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THE LOCYS OF TRUTH/IDEQLOGY IN THE GERMAN DEBATE:
A REAPPRAISAL OF LUKACS, BENJAMIN, BRECHT, AND ADORNO

Josephine Bo  (FTZR 7% )

In the wake of the proleiarian defeat in Ceniral Europe durng the years 1918-23
and the Fascist victorics ihereafior—-both taking place under conditions pecsumably
favorable for Marxisi causes—ihinkers on the left imilated a serious invesbigation inko
cultuial maiters and guestions of consciousness in an ¢ffort to undersiand the stabilizing
features of capitalism (Launn 53, Tn such an simosphere of political frustration and
poweriesseess, emerging technological advances--sspecially in the visual arts such as
photography and film-maling--brought on immense implications as well as new
challenges to existing concepis of artistic preseniation, provoking quite different responses
among the left. On the one hand, the fashionable preoccupaiion with the juxtaposition
of disparate images and disjunciive moments and other techuiczl matters was seen by
some, such as Georg Lukdes and Theodor Adorno, as consuming the energies of the
artistic world while distancing aiiistic preductions from the recepiion of the general
public. Thus, in an effort to situate the new techniques so as to contain their application
m the domain of the aris, such lefiist oritics resorted (o what are now classified as

"ideological analyses” to demonsirain and thus expose the possible impact of sach
technigues upon the ceading public. On the other hand, these breakihroughs in the arts
were also seen by others on the leff, such as Bertolt Brechs and Walicr Benjamin, as
holding out new inspirations and suggesiing new strategies for their cause, who in turn
wrote to extol how powerfully the new technigues and new artistic works might serve as
forms of political resisiance.

It ts then widely accepied that the German debaic in the 1930s over arl and
wdeology had as its focus the (ideclogical) eifects of certain elemenis of modern culiure
{art especially) which riglt binder or further the cause of o proletarian revolution, ' Yet,
knowledge of the more than gppavent dizsension among the left dudpg the 1930s
encouraged many later commentaiors to characterize the debate as nothing more than 2
parfisan-based war of labels frequently waged among contending factions on the left, with
the participanis merely dishing out favorable or usfavorable labels according 1o factional
policy or scctavian inierssis. As a reeult, the political dimension of the German debate
tends o gaiber most of the altention of the leiocomers {e.p. Midleas).

Along wiih this valorizaiion of the political dimension of the debate, anocther
hustorical development alss operaind o shape later perception and evaluation of the
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participants. This has to do with the increasing problematization of the reflection theory
of art, which is taken to be the focal point of the debate. The debale participants are then
frequently evaluated by the distance they are said fo have maintained from that
reflectionist model. Such a line of reasoning, upon the ensuing dominance of the
Frankfurt School in the West {overwhelmingly friendly toward the avani-garde aand the
modern) as well as the corresponding decline of orthedox Marxist views in most countries
in the wake of Stalin’s rule, usually leave Georg Lukdcs in ili favor because of his
unwavering promotion of a seemingly rather rigid reflectionisi model of art and his
negative writings upon expressionism and modernism (e.g., Lunn). Many unfriendly
commentators have attacked Lukdcs for his alleged "Stalinism," "literary terrorism,” and
"literary dictatorship,” thus further diminishing his status in historical acccunts of the
debate (cf. Jameson, "Reflections in Conclusion” 202-3).

By thus (willingly or unwitlingly) over-politicizing and stigmatizing the debate,
many commentators have slighied one important aspect that is heart and soul of the
debate, an aspect that has become sl the more relevant since the 1980s--the
episternological assumptions that informed and provided justification for the pavticipants’s
imerest-laden positions. To be more specific, the debate arficulated serious concerns over
the central issues of truth--of our perception or beiiefs about truth, and of the
consequences of ways of presenting such beiiefs in cultural artifacts--all of which are
topics presently debated in scholarly circles. In the following pages, I hope to examine
the thoughts of the participants in (erns of their epistemological coloring s0 a8 ic
demonstrate that the German debate may be losing s relevance less beczuse the
participants were too political for the taste of the present but mcre becaunse their
presuppositions are no longer seen as vishie for the current, predomiznzntly skeptical
generation.  Ye!, even in this respect, the debate participants are nof so zasily
pigeonhoted.

As our present generation has been discussing ihe guestion of truth mosily in
relation to the concept of ideclogy, I shall begin my discussion wilh an analysis of the
ways in which truth/idecicgy was conceived in the German debate.

The term: "ideciogy,” embodied in Lukdcs’ discussion of reification and Adorno’s
critique of the culture indusiry, was central 1o their contemplations of the specific nature
of a zociety thoroughly saturated by the capiialistic mode of production. Their concern
was that the commodity structure, as an ideotogy, had penefrated ail aspacts of the sooiey
to such an extent that neople viewed it only as natural that the siructuring princigle in
capitalisi production should also be the strucivring princizic of human iife and human
thought {Lukdcs, History 83; Horkheimer & Adorne 127).2
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Such a general framework certainly does not do justice to the complexities
surrounding truth and ideology in the debate. To begin with, contrary to the popular
perception that he flatly equates ideology with "false consciousness” {e.g. Hagleton,
Criticisit 69; WMcDonough 33), Lukdcs holds a rather neutral notion of ideclogy as it
relates to literary style.” When he observes that some critics are overly concerned with
stylistic ard technical matters to the extent that they pay little attention {0 other underlying
or determining princinles of artistic creation, Lukdcs stresses that a writer’s stylistic or
techrical choices are not isolated occurrences, but derive from and are expressive of the
writer’s outlook on his world. This worldview, termed a writer’s ideclogy, has
everything to do with the writer’s artistic style: -

What determines the style of a given work of art? . | | It is the view

of the world, the ideclogy or weltanschauung underlying a writer’s

worl that counts. And it is the writer’s attempt to reproduce this

view of the world which constitutes his ’intention’ and is the

fermative principle underlying that style of a given piece of writing.

