


























































































































































































































































































































204 Marxism and Literature

specific society and period, and within these the social relations
embodied in particular kinds of writing) and the ‘style’ or
‘forms’ or ‘content’ of his work, now considered not abstractly
but as expressions of these relations. This recognition is power-
less if it is in itself abstract and static. Social relations are not
only received; they are also made and can be transformed. But to
the decisive extent that they are social relations there are certain
real pressures and limits—genuine determinations—within
which the scope of commitment as individual action and ges-
ture must be defined.

Commitment, strictly, is conscious alignment, or conscious
change of alignment. Yet in the material social practice of writ-
ing, as in any other practice, what can be done and attempted is
necessarily subject to existing or discoverable real relations.
Social reality can amend, displace, or deform any merely
intended practice, and within this (at times tragically, at timesin
ways which lead to cynicism or active disgust) ‘commitment’
can function as little more than an ideology. Conscious ‘ideo-
logy' and ‘tendency’, supporting each other, must then often
be seen as symptoms of specific social relationships and failures
of relationship. Thus the most interesting Marxist position,
because of its emphasis on practice, is that which defines the
pressing and limiting conditions within which, at any time,
specific kinds of writing can be done, and which correspond-
ingly emphasizes the necessary relations involved in writing of
otherkinds. The Chinese ideas of integration with the people, or
of moving beyond the exclusiveness of the specialist writer, are
mere slogans unless the transformed social practice on which
such ideas must depend is genuinely active. They are not, that is
to say, in their most serious forms, simple and abstract ideologi-
cal positions. In any specificsociety, in a specific phase, writers
can discover in their writing the realities of their social relations,
and in this sense their alignment. If they determine to change
these, the reality of the whole social process is at once in ques-
tion, and the writer within a revolution is necessarily in a differ-
ent position from the writer under fascism or inside capitalism,
or in exile.

This does not or need not mean that a writer postpones or
abandons his writing until some desired change has happened.
Nor should it mean that he becomes resigned to the situation as
he finds it. Yet all practice is still specific, and in the most
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serious and genuinely committed writing, in which the writer's
whole being, and thus, necessarily, his real social existence, is
inevitably being drawn upon, atevery level from the most man-
ifest to the most intangible, it is literally inconceivable that
practice can be separated from situation. Since all situations are
dynamic, such practice is always active and is capable of radical
development. Yet as we have seen, real social relations are
deeply embedded within the practice of writing itself, as well as
in the relations within which writing is read. To write in differ-
ent ways is to live in different ways. It is also to be read in
different ways, in different relations, and often by different
people. This area of possibility, and thence of choice, is specific,
not abstract, and commitment in its only important sense is
specific in just these terms. It is specific within a writer's actual
and possible social relations as one kind of producer. It is
specific also in the most concrete forms of these same actual and
possible relations, in actual and possible notations, conven-
tions, forms and language. Thus to recognize alignment is to
learn, if we choose, the hard and total specificities of commit-
ment.



10. Creative Practice

At the very centre of Marxism is an extraordinary emphasis on
human creativity and self-creation. Extraordinary because most
of the systems with which it contends stress the derivation of
most human activity from an external cause: from God, from an
abstracted Nature or human nature, from permanent instinctual
systems, or from an animal inheritance. The notion of self-
creation, extended to civil society and to language by pre-
Marxist thinkers, was radically extended by Marxism to the
basic work processes and thence to a deeply (creatively) altered
physical world and a self-created humanity.

The notion of creativity, decisively extended to art and
thought by Renaissance thinkers, should then, indeed, have a
specific affinity with Marxism. In fact, throughout the develop-
ment of Marxism, this has been a radically difficult area, which
we have been trying to clarify. It is not only that some important
variants of Marxism have moved in opposite directions, reduc-
ing creative practice to representation, reflection, or ideology. It
is also that Marxism in general has continued to share, in an
abstract way, an undifferentiated and in that form metaphysical
celebration of creativity, even alongside these practical reduc-
tions. It has thus never finally succeeded in making creativity
specific, in the full social and historical material process.

