, see Ch. 4 of the same work 
(Lindberg 2017). Moving closer to the realities of political thought and language, I propose a two-level 
view of political argument in my analytical scheme (see Section 27 below). The notion of the two levels is 
lacking in Toulmin’s model, where the two are instead inter-mingled (fundamental values are presented 
as immediately warranting operative goals) and thus blurring the actual inner structure of ideological 
thought. This criticism of Toulmin also applies to Boréus 2017 and Fairclough & Fairclough (2012). In 
this work I elaborate a slightly different paradigm of practical reasoning, the VDP-triad (see Part One, 
Section 12; Section 25, 26 and 27 below).



 The VDP-triad in Ideational Analysis 507

is comforting that the notion of political language as argument is introduced 
even in linguistic discourse analysis. The disappointing aspect is how stubborn 
the influence of the bipolar Marxist conception of power and ideology has been 
(and the subsequent notion of a functional ‘ideology critique’ instead of a con-
tent-oriented rational criticism) with its focus on the outer legitimating func-
tion of ideology and discourse, blocking the way to the action-guiding inner 
structure of social and political thought.

Be this as it may. With the support of all this established knowledge among 
prominent researchers, I feel quite confident of the assumption of the argu-
mentative character of social and political thought and language. I am also 
confident in making this assumption one of the fundaments for the elaboration 
of my general theory. But I still want to widen the extension of my theory from 
the realm of ‘the political system’ to all social and political communication and 
language, in all social domains and fields (see my criticism of political science 
on this point in Section 17 above).

In my view, (based on the political science knowledge tradition, language 
philosophy and the literature mentioned above), the argumentative character 
of social and political thought and speech is present and visible in three main 
ways. First, it comes with the meanings of single concepts (that is, the actual, 
practical word-meanings). In the very definitions of political concepts there are 
mutually excluding distinctions and cognitive partitions into classes of objects 
that take on a dialogical or dialectical character; for example, ‘modern’ as dis-
tinct from ‘traditional’, ‘liberal’ as distinct from ‘conservative’, ‘secular’ from 
‘religious’, ‘the raw’ from ‘the cooked’, the halal from the haram, the good 
from the evil, the female from the masculine, and so on. (‘All definition is nega-
tion’, said Spinoza.)167 As we see, conceptual distinctions like these are directly 
connected to, or emerge out of, the historical idea-struggles in political life.

Secondly, the argumentative character of political communication and lan-
guage becomes visible in the inner argumentative structure of idea-systems 
or rhetoric narratives. Idea-systems like, for example, feminist or patriarchal 
ideology, are basically built up as arguments for the feminist, respectively the 
patriarchal, standpoint.168

Thirdly, the argumentative character becomes visible in the outer argumen-
tative relation between contending idea-systems and their inner argumenta-
tive structures. In this outer relation, a pro-argument of for example feminist 
thought is directly or indirectly met by a contra-argument found in patriarchal 
thought (and vice versa). Idea systems (ideologies) are thus built up as if both 

167  The semantic propositions of the extension of sets, sub-sets and the universal set have long since been 
elaborated in detail in any hand-book of set theory and formal logics. For their place in general linguis-
tics, see e.g. Lakoff 1987: 5–156; Evans 2009: 193–213; Evans 2015: 154–251.

168  This view is obvious in the hand-book tradition on political ideologies in the political science knowledge 
tradition, touched upon at the end of Section 9, in Part One.
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were trying to be optimally convincing in the pro-arguments of attack; while at 
the same time leaving no gaps in the contra-arguments of defense.169 

The basic (direct or indirect) argumentative character of social and politi-
cal thought and language – residing in the word-choice, rhetoric narrative or 
sequences of argument – surrounds and permeates the basic ideational factors 
of my proposed general theory; the three thought-dimensions of V, D and P 
which consequently are factors of argumentative sequences (see Sections 24, 
25 and 26, below).

Chapter Five: Proposing the general theory

23. the meta-theoretical construction
My suggested general theory consists of three parts. First, the theoretical 
anchoring in general social theory (the macro-aspect) and in the general the-
ory of action (the micro-aspect); based on communicative interactions. To this 
theoretical anchoring is attached the assumption that all social and political 
thought and language (in this communicative interaction) is generically argu-
mentative in character. This double theoretical anchoring was presented above.

Secondly, my general theory includes the elaboration of a morphological 
theoretical model – the VDP-triad – of the inner structure of social and politi-
cal thought. Like all models in factual science,170 this one is projected to repre-
sent the characteristics of some (hypothesised) object ‘out there’. In this case 
it is the (hypothesized) inner structure of the action-guiding thought-con-
tent, suggested to be inherent in all social and political communication and 
discourse around us; manifestly or latently argumentative as we saw. In this 
model, the inner structure is proposed to consist of three elementary dimen-
sions of thought: values, descriptions and prescriptions, arranged in an argu-
mentative pattern of practical reasoning (which will be presented in greater 
detail just below).

Thirdly, my general theory includes a two-level analytical scheme, 
conceptually based on and developed from the theoretical model.171 The 

169  See Naess 1966: Ch.5 (Swed. edn. 1970); Vedung 1982: Ch. 2, 4, 6 (Swed. edn. 1977); Billig 1996: 2.

170  A model is always the connecting conceptual link between the larger theory and the more detailed 
conceptual scheme and conceptual operationalization. We must not forget, however, that in all factual 
science (such as the social and cultural sciences, for example) the model hypothetically represents a 
suggested – conceptually imagined or pictured –  object or pattern, hypothetically existing ‘out there’ 
in the cultural, social or political ‘world’. See in this regard Bunge 1973: 91–113; Bunge 1998/I: 470–479, 
511–527, 561–573.

171  ‘Theory’, ‘model’ and ‘conceptual scheme’ make up three levels of sophistication in the standard rep-
ertoire of scientific research. When social scientists speak of a ‘theory’ they most often mean a ‘theo-
retical model’ in a strict meta-scientific terminology (supposed to be modelling some aspect of the 
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analytical scheme is intended to inform and guide empirical case studies as 
well as comparative or generalizing studies (whether the method of content-
analysis is qualitative or quantitative). The theoretical model, together with its 
accompanying two-level analytical scheme, is intended to be used to discern 
and interpret the ideological thought-content in social and political com-
munication and language; laying the ground for the further explanation and 
classification as well as content-oriented criticism and critical analysis of the 
three tiers of the practical argument (as suggested in Part One, Sections 4, 
10, 12 and 13).

24. the three dimensions of social and political thought
The proposed theoretical model concerns the general inner structure – the gen-
eral synchronic morphology172 – of social and political action guiding thought. I 
have stated that all social and political action-guiding thought consists of three 
basic thought-dimensions (or kinds of ideas); expressed in various vocabular-
ies and language-use and various grades of grammatical accuracy (for this see 
Section 29, below). First, ideals, values, goals or ends (V). Secondly, orienting 
descriptions and cognitive beliefs (D), of the situation and its structures and 
actors, including the evaluative attitudes to the cognized objects. Thirdly, pre-
scriptions, recommendations, practical proposals, rules or norms (P).173 These 
three basic kinds of social and political ideas are reconstructed out of several 
research traditions. However, we do not meet a unified terminology in these 
research traditions. Similar to the diversified terminologies we met above (Sec-
tion 20), we meet an untidy flower-bed of terms referring to the three basic 
kinds of ideas making up the inner structure of action-guiding thought. Also, 
on this point, a synthesizing conceptual sifting and terminological choice 
is necessary. Assessing this diversity, I nevertheless find an over-whelming 

social world) unlike ‘empirical model’ which is the theoretical model translated into operational terms 
and procedures of empirical observation. So, if/when I have carelessly said ‘theory’ in my text, I more 
exactly have meant “theoretical model” (unless otherwise stated). See Kaplan 1964: 46–64; 258–357; 
Bunge 1973: 91–92; Bunge 1998, Vol. One: Ch. 7.1, 8.1; Gregor 2003: 1–15, 123–146; Sartori 2009: 97–150. 
Much fruitful social science has been performed with a rather simple conceptual analytical frame guid-
ing investigation and understanding; for example a one-dimensional conceptual scheme of two or 
three analytical concepts (such as centralization-decentralization, or micro-meso-macro), or with a 
two-dimensional two-valued scheme (as in a four-field table like ‘modern-traditional’ combined with 
‘christian-muslim’). Here I attempt something more elaborate.

172  As I have already mentioned, my notion of ‘the inner structure’ and ‘the morphology’ differs in almost 
every aspect from the parallel suggestions of Michael Freeden, as they are proposed in Freeden 1995 
and 2013. A demonstration of these differences, not to mention an evaluative assessment of the achieve-
ments, respectively, shortcomings of Freeden’s attempt, cannot be pursued here for lack of space.

173  In this formulation, I try to involve all kinds of analytical terms regarding the three basic kinds of action-
guiding thought (ideas) found in the literature. In my synthesizing effort, my proposed theory is bound 
to adopt a synthesizing terminology regarding these three dimensions of thought, as will be attempted 
immediately below.
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support for my general view; the view that social and political action-guiding 
thought is built up from three elementary ideational factors or dimensions of 
thought.

