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0, Introduction

0,1 The aim of this study

The sim of this study is to examine the role of 
Verfremdung in Che dramatic works of Bertolt Brecht 
(1898-1956) and in the cinematic works of Jean-Luc 
Godard (1930- ). It shall be argued that Verfremdung
may be seen as a ’critique in practice', a critique 
which deconstructs dominant modes of representation, 
such as the so-called aristctelian text, and renders 
them available for knowledge.

The aristctelian text, as it is outlined in the 
theoretical writings of Brecht, can be a play, a novel, 
or a film. In this study differences that exist 
between the theatre and the cinema are not examined, 
except in cases where specific cinematic devices enable 
Godard to find cinematic 'equivalents* of Brecht's 
Ver fremdungen,

This dissertation is divided into four chapters. The 
first chapter (on materialism) focuses mainly on the 
notion of ’reflection1 which has been a key element in 
traditional marxist theories of art and literature. It 
is argued that materialism is a matter of taking up a 
position, of intervening in the philosophical and 
cultural field. The second chapter (on materialism and 
critique) examines the way Marx (a materialist) 
produces a formal critique of the commodity-form.

Marx’s critique is articulated with Jakobson's formal 
critique of aesthetic signification and aphasic 
disorders. The aim of this chapter is to produce a 
notion of critique (derived from the critiques of Kant,



Marx, Jako'bson) which can be used co describe the works 
of Brecht and Godard, A distinction is drawn between 
critiques and critiques in practice which do not come 
to a conclusion. The third chapter (on Verfremdung) 
examines Brecht’s writings on Verfremdung and 
Verfremdung in the works of Brecht and Godard. The 
fourth, chapter (on Verfremdung and critique) draws 
together strands from che previous chapters and 
concludes the study. It focuses on the relation 
between the viewer and the artwork (play or film) and 
on the breaking up of representation, ■which is the key 
element in the critiques in progress of Brecht and 
Godard.

This stuuy does not provide a history of Brecht's 
theatre or of Godard's cinema. It does not cover all 
aspects of their work. It draws on all of Brecht's 
writings, but concentrates on the epic plays such as 
Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder (1939), Per Kaukasische 
Kreldekreis (1944/5), Per eute Mensch von Setzuan 
(1938/39), in which Verfremdung is most clearly at
work. In the case of Godard, this study refers mainly 
to films produced between 1967 and 1973. It
concentrates on his 'political' work as a Maoist with
the Dziea Vertov Group. As the study focuses on
Verfremdung it makes no attempt to describe, analyze, 
or comment on individual works in any comprehensive 
way, nor to relate the history or origins of them.

This study, by concentrating on Verfremdung as a 
critique in progress/practice, stresses the need to 
re-examine the -notion of Verfremdung - to prevent it 
from being reduced to a series of techniques or formal 
devices and to provide an alternative to the view that 
stresses the link between Verfremdung and dialectics.



Brechtian dialectics, with its stress on process and 
contradiction, may be seen as an element of Verfreadung 
as critique in practice.

0.2 A survey of relevant literature

The relevant literature consulted during the course of 
this study can be divided into eight sections:

0.2.1 Primary texts: Brecht and Godard

The primary texts examined during the course of this 
study include plays and theoretical writings by Brecht 
and films, filmscripts and essays by Godard (see 5.1 
below). In the case of Brecht attention was focused on 
the later (post-1933) epic plays and in the case 
of Godard works produced mainly between 1967 and 1973 
were examined.^

0.2.2 Secondary literature on Brecht

An enormous amount has been written on Brecht and his 
work. Here shall be noted only a few works that proved 
to be particularly useful for th > purposes of this 
study. The works of Knopf especially the 
Brecht-Handbuch (2 vols.), proved i•, be very helpful. 
Other important works Include: Rtillcke-Weiler1s Die
Dramaturaie Brechts. Theater als Mlttel der 
Veranderung, Mittenzwei's Gestaltung und Gestaltenim 
Modemen Drama. Zur Technik des Figurenbaus in der 
sozialistischen und spfltbiirgerllchen Dramatik, 
Steinweg's Das Lehrstiick. Brechts Theorie einer 
nolltisch - gsthetischen Erziehung. Benjamin's Versuche 
(iber Brecht. Bckhard't Das Eplsche Theater. These 
works proved to be useful because they contained 
valuable material on the key notion of Verfremdung.
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works proved to be useful because they contained 
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.3 Secondary literature
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.11Chough Brecht stated that the schema did not 
represent absolute oppositions, only shifts of accent, 
the schema tended to be absolutised (and therefore 
falsified) by his readers. The epic theatre, Brecht 
makes clear, is not diametrically opposed to the 
dramatic theatre - it adds to the dramatic theatre, it 
works over its elements. According to Brecht's table

lation and wears 
;he epic theatre 
spectator into 

es his capacity 
a human being is

the dramatic 
implicates the spect; 
down his capacity foz 
emphasizes a narrative which turns 
an observer and at the same time a: 
for action. In the dramatic theatre 
taken for granted and unalterable, where: 
theatre he is the object of inquiry, alte 
to alter. The dramatic theatre app
spectator’s feelings and forces him

appeals to the spectator's reason - it c 
of the world to be criticized. In the dr: 
scenes develop linearly - one scene makes another. In 
the epic theatre each scene works for itself in a 
process of montage. In the dramatic theatre the human 
being is regarded as a fixed point and his thought 
determines his being. In the epic theatre the human 
being is seen as a process whose thought is determined 
by his social being. One of the main results of the 
penetration of the"dramatic opera"by the epic theatre's 
methods (i.e. Verfremdung) is a 'radical separation of 
the elements1. In the dramatic theatre the elements of 
the production (words, music, setting) become 
integrated in an organic whole. The object of the 
epic theatre is to break up the synthesis (which 
encourages the viewer to become a passive consumer of 
the artwork), to separate out the elements, so that the

'/J/



viewer may become an active participant in the 
production. In the "epic opera" Brecht insists, words, 
music and setting must become more independent of one 
another, (The importance of the separation of elements 
for the work of Brecht and Godard is discussed further 
in 4,4 below).

to systematically develop

It oay be 
.ier conception

of an epic theatre. The

rtige Poetik'

destroying aesthetics. Brecht's rejection of

knew that the ancient Greek theatre, with its m< 
comedy contained elements of Verfremdung) but 
European tradition of naturalism (later i sc

3.2.3). In the section that follows 
be made to clarify Brecht's die

attempt shall

In Per Dreigroschenproaess Brecht speaks of



"Fur die Dramatik 1st die Stellung des Films etwa 
zur handelnden Person intsreasant. Er verwendet 
zur Verlebenvigung seiner Personen, die nur nach 
FunkCionen eingesetzt sind, einfach bereitstehende 
Typeti, die in bestimmte Situationen kommen und in 
ihnen bestimmte Haltungen einnehmen konnen. Jede 
Motivierung aus dem Charakter unterbleibt, das 
Innenleben der Personen gibe nieaals die 
Hauptursache und ist selten das hauptsachliche 
Reaultat der Handlung, die Person wird von aussen 
gesehen. Die Literetur braucht den Film nicht nur 
indirekt."14

the nev? medium of film (Brecht is writing at the 
beginning of the 1930’s) interests Brecht insofar as it 
can become a model for a text structure that breaks 
with the structure of the dominant 'bourgeois novel's

"Der btirgerliche Roman gestaltet heute noch jeweils 
eine Welt. Er tut dies rein idealistisch aus 
einer Weltanschauung heraus, der mehr Oder weniger 
privaten, jedenfalls aber individuellen Anschauung 
seines 'SchSpfers1 Innerhalb dieser Welt stinmen 
dann alle Einzelheiten natiirlich genau, die, aus 
dem Zusammenhang gerissen, den 'Details’ der 
Realitat gegentiber keinen Augenblick waschecht 
wirken ktinnten,

The 'bourgeois novel' briefly sketched here is an 
example of the aristotelian text structure Brecht 
wishes to subvert by using the film as an alternative 
model. It must be noted, however, that when Brecht 
praises 'the external action1, the 'seeing from the 
outside' in film and says that for the film 'die Satee 
nichtaristotelischer Dramatik (nicht auf Einftlhlung,



Mimesis, berubender Dramatik) 'are immediacely 
acceptable,1^ he is referring to the films of Charles 
Chaplin and the Soviet films of Nicolai Ekk. He is not 
referring to the dominant Hollywood cinema which, like 
the aristotelian, dramatic theatre and the bourgeois 
realist novel, does depend on empathy and mimesis. (It 
is precisely this 'aristotelian' cinema that Godard 
attempts to subvert.) When referring to films such as 
those of Chaplin and Ekk, Brecht speaks of a 'splendid 
inductive method’:

"Dff Film, der keine Welt gestalten kann (das 
Milieu bei ihm ist etwas ganz anderes), der auch 
niemandem gestattet sich (und nichts sonst) durch 
ein Werk auszudriicken, und keinem Werk, sine 
Person auszudrticken, gibt (oder kdnnta geben): 
verwendbare Aufschlusse tiber menschliche 

Seine grosaartig induktive 
est ermSglicht, kann ftir den 
1 Bedeutung sein, sofern der 
a bedeuten kann,"1^

that the opposition of 
;otelian texts may correspond 
ive and inductive method.1® 

would enable one to apply 
to his epic plays. Brecht 

ift ftir induktives Theater’1* 
ihen’̂ ® in the staging of his 
s method' does not appear in 
in a note 'tiber den

he describes the deductive 
:elian text.

the aristotelian novel is



The courts (Justia) are unjust (1).
This is transformed (because of the form of the 
novel) into: A judge is unjust (2).
In a plot this is transformed (because of the form 
of the novel) into:
A Judge does something unjust (3).

Before we look at the sentence in its second and 
third form let us examine the first: The courts
are unjust. Brecht means a judge, as he exists 
today, a bourgeois judge. Otherwise the first 
(more general) sentence would not be replaced by 
the second (in which one specific judge stands for 
all judges) and nothing 
courts. If all judges 
act unjustly by being

means simply that which all judges do when they

unjust and not true to the courts 
are to be unjust as well, then 
cannot be mastered by the plot of t 
novel. To make this clearer, we 
the argument using the 
Judge: X, Courts: Y, just: a 
the courts: y, untrue t
bourgeois: b, the aristotelii

symbol

(X/7a)6 N
(X/?a) A  (x/y) -»(Y/7a)
(X/7a) A(x/7y)(Y/7a) v (Y/e) 
<X/7a) A(x/7y) A(Y/7a)^x4N

(X/y) (i.e. A juc 
a precondition 
aristotelian novel be:



The logic of the second sentence runs &■ £< 
X is a bourgeois judge.
Bourgeois iudgea are unjust.
Therefore X = unjust,
In the novel this sentence is of course

X on the left hand side is 
psychologically and sociologically so fc 
right aide emerges 
'unjust' may then simply be i 
and actions of Xi Everyth: 
do is called 'unjust'.

unjust' in the

justly nor unjustly.

Brecht's analysis of the aristoi 
construction starts out from 
('The courts are unjust') and c 
according to the literary conditions of the 
aristotelian novel ('the form of the novel'). Brecht's 
analysis divides the literary form of the project into

On the first level the social condition (the field of 
the ideological project) is transposed onto a field of 
figures which is organized in a closed configuration. 
An individual character - the protagonist - represents 
the sociological state of affairs (’ judge is 
unjust'/'a particular judge for all judges'). On this 
first then, the ideological project is
transposed onto a closed constellation of interacting 
characters.



On the second level this constellation is reflected in 
the plot ('A judge does something unjust’). In the 
reception of the nove1. the construction process is to 
be reversed. In other words, the reader is lead from 
an individual act to an individual character trait and 
then to a social condition. The reference to the 
'eternally h u m a n which Brecht criticizes in 
aristotelian texts is a result of its deductive text 
construction.

In an essay entitled ’Cber die Verwendung von Musik fur 
ein episches T h e a t e r h e  again characterizes the
aristotelian text.^  Brecht's analysis may be
summarised in ten points;

1. The plot is reducible to (is a function of) the 
character configuration.

2. The character configuration revolves around a 
central protagonist (or hero).

3. The protagonist has an ' inner being' that is
relevant to the semantics of the whole text, (The 
world is seen from the perspective of the
protagonist.)

4. The plot arranges narrative sequences (with 
relatively closed causality) that enable the 
reader to read the protagonist's semantics in 
'spiritual conflicts'.

5. The plot, which is character-reducible, is
directed towards an end. It's goal is the
revelation of the protagonist's 'inner being' at
the climax of the 'spiritual conflicts’.



6. The individual protagonist rep' uts mankind.-

7. The fact that the plot is a "unction of the 
character configuration and the configuration in 
turn -a function of the semantic centre (the 
protagonist who stands for mankind) makes possible 
an identificatory reading of the text. Reader and 
protagonist form a semantic unity.

8. An identificatory (and cathartic) reading focuses 
on the 1 eternally human1 instead of on the social 
and the historical.

9. By focusing on semantic invariants (the 'eternally 
human') the aristotelian text does not 'intervene' 
in the historical process nor does it encourage 
the reader to do so.

10. The conditions of the historical process, 
especially insofar as they are changeable, do thus 
not figure in the aristotelian text.

These points characterize the traditional realist text, 
the Hollywood narrative film - those aristotelian texts 
that emphasize mimesis and empathy. Brecht and Godard 
break with this dominant mode of representation by 
subverting it from within, by separating out its 
element? and revealing their functions.

We may take Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder^ as an 
example of an attempt to break with the aristotelian 
text. Narrative dominates over plot, the play is not 
determined by the unfolding of a central, protagonist. 
None of the characters has an 'inner being' or 
consciousness that determines the meanings of the whole



text. We do not view the world only through the eyes 
of Mother Courage. The narrative sequence does not 
arrange events to force characters into spiritual 
conflicts. Individual episodes could be read on their 
own - they do not derive their meaning from the whole 
and their function is not to build up to a climax at 
Che end but rather to present a montage of conflicting 
meanings. Mother Courage does not represent Mankind 
(the 'eternally huaan'), she represents a social role, 
a way of acting in a specific social situation. An 
identificatory reading is discouraged. A non- 
identificatory reading focuses on the social and 
historical relations represented and not on the 
'eternally human'. By focusing on semantic variants (- 
specific meanings in specific circumstances) the text 
encourages the reader to consider not only Mother 
Courage’s relation to history, but also the reader's 
own place in history. The reader may gain insight from 
Mother Courage's blindness. The historical and social 
conditions may thus be studied in their relation to the 
representations of these conditions.

The Dziga Vertov^  films of Godard are on the whole 
more radical in their rejection of the non-aristotelian 
text. In the deconstructions they perform they go far 
further than Brecht since they reject narrative and 
character. It is debatable whether or not such 
'formalism' is politically effective (see 4.4.1 below).

0.5 The films of Godard

The films Godard made between 196? and 1973 must be 
seen as attempts at cinema: trials, experiments,
Versuche. They are unfinished works in progress. They 
are self-reflexive and self-critical.



In December 1967 and January 1968 Godard shot Le Gal 
Savoir^  for the French National Television Network, 
O.R.T.F. He edited it sometime after the events of May 
1968^® and it was first shown publicly in June 1969.

Godard chose a common television form - the interview 
as a model for Le Gai S avoir. In this film two 
characters, Emile Rousseau and Patricia Lumumba, 
discuss the relationship between politics and film in 
seven late-night meetings in a disused television 
studio. In 90 minutes they cover the areas that should 
be investigated in a critical cinema. Besides Patricia 
and Emile there are three other speaking 'characters' 
in the film: an old man and a young boy and girl who
are being interviewed. Godard (the narrator) 
constantly comments on the interviews and on the 
'progress' of the film. The film offers the viewer no 
conclusions to the questions it raises. The narrator 
claims that half the shots in the film are missing, 
thereby breaking the illusion of the integrated, 
aristotelian work of art. Monaco comments on the 
relationship established between the film and its 
audience:

"If we become too involved in the subject of the 
argument betwen Emile and Patricia, then the 
narrator raises us to another level. If we become 
fixed in the relationship between the narrator and 
his invented characters, then the film itself, by 
its very density and conflation of images and 
sounds, will distance us. It's essence is 
process.

