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complicated this position by an artificial distinction ,between 
poetry a nd prose, reserv ing the inevitabi!ity of to 
the 'meanings' of the prose-writer and seeing meanmg and 
lion in the poem as transformed into 'things'. beyond thiS 
dimension. Adorno's critique of this position is convincing. The 
artificia l separation of prose reduces writing. beyond the 
reserved area of poetry, to a conceptual status, leaves all 
questions of commitment in writing unanswered. (It IS of course 
an aspect of Satire's commitment to freedom that they are left 
unanswered). Moreover, within this general definition, as 
Adorno further argued, "commitment .. . remains politically 
polyvalent so long as it is not reduced to 

These are the flexible formulations and quahflca ttons of one 
style of Marxist thought, relatively close, in spirit, to ",:hat Marx 
and Engels incidentally indicated. The harder Questions. and 
with them the harder formulations, arose in direct relation to 
open revolutionary practice: in the Russianrevolution and 
in the Chinese revolution. Both Lenin and Trotsky saw wflters, 
with other artists, as necessarily free to work in their own ways: 
"to crea te freely accord ing to h is ideals, independent of any­
thing" (Len in,ColJected Works (1960), iv, 2. 114); "to allow .. . 
complete freedom of sel f-determination in the field of art" 
(Trotsky. Literature ond Revolution. 242). But each 
vations; Len in on the cultural policy of the Revolullon. which 
could not "let chaos develop in a ny direction it may", Trotsky 
making self-determination subject to "the categorical standard 
of being for or against the Revolution". It was from the reserva­
tions, and not from the assertions, that one version of 'commit­
ment' became practical and powerful , ex tending from the level 
of general cu ltural policy to specification of the and 
tent of 'committed' or 'socialist' (the terms now In practice 
interchangeable) writing. What was then written was not all. or 
Dot merely, 'tendency literature' , but the most publicform of the 
argument was of that kind: 'commitment' as political 
in a narrowing series of definitions (often polerDica ll y and 
administratively fused): from the cause of humanity to the cause, 
of the people to the revolution to the party to the (shifting) party 
line. . 

The crisis thus provoked in Marxist thought is still eVidently 
unresolved. It was useful, after such an experience, to find Mao 

.. 'Commitment', New Left Review. 1974.67- 8. 
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Tse· Tung saying: "it is harmful to the growth of art and science 
if administrative measures are used to impose one pa rticular 
style of art and school of thought and to ban another" (Mao 
Tse-Tung (1960), 137). But this was not a return to liberalism; it 
was an insistence on the reality of open struggle. between new 
and old forms of consciousness and new and old kinds of work. 
It was again su bject to a reservation: "as far as unmistakable 
counter·revolutionaries and wreckers of the socialist cause are 
concerned, the malter is easy: we simply deprive them of their 
freedom of speech" (ibid , 141), But this, at least at first, did not 
imply any doctrinaire equivalence between writing in a 
revolu tionary society and any specific style: "Marxism includes 
realism in artistic and literary creation. but cannot replace it" 
(Ibid, 117). Instead there is an emphasis on creative impulses 
"rooted in the people and the proletaIiat". and a corresponding 
opposition to creative impulses arising from other classes and 
ideologies. This, it must be remembered, is a definition of the 
work of socialist writers. 

In the complexi ties of practice, formulations of this kind can 
be developed in very different directions. But what is theoreti­
ca ll y most interesting in Mao's argument, alongside previously 
familiar posi tions, ism emphasis on the transformation of social 
relations between writers and the people. Thiscanbereduced to 
thefamiliaremphasison certain kinds of content and style, but it 
has also been developed in waysthatchangethewhole problem. 
'Commitment' is a move by"a hitherto separated, sociall y and 
politically distanced, or aliena ted writing. Mao's alternative 
theoretical and practical emphasis is on integra tion : not only the 
integration of writers into popular life, but a move beyond the 
idea of the specialist writer to new kinds of popular, including 
collaborative. writing. The complexities of practice are aga in 
severe. but at least theoretically this is the germ of a radical 
restatement. 

