Psyche, Text, and Society: Critical and Cultural Theory

SEMINAR 6
Marxist Cultural Theory, Ideology and Psychoanalysis
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1. Developments within Marxist Cultural Theory during the Twentieth Century
1) Marx developed a (metaphorical) notion of the state as an edifice which endows the base with an index of effectivity, the determination in the last instance of what happens in the upper floors by what happens in the economic base. The economic base of society was the infrastructure of society while ideology, the political and legal apparatuses, and the arts are part of the superstructure. 
a) Ideology: In general ‘ideology’ tends to be used to denote ‘ideas’, ‘attitudes’, or ‘assumptions’. A Classical Marxist definition of ideology, however, is as a set of thoughts and representations that conceal the subject’s alienation from the products of her/his labour in a context in which the capitalist class owns the means of production. Ideology can be thought of as a set of representations which encourages the subject to accept the material conditions of her/his existence and the class structure as ‘natural’ or inevitable. The dominance of this ideology is referred to as hegemony. This definition may be expanded to provide for the occurrence of conflict, perhaps between residual, emergent and dominant ideologies, and to account for the concealment of other kinds of contradiction of self and social order.
2) Analytically it is the tendency of Marxist critics to contextualise literature within the progressively unfolding ideological conflict, in order to determine how the arts help to form ideological attitudes. Early Marxist aesthetic theorists saw the relationship between the arts and the economic base of society or infrastructure of society as essentially a reflective one, thus the arts, which are part of the superstructure of society, reflected the ideology of society, an ideology determined by economic factors. E.g. Plekhanov’s Reflection Theory. In certain contexts this understanding was then to be applied prescriptively. The Reflection Theory led Plekhanov to advocate for the Soviet Union the reflection of social trends in the Classic Realist novel genre. This is Socialist Realist Theory. Ironically the novel has also been described as the epic art form of our modern bourgeoise capitalist society. So why the Classic Realist novel?
a) Marxist Cultural Theory developed in the period of literary history in which the novel has been in the ascendency as a literary genre or kind. This might be significant for various reasons. Whereas poetry is bound by metre and possibly by rhyme, and is therefore more easily kept mentally and possibly for this reason predominated in pre-print and oral cultures, the novel is locked into writing, and into print and bookhood. As a form of historical materialism, Marxist cultural theory is interested by the materiality of writing, book production, and reading, and hence by the novel. Marxism has influenced views of art, literature and language as products of labour.

b) Many early novels have ‘history’ in the title, e.g. The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews and his Friend Mr Abraham Adams, by Henry Fielding. Marxist cultural theory is interested by the novel’s mimesis (what typically happens) and the perceived closeness of this to history writing (what has happened). Marxist cultural theory, being materialist, is interested by the novel’s preoccupation with the material conditions of existence and with the empirical – what Henry James called the solidity of specification. Marxist theory is concerned with the ways in which through consciousness and the means of production (the technologies articulated in labour) humanity can transform these material conditions and produce benefits in social organisation. The novel has been enlisted in this kind of enterprise. 
3) As indicated above it is the aim of Marxist critics to determine how the arts help to form ideological attitudes, and in certain contexts this knowledge was then to be applied prescriptively. This in the Soviet Union involved censorship and criminalisation of writing practices. Under the influence of Plekhanov’s Art and Social Life (1912), the Soviet Union suppressed works of art for ‘ideological incorrectness’; that is, for not reflecting the ‘progressive’ elements in society (on a Marxist view), forgetting for the moment that the Soviet Union had already achieved communism. In this climate of censorship and authoritarian prescription, art became relentlessly upbeat and optimistic in mood, and just as relentlessly propagandistic. What Soviet art arguably came to reflect was not material and economic reality, but an ideologically constructed ‘reality’, and it used concepts signified by language to enforce this picture or common-sense view of the society through education and culture.

4) Despite its use by the Soviet Union, Marxist Cultural Theory flourished in Britain in the 1930s, during which a number of working-class writers of narrative fiction rose to prominence (e.g. Walter Greenwood, Love on the Doll), and other more established writers or writers in other literary forms, like the poet W.H. Auden, were influenced by Marxism. The Left Review journal flourished at this time.