The loose use of ‘creative’ to describe any and every kind of
practice within the artificial grouping (and mutual self-
definition) of ‘the arts’ and ‘aesthetic intentions’ masks these
difficulties, for others as well as for Marxists. It is clear that the
radical differences and differentials of these highly variable
specific practices and intentions have to be described and dis-
tinguished if the terms are to acquire any real content. Most of
even the best discussions of ‘Art’ and ‘the Aesthetic’ rely to an
extraordinary extent on predicated selection, yielding conve-
niently selective answers. We have to refuse the short cut so
often proposed, by which the ‘truly creative’ is distinguished
from other kinds and examples of practice by a (traditional)
appeal to its ‘timeless permanence’ or, on the other hand, by its
affiliation, conscious or demonstrable, with ‘the progressive
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development of humanity’ or ‘the rich future of man’. Any such
proposition might eventually be verified. But to know, substan-
tially, even a little of what such phrases point to, in the extra-
ordinary intricacies and variations of real human self-creation,
is to see the phrases themselves, in their ordinary contexts, as
abstract gestures, even where they are not, as they have so often
been, mere rhetorical cover for some demonstrably local and
temporary value or injunction. If the whole vast process of
creation and self-creation is what it is said, abstractly, to be, it
has to be known and felt, from the beginning, in less abstractand
arbitrary and in more concerned, more regarding, more specific,
and more practically convincing ways.

To be ‘creative’, to ‘create’, means many quite evidently dif-

ferent things. We can consider one central example, where a
writer is said to ‘create’ characters in a play or a novel. At the
simplest level this is obviously a kind of production. Through
specific notations, and using specific conventions, a ‘person’ of
this special kind is made to ‘exist'—a person whom wemaythen
feel we know as well as, or better than, living persons of our
acquaintance. In a simple sense something has then been
created: in fact the means of notation to know a ‘person’ through
words. All the real complexities then at once follow. The person
may have been ‘copied’ from life, in as full and accurate a verbal
‘transcription’ as possible of a living or once living person. The
‘creation’ is then the finding of verbal ‘equivalence’ to what was
(and in some cases could still alternatively be) direct experience.
It is far from clear, however, that this ‘creative’ practice, taken
only so far, differs in any significant way, except perhaps in its
limitations, from meeting and knowing someone. The point is
often made that this ‘creative’ practice enables ustogetto know
interesting people whom we could not otherwise have met, or
more interesting people than we could ever hope to meet. But
then this, though in many circumstances important, is a kind of
social extension, privileged accessibility, rather than ‘creation’.
Indeed, ‘creation’ of this kind seems to be no more than the
creation of (real or apparent) opportunities.

Itis interesting to see how far this point might extend beyond
the simple and in fact relatively rare cases of a person ‘copied
from life’. Most such ‘transcriptions’ are necessarily simplifica-
tions, by the sheer fact of selection if by nothing else (the most
uneventful life would take a library of books to transcribe). More
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common cases are ‘copying’ certain aspects of a person: physical
appearance, social situation, significant experiences and events,
ways of talking and behaving. These are then projected into
imagined situations, following an element of the known person.
Or aspects of one person may be combined with aspects of one or
more others, into a new ‘character’. Aspects of a person may be
separated and counterposed, rendering an internal relationship
or conflict as a relation or conflict between two or more persons
(the known person, in such a case, may well be the writer). Are
these processes ‘creative’, beyond the simple sense of verbal
production?

Not by definition, it would seem. It is only as the processes of
combination, separation, projection (and even transcription)
become processes beyond the bare production of characters that
their description as ‘creative’ becomes plausible. There is the
case, so often recorded, of a writer beginning with some known
or observed person, whom he works to reproduce, only to find,
at a certain stage of the process, that something else is happen-
ing:something usually described as the character ‘finding a will
(a life) of his own’. What is then in fact happening? Is it taking
the full weight, perceived as an ‘external’ substance, of any
human understanding, even in the simplest sense of recording
another life? Is it coming to know the full weight of imagined or
projected relations? It seems to be a highly variable active pro-
cess. It is often interpreted, while it lasts, not as ‘creating’ but as
contact, often humble, with some other (‘external’) source of
knowledge. This is often mystically described. [ would myself
describe it as a consequence of the inherent materiality (and
thence objectified sociality) of language.

