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The existentialist philosopher Karl Jaspers was Georg Lukács’s psychiatrist in 

Heidelberg, where they were both members of the circle around Max Weber just before 

World War I. In the fall of 1914, Lukács tried to avoid service in the Austro-Hungarian 

army, and Jaspers wrote a medical statement for him, which listed several physical and 

psychological ailments, such as feelings of insecurity and anxiety, palpitations, insomnia, 

and vertigo.1 The letter persuaded the military administrators to deploy Lukács as a 

censor. But Jaspers maintained a diagnostic approach to Lukács after the consultation. In 

1923 he read Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness and noted privately that the 

book expressed “ressentiment, self-hatred, rage,” even a suicidal tendency, and revealed 

“the complete lovelessness of the deracinated person.”2 To Jaspers, Lukács’s Marxist 

positions were symptoms of a very troubled soul. 

Lukács, for his part, was dismissive of Jaspers, who appears as a radical 

subjectivist in The Destruction of Reason. The two clashed at the Rencontres 

International de Genève, a sort of summit of European intellectuals held in 1946.3 One 

would assume that Lukács would reject, vehemently, the existentialist, 

psychopathological approach to his Marxist commitment. But rather than dismiss 

Jaspers’s diagnostic vocabulary, I suggest that Lukács appreciated the political use value 

of negative affects, especially hate. In contrast to the contemporary concern with the 
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destructiveness and even criminality of hate (as in hate crimes, hate speech), Lukács 

believed that there is a definite place for hate in the revolutionary struggle; under 

particular conditions, it can serve as an anticapitalist, revolutionary affect.  

Lukács’s discussion of the political utility of hate takes place in a literary-

historical context. Specifically, the political force of hate becomes evident in the genre of 

satire. In fact, Lukács even regards expressions of negative affects as one of satire’s 

distinctive traits. In the merciless satires of the revolutionary class, he argues, implacable 

hatred of bourgeois society is given expressive shape and achieves a mobilizing effect. 

The association of satire with hate is not singular in literary history. “I never fell in love,” 

wrote Karl Kraus, the great German-language satirist; “I always fell in hate.”5 In his 

characterization of the propulsive literary power of hate, however, Lukács assigns a 

political function to the affect informed by his Marxist conception of class struggles in 

history. The politically oriented satirist, he claims, discerns the unsustainable character of 

society with perfect clarity and detects its corruption through the medium of a hatred that 

nobody and nothing can mitigate. To hate means to be clear-eyed and focused on 

unavoidable political battles, and to write satire is to attack society explicitly and 

publicly, an enterprise that can only be strengthened by hate. Satire animated by hate can 

function as a vehicle of revolution. 

But why reconstruct Lukács’s understanding of the close relationship between 

satire and hate, the genre and the affect, at this particular juncture? Why return to Lukács 

now? Lukács’s argument is relevant today, I would argue, because it so clearly contrasts 

with contemporary comments on satire. In recent discussions of controversial caricatures 

of religious figures in the European press, many commentators have wanted to separate 
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the art of satire from ugly affects, and even expressed doubts about the legitimacy of the 

genre because of its destructive effect on public discourse in a world of cultural and 

religious fractures. In their comments on satire and caricature in the volatile present 

situation, Tim Parks and Siddhartha Deb, to select two examples, have both put forward 

reservations about the viability of satire as an instrument of intervention and reform.6 

Satire possesses legitimacy, they claim, when progressive authors and artists attack or 

ridicule elites or complacent populations in ways that are caustic and provocative but 

nonetheless rely on and reconfirm shared moral values that are being violated.7 The 

standard example is Jonathan Swift’s 1729 pamphlet A Modest Proposal, with its 

argument that poor families ought to sell children as food. Swift’s grotesque proposal is 

designed to activate a moral response, a reflective view on the deficiencies of the reader’s 

own society. These critics concur, however, that satirical writing becomes problematic in 

a more culturally heterogeneous setting, with a thinner moral consensus, at least if 

exponents of a majority culture produce texts and images designed to disturb the 

conventions and pieties of a minority. Such attacks reaffirm prejudices (in the majority) 

and incite outrage (in the minority) and thus exacerbate cultural polarization rather than 

contribute to sociopolitical enlightenment. Much satire, then, is merely destructive and 

illegitimate. 

