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Capitalist epics
Abstraction, totality and the theory
of the novel
David Cunningham
How are we to read Georg Lukács’s The Theory of the
Novel nearly a century after it was written?1 More specifically, how are we to reread its relation to Lukács’s
own later Marxist work, framed, as the latter was, by
its self-consciously materialist attempt to rework the
book’s Hegelian categories in view of Marx’s ambition
to turn Hegel’s idealism ‘right side up’? In the wake
of the apparent disappearance of a horizon of world
proletarian revolution inaugurated, for Lukács, by the
events of 1917 – a horizon which informs his later
accounts of the realist and modernist novel at every
point – in what ways have the possible meanings of
The Theory of the Novel been transformed? What is
living and what dead in Lukács’s theorization of the
novel? Is there perhaps new life in it today?
All of Lukács’s work on the novel proposes itself,
in some form, as a series of answers to the questions
that begin Ian Watt’s classic 1957 study, The Rise of
the Novel:
Is the novel a new literary form? And if we assume,
as is commonly done, that it is … how does it differ
from the prose fiction of the past…? And is there
any reason why these differences appeared when and
where they did?’2

In this sense, Lukács’s theorization of the novel is
also, of necessity, a theorization of modernity, and of
its specific relation to literary form. For despite the
calls of Margaret Anne Doody and, more recently,
Franco Moretti to ‘make the literary field longer, larger
and deeper’, taking it ultimately back into the ancient
world, Watt’s questions remain, in a fundamental sense,
ineliminable. 3 David Trotter may be right to suggest
that ‘traces of novel DNA’ can be found everywhere
and anywhere within the history of literate culture,
but there remains something more historically specific
at stake in questions about the rise of the novel as
such, whatever its lengthier ‘polygenesis’.4 Certainly, as
Benjamin wrote in the 1930s, while it is evidently true

that certain aspects of the novel might well ‘go back
to antiquity’, it was in fact only in its encounter with
the ‘evolving middle class’ of ‘fully developed capitalism’ that it found ‘those elements’ that were genuinely
‘favourable to its flowering’. 5 And, if nothing else, such
an assertion indicates what, for much twentieth- and
twenty-first-century criticism, has been thought to most
crucially delimit the novel: that it is a (perhaps the)
distinctively modern literary form.6
The character of this modernity has been conceived in many different, more or less ‘mythical’
(and thereby deconstructible) ways.7 But if it takes a
dominant form, as Benjamin’s account suggests, it is
probably one that understands the novel, above all, as
literature’s great bourgeois form: the expression of
some ‘new centre of gravity’ embodied in the ‘selfconfidence of the middle class as a whole’.8 The roots
of such a conception – associated, variously, with the
rise of individualism, the concretely everyday and
secular, progressivism, or the fragmentation and dissolution of some pre-existing hierarchy of genre – lie,
however, not so much in any developed account of the
novel itself, but rather, negatively, in an account of the
ancient epic to be found first in what comprises little
more than a page or two of Hegel’s Aesthetics, and
from which, it is no exaggeration to say, almost the
entirety of the conceptual apparatus of Lukács’s work
on the novel derives:
[I]t is quite different with the novel, the modern
bourgeois epic. Here we have completely before us
again the wealth and many-sidedness of interests,
situations, characters, relations involved in life, the
background of a whole world, as well as the epic
portrayal of events. But what is missing is the primitive poetic general situation out of which the epic
proper proceeds. A novel in the modern sense of
the word presupposes a world already prosaically
ordered … the whole state of the world today has
assumed a form diametrically opposed in its prosaic
organization to the requirements… for genuine epic.9
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As the modern literary form that attempts to recover
the epic’s many-sided range and ‘wholeness’, what
nonetheless the novel necessarily lacks, according to
Hegel, is the possible ‘occurrence of an action which
in the whole breadth of its circumstances and relations
must gain access to our contemplation as a rich event
connected with the total world of a nation and epoch’.10
For it is a structural feature of modernity, as regards
its potential mediation by the artwork (if not the philosophical concept), that it precisely resists being grasped
as a totality. Much as any individual ‘story’ might
strive for universal significance so as to represent or
embody totality, it will always resolve back into the
contingent and ‘unendingly particular’. As Lukács
would sum up Hegel’s argument and extend it some
ninety years later, the novel is, impossibly, ‘the epic
of an age in which the extensive totality of life is no
longer directly given … yet which still thinks in terms
of totality’. Such forms thus ‘differ from one another
not by their authors’ fundamental intentions, but by
the given historico-philosophical realities with which
the authors were confronted’ – that is, they become
necessary manifestations (and hence indices) of the
difference between the social ‘realities’ of the ancient
and the modern per se.11