The notion of process, which is an important element of 
Brechtian dialectics and Verfrerodung shall be discussed
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through them cvntinues to produce) the images and 
sounds. In these films, images and sounds at last 
no longer deny the process by which they came to 
be imprinted on the film stock ... This break is 
materialism.33

By calling attention to their own devices (this is the 
work of Verfremdung) these films stop the viewer from 
being seduced by the spectacle. The viewer is 
encouraged to critically consider the account of 
reality presented by the spectacle. In 1969 Godard 
declared:

"A political film is obliged to discover what it 
has invented ... television and film do not record 
moments of the real but simply moments in the 
dialectical process. Areas/Eras of contradiction 
that have to be examined."36

Brechtian dialectics is a method of revealing such 
areas of contradiction - it produces contradiction 
where before there appeared to be a unity. Vent d'est 
is perhaps the most thorough of the Dzlea Vertov films. 
It is composed of clashing discourses and images that 
do not congeal into a unity. The film tries to 
summarize the contemporary Maoist political situation 
and the role of the militant film maker. It refuses to 
provide a coherent narrative, it collects narrative 
fragments and juxtaposes them. It is not a 'popular' 
film and was shown only to small audiences composed of 
people committed to the search for a 'political' 
cinema. (Godard stresses that one must always bear 
one's audience in mind and not ignore the context of 
reception. In 1970 and 1972 Godard and Gorin 
accompanied their films on a tour of American college
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sound-over - the presence of voices without 
naturalistic spatial or temporal contextsi the 
rigidly formalized parallel tracking shots (...) 
the obvious choreographing of action in relation 
to the camerai the long tracking shot along the 
surface of a brick wall (...) which seems to

screen and to hint at the illusory nature of the 
screen's representation of three-dimensional

The devices are not in themselves subversive or
radical. It is the use to which they are put that can 
make them so. Attention is thus drawn to the
functioning of devices (see 1.4 below). Godard refers 
to this question when he saysi

"Die Art, wie man die Geschichte erzShlt - mit
Film, mit Femsehen oder ait Bildern scheint 
mir sehr wichtig, weil sie nicht liigt. Muss sie 
auch gar nicht, denn man kann sie lugen lassen, 
aber ein Bild 1st nur ein iaktum, nur ein Moment
eines Faktums, es ist nicht alles. Die Ltige liegt
in der Verwendung. Ich will nichts sagen. Heine 
einzige Absicht ist, die MSglichkeit herzustellen 
dass man sich etwas sagt."^

This attitude coincides with Brecht's: to provoke
discussion, to provoke critique. The aim of this study 
is to suggest that the works of Brecht and Godard are 
critiques in practice. Critiques in practice provide 
the elements for a critique.
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1. Materialism

The aim of this chapter is to do three things: first
of all it examines the notion of 'being materialist' as 
it is discussed by Pierre Macherey.^- Both Brecht and 
Godard claimed to be materialists. Brecht was an 
independent, unorthodox Marxist and critical of 
Stalinist cultural policies, while during the late 
sixties Godard was a committed Maoist and sharply 
critical of the French Communist Party. Secondly, this 
chapter examines the notion of 'reflection1 which has 
played a central role in traditional Marxist criticism, 
especially in relation to notions of realism. The 
tendency of 'reflecti.onism' in Marxist criticism may be 
seen as a way of resisting formalist theories of 
literature which isolate literary works from history. 
This chapter shall show that the formalism oS the 
Russian formalists can be used to counter the reductive 
notion o£ reflection as it is to be found in the works 
of Lenin and Lukacs and at the same time be 
productively articulated with the aesthetic concerns of 
Brecht and Godard. The conception of the art work 
which Lukfica elaborates may be likened to Brecht's 
conception of the aristotelian text (see 1.2.1 below).

1.1 Being materialist

Pierre Macherey draws a distinction between being 
materialist and being a Materialist. Although Macherey 
discusses philosophy and doing philosophy in a 
materialist way, his comments and conclusions are 
relevant to the field of literature and cinema.

Materialisms (there are more than one) are theories of 
matter.2 Soviet Marxist 'Dialectical Materialism' is a



philosophical system of knowledge which

"...enunciates, promulgates, and enacts 'general 
laws' of material reality - nature and history, 
considered in their joint transformations and with 
regard to the development of the positive systems 
of knowledge which take over the various sectors 
of that reality, these laws have both 
retrospective and prospective significance."3

Macherey suggests that this path (undertaken by Engels 
in The Dialectics of Nature) leads nowhere. It is not 
possible to putt materialism into a dialectical form:

"For while the dialectic may be genuinely 
materialist, it is the very refutation of 
materialism and if it is closely bound up with 
the fact of being materialist, this is precisely 
because it shows the impossibility of a 
materialist knowledge, a system of knowledge 
concerned with materialism. The essential lesson 
to be drawn, then, from Engels's attempt is that 
it is no longer possible to be a Materialist."*

1.1.1 Materialism as a manner of intervention

Macherey starts from another presupposition: "that
materialism be not a doctrine, not a theory, not a body 
of knowledge, but a manner of intervention, a 
philosophical 'position'".3 A position is not the 
theory of an object! it is not the discourse in which 
an object is represented and constituted. A position 
is the manifestation of an 'orientation1, of a 
'tendency', of a 'way of moving through1 the 
philosophical field itself (not 'reality').®
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not its object, but its
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"Contradiction is what determines practice, and 
practice is the form within which contradiction 
develops. The field of practice is thus not a 
neutral, homogeneous space substantially organized 
around a single principle functioning as its 
centre or its subject (man, for instance)i rather 
it is torn by the concrete confrontation of 
unequal tendencies which develop along moving 
lines of force, between which any equilibrium will 
necessarily be unstable.'*^

The materialist dialectic is a dialectic without 
teleology. Its complex movement is not steered a 
priori towards a resolution. The contradictions of 
practice are indefinitely open. They do not obey the 
law of a universal form of contradiction. (See 3.2.5 
below for the role of dialectics in Brecht and Godard. 
Brecht, especially, stresses the view that the 
contradictions of practice are indefinitely open.) 
Practice opens up an objective space common to 
philosophy, art and history.

Theoretical effects cannot be disengaged from their 
confrontation with adverse theoretical effects. The 
thesis of the unity of opposites (the material aspect 
of the Hegelian dialectic) postulates the necessarily 
conflictual nature of all achievement: only by
abstraction can these antagonistic elements, autonomous 
only in theory, be separated.13 The interweaving of 
irreconcilable elements (which Brecht and Godard 
exploit) is what gives Hegelian discourse its efficacy:

"The characteristic of Hegelian discourse, and that 
which gives it its peculiar efficacy, is precisely 
this interweaving of two adverse and



irreconcilable theses, which cannot be reduced to 
their mere juxtaposition; indeed, far from 
cancelling out each other's effects - as they 
would if they were really independent - they work 
together in the apace, at once theoretical and 
practical, that is opened up by their division

Macherey maintains that Msrx and Engels unwittingly 
abandoned the materialist standpoint on the dialectic 
when they tried to purge Hegelian thought of all 
idealist elements. They wished to dissociate the 
opposites 'rational kernel' and 'mystical wrapping1 
(’method1 and ’system'). Their blunder corresponds 
precisely to the illusion of an independent theoretical 
knowledge, realized in the form of a doctrinaire 
materialism.

1.1.3 Materialism with a capital M

The materialist position 'as embodied in discourses of 
a theoretical nature' ia never to be found without an 
opposing position which may be called 'idealist'. 
Idealism confirms it in its identity by sending back to 
it its image in reverse. However, materialism is also

”... pervaded, in the very movement of its 
production, by this antagonism which works within 
it, and which takes the form not of abstract 
confrontation, indifferent and merely formal, but 
of an internal contradiction based upon the 
principle of the unity of rpposites. If there is 
a 'struggle' between materialism and idealism, 
this is a struggle of tendencies, set against one 
another in practice in a common combat to which 
all are equally committed, even if the conflict
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two tendencies. A materialist aesthetic, then, cannot 
be separated from idealist elements.

classic Marxist conception it is therefore nc; 
explore the philosophical category of reflect.

In The German Ideology (1846) Marx presents an 
elementary materialist explanation of ideological



"He set out from real, active men. and on the basis 
of their real life-process we demonstrate the 
development of the ideological reflexes and echoes 
of this life-process. The phantoms formed in the 
human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of 
their material life-procesa, which is empirically 
verifiable and bound to material premises. 
Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of 
ideology and their corresponding forms of 
consciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance 
of independence.^

In this reductive account art is 'explained' by 
material causes but it is incorporated in 'all the rest 
of ideology1. The materialist element in the account 
is the critique of the illusion of the independence of 
the art work. Through a system of mediations art (an 
objective practice) is linked to other forms of social 
practice. Art 'reflects' reality in the sense that it 
cannot be understood in isolation from the material 
conditions which produce it (and reproduce it). Such 
conditions are historical, not eternal.

The materialist explanation put forward by Marx in 1846 
does not enable one to give an account of a history of 
art since art is no longer seen as having a history of 
its own, it 'has no history'. The existence and 
development of art is determined externally to it. It 
is simply the consequence of an objective reality. Art 
appears to have lost both its autonomy and its 
'reality'. Macherey has argued that such a 'theory' 
is, in fact, not very materialist at all:

"Firstly, it gives a mechanical explanation of 
effects, by reference to causes which are external



to, and exist independently of them. Thus 
determination is Interpreted unilaterally in terms 
of subordination, and objective reality proposed
as an 'order' to which artistic production must,
by its very nature, conform. We can see that it 
is but a short step from this notion to a doctrine 
of • artistic control which purports to mould 
artistic activity in accordance with the 
mechanisms of 'social life', with the 
presupposition that this social life is itself 
regulated like s machine and eternally
subordinated to the laws by which it was
originally constituted: here again we note the
foreclosure and consequent disappearance of 
history,"20

In The German Ideology Marx defines ideology. He 
writesi "The production of ideas, of conceptions, of 
consciousness is (...) the 1, .guage of real life,"^ 
Art, a duplicate of real life, is a 'phantom'. Art as 
representation 'expresses' social reality. To 
interpret art, then, is to seek an original behind the 
duplicate, is 'to find content through form'. If 
art-as-language 'translates’ reality, then art must be 
translatable Into reality. (This is a programme for a 
hermeneutics.) Macherey argues that it is not enough 
to state that art reflects reality and takes it fer its 
model:

"VHat remains to be defined is what kind of 
material reality It constitutes in itself, with a 
defined place within the totality of objective 
processes, and not outside them, on the deceptive 
fringe of an illusion. In fact what makes the 
concept of ideology articulated in The German 
Ideology untenable is its reduction of Ideology to



the status of a system of ideas, artificially 
separated from that substantive content which it 
merely gives an ideal fortn."^

This definition can be corrected if ideologies and art 
are defined as material objective practices which 
participate effectively in the development of material 
life.23

Ascribing a 'function' to art may represent a step 
forward for then art's products are no longer seen as 
ineffectual images of 'reality1, but are invested with 
a certain reality of their own. In the preface to the 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 
written fifteen years after The German Ideology. Marx 
writes:

"With the change of the economic foundation the 
entire immense superstructure is more or less 
rapidly transformed. In considering such 
transformations a distinction should always be 
made between the material transformation of the 
economic conditions of production, which can be 
determined with the precision of natural science, 
and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or 
philosophic - in short, ideological forms in which 
men become conscious of this conflict and fight it

If 'to fight out' the conflicts which determine 
material life means 'to resolve' these conflicts, then 
what is the nature of such a resolution? Art that 
resolves conflicts by reconciling their disparate 
aspects in an overall image may be said to effect an 
imaginary, subjective solution. This seems to be the 
view uf Lukdcsi



"The greater the writer, the more contradictory 
aspects of his time are expressed in his work. 
But it remains equally true that, the greater he 
is, the more capable he is of synthesizing them in 
his work in a living and dynamic unity

In Lukacs1 aesthetic, which derives from Hegel, art as 
a substitute for reality, reveals the 'essential' 
meaning of the world. The ‘great’ artwork, a 'living', 
organic unity, is capable of representing a world in 
its totality. Lukacs, in fact, is a champion of the 
aristotelian text. This accounts for his conflict with 
Brecht. The case of Lukdcs also shows how dominant the 
aristotelian text is in our culture: it is defended by
a marxist like LukScs and by the non-marxist champions 
of realism.^

It might be argued that art does not effect an 
imaginary resolution, but a real resolution. In this 
case the reflection is separated from its object by a 
certain distance. (A distance in time, for example.
See Marx on Balzac, and Brecht on K a f k a . S u c h  a
view considers art an anticipation - great art
anticipates a future reality.

"But in that case is not the artistic effect 
destroyed at the very moment when its success is 
confirmed? When it reveals a reality in its own 
image, which it has in some measure preceded, and 
with which it reveals a complete identity, it
loses all interest of its own. (...) We are still
left with the same objection: if arc is
absolutely determined by its material conditions, 
then nothing can properly be 'left' of it, apart
perhaps from its procedures, its artifices, its
techniques



The question of what is -'left' is touched on by Marx in 
the introduction to the Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy. When commenting on the development of 
Greek art Marx introduces the notion of an 'unequal 
relationship between the development of material and 
production'. He writes:

"... is Achilles possible with powder and lead? Or 
the Iliad with the printing press, not to mention 
the printing machine? Do not the song and the 
saga and the muse necessarily come to an end with 
the printer's bar, hence do not the necessary 
conditions of epic poetry vanish?

But the difficulty lies not in understanding that 
the Greek arts and epic are bound up with certain 
forms of social development. The difficulty is 
that they still afford us artistic pleasure and 
that in a certain respect they count as a norm and 
as an unattainable model.

If art reflects a certain reality two questions present 
themselves:

(a) Does art maintain a measure of autonomy in 
relation to its model, and

(b) Can art survive its model? Where does the eternal 
charm of Greek art come from?^

Macherey and Balibar believe that this question itself 
is mistaken:

"There is no good answer to this question, quite 
simply because there is no eternal charm in Greek



art (...) Homer's Iliad, the ’work' of an 
'author' exists only for us, and in relation to 
new material conditions into which ic has been 
reinscribed and reinvested with a new 
significance: however odd it may seem, it did not
exist for the Greeks and the problem of its 
conservation is thus not a relevant one. To go 
further: it is as if we ourselves had written it
(or at least composed it anew). Works of art are 
processes and not objects, for they are never
produced once and for all, but are continually
susceptible to 'reproduction1: in fact, they only
find an identity and a content in this continual 
process of transformation. There is no eternal 
art, there are no fixed and immutable works

Aristotelian texts pretend to be objects, to be 
produced once and for all. They deal with the
'eternally human', man's neverchanging 'basic nature'. 
they assume that they will always be read in the same 
way, always be self-evident and realistic. Non- 
aristotelian texts (Brecht and Godard show) are clearly 
processes and draw attention to this fact. They 'make 
strange' that which is self-evident.

The notion of art centered around the problem of
imitation/reflection was not invented by Marxism. It 
can be traced back to Plato. (Boc-ks II and III of the 
Republic.31) Art-as-image is not specific to Marxism - 
according to Macherey it is 'totally foreign' to 
Marxism and can only be appropriated by Marxists 'as 
the result of a misapprehension1.^'

The notion of reflection criticized so far, is not a 
materialist one: it is abstract and subjective.



