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As the though t of the w orld , it [philosophy] appears only w hen 
actuality is already there cut and dried after its process of form ation has been 
com pleted. The teaching of the concept, which is also history 's inescapable 
lesson, is that it is only w hen actuality is m ature that the ideal first appears 
over against the real and that the ideal apprehends this same real world in its 
substance and builds it up  for itself into the shape of an intellectual realm. 
W hen philosophy paints its grey in grey it cannot be rejuvenated bu t only 
understood. The owl of M inerva spreads its wings only w ith the falling of the 
dusk.

Hegel

The dialectics is a scandal and abom ination to bourgeoisdom  and its 
doctrinaire professors ... because ... it lets nothing impose upon it and is in its 
essence critical and revolutionary.

Marx
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This essay has three specific aims. The first two interm ingle and can 

only be separated theoretically.

First, then, this essay will illustrate the logical and consequential link 

betw een M arxist dialectics, literary theories and literary criticism. It will 

po in t ou t how  the concepts of literature and literary criticism stem  from  and 

are strictly dependent for their m eaning and their claims upon the concept of 

the dialectics of historical m aterialism . All of the au thors analyzed, Georg 

Lukacs, Theodor A dorno, G alvano Della Volpe, Lucio Colletti and  Louis 

A lthusser, reject the theory of economic determ inism  and  try  to clarify, to 

develop  o r w ork ou t in a d ifferent m anner, giv ing m ore em phasis to the 

w hole or to the interrelationship betw een the parts, Engels' brief explanation 

of the dialectics of h isto rical m ateria lism  in a le tte r to Joseph Block 

(September 21, 1890) since Marx and Engels never elaborated and articulated a 

theory of the superstructure. Engels states,

A ccording to the m aterialist conception of history, the determ ining 
elem ent in h istory  is u ltim ately  the production  and  reproduction  in 
real life. M ore than this neither M arx nor I have ever asserted. But 
now  if som eone tw ists that around to m ean that the economic elem ent 
is the only determ ining one, then he transform s that proposition into a 
m eaningless, abstract, absurd  phrase. The econom ic situation  is the 
basis, bu t the various elem ents of the superstructure - political forms 
of the class struggle and its results, constitutions established by the 
victorious class after the battle has been w on, and so on -legal forms- 
and  even the reflexes of all these real struggles in the m inds of those 
tak ing  p a rt in them , political, legal,philosophical theories, religious 
ideas and their further developm ent into system s of dogm a - also have 
their effect upon  the course of the historical struggles and in m any 
cases predom inantly  determ ine their form. It is a m utual interaction 
of all these elem ents, in which, finally, through all the infinite num ber 
of accidents (that is, of things and events w hose inner connection to
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each other is so d istant or so indem onstrable that we can disregard it as 
not present) the economic m ovem ent w ins through by necessity.

One can fully cap ture  then the full herm eneutic  im port of Della V olpe’s 

concept of literary abstraction as a polysemic, typical, determ inate abstraction 

or A lthusser and  the A lthusserian 's concept of the overdeterm ination  and 

heterogeneity  of the literary  text, in w hich the absence of a relationship 

am ong the levels of discourse is the true relationship, or Lukacs' concept of 

realism  as a m ode of apperception of the social totality only if he understands 

D ella V olpe 's concep tion  of the  dialectics of d e te rm ina te  abstrac tion , 

A lthusser's conception of the dialectics of overdeterm ination and structural 

causality and Lukacs' conception of the dialectics of concrete totality.

For instance, if the negative know ledge that a literary w ork yields is, 

according to Adorno, the non identity betw een ideology and its pretension to 

co rrespond  to reality , then  only negative dialectics can clarify this by 

show ing w hat is the epistem ological relationship betw een identity  and non 

identity  and w hy w hat is revealed in the non identity  betw een concepts and 

reality  tu rns ou t to be negative know ledge. Iden tity  th inking 's claim that 

objects are w hat they are em pirically  and th a t concepts are adequate  in 

subsum ing the objects to w hich they apply is seen as the structural principle 

of the reified and unjust socio-economic reality. It is the dialectics then that 

ultim ately explicates and w arrants any claim m ade by M arxist literary theories 

and literary criticism.

Secondly, since one of the reasons for the ex traord inary  ideological 

vitality of M arxist literary theories and literary criticism is their claim to yield 

a scientific know ledge of society, we will analyze the dialectics' claim to 

scientificity and  the epistem ological foundation  of this claim. Is M arxist 

dialectical contradiction a logical or a real contradiction? Is the dialectics, that



is, of M arx o r of the m ature  M arx, affected by the H egelian them es of 

contrad iction , alienation, objectification and  reification? Is it possible to 

p roduce  a know ledge of reality  by discarding the logical principle of non­

contradiction?

Della Volpe and A lthusser m aintain  that M arx's inversion of Hegel's 

dialectics, his tu rn ing  it "right side up  again," m eant the recovery of the 

logical principle of non-contradiction, upon  w hich all science is based, the 

abolition of the a prio ri schem e of the alienation, objectification and self- 

aw areness of the idea, and  the establishing therefore of the positiv ity  of 

m atter. It is a dialectics w hich operates upon real contradictions. Della Volpe 

and the early Colletti 1 argue that the M arxist dialectics is the dialectics of 

d e te rm in a te  abstrac tion  w hich p roceeds accord ing  to the  hypothetico- 

deductive  m ethod  of science. The dialectics utilizes concepts or hypotheses 

tha t are socio-historical (empirically) determ inate. In the case of economics, 

for exam ple, it utilizes concepts that are not only economic b u t also socio- 

h istorical. All econom ic abstractions, that is, - even the m ost abstract - 

though applicable (in the sense that they are logical universals) to all forms of 

society, are determ inate: they are historical categories which express specific 

social relationships. In th is m anner the dialectics expresses the un ity  of 

relations of production and social relations.

A lthusser asserts that the M arxist dialectics deals w ith contradictions 

that are distinct, complex and  overdeterm ined - determ ined not just by one 

b u t by m any conflicts. The contradiction at the economic level, for instance,

I The Colletti of Marxism and Hegel and From Russeau to Lenin . Part of Colletti's work can be 
considered as an original amplification of Della Volpe's theories. Colletti worked with Della 
Volpe as a colleague at the University of Messina (Italy) from 1960 to 1964.

In his recent articles on the New Left Review. Colletti, however has rejected some of 
the basic tenets of his previous understanding of the Marxist dialectics. We will discuss this 
later.
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is com pounded by the different contradictions of all the other levels in their 

relation of articulation upon  each other. Each level expresses itself in a 

determ inate structural configuration. The dialectics of historical m aterialism  

then, according to A lthusser, analyzes a structured  complex whole m ade of 

distinct, interrelated levels of practice w ith their irreducible contradictions in 

which the economic level is determ ined in the last instance in structuring it 

in a relation of dom ination-subordination am ong the levels.

On the other hand, the Hegelian M arxists, Lukacs and A dorno among 

them , consider the M arxist dialectics to be H egelian th rough  and through. 

According to them , M arx rejected H egel's idealistic system  b u t adopted  his 

dialectics.

For Lukacs the M arxist dialectics is scientific and revolutionary at the 

same time. It is based upon the category of concrete totality and the unity of 

subject and object. The concrete totality not only preserves the individuality 

and historicity of phenom ena in relating them; it also represents the identity 

of subject and  object. W hat w e know  is w h a t w e have m ade. This 

coincidence of subject and  object in the know ledge of the historical process 

turns out to be the revolutionary class consciousness of the proletariat.

For A dorno, how ever, the tru th  value of the M arxist dialectic resides 

only in the capacity to negate. In this m anner, it penetrates the veil of 

reification, the transform ation of the w orld of hum an relationships into a set 

of rela tionsh ips betw een discrete things, and  unm asks the  struc tu res of 

dom inance and oppression. Only negative dialectics can give us a glimpse of 

the non-reified w orld. A dorno attacks any form  of identity  thinking which 

posits, according to him, m etaphysical or epistemological absolutes.

Thirdly, an evaluation of the dialectics and the literary  theories will 

follow. First we establish the validity of the different in terpretations of the
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dialectics: we will point out, that is, their m erits and their flaws. At the same 

time, we will indicate tentatively ou r interpretation and establish the validity 

of M arx's claim  to scientificity. Two view s will be presented: one tha t 

m aintains tha t M arx's dialectics is scientific by pointing ou t that it operates 

w ith  real, ontological categories such as real essence,natural necessity, form, 

tendency, and  developm ent; the other which considers the dialectics faulted 

by a strong  unscientific H egelian  fram ew ork: the theory  of a lienation

em bodied in the logical contradictions of the capitalistic system  guarantees a 

priori its autodestruction.

The lite rary  theories w ill then  be assessed. N ow ithstand ing  their 

m erits, it will be show n that their epistemological im port is underm ined by a 

strong foundational idealistic presupposition. All the authors analyzed aim 

at w riting a theory of literature valid for all form s of literary  works. They 

believe tha t literary w ritings share som e form al properties or essence. Then 

the question is: if literary  w orks are characterized by unchanging form al 

properties, w hat w eight does the sta tem ent and the alleged evidence that 

they are m olded by the conditions of their production have? The absurdity of 

con stru c tin g  a m ateria lis tic  ap p ro ach  to lite ra ry  w ritin g s w ith in  the 

constrain ts of an a prio ri an d  unchang ing  epistem ological and  aesthetic 

categories is the m ore ev ident in A lthusser and  the A lthusserians since their 

concept of the literary practice is construed as a real, m aterialistic process of 

transform ation. The first step  then  for a m aterialistic  unders tand ing  of 

literary w ritings is to free the concept of practice from  eternal, unchanging 

epistem ological and  aethetic form s of cognition. A t the end, however, such 

an understand ing  w ill show  the politics of literary  criticism  including its 

own. Two questions then follow: Can the M arxist-political analysis still
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claim  cognitive suprem acy over o ther lite rary  in terp reta tions, and  if it 

cannot, is it true or better by virtue of its politics?

At the end, this essay will turn  ou t to be m ainly a brief description and 

evaluation of the philosophical and  literary w ritings of the above m entioned 

philosophers, w ho were chosen for their originality, their radically different 

u n d ers tan d in g  of the dialectic, and  m ostly , their a ttem pt, rare  am ong 

M arxist philosophers, at a coherent and system atic exposition of the dialectic. 

This is the them e that unifies the essay: w hat is the dialectic, w hat makes it 

scientific or capable of know ledge. A nother reason for choosing the above 

authors is that through them  we will get a glim pse of the complex Hegelian 

and non-H egelian M arxist E uropean panoram a from  the 1920s to  the late 

1960s. Della Volpe and especially A lthusser’s ideas have been the source of 

m uch inspiration and debate also in the 1970s.

Lukacs' H istory  and  Class Consciousness (1923) represents a reaction 

against Engels' dialectical m aterialism  and the positivistic and  determ inistic 

in te rp reta tions of "orthodox" M arxism  of the theoreticians of the Second 

In ternational.

In A n tid u h rin g  (1878) backing his conclusions w ith  a cursory analysis 

of the  na tu ra l sciences, Engels states th a t the H egelian  dialectics' basic 

s tru c tu re s  such  as the tran sfo rm ation  of q u a n tity  in to  qua lity , the 

in terpenetration  of opposites and the negation of the negation represent the 

laws im m anent in society as well as in nature. Thought, history and  nature, 

all share  the sam e dialectical structure . M arx's theoretical innovation, 

according to Engels, has been the successful application of these laws to the 

analysis of society in em phasizing the prim acy of being over thought. The 

dialectics of the m ind is sim ply a reflection of the dialectics of the world.



Affected by the im plicit determ inistic trend  of Engels’ philosophy, the 

next generation of M arxists, the theoreticians of the Second International -- 

the m ost significant representatives being Pleklanov, Kautsky and  H ilferding 

-- held that M arx had displayed in C ap ita l (First volum e, 1867) the laws of 

developm ent of the capitalistic m ode of production by analyzing the reality of 

facts and the direct causal link betw een the econom y and the superstructure. 

M arx's law s w ere natu ra l law s w hich w ould  inevitably  b ring  abou t the 

overthrow  of capitalism  and the advent of a socialistic society. These writers 

w ere  conv inced  th a t econom ic d e te rm in ism  w as th e  r ig h t o rthodox  

in terpretation  of Marxism.

For Lukacs it is erroneous to app ly  the dialectics to na tu re . He 

m ain tains th a t the essential "determ inations" of n a tu re  are undialectical. 

Besides, Engels' conception of the dialectics, according to him , presents 

serious flaw s. H e overlooks the crucial category of the dialectics, the 

historical interaction of subject and  object, the unity  of theory and practice. 

Lukacs says:

Engels does no t even m ention the m ost vital interaction, nam ely 
the dialectical relation betw een subject and  object in the historical 
process, let alone give it the prom inence it deserves. Yet w ithou t this 
factor dialectics ceases to be revolutionary, despite attem pts (illusory in 
the last analysis) to retain  'f lu id ' concepts. For it im plies a failure to 
recognise th a t in all m etaphysics the object rem ains un touched  and 
unaltered  so that though t rem ains contem plative and  fails to become 
practical; w hile for the dialectical m ethod the central problem  is to 
change reality.2

For Marx, according to Lukacs, the scientificity of dialectics, of theory, 

coincides w ith  the w ay it relates to practice: the p ro le taria t understands 

reality in the very act of changing it. The cognitive validity  of the dialectics

2 G. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness. MIT Press edition, Cambridge Mass., 1971, pp.20.



depends on  its capacity  to u n d ers tan d , to criticize, and  change reality. 

Cognitive acts alw ays proceed in accordance w ith  evaluative and practical 

attitudes.

O rthodox  M arxism , according  to Lukacs, does no t im ply  the 

acceptance of any tenets o r laws; it refers exclusively to  the dialectical 

m ethod. Dialectics, how ever, does no t proceed from  the analysis of facts bu t 

from the understand ing  of the social-economic whole o r totality. Reality can 

only be "understood and penetrated" as a totality. Facts are not significant in 

them selves; they can only be conceived w ithin the fram ew ork of a theory. 

O nly  w ith in  the  M arx ist w ho le , how ever, they  acquire  the ir true  

significance.For Lukacs, the  concept of the w hole rep resen ts w hat is 

fundam ental in Marxism. H e says, "It is not the prim acy of economic motives 

in historical explanation  th a t constitu tes the decisive difference betw een 

M arxism and bourgeois thought bu t the point of view of totality." The whole 

is prior to its parts.

This understand ing  of M arxism  as a totality, as a whole, will become 

an im portant Lukacsian legacy. Even though w orked ou t in ways completely 

different from  Lukacs, it will be accepted by m ost M arxist philosophers.

A dorno, as well as som e prom inent m em bers of the Frankfurt school 

which originated in G erm any in the early 1920s and  spanned tw o intellectual 

generations, w as deeply  influenced by Lukacs concept of reification, his 

analysis of the antinom ies o f bourgeois philosophy as reflections no t of the 

inadequacy of reason bu t of the contradictions of reality, and, m ost of all, his 

un d ers tan d in g  of the dialectics as a critical tool w hich could harm onize 

description of reality and value judgem ents.

On the other hand, A dorno differs fundam entally  from  Lukacs. He 

em phasizes the independence  and  au tonom y of theory  and  rejects any



9

politica l, ph ilo soph ical o r ep istem ological claim  th a t theo ry  m akes. 

A ccording to A dorno, w hen subordinated to political or revolutionary ends, 

theory m anipulates th ru th  according to the needs of party  strategy; when 

adhering  to first philosophical or epistem ological principles, it reifies its 

concepts and falls into antinom ies. First philosophical and  epistem ological 

principles w rongly  em phasize an ontological o r epistem ological absolute, 

being the subject or the object, o r w ithin  the subject or the object, under 

which all reality is subsum ed.

In rea lity , ev ery th ing  is in te rd ep en d en t w ith  its opposite  b u t 

irreducible to it and in m otion. There is no prim acy or subject or object. Each 

is m ediated  by the other. Therefore, he rejects the basic tenet of historical 

m aterialism  that states the prim acy of the base over the superstructure, or 

the prim acy of the whole over its parts.

A dorno then is a paraM arxist. He takes the critical M arxist fram ework 

and  integrates it w ith  F reudian  categories in o rder to analyze and  criticize 

society.

Theory, then , being  unab le  to subscribe to  any ph ilosophical or 

ep istem olog ica l p rinc ip les, in  o rd e r to  avo id  m isrep resen ta tio n  and  

reification cannot be anything but negation.

In N egative Dialectics (1956), the system atic presentation of 30 years of 

theoretical practice, Adorno states that dialectics, theory, in order to abide 

in  its au tonom y has to relentlessly  negate the claim s m ade by iden tity  

thinking and be aware of slipping into the identity  trap  of the negation of the 

negation w hich brings about the positive resolution of contradiction and of 

abso lu tizing  contradiction. Therefore negative dialectics can only claim 

negative knowledge.
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As w e have p o in ted  o u t, Della V olpe and  A lthusser d isagree 

profoundly  w ith Lukacs and Adorno. For them  any trace of Hegelianism  or 

historicism  underm ines the scientific claims of the dialectics. Besides, they 

m ain tain  that A dorno has em ptied the M arxist dialectics of the cognitive 

capacity to prov ide a positive know ledge of reality, and  tha t Lukacs has 

conflated the strictly epistemological problem  of establishing the criteria that 

guarantee the scientific claims m ade by theory w ith  the practical problem  of 

how  a theory can relate to practice. According to them , in M arx's scientific 

dialectics they are separated and distinct.

Della Volpe's Logica come scienza positiva (1950) gave a new  direction 

to M arx ist though t, especially  in  Italy , w here  G ram sci's h isto ric istic  

conception of M arxism  w as consolidating itself in  becom ing the center of 

debate and  a research p rogram . Some of G ram sci's w ritings had  been 

published already in the late 1940s. A ttacking like Lukacs the scientistic and 

positiv is t in te rp re ta tion  of M arxism , G ram sci claim s th a t the tru th  of 

philosophy or science does no t consist in their capacity to describe reality 

objectively, that is, independent of m an. The notion of an independent and 

objective w orld is unscientific. It fails to consider the om nipresent dialectical 

n a tu re  of the  subject-object, p rax is an d  rea lity , re la tio n sh ip  in  an 

everchanging historical process.

It is supposed  that there can be an objectivity outside history and 
outside hum anity? But w ho is to judge of such objectivity? W ho can 
adopt the view point of the “universe in itself', and w hat w ould such a 
view point m ean? It m ay very well be held that we have to do here 
w ith a residue of the idea of God, particularly the mystical notion of an 
unknow n God ... “Objective' always m eans “hum anly  objective' which 
m ay correspond exactly to “historically  subjective', i.e. “objective1 
w o u ld  m ean  “u n iv e rsa l sub jective '. M an p o ssesses objective 
know ledge in so far as know ledge is real for the w hole hum an race 
h is to rica lly  u n ified  in a u n ita ry  cu ltu ra l system ...T he idea  of 
"objective" in m etaphysical m aterialism  w ould  appear to m ean an



objectivity w hich exists even apart from  m an; b u t w hen one affirms 
that a reality w ould exist even if m an did not, one is either speaking 
m etaphorically or one is falling into a form  of m ysticism. We know  
reality only in relation to m an, and since m an is historical becoming, 
knowledge and reality are also a becoming and so is objectivity.3

The tru th  of philosophy and science then is always historical, related to the 

whole historical processes of which they partake. They are true only w hen 

they  express the h isto rical "truth" of their tim es, the  real h istorical 

developm ental trends, that is, of the society of which they are m anifestations. 

M arxism is true because it expresses the needs and  aspirations of a particular 

class' practical struggle, the proletariat, which represents historically the new 

d irec tion  tow ard  w hich  society  tends. M arxism  is also, how ever, a 

com ponent of tha t struggle. It articulates it in the best possible way. In his 

exact analysis of reality, Marx has done

no th ing  o ther than  system atise rationality  and coherently w hat the 
historical agents of this reality  felt and  feel still in a confused and 
instinctive w ay, and of w hich they have a clearer consciousness as a 
result of the hostile critique.4

But how do we know  that a theory, in this case Marxism, expresses the 

real objective m ovem ent of history? M arxism  is scientific because it is 

w inn ing  its su p p o rt from  the "bulk of m ankind". For G ram sci then  the 

unanim ity of consent establishes the rationality and objectivity of theory.

La Logica rep resen ts a rigorous effort a t reconciling the M arxist 

dialectics w ith  the experim ental m ethod of science: at show ing  how  the 

logical structure of the dialectics in its tautoheterogeneity, in the separation

3 A.Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antionio Gransci. ed. and trans. Hoare 
and Nowell Smith, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1971 p.187.

4 Ibid p.341.
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of m atter and  thought, of concreteness and abstraction, coincides w ith the 

hypo thetico-deductive  m ethod. Referring to M arx's critique of H egel's 

Philosophy of R igh t (1843) and Introduction to the G ru n d isse . (1857) Della 

Volpe states that, w hereas the Hegelian dialectics proceeds from the abstract 

to the concrete and  then  again  to the abstract in  a vicious process of 

hypostasis, of identify ing structures of thought w ith  those of reality, the 

M arxist dialectics goes from the concrete to the abstract and  to the concrete 

again in a hypothesis-verification process.

Basing the crux of his dem onstration also on the In troduction  to the 

G rund isse , A lthusser brings forth an understand ing  of M arx's epistem ology 

com pletely different from  Della Volpe. H e says, in  P our M arx, (1965) that 

M arx rejected the  em pirical m ethodology of science and  established  the 

scientificity of the dialectic strictly  on the theoretical level, d istinguish ing  

betw een the object of reality and the object of thought. He m aintains that an 

epistem ological break has occurred betw een M arx's early and late writings. 

W hereas the early w ritings, focusing on m an as the subject of history and on 

the concept of alienation, contained an ideological problem atic of m an, the 

later w ritings dealing  w ith  the constellation of "social relations", above all 

those relations and  forces of production, presented a problem atic capable of 

producing  a new  scientific understanding  of the w orld  and at the sam e time 

the actual p roduction  of such an understand ing  - the dialectics of historical 

m aterialism  - by the theoretical w ork of the concepts of the problem atic on 

the preexisting theories, partly  ideological, partly  scientific, of the field in 

consideration. M arx, how ever, d id  no t conceptualize this epistem ological 

breakthrough. This absence is uncovered by A lthusser's sym ptom atic reading.

The epistem ological break , a concept A lthusser d e rived  from  

Bachelard, w hich points to the noncum ulative developm ent of science and
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the establishing of a new  type of rationality  tha t each succeeding scientific 

theory brings, is sim ilar to Kuhn's basic concept of paradigm . A scientific 

theo ry  p roposes an d  a t the sam e tim e stem s from  a w orld  view: a 

paradigm atic set of ideas, criteria and  values to understand  and  explain the 

world. A new  paradigm  prevails, according to Kuhn, not because it is better 

corroborated by experience b u t because it offers a better theoretical explanation 

of the pressing anomalies that the old paradigm  is unable to solve. It presents 

better theories, not better proofs. The betterness of ascientific theory then is 

established m ostly on a theoretical level.

In France, A lth u sse r’s M arxism  w ith  its em phasis on  in v arian t 

struc tu res as underly ing  and  self-regulating system s represen ts a polem ic 

especially against the historicism  of Sartre's C ritique de la Raison Dialectique 

(1960) in w hich it is sta ted  tha t h istory  is m ade by the action of totalizing 

ind iv iduals u n d er predeterm ined  conditions. The concept of to talization is 

different from  tha t of a totality  or fin ished entity . Totalization im plies a 

living process w hich unifies past and  p resen t and  points to a fu ture which 

goes beyond the present's determ inations.

Sartre infuses into M arxism the existentialist concept of m an as defined 

by "his project", by his capacity to transcend  th rough  his free actions the 

lim iting economic-social conditions of the present. In o rder to justify this 

epistem ologically , Sartre claim s that, a lthough  situa ted  in h istory, the 

dialectics starts from individuals in the process of totalizing their experience. 

As in Gramsci and Lukacs, the dialectics, as a m ethod and as the structure of 

reality, finds its ontological foundation in hum an praxis.

If we do not w ish to become a divine law  again, a m etaphysical fate, 
it m u st proceed from  indiv iduals and  no t from  som e kind of supra- 
ind iv idual ensem ble. Thus w e encounter a new  contradiction: the 
dialectic is the law  of to talization w hich creates several collectivities,
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several societies, and  one history  - realities, tha t is, w hich im pose 
them selves on individuals; bu t at the sam e time it m ust be woven ou t 
of m illions of individual actions. We m ust show  how  it is possible for 
it to be both a resultant, though not a passive average, and a totalizing 
force, though not a transcendent fate, and how  it can continually bring 
about the unity  of dispersive profusion and integration.5

A t the  end , hum an  freedom  to act, to establish  ends w ith in  the 

lim iting sedim entation of history and the obstacles of nature, guarantees the 

irrepressible m otion of the dialectics tow ards the em ergency of novelty.

The dialectical m ovem ent, w hich proceeds from  the  objective 
conditioning to objectification, enables us to understand  tha t the ends 
of hum an activity are not m ysterious entities added  on to the act itself; 
they represen t sim ply the surpassing and the m aintaining of the given 
in an  act w hich goes from  the present tow ard  the future. The end is 
the objectification itself inasm uch as it constitutes the dialectical law  of 
a hum an  conduct and  the unity  of its internal contradictions.6

O n the literary level, w e analyze also l.Goldm an’s Le Dieu cache (1955) 

T .M acherey 's Pour une  Theorie de la P roduc tion  L ittera ire  (1966) and 

T.Eagleton's Criticism and Ideology (1976) so that a m ore com prehensive and 

adequate presentation of the M arxist literary scene we are concerned w ith is 

given. G oldm an 's w ork brings to its extrem e logical conclusions som e of 

Lukacs' concepts w ith in  Lukacs' general theoretical fram ew ork. Macherey's 

and  Eagleton’s w orks develop system atically, in different w ays, A lthusser's 

few  rem ark s  ab o u t lite ra tu re  w ith in  A lth u sse r 's  g en era l theoretical 

fram ew ork . E agleton 's w ork , how ever, also resen ts of the influence of 

M acherey.

In the ir unsystem atic  w ritings abou t art, M arx and  Engels endow  

lite ra tu re  w ith  the capacity to transcend ideology, the false, m ystifying

5 J.P.Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason. NLB, London,1976 p.36.
6 .P. Sartre, Search for Method. Vintage Books, New York, 1963, p.158



representation  of m an and  his w orld  w hich legitim ates the dom inant class 

econom ic and social relations, and  give us a true representation of reality. 

There is a fam ous passage in Marx's Grund isse  which gives us an idea of the 

specia l ro le assigned  to lite ra tu re  w ith in  the m echanics of h istorical 

m aterialism . In pointing out that great artistic achievements, as in the case of 

Greek art, do no t depend upon  a developed social econom ic form ation, bu t 

som etim es are only "possible" in an underdeveloped one - the relationship of 

the developm ent of m aterial production, that is, is unequal -, M arx presents 

the difficulty of explaining in strictly socio-historical term s the "unattainable" 

artistic value of Greek art and the pleasure that still excites in us.

In the case of art it is well know n that certain flourishing periods by 
no m eans stand  in a direct relationship to the general developm ent of 
society , th a t is, to the m ateria l foundation , as it  w ere , of the 
organizational skeleton. For exam ple, the Greeks com pared w ith  the 
m oderns or even w ith Shakespeare. W ith respect to certain art forms - 
for exam ple, the epic - it is even recognized tha t they can never be 
p roduced  in  the ir epoch-m aking classical form  as soon as artistic  
production as such appears; that is, w ithin the area of art itself, certain 
significant form ations are only possible at an undeveloped stage of the 
developm ent of art. If this is the case in the relationships betw een the 
various genres of art w ithin the field of a rt itself, it is less noticeable 
that it is also the case in the relationship of the whole field of art to the 
general developm ent of society. The difficulty lies only in  the general 
sta tem ent of these contradictions. N o sooner are they specified than 
they are already explained.

...Is the view  of nature  and of social relations on w hich the Greek 
im agination and hence Greek [mythology] is based possible w ith self- 
acting m ule sp ind les and  railw ays and  locom otives and  electrical 
telegraphs? ... Greek art presupposes Greek m ythology, i.e. nature  and 
the social form s already rew orked in an unconciously artistic w ay by 
the popu lar imagination. This is its material.

...From another side: is Achilles possible w ith pow der and lead? Or 
the I l l ia d  w ith  the  p rin tin g  press, no t to m en tion  the  p rin tin g  
m achine? Do not the song and the saga and the m use necessarily come 
to an end w ith the prin ter's bar, hence do not the necessary condition 
of epic poetry vanish?

But the difficulty lies no t in understanding  that the Greek arts and 
epic are bound  u p  w ith  certain form s of social developm ent. The
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difficulty is that they still afford us artistic pleasure and that in a certain 
respect they count as a norm  and as an unattainable m odel.7

M arx's answ er is that Greek art rem inds us of the childhood of m ankind. 

W hat is m ore pleasurable for m an than to relapse into the m agic and charm 

of childhood? The charm  of Greek a rt then is strictly  dependen t upon  a 

determ inant and  irrepeatable historical time.

A m an cannot become a child again, or he becomes childish. But 
does he no t find joy in the  child 's naivete, and  m ust he him self not 
strive to  reproduce  its tru th  at a h igher stage? Does no t the true 
character of each epoch come alive in the nature of its children? W hy 
shou ld  no t the historic childhood of hum anity , its m ost beautifu l 
unfolding, as a stage never to return , exercise an eternal charm? There 
are un ru ly  children and  precious children. M any of the old peoples 
belong in this category. The Greeks were norm al children. The charm  
of their a rt for us is not in contradiction to the undeveloped stage of 
society on w hich it  grew . (It) is its result, rather, and  is inextricably 
bound  up , rather, w ith the fact that the unripe social conditions under 
which it arose, and  could alone rise, can never re tu rn .8

To some critics, this does not appear to be a satisfying answ er and it has 

been criticized as inappropria te  to the socio-genetic argum ent that M arx is 

bringing forw ard. For them , it sm acks of an unw arran ted  sentim entalism . 

To others, M arx is reluctantly  conceeding a certain degree of "timelessness" 

and "universality" to artistic expressions. Marx, in other words, is disproving 

his ow n m aterialistic conception of history. P. Demetz says,

This in te rpeta tion  tries in vain  to  un ite  tw o d ifferen t trains of 
thought; M arx, the friend  of literatu re, finds him self here in open 
revolt against M arx, the theoretician. He insists upon  his theory of 
econom ic causality  and  declares G reek a rt to  be a necessary and  
inim itable p roduct of early  G reek productive relationships. A t the 
sam e tim e, how ever, in o rder to  justify the value judgem ents of his

7 Karl Marx, Introduction to the Grundisse. in his Grundisse, Vintage Books, New York, 1973,
p.110.
8 Ibid. p .l l l .
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taste and  Germ an tradition, he combines the economic theory w ith the 
trad itional m etaphor of the cyclical g row th  of arts and  cultures that 
arise, flourish, and m ature in the sam e w ay as seeds, blossom s and 
fruit. Economic thinking is here bound up  w ith ideas that recall Vico's 
p re in d u s tr ia l theo ry  of h isto ry , H e rd e r 's  poetic  v isions of the 
developm ent of art, and Hegel's system atic aesthetics. But the attem pt 
a t com pounding and  un iting  such d isparate  elem ents cannot succeed: 
theory  continues to clash w ith  trad itional value judgem ents. It is 
pe rh ap s  n o t w ith o u t d eep er significance th a t M arx's incom plete 
m anuscrip t breaks off ab rup tly  at this place; just a t the poin t w here 
Marx him self was willing for the first and last time to apply his theory 
to  a concrete phenom enon of art, the theory proves to be com pletely 
incapable of encom passing  the reality , and  M arx's personal value 
judgem ent, his traditional adm iration of the Greeks, w ins the victory 
over the unsatisfying theory of economic determ inism .9

A careful analysis, how ever, of the whole quotation w ould  dispel such 

absurdities. M arx's answ er is no t inep t and  he is no t sta ting  a theory  of 

econom ic determ inism . He is rejecting it along w ith the trad itional artistic 

v a lu e  judgem ents. M arx is p resen tin g  the  com plexity  of a dialectical 

in terpretation of art.Della Volpe explains,

The essential issue w as b rough t to  the surface by no  less than  
G oethe on the one hand  and  M arx on the other. For it  w as Goethe 
w ho declared tha t 'th e  highest lyric is decidedly historical’, and  that if 
for instance you tried  'to  separate  the m ythological and  historical 
elem ents from  Pindar's Odes' you w ould find tha t 'y o u  had  cut aw ay 
their inner life altogether1; and it was M arx w ho argued that 'G reek art 
pre-supposes Greek m ythology ', th a t is 'n a tu re  and the social forms 
already elaborated ... by the popu lar im agination’, and  conclude that 
'th e  difficult [for the m aterialist] lie no t in u n ders tand ing  tha t the 
Greek [figurative] arts and  epic are bound  up  w ith  certain  form s of 
social developm ent’ b u t ra ther in the fact that 'th e y  still afford us 
artistic pleasure and that in a certain respect they count as a norm  and 
as an  unattainable m odel’. M arx's observations show  his in tu ition  of 
the great complexity of the aesthetic problem  once the inadequacies of 
any rom antic or idealist approach have been critically ascertained, and 
it is posed in strictly m aterialist rather than positivist terms. W hat this 
form ation indicates is that the historical and  social bonds of a w ork of

9 Peter Demetz, Marx. Engels and the Poets, the University of Chicago Press, Chicago and 
London, 1959, pp.71-72.
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a rt do  no t condition it m echanically and externally, b u t m ust in some 
w ay be part of the particular kind of pleasure which the w ork - and  not 
som e other object - affords us. They m ust therefore partake of the very 
stuff of the w ork of a rt as such: in other w ords of its intellectual and  
structural substance.10

M arx and  Engels consider realism  w ith its insistence upon the typical 

as the m ore adequate  artistic  tendency to rep resen t the  contradictions of 

capitalism . Realism  induces the w riter, as in the case of Balzac, "to go 

against" his ow n ideology. For Marx and Engels the literary w ork  presents a 

con trad ic tion  betw een the  au th o r 's  in ten tion , the au tho r's  explicit social 

content, and the objective, actual m eaning of the text.

Well, Balzac was politically a legitimist; his great w ork is a constant 
elegy on the irretrievable decay of good society; his sym pathies are all 
w ith the class doom ed to extinction. But for all that, his satyre [sic] is 
never keener, his irony never bitterer, than  w hen he sets in  m otion 
the very m en and  w om en w ith  w hom  he sym pathizes m ost deeply - 
the  nobles. A nd the only  m en of w hom  he alw ays speaks w ith  
und isgu ised  adm iration , are his b itterest political an tagonists, the 
republican heros of the Cloitre Saint M ery, the m en w ho at this tim e 
(1830-1836) w ere indeed  the represen tatives of the p o p u la r m asses. 
That Balzac was com pelled to go against his ow n class sym pathies and 
political prejudices, that he saw  the necessity of the dow nfall of his 
favorite nobles, and described them  as people deserving no better fate; 
and  that he saw  the real m en of the future w here, for the tim e being, 
they alone w ere to be found - that I consider ... one of the g randest 
features of old Balzac.11

But how  is reality reflected in the literary work? W hat does it m ean to 

say the literary w ork m irrors reality? Engels and Marx never elaborate on this. 

Does the m irro r m etaphor im ply a m im etic representation , a crude one to 

one correspondence betw een the reality  that exists independen tly  of our 

consciousnes and its depiction in the literary work?

10 G.Della Volpe, Critique of Taste. NLB London, WI, 1978, p.7.
11 Quotation taken from P. Demetz, Marx. Engels. and the Poets. The University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago and London, 1963, p.174.
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Lukacs' reflection m odel which follows from  his concepts of historical 

m ateria lism  and m ediation  rep resen t a subtle  u n ders tand ing  of realism . 

L iterature is an active and autonom ous form  of consciousness w ith its own 

law s and  practices. It reflects in a m ediated m anner the form of reality. To 

reflect is to fram e a m ental structure, which abstracts from  the surface of the 

w orld  of phenom ena to express the historical totality, the essential link, that 

is, betw een the econom ic and  social relationships. Lukacs' artistic totality 

rep re se n ts  a h a rm o n io u s w hole: the  w o rk ing  o u t of the  cap ita listic  

con trad ic tions betw een  essence and  appearance, concrete an d  abstract, 

individual and society.

It is in  its form, understood as the structuration  given to the content, 

that a literary w ork reflects the form  of reality .The literary type and narration 

w ith  its dynam ics of storytelling and dram ization, for instance, portray  the 

predom inant dialectical forces of changing society.

Literary criticism then has to ascertain if the literary w ork reflects in a 

m ediated  w ay or d istorts in an unm ediated  way the form  of reality through 

the analysis of form, typicality and narration.

G oldm an's genetic-structuralistic or hom ology m odel is based upon  

Lukacs' concepts of to tality  and  of a social class potential consciousness. 

L iterary or philosophical w orks' significant structures can be uncovered only 

if placed and  explained w ithin  socio-historical global w holes or structures, 

em body ing  w orld-v iew s, w hcih  u ltim ate ly  rela te  to the in terests and  

asp irations of social classes. L iterary w orks, tha t is, p resen t a structure  

hom ologous to the struc tu re  of a class w orld  vision. They are seen as 

g e n e ra tin g  from  the  soc ia l-econom ic  s itu a tio n  of the  class w hose 

consciousness they em body. They em body, how ever, the potential not the 

actual consciousness of a class, the consciousness , tha t is, of w hat a class
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w ould  think, feel and  aspire to if it had  a lucid understand ing  of its status 

and interests. In the H idden  G od, Racine plays reflect the tragic Jansenist 

w orld  view  of the "nobless de la robe", a displaced social group w ho was 

d iv ided  betw een its economic dependence on the absolutist m onarchy and 

the pull of bourgeois rationalistic individualism .

A dorno attacks the realist view  of literature contending that literature 

does no t have a d irect contact w ith the w orld  in the sam e w ay as hum an 

consciousness does. Realism  com m its the b lunder of transferring  "to the 

realm  of a rt categories which refer to the relationship of consciousness to the 

actual w orld, as if there w ere no difference betw een them." Realism neglects 

the im portance  of illusion  in  the dep ic tion  of reality . Lukacs fails to 

understand  the subjective nature  of his "idolized" realism.

A ccording to  A dorno , Brecht's d idacticism  w ith  its insisting  th a t 

literature should expose the contradictions of capitalistic society by subverting 

the basic conventional naturalistic  forms upon  w hich bourgeois art is based 

in o rder to "alienate" the reader from  identifying w ith bourgeois ideology, 

and  Sartre 's "engagem ent" claim ing tha t lite ra tu re  shou ld  be politically 

invo lved  falls in to  the sam e error. A fictional text changes the literal 

m eaning of words. It creates an  autonom ous, illusory reality.

For A dorno , lite ra tu re , especially  m o dern ist w ritings, keeps a t a 

distance from  the reality  to w hich it refers. This distance gives the literary 

w ork the pow er to criticize and  negate reality. The negation, how ever, is 

effectuated not by the content bu t by the form  of the literary work, by the 

procedures and techniques, that is, which structure its meaning. In his literary 

practice, A dorno  show s how  Kafka's use of the in te rio r m onologue or 

d istrup tions of conventional narra tive  tim e negate the reified reality  they 

portray.
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In Critical Del G usto(1960) Della Volpe presents a realist-m aterialist 

conception of literature in a m ore scientific, system atic way. His in tent is to 

trace ou t the form al-epistem ological aspect of lite ra tu re  by analyzing  its 

sem antic or linguistic side. He w ants to establish linguistically, that is, how 

lite ra tu re  g en era tes  from  the socio-econom ic rea lity  an d  p ro v id es a 

know ledge of it. In this m anner, he w ould  rem edy a key neglect in M arxist 

literary w ritings, which start from  an exam ination of society and history and 

then proceed to the analysis of the literary w ork to see if it reflects or distorts 

them  w ithout verifying such judgem ent w ithin the linguistic structure of the 

literary work.

... I have tried for m y part to help m ake good that 'neglect' to which 
Engels confessed in his ow n nam e and that of Marx Owir alle ...') in the 
self-criticism he addresses to M ehring in July 1893. He was referring - 
the passage is quoted in the frontispiece to his volum e - to the neglect 
o f the  'fo rm a l a sp ec t’, o r as w e w o u ld  say  the  logical and  
epistem ological aspect, of 'ideological represen tations1 (in ou r case, 
w orks of art), for a concern w ith their origin in 'fundam ental economic 
facts’ or solid structures - in other w ords their 'substantive' aspect. The 
attem pt to redress the balance has of course been m ade before, by such 
w riters as P lekhanov, Gramsci and  Lukacs - yet nearly  alw ays w ith 
uneven results. Thus, for exam ple, an exam ination of the sem antic or 
linguistic side of poetry  and  of art is one of the m ain them es of the 
p resen t inquiry, precisely because it has been lacking hitherto  in any 
m aterialist aesthetic .12

T hrough the analysis of language, Della Volpe brings forth an intrinsic 

re la tion  betw een  society  an d  lite ra tu re . A ccepting w ith  the  s tru c tu ra l 

linguistics of the C openhaghen school the iden tity  betw een language and 

thought, and  though t being historical thought, the expression of a socio- 

historical reality, Della Volpe show s how  the literary  sym bol generates from

2̂ G.Della Volpe, Critique of Taste, p.l.
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and  transcends the everyday historical literal discourse. The literary symbol is 

a historically determ inate, polysemic abstraction.

Literary criticism therefore should consist of a critical paraphrase which 

will po in t out the "scarto dialettico", the sem antic difference, that is, betw een 

the poetical-polysem ic and the literal-univocal discourses on the basis of a 

historical and functional philology. O nly in this m anner, according to Della 

Volpe, it is possible to capture the poetical values of the literary w ork in their 

specificity.

Della Volpe brings to  its extrem e logical consequence G ram sci's 

criticism  of Croce's conception of literature w hich ind iv iduates the artistic 

value and tru th  of a literary w ork in the poetic im age or im agination at the 

expense of the structural or conceptual element. In Cavalcante's canto in the 

Divine Com edy. Gramsci points ou t that the structural elem ent - Cavalcante's 

absolute ignorance of p resen t events -, that Croce had  considered extraneous 

to  the  poetic-d ram atic  effect, is, on  the con trary , ind ispensab le  to the 

concretization of such an effect. Cavalcante sees Dante, and, disappointed that 

his son G uido is not w ith him , asks Dante of his son's w hereabouts. Dante's 

answ er that his trip in the w orld of the dead has been decided by God, "whom 

perhaps" G uido "had in d isdain", and  D ante 's subsequen t hesita tion  to 

answ er a second sim ilar question are for Cavalcante the verification of his 

fear th a t his son has been p laced am ong the dam ned. D ante's hesitation 

springs from  the fact tha t he does not know  how  to explain Cavalcante's 

ignorance of his son 's destiny. C avalcante 's b lindness about the p resen t 

historical state of affairs induces him  to equivocate about D ante's answer. 

Cavalcante takes the w ord "had been" to m ean that his son is dead. Later we 

find out that Guido has presently reacquired his faith.



G lossing over their differences, basically A lthusser, M acherey and 

Eagleton reject the theory of realism  and m aintain  tha t literary  texts w ork 

upon  the ideology to produce "an effect of the real". Criticising the concept of 

unity  or formal unification of the text as an ideological m yth, they state that 

the literary text is incom plete and contradictory. It presents discontinuities, 

gaps and  silences. By reading them  sym ptom atically one can detect how  the 

literary practice pu ts ideology into contradiction and in this m anner reveals 

the reality, the dialectics of history, that ideology necessarily represses in order 

to  m aintain itself.