The modern epic
Persistent as such a conception of the epic’s negative
relation to modernity has been, it is not, evidently,
without its problems. Certainly, The Theory of the
Novel leaves a good deal to be desired in this regard,
given the degree to which it is so apparently bereft of
any specific historical detail in social, technological
or economic terms. In fact, as a characterization of
modernity – most notoriously, through Fichte’s description of the present as ‘the epoch of absolute sinfulness’
– the book would seem ultimately no less ‘mythical’ in
form than is its projection of a lost ancient ‘happy age’
of perfect and unthinkable completion.12 Nonetheless,
or so I want to argue, stripped of its more ostentatiously idealist baggage, we should perhaps see this as
a question less of the strict historiographic actuality of
past epic wholeness in Lukács’s work, than of the ways
in which it articulates a certain self-consciousness of
the historically distinctive social forms from which
such lost wholeness is ‘mythically’ projected: the solidity against which, so to speak, the melting of all that
is solid into air may be enunciated. This is important
because failure to acknowledge such self-consciousness
altogether risks simply dissolving the social conditions
of novelistic form into an effectively transhistorical set
of phenomena – individuation, secularity, entrepreneur-
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ship, everydayness, and so on – that thereby become
progressively unmoored from historical difference and
change per se, an ahistorical ‘bundle’ of ‘transcultural
constants that can be more or less active from period
to period and work to work’, as Massimo Fusillo
has recently proposed.13 As such, if the task today
may well be to ‘reorient [Lukács’s] text away from
its spatio-temporal nostalgia for premodern literary
forms’, this should not, I think, necessarily entail any
suspension of ‘its periodizing aspects’ altogether.14 On
the contrary: it ought precisely to connect it to what,
for example, in the Communist Manifesto, is famously
described as the conditions of a culture which is itself
marked by an experience of ‘everlasting uncertainty
and agitation’.15
Of course, if The Theory of the Novel itself largely
avoids any attempt to socially concretize such an
experience of modernity, the task that Lukács explicitly
set himself from the 1920s onwards was to provide
the rise of the novel with a more historically precise
materialist account in this regard. As such, I do not,
of course, quote Marx at this point contingently. It
is the bourgeoisie, writes Marx, ‘who cannot exist
without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of
production, and thereby the relations of production,
and with them the whole relations of society’.16 And
if the novel is, then, a distinctively modern moment
in what Benjamin describes as a process in which
literary forms, such as the form of the story, come to
be ‘melted down’, then it is because, for such a view,
it both reflects and participates in these ongoing transformations in the relations of society as a whole.17
However, from the perspective of the development
of Lukács’s work, this raises two questions. First, how
exactly in the later writings are the essentially Hegelian
categories of The Theory of the Novel – and, specifically, of the novel’s understanding as a (fundamentally
impossible) modern epic form – reworked in line with
the version of historical materialism set out in Lukács’s
first great Marxist text History and Class Consciousness, and its subsequent developments?18 And, second,
how, in doing so, is it around a new understanding of
the novel as the specifically modern bourgeois epic that
such reworking will come to be organized? More particularly, and outside of the legitimation with which the
Hegelian text provides it, why, in any Marxian-inspired
‘rewriting’ of Lukács’s earlier book, is it as the epic of
the bourgeois class rather than of capitalism itself that
the novel comes predominantly to be understood?
Now, it seems to me that this is a question that
has gone strangely unasked, not only of Lukács’s
later work, but of dominant theorizations of the novel

more generally. To pose it is not, however, to suggest
that the association of the novel with the bourgeoisie,
and, specifically, with the individualism of the bourgeois subject (as opposed to, say, the communal forms
of Benjamin’s storyteller), is false. Far from it. It
is however to note, as Jameson observes, that such
theorizations can thereby work to bypass what should
otherwise be regarded as ‘the very centre of Marx’s
work, the structural account of the historic originality
of capitalism’. As Jameson continues:
Marxist literary criticism – to limit ourselves to
that – has less often tried to analyse its objects in
terms of capital and value, in terms of the system of
capitalism itself, than it has in terms of class … [It
has been] much simpler to establish the more direct
mediation of a merchant and business class, with its
emergent class culture, alongside the forms and texts
themselves. Money enters the picture here insofar as
only exchange, merchant activity and the like, and
later on nascent capitalism, determine the coming
into being of some historically original burgher or
city merchant, bourgeois class life.19

This has certainly been the case with dominant theorizations of the novel, Marxist and otherwise. Yet,
in a context in which, more clearly than ever, it
is precisely global capitalism rather than either the
bourgeoisie or the proletariat which seems to drive
any revolutionizing of ‘the whole relations of society’,
it raises the question of whether, if we are to revisit
The Theory of the Novel, it is perhaps – against the
grain of Lukács’s own rereadings – not as an epic
of the bourgeois ‘people’, but as a displaced account
of ‘the system of capitalism itself’ that the latter’s
engagement with the novel’s impossible epic form is
best understood today.

Capitalism, modernity, the novel
I want to come back to this hypothesis in a moment,
but, before doing so, it is worth noting that not for
nothing might Watt’s final question – ‘is there any
reason why these differences appeared when and where
they did?’ – remind one of certain debates concerning
the origins of a capitalist modernity. Indeed, for Watt
himself, the novel’s eighteenth-century development is
first and foremost traceable to the supersession of feudal
relations of patronage by the increasingly powerful and
liberated economic relations of the market, publishers, booksellers and the ‘reading public’. Similarly,
Benedict Anderson, for example, links the rise of the
novel to not only the emergence of the ‘revolutionary vernacularizing thrust’ of bourgeois culture, but,
materially, to the rise of what he calls ‘print-capitalism’