"It is abstract, because, in order to postulate a 
correspondence between art and reality, it begins 
by separating them - situated in opposition to the 
model which is to reproduce, art is an
extenuated form, a reduced yet identical 'echo' of 
that reality which it gives an artificially 
identical, 1 similar’ representation. Excluded 
from reality, er-'i • sed in its specialized status 
of (...) quasi-: •; :y: absent from itself, since
its only function is to allude to what it is not, 
but deprived of any objective consistency since it 
is nothing but illusion, it serves as a substitute 
reality insofar as it retains a tromoe 1'oeil form 
of that reality. Thus the mechanical notion of 
reflection necessarily involves the separation of 
form and content, which can only be reintegrated 
after they have been postulated as separate from 
each otheri their mutual • adaptation, in the 
construction of aesthetic effect, is what, from 
this point of view, provides an index of the 
'accuracy' or 'objectivity' of the work of art."^

The above notion of reflection is subjective since it 
requires the 'guarantee' of a subject (an agent). 
Art-as-image is formed in the consciousness of a 
subject. The quasi-reality of aesthetic images

"... is that of a series of represeTita_.tions 
which, in confronting reality, induce it to 
reflect itself. This subjectivist position thus 
perpetuates exactly that process of abstraction 
which we have attacked, and of which it is an 
aspect; separation of subject and object 
reproduces analogously that of form and content. 
It is now easy to see why, from such a point of



view, aesthetic effects should be intrinsically 
inconsistent and ’imaginary', since their 
consistency is outside themselves, in the
objective reality which it is their sole function 
to express

The subject which is a 'base1 for a fiction is not of 
itself fictive, it is not an illusory standpoint ger 
se. Art finds its subject, that is, its 'point of 
application' and its guarantee, in the consciousness of 
the audience to which it is addressed. (This i.s whets 
it 'realizes' itself) - the idealist notion of
reflection leads to a theory of . .. audience as
consciousness and as subject. Art as •w’chanical
reflection of reality treats its 'consume- as r.
subject, postulates him as e subject, that
characteristic figure of bourgeois judicial ideology.^

Art-as-image also finds its subject(s) in the reality 
which it imitates. This functioning a» aubjuut of 
reality extends that which preceded it.

"... reality is reflected in art, anti through aft 
in the consciousness of its audience, insofar as 
it is itself a subject capable of renewing and 
reproducing itself in its own self-consciousness. 
The reality which realist art imitates is already 
a fact of consciousness, whether acknowledged as 
such or not: it coincides with the ideology of a
society or a period of history whose aim is to
reconstitute and recognize themselves, to turn in
on themselves and acquire identity and 
self-mastery in the transparency of choir own 
myths."36





criticism is to uncover this message, this deeper 
meaning of the art work. (We saw above (o.4) how an 
author's 'sentence'/message is transformed into a plot 
in the sristotelian text.) Brecht and Godard shift the 
emphasis from meaning to the production and functioning 
of meaning. Their works raise questions and provoke 
the reader into confronting them. In an interview 
Godard said; "... I'm not trying to convince people 
(...) it looks as though we're trying to have the last 
word. But we're trying to have the first word/'^®

This attitude breaks with the traditional view of the 
author who always has (or is supposed to have) the last 
word. Traditional criticism values those
interpretations of a work that best reveal the voice of 
the author.

The idealist notion of reflection ia simple: "The
function of reflection is an image, it may be defined 
by its unique property, its similarity; we may say 
that such a definition is dictated by the category of 
identity."" The materialist notion of reflection, 
however, is a complex one. Several aspects of it need 
to be distinguished (for example, the objectivity of 
the reflection, the exactitude of the reflection.) In
1.3 arguments in Lenin's Materialism and Empirio- 
criticism (1908) are identified, These are then 
mobilized against the idealist notion of reflection. 
It shall be shown chat Lenin’s notion of reflection is 
not concerned with realism but with materialism. In 
the following section Lenin's writings on Tolstoy shall 
briefly be examined.



1.2.2 Lenin on To Is Coy

Lenin's articles on Tolstoy (1908-1911)^ were 
political interventions in which he tried to show that 
Tolstoy's oeuvre 'reflects' an epoch - a 'political' 
epoch - not necessarily Tolstoy's lifetime. Lenin 
examines the complex and ambiguous relation between a 
text and ideology. He distinguishes between Tolstoy 
the writer and his works and Tolstoy the thinker and 
his views. From Lenin's point of view the latter is 
obviously reactionary and politically unacceptable. 
The artist Tolst-.y, however, receives Lenin's highest 
admiration. There is a third Tolstoy: Tolstoy the
person, the aristocrat. (Vulgar marxists assume that 
since the aristocracy is often at the centre of the 
'Tolstoyan scene' Tolstoy also 'represents' that class 
in his work.) Lenin maintains Chat Tolstoy’s advocacy 
of non-resistance to social evil does not make him a 
representative of the nobility - rather, it articulates 
the 'mood' of the Russian peasantry. The aristocrat 
adopts the position of the peasant masses in his work. 
Lenin writes:

"Tolstoy mirrored their sentiments so faithfully 
that he imported their naivet6 into his own 
doctrine, their alienation from political life, 
their mysticism, their desire to keep aloof from 
the world, 'non-resistance to evil', their 
impotent imprecations against capitalism and the 
power of money.

Lenin stresses the link between literature and the 
class struggle. However, literature is not reducible 
to an expression of a class. not even reducible to an 
expression of the political peasant movement.



Repeatedly Lenin speaks of the 'sentiment1 of the 
peasant (a complex, contradictory attitude of a great 
mass of people towards 'social life')and suggests that 
Tolstoy's work 'works over1 an ideology.

Lenin's work on Tolstoy stands in contrast to LukScs 
work on Tolstoy. For Lukacs Tolstoy is primarily an 
object of literary history. He highlights Tolstoy’s 
role in the development of European Realise.^ Lukics' 
aesthetic is a normative aesthetic. It prescribes 
Tolstoy, Balzac, Mann as models of what literature 
should strive for. He sets these up in opposition to 
the 'distortions' of Modernism.^ For Lukecs the work 
of art is a specific form of knowing. The artistic 
totality (intensive) mirrors the social totality 
(extensive). Totality becomes, for Lukacs, a criterion 
of aesthetic judgment. A ’true' reflection mirrors the 
social totality. The aim of 'great art’ is to give a 
reflection of reality...

in welchem der Gegensatz von Erscheinung und 
Wecen, von Einzelfall und Gesetz, von 
Unmittelbarkei.t und Begriff usw. so aufgelcist 
wird dass beide im unroittelbaren Eindruck des 
Kunstwerks zur spontanen Einheit zusammenfallen, 
dass sie fiir den Rezeptiven eine unzertrennbare 
Einheit bilden. Das Allgemeine erscheint als 
Eigenschaft des Einzelnen und des Besonderen, das 
Wesen wird sichtbar und erlebbar in der 
Ersheinung,"^

The unity of 'Erscheinung' and 'Wesen' in the immediacy 
of the 'Eindruck' is only possible in a closed, 
'organic', work. (This is the aristotelian text.) 
Brecht's aesthetic, which is based on Verfremdung,



breaks with this closed, well-rounded text which is 
designed to evoke an illusionistic reception.

In contrast to Lukacs Lenin suggests that the immediate 
material of literature is ideology (not 'reality'), or 
rather, ideological representations of reality. This 
does not mean that knowledge is ignored. Lenin knows 
that "Tolstoy had a surpassing knowledge of rural 
Russia, the mode of life of the landlords and peasants 
.,."65 The aesthetic work 
"Tolstoyism in its real 
ideology of an Oriental, an Asiatic order.1’40 At the 
same time the work 'transcends1 the ideology Lenin 
condemns. It does this by virtue of the fact that 

of the ’essential a s p e c t s o f  
i specific historical period - he 

sees it as a time of upheaval and disorder, but he does 
not see the order which determines that disorder. 
Unlike Lukdcs Lenin acknowledges the necessarily 
partial, incomplete, fragmentary character of 'artistic 
reflection'. Macherey comments s

”We are not concerned with just any reflecting 
surface which would give a direct reproduction of 
any object. And rather than the facile notion of 
a distorting mirror, Lenin suggests a fragmented 
image. Could it be a broken mirror?"48

The problem with Lenin's notes on Tolstoy is that they 
rely on the notion of the 'great artist' and of the 
'great work' . He does not deal with art in its 
specificity. He does not deal with its formal devices 
and the transformation of devices it may or may not 
undertake. The metaphor of the mirror does not explain 
'reflection' because it does not deal with the formal
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organization of the text. Reflection in the work of 
Lukics takes on two meanings. Firstly, art is seen as 
a mode of reflection of reality in human consciousness, 
'in this sense all art works are reflections. Lukfics 
refers here to the epistemology of Lenin. Secondly, 
reflection is seen in a narrower sense - only 
'realistic’ artworks are 'true' reflections. Realistic 
reflections are 'true' 'rich' 'exact', 
’a d e q u a t e ' T h e s e  value-judgments imply t’ -t there 
are reflections that are not 'correct' . Lukics uses 
Lenin's epistemological notion of ’reflection' to 
establish a normative aesthetic that champions a 
'realism' based on the conventions of nineteenth 
century realist literature. In the following section 
it shall be argued that Lenin's philosophical catc 
of reflection (see 1.3 below) concerns material! 
not realism. The metaphor of reflection doe 
adequately account for the relation between works *.«. 
art and reality, nor does it justify Lukics attacks on 
Brecht's non-aristotelian texts. Brecht's realism is 
not bound to the forms of the nineteenth century, it 
does not set out to create a 'world'. Brecht writes:

"Wir warden nicht nur dann von realistischer 
Schreibwelse sprechen, wesm man zum Beispiel 
'axles' riechen, schmecken, ftthlen kann, warm 
'AtmosphSre' da ist und wenn Fabeln so geftihrt 
sind, dass seelische Expoaitionen der Personen 
zustande kommen. Unser Realismusbegriff muss 
breit und politisch sein, souvergn gegentiber den 
Konventionen.

RealisCisch heisst: den gesellschaftlichen
Kausalkomp\ex aufdeckend/die herrschenden 
Gesichtspunkte ala die Gesichtspunkce der



Herrschenden entlarvend / vom Scandpunkt der 
Klaase aus schreibend, welche ftir die dringendeCen 
Schwlerigkeiten, in denen die menschliche 
Geseilschaft eteckfc, die breitesten LSaungen 
bereic halt / das Moment der Entwicklung betonend 
/ konkret und das Abstrahieren ermSglichend,"53

Brecht's realism allows for a practice of writing that 
need not necessarily involve verisimilitude (in the 
narrow sense of recreating the appearances of things) 
and which is compatible with the use of phantasy and 
invention. 3 The materialist reflection (if one 
wishes to speak of reflection) is, as Lecourt shows 
through Lenin, a reflection without a mirror. This 
notion is examined in the following section.

1.3 Lenin and reflection

In 1908 Lenin writes Materialism andEmoirlocrlticisni'33 
in order to combat the rise of Russian empiriocri- 
ticism.3® Lenin's text is complex because it 
encompasses a constellation of strategic positions and 
because Lenin fights on all fronts at once - but always 
with the same weapon - the so-called 'reflection 
thesis'.

Lecourt argues chat

(a) the reflection in the reflection thesis is a 
reflection without a mirror, and

(b) contrary to all appearances, Lenin does not defend 
or propose a sensualist theory of knowldge.



1.3.1 Lenin’s ’sensualism'

Sensualist interpretations of Lenin's reflection thesis 
may be seen to be the result of a failure to 
distinguish between the thesis itself and Lenin's 
illustrations of it. Lenin defends the reflection 
thesis on the plane of the psycho-physiological process 
of perception. He illuminates the thesis with examples 
drawn from the scientific analysis of sensory 
phenomena. If one takes these scientific illustrations 
for the philosophical content of the thesis one 
arrives at a sensualist theory of knowledge. Lenin 
does not confront the empiriocritics' theory of 
knowledge with another (marxist) theory of knowledge. 
He confronts it with the natural sciences in order to 
reveal the false connection between its philosophical 
theses and scientific results. It is not a question of 
confronting two philosophies on the basis of one of 
their elements (the theory of knowledge). That would 
presuppose chec idealism and materialism can meet on 
common ground. Such a common ground does not exist for

1.3.2 The theory of reflection

What is meant when Lenin speaks of the theory of 
reflection as a materialist theory of knowledge? The 
Leninist theory is constructed around the reflection 
thesis. This thesis is a double thesis. The first 
thesis is a philosophical thesis. The second thesis is 
a gnoseological thesis - but since it is placed second 
in the sequence of theses, it does not unfold as a 
theory of knowledge.

A



1.3,2.1 The two1questions-double-reflection-thesis

Lenin wishes to show that the Russian empiriocritica 
have lost sight of the basic question which divides 
philosophy into two camps the question of the
primacy of being over consciounesa. Lenin emphasizes
that this is the primary question. In the following
three extracts from Lenin's work the notion of a
sequence or hierarchy of philosophical questions can be 
seen. In the first extract Lenin comments on an 
interpretation of Engels given by the Russian 
empiriocritic Bazarov:

"You are muddling things, Comrade Bazarovl You 
have substituted for the question of the existence 
of things outside our sensations, perceptions, 
ideas, the question of the criterion of the 
correctness of our ideas of 'theae same1 things, 
or, more precisely, you are hedging the former 
question with the help of the latter. But Engels 
says explicitly and clearly that what 
distinguishes him from the agnostic is not only 
the agnostic’s doubt as to whether our images are 
'correct', but also the agnostic's doubt as to 
whether we may speak of the things themselves, as 
to whether we may have ' certain1 knowledge of 
their existence. Why did Bazarov resort to this 
juggling? In order to obscure and confound what 
is the basic question for materialism (...), viz. 
the question of the existene of Things outside our 
mind, which, by acting on our sense organs, evoke 
sensations. It is impossible to be a materialist 
without answering this question in the 
affirmative, but one can be a materialist and 
still differ on what constitutes the criterion of



the correctness of the images presented by our 
senses.

The same reasoning can be found in Lenin's discussion 
of causality!

"The really important epistemologicai question that 
divides the philosophical trends is not the degree 
of precision attained by our descriptions o£ 
causal connections, or whether these descriptions 
can be expressed in exact mathematical formulae, 
but whether the source of our knowledge of these 
connections is objective natural law or properties 
of our mind, its innate faculty of apprehending 
certain a priori truths and so forth. This is 
what irrevocably divides the materialists 
Feuerbach, Marx and Engels from the agnostics 
(Humeans) Avenarius and Hach."^

Both texts make it clear: there is a sequence of
questions, but one is basic - the relation between 
being and consciousness. Lenin draws attention to this 
fact because the erapiriocritics answer the baste 
question in the idealist sense (primacy of 
consciousness over being), but then mask this solution 
in their manifest philosophical discourse. They do 
this by reversing the sequence of the questions, by 
posing the basic question once the second question has 
already been answered. Lenin tears the two questions 
apart in order to free the basic question from the 
dominance of the second,

Lecourt argues that it is the righting of the sequence 
of questions that explains Lenin's reflection thesis. 
This philosophical thesis is a double thesis which



allows us to pose the two questions in the correct

(a) the primacy of being over consciousness
(b) the objectivity of knowledge.

The reflection thesis, then, is a double thesis in 
which the thesis of the objectivity of knowledge 
(reflection) is subordinate to the thesis of the
primacy of matter over thought (reflection). The 
second question in the sequence may be formulated 
philosophically and correctly. If the primacy of being 
over consciousness is accepted, if it is accepted that 
consciousness is a reflection of being, then one must
ask through what mechanisms does this reflection gain
in exactitude and move along the path to objectivity. 
This question inaugurates investigations in the fields 
of natural science and historical materialism.

The Leninist reflection thesis breaks with idealist 
theories of knowledge. If one remains at the level of 
description one may gay that in idealist theories of 
knowledge the second question dominates the first. The 
second question is posed in the following form: what 
guarantees that the knowledge of a given subject
coincides with the object it is considering? In short, 
the question of the objectivity of knowledge is seen 
as the question of the basis of the truth of the 
knowledge. The question of the basic grounds for truth 
can be answered in two ways t either one puts ';he 
content of knowledge into the object (the subject has 
to find it there) or one puts the content of knowledge 
into the subject (the subject rediscovers it in the 
object). Whichever option one chooses, one is dealing 
with a closed system in which subject and object mirror



each other. Knowledge is then seen as a passive 
inscription of contents of consciousness.

Lenin shows that the structure of idealist theories of 
knowledge is determined by the place which the second 
question occupies in the philosophical system. The 
correct placing of the second question leads to a break 
with the mirror-form of idealist theories of knowledge. 
Lenin's theory of reflection may be seen as a 
systematic deconstruction of the mirror.