First, we meet the conceptualizations the political science tradition in the 
study of ‘political theories’ and ‘political ideologies’ (sometimes in close con-
tact with Analytical Philosophy) which was my first laboratory in the sift-
ing out of the three basic kinds of ideas, values (V), descriptions (D) and 
prescriptions (P); which is my chosen terminology (see Section 17.2 above). 
However, the terminology (or the underlying language philosophy) of vari-
ous hand-books is not always very clear, as in George Sabines classical work 
(1937) or the later text-books.174 As we saw, Herbert Tingsten is more specific 
and clear compared to Sabine, when he speaks of ‘evaluations’, ‘value judg-
ments’ or ‘value premises’ (V) on the one hand; and ‘judgments of reality’ 
or ‘conceptions of reality’ on the other (D) (close to the Uppsala-school of 
Analytical Philosophy and Axel Hägerström). Tingsten also regards them as 
being combined in a logical argument, ending up in ‘directives for political 
action’, as an echo of Aristotle’s enthymeme or practical reasoning (Tingsten 
1939: 5–6; Tingsten 1941: 9–10). Two decades later the German-American 
political theorist, Arnold Brecht, speaks of ‘values’ (V), (descriptive) ‘is-state-
ments’ (D) and (normative) ‘ought-statements’ (P) (Brecht 1959: 126–30). 
Stefan Björklund speaks of ’values’, ‘descriptions’ and ‘norms’ (Björklund 
1970: 28–31). Sociologist Eugen Lemberg, with a historical and anthropologi-
cal theory of political ideologies, speaks of ‘values’, ‘conceptions’ and ‘norms’ 
(Lemberg 1974: 6, 321).175 Martin Seliger speaks of (among other synonyms 
and variant concepts) ‘value judgements’, ‘statements of facts’ and ‘prescrip-
tions’ (Seliger 1976: 102–108). So much for the Political science knowledge 
tradition on the inner structure of political thought and ideology. (And here I 
refrain from quoting works in linguistic philosophy – like Hare 1954, Toulmin 
1958 and Gauthier 1964 and their followers – which support the three-tiered 
model of political science.)

Secondly, we meet the tradition of empirical (social psychology inspired) 
‘behavioral’ political studies, or ‘electoral studies’, centering on the concepts 
of ‘political culture’ or ‘belief system’. This research tradition presents us with 
some other terms referring to the three basic kinds of social and political 
thought. Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes in their classic work (1960) 
speak of generalized ‘values’, ‘goals’ or ‘preferences’ (like my V:s); of ‘cognitive 
structures’ of ‘beliefs and attitudes’ (like my D:s); and of ‘political motivations’ 

174  See e.g. Sabine & Thorson 1973 [1937]: vii. See also Heywood 2007: 11–15; Ball & Dagger 2011: 4–11. More 
strict but not strict enough, is Adams 2001:4.

175  Germ: Werte, Vorstellungen, Normen.
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(like my P:s) (Converse et al. 1960: 42–44, 188–94). In an equally classic work, 
using personal, deep interviews, Robert Lane, among other properties of an 
ideology, speaks of ‘values of life’ (V); ‘beliefs’ and an ‘empirical theory of cause 
and effect in the world’ (D); and finally, ‘programs of reform’ (P) for ‘the defence 
or abolition of important social institutions’; all arranged as ‘an argument’ 
(practical reasoning) with the intention ‘to persuade and counter opposing 
views’ (Lane 1962: 14–15). And from quite recent ‘behavioral’ studies of belief-
systems and cultural values in the world, based on the World Value Survey, 
Poppa Norris and Ronald Inglehart simply (in the social psychologist tradition 
of electoral studies) refer to the three dimensions of ideological thought as ‘val-
ues, beliefs and norms’, that is V, D and P (Inglehart & Norris 2003:8; Norris & 
Inglehart 2011: 15).

Thirdly, the tradition of Talcott Parsons and general social theory itself, is 
founded on the notion of basic ‘action-orientations’. These basic action-ori-
entations are of three basic kinds, as we saw above (see Section 16.2): value 
orientations (V), empirical views and beliefs (D), and norms of conduct (P).176 
In the tracks of Talcott Parsons we also find studies of ‘culture’ and ‘political 
culture’. The Political Scientist, Gabriel Almond, together with Sidney Verba, 
holds that a political culture, following Parsons, consists of, first, ‘value stand-
ards’ and ‘affective orientations’; secondly ‘cognitive orientations’; an thirdly 
‘evaluative orientations’; shortened to ‘affect’, ‘cognition’ and ‘evaluation’ 
(Almond and Verba 1966 [1963]: 12–15). In my view these distinctions are not 
very clear; nevertheless, they are circling around the three basic kinds of ori-
entation found with Parsons. When the Swedish sociologist Hans Zetterberg 
wishes to present Parsons’ three basic orientations of ‘communicative actions’ 
he uses a more clearly stated terminology, perhaps inspired by Tingsten and 
Hägerström, and speaks of: ‘valuations’ (V), ‘descriptions’ (D) and ‘prescrip-
tions’ (P) (Zetterberg 1962: 49–51). And in a quite recent work on general social 
theory, Peter Hedström is somewhere on the same track and uses the terms 
‘desires’; ‘beliefs’ and ‘opportunities’, where the two first are direct equivalents 
to my V:s and D:s, while the third one is more diffuse, although containing the 
P:s (Hedström 2005: 34–45).

Fourthly, we also find the three dimensions of thought in studies of public 
policy. One early and influential work, which is very clear about the ‘parts of a 
policy argument’ or ‘the structure of a policy position’, is Robert A. Levine’s The 
Arms Debate (1963). First, Levine holds, there are ‘value judgements’ or simply 
’values’ or ‘goals’; secondly ‘an analytical picture of the world’, or just ‘analyses’ 
or ‘descriptions’; thirdly, there of course must be ‘policy-recommendations’ 

176  See Parsons, The Social System (1951: 3–45); or Parsons & Shils eds., Toward a General Theory of Action 
(1951: 3–29).
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or just ‘recommendations’. These three are said to be connected in ‘a coher-
ent chain of logic’, which will ‘arrive at the recommendations’ (Levine 1963: 
12–33). A similar view of the inner structure of policies is found in Lennart 
Lundqvist’s comparative study of environmental policy in Sweden and the 
USA. The ‘policy-content’ (as the thought guiding policy-actions) of any public 
policy is said to consist of: ‘policy goals’, ‘perceptions of reality’ and ‘recom-
mendations for policy change’ (Lundqvist 1982: 22–24). And in the study of the 
imbued patterns of thought and action in public administration, James March 
and Johan P Olsen, in their influential Rediscovering Institutions (1989), hold 
that such patterns or ‘rules of appropriateness’ consist of, first, imbued ‘values 
and preferences’; secondly, clusters of ‘beliefs’ or patterns of ‘cognitions’; and 
thirdly of emerging ‘rules’ or ‘norms’, regarded as ‘reasons for action’ (March 
& Olsen 1989: 39–43).

Fifthly, the theorists of the great re-orientation in Marxist theory 
also suggest three kinds of ideas as the inner structure of action-guiding 
thought. In Jürgen Habemas’ social theory, all communicative actions are 
of three kinds: ‘expressive speech-acts’ which are parallel to value-judge-
ments or goal-statements (V); ‘constantive speech-acts’ which are paral-
lel to descriptions or cognitions (D); finally, ‘regulative speech-acts’, which 
are parallel to norms, prescriptions or imperative statements (P) as of above 
(Habermas 1984 [1981]: 309). In Göran Therborn’s critical reconstruction of 
the Althusserian concept of ideology, he suggests three kinds of ideas as the 
thought-content of all social or political ideologies (unwittingly being close 
to the topoi of Aristotle, as it seems): first, thoughts of ‘what is good’ (V); 
secondly thoughts of ‘what exists’ (D); and finally thoughts of ‘what is possi-
ble and impossible’. Therborn also adds that these three basic kinds of ideas 
form ‘a logical chain of significance’, suggesting the notion of practical rea-
soning (Therborn 1980: 18). And in Norman Fairclough’s re-orientation away 
from a Marxist concept of ideology (together with Isabella Fairclough) we 
meet the three tiers of practical reasoning – couched in the terminology of 
Toulmin’s argumentation theory – as the basic inner, argumentative struc-
ture of all ‘political discourse’.

Having such broad support from all over the social scientific field (!) I feel 
very confident in placing the three-tiered model as the backbone of my gen-
eral theory. However, as we saw, some synthesizing terminological sifting was 
necessary, ending up in my chosen terms V, D and P for the three basic dimen-
sions of thought.
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25. the argumentative sequence of practical reasoning
Values (V), beliefs (D) and norms (P), involved in or related to the preserva-
tion or change of the institutions of society, normally comes to the individual 
through socialization and cultural learning, including the learning of language. 
They are also transmitted by formal education in schools, universities or vol-
untary organizations.177 In every society and its political system, and in every 
‘para-political’ social sub-system, there normally exists at least one already 
given and established cultural system or institutionalized religious or political 
ideology; as we saw, however, a plurality of cultures and idea-systems is the 
rule, hence the subsequent diversification and contestation in the realm of cul-
ture or politics. Any such cultural system or institutionalized ideology carry the 
inherent three-tiered structure of values (V), descriptive beliefs (D) and pre-
scriptive norms (P), expressed in various vocabularies relating to action with 
varying degrees of grammatical accuracy and with varying degrees of critical 
consciousness regarding the choice of words and meanings.

The three basic kinds of social and political thoughts, or ideas, do not how-
ever appear one by one in a neat logical order in the minds of social and political 
actors. In real thinking in real life, the three kinds of action-guiding thought are 
intertwined, admixed or intermeshed or; as thoughts usually are.178 The thing 
does not get easier if we add the linguistic level with its three aspects; the mor-
phological (word-aspect), the grammatical-syntactical (sentence-aspect) and  
the pragmatic (discursive aspect).179 A manifestly stated sentence may include 
both a strong evaluation and a direct description, signalling the underlying pres-
ence of a strong value standard. Furthermore, the triadic sequence of a practical 
argument is often incomplete. One of the three basic thoughts may be verbally 
missing while at the same time being latently suggested; perhaps assumed by 
the speaker to be self-evident for the hearer. For example, in debates on foreign 
policy and re-armament, the basic values of national interest or safety for the 
country are seldom manifestly stated. They lie latently present in the common 
understanding as basic preconditions for the debate, although they in fact, in 
thought and association of both speakers and hearers, are equally present and 
obvious as the explicitly outspoken arguments (see e.g. Levine 1963: 12–13). 

