
Critical Realist Aesthetics     1 

 

 

A Critical Realist Theory of Literature and the Possibility of True Agency 

By Tom Pepper 

 

 I recently came across a statement comparing Bhaskar’s and Althusser’s epistemologies 

which struck me as perspicacious: ‘Althusser’s “scientific rationalism” is more than matched by 

Bhaskar’s rationalist faith that in philosophy the better argument and in science the superior 

hypothesis will necessarily carry the day’.1  This appeared almost thirty years ago in a review, by 

Michael Sprinker, of Roy Bhaskar’s Reclaiming Reality.   I have been engaged in trying to 

employ a critical realist epistemology in the study of literature, and this brief review helped to 

clarify what had been a major stumbling block.  Sprinker’s implication that obviously the better 

argument does not always, or even often, carry the day is a statement about the intractable power 

of ideology, in an Althusserian sense of that term.  His comment condensed into one sentence the 

marginal notations I had made repeatedly throughout several books written by critical realists, 

including Roy Bhaskar, Andrew Collier, and Gary Potter.  While I am in agreement with almost 

all of the theory of critical realism, I believe that it suffers from an inability to explain why the 

best ideas are so rarely persuasive; it fails to do so, I will argue, because of the rejection of the 

Althusserian concept of ideology, a concept which in no way contradicts any of the premises of 

critical realist thought. 

 Furthermore, I will argue that not only will introducing a thoroughly Althusserian 

concept of ideology to critical realism enable a scientific theory of literature, but that such theory 

of literature can be an essential tool in helping both to solve the problem of the intractability of 

wrong beliefs and to produce forms of agency not completely bound within the structures of 

ideology; or, perhaps more precisely, to produce ideological practices with conscious awareness 

of the potential effects the practices will have.  I am aware that this claim is likely to be taken in 

one of two ways: either as a naively grandiose assertion about the importance of one discipline; 

or worse, as a liberal humanist assertion of the power of the aesthetic.  My claim, however, is 

that a science of literature is a necessary condition, in the modern world, for the production of a 

non-capitalist, radical agency, but is by no means sufficient to accomplish this.  This is true 

 
1 Sprinker 1992, 129. 
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because in the modern world literature plays a particularly important role in the production and 

reproduction of ideology, although a role that is perhaps now losing ground to other modes of 

aesthetic production.  Far from producing a mystifying notion of the power of the aesthetic, I will 

argue that literature can, as Gary Potter has suggested, be accounted for in terms of scientificity 

and realism.2  This can only be done, however, by understanding what kind of thing literature is: 

literature does not give us knowledge of history, or the ontologically objective world; instead, the 

existence of literature only makes sense once we understand that it functions completely within 

the realm of ideology, and particularly with the purpose of reproducing ideologies, both in the 

sense of perpetuating them and in the sense of remaking them to suit changing historical 

conditions.  A science of literature, then, would give us knowledge of the structure of ideology, 

and of the possibilities of changing or denaturalizing particular ideologies.   

 This may seem a fairly easy claim; of course literature is ideological, every marxist 

literary critic knows that!   This is, however, rarely the case, because most literary theorists have 

a fairly inadequate concept of ideology.  As a result, attempts to produce scientific knowledge of 

literary texts always fall back into the claim that they give us, ultimately, a knowledge of history.  

Even those who clearly know better slip back into the assumption that ideology is simply a false 

or inadequate belief, and that somehow literature can allow us to ‘distance’ ideology—and see 

the truth of the workings of history.  By mistakenly assuming that ideology is not ontologically 

real, literary theorists are forced to argue that if there can be a science of literature, it must give 

us knowledge of history, usually understood in the sense of the history of modes of production.    

The implicit assumption is that a science must be true knowledge of a really existing thing; 

if ideology is simply mistaken beliefs or ‘false consciousness,’ then there can be no science of 

ideology. 

 For instance, Gary Potter has argued for a scientific and realist theory of literature in his 

book The Bet: Truth in Science, Literature, and Everyday Knowledge.3  While at some points he 

would seem to acknowledge the ideological nature of literature, ultimately the goal of a ‘science 

of literary criticism’ is to produce ‘knowledges about reality–the same social realities inquired 

after by other disciplines–knowledges about history and society and politics and human 

 
2 Potter 1999. 
3 Potter 1999 
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psychology’.4  As he puts it elsewhere, writing about Dostoevsky, ‘the novel speaks (in part 

through its absences) to us in a wise and penetrating depth into its time of social ferment (and 

perhaps speaks timelessly of the human condition as well)’.5  Because ideology is still implicitly 

understood as an obfuscation, not a reality in its own right, if there is to be a science of literary 

criticism it must give us a truth totally outside the realm of ideology, and so a truth that we could 

just as easily, perhaps more easily, get from simply doing history, sociology, or psychology; it 

must give us the ultimate truth about social formations, or about the timeless human condition.  

This is why Potter cannot conceive of even radical literary critics who would not insist on the 

greatness of Shakespeare.6  I would argue that if we understand the relationship between 

literature and ideology correctly, there are perfectly good reasons to claim that Shakespeare is in 

fact not ‘a better writer’ than many of his contemporaries, but also many good reasons not to 

forget about studying Shakespeare quite yet; I will try to explain what they are a bit later.  For 

now, I simply want to point out that while Potter does make an interesting, and fairly convincing, 

case that there can be a science of literature, he then mistakes what the specific nature of the 

object of that science would be.  In this, he is not alone. 

