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Commitment

i

Since Sartre's essay What 1y Lirerature? there has been iess theoretical
debate about committed and autonumous literarure. Nevertheless, the
Ccontroversy aver commitment remains urgent, so far as anything that
rerely concerns the life of the mind can be today, as upposed (o sheer
human survival. Sartre was moved to issue his manifesto because he
saw - and he was certainly not the first to do so - works of art displaved
side by side in a pantheon of optional edification, decaying into cultural
commodinics. 1n such coexistence, they desecrate each other. Ifa work,
without its author necessarily intending it, aims at a supreme effect, it
cannot really tolerate a neighbour beside it. This salutary intolerance
holds not only for individual works, but also for aesthetic genres or
attitudes such as those once symbolized in the now half-forgotten
controversy over commitment.

There are two ‘positions on objectivity’ which are constantly at war
with one another, even when intellecrual life falsely presents them as at
peace. A work of art that is committed strips the magic from a work of
art that is content to be a fetish, an idle pastime for those who would
like to sleep through the deluge that threatens them, in an apoliticism
that is in fact deeply political. For the committed, such works are 2
distraction from the battle of real interests, in which no one is any longer
exempt trom the conflict between the 1wo great blocs. The possibility
of intellectual life itself depends on this conflict to such an cxtent that
only blind illusion can insist on rights that may be shattered tomorrow.
For autonomous works of art, however, such considerations, and the
conception of art which underlies them, arc themselves the spiritual
catastrophe of which the committed keep warning. Once the life of the
mind renounces the duty and liberty of its own pure objectification, it has
abdicated. Thereafter, works of art merety assimilate themselves to the
brute existence against which they protest, in forms so ephemeral (the
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very charge made against autonomous works by committed writers) that
from their first day they belong to the seminars in which they inevitably
end. The menacing thrust of the antithesis is a reminder of how pre-
carious the position of art is today. Each of the two alternatives negates
itself with the other. Committed art, necessarily detached s art from
reality, cancels the distance between the two. ‘Art for art’s sake’ denies
by its absolute claims that ineradicable connection with reality which is
the polemical « priori of the attempt to make art autonomous from the
real. Between these two poles the tension in which art has lived in every
age till now is dissolved.

Contemporary literature itself suggests doubts as to the omnipotence
of these alternatives. For it is not yet so completely subjugated to the
course of the world as to constitute rival fronts. The Sartrean goats and
the Valéryan sheep will not be separated. Even if politically motivated,
commitment in itself remains politically polyvalent so long as it 1s not
reduced to propaganda, whose pliancy mocks any commitment by the
subject. On the other hand, its opposite, known in Russian catechisms
as formalism, is not decried only by Soviet officials or libertarian exis-
tentialists; even ‘vanguard’ critics themselves frequently accuse so-
called abstract texts of a lack of provocation and social aggressivity.
Conversely, Sartre cannot praise Picasso’s Guernica too highly; yet he
could hardly be convicted of formalist sympathies in music or painting.
He restricts his notion of commitment to literature because of its con-
ceptual character: ‘The writer deals with meanings”.! Of course, but not
only with them. If no word which enters a literary work ever wholly
frees itself from its meaning in ordinary speech, so no literary work,
not even the traditional novel, leaves these meanings unaltered, as they
were outside it. Even an ordinary ‘was’, in a report of something that
was not, acquires a new formal quality from the fact that it was not sa.
The same process oceurs in the higher levels of meaning of a work, all
the way up to what once used to be called its ‘Idea’. The special position
that Sartre accords to literature must also be suspect to anyone who does
not unconditionally subsume diverse aesthetic genres under a superior
universal concept. The rudiments of external meanings are the irre-
ducibly non-artistic elements in art, Its formal principle lies not in them,
but in the dialectic of both moments - which accomplishes the trans-
formation of meanings within it. The distinction between artist and

1 Jean-Paut Sartre, What is Literature?, London 1967, p. 4.
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Littérateur is shallow: but it is true that the object of any aesthetic phik
sophy, even as understood by Sartre, is not the publicistic aspect of ar
Still less is it the ‘message’ of a work. The latter oscillates unhappil
between the subjective intentions of the artist and the demands of a
objectively explicit metaphysical meaning. In our context, this meanin
generally turns out to be an uncommonty practicable Being.