1.3.3 Literature and art

Lenin's discussion of reflection is relevant to the 
problem of literature and art. Balibar and Macherey

"A rigorous us<" of this complex structure 
eliminates the ..earning oppostion of two contrary 
descriptions; that between formalism and the 
'critical' or 'normative' use of the notion of 
'realism'. That is, on one side an intention to 
study the reflection ' for itself, independent of 
its relationship to the material world; on the 
other, a confusion of both aspects and an 
assertion of the primacy of thought, a reversal of 
the materialist order.

Lenin's definition of reflection allows one to 
articulate two aspects (which must be kept separate and 
in a constitutive order): "Literature as an
ideological form (amongst others), and the specific 
process of literary p r o d u c t i o n " T h e  specific 
processes of literary production and the specific 
constituent elements of literature were studied by the



Russian f o r m a l i s t s T h e i r  work-sheds further light 
on the notion of reflection. Their work on the devices 
of literature and their functions is relevant to a 
study of Brecht and Godard.

1.4 The Russian formalists: significations, devices, 
functions

In the process of trying to resolve the question of 
literature's specificity ('literariness’) by 
considering the formal properties governing the 
structure of literary texts, the Russian formalists 
also questioned the theory of reflection. They showed 
that literary forms are necessarily semiotic mediations 
of realicy - they signify reality, they do not reflect 
it. A term such as 'realism' only makes sense if it is 
appied to systems of literary representation that have 
become conventionalized (e.g. the nineteenth century 
'realist' novel). In 'On Realism in Art' (1921)®* 
Jakobson maintains that all literary forms are .. . 
conventional modes of signifying reality. The Futurist 
'defamiliarizations' did not reveal the world 'as it is 
truly'. The Futurists were simply employing another 
mode of signification and establishing another 
convention.

The Russian formalists suggested that the literariness 
of a text depends not only on its mode of signification 
but also on the relation that is established between it 
and texts in other 'literary systems'. The art work (a 
literary system)places a group of its elements in the 
foreground - they form the ' d o m i n a n t ' B e n n e t  points 
out that the 'dominant' through which a text enters



The effect of defamiliarization (of 'making strange'), 
which for the formalists is the 'literary' effect, 
depends not on the device itself but rather on the use 
to which it is put. This is why Brechtian Verfremdung 
cannot be reduced to Verfremdungseffekte. Verfremdung 
emphasizes the function to which devices are put in an 
art work. The formalists equate 'literariness' with 
the ability to defamiliarize. Defamiliarization 
becomes an end in itself. For example, Shklovsky



i-' :

 ' . 1/

• the sensations of

of things as they are perceived and 
e known. The technique of art is to 

’unfamiliar , to make forms 
difficulty and length 

of perception is

Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an 
object, the object is not important."^

It shall be shown in the third chapter that such a 
conception of 'making strange' does not account for the 
critical element in Verfremdung. However, Verfremdung 
might be seen as the formalist defamiliarization put to 
use in a critique. Verfremdung exploits the critical 
potential of the formalist defamiliarization. Literary 
works defamiliarize reality but reality as it is 
mediated through the forms of another form of 
cognition. Literature and art subvert the linguistic, 
perceptual and cognitive forms (formal devices) which 
conventionally condition our access to 'reality'. 
Bennet points out that these forms, in their 'taken- 
for-grantedness', present the particular ’reality1 they 
construct as reality Itself. (The aristotelian 
text reinforces the 'taken-for-grantedness' of these 
forms). Bennet writesi

"Literature thus effects a two-fcld shift of 
perceptions. For what it makes appear strange is 
not merely the 'reality' which has been distanced 
from habitual modes of representation but also 
those habitual modes of representation themselves. 
Literature offers not only a new insight into

A
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2, Materialism avid Critique

KanC produces a critique oi 'pure reason1, Marx 
produces a critique of the commodiey-foro, Jakobson 
produces a critique of aesthetic signification. This 
chapter compares these three critiques and reveals 
their common elements. It shall then be shown how 
critique can be used to clarify the works of Brecht atid 
Godard. The works of Brecht and Godard, it is argued, 
are critiques in progress.

2.1 Kant and Marx

Kant's Critique of Pure Reason (1781)  ̂ is "essentially 
an inquiry into the conditions that render possible 
true k n o w l e d g e I t  performs a transcendental 
deduction upon Newtonian physics to reveal the 
conditions of possibility of representation. Marx's 
critique in the first chapter of Capital  ̂ is deployed 
in the field of action and performs a deduction upon a 
failed synthesis - the commodity - and dissolves it 
into its constituent elements. Marx thus extends the 
Kantian critique from the domain of truth and 
objectivity into the domain of action and production.

Kant's critique, which was deployed against dogmatic 
rationalism (Leibnitz) and sceptical empiricism (Hume), 
marks the threshold of the modern episteme as outlined 
by Foucault.* Critique enables one to deduce a priori 
principles which make a certain experience or 
representation possible. These principles are 
universal and necessary. This is the advantage 
deductive arguments have over empirical induction which 
can only provide probabilistic hypotheses. Kant's 
Critique of Pure Reason contains many arguments, some
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"There is no conflict in the concept of a thing 
unless a negative statement is combined with an 
affirmative) purely affirmative concepts cannot, 
when combined, produce any cancellation. But in 
Che sensible intuition, wherein reality (e.g. 
motion) is given, there are conditions (opposite 
directions), which have been omitted in the 
concept of motion in general, that make possible a 
conflict (though not indeed a logical one), 
namely, as producing from what is entirely 
positive, a zero (=0). We are not, therefore, in 
a position to say that since conflict is not to be 
met with in the concepts of reality, all reality 
is in agreement with itself."®

The distinction between real conditions and logical 
conditions marks the difference between Kant and Hegel. 
Like Hegel, Kant accepts that thought is a totality (a 
synthesis of self and other) but he considers it to be 
only one element in the process of reality. Hegel 
absorbs the process of reality within the logical 
process, thus transposing logic onto autology.® Kant's 
critique enables one to take up a materialist position 
on the contradictions of reality without having to 
posit the reflection of such contradictions in the laws 
of thought. It also shows that a materialist reading 
must proceed inductively and deductively. Collett!

"Reality, in fact, is that which is objective, and 
the objective -contrary to idealism - is precisely 
that which is external to and independent of 
thinking subjectivity. It is no less true, 
however - contrary to empiricism or 'primitive' 
materialism - that an indispensable condition for



discriminating the objective from the subjective 
and, therefore, reality from illusion, is, most 
assuredly, thought - in a word, subjectivity 
itself. All of which means that induction and 
deduction here reciprocal!) imply and mutually 
require one another; for, just as reality is 
anterior and independent, and thought in relation 
to it is something on which limiting conditions 
are placed, so it is also true that we can only 
arrive at a recognition of that reality 
deductively, i.e. through a prc^oss from which 
reality emerges as the result of a sifting and a 
selection carried out by thought."^

According to Kant, thought appropriates the concrete 
and reproduces it as concrete for thought. This is a 
movement from the abstract to the concrete. Marx also 
makes use of the logico-deductive m e t h o d . M a r x  
writes.1 "... the method of advancing from the abstract 
to the concrete is merely the way in which thought 
appropriates the concrete and reproduces it as a 
concrete that has assumed a mental form."12 However, 
Marx also states that thought itself is "a product of 
the elaboration of perception and representation".12 
Here the concept follows reality. Thus the conditions 
that make concepts possible are external to the 
concepts themselves.

Marx’s method is outlined in A Contribution to the 
Critique of Political Economy (1859) where he writes:

"... it seems to be the correct procedure to 
commence with the real and concrete, with the real 
premiss; in the case of political economy, to 
commence with population which is the basis and
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wage-labour, capital, etc. These imply, in their 
turn, exchange, division of labour, prices, etc. 
If we start out, therefore, with population, we do 
so with a chaotic conception of the whole ...”

The transcendental condition of possibility of 
population is exchange-value. In other words a concept 
in reality is only intelligible on the basis of an a 
priori deduction. There are two presuppositions: a
presupposition in reality (the fact of population) and 
a logical presupposition (exchange-value).

The distinction between logical presuppositions and 
presuppositions in reality helps explain Marx's method 
of analysis in the first chapter of Capital.

In Capital Marx performs a transcendental deduction of 
the conditions of possibility of the commodity (thus 
also of capitalist production). He begins with the 
most abstract form of the labour product - the 
commodity-form - moves to the money form, and then to 
capital. (The deduction moves from the universal to 
the particular to the individual.) The commodity, Marx 
shows, is the (necessary) condition of the money-form, 
which, in turn, is the condition of capital. In 
reality the foundation of the process is capital - the 
historical development of capital moves through the 
same space as the logical deduction but not in the same



direction. This r, sans that Marx presente a 
transcendental deduction and an inverted transcendental 
deduction. The historical development of capital can 
only be analysed by deducing its conditions of 
possibility in the commodity and in^cese of the 
commodity Marx makes use of the logical deduction.

In chapter one of Capital the object of critique is a
social form. Capitalist production is made
intelligible through the deduction of the conditions of 
possibility of the commodity form. The formal critique 
is not opposed to historical knowledge - it makes 
historical knowledge possible. Marx writes:

"... our method indicates the point where 
historical investigation must enter in (...) In 
order to develop the laws of bourgeois economy
(...) it is not necessary to write the real
history of the relations of production (...) but

laws always leads to primary equations (...) which 
point to a past lying behind this system. These 
indications (...) then also offer the key to the



grounds of possibility, from the forms in which 
economic phenomena present themselves 'on the 
surface of society1 to the 'material ground-work 
or set of conditions of existence', the network of 
essential relations peculiar to the modes of 
production in question, which explain why the 
phenomena should take such forms. It was exactly 
this kind of inference from phenomena to their 
presuppositions which Kant termed a 
'transcendental analytic.

When Marx deploy!' the transcendental deduction he does 
so in order to uncover relations that constitute the 
conditions of existence of the social forms being 
analysed. He questions the conditions of experience 
(the commodity is an experiential given) from the side 
of being. His formal transcendental deduction is thus 
not deployed in the space of a transcendental 
subjectivity.

2.2 The commodity and value

Marx's critique examines the conditions of possibility 
of experience, The analysis of the commodity-form is a 
deduction from an experiential given (commodity as an 
object in the circuit of exchange) to its 
non-experiential conditions of existence (commodity as 
a set of relations). The analysis of the value-form, 
on the other hand, moves from the non-experiential to 
the experiential (money). (The transcendental question 
asks: Given that X exists, what else must be the case?
X exists, but what are its conditions of existence? It 
shall later be argued that the works of Brecht and 
Godard may be seen as critiques in practice 
(Verfremdung being the critique at work). We may say



that the works of Brecht and Godard ask the question! 
Given that aristotelian texts exist, what else must be 
the case? Given that aristotelian texts exist which 
are experienced in certain ways (identificatory 
reading, etc.), •rtiat else must be the case? How Must 
the aristotelian text be organized for it to function 
as ic does iu contemporary Western society? The texts 
of Brecht and Godard take an axperiental given (the 
aristotelian text, ideological representations) and 
deconstruct it.)

2.2.1

rx decomposes the commodity into two elements: 
;-value and exchange-value. The commodity seeks t< 
.te these elements into a synthetic unity.

Insofar as a commodity t 
(it ie realized in 
qualitative and a quaatit 
measures (which expfAa 
depend on that which produces value; labour. Labour 
also has a dual form: useful labour (qualitative
aspect) and actual labour-time (quantitative aspect).

Exchange-value ie "a quantitative relation of 
proportion, in which use-values of one kind exchange 
for use-values of another kind."*® Quantity seems to 
precede quality, "As use-values, commodities differ 
above all in quality, while as exchange-valuea they can 
only differ in quantity, and therefore do not contain



an atom of use-value,"^ For this Co be so, exchange- 
value represents a common element in all commodities, 
(Quantitative differences can only be measured on the 
basis o£ a common quality,) The common element 
exchange-value represents is value (something which is 
not immediately visible on the surface of commodities.) 
Value (abstract labour), then, is the qualitative 
equivalent. Socially necessary labour-time is the 
quantitative measure of abstract labour, k commodity 
has value - this means that it is a product of abstract 
labour and that it can be exchanged. (This statement 
is repressed by capitalist production because it 
questions the non-symmetrical relation between 
use-value and exchange value.)

a

If socially necessary labour-time determines value then 
what determines the Value of labour? Marx shows that 
the value of labour is determined by the amount of 
labour used in the production of labour-power. He 
deduces the commodified status of the labour-pover 
which produces value. Socially necessary labour-time 
is the single measure of value in the capitalist mode 
of production. By speaking of labour-power instead of 
labour, Marx dissolves the hypostasis which turns the 
commodity into a universal object and reveals it to be 
a social relation.

The commodity is an hypostasis because at the heart of 
exchange-value labour-power is elided. Labour-power is 
elided because in the circuit of exchange exchange- 
value functions as a representation of value. In the 
circuit of exchange we see objects (commodities) - not 
the labour-time (their common condition).

The 'labour-power' of a writer cannot be equated with 
the labour-power that is elided in the commodity.

:
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m  betoeen the commodity 
text, In the sense that 
it is a finished 'art- 
Froduction is denied. 

is clear, self-evident. 
Kchanged. Realist texts 
to the extent that they 
s of Brecht and Godard 

relations and social

ifll relations and social 
' reification to be an 

become things when 
elided by excbange-value. 

rated from a specific form 
is bought and sold, 

issary condition of the 
commodity leads Marx to analyze the conditions under 
which labour-power is produced. Useful labour is 
deduced as a trans-historical a priori. Abstract 
labour is the form particular to the capitalist mods of 
production).

w

2.2.2 The value-form

"Everyone knows, if nothing else, that commodities 
have a cotnnon value-form which contrasts in the 
most striking manner with the motley natural forms 
of their use-values. I refer to the money-form. 
Now, however, we have to perform a task never even 
attempted by bourgeois economics. That is, we 
have to show the origin of this money-form, we 
have to trace the development of the expression of 
value contained in the value-relation of

- A  %



commodities from its simplest, almost 
itflperceptibla outline to the dazzling 
money-f ora.

In the first part of Chapter One Marx de 
analyzes the coommodity. In the second par 
chapter he shows the synthetic steps o£ coi 
from the simple form of value to the money-fi 
to experience. (Thus, in Chapter One, Marx cr 
same field of experience in the opposite oper

2.2.2.1 The simple fora of value

The simple form of value is expressed by the equation; 
xA = yB. Commodity A ie expressed relative to 
commodity B. It is therefore the relative value-form. 
Commodity B serves as the material equivalent of A. It 
is therefore the equivalent value-form. A can only 
have the relative form if B has the equivalent form. A 
and B have different use-values - their common element 
is value. A thus finds its value reflected in B. (The 
use-valua of B functions as a mirror for the value of 
A. Exchange-value is the simple form of value.)

The simple value-form expresses the value of A  in only 
one commodity (B). Value, however, must be able to 

relations between all commodities.
form of value passes to the

2.2,2.2 The expanded form of value

The expanded form of value is expressed by the 
equation-. expanded relative form * particular
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lirro*.' lation referred to above 
tai,e every commodity

the equivalent by which commodity A may be 
However, in the expansion, the equivalent 

form remains particular while the relative form is 
universalized. (An infinite number of equivalents 
exist - but each one is a particular expression of A's 
relative value.)

The proportions in which exchange takes place (in this 

But at this stage no single representation of abstract

"Firstly, the relative expression of value of the 
commodity is incomplete, because the aeries of its 
representations never comes to an end 
Secondly, it is a motley mosaic of disparate and 
unconnected expressions of value. And lastly, if, 
as must be the case, the relative value of each 
commodity is expressed in this expanded form, it 
follows that the relative form of value of each 
commodity is an endless series of expressions of 
value which are all different from the relative 
form of value of every other commodity.

To solve the problem of the expanded value-form Marx 
makes use of an inversion. It was said that tfye value 
of A was expressed by an infinite number of 
commodities. By inverting the positions of the 
relative and equivalent forms A expresses the 
infinitude of commodities which previously functioned 
as its equivalent.



2.2.2.3 The general form of value

The inversion is expressed by the following equation! 
relative form = universal equivalent form. Where there 
was a particular equivalent before there is now a 
universal equivalent. The value of a commodity is 
expressed in terms of something common to all 
ooamoditJ.es. The universal equivalent is the unique 
representation of value which is produced by abstract 
labour. All commodities are represented by the 
universal equivalent.