(Lukdes, "The Ideology of Modernism® 19)
IMore specifically, Lukdcs helds that "[a] writer’s ideclogy is merely a synthesis of the
totality of his experience on a certain level of abstraction” ("Narrate or Describe?” 143).
Ideology is simply how the writer perceives and conceives of the world; it is the
mediation throvgh which he cognizes the objective reality out there. In fact, the
observation and description in a novel are "mere substituies for a conception of order in
Life” ("Narrate or Describe?" 143),

As a writer's "intention/perspective,” ideclogy net only determines the siylistic
cimension of a lterary work, it is what makes the work possible in the first place. As
Lukécs puts i, "the writer himself must possess a firmly established and vital idecliogy;
e must see fhe world 1n ks coniradiciony dynamics 16 be abde (o choose & Iiero iy whose
hife the major opposing forces converge.” In other words, the truth of the world--i.e. its
coniradicicry dynamics--which is supposed to constitute a writer’s ideology turns out to
be what enables a writer to write. Lukdcs cites the example of Flaubert who wrote to
Gecrge Sand, complaining about not being able to write because he "lack{s] a firm,
comprehensive cutlock ontife,” With this example in mind, Lukécs concludes, "without
ideology there is no composition” ("Narrate or Describe” 142).

Such a general view of ideology might be interpreted as being rather
individualisiic; after 21!, Lukdces does claim that the sum of a writer’s own peorsonal life
experiences makes up his ideclogy (worldview)}. It is exacily such an interprefation that
forms the basis for Brecht’s criticism of the bourgeois novel that Lukdcs so admires:
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Today the bousgeois novel still depicts "a world.” Tt does so w2
purely idealistic way from within a given Welianschaung: the more
or less private, but in any case personal outlock of ii5 "creator’. . .
in cther words, we find cut something ahout the avthor and nothing
about the world. (Brecht 458)

While Lukdcs doss seem to put emphasis on the subjective, individual side of
ieclogy, there is still room for a collective dimension {0 iz notion of ideclogy. In fact,
as Luledes immediaiely goes on to say ia ihe same article, "When & writer is isolated from
the vital struggles of life and from varisd experiences fzf;nen"aiﬂy all ideciogical guesticas
in his work become sbstractions® {"Marrate or Descrive?” 143).  Such a position
conceives of the world as an arens in which social groups ars seen a2 constantly
entangied in vital strozeles with one another. In order Tor o writer to write well, 1o write
in a way that provides concrets meaning for his readers who are Hkewisce agents in such
vital siruggles, he must not isclate limself from what is going ou in the society, He must
develop a feel for the world from ks suvolvement 1n the "vital struggles” of that society.
And to push the argument one step further, he must view hiz tewn practices a3 part and

parcel of the sctual practices of Wiz social group(s) emtangled in “vital strugsles® with

other. social groups. In other words, only when 2 wilier sees his own praciices as
“

embedded within a "world in ils contradictory dynamics,
(Lukdcs, "Narrate or Describe™ 142},

can he be a good wrilsy

By transforming 2 discussion of techuical or stylistical choices into an issue that
has much to do with the whole scope of social Iifs in which these formalistic choices are
to find their roots, Lukdcs zerces in upon the ultimate purpose of doing ideclogical
analyses. That is, artistic creatﬁ@ﬁs, a3 part and parcel of the aocial practices of writers,
could have sertous political implications or actusl conseguences, highlighted and
propagated by the writers” and the works’ social position and influence, Tiy other words,
the representations (of reality} in & writer’s work can be rsad as his statement about the
social life in which the writing activity is embsadded; and this statement, in many cases,
can be seen as Comstatuimg his effort to farme’ pmmﬂte, or infervene w:th ‘P..c c‘ondur*t of

himself--comments on the ideclogy of a writer’s creaiive -;:hmces, sar;h cir. CUTSivVe ac tmty
also consiitutes the critic’s effort to promote or inlervaas, 1o fact, 3 iz in this spirit of
infervention that Lukdcs takes the imtiative 1o chastise both the modernist works and the
critics who are favorable te them.

Stifl, there is good reason why Lukdes is frequently read as simply equating
ideology with false consciousness {and more often than not, ke himself is responsible for
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tuis perception). T believe such a reading of Lukdcs results from a conflation of two
distinct terms for him--the SOURCE of literary styles {i.., the ideclogy/worldview of
an author} in which ideology is used in the neutral sense, and the FUNCTION cf literary
styles {i.e., the preduction of irue knowledge or false consciousness} in which a certain
ideclogy/worldview s seen as damaging to the revelutionary cause, [ would also like to
argue that when the function of literary styles is considered, modernism was chastised by
Luldcs not because of ifs truth status of being "ideology" per se (false, illusive
conscicusiness), but more importantly because of its funciionalist status in which the
presence of the modernist avthorial ideclogy in literary works produced effects that did
not mezsure up o the demands of the cogritive funciion accredited to literature by
Lukdcs.*

in ether werds, it was when the modernist worldview was enirusted wiih the noble
nussion of literature o lead the reader vo true knowledge of reality that it needed to be
investigated and then criticized, Such a belief in the important cognitive function of
dierature was ot uncommon ameng the participants in the debate. In fact, it explains
wiy Adorne and his friends did not find it troubling when Lukdes characterized the
naiure of the modernist ideciogy as "static,” "apathetic,” "pathologic,” or "passive”; yet
they were deeply troutled by Lukdcs’ accusation that the modernist worldview distorted
out trus knowlecge of reality ("Reconciiiation” 160).

I the development of modern science (the sysiemization of knowledge) is
accompanied Dy 2 gradual marginalization and evertually an exclusion of hterature from
any claims to knowledge, then the participants of the German debate were operating to
assert a contrary belief, a belief in the necessary cognitive function of literature.” Just
ag Engels beiisve thar the novels of Balzac reveal the truth about early nineteenth century
French society, the 1930s cnitics also believe literature is a special mediation through
which we couid get a betfer understanding of how things really are in the world.