177  For Talcott Parsons (1951: 5–7, 326–28; 1973: 8–10) ‘the cultural system’ is prevailing as a distinct ‘sub-
system’ beside or over the emerging individuals and the organizing collectives of the society. It exists in 
and through institutionalized symbols (including language) carried by and transmitted further by a set 
of ‘core institutions’, like schools, universities, churches and organizations or the scenes of literature, 
music and art with a relatively autonomous structural existence of its own. Speaking of structure, the 
structural Marxist Louis Althusser (1970) in similar vein speaks of schools, churches and organizations 
as ‘ideological state-apparatuses’, carrying ‘the dominant ideology’ of society.

178  See e.g. Kahnemann 2011. I will not go deeper into the psychological aspect of action-guiding/action-
accompanying thought, however important that aspect may be. Instead I will remain in the territory of 
inquiry into the research traditions sketched above.

179  See e.g. Birner 2013: see also Yule 2010: 66–155.



514 Mats Lindberg

Because of this many-faceted linguistic diffuseness, there is a constant need 
for an analytical framework to discern the three basic dimensions of thought 
in a text or a speech, whether manifest or latent, and to break apart the inter-
twined evaluative, descriptive and prescriptive thought-dimensions residing 
in the various, and perhaps incomplete, linguistic expressions. Thus, there is 
a need for an elaborate theoretical model and an elaborate analytical scheme 
as tools in this separating, clarifying and reconstructing process. In some rare 
cases, though, the three dimensions of thought are more orderly or systemati-
cally arranged; as in systematically presented party-platforms, well-argued pub-
lic investigations, or in sophisticated intellectual discussions.180 In such cases the 
interpretative and analysing work is, by far, more easily pursued (see Section 
29, below).

The three-tiered inner structure of social and political communication, 
thought and language is the central proposition of my general theory. But 
in this general theory is also included another proposition, which has been 
suggested several times already, the proposition that the three basic kinds of 
thought are combined in a specific pattern, the sequence of practical reason-
ing. Even this proposition is reconstructed and synthesized out of the knowl-
edge traditions mentioned above, especially the Political Science studies of polit-
ical theories and ideologies, as we saw. We have brushed against it from the 
beginning in several examples; as when we met The Huddersfield Society of 
Homeless Cats or the young couple debating household responsibilities (see Part 
One, Section 9).

The role of practical reasoning in action-guiding-thought is thought of as 
follows. Taken one by one the three basic kinds of social and political ideas or 
thoughts are void of action-guiding force. The value ‘peace’ (V), for example, 
cannot as such say anything about how to act until we introduce a situational 
account. What is also needed is a descriptive image (D), whether truthful or 
not, for example: ‘The enemy is threatening us. A war is imminent’. Depending 
on the evaluation of different lines of actions (D), a prescription (P) may be 
launched, for example ‘Strengthen our defensive forces!’ But in turn, even such 
an outspoken prescription (P) is neither (argument-logical) possible nor under-
standable (by the language-community in question) unless the description of 
the situation (D) is combined with the value (V) of safety or security. And in 
that way a practical argument emerges out of the discursive dialogue, ending 
up in the action-guiding force of the combined argument: 

If you want peace (our common cherished value) (V), and facing the immi-
nent attack by our enemies (as is witnessed by many honest men) (D), we 
must unite, dear citizens, and contribute to the strengthening of our defen-
sive forces (P). 

180  See e.g. my own mini-analysis of the extraordinarily systematic and clear party-platform of the British 
Women’s Equality Party of 2015 (Lindberg 2017).
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Thus, the action-guiding thought-content emerges out of the combination of 
values, descriptions and prescriptions ordered in a  – manifest or latent – argu-
mentative sequence of practical reasoning.

26. the vdp-triad
I will suggest, therefore, that the inner structure of action-guiding social and 
political thought and language includes some inner derivative reasoning (Ting-
sten 1939: 5–6) or a ‘coherent chain of logic’ (Levine 1963: 32). This inner logic 
forms a kind of ‘practical argument’ ending up in one or more ‘practical conclu-
sions’, to use the terms of Evert Vedung in his Political Reasoning (Vedung 1982: 
200–02; Swed. orig. 1977: 163–64). As an actual inner logic of political thought, 
it is specifically elaborated by Arnold Brecht (1959: 128–130), as we saw, and it is 
elaborated by David Gauthier as a general structure of thought in practical situa-
tions and practical problems (1963: 24–49, 95–99). It is eventually established 
as self-evident in all political thought on the text-book level in Political Science 
(that is, in no need of any further supportive argument), as we also saw, by Stefan 
Björklund in his Politisk teori [Political Theory] (1970: 28–31).181 From the title 
of David Gauthier’s work (1963), I have borrowed the term practical reasoning.

The notion of practical reasoning, as the kernel of political argument and 
political reasoning, had a long intellectual history – starting with Aristotle, of 
course and his enthymeme182 – before it became established and re-formu-

181  I have personally asked Stefan Björklund about the source of his idea that the triad is self-evident; he 
gives no clues or references about this in the book. Björklund just answered in his typical laconic prose: 
‘I thought it was self-evident’ (!). However, I happen to know that Arnold Brecht had a strong standing 
at the Department of Government (Skytteanum) in Uppsala; I personally went to a seminar on this work 
in 1970 held by Evert Vedung. The triad was also explicitly present as a theory of the inner structure 
of political thought in the generational dissertations Vedung 1971: 48–51 and Gustavsson 1971: 14–19. 
And of course, the basic structure of Herbert Tingsten’s idea-analysis and idea-criticism, as well as Axel 
Hägerström’s earlier language-philosophical position regarding value-statements and descriptive state-
ments, common in Uppsala’s intellectual landscape of the time, points in this direction. Above I spoke 
of this as ‘the Uppsala-school of idea-analysis’ (Section 15.2). In that way, Björklund’s statement of the 
self-evidential character of the triad might be justified. Björklund, though, makes a sweeping hint about 
David Hume and his criticism of Natural Law, and his subsequent distinction between ‘is’ and ‘ought’, 
which in turn had been important for both Tingsten, Hägerström and Brecht. The same inspiration from 
Hume, which also may have influenced Björklund, is held by George Sabine, who in his basic hand-
book on the History of Political Theory, lectured on by Björklund, presents his own general analytical 
perspective in political theory to Hume’s criticism of Natural Law; see Sabine & Thorson 1973 [1937]: viii, 
549–557. See also, ad fontes, Hume 1978 [1740]: 1–13, 468–70.

182  However, we are not speaking of an Aristotelian ‘practical syllogism’ which is another thing, a pattern 
of causally explaining a practical course of action. Instead the notion of practical reasoning emerges 
out of Aristotle’s concept of enthymeme, meaning the kind of arguments used in practical philoso-
phy, based on phronésis, that is, the kind of argument and knowledge we (as responsible citizens act-
ing with virtue) can use in Ethics, Economics or Politics. As we remember, Aristotle does not consider 
these three branches of knowledge as exact sciences, since they regard issues where we cannot have 
exact knowledge, and where the ingoing premises and the knowledge claims are generically uncertain 
since they regard insecure generalizations. For the concept of entymeme, see e.g. the extremely valuable 
essay ‘Political Discourse’, Oakshott 1991 [1962]: 70–96. See also, elementary, Crowley & Hawhee 1999: 
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lated in contemporary Political Theory and Practical Philosophy.183 It is also the 
mother’s milk of my alma mater, in my intellectual training in the idea-analy-
sis and idea-criticism of ‘the Uppsala school of idea-analytical political science’ 
(see Section 17.2 above) at Uppsala University in the late 1960s, where Herbert 
Tingsten was seen as the intellectual master, from where I borrow it and have 
inserted it here, in the theoretical model of my general theory (Björklund 1970: 
28–31; Gustavsson 1971: 14–19; Vedung 1971: 48–51).184

The general pattern of practical reasoning is central to the generically argu-
mentative character of social and political thought and language, which I held 
above as a basic assumption for my synthesizing and reconstructive theoretical 
effort (Section 20). In a sequence of practical reasoning the value (V) and the 
description (D) are regarded as argumentative-logical premises, while the pre-
scription (P) is regarded as the (practical) conclusion.185 The prescriptions (P) 
in turn are practical proposals, recommendations, rules or norms. If manifestly 
stated, they are formulated as ‘imperative sentences’ of school-book grammar, 
such as: ‘Abolish the death penalty!’, ‘Give voting-rights to women!’, ‘Introduce 
mandatory public health insurance! As we see, these imperatives can easily be 
translated into authoritative legislation, intended to change the institutional  or 
cultural configuration in society. The specific direction and the action-guiding 
and action-directing capacity of such triadic combinations of ideas or beliefs, 
is thus made up of two basic parts: 1) the specific meaning or thought-content 
of the component three kinds of ideas, and 2) their specific combination in 
argumentative-logical sequence of practical reasoning.

168–173. For the concept of Phronésis see Aristotle’s Ethics, Ch. VI, on ‘Intellectual Virtues’; presented 
and rejuvenated in Flyvbjerg 2001: 3–4, 53–65.