"In this manner the 1-ibour objectified in the 
values of commodities is not just presented 
negatively, as labour in which the abstraction is 
made from all the concrete forms end useful 
properties of actual work. Its own positive 
nature is explicitly brought out, namely the fact 
that it is the reduction of all kinds of actual 
labour to their common character of being human 
labour in general, of being the expenditure of 
human labour power.

The universal equivalent represents the value of every 
commodity to every other 

ictions aa the universal

2.2.2.4 The money-form

1 by the equation; relative 
universe! equivalent, 

Social custom allows money to function as the universal 
equivalent. Money is the privileged representation of 
value and thus of the commodity itself, Money - a

j ;
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hieroglyphic'. It



synthesis of the functions of syntax, logic, and truth. 
Syntax has to be specified as a function of logic and 
truth. Logic has to be specified as a function of 
syntax and truth. Truth has to be specified in terms 
of logic and syntax. Judgement (thought) links beings 
and representations according to the rules of thought. 
Its synthesis is an order-dependent functional unity.

experience to be 
icepts and rules. When positively 

specified independently of their place in the synthesis 
these functions produce hypostases: rationalist
hypostasis in the case of concepts, and empiricist 
hypostasis in the case of sensations. The sign is a 
'picture' of the order-dependent synthesis:

li^riifier_(SjhEefeteIlt 
signified (s)J 24

A signifier (word-image) and a signified (concept) are 
bound with a referent (object) in an order-dependent 
synthesis. Any of the three functions, if specified in 
its positivity alone, would constitute an hypostasis.

; and a well-formed utterance are dependent on 
iculation of the three functions. (The 
governs syntactic operations; the signified 
logical operation and makes predication 

; the arrow governs referential theories of 
The bar-line shows that identity-conditions 
the unity of signifier and signified. The 

bracket shows the prior unity of the sign (signifier 
and signified) before it is linked to the referent 
(through the arrow)).

The model of the linguistic sign (an order-dependent 
synthesis) pictures the conditions of possibility of 
all synthetic knowledge and of experience. In the
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following •’.iceiort Jskobson's work on 
briefly be examined. Normal speech la 

i produces failed syntheses (i.e. 1

2.3.1 Aphasic disorders

a Linguistic Topii 
operations;

Vo Types of Aphasia' 
c'26 Jakobson analys

"Any linguistic 
arrangement.

with other signs

context in a moxe complex linguistic unit. Hence 
any actual grouping of linguistic units binds them 
Into a superior unit: combination and contexture
are two faces of the same operation.

(2) Selection. A selection between alternatives 
implies the possibility of substituting one for 
the other, equivalent to the former in one respect 
and different from it in another. Actually, 
selection and substitution are two faces of the 
same operation.

Speech is the synthesis of the operations cf 
combination and selection. Speech is situated at the 
intersection of the horizontal axis of combination and 
the vertical axis of selection. The figurative 
horizontal and vertical axes are termed syntagm and

M

k



paradigm. Speech implies the selection of certain 
linguistic units and their combination into larger 
units of greater complexity. Combination functions on 
the basis of contiguity. In a spoken chain of words no 
two words can be uttered at the same time and each word 
or element "derives its value from its opposition to 
what precedes and what f o l l o w s ^  Words in a spoken 
chain can be said to be united in praaaentla.

Selection, on the other hand, functions on the basis of 
similarity. Whenever a word is selected in speech the 
possibility of substituting one word for another is 
implied. A number of associations can be made between 
words on the basis of similarity: 'education' can be
associated, through its meaning, to 'upbringing’ or 
'training', and through its sound, to 'educate’, 
’educator’, or to ’application’, 'vindication’. "Each 
group forms a potential mnemonic series (...) the terms 
are united in absentia.

We thus have three pairs of terms that correspond to 
the two figurative axesi

selection and combination
similarity and contiguity
paradigm and syntagm.

Jakobson distinguishes between two types of aphasia on 
the basis of disfunctions on either of these axes, The 
failure of syntagmatic combination results in 
contiguity disorders. A patient suffering from such a 
disorder is unable to combine linguistic elements to 
form greater units or to hierarchise structures. The 
operations of selection, however, continue: "the
patient uses metaphors and similarities. For example: 
spyglass for microscope, fire for light. Homonyms
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abound,”^® Concepts acquire primacy. The primacy of 
the signified is accompanied by the erosion of the 
signifier.

The failure of 
hand, results in 
difficulty in 
discourse is 
to associate on the 
function of 
function is 
associate by

smoke' will h  
of the thing 
therefore, by 
by another 
projected 
Syntactic 
conceptual:

In normal sp 
intersection 
operations
operations (combination). Ail pathologies of the i 
are eithfer failures of combination (and the attempt to 
articulate similarity through the primacy of the 
signified) or they are failures of selection (and the 
attempt to articulate contiguity through the primacy of 
the signifier). In syntagm pathologies substitution is 
projected onto the horizontal axis. In paradigm 
pathologies contiguity is projected onto the vertical

&
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According Jakobson the two forms of violating

'  f -



functions can also be seen in literary signification. 
Symbolist poetry emphasizes metaphoric substitutions - 
it reflects contiguity disorders and an emphasis on the 
specific signification. Paradigmatic selection is 
projected into the space of the syntagm. The realist 
novel, however, emphasizes narrative contiguity - it 
reflects substitutive disorders and an emphasis on the 
syntactics1 system and the meaning it generates. 
Syntagmatic combination is projected into the space of 
the paradigm. Hypostases are formed as soon as there 
exist fixations upon one of the two axes. Such a 
fixation represents the necessary condition of 
possiblity for an hypostasis. The order given by the 
intersecting axes of syntagm and paradigm conditions 
not only normal speech but also true knowledge, action 
and experience, that is, all synthetic operations based 
on order-dependent rules. In the following section 
attention shall be focused again on the commodity but 
this time the analysis or the two axes of language 
shall be used to clarify Marx's critique. This is 
possible because the commodity is an hypostasis and an 
hypostasis can only exist where there is a fixation 
upon one of the axes of language.

2.4 The commodity-form as a sign

Commodities relate to one another as values in the 
circuits of exchange. Value, the universal equivalent 
makes exchange relations possible. Money is thus the 
necessary condition of exchange. It ia exchange-value 
st the highest level of generality. It is the 
universal representation of value. The tooney-form 
represents the use-value/value opposition.

"Me have seen that the money-fom is merely the 
reflection thrown upon a single commodity by the



relations between other commodities. That money 
is a commodity is therefore only a discovery for 
those who proceed from its finished shape in order 
to analyse it afterwards."^

Money is both universal equivalent and particular 
commodity, both syntax and sign. Money has a 
positivity over and above its (synthetic) function of 
making exchange p sible. This positivity indicates 
its character as h,,.-stasis. (Money is a system and an 
Independent element in that system.)

The linguistic sign and the commodity are structurally 
analogous but not structurally isomorphic. The sign isi 
an order-dependent synthesis, whereas the commodity ia 
a failed synthesis.

Exchange-value should be linked to use-value by 
identity conditions and together they should be bound 
to social need. _ (Such a synthesis is a well-formed 
sign). However, exchange-value and use-value are only 
linked by a strained analogy. The complex is linked to 
need in a very rudimentary way. The elements of the 
synthesis come apart because exchange-value (with its 
doubled form) achieves positivity beyond use-value and 
need (outside the order-dependent unity) - in the 
circuits of exchange.

"A commodity is a use-value or object of utility, 
and a 'value'. It appears as the two-fold thing 
it really is as soon as its value possesses its 
own particular form of manifestation, which is

exchange-value'
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the referent occurs. In the case of contiguity 
disorders under-determination of the signified by the 
referent occurs. This means that there are more 
signifieds than corresponding referents in the 
utterance. It was noted above that aphasiacs suffering 
from such a contiguity disorder make use of homonyms 
that exhaust the possibilities of referentiality. In 
the case of similarity disorders over-determination of 
the signified by the referent occurs. This means that 
there are more referents in the utterance than there 
are signifieds to which they might be linked. 
Aphasiacs suffering from similarity disorder emphasise 
syntactic combinations but are confronted by objects 
for which they cannot find concepts. That is, there 
are referents that are fictitious. Only when the 
syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes intersect can over- 
av.d under-determination be prevented. The signifier is 
supposed to make sure that the link between the 
signified and the referent is unique. The doubled
status of the signifier in the commodity (as value and 
exchange-value) results in the over-dete minacion of 
signifieds by referents.

One can thus say that" capitalist production is the 
over-determination of uignifieds by referents. Like 
the realist text it produces fictitious referents where 
referents do not exist. The capitalist commodity-
producing industries rely on the production of
artificial needs. Relations of exchange are linked by
the universal equivalent but this universal equivalent 
is, it has been shown, also an element in the system.

The system-syntax of the exchange-c ircui t is more 
important than any act of particular signification- 
selection. The circuit of exchange is based on the



impossibility of sustaining selection before a set of 
over-determined signifieds. The projection of 
contiguity onto selection necessarily proliferates 
referentiality. When value is represented by exchange- 
value a functional synthesis is broken, similarity 
disorder results and a hypostatic product is pro.’ueed.

The doubled status of the signifier as value and 
exchange-value is possible (Marx shows in Chapter one) 
because the commodity exists on the basis of an 
elision. The movement of exchange-value is only 
pesible through the elison of labour-power in the 
commodity. Circulation thus elides production. The 
syntagm/paradigm intersection is Separated out by the 
elision of labour-power in exchange-value,

Marx's deduction of the necessary conditions of 
possibility of the commodity-form deconstructs the 
commodity-form and reveals how it violates a function 
and produces hypostases in the circuits of exchange. 
Marx's critique confronts the representations people in 
capitalist societies give themselves of themselves.

The commodity (and commodity-exchange) is, in a sense, 
a cultural myth. Marx's critique makes it possible to 
know what eludes man's consciousness. The elision of 
labour-power at the heart of the commodity eludes man's 
consciousnessi the commodity is seen as an object, not 
as a set of relations. The works of Brecht and Godard 
are critiques in progrese. Like Marx's critique, their 
works challenge the representations people in 
contemporary Western societies give themselves of 
themselves, their cultural myths, They challenge the 
dominance of the aristotelian, realist texts, by



deconstructing them, by dissolving their syntheses. 
(See chapter 4) The works of Brecht and Godard are 
critiques in progress » they do not come to 
conclusions, they allow the reader to form his own 
conclusion by examining the deconstructions and 
displacements effected by the work of Verfremdung. The 
attempts at non-aristotelian texts are thus esentially 
reactive - they work over aristotelian texts and show 
how they operate and what they elide. Given that there 
are aristotelian texts which encourage identification 
with a protagonist, which insist on mimesis etc., what 
else must be the case? What is elided in such texts? 
These are some of the transcendental questions which 
are implicit in the works of Brecht and Godard.

In the following chapter the 'traditional' notion of 
Verfremdung as it is to be found in the works of Brecht 
and Godard and in those of their critics, ia examined. 
In the fourth chapter, Verfremdung as critique is 
further discussed, especially in relation to the
Brechtian notion of the 'separation of the elements’ of 
representation. Here it shall simply be noted that 
Brecht's rejection of the 'GesamtkunstwerV (a work
which integrates, fuses all its elements, that is, the
aristotelian text) may be , 
naturalization of the
signifier an 
product and i 
elides pro< 
place beoai 
language ai
identical to a "Not only
signifier 
confusion, 
become tra
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3. Verfremdung

The aim of this chapter is to describe the notion of 
Verfremdung as it is to be found in the works of Brecht 
and those of Brecht scholars.3- Attention shall also be 
drawn to elements of Verfremdung in the works of 
Godard.

In an introduction to a recent anthology of works on 
Verfremdung in literature,^ Hermann H&Lmers 
distinguishes between Verfremdung in a broad sense and 
Verfremdung in a narrow sense. Verfremdung in a broad 
sense refers to the specific nature of the work of art, 
of poetic language. It refers to the art work's 
ability, through various devices, to 'make strange' 
what was once 'natural', 'usual'. This tradition 
of Verfremdung as 'making-strange' begins with 
Aristotle (onoma xenikon = strange expression)^ and can 
be found also the writings of the Baroque (alienatio4), 
Romanticism (Novalis) and Russian formalism 
(ostranenie).* Verfremdung in the broad sense may thus 
be said to refer to the ’literariness' of literature.

Verfremdung in the narrow sense may be seen as a 
special form of Verfremdung in the broad sense. Its 
aim is no longer simply to draw attention to the work 
as art and its devices. Verfremdung in the narrow 
sense is linked to criticism (of society, of norms) 
through its emphasis on conflict and heterogeneity. 
The theory of the critical Verfremdung begins with 
Hegel's discussion of Sor.ratic irony^ and is most 
clearly elaborated in the work of Brecht.
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3.1 Brecht's sources

Unlike ’Entfremdung”, which derives from the Latin 
'abalienate’ 'Verfrecidung1 is a relatively modern 
term. According to Grimm's warterbuch it was first 
used in Berthold Auerbach's novel Neues Leben (1842). 
'Verfremdung' first appears in Brecht's writings in 
1934.*® Thereafter he used it both as a noun and as a 
verb ('vetfremden'). Some confusion has arisen due to 
the fact that before 1936 (and even on a few occasions 
after 1936) Brecht uaei’ the term 'Entfremdung' . 
Critics have tried to link Brecht's use of the term 
'Verfremdung'/'Entfremdung' to Hegel ('BntSus- 
serung'),*1 to Marx ('Entfremdung')to Bacon, ^  to 
Korach,16 Although Brecht's definitions may overlap 
with and be derived from the work of these authors, 
none of them can be said to be the source of Brecht’s 
'Verfremdung', The specificity of Brecht’s notion is 
lost if it is reduced to any of these 'sources'. 
Similarly, attempts to link Brecht to Russian formalism 
tend to be reductive - they blur the distinction 
between Verfremdung in the broad and narrow senses.

3.2 Content of the term 'Verfremdung'

3.2.1 Brecht's definitions

Brecht tried to define Verfremdung on a number of 
occasions. The best known definition dates from 
1939/40:

"Einen Vorgang oder einen Charakter verfremden 
heisat zunSchst einfach, dem Vorgang oder den 
Charakter das Selbstverst&ndliche, Bekannte,
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Einleuchtende zu nehaen und (iber ihn Staunen und 
Neugierde zu erzeugen. (...)

Verfremden heisst also His torIsler en, heisst 
VorgSnge und Personen als hisCorisch, also als 
vergSnglich darstellen. Dasselbe kann natttrlich 
auch ait ZeiCgenossen geschehert, auch ihre 
Halcungen kSnnen als zeiCgebunden, hiscorisch, 
vergSnglich dargestellt warden."1^

AnoCher definition reveals Verfremdung1s link to 
dialectics:

"Verfremdung als ein Verstehen (verstehen - nicht 
verstehen - verstehen), Negation der Negation."*®

The link to dialectics suggests that Verfremdung may 
not be reduced to a formal device, i.e. 'making 
strange' (Verfremdung in the broad sense). (For 
further discussion of dialectics in relation to Brecht 
and Godard, see below 3.2.5.)

3.2.2 Anti-empathy

Brecht regarded empathy as one of the pillars of the 
dominant aesthetic of his day.** The emphasis on 
empathy and catharsis through mimesis can be traced 
back to Aristotle's Poetics*® (see 0.4 above). 
(Brecht's rejection of empathy is thus a key element of 
his antiaristotellanism.) Brecht writes:

"Der Schauspieler ahmt den Helden nach (den Oedipus 
oder den Prometheus) , und er tut es mit solcher 
Suggestion und Verwandlungskraft, dass der 
Zuschauer ihn darin nachahmt und sich so in Besitz 
der Erlebnisse des Helden setzt."*®



It shall be seen later that Brecht adopts various 
strategies to prevent the complete transformation of an 
actor into a character. Godard sometimes does away 
with 'characters’s the figures (actors) are used to 
symbolise social roles or concepts. For example, in 
Vent d'est symbolic characters are taken from the 
'western': ® a calvalryman (- the ruling class), a 
woman in a flounced petticoat and a young man ( = 
bourgeois youth who ally themselves with the working 
class), an Indian (= Third world struggles), a union 
representative (= unions that sell-out, revisionist 
Comrnunist parties). In LutCes en Italie*^ the major 
figure (Paola) never develops into a 'character'. She 
is shown in symbolic tableaux that represent social and 
personal situations. In this film, as in Vent d'est, 
the viewer is not offered a narrative to follow. The 
viewer is forced to evaluate a montage of discourses, 
if he is to receive the film At all.

