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I

On my return in 1964 from studying Lukács in France with Lucien Goldmann, I borrowed the original German edition of Geschichte und Klassenbewußtsein from my university library. I was lucky to find one of the only copies in North America. The yellowed pages printed on high sulfite paper in 1923 cracked as I turned them. The book was still readable only because it had remained closed and forgotten on the shelf since World War II. Later the book would attract the attention of a new generation of readers, to which I belonged, who were poorly equipped to understand it. As interest in Lukács revives, it is worth taking a critical look at the terms on which his thought was assimilated in this “second reception.”
 
I will focus here on Adorno’s influential critique. This critique carries the imprimatur of a great thinker. It is elaborated against a sophisticated theoretical background and represents the tradition of the Frankfurt School which shared Lukács’s ambition to construct a Marxist philosophy on the ruins of German idealism. Adorno’s critique has been very influential and forms a kind of barrier to the original. And yet Adorno is tone deaf to the music of Lukács’s dialectic. His critique exhibits a dismaying indifference to nuance and complexity not so different from the crudity he finds in Lukács’s own later literary criticism. No doubt Adorno has real differences from Lukács, but they are not precisely where he locates them. In fact the continuity is much greater than he acknowledges. In this as in many other cases the straw man hides the dependence of the critic on his object.

Lukács wrote History and Class Consciousness under difficult conditions in exile and the essays of which it is composed are dense and disorganized. They range from a eulogy to Rosa Luxemburg to an analysis of Kantian philosophy, from reflections on the revolutionary party to considerations on landscape painting, from discussions of Marx’s Capital to a critique of Plato’s theory of forms. In terms of contemporary sources, Lukács was influenced by Weber, Simmel, Dilthey, Rickert, Lask and many other thinkers who are rarely read today except by specialists. The temptation to reduce this extraordinary book to a few readily understandable and consistent principles is apparently irresistible, but Lukács’s argument is far from simple. By now Lukács’s famous book is known primarily through very negative and one-sided critical accounts such as Adorno’s. 
Critiques like Adorno’s are more familiar than Lukács’s book. Lukács is supposed to have lapsed into idealism, believed the proletarian subject could constitute social reality independent of any institutional framework or objective constraint on its action, and idealized immediacy and pre-capitalist society. Quite a program! And Adorno does not hesitate to associate his critique with that of the Stalinists who first denounced Lukács. 

There is a good deal of irony in the fact that the brutal and primitive functionaries who more than forty years back damned Lukács as a heretic, because of the reification chapter in his important History and Class Consciousness, did sense the idealistic nature of his conception….If a man looks upon thingness as radical evil, if he would like to dynamize all entity into pure actuality, he tends to be hostile to otherness, to the alien thing that has lent its name to alienation, and not in vain” (Adorno, 1973: 190-191).

This critique depends on a very narrow reading of Lukács. The impression given is that reification, which Adorno interprets here as a mode of consciousness, is overcome by the dereification of consciousness rather than concrete social change in the real world of ‘non-identical’ objects. “The cause of human suffering, meanwhile, will be glossed over rather than denounced in the lament about reification” (Adorno, 1973: 190). What could be more idealistic? 
To make matters worse, blaming all problems on reification seems to imply a romantic concept of liberation as pure immediacy. Adorno considers the critique of reification as a version of romantic anxiety over the distancing effect of modern rationality. This form of rationality confronts a world of independent objects. Reduced to the thesis that in criticizing reification, he is criticizing the very independence of this world, Lukács seems to call for assimilating things to the stream of consciousness or action. 
So Adorno writes, “The liquefaction of everything thinglike regressed to the subjectivism of the pure act” (Adorno, 1973: 374). The reference here is at once to a kind of existentialist decisionism and to the Fichtean actus purus in which the world is “posited” by transcendental consciousness. Versions of this devastating critique abound in the literature and after becoming acquainted with them few readers bother to go back to the original, much less read it with fresh eyes. This chapter is an invitation to do precisely that through a careful reading of many key passages.
In the first pages of his book Lukács warns the reader that the concept of “totality” under which he conceives a dereified social reality “does not reduce its various elements to an undifferentiated uniformity, to identity” (12).
 This reservation is confirmed elsewhere in the text. Under the rhetorical surface Lukács’s views depend on a rather conventional Marxism, not the rehash of subjective idealism and naïve romanticism attributed to him by his critics. Consider the following passage:
Thus the knowledge that social facts are not objects but relations between men is intensified to the point where facts are wholly dissolved into processes. But if their Being appears as a Becoming this should not be construed as an abstract universal flux sweeping past, it is no vacuous durée réelle but the unbroken production and reproduction of those relations that, when torn from their context and distorted by abstract mental categories, can appear to bourgeois thinkers as things….But if the reification of capital is dissolved into an unbroken process of its production and reproduction, it is possible for the proletariat to discover that it is itself the subject of this process even though it is in chains…” (180-181).
In sum, Marx, not Heraclitus or Bergson. It is certainly worth questioning whether this is a coherent approach, but that is a different matter from Lukács’s purported idealism. What requires understanding is Lukács’s purpose in producing this strange hybrid. We need to know whether he accomplished anything of interest in doing so. Ignoring the complexity of his thought is not helpful for this purpose.

