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A WORK OF ART is a challenge; we do not explain it, we adjust ourselves to it. In interpreting it, we draw
upon our own aims and endeavors, inform it with a meaning that has its origin in our own ways of life and
thought. In a word, any art that really affects us becomes to that extent modern art.

Works of art however are like unattainable heights. We do not go straight toward them, but circle round
them. Each generation sees them from a different point of view and with a fresh eye; nor is it to be assumed
that a later point of view is more apt than an earlier one. Each aspect comes into sight in its own time, which
cannot be anticipated or prolonged; and yet its significance is not lost, for the meaning that a work assumes
for a later generation is the result of the whole range of previous interpretations.

We are now living in the day of the sociological interpretation of cultural achievements. This day will not
last for ever, and it will not have the last word. It opens up new aspects, achieves new and surprising insights;
and yet this point of view evidently has its own limitations and inadequacies. At best perhaps, before its day is
over, we may be able to anticipate some of the future criticisms and become aware of its insufficiencies
without forgoing the insights that have been and may be gained within these limits.

There are still people who do not feel quite happy when spiritual phenomena, or, as they prefer to call
them, the higher spiritual values, are in any way brought into connection with the struggle for existence, class
conflict, competition, prestige, and the like. To deal with them fully would take us too far from our subject;
here we can only remark that requiring the spiritual to be preserved from all contact with the material
frequently turns out to be a way of defending a position of privilege.

Far more worthy of consideration are those who resist a sociological interpretation of spiritual achievements
from a conviction that any significant structure, and above all a work of art, is an independent entity, a closed
and complete system in itself, the elements of which are to be entirely explained in terms of interdependence,
without any recourse to circumstances of its origin or to its influence. For a work of art undoubtedly has an
inner logic of its own, and its particular quality is most clearly seen in the internal structural relations of the
various levels of organization and the various motifs distinguishable in it. It is further indisputable that
consideration of genetic relationships, that is, of the stages by which the artist moved from one idea or motif
to another, not merely introduces a different emphasis, but is also likely to blind us to internal connections
and alter the values upon which the aesthetic effect of the work depends. The factors that are most important
in the actual production of the work are not equally important in giving it artistic value and effectiveness.
Again, the practical aims of the artist, that is, the extraneous purposes that the work of art may be intended to
serve, are not always in accord with the inner aesthetic structure that the work reveals. But the exponents of
the theory of “art for art’s sake”—and that is what is at issue here—are not content with asserting that a work
of art is a microcosm and exerts a sovereign power over men; they maintain that any reference to actualities
beyond the work must irretrievably destroy its aesthetic illusion. That may be correct, and yet this illusion is
not all, to produce it is not the exclusive or the most important aim of artistic endeavor. Even if it be true that
we have to loosen our hold upon reality to a certain extent in order to fall under the spell of art, it is no less
true that all genuine art leads us by a detour, which may be longer or shorter, back to reality in the end. Great
art gives us an interpretation of life which enables us to cope more successfully with the chaotic state of things
and to wring from life a better, that is, a more convincing and more reliable, meaning.

The purely formal laws of art are not essentially different from the rules of a game. However complicated,
subtle, and ingenious such rules may be, they have little significance in themselves, that is to say, apart from
the purpose of winning the game. Considered as mere movements, the maneuvers of football players are
unintelligible and, in the long run, boring. For a time one can find a certain pleasure in their speed and
suppleness—but how meaningless are these qualities compared with those noted by the expert observer who
understands the object of all this running, jumping, and pushing. If we do not know or even want to know the
aims that the artist was pursuing through his work—his aims to inform, to convince, to influence people—
then we do not get much farther in understanding his art than the ignorant spectator who judges the football
simply by the beauty of the players’ movements. A work of art is a communication; although it is perfectly true
that the successful transmission of this requires an outward form at once effective, attractive, faultless, it is no
less true that this form is insignificant apart from the message it communicates.

The work of art has been compared to the opening of a window upon the world. Now, a window can claim
the whole of our attention or none. One may, it is said, contemplate the view without concerning oneself in
the very least with the quality, structure, or color of the window-pane. By this analogy, the work of art can be
described as a mere vehicle for experiences, a transparent window-pane, or a sort of eye-glasses not noticed by
the wearer and employed simply as means to an end. But just as one can concentrate one’s attention upon the
window-pane and the structure of its glass without taking note of the view beyond, so, it is said, one can treat
the work of art as an independent, “opaque” formal structure, complete in itself and in isolation, as it were,
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from anything external to it.1 No doubt one can stare at the window-pane as long as one likes; still, a window
is made to look out of.