In Vent d'eat^  Godard also investigates empathy by 
filming a torture scene twice. In the first scene the 
cavalry officer is shown torturing the girl-militant. 
Godard shot the scene from behind the girl's right 
shoulder ao that the viewer sees only the torturer's 
face as he wrings her neck and shouts at her. Someone 
off-screen throws thick red paint onto her hair. 
According to MacBeant

"The visual effect, with its rich interplay of 
colours and textures, is quite striking, and it 
serves to distance us from the action and the 
potential emotion it might otherwise arouse.

This is followed by a scene shot in traditional 
Hollywood style. This time the torturer holds the



girl from behind, so that both faces can be seen in 
frontal close-up. Framing, composition and lighting 
all draw attention to the girl's face and her 
expression of pain. No paint is thretm. Attention is 
focused on the person in pain (on the imitation). In 
the context of a Hollywood film (in which mimesis is 
not seen to be mimesis) such a scene might well seem 
frightening. In Godard's movie the frightening effect 
is greatly reduced, because attention is drawn to the 
difference between the two scenes and to the effect of 
imitation.

The notion of empathy stems from a conception of art 
that stresses the autonomy of art. Brecht writes.-

"Dem Dichter wird seine eigene Welt augestanden, 
sie hat eine eigene Gesetalichkeit. Sind die Oder 
jene Elements verzeichnet, so mtissen nur auch alle 
andern Elemente verzeichnet warden und das Prinzip 
der Verzeichnung einigermassen einheitlich sein, 
damit das Ganze gerettet wird."^

The aristotelian text is perceived of as an autonomous 
whole. Brecht and Godard resist this notion. (See



difference between reality and events on the stage 
(cf.3.2.3), a difference the aristotelian text attempts 
to disguise.

The first schematic outline of the differences between 
the dramatic and the epic theatres was published in 
1930 (the 'Mahagonny-notes’. See 0.3 above). Brecht 
never departed from the 1930 schem^a, although he did 
modify some of the formulations l a t e r . I n  the 
original 1930 version empathy is opposed by ’Katie1. 
In the 1938 version, which is reproduced in Brecht's 

left out the empathy/reason 
ers had mistakenly read it as an 
stead of a shift of emphasis. 

Brecht writes:

"Das epische Theater bekSmpft nicht die Emotionen, 
sondern untersucht sie und macht nicht halt bei 
ihror Erzeugung. Der Trennung von Vernunft und 
Geftihl macht tich das durchschnittliche Theater 
schuldig, indem es die Vernunft praktisch 
ausmerzt."22

Brecht opposes empathy because he wishes viewers the 
freedom to think about events presented on the stage. 
(For further discussion of empathy/identification, see
4.2 below.)

3.2,3 Anti-naturalism

Brecht acknowledges the historical achievements of the 
naturalist theatre,28 but rejects it in favour of a 
form of realism that is not based on a mere reflection 
(however 'realistic') of the world. Brechtian realism



suggests that the world as it is presented to a person 
in photo-realistic images does not of its own accord 
reveal its functioning. A photograph of a factory, no 
matter how accurate or complex, does not reveal 
anything about its social reality - work, production.^ 
Thus there arises the need for Hterarisation, for 
formulation (see 4.4.). In Godard's films images are 
often covered with writing and print. In this way 
images can be contexualized and brought into relation 
with other images. In Vent d'est an image of Stalin is 
repeated and it changes its meaning depending on the 
context in which it appears. One of the problems that 
dominates the Dzlga Vertov films is the problem of 
'building images'. In an interview Godard states:

"The t.ld principle says 'go and fetch images and 
then try to edit them'. The point we ate at now 
(1971) is to build images - build images as simple 
as possible bo that you can build your 
analysis

The surface of the aristotelian text, the image, the 
reflection, must be fractured. The theatrical 
equivalent of Godard's writing over images is provided 
by titles, placards, projections that serve to fracture 
the 'scene' on stage. (See 3.2.3.1 below.) That which 
happens behind Che facade"*"1, must become visible. The 
social relations into which people enter knowingly or 
unknowingly must be 'pictured' on stage and screen in 
such a way that they become comprehensible and 
changeable. What once belonged Co the realm of 
metaphysics, fate, nature must now be seen to be part 
of culture and history. The aristotelian text treats 
man as a fixed nature (the eternal human), it 
naturalizes culture, turns history into nature.



Brecht writes;

"Die Votrgto&e hinter den VorgSngen, die das 
Schicksal bestitranen, daa heisst in die eingreifend 
man in das Schicksal der Menschen eingreifen kann, 
gehen also unter Menschen vor aich."^2

Bvecht criticizes Naturalism for treating man as a 
'piece of nature' and not as a social being (as a 
member of a class). In Luttes en Italie (1969) a woman 
is shown in symbolic tableaux, often static, in poses 
that represent her social and personal situation. 
These scenes are repeated in different combinations as 
the woman (a militant actress) becomes more aware of 
her ideological position. She rethinks subjectivity in 
class terms and raises the question 'How can one be a 
militant actress on Italian TV?'̂

3.2.3.1 Titles and synopses

In the epic theatre the titles of scenes and summaries 
of events still to be staged are printed on banners, 
posters or projected onto screens. Through these means 
the viewer's attention is directed to the course of V<ie 
narrative. The suspension of suspense (attention fixed 
on the finish, the outcome) focuses the spectator's 
attention on how things proceed on stage instead of 
what is still to come. The spectator is encouraged to 
scrutinize the way characters behave.̂

3.2.3.2 The stage

Influenced by the example of Piscator, with whom Brecht 
collaborated,35 Brecht emphasizes the technlficati.on of 
his theatrical production. He draws attention to the



technology involved. He incorporates projections and 
filns.^ He displays other technical devices - such as 
the source of the lighting,^7 In aristotelian 
productions, M  contrast, everything is usually 
arranged so txa' the technical means of production are 
hidden or disguised, so as to heighten the illusion of 
reality. Brecht's curtain only masks the lower half of 
the stage so that the viewer is made aware of the 
activity going ; 'behind the scenes* during scene 
changes. He writ.-'

"Die Zuschauer warden der geschaftigen Vorkehrungen 
gewahr, welche filr sie auf der Btihne getroffen 
werden. Wenn auch die Uberraschung gewahrt 
bleibt, wird doch die Arbeit oben nicht verborgen; 
die neue Szenerie wird nicht hervorgezaubertl"^®

Godard, also, draws attention to the technical means at 
his disposal. (Film, in itself, is of course a 
'technological’ medium,) He scratches the surface of 
the film (of the celluloid itself);^ he introduces 
cameramen and technicians into the film they themselves 
are in the process of filmlngi^0 through a formalistic 
handling of the camera he draws attention to the 
presence and activity of the camera in the production 
of images and he uses video technology to
superimpose and manipulate images.*^

Brecht always insists that the stage d e s i g n , t h e  
setting, be granted independence (see 4.4 below). 
Projections serve as visual aids, they adopt an 
attitude Cowards events on the stage. Brechtian stage 
properties are often stylized but not simplistic - they 
are adorned with realistic details. These details feed 
the viewer's imagination but do not encourage free 
association.^
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>ice-over commentary,

however, is audible to the viewer but

Taken together:

'The inaudible questions and the voice-over 
commentary suggest the force of the opposition 
that the film requires between the image and the 
world that image shows. They also specify that as 
spectators we belong neither to the space of the 
spectacle nor to that of the production."

image incorrectly. Traditionally (in



they are the voice of a narrator who explains the
images and binds them in a meaningful narrative. In 
Godard's Vent d'est, however, many voices compete in a 
montage of discourses that need to be 'scanned1 in an 
activity of articulation.

3.2.3.4 Trials and demonstrations

Unlike the closed aristotelian text, epic plays 
accentuate their status as experiments, as 'Versuche'. 
Plays like Per Kaukaslsche Kreidekreis are framed by a 
prologue and an epilogue (these are 'undramatic'
elements). Such plays may be likened to laboratory 
demonstrations. The epilogue may directly address the 
viewer and present him with conclusions (or questions) 
drawn from the demonstration. This strategy results in 
a break with the naturalistic/realist notion of an 
immediate reflection of reality.

Scientific models (e.g. the model of the atom) do not
'r ,'lect' Che atom. Similarly Brecht's models
represent things which are 'normally' invisible. Such 
models can only be called 'true' if they can be applied 
in practice, if they render action possible,^

Many of Godard's Pzlga Vertov films' are trials, 
'Versuche', in the sense that they are 'unfinished'. 
They are also (Vent d'est for example) self-critical - 
critical of their own procedures and conclusions.

3.2.4 Historicizing

There are two senses in which Verfremdung can mean 
historicizing. Either past events are shown to have 
taken place in the past or contemporary events are



presented as though they were already past events. In 
both cases events are shown to be historical.^

At the end of Godard and Gorin's Tout va bien a voice 
off declares: "... They learned to think of themselves
historically. Let each of us be our own historian

In the earlier Vent d'est we hear:

"We are never exactly contemporary with our 
present. History cosies forward masked, is 
inscribed on the screen with the mask of the 
previous sequence and we no loger recognize 
anything in the film. The fault is of course not 
history's, it is that of our gaze, filled with the 
sounds and images we have been taught.

One can say that the task Godard set himself between 
1968 and 1973 was to unteach the sounds and images that 
filled his gaze and that of the viewer. A 'concrete 
analysis of a concrete (historical) situation'^ ia 
only possible if one first takes into account 
(analyses) the relations between sounds and images that 
constitute the various existing representations of that 
situation.

3.2.5 Dialectic

Brecht also called his theatre a 'dialectical' theatre.

It oust be stated at the outset that Brecht did not 
produce a systematic account of the dialectic. 
Brecht's writings on the dialectic are fragments, 
notes, He explicitly does not answer the question:



"Was 1st wohl Dialektik?"^^ Nevertheless, the term 
'Dlalektik' constantly reappears In his work end he 
chose to call his theatre a dialectical theatre when 
the term 'Epik' was interpreted too formalistically for 
his liking. What, then, does the dialectic mean for 
Brecht?

Steinweg argues^® that in its most general form 
dialectics is for Brecht a method, a 'benkmethode', 
which enables a person to intervene in the processes of 
social development and mobilize against dominant 
ideologies. Brecht writesi

"In Wirklichkeit 1st die Dialektik eine Denkmethode 
oder vieimehr eine zusammenhSngende Folge 
intelligibler Mefcboden, welche as gestattet, 
gewisse starre Vorstellungen auftulQsen und gegen 
herrschende Ideologien die Praxis geltend zu 
machen. Man mag mit gewissem Erfolg in Form 
gewagter Deduktionen das Verhalten dar Natur ale 
dialektisch beweisen kdnnen, aber vial leichter 
1st eg, auf • schon erraichten handgreiflichen 
und unentbehrlichen Erfolge dialektischen 
Verhaltens, das heisst der Anwendung dialektischer 
Methoden in bezug auf gesellschaftliche ZustSnde 
vmd Vorkommnisse, also die Natui* der Cesellschaft, 
und zwar unserer Cesellschaft, hinzuweisen. Ich 
kann mir denken, dass eins gleich eins 1st, und 
ich kann mit denken, dass eins nicht gleich eins 
ist. Gentigt nicht, zu sagen, dass das letztere zu 
denken gtinstiger ist, nhmlich, wenn ich in 
bestimmter Weise handeln muss?"57

Dialectics as a 'Denktechnik' is part of the 'Technik’, 
an element of the forces of production. As such it is



an antagonistic factor in society,^® • Wherever 
dialectics enters a revolutionary effect is felt^ 
because in contrast to other attempts to know 
reality,^® dialectics recognises the 'knower' as a 
determining factor.^ 'Erkenntnis' is inextricably 
linked to 'Handeln' 11 Man kann die Dinge erkennen, 
indero man sie Sndert." “Man kann also die Dinge nur 
des-’agen erkennen, dass sie sich, und nur dort, wo sie 
sich Sndem."^ In the dialectic the one who speaks 
(knows) is also the one who acts. "(Der Aussagende) 
muss auftreten als einer, der fOr das Zustandekommen 
des Vorausgesagten nStig ist."^^

A vital element of the dialectic for Brecht is the 
notion of the constant development and of the 
historicity of all things and relationships, Brecht 
writes: "Dinge sind Vorkmmunisse. Zustande sind
Prozesse. Vorginge sind U b e r g S n g e D e v e l o p m e n t  (a 
process in which oppositions come into conflict) is, 
for Brecht, endless and has no forseeable goal. 
"Wirklicher Fortschritt iet nicht Fortgeschritteneein, 
sondem Fortschreiten. Wirklj.cher Fortschritt ist, was 
Fortschritt ennSglicht oder erzwingt.”^

When Brecht wan asked in 1956 whether his plays would 
have a critical' role to play in a communist society, he 
replied;

"Auf keinen Fall ist das epische Theater eine 
Ubergangserscheinung, denn vollkommene Beziehungen 
zwischen den Mensehen ktinnen nie etntreten, weder 
im Kommunismus noch in den darauf folgenden 
Fhasen. Das Frinzip der Entwicklung ist 
ar.zuwenden in alien Phesen.



tool, not
speak of
Verhalten

for Brecht, is not an ahistorical 
mschaft dsr Natur' reflected in the 
iciars.^^ Such dialecticians Brecht 

Dialectics is an instrument, a 
does sometimes 

"Dj-lektik, die daa 
ten beschreibt’*̂ 9) he 
om a 'dialectics of

but rather
be disein
ttberhaupt

Steinyeg writes:

"... auch Engels' 
anscheinend mebr 
nuturvissenechaftlict
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terrupted flood of events^ 

; in which different phases can 
rozesse kommen in Wirklichkett 
Abschltisaen. Es ist die 

AbschVilsse benStigt und legc".^* It 
is an observing subject that Livides a process into 
phases in order to knew it better. Steinweg points out 
that it is this notion of breaking up a process into 
phases and moments that lies at the root of Brecht's 
theatrical 'separation of the elements' (see 4.4).

Since historical developments do nvt proceed in a 
linear fashion,7'* the various phases me.y be said to 
develop unevenly. Each phase may be subject to various 
laws and determinations - and thus relatively 
autonomous. ’’Kultur", sayo Brecht, "ist (...) als 
selbst entwickelnder Faktor (...) und vor allem sis 
Proaess anzusehen11.7^ Ir the hist;



different phases (which are subject to different 
determinations) are bound to clash and to contradict 
each other. Steinweg recommends replacing the term 
'phase' by the more concrete term '(gesellschaftliche) 
Formation':̂

"Gegen-atze sind swischen Formatlonen leichter 
vorstellbar als zwischen Phasen. und in Bezug auf 
den hier diskutierten Aopekt sind the beiden 
Begiffe aquivalent. Die Schwlerigkeit, dass der 
elne Begriff die zeitliche, der andere die 
rSumliche Dimension reprSsentiert, wird behoben, 
wenn man sich klar macht, dass die verschiedenen 
gesellschaftlichen Formationen einen historischen 
Schwertpunkt haben, d.h. auch bei gleichaeitigem 
Bestehen an underschiedlichen 'Zeiten' orientiert

Social formations are also in the process of forming 
and transforming themselves. The various phases 
overlap. The aim of a dialectical thinker is to 
uncover oppositions and contradictions:^

"Der Dialektiker arbeitet bei alien Erscheinungen 
und Prozessen das Widerspruchavoile heraus, er 
denkt kritisch, das heisst, er bringt in seinem 
Denken die Erscheinungen in ihre Krise, um sie 
fassen zu kSnnan."^

A dialectical theatre is a theatre that uncovers 
contradictions in all events and characters. It 
reveals wholes as contradictory and overdetermined, as 
'unities of opposites'. Knopf comments:

"Das verweist wiederum darauf, dass es keine 
Eindeutlgkeit und absolute Einheitlichkeit gibt,



wie die Widerspriichlichkeit sugleich ale 
hisCorisch - gesellschafClicher Ausdruck der 
dargesCellten Verhaicnisse erecheinCi sie eind 
von Menechen gemacht, also kritisierbar und 
veranderbar,”81

Brecht's dialectic with its emphasis on the primacy of 
process and contradiction is clearly related to the 
anti-empathy strategies (3,2.2), the moves against 
naturalism (3.2.3), historicizing (3.2.4), and thus to 
Brecht's antisristotelianlsm. The aristotelian text 
with its deductive logic, its linear narrative 
(history), its naturalist equation of art and reality, 
cannot account for, or tolerate contradiction and 
process. It cannot account for contradiction and 
process without breaking open its closed form and 
becoming 'dialectical' - but then it ceases to be an 
aristotelian text (or is a bad one).