 To my mind, Michael Sprinker’s book History and Ideology in Proust would stand as the 

most extensive and thorough example of just the kind of scientific literary criticism Potter is 

proposing: 

To put the matter as contentiously as possible, I shall propose that if we translate Proust’s key 

concept of ‘time’ as ‘history’ (something the Narrator himself does on occasion), we can 

begin to appreciate the Recherche’s significance as historical sociology, i.e., as a theory of 

society in the strong sense.7 

The novel functions, then, neither to produce and naturalize, nor to distance, ideology, but to 

produce scientific knowledge of the history of the Third French Republic.  It is therefore of 

interest to us primarily because ‘it makes sense to call our own world capitalist and bourgeois’.8  

Of course, Sprinker knows that ideology is a part of the history of class struggle, and the 

ideological formations involved in the struggle between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie are 

part of the history the novel gives us knowledge of.  This, however, is the problem: in 

 
4 Potter 1999, 205, emphasis added. 
5 Potter 1999, 205. 
6 Potter 1999, 199. 
7 Sprinker 1994 , 13. 
8 Sprinker 1994, 185. 
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understanding ideology to be taken up as the ‘content’ of the novel, Sprinker misses the most 

important ideological knowledge we can garner from Proust: knowledge of the ‘form’ of 

ideology.  To demonstrate the importance of this distinction, I want to turn to one specific 

example from Sprinker’s reading of Proust: the interpretation of Swann’s dream of Napoleon 

III.9 

 The entire reading of the dream is an exemplary case of the explanatory power of 

providing historical context; however, there is one element of the dream that Sprinker fails to 

historicize.  Reading the dream as an allegory of the struggle (between the republican 

bourgeoisie and the royalist aristocracy) for control of the support of the lower classes, Sprinker 

reads Swann’s relationship with Odette as ‘a fantasy of bourgeois desire,’ and Odette’s 

‘fickleness’ as a ‘figure for the political volatility of the French masses’.10  As interesting as this 

reading is, it fails to historicize what may be one of the two most powerful ideological 

formations in Proust’s novel: romantic love.  (The other is, undoubtedly, the ideology of art 

itself.)  The point is that love itself is historically conditioned, and the historical determinants of 

love which are specific to the period of the French Third Republic are revealed in Proust’s novel, 

exactly because the novel functions ideologically to reproduce them.  Swann loves Odette 

because she is from the lower classes, because as a socially ambitious member of the bourgeoisie 

he desires to be the sole object of desire of the lower classes.  Instead of seeing love as a 

metaphor for class struggle, we can see how class struggle produces the form of the essential 

bourgeois ideology of romantic love: love is the desire to be the object of the other’s desire. 

 Further, it is only such knowledge, of the form of ideology, that a science of literature can 

give us.  A la Recherche du Temps Perdu may serve as an opportunity to discuss the very 

complex class relationships which led up to, and in some degree caused, World War I; however, 

that it cannot give us any scientific knowledge of them is clear from Sprinker’s discussion of 

Swann’s dream.  In explaining the significance of Napoleon III in the dream, Sprinker argues (I 

think convincingly) that he serves in the dream not as a representative of the defeat of 1870, but 

of the threat of Boulangism.11  The essential point here is, that while this reading is convincing, it 

could in no way be derived from the novel itself, if we did not already have sufficient knowledge 

 
9 Sprinker 1994, 66-84. 
10 Sprinker 1994, 79. 
11 Sprinker 1994, 80-82. 
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of French history.  The novel does not reveal the truth of history; instead, the science of history 

helps to reveal the truth of the novel: how it functions to produce, and reproduce, the form of 

romantic love essential to the ideological hegemony of the bourgeoisie.  When Sprinker points 

out that ‘only in [Swann’s] authentically erotic involvements is he jealous’,12 he is simply 

inverting the truth the novel can reveal to us; the form of authentically erotic involvements which 

require jealous possessiveness are an invention of bourgeois hegemony, arising from the 

complex class conflict of this historical period.  

 If Sprinker does not see erotic involvements, romantic love, as itself ideological, this is in 

part a result of understanding the science of a literary text to provide a knowledge of history, and 

of understanding history as material, economic and political conditions.  There is a vestige, here, 

of the mistaken belief that ideology is simply a delusion, a false consciousness, and therefore has 

no ontological reality.    A science of literature, then, would need to see beyond the ideological 

screen to give us true knowledge.  On an Althusserian understanding of ideology, however, our 

ideas always exist in a modality of materiality, they are ontologically real, historically produced, 

and we can have scientific knowledge of them.  As Bhaktin claimed ninety years ago, the science 

of literature would be one branch of the science of ideology.13  In order to clear the ground for a 

provisional description of this science, I will first turn to an account of the relationship between 

Althusser’s theory of ideology and critical realist ontology. 