Such a belief that Jierature kad to do with reason rather than with emotions was
put into practice by many moderdist writers. Brecht for one iterates that Brechtian epic
theater aime not ai the emotional engrossment of the audience, but at the mobilization of
their powers of reflexive thinking. "The essential point of the epic theater is perhaps that
it appeals jess to the feetings than to iae spectator’s reason. Insiead of sharing an
experience the spectator must cowne 1o grips with things" {(Brecht 23). ln other words,
it is through fhe provocation of epic theater that the andience is motivated i strive for
and perhaps svemually achieve a betfer (truer) understanding of things. Consequently,
when Brecht argues for the use of the alieration effect in his iheater, his main concern
lies with its impact upon the "understancging,” rather than the emotion, of the andience.
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As he sees it, the laws of cause and effect are exposed only with the force of what is
startling, what is unexpected by the usual habits of thinking, "When something seems
‘the most obvious thing in the world’ it means that any attemp$ to understand the world
has been given up” (Brecht 71, my underling). That is to say, it is through
defamiliarizing what has been cognitively taken for granted that Brecht hopes to heighten
the sense of awareness among his audience and thereby fulfil the cognitive function of
literature.
esides practitioners such as Brecht, critics such as Adorno also emphasized the

cognitive function of art. For Adorno, since the valorization of exchange value in
commodity fetishism has permeated the whole society with a kind of "identity-thinking"
that equates incommensurable things with one another, thus erasing all contradictions or
differences {Eagleton, Ideclogy 123; also of. Horkheimer & Adorng 120-29), the only
way to fight this umifying and homogeniziﬁg tendency in capitalist society is {o emphasize
antinomy and discrepancy tnrough art’s insistence to follow its own formal laws
(Horkheimer & Adorno 131). I is worth noting here that in privileging art as a form of
resistance, Adorno has his eyes mainly on axt’s capability of becoming “true and
conscious knowledge.” e believes that only by virine of the "aesthetic distance™ that
art is said {o maintain from objective reglity can the work of art "become both work of
art and valid consciousness” ("Reconciliation” 160, my underline). Such a cognitive
thrust fits in nicely with the concerns of the other participants in the debate.

What 13 more, becauss of the resisting efforte initiated by the artist, even the
objects treated by art attain, by extension, & certain degree of resistance against being
sucked into the world of commaodity. Tnis iz Adorac’s idealism in its purest form:

Art and reality can ondy converge if art crystallizes out is own
formal laws, not by passively accepiing objects as they come. In an
knowledze is acsthetically mediated through and through . . . . Inthe
form of an image the object is absorbed into the subject instead of
following the bidding of the alienated world and persisting
obdurately in a siate of reification. The contradiction between the
chject reconciled in the subject . . . and the actual unreconciled
object in the outsidz world, confers on the work of art a vantage-
point from which it can criticize actuality, Art_is_the negative
kngwledge of the actual world.  ("Reconciliation” 188, my

vnderhine)
In such & picture of a thoroughly commadified society, art is privileged as the last fortress
of resistance against the alienating fendsncies of commodity fetishism. Art is the last
citadel of clear-headed perception. Art’s refusal to give in--or to identify--18 its most
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important mission.

As to the guestion of how literature or art comes io be empoweréd with this
cognitive function, how literature could possibly reveal the truth about the world, we find
onty an indirect answer in Lukdcs, an answer that is best understood in terms of an
Aristotelian conception of part-wheis relationship.

As an integral part of the social whole, iiﬁeraﬁ:ure, according to Lukdcs, must
necessarily manifest the essence, the truth, of that whole. i must display the immanent
tendencies of immediate reaity. What then is this essence, this truth of the social reality?
In Lukdcs’s conception, the truth about social reality is its "totality,” i.e., a unified
kistorical process to which every manifestation, every action of human life, including art,
science, recreation, family life, efc., is only an integral part. This truth, however, is no
fonger #ccessible except through a complicated process of mediation, "by means of which
the merely immediate rezlity becomes . . . the authentically cbjective reality” (Histery
150). _

By "objective” Lukdcs means the true significance of immediate reality in its
organic and dyramic relation {o other parts of that reality. In other words, in our
immediate experience objects and relations may seem to be autonomous and operating
according o laws inherent to themselves (History 87); yet, we must overcome the
immediacy of experience and raise it to a level of "consciousness” through the operation
of specific categerics of mediation, such as literature and science. Then we can integrate
individual objects and sccial phenomena into a system of relations in which the objects
and phenomera will become comprehensible and meaningful as parts of an immanent and
organic whole. After all, "the developing rendencies of history constitute a higher reality
than the empivical facis™ and it is to this higher reality that we should try to
approximate in cognition (Lukdcs, History 181). Herein les Lukdcs’ representationalist
foundaton.

Knowiedge of totality, of the truth of social reality, would have been accessible if
it were not for the universality of what Lukdcs conceives as the biggest fault with
capitalism: comimodity fetishism. In other words, it is because of the delusive operations
of the commedity form that human abor and its fruits ars seen as something isolated and
idependent of the subject, governed by laws invigible to man. As a result, the seeming
relations between commodities are retfied and have thus displaced the real, definite, sociat
relations beiween pecple (History 865,  The rationalization that accompanies the
commodity mode of thinking further breaks with "the organic, irrational and qualitatively
determined unily of the product” (History 88), leaving the subject with no other choice
but to conform to the laws that are said fo govern the reified obiect. Thus, Lukdcs
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proposes his solution: "only portrayal of the overall process can dissolve the fetishism of
the economic and social forms of capitalist society, so that these appear as what they
actually are, i.e. (class) refations between peopis” ("Reportage or Portrayal?” 53).
Literary mediation is then de-fetishization. And as a spectfically designated
category of mediation, art has a grave task to perform: if has to recreate that vision of
totality which has been lost in commodity fetishism. As Lukdcs puss it, "The geal for
ail great art is 1o provide a picture of reality in which the contradiction between
appearance and reality, the particular and the generzai, the immediate and the conceptual,
etc., is so resolved thaf the two converge into a sponianeous integrity in the direct
impression of the work of art and provide a sense of an inseparable integrity” ("Art and
Objective Truth” 34). In other words, as "a created totality,” as "the visionary reality
of the world made to our measure” in our alienated existence (Lukdcs, Theory of the