Itcannot be assumed that, even allowing for the complexities,
the normal ‘creative’ process is the movement away from
‘known’ persons. On the contrary, it is at least as common for a
character to be ‘created’ from other (literary) characters, or from
known social types. Even where there are other real starting-
points, this is usually what happens, eventually, in the great
majority of plays and novels. And then in what sense are these
processes ‘creation’? In fact all these modes have an essential
similarity, since the ‘creation’ of characters depends on the
literary conventions of characterization. But there are evident

differences of degree. In most drama and fiction the characters
are already pre-formed, as functions of certain kinds of situation
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and action. ‘Creation’ of characters is then in effect a kind of
tagging: name, sex, occupation, physical type. In many impor-
tant plays and novels, within certain class modes, the tagging is
still evident, at least for ‘minor’ characters, according to social
conventions of distribution of significance (the ‘characteriza-
tion® of servants, for example). Even in more substantial charac-
terization, the process is often the activation of a known model.
But then it must not be supposed that individuation is the sole
intention of characterization (though tension or fracture be-
tween that retained intention and the selective use of models is
significant). Over a wide range of intentions, the real literary
process is active reproduction. This is especially clear within
dominant hegemonic modes, and in residual modes. The ‘per-
sons’ are ‘created’ to show that people are ‘like this’ and their
relations ‘like this’. The method can range from crude reproduc-
tion of an (ideological) model to intent embodiment of a con-
vinced model. Neither is ‘creation’ in the popular sense, but the
range of real processes, from illustration and different levels of
typification to what is in effect performance of a model, is
significant.

The detailed and substantial performance of a known model
of ‘people like this, relations like this’, is in fact the real
achievement of most serious novels and plays. Yet there is
evidently also a mode beyond reproductive performance. There
can be new articulations, new formations of ‘character’ and
‘relationship’, and these are normally marked by the introduc-
tion of different essential notations and conventions, extending
beyond these specific elements to a total composition. Many of
these new articulations and formations become, in their turn,
models. But while they are being formed they are creative in the
emergent sense, as distinct from the senses of ‘creative’ which
are ordinarily appropriated for the range from reproduction to
performance.

The creative in this emergent sense is comparatively rare. It is
necessarily involved with changes in social formation, but two
qualifications are necessary. First, that these are not necessarily,
and certain not only directly, changes in institutions. The social
area excluded by certain practical hegemonies is often one of
theirsources. Secondly, that the emergent is not necesssarily the
‘progressive’. For example, the character as inert object, reduced
to a set of failing physical functions, as in late Beckett, can be
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construed as ‘alienated’ and linked to a social—in fact deliber-
ately excluded—model. Yet the typification is not only articula-
tive but communicative. In imitation especially the new type is
offered to convince, and incorporation begins.

Literary production, then, is ‘creative’, not in the ideological
sense of ‘new vision', which takes a small part for the whole, but
in the material social sense of a specific practice of self-making,
particular function of a social theory to understand the range of
processes within this general practice. We have to make clear
specific distinctions between their many examples, over and
. above the alternative specialized descriptions which limit, con-
trol, and would often exclude these decisive distinctions. In the
vital area of contemporary social practice there can be no
reserved areas. Nor is it only amatter of analysis and description
of alignment. It is a matter of recognizing the issues as parts of a
whole social process which, as it is lived, is not only process but
is an active history, made up of the realities of formation and of
struggle.