and the production of the book as, in ‘a rather special
sense’, the ‘first modern-style, mass-produced industrial commodity’.20 In this regard, the problem of how
to define the distinction between ‘aspects of the novel’
and the rise of the ‘novel as such’ might productively
mirror some not dissimilar questions concerning the
historical development of capitalism itself. For, like
Trotter’s traces of novel DNA, we can clearly find
central economic and social ‘aspects of capitalism’
– money, the commodity, and so on – across a far
longer history than that within which anybody would
identify the emergence of capitalism proper.21 Yet,
to cite History and Class Consciousness itself, there
remains an obvious ‘qualitative difference between the
commodity as one form among many regulating the
metabolism of human society and the commodity as
the universal structuring principle’.22
Interesting and important as all this is, however,
my own concern is rather less with a sociology of
literature per se than with its relations to what is
conceived as something like a theoretical ‘history of
forms’ in Lukács’s work. For this, the central question
would be, not so much that of the novel’s own status
as a commodity, its links to print-capitalism, or even
of its ongoing ‘reflection’ of capitalist modernity’s
development (in which, say, Moll Flanders appears as
‘our classic revelation of the mercantile mind’23), but
of the extent to which we can grasp this in terms of its
intelligibility as an effective ‘model’ of such capitalist
modernity, a formal equivalent, at some level, to its
social being. Precisely as an epic form, the novel,
Lukács writes, carries ‘the fragmentary nature of
the world’s structure into the world of forms’. 24 And
whether or not one accepts the more or less mythical
terms with which such fragmentation is posited in
The Theory of the Novel – as Moretti puts it in an
early work: what is ‘unacceptable’ here is ‘not so
much the description of form as the characteristics
attributed to historical existence’25 – it continues to
raise the question of the degree to which literary form
can be understood as something like a mediation of
social form, the means by which social form appears
somehow within artistic form itself.
It is worth noting then that, suspended from any
implausibly simple coding as either negative or positive
in character, this conception of the novel’s ‘formproblem’ appears, above all, in both Hegel and Lukács,
as an increase in the complexity, distance and objective
extent of what Marx terms ‘the whole relations of
society’ themselves. If the novel is the paradoxical epic
form of a world in which ‘occupations and activities
are sundered and split into infinitely many parts, so
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that to individuals only a particle of the whole may
accrue’, then it is because, as Lukács writes, this is a
world which ‘has become infinitely large and each of
its corners … richer in gifts and dangers than the world
of the Greeks’. It is this very wealth that, by virtue of
its unending richness, ‘cancels out the positive meaning
– the totality – upon which their life was based’. 26 No
one event, no one narrative, so to speak, can ever be
rich enough.
For the early Lukács, the novel, any novel, can thus
only be ‘the paradoxical fusion of heterogeneous and
discrete components into an organic whole which is
then abolished over and over again’.27 Or, as Adorno
will come to describe it, as epic form the novel can,
unavoidably, only ever be some form of negative or
anti-epic; a formal instantiation of its own negative
relation to the possibility for totality given (however
mythically) to the epic as such. For the Lukács of The
Theory of the Novel, however, this is, crucially, still
conceived in two possible ways:
[If a] totality that can be simply accepted is no
longer given to the forms of art … therefore they
must either narrow down and volatilize whatever
has to be given form to the point where they can
encompass it, or else they must show polemically the
impossibility of achieving their necessary object and
the inner nullity of their own means.28

In both of these possibilities – ‘narrowing down’
and ‘polemical impossibility’ – the work is constituted
by failure when judged from the perspective of epic
totality, but their essential forms of negativity in this
regard are importantly different. In the first, if an epic
wholeness survives, it does so only by, for example,
fleeing ‘from great national events into the restrictedness of private domestic situations’.29 (A comment
which appears now as a prophetic judgement on much
‘literary’ novel writing of late-twentieth-century Europe
and North America.) It is in these terms that we would
rightly be inclined to follow through the consequences
of Benjamin’s conception of the novel’s ‘birthplace’ as
the ‘individual in his isolation’ – whether embodied
in the figure of author, reader or literary character
(Benjamin typically cites the Bildungsroman) – as that
which connects it to that ‘which is incommensurable in
the representation of human experience’ as a whole;30
an incommensurability which is, of course, also the
freedom specifically proffered by bourgeois individualism in its break with feudal bonds and hierarchies. In
this way, the novel is thus marked by an ultimately
irresolvable collision between what Hegel calls the
individual (bourgeois) subject’s ‘poetry of the heart
and the opposing prose of circumstances’, 31 which,
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in its more critical form, thereby functions, at best,
negatively, as a means either of expressing ‘the conflict
between living human beings and rigidified conditions’
– entailing that, ultimately, ‘alienation itself’ must
itself become ‘an aesthetic device for the novel’ – or
of constituting the artwork itself as some moment of
non-identity resistant to the more or less violent closure
of the whole, where that whole itself is understood as
inherently oppressive. 32 (By contrast, on Hegel’s own
terms, no epic hero or epic work can, by definition,
possibly be in conflict with its world.)