W hat the text does not say is precisely w hat m akes it as a literary object. 

It is com plete in  its incom pleteness. The incom pleteness of the text, its 

decenteredness, is a necessary consequence of the conflict w ith in  the text 

betw een its literary form and its ideological content.

It follows that the function of literary criticism is to place itself in the 

very decenteredness of the text in order to explain the ideological necessity of 

that w hich it is not said, of "the eloquent silence".

W hen we explain the w ork, instead of ascending to a h idden centre 
w hich is the source of life (the in terpretive fallacy is organicist and 
vitalist), we perceive its actual decenteredness. We refuse the principle 
of an in trinsic  analysis (or an  im m anen t criticism ) w hich w ould  
artificially circumscribe the w ork, and deduce the image of a 'to tality '
(for im ages too can be deduced) from  the fact tha t it is entire. The 
structure  of the w ork, w hich m akes it available to  know ledge, is this 
internal displacem ent, this caesura, by which it corresponds to a reality 
that is also incom plete, which it show s w ithout reflecting. The literary 
w ork gives the m eaning of a difference, reveals a determ inate absence, 
resorts to an eloquent silence.13

13 P.Macherey, A Theory of Literary production. Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1978, 
p.79.
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tPart One: OdegeCian Mar?Qsts: Qeorg Lufcdcs, Lucien QoCdmann, 
'Iheodor W.ttcComo.

A. Q. Lulqks

1. CDiafecticA

For Lukacs the M arxist dialectics is scientific and revolutionary at the 

sam e time. It represents the unity  of theory and practice. It seeks the tru th  of 

reality in order to transform  it. The essential nature of the M arxist dialectics is 

H egelian. It is based upon  the principle of contradiction, the category of 

concrete totality and the unity  of subject and object.

In the preface to H istory and Class Consciousness, Lukacs implicitly 

sta tes the  p rincip le  o f con trad iction  upon  w hich the M arxist dialectical 

m ethod is based w hen he w arns the reader unacquainted w ith dialectics that 

in the dialectical analysis of reality it is difficult to establish fixed m eanings for 

concepts. Dialectics operates the unity  of different concepts and in such unity 

it transcends and falsify their onesided and  fixed m eaning. For instance, w hat 

is false, taken by itself, abstracted, that is, from the historical context, is, qua 

false, untrue. If w hat is false is considered, however, in its historical context, 

in conjunction w ith  w hat is true, it becom es an aspect of tru th  and  it is, 

therefore, both  false and not false.2 Thus one should  not define concepts in 

an a p rio ri fashion bu t u n ders tand  their m eaning th rough  the dialectical 

function they perform . In this m anner, he w ould not cut 'a  figure as sorry as

1 See Appendix :A note on the Hegelian dialectics
2 Ibid. Basically, if we view things and concepts that representthem not in isolation but in 
their interconnection, and in motion and development, then something is itself and other than 
itself at the same time.
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Schopenhauer' w ho criticized the Hegelian dialectics w ithou t understand ing  

this basic m echanism .

...M oreover, it is even m ore difficult to establish fixed m eanings for 
concepts in M arx's im proved  version of the dialectic than  in the 
H egelian original. For if concepts are only the intellectual form s of 
historical realities then these forms, one-sided, abstract and  false as they 
are, belong to the true unity  as genuine aspects of it. Hegel's statem ents 
a b o u t th is  p ro b lem  of te rm in o lo g y  in  th e  p re face  to  the  
Phenom enology are thus even m ore true than  Hegel him self realised 
w hen he said: "Just as the expressions 'u n ity  of subject and  object', of 
'fin ite  and  infinite', of 'be ing  and thought', etc., have the draw back that 
'object' and 'subject' bear the sam e m eaning as w hen they exist outside 
that unity , so that w ithin the unity  they m ean som ething other than is 
im plied by their expression: so, too, falsehood is not, qua false, any 
longer a m om ent of truth." In the pure  historicisation of the dialectic 
this statem ent receives yet another twist: in so far as the 'fa lse ' is an 
aspect of the 't r u e ' it  is bo th  'fa lse ' an d  'non -fa lse '. W hen the 
professional dem olishers of M arx criticise his 'lack  of conceptual 
rigour’ and  his use of 'im age ' rather than 'defin itions', etc., they cut as 
sorry  a figure as d id  Schopenhauer w hen he tried  to expose Hegel's 
'logical how lers' in his Hegel critique. All that is p roved is their total 
inability to grasp even the ABC of the dialectical m ethod.^

That the contradictions of reality are logical is also explicitly m anifest 

th ro u g h o u t Lukacs' w ork  because the ir so lu tion  w ith in  the  iden tity  of 

opposites will bring  to the negation of the existing sta te  of affairs - the 

overthrow  of the capitalist system . In criticizing a line of though t by Rosa 

L uxenberg  in w hich  she separa tes the negative , v io len t aspect of the 

p ro le tarian  revolu tion  from  the post-revo lu tionary , positive  one of social 

reconstruction, Lukacs says,

I shall no t pause to dw ell on the singularly  undialectical nature of 
this line of thought on the p a rt of an otherw ise great dialectician. It is 
enough  to note in  passing  tha t the rig id  con trast, the m echanical 
separation  of the 'positive ' and the 'negative ', of 'te a rin g  dow n’ and 
'b u ild in g  u p ’ directly contradicts the actuality of the Revolution. For

3 Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness. MIT Press edition, 1971, pp. xlvi-xlvii.
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in the revolutionary m easures taken by the proletarian state, especially 
those taken directly after the seizing of pow er, the 'positive' cannot be 
separated  from  the 'negative ', even conceptually, let alone in practice. 
The process of struggling against the bourgeoisie, of seizing from  its 
h ands the instrum ents of pow er in econom ic conflict coincides - 
especially  a t the beginning  of the revolution - w ith the first steps 
tow ards organising the econom y.4

The claim to scientific superiority  of the M arxist dialectics is w arranted 

by its understanding  of social reality through the category of concrete totality 

w hich is a historical process. The totality is concrete because it preserves the 

individuality  and  historicity of phenom ena. This comes forcefully to the fore 

in Lukacs' a ttack  on the m ethodo logy  of bourgeo is positiv ism  w hich 

presum es to infer the laws of society by an objective study  of isolated, reified 

em pirical facts. A nticipating  convictions of contem porary  epistem ology, 

Lukacs argues that facts are not autonom ous, pure data w ithin a determ inate 

context: they already im ply an in terpretative theory and  are dialectically 

related to the whole concrete context of society in which and from  which they 

acquire significance. A spinning-jenny, for instance, taken in itself, is only a 

spinning-jenny, that is, a machine; it becomes a form of capital only if we take 

into consideration the whole social context of which it forms a part. C ut off 

from  the w hole, facts are artificially isolated aspects of it. Therefore, the 

separate, specialist disciplines - such as economics, sociology, law , etc., are 

u tterly  unscientific. The true science is the one w hich em braces the social 

totality. The w hole then is logically prio r to its parts, to the facts, and  is 

reflected in them. The whole, however, is not directly given because, as Marx 

says, the concrete is "a synthesis of m any particular determ inants, i.e. a unity  

of diverse element", bu t it is m ediated. An unm ediated whole disregards the 

specificity and  the dialectical in terrelationship  of the various elem ents of

4 Idem., p. 278.
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society and culture. It is an  undifferentiated aggregate of all phenom ena. 

C onsequently, the true m eaning of facts is also m ediated. By m ediation is 

understood  any kind of subordinate  whole into which facts m ust be placed 

before they are integrated into the general whole. The b lunder of bourgeois 

social sciences, based upon  a naive and uncritical em piricism , of neglecting 

the historical and  m ediated dim ension of facts and of isolating and reifying 

them  is a consequence of the capitalist society which is convinced that social 

reality naturally has, and will always have, a capitalist structure.

The blinkered em piricist will of course deny that facts can only become 
facts w ith in  the fram ew ork of a system  - w hich will vary  w ith the 
knowledge desired. He believes that every piece of data  from economic 
life, every statistic, every raw  event already constitutes an im portant 
fact. In so doing he forgets that how ever sim ple an enum eration of 
'facts' m ay be, how ever lacking in com m entary, it already im plies an 
'in te rp re ta tio n '.  A lread y  a t  th is  s tage  the  facts h av e  been  
com prehended by a theory, a m ethod; they have been w renched from 
their living context and fitted into a theory.

...The 'p u re ' facts of the natural sciences arise w hen a phenom enon 
of the  real w orld  is p laced  (in th o u g h t or in rea lity ) in to  an 
en v iro n m en t w here  its law s can be in spected  w ith o u t o u tside  
interference...

In this w ay arise the 'iso la ted ' facts, 'iso lated ' complexes of facts, 
separa te , specia list d isc ip lines (econom ics, law , etc.) w hose very  
appearance seem s to  have done m uch to  pave the w ay for such 
scientific m ethods.

By contrast, in the teeth of all these isolated and isolating facts and 
partial systems, dialectics insists on the concrete unity  of the whole.

...In order to progress from  these 'facts' to facts in the true m eaning 
of the w ord it is necessary to perceive their historical conditioning as 
such and  to abandon  the po in t of view  that w ould  see them  as 
im m ediately given: they m ust them selves be subjected to a historical
and dialectical exam ination.^

...But in  fact, to leave em pirical reality behind  can only m ean that 
the objects of the em pirical w orld are to be understood as aspects of a 
totality, i.e. as the aspects of a total social situation caught up  in the 
process of historical change. Thus the category of m ediation is a lever 
w ith w hich to overcom e the m ere im m ediacy of the em pirical w orld

5 Idem., pp. 5-7.
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and  as such it is no t som ething (subjective) foisted on to the objects 
from  outside, it is no value-judgem ent or 'ough t' opposed to their 'is '.
It is rather the m anifestation of their authentic objective structure.^

The totality, Lukacs points out, is a historical process which is evolving 

tow ard  some end. Its contradictions, stem m ing from the basic contradiction 

betw een classes, show  "an im m anent m eaning" - a trend , that is, a future 

direction w here past and  p resen t point. A dialectical analysis based on the 

p rin c ip le  of h isto rica l m ateria lism  w ill show  th a t such  a tren d  is 

revolutionary and the end is the overthrow  of the capitalist system.

The concrete totality, however, is not only an object of knowledge, it is 

also the subject. It represents the identity  of subject and  object. W hat we 

know  is w hat w e have m ade. Lukacs quotes H egel's epistem ological and 

ontological principle: "Truth m ust be understood and expressed not m erely as 

substance, b u t also as subject." In considering h isto ry  as the iden tity  of 

subject-object - m ankind is a p roducer and a p roduct of historical process - 

Hegel, according to Lukacs, was able to overcome the Kantian epistemological 

im potence of the thing in itself stem m ing from  the sharp  antithesis betw een 

object and  subject. Knowledge is possible only w hen know er and know n are 

one. He m ade the b lunder, how ever, of locating the identical subject-object 

outside history in the Absolute Mind. For Lukacs the identical subject-object 

is the proletariat. The proletariat, however, com prehends the totality in so far 

as becomes self-aware, class-conscious - that is in so far as it understand  its 

economic and  social position in society and the revolutionary nature of such 

a position.^

6 Idem., p. 162.
7 "Why must the action be that of the proletariat? Because, in contemporary society, the 
proletariat is the only revolutionary class."
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This is w hat Lukacs calls potential consciousness of the pro letariat as 

oppose to w hat the p ro le taria t actually  thinks, feels and  desires. Its very 

existential situation then allows the pro letariat to overcom e the reification of 

consciousness to  w hich  the bourgeo is consciousness ineluctab ly  aim s, 

conditioned  as it is by  its ow n class in terests. A reified  consciousness 

considers reality uncritically, as we saw  in the case of bourgeois science, as a 

conglom eration of d iscrete facts and  things. The basic phenom enon of 

re if ic a tio n  is re p re se n te d  by th e  fe tish ism  of c o m m o d itie s ,^ th e  

transfo rm ation  of hum an  rela tions in to  a collection of com m odities, of 

discrete things, which is inevitable in a society that subjects production solely 

to the increase of exchange-value and the exploitation of man. Man is only 

seen as part of an enorm ous system  of production and  exchange and as such 

he is a com m odity, a m ere un it of labour pow er to be purchased  and sold 

accord ing  to the  law s of the m arket. H is specific ind iv idua lity  is an 

im ped im en t to the un ifo rm ity  and  ra tionaliza tion  of the system  w hich 

involve the specialization and the particularization of productive activity. As 

a result, m an is spiritually crippled, confined to the knowledge and practice of 

a na rro w  range of skills, and  a lienated  from  labour itself as an act of 

production . Stem m ing from  the econom ic sector, rationalization structures 

all the other aspects of society. W hen the pro letariat becom es self-aware, 

aw are of its ow n position as a com m odity in society, it will understand  the

® "Marx describes the basic phenomenon of reification as follows: "A commodity is therefore a 
mysterious thing, simply because in it the social character of men's labour appears to them as 
an objective character stamped upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the 
producers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them as a social relation, existing 
not between themselves, but between the products of their labour. This is the reason why the 
products of labour become commodities, social things whose qualities are at the same time 
perceptible and imperceptible by the senses....It is only a definite social relation between men 
that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between things."4" (Idem., p. 86.)
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natu re  of reification and the social m echanism  as a whole, and  at the same 

tim e it will rebel against it and  change it. It can bring to consciousness and 

transform  into practice the im m anent trend , the "concrete possibilities" of 

h isto ry 's contradictions. The concept of tru th  as the correspondences of 

judgem ent w ith reality  still holds, b u t it is a reality  to be a ttained  in the 

future. T ruth, how ever, here departs from  the traditional understand ing  of 

it. It is relative to a social class.

A bove all the w orker can only become conscious of his existence in 
society w hen he becom es aw are of him self as a com m odity. As we 
have seen, his im m ediate existence in tegrates him  as a pure , naked 
object into the production process. Once this im m ediacy turns ou t to 
be the consequence of a m ultip licity  of m ediations, once it becomes 
ev iden t how  m uch it p resupposes, then the fetishistic form s of the 
com m odity system  begin to dissolve: in the com m odity the w orker 
recognises him self and his ow n relations w ith  capital.

...when the w orker know s himself as a com m odity his knowledge 
is practical. That is to say, this know ledge brings about an objective 
structural change in the object of knowledge. 9

...But it m ust be em phasized that (1) the structure can be disrupted  
only if the im m anent contradictions of the process are m ade conscious. 
O nly w hen the consciousness of the proletariat is able to poin t out the 
road  along w hich the dialectics of history is objectively im pelled, but 
w hich  it canno t trave l u n a id ed , w ill the  consciousness of the 
proletariat aw aken to a consciousness of the process, and only then will 
the p ro le taria t becom e the identical subject-object of h isto ry  w hose 
praxis will change reality .10

U nderstanding the totality, then, is not an act of m ere contemplation. 

The theory of reflection im plies a reified w orld  view  and a sharp  antithesis 

betw een subject and object.

P ro le ta rian  th o u g h t is p rac tical th o u g h t and  as such  is strong ly  
pragm atic. "The proof of the pudd ing  is in the eating," Engels says, 
p rov id ing  an idiom atic gloss on M arx's second Thesis on Feuerbach:

9 Idem., pp.168-9.
10 Idem., p. 197.
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"The question w hether hum an  thinking can pretend to objective tru th  
is not a theoretical bu t a practical question. M an m ust prove the tru th , 
i.e. the rea lity  and  pow er, the 'th is-s id ed n ess ' o f his th ink ing  in 
practice. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking that is 
isolated from  practice is a purely  scholastic question. This pudding , 
how ever, is the m aking of the pro letariat into a class: the process by 
which its class consciousness becomes real in practice.11

Since subject and  object coincide in the know ledge of the historical 

process, the class consciousness of the proletariat is the essential driving force 

of th a t process. The p ro le ta ria t u n d ers tan d s  reality  in  the very  act of 

transform ing  it. It is in its practice that the totality  actualize itself as a 

revolutionary process. Theory and practice coincide.12 The cognitive and 

norm ative  d im ensions of consciousness com plem ent eachother and only 

from  a logical standpoint can they be split.

A gainst the charge of historical determ inism , Lukacs replies tha t the 

potentiality  of the self-awareness of the proletariat in the historical process is

11 Idem., p. 198-199.
12 "in the same essay Marx clearly defined the conditions in which a relation between theory 
and practice becomes possible. 'It is not enough that thought should seek to realise itself; 
reality must also strive towards thought.' Or, as he expresses it in an earlier work: 'It will 
then be realised that the world has long since possessed something in the form of a dream 
which it need only take possession of consciously, in order to possess it in reality.' Only when 
consciousness stands in such a relation to reality can theory and practice be united. But for this 
to happen the emergence of consciousness must become the decisive step which the historical 
process must take towards its proper end (an end constituted by the wills of men, but neither 
dependent on human whim, nor the product of human invention). The historical function of 
theory is to make this step a practical possibility. Only when a historical situation has arisen 
in which a class must understand society if it is to assert itself; only when the fact that a class 
understands itself means that it understands society as a whole and when, in consequence, the 
class becomes both the subject and the object of knowledge; in short, only when these conditions 
are all satisfied will the unity of theory and practice, the precondition of the revolutionary 
function of the theory, become possible.

Such a situation has in fact arisen with the entry of the proletariat into history. 
'When the proletariat proclaims the dissolution of the existing social order,' Marx declares, 'it 
does no more than disclose the secret of its own existence, for it is the effective dissolution of 
that order."' (Idem., pp.2-3.)
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an indication  of its free activity. Instead of revolu tion izing  society, the 

proletariat may also adap t to the forms of bourgeois society.

R ealizing  the id en tity  of th o u g h t and  rea lity  is the central 

m ethodo log ica l concep t of objective idealism , ag a in st w hich  M arx's 

m ateria lism  had  asserted  the prim acy of being  over tho u g h t and  their 

separation, Lukacs, how ever, later m akes the category of reflection the focal 

point of his theory of knowledge. Even so, Lukacs still retains the concept of 

totality as a concrete unity  of thought and history, of facts and values.

In its struggle to achieve self-consciousness, to understand  the totality, 

the proletariat has to m ake use of the tenets of historical m aterialism . "It is 

one of the m ost im portant of its weapons." It is inseparable from  its practical 

and critical activity. From the nature of totality and m ediation, it follows that 

h istorical m aterialism , even em phasizing  the econom ic factor above all, 

"does no t link the w orld of forms and the content of consciousness w ith the 

econom ic struc tu re  in a d irectly  productive relation," b u t it links it in a 

m ediated relationship to the whole social being.

To the a rg u m en t th a t h istorical m ateria lism  is self-refu ting  if 

reapplied  to itself - tha t is, th a t it is itself an ideology, a "function of the 

econom ic reality  of the cap ita list society" - Lukacs answ ers that not all 

ideologies are representations of false consciousness. H istorical m aterialism  

is the correct historical m ethod and the true ideology of the proletariat.

I believe that this objection can be upheld  in part, bu t to concede it is 
no t to the detrim ent of the  scientific sta tus of historical m aterialism . 
Historical m aterialism  both can and m ust be applied to itself. But this 
m ust no t be a llow ed to lead  to total relativ ism , let alone to  the 
conclusion th a t h istorical m aterialism  is no t the correct historical 
m ethod. The substantive tru ths of historical m aterialism  are of the 
sam e type as w ere the tru th s  of classical economics in  M arx's view: 
they  are tru th s  w ith in  a p a rticu la r social o rd er a n d  system  of 
p roduction . As such, b u t only as such, their claim  to valid ity  is
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absolute. But th is does no t preclude the em ergence of societies in 
w hich by virtue of their different social structures o ther categories and 
other system s of tru th  p revail.13

13 Idem., p. 226.
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2. Literary Lheory and Criticism

Inserting him self in the traditional M arxist conception of art, Lukacs 

m ain tains tha t realism  is the essential characteristic of w orks of art. His 

theory is descriptive and evaluative at the sam e time. The M arxist critic in 

establishing which works satisfy the criteria of realism  is also m aking a value 

judgem ent. H e is excluding everything else from  the realm  of art. Lukacs 

stresses tha t evaluation and  explanation  are necessarily  in tertw ined. In 

po in ting  ou t F laubert's and  C. F. M eyer's im poverished  and  inadequate  

p icture of reality, he says, "...it is the du ty  of M arxist aesthetics no t only to 

explain this im poverishm ent and inadequacy in a social-genetic way, bu t also 

to m easure them  aesthetically against the h ighest dem ands of the artistic 

reflection of historical reality and to find them  lacking. Criticism  m ust be 

allowed the right to judge and condem n the artistic products of entire periods, 

w hile acknow ledging their social-historical necessity - indeed , the w hole 

aesthetic judgm ent rests upon  this acknowledgm ent.

A rt is a reflection of reality. Reality, as we know  it, is the concrete 

dialectical totality. Lukacs artistic totality represents a harm onious whole: the 

w orking out of the capitalistic contradictions betw een essence and appearance, 

concrete and abstract, ind iv idual and  society. From  Lukacs, concepts of 

historical m aterialism  and m ediation it follows that the reflection does not 

m ean photographic or m im etic representation - a one-to-one correspondence 

betw een the objects and the events of the w orld and the ideas and images of a 

w ork of art. A rt is an active and autonom ous form  of consciousness w ith its

1 Georg Lukacs, The Historical Novel. Beacon Press, Boston, 1963, p.333-4.
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ow n laws and  practices. To reflect is to frame a m ental structure of reality. It 

is the form  of the w ork of art which reflects in a m ediated  m anner the form 

of reality.

...artistic form  is just as m uch a m ode of reflecting reality  as the 
term inology of logic (as Lenin dem onstrated so convincingly). Just as 
in  the  p rocess of the reflection  of rea lity  th ro u g h  th o u g h t, the 
categories that are m ost general, the m ost abstracted from  the surface of 
the w orld  of phenom ena, from sense data, therefore, express the m ost 
abstract laws governing nature and men; so is it w ith the forms of a rt.2

But, different from  logic, th a t is, science, it is a form  w hich expresses the 

concreteness, th a t is, the content of life. It is concrete know ledge in which 

form  and content are dialectically related.

That the artistic forms carry out the process of abstraction, the process 
of generalization, is a fact long recognized. Aristotle contrasted poetry 
and  h isto ry  from  this p o in t of view  (it shou ld  be no ted  by  the 
contem porary  reader tha t A ristotle understood by h istory  a narrative 
chronicle of loosely  re la ted  events in the m anner of H erodotus). 
A ristotle says: "H istorians and poets do not differ in the fact th a t the 
latter w rite in verse, the form er in prose.... The difference lies rather in 
the fact th a t the one reports w hat actually happened , the o ther w hat 
could  happen . Thus poetry  is m ore philosophical than  h istory , for 
poetry  tends to express the universal, history the particular." A ristotle 
obviously m eant that because poetry  expresses the universal it is m ore 
ph ilosoph ical th an  history . He m eant that poe try  (fiction) in  its 
ch arac te rs , s itu a tio n s  an d  p lo t n o t m ere ly  im ita tes  in d iv id u a l 
characters, s itua tions and  actions b u t expresses sim ultaneously  the 
regular, the universal and  the typical.^

A m eaningful form  then has to be understood in  the H egelian sense 

as the aesthetic shape or structuration or configuration given to a content. A 

configuration w hich is rendered  through linguistic o r technical devices bu t is

2 Georg Lukacs, Writer and Critic, and Other Essays. The Merlin Press Ltd., London, 1970, p. 45.

3 Idem., pp. 45-6.



3 6

n o t itself som eth ing  linguistic  o r technical. The dialectics of form  and 

content, the conversion of one into the other and vice versa, is, according to 

Lukacs, the characteristic of a w ork of art. W hen this conversion is "well 

developed", the w ork of art gives the im pression of being "natural", "artless", 

com pletely objective. It reflects reality  in the m ost clear and  unequivocal 

m anner.4

Consequently, realism  is not a style restricted to w hat historically has 

been called realism. It com prehends a variety of styles. Lukacs, for instance, 

calls Shakespeare, Goethe and  Dante "realists". He defends the fantastic and 

hyperbolic elem ents in Balzac's literary practice as indispensable in rendering 

the dialectics of reality against Zola's or Flaubert's sterile, strictly naturalistic 

practice.

Realism, as the apperception of the dialectics of the concrete totality, is 

strictly dependent upon  the categories of typicality and  narration. Typicality 

and  narration  m ediate such an apperception.

The typical, for Lukacs, is no t a pu re  statistical m ean. It is the 

ind iv idua l, concrete character o r situation  w hich m anifests the universal 

determ inants of reality.

4 "The dialectic of content and form, the transformation from the one into the other, can 
naturally be studied in all the stages of origin, development and effect of a work of art. We 
will merely allude to a few important aspects here. When we take the problem of subject 
matter, we seem at first glance to be dealing again with a problem of content. If we investigate 
more closely, however, we see that breadth and depth of subject matter convert into decisive 
problems of form. In the course of investigating the history of individual forms, one can see 
clearly how the introduction and mastery of new thematic material calls forth a new form with 
significantly new principles within the form, governing everything from composition to diction. 
(Consider the struggle for bourgeois drama in the eighteenth century and the birth of an 
entirely new type of drama with Diderot, Lessing and the young Schiller.)

When we follow this process over a long period of history, the conversion of content 
into form and vice versa in the effect of works of art is even more impressive. Precisely in those 
works in which this conversion of one into the other is most developed, does the resultant new 
form attain the fullest consummation and seem entirely 'natural"’ (one thinks of Homer, 
Cervantes, Shakespeare, etc.). (Idem., p. 52.)
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The central category and criterion of realist litera ture  is the type, a 
peculiar synthesis which organically binds together the general and the 
particular both in characters and situations. W hat m akes a type a type 
is no t its average quality , no t its m ere ind iv idua l being, how ever 
p ro found ly  conceived; w ha t m akes it a type is th a t in it all the 
hum an ly  and  socially essen tia l de te rm inan ts are p resen t on their 
h ighest level o f developm en t, in the  u ltim ate  un fo ld in g  of the 
possibilities latent in them , in extrem e presentation of their extremes, 
rendering concrete the peaks and limits of m en and epochs.^

The type subsum es dialectically the indiv idual and the universal. That the 

typical, the universal is a com ponent of reality and not a p roduct of a merely 

subjective intellectual operation is well argued  by Marx, according to Lukacs, 

w hen he says, "The concrete is concrete because it is the synthesis of m any 

determ inants, the unity  w ith in  diversity. In our thinking the concrete thus 

appears as the process of synthesis, as the result, not as the point of departure, 

a lthough  it is really  the p o in t of d ep artu re  and  hence also the p o in t of 

departure for perception and conception.^ "

N arration w ith its dynam ics of storytelling and  dram atization portrays 

the rhy thm  of the contradictions of reality. It penetrates into the inner 

dialectical interrelationship of hum an passions and events w here "chance" is 

a pretext for the inevitable. It show s, therefore, how  the characters are directly 

involved in the events, how  they experience them. This stem s from the fact 

that the w riter him self is a participant in public life. Description, on the other 

hand, portrays a reified, static reality: a w orld  of things w here events are cut 

off from  the fates of the characters and  observed or contem plated  from 

outside. The w riter is a m ere observer. Description, in addition, m inimizes

5 5. Georg Lukacs, Studies In European Realism. The Merlin Press, London, 1972, p. 6.

6 Georg Lukacs, Writer and Critic, and Other Essays, The Merlin Press Ltd., London, 1970, pp. 
46-7.



plot. Plot contrasts the ideological understanding  of them selves and  reality 

tha t the characters have, and reality as it is. From the definition of form it 

follows that plot is an epistem ological and ontological criterion at the same 

tim e.^  Lukacs com parison betw een the depiction of the horse race in Zola's 

N ana and Tolstoi's A nna Karenina illustrates this distinction.

The description of the race is a brilliant exam ple of Zola's virtuosity. 
Every possible detail at a race is described precisely, colourfully and 
w ith sensuous vitality:.... H ow ever, for all its virtuosity the description 
is m ere filler in the novel. The events are loosely related to  the plot 
and could easily be elim inated; the sole connection arises from  the fact 
that one of N ana's m any fleeting lovers is ru ined in the swindle.

In A nna K arenina the race represents the crisis in a great dram a. 
V ronsky's fall m eans an overtu rn ing  in A nna's life. Just before the 
race she h ad  rea lized  th a t she w as p reg n a n t and , after pa infu l 
hesitation , had  inform ed V ronsky of her condition. H er shock at 
V ronsky's fall im pels the decisive conversation  w ith  her husband. 
The relationships of the protagonists enter a new  critical phase because 
of the race. The race is thus no m ere tableau b u t rather a series of 
intensely dram atic scenes which provide a turn ing  point in the plot.

The absolute divergence of intentions in the scenes in the two 
novels is further reflected in the creative approaches. In Zola the race 
is described from the standpoint of an observer; in Tolstoy it is narrated 
from  the standpoint of a participant.

The key question is: w hat is m eant by "chance" in fiction? W ithout 
chance all narration is dead  and abstract. N o w riter can portray life if 
he elim inates the fortuitous. On the other hand , in his representation 
of life he m ust go beyond crass accident and  elevate chance to the 
inevitable... The race is, on the one hand, m erely an occasion for the

 ̂ "When we analyse this formal requirement precisely in its formal abstractness, we come to 
the conclusion that only through plot can the dialectic of human existence and consciousness be 
expressed, that only through a character's action can the contrast between what he is 
objectively and what he imagines himself to be, be expressed in a process that the reader can 
experience. Otherwise the writer would either be forced to take his characters as they take 
themselves to be and to present them then from their own limited subjective perspective, or he 
would have to merely assert the contrast between their view of themselves and the reality and 
would not be able to make his readers perceive and experience the contrast. The requirement for 
representing the artistic reflection of social reality through plot is therefore no mere invention 
of aestheticians; it derives from the basic materialist dialectical practice of the great poets 
(regardless of their frequent idealist ideologies) formulated by aesthetics and established as a 
formal postulate - without being recognized as the most general, abstract reflection of a 
fundamental fact of objective reality." (Idem., p.51.)
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of life he m ust go beyond crass accident and  elevate chance to the 
inevitable... The race is, on the one hand , m erely an occasion for the 
explosion of a conflict, but, on the other hand, through its relationship 
to Vronsky's social am bitions - an im portant factor in the subsequent 
tragedy - it is far m ore than a mere incident.^

One of the requirem ent for the creation of realistic works then is the 

au thor's participation in the life of his time. Only his engagem ent enables 

h im  to com prehend the  n a tu re  of reality. K now ledge is practical. To 

com prehend is to act. The o ther requirem ent is that reality  itself presents 

"concrete possibilities" for the author to com prehend it. It is usually  a reality 

which depicts a society in the process of consolidation after severe crises.

Balzac, S tendhal, D ickens and  Tolstoy dep ic t a bourgeois society 
conso lida ting  itself after severe  crises, the  com plicated  law s of 
developm ent operating  in  its form ation, and  the tortuous transitions 
from  the old  society in decay to the  new  society in  birth . They 
them selves actively  experienced  the crises in th is developm ent, 
though in different ways. Goethe, Stendhal and  Tolstoy took p a rt in 
the w ars w hich were the m idw ives of the revolutions; Balzac was a 
partic ipan t in and  victim  of the feverish speculations of em erging 
French cap ita lism ; G oethe an d  S tendhal se rved  as governm en t 
officials; and Tolstoy, as landow ner and  as participant in various social 
o rgan izations (the census and  fam ine com m issions, for exam ple) 
directly experienced im portan t events of the transitional u p h ea v e l.9

The above req u irem en t exp la in  the con trad ic tion  in  the g rea t 

bourgeois w riters betw een their political-ideological credos and their literary 

perform ance - the ability to grasp reality. F. Jameson says:

Yet in  his exam ples of such engagem en t, Lukacs follow s his 
m aterialism  through to a further and even paradoxical conclusion: if it 
is the m aterial substructure, the social situation tha t takes precedence 
over m ere opinion, ideology, the subjective p icture som eone has of 
himself, then we m ay logically be forced to conclude that under certain

8 Idem., pp. 110-112.
9 Idem., p. 118.
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circumstances a conservative, a royalist, a believing Catholic can better 
seize the genuine forces a t w ork  in society than  a w riter w hose 
sym pathies are relatively  socialistic. This is the ultim ate  force of 
Lukacs com parison betw een Balzac and Zola. 10

The great bourgeois writers are called by Lukacs critical realists in spite 

of their ideology, w hereas the great Marxist w riters are called socialist realists. 

O bviously , socialist realism  represen ts the h ighest lite rary  achievem ent. 

"The p ersp ec tiv e  of soc ia lis t rea lism  is, of course, the  s tru g g le  for 

socialism ...Socialist realism  differs from  critical realism , no t only  in  being 

based on a concrete socialist perspective, bu t also in using this perspective to 

describe the forces w orking tow ards socialism from  the inside'."! 1

For fu rther illustra tion  and clarification of the in terrelationship  of 

form , typicality , n a rra tion  and  the w riter's  ideology, w e will quote tw o 

passages from  Lukacs lite ra ry  practice. The first concerns W. Scott's 

W averley. The form  of the  novel is the  "com position", th a t is, the 

configuration that the conflictual social and  political forces of the time - the 

Tories, the W higs, and  the  Jacobites - assum e th ro u g h  typ icality  and 

narration . W averley, the m ediocre hero  w ith  a "m iddle way" view point, 

s tan d in g  betw een  the "extrem e" conflicting social g roups, d raw s them  

together and  m anifests th rough  his adventures their dialectics. W averley 

then is not, like Achilles, a historical significant type, "the sun  round  which 

the planets revolve". He is a vehicle for portraying the typical - the universal 

determ inants - of his time in concrete lived situations.This m anner of artistic 

com position is characteristic of all Scott's w orks and  stem s from  his own

10 F. Jameson, Marxism and Form. Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1971, pp. 202-3.

11 G. Lukacs, The Meaning of Contemporary Realism. London, 1963, p. 93.
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political views, his conception of English history as the assertion of a m iddle 

course through the struggle of extremes.

Scott presents great crises of historical life in his novels. Accordingly, 
hostile social forces, bent on one another's destruction, are everyw here 
colliding. Since those w ho lead  these w arring  forces are alw ays 
passionate partisans of their respective sides, there is the danger that 
th e ir s trugg le  w ill becom e a m erely  ex ternal p ic tu re  of m u tua l 
d e s tru c tio n  incapab le  o f a ro u s in g  the  h u m an  sy m p a th ies  and  
en th u s iasm s of the  reader. It is here  th a t the  com positional 
im portance of the m ediocre hero  comes in.... The appropriate  fortunes 
of such a m ediocre hero, w ho sides passionately w ith  neither of the 
w arring  cam ps in the great crisis of his time can provide a link of this 
k ind  w ithou t forcing the com position. Let us take the best know n 
exam ple. W averley is an  English country squire from  a fam ily which 
is pro-Stuart, b u t w hich does no m ore than  quietly sym pathize in a 
politically  ineffective fashion. D uring  his stay  in Scotland as an 
English officer, W averley, as a resu lt of personal friendships and  love 
entanglem ents, enters the camp of the rebellious Stuart supporters. As 
a resu lt of his old fam ily connections and the uncertain nature  of his 
partic ipation  in the uprising , w hich allows him  to  fight bravely, bu t 
never to become fanatically partisan, his relations w ith the H anoverian 
side are sustained. In this way W averley's fortunes create a p lot which 
only gives us a pragm atic  p icture of the struggle on  bo th  sides, bu t 
brings us hum anly  close to  the im portan t represen tatives of either
side.12

The second passage is about Balzac's Pere Goriot. Balzac's legitim ist 

royalism  induces h im  to em ploy  his lite ra ry  energ ies in  exposing  the 

contradictions and the ugliness of bourgeois society. This is achieved by 

intensifying the m anifestations of these contradictions to an extrem e degree 

in an  in d iv id u a l or s itua tion  th ro u g h  an "avalanche" o f events. The 

exaggeration of types and the im probability of events, taken by them selves, 

are just as such, b u t in the social fabric depicted by Balzac are necessary 

elem ents in reflecting the form of the social reality of capitalist society.

12 g . Lukacs, The Historical Novel. Beacon Press, Boston, 1963, pp. 36-7.
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society , the  inev itab le  in n e r co n trad ic tions ap p ea rin g  in  every  
institu tion  in bourgeois society, the varied  form s of conscious and  
unconscious rebellion against the enslavem ent and  crippling  of the 
institu tions in w hich m en are im prisoned. Every m anifestation of 
these contradictions in an individual or a situation is intensified to an 
extrem e by Balzac and  w ith  m erciless consequences. A m ong his 
characters he depicts m en representing ultim ate extremes: being lost or 
in revolt, th irsting  for pow er or degenerate: G oriot and  his daughters, 
Rastignac, V autrin, the Viscountess de Beauseant, Maxime de Trailles. 
The events th rough  w hich these characters expose them selves follow 
upon  each other in an avalanche that appears incredible if the content 
is considered in isolation - an avalanche im pelled by scarcely credible
explosions. 13

Lukacs m akes nineteenth-century realism  the standard  of literature. 

A lm o st all l ite ra tu re  a fte r  th is  p e rio d  - n a tu ra lism , sym bo lism , 

expressionism , surrealism , etc. - is judged  by Lukacs as non-realist, and  

therefore as decadent and  m ystifying. W riters such as Zola, Proust, Joyce, 

Kafka, etc., because of their epistem ological stance as m ere observers, are 

unable to com prehend the totality and to perform  the act of mediation.

Lukacs' criticism of Zola can be taken as an illustrative example. As a 

m atter of fact, he calls all the non-realist w riters substantially naturalist. He 

says th a t Z ola p o rtray s  in  a p h o to g rap h ic  w ay an  unconnected  and  

unm ediated  w orld  of particu lar events to the law s tha t he believes govern 

reality. Particular events and  laws rem ain abstractly separated from eachother 

creating  a to ta lity  of reifications. Z ola 's scientific m ethod  is u tte rly  

unscientific.

Despite all Zola's ideological concessions to the fashionable dogm a of 
agnosticism, for exam ple, he is nevertheless profoundly sure of having 
found the m ost im portan t and decisive laws of existence as a whole in 
the im m ediately verifiable influence of the m ilieu and heredity  upon 
hum an  destinies. W hich is w hy he considers na turalism  to be the

13 g . Lukacs, Writer and Critic, and Other Essays. The Merlin Press Ltd., London, 1970, pp. 49- 
50.



found the m ost im portant and decisive laws of existence as a whole in 
the im m ediately verifiable influence of the m ilieu and  heredity  upon 
h um an  destinies. W hich is w hy he considers na turalism  to be the 
m odern and "scientifically" correct m ethod of writing,... This occurs as 
a general tren d  only at a m uch m ore advanced  stage of literary  
decadence, very ofter in opposition to naturalism .

W hat is decisive, rather, is the naturalistic, that is, im m ediate and 
therefore abstract attitude to these general laws. Thus, w hat Hegel laid 
dow n generally in  his criticism of all im m ediate know ledge, applies 
m u ta tis  m u tand is to artistic  tru th  as conceived by naturalism : "Its 
peculiarity  [i.e. of im m ediate know ledge, G.L.J is this: the content of 
im m ediate  know ledge is only tru th  w hen taken in  isolation, w hen 
m ediation  is excluded." This exclusion of m ediations m ay be easily 
stud ied  in literature by com paring the relationship betw een m an and 
society in Balzac and Zola.

Universality w ithout m ediation is necessarily abstract.! 4

Zola then fails to create types. W hat he creates instead is the m erely average

or the pathological c h a r a c t e r . ! 5

Besides, Zola's laws can never reflect reality. They are not based upon 

the  p rincip le  of contradiction . They consider society as a harm onious 

organism  w hose social evils are only attacking diseases. A ccording to the 

M arxist dialectics, instead , social evils are sym ptom s of the contradictory 

natu re  of capitalism . Zola is im prisoned w ith in  the bourgeois progressive 

m yth of science.

Zola says: "The social cycle is identical w ith the life-cycle: in society 
as in the hum an body, there is p, solidarity linking the various organs 
w ith  each o ther in  such a w ay that if one organ  putrefies, the rot 
sp reads to the organs and results in a very com plicated disease...W hat 
he then  pu ts in the place of Balzac's ideas, as a  'scientific' result, is the 
undialectic conception of the organic unity  of nature  and society; the 
elim ination of antagonism s is regarded as the m otive pow er of social 
m ovem ent and  the p rincip le  of 'h a rm ony ' as the essence of social 
being. Thus Zola's subjectively m ost sincere and courageous criticism

G. Lukacs, The Historical Novel. Beacon Press, Boston, 1963, p. 215.

15 G. Lukacs, Studies in European Realism. The Merlin Press, London, 1972, p. 176.
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of society is locked in to  the m agic circle of progressive bourgeois 
narrow -m indedness.^  ̂

16 Idem., pp. 86-7.
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(B. L. QoCdmann's Midden God

G oldm ann m aintains that Lukacs dialectical standpoint, w hich denies 

the possib ility  of any  separa te  h isto ry  of econom ics, politics, religion, 

philosophy and literature and states therefore that facts are significant only 

w hen placed w ith in  concrete-historical wholes w hich reveal the necessary 

in te rdependence  of all form s of hum an  behavior, is the m ost reliable 

scientific m ethology in hum anistic  science. It p rovides a m ore "objective, 

explicative and  com prehensive" analysis of reality. It resolves the dichotom y 

of facts and  value and brings to the fore the understanding  - experim entally 

d em o n stra ted  by  P iaget - th a t cogntive norm s are  n o t based  upon  

transcendental criteria of rationality bu t upon evaluative and practical factors 

w ithout which they cannot be conceived.

Facts concerning m an alw ays form  them selves in to  significant global 
structures, w hich are at once and the sam e tim e practical, theoretical 
and emotive, and  these structures can be studied in a scientific m anner, 
that is to say they can be both explained and understood, only w ithin a 
practical perspective based  upon  the acceptance of a certain set of 
va lues.1

For G oldm an, w holes are characterized  by  sign ifican t s truc tu ra l 

patterns of ideas, em otions and  practical norm s of behavior of large social 

g roups. These significant struc tu res, G oldm an states, offer a theoretically 

objective, clear cut field of investigation, the "understanding" of w hich does 

no t involve, as D ilthey  w o u ld  have, the subjective act of im itative 

experience or em pathy. U nderstand ing  entails a descrip tion  "as exact as 

possible" of the significant structures. Explanation, on the other hand, is the

1 L. Goldmann, The Hidden God. Routledge _& Kegan Paul, London, 1964, pp. ix.
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in tegration of those structures, as "constitutive and functional" elem ents in 

structures w hich "directly" contain them . In the act of explaining the lesser 

structure  by the greater, we also understand  the greater. In this dialectical 

cognitive play of lesser structures w ithin  greater structures, the traditional 

neo-K antian dichotom y betw een "explanation and  understanding", as two 

different m ental operations, is resolved.

In his studies, G oldm an seeks to establish the precise, genetic links 

betw een  lite ra ry  and  ph ilosophical w orks and  the social g roup  w hose 

consciousness they express. In order to do so, the first step is "to understand  

and to explain" literary and philosophical w orks by placing them  w ithin the 

w orld  vision, a "trans-indiv idual m ental structure", of the social class to 

w hich the au tho r belongs. The w orld  vision is "a w hole complex of ideas, 

aspirations, and feelings w hich links together the m em bers of a social group 

(a g roup  which, in m ost cases, assum es the existence of a social class) and 

which opposes them  to m em bers of other social groups."^ Explanation of the 

literary and philosophical w orks in the light of a logic supposedly  im m anent 

in the structures of indiv idual psychology is irrelevant because the objective 

m eaning of the text is not always clear to the author himself.