Movel 37}, art’s highest priority is to re-present {"reflect”) the essence--the totality--of the
social rezality, an essence that is now divorced from the immediate cognition of human
beings,

Adeorno’s znswer to the same question of how literature/art cculd pessibly tell us
the truth sbout the worid is a tot simpler: it just dogs. I have menitoned before that, Like
Lukdcs, Adorno does not hold a regative view toward "ideology” {see nots #3). In fact,
to him, ideciogy is "necessary illusion,” "a shape of truth, ne matier how distorted,” and
as necessary illusion, ideology, while false, is also part of the truth {Aesthetic Theory

331). That 1s why Adorno finde 12 no problem o claim that art contains boih ideology
and truth. Because of this {atth in the partial tmuhfulness of ideology, Adorno agrees
with Lukdcs when the ltafter criticizes the moderrist technigue as unculy creating visions
of worldlessness and solitariness; yet Adorno would assert that the picture of man in all
his worldiessness and solitariness has some truth to i, too. And only the modernist tex?
in tts choice cf content and form can embody the irreconcilable contradictions of capitalist
society by dispiaylng the guif "between the overwhelming and urassimitable {sic] world
of things, on the one kand, and a human experience impotently striving to gain a firm
noid on i, on the other” ("Reconciliation” 1563).

While Lukdces uses the monologue interieur o demonstrate the solipsism of
modernist styles, Adorno uses the same example io demonstrage its usefulness as z form
of resistance;

The monologue inrerieur, the woridlessness of modern an which
makes Lukdes so incdignant, 1s hoth the truth and the appearance of
a free-floating sublectivity--it 35 iruth, becauss In ihe universal
atcraistic state of the world, atienation nles over men, turning them

~132 —



Tournal of Humasnities Bast/West

it meve shadows of themselves | . . The free-floating subject ig
appearance, however, inasmuch as, ohﬁc iively, the social tofality has
precedence over (e individual . . . The groat works of raodernizi
itorzivrs shatter fhis appearsace of subjeciivity by sciting the
ingividual in bis frailty into conlexs, and by grasping f}‘d tiotality In
him of which the individual iz but a moment and of which be must
needs vemain ignoravt, {("Reconciiznon” 1613

In other words, Adorno sceepie Lukdes” ciiligue but thinks the gesiheds distauce that the

modernist Eechmqua creaies bemween the Herary lexl and reglity will still be 2 moment

of knewledge. The distance or difforence will automatically help the roadesr sce reality
for what it is.

Because of the presence of this non-hostile attfivde loward what may be
ideciogical, Adorng’s writings invoxe dilferent readings from his commeniators, Lef us
take his discussion of jarr 22 an example. Mariin Iay presents AJOITo &5 ECCLng JAZZ as
artificial snd deluding, merely a siven gihfﬁ;nm golalicnailon, and altogether "a capitulation
before the powers of the stztus guo” (The Diplecticel 183}, Jaxz docs little more than

hoiding oot false limages of a reiurn to nature or of sexual liberaiion, lecaving the listener

f

oniy i "raasochisiic passivie

vity” (Jay, The Dieleetical 186-88). Ancther just as important
critic, Susan Buck—Mozss, on the othor hand, reads a possibility of negation in Adorno’s
ireatment of jaxz. For fne combination of confradicting forees in jazz--"the salon-music
individuzlism on the one aznd amrj 1Li'Lft milifary-march collectivisin on the other”--
unintentionally displays a social contradiction (Buck-BMorss 265).  Buck-Morss thus
believes ihat by mintit:‘ oni thiz fitherent confradiction as digplayed in jazz, Adorno
coognizes Jave as one of the siics of resistancs,  In other words, if only the listeners
could listen to jazz with a critical attiude, a non-ideatifying atfitude, then they would
recopnize the zocia! contrediction and would have a chance 1o reflect on how to deal with
it

What remains unexpamngd here In Bacl-Morss as well a2 in Adorno iz the familiar
guest.on of whal guarinicss such ;”’ur»:::sszf'r.‘iaiieﬂa of contradiction (o be read or hisisned 1o

as suca” 531-; the roads ,r:s’}is?.fm:jra. wheover they wight be, Without any consideration
for the possible hetoresenely ainong veople who ars consuining these Hicvary or musical

WOrks, or thc dynawics and conditions -sf ; ,as:irtg;’wﬁm*"rgﬂ stening, Adorng’s faith can

paly be buili uoon an essentialisi notion of art, which olairs vhat the contradistions are
T

inhersni and oblsodvely gresen in artistic works, 113 aleo budll vpon aw ceseniialist
N : " i PR SIS TS, e ¢ e pmie T . .
muiion of audience, which wwoais sl of the readere/lisisnsrs ag having the same concerns,

wberests, and purposcs so thal the effect of art upon them would be wniform foo. E'!.‘h

I

ANOINer respoct, wiwn Adovas suhazizes o Ao, negalion, or durf.:-:r =0s, he i3
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thinking orly of how the arfistic creations can maiptain thelr tdentity and resist the
homogenizing tendencies of capitalisn,  As fo the guestion of how the resistance in art
can be translated into the resistance on the human frond, again Adorne has only Fus faith
in a universal, non-instrumentalist ranenality o fall back on.

Such an imphcit essentizlism in Adorno is strengihened by his diagnests of society
under the "wniversal tmposition” of the commodity form (Horkhermer & Adorne 128).

