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	Context-oriented Literary Criticism: Marxist Literary Approach  


Context-oriented theories construct their analyses on the background of historical, economic, social, and political questions.

A. History

Marxist criticism evolved from the philosophies of Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels. Marxism views a literary text as the product of an ideology particular to a specific historical period, not the product of an individual consciousness. The text, for Marxist critics, is judged on the basis of its portrayal of social actions. They insist that literature must be understood in relation to historical and social reality. The central Marxist position is that the economic base of a society determines the nature and structure of the ideology, institutions and practices, including literature, that form the superstructure of that society. In Lukacs’ book, The Historical Novel, he argues that literature must evoke a revolutionary consciousness in the common people. In his view, a good artist is one who can effectively represent the totality of human life. The most effective mode for this representation is literary realism, which for Lukacs reflects reality in the Marxist sense. Lukacs sees realism as the only literary mode capable of representing the totality of society by revealing through its narrative form the underlying movement of history. Marxism situates literature in its historical contexts and in its socio-economic development. Marxism describes history as the history of the conflict between classes. Foremost Marxist critics, such as Christopher Claudwell, Georg Lukacs and Walter Benjamin, see literature as refracting socio-economic reality. The function of Marxist literary criticism is to expose how works of literature represent dominant ideologies. To understand ideologies is to understand both the past and the present more deeply; and such understanding contributes to our liberation.
B. Major Concepts of Marxist Literary Theory

1. Economic Power
According to Marx, the moving force behind human history is its economic systems, for people's lives are determined by their economic circumstances. A society, he says, is shaped by its "forces of production," the methods it uses to produce the material elements of life. The economic conditions underlying the society are called material circumstances, and the ideological atmosphere they generate is known as the historical situation. This means that to explain any social or political context, any event or product, it is first necessary to understand the material and historical circumstances in which they occur. Capitalism, for example, has a two-part structure consisting of the bourgeoisie, who own property and thereby control the means of production, and the proletariat, the workers controlled by the bourgeoisie and whose labor produces their wealth.   
2. Base and Superstructure
Marx held a view that the social relations between men are bound up with the way they produce their material life. In the middle age certain productive forces had the social relations of villein to lord. It is known as feudalism. Afterwards, we see the development of new modes of productive organization. It is based on a changed set of social relations. It gave rise to the capitalist class and the proletarian class. The capitalistic class owns means of production and the proletarian class whose labour-power the capitalist buys for his own profit. In the opinion of Marx, these 'forces' and 'relations of production' form 'the economic structure of society.' The Marxist philosophy recognizes it as the economic- 'base' or 'infrastructure'. The base is the economic system on which the superstructure rests. In every period, we come across the emergence of this superstructure from the economic base. Thus, in the words of an Indian critic Mr. Seturaman, “Early Marxists used the term 'base’ to refer to the economic system prevailing in a given society at a given time and the term 'superstructure' refers to its politics, religion, art and philosophy.” Because the economic system shapes the society, the methods of production are known as the base. The social, political, and ideological systems and institutions it generates the values, art, legal processes-are known as the superstructure. Because the dominant class controls the superstructure, they are by extension able to control the members of the working classes. For Marxist critics, the economic base of society determines the interests and styles of its literature. This means that the relationship between determining base and the superstructure is the main interest for Marxist critics.
3. Class Conflict
One of the basic assumptions of Marxism is that the "forces of production," the way goods and services are produced, will, in a capitalist society, inevitably generate conflict between social classes, which are created by the way economic resources are used and who profits from them. More specifically, the struggle will take place between the bourgeoisie, who control the means of production by owning the natural and human resources, and the proletariat, who supply the labor that allows the owners to make a profit. The conflict is sometimes realized as a clash of management and labor, sometimes simply as friction between socioeconomic classes. They are two parts of a whole that struggle against each other, not just physically but also ideologically. Marx referred to this confrontation as dialectical materialism. Actually, the term includes more than class conflict, for it refers to the view that all change is the product of the struggle between opposites generated by contradictions inherent in all events, ideas, and movements. A thesis collides with its antitheses, finally reaching synthesis, which generates its own antithesis, and so on, thereby producing change.
4. Materialism versus Spirituality
According to Marx, reality is material, not spiritual. Our culture, he says, is not based on some divine essence or the Platonic forms or on contemplation of timeless abstractions. It is not our philosophical or religious beliefs that make us who we are for we are not spiritual beings but socially constructed ones. We are not products of divine design but creations of our own cultural and social circumstances. To understand ourselves, we must look to the concrete, observable world we live in day by day. The material world will show us reality. It will show us, for example, that people live in social groups, making all of our actions interrelated. By examining the relationships among socioeconomic classes and by analyzing the superstructure, we can achieve insight into ourselves and our society. For example, the critic who looks at instances of class conflict or at the institutions, entertainment, news media, legal, and other systems of a society discover how the distribution of economic power undergirds the society.
5. Ideology and Hegemony

