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Abstract:

Marxist criticism is one of the most
influential approaches in modern literary
theory. It studies literature in relation to
social class, economic systems, and power
relations. The present article explores the
principles of Marxist criticism and examines
how literature reflects and challenges class
structures and social inequality. Based on the
ideas of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels,
Marxist literary criticism focuses on the
relationship between literature and the
material conditions of society. This article
explains the key concepts of Marxism such as
class  struggle, ideology, base and
superstructure, and alienation, and discusses

how these concepts help readers understand
literary texts more deeply. It also analyzes
selected literary examples to demonstrate
how Marxist criticism reveals hidden
economic and social conflicts within
literature. The article argues that literature
is not created in isolation but is deeply
influenced by the social and economic
realities of its time. Through Marxist
criticism, readers can better understand how
literature  reflects  power
oppression, and resistance within society.

relations,

Keywords: Marxist criticism, class struggle,
ideology,  base  and
alienation, literature and society

Ssuperstructure,

Impact Factor : 3.979



https://www.seagulljournals.com/Default.aspx
mailto:amarsahare424@gmail.com

https://www.seagulljournals.com VOL 2, ISSUE 9 SEPT 2025 ISSN: 2584-1963

Introduction

Literature has always been closely connected with society. Writers often portray the realities of
their time through stories, poems, and plays. Literary criticism helps readers understand the deeper
meanings of these works. Among many critical approaches, Marxist criticism is particularly
important because it studies literature in relation to economic conditions and social structures.

Marxist criticism is based on the ideas of the German philosopher and economist Karl Marx and
his collaborator Friedrich Engels. Their theories about capitalism, class struggle, and social
inequality have greatly influenced many fields, including literature, sociology, and political
science. Marx believed that society is divided into different classes based on economic power.
These classes often come into conflict with each other, and this conflict shapes social institutions,
including literature.

In literary studies, Marxist criticism examines how literary texts represent class relations,
economic struggles, and social injustice. It explores how literature reflects the interests of
dominant classes and how it can also challenge systems of oppression. Marxist critics argue that
literature is not simply a product of imagination but is influenced by historical and material
conditions.

The main aim of this article is to examine how literature can be read through the lens of Marxist
criticism. It explains the major concepts of Marxist theory and demonstrates how these ideas can
be applied to literary texts. By doing so, the article highlights the importance of Marxist criticism
in understanding literature and society.

Theoretical Background of Marxist Criticism

Marxist criticism originates from the social and economic theories developed by Karl Marx in the
nineteenth century. Marx studied the structure of capitalist societies and explained how economic
systems influence human life and social relations. According to Marx, the economic system of a
society forms the foundation of all other social institutions. This economic base determines the
political, cultural, and ideological structures of society. Literature, as a cultural product, is
therefore influenced by economic conditions and class relations.

Marxist criticism in literature emerged in the twentieth century when scholars began applying
Marx’s ideas to literary analysis. Critics such as Georg Lukécs, Antonio Gramsci, and Terry
Eagleton contributed significantly to the development of Marxist literary theory. These critics
argued that literature both reflects and shapes social consciousness. It can reveal the hidden power
structures within society and expose the inequalities produced by capitalism. At the same time,
literature can also serve as a tool for social change by raising awareness about injustice and
encouraging resistance.
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Key Concepts of Marxist Criticism

Class Struggle

One of the most important ideas in Marxist theory is the concept of class struggle. Marx believed
that society is divided into different classes based on ownership of property and means of
production. In capitalist societies, the two main classes are:

1. The bourgeoisie, who own factories, businesses, and resources.

2. The proletariat, who work for wages and depend on the bourgeoisie for employment.

According to Marx, the relationship between these classes is based on exploitation. The
bourgeoisie gain profit by controlling the labour of the working class. This inequality leads to
conflict and tension between the two groups. In literature, Marxist critics analyze how class
struggle is represented in stories and characters. Many novels depict the hardships of the working
class and the privileges of the wealthy. Through such portrayals, literature reveals the economic
inequalities present in society.