Culture serves to protect society. Spiritual creations, traditions, conventions, and institutions are but ways
and means of social organization. Religion, philosophy, science, and art all have their place in the struggle to
preserve society. To confine oneself to art, it is first of all a tool of magic, a means of ensuring the livelihood of
the primitive horde of hunters. Then it becomes an instrument of animistic religion, used to influence good
and bad spirits in the interest of the community. Gradually this is transformed into a magnification of the
almighty gods and their earthly representatives, by hymn and panegyric, through statues of gods and kings.
Finally, in the form of more or less open propaganda, it is employed in the interests of a close group, a clique,
a political party, a social class.2 Only here and there, in times of relative security or of social estrangement of
the artists, it withdraws from the world and makes a show of indifference to practical aims, professing to exist
for its own sake and for the sake of beauty.3 But even then it performs an important social function by
providing men with a means of expressing their power and their “conspicuous leisure.”4 Indeed, it achieves
much more than that, promoting the interests of a certain social stratum by the mere portrayal and implicit
acknowledgment of its moral and aesthetic standards of value. The artist, whose whole livelihood, with all his
hopes and prospects, depends upon such a social group, becomes quite unintentionally and unconsciously the
mouthpiece of his customers and patrons.

The discovery of the propaganda value of cultural creations, and of art in particular, was made early in
human history and exploited to the full, whereas thousands of years passed before man was ready to
acknowledge the ideological character of art in terms of an explicit theory, to express the idea that art pursues
practical aims either consciously or unconsciously, is either open or veiled propaganda. The philosophers of
the French, and even of the Greek enlightenment, discovered the relativity of cultural standards, and doubts
regarding the objectivity and ideality of human valuations were expressed again and again in the course of the
centuries; Marx, however, was the first to formulate explicitly the conception that spiritual Values are political
weapons. He taught that every spiritual creation, every scientific notion, every portrayal of reality derives from
a certain particular aspect of truth, viewed from a perspective of social interest, and is accordingly restricted
and distorted. But Marx neglected to note that we wage a continual war against such distorting tendencies in
our thought, that in spite of the inevitable partialities of our mental outlook, we do possess the power of
examining our own thought critically, and so correcting to a certain extent the one-sidedness and error of our
views. Every honest attempt to discover the truth and depict things faithfully is a struggle against one’s own
subjectivity and partiality, one’s individual and class interests; one can seek to become aware of these as a
source of error, while realizing that they can never be finally excluded. Engels understood this process of
pulling oneself out of the mud by one’s own bootstraps when he spoke of the “triumph of realism” in Balzac.5
But no doubt such correcting of our ideological falsification of the truth operates within the limits of what is
thinkable and imaginable from our place in the world, not in a vacuum of abstract freedom. And the fact that
there are such limits of objectivity is the ultimate and decisive justification for a sociology of culture; they stop
up the last loophole by which we might hope to escape from the influence of social causation.

Apart from its external limitations, the sociology of art also has internal limitations. All art is socially
conditioned, but not everything in art is definable in sociological terms. Above all, artistic excellence is not so
definable; it has no sociological equivalent. The same social conditions can give rise to valuable or to utterly
valueless works, and such works have nothing in common but tendencies more or less irrelevant from the
artistic point of view. All that sociology can do is to account in terms of its actual origin for the outlook on life
manifested in a work of art, whereas for an appreciation of its quality everything depends upon the creative
handling and the mutual relations of the elements expressing that outlook. Such elements may assume the
most diverse aesthetic quality, and again the qualitative criteria may be the same in spite of great diversity of
outlook. It is no more than an idle dream, a residue of the ideal of kalokagathia, to suppose that social justice
and artistic worth in any way coincide, that one can draw any conclusions with regard to the aesthetic success
or failure of a work from the social conditions under which it has been produced. The great alliance envisaged
by nineteenth-century liberalism between political progress and genuine art, between democratic and artistic
feeling, between the interests of humanity in general and universally valid rules of art was a fantasy without
any basis in fact. Even the alleged connection between truth of art and truth in politics, the identification of
naturalism with socialism, which was from the beginning a basic thesis of socialistic art theory and still is part
of its creed, is very dubious.6 It might be very satisfying to know that social injustice and political oppression
were punished with spiritual sterility, but this is not always the case. There have indeed been periods such as
that of the Second Empire, in which the predominance of a not very sympathetic social type was characterized
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by bad taste and lack of originality in art; but along with that inferior art much valuable work was being
produced as well. Along with Octave Feuillet there was Gustave Flaubert, along with the Bouguereaus and
Baudrys, artists of the rank of Delacroix and Courbet. It may, however, be significant that from the social and
political point of view Delacroix was no closer to Courbet than to Bouguereau, that the common artistic aims
of these two artists did not rest upon any sort of political solidarity.