"W hat he [the author] in tended  to say, and  the subjective m eaning 
w hich his books had  for him self, do no t alw ays coincide w ith  their 
objective m eaning, and  it is this w hich is the first concern of the 
ph ilo soph ically -m inded  h isto rian . For exam ple, H um e w as not 
h im self a thorough-going  sceptic, b u t the em piricism  to w hich his 
w ork  gave rise does lead  to an a ttitu d e  of com plete scepticism . 
Descartes believed in God, bu t Cartesian rationalism  is atheistic. It is 
w hen he replaces the w ork in a historical evolution which he studies 
as a whole, and w hen he relates it to the social life of the tim e at which 
it was w ritten - which he also looks upon  as a whole - that the enquirer

2 Ibid., p.17.
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can b ring  o u t the w ork 's objective m eaning , w hich w as often not 
com pletely clear for the au tho r himself. "3

The w orld  vision is not an im m ediate, empirical fact b u t a conceptual 

w orking hypothesis which is able to show  how  works "apparently dissimilar" 

as K ant's, Pascal's and  Racine's, for instance, d isp lay  a sim ilar structure 

essential to their form ation and understand ing . They exhibit a structure 

hom ologous to the structure of the world-view.

Even on an em pirical plane, its im portance and reality can be seen as 
soon as we go beyond the ideas of w ork of a single w riter, and  begin to 
study  them  as p a rt of a whole. For exam ple, scholars have long since 
n o ted  the sim ilarities w hich  exist be tw een  certa in  ph ilosoph ical 
system s and certain literary works: Descartes and Corneille, Pascal and 
Racine, Schelling and the Germ an rom antics, Hegel and  Goethe. W hat 
I shall try  to  show ...is tha t sim ilarities can be found no t only in the 
details of the particular argum ents p u t forw ard bu t also in the general 
structure of texts as apparently  dissim ilar as the critical w ritings of Kant 
and the Pensees of Pascal.

O n the plane of personal psychology, there are no people more 
different than  the poet, w ho creates particu lar beings and things, and 
the philosopher, w ho thinks and expresses him self by m eans of general 
concepts. S im ilarly , it is d ifficu lt to im agine tw o beings m ore 
dissim ilar in every aspects of their lives than Kant and Pascal. Thus, if 
m ost of the essential elem ents w hich m ake up  the schem atic structure 
of the w ritings of Kant, Pascal and  Racine are sim ilar in spite of the 
differences w hich separate these authors as individuals, we m ust accept 
the existence of a reality  w hich goes beyond them  as individuals and 
finds its expression in their work. It is this w hich I in tend to call the 
w orld  vision....4

The w orld  vision, how ever, is an intellectual construction which "is 

not dialectical in origin, and  has been w idely used by D ilthey and his school" 

in a vague and idealistic way, producing no scientific results. It was related to

3 Ibid., p.7-8.

4 Ibid., p. 15.
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a universal, classless history of ideas or culture, of which it was considered 

the outcom e. It is only by m eans of the dialectics that it acquires a scientific 

status.

This brings us to G oldm an's second step of his intellectual endeavor: 

the in tegration  of the w orld view  w ithin a larger structure, a determ inate 

socio-economic whole, am enable to scientific analysis. The dialectics analyzes 

the w orld vision in its genesis from  the social economic structure of the class 

w hose consciousness it embodies.

Thus, the m ethod which consists of going from  the actual text to the 
conceptual vision, and  then  re tu rn ing  from  this vision to the text 
aga in , is n o t an  in n o v a tio n  of d ia lec tica l m ateria lism . The 
im provem ent w hich dialectical m aterialism  m akes upon  this m ethod 
lies in the fact tha t by in tegrating the ideas of a particu lar individual 
into those of a social group, and  especially by analysing the historical 
function played in the genesis of ideas by social classes, it provides a 
scientific basis for the concept of w orld vision, and frees it from  any 
critic ism  th a t it m ig h t be p u re ly  a rb itra ry , sp e cu la tiv e  an d  
m etaphysical.21

Literary or philosophical w orks, then, are expressions of collective 

consciousness. They present a structure hom ologous to the structure of the 

w orld  vision.As in Lukacs, in  a literary w ork characters em body prim arily  

abstract concepts. The structure of a literary or philosophical work, however, 

show s a high degree of elaboration and coherence. It converts the potential 

consciousness of a class into actuality, and, therefore, it sharpens the class' 

aw areness of its full consciousness. This is the function of the au thor and 

also w hat gives the literary and philosophical text its value. The author

advances very  considerably the degree of structural coherence which 
the collective consciousness itself so far attained only in a rough and

5 Ibid., p. 20.
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ready  fashion. Thus the w ork constitutes a collective achievem ent 
th rough  the ind iv idual consciousness of its creator, an achievem ent 
which will afterw ards reveal to the group w hat it was m oving tow ards 
w ithout know ing it .6

In the H idden God, a study of Pascal's Pensees and Racine's tragedies, 

G oldm ann believes to have show n how  the dialectical explanation  of the 

texts, w orld vision and social class has to be conducted. He says that

any valid and scientific study of Pascal's Pensees or Racine's tragedies 
will be based not only upon a careful analysis of their structure bu t also 
u p o n  an a ttem p t to  fit them  into  the in tellectual and  em otional 
climate which is closest to them. That is to say, they should  first of all 
be studied  as part of the whole m ovem ent of Jansenism, seen both as a 
sp iritual and  as an intellectual phenom enon, and  then in relation to 
the econom ic and  social life of the group or class w hich found  its 
expression in the Jansenist m ovem ent. This book is thus a study  of 
Racine an d  Pascal w ith  special respect to the expression  w hich 
Jansenism  gave to the social, economic and political situation  of the 
noblesse de robe in seventeeth-century F ra n c e /

The world-vision expressed by Jansenism is a "tragic w orld vision". Its 

structural categories are God, W orld and Man: m an is tragically torn between 

the rationalism  of a valueless hum an w orld  deserted  by Providence and 

deprived of clear m oral laws and the absolute authority  of a h idden  God, of a 

God, tha t is, w ho is no t directly  present in nature. Reason, em bodied in 

m echanistic physics, has denied  the presence of God in nature. His only 

doubtful function "is to 'g ive a little tap to sta rt the w orld off’ after which he 

has nothing else to do."®

8 L. Goldmann, Genetic Structuralism in the Sociology of literature, in Sociology of Literature 
and Drama, eds. Elizabeth and Tom Bums, Harmondsworth, Middx, 1973, p. 153.

 ̂L. Goldmann, The Hidden God, p. 99.

8 Ibid., p. 29.
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The essential conflict of the Jansenistic tragic m ind is represented by 

the  lucid  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the  new  w orld  c rea ted  by ra tionalistic  

ind iv idua lism , together w ith  all the invaluable and  scientifically  valid  

acquisitions, and, a t the sam e tim e, the im possibility to accept it as it is 

w ithou t God's presence as the guaran tor of hum an rationality  and effort to 

pu rsue  a life of relative justice and tru th  am idst an am oral socio-economic 

setting, in the belief o f a G od w ho, even though alw ays absent as m an's 

he lper, is a lw ays p resen t as a specta to r and  an uncom passionate  and  

uncom prom ising  judge. H e dem ands com plete ded ication  to a life of 

absolute justice and absolute truth.

The God of tragedy, the G od of Racine, Pascal and  Kant, is a wholly 
different being. Like the rationalists' God, he does indeed bring m an 
no help from  outside; bu t, unlike the rationalists' G od, he offers m an 
no  guaran tee  of the va lid ity  of his ow n stren g th  and  pow ers of 
reasoning. Far from offering m an anything, the God of tragedy judges 
m an and m akes dem ands on him; he forbids the slightest degree of 
com prom ise, and  constantly  rem inds m an - w ho lives in a universe 
w here life is m ade possible only by approxim ation - that a true calling 
is one devoted to the quest for w holeness and authenticity. He is a 
God, in Lukacs words,

w hose cruel an d  h a rsh  tribunal know s ne ither p a rd o n  nor 
p rescrip tion , w ho m ercilessly  pun ishes the  sligh test h in t of 
infidelity tow ards the quest for Essence; a G od who, w ith blind 
rigidity , sw eeps from  the ranks of m en all those w ho have, by 
the slightest gesture, m ade in the m ost fleeting and forgotten 
m om ent of time, show n that they are strangers to the w orld  of 
Essences; a God whose merciless judgm ent can be softened by no 
riches and no sp lend id  gifts offered by the soul, and in whose 
sight along life, filled w ith  m ost glorious actions, is as nothing.^

Jansenism  represen ts the social consciousness of a displaced social 

g roup , the noblesse de robe, recru ited  from  the bourgeois class, w ho was

9 Ibid., p. 38.



51

div ided  betw een its economic dependence on the absolutist authority  of the 

k in g  an d  the  in flu en ce  a n d  a ttra c tio n  o f b o u rg eo is  ra tio n a lis tic  

individualism . It represents, that is, the im possibility of a class to resolve its 

trag ic sta te  of confusion and  uncertain ty  by overth row ing  the absolute 

m onarchy and creating the conditions for a rationalistic  bourgeois society. 

Paradoxically, for its existence, the nobless de robe needs the very m onarchy 

that is displacing it in favor of a new  royal burocracy.

Beside the court nobility the profile of another class appears: the gens 
de robe, the m ajority of w hom  were ennobled. We will call them  the 
noblesse de robe. C om m oners by origin, fu lfilling effective social 
functions as against the nobleses de cour, they regarded the latter w ith a 
disdain  m ixed w ith envy on account of its pom p and privileged social 
situation. The noblesse de robe, living not only in Paris, bu t chiefly in 
the provinces, involved w ith  comm oners by virtue of their daily lives 
and affairs, and often related to them, w ere indisputably enticed by the 
rationalistic individualism  of the bourgeoisie. (Some of them  became 
renow ned  m athem aticians.) But, on the o ther h an d , since their 
function was the m ost considerable com ponent of their success, they 
w ere too bound to the m onarchy to be able to  accept rationalism  in all 
its consequences. Hence, it is this class in France in w hich developed 
the tragic vision w herein m an appears torn betw een tw o contradictory 
claims that the w orld prevents him  from  reconciling.! 0

Pascal's P en s6 es  an d  Racine's traged ies exem plify  the m axim um  

"potential consciousness" of the noblesse de robe to w hich they belong. They 

express Jansenism  in a coherent and consum m ate form.

In his M ain C urren ts of M arxism , L. K olakow ski synthesizes very 

c learly  G o ldm ann 's  in te rp re ta tio n  of P ascal's s ta tic  trag ic-d ia lectica l 

consciousness, uncapable to transcend the conflict of opposite views. He says:

Pascal reached the zenith of tragic consciousness in 1657, im m ediately 
after the date  of the Provincial Letters. He denied  the value of all

10 L. Goldmann, The Human Sciences and Philosophy. Jonathan Cape Ltd, 
London, 1969, p. 109.
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w orldly know ledge, yet w ent on w ith scientific research; he refused to 
com prom ise w ith  authority , yet declared his obedience to the Church.
He d id  no t believe that tru th  and righteousness could trium ph in this 
w orld, bu t he proclaim ed that the whole of life should  be devoted to 
fighting for them . This a ttitude also conditioned his literary style: in 
the w orld  of tragedy no statem ent is true and no action is right unless 
accom panied by another which contradicts it. To this extent Pascal is 
also an exponent of dialectical thought, although his dialectic is static 
an d  tragic: there  is no syn thesis, no escape from  the clash of 
opposites ....In  the  last re so rt Pascal canno t recognize any  basic 
principles of cognition, either the cogito or the rules of em piricism , but 
falls back on the raisons d u  coeur, on a practical faculty as the only 
trustw orthy  guide. In this respect too he anticipates dialectical thought; 
his dialectic reaches its acme in the pari, w here a question fundam ental 
to hum an  destiny, the existence of God, is decided not by theoretical 
reasoning bu t by a gam bler's throw. H

The pari is an act of hope dictated by reasons of the heart: by w eighing the 

gain and  the loss against or in favor of G od's existence in  term s of m an's 

happiness. Reason is im potent to decide because G od's will and  existence is 

h idden  from  the world. Descartes' epistemological stratagem  to guarantee the 

tru th  of his cogito upon  the proclaim ed certitude of God's existence is seen as 

a 'd e u s  ex m achina', desperate attem pt to rescue w hat is absolutely uncertain. 

W ith Descarte rationalism  the gulf betw een creature and creator has become 

infin ite .! 2

L. Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxim. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1978, pp. 332-3.

12 Pascal says, "Let us examine this point: 'Either God is, or is not,’ we can say. But to which 
side shall we incline? Reason cannot help us. There is an infinite gulf fixed between creature 
and creator. What will you wager? It is like a game in which heads or tails may turn up. 
There is no reason for backing either the one possibility or the other. You cannot reasonably 
argue in favor of either.

If you know nothing either way, it might be urged, the true course is not to wager at all. 
But you must wager; that does not depend on your will. You are embarked in this business. 
Which will you choose?

Let us see. Since you must choose, your reason is no more affronted in choosing one way 
than the other. That point is clear. But what of your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and 
the loss in wagering that God does exist. If you wager that He does, and He does, you gain all; 
if you wager that He does, and He does not, you lose nothing. If you win, you take all; if you 
lose, you lose nothing. Wager then, unhesitatingly, that He does exist. This is demonstrable, 
and if men are capable of any truths, this is one.



A bout Racine's plays, G oldm ann points ou t that they are profoundly 

Jansenistic in spite of the fact that Racine argues vehem ently w ith Port-Royal 

whose m em bers d isapproved of Racine's pagan subject-m atter and theatrical 

conventions. Racine's p lays present a severe and uncom prom ising h idden 

G od, a m eaningless w orld  of beings lacking authenticity , aw areness and 

hum an value and a tragic character whose greatness consists in the fact that 

he rejects this world. G oldm ann writes:

The constituent elem ents of Racine's plays never vary, at least in the 
three genuine tragedies that he wrote: they are always God, the W orld 
and Man. .

...Setting ou t from  the central them e of the tragic vision, the radical 
opposition  betw een, on the  one hand , a w orld  of beings lacking in 
authentic aw areness and hum an greatness and, on the other, the tragic 
characters whose greatness lies precisely in the fact that they refuse this 
w orld  and  this life, tw o types of tragedy become possible: those w ith 
and those w ithout peripeteia and recognition. The second type is again 
d iv ided  in to  two sections, that in which the w orld and that in which 
the hero is a t the centre of the action.

The tragedy 'in  w hich there is neither peripeteia nor recognition' 
is the one w here the hero knows from  the very beginning that there is 
no possible w ay in w hich he can fit in w ith a w orld  that is em pty of 
aw areness, and  ag a in st w hich he sets up , w ithouy t the sligh test 
hesitation of illusion, the greatness of his ow n refusal.

The other type of tragedy is the one w here the hero's recognition 
of his fate is preceded by a fall because the tragic character still thinks, at 
the beginning of the play, that he can live w ithout com prom ise and  
im pose his ow n desires on the world. The play ends inevitably w ith 
his recognition that this w as an illusion .!3

If we ought to do nothing except on a certainty, we ought to do nothing for religion, 
because it is not a matter of certainty. But it is false to say, "We ought to do nothing except on a 
certainty." In a voyage at sea, in a battle, we act on uncertainties. If it be the case that we 
ought to do nothing except on a certainty, then we ought to do nothing at all, for nothing is 
certain. (Alburey Castell, An Introduction To Modern Philosophy. The Macmillan Company, 
New York, 1963, pp. 31-2.)

L. Goldmann, The Hidden God, pp. 317-8.
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C- ‘T. ‘W.Adomo

1. (Dialectics

Lukacs*analysis of the antinom ies of bourgeois thought as reflections 

no t of the inadequacy of reason b u t of a reality  essentially contradictory 

provides A dorno w ith an intellectual tool which is not only able to show  the 

historical relativ ity  of any philosophy b u t also to invalidate by im m anent 

criticism any philosophical claim which could be show n to present the reified 

relationships of society. Reification is a fact of consciousness as m uch as a 

social process. The Kantian problem  of the thing in itself and  the antinom ies 

that follow, based upon  the assum ption of the duality  of thought and reality, 

for instance, are solved as soon as that duality  is show n to be the ideological 

re su lt o f the  re ified  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  w orker an d  com m odities. 

C om m odities appear as given, im m utable objects because they are cut off 

from  the social process of their production , that is, from  the w orkers who 

have produced  them . The social-historical genesis of subject and  object and 

their in terdependence reveals that the abstractness of Kant's form ulation is 

the abstractness of exchange value and that the irrationality  of the thing in 

itself is the resulting opacity of commodities.

To the structure of reification A dorno adds the structure of dom ination 

tha t he found also very pervasive, and upon them  and the contradictoriness 

and  in te rdependence  of the  real he g rounds his attack  on ph ilosophy  

especially through the analyses of Kant, Hegel, K ierkegaard and Heidegger. 

The dynam ics of philosophy, he contends, has w rongly been to individuate 

an identity  principle - an ontological or epistem ological absolute, being the 

subject or the object, or w ith in  the subject or the object, to which everything
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subject or the object, or w ithin the subject or the object, to which everything 

else could be reduced. In this m anner, Philosophy reifies its concepts and falls 

in to  antinom ies. It fails to give an adequate  account of reality  w here 

everything is in te rdependen t w ith its opposite b u t irreducible to  it and  in 

motion. The relation betw een subject and object is

neither an ultim ate duality  nor a screen hiding ultim ate unity. They 
constitute one another as m uch as - by v irtue of such constitution - 
they depart from  each other...In tru th , the subject is never quite the 
subject, and the object never quite the object; and  yet the tw o are not 
pieced ou t of any th ird  that transcends them . The th ird  w ould be no 
less deceptive. The K antian answ er - w ithd raw ing  the th ird , as 
infinite, from  positive, finite cognition and  using its unattainability  to 
spur cognition to untiring effort - falls short. The duality of subject and 
object m ust be critically m ain tained  against the though t's  inheren t 
claim to be total. The division, which makes the object the alien thing 
to be m astered and appropria tes it, is indeed subjective, the resu lt of 
orderly preparation; bu t no critique of its subjective origin will reunify 
the parts, once they have split in reality. ̂

Each, that is, is m ediated  by the other. Subject and object, however, are social 

processes and not the presuppositions of pure  ontology or epistemology.

A dorno therefore rejects dialectical o r historical m aterialism  to which 

every th ing  could be reduced: there is no dialectical law  of h istory  which 

operates independently  of m en’s projects and action and there is no prim acy 

of the base over the superstructure. He says: "History is in the truth; the truth 

is not in history." A lthough tru th  is historical, there are no law s of history, or 

processes of history which are identical w ith truth. H istory is no guarantee 

for any theory of know ledge. W hat is true about h istory  is its continuous, 

pattern less change. H e also rejects the conviction th a t theory  has to be 

subordinated to praxis in order to be cognitively valid. The criterion of truth

I Adorno, Theodor W., Neeative Dialectics. The Seabuiy Press, New York, 1973, p. 174.
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for A dorno is rational rather than pragm atic. Theory w hen subordinated to 

political or revolutionary goals m anipulates tru th  according to the needs of 

Party strategy.

The subject-object relationship is, for A dorno, a social historical and 

psychological process. Therefore, in his dialectical analyses, he integrates 

F reudian  categories such as ego w eakness, anxiety, O edipal com plex, anal 

character, sadom asochism , w ithin the M arxist critical fram ew ork in order to 

uncover the psychological traits of a society founded on class and comm odity 

structure. Psychoanalytic theory provides A dorno w ith the tool to analyze in 

dep th  the m ediation betw een the individual and  society.

In the m ediation of subject and object, however, the object has priority 

over the subject. In th is m anner, he gives his d ialectical approach  a 

m aterialistic foundation. The precedence of the object over the subject does 

no t m ean, how ever, A dorno em phasizes, an affirm ation of naive realism  but 

only a m om ent articulated w ithin the operational field of dialectics. He says,

Due to the inequality inherent in the concept of m ediation, the subject 
en ters into the object altogether d ifferently  from  the way the object 
enters into the subject. A n object can be conceived only by a subject but 
alw ays rem ains som ething other than the subject, w hereas a subject by 
its very nature is from the outset an object as well. N ot even as an idea 
can we conceive a subject that is not an object; bu t w e can conceive an 
object that is not a subject. To be an object also is p a rt of the m eaning of 
subjectivity; bu t it is not equally part of the m eaning of objectivity to be 
a subject.

That the I is an entity is implicit even in the sense of the logical "I 
think, which should be able to accompany all m y conceptions," because 
the sequence of tim e is a condition of its possibility  and there is no 
sequence of time save in tem porality. The p ronoun  "my" points to a 
subject as an object am ong objects, and again, w ithout this "my" there 
w ould  be no "I think." The being of a subject is taken from  objectivity - 
a fact that lends a touch of objectivity to the subject itself; it is not by 
chance that the Latin w ord subiectum , the underly ing , rem inds us of 
the very thing which the technical language of philosophy has come to
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call "objective." The w ord "object," on the other hand, is not related to 
subjectivity until we reflect upon the possibility of its definition.

This does not m ean that objectivity is som ething im m ediate, that 
we m ight forget our critque of naive realism. To grant precedence to 
the object m eans to m ake progressive qualitative distinctions betw een 
th ings w hich in  them selves are  indirect; it m eans a m om ent in 
dialectics - not beyond dialectics, but articulated in d i a l e c t i c s . ^

The abso lu te  p rim acy  of the subject o r the  object o r any th ing  

reproduces in thought the structures of reification and dom ination that exist 

in r e a l i t y . 3  It strengthens totalitarian and conform ist tendencies. This is 

inheren t in the p revalen t m ode of th ink ing  - iden tity  th ink ing  - w hich 

structu res a search for iden tity  principles. Iden tity  th inking  claim s that 

objects are w hat they are em pirically and that concepts are adequate to their 

objects: they fully subsum e the objects, tha t is, to  w hich they apply  as if the 

objects have the p roperties to w hich the concepts refer. C oncepts are 

therefore reified.

N o concepts can express the whole content of the object, of experience. 

Iden tity  th ink ing  m akes unlike th ings alike. To claim  th a t the political 

concept of em ancipation, for instance, accurately covers a real socio-economic 

situation  is to m ake unlike things alike. Political em ancipation is not real 

hum an emancipation. But identity thinking can best be seen as the structural 

principle of the reified and unjust socio-economic reality. It is em bodied in 

the process of comm odity exchange. But thought is not a reflection of reality: 

com m odity exchange and thought are real. They are tw o processes that have

2 Ibid., P. 183-4.

3 Existential philosophy, for instance, reifies the human subject by neglecting its complexity 
and uniqueness in the concept of the absolute individual subject as the irreducible reality, and 
by proclaiming the absolute individual subject's indifference to the unjust and exploitative 
social reality justifies it.



the  sam e in te rn a l s tru c tu re . T h rough  the  exchange p rocess un like  

phenom ena are m ade equal: indiv idual qualities of labour are reduced  to 

"hom ogeneous hum an  labour...labour pow er expended w ithout regard  to its 

m ode of expenditure"^  and  com m odities are equalized under a m onetary 

value or price. A dorno says,

the exchange principle, the reduction of hum an labour to its abstract 
universal concept of average labour-tim e, is fundam entally  related to 
the princip le  of identification. Identification has its social m odel in 
exchange and  exchange w ould be nothing w ithout it.5

Because of reification then relations betw een hum an beings appear in the 

form  of re la tions betw een  p roperties of th ings, an d  concepts of things 

subsum e hum an  relation. Exchange value seem s to be a na tu ra l p roperty  of 

the com m odity. In this m anner a deceptive equation of concept and  object 

occurs. Follow ing M arx, A dorno m aintains tha t for a concept to be non 

reified it has to express the real properties of a thing, its use value.

It is th rough  its ow n properties, its ow n qualities that a th ing  is use- 
value...as values, com m odities are social m agnitudes, tha t is to say  
som ething absolutely different from  their properties as things. W here 
labour is com m unal, the relations of m en do no t m anifest them selves 
as 'values' of things.^

Reified concepts, the concepts that the objects have of them selves, 

how ever, one m ust understand , are not com pletely deceptive. They contain 

tru th  and error. Truth in so far as they express a reified reality and error in so 

far as they consider it essential. It is through the reified concepts that negative

4 Marx, Karl, Capital. Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1976, p. 128.

5 Ibid., P. 146.

6 Marx, Karl, Theories of Surplus Values. Part 3, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1970, p. 129.
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dialectics penetrates the veil of reification and reaches the non-reified, that is 

the non conceptual reality.

The process of exchange w hich claims to be exchange of equivalent 

entities therefore is unequal and unjust. It hides the dom ination of m an by 

m an .

The assertion of the equivalence of w hat is exchanged, the basis of all 
exchange, is rep u d ia ted  by its consequences. As the p rincip le  of 
exchange, by v irtue of its im m anent dynam ics, extends to the living 
labours of h u m an  beings it changes com pulsively  in to  objective 
inequality, nam ely that of social c l a s s e s /

Philosophy, theory, therefore has failed, bu t the positivistic solution to 

resolve theory into particu lar sciences is also m istaken. A dorno 's attack on 

the social sciences is based upon  the sam e principles of criticism. Science is 

iden tity  thinking. Identity  th inking  is not only the parad igm atic  m ode of 

thinking of philosophy, bu t also of science. Science neglects the social genesis 

and  function of its know ledge. The w orld  of ready m ade facts upon  which 

the positivist fixes his gaze in  order to establish the laws of its uniform ity is a 

deceptive creation. It is a reified w orld. Perception is never independent of 

the social paradigm  w ithin which it operates. Facts m ediate and  are m ediated 

by the social to tality . "Totality", obviously , for A dorno , is ne ither "a 

com prehensive principle of explanation" nor is it "ontologized". For totality 

he in tends the socio econom ic psychological reality. M oreover, science, just 

because it is not critical of its m ethods, its epistemological foundation and its 

history, just because, that is, it does not seek an understanding  of itself by any 

m ethods other than its ow n, becom es an ideological justification of the status 

quo.

7 Adorno, T., The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology. Heinemann, London, 1969, p. 25.
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Since the sciences' irrevocable farew ell to idealistic philosophy, the 
successful sciences are no  longer seeking to legitim ize them selves 
o therw ise than  by a sta tem ent o f their m ethod. Their self-exegesis 
m akes a causa sui of science. It accepts itself as given and  thereby 
sanctions also its currently existing form, its division of labor, although 
in the long run  the insufficiency of that form cannot be c o n c e a l e d . ^

A dorno 's view  of social reality and consciousness or theory of it is 

very gloomy. Social reality  and consciousness of it are alm ost com pletely 

reified and justify the enslavem ent of m an by m a n . 9

It seem s natural for reason to start from first principles and therefore 

fall into reification. The only hope, the only w ay ou t of this im passe is for 

theory, dialectics, to abide in its autonom y, to be critical and  self-critical: to 

relentlessly  negate  from  w ith in , to negate the claim s m ade by iden tity  

thinking - claims of absolutizing the universal or the particu lar - and go no 

farther than  those claims. N egative dialectics can only claim  negative 

knowledge. It is the self-reflection of thinking.

D ialectics, the epitom e of negative know ledge, w ill have no th ing  
beside it;...To this end, dialectics is obliged to m ake a final move: being 
at once the im pression  and  the critique of the un iversal delusive 
context, it m ust now  turn  even against itself. The critique of every self- 
absolutizing particu lar is a critique of the shadow  which absoluteness 
casts upon  the critique; it  is a critique of the fact that critique itself, 
contrary to its ow n tendency, m ust rem ain w ithin  the m edium  of the 
concept. It destroys the claim  of identity  by testing and  honoring it; 
therefore, it can reach no farther than that claim. The claim is a magic 
circle that stam ps critique w ith the appearance of absolute knowledge.
It is u p  to the self-reflection of critique to extinguish tha t claim, to 
extinguish it in the very negation of negation that will not become a

8 Adorno, T., Negative Dialectics The Seabury Press, New York, 1973, p. 73.

9 "No recollection of transcendence is possible any more, save by way of perdition; eternity 
appears, not as such, but diffracted throughthe most perishable."Ibid., p. 360.
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positing...It lies in the definition of negative dialectics that it will not 
come to rest in itself, as if it were total. This is its form of hope.10

N egative dialectics then seeks ou t negation w ithout falling into the 

iden tity  trap  of the negation of the negation w hich im plies the positive 

resolution of contradictions and w ithout absolutizing contradiction.

To equate the negation of negation w ith positivity  is the quintessence 
of identification; it is the form al principle in  its pu rest form. W hat 
thus w ins ou t in the inm ost core of dialectics is the anti-dialectical 
principle: that traditional logic which, m ore arithm etico, takes m inus 
times m inus for a plus. It was borrow ed from  that very m athem atics to 
which Hegel reacts so idiosyncratically e lsew here .^

Identity  and contradiction of though t are w elded together. Total 
co n trad ic tio n  is n o th in g  b u t the m an ifes ted  u n tru th  o f to ta l
identification.^ 2

In this act of repeated opposition against absolute descriptive schemata 

or m ethods and  against any concept w ith a claim  to com prehensiveness, 

negative dialectics reveals the non identity  of reason w ith reality and  reality 

w ith  itself. Of the object u n d er investigation, it show s the object's non­

identity w ith its concept, that is, w ith the standards and criteria that the object 

has of itself in its concept, and  the object's non identity  w ith itself. Non 

identity  unveils the concrete particularity  of the object, the non conceptual, 

w hich show s that the object is not w hat it appears to be, reified and identical 

w ith itself. The concrete particular is unique and at the same time contains a 

p icture of the whole. It is m ediated by the social econom ic psychological 

structure.

10 Ibid., p. 406.

11 Ibid., p. 158.

12 Ibid., p. 6.
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Adorno says,

The m atters of true philosophical interest a t this po in t in h istory are 
those in which Hegel, agreeing w ith tradition, expressed his disinterest. 
They are nonconceptuality , indiv iduality , and  particu larity  - things 
w hich  ever since P lato  u sed  to  be d ism issed  as tran sito ry  and  
insignificant, and  w hich Hegel labeled 'lazy  Existenz.' Philosophy's 
them e w ould  consist of the qualities it dow ngrades as contingent, as a 
quantite1 negligable. A m atter of urgency to the concept w ould be w hat 
it fails to cover, w hat its abstractionist m echanism  elim inates, w hat is 
not already a case of the concept. 13

The non-conceptual historical particulars - the non-identity - usually  appear 

un in ten tionally , often in contradiction w ith  the au tho r's  in ten tion , w ithin 

the fractures, the contrad iction  of the philosophical system  in o rder to 

underm ine it. T ruth reveals itself unintentionally. Because of his ideological 

assum ption, the bourgeois thinker could not realize tha t reality constitutes an 

harm onious and unified whole, th a t his failure to resolve the contradictions 

w ith in  the system  poin ted  not to the inadequacy of reason bu t to a reality 

essentially  contradictory w hich eluded  his conceptual netw ork: to a reality 

w hose real contradictions could not be solved on the speculative level alone 

in the nam e of an iden tity  principle. The concrete particu lar no t only 

underm ines any system atic a ttem pt at describing reality; it m akes it look 

ludicrous.

N egative dialectics then is non identity  thinking. It is an im m anent 

approach  or criticism  because it operates w ith in  the"force-field" betw een 

reason and reality, concept and  object. 14 it  determ ines w hat the relation is

13 Ibid., p. 8.

H  Negative dialectics is neither a method nor reality. To be one or the other is to fall into 
identity thinking. Moreover, it is not a method because the object is contradictory: it has no 
definite starting and ending points, resists any attempt at complete interpretation, and induces 
thought to dialectics. It is not reality because the real is recast through the process of 
reflection. .
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betw een the set of properties or categories im plied by the concept and  the 

object's actuality. It is th rough  the concept tha t the object has of itself that 

negative  dialectic reaches the  non-conceptual, the social, h istorical and  

psychological rea lity  w hich  constitu tes its tru th . In add ition , negative 

dialectic can show  in special cases the difference betw een the potentiality and 

actuality of the object. And it is in this that the possibility of u topia resides. A 

certain  class of concepts, freedom , justice, equality , beau ty , for instance, 

expresses less than the actuality of the object, m issing its specific concreteness, 

b u t at the sam e tim e expresses more. It refers to a set of ideal properties that 

the object fails to bu t it could fulfill under special relations and  conditions.

The n o n iden tica l e lem en t in an id en tify ing  ju d g m en t is clearly  
intelligible insofar as every single object subsum ed under a class has 
definitions not contained in the definition of the class. But to a m ore 
em phatic concept, to one tha t is not sim ply the characteristic unit of the 
individual objects from  w hich it was abstracted, the opposite applies as 
well. Emphatically conceived, the judgm ent that a m an is free refers to 
the concept of freedom ; b u t th is concept in tu rn  is m ore than  is 
predicated of the m an, and  by other definitions the m an is m ore than 
the concept o f h is freedom . The concept says n o t only th a t it is 
applicable to all ind iv iduas defined as free; it feeds on the idea of a

In fact, dialectics is neither a pure method nor a reality in the naive sense of the word.
It is not a method, for the unreconciled matter - lacking precisely the identity 
surrogated by the thought - is contradictory and resists any attempt at unanimous 
interpretation. It is the matter, not the organizing drive of thought, that brings us to 
dialectics. Nor is dialectics a simple reality, for contradictoriness is a category of 
reflection, the cognitive confrontation of concept and thing. To proceed dialectically 
means to think in contradictions, for the sake of the contradiction once experienced in 
the thing, and against theat contradiction. (Negative Dialectics, pp. 144-5.).

To the charge of sterility of negative dialectics, Adorno says, "A contradiction in reality, it is a 

contradiction against reality." Negative dialectics is a "practical challenge." (N egative  

Dialectics, p. 145). This challenge, as we will see, is embodied mostly in the concept of the 

potentiality of the object.
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cond ition  in  w hich  ind iv ild u a ls  w ould  have qua lities no t to  be 
ascribed to anyone here and  n o w .!  5

In the "here and  now" social situation, the inequality of social pow er points 

to the  g u lf be tw een  the theore tical dom ain  of freedom  and  its real 

actualization. It points to "the possibility of which the reality has cheated"! 6 

the object.

N egative dialectics then  gives critical thought its transcending pow er 

in the m utual interaction of the inadequacies of the concept tow ards reality 

and reality tow ards the concept.

N egative dialectics, A dorno claims, is nothing new: it has been used 

constantly by M arx in his critique of political economy. A dorno often in his 

w ritings uses M arx's analysis of exchange value as an exam ple of non-identity 

thinking. Exchange value as he points ou t above is an instance of identity  

th ink ing .

In practice A dorno's dialectics aims at constructing a constellation, - a 

structural configuration, that is - o u t of the specific, concrete elem ents of the 

p h en o m en o n  u n d e r  in v es tig a tio n  w hich  w o u ld  illu m in a te  its socio- 

h is to rica l p sycho log ica l rea lity . Specifically  it f irs t b reak s u p  the 

phenom enon , its ap p aren tly  iden tical p a tte rn , in to  its  con trad ic to ry  or 

extrem ely un re la ted , un identical conceptual elem ents and  then  it unifies 

them  - it finds their sim ilarities and  connecting link w ithout sublating their 

con trad ic to ry  aspect and  differences - th rough  the m ed iation  of critical 

Freudian and M arxist categories so that the social and psychological specificity 

of the m u tua l constitu tion  of the phenom enon and the to ta lity  - the non 

identical, the non  conceptual, the non visible - becom es visible. The

15 Ibid., p. 150.
16 Ibid., p. 52.
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phenom enonal elem ents are seen as a code language, ciphers of the concrete 

p a rticu la rity  of the  phenom enon: th e ir conste lla tion , th e ir conceptual 

com position, through the m ediation of critical concepts show s it w ithout the 

in terven tion  of a positive unify ing  abstractive princip le , w ithou t, tha t is, 

falling in to  id en tity  th ink ing . In th is m anner th ink ing  penatra tes the 

'interior' of the object.

The unify ing  m om ent surv ives w ithou t a negation of negation, bu t 
also w ithou t delivering itself to abstraction as a suprem e principle. It 
survives because there is no step-by-step progression from  the concepts 
to a m ore general cover concept. Instead, the concepts en ter into a 
constellation. The constellation illum inates the specific side of the 
object, the side w hich to a classifying procedure is e ither a m atter of 
indifference or a burden.

The m odel for this is the conduct of language. Language offers no 
m ere system  of signs for cognitive functions. W here it appears 
essentially as a language, where it becomes a form  of representation, it 
w ill no t define its concepts. It lends objectivity to them  by the relation 
into w hich it pu ts the concepts, centered about a thing. Language thus 
serves the intention of the concept to express conpletely w hat it means.
By them selves, constellations represent from  w ithout w hat the concept 
has cut aw ay within: the "more' which the concept is equally desirous 
and  incapable of being. By gathering around the object of cognition, the 
concepts poten tially  determ ine the object's interior. They attain , in 
thinking, w hat was necessarily excised from thinking.! 7

It seem s th a t "in bringing" M arxist and  F reud ian  concepts "from 

outside" in the analysis of the  phenom enon, dialectics is be tray ing  its 

objective: to avoid  any form  of external theo ry  w hich w ou ld  reify the 

phenom enon by attributing  to it qualities it does not have. The tru th  of the 

phenom enon  can only be d iscovered  by  im m anen t criticism . A dorno 

explains how  dialectics m akes these concepts flu id  and  adap tive  to the 

p h en o m en o n .

17 Ibid., p. 162.



6 6

into a field of tension of the possible and the real: each one, in order to 
exist, is dependen t upon  the other....[In sense] theory is ind isputably  
critical.^®

In The O rigin  of N egative Dialectics. Susan Buck-M orss illustrates 

adm irab ly  A dorno 's p rocedure  in penetra ting  the veil of reification and 

establishing the socio-economic psychological reality of the object.

In decoding  a m usical phenom enon, the fam iliar C sh arp  m inor 
P re lu d e  by  R achm aninoff, A dorno  focused on tw o elem ents: it 
sounded  grandiose, yet it was childishly easy to play. W ith the aid of 
Freud, he in terpreted  the great appeal of this 'constellation of heavy 
bom bardm ent [schweres Geschutz] and easy performability':13

Psychoanalysis have discovered the N ero complex. The Prelude 
has anticipated its gratification. It allows delusions of g randeur 
to have their fling, w ithou t being caught....D aring and security 
are m ixed together in this, one of the m ost g laring  cases of 
daydream s in music.14

At the sam e time, A dorno m ade the piece's social function perceptible 
w ith in  the m usical m aterial itself. The entire p relude w as 'o n e  single 
closing cadence.T5 The closing cadence, a rom antic gesture, functioned 
in m usic to affirm  w hat came before it. Here, w here it was the whole 
of the com positional m aterial, the affirm ation was 'fu lly  em ancipated 
from  all m usica l co n ten t an d  th ro w n  o n to  the  m ark e t as a 
com m odity .'16 Thus fetish ized , the cadence repeated  itself like a 
're len tless com m ercial.'17l9

In 'E specially  for You,*41 a short article A dorno w rote in the thirties, the 
'phenom enon’ w as an Am erican hit song. A dorno noted  tw o contradictory 
elem ents: its existence as a com m odity of mass culture and the personalized 
m essage of its title. The paradox could be seen w ithin the w ords of the song 
them selves:

Especially for you that's w hat a m oon's for.

18 Adorno, T..The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology. Heinemann, London, 1969, p. 69.

19 Buck-Morss, Susan, The Origin of Negative Dialectics. The Free Press, New York, 1977, p. 97- 
8 .
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m essage of its title. The paradox could be seen w ithin the w ords of the song 
them selves:

Especially for you that's w hat a m oon's for.
Especially for you that's w hat a June's for 42

M ore than  m ere ideology, the lie of the lyrics unintentionally spoke a 
social truth: of course neither m oon nor June was there especially for 
the ind iv id u a l, and  the  sam e was true  of the rela tion  betw een  a 
p o p u la r song and  its audience. The song p roducers h ad  no  m ore 
concern for the custom er's real interests than 'th a t  m oon interests the 
dog that how ls at it...'43 (while the consum er had  no real choice bu t to 
how l along in unison). In the apparently  unrelated  juxtaposition of 
elem ents on the sheet m usic itself, A dorno again read  social content: 
the song  title w as follow ed by the U.S. copyright law  w arn ing  of 
crim inal prosecution for the violation of private property:

The m an w ho m ight get it into his head that som ething is there 
especially for him  and  therefore bought the song in  the first 
place will thereafter no  longer fall into the m istake of thinking it 
belongs to  him .44

N ow  A dorno  rev e rsed  the  w ords , echoing  M arx 's analysis of 
com m odities 'H e  be longs to the  p ro d u c t, n o t vice versa ,' and  
concluded w ith  another reversal, show ing the law -abiding individual 
as him self im prisoned: 'I f  he w anted to change som ething he w ould be 
locked up, that is, if he w ere not locked up  already.45^0

The first passage  show s A dorno 's dialectical skill in  re la ting  Freudian  

categories to  M arxian categories: the Prelude allows the com poser to  express 

inadvertantly  his delusions of grandeur, and at the sam e tim e presents itself 

as a com odity; the second passage in extracting from  the in terio r of a 

seem ing ly  in s ig n ifican t phen o m en o n , a h it  song , its socio-econom ic 

structure.

20 Ibid., pp. 101.



2. Literary 'Theory and Criticism

N egative dialectics is the essential tra it of a w ork  of a rt and  the 

m easure of its value.

O n the one hand, all a rt is the expression of ideology. Therefore, the 

task of criticism

m ust be...to decipher the general social tendencies which are expressed 
in  these (cu ltural and  therefore  artistic) phenom ena and  th rough  
w hich  the m ost pow erfu l in terests realize them selves. C u ltu ra l 
criticisms m ust become social physiognom y.!

O n the other hand, art is essentially, often against the author's intention, the 

negation of ideology: the non-identity betw een ideology and  its pretension to 

correspond to reality. Ideology in itself is no t false; it is the expression of a 

reified reality. "Art then is the negative know ledge of the actual world. "2 

It follows that

Im m anent criticism  of in tellectual and  artistic  phenom ena seeks to 
g ra sp , th ro u g h  the  an a ly sis  o f th e ir fo rm  a n d  m ean in g , the  
contradiction betw een their objective idea and  tha t pretension...W here 
it finds inadequacies it does no t ascribe them  hastily to the individual 
and  his psychology, w hich are m erely the facade of the failure, bu t 
instead  seeks to derive them  from  the irreconcilability of the object's 
m om ents. It pursues the logic of its aporias, the insolubility of the task 
itself. In such antinom ies criticism perceives those of s o c i e t y .3

1 Adorno, Theodor W., Prisms. MIT Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1981, p. 30.

2 New Left Review, eds. Aesthetics and Politics: Debates between Bloch, Lukacs, Brecht, 
Benjamin, Adorno, NLB, London, 1977, p. 160.

3 Adorno, Theodor W., Prisms. MIT Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1981, p. 32.
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It is the form  of the w ork of art, the procedures and techniques which 

structure its m eaning, and  no t its content w hich effectuates the m om ent of 

negation.

The unsolved antagonism s of reality reoccur in the w ork of a rt as the 
im m anen t p rob lem  of its form . This, no t the en try  of objective 
m om ents, defines the relation of art to society A

A rt has its ow n form al law s w hich set it at a distance from  the form  of reality. 

Lukacs contention that in great works of art the form of art is a unified and 

com pressed reflection of the  form  of reality  is based upon  the fallacy of 

considering such a reflection as being similar to the way reality is reflected in 

hum an consciousness. He transfers "to the realm  of art categories w hich refer 

to the relationship  of consciousness to the actual w orld, as if there w ere no 

difference betw een  them ."5 He ignores the im portance of illusion in  the 

portrayal of reality. By focusing on narration  and not on techniques he fails 

to see the subjective nature  of his "idolized" realism . The basic m istake of 

Brecht's didacticism  and Sartre's engagem ent is also the failure to concede the 

necessity of illusion in the w ork of art. They don 't realize that a fictional text 

alters the literal m eaning of w ords and that therefore creates an autonom ous 

sem antic space.

