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Excerpts from the* Second M anifesto of Surrealisni’ (1929)

Surrealism, athough a specia part of its function is to examine with a critical eye the
notions of reality and unreality, reason and irrationality, reflection and impulse, knowledge and
“fatal” ignorance, usefulness and uselessness, is analogous at least in one respect with historical
materialism in that it too tends to take as its point of departure the “colossal abortion” of the
Hegelian system. It seems impossible to me to assign any limitations —economic limitations, for
instance—to the exercise of athought finally made tractable to negation, and to the negation of
negation. How can one accept the fact that the dialectical method can only be validly applied to the
solution of social problems? The entire aim of Surrealism isto supply it withpractical possibilities
in no way competitive in the most immediate realm of consciousness. | redly fail to see—some
narrow- minded revolutionaries notwithstanding—why we should refrain from supporting the
Revolution, provided we view the problems of love, dreams, madness, art, and religion from the
same angle they do. Now, | have no hesitation in saying that, prior to Surrealism, nothing
systematic has been done in this direction, and at the point where we found it the dialectical
method, in its Hegelian form, was inapplicable for us too. There was, for us too, the necessity to put
an end to idealism properly speaking, the creation of the word “Surrealism” would testify to this|...]

We aso intend to place ourselves at a point of departure such that for us philosophy is
“outclassed.” It is, | think, the fate of all those for whom reality is not only important theoretically
but for whom it is also a matter of life or death to make an impassioned appeal, as Feuerbach
desired, to that redlity: our fate to give as we do, completely, without any reservations, our
allegiance to the principle of historical materialism.

Our alegiance to the principle of historical materialism... there is no way to play on these
words. So long as that depends solely on us—I mean provided that communism does not ook upon
us merely as so many strange animals intended to be exhibited strolling about and gaping
suspicioudly in its ranks—we shall prove ourselves fully capable of doing our duty as
revolutionaries. [... ]

[...] In September 1928, ...these two questions ... were asked me:

1. Do you believe that literary and artistic output is a purely individual phenomenon? Don't
you think that it can or must be the reflection of the main currents which determine the economic
and socia evolution of humanity?

2. Do you believe in aliterature and an art which express the aspirations of the working class?
Who, in your opinion, are the principal representatives of this literature and this art?

My answers were as follows:

1. Most certainly, the same goes for literary or artistic output as for any intellectua
phenomenon, in that the only question one can rightly raise concerning it is that of the sovereignty
of thought. That is, it isimpossible to answer your question affirmatively or negatively, and all one
can say is that the only observable philosophical attitude in sucha case consists in playing up “the
contradiction (which does exist) between the nature of human thought which we take to be absolute
and the reality of that thought in a crowd of individuals of limited thought.” [Engels] [...] This
thought, in the area where you ask me to consider such and such a specific expression in relation to
it, can only oscillate between the awareness of its inviolate autonomy and that of its utter
dependence. In our own time, artistic and literary production appears to me to be wholly sacrificed
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to the need that this drama, after a century of truly harrowing poetry and philosophy (Hegel,
Feuerbach, Marx, Lautreamont, Rimbaud, Jarry, Freud, Chaplin, Trotsky), has to work itself out.
Under these circumstances, to say that this output can or must reflect the main currents which
determine the economic and socia evolution of humanity would be offering a rather unrefined
judgment, implying the purely circumstantial awareness of thought and giving little credit to its
fundamental nature: both unconditioned and conditioned, utopian and realistic, finding its end in
itself and aspiring only to serve, etc.

2. | do not believe in the present possibility of an art or literature which expresses the
aspirations of the working class. If | refuse to believe in such a possibility, it is because, in any pre-
Revolutionary period the writer or artist, who of necessity is a product of the bourgeoisie, is by
definition incapable of trandating these aspirations. | do not deny that he can get some idea of these
aspirations and that, in rather exceptional moral circumstances, he may be capable of conceiving of
the relativity of any causein terms of the proletarian cause. | consider it to be a matter of sensitivity
and integrity for him. This does not mean, however, that he will elude the remarkable doubt,
inherent in the means of expression which are his, which forces him to consider from a very specia
angle, within himself and for himself alone, the work he intends to do. In order to be viable, this
work demands to be situated in relationship to certain other aready existing works and must, in its
turn, open up new paths. Making all due allowances, it would, for example, be just as pointless to
protest against the assertion of a poetic determinism, whose laws cannot be promulgated, as against
that of dialectical materialism. Speaking personaly, | am convinced that the two kinds of evolution
are strictly similar and, moreover, that they have at least this much in common: they are both
unsparing. Just as Marxs forecasts and predictions—as far as aimost all the external events which
have transpired since his death are concerned—have proved to be accurate, | can see nothing which
would invalidate a single word of Lautréamont's with respect to events of interest only to the mind.
By comparison, any attempt to explain social phenomena other than by Marx isto my mind as
erroneous as any effort to defend or illustrate aso-called “proletarian” literature and art at atimein
history when no one can fairly claim any real kinship with the proletarian culture, for the very
excellent reason that this culture does not yet exist, even under proletarian regimes.