Still, on the whole one may say that in the Second Empire the arriviste bourgeoisie got the artists it
deserved. But what is one to say about epochs such as those of the Ancient Orient or the Middle Ages, in
which a most severe despotism or a most intolerant spiritual dictatorship, far from preventing the production
of the greatest art, created conditions of life under which the artist did not seem to suffer in the least, certainly
no more than he now fancies himself to suffer under the compulsions of even a very liberal form of
government? Does not this show that the preconditions of quality in art lie beyond the alternatives of political
freedom or unfreedom, and that such quality is not to be compassed by sociological methods?

And what of examples that seem to suggest a contrary view: Greek classical art, which had scarcely any
connection with the common people and only the very slightest connection with democracy? Or the
“democracy” of the Italian Renaissance, which was anything but a democracy in reality? Or cases from our
own day which show the attitude of the masses to art?

It is reported that some time ago an English firm published a book of reproductions of paintings of the
most various sorts—good and bad, examples of popular and of more refined taste, devotional pictures,
illustrations of anecdotes, and genuine pictorial creations all jumbled up together. The purchasers of the book
were requested to indicate the pictures they preferred. The result was that, although as book-buyers the
persons questioned were more or less cultivated, and although eighty per cent of the reproductions fell within
the category of “good art,” thus loading the scales in its favor, not one of the first six pictures getting the most
votes belonged to this category.7

If we took this kind of response to signify that the great public is definitely opposed to the better sort of art
and prefers the worse, we could at any rate formulate a sociological law establishing a relation—though an
inverse relation—between aesthetic quality and popularity; but there is no trace of any consistent attitude to
aesthetic quality in this case. Undoubtedly there is always a certain tension between quality and popularity, at
times—as now with modern art—an open conflict. Art that is worth anything is addressed to those who have
attained a certain cultural level, not to the “natural man” of Rousseau; understanding of it depends upon
certain educational preconditions, and its popularity is inevitably limited. Uneducated people, on the other
hand, do not positively favor bad art over good; they judge success by quite other than aesthetic criteria. They
react, not to what is artistically good or bad, but to features that have a reassuring or a disturbing effect upon
their course of life; they are ready to accept what is artistically valuable provided that it supplies vital value for
them by portraying their wishes, their fantasies, their day-dreams, provided that it calms their anxieties and
increases their sense of security. One must not, however, forget that the strange, the unaccustomed, the
difficult has, merely as such, a disquieting effect upon an uneducated public.

Thus sociology fails to explain the connections between artistic quality and popularity; and to questions
about the material conditions of the creation of works of art it gives answers that are not altogether satisfying.
For sociology is subject to certain limitations common to all those disciplines, notably psychology, which
employ the genetic method to deal with cultural forms, limitations arising out of that method. It is in fact
likely to lose sight, from time to time, of the work of art as such and to consider it a record of something more
important than the work itself. And just as the factors psychologically decisive in the creative process are not
always identical with the artistically most important factors in the work, so also the sociologically most
significant features of a work or of a school are not always the ones that are aesthetically relevant. From a
sociological point of view a second-rate or third-rate artist may occupy a key position in a particular artistic
movement. The social history of art does not replace or invalidate art history, or vice versa; each starts from a
different set of facts and values. When the social history of art is judged by the standards of art history, the
facts begin to seem distorted. To counter this impression, one may point out that even art history adopts
standards different from those of simple art criticism, and again from those of immediate aesthetic experience,
that there is often a decided tension between historical and aesthetic values. The sociological view of art is to
be rejected only if it claims to be the sole legitimate point of view, and if it confuses the sociological
importance of a work with aesthetic value.

Apart from this shifting of emphasis, which, though it may confuse is easily compensated for, the sociology
of art has in common with other disciplines employing the genetic method a further inadequacy in the eyes of
the art-lover: it claims to derive special and unique characteristics of works of art from that which is of quite
another order, from something general and artistically indifferent. The worst example of this sort of
trespassing is seen in any attempt to show that artistic quality or artistic talent is dependent upon economic
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conditions. It would be too cheap a retort merely to assert that only a few dogmatic simpletons have proposed
to derive spiritual forms directly from economic facts, that the formation of ideologies is a long, complicated,
gradual process, far different from that envisaged by vulgar materialism. Complicated, full of interruptions and
contradictions the way may be that leads from certain social conditions to the creation of spiritual values, as
for instance from Dutch middle-class capitalism to the works of Rembrandt; still, in the end one has to decide
whether or not such conditions are relevant. One can put off the decision, conceal one’s position, talk of
dualism and dialectic, reciprocity and mutual dependence of spirit and matter; but after all one is either an
idealist or a realist, and has to face the question of whether genius falls from heaven or fashions itself here on
earth.