H e [Sartre] restricts his notion  of com m itm ent to literature because of 
its conceptual character: 'T he  w riter deals w ith  m eanings'. O f course, 
bu t not only w ith  them . If no w ord which enters a literary w ork ever 
w holly frees itself from  its m eanings in ord inary  speech, so no literary 
w ork, not even the traditional novel, leaves these m eanings unaltered, 
as they  w ere ou tside  it. Even an o rd inary  'w a s ', in  a rep o rt of 
som ething tha t was not, acquires a new  form al quality  from  the fact

4 Adomo, Theodor W., Aesthetic Theory. B. Blackwell, Oxford, England, 1982, p. 16.

 ̂New Left Review, eds. Aesthetics and Politics:, p. 159.
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th a t it w as no t so. The sam e process occurs in  the higher levels of 
m eaning of a w ork, all the w ay up  to w hat once used to be called its
'Id e a ’6

Besides, any w ork  of a rt w hich tries to  express an  an tagonistic  political 

m essage as clearly as possible is negated by the culture industry , w hose 

function is to neutralize criticism against the status quo. Therefore, A dorno 

praises form ally difficult tests.

A rt's form al laws give art "a vantage-point from  which it can criticize 

a c tu a l i ty " /  In this m anner, a rt keeps its prom ise of utopia: it gives, as 

Stendhal p u t it, "une prom m ese de bonheur."

A successful w ork of art then is one w hich presents not a positive 

reconcilia tion  of con trad ic tions, as Lukacs prescribes, b u t "the idea of 

h a rm o n y  n e g a tiv e ly  by  e m b o d y in g  th e  c o n tra d ic tio n s , p u re  an d  

uncom prom ised, in  its innerm ost s t r u c t u r e .  "8 A positive reconciliation of an 

essentially contradictory reality is a spurious harm ony. It posits an identity 

betw een subject and  object. A successful w ork of a rt provides a structural 

m odel for dialectical cognition; it presents the interrelationship of subject and 

object w ithout either side prevailing over the other.

It is the internal developm ent of artistic techniques w ith in  works of 

a rt, A do rno  stresses, w hich  enhances a rt 's  em an cip a to ry  po ten tia l; a 

developm ent w hich is effectuated by the dialectical intervention of the artist 

over the historically  developed  techniques of his trade. N ew  techniques

6 Adorno on Sartre and Brecht, New Left Review. London, 1975, p. 76.

 ̂New Left Review,, eds. Aesthetics and Politics:, p. 160.

8 Adorno, Theodor W., Prisms. MIT Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1981, p. 32.



m inim ize the aura of false authenticity and uniqueness of a w ork of art. This 

is how  art negates its com m odity character w ithin the culture industry.

Precisely the utterm ost consistency in the pu rsu it of the technical laws 
of autonom ous a rt changes this a rt and  instead of rendering  it in to  a 
taboo or fetish, brings it close to the state of freedom , of som ething that 
can be consciously  p ro d u ced  and  m ade. I know  of no  be tter 
m aterialistic program m e than that statem ent by  M allarm e in which he 
defined works of literature as som ething not inspired  bu t m ade out of 
words.9

A dorno then strongly  disagrees w ith Benjamin w ho m aintains that 

the revolutionary potential of art does no t reside w ithin art itself bu t w ithin 

the new  m echanical technologies of art production. M echanical production, 

the possibility  of a rt w orks unlim ited  duplication , destroys, according to 

Benjamin, its aura and frees it from the authority  of the illusory perception of 

its u n iqueness and  au tonom y. M echanical rep ro d u c tio n  reveals "the 

universal equality  of things". This new  w ay of perceiving art changes the 

entire function of art.

U nm istakably , rep roduc tion  as offered by  p ic tu re  m agazines and 
new sree ls  d iffers  from  the im age seen  by  the u n a rm e d  eye. 
U niqueness and  perm anence are  closely linked in  the la tter as are 
transitoriness and  reproducibility in the former. To pry an object from 
its shell, to destroy its aura, is the m ark of a perception whose 'sense of 
the universal equality  of things' has increased to such a degree that it 
extracts it even from a unique object by m eans of reproduction. Thus is 
m anifested in  the field of perception w hat in the theoretical sphere is 
noticeable in the increasing im portance of statistics....for the first time 
in w orld  history, m echanical reproduction em ancipates the w ork of art 
from  its parasitical dependence on ritual. To an ever greater degree the 
w ork  of a rt rep ro d u ced  becom es the w ork of a rt designed  for 
reproducibility . From  a photographic negative, for exam ple, one can 
m ake any num ber of prints; to ask for the 'au then tic ' p rin t m akes no 
sense. But the in stan t the criterion  of au then tic ity  ceases to be 
applicable to artistic production , the total function of a rt is reversed.

9 New Left Review, eds. Aesthetics and Politics:, p. 122.
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Instead  of being based on ritual, it  begins to be based on another 
practice-politics.l 0

A rt can be tu rned  in to  the service of the interests of the masses. It can free 

them  from  trad ition  and  au tho rity  and  m ake them  aw are of their social 

status.

Against this argum ent A dorno first objects:

The concept of technique in the cu ltu re  in d u stry  is only in nam e 
identical w ith  technique in works of art. In the latter, technique is 
concerned w ith the in ternal organization of the object itself, w ith  its 
inner logic. In contrast, the technique of the culture industry  is, from 
the beginning, one of d istribution  and m echanical reproduction , and  
therefore always rem ains external to its object. ̂

Then he points out that mechanical reproduction is a t the sam e time a new  

force of production and a new  m ode of distribution which is regulated by the 

dom inant m ode of production and exchange in society. It is then a new  form 

of social and political control.12 Therefore, in allowing the reproduction and 

larger d is tribu tion  of form erly  irreproducib le  w orks of a rt, m echanical 

reproduction strengthens their comm odity character.

An illustration of A dorno's critical analysis can be seen in  his polemic 

w ith Lukacs. A gainst Lukacs negative criticism  of the m odern  novel as 

subjectivistic and  decadent, unable to break  th rough  the crust of reified 

appearances to reflect the correct form  of the totality, A dorno argues that 

Lukacs fails to understand  the function of the stylistic and technical devices of 

the novel. They are no t subord inated  to the content, the subjectivity they

10 Benjamin, Walter, Illuminations. Schocken Books, New York, 1969, pp. 223-4.

11 Adorno, Theodor W., "Culture Industry Reconsidered", New German Critique. London, 1975, 
p. 14.

12 Adorno's letter to Benjamin, 18 March 1936, New Left Review, London, 1973, p. 63-8.
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express; in  every case, they form a different m ode of subjectivity which takes a 

critical stand  against such a subjectivity and negates its false ontology. The 

a lienated  and  reified condition of the subject is show n to be part of an 

objective social reality. The structures of society generate forms of individual 

isolation. In this m anner, the correct perspective of the precedence of the 

social totality over the individual subject is reestablished.

Kafka's textual devices, for instance, such as the p itting  of gestures 

against d ia logues an d  d isru p tio n s of conventional n a rra tiv e  tim e w ith  

various form s of repetition  of events, places and  so on , underm ine  and  

contradict the m eaning of the text and therefore negate the w orld of absolute 

subjectivity, "objectless inwardness," they are trying to portray. This w orld is 

show n to have "blind spots" and cracks w ithin it. The subject's w ithdraw al 

into absolute subjectivity succum bs to the very estrangem ent it is attem pting 

to avoid. By try ing to shatter the spell of reification the subject reifies itself. 

The resu lt is a "tortuous epic" in w hich the "boundary  betw een w hat is 

hum an and the w orld of things becomes blurred." The reality of am biguity 

and the obscurity of the existent, of the "perm anent deja vu", - Kafka's other 

them es - are also upset. The subject’s terro r and  isolation then lose the 

imm ediacy of ultim ate reality and appear as effects of a hostile social reality.

The attitude that Kafka assum es tow ards dream s should be the reader's 
tow ards Kafka. H e shou ld  dw ell on the incom m ensurable, opaque 
details, the blind spots, [where absolute subjectivity is negated, w here 
w hat is enclosed in  the estranged  w orld  of K afka’s "glass ball" is 
shattered] The fact that Leni's fingers are connected by a web, or that 
the executioners resem ble tenors, is m ore im portan t than  the Excursus 
on the law. It is true both of the m ode of representation  and of the 
language. G estures often serve as counterpoin ts to w ords: the pre- 
linguistic that eludes all intention upsets the am biguity, which, like a 
disease, has eaten into all signification in Kafka. '"The letter," began 
K., "I have read it. Do you know  the contents?" "No," said Barnabas, 
w hose look seem ed to im ply m ore than his w ords. Perhaps K. was as
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m istaken in Barnabas' goodness as in the malice of the peasants, bu t 
his presence rem ained a comfort.' Or: '"Well," she said extenuatingly, 
"there was a reason for laughing. You asked if I knew  Klamm, and you 
see I" - here  she invo lun tarily  s tra igh tened  u p  a little , and  her 
trium phan t glance, w hich had  no connection w hatever w ith w hat she 
was saying, sw ept over K. - "I am  his mistress.'"... Such gestures are the 
traces of experiences covered over by signification.... The gesture is the 
'th a t 's  the w ay it is'; language, the configuration of w hich shou ld  be 
tru th , is, as a broken one, untruth.... Eternalized gestures in Kafka are 
the m om entaneous b ro u g h t to a standstill. The shock is like a 
surrealistic arrangem ent of that which old photographs convey to the 
viewer. Such a snapshot, unclear, alm ost entirely faded, plays its role 
in The Castle.... The m ost gruesom e exam ple of this is probably  to be 
found  in  The Trial: Josef K. opens the lum ber-room , in  w hich his 
w arders had  been beaten  a day  earlier, to find the scene faithfully  
repeated , including  the appeal to himself. 'A t once K. slam m ed the 
door shut and  then beat on it w ith his fists, as if that w ould shu t it still 
more securely.’ This is the gesture of Kafka's own work, w hich - as Poe 
had  already begun to do - turns away from the m ost extrem e scenes as 
though no eye could survive the sight. In it w hat is perpetually  the 
sam e and w hat is ephem eral merge. O ver and  over again, Titorelli 
pain ts that m onotonous genre picture, the heath.... Proust w as fam iliar 
w ith the shiver of discom fort that comes over som eone w ho has been 
m ade aw are of his resem blance to an unknow n relative. In Kafka, this 
becom es panic. The realm  of the deja vu is popu lated  by doubles, 
revenants, buffoons, H asidic dancers, boys w ho ape their teachers and 
then  sudden ly  appear ancient, archaic; at one po in t, the su rveyor 
w onders w hether his assistan ts are fully alive. Yet there are also 
im ages of w hat is com ing, m en m anufactured  on  the assem bly-line, 
mechanically reproduced copies, Huxleyian Epsilons. The social origin 
of the ind iv idual u ltim ately  reveals itself as the pow er to annihilate
h i m .

1 5  I b i d . ,  p .  2 5 2 - 3 .
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tPart Hkuo

9(pn ChCegetian Marxists: QaCvano T>e(Ca ‘UoCpe,, Lucio Coftetti, Louis
ftCthusser, Pierre Macherey, ‘Terry ‘EagCetoti

A. Q. DetCa VoCpe

1. § . ‘DeCCa VoCpe andL. CoCCetti's Diatectic

Della Volpe and  Colletti argue that from  the Kritik.1 of 1843 to the 

In troduction  to the G ru n d isse  of 1857 M arx's effort has been to elaborate a 

scientific dialectic of determ inate abstraction, of reason and the contradictory 

m ultip lic ity  o f the real, based  upon  the  p rincip le  of non-contradiction . 

Specifically, it m eans tha t in  investigating society the determ inate dialectic 

u tilizes concepts or hypo theses th a t are socio-h istorically  (em pirically) 

determ ined: in the case of econom ics, it utilizes concepts that are no t only 

economic bu t also socio-historical. Such a dialectic presents the sam e logical 

structure of the hypothetic -deductive m ethod of science.

Colletti states:

The dialectic in Hegel, M arx says, stands, on its head, auf dem  Kopf. It 
m ust be tu rned  right side up  again, if you w ould discover the rational 
kernel (den rationellen Kern) w ithin  the m ystical shell (der m ystichen 
Hulle). The in terpretation  of this text is essential for us.'The rational 
K ernel' is p rec ise ly  th e  H egelian  th eo ry  of reaso n  itself; i.e. 
thed iscovery , a rriv ed  a t by  passing  th ro u g h  the b ro ad en in g  of 
Eleaticism, etc., that reason is 'being' and  'non being' together, finite 
and  infinite w ith in  the infinite, a tautoheterology and  dialectic. The

* In The Kritik. Della Volpe points out, Marx sharply criticizes the Hegelian dialectic for 
transcending the material specificity or determinateness of the empirical reality, and for 
interpolating in it surreptitiously the abstractness of the Idea or Logos. Marx distinguishes 
between a ratio essendi and a ratio ecgnoscendi.



'm ystical' shell, on the o ther hand , is the im m ediate transla tion  of 
reason into a positive m om ent, its substantification; a substantification 
th a t follows from  the proposition tha t reasonm ust be, at one and the 
sam e time and  w ithout m aking any distinction reason and reality, i.e. 
Christian Logos. If this interpretation of ours is correct, the breaking of 
the 'm ystical shell' and  thus the 'overtu rn ing ' of the dialectics (to 
m ake use once again of these abused m etaphors) can only consist in the 
recovery of the principle of identity  and  non contradiction o r w hat is 
the sam e thing,the recovery of the m aterialist poin t of view. Reason is 
a totality; this is w hat Hegel saw  clearly. But since this totality is only 
reason, i.e. thought, it m ust also be only 'one of the two', i.e. a totality 
and, a t the sam e tim e, a function or predicate of an indiv idual object 
external to it.2

The establishing of the positiv ity , discretion, and  the tau toheterogeneity  of 

m atter, of the concrete da tum , entails that the contradictions or oppositions 

are real, perm anen t and  historically determ inate since they  constitu te the 

object itself.They are contradictions which, precisely in so far as they establish 

the specificity of the capitalist m ode of production  in relation to all other 

socio-economic form ations, "contribute to defining its (capitalism 's) identity, 

and  thus tu rn  o u t to  be irreducib le  to the term s of a sim ple  rational 

contradiction." Precisely because of their historical de term inateness and 

perm anency, then, they can be reproduced in thought only by the dialectic of 

determ inate abstraction, or em pirical concept.^

2 Lucio Colletti, Marxism and Hegel. NLB, London, 1973, p.48

3 Della Volpe states: ... II problema della contraddizione oggettiva e della dialettica che la 
padroneggia - puo essere affrontato in questi temimi: 1: richiamando il concetto che il concreto 
(storico), ad esempio una determinata societa, e stato definito - in quanto luogo di oggettive 
contraddizioni - non gia unita di opposti, ossia di una generica diversita momentanea, com'e 
l’idea hegeliana, che da se, unita originaria indifferenziata muove, come natura, per tornare 
ase stessa come spirito bensi (poiche il concreto storico o reale non e « r a z io n a le »  a quel modo 
« im m a g in a r io » ) come la unita di un molteplice o diverso effettivo (il discreto che e la 
materia); 2) precisando che - se dunque le contraddizioni oggettive sono contraddizioni diverse 
materiali determinate, storiche, e quindi la contraddizione oggettiva e permanente e non 
transeunte e apparente come quella hegeliana che non e, ripetiamolo, se non « m o m e n to »  di 
una unite (l'idea) misticamente precostituita che come la genera cosi la riassorbe - allora la 
sola dialectica capace di riprodurre nel pensiero la contraddizione oggettiva non puo essere che 
una dialettica di astrazioni determinate o scientifica (dell esigenza di una dialettica
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In the process of com prehending the contradictions, the determ inate 

dialectics relates the opposites and, therefore, effects their unity , bu t keeps 

them  separate  and  distinct in  reality  since they are real contradictions. It 

produces a tautoheterological identity. To m ake this clearer Colletti quotes 

Marx's m ost significant attacks on political economy w hen it denies crises.

"W here the econom ic rela tion  - and  therefore also the categories 
expressing  it - includes contradictions, opposites, he [James Mill] 
em phasizes the aspect of the unity  of the contradictions and denies the 
contradictions. H e transform s the un ity  of opposites into the direct 
id en tity  of opposites. For exam ple, a com m odity  conceals the 
c o n tr a d ic t io n  o f u s e -v a lu e  a n d  e x c h a n g e -v a lu e . T his 
contradictiondevelops further, presents itself and m anifests itself in the 
dup lication  of the com m odity  in to  com m odity  and  m oney. This 
duplication appears as a process in the m etam orphosis of commodities 
in  which selling and buying are different aspects of a single process and 
each act of this process sim ultaneously includes its opposite. In the first 
pa rt of this work, I m entioned that Mill disposes of the contradiction by 
concentrating only on the unity  of buying and selling; consequently he 
transfo rm s circulation in to  his descrip tion  of b a rte r "(Theories of 
Surplus Value, Part III, London, 1972, p.88).... A nd in Part II of Theories 
o f Surplus Value, there is this ra ther significant passage: "Thus the 
apologetics consists in  the  falsification of the sim plest econom ic 
relations, and  particularly in clinging to the concept of unity  in the face 
of con trad ic tion . If , for exam ple pu rchase  and  sale - o r the 
m etam orphosis of com m odities - represent the unity  of tw o processes 
o r rather the m ovem ent of one process through tw o opposite phases, 
an d  thus essen tia lly  the  un ity  of tw o  phases, the  m ovem ent is 
essential. Just as m uch the separation  of these tw o phases and their 
becom ing independen t of each other. Since, how ever, they belong 
together, the independence of the two correlated aspects can only show 
itself forcibly, as a destructive process. It is just the crisis in which they 
assert their unity, the unity  of the different aspects. The independence 
w hich these tw o linked and com plem entary phases assum e in relation 
to each-other is forcibly destroyed. Thus the crisis m anifests the unity

sola dialectica capace di riprodurre nel pensiero la contraddizione oggettiva non puo essere che 
una dialettica di astrazioni determinate o scientifica (dell esigenza di una dialettica 
scientifica gi& parla Marx nella Miseria della filosofia), in quanto solo questo tipo di 
astrazione e idoneo a scoprire e padroneggiare le contraddizioni determinate materiali e 
permanenti del concreto o reale..." Logica. Editori Riuniti, Roma, 1969, p.282-283.
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apparen tly  ind ifferen t to  each other. But no, says the apologetic 
economist. Because there is this unity, there can be no crises."^

The dialectics of determ inate abstraction is, according to Della Volpe, 

fully elucidated by Marx in the third section of the Introduction of 1857 in 

contrast w ith the last paragraphs of the first section in which the "generic or 

indeterm inate abstraction" used by bourgeois political econom y is criticized. 

M arx attacks the political economists because they take the categories of their 

science uncritically, as fixed and unalterable. They are no t critical of their 

ow n ideological preconceptions.

The generic abstraction neglects the "essential" o r "specific" difference 

of its socio-historical determ inations and consequently produces hypostases 

and tautologies as in the case of the economic category of production which 

subsum es w hat is com m on to all epochs bu t does not consider w hat makes 

the production of each epoch unique and, therefore, different from the others: 

w h a t m akes, for instance, cap ita lis tic  p ro d u c tio n  cap ita lis tic  is w hat 

differentiates it from w hat it is common to all epochs. In a priori fashion, the 

generic abstraction of production as appropriation of nature and the relations 

(or categories) in which it can unfold are given an eternal im m utable reality; 

and  then, in a deceitful m anner - by transcending  bourgeois production  

specific characteristics - such a reality  is m ade to coincide w ith  bourgeois 

production and its relations. "Rather production is supposedly  represented - 

see, for exam ple, J. S. Mill - in distinction to d istribution etc., as fram ed in 

eternal laws independent of history; this is the occasion for passing of, in an 

underhand  way, bourgeois relations as irrevocable natural laws of society in 

the  ab s trac t."5 Hence it is easy to fall into ludicrous tautologies, "All

4 L. Colletti, Marxism and Hegel, pp. 137-138.
5 T. Carver, Karl Marx Texts on Method. Basil Blachwell, London, 1975, p.54-55.
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production is the appropriation of nature on the part of the individual w ithin 

and by means of a determ inate form of society. In that sense it is a tautology to 

say that property  (appropriation) is a condition of production. H ow ever, it is 

ludicrous to leap from that (tautology) to a determ inate form of property, e.g. 

p rivate property. (W hat is m ore, [private property] is an antithetical form, 

w hich im plies as a condition non-property  as well as [property]). Rather 

history shows that comm on property  is the original form [of property] (e.g. in 

India am ong the Slavs and ancient Cheks etc.), a form  w hich still p lays a 

significant role u n d er the shape of com m unal property . We have no t yet 

come to the question w hether w ealth develops better under this or that form 

of property. However, that there can be no talk of production hence no talk of 

society, w here no form  of p roperty  exists, is a tautology. An appropriation 

w hich does not appropria te  anything is a contradiction in the thing spoken 

of."6

This is so, Della Volpe continues, because in explaining production the 

generic abstraction of production and of its sim ple categories such as division 

of labour, m oney, value, etc. analyzes an "imaginary" and chaotic concrete 

devoid of its real, historical and  sociological, determ inations. It starts, that is, 

w ith  population , bu t it leaves ou t the classes of w hich it consists, and  the 

elem ents on w hich they are based such as w age-labor, capital, etc. which 

im ply in their tu rn  exchange, division of labour, prices, etc. In analysing 

economics, then, the generic abstraction neglects sociology and history (which 

are irreducible to economics): that is historical-social relations. Production 

cannot be rep resen ted  "in d istinction  from  d istribution". All econom ic 

abstractions - even the m ost abstract - though applicable (in the sense that

6 Ibid., p.54-55.
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they are logical universals) for all forms of society, are determ inate: they are 

historical categories w hich express specific social relations. According to 

Marx, for instance, the category of labour in its m ost sim ple and abstract form 

can only m aterialize in a society w here the differentiation of labor is highly 

developed and w here one particular form of labour does no t prevail over the 

o ther.?

The dialectic of determ inate abstraction penetrates, as in the case of the 

theory of fetishism , beneath the appearances tha t the uncritical categories of 

bourgeois political econom y show  as m arket relations to  uncover the true 

relations of society.

In operating, then, from  the outset, w ith  categories tha t are economic 

and  socio-historical a t the sam e tim e in  the ir m ost in tim ate  struc tu re  - 

reflecting, th a t is, the heterogeneous and  organic u n ity  of rela tions of 

p roduction  and  social relations; econom ic stru c tu re  and  the ideological 

political su p erstru c tu re  - the dialectic expresses the dynam ic to ta lity  of 

h isto rical m ateria lism  of the cap ita lis t society. This o rganic u n ity  of 

economics and sociology has to be understood as an "objective, object-subject 

process", in w hich the economic factor has the prim ary role. Colletti says:

O n the o th er hand , the  re la tio n sh ip  m oney-com m odity  (m-c) or 
capita l-labour pow er, expresses the re la tion  betw een constant and

7 "The indifference towards a determinate form of labour presupposes a very developed 
totality of actual types of labor, of which one is no longer dominating (over) the others. Thus 
the most general abstractions generally develop only with the richest concrete development, 
where one [moment] appears commmon to many, common to all. Then one ceases to be able to 
think only [in terms] of a particular form. On the other hand, this abstraction of labor 
generally is not merely the mental result of [abstracting from] a concrete totality of labors. The 
indifference towards the determinate type of labor corresponds to a form of society in which 
individuals transfer with ease from one type of labor into another and the determinate type of 
labor is contingent to their, hence indifferent. Here labor has become not only in the category 
but in actuality a means to the creation of wealth generally and has ceased being attached to 
individuals as a determination in a particular situation. Such a condition is at its highest 
development in the most modem form of existence of bourgeois society - the United States." 
(Ibid., p.144-145).



variable capital, i.e.a relation betw een sim ple objects, raw  m aterials and 
m achinery on the one hand  and the rest of the m eans of production on 
the o ther, u n d e r capitalism . Yet on the o ther hand , th is relation 
betw een  the m ere objective conditions of p roduction , betw een the 
m ere m eans or instrum ents by w hich the objective m aterials process of 
production  proceeds, is indeed a relationship betw een objects, b u t one 
betw een active objects, i.e. betw een capital and labour-pow er, betw een 
the em ployer and the w age w orker; in short, a relationship  betw een 
socio-historical agents.®

Specifically, the superstructure is itself a socio-economic reality, being 

p a rt of the structure; but, being consciousness, it distinguishes itself from the 

struc tu re  by reflecting u p o n  it and  em bracing it m entally  w ith in  itself. It 

follows that the M arxian law  is both a social relation or reality and a form  of 

reflection upon  th is social rela tion  w hich m eans th a t value judgem ents, 

critique of social reality, are inevitably p resen t in scientific research "but as 

judgem ents whose ultim ate significance depends on the degree to which they 

stand  u p  to historical - practical verification or experim ent, and  hence on 

their capacity to be converted u ltim ately  in to  factual judgem ents. This is 

precisely the link  betw een  science and  politics, betw een  know ledge and 

transform ation of the w orld  that M arx accom plished in the historical m oral 

field."9

® L. Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin. Monthly Review Press, New York, London, 1972, P.13.
9 Ibid., p.76.
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2. Literary Theory and Criticism

For G. D ella Volpe the dialectic of determ inate  abstraction or the 

experim ental m ethod of hypothesis deduction is the only w arranted  m ethod 

to obtain knowledge. Art, then, which has a cognitive and universal function 

as sym bol of tru th  is, like science and  history, its product. It is a socio- 

h isto rica lly  d e te rm in ed  abstrac tion ; there  is n o th in g  m etaphysica l o r 

extrahistorical about artistic values. It is a contradiction in term s, an impasse, 

Della Volpe m aintains, to speak of the epistemological and universal value of 

art, and  to affirm  the non-intellectual (non discoursive and  non conceptual) 

na tu re  of a rt as Croce and rom antic-idealistic aesthetic and literary criticism 

do. Artistic know ledge is dialectically obtained through images or intuitions- 

im ag ination -o rgan ica lly  linked  to concepts-reason . R eason unifies the 

contradictory m ultiplicity of the real by giving images m eaning, that is, form. 

The conviction of an  epistem ology based upon  the im agination, of images as 

vehicles of tru th , is nonsensical and mystical. From a general epistemological 

po in t of view , therefore, the  literary  abstraction does no t differ from  the 

scientific or historical. It, differs, how ever from a technical sem antic point of 

view. But all this has to be proven empirically.

O n a s tric tly  technical-ep istem ological level, an  analysis o f the 

m etaphor reveals the intellectual character of poetry. It shows the abstractive 

pow er of reason to conceptualize by com parison: in establishing sim ilarities 

am ong d issim ila r im ages. 1 M etaphors are rational em pirical syntheses,

1 Della Volpe bases his argument upon Aristotle's interpretation of the metaphor in The 
Topica. 1,108b 1-25, and 40 to 10, where Aristotle compares the metaphor to the inductive and 
deductive methods.
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d e te rm in a te  abstractions, by  genus or ty p e .l D ella Volpe reconsiders 

Aristotle's analysis of some fam ous m etaphors. Here is an example:

Un esem pio di traslato del genere alia specie - 6 detto  - e questo: "Qui 
rista la m ia nave" (O dvss. I, 185; XXIV, 308) perche l'"esser ancorato," 
o rm e in . e un  m odo specifico del generico "ristare," o "esser fermo," 
estanai, che qui £ usato in vece sua. Di specie a specie, questo: "poich£ 
con l'arm a di bronzo gli attinse la vita" (Empedocle, K a th a rm o i)  e 
anche: "poiche con la coppa di duro bronzo ebbe recisa l ’acqua" (ibid.): 
dove il poeta disse a ru sa i. "attingere," invece di tam ein . "recidere," e 
recidere invece di attingere, e tu tt'e  due  sono specie del generico 
aphele in . o "toglier via." A1 qual proposito e da considerare, in prim o 
luogo, che la m etafora del "ristare" della nave e veram ente tale e non 
una  insipida astrazione a patto  che quella sorta di definizione che essa e 
(come dice il Castelvetro), e cioe riportam ento della specie dell'orm ein  
al suo genere estanai. consista non in un  puro nesso formale di astratte 
ragioni m a in un  nesso logico-intuitivo delle diverse specie (non solo 
lo orm ein) col loro genere; a patto  insom m a di essere non astratta pura 
som iglianza o sintesi senza analisi, m a sintesi-analisi: che altrim enti si 
m isconoscerebbe quel tan to  di in tuitivo o im m aginoso o icastico che 
contribuisce a render espressivo quel traslato om erico appun to  perch£ 
la sua  positiv ita  di icastico o in tu itivo  o m olteplice risu lta  non  gia 
abolita m a esplicata e intensificata (per il principio dell'im plicazione 
reciproca degli eterogenei) dalla stessa potenza relazionale di quei suoi 
nessi specifici, che costituiscono in concreto il concetto-genere del 
"ristare"; risu lta , infine, pe r chi sapp ia  percepire che la nave rista 
all'ancora come il carro rista sulle ruote e l'uom o sulle gambe etc.2

On a sem antic level, a rap id  approach to the poetical text show s not 

only that im ages and concepts are inseparable, bu t that it is the intellectual 

m eaning w hich gives the im age its aesthetic im pact, its "icasticita". W ithout 

thought i.e., in their abstractness, images are"out of focus", am orphous: they 

belong to the precognitive stage. Besides, the w ords themselves, according to 

m odern linguistics, are vehicles of concepts.

D unque, quando Dante ci dice nella grande canzone dell'esilio che "di 
fonte nasce il Nilo picciol fiume /  quivi dove '1 gran lum e /  toglie a la

2 G. Della Volpe, Critica Del Gusto. Feltrinelli, Milano, 1960, p.50-51.
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terra  del vinco la fronda," c'£ da chiedersi come possiam o percepire e 
v a lu ta re  la be llezza  d e ll'u ltim a  im m agine (in cui cu lm inano  le 
precedenti) se dobbiam o assum erla solo come "immagine" e cio£ senza 
a n c h e  (a tacer d 'a ltro ) il con tem poraneo  c o n c e t to  esp lica tiv o  
dell'om bra quasi annu lla ta  dalla  perpendico larita  dei raggi solari? 
A ppena  ci abbandon i questa  povera  nozione em pirica  (la "piu 
probabile" ci dice la critica) non ci resta che un  gratu ito  nonsenso che £ 
ad un  tem po un 'im m agine sfocata; e d o e  da un  rigoroso punto  di vista 
tanto  gnoseologico che estetico: un  niente: non im m agine-concetto e 
dunque  nem m eno im m agine o in tu izione che si dica...Cosi, se voi 
trascurate il s ignificato ateo di quello "apparir del vero" etcetera in A 
Silvia, per cui "Silvia si m ostra pu ra  di ogni elem ento soprannaturale 
o sp irituale" e "non ci £ p iu  cielo, non  ci 6 p iu  redenzione," non 
avendo "Silvio... n iente d i com une...con Beatrice e M argherita" (De 
Sanctis), voi perderete ad u n  tem po la patetrca conclusione del sublime 
idillio leopardiano.3

The intellectual or structural elem ent of any poetical text points to the 

historical reality w th its problem atic and its aspirations in which the author is 

im m ersed. It brings to the fore the dialectical link betw een art and  reality. 

Are there any concepts - Della Volpe asks rhetorically  - w hich cannot be 

related directly or indirectly to  the real? "Dunque, il poeta per esser poeta, e 

cioe per da r form a alle sue im m agini (sia pure  in quel certo suo m odo, che 

vedrem o poi), deve pensare e ragionare, nel senso letterale dei term ini, e 

quindi fare i conti con la verita  e la realta delle cose (il "verosimile" come 

elem ento artistico essenziale scoperto da Aristotele) non m eno, certo, dello 

storico e della scienziato in genere. E fare i conti - come poeta - con le 

ideologie e gli avvenim enti e l'esperienza insom m a (anche "storica") p u r 

quando, nell'intenzione sua, astragga da - o rifiuti - le prim e e i secondi, alia 

m aniera di un Ariosto o di un  C ervan tes.1"*

3 Ibid., p.2-3.

4 Ibid., p.6-7.
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The cognitive criterion of verisim ilitude, it m ust be em phasized - "i.e. 

poeta deve fare i conti con la verita, e la realta1 della cose" - sanctions the 

indissoluble link betw een poetry  and history: the poetical tru th  is alw ays a 

sociological tru th ; b u t it estab lishes also their heterogeneous character. 

Therefore, every w ork of art is realistic in this sense: it expresses historical 

tru ths.

W ith the recognition tha t a rt and  society are connected th rough  the 

conceptual elem ent the sociological m aterialistic interpretation of the w ork of 

art is scientifically grounded. M odern linguistics, Della Volpe will em phasize 

later on, w ill streng then  th is basis. A ccording to  him , it postu lates the 

iden tity  of th o u g h t and  language. In show ing, then , th a t the struc tu ra l 

(ideological or cultural) values of a w ork of art determ ine its poetical effect, 

the dialectic of determ inate abstraction will proceed according to a sem antic 

philo logy totally  functional w ith  respect to  the poetic text as a historical 

product. It will articulate itself w ithin superstructures historically defined. In 

th is m anner, it w ill estab lish  "gli an tecedenti reali storico - cu ltu ral o 

ideologici (nella fattispecie), del conseguente che'e' 1'oggetto o fenom eno 

prob lem atico  stud ia to : e d ic iam o ap p u n to  an teceden ti ideologici reali, 

tem porali, storici e non  antecedenti pu ram en te  ideali, astra tti, a priori." 

T herefo re , it w ill av o id  th e  se rio u s  flaw  of p rev io u s  socio logical 

interpretations: a mechanic and generic relation betw een society and the work 

of art. I t will instead m anifest how  the superstructure to which art belongs is 

dialectically related to the social-economic structure.

O nde si salda veram ente, non m eccanicam ente m a dialetticam ente, la  
sovrastru ttu ra  culturale (cui appartiene la poesia e l'arte in genere) alia 
base economico sociale e si d im o s tra  - a ttraverso  l'enucleazione di 
com plessi poetico  - s tru ttu ra li - che ne A ntigene "ne Achille n£ 
Vulcano etc." sarebbero sta ti "possibili" con "Roberts and  Co." o "il
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C redit Im m obilier" o  "la polvere da sparo  e il piom bo" (Marx, cit.), 
p ro p rio  perch£ ognuno  di essi p resu p p o n e  e contiene nella  sua 
s tru ttu ra  di organism o poeticam ente significative) tu tt'a ltre , condizioni 
id eo lo g ich e  o c u ltu ra l (m orali, re lig io se , scen tifiche , etc.) e 
im plicitam ente econom iche o m ateriali.5

Art, then, is a socially determ ined  abstraction being at once a part of the 

struc tu re  and  a form  of consciousness or reflection upon  it. This form  of 

reflection is w hat is generally called artistic symbolism.

D ella V olpe's dem onstra tion  is very  exhaustive and  convincing; it 

em com passes a w ide spectrum  of literary  production  from  the G reeks to 

Brecht. W e w ill refer only to  a few exam ples. In the case of Sophocle's 

A ntigones Della Volpe points ou t how  the peculiar Greek ethical - religious 

concepts of H v b ris . hum an arrogance, S oph rosvne. w isdom  in the sense of 

m oderation, N em esis, divine p u n ish m e n t, Ananke, fate and the problem atic 

that they engender generate the lyrical sym bolism  of the tragedy. W ithin the 

ethical-religious problem atic, in fact, created by A ntigone's hybris, O edipus' 

daughter, w ho has defied Creon's, edict by perform ing funeral rites for her 

b ro ther, Polynices, and by C reon 's hybris w ho has sentenced A ntigone to 

death , thus com m itting thus an injustice w hich calls for a d ivine nem esis, 

these ethical-lyrical passages acquire their significance:

la "saggezza" com prensiva della sorella Ism ene: "Per m e, dunque , 
p reg an d o  i nostri m orti so tto terra  di perdonarm i, poiche vi sono 
costretta, obbediro a coloro che hanno il potere. Voler fare cio ch'e al di 
sopra delle nostre  forze [perissa] £ un  atto  irragionevole... Poiche lo 
vuoi, va: e sapp i una  cosa: tu  parti p e r un  atto  folle, m a tu  sei 
veram ente arnica di quelli che ami" (vv. 65 sgg., 98-9); la logica dello 
s tru m en to  d iv ino  C reonte: "E im possib ile  conoscere l'an im a, i 
sen tim enti e il pensiero  di alcum  uom o, se non lo si & m ai visto 
all'opera al potere e nell'applicazione delle leggi... N o, io non sono un 
uom o, e essa [Antigone] che prende il m io posto, se questa superiority

 ̂ Ibid., p .ll.
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che ha assunto deve restare im punita" (vv. 175 sgg.,484 sgg.); le ragioni 
di A ntigone d i fronte a Creonte: "A.: ...Ne io credevo che il tuo editto  
avesse forza bastante da  dare  a un  m ortale il potere di violare le leggi 
non scritte e im m utabili degli dei... Chi sa se queste [tue] regole sono 
sacre laggiii? C.: C erto un  nem ico non mi sara m ai caro, neppure  
quando sia m orto. A.: Certo, io non nacqui per condividere l'odio, ma 
l'am ore" (vv. 453 sgg., 519 sgg.); il secondo stasim o o delle speranze 
um ane: "...La varia speranza a m olti uom ini giova, per molti, invece, e 
u n  inganno  dei loro vani desideri: ed  essa si attacca a chi nulla  
com prende prim a di bruciarsi il piede all'ardente brace. Con saggezza e 
stato pronunciato il detto famoso: il male sem bra essere un bene a colui 
a cui la divinita spinge l'intelletto alia rovina: ed egli passa brevissim o 
tem po  al riparo  della sventura" (vv. 615 sgg.); la logica di Creonte 
confutata dal figlio Emone: "C.: La citta non e forse ritenuta esser di chi 
la governa?...^

In the case of P in d a r, know n  for h is irra tio n a l fligh ts o f the 

im agination, unchained to  a determ inated  historical reality, he em phasizes 

the extrem e rationality of his m etaphors and again the organic bond betw een 

the Greek ethical W eltanschaung and his lyrical poetry.

... Cosi, dissociate, ad esem pio, le imm agini dai concetti etico-religiosi 
e da  quelli p iu  com uni in  questa veduta conclusiva della v ita um ana 
dell'o ttava pitica, senza perderne la poesia, se vi riesce: "... La gioia dei 
m ortali in breve ora cresce e cosi si abbatte, sovvertita da un  giudizio 
ch'e fuori del nostro  controllo. C reature  d 'u n  giorno! Che m ai e 
ognuno di noi? che m ai non e? Sogno di un 'om bra e l'uom o. Ma 
quando ci investa un  raggio di Zeus, la luce per gli uom ini e fulgida e 
la v ita soave" (e cfr. la seconda olimpica: "Nessuna delle nostre azioni, 
e giuste e ingiuste, e senza consequenza, nem m eno se Cronos padre  di 
tu tte  le cose potesse segnare un  term ine alle opere; m a con una felice 
sorte potrebbe nascere l'oblio. M uore, infatti, il tenace m ale dom ato 
dalle nobili gioie, quando  la M oira celeste ci sollevi a una  felicita 
som m a")...o ne ll’undicesim a pitica per la sen tenza su ll’H ybris: "Le 
sventure invidiose [concentrata form ula m etaforica lim iti ai desideri] 
sono stornate da chi, toccato il vertice e vivendo tranquillo, sia sfuggito 
all'insolenza fatale" etc.^

6 Ibid., p . 9 .

7 Ibid., p .1 6 - 1 7 .
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In D ante, Della V olpe stresses, it is the fusion of the literal-m oral 

language, "che e tan to  s to ricam en te  qu in tessenz ia to  e tecnico quan to  

personale", w ith the sym bolic or allegoric apparatus w hich generates artistic 

excellence. The m oral-religious symbolism, in fact, structures and unifies the 

poem .

Analyzing contem porary poetry, Della Volpe shows that in T. S. Eliot it 

is his Christian spirituality w hich acts as a poetical catalyst in the crisis of the 

traditional bourgeois m oral values; in M ontale, on the other hand , it is his 

m oral atheism  which acts as a poetical catalyst in the crisis of contem porary 

society; in M ayakosky, the poet of the socialist revolution, it is a positive and 

optim istic  atheism , roo ted  in  M arxism , w hich confers on his poetry  the 

en thusiasm  and exultation of a society on the road  to  reconstruction and 

progress.

The poetical streng th  of all the above authors, Della Volpe concludes, 

consists in their ingenious use of m etaphors and  other technical devices to 

typify the cultural values of the societies they describe. The typicality (and 

hence tendentiousness) of poetical values, he says, has nothing to do w ith the 

statistical typicality of science. The artistic typicality, as has been show n, is 

historically determ ined: it consists of an ensem ble of com m on and specific 

characteristics of historico-social essentiality. It follows, then, that the poetical 

abstraction is a symbolic typicality which typifies the m ultiplicity of the real.

W hat has been  sa id  above en tails a com plete subversion  of the 

traditional aesthetic criterion of form  and content and  the identification of 

form  w ith thought and  content w ith the m ultiplicity of the images. Artistic 

unity  or coherence, an essential requirem ent for the greatness of a work of art, 

m eans logical coherence (to talk  of artistic un ity  ,p roduced  by fancy, and 

logical unity in a w ork of art as two separate com ponents is to m isunderstand
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it) and the unpoetical is caused not by the poverty of im agination or images, 

bu t by im agination or images not supported by a strong, concrete thought.

If from  a general epistemological po in t of view poetry  does not differ 

from  history or science w hat, then, is their specific epistemological difference, 

besides their different w ays of typifying the real? The answ er has to be 

sought, Della Volpe points ou t in an exam ination of the technical-sem antic 

operations that regulate the poetical and scientific discourse.

It follows that the poetical text is sem antically autonom ous and self­

verifying: it does no t need any other text bu t itself in the expression of its 

sem antic values so that w hat it expresses is inseparable from  its text (organic 

unitextuality).

In fatti, se leggiam o, ad  esem pio, le correzioni d 'au to re  di R im e . 
CCCXXni, 25-28, per cui da  "In un  boschetto, /  E fra i bei ram i udiasi 
dolci canti" si passa, infine, a "In u n  boschetto  novo i ram i santi /  
Fiorian d 'u n  lauro  giovenetto e schietto, /  C h 'un  delli arbor parea di 
paradiso; /  E di sua om bra uscian si dolci canti" etc., oppure  leggiamo 
alcune delle correzioni de L 'lnfin ito  (al v.3 "celeste confine" corretto in 
"ultim o orizzonte," al v. 14 "Infinita" corr. in "Immensita") e di A 
Silvia (al v. 5 "lieta e pudica" corr. in "lieta e pensosa," al v. 12 "dolce 
avvenir" corr. in "vago avvenir," al v. 62 "Un sepolcro  deserto  e 
l'Om bre ignude," e "A m e la tom ba inonorata e nuda" etc. corr. in "La 
fred d a  m orte  ed  u n a  tom ba ignuda"), e se ten iam o p resen ti le 
considerazioni in p roposito  suggerite  e suggerib ili d a  una  critica 
sensib ile  ... dovrem o concludere  dal p u n to  di v ista  filosofico o 
gnoseologico-estetico: 1) che il progresso  della  rappresen taz ione  in 
obiettivita e verity, e quindi di poeticita, si risolve o coincide con un 
progresso  di m odulazione lingu istica  d i sentim enti-pensieri, ossia di 
c o m u n ic a z io n e  (nell'accezione corrente, di cui sop ra , di questo  
term ine);... 2) che, d 'a ltra  parte , il p rog resso  nella  m odulazione  
linguistica di sentim enti-pensieri, come progresso  stesso della verita 
po e tica , e tale in quanto  processo interno ai testi in questione e cio£ 
concernente e d ipenden te  dalla loro crescita (storia)e indiv iduazione 
come organism i semantic! ossia contesti determ inate^

8 Ibid., p.70-71.
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The sem antic organicity of poetical discourse m eans, then, th a t its w ords are 

from a relative poin t of view irreplaceable. They cannot be replaced by other 

words draw n abstractly from experience. They are em bedded in the context in 

a relation of necessary interdependence. The leopardian line, "Dolce e chiara 

e la no tte  e senza vento," for exam ple, cannot be p a raph rased , tha t is, 

translated into a comm on metereological observation w ithout losing "quel di 

piu", that som ething m ore, w hich m akes it poetical.