3.3 Verfremdungseffekte

Verfremdungseffekte are the devices Brecht uses to 
produce the work of Verfremdung and they are to a large 
extent borrowed from many theatre traditions: the
theatre of the middle ages, of the baroque age, of 
ancient Rome, of China.82 However, these devices may 
not be formally isolated. In new contexts old devices 
may serve new functions. Like the Russian formalists 
(see 1.4 above) Brecht emphasizes the functions of 
structural textual elements and not their meaning. His 
and Godard's works ask what the function of a given 
element is in the production of meaning. Verfremdung 
as critique in practice makes visible the functioning 
of elements by separating them out from the unity 
(synthesis) in which they were bound together to
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3.3.3 Transposition into the past

k scene witnessed on stage may be retold, reported (and 
thus repeated in another form) by one of the 
characters. In Herr Puntlla und aein Knecht Matti a 
scene is followd by its repetition, it is retold. 
Puntila comes to realize what he is like in his drunken 
atate and the viewer is offered a second characteriza­
tion of Puntila. The viewer is shown the contrast 
between the drunken and the sober Puntila.8  ̂ Events 
thus repeated are distanced, cited, (of. Vent d'est in 
which an image is repeated/distanced. See 3.2.3 
above.)

3.3.4 Stage directions and commentaries

Stage directions are almost entirely absent in the 
classical drama - they are not necessary because all 
the figures' actions and reactions are conveyedthrough 
the spoken word.88 Brecht undermines the primacy of 
the word by making the stage directions explicit. The 
word is to be an expression of an attitude, which in 
turn is the result of actions. (The scene in Die 
Mutter referred to in 3.2.2 above is an example of 
stage directions being made explicit.) Making explicit 
the direction and production of a scene means making 
explicit (visible) processes. (This is also the role 
Brecht gives to dialectics, to make visible contradic­
tory processes, to show conflicting developments. See 
3.2.6 above.)

3.3.5 The fixing of the 'Mcht-Sondem'

The fixing of the 'Nicht-Sondern' entails two things. 
The presentation of past events must show that a past



reality no longer exists, it has been replaced by a new 
reality. The presentation of contemporary events, 
however, must show the contradictions inherent in that 
reality. It must show that to decide in favour of a 
specific course of action is to decide against other 
courses of action.

"Das was er (der Schauspieler) nieht macht, muss in 
dem enthalten und aufgehoben sein, was er macht. 
So bedeuten alia S8tze und Gesten Entscheidungen, 
bleibt die Person unter Kontrolle und wird 
geteatet."87

The aristotelian text with its deductive logic is not 
capable of dealing with contradiction. Its presen­
tations of contemporary events will smooth over 
contradictions or transform them into subjective 
contradictions. Brecht writes:

"Die aristotelische Dramaturgic berilcksichtigt 
nicht, das heisst gestattet nicht zu
berUckaichtigen die objektiven Widersprtiche in den 
Prozessen. Sie mtissten in subjektive (im Helden 
verlegerte) umgewandelt werden."88

The fixing of the ’Nicht-sondem' ensures that actions
are not seen as being necessary or inevitable. By
focuiing on historical alternatives Brecht stresses the 
need to regard the world (and the artwork) not as a 
self-evident given but as an object to be scrutinized 
and criticized, Brecht speaks of the need to ask 
questions that "render action possible1,88 action in 
the world outside the theatre.

The fixing of the 'Nicht-Sondem' implies also that the 
poken word (poetry) is not separate from the events
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Almost all Brecht's epic plays included musical 
elements produced by the composers he collaborated with: 
Paul Deass,u, Hanna Eisler, Paul Hindemith, and Kurt
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While the man speaks in Italian, voices on the 
soundtrack translate his speech into both English and 
French. The translation is presented indirectly:

"He says the room is dark. He sees people sitting 
downstairs and also up in the balcony. He says
there is an ugly old fogey over there, all
wrinkled: and over here he says he has spotted a
good-looking young chick. He says he would like 
to lay her. He asks her to come up on the screen 
with him. He says it's beautiful up there, with 
the sun shining and green trees all around and 
lots of happy people having a good time. He says 
if you don't believe him, look

The camera suddenly draws back and upward: the young
man is kept in focus in the right-hand corner of the
frame while on the left (apparently below the man) a
'breathtakingly beautiful'* scene of a waterfall and a

A simple 
sstructuring 
the image.

Traditional realist 
photography and disguises its < 
producing and presenting the : 
the next chapter for a discuss: 
the viewer in relation 
Brecht’s theatrical practic 
the use of the stage space. Actors i 
stage and move on the stage in choreogi
that draw attention to a design underlying the
production.*®0 There is no attempt to give a 
naturalistic representation of space. In a sense the
whole stage directly addresses the viewer - it is all
arranged for his benefit.
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In this chapter the elements of Verfremdung were 
outlined. It was shown how Verfremdung is a 
dialectical (in Brecht's sense) method of breaking with 
the aristocelian realist text. In the next chapter 
Verfremdung shall be brought in relation to critique,
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4 . Vibrfremdving and critique

The aim of this chapter is to araw together various 
strands In the previous chapters. In the introduction 
Che characteristics of the atistottelian text were 
briefly outlined. The aristotelian text is one of the 
objects of the critiques of Brecht and Godard. In the 
first chapter it was suggested that materialism 
involves the question of tendencies and the taking up 
of a position. Brecht and Godard are materialists 
because they make explicit their taking up of position, 
their irterventions in contemporary culture. It was 
also shown that even Lenin's original notion of 
reflection cannot be used to justify establishing 
realism as 6 norm (as LukScs does). In the second chapter 
Marx1 a materialist formal critique was shown to offer a 
model of a formal critique that is materialist and very 
similar to the critiques in progress of Brecht and 
Godard. A distinction was drawn between critiques and 
critiques in progress (or critiques in practice) which 
make critiques possible, which provide the elements for 
a critique. In the third chapter Verfremdung was 
examined as it is to be found in the works of Bresht 
and Godard. Verfremdung is the key element of 
Breihtian aesthetics and it is that upon which the 
critiques in progress are based. In this chapter the 
link between Verfremdung and critique is further 
explored. This chapter focuses on the relation be tween 
the viewer/reade; and the representation/presentation 
on the Brechtian stage and the Godardian screen.

. : w

' -x" ■

..1 Representation

Barthes has described the project of visual 
representation (which includes representation in the



theatre and in the cinema) as follows:

"The theatre is precisely that practice which 
calculates the place of things as they are
observed: if I set the spectacle here, the
spectator will see this; if I put it elsewhere, 
he will not, and I can avail myself of this 
masking effect and play on the illusion it 
provides. The stage is the line which stands 
across the path of the optic pencil, tracing at 
once the point at which it is brought to a stop 
and, as it were, the threshold of its
ramification. Thus is founded <...)
representation.

Representation is not defined directly by 
imitation: even if one gets rid of notions of the
'real', of the 'vraisemblable', of the 'copy', 
there will still be representation for so long as 
a subject (author, reader, spectator or voyeur) 
casts his gaze towards a horizon on which he cuts 
out the base of a triangle, his eye (or his mind) 
forming the apex. The 'Organon of Representation’ 
<...) will have as its dual foundation the 
sovereignty of the act of cutting out (decoupage) 
and the unity of the subject of that action."

iu :his passage Barthes describes not only the elements 
of representation but also the relations that bind them 
together. He shows how a representation is brought 
into existence through a process,2 The process of 
representation depends on a subject (spectator or 
author) who is situated at a particular point and sets 
apart through the use of vision a certain segment of 
space. Representation thus is a fixing of positions,
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narrative completely and
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The interruption drz 
Similarly, Brecht writ
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von Repliken, Bewegui 
Undeutliches, Unverf
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The notion of tableau may also be linked 
Enlightenment theory of painting* and Leai 
of the 'pregnant moment',^ Barthes writes
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greatest possible yield of 
Necessarily total, this insl

and pleasure.



in which can be read at a single glance (at one 
grasp, if we think in terms of theatre and cinema) 
the present, the past and the futurei that is, 
the historical meaning of the represented action. 
This crucial instant, totally concrete and totally 
abstract, is what Lessing subsequently calls (in 
the Laocoon) the pregnant moment . Brecht's 
theatre, Eisenstein'g cinema are series of
pregnant momenta: when Mother Courage bites on
the coin offered by the recruiting sergeant and, 
as a result of this brief interval of distrust, 
loses her son, she demonstrates at once her past 
as tradeswoman and the future that awaits her - 
all her children dead in consequence of her
money-making blindness."®

In Brecht's work it is the 1 social gest'^ that 
represents the pregnant moment. Godard speaks of his 
desire to film 'critical moments’:

"Bin kritiscber Film <...) Es ist ein Film, der 
Elements von etwas zeigt und dabei beitrSgt, 
kritisch auf eine Sache zu schauen. 'Kritisch' 
hat mehere Bedeutungen: der kritische Pimkt ist
der Moment, wo es umechlSgt, der Siedepunkt des
Massers Oder auch ein bestimmter Moment in einer 
dramatischen Situation.

(...) Ich habe mich immer bemtiht, mdgliehst 
kritische Momenta zu filmen."^

Barthes suggests that the pregnant moment shows how 
Brecht differs from those champions of the Text,^  
modernist avant-gardists whose formal experiments lead 
to a breakdown of representation. (Brecht recognizes



Verfreodung in the work of the surrealists but maintains 
that they remain caught up in their Verfremdungen.^ 
Film and theatre are 'in' representation. The cinema 
screen reproduces the conditions of Che 'four walled' 
theatre - it too holds a coherent subject/spectator in 
position. Brecht and Godard work in and on 
representation - their work of Verfremdung is 'a work 
within representation that produces an understanding of 
its formations and of the construction of the subject 
in the positions assigned by those formations'."^ 
Representations are displaced - so as to reveal the 
contradictions underlying their coherence. The 
aristotelian, realist text, in contrast, does not 
produce an understanding of it formations - these are 
taken for granted. Any contradictions that arise are 
resolved in s narrative/plot. The aristotelian text 
also does not draw attention to the place of the 
viewing subject. It pretends that the viewer is a 
free, independent subject who merely needs eo open his 
eyes to 'see what's going on'.

4.1.1 Separation and fetishism

The film-maker Resnais says of his film SCavisky 
(1974) :

"Just as with Brecht you knew you were at the 
theatre, so 1 want you never to forget in my work 
that you are at the cinema. What I show on the 
screen is filmed images which announce themselves 
as such. This is my anti-illusionist side: a
conjuror does not hide his skill, and neither do

Resnais, the conjuror, claims to be both an anti­
illusionist and an illusionist. Here Verfreulung is



129

reduced to a technique. The illusion of representation 
is left intact. The illusion is identified as such. 
Verfremdung is reduced to 'a simple demonstration of 
the illusion and (...) the equation of distance and 
separation'.1* What is meant by separation? (Distance 
is the Brechtian 'Distanzierung', the 'making strange' 
that distances the viewer.)

Heath argues that separation’ is the mode of classic 
(realist) theatre and cinemas it is the very mode of 
representation. It is the mode of the aristotalian 
text and Brecht and Godard therefore refuse it (see
4,1.2 below). Heath then goes a step further and 
suggests that the structure of representation is the 
structure of fetishism;

"... the subject is produced in a position of 
separation from which he is confirmed in an 
imaginary coherence (the representation is the
guarantee of his self-coherence) the condition of 
which is the ignorance of the structure of his 
production, of his setting in position."1^

The mechanicm of fetishism is outlined in Freud’s paper 
'Fetishism' (1927). In this paper Freud recalls a 
'most extraordinary case' in which

"... a young man had exalted a certain sort of 
'shine on the nose’ into a fetishistic
precondition. The surprising explanation of this 
was that the patient had been brought up in an 
English nursery hut had later come Co Germany, 
where he forgot his mother-tongue almost
completely. The fetish, which originated from his 
earliest childhood, had to be understood in



woman'a (the mother's) penis that the little boy once 
believed in. The fetish disavows the knowledge of the 
missing penis. Freud:

"... the subject's interest comes to a halt 
half-way, as it were; it is as though the last 
impression before the uncanny and traumatic one is 
retained as a fetish.

It is the notion of disavowal that is important- Heath 
comments on the structure of fetishism:

"Knowledge is disavowed in horror of what it 
entails (the woman lacks a penis, she is 
castrated, therefore I too may be castrated); the 
fetish assures the subject's position, his 
identity. (...) fetishism is a structure (...) 
that (...) focuses a centre, the subject id 
represents, which derives its unity, its 
untroubled centrality, from the split it operates 
between knowledge and belief, between knowledge 
which disperses the stability of the subject, 
opens a production of desire in which the subject 
has everything to lose, and belief in which the 
subject positions himself in his structural 
plenitude."18

In Freud's case, as in the theatre or the cinema, a 
subject is positioned for the representation (fetish);



identity in separation. What happens to this 
' identity in separation1 in the works of Brecht and 
Godard?

4.1.2 Verfreredung: a refusal of separation

In an art of representation a spectator in a theatre or 
a cinema is positioned (confirmed) in a perspective 
which is the perspective of a subject confirmed in the 
structure of fetishism. Brecht's Verfremdung, Heath 
argues, seeks to undermine this 'fixed position of 
separation - representation - speculation'. ^ Benjamin 
also describes a refusal of separation which 
characterizes the epic theatre of Verfremdung;

"Worum es haute im Theater geht (...) Es geht um 
die VerschUttung der Orchestra. Der Abgrund, der 
die Spieler vots Publikum vie die Toten von den 
Lebendigen scheidet, der Abgrund, dessen Schweigen 
im Schauspiel die Erhabenheit, dessen Klingen in 
der Oper den Rausch steigert, dieser Abgrund, der 
unter alien Elementen der Btihne die Spuren ihres 
sakralen Drsprungs am unverwischbarsten trlgt, ist 
funktionslos geworden. Noch liegt die Btihne
erhdht, steigt aber nicht mehr aus einer 
unermesslichen Tiefe auf> sie ist Podium 
geworden. Auf diesem Podium gilt es, sich
einzurichten.”20

Brecht wrote in his journel (17.10.40) that the 'niche- 
aristotelische dramaturgic' has nothing to do with the 
struggle between 'realistische' and 'idealisttische 
dramstik1 since it concerns only the "verkehr zwischen 
kunstwerk und publikum".2* It is a question of
establishing "einen neuen Kontakt (...) zwischen Btihne



und Z u s c h a u e r " D i e  Vorstei’ung von einer vierten 
Wand, the fiktiv die BUhne gegen das Publikum 
abschlieest (...) musB nattirlich fallengelaesen
warden."2a

4.2 Identification

Identification plays an important role in the 
aristotelian text. Brecht and Godard's attempts at 
undermining identification consist in the breaking down 
of the separation referred to above. The refusal of 
separation is the work of Verfremdung - it 'distances' 
the spectator by unsettling his 'position', by placing 
him in a critically shifting perspective. 
Identification in this case is to be equated with 
empathy: "Einftihlung des Zuschauers in die handelnden
Personen, die von den Schauspielem nachgeahmt 
werden

because

icusses Kina 
:t that this 
iroblem (the

. representative 
ids on separation 
; pity-and-fear of 

catharsis is an effect of Identification. Thus in 
order to combat catharsis the theatre and cinema of 
Verfremdung undermines separation,

Heath points out^® that Brecht’s rejection of the whole 
context of cathartic drama distinguishes him from



LukScs. Both Brecht and Lukacs see catharsis as a 
broad aesthetic category. However, they view catharsis 
from completely different points of view. LukScs 
claims that the viewer or reader of a work of art

"... a sorrow, and even a sort of shame, at never 
having perceived in reality, in his own life, 
something which is given so 'naturally' in the 
work. It is not necessary to go into detail how 
an initial fetishising consideration, its 
destruction by an unfetishised image in the work 
of art, and the autocritieism of subjectivity are 
contained in this setting up of contrast and this 
perturbation. Rilke gives a poetic description of 
an ancient Apollo. The poem culminates - exactly 
in line with our discussion - with an appeal by 
the statue to the person contemplating it: 'You
must change your life.1,,,27

In this account subject and representation are assumed. 
The objective (apparently 'unfetishised') image in the 
work of art represents the subject to himself in a 
totality. Subject and representation are not posed as 
problems. 'You must change your life' concerns a 
change, not of the subject, but of subjectivity. 
LukScs claims that catharsis "addresses itself to the 
essence of m a n a n d  it is in terms of such a notion 
of catharsis that he attempts to understand Brecht's 
work. He finda in Brecht's work ’a complex dialectic 
of good and evil’. Problems of society have become 
problems of humanity, subsuming the inner conflicts and 
contradictions of the warring parties .^  Brecht's 
work, on the contrary, does not revolve around 
subjectivity and humanity. His works produce (social.
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political, ideological) i eruptions (ruptures) - not 
totalities. Brecht and L-sd^rd's work break up 
totalities (identities) so that they may be analyzed. 
This is the work of critiquc in practice.