However one may decide this ultimate question, the translation of economic conditions into ideologies
remains a process that can never be completely clarified; at some point or other, it involves a gap or leap. But
we should not suppose that only the transition from material conditions to the spiritual involves us in a leap of
this sort; all transition from one spiritual form to another, change of style and fashion, collapse of an old
tradition and rise of a new, influence of one artist on another, or even a single artist’s turns of direction—all
these changes are equally discontinuous and inexplicable. Seen from without, every change looks abrupt and
remains, strictly speaking, unintelligible. Continuous gradual change is something of which we have only a
subjective, inner experience; it cannot be reconstructed from objective data.

The leap from the material to the spiritual is immeasurable, and yet we make this leap within the sphere of
social life, even within the sphere of economics. The most primitive economy is a humanly organized
economy, not a natural condition; nature once left behind, we do not anywhere encounter the merely material;
we may think we are talking about material conditions, but the leap into the realm of spiritual conceptions has
already occurred. The distance between natural occurrences and the most primitive economy is thus in a way
greater than that from primitive economy to the highest flights of the human spirit, although every stretch of
the way is broken by abysses.

One of the most obvious shortcomings of the sociology of art, as of all genetic explanation of spiritual
structures, derives from the endeavor to analyze into simple elements an object whose very nature consists in
its complexity. No doubt scientific explanation involves simplification, analysis of the complex into such
components as occur in other complexes also. Outside the field of art this procedure does not destroy anything
really of the essence of the object, but when applied to art, it eliminates the object as presented in its
completeness, the only way in which it can be properly presented. If one eliminates or purposely neglects the
complexity of the work of art, interweaving motifs, ambiguity of symbols, polyphony of voices, mutual
dependence of form and content, unanalyzable fluctuations of cadence and emphasis, then the best of what art
offers us is gone. Still, sociology is not alone in incurring this sort of loss, for all scientific treatment of art has
to pay for knowledge gained by destroying the immediate, ultimately irretrievable, aesthetic experience. In
even the most sensitive and understanding historical analyses of art, that original direct experience has been
lost. All this is, of course, no excuse for the special shortcomings to which the sociologist is prone, nor does it
liberate him from the duty of correcting the defects of his point of view as best he may, or at least of being
aware of them.

The work of art is not only a source of complex personal experience, but also has another kind of
complexity, being a nodal point of several different causal lines. It is the outcome of at least three different
types of conditions: psychological, sociological and stylistic. As a psychological being, the individual retains
not merely the freedom of choosing among the various possibilities permitted by social causation; he is also
always creating for himself new possibilities in no way prescribed by his society, even though they may be
restricted by the social conditions under which he lives. The creative individual invents new forms of
expression, does not find them ready-made. What he takes for granted is of a negative rather than positive
character: it is the totality of what cannot be thought, felt, expressed, or understood at that particular historical
moment. Undoubtedly, such “blind spots” of an epoch can be established only subsequently; our actual state of
affairs always has an anarchical look, as if the individual could do with it just what he fancies. Subsequently
one comes to see a social law that has moulded the individual choices in accordance with a unitary trend. In a
similar way a stylistic line gradually comes to be recognized, along which particular modes of expression which
have seemed to be freely selected fall into place. Indeed, stylistic trends, even more than sociological, have
definitely the appearance of being objective regularities that impose themselves upon the individual choices;
viewed retrospectively, the individuals seem to be little more than carriers of these anonymous stylistic trends.

But the history of style cannot do away with either psychological or sociological causation. It will never be
possible to explain by purely formal, stylistic considerations why a line of artistic development breaks off at a
certain point and gives place to a completely different one instead of going on to further progress and
expansion—in short, why a change occurred just when it did. The “climax” of a line of development cannot be

15



foretold on the basis of formal criteria; revolution occurs when a certain style is no longer adapted to
expressing the spirit of the time, something that depends on psychological and sociological conditions.
Change of style, no doubt, occurs in a direction determined from within; but there are always a number of
possible directions, and in any case the “maturity” of choice is never fixed in advance or secure from the
unforeseeable. Among the circumstances governing the occurrence of the change, social conditions are
probably pre-eminent; but it would be a mistake to suppose that social conditions produce the forms in terms
by which the artistic revolution expresses itself; these forms are just as much the product of psychological and
stylistic as of sociological factors. When one considers social causation, psychology appears as a sort of
incipient, abortive sociology; when one regards the psychological motivation, sociology looks like a refusal to
trace events to their ultimate origins in the make-up of the human soul. From the stylistic point of view, both
psychology and sociology make the same mistake: they derive what is special to art from motives of a
heterogenous character, explain artistic forms in terms of something that has nothing to do with “form.” Only
in descriptive analysis is the uniqueness and complexity of the work of art preserved; it is inevitably destroyed
by attempts at pragmatic explanation, whether genetic or teleological. In this respect psychology and art
history are on the same footing as sociology.

