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Presentation on Marxist Cultural Theory and its applications and problems

First, we are going to briefly look at Marxist perspective. Our focus in that is the late 19th and early 20th century, and we are going have our emphases on Marxist Ideology, classical, traditional Marxism, as Karl Marx’s version is generally referred to in order to separate it from the later 20th century developments.
Then we are going to look into Marxist Cultural (literary) theories highlighting the fact that they tend to focus in class distinction and social and political meaning of literature rather than its aesthetic values as a first principle.
We will also discuss how Marxist theorists tend to have a strong bias towards the working classes and favour authors who they consider to be progressive because they challenge the capitalistic economic structures.
Marxist paradigm and its influence in, not only literature but all culture, as it promotes the understanding between economic production, power and the consequences thereby will be considered. Function of literature as an ideological tool for greater awareness and for progressive change will be touched upon including dangers that history has shown us many times.
The limitations of only applying Marxist Cultural Theory as a tool for interpretation is going to be reflected on in this short presentation. We are going to include the later developments of Marxist Cultural Theories and the problems of strong Ideological bias when aiming in more objective and scientific interpretation, even if from a specific angle.  The importance of Psychoanalysis as an adjunct instrument for being able to appreciate the individual influence rather than only the socio-political and historical context is considered.
The poem “Easter 1916” from W.B Yeats is used as an example to demonstrate the usage of these theories.

Marxist perspective
Marx used a metaphor of a building to illustrate how the economic structure of the state was built. The foundation of this building was the economic base, and the political and legal aspects constituted the upper floors built on that economic base. According Marxist approach economy is governing all the other aspects of society.
  
 (https://revisesociology.com/2016/04/10/the-marxist-perspective-on-society/
1.“Under Capitalism, there are two basic classes- The Bourgeois and The Proletariat

2. The relationship between these two classes is exploitative because the amount of money the employer pays the worker is less than the total value of goods that worker produces. The difference between the two is called surplus value. Marx thus says that the capitalist extracts surplus value from the worker. To Marx, Profit is basically the accumulated exploitation of workers in capitalist society.
3. Control of the Economic Base means control of the superstructure According to Marx those who have economic power control all other institutions. During Marx’s day, there was some evidence to suggest this was true – Voting was restricted to men with property; Press Barons used their papers to spread propaganda; and only the children of the wealthy could get to university.
4. The Bourgeois use their control of institutions to keep the masses ignorant of their exploitation – this is known as ideological control. According to Marx this was mainly done through the Mass Media and Religion. Ideological control results in False Consciousness – individuals not being aware (conscious) of their true class position or their exploitation by the ruling class. They are in a state of illusion.
5. Capitalism causes alienation- Under Capitalism the worker becomes alienated from the process of production, from the people he works with and from the products they produce. This is because he lacks control over his work and becomes a ‘machine’, and thus work appears as ‘alien’ to him.
6. Marx’s ideas on Capitalism and social change – Competition leads to increasing levels of exploitation – Marx argued that the Capitalism had within it the seeds of its own destruction – it would eventually create the social conditions that would lead to its downfall. In order to stay competitive, Capitalists would have to sell goods at lower prices, which would mean reduced profit. This would then encourage Capitalists to seek to reduce wages and increase efficiency– making the working conditions of the proletariat ever worse. Marx theorised that increasing numbers of increasingly exploited proletarians crammed into ever expanding cities (where factories were based) would eventually lead to a violent revolution – in which the proletariat would throw off their oppressors.
7. Revolution and Communism – Marx argued that following the overthrow of the Bourgeois – society would eventually organise itself along Communist lines – where the means of production are collectively owned (no private property) and everyone has equal wealth. Marx was vague about exactly what the Communist society would look like but argued that in this society ‘each would give according to their ability and take according to their needs’ and that there would be a lot more free time for all.
8. The point of ‘Social Research’ according to Marx – Marx spent the last decade of his life sitting in the British Library analysing how Capitalism worked and discovered that over time, the degree of exploitation of workers increased. He thus theorised that Capitalism would gradually lead to an increasing amount human misery and exploitation and that it must, one day come to an end.”)

Marxist approach sees the economy as the determining and dominant influence on all the other aspects of society and culture.



Marxist Cultural Theory (a short explanation only)
Marxist literary critiques tend to approach all literature as a product of ideology, and they see the reflective relationship between the ideology of the society and the author but tend to ignore individual psychological aspects. Marxist cultural theorists tend to highly emphasise the economical and material aspects as a context for arising of art or literary work. In that sense, it is a form of historical approach.
Marxist Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis were completely separated until the latter part of 20th century. One problem has been that Marxists see psychoanalysis as a product of bourgeois society. It was seen as a sign of decadent society to place any importance to mental and psychological aspects of an individual’s struggle.
Marxism is later seen as naïve from structuralist perspective since it assumes that there is a historical/socio-political objective view and takes that assumption as bases of its interpretation and literary analyses. Later, in 20th century there is a development of a variety of Marxist approaches as a result of meeting and mixing between Marxist Cultural Theory and Structuralism/Poststructuralism



