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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. Marxism and Literature

For literary study, Marxism is important not simply because it asks us to examine the class politics of the novels we read, but also because it situates literature within this class politics. For Marxist critics, literature cannot be removed not only from the economic circumstances of production, but also from the social contexts shaped by this production. For Marxism, it is impossible for literature to fully step outside of the contexts of its production.
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
So what does this material reality look like from a Marxist point of view? Marxists see society as a combination of what they call the base and the superstructure. The base is the material means of production, and the superstructure is the cultural world surrounding it: art, literature, philosophy, religion and law. For Marxists, there is a strong connection between base and superstructure, so that the cultural world is determined by the economic base. This means that at the centre of all artistic expression, driving its nature and purpose, is the economic system. Marxists call this economic determinism. Because Marx argues that the base and superstructure are interwoven with each other, it becomes impossible to think of literature outside of the economic realities of its production.
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3. Classism

Classism is the belief that our value as human beings is directly related to the social class to which we belong: the higher our social class, the higher our natural, or inborn superiority. Marxist theory, in contrast, rejects the idea that the social class into which we are born determines our superiority or inferiority as human beings. All our class standing determines is whether we’ll be socially advantaged or disadvantaged. In other words, Marxist theory considers classism unfair and unwise because it grants privileges to a small segment of the population and withholds privileges from a large segment of the population without regard for individual merit. And unfortunately, classist ideology is hard to defeat.

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. 
4. 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.
5. Materialism versus Spirituality
According to Marx, reality is material, not spiritual. Marxist theory observes that religion generally plays a role in oppressing the poor. It is not our philosophical or religious beliefs that make us who we are for we are not spiritual beings but socially constructed ones. One of the best-known Marxist sayings is that “religion is the opiate of the masses.” This means that religion acts as a kind of drug that keeps poor people quiet. Belief in God is not the issue here. Rather, the issue is what is done in the name of organized religion to keep the poor oppressed. For example, white plantation owners in the pre-Civil-War American South used the Bible to justify slavery. And religious belief has long been used to keep poor people satisfied in the knowledge that they will get their reward in heaven, thus keeping the poor from rebelling against those who oppress them. 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.
6. Ideology 
It is in this context that texts become relevant to wider power structures, or what Marxists call ideologies. For Marxists, ideology is a set of ideas held by the elite, which they use power to maintain. This in turn keeps them in a position of economic dominance. Ideology is presented by the state as natural – for this reason, we do not go around thinking that we are being ideologically controlled. The idea of ideology was developed by the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser (1918–90) in his 1970 essay “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)”. In this work, Althusser extends the Marxist idea of ideology to consider in more detail precisely how ideologies are reproduced. He suggests that this takes place through the work of two separate forces. First, what he calls the repressive state apparatuses are those government structures, such as the police, law courts and military, which enforce rule either through violence or coercion (the threat of violence). These can be distinguished from the ideological state apparatuses, which exist outside of official government structures in schools, religious institutions and family. Here, there is no threat of violence, but rather a fear of being socially rejected or ridiculed. Ideology speaks to the individual and gives them recognition – what Althusser calls interpellation. We can think about this in terms of a schoolteacher calling us by name, or receiving a blessing at a religious ceremony. These activities recognize us as individuals and make us feel secure. Because therefore state apparatuses are involved in the subject’s sense of self, the idea of resisting them is unattractive.

7. Hegemony
What Althusser calls the state apparatus describes the transmission of ideology not through force, but rather through consent. Another way to think of this is through the Marxist concept of hegemony developed by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937): the idea that the state controls its population through coercion rather than violence, through the operation of religion, the family, education and culture. In hegemony, people are often not aware they are being controlled – rather they are manipulated by the social structures they are part of. Literature, like all other creative forms, is formed in relation to ideology, and can serve hegemony. Unlike religion, philosophy, politics and legal discourses, however, the arts are given a special place by Marx as being capable of working both for and against ideological systems. Their unique nature, their creative power, means they hold a radical potential not seen in more explicitly institutional structures.

8. Commodification 
A commodity is anything that has a price tag. Because capitalism defines everything in terms of its monetary worth, it encourages commodification. That is, it encourages us to relate to things and people as commodities. We commodify something when we relate to it in terms of how much money it is worth, or put another way, how much money it can be exchanged for (its exchange value). When we buy something with a high price tag, we acquire social status, so we also commodify something when we relate to it in terms of the social status its ownership gives us (its sign value). 
9. Reification: 
Reification is often used to describe the way in which people are turned into commodities useful in market exchange. For example, some would argue that the media's obsession with tragedy (e.g. the deaths of Jon Benet Ramsay, Diana, JFK Jr., and the murders at Columbine High School in Colorado) make commodities out of grieving people. The media expresses sympathy but economically thrives on these events through ratings boost.

10. Individualism vs. 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. What do Marxist literary critics do with texts?
They explore ways in which the text reveals ideological oppression of a dominant economic class over subordinate classes. In order to do this a Marxist might ask the following questions:

1. Does the text reflect or resist a dominant ideology? Does it do both?

2. Does the main character in a narrative affirm or resist bourgeosie values?

3. Whose story gets told in the text? Are lower economic groups ignored or devalued?

4. Are values that support the dominant economic group given privilege? This can happen tacitly, in the way in which values are taken to be self-evident.

They look at the conditions of production for the work of art. For example, they ask

5. What were the economic conditions for publication of a work?

6. Who was the audience? What does the text suggest about the values of this audience?
B. Conclusion
For Marxism, literature does not exist in some timeless, aesthetic realm as an object to be passively contemplated. Rather, like all cultural manifestations, it is a product of the socioeconomic and hence ideological conditions of the time and place in which it was written, whether or not the author intended it so. Because human beings are themselves products of their socioeconomic and ideological environment, it is assumed that authors cannot help but create works that embody ideology in some form.[image: image2.png]
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