Lukács may not tell us very much about satire in a multireligious, multicultural 

environment; he was, as is well known, preoccupied with class oppositions under 

capitalism. His treatment of satire does not, therefore, yield an obvious response to the 

current skeptical attitude to the genre. Yet his reflections on satire and hate might at least 

subvert the idea that there was once a better age, during which literary provocations were 
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tied to common moral purposes. For Lukács, satire is a polemical and even vicious art 

form, a medium for explosive negative affect, that nonetheless does belong to the sphere 

of literary-political struggle. Satire fueled by and expressive of hate is an entirely 

legitimate device, a valuable weapon, of the revolution, which is not a friendly affair. 

Lukács, then, can teach us something about the uses of hate in the political sphere and 

compel us to revise a seemingly straightforward distinction between acceptable and 

unacceptable satire, the former supposedly constructive and progressive and the latter 

hateful and destructive. 

Yet there are internal problems with Lukács’s account, which become noticeable 

in his struggle to match his thesis with examples drawn from literary history. There is a 

gap between Lukács’s claims about the genre of satire and his selection of actual literary 

figures, which suggests that his assessment of hate’s revolutionary potential remains 

problematic. He cannot quite fit his theoretical assertions with particular cases, a problem 

in the text that points to tensions in his conception of the genre. Satire, I argue, can be 

hateful and perhaps also revolutionary, but as a reconstruction of Lukács’s argument 

indicates, it cannot easily be both at the same time. 

 

In his 1911 essay collection Die Seele und die Formen, the young Lukács, not yet a 

committed communist galvanized by the October revolution, offers the reader a fairly 

conventional treatment of hate. In a highly literary piece on Søren Kierkegaard and his 

fiancé, Regine Olsen, Lukács, then in his midtwenties, relates how love between two 

people can easily morph into hate, a psychologically plausible transformation to occur in 

intimate relationships that, for one reason or another, turn sour. To avoid entanglements 
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and stay on a religious path, the much older Kierkegaard sought to provoke Regine to 

hate him rather than adore him by suddenly and offensively dissolving the relationship, 

thereby allowing her to turn her attention to someone more worthy. Kierkegaard, Lukács 

writes, wanted Regine and her entire family to view him as a mean seducer, which would 

lead her to feel “nichts als Haß gegen ihn” (nothing but hatred for him).8 Lukács does not 

linger on the peculiarities of hate here, but relies on the commonsensical notion that hate 

can grow out of disappointed, wounded love, and that a profound attachment once 

disturbed can turn into repulsion. The emotional conversion occurs within an intimate 

interpersonal relationship; the setting is entirely domestic. 

Almost half a century later Lukács speaks of hate in a very different context, and 

lets it perform a decidedly political kind of work. The affect remains recognizable but is 

no longer confined to intimate relationships and has no obvious or at least no explicit 

connection to some prior feeling of love. In the 1967 preface to History and Class 

Consciousness, Lukács writes about hatred, his own this time, and claims that deep-

rooted negative affects have from a very early age supported his ideological discipline. “I 

have never succumbed,” Lukács writes, “to the error that I have often noticed in workers 

and petty-bourgeois intellectuals who despite everything could never free themselves 

entirely from their awe of the capitalist world. The hatred and contempt I had felt for life 

under capitalism ever since my childhood preserved me from this.”9 In these lines, hate is 

still the affect of rejection and enduring separation. It holds the individual subject in a 

permanent grip and precludes any negotiation or reconciliation with the object. But hate 

is here not directed at a particular person who has wronged or insulted the subject but 

toward a societal system; it is the anticapitalist affect. As such, hate is relieved of 
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negative connotations, as it effectively protects the political subject from contamination 

and serves as the affective foundation of an uncompromising stance. Hate has once and 

for all inoculated Lukács against ambivalence; it helps maintain an attitude of 

unappeasable negation. 

This comment from late in Lukács’s life does not stand alone. As a literary critic, 

Lukács repeatedly notes the affective states of authors, including those authors whom he 

holds in high regard. The great French realist Honoré de Balzac, he writes in an article 

from 1934, was gripped by hate toward exploitative capitalism and its erosion of a 

traditional social order and gave hatred a place in his novelistic portrait of the peasant 

class.10 Leo Tolstoy, too, Lukács claims in 1936, came to hate the system of exploitation 

in Russia, expressed hate and contempt for dehumanization, and formulated a stinging, 

hate-filled critique of Russian society.11 Finally, Maksim Gorky, yet another Russian 

author of importance to Lukács who comes up in an article from the same year, felt an 

“ineradicable hate” toward forms of barbarism in his own country.12 This brief overview 

of author portraits alone reveals that Lukács in an almost systematic fashion associated 

canonical realist writers with hatred; the affect apparently does not vitiate the quality of 

their writing or detract from their realism. 