Most earlier discussions of commitment are either in effect a 
variant of formalism (a n abstract definition or imposition of a 
'socialist' style) or a late version of Romanticism, in which a 
writer commi ts himself (as man and writer, or with nuances 
between these) to a cause. The more significant Marxist position 
is a recognition of the radical and inevi table connection between 
a writer's real social relations (considered not only 'individual­
ly' but in terms of the general social relations of 'writing' in a 
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specific society and period , and within these the socia l relations 
em bodied in particular kinds of writing) and the 'style' or 
'forms' or 'con tent' of his work, now considered not abstractly 
but as expressions of these relations. This recognition is power­
less if it is in HseIr abstract and static. Social relations are not 
on ly received; they are also made an d can be transformed. But to 
the decisive extent that they are social relations there are certain 
real pressu res and limits- genuine determinations-within 
which the scope of commitment as ind ividual action an d ges­
ture must be defined. 

Commitment, strictly, ~ .£~~_~ioUS" alig.D~unt , or conscio~s 
ch~allgnment. Yet in the mater ial soc ial practice of wnt­
ing, s in any otfier practice. what can be done and attempted is 
necessarily subject to existing or discoverable rea l relations. 
Socia l rea lity can amend, di splace. or deform _any m~rel y 
intended p ractice. and within th is (at times tragically, at limes in 
ways \vhich lead to cynicism or active d isg ust) 'commitment' 
can function as little more tha n an ideology. Conscious ' ideo­
logy' and ' tendency', supporting each otber , must then often 
be secn as symptoms of specific socia l relationsh ips and failures 
of relationsh ip . Thus tho most interesting Marxist posi tion . 
because of its emphasis on practice, is that which defi nes the 
pressing and limiting conditions with in whi~h , at any time, 
specific kinds of writing can be done. and which .corre~~nd­
ingly emphas izes the necessary rela tions involved In wnhng of 
other kinds. The Chinese ideas of integration with the people, or 
of moving beyond the exclusiveness of the specia list wdter, are 
mere s logans unless the transformed social practice on which 
such ideas must depend is genuinely act ive. They are not, that is 
to say, in their most serious forms, s im ple and abstract ideo~ogi­
cal positions. In a ny speciIicsociety, in a specific phase, wnters 
can d iscover in their writ in g the rea lities of their socia l relat ions, 
and in this sense their al ignment. If they determine to change 
these , the realit y of the whole socia l process is at once in q ues­
lio n , and the writer within a revolution is necessarily in a d iffer­
ent pos ition from the writer under fascism or inside capitalism. 
or in ex ile. 

This does not or need not mean that a writer postpones or 
abanduns his writing until some desi red change has ha ppened. 
Nor should it mean that he becomes resigned to the situation as 
he finds it. Yet all practice is stiU speci fi c, and in the most 

., 
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serious and genuinoly committed writing, in which the writer's 
w hole being, a nd thus, necessa rily, hi s real social existence, is 
inevitably being drawn upon. a t every level from the mos t man ­
ifest to the most intan gi ble, it is literally inconceivable that 
practice can be separated from sHua t.ion. Sin.ce all sit uations.are 
dynamic, such practice is always ach voand IS capablcof radica l 
development. Yet as we have seen , rea l social relations are 
deeply embedded within the p ract ice of writing itself. as well as 
in the relations within which writing is read. To write in differ­
en t ways is to live in different ways. It is also to be :ead in 
di fferent ways, in d ifferent relations, a nd often by dlffe~nt 
people. This area of possibilit y, and thence of choice. is specIfi~ . 
not abstract, a nd commitment in its only important sense IS 

spec ific in jus t these term s. It is speci fic within a writ er's actu~ 1 
and possible social relations as one kind of producer. It I S 

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 recogni ze alignment is to 
learn·, if we choose. the hard and total specifici ties of commit­
ment. 



10. Creative Practice 

At the very cent re of Marxism is an extraordina ry emphasis on 
human creativity and self·creation. Extraordinary because most 
of the systems with which it con tends st ress the derivation of 
most human activity from an external cause: from Cod, from an 
abstracted Nature or human nature. from permanent instinctual 
systems. or from an ani mal inheritance. The notion of self­
creation. ex tended to civ il 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 crea tivity. decisively extended to art and 
thought by Renaissance thinkers, should then. indeed. have a 
specific affinity with Marxism. In fact. throughout tho 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 crea ti ve 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 creativi ty, 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 clea r 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 8.re 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 
crea tion and self-crcation is what it is said, abstractly, to be, it 
has to be known and felt, from the beginning, in less abstract and 
arbitrary and in more concerned. more regarding. more specific . 
and more prac:tical1y convindng ways. 