The inadequacy, however, that we often find in the sociologist’s view of art is not simply the result of the
method of research which sociology shares with psychology and art history. It is also owing to the rather
undeveloped language applied by the sociologist to the subtly differentiated world of art, a language vastly
inferior to the far more refined and appropriate language of the psychologist and the art historian. The
concepts with which the sociologist works are woefully inadequate for dealing with the wealth and subtlety of
artistic production. Categories ‘such as “courtly,” “bourgeois,” “capitalistic,” “urban,” “conservative,” and
“liberal” are too narrow and schematic and also too rigid to do justice to the special character of a work of art.
Each category comprehends such a variety of artistic views and aims that it does not tell us much that is really
relevant. What do we really know about the artistic problems with which Michelangelo had to wrestle, about
the individuality of his means and methods, when we have noted merely that he was contemporary with the
formulae of the Council of Trent, the new political realism, the birth of modern capitalism and absolutism?
When we know all this, we perhaps understand better his restless spirit, the turn that his art took in the
direction of mannerism, possibly even in some measure the astounding inarticulateness of his last works. His
greatness and the incomparable quality of his aims are no more explained this way than Rembrandts genius is
to be explained by the economic and social conditions that were at once the foundation of his artistic career
and his undoing. Here we come up against the definite limits of sociological inquiry.

But if there are such limits, do they really matter? If sociology is unable to penetrate to the ultimate secret
of the art of a Rembrandt, are we to dispense entirely with what it can tell us? For example, are we to refuse to
probe into the social preconditions of his art, and so of the stylistic pecularities that distinguish it from the art
of the contemporary Flemish painters, notably Rubens? That would be to ignore the only means of throwing
light upon the otherwise unintelligible fact that two such different types of art as Flemish baroque and Dutch
naturalism arose almost simultaneously, in direct geographical contact with one another, on the basis of
similar cultural traditions and a long political experience in common, but under markedly different economic
and social conditions. Certainly, we have here no explanation of Rubens’s greatness or the mystery of
Rembrandt. But then, what genetic explanation of this stylistic difference is there other than the sociological
one that Rubens produced his works in a courtly-artistocratic society, Rembrandt his in a bourgeois world,
with its inclination to inwardness? That Rubens, unlike Rembrandt, went to Italy and absorbed the spirit of
Italian baroque is rather a symptom than an explanation in itself. Mannerism was in fashion at the turn of the
century in the northern provinces as in the southern, and at first Protestant tendencies were to be found in the
South just as much as in the North. But in Flanders, in consequence of the Spanish rule, there was an
ostentatious court, an aristocracy accustomed to appear in public, a magnificient Church—all things that did
not exist in the sober, protestant Holland that repelled the Spaniards. There, on the contrary, we find a
bourgeois capitalism, liberal and without much feeling for prestige, and so ready to let its artists work
according to their own fancies, and starve as they pleased. Rembrandt and Rubens are unique and
incomparable; not so their styles and their fates. The various turns and changes that we detect in the course of
their artistic development and the story of their lives are by no means without parallel, and do not incline us to
attribute the difference of type in their art simply to individual disposition and personal genius.

Sociology possesses no philosopher’s stone, does not work miracles or solve all problems. Still, it is more
than just one departmental discipline among many. As was theology in the Middle Ages, philosophy in the
seventeenth century, and economics in the eighteenth, it is a focal discipline in our day, one upon which the
entire world-view of the age centers. To recognize the claims of sociology is to decide in favor of a rational
ordering of life and for a struggle against prejudices. The idea upon which this cardinal position of sociology is
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founded is the discovery of the ideological character of thought, a discovery made in several different guises,
during the past hundred years, in Nietzsche’s and Freuds exposures of self-deception no less than in Marx’s
historical materialism. To get clear about oneself, to become conscious of the presuppositions of one’s own
character, thought, and will is the requirement upon which all these different thinkers insist. Sociology
endeavors to probe into the preconditions of thought and will which derive from a man’s social position.
Objections made to such research are mostly due to the fact that correct estimation of these social connections
is not a purely theoretical matter; men are inclined to admit them or deny them on ideological grounds. Many
of those who will not hear of sociology exaggerate its deficiencies in order that they need not become
conscious of their prejudices. Others resist sociological interpretation of everything in the spiritual realm, not
wishing to give up the fiction of a timeless validity of thought and a meta-historical destiny for man. Those on
the other hand who accept sociology as simply one means toward more perfect knowledge have no reason to
minimize either its undeniable limitations or the extent of its unexplored possibilities.

