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Introduction

When Georg Lukács (1885–1971) is invoked in contemporary philosophy or criticism it is usually regarding Marxism, reification or literary criticism. When the latter, it is either accompanied with the Hegelian notion of a totality or realism, or it is in specific reference to the early work, The Theory of the Novel (1914–1916). This book was written before his conversion to Marxism and is usually accredited as being a watershed text in ushering in what is now known as philosophical aesthetics, the advancement of works of art as creditable forms of philosophical speculation and reflection. The work that followed was a significant break with his youthful aestheticism culminating in the compilation of essays under the title, History and Class Consciousness (1923). These were controversial readings of Marxism that advanced operable tools for social action and for discerning the inner contradictions within the then socio-economic system. It would exert a profound influence on the bewildered intelligentsia of the post-World War I era—many of whom would come to be identified as members of the Frankfurt School, namely Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Ernst Bloch and, peripherally, Walter Benjamin—who were hungry for a cogent social vision. Adorno is said to have accredited this book with his decision to devote himself to philosophy instead of music. Lukács’ intellectual ascendency soon soured after his move to Moscow (first 1930–1931 then 1933–1945), which was understandably met with mixed feelings then reproof after the extent of Stalinist atrocities came increasingly to light. It was here that he wrote the subsequent literary criticism on realism, but it was also the shadow of Stalinism that seemed to account for the rather intractable and reactionary stance towards modernism, which he saw as wayward and decadent. Ostensibly, as his supporters dwindled, Lukács appeared to have become a party apparatchik. This impression seemed decisive with two books: Existentialism or Marxism (1947), written just after his return to Hungary, and most formidably The Destruction of Reason (1952), which cut vast swathes into the twentieth-century philosophy with no effort to hide its tone of bitter relish. Lukács’ onslaught on what he believed were intellectually arid and irrational impulses of thought were deeply coloured by Hitler’s legacy, but his prognosis of Western thought was so sweeping, far-reaching and to many, far-fetched, that it could not be taken seriously, a confirmation that the dry rot of Stalinism was far from purged from his own intellectual program. While Lukács still has his adherents today, it is still preponderately based around early work of the pre-Soviet years. Why then, should he merit any further attention, and what can Lukács bring to our present time?

The answer lies in the nuanced and rather elusive meanings of ‘realism’ that are both complex and banal. Essentially realism is a concept that derives from the Enlightenment after empirical thinkers such as John Locke and David Hume. Philosophically and politically, humanity assumed the responsibility for responding to, analysing and reading the world. It was believed that the most accurate and consequential reading affects all aspects of life, a life that was recognised as mortal and finite. As it came to be harnessed by politics, realism soon had the status of an ideology that equated to socialist materialism, which pitted itself against the vagaries of metaphysics, a term that into the nineteenth century still clung to unscientific concepts and religion. Realism was an ethics that rallied against deceit of all kinds and sought to define accurately and serviceably the conditions of human possibility according to a set of interconnected economies: subjective, social and material. The literature (and art) that grew out of the rise of democratic liberalism and socialism, starting in the French Revolution and taking firmer hold in the middle of the nineteenth century, according to Lukács following the literary theories of Friedrich Engels, actively navigated these concerns. The novel, as it evolved after the fall of Napoleon, was deemed a direct result of a more sophisticated and self-aware need to understand the nature of human activity as socially inscribed. Yet those who hold to realism must also acknowledge that not all tools for unmasking are the same. Some are gross distortions that throw up a misleading picture; an inaccurate reflection of truth. These can either be an error of aesthetic judgement or one of a series of subtle strategies of obfuscation used to exploit the many to the profit of the few. As with Marxist class struggle, Lukács saw modern life as imbued with restless conflicts by the will-to-deceive and the will-to-descry. All forms of systems and representations offer a ‘second nature’, however we must be made aware of whether that second nature is a counterfeit truth of which we are torpidly unaware, or whether it is a form, albeit constructed, that offers a way out of the torpor. This desire to find an accurate measure for contemporary life with all the moral force freighted with it, is what unites the different phases in Lukács’ intellectual itinerary, usually marked out as early, middle and late. For the large part, his most prolific work on realism and literature belongs to this middle period, although he would concern himself with mimesis (as would Adorno but from a bracingly different angle) until the end of his career.