The sharpest realization of this active history, a realization
which brings with it at once the inevitabilities and the neces-
sities of social and political action, must include realization of
the variable realities of this practice, which are so often put
under pressure or, from deformed or false theory. relegated to
the secondary or the marginal, displaced as the superstructural,
distrusted as apparently independent production, even control-
led or silenced by injunctions. To see the full social dimension
of this kind of production is to take it more seriously, and more
seriously as itself, than has been possible in more specialized
political or aesthetic perspectives. Every mode in its range, from
reproduction and illustration through embodiment and perfor-
mance to new articulation and formation, is a crucial element of
practical consciousness. Its specific means, so powerfully
developed and practised, are wholly indispensable: the capacity
to reproduce and to illustrate, at what seems the lower end of the
range; the capacity to embody and perform, a profound activa-
tion of what may be known but in these ways is radically known,
in detail and in substance; and then the rare capacity to articu-
late and to form, to make latencies actual and momentary
insights permanent. What we generalize as art is often, within a
social theory, recognized and honoured from its original collec-
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tive functions. It needs even more real respect—a respect of
principle—in all its subsequently more varied functions, in
complex societies and in the still more complex societies which
real socialism envisages.

For creativity relates, finally, to much more than itslocal and
variable means. Inseparable as it always is from the material
social process, it ranges over very different forms and intentions
which, in partial theories, are separated and specialized. It is
inherent in the relatively simple and direct practice of everyday
communication, since the signifying process itself is always, by
its nature, active: at once the ground of all that is social and the
renewed and renewable practice of experienced and changing
situations and relationships. It is inherent in what is often dis-
tinguished from it as self-composition, social composition,
often dismissed as ideology, for these also are always active
processes, dependent on specific immediate and renewable
forms. It is inherent most evidently, but not exclusively, in new
articulations and especially in those which, given material
durability, reach beyond their time and occasion.

Writing is so central a material social art that it has of course
been used, and continues to be used, in all these forms and
intentions. What we find is a true continuum, corresponding to
the at once ordinary and extraordinary process of human
creativity and self-creation in all its modes and means. And we
have then to reach beyond the specialized theories and proce-
dures which divide the continuum. Writing is always com-
munication but it cannot always be reduced to simple com-
munication: the passing of messages between known persons.
Writing is always in some sense self-composition and social

composition, butitcannotalways be reduced toits precipitatein
personality or ideology, and even where it is so reduced it has
stillto be seen as active. Bourgeoisliterature isindeed bourgeois
literature, but it is not a block or type; it is an immense and
varied practical consciousness, at every level from crude repro-
duction to permanently important articulation and formation.
Similarly the practical consciousness, in such forms, of an alter-
native society can never be reduced to a general block of the
same dismissive or celebratory kind. Writing is often a new
articulation and in effect a new formation, extending beyond its
own modes. But to separate this as art, which in practice
includes, always partly and sometimes wholly, elements
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elsewhere in the continuum, is to lose contact with the sub-
stantive creative process and then to idealize it; to put itabove or
below the social, when it is in fact the social in one of its most
distinctive, durable, and total forms.

Creative practice is thus of many kinds. It is already, and
actively, our practical consciousness. When it becomes strug-
gle—the active struggle for new consciousness through new
relationships that is the ineradicable emphasis of the Marxist
sense of self-creation—it can take many forms. It can be the long
and difficult remaking of an inherited (determined) practical
consciousness: a process often described as development butin
practice a struggle at the roots of the mind—not casting off an
ideology, or learning phrases about it, but confronting a
hegemony in the fibres of the self and in the hard practical
substance of effective and continuing relationships. It can be
more evident practice: the reproduction and illustration of
hitherto excluded and subordinated models; the embodiment
and performance of known but excluded and subordinated
experiences and relationships; the articulation and formation of
latent, momentary, and newly possible consciousness.

Within real pressures and limits, such practice is always dif-
ficult and often uneven. It is the special function of theory, in
exploring and defining the nature and the variation of practice,
to develop a general consciousness within what is repeatedly
experienced as a special and often relatively isolated conscious-
ness. For creativity and social self-creation are both known and
unknown events, and it is still from grasping the known that the
unknown—the next step, the next work—is conceived.
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