For Adorno, "The culturs incusivy a3 a whole has wolded men as a type unfailingly

reproduced in every product” (127, my underbine). The saturation 1s so thorough thai

"The mighi of indusirial society is lodged 1n men’s minds® (127}, There is simply no
way to avoid the uniformity and identity through wiich the whole world is filtered:
‘culture now mpresses he same slamp on everyihing” (Hm‘kheimczr & Adorno 1209
Consequently, there is only the fooble possibility of pessive resisianice pat up by art.®
While faith in the cogritive function of art leaves Adorno in 2 lind of essentialism
that focuses on the art work as the latter distances itsel[ from shenaied reality, Lukdes,
on {he other hand, is more interesicd in the effcct of that art. Afer al), i tierature is to
be entrusied wilh the cepmiive funciion o manifest the iruth of soctal reality, to give us
tnat serse of an integrated whele again, to resist the co-opting tendencies of z
commodified world, then Lukdcs holds that it must do the job and do it correctly., "I
literature is a particular form by means of which obiective reality i3 reflected, then it
becomes of crucial Importance for it 10 grasp that reauity as 1t iruly is, and not merely to
confine itself 1o reproducing whatever maridests iiself immedistely and on the surface”
{("Reabisy it the Balance™ 33, my underiine).  Lukdcs ¢ willing {0 grant {hatl the
modernist preseniation of the world in Licrary works 15 not unirue to the way things are,
ye! il s to be taken only as the mest immediale, ine wost lmited, the most superficial
aspect of things, On the basis of adherence to e way things "truly” are--the dynamie,
infegrated totality of things--knowing the social wholc becomes g sovt of cognitive and
even moral émpcrativc. By the standard of this unperative, the medernist ideclogy,
though not unirse, 1s judged as highly undesirable: for t1 depicts human cvents as "siatic”;
it emphasizes the “unalterabiity” of historical reality; @ condomns rman to 2 W of
solitariness and denies him any possibiity of meaningful relstionships; it reduces life o
"a sequence of unrelated expericntial fragments®; it resulis in "a condition of apathy,
punctuated by manic fits”; and fnally, it leads to “the destruction of literature itsclf”
it is significant that Lukdcs’ criiicisy of modornist idegiogy may have sicmmed
from his concern over the cognitive function of Leraiure, yoi none of the mgatﬁw labels
he used carried any cognitive meaning. Words such as "false,” "ilusive,"” or "wrong"
were nowhere to be found.  Instead, what we ge1 is 2 siving of ncgative terms thai
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highitght the impossibility of the modernist ideclogy to work in the contemporary context
for the liberation and future development of mankind. This signals that what ultimately
bothered Lukdes was not sc much whether the modernist presentation is correct or not
in refation to the way things "really” are. Such an insulated, purely philosophical
question has significance for him only when it is seen to be the flip side of another
question: what would be the aciual effect of the modernist worldview upon the reader?
In short, in Lukdcs’ conception, the cognitive function of literature is to be conceived not
in terms of the truth status of lterature, but in terms of the practical consequences of
literature. A correct outlock on reality would lead o correct actions on the reader’s part,
which will ther work for the progress of history. Conversely, a wrong ouilock on reality
may lead readers {o fake the wrong action or not take any action at all, which will surely
ninder the progress of histery. |

Such a conflation of cogniticn and praciice was widely practiced by the participants
in the 1930s debate. They believe that an accurate cognition is indispenszble o the cause
of human emarcipation, that a correct understanding of objective reality is necessary to
and sometimes even equals the transformation of that reality {(particularly in the case of
proletarian counsciousness). The cogrative function of literature becomes then a site for
struggle for the 1930s critics exactly because it is teken to be the fountainhead of human
action,

This belief in the inherent and necessary relationship between cognition/knowledge
and action/practice derives from a string of related presuppositions. To begin with, it
presumes the existence of a universal truth/reality which is knowable and communicable,
and which is situated af 2 transcendental vantage point Impervious {o the contaminafion
of particularities and contingencies. At the same fime it presumes a universal power of
reascn shared Dy aii, which will recogrize and acceps that universal truth/reality when the
iatter 18 demcnstrated.  Furthermore, it presumes that, once nid of ideological
mysiification, marn will arways act according 1o the decrees of universal reason, and if he
does, his actions will surely be correct. It is the assumed validity of such a string of
presuppositions that immediaely confers a sense of urgency on the issue of literature in
rejaticn to knowledge.

Unfortunately, the links in the knowledge-aciion model have now fallen into
jeopardy. The conception of an wnproblematic’ and universal truth/reality has been
recognized as at best wishful thinking and at worst ideological mystification. The
advocacy of the universal power of reasen has come fo be seen as merely a rationalization
for the privileged position that a certain kind of (bourgeois) rationality already occupies.”
Waricus racent theories of psychoanalysis and genealogiss of human reason have further
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sensitized this generation o the fragility of rational behavior and the plurality of types of
rezson. within such contexts, the direct connection beiween kaowledge and action is
severely eroded,

The questionable connection between knowledge and aciion is only one less noted
area in which the recepiion of the German debate has run inio problems. More damaging
may be the insistence of Lukdcs, Brecht, and the others on the necessary relationship
berween literature and reality. Yel even there, the debate parficipanis are not so
helplessly dogmatic as is widsly belisved.

The debate participants are often characterized as sharing a common faith in a
reflectionist theory of literature, which in turn is propped up on 2 representationalist
{correspondence) notion of knowledge. I think such a characterization 1z oversimplified,
While the debete participents do seem 1o adhere {0 various versions of a reflectionist
theory of liierature, their subscription to the representationalist netion of truth and
knowledge is constantty cornplicated by a simultancons belief in a world-constructionist
theory of kuowledge that denies the exdstence of 2 given reality to which alt knowledge
is to approximate. In other words] the debate participants’ effort 1o approxtinale the truth
about the world, their urge to "get it right” on the gussiion of knowledge, is often
countered by their equaltly dedicaisd effort to emphasize ths necessary and imporiant roie
of the human (sspecially prolstarian) initiative in "creating” history {umder given
conditions). Still, while they hope to leave room for the participation and practice of a
thinking and acting subject, they can not heln but feel the need to constrain the possible
initiative of that subject by reverting back 1o an oljectivist notion of realily. Lot us take
a closer look gt this ambivalence.

L.ukdcs has often been favited for holding an orthodox reflectionist view of art, and
some of his words do present him as such:

Any apprehension of the external world is nothing more than a

reflection in consciousness of the world that exists independenily of

consciousness. This basic fact of the relationship of consci.-usness

to being also serves, of course, for the artistic reflection of reality.