II
To make sense of History and Class Consciousness it is necessary to understand why Lukács thought it necessary to relate proletarian revolution to German idealism. What could have inspired such a strange detour from the mainstreams of both revolutionary theory and philosophy? I think the answer is a convergence of problems in the two traditions that Lukács was practically alone in noticing. 
German idealism dead-ended in Hegel, whose system was interpreted as a speculative pan-logicism. With the collapse of idealism the problems it was supposed to solve reappear as live issues. And this explains why certain thinkers such as Dilthey and Emil Lask were able to derive radical theoretical alternatives from the tradition. For example, Dilthey’s distinction between the human and the natural sciences, and his hermeneutic approach to the former was a powerful intervention in the struggle against scientism. And Lask’s renewal of the issues raised by Fichte’s attempt to go beyond Kant suggested an ontological conception of culture (Crowell, 2001: 43). 
On the other hand, Marxism lacked a theory of consciousness or culture adequate to explain the revolutionary offensives that followed the war. The Leninist vanguard party had no precedent in Marx’s thought. It appeared to violate the then dominant emphasis among Marxists on the “lawful character of history.”
 Lenin’s success opened a debate within Marxism over the nature of the “subjective” conditions of revolution. But this debate was carried on with primitive intellectual means. It threatened to sink to the level of banal instrumental or moralizing prescriptions. Whether one advocated vanguard leadership or respect for the will of the proletariat, little insight was gained into the meaning of the history that was unfolding in Russia. Lukács’s contribution lies at the point of intersection of these unsolved problems (Feenberg, 2002).
The core dilemma rending both traditions had to do with the relation of facts to values, realism to idealism in the common sense meaning of the terms. The notion of the autonomous rational subject had culminated in Kant in a complete split between the two realms. Values emerged from and applied to the noumenal realm without affecting the seamless flow of the phenomena determined by natural law. From this standpoint two practical attitudes were possible: the tragic affirmation of values against the real course of events, or practical submission and conformity to the way of the world. 
This very same antinomy reappeared in the socialist movement in the conflict between reliance on the laws of history and ultra-left appeals to pure principle without regard for the objective situation of the proletariat. Only a renewed dialectic could mediate the opposing standpoints and provide a resolution of the antinomy. Lukács entertained the questionable belief that Lenin’s practice represented such a dialectical resolution. In this he was no doubt mistaken, but his mistake was shared by many at the time, including sophisticated theorists such as Gramsci who had much more practical experience than Lukács. 
Lukács did not approach the antinomy of fact and value directly but rather through the notion of reification. This starting point is widely misunderstood as psychological, but reification as he conceived it is not only a mental attitude.
 Treating human relations as things, the definition of reification, was constitutive of capitalist society, an essential aspect of its workings.  In his unpublished defense of History and Class Consciousness he says this explicitly: “The direct forms of appearance of social being are not, however, subjective fantasies of the brain, but moments of the real forms of existence” (Lukács, 2000: 79). 
At the beginning of the reification essay Lukács claims that its source is the generalization of the commodity form. When most goods circulate as commodities the original relationships between producers and consumers are obscured and a new kind of society, a capitalist society, emerges. In that society all sorts of relational properties of objects and institutions are treated as things or as attributes of things. Prices determine production and move goods from place to place independent of their use value. Corporations assume a reality independent of the underlying laboring activity through which they exist, and technical control is extended throughout the society, even to the human beings who people it. 
From this description it should be clear that the concept of reification refers to a real state of affairs. But that state of affairs is unlike the things of nature because it depends on the human practices that generate it. There is no such human role in the constitution of nature, at least this was Lukács’s view at the time. As he put it, nature lacks “the interaction of subject and object” (24n). The term Lukács uses to describe reification is therefore a peculiarly ambiguous one: Gegenstandlichkeitsform, or “form of objectivity” (Lukács, 1968: 185). This term unfortunately disappears from the English translation and is everywhere rendered by circumlocutions that obscure its philosophical significance.
 
That significance can only be grasped against the background of the neo-Kantian debates in which Lukács himself was involved a few years before he became a Marxist. The trace of these debates is very much present in History and Class Consciousness. The whole second part of the reification essay, on the “Antinomies of Bourgeois thought,” is structured around the problem, central to neo-Kantianism, of the “irrationality” of the contents of the rational forms of human understanding. 

This concept is the neo-Kantian version of Kant’s thing-in-itself. Instead of positing an imaginary entity “behind” experience somehow mysteriously occasioning it, the neo-Kantians focused on the relation between the conceptual dimension of experience—meaning—and its non-conceptual contents. Realms of experience were said to be organized by “values” that established types of objectivity such as nature and art. In the writings of Emil Lask, who had a considerable influence on Heidegger as well as Lukács, experience has a preconceptual form. Truth refers not to existence but to the validity of these forms in which it is grasped. 

Lask’s position was closer to phenomenology than to mainstream neo-Kantianism. He did not treat form as a subjective imposition on brute material. Rather, he argued that forms have an independent being of some sort that correlates with their specific content in each case. The idea that forms or meanings are not subjective but inhere in the material of experience appears also in Husserl’s concept of the noema and in Heidegger’s concept of truth. As Theodore Kisiel explains Heidegger’s version of this theory, the key question is: “What then is the relation between the domains of real being and ‘unreal’ ideal meaning, validity? The non-validating kind of reality is given only in and through a validating sort of meaningful context….‘It is only because I live in the validating element that I know about the existing element’” (Kisiel, 2002: 110).