183  For the notion of practical reasoning as a combination of values, descriptions and prescriptions, see 
e.g. Tingsten 1939, 1941; Hare 1954: 44–49, 163–171; Naess et.al. 1956: 176–181; Anscombe 1957: 56–87; 
Toulmin 2003 [19589: 87–105; Brecht 1959: 117–135; Hampshire 1959: 90–168; Gauthier 1963: 24–49; 
Levine 1963: 12–30; Björklund 1970: 28–31; Seliger 1976: 102–121; Vedung 1982: 101–206. For more mod-
ern philosophical works on this concept see Walton 1990: 3–68; Richardson 1994: 22–46; Audi 2001. 
See also the allegedly ‘new’ paradigm of ‘political discourse analysis’, discussed above, introduced in 
linguistic ‘critical discourse studies’ by Fairclough & Fairclough 2012: 35–77.

184  As an analytical frame, avant les lettres, the VDP-triad is used as a (latent but paradigmatically imbued) 
analytical frame in a generational series of dissertations in Uppsala, after the master Herbert Tingsten 
(1939, 1941, 1973 [1941]). See especially Vedung 1971: 48–51 and Gustavson 1971:14–19. It is explicitly 
stated in Björklund 1970: 28–31 and later in Vedung 1982: 200–02 [1977: 163–64]. (All of these authors 
– in gratitude – being teachers, colleagues and friends; see section 3 above.) The ‘behavioral’ tradition 
of ‘values’, ‘beliefs and attitudes’ and ‘norms’ I came to know during my many years at the Political 
Science department at Gothenburg University (also in gratitude, as mentioned above in section 3), with 
its eminent tradition of behavioural electoral studies, initiated and developed by Jörgen Westerståhl, Bo 
Särlvik and Sören Holmberg.

185  As we are speaking of enthymeme in the ordinary political language (see the foot-note on Aristotle 
above), the inherent logic need not be exact in a formal sense. It suffices that that the ‘ordinary’ speakers 
and hearers regard them as arguments. Nor need the arguments be true in a scientific sense. It suffices 
that the speakers and hearers of the ordinary ‘life-world’ hold them as true. Thus, I use the terms ‘quasi-
logical conclusion’ or ‘argumentative-logical conclusion’ or borrow the term ‘practical conclusion’ from 
Vedung, as above.
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The emerging prescription (P) is grammatically an imperative statement 
– with an exclamation-mark and all – or may also be termed a ‘directive’ 
speech-act without this explicit grammatical sentence-construction. Thus, the 
directing prescription (P) may be either ‘locutionary’ (manifestly outspoken) 
or ‘illocutionary’ (latently understood); to use the concepts of linguistic phi-
losopher J. L. Austin.186 The imperative sentence or the ‘directive speech-act’ 
(expressed in several grammatical forms) is universally understandable in all 
languages around the world; as it is asking, commanding, requiring, calling 
upon, claiming, commending or demanding (and so on ) that a specific act, or 
line of actions, be undertaken.187 I will lift up the imperative sentence or deriva-
tive speech-act and posit it as the basic mechanism of the action-guiding and 
action-directing force in social and political communication and language. It 
is the conclusive end-point (P) to which 1) the stated values or goals (V) (as the 
major premise), and 2) the (biased or evaluative) descriptions and explanations 
(D) (as the minor premise) argumentatively and logically lead.188

I will illustrate the argumentative pattern of the VDP-triad with an exam-
ple fetched from the elementary text-book (from my time as a young student) 
where the triad, as far as I know, is explicitly stated as self-evidential for the 
first time at the hand-book level in political analysis (Björklund 1970: 28–31) 
(mentioned above). Björklund places the triad centrally in all political thought 
and language.189 It is thus central as an analytical perspective in all political 
understanding and explanation.190 Björklund’s example relates to the argu-
ments from one side in the public debate about a local government reform 

186  See Austin 1975 [1962]: 121–164; Searle 1969: 22–71. The thing with Austin (1962), as with Gauthier 
(1963) (having Austin as his supervisor), is that they philosophize about ordinary language and not 
about ‘correct’ or ‘scientific’ language; hence they are supportive of my efforts here, as I am searching 
for the inner structure of social and political ‘ordinary’ language; or the ‘object language’ of all social 
sciences (see Part One, Section 14 above).

187  See e.g. Levinson 1983: 39–41; Clark 1996: 133–140; Yule 2010: 134–35; Birner 2013: 191–200.

188  This language-philosophical aspect – the role of the imperative statement or the directive speech-act 
as a general mechanism in the theory of action in social or political theory – is originally pointed to by 
me here (as far as I know). It is for example not observed by Hedström in his ‘DBO-theory’ in ‘analyti-
cal sociology’; although he investigates ‘mechanisms’ to explain social action (Hedström 2005: 34–42). 
Since he does not include ‘practical reasoning’ in his explanative DBO-model, he misses the final, con-
cluding point in the minds of the actors, as I see it, that is, the prescriptive statement (P) as the practi-
cal conclusion which implies or directs a specific line of action. Hedström merely lets ‘desires’ (D) and 
‘beliefs’ (B) and ‘opportunities’ (O) (similar to the V and the D in my proposed theoretical model) be 
the only action-guiding aspects; seemingly forgetting the prescriptive or directive thought-dimension 
as the argumentative-logical conclusion from the others, and its ‘imperative’ or ‘directive’ dimension of 
thought and language.

189  Hence, one can regard this work of mine as a widening and rejuvenating reconstruction of the basic 
position of the Uppsala school and Björklund’s self-evidential formulation, which I once met as a young 
student in the first semester of Political Science studies and have lived with since then; both in teaching 
and research.

190  As an analytical and critical attempt, though, actual formal logics can of course be used as a critical 
instrument ‘to make implicit ideas explicit’ and to find ‘unsuspected assumptions under the surface of 
propositions’, as argued in Brecht 1959: 128.
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in Sweden in the 1960s. It is somewhat reformulated here, although I keep 
Björklund’s framing of the VDP-triad as a logical argument:

 V:  ‘Citizens ought to have the greatest possible democratic influence 
 on local government’

 D:  ‘The old and small municipalities offer better possibilities for local 
democratic influence than the suggested new large ones’;

P: ’Keep the old and small municipalities!’

In this example, the prescription (P) derives from the value of local democ-
racy (V). But how do we get from the value (V) to the prescription (P)? As we 
can see, the action-motivating force inherent in the initial value (V) – again – 
is as such void of direction. What is needed – again – is a specific descriptive 
assertion (D) of some kind, to situate and orient the actor to comprehend the 
actions needed to fulfill the value. In this case the descriptive assertion (D) says 
(whether true or not) that the old and small municipalities offer better demo-
cratic possibilities than the suggested new large ones. If this description is held 
as true by the actors, the practical argument logically leads to the practical con-
clusion (P): to keep the old and small municipalities.

In the example above, we met a sequence of practical reasoning in its most 
simple form. It illustrates the general formal sequence of practical reasoning. 
This general formal sequence can be presented as a quasi-logical (or pragmati-
cally reasoned) logical deduction. This simplified sequence makes up the pro-
posed theoretical model in my general theory (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. The theoretical model of action-guiding thought, the V-D-P triad. Presen-
ting a simple case of practical reasoning as a quasi-logical, pragmatic, argumentative 
deduction

V

D

P

Source: Elaborated from Björklund [1968] 1970: 28–31; Brecht 1959: 117–135; Seliger 1976; 102–121; 
Vedung 1971: 48–51; Gustavsson 1971: 16–19; Vedung 1982: 181–205. One could also write: (V, D) → P.

I have stated that all social and political communication and language consists 
of V’s, D’s and P’s. However, in real life, these are not always well-ordered or 
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systematically arranged as we saw. We can think of the V’s, D’s and P’s in a 
document, speech, debate or media flow as floating around rather freely; at 
first sight in a seemingly non-structured way. Donald Trump’s ‘Make America 
Great Again!’, discussed above (in Part One, Section 9), is only one example. To 
discern the three kinds of ideas, and the combining pattern of practical reason-
ing we need a theoretical model as our analytical frame. This makes it possible 
to discern and separate the ingoing ideational elements in the social and polit-
ical (directly or indirectly institution-related) speech-acts. Using the model, 
we may interpretatively reconstruct the carrying argument and its elements in 
the thought-content under investigation; and, thus, reconstruct the inherent 
action-guiding force as a practical argument, with a concluding imperative or 
directive statement (P), whether manifest or latent.

27. the fundamental, respectively operative, level in social 
and political thought and language
In empirical studies of political theories and ideologies of the Political Science 
knowledge tradition, we find an important, and long established fact. Any 
comprehensive social and political ideology involves, on the one hand, a level 
of social or political philosophy, regarding the views of history and society, the 
end of government and social order, and of human nature. On the other hand, 
it involves a level of practical or concrete situational analysis, often ending up 
in a political program or a policy recommendation. Statements on the funda-
mental level serve as argumentative warrants or convincing support for state-
ments on the operative level.191 This general empirical result from the Political 
Science knowledge tradition can be widened to the proposition that all social 
and political thought and language – not only in party platforms – involves (at 
least) two main levels of thought. On the one hand, the fundamental level, 
close to philosophical world views and fundamental moral values or ideals; 
on the other hand, the more concrete and operative level, close to practical 
problems and practical goals. This distinction is argued for or used in several 
works.192

Up to now we have been speaking of the ‘values’, ‘ideal’ and ‘goals’ as one 
dimension of thought in action-guiding thought and language (V). However, 
the distinction between the fundamental and operative level demands a 

191  Schurmann 1968: 21–22 uses the terms ‘pure’ and ‘practical’ ideology. Seliger 1976: 175 uses ‘fundamen-
tal’ and ‘operative’ (the latter work, by the way, can be viewed as the still unsurpassed basic work in the 
theory of political ideology). Lewin 1967: 77 and Larsson 2006: 15 use ‘principles’ versus ‘everyday poli-
tics’ or ‘practical action’. Apter 1964: 16 uses ‘fundamental beliefs’ and the thought of ‘more mundane 
actions’. See also Lindberg 2017.