5) In the second half of the twentieth century, however, Marxist Cultural Theory encountered Structural Linguistics and Structuralist objections to the idea of reflecting reality through language. E.g. the inseparability of the signifier and the signified creates the illusion of the transparency of language. What is merely conventional comes to seem real or natural. Upon this apparent transparency rests the possibility of realism. Interpreted rigidly and prescriptively realism can imply that no further act of understanding or interpretation is required for those familiar with the language; it can be understood ‘straight off’. Barthes, with his structuralist emphasis on the construction of a sense of reality through language, called this the ‘reality effect’. But realism, as a particular use of the signifying system of language, is a representation and it ‘is plausible not because it reflects the world, but because it is constructed out of what is (discursively) familiar’; i.e. realist literature can reflect the way members of a society agree things ‘really’ are – CB, 47.
6) Marxist Cultural Theory’s association of the novel with the idea of historicity was also subjected to scrutiny and is complicated by the narrative character of history. E.g. Hayden White’s theory of emplotment in history writing, which argues that the facts contained in the chronicle are encoded as components of specific kinds of plot-structures. History is a narrative discipline, which involves casting past events and conditions of existence in the mould of story, seeing and narrating those events from the perspectives of a narrator, whose narration is ulterior and retrospective, and writing those events in texts.
7) As a consequence of these and similar theoretical encounters, the 1960s saw the emergence of New Left movements and developments within Marxist thinking – a redevelopment of Marxism in a more protean form, as a qualifier more than a monolythic standpoint, entering into new alliances, such as Marxist Feminism, Marxist Structuralism, and eventually Post-(Structuralist) Marxism. Two influential theorists in the development and revision of Marxist Cultural Theory in the second half of the century were Louis Althusser and Michel Foucault:
8) Of considerable significance in the development of the idea that a wide range of material practices embody ideology was Louis Althusser’s reinterpretation of Marx’s classical model of society as infrastructure (economic base) and superstructure (ideology, the arts, and the political and legal apparatuses). Althusser concurs in Marx’s view which endows the base with an index of effectivity, the determination in the last instance of what happens in the upper floors by what happens in the economic base. But Althusser develops the metaphorical entailments of Marx’s model, extending state power beyond the familiar ground of political practice and the Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA’s), which include the police and legal systems, to other private and public material practices. Althusser thereby extends the analysis of the reproduction or renewal of the conditions and means of production to the ideological construction of the subject through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA’s), which include education and culture. It is the ISA’s that are ‘the site of class struggle’: ‘it is in the forms and under the forms of ideological subjection that provision is made for the reproduction of the skills of labour power’, and it is by the dissemination of the ruling ideology through the ISA of the schools that the security of the reproduction of the relations of production is achieved. The role of ideology is to conceal the contradictions in the signifying systems and discursive practices of a culture in order to preserve the economic base of society, and to offer the subject an imaginary, compelling sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved. Ideology in this sense is a ‘lived relation to the real’. LA, 128, 140, 147-48, 152
9) Also influential was Michel Foucault’s refusal to find a central and determining locus of power in the model of production, his decentralisation of the operations of power, his equation of power with language and knowledge, and his insistence on distinguishing knowledge from what is true, the signified from the referent and from intention. Foucault influenced later, Post-Structuralist Marxists like Terry Eagleton: ‘Discourses, sign systems and signifying practices of all kinds … produce effects, shape forms of consciousness and unconsciousness, which are closely related to the maintenance or transformation of our existing systems of power.’ – TE, 210. For these literary critics, rather than reflecting ideology, literary texts constitute a productive ideological practice that transforms the raw materials they take up, producing a new ideological ensemble that was not there before. The more a text lets us know about this practice and the more clearly we can see its historical material and social context, the more valuable it is. Literature can be valued on the basis of whether it conceals or exposes the conditions of its production; whether it conforms (linguistically) to the ideology of a culture which secures the economic base or challenges that ideology with a dissident view or analysis. 
2. Terry Eagleton’s reading of W.B. Yeats’s ‘Easter 1916’, as an example of a (Post-Structuralist) Marxist interpretation of a literary text. 