{®Art and Objective Truth” 23}
The warding here is guite close fo a represenfationalist theory of knowledge. The
metaphor of the mind (consciaasﬁsss) as the mirror raflecting the nnage of the objective
world is vividly transposed unto art. It is such parallel depictions that have earned
Lukdcs the reputation of the great advocate for a reflectionist theory of ast,

Yet, for Lukdes, direct reflections are never all there 13 to cognizing the world, nor
are they so "direct” after all. While these reflections of the external, objective world
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upcn the consciousness of cognizing sudjects make up “ihe foundation, the point of
departure for all knowledge," Lukédcs does not stop there, He goes on io say: "But they
are only the point of departure and not all there i3 to the process of knowing” ("Art and
Objective Trath" 28). The italicization is Lukdcs’ and it demonsirates his insisience that
the issue must not be simplified thus. The dynamics of human perception of realily
cannot be fuliy grasped in a simple imprinting of an image; it needs the continuous
application of a dialectical method which resisis any tendency to privilege one dimension
of the cognizing process over another. As Lukdces writes in the preface 1o the Hungarian
edition of an anthelogy of the aesthetic writings of Marx and Engels, "The essence of the
dialectical method liee in its encompassing the indivisible unity of the absolute and the
relative: ahsolute truth has 145 relative clements (depending on place, time and
cirgumstances); relative truth, on the other hand, so far as it is really trath, so far as it
reflects reality in a faishful approximation, has an gbsolute vahidity” ("Marx and Engels
on Assthetics” 63).

The metaphor of ari a3 a refiecting mirror may invite Lukdes’ readers to infer that
art nassively receives the imprint of reality and faithfully re-presents it. Yet Lukdcs’
constant emphasis on the dynamics and dialectics of cogniticn does not ailow such a
simple and s:atic view of refiection. He nsists that alongside depictions of the existing
richness and subtleties of iife, the artist must inwreduce "a new order of things” which
structures ordinary life experiences into even richer amd stricter forms ("Art and
Objective Truth” 39-40). Such a new order of things is never a simple and direct mirror
reflection of reality s it appears to us, Lukdes insists that if art achieves any illusion
effect at all, it is accomplished with the reader’s realization that the artistic representation
"is not reality bot simply 2 special form of reflecting reahity” (" Art and Objective Truth”
413, Thus, Lukécs Snds the bourgeois epistemaiogy highly inappiopriate exractiy because
it "one-sidedly emphasized one approach to apprehending reality, one mode in the
conscicus reproduction of reality” ("Art and Objective Truth® 27). To counter such
tendencies, Lukdcs quotes Lenin;

The approack of human reason to the individual thing, obtaining an
impression (a concept) of it is no simple, direct, hifeless mirroring
but a complicated, dichotomous, zigzag act which by its very nature
encompasses the poseibility that imagination can soar away from lfe
.. .. (gtd. In "Art and Gbjective Truth" 28}
Here in this passage, Lenin’s fascinating idea of the role of imagination in our cognition
of reality itlusirates a fzith in the constructive role subiects could play in making sense
of the world. And suck a prociamation provides Lukdcs with just the right justification
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to make room for subjectivity in his own discussion of artistic “reflections.”

In Lukdcs’ conception, art always involves the participation of subjectivity. In
fact, art is able o penctrate the crust of reality exacily because of the careful work of the
artist, which is motivated and informed by none other than his own "pariisanship”:

This partisanship of ebjectivity must therefors be found intensified
in the work of art--intensified in clarity and distinciness, for the
subiect matter of a work of art is consciously arranged and ordere
by the artist toward this goal, in the sense of this partisanship, ("Arnt
and Objective Truth” 43, my underline)

In other words, as truthful reflections of reality, art always involves & point of view, a
vantage point from which things are organized tc make sense. Impartial imitation--since
it is lifeless, takes no stand, and provides no call to action--is nothing Tt “false
objectivity.”

Had Lukdcs stopped here with his perspectivism, he would have enjoyed a warmer
recepiion in our day and age. Yet, like the other participants in the debate, Lukdcs still
wants {0 hang on {0 the representationalist goal of "getting 3t right” when it comes to
acquiring knowledge., 350 even a2s he recognizes the mmportant role of the subjective
vantage point, he still wanis (o tie it in with an objeciive entity. Thus Lukdcs iterates:

. this partisanship 15 no! introduced inic the external world
arbitrarily by the individual but is 2 motive force inherent in reality
which is made conscigus through the correct dialectical reflection of
reality and introduced inte practice. {"Art and Objeciive Truth” 40)

What we are witnessing here is Lukdcs’ desperate effort (o reconcile subjectivity and
objectivity. Subjective imagination can have legitimacy in nis theory of knowledge only
when it coincides with "the motive force inherent in reality.” And in tying down the
subjective element n cognition, Lukdcs partially neutralizes the possible dynamics
associated with the power of imagénation. In the final analysis, the demand for
correspondence establishes the limit against which any sublective constructiviem is turned
back.

Such ambivalent attitudes are not uncommon asnong the debate participants.
Walter Benjamin, another participant in the German debate, finds that the mysterious but
comforting sense of wholencss that accompanies iraditional works of art has been so
relentlessly shattered by modern mechanisms of reproduction that the only way to cope
with the numbness and mechanization of modern-day living is ic generate from the new
technology sharper and more concrete pitysical images in which we come face to face
with the way things "really” are {Norris 20; Jameson, Marxigm and Form 75-78). With

an undercurrent of nostalgic sadness for the passing of traditions, Berjamin considers the
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artistic form of film desirable for the modern age because it better represents the reality
uncontaminated by mechanization, the reality that lies beyond the limitations of the
numbed experience in our dulled modern day existence:

. .. for contemporary man the representation of reality by the film
is incomparably more significant than that of the painter, since it
offers, precisely because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality
with mecharnical equipment, an aspect of reality which is free of al
equipment. And that is what one 1s entitled to ask from a work of
art. (Benjamin 234)

Thus when Benjamin compares the revelations provided by the camera and the naked eve,
ne favors the former because it shows "what really goes on” in the actual movements of,
say, a hand reaching for a lighter (237, my underline). The camera can transcend the
limitation of the eye and pierce through the physical crust that veils the real. "Here the
camera iatervenes with the resources of its lowerings and liftings, ifs interruptions and
isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and reductions. The camera
introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses”
(Berjamin 237). In short, the "true reality” that we are unconscicus of can be evoked
only through the penetrating power of the camera. '

In other words, for Benjamin, while technological advances bring on the numbness
that characterizes modern labor, they are somewhat redeemed by the heightened cognition
that they can effect. Because of mechanical reproduction, there is for the first time the
possibility of shaking ioose from the ritualistic confines of auratic art to gain insights into
not only how things really are but also how things could be once we move beyond the
traditional limits. Therein lies the revolutionary potential of film through which Benjamin
tries to transcend the limits of representationalism and venture forward into the unknown
and unexpected. For film hotds out the promise that it "extends our comprehension of
the necessities which rule our Hves"; it also opens up for us "an immense and unexpected
field of action" (Benjamin 236).