The scientific text, instead, is sem antically heterotonom ous: it ideally 

refers to other sim ilar texts; tha t is, it presupposes them  in order to  convey 

the full im pact of its sem antic value. The scientific text im plies a sem antic 

chain of w hich it partakes (disorganic om nitextuality). For Della Volpe a 

scientific text includes not only those of the natural and  social sciences bu t 

also those of philosophy and history because in them , broadly  speaking, the 

intellectual procedure and the use of language are scientific.

Esam iniam o allora un  testo filosofico, il seguente passo della poetica 
b ru n ian a  degli "eroici furori" e dell'an ti-petrarch ism o: "Conchiudi 
bene, che la  poesia  non  nasce da  le regole, se non per leggerissim o 
accidente; m a le regole derivano da  le poesie: e per6  tanti son geni e 
specie de vere regole, quanti son geni e specie de veri poeti" etc.: e 
chiediamoci il che e il come del processo verso la verita che costituisce, 
a sua volta, questa  m odulazione linguistica d i sentim enti-pensieri. 
C onstaterem o cosi che, affinch£ questo determ inate testo-elem ento-di- 
un-contesto acquisti non un senso generico e vago o  sfocato, quale puo 
derivarg li dalla decifrazione im m ediata dei term ini lessicali che lo 
com pongono etc., m a u n  significato preciso e articolato che enuclei 
quel tanto di verita - circa la realta della poesia e del suo rapporto  con le 
regole - che p u 6  sostenere l'argom entazione o "tesi" filosofica ch'esso 
ci com unica o esprim e, questo testo-contesto dev 'essere assun to  in 
relazione di in ter-d ipendenza  perlom eno con m olti altri testi-contesti - 
e non  sem plicem ente "pensieri" - precedenti e relative esperienze 
storiche espresse in  essi, s 'in tende, da  quelli p latonici, su lla  na tu ra  
irrazionale della poesia, in quanto  m a n ia , invasam ento  o "furore" 
divino, e relativo deprezzam ento del "sapere" o tecnica (regole) in  essa 
poesia, circa le "regole" della sua Poetica e anche a quelli aristotelici 
ita lian i, con tem poranei del B runo, e delle rela tive  polem iche; a
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prescindere poi (per comodo) da tu tti i testi susseguenti, che vanno 
fino a quelli dei romantici tedeschi e degli idealisti italiani e t c e t e r a . ^

W hat is m ore im portan t, the poetical text is an o rgan ic  text of 

connotative o r polysem ic (m ore term s for the  sam e genus o r concept) 

sem antic values, w hereas the scientific text is a disorganic text of denotative 

or univocal (the sam e term  for the sam e concept) sem antic values. The 

poetical symbolic abstraction is then a characteristic polysem ic typicality; the 

scientific abstraction, instead , is a characteristic univocal typicality. Both 

abstractions, transcend dialectically - in a conservation-transform ation process 

- the equivocal (same term  for different concepts) values of the "letterale- 

materiale", tha t is, of the com m on everyday discourse. In m any cases, they 

also transcend each other. The "letterale m ateriale" has to be understood  

according to the lingu istic-structu ra listic  criteria as a h istorical - social 

in stitu tion  w ithou t w hich ne ither w ords no r com m unication  w ou ld  be 

possible. Language, that is, is not to be dissociated from thought ("pensiero 

storico, in  senso lato , inclusavi dunque  l'esperienza in  genere") and  each 

w ord  from  its concept it expresses. Language itself therefore insures the 

presence of history in poetry. The autonom y of poetry is not from  history, as 

the idealists m aintain, bu t in history.

On a sem iological level, the aesthetic sym bol represen ts a m essage 

w hich alw ays refers to the  social code. Because of its po lyvalence of 

signification such a m essage is highly im form ative. Specifically, then, the 

sem antic organicity of the poetical discourse is obtained by the unification of 

verbal symbols which assum e new  and different m eanings in addition to the 

one they a lready have. A verbal sign, that is, becomes in relation to the

9 Ibid., p.70-71.
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context - to  the o ther signs to w hich it is interw oven - a term  of m anifold 

signification. It assum es a syntactical freedom. Therefore:

la "rosa rossa rossa" di Burns e e non e "la rosa" del trattato  di botanica,
10 e per il suo valore letterale-materiale, da cui procede nel dipartirsene
11 tratta to , e non lo e per la m ancanza di sv iluppo  tecnico delle sue 
caratteristiche di organo riproduttore  della p ianta  etc., interessando al 
poeta  nella "rosa" la sua  desiderabilita, ch'egli trasporta  alia persona 
dell'am ata, cosi la "hybris" di P indaro e "Mylae" di Eliot sono e non 
sono quelle delle storie dello ethos greco o delle guerre  puniche: lo 
sono p e r il loro letterale-m ateriale com une, p e r i loro nom i-concetti 
nei lessici greci e latin i, non lo sono per la m ancanza della  loro 
partico larizzazione  tecnica, so s titu ita  da P indaro  con le "sventure 
invidiose" e la "insolenza fatale" etc., e da  Eliot con lo "Stetson! tu  che 
eri!" etc., cio£ con significati che non  sono piti so ltanto  d e ll 'o rd in e  
onn itestuale  di quelli dei lessici greco-latini, elem enti-base com uni del 
linguaggio  dei poeti come degli storici, e che non possono essere (se 
non a costo di confondere e annullare la rispettiva  sintesi poetica) 
d e ll'o rd in e  o n n ic o n te s tu a le  di quelli delle storie dell'e thos greco o 
delle guerre  puniche, che non conoscono ne "sventure invidiose" etc. 
(perche anche adducendole  come fonti ne colgono solo gli elem enti 
o rd inabili nella gerarchia univoca dei concetti etici greci) n£ alcuno 
Stetson alia battaglia di Mylae. ̂

D ella Volpe analyzes m ore poetical texts to  show  their polysem ic 

rationality. Here is an exam ple of his critical intelligence.

Ancora Burns: "The w an m oon is setting ayont the w hite wave, /  and 
tim e is setting w ith  me, oh!" (la pallida luna sta tram ontando dietro la 
bianca onda, /  e il tem po sta tram ontando per me, oh): qui l'effetto di 
poetica m alinconia nasce dalla connessione connotativa, polisensa, del 
tram onto  della luna col passare del tem po per me, per noi, tram ite la 
attribuzione - per traslato  - dell'idea di "tramonto" al "tempo," il che 
com porta la estensione-traslazione della letterale denotativa pallidezza 
e b ianchezza della luna  (tram ontante) e dell'onda (al tram onto) alle 
cose um ane, che cosi im pallidiscono e svaniscono anch'esse. Si noti la 
presenza in te lle ttu a le  richiesta p u r in quest'ordine di associazioni di 
tan to  vaghe im pressioni esterne e interne (ci si perdoni un  confronto 
con la riflessione  oraziana ben p iu  p rofonda, nella sua sem plicita, e 
d 'effetto  ben p iu  com m ovente in "Tuttavia le rap ide lune riparano  i

*0 Ibid., p.84.
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danni del delo: /  m a noi quando  cadrem o /  dove il padre  Enea, dove i 
ricchi Tullo e Anco sono caduti, /  polvere ed om bra sarem o"):^

It follow s tha t in literary  criticism  the sociological in terpretation  of 

poetry should  be integrated w ith a critical paraphrase in order to capture the 

poetical values in their specificity. The critical paraphrase will point out the 

"scarto dialettico" (dialectical difference) betw een the poetical, the literal- 

m ateria l and  the  om n itex tua l d isco u rses  in  un ivocal scientific  term s 

according to the dialectic of de te rm ina te  abstraction. It w ill show  the 

uniqueness and dependence of poetical style. The sem antic organicity of ideas 

w ill represent the degree of artistic excellence. A t the sam e tim e the critical 

p a ra p h rase  w ill also reveal th e  rec ip rocal ep istem olog ica l im p o rt o r 

interaction betw een the literal-m aterial, the om nitextual and  the unitextual.

...onde, ad  esem pio , il p indarico  stilem a "le sv en tu re  invidiose" 
e tcetera e reale, come fatto  espressivo , e perche, trascendendo  in 
significato la sua parafrasi "hybris" etcetera, si costituisce come senso 
pecu liarm ente  espressivo  (polisenso) e perche, essendo dialettico 
questo  suo  trascend im en to  della  le tte ra  "hybris" rich iam ata  dalla  
parafrasi, esso si m antiene, p u r  in questo suo trascendere, nello uni- 
verso della com unicazione (la lingua), che conferisce effettiva valid ita  
o un iversality  al senso  espressivo  pecu liare  ch 'esso e: ed  esso si 
rapporta  infine - nella com une base (dialettica) della lettera "hybris" - a 
qualsiasi altro  possibile senso peculiare espressivo della stessa lettera, 
quale  ad  esem pio, il senso storiografico  scientifico, o  univoco, di 
"hybris," nel m entre che se ne differenzia e cio£ lo delim ita e ne e 
de lim ita to  p e r pecu liarity  rispe ttive  dei m odi d i trascendim ento  
(dialettico) della lettera in questioned 2

I* Ibid., p .8 6 .  

12 Ibid., p . 1 3 1 .
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eB. Louis Mthusser

1. LHaCetics

A lthusser claims that betw een the M anuscripts and Marx's later works 

an  epistem ological break has occurred. M arx rejected the anthropological 

p rob lem atic  an d  fixed his a tten tion  u p o n  a new  prob lem atic  w hich he 

b ro u g h t to  ligh t by transfo rm ing  the p rob lem atic  of classical political 

econom y. The new  prob lem atic  dealt w ith  the constellation  of "social 

relations", above all those relations and  forces of production . By w orking 

w ith in  this problem atic, M arx produced  the scientific dialectic of historical 

m ateria lism . The an th ropo log ica l p rob lem atic  h a d  confined  h im  to 

m etaphysical reflection, and  therefore to ideology, ra ther than to scientific 

analysis.!

1 The notion of the problematics and the theory of "symptomatic reading" are Althusser's basic 
epistemological tools in interpreting Marx's works. Althusser states that many Marxist 
concepts are latent in Marx's texts and they can be extracted only by a symptomatic reading of 
the texts. The theory at work in a text lies not in the author's intentions or beliefs, or in the 
"visible" and specific statements implied by the theory but in an underlying structure where 
the problematic that the theory has to deal with is presented. This structure manifests itself 
through dislocations or contradictions of levels of discourse because the problematic is usually 
complex and contradictory. It can be identified by a symptomatic reading of the gaps, lapses, 
silences, absences, transpositions, and absurdities resulting from the dislocations. In this 
manner, the objective text will be decoded: it will unveil the invisible text. A symptomatic 
reading "divulges the undivulged event in the text it reads, and in the same movement relates 
it to a different text, present as a necessary absence of the first." (L. Althusser and E. Balibar, 
Reading Capital. NLB London 1970, p. 52.). It follows, in fact, from the nature of problematic - 
a definite logical space that allows only the posing of certain questions - that the "invisible", 
the excluded problems, is a necessary concomitant of the problems defined by the problematic. 
"The same connexion that defines the visible also defines the invisible as its shadowy obverse. 
It is the field of the problematic that defines and structures the invisible as the definite 
excluded, excluded from the field of visibility and defined as excluded by the existence and 
peculiar structure of the field of the problematic."(Ibid., p. 25-26) "A minimum of provisional 
Marxist theoretical concepts bearing on the nature of theoretical formations and their history", 
that is, a Marxist problematic, has to guide the reading.
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Like Della Volpe, A lthusser m aintains tha t the M arxist dialectic is 

based  upon  the p rincip les of non-contrad iction  and  the specificity  and 

irreducibility  of the real. The fam ous m etaphor, the "inversion" of Hegel's 

dialectic, m eant not only changing the object of the dialectic bu t also altering 

its s truc tu res,2 since Hegel em phatically asserts the unity  of the m ethod of 

the dialectic and its object.^ H ad Marx sim ply inverted the Hegelian dialectic, 

he w o u ld  have been bound  to the ideological p rob lem atic  of H egelian 

ph ilosophy . Therefore he rep u d ia ted  the H egelian  logical an d  sim ple 

contradiction by means of the teleology of the negation of the negation which 

finds its chief expression in the category of alienation, the concept of the social 

totality in  which such a contradiction operates, and  the idealistic category of 

the subject, being God or M an or the Idea, as m aker of history.

The Hegelian contradiction is sim ple because it  is determ ined by one 

essential, sim ple dialectical conflict of ideas w hich activates all the instances 

of the social totality. That is, all the other apparently  diverse contradictions of 

the social to ta lity , th a t is, are m an ifesta tious of th is essen tia l, sim ple 

contradiction. The H egelian to tality  is thus an expressive to tality , "all of 

w hose parts are so m any 'to ta l parts ', each expressing the others and  each 

expressing  the social to ta lity  tha t contains them , because each in itself 

contains in the im m ediate form  of its expression the essence of the social

2 "To criticise the Hegelian philosophy of history because it is teleological, because from its 
origin it is in pursuit of a goal (the realisation of Absolute Knowledge), hence to reject the 
teleology in the philosophy of History, but to return to the Hegelian dialectic as such at the 
same time, is to fall into a strange contradiction. For the Hegelian dialectic too is teleological 
in its structures, since the key structures of the Hegelian dialectic is the negation of the 
negation, which is the teleology itself, within the dialectic." (L. Althusser, Politics and 
History. NLB, London 1972, p. 181.).

3 3. Hegel, G.W.F., The Science of Logic. Volume 1, Penguin Harmondsworth, p. 53.
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to tality  itself. The complexity of any historical period is reduced then to a 

sim ple explanatory principle.

Thus Rome: its m ighty history, its institutions, its crises and ventures, 
are noth ing  bu t the tem poral m anifestatious of the in ternal principle 
of the abstract legal personality, and then its destruction. Of course this 
in ternal p rincip le  contains as echoes the p rincip le  of each of the 
historical form ations it has superseded , bu t as echoes of itself-that is 
w hy, too, it only has one center, the center of all the past w orlds 
conserved in its m em ory; tha t is w hy it is sim ple. A nd its ow n 
contradiction  appears in  this very  sim plicity: in Rome, the Stoic 
consciousness, as consciousness of the contradiction inheren t in the 
concept of the abstract legal personality, w hich aim s for the concrete 
w orld of subjectivity, bu t misses it. This is the contradiction which will 
bring dow n Rome and produce its future: the image of subjectivity in 
m edieval Christianity.^

Therefore, the versions of M arxism  which have em phasized that the essence 

of the social to tality  is rep resen ted  by the basic and  sim ple contradiction 

betw een forces and relations of production distort Marx's thought.

The M arxist contradiction, instead, is complex and  overdeterm ined- 

de te rm ined , th a t is, no t ju s t by  one b u t by m any conflicts. All the 

contradictions of the different instances or levels of practice - no t only the 

economical, but also the political, ideological and  theoretical - of the social 

totality are distinct and therefore irreducible to a basic, essential contradiction. 

They coexist overdeterm ining one another. Simplicity is m erely the product 

of a complex and structured process.

The In tro d u ctio n  is no  m ore than  a long dem onstra tion  of the 
fo llow ing thesis: the sim p le  only  ever exists w ith in  a com plex 
structure; the universal existence of a simple category is never original,

4 L. Althusser and E. Balibar, Reading Capital. NLB, London 1970, p. 94.

5 L. Althusser, For Marx. Verso, London 1969, p. 102.



it only appears as the end-resu lt of a long historical process, as the 
p roduct of a highly differentiated social structure; so, w here reality is 
concerned, w e are never dealing w ith the pure  existence of sim plicity, 
be it essence or category, bu t w ith  the existence of 'concre tes’ of 
complex and structured beings and p r o c e s s e s . ^

The dialectic of history, A lthusser stresses, is that of a process pow ered by a 

s tru c tu red  com plex an d  un ified  w hole m ade of necessarily  re la ted  bu t 

relatively au tonom ous levels of practices in which, how ever, the economic 

level is determ inant in the last instance in structuring. The superstructure is 

subordinated to the economy, bu t at the sam e time represents its condition of 

existence.

The econom ic dialectic is never active in  the pure  state; in  H istory, 
these instances, the  su p ers tru c tu res , etc., are  never seen  to  step  
respectfully aside w hen their w ork is done, o r w hen the time comes, as 
his pu re  phenom ena, to scatter before His m ajesty the Econom y as he 
strides along the royal road  to Dialectic. From the first m om ent to the 
last, the lonely hour of the "last instance" never comes.^

The contradiction  at the econom ic level is com pounded  by  the different 

contradictions of all the o ther levels in their relation of articu lation  upon 

eachother and  therefore overdeterm ined by them.® Unlike a living organism

6 Ibid., p. 196-197.

7 Ibid., p. 201.

8 "They [Marx and Engels] draw from them the basic notion that the Capital-Labour 
contradiction is never simple, but always specified by the historically concrete forms and 
circumstances in which it is exercised. It is specified by the forms of the superstructure (the 
State, the dominant ideology, religion, politically organized movements, and so on); specified 
by the internal and external historical situation which determines it on the one hand as a 
function of the national past (completed or 'relapsed' bourgeois revolution, feudal exploitation 
eliminated wholly, partially or not at all, local 'customs' specific national traditions, even the 
'etiquette' of political struggles and behavior, etc.), and on the other as functions of the existing 
world context (what dominates it - competition of capitalist nations, or 'imperialist 
internationalism’, or competition within imperialism, etc.), many of these phenomena deriving 
from the 'law of uneven development’ in the Leninist sense.

What can this mean but that the apparently simple contradiction is always 
overdetermined?" (Ibid., p. 106).
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this highly structured whole is then "decentered": that is, it has no center, no 

sim ple, governing contradiction w hich determ ines the form  of all the other 

m anifestations of the social system.

A lthusser em phasizes that even though the dialectic yields a different 

structure for each historical period, the levels of practice, however, on which 

it acts are structural invariants of all societies. There is, in o ther w ords, in 

each particu lar historically determ ined level an unchanging structure which 

typifies that level as such.

For A lthusser, practice is an  activ ity  w hich  has the  stru c tu re  of 

production. It is defined as "any process of transform ation of a determ inate 

given raw  m aterial into a determ inate product, a transform ation effected by a 

determ inate  hum an labour, using  determ inate m eans (of 'p roduction '). In 

any practice thus conceived, the determ inant m om ent (or element) is neither 

the raw  m aterial nor the product, bu t the practice in the narrow  sense: the 

m om ent of the labour of transform ation  itself, w hich sets to  w ork, in a 

specific  s t r u c t u r e . T h i s  conception of practice brings to  the fore the 

distinctness of all the practices since each of them  has its ow n specific raw  

m aterials, m eans of production , product, and  form  of hum an labour. The 

distinctness of the levels of practice, how ever, is especially show n by their 

uneven  developm ent. They do  no t develop  in the sam e historical time. 

"Each of these d ifferent 'levels ' does not have the sam e type of historical 

existence. O n the contrary, we have to assign to each level a particular time, 

re la tiv e ly  au tonom ous an d  hence re la tiv e ly  in d ep e n d en t, even  in its 

dependence, of the 'tim es' of the other levels. Each of these peculiar levels is

9 Ibid., p. 166-167.
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punctuated  w ith  peculiar rhythm s and can only be know n on condition that 

we have defined the concept of the specificity of its historical tem porality and 

its punctuations*0

A lthusser explains the n a tu re  of the uneven, overdeterm ined  bu t 

unified  w hole as tha t of a h ierarchy of levels linked by the econom y in  a 

relation of dom ination  - subordination. The com plex w hole possesses the 

un ity  of a struc tu re  in dom inance. The contradiction w ith in  the economy 

displays the role of dom inant instance onto a particular instance or to itself 

and assigns to the other instances their specific roles.** U nder feudalism , for 

instance, the political was the dom inant instance, w hereas u n der capitalism  

the social is the dom inan t one.The structu re  in  dom inance perm eates the 

reality of the conditions of existence of each contradiction.

The concept of overdeterm ination  can then  be un d ers to o d  as the 

effectivity of all the other contradictions through the presence of the structure 

in  dom inance  on  the  rea lity  o f the  cond itions o f ex istence of each 

contradiction. A lthusser uses the notion of conjuncture to indicate this unity 

of necessarily related, necessarly uneven levels.

*0 L. Althusser and E. Balibar, Reading Capital. NLB London 1970, p. 99-100. Althusser often 
mentions the uneveness of development of the social formation in Russia in 1917 - for instance a 
highly advanced heavy industry with a semifeudal monarchy and a backward agrarian 
system - which led to the revolution.

** "In the Introduction Marx gives us the best possible proof of the invariance of the structure in 
dominance within the apparent circularity of conditioning, when he analyses the identity of 
production, consumption and distribution through exchange. This might give the reader 
Hegelian vertigo - 'nothing simpler, then, for a Hegelian than to pose production and 
consumption as identical' (op. cit., p. 625) - but this would be a complete misunderstanding. 'The 
result we have obtained is not that production, distribution, exchange and consumption are 
identical, but that they are all elements of one totality, differentiations within one unity' in 
which it is production in its specific difference that is determinant." Determinant here stands 
also for dominant. "'So a determinate production determines a determinate consumption, 
distribution and exchange, and the determinate mutual relations of these different moments. 
For its part, production in its unilateral form is really determined by the other moments' (pp. 
630-31)." (L. Athusser, For Marx. London 1969, footnote 45, p. 206)
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A new  concept of causality  as struc tu ra l causality follows from  the 

notion of overdeterm ination. The causality of the structure of the w hole as 

de te rm ined  by the econom y in the last instance on the contradictions is 

no th ing  beyond the interrelation of those contradictions. Cause and effect, 

that is to say, are not clearly m arked off and inseparable. The causality of the 

w hole is given by the relations existing am ong its effects. W hen A lthusser 

then speaks of the "absence of the cause" he sim ply m eans that the structure 

of the w hole is im m anent in its effects since cause and effect are inseparable. 

But it is a struc tu re  w hich dissim ulates itself as "a h idden  m ystery", "an 

absent cause", in presenting itself.

The s truc tu re  is no t an  essence ou tside  the econom ic phenom ena 
w hich comes and alters their aspect, form s and  relations w hich is 
effective upon  them  as an absent cause, absent because it is outside 
them . The absence of the cause in the s tru c tu re 's  'm etonym ic  
causality1 on its effects is not the fault of the exteriority of the structure 
w ith respect to the economic phenom ena; on the contrary, it is the very 
form  of the in teriority  of the structure , in its effects. This im plies 
therefore that the effects are no t outside the structure , are not a p re ­
existing  object, elem ent o r space in  w hich the s truc tu re  arrives to 
im p rin t its m ark: on the  contrary , it  im plies th a t the  stru c tu re  is 
im m anent in its effects, a cause im m anent in its effects in  the Spinozist 
sense of the term , that the whole existence of the structure consists of 
its effects, in sh o rt tha t the struc tu re , w hich is m erely  a specific 
com bination of its peculiar elements, is nothing outside its effects. 12

A lthusser is here also arguing against the classical conception of reality as an 

essence  u n d e rly in g  the  p h en o m en a  w hich  are  p u re  illu sio n s-w ell 

exem plified in the prevailing understand ing  of the theory  of fetishism -and, 

consequently against an understanding  of it according to the epistem ology of 

linear causality.

12 Ibid., p. 188-189.



It follows then that the fetishism  of com m odities is no t an illusory 

phenom enon. T hrough its concealments the capitalist m ode of production 

presents itself. The fetishism  of commodities is a necessary form of existence 

of the capitalist m ode of production. This is the form  that the products of 

social labor m u st take fo r consum ption  since the cap ita lis t m ode of 

production is also regulated by the mechanism of the market. The real cause - 

the law  of value - of the existence of the com m odity on the m arket is present 

through its a b s e n c e .^  Marx says: "value does not carry w hat is w ritten on its 

forehead.” For A lthusser, then, w hat Marx m eans w hen he says tha t if the 

phenom enon and the essence were to coincide then science w ould be a trivial 

pursu it, is that the essential structures of reality are always h idden  and they 

require a great deal of analysis to be uncovered.

According to A lthusser, the epistem ology tha t guarantees the validity 

of the dialectic's claim  to  prov ide objective know ledge of the real w orld  is 

not, how ever, an em piricist one. He denies the hom ology betw een thought 

and  real, and  therefo re  denies scientific va lid ity  to  the techniques of 

verification, induction or falsification. The process of know ledge, according 

to him , takes place en tirely  in thought. He espouses the conventionalist 

theory of science of his teacher, Gaston Bachelard, according to which facts are

13 "In this entirely specific form of value [that of exchange value], labour prevails on the one 
hand as social labour; on the other hand, the distribution of this social labour and the mutual 
supplementing and interchanging of its products, the subordination under, and introduction into, 
the social mechanism, are left to the accidental and mutually nullifying motives of individual 
capitalists. Since these latter confront one another only as commodity-owners and everyone 
seeks to sell his commodity as dearly as possible (apparently even guided in the regulation of 
production itself solely by his free wil), the inner law enforces itself only through their 
competition, their mutual pressure upon each other, whereby the deviations are mutually 
cancelled. Only as an inner law, vis-a-vis the individual agents, as a blind law of Nature, does 
the law of value exert its influence here and maintain the social equilibrium of production 
amidst its accidental fluctuations." (K. Marx, Capital Volume 3, Progress Publishers, Moscow 
1971, p. 880.)
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th eo ry -lad en  an d  th eo ries  are  o v e rth ro w n  n o t by  experim en ts and  

observations bu t m ainly by better alternative theories: less irrational and  less 

subjective (ideological, for Althusser). For A lthusser, science is based upon 

the transform ation and developm ent of problem atics.

"By w hat mechanism  does the process of knowledge, which takes place 

entirely  in thought, p roduce  the cognitive appropria tion  of its real object, 

w hich exists outside thought in the real world? or again, by w hat mechanism  

does the p ro d u ctio n  of the object of know ledge p roduce  the cognitive 

app ropria tion  of the real object, w hich exists ou tside  tho u g h t in  the real 

w orld?"! 4

The theoretical structures of the theoretical practice guaran tee  the 

scientificity of the know ledges produced. The scientificity of a theory, be it 

N ew ton 's theory  of gravitation  or M arx's dialectic of historical m aterialism , 

lies m ore in  itself, in  "its radical inw ardness" than  in the particu lar results it 

arrives at.

Theoretical practice is...its ow n criterion and contains in itself definite 
protocols w ith w hich to  validate the quality  of its p roduct, i.e. the 
criteria of the scientificity of the products of theoretical practice. This is 
exactly w hat happens in the real practice of the sciences: once they are 
tru ly  constitu ted  and  developed  they have no  need for verification 
from  external practices to  declare the know ledges they produce to be 
'tru e ', i.e. to be knowledges. At least for the m ost developed of them  
and in the areas of know ledges they have sufficiently m astered, they 
them selves prov ide the criterion of valid ity  of the know ledges - this 
criterion coinciding perfectly w ith the strict forms of the exercise of the 
scientific practices c o n s i d e r e d . ! ^

14 L. Althusser and E. Balibar, Reading Capital. London 1 9 7 0 ,  p. 1 8 6 .  

!5 Ibid., p. 5 9 .
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Theoretical practice, w hich is a dialectical process, is best explained by 

M arx's, according to A lthusser, w hen he describes in  the G rundisse the 

"scientifically correct m ethod" of political econom y as proceeding from  the 

"abstract to the concrete."

To u n d e rs ta n d  th e  p ro cess  of th eo re tic a l p rac tice  in v o lv es 
distinguishing betw een three bodies of concepts at w ork in the process, 
called Generalities I, II and  III. Generality I forms the starting point, the 
raw  m aterial of theoretical practice, that is to say, the body  of concepts 
(not, to  repeat, things in  the w orld), e ither scientific or ideological, 
upon  w hich the process w ill set to w ork in order to  transform  them. 
G enerality II is the corpus of concepts whose m ore or less contradictory 
unity  constitutes the 'th eo ry 1 of the science in question by defining the 
field in w hich the problem s of the science m ust necessarily be posed - 
in  o th e r w ords, the  science's problem atic. G enerality  III is the 
'concrete-in-thought', the know ledge that is p roduced by the w ork of 
G enerality II on G enerality I, of the concepts defined by the science’s 
problem atic on the pre-existing theories tha t constitute the pre-history 
of this stage in the science's developm ent.

A correct understanding  of theoretical practice can only be reached, 
A lthusser argues, if tw o theses are  accepted. Firstly, there is never any 
iden tity  of essence betw een  G enerality  I and  II, the process's raw  
m a te r ia l  a n d  e n d  p r o d u c t  re s p e c tiv e ly , b u t  a lw ay s  rea l 
transform ation . 16

But then w hat is the difference betw een science and  ideology since 

ideology is also a theoretical practice? If ideology is a m ystified interpretation 

of reality, w hat m akes it so?

"Ideology, as a system  of representations, is distinguished from science 

in  th a t in  it the  practico-social function  is m ore im p o rtan t th an  the 

theoretical function". It contam inates the theoretical function w ith religious, 

ethical, political or strictly em otional interests by endow ing m en or wom en 

w ith  the know ledge to resp o n d  to the  dem ands of the ir conditions of

16 a . Callinicos, Althusser's Marxism. Pluto Press, London 1976, p. 56-57.
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existence so that they can perform  the roles dem anded of them  by society. It 

fo llow s th a t a t the  level o f p rob lem atic  ideo logy  confirm s its ow n 

p re su p p o s itio n s  by  ex tra  th eo re tica l c rite ria  w ith o u t any  cogn itive  

developm ent.

In the theoretical m ode of p roduction  of ideology (which is u tterly  
d ifferent from  the theoretical m ode of p roduction  of science in this 
respect), the fo rm ula tion  of a p rob lem  is m erely  the theoretical 
expression of the conditions w hich allow  a solution already produced 
outside the process of know ledge because im posed by  certain extra- 
theoretical instances and exigencies (by religious, ethical, political or 
o th e r  'in te re s ts ')  to  recogn ise  itse lf in  an a rtific ia l p rob lem  
m anufactured  to serve it both as a theoretical m irror and  a practical
justification.

Therefore, ideology is a com plete m isrecognition of reality. It represents an 

im aginary and, consequently, false account of m en and w om en's relationship 

to their conditions of existence.

In ideology m en do indeed express, not the relation betw een them  and 
their conditions of existence, b u t the way they live the relation betw een 
them  and  their real conditions of existence. In ideology the real 
relation is inevitably invested in the im aginary relation, a relation that 
expresses a will (conservative, conform ist or revolutionary), a hope or 
a nostalgia, rather than describing a reality.1®

Ideology has a m aterial existence and  functions so as to secure the 

reproduction of the existing relations of production. All state apparatuses or 

institu tions, A lthusser stresses, such as the arm y, the police, the courts, etc., 

operate  bo th  by repression  and  by ideology, "with the difference that the 

(repressive) s ta te  ap p a ra tu s  functions incisively  an d  p redom inan tly  by

L. Althusser and E. Balibar, Reading Capital. London 1970, p. 52. 

18 L. Althusser, For Marx, p. 233-234.
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repression, w hereas the Ideological State A pparatuses" such as the churches, 

the trade  un ions, the school, the political parties "function m assively and 

predom inantly  by ideology."! 9

But w hat really m akes ideology succeed in adap ting  and  equipping  

ind iv iduals to the needs of society and  at the sam e tim e in deceiving them 

about the natu re  of the social structure  and  the repressive and  exploitative 

institutions of the state?

It succeeds by m eans of the functioning of the category of the subject. 

"All ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects, 

by the functioning of the category of the s u b j e c t .  " 2 0  The category of the subject 

acquires its significance only in reference and  in  relation to  the object. It 

establishes therefore an ideal relationship  betw een subject and  object: the 

ind iv idual has a unique value in a w orld  m ade for him  in w hich he has to 

play a role in conform ity to w hat society prescribes. A nd the guarantor of the 

m eaningfulness of th is s truc tu re  is the concept of a U nique or A bsolute 

Subject - God in C hristian theology, for exam ple, or of M an in bourgeois 

philosophical hum anism  - w ho "recruits" concrete indiv iduals into concrete 

subjects according to a teleological plan.

19 L. Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays. NLB, London 1971, p. 141.

20 Ibid., p. 162.
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2. ftgmarks on Literary ‘Theory and Criticism

A rt is a specific, autonom ous level of practice w hich "hovers" betw een 

science and ideology. "The real difference betw een art and  science lies in the 

specific form in which they give us the same object in quite different ways: art 

in the form  of "seeing" and "perceiving" or "feeling", science in the form of 

know ledge (in the strict sense, by concepts).* W hat art m akes us see, perceive 

or feel is the ideology "in which it bathes, from which it detaches itself as art 

and to w hich it alludes"^ as a lived experience of hum an existence itself. Art 

rup tu res from  w ithin  on a perceptual basis the cognitive categories of the 

dom inant ideologies. It does this by a process of internal dissociation of levels 

of discourse partly  through the criticism and transform ation of a habituated 

ideological forms, including prior literary or dram atic devices, bu t m ainly and 

specifically th rough  the decentering of the concept of the Absolute Subject 

w hich is the center of identification of the indiv idual w ith in  any ideology. 

According to Althusser, the dissociation of, o r the absence of relations among 

the levels of discourse inscribed w ith in  the structure of the w ork of a rt is 

paradoxically the true relationship. It suggests through a silent discourse a 

latent theoretical structure - the structure of reality.

W h eth er th is  la te n t s tru c tu re  is, h o w ev er, consciously  or 

unconsciously produced is irrelevant: it constitutes the essence of any w ork of

* L. Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and other Essays. 1971, p. 223.

2 Ibid., p. 222.
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a r t .3 It can only  be detected  by a "sym ptom atic" read ing  w ith in  the 

fram ew ork of the M arxist theory.

This follows from A lthusser's dialectic. It is implicit in the concepts of 

overdeterm ination or structural casuality and  of the structural invariant of 

each level of practice th a t the artistic  practice m anifests itself in an 

unchanging structure  whose conditions of existence bear the m arks of the 

structure  of the w hole and, therefore, of the reality that ideology mystifies. 

These m arks are indicative of a silent discourse. They presen t them selves 

w ith in  the dislocations of the levels of discourse of the w ork of art as gaps, 

lapses, silences, etc. Specifically, the artist, for exam ple, a w riter w orking 

w ithin an ideology as a producer of literary products^ w rites about w hat the 

ideology m akes him  "see" b u t also records - m ost of the tim e unw illingly - 

the reality that ideology mystifies, w hat lies, that is, outside his field of vision, 

as a "hidden" structure  w ith in  the dislocation of the levels of discourse. 

W hat lies outside the au tho r's  field of vision, according to A lthusser is a 

necessary concom itant of w hat he sees. Therefore it is always present in the 

text.

3 "At this point someone will want to stop me, arguing that what I am drawing from the play 
goes beyond the intentions of the author - and that I am, in fact, attributing to Bertolazzi what 
really belongs to Strehler. But I regard this statement as meaningless, for at issue here is the 
play’s latent structure and nothing else. Bertolazzi's explicit intentions are unimportant: what 
counts, beyond the words, the characters and the action of the play, is the internal relation of 
the basic elements of its structure. I would go further. It does not matter whether Bertolazzi 
consciously wished for this structure, or unconsciously produced it: it constitutes the essence of 
his work; it alone makes both Strehler's interpretation and the audience’s reaction 
comprehensible." (L. Althusser, For Marx. 1969, p.141.)

4 According to the concept of practice, in fact, art is productive labour. It works upon raw 
materials - previous literary arid dramatic devices, conventions, language, world - views 
(ideologies) - and transforms them into end products - artistic products. Therefore the artist is 
not a creator but a producer in the same sense in which the Formalists considered the writer as a 
technical craftsman.



The task  of M arxist criticism , then  is to  p roduce  an "adequate 

(scientific) knowledge"^ of the m echanism  of the above process.

A lthusser's literary  analysis of Strehler's in terpretation  of Bertolazzi's 

El N ost Milan and of Brecht's M other Courage illustrates his ideas. In E lN o st 

M i l a n 6  ̂ the play 's internal dissociation is represented by the uneveness and 

opposition of its tem poral and  spatial structures.

5 Like all knowledges, the knowledge of art would be produced by the dialectic of Generality I, 
II and III (see above). Roughly speaking, Generality I is the body of literary and aesthetic 
concepts that must be transformed or abandoned. The concepts, for instance, of art as a direct 
perceptual knowledge of reality in the form of mirroring it or copying it or intuiting it has to be 
transformed whereas the concept of the unity of the text and the basic ideological categories on 
which the aesthetics of consumption and the aesthetics of creation which are "merely one and 
the same" depend must be abandoned. These categories are: "(1) the category of the subject, 
whether creator or consumer (producer of a 'work', producer of an aesthetic judgement), endowed 
with the attributes of subjectivity (freedom, project, act of creation and judgement; aesthetic 
need, etc.); (2) the category of the object (the 'objects' represented, depicted in the work, the 
work as a produced or consumed object). Thus the subjectivity of creation is no more than the 
mirror reflection (and this reflection is aesthetic ideology itself) of the subjectivity of 
consumption: the 'work' is no more than the phenomenon of the artist's subjectivity, whether 
this subjectivity is psychological or transcendental-aesthetic." (L. Althusser, Lenin and  
Philosophy and Other Essays, p. 230-31). Generality II is the body of concepts defined by the 
Marxist literary criticism problematic - in this case a problematic which stems from and at the 
same time determines Althusser's Marxist theory. Generality III, the concrete in thought, will 
be the knowledge produced by the work of Generality II on Generality I.

6 Since this play is not well known, a summary of the plot seems necessary. We will quote 
Althusser's summary because his is already an interpretation of the play and will throw light 
on his subsequent critical remarks. "The first of its three acts is set in the Milan Tivoli in the 
1890's: a cheap, poverty-stricken fun-fair in the thick fog of an autumn evening. With this fog 
we already find ourselves in an Italy unlike the Italy of our myths. And the people strolling at 
day's end from booth to booth, between the fortune-tellers, the circus and beggars, girls on the 
look-out, old men and women on the watch for the odd halfpenny, soldiers on a spree, 
pickpockets chased by the cops... neither are these people the people of our myths, they are a 
sub-proletariat passing the time as best they can before supper (not for all of them) and rest. A 
good thirty characters...waiting for something of some sort to happen in their lives, in which 
nothing happens. They wait, however, at the end of the act, in a flash a 'story' is sketched 
out, the image of a destiny. A girl, Nina, stands transfixed by the lights of the circus, staring 
with all her heart through a rent in the canvas at the clown performing his perilous act. Night 
has fallen. For one moment, time is in suspense. But she is already being watched by the 
Togasso, the good-for-nothing who hopes to seduce her. A quick defiance, retreat, departure. 
Now an old man appears, the 'fire-eater', her father, and he has seen everything. Something 
has taken shape, which might turn into a tragedy.

A tragedy? It is completely forgotten in the second act. It is broad day in the spaceous 
premises of a cheap eating-house. Here again we find a whole crowd of poor people, the same 
people but different characters: the same poverty and unemployment, the flotsam of the past, 
the tragedies and comedies of the present... Yes, the day of the second act is indeed the truth of
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...the coexistence of a long, slowly-passing, em pty time and a lightning- 
short, full time; the coexistence of a space popu lated  by a crow d of 
characters whose m utual relations are accidental or episodic - and  a 
short space, gripped in m ortal combat, inhabited by three characters: the 
father, the daughter and  the Togasso. In o ther w ords, this is a p lay in 
which about forty characters appear, bu t the tragedy concerns only three 
of them . M oreover, there is no explicit relationship betw een these two 
tim es or betw een these tw o spaces?

The im plicit relationship is the absence of relations which brings to the fore 

the invisib le struc tu re  of the dialectic of the m elodram atic consciousness 

(ideology), tha t is, the conflicting m oral and religious m yths of N ina's father 

com pletely foreign - not contradictory  - to the  conditions of existence of 

N ina's father, and the other characters of the m elodram a and especially to the 

su b h u m a n  rea lity  of the  M ilanese su b p ro le ta r ia t. The d ia lec tic  of 

consciousness cannot escape from  its confin ing and  b lind ing  ideological 

presuppositions in order to reach reality.

...Strictly speaking, there is no dialectic of consciousness: no dialectic of 
consciousness w hich could  reach reality  itself by  v irtue  of its ow n

the night of the first: these people have no more history in their lives than they had in their 
dreams...A life in which nothing happens. Then, just at the end of the act, Nina reappears on 
the stage, for no apparent reason, and with her the tragedy. We learn that the clown is dead. 
The men and women leave the stage little by little. The Togasso appears, he forces the girl to 
kiss him and give him what little money she has. Hardly more than a few gestures. Her 
father arrives. (Nina is weeping at the end of the long table.) He does not eat: he drinks. After 
a terrible struggle he succeeds in killing the Togasso with a knife and then flees, haggard, 
overwhelmed by what he has done. Once again a lightning flash after a long grind.

In the third act it is dawn in the women's night shelter. Old women, blending into the 
walls, sitting down, talk or stay silent...When the stage is emptied, the tragedy begins again. 
Nina was sleeping in the shelter. Her father comes to see her for the last time before prison: 
she must realize at least that he killed for her sake, for her honour...but suddenly everything 
is reversed: Nina turns on her father, on the illusions and lies he has fed her, on the myths 
which will kill him. But not her; for she is going to rescue herself, all alone, for that is the 
only way. She will leave this world of night and poverty and enter the other one, where 
pleasure and money reign. The Togasso was right. She will pay the price, she will sell herself, 
but she will be on the other side, on the side of freedom and truth..." (L. Althusser, For Marx, 
1969, p. 131-133.)

? Ibid., p. 134.
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contradictions; in  sh o rt/ there  can be no 'phenom eno logy ' in the 
Hegelian sense: for consciousness does not accede to  the real through 
its ow n internal developm ent, bu t by the radical discovery of w hat is 
other than itself.®

It is, then, through the criticism of the non-dialecticity of this dialectic 

by  m eans of the  chronicle of "anonym ous and  in te rchangab le  beings' 

w retched existence" that a rup tu re  is m ade and the spectator’s field of vision 

is decentered in order to perceive the real dialectic of the w orld of Capital and 

"the tragedy  la ten t in the  existence of the  M ilanese subp ro le ta ria t: its 

pow erlessness". A ctually , the  p lay 's inner dialectic of centering  on the 

category of the subject, the structure  of the m elodram a, and of decentering 

from  it and  focusing on the naked reality of the poor, the structure  of the 

ch ron ic le , is la ten tly  o p e ra tiv e  th ro u g h o u t th e  en tire  p lay  u n til it 

consum m ates itself a t the po in t of the rup ture. The rup tu re  happens w hen 

N ina turns on her father.