 

Althusser’s Theory of Ideology and the Aesthetic 

 I would assume most readers will believe it is unnecessary to rehearse, once again, the 

theory of ideology presented in Althusser’s ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes 

towards an Investigation)’;14 however, I believe it is necessary because, while it is one of those 

texts everybody has ‘understood,’ nobody seems able to fully apply it.  Even as astute a reader of 

Althusser as Michael Sprinker, and even in the essay mentioned earlier in which he is precisely 

defending Althusser’s theory as in fact compatible with critical realism, reveals a tendency to 

slip back into the idealist theory of ideology Althusser strenuously warns against.  For instance, 

Sprinker argues that socialism is not going to come about because ‘workers in the capitalist 

 
12 Sprinker 1994, 84. 
13 Bakhtin/Medvedev 1928/1978. 
14 Althusser 1990. 
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heartlands have overnight been delivered from their ideological illusions by the sheer force of 

reality striking them in the face’.15  Now, this is true, but not because a ‘long historical process of 

elite and mass reeducation’16 must precede the perception of ‘reality’.  It is true because, for 

Althusser, to see the reality of the relations of production which produce their oppression would 

do little to enable the workers to do anything at all about it, precisely because their ideology is 

not an illusion.  It is not a screen, masking reality from the deluded masses, but a set of beliefs 

existing in practices which enable the workers, and the elite, to live out their lives in relation to 

their real relations of production.  There is no clear vision of ‘reality’ which can help anyone do 

anything about it, if reality is understood as the forces of economic production.  Our reality can 

only be transformed in ideological practices; clarity of vision does little even to motivate change, 

much less provide a blueprint for it. 

 Every discussion of Althusser I have ever encountered falls into this same problem at 

some point: the implicit (rarely explicit) belief that there can be a society in which there would 

be no ideology at all, only correct, undistorted knowledge of the real.  For Althusser, though, 

ideology is real, and there can never be any human society without it.  Ideology is the set of (real, 

material) practices within which we can engage the world, including the economic conditions of 

any given society: ‘an ideology always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices.  This 

existence is material’.17  This practice does not ‘represent’ accurately or in distorted form, the 

‘real conditions of existence’; rather, this practice is the ‘relation to those conditions of 

existence’.18  There is, before we exist as subjects, a socially constructed capitalist economic 

structure into which we are born; our ideology simply is the set of practices which enable us to 

live within this structure: ‘man is an ideological animal by nature’.19  These ideas, always 

existing in practices, may or may not be falsifiable, but that is not the significant point.  That 

hard work is a virtue is not an ontologically falsifiable belief; it exists as an ideology to the 

extent that subjects work hard at whatever jobs they are given.  There may be a false belief 

connected to this ideology as well (e.g., that all wealth is earned by hard work, or that workers 

can freely choose to sell their labor power), but the falsity of this belief cannot falsify the 

 
15 Sprinker 1992, 137. 
16 Sprinker 1992, 137. 
17 Althusser 1971a, 166. 
18 Althusser 1971a, 164. 
19 Althusser 1971a, 171. 
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ideology itself, which exists and is real so long as some subject carries out the specific practice 

which produces the idea. 

 Ideology is in our practices, and those practices do not depict or represent the truth of our 

real conditions of existence but enable us to live within those conditions.  Ideology then has real 

existence, as a structure emergent from our economic and biological conditions of existence.  As 

an emergent structure, it develops laws not reducible to the economic structure within which it 

exists: it is fairly obvious that capitalism can be ‘lived’ from within very different ideological 

practices.  To employ a common metaphor, ideology does not provide a distorted or simplified 

‘map’ of reality; instead, it supplies the mode of transportation in which we get around.  The 

‘map’ may be more or less correct, but that is not (strictly) a matter of ideology; in this metaphor, 

our ideology would be a matter of whether we walk or ride.  Each method of traveling has its 

own advantages, and its own constraints, determining what parts of the ‘map’ we can interact 

with.  Walking may be slower, but you can’t take a bus through the forest. 

 The next important point is that the practices of ideology are of necessity involved in 

reproduction, of themselves and of the relations of production.  Althusser is very explicit on this 

point:   

I believe that it is possible and necessary to think what characterizes the essential of the 

existence and nature of the superstructure on the basis of reproduction.  Once one takes the 

point of view of reproduction, many of the questions whose existence was indicated by the 

spatial metaphor of the edifice, but to which it could not give a conceptual answer, are 

immediately illuminated. 

 My basic thesis is that it is not possible to pose these questions (and therefore to 

answer them) except from the point of view of reproduction.20  

Ideology (and Althusser is particularly focused on the educational system here) is what 

reproduces the relations of production, by providing practices which both embody the necessary 

moral values and provide the necessary technical knowledge.  In the case of capitalism this 

technical knowledge must perpetually progress, because capitalism requires constant 

technological change.  In the process of reproducing the relations of production, then, there is a 

re-production, in the sense of transformation or refashioning, of technical skills as well as 

morality and social convention.   