192  See e.g. Tingsten 1973 [1941]: 66; Hacker 1961: 5; Apter ed. 1964: 16; Lewin 1967: 70–75; Schurmann 
1968: 17–45; Seliger 1976: 175–197; Heywood 2007:13.
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subsequent differentiation inside this dimension. I suggest that we make a 
distinction between values or ideals on the fundamental level (as normative 
or moral principles), and specified goals or end-states on the operative level 
(as practical objectives). I will consequently speak of a principal difference 
between values on the fundamental level (V) and goals on the operative level 
(G). The distinction between the fundamental and the operative level is ana-
lytical, hence context-bound in practice, and the levels themselves may have 
sub-levels.193

Values are like general compass directions, they have no definite end-sta-
tion. The value ‘Health’, for example, is a value which as such has no limit. 
You cannot have too much of ‘Health’; it serves as a general compass direction. 
The same goes for moral or political values like ‘Justice’, ‘Freedom’, ‘Equality’, 
‘God’s Will’ or ‘Nature’. (For a still valid survey of the main basic values in twen-
tieth century political thought, see the classical enumeration and analysis in 
Brecht 1959: Ch. VIII.) Goals, on the other hand, are specified end-states, which 
can be reached; often also operationalized into even more specific ‘objectives’. 
For example, the specified goal ‘a BMI about 20–25’ (G) is situated on the opera-
tive level of thought. Having this goal, the agents become interested in detailed 
descriptions of the most effective means or methods (Dme) to reach this goal. 
On the operative level, this specific goal (G), and these specific means-ends 
descriptions of efficient methods (of diet and exercise) (Dme), will accordingly 
lead to quite specific prescriptions (P) of how to act to reach the stated goal. We 
can thus use the term ‘GDP-triad’, referring to the argumentative-logical pat-
tern of practical reasoning on the operative level; being the operative or con-
crete version of the VDP-triad.

Consequently, values and goals appear in chains, from fundamental to 
operative levels of thought. The operative goal (G) of BMI 20–25 is derived as 
one of the aspects of the more general value ‘Health’ (V) on the fundamen-
tal level of thought. The chain consists of argumentative-logical connections 
between levels, since the fundamental values are supportive as warrants for 
more concrete goals. Similarly, general principles for action (prescriptions) (P) 
on the fundamental level (‘Take care of your health!’) can serve as goal-state-
ments (G) on the operative level, in need of further specification, for example 
in the direction of ‘Diet!’ or ‘Exercise!’ as more specified prescriptions (P) on 
the operative level.

The distinction between the fundamental and the operative level, though, 
does not only concern values and goals, it also concerns descriptions (D) and 
prescriptions (P). On the fundamental level we find philosophical, ideological 

193  In a way, it would have been equally possible to speak of ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ levels of abstraction.
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or religious descriptive assumptions of human nature (optimistic or pessimis-
tic) or of the view of history, society and the state. (proposed to be in progress 
or decline) (Dfund). We can also meet generalized descriptive accounts of the 
role of the family (bringing emotional security respectively neurosis) or of the 
global market (welfare-bringing respectively poverty-bringing). On the opera-
tive level, on the other hand, we find more practical and concrete descriptions, 
informing of practical states, issues, problems or possibilities (Dop). Descriptive 
accounts of bodily health on a fundamental level can be combined with con-
crete descriptive accounts of detailed aspects of health on the operative level, 
regarding diet and exercise for example, down to minute expositions of bio-
chemical mechanisms, all leading to ever more specified prescriptions (Pop) to 
reach the operative goals or objectives, in ever more specified actions, like eating 
the perfect blend of amino acids or exercise in a perfect blend of bodily move-
ments. Lifting our eyes a bit, we can conclude: All ideological thought-content, 
in any social and political communication and language, may fruitfully be ana-
lyzed using these two levels of thought.194 What we need, though, is a handy 
analytical scheme.

28. the tWo-level analytical scheme of ideological thought 
content
If we combine the two levels of thought (fundamental and operative) with the 
already known three basic kinds of ideas (values, descriptions and prescrip-
tions), we can construct a six-field table which makes up the two-level analyti-
cal scheme of ideological thought content. Our three basic kinds of ideas will 
then be doubled, existing on both the fundamental and on the operative level. 
Consequently, the scheme can in principle handle a VDP-triad on the funda-
mental level and a VDP-triad on the operative level (or should we say a ‘GDP-
triad’ since we may term the value-dimension on the operative level for ‘goals’ 
or ‘objectives’). (There is some terminological inconsistency here, that must be 
accepted by the reader so far.) The scheme thus can handle the all so common 
connections between fundamental and operative triads as derivative chains of 
VDP-triads.195 (See Figure 3)

194  See e.g. my illustrative mini-analyses of Women’s Equality Party and His Holiness Pope Francis’ speech 
before the UN General Assembly in 2015, where the concepts fundamental and operative are put to ana-
lytical use (Lindberg 2017).

195  On this point my contention differs from the argumentative models of S. Toulmin, who does not make 
an explicit distinction between the two levels, even if he brushes against it, in his relation of goals 
and values. See Toulmin 2003 [1958]: 87–105, for example presented by Boréus 2017b. Confer also the 
Toulmin-connection in Fairclough & Fairclough 2012: 85–92.
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Figure 3. The two-level analytical scheme of ideological content, and the possible six 
main kinds of action-guiding social and political ideas

 Values  Descriptions Prescriptions

Fundamental 
level

Moral, social, cultural or 
political values (Vfund).

a) Philosophical assump-
tions of human nature, 
history or society, held to 
be true (Dfund).

b) High level evaluative–
descriptive generali-zations; 
of the state or the mar-
ket, or other general 
institutional complexes 
(Dfund)

(held to be true or valid).

General principles of 
social and political action 
(Pfund)

(as suggested in the tradi-
tions of social and politi-
cal philosophy, theory and 
ideology)

(held to be valid or 
appropriate).

Operative 
level

Concrete 
situation-specific or 
 problem-specific goals 
(Gop).

Concrete descriptive or 
evaluative accounts of the 
(imagined) situation

or of the objects of the 
situation, or of the (imagi-
ned) issues, problems or 
possibilities of the situa-
tion (Dsit, op),

or of the means-ends 
mechanisms or methods 
(Dme, op)

(held to be true or valid).

Concrete, situation-speci-
fic or problem-specific or 
means-ends specific pres-
criptions) 
for action (Pop)

(held to be valid or 
appropriate).

Comment: See the text above on the relation between values and goals, also of the ‘double 
exposure’ quality of descriptive statements being simultaneously both descriptive assertions 
and evaluative assessments, containing so called ‘value-loaded’ descriptive terms. The dif-
ference between descriptions of situations and descriptions of possible lines of action is as old as 
Aristotle’s topoi (se e.g. Crowley and Hawhee 1999: 82–89); but is reconstructed and introduced 
here by me here as Dsit and Dme.

The two-level analytical scheme can on the one hand be used to discern and 
identify ideas of the six possible kinds. It can also be used to clarify the com-
position of a systematic and complete idea system. Such a system may not only 
consist of one single VDP-triad of practical reasoning, but a combination of tri-
ads from both the fundamental and the operative levels of thought; and maybe 
even sub-levels of these two main ones.196 For example, the American narra-
tive of ‘how the West was won’ is full of values, descriptions, evaluations and 
conclusive norms and moralities, displayed in numerous novels and films. This 

196  See as an illustration e.g. the mini-analysis of the party platform of Women’s Equality Party in UK 1915 
in Lindberg 2017: 108–113.
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narrative is often used as a background for the argumentative defense of the 
Second Amendment of The Constitution of the United States, regarding the 
inalienable right of every American to carry a gun. Taken together such a broad 
narrative cum morality consists of a complex web of ingoing elementary ideas 
(V’s, D’s and P’s) as well as several VDP-triads on both the fundamental and the 
operative level; all contributing to the over-arching argument.

The thing with my analytical frame (for the analysis of ideological thought-
content) is that it makes it possible to discern what kinds of ideas and com-
binations of ideas that are present in a text, and consequently which kinds 
that are not present. Some texts may involve only descriptions and prescrip-
tions, keeping the value implicit. Some texts involve statements only on the 
fundamental level, while other texts involve ideas and statements only on 
the operative level.197 The scheme shall be regarded as a fishing-net or a 
metal-detector; all the six kinds of ideas may not be found at the same time 
in a single text; thus, only the present ones may be caught and discerned. 
Moreover, some ideas, or chunks of ideological thought-content, may be 
implicit, as we saw above. They are possible to extract by logical analysis 
using the VDP-triad as an analytical tool, which often is a powerful method, 
as we saw was suggested by Arnold Brecht. But implicit or assumed ideas 
in a text may also be found in another way: in adjacent texts of the author 
or in adjacent texts in the surrounding discursive situation. For example, in 
The Communist Manifesto by Marx and Engels we find rather few sayings 
about the basic ideas of socialism or communism; but we find them all in 
the surrounding discursive situation, in texts of both adherents and ene-
mies to Marx and Engels. Most often, though, we find ideas or thoughts from 
both levels, or even several levels, which we saw was possible in principle, 
whether manifest or latent in the verbal flow. Which kinds of ideas we will 
find, and in which combinations, is an empirical question.