W hen N ina tu rn s on her father, w hen she sends him  back in to  the 
n ig h t w ith  h is d ream s, she  is b reak in g  b o th  w ith  h e r  fa th er's  
m elodram atic consciousness and w ith his 'dialectic'. She has finished 
w ith these m yths and  the conflicts they unleash. Father, consciousness, 
dialectic, she throw s them  all overboard and crosses the threshold  of 
the o ther w orld , as if to show  that it is in this poor w orld  that things 
are happening, that everything has already begun, not only its poverty, 
bu t also the derisory illusions of its consciousness. This dialectic which 
only comes into its ow n a t the extremities of the stage, in the aisles of a 
story it never succeeds in  invading or dom inating, is a very exact image 
for the quasi-null relation of a false consciousness to a real situation .^

In M other Courage, the dissociation of opposing forms of tem porality, 

the false dialectical tem porality  of M other C ourage's personal tragedies and

8 Ibid., p. 143.

9 Ibid., p. 140.



the apparently  undialectical tem porality of society and w ar, reveals the silent 

structure "of confrontation of a consciousness (living its ow n situation in the 

dialectical-tragic m ode, and  believing the w hole w orld  to be m oved by its 

im pulse) w ith  a reality  w hich is indifferent and  strange to this so-called 

dialectic-an apparen tly  undialectical reality , m akes possible an  im m anent 

critique of the illusions of consciousness."^ 0 It is this structure, A lthusser 

em phasizes, - no t so m uch the technical device of alienation, w hich prevents 

the audience from  em pathizing w ith M other Courage's predicam ent - which 

distances the spectator from  M other C ourage's ethical stoicism  and m akes 

him  perceive the ideological form s of bourgeois hum anism  w hich nu rtu re  

that stoicism.

This - that the dynam ic of the latent structure  produces th is distance 
w ith in  the play itself - m ust be the starting-point from  w hich to pose 
the problem  of the relation betw een the spectator and  the performance. 
Here again Brecht reverse the established order. In the classical theatre 
it w as apparen tly  quite sim ple: the hero 's tem porality  w as the sole 
tem porality, all the rest was subordinate to it, even his opponents were 
m ade to his m easure, they had  to be if they were to be his opponents; 
they lived his tim e, his rhythm , they w ere dependen t on him , they 
w ere m erely  his dependan ts . Thereby the con ten t o f the [heros'] 
s tru g g le  [against h is opponen t] w as id en tified  w ith  the  hero 's 
consciousness of himself. A nd quite naturally, the spectator seem ed to 
'live ' the p lay by 'iden tify ing ' him self w ith the hero, tha t is, w ith his 
time, w ith his consciousness, the only tim e and the only consciousness 
offered him . In Bertolazzi's p lay  and  in Brecht's g rea t plays this 
confusion becom es im possible, precisely because of their dissociated 
structure. I should  say, not that the heroes have disappeared  because 
Brecht has banished them  from  his plays, b u t tha t even as the heroes 
they are, and  in the p lay  itself, the p lay  m akes them  im possible, 
abo lishes them , th e ir consciousness and  its false dialectic, This 
reduction is not the effect of the action alone, nor of the dem onstration 
w hich certain popular figures are fated to m ake of it (on the theme: 
neither God nor Caesar); it is no t even m erely the resu lt of the play 
appreciated as an unresolved story; it is not produced at the level of

*0 Ibid., p. 143.
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detail o r of continuity, bu t a t the deeper level of the play 's structural 
dynam ic.! 1

11 Ibid., p. 147.
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C' cIhe Mtfmssenans

1. fI.9/Cac(ierey's *Theory o f Literary (Production

A lthusser's ideas have been very influential in structuralist and post­

structu ra list criticism. Even a critic of a different M arxist form ation as F. 

Jam eson has incorporated  in  his m ethodology the concepts of structural 

causality and  of the heterogenity of the text. In The Political Unconscious, he 

states:

It follows, then, that the interpretive m ission of a properly  structural 
causality will on the contrary  find its privileged content in  rifts and 
discontinuities w ithin the work , and ultim ately in a conception of the 
form er "work of art" as a heterogeneous and (to use the m ost dram atic 
recent slogan) a schizophrenic text... In the interpretive chapters of the 
fo llo w in g  w ork , I have  fo u n d  it possib le  w ith o u t any  g rea t 
inconsistency to respect both  the m ethodological im perative implicit in 
the concept of totality or totalization, and the quite different attention 
of a "symptomal" analysis to discontinuities, rifts, actions at distance, 
w ithin a m erely apparently  unified cultural text.l

W e will analyze briefly P. M acherey's Theory of L iterary Production 

and  T. Eagleton 's C riticism  and  Id e o lo g y w hich can be p laced  w ithin  

A lthusser’s general theoretical fram ework.

For P. Macherey the literary text is incomplete and contradictory. The 

concept of un ity  or form al unification of the text is an ideological myth. 

A gainst the traditional literary  M arxist theory of realism , M acherey stresses 

th a t tex tual, th a t is, form al contrad ictions do  no t reflect real historical 

contradictions. As Eagleton po in ts out, they resu lt precisely "from the 

absence of such a reflection - from the contortive effect on the w ork of the

1 F. Jameson, The Political Unconscious. Cornell U. Press, Ithaca, 1981, P. 56-57.
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ideology w hich in terposes itself betw een the w ork  and  history."^ They 

m anifest, that is, a conflict betw een the text and  its ideological content.

The text, how ever, pu ts ideology into contradiction not from  within 

ideology, bu t from  its lim its, th a t is, from  w h at is no t said. "W hat is 

im portant in the w ork is w hat it does not say." Seen from within, ideology is 

a coherently  com pact and  closed system  w hich gives the illusion  of a 

complete and unified text. Eagleton says,

Ideology, seen from  w ithin, has no outside; in this sense one does not 
transgress its outer limits as one crosses a geographical boundary. The 
th resho ld  of ideology is also an in ternal lim it: ideological space is 
curved like space itself, and history lies beyond it as only God could lie 
beyond the universe. It is not possible to effect a 'passage ' form  the 
heart of ideology beyond the boundaries, for from  that vantage-point 
there are no boundaries to be transgressed; ideology curves back upon 
itself, creating ou tside  of itself a void which cannot be explored because 
it is precisely, nothing. If it is im possible to cross its frontiers from 
w ithin, it is because those frontiers - since no th ing  lies beyond them  - 
have no  existence. To travel indefin ite ly  along any  one track of 
ideological m eaning is no t to encounter an  u ltim ate  th resho ld  of 
articulation b u t to describe an arc w hich re tu rn s one inexorably to 
one's starting-point.3

Therefore, only by reading sym ptom atically the discontinuities and silences of 

the text through the theoretical M arxist m odel can one detect how  the literary 

practice in transform ing ideology into fiction pu ts it into contradiction. The 

gaps, the silences, disclose the repressions of the dialectics of history to which 

ideology m u st necessarily be rela ted  b u t cannot perm it to be though t or 

revealed in order to m aintain itself.

The function of scientific criticism then is to place itself in the very 

incom pleteness of the text in order to explain the ideological necessity of that

2 T. Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology. The Thetford Press Ltd., London 1978, p. 95.

3 Idem., pp. 95-96.
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w hich is not said. This explanation can be effected only by reconstructing the 

tex t w ith in  the com plex of h istorical de term inations of w hich it is an 

o v e rd e term in ed  p roduct. It is a reconstruction  of the process of its 

production .

The incom pleteness of the  tex t an d  the  concept of w ritin g  as 

p ro d u c tio n  obviously  ru le  o u t the trad itio n a l concept of criticism  as 

in terpretation. There is no deep m eaning to be unveiled  in the visible text. 

Since the true m eaning of the text is in that which it does not say, which can 

be explained only in the light of a theoretical, that is M arxist, understanding  

of w riting  as p roduction  - the explanation involves w riter, text, reader and 

theorist - one can see tha t the M arxist sem antic potentiality  is a structural 

invariant of the literary practice and it is its real significance. D epth readings, 

besides, especially of the structuralist vogue, fall into the norm ative idealist 

fallacy of reducing the w ork to a standard  m odel, a "fixed and  independent 

entity  w hich exits alongside the work, guaranteeing both  its consistency and 

its readability and m aking it accessible as an object of judgm ent."4

The incom pleteness of the text and the concept of literary production 

also rule ou t "empirical" approaches in criticism. M acherey says,

The preceding  pages have identified  a fundam ental problem  in the 
m ethod of traditional criticism: its tendency to slide into the natural 
fallacy of em piricism , to treat the w ork (the object of the enterprise of 
criticism) as factually given, spontaneously isolated for inspection. The 
w ork thus exists only to be received, described, and assim ilated through 
the p rocedures of criticism. D ependent entirely  upon  its object, the 
critical judgm ent is required only to reproduce and im itate it by tracing 
its obvious outline. This is the only possible d isplacem ent that the 
w ork  can accom plish: to  be consum ed , to m ove o u t from  the

4 P.Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production. Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., London, 1978, 
p.19.



1 1 6

provisional container of the book into the m inds of possible readers, 
m inds in diverse states of clarity and readiness. The critical gaze is the 
m odel of such a comm unication.^

In analyzing  the conjuncture  of the various dete rm ina tions of 

Verne’s novels, M acherey exemplifies his interpretive m odel. He points out 

that Verne's novels are d istinguished by a contradiction betw een the level of 

figuration and that of representation. The level of representation is the story­

line w hich em bodies V erne's project to show  how  science and  industry  

conquer na tu re  and  transform  it in presocial conditions. The dom ination 

and transform ation of N ature  by M an is, according to bourgeois ideology, a 

teleological progressive process in harm ony w ith  the w orkings of N ature  

itself and History - a process in which the end, a happy and affluent society, is 

already visible in the present.

Firstly, then, a general and  explicit them e against w hich the w ork is 
continuously defined: the internal transform ation of the social order by 
a process which is history itself, bu t which has now  (and here arises the 
them e of m odernity) come to predom inate: the conquest of nature  by 
industry. This is an easily identifiable ideological theme:

Verne belongs to the progressive line of the bourgeoisie: his 
w ork proclaim s that m an is capable of everything, that even the 
m ost d is tan t w orld  is an object w ith in  his reach, and  th a t 
p roperty  is only after all a dialectical m om ent in  the general 
subjection  of na tu re . (Barthes, M ythologies, trans. A nnette  
Lavers, London, Cape, 1972)

...Man's dom ination of nature, the subject of all Verne's work, though 
som etim es in a d isgu ised  form , is p resen ted  as a conquest, as a 
m ovem ent - the propagation  of the presence of m an in the w hole of 
na tu re , w hich is also a transform ation  of na tu re  itself. N a tu re  is 
invested  by m an: this is Verne's e lem entary  obsession (elem entary 
because it is conscious and  deliberate). A total conquest is possible; 
m an penetrates na tu re  only because he is in total harm ony w ith it. 
The great novelty is that this m ovem ent, like a voyage, has an ending

5 Idem, p.13-14.
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and  that this ending can be seen and described: the future bathes in the 
present, the future is completely contained in the present.®

The level of figuration is the way the story is fictionally represented: 

the w ay in w hich it is formally handled by the w orkings of the text. Fiction 

lim its and  underm ines Verne's project in the m anner described above, that 

is, from  its lim its w here h istory  is occulted. It decenters, therefore, the 

atten tion  from  it and  unm asks it as the ideological them e of a colonizing 

bourgeoisie  w hich  has ob lite ra ted  the objective econom ic and  political 

reasons for its enterprise.

V erne begins w ith  an ideology of science w hich he m akes in to  a 
m ytho logy  of science: b o th  the ideology and  the m ythology  are 
irreproachable in their authority . It is the path  w hich leads from  the 
one to the o ther which m ust be questioned: it is in this in  betw een, 
which, as we shall see, has its m arked place in the work, that a decisive 
encounter occurs. In the passage from the level of representation  to 
th a t of figuration, ideology undergoes a com plete m odification - as 
though, in a critical reversal of the gaze, it w ere no longer seen from  
w ithin  bu t from  the outside: no t from its illusory and absent centre (an 
ideology is centred at all its points, tha t is to say, perfectly credible 
because its centre is excluded), not from its centre then, b u t from  the 
lim its w hich hold it in check and impose upon  it a certain shape by 
preventing  it from  being a different ideology or som ething o ther than 
ideology.^

Eagleton says,

In discovering its dem arcations, ideology discovers its self-dissolution; 
it cannot survive the 'cu ltu re  shock’ consequent on its stum bling into 
alien territory adjacent to itself. In discovering such territory, ideology 
finds its hom eland, and can return  to it only to die. It cannot survive 
the traum atic recognition of its ow n repressed parentage - the tru th  
that it is not after all self-reproductive bu t was historically brought to 
birth, the scandal that,before it ever was, history existed.®

6 Ibid., pp. 165-6.

 ̂Idem., p. 194.

8 T. Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology, p. 96.
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In The M ysterious Island, for example, Verne w ould like to represent 

his project through the deeds and efforts of some pioneering castaways on a 

m ysterious island. They are "going to retrace - and this is w hat their future 

best illustra tes - the w hole process of the conquest of na tu re , w hich has 

actually been achieved". Theirs is going to be a total reconstruction of society 

from  "true beginnings". U nlike Robinson C rusoe, therefore , they  are 

absolutely destitute of anything bu t the natural wealth of the island.

From  the first, Verne's island  m ust signify an absolute destitu tion , 
w hereas for Defoe the island  is already a k ind of p len itude, since it 
expresses the m ethodical circularity of origins:

The im aginary  heroes of D aniel Defoe w ere never in such 
absolute destitution. Either they had  abundant resources from  
their stranded  vessels...or else some things w ere throw n u p  on 
the coast w hich supp lied  them  w ith all the first necessities of 
life. But here not a single tool, no t a utensil. From  nothing, 
they m ust supp ly  them selves w ith everything. (The M ysterious 
Island).^

Besides, they represent a real society reduced to its m ost sim ple expression.

In The M ysterious Island the initial group, a distinct elite in relation to 
the o ther inhabitants of the island, comprises an adopted  father w ho is 
also an engineer (the one w ho m akes things); the reporter, the one 
w ho observes, w ho rem em bers and also cares; and  the young m an, 
w ho possesses a know ledge in the form  of recognition (w hich is 
properly  m iraculous) of virgin nature (plants and animals). This is not 
a gathering  of separate indiv iduals bu t a true  collectivity, organized 
according to the distribution of im portant functions.

By the side of this initial group, and  clearly distinct, there are the 
perfo rm ers an d  the  en terta iners, inferior beings, (This separa tion  
betw een the tw o sub-groups clearly show s that if the group, the social 
elem ent, is symbolic, it does not relate to the abstract idea of society (a 
collection of individuals), bu t to a precise form of society, to a state of

9 P.Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production, p.207.
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society, society at the m om ent w hen Verne w as writing. This division 
show s that the d istribution of individuals w ithin this 'basic  elem ent1 is 
no t only arranged in a functionalist perspective. The place devolved 
u p o n  function  m u st be p rev io u sly  d e te rm inab le  from  a m ore 
fu n d a m e n ta l d iv is io n . T his is C om te 's  d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  
'en trep ren eu rs ' and  'o p e ra to rs ', w hich he elaborated in 1844 in  his 
D iscours sur l'esprit positive, (Discourse on the Positive M ind), th irty  
years before Verne had  begun to write, and just contem porary w ith the 
C om m unist Party  Manifesto. In Verne's conception, society even in its 
m inim um  state retains a p ro le ta r ia t.)^

As the story  unfolds, however, the castaways are provided by captain 

N em o w ho  has arrived  on the island w ith his m en before them  and hides 

from them  as a m ysterious and  supernatural force w ith a chest full of socially 

produced goods. This bringing back w hat Verne had  first started  to leave out 

rup tu res the text betw een the m odernized Robinson C rusoe them e and the 

old Robinson Crusoe them e, w hich contradicts and  underm ines his project. 

One here has to  keep in m ind  that th is is M acherey's subtle analysis of 

V erne's w ork. V erne does no t so b la tan tly  con trad ic t him self. The 

M y ste rio u s  Is la n d s ’ p lo t, clim axing at the appearance of the chest full of 

socially produced goods, m ust show  that Verne's project can be realized in the 

kind of presocial conditions presented in the Crusoe story.

The m ysterious 'force' pushes them  back to the condition of Robinson 
Crusoe, from which we thought they had  been finally delivered; and  at 
a crucial m om ent this force pu ts in their hands the shipw recked chest 
w hich contains, in m iniature, all the panoply  of the perfect Robinson 
C rusoe: 'n o th in g  w as m issing ’. T heir adven tu re  now  becom es 
identical w ith  the m otif which, by contrast, had served to differentiate 
it.

Thus it not by chance that the wreck, this time, was no t given from 
the start: it is precisely this delay which underlines the facticity of the 
ideological b eg in n in g .^

10 Idem., p. 212-3. 

Idem., p. 219.
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This com pletely obliterates the idea of a conquest revealing it as the 

ideological them e of colonial i m p e r i a l i s m . ^  it shows the impossibility of the 

conquest of nature by science and industry  in the kind of pre-social conditions 

describe above. It reveals the artificiality of such conditions. Science and 

industry  can exist only w ith the socially developed goods - only, that is, when 

society is well developed. M acherey's argum ent is implicitly based on Marx's 

criticism  of the Robinsonians, of bourgeois econom ist, that is, w ho consider 

C rusoe the exam ple of prim itive economic m an w ithout realizing that he is 

really bourgeois man. Consequently, M acherey points out, bourgeois ideology 

even as ideology "has becom e incapable of th inking  and  represen ting  the 

fu ture".

In unm asking, how ever, the falseness of the m yth of genesis, of true 

beginnings, Verne's w ork d raw s attention to the real nature of the history of 

colonialism , a h isto ry  m ade of oppression  and  explo itation  of colonial 

people.

Thus, far from  being the condition and  the precocious im age of the 
hum an fu ture, N em o rem ains tied to the form  of the past. H e is the 
very im age of yesterday, instead of tha t of tom orrow . Indeed, Cyrus 
Smith judges him  thus: 'C ap tain , your m istake is to have believed that 
one could resurrect the past, and you have fought necessary progress.'

These w ords w ould have a particular m eaning, since they directly 
evoke N em o 's in cessan t s tru g g le  ag a in st the  E nglish  po licy  of 
o p p re s s in g  co lon ia l p eo p le s ; it  is in te re s tin g  to  n o te  h o w  
un rev o lu tio n ary  such a strugg le  could  ap p ea r to  the avan tgarde  
bourgeois that Verne nevertheless was. 13

Nemo himself, the mysterious force, obviously "is no more of a conqueror than are the 
colonists: he is in exactly the same situation as the men he wanted to deceive...Nemo has 
simply transferred his appointed ordeal on to others. He is Crusoe as much as they, and may 
even be the most Crusoe-like of them all. He is the true Crusoe which the others merely 
imitate." (Idem., p. 226)

13 Idem., p. 226.
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2. T.'EagCeton's Criticism ancC IcCeoCoau

Agreeing w ith M acherey that the text is incom plete and contradictory, 

Eagleton defines it as "the p roduct of a specific overdeterm ined conjuncture": 

of society's general m ode of production; its literary m ode of production, the 

w ay, that is, in which the production, exchange and  reading of literature has 

been organized; its general ideology w hich does not denote any ideology in 

general, "but that particular dom inated ensem ble of ideologies to be found in 

any social fo rm ation ;"! its aesthetic ideology w hich is a "region" of the 

general ideology, "an in ternally  complex form ation including  a num ber of 

subsectors of w hich the literary  is one";2 and  the authorial ideology, "the 

effect", that is, "of the au thor's specific m ode of biographical insertion" into 

the general ideology, "a m ode of insertion overdeterm ined  by  a series of 

distinct factors: social class, sex, nationality, religion, geographical region and 

so on. "3 It is an insertion, therefore, w hich can establish a relationship of 

hom ology w ith the general ideology sim ilar to that of a subset and a set, or 

can contradict it: in this case, the subset contains strong features which do not 

partake of the set and at the sam e tim e vehem ently opposes it.

From the concept of overdeterm ination we know  that the text is not a 

m erely passive product. "The text is constitu ted by this conjuncture as to 

actively determ ine its own determ inants - an activity w hich is m ost apparent

1 T. Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology, p. 54.

2 Idem., p. 60.

3 Idem., p. 59.
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in its relations to ideology "4 by 'ho llow ing ' it. But the form  w hich the text 

bestows on ideology in w orking on it is not to be in terpreted as a technical or 

transcendent faculty whose productive pow er comes from  a source extrinsic 

to ideology, bu t as a capacity inherent in ideology itself. Eagleton w ants to 

avoid the idealistic snares of form alism, into w hich A lthusser and Macherey 

partially fall because of their concept of literature as hovering betw een science 

and  ideology, and  to stress the relation of p roduction  betw een text and 

ideology as an internal, dialectical one.

For if it is true that the text's relation to ideology is crucially effected by 
its forms, it is not the whole truth.... The text establishes a relationship 
w ith  ideology by m eans of its forms, bu t does so on the basis of the 
character of the ideology it works. It is the character of that ideology, in 
conjunction w ith  the transm utative operations of the literary form s it 
produces or enables, w hich determ ines the degree to  w hich the text 
achieves significant or nugatory perceptions.^

The "ceaseless reciprocal operation of the text on ideology and ideology 

on  the text, a m u tua l s tru c tu rin g  and  d estru c tu rin g  in w hich the text 

co n s tan tly  o v e rd e te rm in e s  its  ow n  d e te rm in a tio n s"  tran sfo rm s the 

"signifier" of ideology and the "signified" of h istory , th a t is, the m eaning 

placed on history by ideology. It unveils their arbitrary and m ystifying bond. 

Of this operation, however, the text is "necessarily silent". Like any product it 

hides in its form  and m aterials the fashion and  conditions of its making. But 

they m anifest them selves "w ithout being sa id ” in ru p tu res  and  absences 

w ith in  the text's discourse. The real is present in its absence. Ideology, we 

know , being a coherently  closed system , can never be transcended  from

4 Idem., p. 63.

5 Idem., p. 83-4.
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w ithin. The m ode and  conditions of the text's m aking w ill show  how  the 

real is reached.

The real is by necessity em pirically im perceptible, concealing itself in 
the phenom enal categories (commodity, w age-relation, exchange-value 
and so on) it offers spontaneously for inspection. Ideology, rather, so 
p roduces and constructs the real as to cast the shadow  of its absence 
over the perception of its presence. It is not m erely that certain aspects 
of the real are illum inated and others obscured; it is ra ther th a t the 
presence of the real is a presence constituted by its absences, and vice 
versa. Balzac was indeed  able to achieve partia l insigh t in to  the 
m ovem ent of real history, bu t it is m istaken to im age such insight as a 
transcedence of ideology into history. N o such displacem ent of realms 
occurs: it is rather tha t Balzac's insights are the effect of a specific 
conjuncture of his m ode of au tho ria l insertion  in to  ideology, the 
relations of the ideological region he inhabited  to  real h isto ry , the 
character of that stage of capitalist developm ent, and the 'truth-effect' 
of the particular aesthetic form (realism) he w orked. It is by force of 
this conjuncture that he was able to be at once exceedingly deluded and 
extraordinarily percipient.6

The task of criticism  then , Eagleton stresses, is sim ilar to psychoanalytic 

dream  analysis. Both have to expose the m eaning of the text d istortion 

m echanism .

The task of both criticism and dream -analysis, then, is to articulate that 
of w hich the discourse speaks-w ithout-saying-it - or, m ore precisely, to 
exam ine the d isto rtion -m echan ism  w hich p ro d u ce  th a t ru p tu re d  
discourse, to reconstruct the work-process w hereby the text suffers an 
in ternal d isplacem ent by v irtue  of its relations to  its conditions of 
possibility.7

Eagleton d ifferentiates h im self from  A lthusser and  M acherey by 

pointing ou t that w ithin the w orkings of the text on ideology and of ideology 

on the text, ideology can be dem arcated and  brough t into contradiction by 

another ideology or by an ideological sub-ensem ble w ith conflictual relations

6 Idem., p. 69-70.
7 Idem., p. 91.
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to it (usually, the author's ideology). This, he claims, is the basic characteristic 

of m ajor literature.

In discovering its dem arcations, ideology discovers its self-dissolution; 
it cannot survive the 'cu ltu re  shock1 consequent on its stum bling into 
alien territory adjacent to itself. In discovering such territory, ideology 
finds its hom eland, and can return  to it only to die. It cannot survive 
the traum atic  recognition of its ow n repressed  paren tage - the tru th  
that it is no t after all self-reproductive bu t w as historically brought to 
b irth , the scandal that, before it ever w as, h isto ry  existed. Such a 
recognition m ay be forced upon ideology by the unw elcom e discovery 
of a rival sibling - an antagonistic ideology which reveals to it the secret 
of its ow n birth. That secret m ay be spoken directly; bu t it m ay also be 
tha t ideology, in discerning the m om ent w hen its rival em erged from 
the w om b of history, is thereby constrained to acknowledge itself as an 
offspring of the sam e parent. It is not, in other words, sim ply by virtue 
of tex t th a t it is te rro rised  in to  h an d in g  over its  secrets. Its 
contradictions m ay be forced from  it by its historically determ ined  
encounter w ith another ideology, o r ideological sub-ensem ble; indeed 
it is possible to claim that it is in such historical conjunctures that the 
m om ent of genesis of m uch major literature is to be found.8

This new  concept of literature as a form  of signifying practice that 

functions at the points of contradictions betw een com peting ideologies comes 

especially to the fore w hen Eagleton tackles the problem  of literary  value, 

w hich is the m ark  of the relative autonom y of the aesthetic, that is, of its 

"irreducibility to the historico-ideological of which it is the product." At first 

he argues tha t literary  value is not a quality intrinsic o r im m anent in the 

literary work. It is relational.

M oreover, in opposition to  certain trends w ithin  bourgeois and even 
m ateria lis t criticism , such  a m ethod  m u st re-enact the  found ing  
gesture  of M arxist political econom y and  re-consider the question of 
value on the site of literary production. This is not, need one say, to 
ignore the spheres of textual circulation and  consum ption - to fetishise 
value as an im m anent quality  of the product, sublim ely un tain ted  by 
the ideological p ractices of lite ra ry  recep tion . For there  is no

8 Idem., p. 96.
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'im m anent' value - no value which is not transitive. Literary value is 
a phenom enon which is produced in that ideological appropriation of 
the text, that 'consum ptional production1 of the w ork w hich is the act 
of reading. It is alw ays relational value: 'exchange-value1.9

Then he states that the works of the great trad itions have aesthetic value. 

This m ight seem  contradictory. Eagleton, however, takes pains to argue that 

it is not an im m anent value bu t the effect of the works' origins.

Examining closely the conditions of productions of the works of some 

representatives of the great tradition - George Eliot, Dickens, C onrad, James, 

Joyce, T. S. Eliot and  o thers - Eagleton concludes th a t it is the author's 

standpo in t "contradictorily inserted  into an hegem onic bourgeois ideology 

w hich had  passed its progressive prime" to throw  into relief the "fault lines" 

of that ideology and therefore to lay the basis for literary value. It determ ines 

"a certain  cu rvatu re  in the ideological space in w hich the texts p lay  - a 

curvature produced by  the im paction of value upon value, signification upon 

signification, form  upon  form ."10 The author's view point, how ever, needs 

no t be progressive. O n the contrary, it is regressive in all the au thors 

analyzed.

It is no t tha t a 'progressive ' ideology thrusts through the constrictions 
of the hegem onic form ation; there is little historically  progressive 
about the ideological w orlds of those major authors. It is rather that 
the hegem onic form ation is p roduced  from  a particu lar d issen tien t 
conflictual position  w ith in  it, and  th a t the resu lting  prob lem atic  
throw s the 'fault-lines' of that form ation into partial relief. One m ust 
exam ine th is process sim ultaneously  from  the s tandpo in t of textual 
production . In producing  its m eanings, such a text p roduces the 
ideological curvature  of w hich I have spoken, inscribes it in its very 
substance....In m uch of Trollope's fiction, 'ideo logy ' p roduces 's ign ' 
and 's ign ' produces 'ideology ' in sim ple, m utually  reductive exchange; 
and this, indeed, could not be different. For the ideological m atrix of

9 Idem., p. 166-7.
10 Idem., p. 180.
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Trollope's fiction (as w ith  all w riting) includes an  ideology of the 
aesthetic - in  T rollope's case, an anaem ic, naively  represen tational 
're a lism ' w hich  is m ere ly  a reflex of com m onplace bourgeo is 
em piricism . For Eliot, H ardy, Joyce and Lawrence, by contrast, the 
ideological question  is im plicit in the aesthetic problem  of how  to 
w rite; the 'a e s th e tic ' - tex tual p ro d u c tio n  - becom es a crucial, 
overdeterm ined instance of the question of those real and  im aginary 
relations of m en to their social conditions which we nam e ideology.

In m ost of the texts I have exam ined, then, it is a production of the 
hegem on ic  ideo log ica l fo rm ation  from  a p a rtic u la r  reg ressive  
standpoin t w ithin it which lays the basis for literary value .11

11 Idem., p. 180-1.
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iPart 'Three: Summary ‘EvaCuation 

1. THaCectics

W ith the exception of A dorno 's system ^ w hich has singled ou t as 

significant and  reliable on ly  the negative or critical characteristic  of the 

M arxist dialectic rejecting its scientific claim  and, therefore, the theory  of 

historical m aterialism , all the others claim to express the essence of M arx's 

though t.

Before assessing the valid ity  of this claim we w ould  like to po in t ou t 

that by insisting only on the negative im port of the dialectic A dorno alters the 

true  na tu re  of the M arxist dialectic w hich ends in a positivity. A negative 

dialectic seem s to  betray  the  true  sp irit of M arxism , the sp irit of positive 

know ledge and  transfo rm ation  of reality. Besides, som e critics feel that 

A dorno is unable to overcom e the charge of sterility and show  that negative 

dialectics gives critical though t the transcending and constructive pow er of 

p resen ting  the vision of a fu tu re  reality. For them , A dorno 's pessim ism  

brings critical theory to a dead  end and becomes an expression of helplessness 

and despair. M. Solomon rem arks,

As Fredric Jam eson has pointed out, A dorno's w ork resolves itself into 
"various fragm ents" w hich are "organized around  a center w hich has 
been left out." P u t ano ther w ay, A dorno 's life has been devoted  to 
critical analysis and  opposition, bu t not to construction or synthesis.
H e know s w hat he opposes-the d im inution  of the indiv idual and  of 
the m ind in an increasingly totalitarian  industrial w orld-bu t he does 
not accept any theory or politics by which that totalitarian grip m ight be

1 Adorno abhorred the word 'system' as indicative of identity thinking, but at the end his 
unsystematic thinking is also an unsystematic, system, sceptical and relativistic as it might be.
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broken, and  (decisively) he has no  vision of a w orkable fu tu re  or 
m em ory of a viable past... his [Adorno's] brilliant insights tend  to 
frustra te  ra ther than  inspire; his dialectics, cut off from  the living 
branch of history, spins tow ard the void. The U topian dim ension, the 
vision of the future, is a closed book to Adorno, caught in a perpetual 
tension  betw een a capitalism  w hich his m ind  has rejected and  a 
com m unism  w hich he does no t w hich to accept. W here he glim pses 
the U topian dim ension in his m usical researches he does so only in 
order to condem n it as illusory.2

In defense of Adorno, M artin Jay writes:

"W hether or not A dorno was blind to the genuinely dynam ic im pulses 
in our society, as his activist critics alw ays m aintain, is still uncertain. 
But in  a century  w hen every revo lu tion  has in  som e sense been 
betrayed, w hen virtually all attem pts at cultural subversion have been 
neu tra lized , and  w hen the th rea t of a nuclear A ufhebung of the 
dialectic  of en ligh tenm en t con tinues unchecked, it is d ifficu lt to 
sum m on the self-confidence to call his m elancholy unw arranted.
...But I think it is only fair to extend to A dorno the sam e exculpation 
that he offered to Schoenberg: "It is not the composer w ho fails in the 
work; history, rather, denies the w ork in itself." It was im possible, 
given that history, for A dorno to find a w ay out; w hether or no t those 
of us w ho retrieve his bottles tossed into the sea will have better luck 
rem ains very m uch to be seen."3

G iven A dorno 's prem ises tha t there is no certain  basis for hum an 

reasoning  or know ledge and  tha t th ink ing  and reality  are totally  reified, 

negative dialectics, how ever, seems to us the only possible form  of praxis to 

construct a new  world. He writes

The uncom prom isingly critical thinker, w ho neither subordinates his 
conscience nor perm its him self to be terrorized into action, is in tru th  
the one w ho does not give up...O pen thinking points beyond itself. For 
its part, such thinking takes a position as a figuration of praxis which is

2 Maynard Solomon, Marxism and Art. Vintage Books, New York, 1974, p. 373.

3 Martin Jay, Adorno. Harvard U. Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1984, pp.162-3.
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m ore closely related  to a praxis tru ly  involved in change than  is a 
position of m ere obedience for the sake of praxis.^

For Adorno, a contradiction in  reality is a contradiction against reality.

Of great value and profoundly  enlightening  are A dorno 's analyses, 

how ever, of the dialectical in terp lay  betw een culture and society. He is 

probably the m ost interesting dialectician of our time. Of A dorno's analyses, 

F. Jameson writes:

W hat happens is rather that for a fleeting instant we catch a glimpse 
of a unified w orld, of a universe in w hich discontinous realities are 
nonetheless som ehow  im plicated w ith each other and in tertw ined, no 
m atter how  rem ote they m ay at first have seem ed; in w hich the reign
of chance briefly  refocuses in to  a netw ork  of cross-rela tionsh ips
w herever the eye can reach, contingency tem porarily  transm uted  into 
necessity.^

A lthusser's analysis of how  M arxism fought its battle  to establish its 

scientificity against classical political econom y is of extreme interest. It shows, 

in a K uhnian  sense, how  one parad igm  critically  replaces ano ther by

estab lish ing  a new  conceptual g rid  of categories such  as "A m ode of

p roduction", "forces of p roduction", "relation of p roduction", "surplus 

value", etc., and how  the new  paradign requires a gestalt switch. The static 

w orld  of d iscreet things of classical political econom y is rep laced  by an 

in terconnected , con trad ictory  reality. It is, how ever, A lth u sse r’s subtle 

in terpretation  of contradiction and dialectics, vague as it m ay be (one can 

never get a clear explanation from Engels dow n to our ow n day of how the 

econom ic factor affects the o ther factors), w hich is of great significance to 

M arxist theory. The concept of structural causality w ith each level of the

4 Quotation taken from Martin Jay, Adorno, p. 54

5 F. Jameson, Marxism and Form. Princeton U. Press, Princeton, N.J. 1971,
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structure  having  its ow n history and its ow n tem porality  has replaced the 

trad itiona l, inadequate  concept of h isto ry  as a hom ogeneous, continous 

succession, and it has become a valuable tool in historiography.

A lth u sse r 's  in te rp re ta tio n , h o w e v e r, p re se n ts  som e se rio u s  

shortcomings. His epistem ology and his reification of the concept of structure 

w ith its invarian t determ inants are idealistic conclusions which represent a 

d isto rtion  of M arx's texts. In the G eneral In troduction , a w ork th a t he 

considers of the break, A lthusser focuses his atten tion  on the concrete in 

thought, neglecting that for M arx the concrete in thought p resuppose the 

concrete in reality. It is not only a product of the concept. Marx writes:

The concrete is concrete because it is the concentration  of m any 
determ inations, hence unity  in the diverse. It appears in the process of 
thinking, therefore, as a process of concentration, as a result, no t as a 
po in t of departure, even though it is the po in t of departu re  in  reality 
an d  hence  also  the  p o in t of d e p a r tu re  for o b se rv a tio n  and  
conception...the concrete in thought...[is] a product of the working up  of 
observation and conception into c o n c e p t s . ^

It appears inconceivable that, in forcing M arx's texts to fit in to  his form ula, 

A lthusser, for all his subtlety, blindly commits the error of attributing to Marx 

w hat M arx criticizes as Hegel's m ain error: The construction of the forms of 

the dialectic in theory. M arx is extrem ely clear about the em pirical and 

historical approach of his m ethod. He often w arns us not to confuse his 

m ethod of presentation w ith his m ethod of analysis.

Of course the m ethod of presentation m ust differ from that of inquiry. 
The la tter has to app rop ria te  the m aterial in detail, to analyze its 
different forms of developm ent, to trace ou t their connection. Only 
after th is w or is done, can the actual m ovem ents be adequately

6 Karl Marx, General Introduction to the Grundrisse. in Grundrisse. Penguin, Harmondsworth, 
1973, pp. 101-102.



described. If this is done successfully, if the life of the subject-matter is 
ideally reflected as in a m irror, then it m ay appear as if we had  before 
us a m ere apriori co n stru c tio n /

In censuring Lassalle's Hegelianism , Marx says:

He will learn to his cost, that it is one thing to develop a science to the 
p o in t w here  one can p resen t it d ialectically , an d  som eth ing  else 
altogether to apply an abstract and read-m ade system  of logic.

General definitions have, for Marx, little explanatory pow er. Each m ode of 

p roduction  w ith  its econom ic categories and  rela tionsh ips is specific and 

unique to that particu lar society in w hich it occurs and  cannot be inferred 

from  som e com binatory  a rrangem en t of the s tru c tu ra l invarian ts  of a 

recurrent structure. There is no sim plistic account of historical m aterialism ; 

no general law  w hich explains the form ation of m odes of production. In a 

1877 letter to Mikhailovsky, M arx says:

N ow  w hat app lica tion  to Russia could  m y critic m ake of this 
historical sketch? Only this: if Russia is tending to become a capitalist 
na tion  after the exam ple of W est E uropean countries...she w ill no t 
succeed w ithout having  first transform ed a good p a rt of her peasants 
in to  p ro le tarians; and  after that, once taken  to  the bosom  of the 
capitalist regime, she will experience its pitiless law s like other profane 
peoples. That is all. But that is too little for m y critic. He feels he m ust 
m etam orphosize m y historical sketch of the genesis of capitalism  in 
W estern Europe into a historico-philosophic theory of the general path  
every people is fated to tread, w hatever the historical circumstances in 
w hich it finds itself...

Thus events s trik ing ly  analogous b u t tak ing  place in  d ifferent 
historical surroundings led to totally different results. By studying each 
of these form s of evolution separately and then com paring them  one 
can easily find the clue to this phenom enon, b u t one will never arrive 
there by using  as one's m aster key a general historico-philosophical 
theory, the suprem e virtue of which consists in being supra-historical.

7 Afterword to the Second German edition of Capital I, p. 28, in K.Marx Capital vol.l, edt. by 
F.Engels, International Publishers, NY 1975.
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M arx 's analysis of cap ita lism  em phasizes the  h isto rica l and  socially  

conditioned character of the economic categories and  laws of the dialectic.

This is well expressed by Della Volpe and the early Colletti's dialectic of 

determ inate abstraction. But the dialectic of determ inate abstractions cannot 

be identified  w ith  the hypothetico-deductive m ethod of science. Such an 

identification m inim izes the value of the dialectic and  m isinterprets M arx's 

true  m ethod of analysis.

Marx continuously criticizes the undialectical and formalistic aspects of 

the hypothetico-deductive m ethod of classical political economy: its inability 

to  overcom e critically  an d  d ia lectically  the  "hie" an d  "nunc" of the 

phenom enal reality  in o rd e r to  unearth  its essential rela tionships, and  its 

assum ption  tha t it should  s ta rt from  "concepts" and  to try  from  them  to 

explain the production  and exchange of comm odities. Concept form ation is 

an a posteriori activity. In his Notes on Adolf W agner (1879-80), Marx says:

De prim e abord I do not start from 'concepts' and  thus no t form  the 
"value-concept"...W hat I s ta rt from  is the sim plest social form  in 
w hich the labour product is represented in contem porary society, and  
this is the 'com m odity'. I analyze this, and, indeed, first in the form  in 
which it appears [...] Thus it is not I w ho divide 'value' into use-value 
and  exhange-value as oppositions into w hich the abstraction 'value' 
divides itself, b u t the concrete social form of the labour product.

In the passage below, M arx criticizes Ricardo for trying to define abstractly the 

concept of an invariable m easure of value, instead  of u n ders tand ing  that 

value is an expression of social relations of com m odity p roduction  and 

cannot be m easured by formal standards.

Ricardo often gives the im pression, and som etim es indeed writes, as if 
the quantity  of labour is the solution to the false, or falsely conceived 
problem  of an 'invariable m easure of value’ in the sam e w ay as corn, 
money, wages, etc. were previously considered as panaceas of this kind.
In R icardo's w ork  th is false im pression arises because for h im  the
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decisive task is the definition of the m agnitude of value. Because of 
this he does no t understand  the specific form  in w hich labour is an 
elem ent of value, and fails in particular to grasp that the labour of the 
ind iv idual m ust p resen t itself as abstract general labour and in this 
form , as social labour. Therefore he has no t understood  tha t the 
developm ent of m oney is connected w ith the nature of value and w ith 
the determ ination of this value by labour-tim e.8

Derek Sayer aptly  com pares M arx's m ethodology to w hat H anson, in 

P a tte rn s of D iscovery, considers the true logic of scientific discovery, a 

reasoning from  data to hypotheses inw hich the data  control the hypotheses 

and  no t vice versa. H e ad d s, how ever, that the passage from  concrete to 

abstract, from  data  to hypotheses is not inductive because it involves, as we 

po in ted  ou t, a dialectical and  critical operation of unearth ing  the essential 

relations under the phenom enal forms.

The next step in M arx's critique is to explain w hy the phenom ena 
he has thus identified  shou ld  take such forms. Since the latter are 
defined precisely by a ttributes no t com m on to production in general, 
they  are no t explicable by its exigencies. They are on the contrary 
'phenom enal form s of essential relations' specific to the m odes of 
production  in w hich they occur, or in other w ords suppose a 'm aterial 
g roundw ork  or set of conditions of existence' (C apital. I, pp. 537, 80) 
w hich is historical. It is this M arx now  sets ou t to unearth , and 
'unearthing ' is the appropriate  m etaphor. For, as already observed, in 
M arx 's v iew  phenom enal form s are ap t to m islead. Form s and 
relations need no visible connection while m anifest correlations m ay 
be spurious. Thus, for instance, the exploitation which links profit to 
the separation of labour from  the means of production which is its sine 
q ua  non  is no t a m anifest fea tu re  of cap ita lis t p roduction ; the 
correlation of w ages to w ork done, on the o ther hand , is m assively 
apparent (in all senses). Marx cannot therefore proceed by induction.9

The m ain  flaw  of D ella Volpe and  A lthusser's read ing  of M arx, 

how ever, is their denial of any relationship betw een M arx and  the Hegelian

8 K. Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, Part III, London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1972, p. 137
9 Issues in Marxist Philosophy. Volume III, Edited by John Mapham and david-Hillel Ruben, 
Humanities Press, Atlantic Highlands, N.J., 1979, pp.39-40



dialectic and  the ir a rb itrary  elim ination, consequently , of the  theory  of 

alienation from Marx's later works. In adhering to the positivistic canons of 

science, they overlook the evaluative and  critical aspect of the M arxian 

dialectic, and  therefore severe M arx's vital link betw een theory and  practice. 

As Lukacs has correctly pointed out, we believe, fact and value, description of 

the m echanism s of society an d  their im plicit teleology, are indissolubly  

linked w ithin  the totality that dialectics unveils. The dialectics is critical not 

only of classical political econom y bu t of society itself, and requires from  its 

ow n epistem ological standpo in t the overthrow  of both. In a w ell know n 

paragraph in a preface to capital, Marx states that his dialectic is "a scandal and 

abom ination to bourgeoisdom  and its doctrinaire professors...because it lets 

no th ing  im pose upon  it and  is in its essence critical and  revolutionary." 

Lukacs understanding  of M arx's epistemological standpoin t, how ever, as he 

him self later recognizes, is completely erroneous. The identification of subject 

and object, of theory  and practice, the sim ultaneous unfolding, that is, of 

society's dialectical objective process and the w orking class developm ent of 

aw areness of that process, is an  idealist conclusion, the negation of which 

constitutes, as we have seen, the foundation of M arxist thought.