In the second possibility set out by Lukács, however,
in which the will to a genuinely epic totality is not so
much abandoned as ‘polemically’ engaged in its very
impossibility, negativity instead takes the form of
something like an ironic formal expression of transformations within ‘the whole relations of society’
as such: not so much a direct, concrete witness to
the (bourgeois) individual’s alienation – whereby the
‘individual confronts established systems of value and
finds them lacking’33 – as a rendering visible of the
impossible task of grasping, in any finite literary form,
the full and complex extent of those ‘whole [capitalist]
relations of society’ which confront the individual,
and which are increasingly objectified in properly
supraindividual, even inhuman forms: administration,
state law or, above all, the world market.
In short, if the novel as ‘narrowing down’ seeks, in
the terms of The Theory of the Novel, an escape from
the ‘largeness’ of the world, so as to find (critically or
otherwise) a ‘particle’ of the whole that can be isolated
and encompassed within it – a more or less self-enclosed
provincial community or an individual consciousness
on an individual day, for example – the novel as
‘polemical impossibility’ gestures towards this very
‘largeness’ as a means of registering something about
the changing nature of this world’s modernity itself.
To employ a term familiar from the work of Jameson,
its primary object becomes not so much the unfolding

of individual freedom and difference (or their limits),
but, precisely as epic form, the impossibility of an
adequate ‘cognitive mapping’ of any ‘total’ world tout
court: ‘the symbol and analogon of that even sharper
dilemma which is the incapacity of our minds, at least
at present, to map the greater global multinational and
decentered communicational network in which we find
ourselves caught as individual subjects’. 34

Becoming abstract
With this in mind, then, what I want to propose is that
at least one fruitful way of approaching and focusing
such questions would be through a critical attention
to the problematic of abstraction apparent in Lukács’s
writings, both pre- and post-1917. Or, more precisely, a
certain relation of abstraction to the concrete at work
within them. For, in some fundamental sense, Jameson’s
rewriting of the novelistic problem of totality as one of
a more general problem of cognitive mapping is simply
the modern problem of abstraction itself.
Now, it would hardly be a revelation to note that
a certain account of abstraction is indeed central
to Lukács’s early analysis of the very nature of the
novel. For what defines the novel’s specifically epic
ambitions is the degree to which, within it, ‘totality
can be systematized only in abstract terms’. Hence, for
example, what comes to threaten the epic potential of
the ‘chivalrous novel’, in the moment that gives birth
to Don Quixote, is necessarily accorded a far more
general significance:
The chivalrous novel had succumbed to the fate
of every epic that wants to maintain and perpetuate a form by purely formal means after the transcendental conditions for its existence have already
been condemned by the historico-philosophical
dialectic. The chivalrous novel had lost its roots in
transcendent being, and the forms, which no longer
had any immanent function, withered away, became
abstract.35

This is an emphatically historical proposition. For if
every novel must risk what, in an explicitly Hegelian
register, Lukács calls ‘bad abstraction’, this is not a
contingent possibility, but rather a necessary productive logic generated by some abstraction inherent to
‘the given reality’ itself with which the novel, in
general, is confronted.
It is this argument that is, of course, one of the
key targets of Lukács’s own self-critical preface to
the book written in 1962, which precisely attempts to
articulate and justify the subsequent development of its
arguments onto a properly ‘Marxist ground’, informed
by ‘concrete socio-historical realities’.36 Indeed, it is in

such terms that Lukács diagnoses in his own earlier
self a fatal weakness for what he terms abstractionism.
But it also thereby entails a far simpler opposition of
abstraction to the concrete than can be found anywhere in the earlier book; something apparent both in
his notorious deployment of the Hegelian distinction
between so-called ‘abstract’ and ‘concrete’ potentiality,
as a means of distinguishing modernism from realism,
and in the 1962 critique of an ‘abstractionism’ that
effaces the particularity of the novel’s own ‘historical
and aesthetic richness’. 37 As he wrote there:
The epilogue in War and Peace is, in fact, an authentic conclusion, in terms of ideas, to the period
of the Napoleonic Wars; the development of certain
figures already foreshadows the Decembrist rising
of 1825. But the author of The Theory of the Novel
… can [only] find here … ‘more melancholy than
the ending of the most problematic of novels of
disillusionment’.38

However, this runs together two somewhat different
problematics of abstraction in the earlier work: on the
one hand, an abstractionism at the level of critical or
theoretical approach – which reduces rich particularity
to generalized models or types – and, on the other, an
abstraction immanent to the text itself, which, in the
case of realism, is thus countered by the claim to an
‘authentic’ concreteness now seen as grounded in some
‘real’ social history. It is, then, but a short step from
this to an analysis whereby an increasingly simple
positive-to-negative encoding of the concrete and the
abstract can be progressively mapped onto the formal
(rather than predominantly historical) division between
realism and modernism per se, in which ‘abstraction’
comes to mean little more, in a reading of the latter,
than a straightforward ‘negation of outward reality’ or
‘attenuation of actuality’ itself. 39
Against this, what I am suggesting is that, just
as the later Marx himself reads a certain account of
capitalism out of Hegel’s idealist categories, particularly from the Science of Logic, so, perhaps, it might
be possible to do something similar here with regard
to the ‘abstractionism’ of the earlier Lukács work – a
reading which, in fact, the later Lukács himself will
steadfastly resist. As such, what I thus also want to
argue is that at least part of the problems that the later
work is commonly thought to exhibit result from the
questionable ways in which he pursues such a project
of ‘translation’ of his own earlier Hegelian terms. To
put it crudely, where the post-1917 Lukács will seek,
positively, to restore epic totality under the name of
realism, through a identification of class consciousness
or ‘perspective’ with the expression of a quasi-Hegelian
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‘subject of history’, what he will thereby abandon – or,
at least, consign to the generic limitations of so-called
‘modernism’ – is the novel’s ‘epic’ connection to
abstract form itself, as a confrontation with the social
reality of a ‘totality [that] can be systematized only in
abstract terms’: a totality which is best read as that of
the capitalist system as such.
If, therefore, a certain conception of abstraction
remains central here, it is because the key engagement with Hegel’s account of abstraction to be found
in Marx’s own mature work is not so much (as in the
early writings on religion and philosophy) a simple
demand to render material what the older thinker
had expressed in ‘abstract’ or ‘theological’ terms,
but his own elaboration of the social forms of what
he called real abstraction: that is, those forms of
abstraction which, in the specific set of circumstances
of capitalist modernity, come to have an actual (and
thus paradoxically concrete) objective social existence.
As Adorno puts it, if the later Marx himself places an
apparently Hegelian emphasis precisely on totality,
on ‘the ether that permeates the whole of society’, for
Marx ‘this ether is anything but ethereal; it is rather
the ens realissimum. If it seems abstract, this is the
fault not of fantastic, wilful thinking, hostile to the
facts, but of the objective abstraction to which the
social process of life is subject – the exchange relation’.40 While what defines the novel precisely as an
epic form, for the early Lukács, is that it still thinks
in terms of totality, the ‘objective’ reality which the
novel confronts in capitalist modernity must be one in
which the social totality can itself precisely only be
understood in abstract terms. What would this mean,
then, for a theorization of the historical development
of ‘epic form’ as Lukács defines it?

