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Marxist criticism

Students new to the study of critical theory often ask why we study Marxist criti-
cism now that the Communist Bloc in Europe has failed, thereby proving that
Marxism is not a viable theory. In addition to ignoring the existence of China,
among other communist countries, such a question overlooks two important
facts. First, beyond some relatively small and relatively short-lived communes,
there has never been, as far as we know, a true Marxist society on the face of
the earth. Communist societies, though they claim to be based on the principles
developed by Karl Marx (1818-1883), have been, in reality, oligarchies in which
a small group of leaders controls the money and the guns and forces its poli-

cies on a population kept in line through physical intimidation. Second, even

if communist countries were true Marxist societies and even if all of them had

failed, Marxist theory would still give us a meaningful way to understand his-

tory and current events. Indeed, one could use Marxism to interpret the failure

of Marxist regimes. However, before we can attempt a Marxist interpretation of

such political events, or of events of any kind, we must first, of course, under-

stand Marxist theory.

The fundamental premises of Marxism

What exactly is Marxist theory? Let’s begin to answer that question by answer-
ing another: what would Marxist critics say about the preceding chapter on psy-
choanalytic criticism? They would say that, by focusing our attention on the’
individual psyche and its roots in _the family complex, psychoanalysis distracts )
our atténtion from the real forces that create human experience: the economic -
SyStems that Structure fiamon societies. Tndeed, Marxist eritics would have the
mcolnmin[, more or lcss, about all the other theories discussed in this book.
Ifa theory does not foreground the economic realities of human culture, then
it misunderstands human culture. For Marxism, getting and keeping-Sconomic

POWET Ts the motive behind all social and political agtiv including education,
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Human behavior, the commodity, and the family

Although the Larer works of Kard Mark focus on economics, ot the workings of
society as o whole, rather than on the indwidual, i is amportant o remember
that he began as a student of hurmin behavior— we might even say a sooial pry-
chologrisg——in his own right, For example, his concern over the rise of induostrial-
isnt in the mid-nineteenth century was a concern for the effects of factory work
on ped iple who were forced to sell their Tabor to the industries that were replac-
ing independent artisans and farmers. Because factory workers produced such
large quantivies of products, none of which bore their names or any other mark
of their individual contriburions, Marx observed thar they became disassociated
not only from the products they produced but trom their own Labor as well, and
he noted the debilivating ettects of what he called aleenated labor on the faborer
and on the society as # whole.

imilarly, Marx’s concern over the rise of a capitalist economy was a concern
for the eftects of capitalism on human values. In a capitabist economic system,
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Marxist criticism
our primary mode of relating o the world around us. What could be betrer
for a capitalist economy than for its members to be unable to “feel good about
themselves” unless they acquire a fashionable *look” that can be maintained
only by the continual purchase of new clothing, new cosmetic products, and
new cosmetic services! In other words, in economic terms, it's in capitalism's
hest interests to promote whatever personal insecurities will motivate us to buy
consumer goods. (Are my teeth not white enough? Should my hair be blonder?
Should my muscles bulge more! Is my brearh fresh enough?) And because the
kinds of personal insecurities that make us buy consumer products are produced
by comparing ourselves with other people (Are my teerh as white as his? Is my
hair as blond as hers?), competition is promoted not just among companies who
want to sell products but among people who feel they must “sell” themselves in
order to be popular or successtul.

Capitalism’s constant need for new markets in which o sell goods and for new
sources of raw materials from which o make gonds is also responsible for the
spread of onperialism: the milary, economic, andfor cultural domination of one
pation by anather for the inancial beneht of the dominating nation wirh lisle
or no concern for the welfure of the dominared. Spain’s rule of Mexico, Eng:
Jand's dominarion of India, |‘n‘|wuln’n tk]v't wtaation of the Ce g region of Africa,
and LS. effores o subordimare nanve populations i Nogeh, Central, and Seoah
Anerica are but a few examples of imperialist activities, When the imnperialise
nation estshlishes communities in an “underdeveloped” country, rhose commus-
nities are cilled colimies, as were the Amwenican Colomies before the Amernican
Faevidution, and it uses these cologmes to exeend its cconomic interests, For the
mative of sl imperialisg endeavor, o mner whon positive infloence the con-
cpierivag niation <Lt vo Feave on b Jocah puopnabiion; is econmnnic g for 1k
“imotheer coupry”
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A Marxist reading, in contrast, woukd focus on the ways in which the prychologi-
cal problems listed above are produced by the imaserialfhisionical realivies wirlin
which the tamily operates: the ideology of the American dream that ells Willy
his seltaworth s earned only by economic seccess and thiat keeps bim looking up
to his predatory brother Beng the sampant conmmerisnn thi keeps the Lomans
buying on credi whint they c’t wford, the competitiveness of the business
world that puts Wally back on straight comumission work after thirty years of
employment with the same firm; the exploitarive patential of a sociocconomic
system that doesn't require all companies 1o provide adequate pension coverage
for their employees; and the ideology of “survival-of-the-irtest™ copitalism rhiv
allows Howard to fire Willy wirh no concern for the Lter’s dereriorating mental
condition. The central scene tor such an interpretation would he thae in which
Howard (after displaying signs of his own economic success) fires Willy, telling
him to turn to his sons for inancial help.

Clearly, if a Marxist critic uses a psychoanalyric concept, it is used in service ofa
Marxist interpretation. For example, Willy's denial of reality, and the regressive

-inations that accompany ir, would be viewed as evidence of the Amasicoge v




Mot crifics™

66 ) ' .
§ these concepts to the realm of literary interpret
ond these e
- s view of Literature 1N general.