But let us now move to the text in which Lukács clearly and elaborately 

articulates the political utility of hate as it assumes a distinct literary form, namely, his 

1932 study of satire, “Zur Frage der Satire” (“On the Question of Satire”). In this essay, 

published in the Moscow-based, German-language exile journal Internationale Literatur, 

edited by Lukács’s friend Johannes Becher during the years of fascist politics (1931–45), 

hate is not one element in a larger portrait of an author but the dominant theme in the 
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characterization of a genre.13 Negative affects such as anger and indignation but most 

prominently hate, Lukács states in his article, lend force and urgency to satire and 

distinguish it from other genres that are equally critical of social relations but not overtly 

aggressive. Hate is constitutive of satire, the affect of the genre. In this text, then, hate is 

no longer casually used in a way that depends on standard preconceptions about its 

nature, but receives a more systematic treatment. It is given a definite location in 

Lukács’s literary criticism. 

A few words about Lukács’s years of exile in Soviet Union may help situate the 

article on satire and explain a few of its peculiarities. Lukács traveled to Moscow in 

1930, summoned by the Comintern to face questions about his loyalties after his 

expulsion from the Central Committee of the Hungarian Communist Party. Although 

Lukács himself would claim that his many years of scholarship and writing in the Soviet 

Union—he stayed until 1945, with some interruptions in the early thirties—were 

harmonious and productive, the conditions were severe.14 Under Stalin’s reign, émigrés 

lived dangerously in Moscow, and about four-fifths of the Hungarian communists were 

arrested during the purges in 1936–38.15 Lukács also arrived in the Soviet Union with a 

reputation as an unorthodox Marxist thinker; he would have to disown History and Class 

Consciousness on repeated occasions in the early thirties. His biographer does point out 

that Lukács, during his years in Moscow, published mainly articles, with the exception of 

the work on the young Hegel in 1938.16 Various material and ideological factors, such as 

poor access to international literary works, relative isolation from the Russian-speaking 

environment, and the demands of ideological purity, might have muffled his output to 

some degree; in 1968 Lukács mentioned that each article published in this period had to 
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feature three or so quotations from Joseph Stalin, then an “insurmountable necessity.”17 

Yet Lukács himself saw supreme value in ideological adherence to the party, seemed 

willing to perform the necessary retractions of previous works, and was eager to display 

himself a dependable soldier in the cultural, literary-critical war on fascism. 

The 1932 article on satire, one of his first in Internationale Literatur, in many 

ways fit into this picture of the Moscow exile. It is a fairly brief, combative, and above all 

fiercely communist statement on contemporary literature, with references to party leaders 

as indisputable authorities in all political and intellectual matters. It proclaims bourgeois 

society and culture to be moribund, anticipates the imminent triumphs of a genuinely 

proletarian literature, yet remains fairly guarded when it comes to naming any authors 

worthy of consideration in the present. In these ways, the essay might be a product of its 

particular situation. But the article, which has been anthologized, constitutes a thought-

provoking addition to the critical scholarship on satire and, I would argue, makes a 

powerful contribution to the discussion of affect and literary expression.18 Most 

interestingly for readers of Lukács, the expanded discussion of hate in the treatment of 

satire in the early 1930s links the genre to his nearly contemporaneous statements on 

realist authors cited above and could therefore help us reconstruct the connection between 

affect and realism; negative affect may in some cases not distract from but be vital to a 

properly politicized, active cognitive engagement with and narrative representation of 

capitalist society. 

In this 1932 essay on satire, Lukács states that the genre’s distinctiveness lies in 

its openly pugnacious mode of expression, the “ganz offen kämpferische literarische 

Ausdruckweise.”19 There are several ways for a literary text to be critical of society. A 



 9 

novel, for instance, can seek to represent societal conditions objectively, “as they are,” 

and not engage in overt polemics. The full representation of a flawed society in itself 

functions as critique, sometimes despite the author’s overt ideological convictions (ER, 

100). Satire, however, abstains from providing an extensive, apparently rounded picture 

of the whole of society and focuses instead on an evident, blatant scandal, which reveals, 

in highly concentrated form, how the social conditions that produced the scandal are in 

fact unsustainable and insupportable. Yet the openly combative style is defined not 

simply by the sharp focus on a scandalous phenomenon but also by the explicit 

enunciation of negative judgments, even negative affective reactions, that the very 

possibility of such a phenomenon must trigger. Genuinely satirical works, Lukács claims, 

express and elicit the indignation, the contempt, and the hate that a decaying “societal 

system [Gesellschaftssystem]” is bound to provoke (100). 