Subjects of history
Before coming to this directly, we need to return
first to Lukács’s own development of the Hegelian
description of the novel as the modern bourgeois epic.
Superficially, the meaning of such an assertion seems
simple: the novel is the epic of the bourgeoisie, as a
ruling class, themselves. And, certainly, this is how
Lukács himself will apparently come to understand the
novel in its classic ‘realist’ form. Yet, equally, Hegel’s
proposition is an intrinsically paradoxical one. For the
whole weight of his preceding argument in the Aesthetics is to demonstrate that the epic is in fact possible
only within the ‘historico-philosophical’ reality of a
specific non-modern world. Indeed, if Hegel’s (and the
early Lukács’s) argument is followed consistently, there
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can be no ‘modern epic’, strictly speaking, bourgeois
or otherwise.
Now, one way in which the paradox apparent in
all this might be dealt with is by approaching the
novel’s bourgeois individual as, in the words of Nancy
Armstrong, representative of ‘the claims of unacknowledged individuality in general’.41 That is, by treating
such ‘claims’ precisely as ‘general’, the novel on this
account turns individualism itself into a kind of socially
progressive and collective (class) consciousness, and
hence provides a kind of paradoxical concrete ‘unity’
from which an epic perspective of totality, however
internally contradictory, might be constructed. The
‘assertion of the primacy of individual experience’, as
Watt calls it,42 its very sundering from the communal
totality of the feudal order, which should, in splitting
‘I’ from ‘you’, render impossible any claim to epic
form, thus becomes, simultaneously – for a period
(pre-1848) at least – the basis for some universal
system of values.
Simplifying to the extreme, then, in reworking his
earlier, broadly Hegelian account of the novel, what
Lukács in fact takes, above all, from Marx is not a
thinking of capitalist modernity itself, but a means of
rethinking the novel as epic from the specific ‘historical materialist’ standpoint of the supposedly successive
revolutionary roles played by two social classes: the
bourgeoisie and proletariat. It is the idea that each of
these classes may, at different moments, be understood
as embodying what he famously terms the position of a
subject of history (a term that Étienne Balibar suggests
nobody but Lukács himself ‘invents’43) – of history
as a whole – which allows, in turn, for the supposed
restoration of an epic perspective of totality. As such,
the novel’s importance, more generally, is to be found
now (that is, post-1917) in the degree to which it really
does therefore formally, and ‘from the inside’, express
the perspective of such a world-historical ‘subject’.44
The question of why Lukács, while maintaining
his Hegelian account of the novel as a continuation of
epic form, abandons, contra Adorno, the fundamentally negative terms in which this continuity (and,
hence, relation to modernity itself) is earlier understood, should be obvious. In his 1962 Preface, Lukács
describes the earlier book as written at a moment
marked by a mood of ‘permanent despair over the
state of the world’ in the years preceding the Russian
Revolution.45 And it is 1917 that changes everything.
As Löwy puts it: ‘Lukács perceives socialist revolution
as a cultural restoration: organic culture again becomes
possible’.46 What is epic in the novel thus comes to turn
not on a polemical demonstration of the impossibility

of achieving its necessary object, but precisely on the
positive possibility of a new concretization of what
in The Theory of the Novel could ‘be systematized
only in abstract terms’.47 Hence, Gorki, for example,
because of his relations to the ‘revolutionary labour
movement’, is able, Lukács writes, to present ‘the new
kind of human being through whom the reader can
experience directly and concretely the content of the
new life’.48 This is what Lukács calls ‘the concrete
nature of the new socialist perspective’, where such
concreteness ‘involves an awareness of the development, structure and goal of society as a whole’. ‘Socialist realism is in a position … to portray the totality
of a society in its immediacy and to reveal its pattern
of development’.49