This sounds rather Fichtean, and Fichte is indeed relevant in Lask’s interpretation. Lask explained the difficulties Fichte encountered as he attempted to derive the entire existing world from the positing activity of the transcendental ego, in this way overcoming the barrier of the thing-in-itself. But this project only succeeds in highlighting the “hiatum irrationalem,” the irrational gap between concept and existence. Lukács followed Lask in identifying Fichte’s program and its failure as the key to the history of classical German philosophy (119). The neo-kantian outcome, with its focus on cultural values, is not the solution because it merely reinstitutes the irrationality of the contents of culture.

Lukács historicizes the form/content dialectic in an original way. He treats structures of meaning as the principles of intelligibility of whole epochs. Precapitalist societies have a “natural” form of objectivity according to Lukács. The basic meanings in terms of which they interpret their world confound the natural and the social in a single concrete whole. Thus medieval society understood itself to be created by God rather than man, and socially relative meanings were taken to be objective, divinely ordained. Only in modern capitalist society, with its reified form of objectivity, is it possible to distinguish the natural from the social. Members of this society can clearly perceive the social world as an effect of their own action. This is the basis for the philosophical notion of the absolutely autonomous subject that constitutes its own reality.

Lukács relates this notion to Vico’s famous “verum-factum” principle according to which  we can only fully understand what we have ourselves created. But this principle comes to grief because of the formal character of modern rationality. Formal rational disciplines such as mathematics and natural science cannot grasp their contents, that is to say the purely contingent or “factical” objects to which they refer. The limitation is self-evident in the relation of formal laws and representations to the particulars to which they apply. An abstract proposition such as “distance = velocity x time” cannot account for the existence of its objects, only their relations once they have been conceptualized on the terms of the law. Similarly, a map is useless until the person holding it has been oriented to a particular environment in which he or she is situated. 
The gap between form and content cannot be closed by simply squeezing contents into the available forms. This limitation has never bothered physicists and geographers for whom the relation of form and content is purely theoretical, but it ends up posing problems in daily life when forms actually form their content. Then it matters practically whether the forms are adequate to fully embrace their content. We are familiar with the unfortunate consequences of attempts to force the issue: bureaucracies that make no allowance for individual circumstances, laws the strict enforcement of which produces social pathologies, work to rule strikes, teaching to tests, technical interfaces and manuals that require users to think like engineers, and so on.
In practice common sense treats forms as resources in the context of activities oriented toward a type of content rather than as absolutes.
 We know very well that the map is not the territory but it is useful nevertheless. But Lukács holds that modern capitalist society is a gigantic instance of economic and social forms imposed blindly on content. The commodity form prevails regardless of whether it successfully mediates the distribution of use values or leaves masses in starvation. Administration and law ride roughshod over the human “cases” they treat under unbending rules. Technology imposes its rhythms regardless of the workers’ misery and the waste of their potential. The rationality of the system is fundamentally irrational from the standpoint of content.
Why then was bourgeois philosophy interested in overcoming the gap between form and content theoretically? According to Lukács, what is at stake is the vindication of the claim of rationality to embrace domains of being assigned to irrational forces such as royalty and religion in earlier societies. The ambition of the bourgeoisie to escape from the worldly power of the representatives of these forces requires it to extend its conception of rationality beyond all limits, at least in theory. 
The philosophical system aims to accomplish this ambitious goal at the highest level of generality by literally deducing the existing world from its concept. But the history of classical German philosophy shows the failure of this project; the content of its formal rationality escapes all attempts to encompass it fully within the forms. The contingency and facticity of the world remains and is conceptualized in the thing-in-itself. Socialism is no less interested in establishing the credentials of an unrestricted rationalism, but as we will see, in Lukács’s theory it goes about it in a different way. This shared commitment to rationality characterizes capitalist and socialist modernity as stages in a progressive view of history. 
It is against this background that we must understand Lukács’s term “reification” as a “form of objectivity.” Reification refers to the form which the social world assumes in the bourgeois era as it comes to operate and be understood through rational categories. In Heidegger’s phrase, the existing reality of society is only known through the “validating” element in which it is “lived.” This element reveals processes of social relations as things in a specific sense of the term. The “thing” in this sense is not just an entity in general but an object suited to formal rational comprehension, prediction, and technical control. Lukács argues, 