Ideology is a term that turns up frequently in Marxist discussions. It refers to a belief system produced, according to Marxists, by the relations between the different classes in a society, classes that have come about because of the modes of production in the society. An ideology can be positive, leading to a better world for the people, or it can be negative, serving the interests of a repressive system. Hegemony, according to the Italian communist Antonio Gramsci, is the way in which those in power maintain their control. Dominant ideologies are considered hegemonic; power in society is maintained by constructing ideologies which are usually promoted by mass media. For example, the rules of the ruling class come to be seen as the norm. They are seen as universal ideologies perceived to benefit everyone while is only really benefiting the ruling class.   
6. Commodification
Some of the damage caused by the economics of capitalism, according to Marxists, is psychological. In its need to sell more goods, capitalism preys on the insecurities of consumers, who are urged to compete with others in the number and quality of their possessions: a newer car, a bigger diamond engagement ring, a second house. The result is commodification, an attitude of valuing things not for their utility (use value) but for their power to impress others (sign value) or for their resale possibilities (exchange value).
C. Essential Questions for a Marxist Reading:
1. Who are the powerful people in the text? Who are the powerless? Who receives the most attention?
2. Why do the powerful have the power? Why are the powerless without power?
3. Is there class conflict and struggle?
4. Is there alienation evident in any of the characters? If so, in whom? 
5. Who are the powerful people in the text? Who are the powerless? Who receives the most attention?
6. Why do the powerful have the power? Why are the powerless without power?
7. Is there class conflict and struggle?
8. Do the powerful in the text suppress the powerless? If yes, how? 
9. What can you infer from the setting about the distribution of wealth?
10. What does the society value? Are possessions acquired for their usefulness or their social value?

11. Is the text itself a product of the society in which it was created? How do you know?

12. Is the work consistent in its ideologies, or is there an inner conflict?

13. After reading this text, do you notice any system of oppression that you have accepted? If so, what system, and how do you think you came to accept it?

D. Major figures: Karl Marx, Terry Eagleton, Fredric Jameson, Raymond Williams, Louis Althusser, Walter Benjamin, Antonio Gramsci, Georg Lukacs, and Friedrich Engels, Theordor Adorno, Edward Ahern, Gilles Deleuze  and Felix Guattari.
F. Sample Marxist Analyses of Literary Texts
1. Marxist in Shakespeare’s Hamlet
While Hamlet might not seem to be a likely text for a strong Marxist reading given that its protagonist is a man of privilege and that the play takes place in a fictional version of 16th century Denmark, Hamlet can be interpreted through a number of different Marxist theoretical approaches. A Marxist critic might take a particular interest in the manner in which Hamlet subverts Claudius’s rule by engaging in acts of subterfuge, manipulation, and revolution in order to overcome his oppressive rule over him. A critic may also argue that Hamlet’s actions serve to demonstrate a way by which an oppressive ideological regime can be countered and overcome.

A Marxist theorist might argue that Claudius killed his brother King Hamlet in order to gain political, social, and economic power, and hence might be viewed as a figure who is corrupted by his desire for social and political power. Hamlet himself steps outside of the standards, rules, and norms established and encouraged by the ruling class that he was once a part of in order to resist its oppressive ideology. Such a critical viewpoint might serve to argue that Hamlet is at least partly about Hamlet’s own sudden separation from and realization of the ideological faults of the political structure he is or was a part of. Also, a Marxist theorist might take interest in the plays focus on characters who belong to the ruling class and the lack of “voice” given to common people in the play. 

One may argue that Shakespeare—who, himself, was born to a commoner and was himself very much a member of what we would today call the “working class” or “middle class”—is issuing an attack or critique of the oppressive and morally corrupt ideology of the ruling classes throughout Hamlet. Furthermore, a Marxist critique of Hamlet might take special interest in the famous grave digging scene of the play, and point out how Shakespeare positions the gravedigger—who is the only common or non-privileged character given a prominent voice within the narrative—as a source of wisdom capable of recognizing intrinsic truths about existence and the nature of the events that have come to pass within the story that the high-ranking and privileged characters in the play, including Hamlet himself, are unable to realize partly because of their own class positions. 
While a Marxist theorist would probably not argue that Shakespeare was himself quite a proto-Marxist, he or she might argue that in Hamlet, Shakespeare was anticipating and recognizing ideas concerning class distinctions and attitudes that were further developed by Karl Marx over 300 years later.
2. Marxist analysis of Cinderella 
Cinderella can be viewed from the Marxist criticism due to the conflicts of classes shown throughout the tale. This theory associates a close perspective between wealth and poverty. A hierarchy within the Kingdom shows the difference between the proletariat (working-class) and the bourgeoisie (upper-class). The king and the prince live in a castle while the working people live in old, run-down houses. The working class have to fend for themselves while the King lives in his castle having servants do everything for him; the king lives in riches while the working class have to work hard to survive. The higher economic status of the King controls the lower economic status of the common people which is considered hegemony. This fact is proven when the King declares every maiden of the kingdom, to come to the ball. In addition, this is proven when the King and Prince force every lady of the land to try on the shoe in order for the prince to find his love. 
People of the land are being forced into going or doing something they may not be interested in. This is the perfect example of capitalism because there is a higher power (The King) which controls the lower one. Marxism can also be applied to the class in Cinderella’s household. Hegemony can be shown in the household by Cinderella being a servant girl while her stepmother and sister are considered and treated like royalty.  She takes there orders without question and they give her nothing, including appreciation; they demand things to be done (cleaning, washing clothes, cooking, etc), and she does it. In a way, the household runs just as the kingdom does; proletariat’s work for the bourgeoisie while the bourgeoisie dictate the proletariat's life.
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