4.2.2 The hero

The arisCotelien text revolves around a central 
protagonist, a hero. The viewer is encouraged to 
identify with the protagonist and to see the. world 
through his eyes. Brecht and LukScs do not agree on 
the function and role of catharsis. Consequently they 
hold differing views on the hero. For Lukacs the novel 
that represents the conflict between the hero and the 
world, the biography of the hero, forms a totality, 
(cf.1.2) Brecht, on the other hand, wishes to displace 
the hero and challenge his mediating function. "Der 
Mensch steht in der Mitte, aber nur relativ,11̂  Brecht 
criticised his early play Tr online in in der Kaeht (1919) 
for not displacing the hero;

"... ea war tnir nicht gelungen, den 2uschauer die 
Revolution anders sehen in lassen, als der 'Held' 
Kragler sie aah, und er sah sie als etwas 
Rosantigches. Die Technik der Verfrezndung stand 
mir noch nicht zur Verftigung.""^

Most of Godard's Dziga Vertov files do not even form 
’characters' and certainly not heroes. Heath argues 
that, the theory of Verfremdung demands that one examine 
the effect of the hero in all 'its' material 
extensions. Si cites an example from the field of 
film: the voice of a woman militant in an interview is
spoken over by a famous actress. The actress replaces 
the militant's 'flat', 'almost anonymous' voice with a
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pain). In this way a 
specific struggle is re; 
message' Godard has

by a

4.2.3 Acting as quotation

i-and-identification,

stresses, however, that it is 
simply positing separation against identification (the 
structure of fetishism shows that the poles of 
separation and identification are really inter­
dependent) . Identification is nc 
Brecht deals with this aspect in 
For example!

question of

simply excluded - 
number of places.

"Auch eine Spielweise, welche die Identifizierung 
des Zuschauers mit dem Schauspieler nicht anstrebt

only



Schauspieler. Sie zeigen, wie die Schauspieler 
die Geacen der Menschen in ihrer Art vorfilhren. 
Denn die Schauspieler tibersetzen die Sprache des 
Alltags in ihre eigene Sprache. Sieht man also 
einem chinesischen Schauspieler zu, dann sieht man 
nicht weniger als drei Personen gleichzeitig, 
einen Zeigenden und awei Gezeigte."^^

Godard eometiBSS plays ™ith the relation between actor, 
character, and director, as in the early film Deux ou 
trois choseg que .je saia d'elle (1966) (see above

4.2.4 The position of the spectator: critical

Acting-as-quotation (presentation-as-quotation) entails 
an ongoing disruption/displacement of identification. 
It transforms a totality into a play of contradictions. 
The displacement of identification means that the
spectator is no longer fixed in a position apart - as 
the receiver of the representation. Tbs aim is to pull 
the spectator out of a position o£ passivity and into 
an activity of reading. The spectator is not to be 
separated - he is to be included in a process. Brecht

"Die Gesasitheit des Theaters muss umgestaltet 
werden, nicht nur der Text Oder der Schauspieler 
oder selbst die ganze BUhnenaufftihrung - auch der 
Zusehauer wird einbezogen, seine Haletmg muss 
geSndert werden. (...) als Zusehauer fallt der
einzelne und ist nicht mehr Mittelpunkt, er ist
nicht mehr Privatperson, die die Varans'zaltung von 
Theaterleuten 'besucht', die sich was vorspielen 
ISset, die die Arbeit des Theaters geniesst, er
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(such cs the Verfremdungseffekte) . It is n 
to divide dramatic and filmic works into 'Brechtian' 

simply on the basis of the 
C a certain series of 

Verfremdung is not a form - it is the link

already been made of the film Staviskv (4.1.1) . In 
this case the 'Brechtian techniques’ do function in 
such a way chat they refer to the illusion of its 
representation but they do not serve to question the 
representation. In fact, the 'Brechtian1 techniques 
confirm its coherent and assumed positions. (See the 
knowledge/belief split upon which the structure of 
fetishism depends, 4.1.1 above.)

4.3 The reality of the illusion.

No spectator takes the illusion of 
representation as 'reality', 
of the illusion of 'reality'.

Zuschauer bleibt sich 
Theater 1st. The 111 
ihm als solche bewui 

jt von diesem

Tragedy is a prime example of t 
In the aristotelian theatre and 
the illusion is all-important. 
mode of analysis that focuses on, t 
reality of the illusion, then it ca- 
intervention in the field of ideology.
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practice of representation and a 
subject for that representation. Coward and Ellis 
comment on the relation between ideological 
representations and subjects:

"Ideological representations fix the category of 
itural limit. The 

contradiction,
: sociality necessitates that there should be a 

' predication, and 
take place. This 
r only ever appears 
nation, that is it

what it predicates, and this relation must 
necessarily be ideological. Thus the imaginary 
identity of ideology closes off the movement of 

calling upon the subject as 
, It puts the subject in the position 
sneous subject in relation to meaning, a 
5 thinks himself/herself to be the point 

c£ ideas and of actions. (...)
reduces the individual in a relation to 

n within the social process in which 
he or she is situated, as an identity (a point of 
self-reference) rather than a process. The 
practice of ideology then expresses a will, a 
purpose, a fixed position or tendency."47

contradiction is the same 
the aristotelian text. 

:ations, like the realist

natural1, 'the way things are'. It is precisely 
'naturalness' that Verfremdung 'makes strange’.



4.3.2 displacement

Representation determines a position for the 
viewer-subject. Ideological representations (Che 
reality of the illusion on stage and screen) which 
determine subject-positions are the object of critique 
in the theatre-cinema of Verfremdung. The aristotelian 
text is not equipped to challenge ideological 
representations - it is the privileged reproducer of 
the ideological representations. Verfremdung operates 
a critical displacement of representation. The works of 
Brecht and Godard represent ideology, for they cannot 
escape it. However, this representation of ideology 
(received representations, cultural myths) is itself 
represented. Althusser calls ideological
representations the mirror in which a society may 
recognize (but not know) itself:

"What is the Ideology of a society or a period if 
it is not that society's or period's consciousness 
of itself, that is, an immediate material which 
spontaneously implies, looks for and naturally 
finds its forms in the image of a consciousness of 
self living the totality of its world in the 
transparency of its own myths?"*®

The 'spontaneously lived ideology' of everyday life not 
only enables the individual to 'recognize' himself in 
the human world but also connects him with what is 
'represented' on stage or screen. Th question of the 
critical text then becomes:

"What is the fate of this tacit identity, this 
immediate self-recognition, what has the author 
already done with it? (...) What will become of



this ideological 'self-recognition? Will 
exhaust itself in the dialectic of 
of self, deepening its mychs without 
them? Mill it put this infinite 
centre of action? Or will it rathe: 
put it to one aide, find it and 3

In the works of Brecht and Godard rep 
shown and displaced. This is not a theatre-cinema of 
heroes. It if t the case that the spectator is held 
apart from the spectacle and made to identify with a 
hero (a totalizing consciousness). The spectator is 
included in the representation (effect of recognition), 
is included in the displacement, in the movement from 
illusion to critique. He is both witness and

"The play itself !£ the spectator's consciousness - 
for the essential reason that the spectator has no 
other consciousness than the content that unites 
him to the play in advance, and the development of 
this content is the play itself: the new result
which the play produces from the self-recognition 
whose image and presence it is, Brecht was righti 
if the theatre' s :
‘dialectical' co- 
self-recognition a 
spectator would already know the 1 
own. If on the contrary, the thea 
to destroy this intangible image, t 
the immobile, the eternal sphere 
consciousness' mythical world, th 
really the development, the produ
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consciousness in the spectator - incomplete, like 
any other consciousness, but moved by this 
incompletiOTt itself, this distance achieved, this 
inexhaustible work of criticism in action."^®

It is not a question of replacing ideology with 'pure1 
knowledge. It is a question of displacing the 
formations of ideology from within ideology. (Heath: 
"It is not simply that what is represented is 
ideological but that the ceres of representation are 
equally so.")^* The work of Verfremdung is in the 
field of representation itself, the field in which 
ideology interpellates subjects in reality.

It is now necessary to turn again to Verfremdung in a 
little more detail. This time attention shall focus on 
the 'separation of elements’ Brecht speaks of in the 
'Mahagonnv-notes1. The separation of elements, it 
shall be shown, is designed to dissolve identities into 
their constituent parts, thereby making them available 
for knowledge.

4.4 The separation of elements

In the notes to the opera Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt 
Mahagonny (1929), to which Godard refers in Tout va 
bien (1972), Brecht defines epic theatre as one in 

of the elements' takes 
'music', 'word', and 

The three elements are 
than in the

'dramatic' opera. In the case of music, for example, 
Che following shift of emphasis is to take places



"Dramatische Oper

Mugik den Text ateigernd 
Musik den Text behauptend

den Text aualegend

Musik die paychische

3.2,3.1) is seen to be as important as the spoken word. 
The setting ('Bild', projections) is also granted a new 
independence: "Die Projektionen Nehers sind ebenso ein
eelbststandiger Bestand_teil der Oper wie Weills Musik 
und der Text. Sie bilden ihr Anschauungsmaterial^

Metz distinguishes between five different elements in 
the cinema: moving images, recorded speech, recorded

explores the possibilities of

epic film.might, for example, 
Writing is most obvi 
bookcovers keep ivter

the image 
'complex

f " disruption of

listening'.



A too formalistic reading of the notion of a separation 
of elements might suggest that the ideal epic work 
would be one in which the elements are not at all 
related to one another. But this is to misunderstand 
the purpose of the separation, Brecht writes:

"Solangs ' Gesamtkuns twe.rk' bedeutet, dass das 
Geaacte ein Aufwaschen ist, solange also Ktinste 
'versctmelzt' werden aollen, mtissen die einzelnen 
Elemente alle gleichermassen degradiert werden, 
indem jedes nur Stictrwortbringer fur das andere 
sein kann. Der Schmelzptozess erfeast den 
Zuschauer, der ebenfalls eingeschmolzen wird und 
einen paasiven (leidenden) Tell dee 
Geaamtkunatwerks darstellt. Solche Magie ist 
naturlich zu bekSmpfen. Alias, was
Hypnotisierversuche darstellen soil, unwtirdige 
RSusche eraeugen muss, benebelt, muss aufg.>geben 
werden.

The 'integratted'^^ artwork Brecht attacks is the 
ariatotelian text which stresses the 'organic' fusion 
of its elements. The separation of the elements 
separates the spectator out of the unity (homogeneity) 
of the artwork. He enters into an activity of reading. 
Ultimately the separations and displacements of 
Verfremdung make possible a production of knowledge. 
What is required is not a text that confers a unir.y 
(gives a position to) the subject, but rather one which 
requires the subject to enter an activity of 
articulation. The contradictions of this articulation 
reveal the contradictions of the reader's position, 
both within and without the cinema or theatre. MacCabe 
relates the problem of the 'separating out1 of the 
subject to certain psychoanalytic notions - some of 
which shall be examined in the following section.^®



4.4.1 Identity and separation

An object isolated in the undifferentiated continuum of 
existence is defined through a set of differences which 
it is not. Consciousness must ignore this set of 
differences if it is to master reality. (Freud 
perceived the unconscious in the disruption of the 
homogeneous world of consciousness by such chains of 
differences. Not only is pleasure opposed to desire 
but also belief to knowledge. MacCabe writes:

"Caught in the homogenous state of consciousness 
the object finds itself trapped in the unity of 
belief, i.

representations. Consequently Brecht and Godard's 
critiques in practice subvert the aristotelian text and 
reveal its conditions of possibility.

The question of the separating out of an identity (a 
synthesis) is posed slightly diffeiently by Benjamin in



his definition of the gesC as an interruption which 
results in an object being separated out into a set of 
relationships. Benjamin writes:

"Die Stauung im LebensfIubs, der Augenblick, das 
sein Ablauf aum Stehen kommt, macht sich als 
Rtiekflut fiihlbar: das Staunen ist diese Rtickflut.
(...) Menti aber der Strom der Dinge an diesem Fels 
des Stauttens sich bricht, so ist kein Unterschled 
zwischan einem Menschenleben und einem Wort. 
Beide sind iin epischen Theater nur der Kamm der 
Welle. Es 18sst daa Dasein aus dem Rett der Zeit 
hach aufsprJhen und schillernd einen Nu im Leeten 
stehen, un es neu zu betten."60

The theatre of Verfreadung shows that the unity of life 
('human experience') and the unity of a word in speech 
can only be defined through a set of differences 
(relationships). The interruption of the gest exposes 
a set of relations. MacCabe notes, however, that these 
relationships will only appear astonishing insofar as 
they have first been subsumed under an identity:

"... it is when the world of pleasure snd belief is 
interrupted that we set up desire and knowledge 
but it is necessary to start there where there is 
an identity in order to achieve the separation."®1

If the separation of elements d. ,j not rest on a prior 
identity (unity, synthesis), if there is no identity to 
bribe the viewer with, then the viewer may remain 
uninvolved in the process of the spectacle on stage or 
screen. He may simply see the spectacle as process and 
be bored by it. Without the lure of identity the 
viewer may sink further into the world of belief (a
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place

It may be the case that the identities are too 'fixed' 
for the artist to dissolve. Through the force of habit 
and schooling the mass audience may forever resist 
sacrificing the pleasures of identification. Given a 
plurality of representations an individual can occupy 
in turn many subject-positions. The works of Brecht 
and Godard are reactive in the sense that they react to 
an already established social norm.

65. Critiques conclusion

Brecht pinned his hopes on a new 'modern' spectator, a 
critical spectator who would be amused and provoked 
into thinking (and acting) by his anti-aristotelian 
texts. He writes of this ideal spectators

"Er wtinscht nicht, bevormundet und i 
warden, sondem er will einfach 

vorgeworl 
Deshslb liebt e 

men zu sehen, die nicht so ohne weite 
Lnd, deshalb braucht er weder logii 
mgen noch ysychologische Motivierungen

alten Theati 
von einem 
lediglicb e

Ln Mensch nattirlich, der nichts 
r an sich hat, sondern der
Lesser ist, wird diese Stticke

unklar halten, well sie die Unklarheit
.er Beziehungen gerade gestalten. Die

Menschen unserer Zeit sind

;

',=.1'
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plays.

ich je

. ’, the playing



construct such as an artwork actually intervene in the 
life of the political and economic body? These 
questions, which are to be found in the writings of 
Kant, Schiller, Jakobson and contemporary 
semioticians,^ are of the utmost importance for a 
study of Brecht and Godard and should form the basis 
for further investigation.
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