L]

It is incumbent on us ... to try to see more and more clearly what is transpiring unbeknownst
to man in the depths of his mind, even if he should begin to hold his own vortex against us. We are,
in all this, afar cry from wanting to reduce the portion of what can be untangled, and nothing could
be farther from our minds than being sent back to the scientific study of “complexes.” To be sure,
Surrealism, which as we have seen deliberately opted for the Marxist doctrine in the realm of social
problems, has no intention of minimizing Freudian doctrine as it applies to the evaluation of ideas:
on the contrary, Surrealism believes Freudian criticism to be the first and only one with arealy
solid basis. While it isimpossible for Surrealism to remain indifferent to the debate which, in its
presence, pits qualified practitioners of various psychoanalytical tendencies against one another—
just asit is obliged to consider daily and with impassioned interest the struggle taking place within
the leadership of the International—it need not interfere in a controversy which, it would seem,
cannot long pursue a useful course except among practitioners. Thisis not the areain which
Surrealism intends to point up the result of its personal experiments. But since by their very nature
those individuals who are drawn to Surrealism are especially interested in the Freudian concept
which affects the greater part of their deep concerns as men—the concern to create, to destroy
artistically—I mean the definition of the phenomenon known as “sublimation,” Surrealism basically
asks these peopl e to bring to the accomplishment of their mission a new awareness, to perform an
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act of self-observation, which in their case is of very exceptional value, to compensate for what is
insufficient about the penetration of so-called "artistic' states of mind by men who for the most part
are not artists but doctors. Moreover, Surrealism demands that, by taking a path opposite from the
one we have just seen them follow, those who possess, in the Freudian sense, the “precious faculty”
we are referring to, bend their efforts toward studying in this light the most complex mechanism of
all, “inspiration,” and, from the moment they cease thinking of it as something sacred, Surrealism
demands that, however confident they are of its extraordinary virtue they dream only of making it
shed itsfinal ties, or even—something no ore had ever dared conceive ofF—of making it submit to
them. There is no point in resorting to subtleties on this point; we all know well enough what
ingpiration is. There is no way of mistaking it; it is what has provided for the supreme needs of
expression in every time and clime. It is commonly said that it is either present or it is not, and if it
is absent, nothing of what, by way of comparison, is suggested by the human cleverness that
interest, discursive intelligence, and the talent acquired by dint of hard work obliterate, can make up
for it. We can easily recognize it by that total possession of our mind which, at rare intervals,
prevents our being, for every problem posed, the plaything of one rational solution rather than some
other equally rational solution, by that sort of short circuit it creates between agiven ideaand a
respondent idea (written, for example). Just asin the physical world, a short circuit occurs when the
two “poles” of amachine are joined by a conductor of little or no resistance. In poetry and in
painting, Surrealism has done everything it can and more to increase these short circuits. It believes,
and it will never believe in anything more wholeheartedly, in reproducing artificialy this ideal
moment when man, in the grip of a particular emotion, is suddenly seized by this something
“stronger than himself” which projects him, in self-defense, into immortality. If he were lucid,
awake, he would be terrified as he wriggled out of this tight situation. The whole point for him is
not to be free of it, for him to go on talking the entire time this mysterious ringing lasts: it is, in fact,
the point at which he ceases to belong to himself that he belongs to us. These products of psychic
activity, as far removed as possible from the desire to make sense, as free as possible of any ideas of
responsibility which are always prone to act as brakes, as independent as possible of everything
which is not "the passive life of the intelligence' - these products which automatic writing and the
description of dreams represent offer at one and the same time the advantage of being uniquein
providing elements of appreciation of great style to a body of criticism which, in the realm of art,
reveals itself to be strangely helpless, of permitting a general reclassification of lyrical values, and
of proposing a key capable of opening indefinitely that box of many bottoms called man, a key that
dissuades him from turning back, for reasons of self-preservation when in the darkness he bumps
into doors, locked from the outside, of the “beyond,” of reality, of reason, of genius, and of love. A
day will come when we will no longer allow ourselves to use it in such cavalier fashion, as we have
done, with its palpable proofs of an existence other than the one we think we are living. We will
then be surprised to realize that, having come so close to seizing the truth, most of us have been
careful to provide ourselves with an alibi, be it literary or any other, rather than throwing ourselves,
without knowing how to swim, into the water, and without believing in the phoenix, plunging into
the fire to reach thistruth. [... ]