1) W.B. Yeats adopted an attitude of ardent defiance towards the encroachment of bourgeois materialism in Ireland, an emergent culture, class and ideology growing to dominance. Terry Eagleton, in Criticism and Ideology (London: NLB, 1976), p. 151, argues that because ‘that class in imperially subjugated Ireland is still nascent Yeats … has to hand, in his struggle against bourgeois hegemony, the resources of an aristocratic Romanticism long since moribund in bourgeois England’. Eagleton remarks that Yeats’ relation to the Irish aristocratic heritage, and through it to Irish society as a whole is ‘markedly contradictory’: ‘He belonged by birth not to the Ascendancy class but to the Protestant bourgeoisie; and as such he was doubly dislocated within Irish society, both from the class with whom he identified and from the Catholic nationalist movement whose poetic mythologer he attempted to become.’ He ‘recoiled from the very Catholic bourgeoisie who formed the nationalist movements’ mass social basis’ (p. 152). Eagleton argues that a poem like ‘Easter 1916’ ‘reveals well enough Yeats’ difficulties in trying to reconcile the Romantic heroism of the uprising with the despised ideology and social class of its leaders’ (p. 152). The poem is said to assimilate a complex political event into its framework without distortion of the event or loss of its human character in abstraction. It bears, as valuable art should according to Eagleton, ‘the very imprint of the contradictions’ it lays bare (p. 161).

2) One feature of this interpretation (and of any Marxist interpretation) is that it attempts to understand the poem as completely explicable within its historical (socio-political and cultural) context and as having little significance beyond that context. Can it be argued that out of the contradictory strands of approval of the ‘excess of love’ of the nationalists and disapproval of their hard-heartedness and political rancour in ‘Easter 1916’ comes a transformation of the nationalists and of the event into a symbol which reverberates with associations to other events in history, however intensely intimate to those involved in the events of Easter, 1916? C.K. Stead, in The New Poetic: Yeats to Eliot (London, 1983), p. 40: ‘The event which is its subject is not described, but re-fashioned’. In other words, on this reading the poem remains faithful to the conditions of its own production, yet transcends them. 
3) A further question we may wish to ask of the Marxist interpretation of ‘Easter 1916’ is whether we should conclude that changes in the social formation and the transformation of the economic base of society combined with Yeats’s own dislocation and contradictoriness within that society and culture are entirely responsible for him being able to adopt an antithetical attitude or lay bare crucial contradictions of self and social order? What else might be responsible? A criticism aimed at Marxism is that it frequently ignores the insights of psychoanalysis into the alienation and splitting of the self and the function of the Unconscious in literary texts.

3. Marxist Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis
1) In the early decades of the twentieth century, the relationship between Marxism and psychoanalysis was often antagonistic. There was and perhaps remains a perceived difficulty of attempting to ‘coordinate a Marxist and a Freudian criticism’ – FJ, 338

a) Psychoanalysis is already ‘a theory of the articulation of the subject with the social: if desire, for instance, is the desire of the Other, this means that desire is a social phenomenon. Furthermore, as the concept of desire itself suggests, psychoanalytic theory amounts to the argument that the structure of the relation of the psyche to the social is one of incommensurability – which does not mean that they do not interact, only that they do so unhappily.’ – RY, 140-41

b) Nevertheless it might yet seem possible and desirable to combine an analysis of the psychological development of the personality or subject with that of its relation to the social. But: ‘It is impossible to affirm – though it has often been done – that psychoanalysis adds a theory of subjectivity to the field of historical materialism, given that the latter has been constituted, by and large, as a negation of the validity and the pertinence of any theory of subjectivity (although certainly not of the category of “subject”).’ – EL, 141

c) Marxist Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis have slight differences of interest in literature. Marxist Cultural Theory has maintained a particular interest in the novel, especially the realist novel (see above), but the (realist) novel does not perhaps fully correspond to, or is not always as amenable to, psychoanalytic criticism which may look for symbols, metaphors, metonyms, &c.