Ideology and the alienation from one’s self
Louis Althusser is a Marxist theorist that revisited Marx’s metaphor of a building structure and develops further aspects from that image. This later includes also education and culture.
He sees how ideology in education is used to maintain the power and statue queue of the State. Ideology perpetuates the ways society relates to State and conceals the contradictions and maintains the system. It creates a narrative to cover or justify contradictions in society. Ideology becomes a tool for maintaining an existing system and stopping rebellion.
Foucault, another Marxist Theorist worth mentioning here, would argue that there are many seats of power, not only one. He demonstrates the power of language and how language influences us all the time without us being aware of it. Our access to the world is through language.
It is suggested that Foucault was strongly influenced by developments of structuralism in the mid-20th century.
Terry Eagleton is our next Marxist Cultural Theorist and more attentive to material aspects of reality and therefore may be more of a traditional Marxist theorist than Foucault. He is recognized for his ability to synthesise different strands of theoretical approaches.
Here we will largely refer to Eagleton in our attempt to use Marxist Cultural Theory when interpretation two poems from W.B Yeats: First “Easter 1916” and secondly in our attempt to use both, Marxist approach and psychoanalysis “The Circus Animal’s Desertation”











[bookmark: _Hlk504665109]Analysis of  Easter 1916 W B Yeats
We can look at this poem strictly in its historical and socio-political context, but that would give us access only to a certain level of appreciation about the poem. When we also focus on a writer of the Easter 1916, W.B Yeats who was known to be politically quite ambivalent, we gain another angle from where to appreciate this famous poem. 
Nature of Yeats’s internal struggle was more spiritual, and he had a great fascination towards the mythical and romantic. He was wrestling with constant contradictions but was also aware of them and skillfully used them in his writing. Therefore Easter 1916 is an excellent poem to employ both Cultural Marxist Theory and Psychoanalysis
The Irish rebellion and rising against the British authorities took place in Easter 1916. The rising was started by Irish republicans to end British rule in Ireland and establish an independent Irish republic. The British Army completely overpowered and crushed the rebellion, and most of the leaders of the Rising were executed.
The names referred to in the poem were men who were executed for their role in the rising. An interesting notation is that only three years earlier Yeats criticized with anger the Irish bourgeois for their self-interest and absence of vision, declaring the ‘Romantic Ireland’s to be dead and gone’.  The recurrence of ‘polite meaningless words’ illustrates Yeats’s  trivialising tone. Yeats also refers the run-up to the Rising as a ‘casual comedy’. He perceives them as part of the bourgeoisie, and he is not hiding that he did not take them too seriously. They come from counter or desk. 
Yeats portrayals the martyrs of the rising  by naming them in the second stanza are vivid; the poem also reflects upon the nature of sacrifice and how it can transform something mundane and insignificant to something mythical and significant .The enigmatic ‘terrible beauty’ focuses on difficulties that have been endured, the horror and the pain of what happened but also what is to come /or yet to be born. 
Yeats almost warns against that the long  sacrifice the Irish people made can make them stone-hearted; life has a constant movement but sacrifice that is too high, too long lasting can freeze a person, arrest them and like a stone there is no longer movement.
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Paul Michell Seminar 6, Critical and Cultural Theory. Marxist Cultural Theory, Ideology and Psychoanalysis.
Paul Michell Lecture 6,  Critical and Cultural Theory. Marxist Cultural Theory, Ideology and Psychoanalysis.
Handouts by Peter Mitchell
Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology. A study in Marxist Literary Theory.
Terry Eagleton, History and myth in Easter 1916.
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Handout in class for the presentation.
Easter 1916
by W. B. Yeats  
I have met them at close of day
Coming with vivid faces
From counter or desk among grey
Eighteenth-century houses.
I have passed with a nod of the head
Or polite meaningless words,
Or have lingered awhile and said
Polite meaningless words,
And thought before I had done
Of a mocking tale or a gibe
To please a companion
Around the fire at the club,
Being certain that they and I
But lived where motley is worn:
All changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.
That woman’s days were spent
In ignorant good-will,
Her nights in argument
Until her voice grew shrill.
What voice more sweet than hers
When, young and beautiful,
She rode to harriers?
This man had kept a school
And rode our wingèd horse;
This other his helper and friend
Was coming into his force;
He might have won fame in the end,
So sensitive his nature seemed,
So daring and sweet his thought.
This other man I had dreamed
A drunken, vainglorious lout.
He had done most bitter wrong
To some who are near my heart,
Yet I number him in the song;
He, too, has resigned his part
In the casual comedy;
He, too, has been changed in his turn,
Transformed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.
Hearts with one purpose alone
Through summer and winter seem
Enchanted to a stone
To trouble the living stream.
The horse that comes from the road,
The rider, the birds that range
From cloud to tumbling cloud,
Minute by minute they change;
A shadow of cloud on the stream
Changes minute by minute;
A horse-hoof slides on the brim,
And a horse plashes within it;
The long-legged moor-hens dive,
And hens to moor-cocks call;
Minute by minute they live;
The stone’s in the midst of all.


Too long a sacrifice
Can make a stone of the heart.
O when may it suffice?
That is Heaven’s part, our part
To murmur name upon name,
As a mother names her child
When sleep at last has come
On limbs that had run wild.
What is it but nightfall?
No, no, not night but death;
Was it needless death after all?
For England may keep faith
For all that is done and said.
We know their dream; enough
To know they dreamed and are dead;
And what if excess of love
Bewildered them till they died?
I write it out in a verse —
MacDonagh and MacBride
And Connolly and Pearse
Now and in time to be,
Wherever green is worn,
Are changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

(25 September 1916)
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