Satire sets its gaze on glaring embodiments of profound systemic problems and 

enunciates affective responses. It is a genre characterized by selectivity and explicit 

evaluation. Neither trait disqualifies the satirist’s art as a form of realism. The absurd 

scandal, this is the claim of the satirical work of art, emerges as the no-longer-hidden 

truth of the entire criminal structure of society, and, for this reason, satirical literature 

qualifies as a form of realism (ER, 95). Like the realist literary work, the genre strives to 

adequately represent the contradictions of society. Satire is not, however, primarily 

associated with humor and wit, which to us may seem like a surprising, or even mistaken, 

characterization. But Lukács’s conception of satire conforms to the historically dominant 

one; humor functions as one strategy of the satirist in the attack on an object, but is not 

typically taken to define satirical writing.20 Harsh judgments and explicit rejections do 
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define it, not only in Lukács’s eyes, and this might explain why the satiric mode has, at 

moments in literary history, been cast as excessively and unpleasantly negative.21 Lukács 

himself opens his article by calling satire the stepchild of bourgeois literary theory; satire 

has sometimes found itself on the margins of literature and the arts (83). 

Lukács does nothing to soften the image of satire. When he imagines the genre’s 

future, he instead emphasizes one of the least palatable of affects. He speaks of the 

entwinement of satire with the implacable hatred of the revolutionary class, a hatred that 

allows this striving collective to discern, with an “eagle eye [Adlerblick],” all the 

weaknesses of a moribund capitalist society and begin to work on its annihilation and 

replacement (ER, 101). Lukács even points to a satire fueled by “holy hatred”—“der 

heilige Haß”—a startling phrase that appears as the last of the essay’s three subtitles (98). 

But how does hate as an affect enable a focused gaze on a corrupt society, and 

how does it drive and sustain the political will to eliminate it? Lukács offers the reader 

key words and images rather than fully articulated arguments; his conception of hatred 

requires a reconstruction. To begin with, hate is associated with annihilation rather than 

adjustment. While anger flares up and dies down, hate is nonepisodic; it endures.22 It 

does not emerge as a reaction to a temporary situation, say a specific action, but takes 

form in relation to an apparently unchanging object and directs hostility toward a target 

viewed as “intrinsically and irremediably bad.”23 Consequently, hate seeks not to correct 

its focused object, which would imply some degree of loyalty to it, but to eliminate it. It 

is not the modifiable flaws of a person, group, or sociopolitical condition that disturb the 

hater, but their innermost values or their perceived essence.24 Hate is not interested in 

reform; as Lukács declares, it enables sustained devotion to the idea of revolution. Hence 
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Lukács’s 1967 assertion that hatred helped him sustain his ideological purity in the 

struggle against capitalism; he could harness its persistence and reliability.# 

To hate, this is already implied, is also to be certain about the properties of an 

object, determine it exhaustively, and claim that it will never overwhelm or surprise the 

observer. The affect has, one could say, a particular epistemic effect. For the convinced 

hater (and the true hater is perhaps always convinced), no lingering doubts about the 

reliability of his or her judgment can dissolve the sense that the hate toward the object is 

necessary and legitimate. To hate is to know; it even creates a particular kind of clarity 

and conspicuousness in its sharp delineation of the hated object.25 To the nonhater, hating 

might seem “constituted by an arbitrary rejection based on partial knowledge.”26 Yet 

haters refuse to accommodate more knowledge precisely because they already know 

more than enough. The detested object is out there, contoured and knowable, and can be 

registered, with a kind of cool passion, by the person intent on annihilation.27 Hence 

Lukács’s recurring references to the “clear-sighted [hellsichtig]” hating satirist and the 

repeated image of the sharp, eagle-like gaze (ER, 100). Hate focuses rather than blurs the 

author’s vision of society—Lukács himself provides the ocular metaphors. 

Going beyond Lukács but still emphasizing the interconnected traits discussed, 

one could perhaps say that the nonepisodic character of hatred, an affect congealed into 

an attitude,28 does not so much recognize as help manufacture an unchanging object, 

rendering permanent what could be transitory. The world, which the hater claims to 

know, is petrified under the hateful gaze. To some theorists, this contributes, somewhat 

perversely, to its political usefulness. With its conserving effect, hate stabilizes an agent’s 

willingness to pursue objectives, destructive ones, over longer stretches.29 Because of its 
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enduring and unagitated attention to an object defined as irredeemably bad, it even 

appears compatible with a rational calculation and renders possible the methodical 

pursuit of political goals over time.30 Hate can support lifelong projects. 