In this way, however, socialist realism also picks up
the ‘progressive’ perspective accorded to the pre-1848
novel itself, as the epic form of what Lukács calls ‘the
heroic struggle for the integrated man of the bourgeois
revolutionary period’. Of course, the ‘classical’ bourgeois novel’s claims to universality, and hence to a true
perspective of totality, are still thereby always, in some
sense, ‘false’, in so far as, ultimately, they continue to
be based on class division, and hence will, for Lukács,
necessarily break down. But they are never entirely
false, constituting rather, for a specific historical span,
a kind of heroic ‘real illusion’, at least at the level of
felt or ‘poetic’ experience, able to produce a ‘directly
perceptible unity of the individual and the universal’. 50
And it is only on condition of this ‘illusion’ that the
novel’s own significance as a precisely epic form can
be positively conceived. 51
However – and this is my key point – Lukács’s conceptualization of the bourgeoisie and, speculatively, the
proletariat as successively filling such a role actually
rests on some quite questionable premisses. This is not
only, historically, a function of the fact that today it
is clear that we do not stand on the cusp of some new
socialist era but of capitalism at an ever more global
scale. It is also a function of the fact that if there is

indeed a ‘subject of history’ in Marx’s Capital, corresponding to the Hegelian Idea, it is neither, strictly,
the bourgeoisie nor the proletariat, but, more obviously,
self-valorizing capital itself. Of course, some of the
difficulties here stem from Marx’s own earlier tendency
effectively to conflate the bourgeoisie with capital in
ways that cannot be sustained. 52 But if, then, Lukács
writes, in realism, as in the epic, each ‘narrative detail’
is ‘significant to the extent that it expresses the dialectic
between man-as-individual and man-as-social-being’, 53
according to the logic of Capital, it is what Marx calls,
in explicitly quasi-Hegelian fashion, the actual abstraction of that ‘self-moving substance which is Subject’, in
the ‘shape of money’, that constitutes the ‘real’ social
being of modernity here. 54
This is not, of course, a question of somehow deleting the question of class, which remains central to any
full understanding of capitalism as a system. Class
division and antagonism, like the exploitation of labour,
remain very much alive – more so, globally, than ever
– even if it is far from clear that this is accompanied
by any actual expansion in ‘class consciousness’ as
Lukács might once have understood it. It is, however,
to argue that Lukács’s fundamental prioritization of
class (or, more specifically, class consciousness), as
a means to thinking a ‘perspective of totality’ specifically, systematically neglects the extent to which
it is capital, rather than either the bourgeoisie or the
proletariat, which, via the abstractly unifying power of
the universalization of exchange, most plausibly corresponds to the anything like the Hegelian Idea within
modern societies. The problem is that, as essentially
abstract, capitalist societies are, by virtue of their
production of ever more complex and extensive forms
of interconnectedness, in a sense ‘collective’, but they
only assume the structure of a Subject in an objective,
‘inhuman’ form, quite different from that form of
social subjectivity posited of the collective worker (or
the ‘classical’ bourgeoisie). From the perspective of any
problematic of totality, it is therefore, according to the
logic of Capital itself, the form of capital not of class
that assumes epistemological priority (in terms, for
example, of any contemporary ‘realism’ in its widest
sense), even as the latter, of course, remains as important as ever to its functioning and self-reproduction.
As such, the earlier claim in the Manifesto, taken
up by Lukács, that the proletariat stands somehow
‘outside’ of capital, as an emergent class consciousness in itself, both underplays the degree to which
labour is also a form of ‘variable capital’, and, from a
contemporary perspective, severely underestimates the
ongoing tendency to subsume labour to capital in such
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a way as to ‘block’ the formation of collective ‘class
consciousness’ in practical terms. At the very least,
then, we’d have to say that any attempt in the novel
to articulate some ‘utopian’ or fictive form of ‘universality’, collective sociality or imagined community
– historically, paradigmatically, but not exclusively, of
a political-national form, as Anderson stresses – as
the basis of its ultimately impossible epic perspective
of totality, has always had, in more or less intense a
fashion, to negotiate the problem of its relation to the
real and expanding totality of capitalism itself, and to
the always already global space of the accumulation
of value. As regards the novel as a modern epic form
– which still thinks in terms of totality – it must then
be capital, on this reading, which constitutes its most
properly ‘epic’ subject.
Paradoxically, it is, then, in this sense, the very
idealism of Lukács’s earlier Hegelian ‘theory’ – with
its far more complex account of modernity as a culture
of abstraction – that allows it to grasp conceptually, in
a way his later self-consciously ‘materialist’ writings
do not, the immanence of an actual idealism to the
modern social relations refracted by the novel (as
‘materially’ lived), for all that the novel’s relation to
capitalism is, seemingly, more clearly foregrounded
as a central problematic within the latter. For if the
novel is therefore the modern literary form which
attempts to recover the epic’s many-sided range and
‘wholeness’, is it not, we might ask, above all the
‘social being’ of capital which defines that totality
at stake in any modern epic form as such: the ether
which ‘permeates the whole of society’ but which is
‘anything but ethereal’? That is to say, if the novel is
the epic form of a world which ‘has become infinitely
large’, everywhere ‘richer in gifts and dangers than the
world of the Greeks’, then surely the ‘form-problem’
of such unending richness will be constituted not, first
of all, by the ‘perspective of totality’ engendered by
either the bourgeoisie or the proletariat as a ‘subject of
history’ – nor even by the imagined community of the
nation – but, quite simply, by the impossible ‘totality’
of capital itself?55
At the very least, the question is thus raised as to
whether, as is most usually claimed, the modernity
of the novel is actually best understood in terms of
its specific relation to the bourgeois ‘era’, or whether
it is rather the broader capitalist age that might most
coherently define its historical locatability and form.
The two propositions are not, at any rate, simply
interchangeable. Rather, they open up quite different (if
never, finally, exclusive) perspectives on the development of the novel itself.