NOTES
1  José Ortega y Gasset: La Deshumanización del Arte (1925), p. 19.
2  Cf. Arnold Hauser: The Social History of Art (1951), I, 23–103.
3  Ibid., I, 91–4; II, 684, 731–4, 780, 786.
4  Thorstein Veblen: The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), p. 36.
5  Letter to Miss Harkness, April 1888, in Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels: Literature and Art (1947), pp. 42–3.
6  Hauser, op. cit., II, 775.
7  I have been unable to obtain further information about the work in question.
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II
The Sociological Approach: The Concept of Ideology in the History of

Art
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THE CONCEPT OF IDEOLOGY, derived from the notion of “false consciousness,” shows striking analogies
with the concept of “rationalization” in psychoanalysis. The individual “rationalizes” his attitudes, his
thoughts, his feelings, his actions; that is, he is concerned to give them an acceptable interpretation,
unobjectionable from the standpoint of social conventions. In a similar way, social groups, speaking through
representative individuals, interpret natural and historical events, and above all their own opinions and
valuations, in accord with their material interests, desire for power, considerations of prestige, and other social
aims. And just as the individual in his motives and aims remains unconscious that he is rationalizing, for the
most part the members of a social group also are unaware of the fact that their thought is conditioned by
material conditions of life. Otherwise, as Engels says, “the whole ideology would collapse.”1 The analogy with
psychoanalysis takes us a step farther. Just as the individual does not need to rationalize the whole of his
behavior, a large part of his thoughts, feelings and acts being socially unobjectionable or negligible, so also the
cultural products of groups include representations and interpretations of reality which are “harmless” and
“objective” because they have no direct connection with the interests of the groups concerned and do not
collide with the interests of any other groups. Thus, mathematical propositions and theories of natural science
are, on the whole, objective, and obey principles that may be considered to be timeless and invariable criteria
of truth. But the scope of such objective propositions is relatively narrow, and though one feels a certain
reluctance to make the history of mathematics or mechanics an appendage of economic history, there can be
no doubt that even a natural science such as medicine shows traces of dependence upon economic and social
conditions, so that not merely the emergence of problems, but often also the direction in which the solution of
the problems is sought, can be seen to be socially conditioned. On the other hand, the humanistic disciplines
too, especially the different branches of historical research, are confronted with a vast number of problems that
have nothing, or scarcely anything, to do with an ideological interpretation of the material, problems of which
the solution can in the main be judged by objective criteria.

Leaving questions of detail aside, it is obvious that each of the various cultural structures, such as religion,
philosophy, science, and art, has its own proper “distance” from its social origin; they form a series with many
steps, manifesting progressive “ideological saturation.” This series reaches from mathematics, which is almost
neutral from the sociological point of view, its particular propositions scarcely allowing one to draw any
conclusions as to their date, place, or circumstances of origin, to art, in which hardly a single feature could be
considered indifferent from the historical and social point of view. In this series, art stands in the very closest
connection with social reality and farthest from the region of what are commonly regarded as timelessly valid
ideas. At least it is directed in a far more unreserved and straightforward way to social aims, serves far more
manifestly and unmistakably as ideological weapon, as panegyric or propaganda, than objective sciences. That
the social tendencies art serves can scarcely ever be seen unconcealed and unsublimated—that is of the essence
of the ideological mode of expression, which, if it is to achieve its aims, cannot afford to call a child by its
proper name.

In the series that runs from art to the exact science and mathematics, the autonomy of cultural structures
grows in inverse proportion to the distance from the immediate experience of the actual living individual, in
whose psychic life thought and feeling, contemplation and action, theory and practice are undifferentiated—
the individual whom Wilhelm Dilthey, as we know, termed the “whole man.” The more nearly the “subject”
of the various fields of cultural creation coincides with the concrete real man, the less this subject is regarded
as something impersonal and unhistorical, and the more is his thought seen to be socially dependent and
ideologically conditioned. Undoubtedly both “consciousness in general” as the correlative of the natural
sciences and Dilthey s “whole man” are simply limiting concepts and useful only as “ideal types.” Abstract,
timeless “consciousness in general” is not found in its purity even in a mathematical operation; and the “whole
man” free from all trace of specialization is not manifest even in those works of art which have the most
universal and immediate appeal—for any work of art requires for its realization a certain degree of one-
sidedness and mediation, a restriction upon the role of the whole living individual.