Lukács does not quite spell out the features of hate in this way, but he does 

attribute to the revolutionary satirist an implacable attitude toward an economic and 

political system that needs to be obliterated and replaced, surely a long-term project. 

Hatred, the “heilige Haß,” equips the satirist engaged in a political struggle with a set of 

eminently useful traits: certainty, lucidity, endurance, pitilessness. The revolutionary, 

hate-filled satirist sees society’s grotesque corruption and relentlessly calls for and works 

toward its destruction. 

Today Lukács’s account of hatred, even his formulations, seem jarring. We can 

no longer invoke hate positively in a political context. The affect has declined in 

reputation. Social scientists, journalists, perhaps the general public, associate hate with 

intolerance, xenophobia, racism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia. Hate speech, the 

willful denigration of others based on their race, sexual orientation, ethnic origin, and so 

forth, links hate to prejudices and aggression against groups.31 Hate crime represents a 

category of offenses. The Journal of Hate Studies features articles on the politics and 

propagation of hate, but hate is in this context fully pathologized, an object of social-

scientific and ethnographic analysis as well as moral and political concern.32 The 

pathologization of negative emotions is not universal. Indignation, for instance, may 

signify an appropriate affective reaction to the violation of a norm, and hence it can 

appear morally legitimate.33 Hate, by contrast, is devoid of moral content.34 In light of 

this distinction, it would be difficult to make the argument Lukács propounds in his 



 13 

discussion of satire, and perhaps inconceivable to encourage people publicly to hate in 

the interest of political advancement of certain ideals or purposes.35 

Despite this conceptual congealment of hate into a legal and scientific term for 

particular kinds of criminal and pathological behavior, Lukács’s line of argument remains 

of interest; the strong objections that underpin contemporary uses of the term do not quite 

fit his conception of the affect and its political value. The present concern with hate is 

based on the ugly violence directed at individuals or groups because of the reified traits—

sexual, racial, ethnic—assigned to them. While anger can be directed at an immoral 

action and can at least potentially remain within the realm of the justifiable, hate grows 

toward a stable object deemed incorrigibly bad: there is hatred of Jews, hatred of women, 

hatred of foreigners. But the ultimate object of satirically articulated hate in Lukács’s 

account is quite clearly an entire system, a macrostructure and not any one individual or 

collective. The revolutionary satirist struggles not against a frozen image of a group but 

against a “societal order [Gesellschaftsordnung],” which generates the moral scandals 

that call for an aggressively critical treatment (ER, 99).36 

Yet Lukács does acknowledge that demands must be placed on hate-driven satire 

to prevent its degeneration into an attack on a superficially conceived, personalized 

enemy. To return to his definition of satire, works in the genre focus on events, episodes, 

or figures that exhibit, in a condensed and vivid form, the criminal structure of the social 

system as a whole. For its effect, satire concentrates on immediately visible and directly 

scandalizing particulars but must diagnostically frame them as symptoms of systemic ills. 

In Lukács’s philosophical vocabulary, the satirically represented appearance must be 

grasped in relation to society’s essence (ER, 99). The ideal satirical combination of 
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evident absurdities and genuine social comprehension of the whole 

(Gesamtzusammenhang) requires, Lukács writes, a rare combination of “sensuous 

imagination [sinnliche Erfindungsgabe]” and “profound insight [Vertiefung der 

Weltanschauung]” (97). Yet in most cases this fusion of abilities does not occur, with the 

consequence that the satirical attack fails to render transparent the underlying conditions 

embodied in the outrageous events. When does satire succeed in attacking a social order, 

and when does it go astray by attaching itself to a particular group? 

Whether the satirical hatred successfully takes aim at the societal conditions of 

possibility for a moral scandal depends, Lukács claims, on the satirist’s class position. In 

this connection, he proposes a basic schema. Either a representative of an ascending 

class, such as the proletariat, attacks the still-dominant but decaying class, or vice versa. 