The social function of talk about commitment has meanwhile becom
somewhat confused. Cultural conservatives who demand that a work ¢
art should say something, join forces with their political opponents again:
atelic, hermetic works of art. Eulogists of ‘relevance’ are mor¢ likely 1
find Sartre’s Huis Clos profound, than to listen patiently to a text who
language challenges signification and by its very distance from meanir
revolts in advance against positivist subordination of meaning. For th
atheist Sartre, on the other hand, the conceptual import of art is tt
premiss of commitment. Yet works banned in the East are sometim:
demagogically denounced by local guardians of the authentic messay
because they apparently say what they in fact do not say. The Naz
were already using the term ‘cultural bolshevism' under the Weim
Republic, and hatred of what it refers to has survived the epoch of Hitle
when it was institutionalized. Today it has flared up again, just as
did forty years ago at works of the same kind, including some who
origins go a long way back and are unmistakeably part of an establish
tradition.

Newspapers and magazines of the radical Right constantly stir 1
indignation against what is unnatural, over-intellectual, morbid a
decadent; they know their readers. The insights of social psychelo
into the authoritarian personality confirm them. The basic features
this type include conformism, respect for a petrified fagade of opini
and society, and resistance to impulses that disturb its order or tvo
inner elements of the unconscious that cannet be admitted. "This hosti
to anything alien or alienating can accommodate itself much more eas
to literary realism of any provenance, even if it proclaims itself criti
or socialist, than to works which swear allegiance to no potitical sloga:
but whose mere guis¢ is enough to disrupt the whole system of rig
coordinates that governs authoritarian personalities — to which the fat
cling all the more fiercely, the less capable they are of spontanex
appreciation of anything not officially approved. Campaigns to prev:
the staging of Brecht’s plays in Western Germany belong to a relativ
superficial layer of political consciousness. They were not even pal
cularly vigorous, or they would have taken much crasser forms af
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13 August.” By contrast, when the social contract with reality is aban-
doned, and literary works no longer speak as though they were reporting
fact, hairs start to bristle. Not the least of the weaknesses of the debate
on commitment is that it ignores the effect produced by works whose
own formal laws pay na heed to coherent effects. So long as it fails to
understand what the shock of the unintelligible can communicate, the
whole dispute resembles shadow-boxing. Confusions in discussion of
the problem do not indeed alter it, but they do make it necessary to
rethink the alternative solutions proposed for it

I aesthetic theory, ‘commitment’ should be distinguished from *ten-
dency’. Committed art in the proper sensc is not intended to generate
ameliorative measures, legislative acts or practical institutions - like
carlier ‘propagandist plays against syphilis, duels, abortion laws or
borstals - but te work at the level of fundamental attitudes. For Sartre
its task is to awaken the free choice of the agent which makes authentic
existence possible ar all, as opposed to the pentrality of the spectator,
But what gives commitment irs aesthetic advantage over tendentivus-
ness also renders the content to which the artist commirs himself in-
herently ambiguous. In Sartre the notion of choice — originally a Kierke-
gaardian category - is heir to the Christian doctrine ‘He who is not with
me is against me’, but now voided of any concrete theological content,
What remains is merely the abstract authority of a choice enjoined, with
no regard for the fact that the very possibility of choosing depends on
what can be chosen. The archetypal situation always cited by Sartre to
demonstrate the irrectucibility of freedom merely underlines this. Within
a predetermined reality, freedom becomes an cmpty claim: Herbert
Marcuse has exposed the absurdity of the philosophical theorern that
it is always possible inwardly either to accept or to reject martyrdom.’
Yet this is precisely what Sartre’s dramatic situations are designed to
demonstrate. But ‘his plays are nevertheless bad models of his own
cxistentialism, because they display in their respect for truth the whole
administered universe which his phitosophy ignores: the lesson we learn
from them is one of unfreedom. Sarire’s theatre of ideas sabotages the
aims of his categories. This is not a specific shortcoming of his plays.
It is not the office of art to spotlight alternatives, but to resist by its form
alone the course of the world, which permanently puts a pisto] to men’s
heads. In fact, a5 soon as committed works of art do instigate decisions at