18

An abstract art
I want to conclude with a suggestion made by Henri
Lefebvre in one of his texts on modern life:
The predominance of the abstract in modern art accompanies the extension of the world of merchandise
and merchandise as a world, along with the unlimited power of money and capital, very abstract and
terribly concrete at one and the same time. 56

We are not so used to thinking of the novel as a
kind of ‘abstract art’ in this way. Indeed, for most,
the novel is quite correctly distinguished by a new
kind of concreteness: the corollary of an emergent
bourgeois empiricism and secularism, with its radical
devotion to what Watt calls the ‘here-and-now’. (Hence,
unsurprisingly, Watt himself associates the rise of the
novel with the emergence of an ‘aesthetic tendency
in favour of particularity’ and against ‘abstract and
general terms’. 57) Yet it is, perhaps, more accurately a
particularly conflicted combination and confrontation
of abstraction and concretion – at one and the same
time – that makes the novel such an exemplary modern
art form in this sense. If the ‘elements of the novel’ are,
as the early Lukács writes, ‘entirely abstract’, it is the
very abstraction of the ‘social structures’ it confronts
that the novel ‘renders sensuous as the lived experience
of the novel’s characters’, and thus transforms ‘into an
instrument of composition’. 58
The problem at stake in this is, then, an ultimately
irresolvable one of how ‘to conjure up in perceptible
form a society that has become abstract’, a problem
perhaps best grasped in a passage that Adorno himself
was fond of citing from Brecht:
The situation becomes so complicated because a
simple ‘reproduction of reality’ says less than ever
about reality. A photograph of the Krupp factories
or the AEG provides virtually no information about
these establishments. True reality has slipped over
into functional reality. The reification of human
relations, that is, the factory, no longer delivers
human relations to us. 59

Now, if this point – which Adorno engages at
length in his essay on Balzac – is one that is certainly
intensified by early-twentieth-century modernism, it
is, nonetheless, far from restricted to a more limited
issue concerning the generic nature of ‘realism’. (As
Adorno points out, already in Balzac ‘the individual
foul deeds through which people visibly attempt to
steal from one another the surplus value that has
already been appropriated invisibly make the horror
graphic.’ As such, the novel necessarily struggles with
the problem of how ‘to conjure up in perceptible form

a society that has become abstract’.60) Moreover, it goes
to the heart of the tense relation between the novel’s
concrete and abstract tendencies, and, hence, between
its alternate presentations in the form of bourgeois
epic – of the world of its heroic entrepreneurs, ruined
financiers, uppity governesses and alienated artists
– or the form of the epic of capitalism, of the abstract
world of money and circulation, universal exchange
and ‘functional reality’, as such.
Turning, then, from the essay on ‘The Storyteller’,
it is hence in, for example, Benjamin’s relatively brief
comments on Kafka that we might instead find one
basis for an alternate development of the account of
abstraction and concretion to be found in The Theory
of the Novel itself. Kafka’s work, writes Benjamin in
a 1938 letter to Scholem, is ‘the exact complement’
of that precisely social reality which presents itself
in ‘the experience of the modern city-dweller’.61 For
such a perspective, significantly, modes of abstraction
are less a flight from reality and more an index of the
various social forms of ‘real abstraction’ constitutive of
the (sensuously) ‘unrepresentable’ totality of modernity
itself.62 Yet – and Kafka is all too clearly a distinctive
case – this should not be misunderstood. For despite,
for example, Adorno’s more apocalyptic pronouncements, capitalism as a social form is never reducible
to the more or less ‘purely’ abstract social relations
determined by capital and the value form alone.
Indeed, capitalism positively requires other forms of
social relation as concrete forms that can be reworked
and refunctioned in the drive to capital accumulation.
Like the novel it is nothing without it. Certainly, this
dialectic of abstraction and concretion unique to each
work would thus be central to any thinking through
of the new paradoxical hybridities of form engendered
by the novel’s current wave of internationalization,
following, as it does, those socio-economic processes
through which the more or less ‘concrete’ social forms
of non-capitalist and previously colonial cultures are
progressively integrated into the accumulative structures of a transnational capitalism.
In ‘the created reality’ of the novel, the ‘entire
structure’ of which can only be based in ‘abstract
systematization’, Lukács writes, what ‘becomes visible
is the distance separating the systematization from
concrete life’.63 Yet rather than taking this as the
pretext for mourning the mythical loss of ‘an age
in which the extensive totality of life is no longer
directly given’, one might instead see such ‘visibility’
– its capacity to render visible such distance – as, in
fact, precisely the novel’s own distinctive ‘epic’ mode;
the irresolvable gap between the forms of abstrac-