In the former case, outrageous phenomena are understood against the background of a 

dynamic socioeconomic context, the sham legitimacy drains away from obsolete patterns 

of social subordination and exploitation, and the satirical writing that captures and 

exposes this process is accompanied by legitimate negative affect, Lukács’s “holy 

hatred.” In the latter case, however, bourgeois defenders of doomed relations of 

production seek to attack the rising proletarian class, but their loyalty to a declining 

society prevents them from grasping the process of its inevitable dissolution; the satirical 

mockery remains insubstantial. The satirists from the class under pressure might find 

material for satire but must dispute that there is anything fundamentally wrong with the 

current structure of society and hence place the blame elsewhere. We see here, I believe, 

that there is space in Lukács’s scheme for an account of misdirected negative affect, of 
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hate that does not take the social order for its object, that attacks a surrogate, and that 

therefore lacks justification.36 

Lukács also thinks that representatives of the historically condemned bourgeoisie 

can formulate a self-critique of their own class. But even when the profound injustices of 

bourgeois society inspire despair in the self-critical members of bourgeois society, they 

cannot conceive of a society beyond their own and instead attribute the crimes they 

confront to a fallen human race. For these bourgeois satirists, it is not capitalism that is 

the problem; it is humanity, the world, the universe. In this case, hatred of society 

assumes the shape of general misanthropy, with no program for societal change. In this 

case, too, Lukács understands that hate can come to miss its only legitimate object, the 

social structure, and instead attach itself to a particular group (too small a target) or the 

world as such (too large a target). Satire is a genre riddled with serious attribution 

problems.  

Satire, then, seems prone to errancy. This puts it in contrast to realist novels, 

Lukács’s preferred genre. Realism, according to Lukács, is a program of narration that 

commits novelists to portray society in its fullness and hence leads them to expose 

problems they might be ideologically inclined to disavow, such as in the famous case of 

Balzac, whose incredible capacity for literary representation exceeded the narrowness of 

his political vision.37 A bourgeois novelist can, Lukács asserts, still help us discover and 

understand society, despite his or her class position. Satire, by contrast, emerges as a 

method of radical attack that can be misdirected unless guided by an adequate 

consciousness; it is therefore a weapon most properly wielded by the proletariat. 
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Rather than exclude hate from the range of politically acceptable affects, Lukács 

offers us a structured account of its legitimate and illegitimate uses based on a Marxist 

class analysis. But it is also at this point in Lukács’s theory of satire and hate that a 

problem emerges. Lukács can name a series of bourgeois satirists who wrote to ridicule 

the feudal system, and also selects authors critical of the bourgeois class itself during its 

era of dominance. He mentions, among others, Swift, Voltaire, Gustave Flaubert, and 

Kraus. The category of proletarian satirists, however, remains almost unfilled, with the 

exception of Lenin, who is, I think, not primarily known for his satire. The 

uncompromising revolutionary satirists who direct their hatred at bourgeois society seem 

to have failed to materialize, even though Lukács claims that the bourgeois social system 

generates objects ready for satirical treatment every hour of every day. The “growing 

hatred, the increasing indignation and contempt of the proletariat,” has not yet, in 

Lukács’s own account, assumed the form of literary satire (ER, 107). Of course, Lukács 

might have preferred to remain quite reticent and praise Lenin rather than risk an 

unconventional choice; as mentioned above, he was living and working under pressure 

during the early 1930s, as at so many other times of his life.38 

To understand why this sparsely populated category nonetheless presents a 

problem for Lukács’s theory, it is helpful, I believe, to distinguish more clearly between 

different affects, especially contempt and hatred, both of which he mentions. Lukács 

often groups hate, contempt, and indignation together, but they can be, should be, 

disentangled. Contempt is typically tied to feelings of superiority toward others39 and 

could very well be the attitude of an ascending class, energized by its recuperated human 

agency and convinced of its future advances. Hate, in contrast, is typically induced by 
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long-term frustration with impotence and ineffectiveness; there are negative correlations 

between hate intensity and perceived self-power.40 The object of hatred must seem 

important, dangerous, and powerful to those who hate, not insignificant, fragile, and 

weakened.41 

This is an insight one does encounter in Lukács’s own work. In Erzählen oder 

beschreiben, a long programmatic text from 1936, Lukács portrays Flaubert and Émile 

Zola as two authors who turn away from and express hatred of the fully constituted 

bourgeois society. Here Lukács emphasizes how the authors retreat from society and 

freeze in a contemplative relationship toward social reality, indicating that hate is 

associated with, grows through and is reinforced by, powerless observation from a 

distance in contrast to active engagement (ER, 205). In his analyses of Balzac novels, 