Even in Marx and Engels there is talk of the varying distance between the different cultural structures and
their economic substratum; and Engels remarks in a well-known passage of his work on Feuerbach that in the
higher ideologies “the interconnection between the ideas and their material condition of existence becomes
more and more complicated, more and more obscured by intermediate links.” This view of the matter is
essentially correct. The content of art, religion, and philosophy is much richer, and their structure far more
opaque, than that of the natural sciences and mathematics; it is so even when compared with that of Law and
the State, in which economic conditions are expressed more directly, that is, in a less sublimated fashion. But
the fact that the property conditions of a certain economic system are expressed more directly in current legal
provisions and political institutions than in the contemporaneous trends of philosophy or art does not imply
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that art and philosophy are more independent than juristic or political thought of the actual conditions of life.
In fact, they keep drawing upon immediate, socio-historical reality to a much greater extent than Law with its
codified rules or the State with its stereotyped institutions. In the case of art and philosophy, the workings of
social causation may be veiled, but they are no less decisive and no less far-reaching than in the other cultural
fields.

The problem of ideology, however, takes on a different form in the field of art from that in the sciences, the
concept of truth in art being so strikingly different from that of theoretical truth. A work of art is not “correct”
or “incorrect” in the way a scientific theory is; it cannot properly speaking be termed either true or false. The
concept of changeless, super-historical validity can be applied to art only with very special reservations, and
here all talk of “false consciousness,” as of correct consciousness, is out of place. In other words: when truth is
not what is aimed at, it is idle to speak of conformity to it or evasion of it. Art is partisan through and
through, and because a view of reality which did not reflect any particular standpoint would be devoid of all
artistic quality, the problem of relativity simply does not arise in art. Every aspect of art is a perspective; only
one that involves an inner contradiction can rightly be termed “false.”

And yet it would be wrong to deny to art all claim of achieving truth, to deny that it can make a valuable
contribution to our knowledge of the world and of man. That works of literature are an abundant source of
knowledge requires perhaps no further proof; the most penetrating achievements of psychological insight
which we have at our disposal derive from the masters of novel and drama. But there can be no doubt that the
visual arts also contribute a good deal toward giving us our bearings in the world. It is, of course, important to
point out the difference between scientific knowledge and artistic representation, to emphasize, for instance,
that to speak of “stylistic” trends is perfectly legitimate in art, but very questionable in science.2 The
sociologist, however, can only feel uneasy about any too radical separation of art and science. For after all, the
world-view of a generation—or, more exactly, of a group that is historically and socially self-contained—is an
indivisible whole. Attempts to demarcate the different fields in which this world-view manifests itself may be
very promising from the epistemological point of view, but to the sociologist they appear as violent dissections
of the reality he studies. To him, philosophy, science, law, custom, and art are different aspects of one unitary
attitude to reality: in all these forms men are searching for an answer to the same question, for a solution to
one and the same problem of how to live. They are not ultimately concerned with formulating scientific
truths, producing works of art, or even laying down moral precepts, but with achieving a workable world-view,
a reliable guiding principle for life. Always and everywhere they are bent upon one and the same task, that of
subjugating the bewildering strangeness and ambiguity of things.

To point to the share of art in the formation of world-views is not to say that it is continuously tied to
practical needs or to deny that a special feature of art is precisely its emancipation from current reality. If
anyone is inclined to over-stress the real conditions of artistic production, it may be rightly pointed out that
the development of stylistic forms has an inner logic of its own. Art displays a rigorous consistency in its
pursuit of the solution of certain formal problems, and within each stylistic period a fairly steady and
continuous progress toward that goal can be discerned. It has, however, been asserted that an immanent
development of this kind occurs not only in the phases of history which are stylistically unitary and coherent—
periods, for instance, in which there is steady progress in naturalistic representation or in abstract
formalization—but also in the succession of the various styles. From this point of view, the successive styles
seem to be related as question and answer, or as thesis and antithesis. For example, the baroque is said to be,
not the expression of new socio-historical conditions of life, but the “logical” continuation of the Renaissance
—that is, in part the solution of the formal problems set by the works of the Renaissance masters, in part the
result of a contradiction, which also arises out of a relationship to those masters. Such a “logic of history,”
which asserts the inner necessity of each successive step in the development, always has a certain appeal;
however, it justifies itself only when applied within the limits of a certain unitary stylistic trend. When one
comes to a change of style, it breaks down.