Ironically, it is also in such descriptions of the unique and inherently liberating
power of certain art forms that essentialism catches up with the critics. It is as if the
nature of film naturally exposes "the necessities that rule our lives" and creates the
"unexpected field of action” among viewers; the nineteenth century realist novel
automatically enlightens its reader to the totality of reality; the use of the alienation effect
necessarily wakens the audience to the limitations of their daily experiences; or the
modernist or avant-garde artistic creations constitute an aufomatic attack on dominant
capitalistic ideas. As I have mentioned before, such essentialist beliefs claim that,
regardless of the context, there is something inherent in certain artistic styles or creationg
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that will eutomatically and necessarily create a certain set of favorable effects in their
readers/viewers. In such a simple stimulus-response model, littte room is left for the
operaticn of thinking and acting subjects, nor is there roem for the operation of factors
ather than universal human reason. Readers and viewers are simply passive receivers or
a¢ most paszive collaborators in an inevitable process. It is this line of essentialism,
sgmetimes referred to as "formalistic deferminism” or "fechnclogical determinism,” that
is encountering great problems in our anti-determdnist and anti-essentialist atmosphere.

In addiiion to the question of essentialism in the German debate, there is alsc ihe
questien of representationalism, Lukdes’ unrelenting faith in art’s mission {o re-present
the oblectivity of the truth of reality has led many latecomers to rank him as ihe
staunchest modern believer in representationalism. Yet the other so-cailed more open-
minded participaats in the debate are not really that different from and sometimes are
even more rigid than Lukdcs in demarding that artistic representations be checked against
"the way things reaily are.” The urge to "get it right” is all the more blatant in these
participants,

To take a first example, when expressionism was severely criticized by Lukdcs,
Ernst Bloch wrote a strong reply. Yet as much as he disagreed with Lukdcs’ description
of the uitimate truth of reality, Bloch still could net bring himself to part with the basic
notion of representation. Thus against Lukdcs’s indictment of expressionism, Bloch could
only offer this feeble defense:

But what if Lukdcs’s reality--a coherent, infinitely mediated totality--

is not so objective after all? . . . What if authentic reality is also

discontinuity? ("Discussing Expresstonisin” 22)
The "what if" is quite tetling of Bloch’s sense of insecurity. His faith in the expressionist
techniques stands or falls with the verdict on the agreement between the world as
presented by those techaigues and the real nature of authentic reaiity, of which not even
he 1s sure.

As a second example, Brecht has been frequently characterized as anti-reflectionist
because of his insistence or defamiliarizing the habitual through the alienation effect. Vet
the success, or the very possibility, of such defamiliarization procedures hinges upon an
already existing familiarity, shared by the actors and audience alike, with the way things
"really” are, so that all of them can at every moment of the performance procesd {o
check the theatrical representations against that pre-existing knowledge.

. . . the achievement of an A-effect absolutely depends on lightness
and naturainess of performance. Buf when the actor checks the fruth
of his performance {a nccessary operation, which Stanilavsky is
much concerned with in his system) he is net just thrown back on his
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natural sensibilities,” but can always be corrected by a comnparison

with reality {is that how anm angry man really spoaks? is that how an

cffended man sits down?) and so from outside, by other people. He

acts in auch a way that nearly every sentence could be followed by

a verdict of the audience and practically every gesture is submitted

for the public’s approval. (Brecht D5)
In other words, for Brocht the ulltmate decision concerning whether an artistic creation
seiisfaciorily fuifills 1s cogmitive function has to be made through a constant and rigid
verification process that inveives & positivislic companson belweon the world in the
performance and the acival world out there. BSuch a comparison downplays the vole of
any subjective inpul on the acior’ part; his “natural sensibilitics” are simply not cnough.
He needs 1o constantly check his own acting against "the realily” and be subject (o the
same cxarmnation by the andicnce.  Such a strong demand {or {(non-jcorrzspondonce,
though +with an eyc to the dynamizs of changes in reality, is made with the full force of
represeniationalism:

In cach individual case the picture given of life must be compared |

. with the actual hife portrayed . . . If we want a truly popular

literature, alive and fighting, completely gripped by reality and

completely gopping reality, then we must keep pace with reality’s

keadlong developrent. (Brechi 112)

Fortunately, Brecht’s representationalism is ogccasionzally iompered by his concern
for andicnee reaction. (After ell, i i in the iheater that audience feedback iz most divect
and obvious.) Thus Brecht thinks a realistic theater must be "popular,” meamng
"inteiligible 1o the broad masses, taking over their own forms of expression and enriching
them/adopiing and consolidating their standpoint . . " (108). Furthermore, in meeting
the needs and the tastes of the masses, Brecht has gradually beconis awere of developing
complexities In the audience. Inoz letter to Max Gorshik, Bradt '

Ll i AE g

s about the changes
that he sees as faking piece in the fheater:

The sharpening of the cizss struggle has engendeced such conflicis

of Tnlerests in our audience that it 13 no longer in 2 position Lo react

to ari spontancously and unanimously. (160}
Metwithstanding some degree of awareness of the developing hetcrogeneily among
memders of the audicnce, Brecht does not go on to conternplate how such heisrogencity
in the sudience would challenge his own idea of an epic thealer thai is definsd by
alienation zffects unformly construed against the backzround of 2 known and non-
problematic reality. Nor does he reconsider how the verification against reality, which
e demands for theatrical performance, 18 to be conducted with such beterogeneity among
ths audicnce.
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Such a lack of accommodation for the possible diversily among audience {or
readership) is shared by mest of the German debate participants. It reveals their
continued faith in the overriding power of an allegedly universal rationality which
promiscs io cven oul the differences among viewer’s other possible inleresls, concerns,
or emoticens, Such a privileging of the cognitive powers tmiplicitly justifies a privileging
of the artisis, performmers, or crilics, who ave thought to be somchow more perceplive

41

tnan the faceloss masses. Y presumes that the audience or readesship is always passiv

j=n

in the viewing/reading process. Thus, if any resistance 1s be created, 1t is 10 be prepare
by the ariisiic creaiors--through a demonstration of the totality of vealily, through
alicration effecis, or through a negation of the immediacy of things. But it is always the
artists or perforiners or critics who initiate the production of that resistance. Such is the
imaplicit clitism of the 1930z critics. '

Traces of esserlialism and represeniationalism in the German debate have 1o 2
certain extent crippled its relevange for the present generation. The enlanglement of the
parties on the issucs surrouncing trulh and ideclogy have also left shservers hesitant about
the possible use of debale argumenis. Yei, as we examine their writings Jn the light of
the epistemoiogical assumptions which have captured the atleniion of the present

encration, we find that the map is not as neat as we thoughs, that there is plenty of room
for a reconceptualization as well as a re-appraisal of the participanis ae well as the issues
in the German debate.
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Endnotes

1. The interchangeability of literature and art during thig period signaled a conception of
sheir inherent commonality as residing in the creative and imaginative aspecis of human
labor, a conception thal puts emphasis on the unique efforts of the artistic or literary
minds.  Such a corception gradually {aded ocut until 2 new interchangeability was
established berween literature and culture in the sccond half of the 1970s. The new
coupiing emphasizes the totality of all culiural experiences, treating all aspects of human
labor 25 cgually significant and differing only in their varted valorization by the existent
culiural kegemony.

2. The terms in which the (930 critics discussed ihe issucs may be too humarnistic or oo
general for some commmentaiors who have hived through the boom of anti-Hegelian, anti-
humanmistic theorics of deology since the "60s. For exampic, Lukdes’ sceming lack of
aitention io the instiiutional apparatuses that sustain wleclogy has certainly atiracied a fot
of criticism {(Larrain 74; McDorough 41).  Yet, as we are now cntering a different
aistoricz] phase in which Hegelian and kumanistic ideay are coming back in new forms
cquipped with a now vecabulary and making connections with all the fashionable trends
of thought, the 1930s critics have gained both in stature and in circulation {cf. Wexicr).
And i may be beneficial for us to take another look at the German debale,

3. Adornoe aiso declined from secing ideology as aatithetical {o truth/reality. "Truth and
Tdeology do not represent good and bad respectively, Art conlains them both” {Adorno,
Aesthetic Tneory 337). Following Marx, Adorne acknowledges the difference beiween
ideclogy and {truth and somelimes even incorporaies ideclogy into truth: "ldeclogy is
seeially necessary Hiusion, which means that if it is nocessary it must be a shape of truth,
no maiter how distorted" {Aesthenic Theory 331). In fact, Adorno scoms 1o think that
iceology and iruth hecome polar

zeet only when the society falls into the process o
necoming increasingly tolalitarian. Then ideology is assigred to be the function of certain
propagandistic forms of art: "The more openly society moves towards ever greater
toialization, assigning art {aleng with cveryihing else) tis specific fuaciicn, the more
completely 1t polarizes ant inlo ideology and protest.  This polarization is hikely 1o be
deirtmental to art, Absolute protesi bems art i, tnpinging on ifs raison d ‘etre, whercas
shsoluie ideclogy reduces art to a thin, authoritarian copy of reality” (Adorno, Acsthetic
Theory 337},

4, Larrzin has alse noliced that for Lukdcs, "hourgeois class conscicusness is false not
because 1t 15 ideological, dul because the bourgeois clags posiiion is structuraily limited”
(7%, Whaile Larrain does nol explain what these Lmitations are, T am arguing, based on
Lukacs’ discussicn of modernism, that the Lmitziions kave to do with the absence of
connections betwesn knowlcdge and liberation.
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5. It needs to noted here that both the move to deprive literatare or the move 10 empower
literature are embedded in a more general belief in the close relationship between
knowledge and action, or put in different terms, a general concern with the possible
effects of literatre,

6. Lukdcs, on the other hand, provides a description of reification that aveoids this sense
of abscluteness. To be more precise, Lukdcs leaves plenty of room for history’s
contingencies, which may provide the exact crack through which resistance may break
through. Thus, Lukécs 1nsists, life may seem to be firmly held together by impenetrable
natural taws; "yet it can experience a sudden dislocation because the bonds uniting its
various elements and partial systems are a chance affgir even at their most normal”
{History 101, my underline). Instead of paying exclusive attention fo the all-
encompassing rationalization that Adorno sees as devouring the modern world, Lukdcs
woulid like to examine “the relative irrationality of the total process” {(History 102).
Likewise, ke has faith in art because "form is therefore able 10 demolish the "contingent’
relaticn of the parts to the whole and o resolve the merely apparent oppcsition between
chance and wnecessity” (History 136). Such an attention to the contingencies of
dominaticn has become a key issue in the 1980s, especially in the work of neo-
Gramscians such: as Stuart Hall, Erast Laclau, and Chantel Mouffe, Yet, because of the
thickness of historical sedimentation, Lukdcs ts rarely cited as one of the precursors.

7. While both Lukdcs and Adorno have learned from Max Weber's concept of
“rationalization” and are aware of the privileging of instrumental reason in the capitalist
mode of preduction, they still cherish a persistent belief in, respectively, the possibility
of overcoming reification or of negating the cooptation of the culture industry through the
activation of another, non-instrumentalist, yet hkewise universal form of rationality.
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