 
20 Althusser 1971a, 136 (emphasis in the original).  
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 Literature in a capitalist state, then, can never be a static ‘reflection’ of an ideology, since 

it is required to both actively reproduce relations to the relations of production and to transform 

existing ideology to suit the changes in the relations of production which result from 

technological change.  This is a crucial point, because this transformation is what requires works 

of literature to ‘distantiate’ ideologies, to denaturalize or defamiliarize those beliefs-in-practices 

which enable the existing relations of production.  As an ideological apparatus, however, there 

must be a re-interpellation, the production of a new ideology which will enable the further 

development of capitalist relations of production.  Once we see literature’s role in reproduction, 

we can abandon metaphors of reflection and recognize the kind of object of study we need to 

produce in order to enable a scientific knowledge of literature.   

 It is important, however, not to follow Althusser in his notion of ‘real art’ as inherently 

producing ‘an internal distantiation from the very ideology from which [it] emerged’.21  This 

takes literature out of the dynamic of reproduction, and ultimately becomes a kind of formalism, 

in which the form ‘works’ the ideological content so as to reveal its true nature.  It will not do to 

simply see the old ideology as the ‘content’ which is reworked in the ‘form’.  The form itself is 

just as often the ideology being distanced, as should be obvious in the postmodern novel.  If we 

see postmodern fiction as purely distancing ideology by means of formal innovation, we cannot 

possibly see what ideology it is producing.   

 In fact, in Althusser’s own occasional writings on art, he reveals that there is nothing 

inherent in the form of the work itself that enables it to escape ideology altogether.  Such a 

distantiating effect is not a feature of art, but requires the intervention of theory, specifically of a 

scientific knowledge of ideology. 

In ‘Cremonini: Painter of the Abstract,’ Althusser begins with an anecdote in which two 

Frenchman dismiss Cremonini at a glance, with the phrase ‘Uninteresting: expressionism!’;22 

essentially, the essay is generated from this failure of an aesthetic effect, from the capacity of the 

discourse of criticism to so frame a work of art that it is disabled from the start, incapable of 

producing what Althusser will go on to argue is its radical potential.  The specific interpretation 

of Cremonini’s work is not of central concern for my argument; rather, what I want to do is to 

determine what exactly Althusser is arguing art can do, if understood properly, and also to look 

 
21 Althusser 1971b, 223. 
22 Althusser 1971c. 
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for some suggestion of what would enable this proper understanding.  For if it is true that the 

‘radical-antihumanism,’ which obtains in the very formal structure of the paintings is what gives 

them ‘such a power over the “men” that we are’,23 we would have to wonder what, in the 

anecdote with which the essay began, prevented that power from working.   

 When the paintings work, as they do for Althusser, it is because: 

 We cannot ‘recognize’ ourselves (ideologically) in [Cremonini’s] pictures.  And it is because 

we cannot ‘recognize’ ourselves in them that we can know ourselves in them, in the specific 

form provided by art, here by painting.  If all that Cremonini ‘paints’ about ‘man’ is his 

reality: the ‘abstract’ relations which constitute him in his being, which make even his 

individuality and freedom—it is because he also knows that every painted work is only 

painted to be seen, and to be seen by living ‘concrete’ men, capable of determining 

themselves practically, within objective limits, determined, in their freedom, by the very 

‘sight’ of what they are.24 

What is at issue here is the relationship between identification and alienation; we do not 

recognize ourselves in the painting precisely because its formal structure does not place the 

consumptive act of aesthetic pleasure at the center of the ideological content.  We are not able to 

interpret in the painting a meaning about our subjectivity, but rather a formal representation of 

the structure of our subject positions.  This presentation of this structure is radically enabling 

precisely because it indicates both that we are not freely acting bourgeois humanist subjects and 

that we are in fact capable of ‘determining ourselves’ only within the objectives limits 

established by the existing relations of production.  Thus, it is the painting’s distantiation of an 

ideological content (the myth of History as a ‘descent from an origin containing the true meaning 

of things’)25 by means of the presentation in a form (the relationship between circles and 

verticals, the deformed or anonymous human faces) which makes possible a new kind of agency 

which is precisely not blind to its determination, in the last instance, by the mode of production, 

but enabled by an awareness of this determination to act with what Althusser here calls 

‘freedom’. 

 It remains unclear, however, how we are to ensure that the potential of this artwork is not 

recaptured by what Althusser calls the ‘aesthetics of consumption,’ and returned to its place as an 

example of expressionism in a museum of other consumable, pleasurable forms.  A similar 

 
23 Althusser 1971c, 240. 
24 Althusser 1971c, 240. 
25 Althusser 1971c, 233. 
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problem is raised in ‘“The Piccolo Teatro”: Bertolazzi and Brecht,’ an essay which is prompted 

by the bad reviews of a production of El Nost Milan which had ‘depriv[ed] it of the audiences it 

deserved’.26  Althusser argues that, like Brecht’s epic theatre, the production of this play 

produces an alienation of ideology which ‘is really the production of a new spectator, an actor 

who starts where the performance ends, who only starts so as to complete it, but in life’;27 

furthermore, this effect is purely compelled by the structure of the play: ‘what counts, beyond the 

words, the characters and the action of the play, is the internal relation of the basic elements of 

its structure’.28  It would seem then, that the reviewers should have been affected quite 

differently: why were they not out smashing the State, instead of panning the play?  One 

suggestion as to how to solve this difficulty comes at the end of this essay: 