Stated in plain terms, there are three interconnected areas that make Lukács worth reinventing for the present day. The first runs along the ways in which society, not just Western, is both forcibly and voluntarily reified. Forcibly through channels of commerce and surveillance, as in the many algorithmic feeds that build up in search engines and free email services, and through methods of social taxonomising such as ‘social credits’ in China or vaccination passports in Australia, which are forms of state-enforced segregation. Voluntarily through online chat platforms, online aliases and through the highly vetted and policed portals of social media, or through the pressure and incentives to supply feedback based on constrained parameters of affect (like-dislike, five or ten stars and so on). The second is the savouring of irrationality—fake news, knowingly relishing the fruits of one’s algorithm while aware it is tailored to you, suppression of open critical debate as conspiracy theory, conspiracy theories ‘themselves’ and the conflation of all four—as vehicles of social distraction through deregulated media. Looking back, the latter decades of the twentieth century, when hyperreality became a popular notion in art, media and cultural criticism, seem innocent in comparison to our time. We suffocate in an ineffable saturation in images, static and moving, when the line between fake and authentic, spontaneous and vetted, seems irrevocably shattered. Such distractions have the net effect of making the totality, the interconnectedness of things, far too difficult to grasp, engendering social confusion and fragmentation whose only temporary recourse is retreat into subjectivism, narcissism and solipsism. The reification of the individual through feedback culture, in which subjective judgement is narrowed into approval, is conterminous with the hyper-subjectivism of the perceived need to give such feedback and the delusion that where it falls, others care beyond the reified ‘like’. That we are made numb, and do not care because of so much exhortation to care, is the hardest notion of all, which most cannot bring themselves to entertain.

These first two conditions are negative enough and seem only to get worse, but as anyone who has sought recourse to an alternative truth knows, there are forms of resistance everywhere. They come in the forms of blogs and podcasts (and again we hopefully know that we will get ‘more like this’ notwithstanding), and they are also preponderant in contemporary narrative film. ‘Film’ must again be understood generically in terms of the multitide of moving-image genres and especially according to the ease and abundance of consumption that streaming services provide, which has witnessed an intensification of TV series, maladroitly known as ‘quality TV’. With the so-called fall of Hollywood and the ‘Golden Age’ now very much an historical artefact, the television-cinema hierarchy prevalent in the 1970s and 1980s has now reversed. While it is customary, and perhaps all too conveniently glib, to pass off mass entertainment as a vehicle for propaganda (citing Benjamin and Adorno along the way), such criticism has inadequate substance when seen against the details of contemporary cultural discourse. For there has never been a time in the history of the human species where we have had access to so much information—we abound in narratives. These narratives are embedded in our social fabric and our being in innumerable ways with arguably as much resonance and meaning as the myths had for the ancients or Christians of the Middle Ages, to the extent that narratives and their associated characters (including celebrities) have become part of the general syntax and rhythm of our lives. So much so, that in our daily lives—in our algorithmic feeds, on YouTube or Vimeo, on Netflix or Amazon Prime, Paramount+, Hulu, Stan, AMC+ or Acorntv —we have available to us, and we search for the narratives relevant to us, where we enrich and supplement our lives through the experiences of others. This intricate imbrication of stories about people in the world and the stories of ourselves in the world is central to Lukács and realism. The pressing question he continually levelled—albeit not unique to him—of what forms of expression are valid to an alienated society is cause for pause and ongoing assessment.

The critical question here concerns the Hegelian concept of adequation as advanced in his aesthetics. Hegel argued that certain forms of art were relevant expressions of Spirit (Geist) as it disclosed itself successively across phases or epochs in history. This in the early period of ancient art was architecture, as exemplified in the enigmatic splendour of ziggurats and pyramids, while in the classical period, brought to its apogee in Greek culture, it was sculpture in which there was a harmonic balance between plastic form and inner spirit. In the ‘romantic’ period (for Hegel the Middle Ages to his day), Spirit found itself in a restless state in need to escape form, which is manifest in painting and music.1 Other writers on art and aesthetics, notably George Santayana, also upheld the historical specificity of certain forms of art. It is a theory that is open to sceptical refutation, but where it is to be retained is in what may be viewed as the ‘Zeitgeist medium’ of any period in history. The most material phenomena can be adduced for this, namely the profusion, amenability and circulation of one medium over another such that it enters the epicentre of cultural and critical discourse.