M arx's epistem ological standpo in t is the H egelian dialectical view  of 

m atter applied  to society divested, how ever, of its m ystifying and idealistic 

aspects. The rational core of the dialectics is represented by the notions of the 

n ecessa ry  co n n ec tio n s , d e v e lo p m e n t c o n tra d ic tio n  an d  change  in 

phenom ena. It is, how ever, the category of contradiction, the contradictions 

inheren t in  the m ovem ent of capitalist society, w hich justify, according to 

Marx, his analysis as explanatory, critical and revolutionary. C ontradiction is 

not only an ontological principle; It is a t the sam e time a critical tool.
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It unearth s the 'fetishistic' o r 'a lienated ' na tu re  of the quantitative  

variables related by the law of value and its class character. It reveals capital 

as a relation of exploitation via the wage contract. In this m anner M arx's 

analysis becomes the analysis of reality from  the view point of the w orking 

class. It points to the class character, therefore, of the capitalistic m ode of 

production . C onsequently  the un ity  of theory and  practice is sealed: the 

understand ing  and overthrow ing of the capatilistic m ode of production by 

the proletariat follow consequentially.

A few  crucial questions follow. Does the application of the Hegelian 

conception of dialectics, even though purged  of its idealistic im purities, to 

reality  entail, as in Hegel, M arx's rejection of form al logic which is linked, 

accord ing  to H egel, to an onto logy  of contingency, stasis and  atom ic 

ind iv iduals and  his use of dialectical contradiction as logical contradiction 

subverting  thus the basic principle of science? It doesn 't seem  illogical to 

th in k  w ith  the H egelian  M arxists th a t if rea lity  d id  con ta in  logical 

contradictions, that is, the existence of both sides of a logical contradiction, 

th en  a correct d e sc rip tio n  of rea lity  w ou ld  have to con ta in  logical 

contradictions and  viceversa. But, in tru th , this thought is untenable because 

to assum e that one logical contradiction bu t not another exists is a highly 

doub tfu l s tan d p o in t since theoretically  from  any logical contradition  any 

other logical contradiction can be derived. Applying the rules of formal logic, 

from  any contradiction, in fact, we can derive any conclusion we like. Any 

theory therefore w hich states contradictory propositions, the affirm ation and 

negation of some kind of inform aton at the same time, is useless: it gives us 

no inform ation. In the follow ing quotation, w here p and q stand for any 

proposition and the symbol v stands for 'a n d /o r ',  by using two basic rules of 

inference K .Popper explains,
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We can also state our first rule in this way

P

p v q

which may be read: 'from  the prem ise p w e obtain the conclusion p v 
q* [in other w ords, from  a prem ise p  any conclusion of the form ' p v q '  
can be validly inferred, and  ' p v q '  will be true if a t least one of its two 
components, p  and q, is true].

The second ru le  of inference w hich I am  going to  use is m ore 
fam iliar than the first. If w e denote the negation of p  by 'non -p ', then 
it can be stated in this way

non -p
p v q

q

which m ay be p u t in words: (2) 'F rom the tw o prem ises non-p, and p v 
q, we obtain the conclusion q.1

The validity of this ru le can be established if we consider tha t non-p 
is a statem ent which is true if and  only if p  is false. Accordingly, if the 
first prem ise non-p, is true, then the first com ponent of the second 
prem ise is false; thus if both prem ises are true, the second com pom ent 
of the second prem ise m ust be true; that is to say, q  m ust be true 
w henever the tw o prem ises are true.

In reasoning that, if non-p is true, p  m ust be false, we have m ade 
implicit use, it m ay be said, of the 'law  of contradiction' which asserts 
that non-p and p cannot be true together. Thus if it were m y task at this 
m om ent to argue in favor of contradiction, we should  have to be more 
cautious. But at this m om ent, I am  only trying to show that using valid 
rules of inference, we can infer from a couple of contradictory prem ises 
any conclusion we like.

Using our tw o rules we can indeed show  this. For assum e we have 
two contradictory prem ises - say

(a) The sun is shining now
(b) The sun  is not shining now
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From  these tw o prem ises any statem ent - for exam ple, 'C aesar was a 
traitor' can be infered, as follows.

From the first prem ise (a) we can infer, in accordance w ith rule (1), 
the follow ing conclusion:

(c) The sun is shining now  v Caesar was a traitor.

Take now  (b) and  (c) as prem ises, w e can u ltim ately  deduce , in 
accordance w ith rule (2)

(d) Caesar was a traitor.

It is clear that by  the sam e m ethod we m ight have inferred any other 
statem ent we w anted  to infer; for exam ple, 'C aesar w as not a traitor1.
We m ay thus infer '2+2=5' and '2+2!=5' - no t only every statem ent we 
like, bu t also its negation, which we m ay not like.

We see from  this that if a theory contains a contradiction, then it 
entails everything, and therefore, indeed, no th ing .10

Can a dialectics w hich is critical and  revolutionary be scientific, even 

though its aim, as we have show n, is to abide only to empirical research and 

verification? Science teaches us that it is unscientific, im possible, to draw  

value judgem ents, choices of finalities, from  its descriptive statem ents. How 

can the category of contradiction be a scientific and  critical tool a t the same 

tim e?

In addition, isn 't the theory of abstract labor as alienated labor (abstract 

labor, th a t is, estranged  from  concrete labor) a dogm atic  and  H egalian 

construction subtly  im personating the apriori H egelian dialectical scheme of 

alienation, alienation that w ill necessarily d isappear w ith  the adven t of the 

com m unist m ode of production? A lienation, that is, guarantees the collapse 

of capitalism  and the advent of a better society. W hy d id  Marx then recur to 

this idealistic operation in w hich subject and predicate are inverted and the 

concrete is hypo thasized , an  opera tion  that, in his early  w orks, he had

K.Popper, Conjectures and Refutations. Harper and Row, New York and Evanston, 1963,1963, 
p.319
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vehem ently  critized in Hegel if not to insure the presence of alienation in 

capitalism  m ost basic contradiction, con trad icting  therefore his em pirical 

approach?

In answ ering these questions, we will present two opposing argum ents: 

one that considers the dialectics, a complete scientific endeavor not tainted by 

any unscien tific  p rocedure  or assum ption , an d  the o th er th a t instead  

m aintains the dialectics is faulted by m etaphysical claims.

A ccording to the first argum ent, M arx d id  not oppose form al logic. In 

read in g  C a p ita l ,  one is struck  by  M arx's severe criticism s of bourgeois 

econom ists not only for their undialectical approach b u t also and m ainly for 

their logical contradictions. Formal logic, how ever, in o rder to exist w ith 

dialectics has to be separated  from the static ontology and  the epistem ology 

that it inform s and assigned a definite field of operation and  efficacy.

In view  of the fact that M arx extensively uses form al logic and of his 

understanding  of the dialectic not as a system  of logic bu t as an empirical tool 

of research, completely separating, as we have seen, facts from  concepts, that 

is ontology from logic, dialectical contradiction then cannot be conflated with 

logical contradiction. The m utua l necessitation of the tw o opposites in a 

contradiction and their unstable equilibrium  is therefore ontological, that is 

physical. In his Notes on Adolf W agner. Marx says:

"De prim e abord I do no t start from "concepts"...what I start from is 
the sim plest social form  in which the labour p roduct is represented in 
contem porary society, and  this is the com m odity. I analyze this, and 
indeed, first in the form  in which it appears [...] thus it is no t I who 
d iv ide  "value" in to  use-value and exhange-value as oppositions into 
w hich the abstraction 'value' divides itself, bu t the concrete social form 
of the labor product."
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Use value and  exchange value are no t just abstractions about reality; they 

constitu te  rea lity . T heir u n ity  an d  opposition  is the  essence of the 

comm odity. Scott Meikle explains:

"The com m odity is the unity  of use value and exchange value, in 
precisely the sam e w ay that w ater is H 2O, th a t light is a stream  of 
photons, o r tha t gold is the elem ent w ith  the atom ic num ber 79. All 
these statem ents are necessarily true. They state tru ths that are true of 
necessity, no t in v irtue of any logical or conceptual connexions, bu t in 
v irtue  of the  essences or real na tu res of the en tities in  questions. 
W ater is necessary H20, anyth ing  tha t is no t H20 cannot be w ater, 
how ever closely it m ay resem ble w ater in appearance, and 'cannot' is 
ontological no t epistem ic."11

M arx h im self ind icates, the a rg u m en t continues, th a t his use of 

contradiction , as Della Volpe, the early  Colletti and  A lthusser have also 

pointed out, is that of real, dynam ic, not logical opposition.

"We saw  in the form er chapter that the exchange of com m odities 
im plies contradictory and  m utually  exclusive conditions. The further 
developm ent of the com m odity does no t abolish these contradictions, 
b u t rather provides the form  w ithin w hich they have room  to move. 
This is, in general, the w ay in which real contradictions are resolved.
For instance, it is a contradiction to depict one body as constantly falling 
tow ards another and at the sam e tim e constantly flying aw ay from  it. 
The ellipse is a form of m otion w ithin which this contradiction is both 
realized and resolved."12

In the In tro d u c tio n  to the  G r u n d i s s e .  a fte r d iscu ss in g  the  m u tu a l 

necessitation of production and consum ption, he says: "nothing is easier for a 

H egelian  than  to posit p ro d u ctio n  and  consum ption  [as] identical...the 

im portan t [point, though] to be em phasized is that...they appear, in any case,

11 Issues in Marxist Philosophy. Volume I, edited by J.Mepham and D.H.Ruben, Humanities 
Press Inc., Atlantic Highlands, N.J., p.16.
12 K.Marx, Capital I, NLB, London,1976, pp.184-85.
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as m om ents of a process in which production is the real starting point and of 

which it is also the transcending moment."

Marx often pointed ou t that his description of capitalistic society is a 

"genetical presentation" of an organic whole "the understand ing , of the real 

form ative process in its different phases", starting  from  an em bryonic form 

just as it happens in nature (Marx strongly  adm ired  D arw in 's work) from 

w hich everything else is begotten. All the contradictions of capitalism  are the 

resu lt of the contradiction w ith in  the com m odity betw een use-value and  

value, betw een useful or private labor and abstract social labor. This internal 

contrad iction  w ith in  the com m odity is ex ternalized  as the  contradiction 

b e tw een  the  com m od ity  and  m oney  w hich  in  tu rn  g en era te s  the 

contradiction betw een capital and w age labor. The contradiction betw een 

capital and  w age labor m eans in social term s the contradiction betw een the 

ow ner of m oney and  the ow ner of th a t unique com m odity, labor pow er, 

whose use-value has the property  of being the origin of exchange-value and 

therefore of capital itself. It is a dialectics of centripetal and centrifugal forces. 

Scott Meikle says:

"The poles in an opposition are not united. They also repel one 
another. They are b rough t together in a unity , bu t w ith in  that unity  
they are in  tension. The real historical existence of the p roduct of 
labour in the com m odity-form  provides an analogue of a centripetal 
force tha t contains the centrifugal forces of the m utua l repulsion  of 
use-value and exchange-value w ithin it. But in its sim ple form , the 
com m odity is an unstable equilibrium . It is pregnant w ith possibilities, 
w hich  h isto ry  m ay p re sen t e ith er w ith  the  cond itions fo r the 
realization  of those possibilities, or w ith  the indefin ite  varie ty  of 
cond itions th a t w ill fru s tra te  the ir rea lization . G iven the  rig h t 
conditions, the em bryo will develop its potentiality; and  the sim ple 
form  of va lue  w ill u n d erg o  the m etam orphoses th a t take the 
com m odity from its em bryo, through infancy to early adolescence w ith 
the a tta inm ent of the universal form  of value, m oney. This line of 
developm ent is no t accidental or fortu itous; it is no t a process of 
aggregating contingent and  extraneous additions. It is, rather, a process
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of deve lopm en t o f the  po ten tia lities  w ith in , an d  the increasing  
d ifferentiation  of an original whole. If h istory  does no t block the 
g row th  of exchange activ ity , then  tha t g row th  w ill find o u t the 
inadequacy fo the sim ple form of value.13

Physical necessity  then  m eans a po ten tiality  in the A risto telian  sense, a 

tendency of developm ent in a certain direction, which will be realized given 

the right conditions. Physical necessity then can not be necessarily identified 

w ith actual occurrences

M arx often speaks of the tendential nature  of the economic law s that 

he is describing. In explaining the law  of the tendency of the rate of profit to 

fall, he says:

"Such a general rate of surplus-value-view ed as a tendency, like all 
other economic laws-has been assum ed by us for the sake of theoretical 
sim plification. But in reality  it is an actual prem ise of the capitalist 
m ode of production, although it is m ore or less obstructed by practical 
frictions causing m ore o r less considerable local differences...But in 
theory it is assum ed that the laws of capitalist p roduction  operate in 
their pure  form. In reality, there exists only approxim ation; bu t, this 
approxim ation is the greater, the m ore developed the capitalist m ode 
of p roduction  and  the less it  is adu ltera ted  and am algam ated w ith  
survivals of form er economic conditions."14

This concept of science legitim ates the unity  of theory  and  revolu tionary  

practice. If science deals w ith  the tendential na tu re , w ith  the physically  

necessary possibilities of developm ent of the capitalistic system, then  one can 

use scientific results to actualize or block those potentialities.

In regard  to his theory of abstract labor, Marx is perfectly aw are that 

such a theory em bodies the sam e speculative and mystical procedure that he 

vehem en tly  criticizes in H egel. The 'm ystical' and  reified  re la tio n sh ip  

renders 'difficult its [theory of abstract labor] conprehension'.

13 Issues in Marxist Philosophy. Volume I, pp.26-27
14 K. Marx, Capital. Ill Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1966, p. 213



"W ithin the value-relation and the value-expression included in it, 
the abstractly universal does not count as a property  of w hat is concrete, 
an d  sensibly-real, b u t the  opposite ho lds:w hat is sensibly-concrete 
counts as m ere appearance-form  or determ inate realization-form  of the 
abstractly universal. It is no t that the labour of tailoring, which resides 
for exam ple in  the  equ iva len t coat, possesses w ith in  the value- 
expression of linen the universal property  of also being hum an labour. 
The opposite holds: Being hum an labout counts as its essence, being 
the labour. The opposite  holds: Being hum an  labour counts as its 
essence, being  the labour of tailo ring  counts only as the form  of 
appearance or defin ite form  of realization  of th is its essence...This 
inversion  w hereby the sensibly-concrete counts only as appearance- 
form  of the abstractly universal, and it is no t to the contrary  tha t the 
abstractly  universal counts as p roperty  of the concrete-this inversion 
characterizes the value-expression. A t the  sam e tim e it renders 
difficult its com prehension. If I say, on the other hand, the Law, (this 
abstract entity) realizes itself in Roman Law and G erm an Law, (these 
concrete laws), then the connection becomes m ystical."15

W hereas, how ever, the reification of the abstract concept of law  is a result of 

the th inker's speculative procedure, the m ystical and  inverted  relationship 

betw een abstract and  concrete labor is for M arx a determ inate social form  of 

labor. The m ode of abstraction  is m ateria l, a ris ing  o u t of the actual 

re la tionsh ip  of com m odity p roduction , ou t of the com m odity  form  itself. 

Therefore reality itself is, for Marx, 'inverted', upside dow n, alienated. All the 

inverted , fetishistic contradictions of capitalism  are determ ined  then by its 

very  alienated natu re  w hich tends to its au to-destruction as the law  of the 

tendential fall of profit shows. The overthrow  of the inverted reality and the 

realization of the socialization of property  w ithin a just a free society through 

revolution is then a realistic goal. Chris A rthur says:

"...since the m ode of abstraction is m aterial, arising ou t of the actual 
relationships of private producers, Marx is not to blam e for thinking it.
H e far from  accepts this inversion as the ultim ate tru th , as his critical

15 This quotation is taken from Chris Arthurs, Dialectics and Labour in Issues in Marxist 
Philosophy Volume I, p. 104.
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concep t o f 'com m odity  fe tish ism 1 show s. H e show s th a t the 
com m odity form  of the p roduct of labour gives rise to the direm ption 
betw een concrete labours and  their abstract essence, and expresses the 
essential un ity  of social labour as an abstract totality. Unlike Hegel, 
M arx does not pass off the abstract universal as a concrete whole. His 
theory is im m anently critical of the estrangem ent of the abstract from 
the concrete in com m odity production. He seeks the supersession of 
the contradiction not in a speculative reconciliation bu t in an historical 
change, th rough  w hich p roperty  is socialized in  order to m atch the 
increasing socialization of the productive forces."16

The early Colletti explains:

"...M arx does no t re s tric t h im self to  c ritic iz ing  the  'logical 
m ysticism ' of the econom ists, the ir 'trin ity  form ula': Land, C apital, 
Labour. Their 'fetishism ' is explained by the fetishism  of reality itself, 
that is of the capitalist m ode of production. This is quite evident in a 
w hole series of expressions. C apital contains such phrases as: 'the 
m ystical charac te r of com m odities ', o r 'The w hole m y stery  of 
com m odities, all the  m agic an d  necrom ancy th a t su rro u n d s  the 
p roducts of labour as long as they take the form  of com m odities'; or 
finally th a t the 'm ystical veil' is no t an invention  of the bourgeois 
in terpreters of the 'life-process of society which is based on the process 
of m aterial p roduction ', b u t actually  belongs to this process, w hich 
therefore appears to political econom y as w hat it really is.

In fact, reality  itself is upside  dow n. It is therefore no t just a 
question of criticizing the w ay in w hich econom ists and  philosophers 
have depicted  reality. It is necessary to overtu rn  reality  itself - to 
s tra ig h ten  it u p  an d  'p u t  it back on its feet'. 'U ntil now  the 
philosophers have only in terpreted  the w orld:the po in t how ever is to 
change it'."17

The o th er a rg u m en t m ain tains th a t the M arxian con trad iction  is 

logical, in w hich the tw o opposites, each being a negative relation to the other 

constitute the two sides of a unity  which has collapsed in them, and that the 

theory of alienation is a dogm atic a priori schem e that M arx had  inherited 

from  Hegel. The dialectic therefore is vitiated by a strongly unscientific strain.

16 Ibid, pp. 107-108.
17 L. Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin. Montly Review Press, New York, 1972, p. 233.



There are tw o Marxes then: the  scientist w ho considers reality in the same 

w ay  as the  po litical econom ists he is critic izing , a positive  field  of 

investigation  w ith  its law s, and  the m etaphysic ian  w ho sees rea lity  as 

negative, alienated, unreal: one to be overth row n and  negated. The late 

Colletti says:

"On the one hand, there is the M arx of the prefaces to Capital, who 
pu ts him self forw ard as the m an who has developed and com pleted as 
a science the political econom y founded by Smith and  Ricardo. O n the 
other hand , there is the M arx w ho is a critic of political econom y (not 
of bourgeois political economy, bu t of political economy tou t court), the 
m an w ho has in tertw ined  (and over-turned) the argum ents of Smith 
and Ricardo w ith a theory of alienation of w hich the econom ists know  
nothing. In the first case, his scientific-economic argum ent is directed 
a t a reality which is view ed in the sam e positive w ay that every science 
view s it. In the second case, the  rea lity  w hich  is the subject of 
d iscussion is upside-dow n, 'stood on its head': it is no t reality sic et 
sim pliciter, bu t the realization of alienation. It is no t a positive reality, 
b u t one to be overthrow n and negated.

O ne hard ly  needs to  em phasize how  profound  this divergence is. 
Political Econom y, qua science, investigates and  uncovers objective 
econom ic law s (the fam ous 'econom ic law s of m otion  of m odern  
society') w hich are w holly analogous to the law s of nature  and  which 
Marx him self calls, in the preface to Capital.

From  the o ther po in t o f view  these law s, w hich appear to  have a 
m aterial or objective character, are no th ing  other than  the fetishistic 
objectification of hum an social relations w hich are beyond the control 
of m en them selves. They do no t rep resen t na tu ra l objectivities, bu t 
a lien a tio n .18

L. Colletti argues that the theory of alienation and the theory of logical 

contradiction are one single theory. In a logical contradiction as in alienation 

w hat is inseparable is separated . "Separation", Marx says, "appears as the 

norm al relation in this society." In this m anner the fetishistic or alienated 

nature of the contradictions of c ap ita lis tic  society are postulated a priori; by

'Marxism and the Dialectic' in New Left Review. 93, (1975), p. 22.
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an understand ing  that the "original unity" of m an w ith natu re  and of m an 

w ith m an has been broken in capitalistic society, capitalistic society is a

society in w hich, w hile ind iv iduals live together they are no t only 
divided and competitive w ith each other, but precisely because they are 
separated  from each other, they come to be separated from  the society 
itself, i.e. from the complex of relations betw een them. It is society in 
w hich, since everyone is independen t, their m u tua l rela tions too 
becom e in d ep en d en t of everyone. So th a t the netw ork  of social 
relations (the society) takes on a separate existence of its ow n in m oney 
and capital - and since its existence is independent, it lies beyond the 
control of very  m en it relates. It is, in a w ord , the contradiction 
betw een ind iv idual and  class betw een natu re  and  culture...M odern 
society is a society characterized by division (alienation, contradiction). 
W hat w as at one time united , has now  been split and  separated. The 
'origianl un ity ' of m an w ith  nature  and  of m an w ith  m an  has been 
b roken ."19

To suppo rt his claim, Colletti quotes the follow ing crucial passage, in 

w hich M arx first explains the concept of the possibility of crisis which arises 

th rough  the contradiction betw een the separation of com m odity and m oney 

exem plified in the separation betw een purchase and sale and the circulation 

or m etam orphosis of commodity. Then he adds that the possibility of crisis is 

a cum ulative  process im plied  a lready  by all the contrad ictions w ith in  

com m odities, tha t is by their very nature of being logical contradictions in 

which w hat is inseparable is separated.

"No one can sell unless som eone else purchases. But no one is 
forthw ith  bound to purchase, because he had ju st sold. C irculation 
bu rsts  th rough  all restric tions as to tim e, place, and  ind iv iduals, 
im posed by direct barter, and this it effects by splitting up , into the 
antithesis of a sale and a purchase, the direct identity that in barter does 
exist betw een the alienation of one's own and the acquisition of some 
o th er m an 's p roduct. To say th a t these tw o in d ep en d en t and  
antithetical acts have an intrinsic unity, are essentially one, is the same 
as to say  tha t this in trinsic oneness expresses itself in an external

19 Ibid, pp. 27-28.
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antithesis. If the interval in  time betw een the tw o com plem entary 
phases of the com plete m etam orphosis of a com m odity becom e too 
great, if the sp lit betw een the sale and  the purchase becom es too 
p ronounced , the in tim ate  connection betw een them , their oneness 
asserts itself by producing a crisis. The antithesis, use-value and value; 
the contradictions tha t p rivate  labour is bound  to  m anifest itself as 
direct social labour, that a particularized concrete k ind  of labour has to 
pass for abstrac t hum an  labour; the con trad ic tion  be tw een  the 
personificaiton of objects and the representation of persons by things 
[Versachlichung: reification]; all these antitheses and contradictions, 
w hich are im m anent in com m odities, assert them selves, an d  develop 
th e ir  m o d es  of m o tio n , in  th e  a n tith e tic a l p h a ses  o f the  
m etam orphosis of a com m odity. The m odes therefore im ply  the 
possibility, and  no more than  the possibility, of crises. The conversion 
of this m ere possibitliy in to  a reality is the resu lt of a long series of 
relations, that, from  our present standpoint of sim ple circulation, have 
as yet no existence."20

The contradiction betw een com m odity and  m oney appears clearly to be a 

logical opposition resulting in  their reification. Colletti explains:

...if it is true that as regards com m odities and  m oney - the 'tw o 
co m p lem en ta ry  p h ases o f the  com plete  m e tam o rp h o sis  o f a 
com m odity' - 'the sp lit betw een the sale and the purchase become too 
p ro n o u n ced ', then  it m u st be tru e  th a t the in tim ate  connection 
betw een them , their oneness, asserts itself by producing - a crisis.

Note, the poles of the contradiction in this instance are independent 
and  separated, it is true-and yet they are inseparble, untrennbar. In so 
far as they are separated, they ave taken on a real aspect; bu t in so far as 
they are inseparable, they have become real and independen t and  yet 
no t tru ly  so. They have been m ade as real as things, w hile still not 
being things; they are, in short, a p roduct of alienation, they are entities 
which are unreal in themselves and yet have been reified.2 1

The theory  of alienation em bodied in the logical contradictions of the 

cap ita lis tic  system  g u a ra n tee s  then  a p rio ri its  au to d estru c tio n : the 

supersession of alienation, the negation of the negation w ith  the realization

20 Ibid, pp. 24-25. Earlier, Colletti had interpreted this passage in a completely different
manner. See pp.77-78 
2* Ibid, pp. 25-26.
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of a free and ju st society. The concept of alienated labor allows M arx to to 

a rrive  a t th is conclusion  from  the m ost fundam en ta l cap ita listic  law . 

W hereas for classical political econom y the law  of value is the key to 

understand ing  the equilibrium  of the capitalistic m ode of production , for 

M arx, in stead  it  is the  irre fu tab le  p roo f of its d isequ ilib rium , of its 

irrationality .

O f the tw o argum ents, the la tter one seem s to me m ore convincing. 

M arx's dialectic, as H. Kelsen has pointed out, has w rongly com bined w hat is 

and  w hat it  ough t to be, causes and  ends, facts and  values. This is not to 

m ain tain  a positivistic conception of science. Every scientific sta tem ent is 

value judgem ental. But, it is no t teleological in the H egelian sense. It is 

im possible, that is, to show  w ithout a m etaphysical p resupposition  that the 

law s of h istory  realize a t the end  of their consum m ation a value, an end. 

The theory of alienation and logical contradiction cannot be dissociated from 

H egel's a priori teleology of history. N o m atter how  m aterialistic or factual 

they are m ade, they are one and  the sam e thing. For this reason, they have 

been rejected by Della Volpe and  Althusser. A lthusser says:

Of Course ... w hat im m ediately disfigures the H egelian conception of 
H istory  as a dialectical process is its teleological conception of the 
dialectic, inscribed in the structu res of the dialectic at an extrem ely 
precise  po in t: the  A u f h e b u n g  ( tra n sc e n d e n c e -p re s e rv in g  the  
transcended-as-the-internalized-transcended), directly expressed in the 
Hegelian category of the negation of the negation (or negativity).22

Even though faulted by the m etaphysics of the history of Hegel and his 

logical contradiction, M arx's dialectical system , how ever, stands ou t for his

22 Quotation taken from A.Callinicos, Althusser's Marxism. Pluto Press Limited, London, 
England, 1976, p. 67.
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great deal of undisputable empirical knowledge so that W. Loenteif has called 

Marx "the great character reader of the capitalist system ."23 N otw ithstanding 

the fact tha t m any M arxist key predictions contained in C ap ita l, such as the 

falling rate  of profit, have failed to m aterialize, the essential characteristic of 

the capitalistic system, as D. H orow itz points out, in the M arxian vision

- that its ends are dom inated by the needs of capital rather than by 
social needs - has, if anything, become m ore apparen t w ith  increasing 
m ateria l w ealth , i.e. w ith  the increasing pow er of the p roductive  
fram ew ork  alongside the increasing poverty  of its h u m an  content. 
C ontem porary capitalism , like that of M arx’s original m odel, rem ains a 
system  dom inated  by  the drive to accum ulate w ealth  in  its abstract 
m oney form , a feature  w hich it shares, significanlty , w ith  Keynes' 
'm onetary  economy'.-'production is only production for capital and  not 
vice versa, the m eans of p roduction ...m ere  m eans for a constan t 
expansion of the living process of the society of producers'. The m eans 
( the expansion of capital wealth) dom inate the ends (the expansion of 
real w ealth ), so th a t ju st 'as in  relig ion m an is governed  by  the 
p roducts of his ow n brain, so in capitalistic production, he is governed 
by the products of his ow n hand '. This dom ination of society and its 
real needs, by the needs of the capitalist m arket, as been well expressed 
by a contem porary British Marxist:

H ow  m any business m en resolutely decide that they m ust 
leave schools and hospitals to rot, and  press on w ith  doubling 
their TV commercials and  lacquering their reception room s w ith 
the m oney saved? Do any at all? On the contrary, how  m any 
m igh tn 't even feel a stealthy  susu rrus of d ism ay if they learnt 
th a t th is  w as the  en d  outcom e of th e ir harm less, fam iliar 
rou tines? ...W hat finally  defines the w hole system  is th a t it 
u tte rly  expunges m en from  the place of its essential w orking.
These decisions are no t taken in the board  room  or the bank 
m anager's suite o r even the exclusive club or the pleasure yacht.
They are taken now here. They are no t taken , they  are no t 
decisions: fatalities. N obody calculates them  and  enacts them  
they happen unm eant.24

23 Marx and Modem Economics, edited by David Horowitz, MacGibon and Kee ltd., 1968, p. 98
24 Ibid, p. 15-17.



2. Literary (Ifieory and Criticism

Lukacs pioneering w ork in com bating the "vulgar sociology" of art and 

in  establish ing  the relative au tonom y and  in trinsic w orth  of a rt has to be 

recognized as a rem arkable achievement. There is also great tru th  in Lukac's 

literary  criticism of som e specific literary works such as Tolstoy’s, M ann's or 

Balzac's: in his subtle dialectical skill in  show ing how  h istory  pervades the 

lite rary  w ork  th rough  form , understood  as struc tu ra tion  or configuration 

given to content, w ith its em phasis upon  typicality  an d  narration. Lukacs 

concept and  attem pt to validate the idea that only through  narrative w ith its 

dynam ics of sto ry  telling and  d ram atization  "can the dialectic of hum an 

existence and consciousness be expressed" has stirred  u p  serious thinking and 

fruitful research in other fields as well w ith the result tha t it is considered by 

som e an epistemological category. Knowledge of reality occurs in the form  of 

storytelling. Even a scientific theory is a form  of narrative. In the preface of 

his Political Unconscious. F. Jameson says:

It sh o u ld  m eanw hile  be obvious th a t no w ork  in the area of 
narra tive  analysis can afford to ignore the fundam ental contributions 
o f N o rth ro p  Frye, the  codification by  A.J. G reim as o f the  w hole 
Form alist and  sem iotic trad itions, the heritage of a certain Christian 
herm eneutics, and  above all, the indispensible explorations by Freud of 
the  logic of d ream s, an d  by  C laude L evi-Strauss of the logic of 
"prim itive" story telling  and the pensee sauvage, no t to speak of the 
flaw ed yet m onum en ta l achievem ents in th is area of the greates 
M arxist ph ilosopher of m odern tim es, G eorg Lukacs. These divergent 
and  unequal bodies of w ork are here interrogated and  evaluated from 
the perspective  of the specific critical and  in te rp retive  task of the 
present volum e, nam ely to restructure the problem atics of ideology, of 
the unconscious and  of desire, of represen tation , of h istory , and  of 
cu ltu ral p roduction , a ro u n d  the all-inform ing process o f narrative , 
w hich I take to be (here using the shorthand of philosophical idealism) 
the central function or instance of the hum an m ind. This perspective 
m ay be reform ulated in term s of the traditional dialectical code as the
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s tu d y  of D arstellung: th a t un transla tab le  designation  in w hich the 
cu rren t p roblem s of rep resen tation  p roductively  in tersect w ith  the 
quite different ones of presentation, or of the essentially narrative and 
rhetorical m ovem ent of language and w riting through time.*

Even in his m ost felicitous m om ents, how ever, Lukacs' theory shows 

one of its fundam ental weaknesses. It does no t consider language as the 

substance of literary  works. Lukacs aesthetic-cultural judgem ent, therefore, 

no t m ediated by an analysis of the internal, linguistic aspects of the literary 

w ork, is often generic and unsubstantiated . A t the end of Lukacs literary 

analysis, one cannot keep from  asking, as in the case of Balzac: is Balzac great 

because he is a historian or because he is an artist? Lukacs never gives a direct 

clarification of the artistic reasons of the greatness of Balzac.

Lukacs category of to tality  w hich found its expression in the realist 

novel of the n ineteenth  century, is reductionistic, dogm atic and  annoyingly 

evaluative. It b linds his effort to understand  m odern ist literature  and  the 

dialectics of personality. Lukacs fails to see tha t the psychopathology that he 

condem ns represents no t a rejection bu t a denunciation of the reality  from 

w hich it stem s and which takes precedence over it.

W ith  M usil - an d  w ith  m any  o th e r  m o d e rn is t w rite rs  - 
psychopatho logy  becam e the goal, the term inus ad  quern, of their 
artistic  in tention. But there is a double difficulty  inheren t in  their 
intention, which follows from  its underlying ideology. There is, first, a 
lack  of defin ition . The p ro tes t exp ressed  by  th is flig h t in to  
psychopatho logy  is an abstrac t gesture; its rejection of reality  is 
w holesale and  sum m ary , containing no concrete criticism . It is a 
gesture, m oreover, that is destined to lead nowhere; it is an escape into 
nothingness. Thus the p ropagators of this ideology are m istaken in 
thinking that such a pro test could ever be fruitful in literature. In any 
p ro te s t  a g a in s t p a rtic u la r  social co n d itio n s, th ese  co n d itio n s 
them selves m ust have the central place. The bourgeois pro test against

1 Frederik Jameson, The Political Unconscious. Cornell University Press, Ithica, New York, 
1981, pp.12-13.
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feudal society, the p ro letarian  against bourgeois society, m ade their 
point of departure a criticism of the old order. In both cases the protest 
- reaching ou t beyond the point of departure - was based on a concrete 
term inus ad  quern: the estab lishm ent of a new  o rder. H ow ever 
indefinite the structure and content of this new  order, the will tow ard 
its m ore exact definition w as not l a c k i n g .^

In the above quotation one is struck by the prescriptive arrogance of 

statem ents such as "thus the propagators of this ideology are m istaken in 

th ink ing  th a t such a p ro tes t could  ever be fru itfu l in  literature." One, 

however, should keep in m ind  tha t Lukacs critical criterion is not to analyze 

how  m odern ist w riters express psychopathology in w hichever ideological 

w ays they w ant, bu t that they should express it accordingly to his conception 

of social totality. T. Eagleton acutely points out: "W h a t Lukacs is calling for, 

then, is essentially for the m odern  age to m ove forw ard  in the n ineteenth  

cen tu ry ."

In accusing m odern ist litera ture  in being unable  to be typical and, 

therefore, realist, he e rroneously  considers the typical as the un iversal 

category of realism  m isunders tand ing  M arx's and  Engels' reflections on 

realism  in a rt and ignoring the historical lim itations of their taste. He doesn't 

understand  that for "modernist" time the pathological is m ore realistic, better 

suited  to express the complexity of our society, to portray  and  denounce the 

alienation, the angst, and the absurdity  of our predicam ent than  the typical. 

Salinari says:

Del resto lo stesso concetto d i tipico - che Lukacs tende a vedere come 
una categoria del realism o - e strettam ente connesso alia poetica di 
que lla  s tag io n e  le tte ra ria , a ll 'a sp iraz io n e  p ro p ria  del rea lism o  
ottocentesco di g iungere  a una  un ita  organica nella figura, nella 
rap p resen taz io n e  del v iven te , di elem enti raz ionali ed  e lem enti 
intuitivi, di universale e individuale. N on aver tenuto  conto dei limiti

2 Maynard Solomon, Marxism and Art. First Vintage, New York, 1974, p. 397
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storici del gusto di letteri di Marx ed Engels e della stessa definizione 
del realism o che essi ci danno (senza per altro pretendere m ai di fam e 
una nozione valida per tu tti i tem pi e tu tti i luoghi m a riferendosi 
sem pre alia battaglia culturale che essi in quel m om ento conducevano) 
ha po rta to  il m aggiore critico m arxista vivente, G yorgy Lukacs, ad 
alcuni gravi errori: a fare del tipico - come gia si 6 accennato - una 
categoria universale  del realism o; a considerare, d i conseguenza, la 
g rande narra tiva  realistica dell'O ttocento come un  m odello e come il 
pun to  p iu  elevato raggiunto  dal rom anzo m oderno; a giudicare, infine, 
la letteratura posteriore come una deviazione, in senso naturalistico o 
intim istico, da  quel m odello, come una lettera tura  di decadenza. E 
invece non sarebbe stato difficile accorgersi, in una diversa angolazione 
della ricerca, che nelle condizioni storiche sv iluppatesi dopo  il '48 e 
so p ra ttu tto  nel periodo dell'im perialism o, la le ttera tu ra  non poteva 
che essere atipica e non per questo (in certi casi s'in tende) cessare di 
essere realistica, cessare, cioe, di asso lvere a quella funzione  di 
rappresentazione non deform ata della realta e d i dem istificazione dei 
valori « u f f i c i a l i »  di cui abbiamo parlato  .3

L. G oldm an's genetic structuralist analysis in the H id d en  G od which 

show s the hom ology betw een the significant structure of a literary work, the 

m ental structure  of the w orld-vision of the social class to w hich the author 

belongs, and  the socio-econom ic structure of such a class is a rem arkable 

sociological study . It is an in dep th , painstakingly  researched a ttem p t at 

verification of the concepts of historical totality and m ediation. Even though 

the "w orld vision" is no t an  im m ediate, em pirical fact b u t a conceptual 

w orking hypothesis, G oldm an show s its cognitive value and  fruitfulness in 

relating  various parts o f the  superstructure-lite ratu re , ph ilosophy , science 

religion - to each other and in turn  to class relationship. G oldm an is certainly 

at his best w hen he identifies the sam e triangu lar struc tu re  of the tragic 

Jansenistic w orld  view  (Man desperately torn betw een the rationalism  of the 

valueless hum an w orld  deserted  by providence and deprived  of clear moral

3 Carlo Salinari, Scritti sull'arte di K. Marx e F. Eneels. Laterza and Figli Spa, Roma-Bari, 
1978, pp. 17-18.
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law s and  the absolute au thority  of a h idden , no t directly  present, God) in 

Racine's plays. On the surface the content or the w orld  vision of a religious, 

puritan ic  doctrine like Jansenism  and tha t of Racine's pagan, w orldly  plays, 

could hard ly  be more heterogeneous.

There are, how ever, som e m ajor flaws in G oldm an's genetic m odel. 

The w orkability and the feasibility of the concept of "potential consciousness" 

and the strict hom ology betw een ideology and class situation seem extremely 

doubtful.

To accept it [the concept of potential consciousness] as a tool of 
historical research im plies that we can deduce from  the situation of a 
particu lar class w hat its consciousness w o u ld  have been  if it h ad  
corresponded perfectly to that situation. This, how ever, is a fantasy. 
Even if w e suppose  w ith  G oldm ann - con trary  to  the evidence of 
history, to com m on sense, and  even to M arx - that every w orld-view  
stan d s in a one-to-one correspondence w ith  the class s itua tion  in 
w hich it a rises /th e  deduction w ould still be im possible, for we should 
also have to know  the general laws according to which particular class 
situations always produce particular forms of ideology, art, philosophy 
or religion. We do no t know  any such law s and  we never shall, for the 
possibility of doing so is excluded by  the na tu re  of the subject under 
exam ination , w hich is the  w hole process o f h isto ry , un iq u e  and  
un rep ea tab le . T here can be no  law  w hich  says th a t 'w henever 
conditions are exactly as they w ere in France in the m iddle of the 
seven teen th  century  they w ill p roduce  the doctrines of G assendi, 
D escartes, Pascal, tec.' To form ulate the idea of seeking such 'law s' 
suffices to dem onstrate its absurdity.4

In the end, Goldm an's model, as Eagleton says in M arxism and Literary 

C ritic ism , is "too trim ly sym m etrical, unable to accom odate the dialectical 

conflicts an d  com plex ities, the u n ev en ess a n d  d isc o n tin u ity , w hich 

characterize  lite ra tu re 's  re la tion  to society". It ignores the  com plex 

relationship betw een the individual ideology, language and society.

4 Leszek Kolakowski, Main currents of Marxism. Oxford University Press, New York, 1978, pp. 
336-338.



M uch m ore than  in LuM cs, the question of the specificity of literature 

rem ains unansw ered  in  G oldm an. The notions of coherence and  adequate 

expression are conventionally trite  and  vague. They are b rough t in to  the 

argum en t as D eus ex m achina. G oldm an never explains how  and w hy they 

confer a literary value on the sociological content.

W ith  its  em phasis  u p o n  form al p ro ced u res  and  techn iques as 

p ro d u c in g  an au tonom ous sem antic space in w hich reality  is kep t at a 

distance and  negated , A dorno 's m odel re-establishes again  the prio rity  of 

strictly  aesthetic criteria and opens u p  m odernist w ritings to M arxist literary 

theory.

In P roust, for instance, the  in te rio r m onologue does n o t cu t the 

p ro tagon ist's  a lienated  subjectivity  off from  the w orld , b u t gives us and 

negates at the sam e tim e a true  p icture of reality  in its universal atom istic 

sta te  w here  "alienation  ru les over m en tu rn in g  in to  m ere shadow s of 

them selves". In Beckett's plays, w here the un ity  and coherence of the self is 

sha tte red  and  the m eaninglesness and the incapacity  of com m unication of 

language itself is revealed in a w orld of despair, alienation and em ptiness, the 

lack of characterization of the protagonists, the plotlessness, and  the absurd 

gaps in dialogs and situations create the same aesthetic effect: reality is kept at 

a distance, transcended and negated.

The deg ree  of a rt 's  lib e ra tin g  po ten tia l an d  the  p o ss ib ility  of 

m inim izing its false au ra  of authenticity  and uniqueness are strictly related 

then, according to  Adorno, to  the novelty and difficulty of the techniques and 

stylistic devices em ployed in a literary work. Difficult texts upsets the reader's 

un th ink ing  and autom atic acquiescence in the sta tus quo. N o m atter how  

ingen ious is the a rtist's  inventiveness, how ever, techniques alw ays find
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their explanation in the socio-economic-psychological reality. In P h ilosophy  

of the N ew  Music, he says:

It is hard ly  an accident that m athem atical techniques in m usic as 
w ell as logical positiv ism  orig inated  in Vienna. The fondness for 
num ber gam es is as peculiar to the Viennese m ind as the gam e of chess 
in the coffee house. There are social reasons for it. All the w hile 
intellectually productive forces in A ustria w ere rising to the technical 
level characteristic of high capitalism , m aterial forces lagged behind. 
The re su lta n t u n u sed  capacity  for figures becam e the sym bolic 
fulfillm ent of the Viennese intellectual. If he w anted to take p a rt in 
the actual process of m aterial production, he had  to look for a position 
in  Im perial Germ any. If he stayed hom e, he becam e a doctor or a 
law yer or clung to num ber games as a m irage of financial power. Such 
is the w ay  the V iennese intellectual tries to p rove som eth ing  to 
himself, and - bitte schon! - to everyone else as well.5

Psychoanalysis provides Adorno's M arxist m odel w ith the capacity to 

analyze in  dep th  the m ediation betw een the individual, society and artistic 

techniques. In the follow ing analysis of H uxley 's Brave N ew  W orld, for 

instance, A dorno  app lies the F reud ian  categories of sub lim ation  and  

repression . H e po in ts o u t th a t H usley 's criticism  of o u r society, w here 

"substitution of m eans for all ends" and the consequent reification of hum an 

behavior (a "fetishistic love" that extends from gadgetry  to pleasure "pleasure 

itself degenerates to the m isery of 'fun' and to the occasion for the narcissistic 

satisfaction of having 'had' this or that person") prevail, fails to understand  

the link  betw een  the "dehum anization  of the in d u stria l age" and  the 

prohibitive, repressive dem ands of the puritanic code. Locked up  in his rigid, 

schem atic, puritan ic m orality, Huxley is unable to  d istinguish  "between the 

liberation of sexuality and its debasem ent",and fails to indicate the hum an

5 Quotation taken from: Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, New Jersey, 1971, p 7.
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b eh av io r th a t cou ld  be conducive  to freedom  an d  h ap p in ess . The 

schem atism  and rigidity of Huxley's view are felt also in the technical devices 

of the literary work, "despite m any ingenuities of execution". A dorno says:

The blam e rests w ith  the substitu tion of m eans for all ends. The 
cult of the instrum ent, cut off from every objective aim (in Brave N ew  
W orld , the im plicit religion of today - the auto  - becomes literal w ith 
Ford for Lord and the sign of the Model T for that of the cross), and  the 
fetishistic love of gadgetry, both unm istakable lunatic traits ingrained 
in precisely those people who pride them selves on being practical and 
realistic, are elevated to the norm  of life. But that substitu tion is also 
in force in areas of the Brave N ew  W orld w here freedom  seem s to 
have w on out. H uxley has recognized the contradiction  th a t in a 
society w here sexual taboos have lost their intrinsic force and have 
either retreated before the perm issibility of the prohibited or come to be 
enforced by external com pulsion, p leasure itself degenerates to the 
m isery of 'fun' and  to an occasion for the narcissistic satisfaction of 
having  'had ' th is or that person. Through the institu tionalization of 
prom iscuity , sex becom es a m atter of indifference, and  even escape 
from  society is relocated w ithin its borders...