!..oJ?e 'cIeative', to 'create', means many quite evidently dif· 
fer~mt things. We can consider one central example, where a 
\~nleris "said to 'c.reate ' 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 ,"~hom we may then 
feel we know as well as, or better than, livins persons of ou r 
acquaintance. In a simple sense something has then been 
crea ted: 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 
't ranscription' as possible of a living or once living person. The 
'creation' is then tho finding of verbal 'equivalence' to what was 
(a?d in some cases could still alternatively be)diteet experience. 
1t IS far from clear, however, that this 'creat ive' practice. taken 
only so far, differs in any significant way, except perhaps in its 
limitations, from mooting and knowing someone. The point is 
often made that this 'creative' practice enables us toget to know 
interesting people whom we could not otherwise have met, or 
more in teresting people than we could ever hope to meet. Dut 
then this, though in many circumstances important, is a kind of 
social extension, privileged accessibilit y, rather than 'creation'. 
Indeed, 'creation' o f this kind seems to be no more than the 
creation of (real or apparent) opportunities. 

It is interesting to see how far this point might extend beyond 
the simple and in fact relativoly rare cases of a person 'copied 
from life'. Most such 'transcript ions' 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: ph ysical 
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 o f one person may becombined with aspects of one or 
more others. inlo A np,w 'character', Aspects of a person may he 
separated and ooun terposed, rendering an internal relationship 
or conflict as a relation or conflict between two or more persons 
(the known person, in such a case, may weU be the writer). Are 
these processes 'creative', beyond the s imple sense of verba l 
production? 

Not by definition. it would seem. It is only as the processes of 
combina tion. separation , projection (and even transcription) 
become processes beyond the bare production of characters that 
their description as 'crea tive' 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 desc ribed 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 rea:>rdi ng 
another life? Is it coming to know the fuU weight of imagined or 
projected rela tions? It seems to be a highly variable active pro­
cess. It is often interpreted, while it lasts, not as 'crea ting' but as 
con tact, often humble, with some other ('external ') source of 
knowledge. This is often mysticaUy described. I would myself 
describe it as a consequence of the inherent materiality (and 
thence objectified SOCiality) of language. 

It ca.nnot be assumed that, even allOWing for the complex ities, 
the normal 'crea tive' process is the movement away from 
'known' persons. On the con trary, it is at least as common for a 
character to be 'crea ted' from other (literary) characters, or from 
known socia l types. Even where there are other rea l starting­
points, this is usually what happens, eventuall y, in the grea t 
majority of plays and novels. And then in what sense are these 
processes 'crea tion"? In fact all these modes have an essential 
simi larity, since the 'crea tion' of characters depends on the 
literary conventions of characterization. But there nre evident 
di fferences of degree. In most d rama and fiction the characters 
are already pre-formed, 8S functions of certain kinds o f sitUiltion 

, 
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a nd action, 'Creation' of characters is then in effect a kind of 
tagging: na me, sex, occupa tion. physical type. In many impor­
tant plays and novels, within certa in class modes. the tagging is 
s till evident , a t leilst for 'minor' characters, according to socia l 
conventions of distribution of signifi cance (Ule 'characteriza­
tion ' of servants, for example) . Even in more substantial charac­
terization, the process is often the activa tion of a known model. 
But then it must not be supposed that individuation is the sole 
intention of characteriza tion (though tension or fracture be­
tween that retained intention a nd the selective use of models is 
significa.n t). ~ver a wide range of int entions, the real literary 
process 15 actIVe reproduction . This is especially dear within 
dominant hegemonic modes, and in residual modes. The 'per. 
sons' are 'crea ted' to show that people are ' like this' and their 
relations 'like thi s'. The method can range from crude reproduc­
tion of an (ideologica l) model to intent omlxxliment of a con­
vinced model. Neither is 'crea tion' in the popula r sense, but the 
range of real processes , from ill ustration and different levels of 
typification to what is in effect performance of a model, is 
s ignificant. 

The detailed and substantial performance of 0 known modeJ 
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 he 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 elemauls 10 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 (rom the senses of 'crea tive' which 
are ordinarily appropriated for the range from reproduction to 
performance. 