 I look back, and I am suddenly and irresistibly assailed by the question: are not these few 

pages, in their maladroit and groping way, simply that unfamiliar play El Nost Milan, 

performed on a June evening, pursuing in me its incomplete meaning, searching in me, 

despite myself, now that all the actors and sets have been cleared away, for the advent of its 

silent discourse? 29 

The agency the play has produced, for Althusser himself, is the ability to carry out the practice of 

criticism; but this criticism is not to be taken as a description of what truly great art is.  Instead, it 

must be understood as a prescriptive aesthetic theory, an insistence that it is possible to privilege 

the distantiating dimension of the aesthetic rather than the interpellative, and that it is only if 

certain theoretical concepts are brought to the experience of art that this becomes possible.  Even 

in Althusser’s analyses of Bertolazzi’s play, it is noted that the very structure of the play, 

supposed to be what solely enables this distantiating effect to predominate, is altered by Strehler 

in his production, precisely to produce this effect; apparently, the consciousness of the artist is 

not necessary to enable distantiation, but theoretical lucidity on the part of the interpreter is: 

Strehler’s interpretation of the play is ‘acutely aware of the implications of this remarkable 

structure’,30 and Althusser’s interpretation of Strehler’s production, as of Cremonini’s paintings, 

is certainly informed by a theory of ideology the theater reviewers and museum goers probably 

did not have access to.  If we are to become actors who complete the unfinished work of art in 

 
26 Althusser 1970, 131. 
27 Althusser 1970, 151. 
28 Althusser 1970, 141. 
29 Althusser 1970, 151. 
30 Althusser 1970, 141. 
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real life, we need to bring with us the theoretical apparatus to alter the aesthetic process of 

distantiation and interpellation, to shift the balance to the former, and to insure that the latter 

does not ‘exhaust itself in the dialectic of the consciousness, deepening its myths without ever 

escaping from them,’ placing an ‘infinite mirror’ of identification at the ‘center of the action’.31  

This theoretical apparatus would consist of a theory of ideology and the subject, and also a 

theory of the strategies of containment by which the distantiating effect is managed in various 

literary genres, according to what ideology is being distanced and what alternative ideology is 

being produced in its wake. 

 What is at stake is the ability to produce a new practice, one that can enable ideology 

which does not serve to reproduce the capitalist relations of production, but can nonetheless 

enable agency, creating a ‘spectator’ who ‘completes’ the performance ‘in life’.  In Althusser’s 

theory, such agency is always ideological, and so always constructs a relation to the relations of 

production; however, there is no reason that it cannot be a negative relation, a relation of 

resistance.   

 However, in order to produce any kind of truly radical agency, an ideology with a 

negative relation, it is essential to escape the implicit ontology of Althusser’s philosophy, which 

has the tendency to collapse all levels of knowledge, and leave us with the dilemma that we can 

either ‘know’ our world in a scientific sense or act in it ideologically, with no clear way to 

determine the effects of our own ideological practices, although we may be able to describe the 

effect of ideologies we do not inhabit.  It is at this point, I would suggest, that we must introduce 

a stratified concept of social formations and knowledge.  As Bhaskar puts it, ‘in social science 

there are two levels of reality (social structures, and their effects)’ and the validity of an analysis 

of a particular structure will depend upon ‘the provision of independent empirical grounds for the 

existence (and postulated mode of activity) of the structural mechanisms concerned’.32  

Literature, as an ideological practice, must have an ideological effect, and there can be real 

empirical evidence of its effects in the world.  Ideological structures are reproduced ‘for the most 

part unconsciously’,33 without full awareness that producing an ideological structure is what is at 

stake; Bhaskar uses the examples of the nuclear family and work, but literature can be seen to 

 
31 Althusser 1970, 150. 
32 Bhaskar 1998, 50-51. 
33 Bhaskar 1998, 35. 
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work in exactly the same way.  Just as people do not ‘marry to reproduce the nuclear family,’ so 

people do not read a novel to reproduce the ideological function of literature; yet they are doing 

so.  By ‘falling in love’ (an ideological practice) or ‘loving literature,’ we reproduce the 

structures of capitalist society, even if this is not our ostensible reason for doing these things.  

 To briefly state the advantage of critical realist epistemology for a science of literature: in 

Althusser’s epistemology, ideology has power to motivate action but no self-reflexive awareness, 

while science has self-reflexive awareness but no motivating power; in critical realist 

epistemology, on the other hand, reasons can be motivating causes, so science can both be self-

reflexively aware and be motivating.  Furthermore, we can accept ideology as a necessary and 

real form of social practice, which cannot be eliminated even by a scientific knowledge of it.  

Some sciences, such as a science of literature or psychology, would necessarily be tied to an 

ideology, just as the kind of map we draw is related to the mode of transportation we intend to 

use, but we can still have correct scientific explanations without eliminating the need for 

ideology; knowing more precisely where a place is does not eliminate the need to get there.  

Furthermore, we can see ideological practices as existing at different strata, and different works 

of literature as interacting with different strata.  Some may primarily interact with the 

psychological formation of the subject, others with the social formation of economic relations, 

but all would take part in particular historically-produced ideological practices of reading.    