* Reference to the establishment of the Berlin Wall in 1961,
* Reference to Marcuse’s essay ‘Sartre's Existentialism’, included in Studies in Critical
Philosophy, NLB, London 1972, pp. 157-90,
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their own level, the decisions themselves become interchangeab
Because of this ambiguity, Sartre has with great candour confessed tt
he expects no real changes in the world from literature - 3 scepticis
which reflects the historical mutations both of society and of the pr
tical function of literature since the days of Voltaire. The principle
commitment thus slides towards the proclivities of the author, in keept:
with the extreme subjectivism of Sartre’s philosophy, which for all
materialist undertones, still echoes German speculative idealism.

his literary theory the work of art becomes an appeal to subjects, becau
it is itself nothing other than a declaration by a subject of his own choi
or failure to choose.

Sartre will not allow that every work of art, at its very inception, co
fronts the writer, however frec he may be, with objective demands
composition. His intention becomes simply one element amaong the
Sartre’s question, ‘Why write?, and his solution of it in a ‘deep
choice’, are invalid becanse the author's motivations are irrelevant
the finished work, the literary product. Sartre himself is not so far fro
this view when he notes that the stature of works increases, the le
they remain attached to the empirical person who created them, as Heg
saw long ago. When he calls the literary work, in Durkheim’s fanguag
a social fact, he again involuntarily recalls its inherently collecti
objectivity, impenetrable to the mere subjective intentions of the authe
Sartre therefore does not want to situate commitment at the level of tl
mtention of the writer, but at that of his humanity itself.* This dete
mination, however, is so generic that commitment ceases to be distin
from any other form of human action or attitude. The point, says Sartr
is that the writer commits himself in the present, ‘dans fe présent’; b
since he in any case canmot escape it, his commitment to it cannot indica
a programme. The actual obiigation s writer undertakes is much mo
precise: it is not one of choice, but of substance. Although Sartre tal
of the dialectic, his subjectivism so Little registers the particutar oth
for which the subject must first divest itself to become a subject, th
he suspects every literary objectification of petrifaction. However, sin
the pure immediacy and spontaneity which he hopes to save encount
no resistance in his work by which they could define themselves, th:
undergo a second reification. In order to develop his drama and nov
beyond sheer declaration — whose recurrent model is the scream of tl
tortured ~ Sartre has to seek recourse in a flat objectivity, subtract

* Because he is a man’; Situgtions 1L, Paris 1948, p. 5L
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from any dialectic of form and ¢xpression, which is simply a commu-
nication of his pwn phitosophy. The content of hisart becomes philosephy,
as with no other writer except Schiller,

But however sublime, thoughis can never be much mere than one of
the materials for art, Sartre’s plays are vehicles for the author’s ideas,
which have been left behind in the race of aestheric forms, They operate
with traditional plots, exalted by an unshaken faith in meanings which
can be transferred from art to reality. Bur the theses they illustrate, or
where possible state, misuse the emotions which Sartre’s own drama
aims to express, by making them examples, They thereby disavow them-
selves. When one ol his most famous plays ends with the dictum *Hell
is other people’, it sounds like a quotation from Being and Nathingness,
and it might just as well have been *Hell is oursclves’. The combination
of solid plot, and equally solid, extractable idea won Sartre great success
and made him, without doubt against his honest will, acceptable 10
the culture industry. The high level of abstraction of such thesis-art led
him into the mistake of letting some of his best works, the film Les Jeus
sont Faus or the play Les Mains Sales, be performed as political events,
and not just 1o an audience of victims in the dark. In much the same way,
a current ideology - which Sartre detests - confuses the actions and
sufierings of paper leaders with the sbjective movement of history.
Interwoven in the veil of personalization is the idea that human beings
are in control and decide, not aneny mous machinery, and that there is life
on the commanding heights of society: Beckett's moribund grotesques
suggest the truth about that. Sartre’s vision prevents him from recog-
nizing the hell he revolis against. Many ol his phrases could be parroted
by his mortal enemies, The idea that decision as such is what counts
woukl even cover the Nazi slogan that ‘only sacrifice makes us free’,
In Fascist [taly, Gentile's absolute dynamism made similar pronounce-
ments in philosophy. The flaw in Sartre™s conception of commitment
strikes at the very cause 1o which he commits himself,