2) Despite the antagonism there have been attempts to reconcile (Marxist) Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis:
a) Fredric Jameson reminds us of Freud’s own awareness of the methodological problems raised by the application of psychoanalysis to intersubjective objects (works of literature) and by seeing such objects as organised entirely by the logic of desire or wish-fulfillment (analogous to dreams, fantasies, or symptoms). Freud’s own ideas about the poetic process acknowledge a ‘supplement’ of more purely formal pleasure derived from the work’s organisation, and Jameson extends the observation to describe works of literature as ‘a dialectic between individual desire and fantasy and the collective nature of language and reception’. – FJ, 342

b) Wilhelm Reich in the 1920s argued that political revolution cannot be fulfilled until character structures inherited from older, pre-revolutionary society, and reinforced by its instinctual taboos, have been utterly transformed. – FJ, 346

c) The Frankfurt School of Theodor Adorno developed a model of repression, borrowed from psychoanalysis, as underpinning a sociological vision of late capitalism and a vision of an irreversible link between development (‘Kultur’) and an ‘ever-increasing instinctual renunciation and misery’ – FJ, 345

d) In Althusser’s analysis of the ideological construction of the subject through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA’s), the effectiveness and universality of ideology is said to lie in the imaginary nature of humans’ relation to the real conditions of existence, of which ideology is a representation. – LA, 128, 140, 147-48, 152. In his essay, ‘Freud and Lacan’, Althusser analyses the Mirror Stage of narcissistic identification (Lacan) in relation to the ideological construction of the subject, as its prototype or early stage, and he identifies ideology with the Unconscious. Ideology and the Unconscious underlie rational inter-subjective discourse from which they are excluded, but they work to turn that discourse to the narcissistic self-interest of the individual or the social group/class.
e) Fredric Jameson provides a clear exposition of the relevance for Marxist theory, of Lacan’s theory of the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real. – FJ

f) Ernesto Laclau builds upon this dialogue between Marxist Cultural Theory and psychoanalysis by identifying ambiguities inherent in the constitution of analytic terms in Marxism. This critical technique is post-structuralist and influenced by Derrida. Laclau proceeds by suggesting, among other things, that Marxism’s ‘affirmation of the opaqueness of the social – the ideological nature of collective representations – which establishes a permanent gap between the real and the manifest senses of individual and social group actions’, ‘may be linked to the various Freudian topographies’. – EL, 142. Such a suggestion, however, involves a kind of deconstruction of Marxist theory through ‘a generalization of the logic of the signifier [the logic of the Unconscious] to the ensemble of its theoretical categories’. – EL, 144

4. Combining Marxist Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis in Reading Yeats’s ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’
In this poem the speaker expresses disenchantment with the Romantic, heroic, ‘masterful images’ of self and Other. Old themes, ‘allegorical dreams’, of the speaker’s own heart and those he has had of the double or anti-self, the ‘counter-truth’, have come to seem like ‘circus animals … on show’. On analysis and reflection, the speaker realises that although there were ‘Heart-mysteries there’, ‘It was the dream itself enchanted [him]’. Now ‘being but a broken man’, perhaps in a reversal of Yeats’s (Ille’s) position in ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’, the speaker must abandon the ‘dreams’ and the ‘masterful images’ that were complete because they grew in pure mind, and instead he ‘must be satisfied with [his] heart’, his ‘embittered heart’ that he now realises was responsible for the ‘dreams’ and ‘images’. 
Drawing on Marxist Cultural Theory and psychoanalysis, we could argue that these dreams, themes, and images were imaginary in the Lacanian sense of that term. Yeats undertook to reconstruct his imaginary being for another (for Maud Gonne, for his aristocratic friends), and now discovers the fundamental alienation that made him construct it like another in the Mirror Stage. In Althusserian terms, the dreams and images were the shabby products of ideology working unconsciously to conceal the contradictoriness of Yeats’s cultural and social placement. The images appeal to the aristocratic Romanticism for which Yeats yearned but stand in a relation of contradiction with the bourgeois values of both the Protestant bourgeoisie to which he belonged by birth and the Catholic middle-class who formed the mass social basis of the nationalist movement whose poetic mythologer he attempted to become through his creation of such ‘images’. When the speaker of ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’ searches his heart he finds that the images had alienated him from ‘practical instinct’ and self-interest, which had become unconscious; hence his saying elsewhere that he could only conceive of recreating practical instinct in himself as a kind of acting. Unconsciously ideology had turned this instinct and self-interest and consequently the class of which it is most characteristic – the despised and mercantile middle-class – into the image of ‘that raving slut / Who keeps the till … / … / In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart’. The poem may be said to bear, as valuable art should according to Eagleton, the very imprint of the contradictions of self and social order it lays bare. But by combining this Marxism with Psychoanalysis it becomes possible to see that the poem also lays bare the ideology which unconsciously creates representations of self and others with whom the subject/speaker identifies and those with whom he represses his similarity.
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