tion intrinsic to modern social being and what Hegel
called the ‘unendingly particular’ – the concreteness of
‘things’, and individual subjective experiences – with
which the novel has, historically, been most persistently
associated. In Balzac, Adorno writes, the novel already
depicts, in its own ironic repetition of epic ‘wholeness’
and collective ‘fate’, the ‘superior power of social and
especially economic interests over private psychology’,
in the ways in which in the ‘form of a medium of
circulation, money, the capitalist process touches and
patterns the characters whose lives the novel form tries
to capture’.64 And we can continue to see some extension of this – across any simple generic realism versus
modernism divide – in various works today.
Writing of what he has termed the New Italian
Epic, Wu Ming 1 – one of the Italian collective Wu
Ming, responsible themselves for the contemporary
historical novels of capitalism and class struggle, Q,
54 and Manituana – describes Roberto Saviano’s 2006
book Gomorrah, around 300 pages of interweaving,
often horrific stories of the Neapolitan Camorra that
occupies some indeterminate space between fiction and
non-fiction, the novel and journalism, in the following
terms:
One of the most impressive things in Gomorrah is
the scope, the scale of the book: the journey begins
at the docks of Naples and in the destitute outskirts
of that city, but then Saviano takes us to Russia,
Bélarùs, Scotland, the United States, Spain, the
Middle East, Hollywood, Colombia … Saviano’s
gaze makes incursions all over the world, because
Italian organized crime makes business all over the
world.65

Thus understood as a kind of critical mimesis of
capital’s own global ‘incursions’, Gomorrah’s own
version of epic form is articulated by Saviano in the
opening to his final chapter in very particular terms:
It’s not hard to imagine something, not hard to
picture in your mind a person or gesture, or something that doesn’t exist. It’s not even complicated to
imagine your own death. It’s far more difficult to
imagine the economy in all its aspects: the finances,
profit percentages, negotiations, debts, and investments. There are no faces to visualize, nothing
precise to fix in your mind. You may be able to
picture the impact of the economy, but not its cash
flows, bank accounts, individual transactions.66

As a framing of the book as a whole, Gomorrah
sets out, very concretely in this way, the degree to
which any such epic ‘realism’ of capitalism can only
be a polemical demonstration of the ultimate impossibility of imaging those forms of abstraction – harder
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to imagine than ‘your own death’ – which nonetheless
become the common denominator of all values in the
urban worlds in which the book’s various characters
are enmeshed. Gomorrah’s concluding frame echoes
here the global scope evoked by its opening in the
all-too-material world of commodity circulation represented by the Port of Naples: ‘Everything that exists
passes through here’, comments the narrator,
There’s not a product, fabric, piece of plastic, toy,
hammer, shoe, screwdriver, bolt, video game, jacket,
pair of pants, drill, or watch that doesn’t come
through here. The port of Naples is an open wound.
The endpoint for the interminable voyage that merchandise makes.67

It is in such terms, for example, that a comparison to,
for example, that most celebrated of contemporary television romans – The Wire – equally springs to mind.
And, in fact, more vividly than most novels, The Wire
insists upon the capitalist ‘system’ itself as Subject,
far more than either its ‘bourgeois’ or ‘proletarian’
characters. ‘You follow the drugs you get a drugs case’,
says one character in the first series. ‘You follow the
money, you don’t know where you’re going.’
Most importantly, it is in something like the depiction of the very impossibility of ‘imagin[ing] the
economy in all its aspects’, of grasping the interminability of the ‘voyage’ that merchandise or money make,
that both Gomorrah and The Wire, like several other
contemporary ‘epic’ texts, thus render the abstract
itself visible as invisible within the ‘work’. As John
Kraniauskas puts it of The Wire: as ‘a work of narrative
totalisation’ any contemporary epic form is, for all that
it may manifest a ‘realist desire to accumulate social
content’, ‘always already incomplete’, to the degree
that its narrative momentum must inevitably bring it
up against an ‘unreadable [that is, abstract] sphere of
finance capital’ into which it cannot finally enter. In
this way, he argues, of necessity ‘the narrative pursuit
of money through the cycle (or loop) of accumulation
from the streets into finance only goes so far’. This
indicates, for Kraniauskas, a central paradox of the
show: the further it ‘zooms out’ the ‘less socially
explanatory its vision becomes’, indicating, in turn,
a ‘narrative limit’ which is also a ‘generic limit of
The Wire as a work of crime fiction’. And in this it
is not untypical. Yet – quite apart from causing one
to wonder for which ‘genre’ this would not, at some
level, constitute a limit – one might equally argue that
it is precisely the ways in which, formally, it renders
visible the essential limits on any artistic or cultural
‘representation’ of ‘totality’ that makes The Wire such
a powerful contemporary work. The epistemological
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limits entailed by the forms of what Kraniauskas terms
‘police interpretation’ in the show’s plot then become
metonymic of an intrinsic problem of interpretation
more generally, which it is the merit of the programme
to dramatize, and which lies at the heart of its framing
of, for example, the ‘defeats’ of collective labour in its
second series. In this sense, critically, the ‘failure’ of
its ‘narrative pursuit’ is also arguably its success as a
kind of contemporary epic form.68
The dialectic ‘without synthesis’ between abstract
and concrete tendencies is on this reading, then, the
very ongoing condition of the modernity of the novel
as an epic form as such. For capitalist modernity really
is a social world constituted through abstraction. Very
abstract and terribly concrete at the same time, the
novel must, as the early Lukács understood, be no less
so than the socio-historical reality of modern culture
that it confronts.
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