Having stated this, I must add that the analytical scheme is useless with-
out a thorough contextual and substantial knowledge of a) the source mate-
rial under investigation, of b) the surrounding political situation of politi-
cal conflict or cooperation, as well as c) the conflicting or consensual ideas 
and arguments of the surrounding discursive situation or debate. Taken 
together, the scheme is supposed to be filled with substantial ideas from the 
source material under investigation. Moreover, a comparative and classifica-
tory scheme (or theory) of the substantial ideas inherent in the situation is 
needed; it is only through comparison and classification a political under-
standing may emerge at all, as all understanding in any field of knowledge. 
If such a scheme (or theory) is not available, it must be constructed and 

197  See as an illustration e.g. the mini-analysis of His Holiness Pope Francis’ address in the UN General 
Assembly in 2015; in Lindberg 2017: 114–116.
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underpinned, however preliminarily, in a continued scientific effort in the 
growth of knowledge. We have a reasonable good classificatory knowledge 
of the main comprehensive social and political ideologies and idea-tradi-
tions since the French revolution, as I pointed to above. But the systematic 
comparative and classificatory knowledge of ideas and idea-struggles in spe-
cific policy-fields (like family-policy, environment, education, public sector, 
local government and so on) or of smaller social institutional fields (life-
style, family, work-places, trade-unions, or churches) is still waiting for more 
systematic and synthesizing ideational research.

Finally, the connections and similarities of ideational streams and strands in 
the over-all social development(s) – as in catching der Zeitgeist or the ‘spirit of 
the times’ in a non-idealistic, that is materialistic, behavioralistic and empirical 
way – is still an underdeveloped direction of research, hopefully inspired and 
facilitated by the proposed general theory here.

29. language and interpretation. the methodological use of 
my proposed general theory
My proposed theory starts out from a hypothesis of three dimensions of 
thought in social and political communication; the value-dimension, the 
descriptive dimension and the prescriptive dimension. In real life, the three 
basic kinds of thought are of course expressed in ordinary language-use in the 
communicative actions of social and political actors; mediated or not. Thus, we 
can only reach the inherent thoughts through the interpretation and analysis 
of words and sentences in the diversified linguistic source material which we 
are so well acquainted with in the cultural and social sciences. Consequently, in 
empirical analyses of the inherent ideas in social and political communication, 
the linguistic utterances in the source material function as empirical indica-
tors of the inner thought-content.198 The use of linguistic utterances as empiri-
cal indicators of the inner thought-content, thus, is a meta-methodological 
fundament for all interpretative and analytic efforts in the cultural and social 
sciences. Interpretation – the old art of hermeneutics – is thus the basic meta-
method in the humanities and the social sciences, even in quantitative surveys 

198  In analytical philosophy of the 20th century there, of course, emerged a focus on the sentences, the 
words and the phrases carrying forward the thoughts; one could consequently speak of value-sentences, 
descriptive sentences and prescriptive sentences. In contrast, contemporary semantics and linguistics 
is much more aware of the complex relation between thought and linguistic expressions in pragmatic 
(ordinary language) discourse. For linguistics in general on this point, see e.g. Yule 2010; Birner 2013. For 
semantics and language-use, see Evans 2009, 2014, or 2015. A similar awareness of the complex relation 
between words and their meanings have a long history in the political science knowledge tradition in its 
relation to (ordinary) political and ideological language, viewed as ‘ideology’, ‘propaganda’ or ‘myth’, as 
is seen in Lasswell and Kaplan 1950: 103–141; Naess 1966: 7–36; Edelman 1977; Vedung 1982: 99–122, 
Swed. orig. 1977: 59–112; Fredriksson 1982. See also, for different approaches illustrating this complex-
ity, van Dijk 1984: 143–52; Bourdieu 1991: 107–116; Fairclough 2003: 9–16.
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or quantitative content-analysis, to reach the inner ideational worlds of the 
social and political actors.

This fact becomes especially obvious in empirical opinion research or 
electoral research, based on surveys; or in studies based on The World Value 
Survey.199 In electoral or opinion research, the interview persons are induced 
to react to – and state their attitudes to – linguistic statements about situational 
objects or events in the surrounding world, such as political leaders (approved 
of, or not), or policy proposals as well as policy outcomes (approved of, or not), 
or held values (approved of, or not). So, empirical investigations of social and 
political ideas start from the assumption that the three basic kinds of ideas – 
values (V), descriptions (D) and prescriptions (P) – are not directly accessible 
as such. They can only be interpreted by the analyst out of linguistic expres-
sions included in the primary source material. In this endeavour we have – on 
the shoulders of the Jewish, Christian and Islamic hermeneutic tradition, and 
the hermeneutic tradition of Schleiermacher and Dilthey – developed a set of 
specialized interpretative and analytical methods described in our hand-books 
as ‘textual analysis’, ‘documentary analysis’, ‘interpretative method’, ‘qualita-
tive idea-analysis’, ‘quantitative content-analysis’, and the like.200 The general 
methodological problem thus is: What is the connection between the empirical 
indicator (the utterance) and the inner thought content (the idea) in social and 
political language? 201 What is the method to reach a truthful interpretation, 
and what are the supporting techniques to make interpretations trustworthy 
in the eyes of others?202 In my discussion here, I presuppose that such inter-
pretation can be both possible and felicitous, and that the inner thought-con-
tent has been (hypothetically) discerned and described in the face of the rheto-
ric, the ambiguous word-use and the misleading discursive forms involved in 
much social and political communication.

In real life, the three dimensions of inner thought involve variants and 
sub-classes. In the first dimension (V) we not only meet foundational values 

199  For the latter, see Inglehart and Norris 2003; Norris & Inglehart 2011.

200  See for example Esaiasson et. al 2005; Boreéus and Bergström eds. 2017; see also Stausberg and Engler 
eds. 2011.

201  In this widely used methodological practice of interpretation (of social and political linguistic utter-
ances), the social and cultural sciences seem to vindicate the truth of linguist Vyvyan Evans’ stated posi-
tion that ‘human languages and human minds are inexorably connected; and…symbiotic’ (Evans 2014: 
228; see also Evans 2015: 9–34). Textual interpretation was earlier developed to a sophisticated meth-
odology in the old sacred hermeneutics of the Jewish, Christian and Islamic theological traditions. See 
e.g. Jensen 2007.

202  However, there is no space here to go into the techniques and tricks, and the basic difficulties, of inter-
pretation as a methodological procedure. I must continue under the general presupposition that the 
analyst is a fully competent interpreter of social and political communication; at least regarding the 
source material of her own field of speciality. For the semantic fundamentals of interpretation, see e.g. 
Ogden and Richards 1922: 15–16, 48–76; Evans 2009: 252–278. For the fundamentals of interpretation 
as a social scientific method, see Hirsch 1967: 169–184; Vedung 1982 [1977]: 99–122. See also Ricoeur 
1981; Mantzavinos 2005.
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or ideals, but also more concrete and practical goals, ends or objectives, as we 
saw. We are not always as lucky as in the study of a tidy, systematic party plat-
forms where we can find a specific heading of ‘Basic values’ and another head-
ing of ‘Concrete objectives’.203 More complicated, though, are the varying lin-
guistic possibilities used in text and talk to express a cherished value or goal. 
They can be stated in short slogans, or emerge as moralities of longer narratives 
or parables. A simple fact prevails: There is no stable or manifest grammatical 
form for value-statements or goal-statements in social and political pragmatic 
discourse.

Values or goals, thus, must be discerned and interpreted out of a thousand, 
possible pragmatic types of expression. The trained interpreter, though, knowl-
edgeable of her research-object and her source-material, soon will discover 
the most common types of expression used by an actor-author in: 1) a text (the 
commonly occurring vocabulary and phraseology), or the expressions resid-
ing in 2) a system of texts from the same actor-author, or in 3) the intertextual 
discursive context of argument and debate; or in 4) the surrounding cultural 
configuration with its general language-use and its various sub-languages.204

An even larger kind of complexity is met in the second dimension, descrip-
tions (D), although I cannot delve into all these complexities here.205 Suffice 
to say we meet descriptive statements and descriptive accounts both on the 
fundamental level (as in a world-views, views of history or views of human 
nature) and on the concrete and empirical operative level (as concerning the 
number of car accidents per day in London, or the number of cases of domes-
tic violence per month in Stockholm, or the number of illegal immigrants per 
annum in the USA). 

Another complexity is ‘the double exposure character’ of descriptive state-
ments, as I have termed it.206 As I see it – based on both language philoso-
phy and empirical studies of political ideologies and political language (as well 
as my own empirical and practical experience) – all descriptive thoughts and 
statements in political and ideological language (concerning social and political 
situations, objects or events) are normally both ‘cognitive’ and ‘affective’ (‘des-
ignative’ and ‘appraisive’, ‘descriptive’ and ‘evaluative’) at the same time. As lin-
guistic vehicles they carry both ‘beliefs’ and ‘attitudes’ in the same descriptive 
account or utterance. Very often we meet them in so called value-loaded words, 

203  See my mini-analysis of the impressively systematic and clear party platform of the British Women’s 
Equality Party; Lindberg 2017: 108–13.

204  A fine example, involving all these aspects, is the ‘great debate’ between Edmund Burke and Thomas 
Paine on the French Revolution and the issue of universal human rights. A subtle analysis of the con-
nection between ideological thoughts and sentences in this debate is found in Arne Naess et al. 1956: 
177–180, 184–185. This ‘great debate’ is also comprehensively presented and analyzed in Levin 2014. See 
elementary on Paine and Burke, Ball & Dagger 2011: 57–58, 95–101.