For even supposing that one could admit such an antithetic relation between successive trends to be a
general principle of stylistic development, one could never explain by purely formal and intrinsic
characteristics why at a certain point of time one trend gives way to a different one. The stimulus to a change
of style always comes from without, and is logically contingent. Nor are feeling of satiety and desire for change
at all adequate as an explanation of the disappearance of a style. Certainly, desire for change often plays as
important a role in the history of art as in the history of fashions; but this requirement can be satisfied, when
talent is available, without going outside the potentialities of the current style. In any case, with the ageing of
a well-established social culture, there comes both a growing desire for a renewal of the accepted forms, and,
often, an increased resistance to every attempt to change them. In general, the emergence of a new public is
needed to shake a deeply and firmly rooted tradition of art and bring about a radical change of taste. The
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dissolution of the rococo is to be accounted for not at all on intrinsic grounds, slick and unexciting as its
products had become, but primarily by the new patronage of art in the revolutionary period. Wölfflin held
that the external stimulus is more marked and more clearly discernible in a reversal of style, than in the ups
and downs of an uninterrupted line of development. In reality, there is no difference of principle between
these two phases or kinds of the one process. External influences are not more decisive, they are merely more
obvious in the case of the interrupted development. A closer look reveals extrinsic factors always at work
whether there is a change of style or not. Social realities—what Wölfflin called “external conditions”3—always
play the same role in influencing the choice of form; for any formulation involves a choice of form. At every
moment of the development the question of what one should do, what attitude one should take to the current
possibilities, is an open question that has to be answered afresh. One says “yes” or “no” to the direction in
which the others are moving and which one has followed oneself up to now; and acceptance is neither more
mechanical nor less voluntary than rejection. To uphold an established tradition is often just as much a
decision, just as much the result of a dialectical process full of conflicts and having its internal and external
preconditions, as the decision to change it. The attempt, for instance, to stem a tide flowing in the direction
of ever-greater naturalism does not involve different principles of motivation from those which govern the
contrary desire, to promote and accelerate this naturalism. One is always faced by the same questions: is the
received style still serviceable as a guide to life in a changed world? Can it still impress, convince, and spur to
action? Is it still a suitable weapon in the struggle for life? Does it reveal what should be revealed and veil what
should be veiled?

The artist never puts these questions to himself in so many words. Seldom does he answer them consciously
or directly; nor are they put to him by any particular agents of society. Wölfflin’s mistake, his lack of
sociological sense and his abstract logical conception of history, are mainly due to his too radical
differentiation between external influence and inner logic. The error in his way of thinking is typical; a similar
failure to understand social causation underlies the common incomprehension of sociological methods and, in
particular, the misinterpretation of historical materialism. The essence of the materialistic philosophy of
history, with its doctrine of the ideological character of thought, consists in the thesis that spiritual attitudes
are from the outset anchored in conditions of production, and move within the range of interests, aims, and
prospects characteristic of these; not that they are subsequently, externally, and deliberately adjusted to
economic and social conditions. “Primum vivere, deinde philosophari” is a truth one does not need any theory of
historical materialism or of ideology to recognize. The remarkable thing is that even well-tried thinkers in this
field represent the economic dependence of art in terms of a purely external tie. Even such a writer as Max
Scheler falls into this way of thinking, when he speaks of the material conditions of artistic creation. “Raphael
requires a paintbrush,” we read. “His ideas and his visions cannot provide that. He needs politically powerful
patrons who commission him to glorify their own ideals; without them he could not give expression to his
genius.”4 It is extraordinary that a sociologist of the rank of Scheler should have failed to note that the artist
glorifies the “ideals” of potential as well as of actual patrons; that the ineluctable character of ideology—in so
far as it really is ineluctable—leads the painter to represent the ideas and aims of the predominant, cultured
classes even when he has no patrons—or better, in spite of his not having the right patrons or representing
social groups with whom he would feel really in harmony. Failure to recognize this is the more remarkable
because Engels in his thesis on the “triumph of realism” and the nature of Balzacs method left no room for
doubt as to what is meant by ideology in art.5 One would naturally think that it would have been realized that
the artist does not need to be aware of the social ideas he expresses, that he may, so far as his consciousness
goes, feel himself in opposition to the ideas and ideals he portrays, justifies, or even glorifies in his works.
Balzac, as is well known, was an enthusiast for absolute monarchy, the Catholic Church, and the French
aristocracy; but that did not prevent him from writing the most impressive of apologies for the bourgeoisie.

Art can express social aims in two different ways. Its social content can be clothed in the form of explicit
avowal—confessions of belief, express doctrines, direct propaganda—or in that of mere implication, that is, in
terms of the outlook tacitly presupposed in works which seem devoid of social reference. It can be frankly
tendentious or a vehicle of an unconscious and unacknowledged ideology. The social content of a definite
creed or an explicit message is consciously realized by the speaker and consciously accepted or rejected by the
hearer; on the other hand, the social motive behind a personal manifesto can be unconscious, and can operate
without men being aware of it; it will be the more effective the less it is consciously expressed and the less it is
or appears to be consciously aiming to gain approbation. Nakedly tendentious art often repels where veiled
ideology encounters no resistence. The plays of Diderot, Lessing, Ibsen, and Shaw are undisguisedly
tendentious; the message for which they seek to gain approval does not have to be read between the lines, as
must the meaning of Sophocles, Shakespeare, or Corneille; it is not wrapped up in an ideology; but it is
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