In an overarching sense film is the incontestable Zeitgeist medium of the twenty-first century and from a critical perspective, with the advent of subscription streaming channels, it has become TV series. The new place for new drama is to be found supported and even produced by digital streaming platforms such as Netflix and Amazon Prime, which are the millennium’s equivalent of Warner Bros and Paramount of the 1930s and ’40s. If feature film must rely on the ‘phantasmagoria’ (to use Walter Benjamin’s preferred term) of grandiose, large-scale effects for visual extravaganzas to attract audiences, the more reserved, measured and ‘realistic’ dramas are now available domestically, potentially consumable in large temporal blocks, or ‘binged’, consumed like any other sensory over-indulgence. Others may not be available en bloc, but either way, these series—with name actors and top-order cinematography and production once reserved for feature film—are the present-day equivalents to the feuilletons and serial novels of the heyday of realist literature. Having well and truly divested itself of the secondary status to feature film, the medium of the TV series, in the forms of streamed TV and quality TV, has now assumed a position on par with or superior to it, with many major actors opting for places in series over films. These series are of a level of plot complexity and character development akin to those of realist novels. And like realist novels of the nineteenth century, when released in serialised (non-bingeable) form, they are awaited by an eager public so different from the way that readers awaited the next edition by Trollope, Thackeray or Dickens, except that this public is far more numerous and international. Also similar to this growth of the realist novel, is the outcrop of ad hoc, unofficial critics, spontaneous and heterogeneous, many of whom supply highly incisive appraisals from episode to episode shortly after their release. Like the birth of literary criticism as a serious practice, and just as the serial novels in their day had their informal commentators, a new kind of criticism has taken root on YouTube, blogs and social media, with countless parties posting their critiques and interpretations. In such productions we find contemporary equivalents to what Lukács would call ‘critical realism’. These include an ever-growing list of TV series including The Wire (2002–2008), Breaking Bad (2008–2013), Better Call Saul (2015–2022), The Morning Show (2019–) and limited series such as The Beast in Me (2025), Gaslit (2022), Your Honor (2020) or MotherFatherSon (2019). The social impact of Adolescence in 2025 cannot be understated, inciting debate, raising awareness, so ‘real’ that it was misconstrued as a documentary by the British Prime Minister Keir Starmer. With the star-power and production values on par with feature film, the quality TV genre is now a coveted genre by notable film stars. The hiatus in the series Billions in 2021 caused by the Covid-19 pandemic led to a breathless anticipation that reflects its cultural reach. Or for Better Call Saul, the series finale in 2022 was cut in two to allow for thicker atmosphere of anticipation. These are all realist narratives. Neither do these rule out series such as Black Mirror (2011–), which revive the ‘Twilight Zone’ principle of Sci-Fi and fantastic realism—there is also a place for this genre in Lukács’ topology as their form is a vehicle for their core motivations of exploring human fears and vulnerabilities.

This book is thus not an apologia for Lukács but more an assertion of the uncanny relevance of aspects of his work, against the various other aspects, just or apocryphal, glib or well-served, that have cast him into disfavour and rendered him unfashionable. Present circumstances, in the vertiginous, myriad spaces of moving images telling stories of and for us, are thus an opportunity for reassessing him. The need to de-reify reality on the one hand and the ever-growing amount of realist narratives around us on the other is enough to warrant such an effort.

There are a handful of summations of the grand arc of Lukács’ intellectual project among the readers who have read him sympathetically, which also means sensitive to the mixed course it took. One is by the young Fredric Jameson in his still astute ‘The Case for Lukács’ (1970), which as its title suggests, is a rallying-cry and a justification. Jameson argues that an undercurrent in the greater ambit of Lukács’ œuvre is narration. Lukács turned to narration as a device that connects the chance elements of everyday life with the inner logic of life, living and Being, thereby offering a premonition of totality.


Thus, with its humiliation of middle-class philosophy, History and Class Consciousness lays the ground work for that differentiation of the esthetic experience which Lukács will later exhaustively work out in the Aesthetik, where indeed narration is valorized in that it presupposes neither the transcendence of the object pole (as in science) nor that of the subject (as in ethics), but rather a neutralization and mutual reconciliation between the two, thus in its very structure anticipating the life experience of a utopian world.2



For Lukács, as Jameson conceives it, Being is ‘conceived as a social and historical substance, it is narration which is both the formal sign and the concrete expression’.3 It was in narration that we find a demonstration of the conciliation between base and superstructure. (It is tempting to digress but let it only be said that several writers, eminently Lucien Goldmann, draw parallels between Lukács’ totality and Heidegger’s Being. Far-fetched as it may seem to us now, Goldmann even asserts that Being and Time is a response to Lukács’ History and Class Consciousness).4

Subsequent appraisals are by those of Lukács’ former students, notably Agnes Heller and György Markus, the leading members of the so-called ‘Budapest School’. Markus asserts that alienation is the fluctuating undercurrent to Lukács’ thought. Alienation is the central tenet of The Theory of the Novel—which accounts for the differences between the protagonists of modern literature in contrast to those within Greek epic—through to the concluding paragraph of his last book, On the Ontology of Social Existence (Zur Ontologie des gesellschaflichen Seins). What this alienation consisted in, from economic to spiritual, will be looked into in greater detail later, but suffice to say that Lukács was concerned with the alienation of the human spirit (he would often use the phrase, la condition humaine) whose purpose was to find adequate solutions of escape and improvement. In Markus’ words: ‘It was not only alienation that seemed to him to be a “metaphysical” necessity, but also the active struggle against it.’5 The essential tool in this struggle is art, and more aboundingly, culture. Culture, as the creation of humankind which alienated it from nature, was also paradoxically the means by which alienation was to be transcended and overcome. Thus, after Markus quotes Lukács’ assertion that ‘[e]very human being of substance has just one thought’, he states: ‘Culture was the “single” thought of Lukács’ life.’6 ‘Culture’ ought not to be seen solely along the lines of ‘high culture’, but as embracing ‘the question of life, with “the immanence of the meaning of life” ’.7 Art in particular cradled ‘absolute spirit’ (to draw from Hegel) with the greatest subtlety and intensity. The work of art and the form in which it is exchanged (delivered and received) in the world is ‘a guarantee that
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