Lukács notes how the hatred of the lower classes grows in proportion to their powerless 

dependence on exploitative capitalists and usurers.42 In these contexts, hate appears as an 

affective realization of misformed cognition that is in turn rooted in conditions of 

capitalist compulsion.43     The reifzying gaze of hate is a response to a society of capitalist 

reification.Hate originates in states of frustration rather than confidence, conditions of 

entrapment rather than moments of triumph. The subject hates when it feels stifled and 

stunted, unable to rectify or escape a situation that reminds it of its limitations and 

subordination. Hate is the assertive reaction of the self under threat, not the self 

convinced of its superiority. This conventional account of hate in contradistinction to 

contempt has implications for Lukács’s argument. Contrary to his assumption in the 

essay on satire, it is precisely authors under pressure and in despair, defending their 

preferred social order or at least unable to conceive of an alternative to it, who would 
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likely feel hatred and direct it toward an enemy. Hate may very well possess the traits 

that Lukács ascribes to it—the cool stability of an attitude, the supposed clear-sightedness 

about a corrupt object, the drive toward annihilation—and it may for all these reasons be 

of value to satirical writing, but it seems to have a different context of genesis than he 

imagines. Satirists may be just as hateful as Lukács thinks they are, but, precisely for this 

reason, they would typically not be representatives of an ascending class capable of 

grasping and shaping the tendencies of the age. The “holy hatred” of the revolutionary 

satirists may in fact not exist, because these satirists would not be hateful but 

contemptuous of their class enemy and certain of their historical role. The lack of 

examples of great proletarian satirists in Lukács’s own essay points to a problem in his 

construction of the hate-driven revolutionary satirist; the category might remain more or 

less vacant not because it is historically premature but because the figure does not, 

cannot, exist. 

If revolutionary satirists are convinced of their own eventual success, then they 

are unlikely to hate, since hate is born of exasperation. But if the satirists do hate, then 

that might mean that the revolutionary change is a much more exasperating enterprise 

than Lukács would want to concede. Either way, it is difficult for Lukács to unite the 

political utility of hatred, which lies in its sharp focus, endurance, and implacability, with 

an articulated vision of revolutionary change. Satire appears as the perfect literary means 

toward a goal, the revolutionary transformation, but appears as such a means only if the 

goal seems frustratingly remote. 

Of course, there could be proletarian satirists who are angered by and hateful of 

bourgeois society, and angered by different aspects of that society than the self-critical 
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bourgeois satirists, but who have not attained full consciousness of the objective interests 

and opportunities for agency of the class to which they belong. In another article, Lukács 

points to the Danish socialist Martin Andersen Nexø as a novelist, not a satirist, who 

represented the indignation of the proletariat (ER, 231). In his article on satire, however, 

Lukács mentions no one. There could be yet another possibility of reconciling the strands 

of Lukács’s account, namely, to say that a revolutionary writer has acquired a sense of 

the working class’s historical mission and is for this reason not likely to be gripped by 

hate, yet still uses hate rhetorically for political mobilization. Hate, then, serves as an 

instrument of the revolutionary satirist, an affect used to incite opposition to society but 

in itself unfelt by the author. Satire would be a purely rhetorical construction, 

administered by the politically committed author but with no ground in his or her own 

constitution. Yet Lukács does not admit to such a clear instrumentalization of hate in the 

interest of the revolution; the satirist really does hate, he seems to maintain, but of course 

he has difficulties naming proletarian satirists. Again, Lukács cannot unite his view of the 

political value of hate and its centrality for satire, on the one hand, with the epistemic and 

political position of the revolutionary author, on the other. 

 

Satires depict, and attack, a fallen world, a world that appears grotesque, absurdly 

immoral. Faced with such an explicitly judgmental genre, with texts that seek to kindle 

our critical and even aggressive energies toward the objects they represent, critics often 

ask about the genre’s political affiliation.44 Who typically presents to us the image of a 

world gone wrong? Does the genre have a natural ideological home? 
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There are those who claim that satire, with its sensitivity to moral violations and 

interventionist character, is on the side of the progressive cause. Satirical works uncover 

the evils that we live among and try to bring about change through exposing and 

ridiculing absurdities and hypocrisies.45 Works in the genre may depend for their effect 

on a shared cultural background or moral code, but they do not want simply to reinforce 

the status quo. Instead, they deploy shared social codes and norms in order to highlight 

crimes that society should not accept. Satire is, in other words, a form of immanent 

critique that produces an enlightened perspective on unknown, ignored, or disavowed 

moral scandals. Others have claimed, with the same assurance, that satirists worth 

reading are, constitutionally, conservative, for they typically reveal the insanity of the 

present by relying implicitly on shared memories of a once-sane age.46 The invoked 

common sense, from which the present deviates, has a home in the past. Satires are, 

structurally speaking, close to the elegy, in that they confront society with knowledge of 

an ideal.47 While the elegist sees the fallen present and poetically mourns the loss of the 

ideal, the satirist remembers the ideal and launches an attack on the present. 