Thecrea tive in this emergent sense is comparatively rare . It is 
necessa rily involved with changes in socia l formation, but two 
qualifi ca tions are necessary. First, thaI these are not necessar ily, 
and certain not only directly, cha nges in institutions. The socia l 
area excluded by certain practica l hegemonies is oft en one of 
their sources. Second ly, that the emergent is not necesssa rilythe 
'prog ressive'. For example, the chaf8cter as inertobject, reduced 
to a set of failing physical funeti.ons, as in latc Beckett, can be 
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construed as 'alienatcd' and linked to a social- in fact deliber. 
slely excluded-model. Yet the typification is not only acticula· 
tive but communicative. In imitation especially the new type is 
offered to oonvince, and incorporation begins. 

Literary production. then, is 'creative', not in the ideological 
sense of 'new vision ', which takes a small parI Cor tho whole. but 
in the material social senso of a specific practice of se lf-making, 
which is in this sense socially neutral: s~f-c~mQositi<!E.:..It is the 
particular function of a socia l theory to un erslnnd the range of 
processes within this general practice. We have to make clea r 
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 socia) practice there can be no 
reserved areas. Nor is it only a'matterof analysiS and description 
of alignm ent. It is a mat ter of recognizing the issues as parts of a 
whole socia l 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 realiza tion of th is active hi story. 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. wh ich are so often put 
under pressure or, from deformed or false theory. relegated to 
the secondary or tbe IMrginal, displaced as the superstructural. 
distrusted as apparently independent production, even control­
led or silenced by injunctions. To seo the full social dimension 
of this kind of production is to take it more seriollsly, and morc 
seriously as itself, than has been possible in more specialized 
political or aesthetic pe rspectives. Every mode in its range. from 
reproduction and illustration through embodiment and perfor­
mance to new articulation and formation, is 8 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 secms 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 radica ll y known, 
In detail and in substance; and then the rare capacity to articu­
lato and to form, to make la tencies actual and momentary 
insights permanent. What we generalize as art is often. within a 
social theory, recognized and honoured from its origina l collec-
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tive functions. It needs even more rea l respect-a respect of 
principle- In a ll its subsequentl y more varied functions, in 
complex societies and in the stiU more complex societies which 
real socialism envisages. 

For creativity relates, finally. to much more than its local and 
variable means. Inseparable as it always is from the material 
social process, it ranges over very different forms and intentions 
which, in pa rtial theories, are separated and specia lized. It is 
inherent in the relatively s imple and direct practice of everyday 
communication, since the signifying process itself is always. by 
its nature. active: at onoe 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 exclusive ly, in new 
articulations and especially in those wh ich, given material 
durability. reach beyond their time and occasion. 

Writing is so central a material sociatart 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
dure~ w.hlch di~ide the continuum. Writing is always com­
mumcaUon but 1t cannot always be reduced to simple com­
municalion: the passi ng of messages between known persons. 
Writing is always in some sense self-composition and socia l 
cO mposi!ion. b~t it cannot always be reduced toits precipitate in 
personahty or ldeology, and even where it is so reduced it has 
still to be seen as active. Bourgeois literature is indeed bourgeois 
literature, but it is not a block or type; it is an immense and 
varie,d practical consciousness, at every level from crude repro­
duction to permanently important articulation a nd {ormation. 
Similarly the practical consciousness, in such forms of an alter­
native society ca n never be reduced to a general block of the 
same dismissivo or celebratory kind. Writing is often a new 
articu lation and in effect a new formation, extending beyond its 
own modes. But to separate thi s as a rt, which in practice 
includes, aJways partl y and sometimes wholly, elements 
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elSewhere in the continuum. is to lose contact with the sub­
stantivecreative process and then to idealize it: to put it aoove or 
below the social, whon it is in fact the socia l 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 
relat ionships that is the ineradicable emphasis of the Marxist 
sense of sclf~crca tion-it can take many fonns . It can be the long 
and difficult remaking of an inherited (determined) practical 
consciousness: a process often described as development but in 
practice a struggle at the roots of the mind-not casting off an 
ideology, or learning phrases aoout it, but confronting a 
hegemony in the fibres of the self and in the hard practical 
substance of effcctive and continuing relationships. It can be 
more evident practice: the reproduction and illustration of 
hitherto excluded and suoordina ted models; the embodiment 
and performance of known but excluded and subordinated 
experiences and relationships; tbe articulation and formation of 
latent. momentary, and newly possible consciousness. 

Within rea l 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 va.riation of practice, 
to develop a general consciousness within what is repeatedly 
experiellced as a special and often relatively isola ted conscious· 
ness. For creativity and social self-creation are roth 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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