Brecht, in some of his plays, such as the dramatization of Gorky's
The Mother or The Measures Taken, bluntly glorifies the Party, Bur at
times, at least avcording ro his theoretical writings, he too wanted to
educate spectators to 3 new attitude that would be distanced, thoughtful,
experimental, the reverse of illusory empathy and identification. In
tendency to abstraction, his plays after Saint foan trump those of Sartre,
The difference is that Brecht, more consistent than Sartre and & geeater
artist, made this abstraction inwe the formal principle of his art, as a
didactic poetics that eliminates the traditional concept of dramatic

2
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character altogether. He realized that the sutface of social life, the sphere
of consumption, which includes the psychologically motivated actions
of individuals, conceals the essence of society ~ which, as the law of
exchange, is itself abstract. Brecht rejected aestheric individuation as an
ideology. He therclore sought to translate the true hideousness of society
into theatrical appearance, by dragging it straight out of its camouflage.
The people on his stage shrink before our eyes into the agents of social
processes and functions, which indircctly and unknowingly they are in
empirical reality. Brecht no longer postutates, like Sartre, an idemity
between living individuals and the essence of society, let alone any
absolute sovereignty of the subject. Nevertheless, the process of aesthetic
reduction that he pursues for the sake of political truth, in fact gets in its
way. For this truth inveolves innumerable mediations, which Brecht
disdains, What isartistically legitimare as alicnating infantilism - Brecht's
first plays came from the same milieu as Dada - becomes mercly infantile
when it starts to claim theoretical or social validity. Brecht wanted 1o
reveal in images the inner nature of capitalism. In this sense his aim was
indeced what he disguised it as against Stalinist terror - realistic. He would
have refused to deprive social essence of meaning by taking it as it
appeared, imagelessand blind, in a single crippled life. But this burdened
him with the obligation of ensuring that what he intended to make
unequivocally clear was theoretically correct. His art, however, refused
to accept this gud pre gue: it both presents itself as didactic, and claims
aesthetic dispensation from responsibility for the accuracy of what it
teaches.

Criticism of Brecht cannot overlook the fact that he did not - for
objective reasons beyond the power of his own creations - fulfil the norm
he set himself as i’ it were a means to saivation, Safn Joan was the central
work of his dialectical vheatre. {The Good Woman of Szechuan is a varia-
tion of it in reverse: where Joan assists evil by the immediacy of her
goodness, Shen Te, who wills the good, must become evil), The play is
set in 2 Chicago half-way between the Wild West fables of Makagonny
and economic facts. But the more preoccupied Brecht becomes with
information, and the less he looks for images, the more he misses the
essence of capitalism which the parable is supposed to present. Mere
episodes in the sphere of circuiation, in which competitors maul each
other, are recounted instead of the appropriation of surplus-value in the
sphere of preduction, compared with which the brawls of cattie dealers
over their shares of the booty are epiphenomena incapable of provoking
any great crisis. Moreaver, the economic transactions presented as the
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machinations of rapacious traders are not merely puerile, which is how
Brecht seems to have meant them; they are also unintelligible by the
criteriz of even the most primitive economic logic, The obverse of the
latter is a political naiveté which could only make Brecht’s opponents
grin at the thought of such an ingenuous enemy, They could be ay
comfortable with Brecht as they are with the dying Jean in the impres-
sive final scene of the play. Even with the broadest-minded allowance
for poctic licence, the idea that a strike leadership backed by the Party
could entrust a crucial task to a non~member is as inconceivable as the
subsequent idea that the failure of that individual could ruin the whole
strike.