Lukács’s scheme accommodates both views delineated above, the portrait of the 

satirist as progressive and the portrait of the satirist as conservative. With his survey of 

early and late bourgeois satire as well as his forecast of a future proletarian literature, 

Lukács can imagine a broad set of class positions and corresponding ideological 

commitments of satirists. There are, he seems to indicate, multiple sources for normative 

pictures of society that allow for a critique of contemporary conditions. Lukács knows of 

satirists who criticize the present from the position of a better future and from the 
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position of an allegedly better past, and seeks to differentiate between them, but he does 

argue that they cannot produce equally successful works. 

Lukács’s definition of satirical texts as narrowly, indeed aggressively, focused on 

events that encapsulate profound systemic injustices does imply, however, that there can 

be no genuine satire that does not want a disruption and destruction of the present. No 

satire deserving of its name can be nonradical, nonrevolutionary. Authors who continue 

to accept society as it is yet aspire to write satire about problems they discern are, he 

argues, bound to fail. They are forced to diminish those problems as superficial and 

selectively chastise behaviors, all the while refraining from a comprehensive and 

thorough critique of the social system. In this case, satire sheds its ferocity and radicality 

and tends to slide into the gentler genre of comedy. Or authors do continue to feel the 

pressure of systemic problems, yet they abstain from condemning the social system as a 

whole and direct their hostility toward someone or something that is not the root cause of 

the scandals that disturb them. In that case, the satire is ferocious but misdirected and 

hence more or less harmful in its false radicality. It attributes flaws to people or groups 

rather than see problems as rooted in the socioeconomic conditions. 

Satires must, in Lukács’s view, meet at least two criteria: they must be 

pugnacious, and they must comprehend society. If the text is not pugnacious, it drops out 

of the genre and turns into comedy; if the text does not comprehend society, it misuses its 

distinctive energies and becomes dangerously shallow outrage. But Lukács’s own 

difficulties in finding adequate examples of proletarian satirists, satirists who hate a 

society of which they have an analytic grasp, point to a difficulty in the design of the dual 

requirement. If Lukács is right about the constitution of hatred, and also right about the 
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affect’s entwinement with the genre of satire, he might in fact have to relinquish the 

account of satire’s revolutionary confidence. For if satire’s fierceness stems from hatred, 

as Lukács explicitly claims, and hatred builds through perceived helplessness, as his 

article inadvertently indicates and he suggests elsewhere, then the genuine satirical text, 

however analytically correct it manages to be, might also be accompanied and even 

informed by the prospect of its own failure in a confrontation with obstacles. It is at this 

point that we can reiterate the thesis stated in the introduction: satire might be a genre 

animated by hate, a genre devoted to destruction, and satire might also be revolutionary, 

confidently committed to the replacement of the social order, but perhaps it cannot quite 

be both at the same time. Lukács wants to unite the cool passion of hate with the position 

of the revolutionary, but he seems to fail to bring them together in a way that neither 

dissipates the passion nor weakens the assured revolutionary claims. 

But on the basis of Lukács’s account of hate, one could also say that satire seems 

to be charged with and driven by affects not because of its inherently practical and 

pragmatic nature but because the satirical project is shadowed by the threat of its 

impracticality. Aggressive satires could derive their negative energy not from the 

straightforward desire to change the world but from an anxiety about the actual 

possibility of an effective intervention. Perhaps they emerge from out of the “torment of 

impotence” that constitutes the core of hatred.48 There might be an alliance between satire 

and hate, genre and affect, but that would be one shaped by perpetual irritation, by 

frustration at the obduracy of a reified world. Viewed in this light, the paradoxes of 

Lukács’s account of satire and hate would be instructive, because they would offer us an 

insight into the paradoxes of the genre itself. Lukács would then have set out, in the early 
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1930s, to present a theoretically sophisticated but also stirring account of revolutionary 

satire inspired by legitimate hatred, to be put to use in the ongoing cultural battles of the 

working class against a decaying bourgeois society, but he ended up producing an 

examination of satire’s troubled internal constitution. 
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