What is important is to recognize clearly that all human relations (viewed as the objects of social activity) assume increasingly the form of objectivity of the abstract elements of the conceptual systems of natural science and of the abstract substrata of the laws of nature. And also, the subject of this ‘action’ likewise assumes increasingly the attitude of the pure observer of these—artificially abstract—processes, the attitude of the experimenter (131).
Reification is in the first instance practical rather than theoretical. That is to say, the reification of social reality arises from the way individuals act when they understand their relation to social reality to be reified. The circularity of reification is a familiar social ontological principle currently referred to by the fashionable term “performativity.” For example, money is money only insofar as we act as though it were money and it is the success of this sort of action that determines our conviction that money is in fact money. In behaving as friends we constitute a relationship which we perceive as a substantive thing, a friendship which then imposes the obligations that reproduce it. Social “things” are not merely things but are implicated in practices. The categories under which social life makes sense are the categories under which it is lived. 
Thus, for Lukács, in constantly buying and selling commodities, including intellectual products, or working in mechanized industries, the members of a capitalist society live the reified relationships that construct that society. The reified form of objectivity of the society is the unintended result of these relationships and the actions that underlie them. It is what gives coherence and meaning to social objects, arising from and feeding back into the practical relationship to those objects. 
III
Superficial readings of Lukács interpret his concept of reification on dystopian terms. Overlooking the form/content dialectic, they conclude that he was inconsistent in attempting to combine reification and revolution. Another line of interpretation accuses him of inflating the subject at the expense of objectivity. What is missing in these accounts is Lukács’s critical theory of rationality which makes possible a balance between subjectivity and objectivity, an understanding of both the oppressive character of capitalism and the possibility of its overthrow. Lukács rejects the idealistic notion of the proletariat as a free agent overcoming all structure. Instead, he affirms that the proletariat is objectively structured and that only as such is it an agent of structural transformation. Its objectivity is the condition of its subjectivity while also posing obstacles to its self-expression. 

We are now ready to see the connection between Lukács’s considerations on the system-busting irrationality of contents and the tensions in the social world analyzed by Marx. These tensions are explored in the third part of Lukács’s reification essay. It is here that the strange passages combining philosophical and social arguments I have cited in the introduction to this chapter are to be found. Lukács should have presented this section as the solution to the problems with Hegel identified at the end of the previous section. But in fact the third section seems an almost independent contribution. It does not refer back in any systematic way to the analysis of classical German philosophy that precedes it. The result is not the triumphant solution to the “antinomies of bourgeois thought” Lukács promised but an obscure argument full of digressions that has exposed Lukács to one-sided critique. I will try to unravel that argument here.

The argument turns on a reinterpretation of the conflict between form and content as a social tension with the power to undermine reification. That conflict is epistemological in the case of nature. It appears in particular failures of prediction and control but this does not lead to any dereification but rather to attempts to improve formal rational understanding. The social case is different. Reification constrains human life processes without always succeeding in performing the sense-making function it must fulfill to constitute stable objects. This provokes reflexive processes unknown in nature. Human lives considered as content of the reified forms have an independent power not just to violate expectations but also to understand themselves as doing so. This resistant self-understanding constitutes the core of what Lukács, following Marx, calls class consciousness.

Lukács details this process early in this section, explaining that the worker “lives” the categories of the capitalist economy differently from the bourgeois. 

The quantification of objects, their subordination to abstract mental categories makes its appearance in the life of the worker immediately as a process of abstraction of which he is the victim, and which cuts him off from his labour-power, forcing him to sell it on the market as a commodity, belonging to him. And by selling this, his only commodity, he integrates it (and himself: for his commodity is inseparable from his physical existence) into a specialized process that has been rationalized and mechanized, a process that he discovers already existing, complete and able to function without him and in which he is no more than a cipher reduced to an abstract quantity, a mechanized and  rationalized tool….The quantitative differences in exploitation which appear to the capitalist in the form of quantitative determinants of the objects of his calculation, must appear to the worker as the decisive, qualitative categories of his whole physical, mental and moral existence (165-166).

This situation gives rise to what Lukács calls the “self-consciousness of the commodity,” a bizarre hybrid of the human and the non-human (168). Philosophy and revolutionary theory are joined most intimately in this concept. The reference to self-consciousness appears to take us back to Fichte while commodities belong in a Marxist discourse. But Lukács is once again careful to frame his thought precisely with respect to these two poles. He notes that the mere fact of self-consciousness is not revolutionary. A slave does not modify his status or society in recognizing the fact of his own slavery. What is different about the worker? The fact that the worker’s self-knowledge “brings about an objective structural change in the object of knowledge….Beneath the cloak of the thing lay a relation between men,...beneath the quantifying crust there was a qualitative, living core. Now that this core is revealed it becomes possible to recognize the fetish character of every commodity...” (169).

The reified form of objectivity of the society is shattered from within. The worker as private owner of a commodity called labor power is transformed by self-consciousness (in conjunction with other workers) into a revolutionary force. The individualistic form of life imposed by capitalism, based on technical manipulation in conformity with the laws of the system, gives way to collective and conscious choice of other laws. “The act of consciousness overthrows the form of objectivity of its objects” (178). Lukács thus distinguishes what I call a transforming practice from the “contemplative” practice of capitalist reification.

It is essential that this process be grounded objectively. Without such a basis the  proletariat would reinstate reified reality in the very act of defying it, much as the romantic hero’s actions correlate necessarily with the degradation of the world in which he acts. Reification is not overcome by its opposite—will—but by its determinate negation: “the forms of mediation in and through which it becomes possible to go beyond the immediate existence of objects as they are given, [must] be shown to be the structural principles and the real tendencies of the objects themselves” (155). This is the resolution of the antinomy of fact and value that seems inevitable under the horizon of reification. The facts are no longer rigid barriers to the realization of values but have become fluid as values enter reality as a living force.

With this Lukács breaks through the conceptual silos that separate the different levels of abstraction of his sources. The philosophical and the social problematics merge. The radical changes Lukács foresees will not take place because self-consciousness has the constitutive power Fichte attributed to it. Rather, its power in this specific case depends on the nature of capitalism, the fact that it is based on reified forms of thought and action and cannot survive except where those forms are operative. The dereifying effect of proletarian self-consciousness is by no means the whole story, but it is the beginning of a story which proceeds through the mediation of social analysis and party organization to inform and lead the proletariat in the revolution. 

