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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. Definition
Marxist theory is drawn from the economic, social, and political theories of the late 19th century scholars Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. In general terms, Marxist theory can be described as mainly an “economic” approach to interpreting literary texts. Marxist theorists often examine literary texts with a critical eye toward their various economic, ideological and social contexts, suggestions, and assertions. Marxist theorists tend to focus their interpretations on considering how literary texts depict class oppression and strife and social inequality and, in turn, serve to criticize elements of capitalistic Western life. Marxist theorists often take an interest in how social class, political and other ideological positions, economic and social conditions influence the production of literary works.
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 argued that every aspect of the world that we live in – including our minds and the way that we look at the world – is determined by the socio-economic conditions in which we live. He called those socio-economic conditions (e.g. whether we happen to live in feudal, capitalist or communist society) the Base of a society and he believed that the Base determines every other aspect of a society – education, law, religion, politics, philosophy, art, literature and our consciousness. He called all these other aspects of our society the Superstructure and his point can be summed up by the phrase that the Base determines the Superstructure. Naturally the schools we go to and the books we read then go on to support and reinforce the base on which they rest. In America, for example, the capitalists exploit the working classes, determining for them their salaries and their working conditions, among a host of other elements of their lives. From this base, maintains Marx, arises the superstructure — a multitude of social and legal institutions political and educational systems, religious beliefs, values, and a body of art and literature that one social class such as capitalists in America uses to keep the working class in check.
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. 
3. Revolution
The continuing conflict between the classes will lead to upheaval and revolution by oppressed peoples and form the groundwork for a new order of society and economics where capitalism is abolished. According to Marx, the revolution will be led by the working class (others think peasants will lead the uprising) under the guidance of intellectuals. Once the elite and middle class are overthrown, the intellectuals will compose an equal society where everyone owns everything.
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. Dialectical materialism, according to Friedrich Engels, argues that political and historical events are due to the conflict of social forces caused by man’s material needs.
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 and Reification
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). Another relevant Marxist term is Reification, which is an insight into human behaviour that involves damaging effects of capitalism on human psychology and related to alienation. Reification describes the practice of equating human relationships in terms of relations among things.
7. Individualism and collectivism
According to Lois Tyson, Individualism hold’s that the individual is the primary unit of reality and the ultimate standard of value. This view does not deny that societies exist or that people benefit from living in them, but it sees society as a collection of individuals, not something over and above them. Collectivism holds that the group, i.e. the nation, the community, the proletariat, the race, etc., is the primary unit of reality and the ultimate standard of value. But ultimately, collectivism holds that one’s identity is determined by the group and that one’s identity is constituted essentially of relationships with others.
 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. Do the powerful in the text suppress the powerless? If yes, how? 
6. What can you infer from the setting about the distribution of wealth?

7. What does the society value? Are possessions acquired for their usefulness or their social value?

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

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

10. 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?
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