
The formal ideologeme 

WILLIAM MARLING 

The term 'ideologeme', if it is familiar to readers, owes much of its 
popularity to use by Frederic Jameson in The Political Unconscious 

(1981). Using the ideologeme to unearth social and political contexts in 
Balzac, Gissing, and Conrad, Jameson enriched our understanding of 
these authors. Such new and 'historical' readings seemed to destine the 
ideologeme for wider use. 

But serious questions have arrested the adoption of the ideologeme as 
a critical tool. First, what exactly is an ideologeme? Second, recent 
language theories, especially deconstruction, argue that no such discrete 
sign of meaning as an ideologeme could exist without reference to an 
infinite chain of other signs. Third, what is the domain of the ideologeme? 
Does it apply to narrative but not lyric poetry? Does it apply to charac
ters, to plot, or only to figures of speech? Is it intrinsically Marxist? 

This essay suggests answers to these questions by tracing the history 
of the ideologeme, proposing a model based on the 'deep structure' of 
metaphor and on rhetoric, and by limiting its applicability. It closes with 
an admittedly schematic test-run on two ideologemes in the work of 
detective novelist Raymond Chandler, whose metaphors and their ideo
logical underpinnings originally perplexed me. In sum, it hopes to show 
that a more formal version of the ideologeme can surmount objections 
and produce richer readings. 

History 

The basic notion of the ideologeme is not without precedent, for classic 
and medieval writers envisioned the topos, or topic, as a storehouse of 
argument. Aristotle, in response to the Sophists, developed Plato's prac
tice of 'dialectics' into a handbook (Topics), in which he worked out the 
general forms arguments could take. For him 'dialectics' came to mean 
reasoning based on premises generally acknowledged by everyone -
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functioned in narrative. Propp's morphology of fairy tales is well known. 
A more complex theory arose in Greimas's Structural Semalllics (1984 ), 
one feature of which - the semiotic square or 'Greimas' grid' - was 
widely adopted and undergirds Jameson's ideologeme. 

Only an outline of the semiotic square can be given here. Basically, 
once we conceive of a unit of meaning (SI), we also conceive of the 
absence of that meaning, the 'not S' or ( s-1). We also conceive of an 
opposing system of meaning S2, which in turn implies its own absence 
(S-2). Ronald Schliefer has explained the three types of opposition in 
the terms of formal logic: 

(I) the contrary or equipollent relationship between SI and S2, and
s-2 ands- I, an opposition between things equal and opposite ('masculin
ity' vs. 'femininity').

(2) the contradictory or privative relationship between SI and s-1, S2
and S -2, an opposition formed by the presence or absence of some 
quality ('full' vs. 'empty'). 

(3) the gradual relationship between SI and s-2, and S2 and s-1, an
opposition formed by cultural categories ('blond' vs. 'brunette'). Elements 
of this last opposition often appear on a continuum (Greimas 1984: 
xxxiii). 

The utility of the Greimas grid is that it alerts us to the submerged 
pr_esence of third and fourth terms, the nondit of discourse. We are usually 
seeking the presence of the complex negative term s-2 in the discourse, 
which in Greimas' view asserts a dialogic relation to the original term 
SI; as a transformation, this operation is 'the intrusion of history into 
permanence' (1984: xxxiv).3 

The critique deconstruction made of this scheme was that binary 
operations always covertly privilege one term. But this deficiency was 
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defended by Umberto Eco (1976) as the very heart of 'ideological' 
meaning; no identity between representation and 'reality' is asserted, but 
rather an 'ideological inventio', which is 'the choice of a given circumstan
tial selection that attributes a certain property to a sememe, while conceal
ing or ignoring other contradictory properties that are equally predictable' 
(1976: 292-293). 

While Eco conceded that 'the multiplicity of codes, contexts and cir
cumstances shows us that the same message can be decoded from different 
points of view and bY. reference to diverse systems of conventions', he 
maintained that we can identify ideological properties, which he termed 
'an extra-semiotic residue ... acting as a catalyst in many abductive 
processes' (1976: 292). This residue lies, in his own version of the Greimas 
grid, in the operations of the s-I and s-2 negations (1976: 142). 

This is certainly not a complete answer to tl1e deconstructionist critique, 
but its shelter allowed Eco to begin to explore the ways in which 
auditors/readers select among codes, contexts, and circumstances. 

Even in the idiosyncratic personal activity of memorizing previous semiotic 
experience, there is a continuous activity of extra-coding. There are a lot of 
phrases and indeed entire discourses that one no longer has to interpret or decode 
because one had already experienced them in analogous circumstances or contexts. 
There are a lot of circumstances in which the hearer already knows what the 
speaker is going to say . ... As a matter of fact one is continuously anticipating
expressions, filling up the empty spaces in a text with the missing units, forecasting 
a lot of words that the interlocutor may have said, could have said, will certainly 
say, or has never said. (1976: 136) 

In other words, a good deal of discourse is precoded by 'commonplaces', 
or what the ancients called topics. A comparable view had earlier been 
introduced to sociological discussions of ideology, as we shall see, by 
Talcott Parsons. 

Roland Barthes, in his consideration of the 'Rhetoric of the image' 
( 1985), also drew on Greimas: 'Semes are organized in associative fields, 
in paradigmatic articulations, even perhaps in oppositions, according to 
certain defined paths or, as A.-J. Greimas puts it, according to certain 
semantic axes' (1985: 203). More skeptical than Eco, Barthes thought a 
'massive inventory' of systems of connotation would be required before 
the 'reconstitution of such axes' would be possible, yet he could not resist 
his insight that 'it is metonymy which furnishes the image with the 
greatest number □f its connotators' (1985: 203).4 His wish to link rhetoric 
and history becomes more Marxian later in this essay: 'The common 
domain of the signifieds of connotation is that of ideology, which cannot 




