 To put this in concrete terms, a critical realist theory of literature would not look to 

Proust to give us a ‘felt sense’ of the ideology of the third republic in France.  Instead, it would 

consider A La Recherche du Temps Perdu as an ideological production of the early twentieth 

century, and address how the concepts of subjectivity, love, sexuality and art it produces could 

function to structure behavior during the transition into late capitalism in the modern period.  

This is still an ‘historical’ truth, but not a truth about the history of the novel’s content; rather, a 

realist science of literature would give us truth about the form and effect of a particular social 

structure, in this case the ideological practice of reading novels.   

 

A Critical Realist Science and Practice of Literature 

 What is at stake here is not a radical transformation of critical realist theory, because 

Althusser’s theory of ideology does not inherently contradict any of its concepts.  Instead, it 
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requires only a willingness to accept the theory of ideology as a set of material practices in which 

social relations are both reproduced and transformed.  As Sprinker has argued, ‘Althusser 

maintains, with perfect justice, that no one is born a communist, not even if one is born into a 

communist society.  The social relations of production, indeed all social relations, must be 

constantly reproduced’.34  We may be able to do away with some of the falsifying or obscuring 

elements of our ideologies, but not with ideology itself, because obscuring our real social 

conditions is not a necessary feature of ideology, although it might be a feature of some 

ideologies.  Literature in the English-speaking world, at least from the mid-eighteenth century 

through the late twentieth century, was a centrally important ideological practice, functioning to 

reproduce the kinds of practices, values, and beliefs necessary to maintain social relations.  It has 

done so in an amazing variety of forms, interacting with pretty much every other ideological 

practice in the western world.  That this practice might be historically limited in its existence 

does not prevent it from being intransitively real, or from having real effects.  As with any social 

structure, merely recognizing its existence does not eliminate its effects.   

 This may all seem to be a very simple point, yet it is one that seems to have been missed 

by just about everybody in the field of Literary theory.  There are, of course, reasons for the 

inability to see this, not least of which is that the field of academic literary criticism still 

functions, largely, not to produce a science of literature but to reproduce literature as an 

ideological practice.  That there is nothing ‘natural’ about reading novels should be obvious 

enough, if only because for most of human history it did not occur to people to do it.  There was 

a long process of education necessary before literature could become the ‘natural’ discourse in 

which to explore human nature, emotions, and deep transcendent truths.  This was quite 

explicitly Wordsworth’s project, and that he succeeded so well is evidenced by the fact that his 

‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’ is so often quoted spontaneously as a definition of poetry even by 

people who have never read it.  The teaching of ‘English’ as an academic discipline still must 

serve, in part, an ideological function, to reproduce the ‘correct’ way of reading, which will have 

the proper moral and emotional effect.   

 This ideological function of the discipline does present a difficulty to producing a science 

of literature, but this is a difficulty shared, it would seem, by all attempts to produce social 

 
34 Sprinker 1995, 207. 
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sciences.  Andrew Collier, in critiquing Bhaskar’s optimism about making the human sciences 

truly scientific, laments that the social sciences will never  

achieve the sort of consensus that well-established natural scientific communities enjoy, 

even if all the distortions of such things as class interest were removed.  And this is not 

because of ‘essentially contested concepts’; nor is it the sort of diversity in which we 

should rejoice.  We will not reach consensus because we will continue to make too many 

mistakes.35   

The primary reason these mistakes are inevitable is because the human sciences cannot conduct 

true experiments, and so conjectures ‘cannot be tested before the explanations they generate are 

used in practice’.36  I would suggest that an additional reason for the ‘immature’ state of the 

human sciences is that many of them have most often been used as ideological practices, 

functioning to reproduce the existing relations to the relations of production.  To return to the 

map metaphor, if a ‘science’ is meant to produce a better map, an ideology is meant to design the 

mode of transportation.  The human sciences are much more often trying to design a new kind of 

car, assuming the roads are all mapped out, and take us everywhere we might want to go.  In the 

field of literature this is more evidently true than it is in other disciplines, although a brief study 

of the history of psychology in America would quickly reveal that it has always been meant to 

produce more effective capitalist subjects.37   

 The study of ‘English,’ as has often been pointed out, was originated to produce a reading 

public who would consume the right kinds of texts in the right ways, so as to become properly 

self-disciplining subjects.  If the last forty years of literary theory have been able to somewhat 

radicalize English departments, this has largely been because the radicalism at the level of 

content has little effect on the ideology of the practice.  Students may read more novels by 

women and minorities, they may attend more to the political context of Shakespeare’s history 

plays or Milton’s Paradise Lost, but they are still learning that literature is the place to deal with 

deep questions of feeling and the universal human experience.  Even the most radical of English 

professors would likely agree that the goal of the classroom is to make students read the ‘good’ 

literature they would never read on their own.  What else is such a goal but the reproduction of 

ideology? 

 
35 Collier 1994, 260. 
36 Collier 1994, 250. 
37 On this see, among many others, Danziger 1990 and Jacoby 1975. 
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 This is where we could return to the question of why we might read Shakespeare.  