Its culmination would not be a return to pre-capitalist economic conditions as Adorno charges, but socialism. Adorno objects to the abolition of commodity exchange implied in Lukács’s program but this is standard Marxist fare. Adorno wants to preserve the mediation supplied by exchange, making it “fair” and so realizing its implicit promise rather than regressing to a world in which economic fairness is not even an issue (Adorno, 1968: 147). But if he means to do this by preserving “free markets,” his is an even more utopian hope than the Marxist one. Surely the fairness achievable under socialism would involve effective and just economic planning of production and distribution of goods. It is difficult to see Adorno’s problem with Lukács on this score. 

Lukács’s position seems incompatible with the notion that reification characterizes only the bourgeois era and can be wholly eliminated under socialism. Given the dialectic of reification and mediation, it is impossible to eliminate the former without also eliminating the latter. Insofar as the truth is discovered dialectically, reification is a necessary moment in the process of discovery. Reification is, in sum, not the "opposite" of dialectics, but a moment in it. Nevertheless, the position of the reified moment in the totality to which it belongs may radically change in the course of history. Lukács himself says something like this in a passage which shows he was aware of the danger of a utopian interpretation of his theory:

At the same time it is clear that from the standpoint of the proletariat the empirically given reality of the objects does dissolve into processes and tendencies; this process is no single, unrepeatable tearing of the veil that masks the process but the unbroken alternation of ossification, contradiction and movement; and thus the proletariat represents the true reality, namely the tendencies of history awakening into consciousness (199). 

Again, Lukács concedes that “Even the proletariat can only overcome reification as long as it is oriented towards practice. And this means that there can be no single act that will eliminate reification in all its forms at one blow; it means that there will be a whole host of objects that at least in appearance remain more or less unaffected by the process” (206).

Lukács avoids saying that reification persists under socialism in principle rather than as vestige or “appearance.” One sees him attempting to find an alternative in a passage in which he remarks, for example, that “the world which confronts man in theory and in practice exhibits a kind of objectivity which–if properly thought out and understood—need never stick fast in an immediacy similar to that of forms found earlier on. This objectivity must accordingly be comprehensible as a constant factor mediating between past and future and it must be possible to demonstrate that it is everywhere the product of man and of the development of society” (159). It is hard to see the difference between this good “objectivity” and the persistence of something like reification in a context where it has become more easily changeable instead of rigidly determining for the human lives it shapes.

Out of these scattered passages a sort of theory emerges, one which Lukács himself did not articulate but which helps to understand how he could have believed his position was truly dialectical rather than a replay of the old transcendental tune or a regressive return to Gemeinschaft. According to this theory human action in modern societies, whether capitalist or socialist, continually constructs reified social objects out of the underlying human relations on which it is based. The reified form of objectivity of these social objects gives a measure of stability and control while at the same time sacrificing significant dimensions of the human lives they structure. The chief difference between capitalism and socialism is not that the one is reified and the other entirely free of reification, but rather that the one stands or falls with reification while the other can support a continual mediating and transforming of reified social objects in order to realize the potential of those sacrificed dimensions.
If this theory remains implicit this is because the Marxist tradition holds no place for it. The rejection of the commodity form would seem to require the elimination of its effect, reification. But what is the alternative? For Marx the answer is quite simple: state planning of some sort under the control of the “assembled producers.” But Lukács has read Weber and knows that state administrations are just another instance of reification. He cannot consider the state as a simple institutional alternative. His later book on Lenin suggests that some combination of the Soviets and a more or less conventional state apparatus holds the solution, but his analysis is brief and inconclusive, and history has refuted it at least in the form it took in Russia. 
Lukács’s Leninism conflicts with another one of Adorno’s criticisms. Socialism arises on the basis of a radically new historical situation in which conscious human control of history is possible for the first time. But this control is not exercised in the anarchic chaos of the “pure act” but rather through socially differentiated institutions as one would expect of a modern society. Lukács’s book on Lenin explicitly rejects the general abolition of institutions such as occurred during the phase of “war communism (1970: 76-77).” The fact that Lukács had serious illusions about the institutions actually established in the Soviet Union does not affect this conclusion.

IV
I want to return now to the question of whether this outcome fulfills the program of classical German philosophy as Lukács promises. That program aimed to establish the absolute autonomy of reason. The term Lukács employs to refer to this desired outcome is the “identical subject-object.” This suggests an implausible idealism, but Lukács gives it a different meaning in terms of the dialectic of form and content.  

What Lukács calls “the grandiose conception that thought can only grasp what it has itself created” leads to the demand to “master the world as a whole by seeing it as self-created” (121-122). This ambition is frustrated by the contingency of content, as we have seen. According to Lukács’s interpretation of Kant, the thing-in-itself arises from the mismatch of form and content characteristic of capitalist society. The reified principle of intelligibility of the capitalist era cannot fully embrace the content of its concepts. The thing-in-itself is the philosophical interpretation of that aspect of the content that escapes the forms. The response of classical German philosophy to this problem was “to find the subject of thought which could be thought of as producing existence without any hiatus irrationalis or transcendental thing-in-itself” (122). 