Brecht’s comedy of the resistible rise of the great dictator Artyre Ul
exposes the subjective nullity and pretence of a fascist leader in a harsh
and accurate light. However, the deconstruction of leaders, as with all
mdividuals in Brecht, is extended into a recomstruction of the social
and economic nexus in which the dictator acts, Instead of a CONSPIracy
of the wealthy and powerful, we are given a trivial gangster organiza-
tion, the cabbage trust. The true horror of fascism is conjured away; it
ts no longer a slow end-product of the concentration of social power, but
mere hazard, like an accident or a crime. This conclusion is dictated
by the exigencies of agitation: adversaries must be diminished. The
consequence is bad politics, in literature as in practice before 1933,
Against every dialectic, the ridicule to which Ui is consigned renders
innoctous the fascisn that was accurately predicted by Jack London
decades before. The anti-ideological artist thus prepared the degrada-
tion of his own ideas into ideology. Tacit acceptance of the claim that
one haif of the world no longer contains antagonisms is supplemented
by jests at everything thai belies the official theadicy of the other half:
It is not that respect for historical scale forbids laughter at house-
painters, aithough the use of that term against Hitler was itself a painful
exploitation of bourgeois class-consciousness. The group which en-
gineered the seizure of power in Germany was also certainly a gang.
But the problem is that such elective affinities are not extra-territorial ;
they are rooted within society itself. Thar is why the buffoonery of
fascism, evoked by Chaplin.as well, was at the same time also its ultimate
horror, If this is suppressed, and a few sorey exploiters of greengrocers
are mocked, where key positions of economic power are actually at issue,
the attack misfires. The Great Dictator loses all satirical force and bes
comes obscene when a Jewish girl can hit a line of Storm-troopers on.
the head with a pan without being torn 1o pieces. For the sake of political
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commitment, political reality is trivialized: which then: reduces the
pelitical effect. :

Sartre's frank doubt whether Guernica ‘won a single supporter for the
Spanish tause’ certainly also applies to Brecht’s didactic drama. Scarcely
anyone needs to be taught the fabuls docet to be extracted from it — that
there is injustice in the world; while the moral itself shows few traces of
the dialectical theory to which Brecht gave cursory allegiance. The
trappings of epic drama recall the American phrase ‘preaching 10 the
converted’, The primacy of lesson over pure form, which Brecht intended
to achieve, became a formal device itself. The suspension of form
turns back against its own character as appearance. Its self-criticism in
drama was related to the doctrine of objectivity [Sachlichkett} in the
applied visual arts. The correction of form by external conditions, with
the elimination of ornament in the service of function, only increases its
autonomy. The substance of Brecht’s artistic work was. the didactic
play as an artistic principle. His method, to make immediately apparent
events into phenomena alien to the spectator, was also a medium of
formal construction rather than a contribution to practical efficacy. It
is true that Brecht never spoke as sceptically as Sartre about the social
effects of art. But, as an astute and experienced man of the world, he
can scarcely have been wholly convinced of them. He once calmly wrote
that, to be honest, the theatre was more important to him than any
changes in the world it might promote. Yet the artistic principle of
simplification not only purged politics of the illusory distinctions pro-
jected by subjective reflection into social objectivity, as Brecht intended,
but it also falsified the very objectivity which didactic drama laboured
to distil. If we take Brecht at his word and make politics the criterion by
which to judge his commitred theatre, then politics proves his theatre
untrue. Hegel’s Logic taught that essence must appear. If this is so, a
representation of essence which ignores its relation to appearance must
be as intrinsically false as the substitution of a lumpen-proletariat for
the men behind fascism. The only ground on which Brecht’s zechnique
of reduction would be legitimate is that of ‘art for art’s sake’, which his
kind of commitment condemns as it does Lucullus.® . ST

Contemporary literary Germany is anxious to distinguish Brecht the
artist from Brecht the politician, The major writer must. be saved -for
the West, if possible placed on a pedestal as an All-German poet, and so
neutratized au-dessus de fu mélée. There is trush in this to the extent that

* Reference to Brecht™s last play on the Roman general Luculius,
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