205  I hope to make sense of most of them in a larger, subsequent work. Some are hinted in Lindberg 2017.

206  See Lindberg 2017.
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but there are many more rhetoric or discursive ways this double exposure char-
acter can be expressed. Examples are: ‘The civil war in Syria has caused great 
damage and much suffering’; ‘the policy suggestions of the new administra-
tion are disappointing’; ‘only a tiny few were rescued from the terror attack’. 
Although formulated in plain indicative sentences, no reader can avoid expe-
riencing the evaluative thought-content, or the self-evident value-loading of 
these ‘descriptive statements’ or ‘indicative sentences’; even ‘illocutionary’ nor-
mative practical implications may be lingering in them. Most descriptive state-
ments (D) in social and political language carry forward this double-exposure 
character; both cognitively orienting the agents of the situation and its objects, 
on the one hand, and expressing an evaluative attitude to them, on the other. 
Consequently, we find this double exposure character of descriptive statements 
also in – yes, especially in – political debates or in the ideologies of party plat-
forms; giving all descriptions and explanations a suggestive and normative 
character. Thus, I sometimes use the term ‘descriptive-evaluative’ statements, 
since they are the typical descriptive kind of statement (D) in social and politi-
cal ordinary language; biased and value-loaded, or rhetorically modulated, to 
achieve an effective and persuasive communication effect.207

But it is equally self-evident that the linguistic possibilities to express such 
double-exposure descriptions-evaluations are legion; the possibility to express 
evaluative attitudes through seemingly innocent, ‘illocutionary’ descriptive 
statements are in fact a rhetoric art as such.208 Thus there exist no stable or 
manifest grammatical form for descriptive-evaluative (cognitive-affective) 
statements either. The analyst simply must build up a context-specific and lan-
guage-specific competence; close to the linguistic competence and substantial 
knowledge and horizon of the involved agents; both speakers and listeners.209 
This competence normally consists of a considerable textual and contextual 
reading of both secondary literature and primary sources, before it is possible 
to grasp all the inner references210 and all the cognitive associations (‘cognitive 

207  This may sound controversial to some readers, since the term ‘descriptive’ commonly has been used 
in academia as the opposite of ‘affective’ or ‘evaluative’. Now I will put them in the same category (D), 
as orienting accounts of the surrounding world. But we are speaking of the normal language-use in 
ordinary language. In analytical language, of course, such duality or ambiguity must be systematically 
avoided and counteracted. See classically e.g. Myrdal 1944: 1030–1070. We will return to this issue more 
in detail later.

208  This fact has been known and theorized on since the Antiquity. See e.g. Crowley & Hawhee 1999: 
44–104; Aristotle is especially observant on these possibilities among demagogues and rhetoric schools, 
as analyzed in Schreiber 2003. See also Naess 1966 [1970]: Ch. VI; Fredriksson 1982: 23–64. The Swedish 
political scientist Herbert Tingsten, famous for his comprehensive idea-analyses and idea-criticisms, 
holds that descriptions or ‘judgements of reality’, value-laden or not, play ‘the main role’ in political 
thought and language (Tingsten 1966 [1939]: 9–11; 1941: 3–27).

209  See Naess 1966: 9–18.

210  See e.g. Ogden & Richards 1927 [1922]: 9–15; Ricoeur 1981: 176–181.
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models’)211 involved in descriptive-evaluative accounts.212 The same pattern of 
a floating relation between the inner meaning and the outer words and sen-
tences we also meet in prescriptive statements of the third dimension of social 
and political thought (P).

So, it is the contextual situation more than the literal word-use that deter-
mines the meaning of statements in social and political thought and speech.213 
As we also saw above, all social and political language is inherently and generi-
cally argumentative, so the place in the argumentative situation (the debate 
as part of a social and political situation) also determines much of the inner 
meaning. Furthermore, the argumentative position in the VDP-triad of a mes-
sage – not the grammatical construction, remember Austin’s ‘illocutionary 
speech-acts’ – decides whether a linguistic expression is to be regarded as a 
value-argument (expressing a value), a description (expressing a factual or 
empirical argument) or a prescription (expressing a recommendation, perhaps 
indirect or illocutionary).214

All in all, the connection between words and their meanings in social and 
political language (being a kind of ordinary language), as well as the connec-
tion between uttered (grammatical) sentences and (thought of) statements in 
the mind, is loose and pragmatically contingent.215 The meanings of the various 
vocabularies, phraseologies and stereotypes in politics, media and everyday life 
are socially and culturally context-bound.

More precisely, social and political thought and speech (and their ideological 

211  See e.g. Evans 2009: 43–46, 100–111.

212  I really should know! My doctoral dissertation Att studera Kapitalet. Första boken [Studying Capital. 
First book] (2013 [1978]) was on Karl Marx’ Das Kapital, studied in the original German of various man-
uscripts by Marx’ hand. I started out from the perspectives of the three main Marxisms of the 1970s (the 
Soviet Marxism-Leninism, the West-German Ökonomiekritik, and the French Althusser-school). Each 
school had constructed different conceptual meanings of the basic terms in Marx’ text and had devel-
oped school-bound, diverging terminologies. So, what Marx ‘really meant’ kept me occupied for some 
five or six years of textual interpretation.

213  This is the point argued for already in Ogden & Richards 1927 [1922]; indirectly it is also the foundation 
for the Political Science understanding of the diverse vocabularies of the main political theories or ide-
ologies; as in Sabine and Thorsson 1973 or Ball & Dagger 2011. For this contention, see also Fowler et.al. 
1979: 185–190; Lakoff & Johnson 1980: Ch. IV; Evans 2009: 193–213; Evans 2014: 229–258; Yule 2010: 
112–155; Streeck, Goodwin & LeBaron (eds) 2011: 1–26; Birner 2013: passim. When I speak of ‘state-
ments’ I include both the inner thought and the uttered sentence; otherwise the two terms ‘thought’ 
and ‘sentence’ function perfectly well to express the two sides of the issue.

214  A typical ‘illucutionary’ speech-act is the seemingly indicative sentence: ‘There is a black bull in the 
field’. See Austin 1975 [1962]: 94–132.

215  The coupled doublet of ‘sentence and statement’ is parallel to the doublets in general semantics of ‘term 
and concept’, ‘word and meaning’ or ‘symbol and idea’. (See e.g. Ogden & Richards 1922:11; Sartori 
2009: 97–150; Evans 2009: 95; Evans 2014: 242–243.) This double character of all language, consisting 
of culturally and socially context-bound ‘vehicles’ and ‘semantic structures’ (following Evans’ terms) 
immediately asks for interpretation. In the language pragmatics of specific social fields, or of specific 
textual genres, the dimension of meaning receives a still greater specificity, which demands still more 
specialized contextual knowledge. Just try to follow the commentators in a sport you are not acquainted 
with; for example, cricket, American foot-ball, dressage or figure skating.
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thought-content) exist in different genres of political language and in different 
institutional settings. Different institutional settings in turn involve different 
vocabularies and language-uses which are structured by the setting to be situa-
tionally or institutionally appropriate (in expressing values, descriptions or pre-
scriptions regarding the various issues, problems or events of the situation or 
the institution). Apart from professional, specialized languages in a political 
system (among lawyers, civil servants and academic experts) we also can dis-
tinguish different levels of political language, corresponding to the different 
levels of institutionalized authority. In the one end of the authority-ladder the 
language is more solemn or sober (as in legislation or official documents), at 
the other end the language is more vernacular or popular (as in party propa-
ganda, the tabloid press or in the social media). These institutionalized differ-
ences are commonplace for students of political science, where a close knowl-
edge of the characteristics of these diverse source materials are part of the basic, 
disciplinary training.

In these different kinds of institutionalized social-settings specific political 
languages have emerged and are used. The value statements (V), the descriptive 
statements (D) and the prescriptive statements (P) come in different clothing, 
parlance and rhetoric phrasing. Metaphors and stereotypes differ. The contex-
tual knowledge and the interpretative skill of the analyst, though, is equally 
much demanded when interpreting a high-brow official language as a low-
brow vernacular one. It is not a simpler task – in principle – for the analyst to 
interpret the political thought-content in the tweets of the newly elected pres-
ident of the USA (of 2017), than to interpret the political thought-content of 
the United States Constitution (of 1789). The possibility of a hopefully truthful 
interpretation all depends on the contextual and textual knowledge of the ana-
lyst; which is the same as her cultural, social, political, emotional and intellec-
tual closeness to, acquaintance with – and knowledge of – the research object; 
the text, the systems of texts, the surrounding intertextual situation and debate 
as well as the language-conventions of the time and the social, cultural and 
political contexts.