The pursuit of this elusive goal gives rise, Lukács argues, to three “demands of reason:” “1) the principle of practice; 2) dialectical method; 3) history as reality” (Feenberg, 1981a: 120). Each of these requirements emerges from the self-critical development of classical German philosophy. This led to a search for a practical subject which could be conceived as creating its objects through and through. Lukács traces the problems classical German philosophy encounters as it tries to fulfill the program with one after another practical subject. 

The ethical subject in Kant constitutes its object, the ethical act, without remainder, but as we have seen it cannot intervene in the phenomenal world. The aesthetic subject creates a work that is entirely informed by its intent. Art reveals that “the essence of praxis consists in annulling that indifference of form towards content that we found in the thing-in-itself” (126). This is a type of rationality that is not formal but is oriented toward the content which it creates. But art is a marginal domain in bourgeois society. The principle of practice cannot deliver a “self-created” world until a subject is identified that is effective and central. The turning point in this search comes with Hegel’s discovery that the type of rationality associated with artistic practice can be generalized as historical dialectics. 

This brings us to Lukács’s third demand of reason, history as reality, reality understood in the eminent sense as that which is most real. For Hegel, the proper realm of rationality is history in which a collective subject—the nation—returns to itself from its alienation in a sequence of outward forms through which it develops. History in this sense encompasses all human achievements and experiences, including, Lukács argues, our experience of nature. 

But Hegel’s methodological insight was more advanced than his concrete historical understanding. Although the nation serves as actor in his scheme, it is instrumentalized by the cunning of reason and does not achieve its own goals. As a result Hegel finds no historical actor able to fully realize the principle of practice and his thought wanders off into the airy realm of Absolute Spirit where it loses touch with history and again encounters reality as a kind of unmediated thing-in-itself. 

These reflections on Hegel’s failure end the second part of the reification essay. But the third part introduces other methodological considerations that explain more clearly the reasons for that failure. In Lukács’s interpretation, dialectical method has two additional aspects incompatible with Hegel’s designated historical subject. On the one hand, dialectics holds that the “contents” of history are not isolated facts but draw their meaning from their functional relation to the social totality. The nation as Hegel understands it cannot account for the place of economic life in the totality. On the other hand, history consists in the unfolding of the intrinsic potentialities or tendencies of those contents. Not the nation but the class, specifically the proletariat, is in a position to overcome the thing-in-itself by realizing the tendencies of history. As we have seen, those tendencies drive toward a dereification of the social world, an adjustment of form to content reversing their relation under capitalism.

But is this sufficient? In his important book on the history of Marxist thought, Martin Jay argues that Adorno “irrevocably demolished the foundations of Western Marxism’s initial concepts of totality,” that is to say, History and Class Consciousness (Jay, 1984: 274). Jay claims that Lukács never succeeds in satisfying the exorbitant demand of the verum-factum principle. But in attempting to do so, he elevates the proletariat to the subject of an “expressive totality”—the term is Althusser’s—which comes home to itself from the alienated world it creates. This is an idealistic conception.

I challenged this critique, arguing that Lukács notion of totality was “decentered.” By this I meant that Lukács had no intention of reducing the world to proletarian consciousness because the proletariat was itself a part of the world, albeit a special part able to alter the form of objectivity in which the world appeared.
 But Jay replied that this simply confirmed his own view that Lukács failed to carry out the idealist program to which he was committed. The decentering of the proletariat re-inscribes the thing-in-itself (Jay, 1984: 108-109n).

The crux of the argument comes down to the understanding of mediation in Hegelian dialectics. If mediation is extrinsic to the presupposition it mediates, then the problem of the thing-in-itself does indeed return. But if the mediated lies wholly within the subject of mediation, then is not its alterity abolished in a perfectly idealist manner? 

Hegel’s concept of mediation avoids both horns of the dilemma. In contrast with the formalistic notion of conformity to law, mediation does not proceed by classification under universal concepts, but rather unfolds the implicit meaning of its immediate starting point. In a sense then the immediate is always already mediated if only inarticulately. There are no things-in-themselves, “sense data” or other preconceptual entities that are given form for the first time by thought since the essential element in which thought moves, meaning, is already implicit in its “material” presupposition. 

What is new in Hegel is the notion that the prior condition is always already meaningful because it is historically produced. It is neither an inert unreflected substance nor is it created by a transcendental subject. Its comprehension in thought, its “intellectual genesis,” incorporates it into the subject without eliminating its alterity as an objectivity confronting the subject. But that alterity is now time-bound rather than metaphysical. Time now belongs to the unfolding process of meaning-making. It is time that separates the implicit meaning from its explicit form and the gap between them is overcome in time. As Robert Pippin shows, Hegel’s project radicalizes 

critical philosophy’s attempt at reason’s reliance on itself alone in accounting for experience or evaluating action, but it attempts to do so…by avoiding or denying any assumption that such self-determination should be understood as “imposing itself” on a foreign manifold or object….Whatever comes to count as a constraint or limit on thought’s self-determination is itself viewed as a kind of product or result, a higher or more comprehensive level, of thought’s self-determination….And it is this radically extended critical…project that is involved in such extreme Hegelian claims as, “This pure being-on-our-own belongs to free thought, to it in its free sailing out on its own, where there is nothing under it or above it, and where we stand in solitude with ourselves alone” (Pippin, 1991: 67).