S

ation, |
Before We € Yy
- ap Marxis
a look at M s s s
! lirerarure Joes not exist in SOME ”mdc}s‘ ‘J(‘Sl‘henc re
arxism, HIek or, like ¢ < . 5
For M o ey contemplated. Rather like all.gulmml ANy in
obyject 3‘ Sf {he socioeconomic and hence ideclogical conditiong of th N,
iy It ¢ = i
is j prl. u  dhuch it was woEen, whether or not the author '“‘k‘nglme It
ace 1 e st ol S "
:’: :1-:: human beings are themselves products of their soc KeConom;e ‘mJ‘ N
AU G B & 7% d
- environmient, it is ;L\\(IHK’J that authors cannot hc]l\ }\U[ Cre ide.
L

.l]m

alogt ! o
that embody WJeology in some form. "
The fact that literature grows out ot and reflects real material/historic ) Condinp,

ties of interest o Marast critics: (1) the |
eTary
Vorg

y or (2

invite the reader to cniticize the deologies it represents. Many texes d‘f l:;‘hm:!h
s not merely the content of a literary work—the “action” or the ‘ht'n\t;;hrj
carries wkeology, but the form as well or, as most Marxists would argue, the
prmanly. Realism, narurahism, surrealism, symbolism, romanticism, nh\lcm::
;\wemh\if;-mhm. tragedy, comedy, satire, interior monologue, stream of CONsCiows-
ness, and other genres and literary devices are the means by which torm is cong
tuted. It content 1s the “what” ot literature, then torm 1s the “how.” '

creats at least two possibl
muche tend to reintorce 10 the reader the Wevlogies 1t embodies

Realsm, for example, gives us characters and plot as if we were looking through
a window onto an actual scene taking plice betore our eyes, Our Amcma:\l&;
drawn not 10 the nature of the words on the page but to the action those words
convey. Indeed. we frequently foeget about the we rds we're rn:.ldu;g and the way
we “get lost” in the story. Part of the reason we
guage and structure, the form, is because the action rep-
as we relate 1o the l-[:»,::\:: 'f"r:”-;“' ‘WWIMC o oo s 4 B A
behievahle, much hike pe ple w; ::,l.,':,n 965, S che fhdmcwﬁ * p
€onteast, a good deal of pestanedern zmw' o we get “pulled into” the story. In
literiture of any kind) 15 wryreen “ f' iterature (and nonrealisric, cxr‘t‘”m"m'?l

enimna (Lurm'hu:,}, surreal -,fy'c rhat seems to dety

our Un\l('h[ i l x
aNdIng and serye s
¢ ](»Lhrlr.k[ CTVES 1, Jn-r.mu‘ OF estrange us fre om the parranved

the narrative 1 structured 4
don't notice the fan,
resented 1s ordered |

I8 1L POrtrys,

Fur S0
me Mary
ArXIsts, e
clearly | S ealism gy rhe hest f, ¢ ause it
M accurarely repr T for Marxisr purposes hecause
e

Uities ; ents the re: "
t A0 e il conppy e real workd, wirh, all ity socoeconomic ned
Aths aboug g 12 Mictions, and ey - unhapey
, Mater R wenitages readers to see the un

are b Storical realy ‘

Vo tor whether o not aathors mu'ﬂJ i they

SO e
Beuines anid jdeological contradicm®

OO

, ely represe
ave beep 111 Present phe ...
sble rh\ nehingd ¢, eject ©real world Morcisr fans of realist ot ofte?
©AOEY of gy nrealitc, experimen W Bt ion for heing mace”
ST . Wy 1ol

CES and por b g
r being tog, exclusvely concerned with €

.

Marxist criticism 67

inner workings of an individual mind rather than with the individual’s relation-
ship to society. However, many Marxists value nonrealistic, experimental fiction
because the fragmentation of experience it represents and the estrangement the
reader often experiences constitute a critique of the fragmented world and the
alienated human beings produced by capitalism in today’s world.

To see how form affects our understanding of content (or how form is a kind of
content), let’s take another brief look at Death of a Salesman. As we have seen,
the play has a strong Marxist component in that it invites us to condemn the
capitalist exploitation Willy sutfers at the hands of his employer, and it shows us
the contradictions inherent in capitalist ideology, which promotes the interests
of big business at the expense of the “little man™ who has “bought into” capi-
talist values. However, tor many Marxists, this anticapitalist theme is severely
undermined by the fact thac the play is written in the form of a tragedy. You
will recall thar tragedy portrays the ruin of an individual human being due
to some character flaw—usually hubris, or excessive pride—in that individual's
personal makeup. The tragic torm of Death of a Salesman thus encourages us to
focus primarily on the character flaws in Willy as an individual rather than on
the society that helped produce those flaws, and we are thus led to overlook the
negative influence of the capitalist ideology that is, at bottom, responsible for all
the action in the play.
Although Marxists have long disagreed about what kinds of works are most
useful in promoting social awareness and positive political change, many today
believe that even those literary works that reintorce capitalist, imperialist, or
other classist values are useful in that they can show us how these ideologies
work to seduce or coerce us into collusion with their repressive ideological agen-
das. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1813), for example, mav be said to reintorce
classist values to the exrent that it portrays thase born into the upper class—tfor
example, Alphonse Frankenstein, Flizabeth Lavenza, and the De Laceys—as
morally and intellectually superior to those below them on the social scale.
Characters at the bortom of the social ladder, on the other hand, are often
depicred as rude, insensitive, and easily incensed to mob behavior. In contrast,
Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eve (I970) undermines classist values by itlustrating
the injustices suttered under the class system imposed by American capitalism
in the carly 1940s. In addinon, by revealing the ways in which rehgion and
escapist movies haem the poor by encouraging them o ynore the harsh realities
of their hives, rather than onganize politically and hght collectively for thear fair
share of the pre, this novel can be saud to have a Marxist agenda.
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