To sum up. All around us are streams of communication in text and talk, 
involved in contextual communicative actions and interactions. We can think 
of them as streams full of interesting and valuable fish; ponds, rivers or oceans 
full of diffuse utterances or more clearly visible V’s, D’s or P’s. Their exact 
thought-contents or their connections may also be diffuse or random at first 
sight, and the eventual combinations into triads of practical reasoning may be 
hard to grasp at the first look, or even after a second or third close textual read-
ing (as every researcher knows, having worked with interpretation of a textual 
material). But with the theoretical model of the VDP-triad, and the accompa-
nying two-level analytical scheme, you may have a strong fishing net where at 
least the bigger fish might get stuck in the meshes.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion

30. the strong alternative
I have tried to develop a unified analytical frame, or a general theory of ideo-
logical thought-content, anchored in the general social theory of communi-
cative actions and interactions, as well as a view on social and political com-
munication and language as basically adversative, dialogical, dialectical or 
argumentative. The theory consists of a theoretical model, the VDP-triad, 
with an accompanying analytical scheme. These are intended to be analytical 
tools in the discerning, interpreting and laying bare of the ideological thought-
content in social and political communication and language; as far as this is 
involved in or related to the institutional or cultural configuration of society. 
The theory is content-oriented and morphological, not explanative or func-
tional. The ideological thought-content is proposed to consist of three basic 
kinds of action-orientations, or action-guiding dimensions of thought (values, 
descriptions and prescriptions), combined in argumentative-logical sequences 
of practical reasoning; thus, forming VDP-triads. From the point of view of the 
researcher, such underlying ideas are found in all the usual linguistic primary 
source material of our sciences. However, the methodological issues of practi-
cal interpretation and analysis (whether in qualitative or quantitative studies), 
or the need for a classificatory typology as a basic, analytical instrument, will 
not concern us here. Suffice to say, it is rather impossible to accomplish an anal-
ysis of the ideological thought-content in social and political communication 
and discourse without an appropriate general theory as an analytical frame; 
hence my immediate task and ambition here.

The proposed unified analytical frame, or general theory, of the VDP-triad, is 
developed in the normative perspective (my explicitly and transparently stated 
value-standpoint) of rational political understanding and the possibility (in 
principle) of rational idea-criticism (presented in Part One, Sections 4, 10, 12 
and 13). 

I am prepared to call my proposed general theory the strong alternative. I 
consider it ‘strong’ in several respects compared to the alternative analytical 
concepts or approaches in the prevailing knowledge situation. In my work I 
have not only relied on my earlier knowledge and intuition as a researcher and 
supervisor.216 I have also relied on explicit meta-theoretical criteria for fruitful 
theory development and theory assessment, as these are formulated in main 
works in the philosophy of science.217

216  For the role of intuition in scientific efforts, see Mario Bunge’s views in the remarkable booklet Intuition 
and Science (1962).

217  For a comprehensive presentation of such criteria, see Bunge 1998, Vol Two: 388–400.
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Firstly, I consider my theoretical proposal ‘strong’ relating to some formal 
and methodological criteria of a felicitous theoretical construct:

1.  It is formulated with (attempted) linguistic clarity, with a clear, simple 
word-use and stipulative definitions of the basic theoretical terms. This 
clarity is fundamental for the critical assessment and critical discussion 
by others, being the hallmark of the scientific attitude; at least it has 
been my serious intention.

2.  It is based on a principled semantic view, separating between terms and 
concepts, and between analytical language and object language. This 
of course is a part of the criterion of linguistic clarity above.

3.  It is based on a thorough assessment of the prevailing theoretical 
knowledge situation, with its existing, contending theoretical alterna-
tives, regarding the conceptualization of the ideational phenomenon in 
society. On this ground of theory-critical assessment I have proposed a 
(hypothetical) general theory of ideological thought-content; hopefully 
more theoretically strong and fruitful than the other ones. In this meth-
odological procedure I am applying the most basic, general tenet of the 
scientific attitude and method; the inquiry into die bisherige Lage der 
Forschung, or the present state of the art in a research-field (see Bunge 
1998, Vol. 1: 8–12; Popper 1972: 106–90).

4.  It has a strong and explicitly stated extra-scientific or practical useful-
ness. It is intended to be used in content-oriented descriptive idea-
analysis, necessary for the rational political understanding, so impor-
tant in a democratic society. But it is also intended to inform the pursuit 
of rational idea-criticism, necessary in democratic conversation and 
deliberation. By analytically separating the value-dimension (V), the 
descriptive dimension (D) and the prescriptive dimension (P) from each 
other, it will be possible to pursue a rational critical scrutiny of: a) the 
moral validity (Are the chosen values or goals desirable or righteous?) 
(viewed from the transparent point of view of the analyst, of course) b) 
the empirical validity (Are the descriptive assertions or the evaluative 
assessments truthful, that is, based on truthful data and valid methodo-
logical procedures?) and c) the internal logical validity (Do the chosen 
values and descriptions in fact lead up to the suggested prescriptions? 
Will the suggested prescriptions arguably lead to the achievement of the 
chosen goals?). As we see, such rational idea-criticism presupposes the 
clear analytical distinction between the three basic kinds of social and 
political ideas V, D and P.
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Secondly, I consider my proposed theory ‘strong’ on substantial theoreti-
cal grounds:

5.  It is anchored in a strong theoretical construct on a higher, more abstract 
level than itself, as its genus proximum. It is thus a logical sub-class 
of this more abstract theory, and thus possible to theoretically identify 
and criticize. This more abstract theory, as we saw, is the general social 
(analytical and empirical) theory of communicative actions and inter-
actions in the Weber-Parsons respectively the Bentley-Lasswell-Easton 
traditions.

6.  It is a reconstructive synthesis, knitting together elements from various 
disciplines and approaches, thus transcending each of their respective 
paradigmatic horizons, as novel thinking in the growth of knowledge. 
A) From the study of political theories and political ideologies comes 
the basic hypothesis of the three-tiered model and the general pattern 
of practical reasoning. B) From the general social theory and the broad 
concept of ‘culture’ as something involved in all social domains or fields, 
comes the hypothesis that the three-tiered model should be possible 
to apply to all communication and language in all parts of society; not 
only to the actions and fields of the political system. C) From the general 
view on politics, in historical and empirical Political Science, comes the 
basic assumption of political pluralism and the idea-struggle hypoth-
esis, which is the foundation for the view of social and political com-
munication and language as basically adversative, dialectical, dialogical 
or argumentative.

7.  Critical relation to political science (1). Being a synthesis, the proposed 
theory of ideological thought-content is more general, and overarching 
compared to other concepts in political science, like ‘ideology’, ‘belief 
system’ or ‘policy’. And from a scientific point of view, any theoretical 
concept that is more general (and thus able to unify the knowledge or 
the understanding of a field or territory of research) is preferable to the 
more limited and specific conceptualization.

8.  Critical relation to political science (2). Especially, my proposed theory 
of ideological thought-content overbridges the divide between the ‘sep-
arate tables’ of the qualitative (historical and hermeneutical) tradition in 
the study of ‘political ideologies’, and the quantitative (behavioural and 
explanative) study of ‘beliefs and attitudes’; offering a unifying analyti-
cal frame, or a unified general and analytical language, facilitating both 
communication and theoretical understanding between researchers of 
either sides of this divide; making possible a fertile cross-breeding of 
scientific ideas.
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9.  Critical relation to political science (3). Cross-cutting the qualitative-
quantitative divide, the proposed theory makes it possible to theoreti-
cally unify the whole array of diversified and overlapping approach-
bound concepts in political science; concepts like ‘ideology’, ‘belief 
system’. ‘political culture’, ‘policy-ideas’, ‘regime’, ‘doctrine’, ‘frame’, 
and the like. Some of them may have a raison d’etre of their own; still 
they may benefit from the conceptions of my unifying, general theory.

10.  Critical relation to general social theory. Compared to the holistic or 
monolithic ring of the concept of ‘culture’ in Parsonian social theory, 
my proposed theory offers a pronounced pluralist and idea-struggle 
alternative, while keeping other parts of the Parsonian general social 
theory, as we saw. 

11.  Critical relation to the Marxist notions of ideology. The same conceptions 
of pluralism and idea-struggle is offered against the Marxist (Althusser-
Pécheux-Foucauldian) bipolar, conflictual notions a ‘dominating ideol-
ogy’ or ‘dominating discourse’, focusing on the outer function of ide-
ology and discourse to legitimate the power and the subordination. 
Consequently, as we saw, there has been no real interest in the inner 
structure of social and political thought. And lacking a pluralist view, 
there has been no need to develop a comparative, common frame for the 
analysis of such an inner structure. As a result, there was not much to 
gain from the Marxist tradition on this point for my purpose. The same 
negative result regards the Marxist strand of Critical Discourse Analysis, 
for example in the paradigm-setting works of Norman Fairclough; 
before his re-orientation.

12.  Critical relation to the Marxist re-orientation of the 1980s. For ‘critically’ 
inclined researchers, whether in sociology, political science, history or 
linguistics, who are following in the tracks of the great Marxist re-orien-
tation of the 1980s (in the direction of a pluralist, inclusive and neutral 
definition of ‘ideology’ and thus are abandoning the bipolar and pejo-
rative concepts of a ‘dominating ideology’ or a ‘hegemonic discourse’) 
my proposed theory can offer a, so to say, ‘strong’ alternative in three 
respects. A) It is keeping the broad and fundamental society-constituting 
view inherent in the Marxist tradition. B) It is adding the explicit, sound 
theoretical anchoring in the Weber-Parsons respectively the Bentley-
Lasswell-Easton theoretical traditions of communicative actions and 
interactions, which in my view is compatible with the tenets of a scien-
tifically comprehended ‘historical materialism’ as in the works of Jürgen 
Habermas, Anthony Giddens, Pierre Bourdieu or Michal Mann. C) It is 
finally offering a theory of the common inner structure of social and 
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political thought, the elaborated VDP-triad cum practical reasoning. As 
we saw, prominent Marxist figures in general social thoery, like Jürgen 
Habermas or Göran Therborn, were on this track already about 1980. 
And in Critical Discourse Analysis, the former Marxist analyst, Norman 
Fairclough, moved in this direction in 2012. Finally, about being ‘critical’, 
my theory is explicitly intended to make a rational criticism possible.

Being an argued effort in the growth of scientific knowledge, I am of course 
aware of many shortcomings in the general theory proposed here. If my 
proposed theory will turn out fruitful in the eyes of the reader, or in future 
research, is quite another question.
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