As Lukács explains it, the modification self-consciousness imposes on social reality follows this pattern. The logical structure of his argument is Hegelian although he concretizes Hegel’s dialectic in an unexpected way. And like Hegel, Lukács thinks he can satisfy the demands of reason without denying objectivity. Proletarian class consciousness and action is a mediation of pre-existing elements rather than a “posit” of the transcendental ego. It is not a purely logical derivation of reality from the idea, of existence from meaning, but rather a practical process of social change in which already constituted meaning is transformed from within. This is an inescapable consequence of the fact that the agents of that process are living human beings in the whole complexity of their material and historical existence.

The reified principle of intelligibility of the epoch and not just specific social contents becomes an object of action for the first time in history. And thus the structures of meaning inherited from capitalism are made adequate to the life process they form, bringing that form into conformity with its underlying human content. This is what allows Lukács to claim that the proletariat is the legitimate heir of the idealist program. Lukács explains: 

To go beyond . . .immediacy can only mean the genesis, the “production” of the object.  But this assumes that the forms of mediation in and through which it becomes possible to go beyond the immediate existence of objects as they are given, can be shown to be the structural principles of construction and the real tendencies of the movement of the objects themselves. In other words, intellectual genesis must be identical in principle with historical genesis (155).

In sum, Lukács attempts to avoid the idealist dilemma with the translation of the requirements of verum-factum into the methodological concept of a coincidence of genesis and history. The world is not merely there in its facticity nor is it literally manufactured by the proletariat. The world—and this includes the proletariat—is bursting out of its reified form of objectivity. The violent actions in which that explosion takes place realize the objective tendencies identified in Marx’s Capital. In so doing those acts also construct new social objects such as workers’ councils which alter the meaning of those tendencies by changing the functional relation of the elements of society to the totality (Lukács, 1970: 67-68). The “indifference of form towards content” is overcome. The acts in which the revolutionary proletariat shatters its reified form of objectivity (historical content) open up a new way of being in the world, a new realm of meaning (form). 

Lukács thus redefines the autonomy of reason and the unity of subject and object it implies. In his work reason is not merely a subjective faculty but the form of reality itself. With this he avoids Fichte’s extreme idealism while preserving his rhetorical excesses, with confusing results as one would expect. We have seen this definitional procedure at work as Lukács compresses idealist and Marxist discourses in a seamless flow. In his argument the subjective mediating activity of the proletariat addresses not a thing-in-itself external to thought but the already implicitly mediated forms created by past historical action and explained by political economy.

Determining whether this redefinition is actually successful would require a full scale evaluation of Hegelian dialectics that I cannot perform here. But this is where the serious discussion of Lukács must continue. The questions raised by that evaluation are not merely philosophical but extend to the politics that surround Lukács’s second reception in the 1960s and after. Here are some of these questions. Did Lukács effectively transform the Hegelian concept of mediation into an instrument of social critique? Can Lukács’s argument shed light on the role of self-consciousness in the identity politics and environmental movement that emerged in the 1960s and the later emphasis on performativity in feminist and gay political theory?
 What is the connection, if any, between Lukács’s critique of reification and contemporary politics of technology?
 Are the “potentialities” and “tendencies” that surface in these various political movements able to carry the burden of a historic promise of redemption, even though they lack the power to make the sort of revolution Marx and Lukács foresaw? 

V
The inadequacy of Adorno’s critique should now be clear. Lukács’s proletariat is no transcendental ego gobbling up reality out of rage at its independence from thought. That is a poor caricature of a far more interesting and complex position that shares much with Adorno’s own views. 

Adorno appeals to the “non-identity” of subject and object against Lukács's purportedly idealistic identity philosophy, but in fact Lukács anticipates Adorno’s approach. In Adorno concept and object stand in an unsurpassable tension. The concept refers to potentialities unrealized in the limited, concrete object but at the same time the object’s content overflows the limits of the concept. Conceptuality is a kind of straight jacket viewed in one way, but from another angle it holds a redemptive promise. A corresponding duality haunts the object. It is imperfect and flawed, to be sure, but also repressed within the narrow confines of its conceptual form. Hence, “the concept is both more and less than the elements included in it” (Adorno, 2008: 7-8). 
Adorno’s theory of non-identity is developed in quite different directions from Lukács’s praxis philosophy, however, the theories converge in an important respect. Both emerge out of the breakdown of the neo-Kantian doctrines in which Adorno and Lukács were trained. Both concretize the neo-Kantian problematic of validity and existence by substituting a dialectic of social form and content for the original epistemological framework. This shows up in Lukács’s theory of reification, precisely where Adorno misses it. 