Because from the perspective of a critical realist science of literature, there would be no 

necessary reason to privilege the study of Shakespeare over the study of Twilight.  Both serve to 

produce ideology, although one may produce ideology we are less embarrassed to be 

interpellated into.  Most teachers of ‘English’ insist on the importance of reading serious 

literature only because of a concern with the ideology it produces, or the ideology that can be 

reproduced with it in the classroom.  A science of literature would instead need to ask how the 

work of literature functions to support the existing social relations, and what kinds of practices 

are needed for it to have its required effect.  We may still find grounds for preferring the 

ideological function of one text over that of another, and may still prefer to teach certain kinds of 

reading practices, but those decisions would affect the ideological practice of literature, and 

would not limit which texts we would study in a science of literature.  A scientific study of any 

work of literature would need to consider a number of things: What is the ideology of literature 

in which this text functions?  What other ideological practices does it interrelate with?  Does its 

function require the specific skills of reading taught in the classroom?  All of these questions are 

part of determining what the function of a work of literature is, but from within a science of 

literature we need not consider whether a work is ‘good’ or ‘timeless’ or whether it is ‘well 

written’.  Such judgements are made within the ideology of literature, and are a part of the object 

of study of a science of literature. 

 I will conclude, then, with a brief example.  What is the difference, in ideological 

function, between a Shakespeare play, say MacBeth, and a best-selling novel like Twilight?  How 

would a science of literature approach these two texts differently?   They would not, a priori, be 

treated as different kinds of things, but as different specific instances of ideological practice.  

Surely, Shakespeare would seem at first to be much more complex, much more difficult.  There 

is the problem of separating the function the play had in its own time from the ideological 

function it serves now; then there is the even more difficult problem of determining why 

Shakespeare’s plays, out of all the ideological productions of the renaissance, should have been 

so peculiarly useful as ideological tools for so long; and, perhaps just as difficult but for different 

reasons, there is the question of exactly how the reading of MacBeth today serves to make 

schoolchildren into proper capitalist subjects.  In brief, I would suggest that the answers to these 
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questions are that MacBeth served in its time to reproduce a patriotic allegiance to a monarchy 

whose source and mode of power was changing, that the play is in a sense ‘about’ the nature of 

the monarch’s power in an increasingly bourgeois world; it has served so well for so long, has 

been so ideologically malleable, in part because unlike some of his contemporaries who may 

have been ‘better writers’ (e.g. Marlowe), Shakespeare was producing ideology in a practice that 

was required to function across class boundaries, and so to engage with multiple ideologies; and, 

quite clearly in America at least, the present function of teaching high school students MacBeth 

is to engender a certainty that they will not like and cannot understand anything considered 

‘serious literature,’ and so had best leave the interpreting of it to ‘experts’: they become trained 

in the belief that they cannot figure anything out for themselves, and must  only learn to 

memorize received opinion.  A science of literature, then, would be less interested in getting a 

‘right’ reading of the play than with determining the beliefs and practices involved in 

reproducing Shakespeare as the great English writer.   

 A popular but ‘trashy’ novel like Twilight might seem to require somewhat less work, but 

this is not really the case.  Rather, it is a matter of requiring a different kind of work, because its 

ideological function is somewhat different.  First, it would be necessary to determine the specific 

reading practice and subject formation which would make such a novel enjoyable.  It is easy 

enough to see that the content of the novel is no more than a displacement of repressed 

adolescent female sexuality onto a fantasy of vampirism as pure jouissance; on even a cursory 

reading it is clear that this fantasy serves only to reinforce a dysfunctional and horribly 

misogynistic ideology of women as pure sexual objects reveling in their complete ensconcement 

in domestic life of shopping, cooking, reading, and never worrying about the material demands 

of economic reality.  The ideal man becomes, rather than possesses, the phallus, and is endlessly 

powerful with limitless wealth and indescribably perfect beauty; but, while he is always there to 

supply every need, protect the helpless female, and fill every moment of boredom with 

sublimated sexual bliss, his heroine need not bother with having conversations with him or 

grasping him as an actual person.  This is clear enough, even if one only reads through the 

dreadful fourteenth chapter of the novel, in which all of Edward’s ‘secrets’ are revealed.  The 

difficulty is in determining how the formal features of the novel, its pedestrian prose and its 

uninteresting and thoroughly unrealistic narrator, its connection to the film industry, its 
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identification as a ‘trashy’ novel one should be embarrassed to be caught reading, all contribute 

to enabling it to shore up a gender ideology almost nobody would consciously admit to 

embracing.  That is to say, the real difficulty is not in seeing the horribly reactionary ideological 

‘content’ of the novel, but in seeing how the practice of reading works to produce subjects for 

whom the naturalization of such ideologies becomes a source of pleasure. 