His [Huxley's] portrayal of organized orgiastics, how ever, has an 
u n d e rto n e  w hich  casts d o u b t u p o n  his sa tirical thesis. In  its 
proclam ation of the bourgeois nature of w hat claims to be unbourgeois, 
the thesis itself becomes ensnared in bourgeois habits. Huxley waxes 
indignant at the sobriety of his characters bu t is inw ardly an enem y of 
in toxication , and  no t on ly  th a t from  narcotics, w hich  he earlier 
condem ned, thus endorsing the prevailing attitude. Like that of m any 
em ancipated Englishm en, his consciousness is preform ed by the very 
Puritanism  he abjures. He fails to distinguish between the liberation of 
sexuality and its debasem ent. In Huxley everything occurs on a more 
sublim ated  level than  in the Lawrence of the four-letter w ords, bu t 
every th ing  is also m ore thoroughly  repressed. H is anger at false 
happiness sacrifices the idea of true happiness as well...

Because m ank ind , ta in ted  w ith  o rig inal sin, is n o t capable of 
anything better in this w orld, the bettering of the w orld is m ade a sin. 
But the novel does no t d raw  its life form the blood of the unborn. 
D espite m any  ingenuities of execution, it fails because of a basic 
weakness - an  em pty schem atism .?

? idem, p. 117.



A dorno 's theory , how ever, w ith  its em phasis upon  techniques is 

undu ly  formalistic. Techniques, even though historically determ ined, seem 

to be fetishized. They are endow ed w ith the intrinsic pow er of negating 

reality. Besides, one cannot keep asking w hat happens to poetical language 

w hen  it d istances itself from  reality  since for A dorno " lan g u ag e" , the 

em bodim ent of the iden tity  principle, "becom es a m easure of tru th  only 

w hen we are conscious of the non identity  of an expression w ith  w hat we 

m e a n ."

In Della Volpe language becomes the center of a  rigorous materialistic 

analysis of the literary w ork whose aim is to show  the m utual necessitation 

betw een literature and history, "la possibilita sem antica di una  circolazione 

del pensiero storico nella poesia", strictly w ithin the linguistic boundaries of 

the w ork itself.

The dialectics of determ inate abstraction ind iv iduates the presence of 

history in the poetic language as the center of a sem antic-formal dialectics of 

poe try  and  history: the existence and  transcendence of the om nitextual 

univocal d isorganic language of h istory  w ithin the polysem ic, connotative, 

organic language of poetry.

II concetto di dialettica sem antica ci perm ette  ora di sp iegare e 
giustificare il pathos oggettivo ed eventualm ente sto rico  della poesia 
sopra  constatato  (v. cap. I, ** 5 sgg.). Tale questione si chiarisce 
osservando: 1) che col riconoscim ento dell'essenziale  com ponente 
linguistica della  poesia e p rovata  - pe r il postu la to  della iden tita  
(dialettica) di pensiero e linguaggio, che ne e a sua  volta verificato- 
l 'ap p a rten en za  della  poesia  al pensiero  in  genere come un ita  - 
discorsiva e non mistica - del molteplice; 2) che ne risulta la possibilita 
sem antica (la sola non mitica) di una circolazione del pensiero storico 
(scientifico) nella poesia, come dire  del pensiero  univoco in quello 
polisenso, e viceversa, tram ite il m edio della lingua e propriam ente 
tram ite  lo onn itestua le  i de s t  il letterale-m ateriale; 3) che in tale 
circolazione - data la s tru ttu ra  della dialettica sem antica suesam inata -
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il ripensam ento poetico, cio6 polisenso, di significati nella fattispecie 
storici conserva e m uta ad  un  tem po tali s i g n i f i c a t i : .8

In th is  m an n e r, w ith  the  d e m o n s tra tio n  of th e  o rig in  and  

transcendence of poetry  from  h istory  and in history, a cultural-aesthetic 

in terpretation  of the literary w ork and the necessity of a critical paraphrase 

aim ing at capturing  the dialectical passage from thought-language to style- 

language on the basis of a historical and functional philology is scientifically 

legitim ated.

E si vede allora che il p rim o com pito del critico di poesia e di 
letteratura sara d i discernere se e dove e quando i valori semantici (ma 
c'6 valore o pensiero che non sia sema?) del testo in esam e rientrino 
nella categoria del polisenso o in quelle dello univoco o dello equivoco 
(d iscorso  volgare) a d d iritu ra : com pito  non asso lv ib ile  che dalla  
percezione esatta  del locus sem antico di quel testo  (percezione che 
condiziona il "gusto" o senso dello "stile"): cio£ se quel testo sia - o 
come un  tu tto  o come un  elem ento - un che di contestuale-organico e 
non invece un  che di onnicontestuale o add irittu ra  onnitestuale: e il 
resto seguira  da se:la ricostruzione della genesi dell’eventuale poesia 
come polisenso da e o ltre il letterale-m ateriale, qu ind i l'esercizio di 
una  filologia in teram ente  funzionale, di cui la parafrasi critica del 
riconosciuto  con testo  e precisam ente il m om ento dialettico positivo 
che ag ev o le ra  la  enuc leaz ione  p ro g ress iv a  de lle  conno tazion i 
trascen d en ti il d en o ta tiv o  o le tte ra le -m ateria le  e lo ro  p u n tu a le  
validita.9

The critical paraphrase, for instance, in com paring Browning's fam ous line 

"So w ore night; the East w as gray" to the "letterale m ateriale" the thought- 

language, "so the n igh t passed", o r M alherbe’s "et les fru its passeron t la 

prom esse des fleurs", to the "harvest will be good", reveals " lo  scarto", the 

sem antic difference, tha t is, betw een the polysem ic and  the univocal. It

8 Galvano della Volpe, Critica del Gusto. G. Feltririelli, Milano, 1960, pp. 83-84.

9 Idem, pp. 82.
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show s how  poetry  develops m ultiple m eanings ou t of single historical ones 

through a process of rejection and assimilation.

It m u st be po in ted  o u t tha t Della Volpe's conception represen ts a 

va luab le  so lu tion  to  the  im passe - to  w hich  Lukacs theories partia lly  

contributed - of the contem porary Italian M arxist-literary m ilieu in w hich the 

cultural-ideological judgem ent of a literary  text w as no t roo ted  upon  the 

strictly linguistic-poetical characteristics of the text. Poetic language or style 

w as u ndu ly  neglected. It was considered only as an em bellishm ent, barely 

inherent to the sociological content of the text.

There is, how ever, som ething  d istu rb ing  in  Della Volpe's too well- 

kn it, ra tionalistic  theory. It is som etim es reduction istic  an d  schem atic. 

Reason an d  the em phasis upon  technique are often hypostasized  to the 

de trim en t of feeling, im agination , and  the com plexity of ind iv idua l and 

g roup  psychology. Della Volpe's cultural judgem ent, therefore, som etim es 

po rtrays an  im poverished  reality; it does no t probe in to  the dialectical 

re la tio n sh ip  betw een  socio-econom ic ideas an d  in d iv id u a l and  group  

psychology. He points out, for instance, tha t T.S. Eliot's poetical-religious 

pathos of the denunciation of the contem porary bourgeois m an is rooted in 

the crisis of the m oral values of the bourgeois tradition; bu t he never analyzes 

the relationship  betw een the bourgeois m oral crisis and T.S. Eliot's religious 

poetical consciousness and its unconscious ram ification in its d ep th  and 

dialetical complexity. Such a relation is generally given, postulated  by means 

of the structural com ponent of the literary work. Della Volpe says:

Vediam o come Io spiritualism o, che Eliot ha in com une con costoro 
e i predecessori sim bolisti, specificatosi in spiritualism o tra  luterano e 
cattolico, operi quale catalizzatore poetico della crisi dei valori m orali
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la id  tradizionali borghesi, gia precipitanti in seguito alia prim a guerra 
m ondiale.10

Della Volpe, besides, never treats the relationship of a rt to ideology. 

This is the major concern of A lthusser and  the Althusserians.

A lthusser's and  M acherey's m ore developed and elaborate m odel of 

literature as a form  of practice which hollow s ideology and  literary criticism 

also as a form  of transform ative labor w hich places itself no t in the sam e 

space as the text itself b u t in  an invisible space, in that w hich it is not said, 

m aking the text appear o ther than it is, rep resen t a radical epistem ological 

break  from  w hat has come before and a m ore m aterialistic  approach. It 

inaugurates a new  field of vision: the au thor's inability to control the inner 

logic o f the  tex tual e lem en ts of fiction w hich  p ro d u ces ra th e r than  

reproducing  ideology, the incom pleteness and  heterogeneity of the text, the 

presence of history in its absence, and criticism not as an interpretation bu t as 

a form  of know ledge brought in by the inform ed M arxist reader.

The incom pleteness o r d isparateness o f the text is not, how ever, one 

tha t criticism  can correct by  add ing  som ething to it or choosing one of its 

m eanings as m ore profound than the others.

Critical discourse does not attem pt to com plete the book, for theory 
begins from  that incom pleteness w hich is so radical that it cannot be 
located.

Thus, the silence of the  book is no t a lack to be rem edied , an 
inadequacy to be m ade u p  for. It is not a tem porary silence that could 
be finally abolished. We m ust distinguish the necessity of this silence.
For exam ple, it can be show n that it is the juxtaposition and conflict of 
several m eanings w hich produces the radical otherness w hich shapes 
the work: this conflict is not resolved or absorbed, bu t sim ply displayed.

Thus the w ork cannot speak of the m ore or less complex opposition 
w hich structures it; though it is its expression and em bodim ent. In its

10 Idem, p.36.
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every particle, the w ork m anifests, uncovers, w hat it cannot say. This 
silence gives it life.! 1

The incom pleteness of the text then is a determ inate incom pleteness 

which cannot be modified. It is inscribed in the very nature of the text, in that 

w hich gives life to it. The text then is complete in its incom pleteness. W hat 

the text is lacking -its absence- is precisely w hat m akes it as an object. The 

incom pleteness of the text is necessarily produced by the conflict w ithin the 

text betw een the literary form  and its ideological content: by the conflict and 

incom patibility, that is, of several meanings. W hat the author w ants to say is 

thw arted , contorted, and m odified by the inner logic of the m edium  and the 

genre he is using. "It is the very  coherence of the textual form s w hich 

produces the incoherence of the ideological content". 12

In Les Pavsans. for instance, Balzac's intention is to unify idelogically 

tw o projects - to observe, to  know  the peasants , and  to judge them  - and 

technically - in one type of narrative - two different kinds of writings to which 

the tw o projects correspond.

Wre m u st now  re tu rn  to  the ideological project, tem porarily  
forgotten. The narrative as conceived by Balzac m ust, we rem em ber, 
realise  tw o requ irem ents a t once. It m ust take the place of tw o 
narratives at once. By m eans of the narrative w e can see and  we can 
judge: each of these a ttitudes im plies a different partition  of reality. 
The problem  faced by the w riter is thus how  to reconcile, how  to 
connect and adap t these tw o shapes?! 3

11 Pierre Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production. Routledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd, London, 
1978, p. 84

12 Terry Eagleton, Against the Grain. Verso, London, 1986, p. 17

13 Pierre Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production. 1978, pp. 284-285.



1 6 2

The exigencies of Balzac's narrative, how ever, upset his intention and 

reveals the  con trad ic to ry  n a tu re  of the tw o projects w hich m aterialize, 

therefore, in  two different kinds of utterances: descriptive-fictional utterances 

and  judgem ental-ideological u tterances. A t the sam e tim e the narra tive 

hollows the ideological utterances show ing a fundam ental disparity  in them. 

The incom pleteness or d isp a ra ten es  of the  tex t is th en  a necessary  

consequence of its production.

O ne could , in a very  general w ay, d is tin g u ish  tw o types of 
u tterances in the Balzacian narrative: certain u tterances are directly 
linked to the functioning of the fictional system ; other u tterances are 
'detachable' - they seem  to have been taken as they are from ideology 
and inserted  into the texture of the novel (and could probably return  
just as easily to their place of origin). If, in m any cases, they are not 
distinguishable, they are indissociable: the novel is m ade from  their 
contrast. The literary text does not constitute a hom ogeneous whole: it 
does no t inhab it a single place p repared  in advance to receive it. 
However, these detachable utterances are not detached utterances: they 
are in the w ork no t as real utterances, bu t as fictional objects; in the 
w ork they are the term  of a designation, of a dem onstration; in spite of 
appearances their sta tus is not directly ideological; the m ode of their 
presence is th a t of a p resen ta tion  w hich hollow s them , exhibits a 
fundam ental d isparity  in  them . Thus, they are no t in the text as 
in tru d e rs , b u t as effects; th ey  have  m ean in g  on ly  by th a t 
m etam orphosis w hich m akes of them  elem ents am ong others in the 
process of fictional production. 14

M acherey show s w ith  g rea t acum en how  judgem ental-ideological 

u tterances, in  w hich peasants are com pared to salvages, contrasting  w ith 

descriptive-fictional utterances, in which peasants are portrayed in their rural 

bu t unnatu ra l m ilieu, are hollow ed revealing a m ain gap  in the text. Balzac 

does not realize that the nature in which the peasants live is a socio-historical 

reality: it is na tu re  ap p ro p ria ted  by capitalistic m ode of production . The

14 idem, p. 297.
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savage m etaphor is ou t of place. It does not correspond to Balzac's distorted 

p resen tation  of reality. The peasan t is no t a true  savage. The narrative  

vindicates the peasants against Balzac's entrenched prejudices.

Thus, to take an im m ediate and elem entary exam ple, if there is a 
descrip tion it m ust, in principle and from  the first, be distinct; bu t it 
m ust also corroborate an accusation. Thus the m an of the people, not 
as a general idea b u t as a real p lea  in the novel, is, as already  
announced in the preface to Les Pavsans. the savage. This m etaphor 
obviously im plies the idea of distance; the peasant is no t a m an like 
any other.

'W hat can be the ideas, the m orals, the habits of such a 
being? W hat is he th ink ing  of?' though t Blondet, seized w ith 
curiosity . 'Is he m y fellow -creature? We have no th ing  in 
comm on b u t shape, and  even that!' (Les Pavsans. Vol. I ch. 2)

The image will recur endlessly. It is introduced by Blondet:

'H ere's one of Cooper's redskins,' though t Blondet; 'one 
needn 't go to America to study savages.' (Ibid)

'Well, well!' cried Blondet, laughing, 'so here w e are, like 
C ooper’s heroes in the forests of America, in the m idst of traps 
and savages (Ibid.,vol.I, ch.5)

In its m ultip le  uses, the im age finally acquires, to som e extent, an 
autonom ous value. It characterises the peasant by dem onstrating his 
original relationship to nature; bu t in this case it is allegorical, that is to 
say, inadequate. The peasant is not a true savage; the nature which he 
inhab its is un n a tu ra l - d iversified  and  perm eated  by the different 
m odes of appropriation. It presupposes the existence of a society. But 
the com parison has an exotic value, above all in its rem ote displaced 
character: it does not correspond exactly to a reality which it represents 
by distortion

The artificiality of the savage m etaphor becom es also apparen t w hen Mme 

Soundry com pares the usurer, Rigou, to a savage.

The tall, stiff u su re r alw ays had  an im posing  effect upon  
M adam e Soudry's com pany, w ho instinctively recognised in his 
na tu re  the cruelty  of the tiger w ith steel claws, the craft of a 
savage. (Ibid., vol. II, ch. 2)



1 6 4

This clearly shows that

" th e  c o m p a r iso n  w ith  th e  sa v a g e  s ig n if ie s  a p ro fo u n d  
m isunderstanding: by its incoherence, tthis is w hat Balzac's text itself is 
saying. To see a savage w ithin the peasant, as do Blondet or Brossette, 
is no t to see the peasan t entirely  as he is: the im age is significant 
p rincipally  because of the gap  w hich paradoxically  links it to its 
m odel. "15

It is in this defect, in this gap, that the text becom es m eaningful. There the 

absence of history is felt.

The m ost flagrant flaw  in A lthusser and M acherley's theories is their 

form alism . In ascribing to literary  form  the intrinsic pow er to contradict 

ideology, they hypostasize it. Is form above dialectics?

In his analysis of literary works Eagleton brings forth a less formalistic 

conception of the literary phenom enon: as a form  of signifying practice that 

functions a t the p o in t o f con trad ic tion  betw een  com peting  ideologies. 

M oreover, his conception of literary m ode of production (LMP) places the text 

m ore com prehensively w ithin the specific m aterial and social determ inations 

of its m aking. It investigates the dialectical rela tionsh ip  betw een literary 

s tru c tu re s  of p ro d u c tio n , d is tr ib u tio n , exchange a n d  co n su m p tio n - 

consum ption  understood , how ever, no t as reader's  consum ption , tha t is, 

in terpretations, bu t as how  the the literary object is given for consum ption - 

and points ou t how these structures, usually presented as historically extrinsic 

to a literary text, are also internal to it. They fashion its making.

Every LMP is constituted by structures of production, distribution, 
exchange and consum ption. Production presupposes a producer or set 
of producers, m aterials, instrum ents and techniques of production, and

Idem, pp.285-6.



1 6 5

the p roduct itself. In developed social form ations, an  initial private 
stage of produciton m ay be transm uted by a subsequent social m ode of 
production  (prin ting and  publishing) to convert the original p roduct 
( 'm anuscrip t')  in to  a new  one ('book'). The forces of lite ra ry  
p roduction  consist in  the  application  of labour-pow er o rgan ised  in 
certa in  're la tions of p ro d u c tio n ' (scribes, co llaborative p roducers, 
p r in tin g  an d  p u b lish in g  o rgan isa tions) to certa in  m ate ria ls  of 
production  by m eans of certain determ inate productive  instrum ents. 
These forces of literary production determ ine and are over-determ ined 
by the m odes of literary distribution, exchange and consum ption. The 
h andw ritten  m anuscrip t can only be d istribu te  and consum ed on a 
hand-to -hand  basis, w ithin , let us say, a courtly  caste; the m ultip ly  
dictated  w ork (one copied sim ultaneously by several scribes) is able to 
achieve w ider social consum ption; the ballads pedalled  by a chapm an 
m ay be consum ed by an even w ider audience; the 'yellowback' railw ay 
novel is available to a m ass public.16

In the  rela tionsh ip  th a t Eagleton establishes betw een the text and 

ideology, ideology, how ever is given an enorm ous am ount of pow er. In 

avoiding to fall into a formalistic position, he hypostasizes ideology. Besides 

E agleton 's theory  of value fails to  give an ad eq u a te  explanation  of the 

in trinsic  o r extrinsic reasons th a t convey a value to literary  text. A text 

certainly does not aquire value because of the circumstances of its production.

All the au thors considered, how ever, have failed to produce a tru ly  

m ateria lis tic  analysis o f lite ra tu re  and  lite ra ry  criticism . They have 

unhesita ting ly  based  th e ir in qu iry  upon  the  p rob lem s and  concerns of 

bourgeois trad itional aesthetics. Therefore, next to their m aterialistic and 

h isto ric  ap p ro ach  to m ap  o u t the econom ic, po litical an d  ideological 

constraints of a literary w ork, there is a strong, antim aterialistic trend  which 

u n d e rm in e s  an d  b la ta n tly  co n tra d ic ts  th e ir  en d eav o r: th e  id ea lis t 

presupposition  that there is a theory of art or literature valid for all forms of 

literary  w ritings, that literary w ritings, that is, share som e formal properties

* 6 T.Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology. NLB, 1976, pp. 47-8.

*
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or essence. As M acherey has po in ted  ou t in his late w ork, the question 

"What is literature" is a false question because it already im plies an answer:" 

that literature exists as a thing, as an eternal and unchangeable thing w ith an 

essence."17

Because of id e a lis t p re su p p o sitio n s , th ey  fall, therefore^ in to  

contradictory  conclusions such as Della Volpe's treatm ent of the sem antic 

autonom y of literary  text as an  autonom y from  other texts, thus isolating it 

from  the historical ties to w hich it belongs, or Lukac's assertion that realism 

will alw ays portray  a totality and will alw ays be progressive, or Adorno's, in 

sp ite  of his claim s against any identity  statem ents, that form al devices of 

contem porary w ritings are intrinsically negative and subversive. Then if the 

"literary" w orks are characterized by unchanging form al properties, w hat 

w eight does the statem ent and  the alleged evidence tha t they are m olded by 

the conditions of their p roduction  have?

It is in A lthusser and  in the A lthusserians, how ever, th a t one can 

really detect in the stitchw ork of their analysis the im possibility, if not the 

absurdity , of constructing a m aterialist approach to literary w ritings w ithin 

the constraints of bourgeois epistemological and aesthetic categories. A nd this 

is the m ore evident since practice is construed as a real m aterialistic process of 

transform ation. For w hat sense does this have if literature and ideology are 

understood  as invarian t structures which will combine to produce the same 

effect no m atter w hat the historically concrete conditions of the production of 

literary works are. Tony Bennett says:

As a result, 'practice' turns ou t to be a redundant category. Or, more 
accurately, it is conceived as a teleological process of the addjustm ent of 
the real to the ideal. It is a ghostly process in the sense that its product

17 'An Interview with Pierre Macherey', Red Letters, no. 5, Summer 1977, p.3.



is a lw ays 'a lready  there ' as a form al essence w hich governs the 
constitu tive  features of any  science, any  ideology or any w ork  of 
lite ra tu re  quite irrespective of the historically concrete processes of 
their m aking. In the last analysis, it is not real, concrete indiv iduals 
w ho are subjects of practive, b u t abstract structures. The w ork  of 
transform ation that is effected in the interchange betw een a particular 
literary  text and a particu lar ideology is, in effect, the w ork of one 
abstract struc tu re  on another. Behind every particu lar process of 
literary  transform ation, the disem bodied gladiators of 'literature ' and 
'ideology' are locked in an  eternal com bat and, so far as A lshusser is 
concerned, it is here that the real stuggles take place.18

In order to build, then, a m aterialistic understanding of literary works one has 

to s ta rt from  the concept of practice freed from eternal epistem ological and 

aesthetic forms of cognition. Literary w orks are a specific practice of w riting 

circum scribed and historically conditioned which can never be com pressed 

into  a single form ula. Some w orks m ay d istan tiate  ideology, for instance, 

w hereas others m ay support it. Bourgeois aesthetics and criticism have to be 

displaced no t m erely in their answ ers b u t also in their founding  questions 

and concerns.

...If w e in terpret the concept o f 'literature ' extensively to refer to all 
form s of w riting, and if w e go beyond the param eters of the received 
tradition-com prised, by and large, of the belles lettres of the bourgeois 
epoch-to  include no t only m edieval lite ra tu re  b u t the lite ra tu re  of 
ancient China and  that of feudal Japan, not to m ention the vast range 
of contem porary w riting w hich custom arily goes under the heading of 
either 'm ass' or ’popu lar’ culture, we confront a range and  variability 
of w riting  w hich cannot be com pressed w ith in  a single form ula no 
m atte r how  liberally  it is in te rp reted . A lthusser's m istake is that, 
a lth o u g h  in  fact concerned  w ith  b o u rg eo is  be lles le ttre s , he 
m isleadingly equates them  w ith 'literature ' as such. By thus falsely 
abstracting bourgeois belles lettres from  the historical m atrices of their 
production , he 'm isrecognizes' their specific nature by construing and 
explaining it in aesthetic instead of historical te rm s.19

*8 Tony Bennett, Formalism and Marxism. Methuen and Co Ltd, London, 1979, pp 131-2.
19 Ibid, p. 133.
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A historical concrete analysis of the different relationships w hich m ay 

exist betw een different form s of literary w ritings and the ideologies w hich 

conditions them  has to take place. It is an analysis, how ever, w hich cannot 

stop, if it has to be m aterialistic and dialectical, at the historical matrices of 

production of literary texts since it is consum ption, the w ay which the texts 

are read  that completes the process of production. The subsequent m ode of 

existence of texts then is also an in tegral p a rt of w h a t constitu tes them. 

Francis M ulhern clarifies:

W hat the entire h isto ry  of discourse on lite ra tu re  show s is how  
m uch, in how  m any different circum stances, a text can be m ade to 
signify; w hat has to be confronted in bourgeois criticism is no t only the 
ideological im port of its practices bu t the fact of its results: an infinite 
variety  of in terpretations and  judgem ents, all g rounded  m ore or less 
unim peachably in 'the w ords on the page'.20

There is no such thing, therefore, as the text w ith a fixed and final form  and 

m eaning. "The text is no t an 'event' bu t a 'function' transposable in time 

and space."

The literary-political value of the text, then, transcends the process of 

its production  and depends on the text's position in the different system s of 

re la tionsh ips betw een  texts in to  w hich it is inscribed  d u rin g  d ifferen t 

m om ents of its historical existence. Literary texts are continually reproduced, 

constantly  rearticu la ted  in  rela tion  to one ano ther, acquiring , therefore, 

d ifferen t political m ean ings w ith in  d ifferen t h isto rical and  ideological 

contexts.

A t the end , how ever, if, on the one hand , the M arxist analysis, in 

revealing the historicity and  dialecticity of the text as a series of different 

in terpretations, points to the politics of literary  criticism , on the other, it

20 F. Mulhern, 'Marxism in Literary Criticsm’, New Left Review, 108,1978, p. 82.
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show s on its sleeves, so to speak, its ow n political intent. One can calculate 

the political funtion  of a text only from  a definite ideological standpoin t. 

There can never be a neutral, scientifically objective dialectics. The text does 

no t in itself d istan tia te  ideology. It is M arxist criticism  tha t in tervenes 

politically upon  the text and m akes it reveal or hollow ideology.

Two questions follow: can the M arxist-political dialectics still claim 

cognitive suprem acy over o ther literary  in terpretations? A nd if it cannot 

claim  any epistem ological advantages, is it true or be tter by v irtue  of its 

politics?

On one side, there are Marxists that, even though conceding a scope of 

application and a lim ited validity to other interpretative codes, still m aintain 

the epistem ological superiority  of the M arxist in terpretative code. One of 

their chief exponent, F. Jameson, in the preface of the Political U nconscious, 

says:

A lw ays h istoricize!... In te rp re ta tio n  is here  co n stru ed  as an 
essentially allegorical act, w hich consists in rew riting a given text in 
term s of a particular interpretive m aster code. The identification of the 
latter will then lead to an evaluation of such codes, or, in o ther w ords, 
of the "m e th o d s"  or approaches cu rren t in A m erican lite ra ry  and  
cu ltu ral s tu d y  today. I will here argue the p rio rity  of a M arxian 
in te rp re tive  fram ew ork in term s of sem antic richness. M arxism  
cannot today be defended as a m ere substitute for such other m ethods, 
w hich w ould  then trium phalistically  be consigned to  the ashcan of 
history; the au thority  of such m ethods springs from  their faithful 
consonance w ith this or tha t local law  of a fragm ented social life, this 
o r th a t su b sy stem  of a com plex  and  m u sh ro o m in g  c u ltu ra l 
superstructure. In the sp irit of a m ore authentic dialetical trad ition , 
M arxism  is here conceived as the "u n tran scen d ab le  horizon" that 
subsum es such apparen tly  antagonistic  or incom m ensurable critical 
operations, assigning them  an undoubted  sectoral validity w ithin  itself, 
and thus a t once canceling and preserving them .2 1

2 1 F.Jameson, The Political Unconscious. Cornell U. Press, Ithaca, 1981, p.81.
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Jam eson agrees w ith deconstructionism  that h istory  is "accessible" only "in 

textual form "22 . For him , how ever, no tw ithstanding  their am bivalence and 

am biguity, texts do refer m ediately to an external and objective reality. Texts 

are sym bolic  acts, s tra teg ies of con ta inm ent w hich  p rov ide  form al or 

im aginary solutions to irreconcilable social contradictions. Criticism  has to 

reveal such strategies by

a rew riting of the literary text in such a w ay that the latter m ay itself be 
seen  as the  rew ritin g  o r reconstruction  of a p rio ri h isto rical or 
ideological subtext, it beings always understood that that subtext is not 
im m ediately present as such, no t some common-sense external reality, 
nor even the conventional narratives of the h isto ry  m anuals, bu t 
rather m ust itself always be (re)constructed after the fact!23

Repeating the A lthusserian form ula, Jameson is saying tha t the real is draw n 

into  the form al opera tions of the text at the sam e tim e th a t the text is 

operationally  reacting against it, a t the sam e tim e, tha t is, that the text is 

trying to  obliterate it.

O n the o ther side, there are those that, abandoning  the cognitive 

claims of M arxism, em phasize its truthfulness and superiority  in term s of its 

political and m oral ideology. Em bracing a stategic relativism , they accept

22 Deconstructionism maintains that the text is self-reflective and non referential, and 
therefore refractory to any interpretation. Any interpretation can be deconstructed, that is, 
dismantled. There is no doubt that textual discourse is referential: the point is that it "can 
never signify its referent." By pointing out that all texts are rhetorical, Paul De Man says:
"rhetoric is a text in that it allows for two compatible mutually self-destructive points of 
view, and therefore puts an insurmountable obstacle in the way of any reading or 
understanding."^ P.De Man, Allegories of Reading. Yale U. Press, New Haven, 1979, p. 131.  ̂
Rhetoric is that type of discourse which by engendering two meanings that are mutually 
exclusive, the literal and the figurative, refuses to communicate or refer unambiguously. The 
referent cannot be perceived as a realm outside the text. One cannot distinguish the outside and 
the inside of the text. But if the referent cannot be perceived as something outside the text, is it 
justified to claim its existence? If it exists only in textual form, then reality, history is a text, 
that is, it is unintelligible.

23 Ibid., pp.225-226.
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o ther view s only in so far as they w ork for a poten tially  transform ative 

understand ing  of society in socialistic terms. T. Eagleton, the chief exponent 

in his late w orks of this reborn  Leninist instrum entalism , points o u t the 

valuational character of and  the political use that is m ade of a literary text in 

any interpretation.

He says:

Political argum ent is not an alternative to m oral preoccupations: it 
is those preoccupations taken seriously in their full implications. But 
the liberal hum anists are right to see that there is a po in t in studying  
literature, and  tha t this po in t is no t itself, in  the end, a literary one. 
W hat they are arguing, a lthough this way of pu tting  it w ould  grate 
harshly  on their ears, is tha t literature has a use. Few w ords are more 
offensive to literary ears than 'u se 1, evoking as it does paperclips and 
haird ryers. The Rom antic opposition  to the u lita rian  ideology of 
capitalism  has m ade 'u s e ’ an unusable  w ord: for the  aesthetes, the 
glory of art is its u tter uselessness. Yet few of us now adays w ould be 
prepared  to subscribe to that: every reading of a w ork is surely in some 
sense a use of it. we m ay no t use M oby Dick to learn how  to hun t 
w hales, b u t w e 'g e t som ething out of it’ even so. Every literary theory 
presupposes a certain use of literature, even if w hat you get out of it is 
u tte r  uselessness. L iberal hum anists criticism  is no t w rong to use 
litera tu re, b u t w rong  to deceive itself that it does not. It uses it to 
fu rther certain m oral values, w hich as I hope to have show n are in 
fact indissociable from  certain ideological ones, and  in the end im ply a 
p a r tic u la r  fo rm  of po litics . It is n o t th a t it read s the  texts 
'd isin terested ly1 and then places w hat it has read in the service of its 
values: the values govern the actual reading process itself, inform  w hat 
sense criticism makes of the works it studies.24

Then, in em phasizing the rhetorical character of every literary theory, 

he sub tly  argues about the superio rity  of M arxist politics in  term s of its 

relevance and  hum anness. D iffering from  o ther form s of politics that are 

supportive  of the sta tus quo, M arxist politics can abolish the structures of 

privilege and  oppression that plague our society divided by class and gender.

24 T. Eagleton, Literary Theory. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1983.
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M arxist ethics can produce "b e tte r  men" by an account of the experience of 

the oppressed.

C urren t M arxism , then , has lost its theoretical and epistem ological 

boldness. W hy should  a M arxist "h isto ric iz ing ' be superior to  others just 

because of its sem antic richness? It defies any  logical or epistem ological 

criterion and it begs the question. M arxist historicizing is true by virtue of its 

sem antic  richness and  sem antic  richness is tru e  by  v irtue  of its m ore 

com prehensive historicizing. Sem antic richness certain ly  does not m ean 

richness in truthfulness. Besides, the w ay tha t Jam eson indicates to detect a 

subtext through a M arxist interpretative text or narrative does no t stand. One 

cannot get to the real through a textual understand ing  of it. One can locate 

the ideological in  the text only if one know s w hat the real is. O ne can 

approach the real in textual form, that is, only if he know s w hat the real is 

and  not viceversa. A nd finally, if the text is intelligible, if it points to the 

referent, that is, this has to be show n on a theoretical level, not assum ed. 

Jam eson’s con ten tion  th a t the  rig h t analytic  term inology  or code could 

m ediate betw een the text and  reality and show  the unity  of the social totality 

begs the question again.

The intention of analytic term inology or code w hich can be applies to 
tw o or m ore structurally  d istinct objects or sectors of being. As we 
[earlier] argued, it is not necessary that these analyses be hom ologous, 
that is, that each doing the sam e thing, having the sam e structure or 
em itting the sam e language. W hat is crucial is that, by being able to use 
the sam e language about these quite d istinct objects o r levels of an 
object, we can restore, a t least m ethodolgically, the lost unity  of social 
life, and  dem onstra te  th a t w idely  d is tan t of the  social to ta lity  are 
ultim ately p a rt of the sam e global historical process!25

2 5 Political Unconscious. Cornell U. Press, Ithaca, 1981, p.225-226.
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O n the o ther hand, w hy should  a theory be accepted because of its 

political and ethical values? If these values are better they have to be born out 

and  they can only be born  ou t if the theory  from  w hich they stem  is 

corroborated by reality. That is, w hat Marxism, in its m erits and flaws is all 

about: a theory of politics based upon an analysis of reality which claims to be 

scientific. These days, w ith  the dem olition of the positivistic certainty and 

understand ing  of the concepts of reality, evidence and observation, these 

concepts have become very troulesom e. Because of their am biguity and their 

theory-ladennes, the philosophy of science itself is in  turm oil. Therefore, 

they are carefully avoided or uncritically dismissed. Corroboration of a theory 

has becom e a very complex m atter. How, then, can M arxism show  that its 

concept of reality is not ideological or textual? In the preceding chapter, we 

show ed the unscientific strain of the Marxist dialectics. H ow  can the dialectics 

be purged  of its a priori foundation and m ade into a scientific and critical tool 

w ithou t betray ing  M arx's fundam ental concepts? H ow  can it show  that the 

socialization of the m eans of p roduction , in w hich the p roducers are no 

longer dom inated by the productive forces, is historically possible w ithout 

recurring to the theory of alienation which includes a positing of the negation 

of the negation? If the "good" M arxist society, the socialist society, is 

historically possible not because of a logic im m anent in history bu t because of 

the w ork of "better men", as Eagleton m aintains repeating  an old critical 

theory argum ent, then M arxism, deprived  of its scientific claims, becomes 

only ideology.
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WPPEO^DIX

Si 9{ote on the (Hegelian (Dialectics

M uch of the discussion abou t the dialectics is based upon  the distinction 

betw een  "logical" and  "real" opposition  o r contradiction  and  upon  the 

know ledge of the essential features of the Hegelian dialectic.

In his critique of Leibniz' idealistic philosophy based upon  the tenet 

that the principle of thought is also the principle of reality which entails that 

logical possibility is itself ontological possibility, Kant distinguishes betw een 

logical and  real opposition . The first consists in affirm ing and  denying 

sim ultaneously  the predicate of a thing: for instance, in stating at the same 

tim e th a t a body is and  is no t in m otion. The resu lt of this contradictory 

statem ent is, according to Kant, the em pty set, that is, such a body does not 

exist and  therefore cannot be represented. "The object of a concept which 

con trad ic ts  itse lf is n o th ing , because the concept is no th ing , is the 

im p o ssib le ."1 Therefore one of the tw o term s of the contradiction m ust be 

elim inated. Here, like Leibniz, Kant is em phasizing that the law  governing 

th o u g h t is the  p rincip le  of non-contradiction . W ithout th is law  it is 

im possible to refu te  any proposition , and  therefore to  assert the tru th  of 

anything. But unlike Leibniz, w ho, because of his idealistic equation, denies 

the existence of opposition in  reality, since for him  opposition is only logical, 

K ant m aintains that oppositions exist in reality bu t are no t logical. Since the 

law  of non-contradiction is m erely a principium  rationis, the consistency of

1 1.Kant, Critique Of Pure Reason, translated by Norman Kemp Smith, Modem Library, London, 
1953, p. 295.
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though t w ith  itself is som ething o ther than  the coincidence of thought w ith 

reality.

"There is no conflict in the  concept of a th ing  un less a negative 
s ta tem en t is com bined w ith  an affirm ative; m erely  affirm ative 
concepts cannot, w hen combined, produce any cancellation. But in the 
sensible in tu ition , w herein  reality  (e.g. m otion) is given, there  are 
conditions (opposite d irections), w hich have been  om itted  in  the 
concept of a m otion in general that m ake possible a conflict (though 
no t indeed a logical one), nam ely, as p roducing  from  w hat is entirely 
positive a zero(=0). We are not, therefore, in a position to say that since 
conflict is no t to be m et w ith in the concepts of reality, all reality is in 
agreem ent w ith itself. "2

"Two forces, "that is" one im parting  m ovem ent to a body  in one direction, 

and  the o ther im parting  an equal effect in the opposite  d irection do  no t 

contradict [logically] each other: they are both possible as predicates of a single 

body. The outcom e is equilibrium , which is a thing (representable). This is an 

instance of true opposition. In fact the effect of one of the tw o tendencies, 

w ere it acting in isolation, is neglected by the other, and both these tendencies 

are true predicates of a single thing and are attached to it sim ultaneously. "3

For Hegel, instead, real oppositions are logical. Against the principle of 

iden tity  and  non-contradiction, he m aintains that "everything is inherently  

contradictory, and in the sense that this law  in contrast to the others expresses 

rather the tru th  and the essential nature of things." H e m aintains that one of 

the fundam ental prejudices of logic as h itherto  understood  and  of ord inary  

th ink ing , is th a t con trad iction  is no t so characteristically  essential and  

im m anent a determ ination as identity.

2 Ibid., pp.259-290.

3 L.Colletti, New Left review. 93,1975, p.6, quotation from Kant's "The Attempt To Introduce 
The Concept Of Negative Quantities Into Philosophy” 1763.
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"If it w ere a question of g rading  the tw o determ inations and they had 
to be kept separate, then contradiction w ould have to be taken as the 
p ro founder determ ination  and m ore characteristic of essense. For as 
against con trad iction , iden tity  is m erely  the de te rm ina tion  of the 
sim ple im m ediate, of dead  being; bu t contradiction is the root of all 
m ovem ent and  v itality ; it is only  in  so far as som eth ing  has a 
contradiction w ithin that it m oves, has an urge and  an 
activity."4

Further it

"is ra th e r the negative as determ ined  in the sphere os essense, the 
principle of all self-m ovem ent, w hich consists solely in  an exhibition 
of it. External, sensuous m otion  itself is contrad iction 's im m ediate 
existence. Som ething m oves, not because at one m om ent it is here and 
at another there, bu t because in this here, it at once is and  is not. The 
ancient d ialecticians m u st be g ran ted  the contrad ictions th a t they 
poin ted  out in m otion; b u t it does not follow that therefore there is not 
m otion , b u t on  the  contrary , that m otion  is ex isten t contradiction  
itself... Sim ilarly, in ternal self-m ovem ent p roper, instinctive urge in 
general,... is nothing else b u t the fact that som ething is, in one and the 
sam e respect, self contained and deficient, the negative of itselg."5*

Therefore the ontological cause of life in the un iverse  is a logical 

contradiction, and  som eth ing  is alive only in  so far as it is itself and  the 

negative of itself a t one and the sam e time. But this negation, Hegel points 

out, is w hat constitutes the dialectic of the real.

"The p roperly  dialectical constituent-elem ent is the act-of-dialectical- 
se lf-overcom ing  (eigenes S ichaufheben) of these  fin ite  specific- 
d e te rm in a tio n s  (B estim m u n g en ) a n d  th e ir  th ra n s fo rm a tio n  
(Ubergehen) into their opposites (Ent gegen gesetzte)... Dialectic... is this 
im m anent going beyond /9H inausgehen), in w hich the one-sideness 
and  the lim itation (Beschranktheit) of the specific-determ inations of 
the  u n d e rs tan d in g  are rep resen ted  (dagestellt) as w h a t they are,

* 4-5. G.W.F.Hegel, The Logic, translated from the encyclopaedia of the philosophical 
sciences, by Willaim Wallace, Oxford University Press, London, 1892, pp.439-440.



nam ely , as th e ir ow n  negation . E very th ing  th a t is fin ite  (Alles 
Endliche) is an act of dialectical s e l f - o v e r  coming... "6

C oncrete  real being, then , is un ity  w ith in  opposition ; it is iden tity  in 

difference: both identity, identity  to itself, and n egatb  y, different from itself. 

In a sublated  (dialectically overcome) status, which is called totality, identity, 

negativ ity  and totality are com plem entary aspects of one and  the sam e real 

being. This m eans tha t the dialectical contradiction presents opposites that 

negate and im ply each other (identity) because they constitute the tw o sides of 

a unity  o r essense, which has sundered itself in  them . But it is negativity, the 

act of self-overcoming, the dialectical force in the universe.

If the finite, how ever, the particular (the m aterial w orld), is negative 

according to Hegel because it does not have true reality, tha t is, being in itself, 

b u t has as its "essence" and foundation that w hich is "other" than itself, i.e. 

the infinite the im m aterial, thought, w hich is positive, then  in order to be 

w hat it is, it m ust become the other: it m ust negate itself. The dialectic, then, 

is negation of the negation. The finite "is not" w hen it is finite, it is w hen it 

"is not".

"it is the very  na tu re  of the finite to transcend itself, to  negate its 
negation  and  to become infinite. Thus the infinite does no t stand  as 
som ething finished and  complete, above or superior to the finite, as if 
the  finite h ad  an en d u rin g  being apart from  or subord ina te  to the 
infinite... But the finite itself, in being raised into the infinite, is in no 
sense acted on by an alien force; on the contrary, it is its nature  to be 
related to itself as lim itation... A nd to transcend the same, o r rather, to 
have negated  the lim itation and to be beyond it.. The infinite is its 
affirm ative determ ination, that which it tru ly  is in itself thus the finite 
has vanished in the infinite and w hat is, is only the infinite.

6 Quotation of Hegel, Encyclopedia vol. V, p.105, taken from Kojeve, Introduction to Hegel, 
Basic Books, New York, 1969, pp. 198-9.

7 Hegel, The Logic, p.138.
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