In Lukács the proletariat appears as the “object” repressed by its reified “concept.” The proletariat overflows its concept almost literally in rejecting its own commodification. For Lukács, its revolt is not motivated by an allergy to objectivity as Adorno charges but by the restriction of its life process, by unemployment, hunger, and injustice comprehended as consequences of the commodity form of labor. Revolution in Lukács is Adornian non-identity with a vengeance. It fulfills Adorno’s demand for respect for the dignity of the concrete by theorizing the concrete demand for dignity. 
But it is true that Lukács satisfies this demand only in a limited domain. The concrete content that breaks out of the conceptual straight jacket of reification is the laboring human being. Nature does not figure prominently or even consistently in Lukács’s argument and he ignores the issue the Frankfurt School will consider the main problem. In the first essay of his book, a famous footnote denies that there is a dialectic of nature (24n). But at the end of the reification essay, Lukács speculates about the possibility of constructing a dialectical system in which an “objective dialectic” of nature would have a place (207). Lukács also discusses nature in the context of the “socialization of society” in modern times, as a properly social form of objectivity—reification—replaces the natural form of objectivity of social relations in pre-capitalist society (233ff). Finally, the question of nature is posed in relation to the genesis and validity of modern natural science. Lukács attempts to avoid relativism while simultaneously maintaining the social origins of modern science (131; Lukács, 2000: 103-108, 114-118). But missing in all this is any hint of a “dialectic of enlightenment” such as we find in Adorno that would address the domination of outer and inner nature by overweening reason.

The absence of such a reflection is related to the rather small place occupied by social psychology and technology in Lukács’s argument. He does note the reifying consequences of mechanization briefly in the reification essay, but that is the sum total of his dealings with what becomes one of the most important issues for the first generation of the Frankfurt School. Technology poses problems for Lukács’s theory he was ill equipped to address. By the time he finally comes to the realization that the revolution is not about to overtake the advanced countries of Europe but will remain confined to Russia for a long time to come, he reasons about politics exclusively in Leninist terms. He does not elaborate an independent theory of the failure of the revolution in the West. 

Of course, the theory of reification could be deployed for this purpose, and that is precisely what the Frankfurt School did. It is in recognition of this that Adorno calls Lukács’s book “important” despite his harsh critique, and elsewhere praises Lukács as “the first dialectical materialist to apply the category of reification systematically to philosophy” (Adorno, 1977: 151). The triumph of reification over the resistances on which Lukács counted must be explained. There was a real contest when Lukács was writing and the outcome was not foreordained. What Lukács failed to understand, as Timothy Hall explains was “the subtle ways in which the institutions of bourgeois society mediated the Marxian concepts of class consciousness and class politics…” (Hall, 2011). In addressing this issue the Frankfurt School made a definite advance.
The Frankfurt School offered an explanation based on a radical critique of technology, of the impact of regimentation at work, abundance of consumer goods, media propaganda, and so on, all of which served to integrate the working class into the system and sap its revolutionary potential. This critique was rooted in Lukács concept of reification, but with the collapse of revolutionary expectations it veered close at times to the conservative and nostalgic cultural pessimism so prevalent in Germany. But Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse were always careful to preserve a reference to a possible breakthrough to a liberated society, however improbable they judged that prospect. As Adorno and Horkheimer write, “The task to be accomplished is not the conservation of the past but the redemption of the hopes of the past” (1972: xv). In this they remained within the progressive tradition to which Marx and Lukács belonged. And like Marx and Lukács, they regarded dialectics as the essential instrument of any progressive critique of the dominant social sciences and the institutions of capitalist society. The adjustment to defeat did not change this framework fundamentally and this is what gives their work its peculiar elegiac quality. For all its differences with Lukács, the Frankfurt School was built on premises derived in large part from his thought.
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� Some texts of this second reception that shaped a very negative view of Lukács include, Watnick (1962), Jones (1971), Hoffman (1975), Filsoufi (1977). More insightful critiques such as the book of Arato and Breines (1979) still maintain that Lukács was basically an idealist with a repressive political doctrine. Michael Löwy’s (1979) more sympathetic treatment had little influence on the image of Lukács in the English speaking world, and my own book (1981a) still less.


� Adorno was a disappointed admirer. This may explain some uncharitable readings (Clausen, 2008: 84).


� The Stalinist thugs to whom Adorno refers included some fairly sophisticated philosophers such as Abram Deborin. See Deborin, (1969).


� References to Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness will be signaled by pages numbers alone in parentheses.


� Gramsci even wrote an article in L’Ordine Nuovo on the Russian Revolution entitled “The Revolution Against ‘Capital’” (Gramsci, 1977: 34-38)


� I address this problem in Feenberg (forthcoming 2010).


� I have modified the English translation throughout to restore the term as “form of objectivity.”


� The influence of Lask on both Lukács and Heidegger was first noticed by Lucien Goldmann in his thesis on Kant published in 1945 (see “Anhang”).  A recent contribution to the discussion, besides Kisiel’s, is Feher (1992).


� Generalized as a method, this is also one of the foundations of contemporary science and technology studies. It is one of several “dereifying” procedures for understanding scientific-technical thought. See, for example, Suchman (2007).


� I analyze the difference between contemplative and transforming practice in Feenberg (2005: chap. 4)


� I discuss Lukács’s political theory and his illusions about the Soviet state in Feenberg (1981a: chap. 5) and Feenberg (2002); see especially pp. 66-69.


� My article responded to an earlier article in which Jay first formulated his critique. I related Lukács’s concept of totality to the Hegelian dialectic of essence and appearance (Feenberg, 1981b).


� For a discussion of this debate, see Grumley (1986).


� For a critical discussion of this methodological approach, see Rockmore (1992: 134ff).


� For a discussion of “standpoint epistemologies” that stem loosely from Marx and Lukács, see Harding (1986: chap. 6).


� I discuss this question in Feenberg (forthcoming 2010).


� For an interesting account of Lukács’s difficulties with nature, see Vogel (1996: chap. 1).
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