 This is not to say that there are not qualitative differences between Shakespeare or 

Dickens on the one hand and Twilight or Harry Potter on the other.  One clear difference is in 

the kind of re-production of ideology different kinds of literature carry out.  Clearly, MacBeth or 

Bleak House are works which seek to transform ideologies, in ways that may have been 

‘progressive’ in their time whether or not they are now.  Bleak House intends to diminish the 

power of aristocratic ideology in favor or a bourgeois notion of progress; that its ideological 

project is thoroughly bourgeois, and is an ideology of capitalism, does not diminish the value of 

studying the novel.  What is of interest, to a science of literature, would be the formal practices 

by which Dickens is able to transform ideology, to remake it rather than simply replicate and 

reinforce it.  Dickens uses alternating narrators, including a clearly ironic treatment of the 

thoroughly interpellative first person narrator found in novels like Jane Eyre, as well as a blend 

of genres ranging from social realism to mystery to melodrama; these formal strategies enable 

the distancing of one ideology and the production of another.  The knowledge we can get by 

producing a science of literature is knowledge of how ideology can be transformed.  We can only 

see this once we stop trying to see literature as giving us knowledge of ‘real’ history; by combing 

Althusser’s concept of ideology with a critical realist epistemology, we can see that ideology is 

itself a real practice, of which we can have correct scientific knowledge.  This science may 

necessarily be more explanatory than predictive, but as Bhaskar has demonstrated explanation 

can be a source of liberation. 

  

Conclusions: The Difficulties of Knowing What We Are Doing in Literature 

            It is my argument, then, that we can have a science of literature only once we recognize 

the kind of thing that literature is: a practice in which ideology is produced and re-produced.  

More importantly, such a science is useful only if we can combine the Althusserian concept of 

ideology as a necessary material practice with a critical realist epistemology.  From this position, 
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a science of literature does not dissolve literature as source of delusion or false consciousness, 

but examines the kind of thought-in-practice which literature, and perhaps other aesthetic 

practices, produce.  We would not need to abandon the production of Literary practice, but to 

continue it with a scientific knowledge of the kinds of subjects and practices it can serve to 

produce.  This is to say that the discipline of literature would necessarily function in two 

registers, as a science of an ideological practice and as a reproduction the ideological practice of 

literature, albeit in a more conscious and self-reflexive way.     

 In a recent essay on the concept of ‘structural mystification,’ Gary Potter has argued that 

one function of institutions which produce knowledge is exactly to prevent certain kinds of 

knowledge from being produced.  It is not that these institutions prevent knowledge production, 

but that they privilege kinds of knowledge which will be useful in reproducing the existing social 

relations: 

Those with the greatest personal stake in changing the system, those whom the system crushes, 

are those with greatest objective interests in producing knowledge of the power relations of the 

system.  But most of them never acquire the necessary knowledge prerequisites to make such 

contributions.  Those who do so have a far less personal stake in system change.38  

This structural mystification has clearly plagued the development of literary theory.  A 

department of literature typically serves to reproduce the practices of reading which enable 

literature to produce and reproduce ideology; it is increasingly obvious that such practices are not 

at all ‘natural’.  Even those who want to historicize a particular work of literature will inevitably 

need to reproduce the practices of reading that make that work intelligible, because such 

practices are no longer produced elsewhere in our culture.  If our students are encouraged in their 

demand that they must ‘enjoy’ the literature they read and study, we will have to reproduce the 

ideological reading practices which make such enjoyment possible.  On the other hand, if we are 

to produce knowledge of how we can use literature to (re)produce ideology in radical ways, we 

will need to become self-reflexive about the kinds of reading practices we are teaching, and 

perhaps refuse to reproduce as ‘natural’ the concept of literature.  That those who succeed in 

becoming professors of literature are not likely to be terribly invested in denaturalizing their own 

pleasures in reading Proust or T. S. Eliot probably doesn’t need much arguing.  Structural 

 
38 Potter 2010, 150. 



Critical Realist Aesthetics     19 

 

mystification is clearly and powerfully at work in the English department, but understanding this 

is only one component of a fully developed theory of ideology. 

 Should a critical realist theory of literature succeed, there would undoubtedly remain two 

imbricated ‘disciplines’ of literature, one designed to produce the ideological practices and 

another to serve as a science of that ideological practice.  My argument is that while the science 

would shape and influence the ideological practice, it would not do away with it altogether.  We 

would need to have practices in which to read, to produce enjoyment and motivation and 

valuation.  The critical realist concept of naturalism in the social sciences could successfully 

undergird a science of the ideological practice of literature, and enable us to more consciously 

choose which ideologies to participate in.  No practice of reading is truly natural, and it is 

conceivable that we could more consciously choose not to reproduce the kinds of reading 

practices which make the strengthening of deleterious ideologies so pleasurable.  If reading 

certain kinds of literature (e.g., Twilight or The Wasteland) serve to strengthen our unconscious 

attachment to ideologies we consciously object to, a science of literature could set aside 

questions of pleasure, talent, or formal perfection, and suggest rational reasons to stop teaching 

people to ‘read’ them, even if, within the science of Literary forms, we might still find reasons to 

study them. 

 If it is true that the better argument does not always carry the day, and also that simply 

seeing the truth of our oppression does not necessarily enable us to do anything about it, the 

reason for this is that we must always act within an ideology, within a practice which enables us 

to interact with the world.  My argument is that a science of literature could contribute to 

knowledge of how to transform our ideologies in productive ways.  Scientific readings of 

particular works of literature can demonstrate how existing ideologies can be transformed 

because literature has always been a practice in which ideology is (re)produced.  That this will be 

incredibly difficult to do is not a result of the conceptual difficulty, but the institutional structures 

involved.  Those most likely to succeed in the existing discipline of Literary studies are going to 

continue to be those least likely to be motivated to radically transform ideological practices.  Of 

course, the difficulty is a poor justification for not trying. 
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