Base and Superstructure
Another important concept in Marxist theory is the relationship between base and superstructure.
This idea helps explain how economic systems influence culture, social institutions, and human
thinking. According to Karl Marx, every society has an economic foundation that shapes its social,
political, and cultural life.

The base refers to the economic structure of society. It includes the means of production, such
as factories, land, machines, and raw materials, as well as the relations of production, which
involve the relationships between employers and workers. In capitalist societies, the base is
dominated by the capitalist class or bourgeoisie, who own the means of production, while the
working class or proletariat sells its labor in order to survive. The economic base therefore
determines how wealth is produced and distributed in society.

On the other hand, the superstructure consists of the institutions and cultural systems that arise
from the economic base. These include political systems, legal institutions, religion, education,
philosophy, art, and literature. The superstructure shapes people's beliefs, values, and ideas
about the world. It also plays an important role in maintaining the stability of the economic system.

Marx argued that the superstructure is largely influenced by the economic base. In other words,
the dominant ideas and cultural practices in a society often reflect the interests of the ruling class.
For example, political laws, religious teachings, and educational systems may indirectly support
the existing economic order. These institutions can make social inequality appear natural or
acceptable, thereby helping the ruling class maintain its power.

Impact Factor : 3.979



https://www.seagulljournals.com/Default.aspx

https://www.seagulljournals.com VOL 2, ISSUE 9 SEPT 2025 ISSN: 2584-1963

However, the relationship between base and superstructure is not entirely one-sided. While the
economic base strongly influences the superstructure, cultural and intellectual activities can also
affect social change. Literature, art, and philosophy sometimes question dominant ideologies and
inspire people to challenge existing power structures.

From a Marxist perspective, literature is an important part of the superstructure because it reflects
the values, conflicts, and ideologies of society. Literary texts are often shaped by the historical and
economic conditions in which they are written. Authors may consciously or unconsciously
represent the interests and perspectives of particular social classes.

Some literary works reinforce the dominant ideology of the ruling class by presenting social
hierarchies as natural or unavoidable. Such texts may glorify wealth, privilege, and authority,
thereby supporting the existing social order. In contrast, other works of literature challenge these
ideas by exposing exploitation, poverty, and injustice. These texts highlight the struggles of
marginalized groups and question the legitimacy of oppressive systems.

Therefore, Marxist critics analyze literature to understand how it reflects the relationship between
economic power and cultural expression. By examining themes, characters, and social settings in
literary works, critics can reveal how literature either supports or challenges the structures of power
within society. In this way, the concept of base and superstructure provides an important
framework for understanding the connection between literature and the broader social and
economic forces that shape human life.

Ideology

Ideology refers to the system of beliefs and values that shape how people understand the world. In
capitalist societies, dominant ideologies often justify the power and privilege of the ruling class.
Marxist critics examine how literature reflects or questions these ideologies. For example, some
texts may present wealth and social hierarchy as natural and inevitable. Others may challenge these
assumptions by portraying the struggles of marginalized groups. Through ideological analysis,
Marxist criticism reveals how literature influences readers’ perceptions of social reality.

Alienation

Alienation is another important concept in Marxist theory. Marx argued that under capitalism,
workers become alienated from their labour, their products, and even from themselves. Workers
often perform repetitive tasks without control over the final product. As a result, they feel
disconnected from their work and lose a sense of creativity and fulfilment. Literature frequently
portrays characters who experience alienation in modern industrial society. Marxist critics analyze
how such representations reflect the psychological and social effects of capitalism.
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Marxist Criticism and Literary Interpretation

Marxist criticism encourages readers to look beyond the surface of a literary text. Instead of
focusing only on themes, characters, or language, Marxist critics examine the social and economic
contexts in which literature is produced. For example, a novel written during the Industrial
Revolution may reflect the social tensions created by rapid economic change. Similarly, a poem
written during a period of political conflict may reveal the struggles of oppressed communities.

Marxist critics also analyze the class background of authors and the audiences for whom they
write. Literature often reflects the perspectives and interests of particular social groups. However,
Marxist criticism does not simply reduce literature to economic factors. Instead, it studies the
complex relationship between literature and society.

Representation of Class in Literature

Many literary works portray the lives of different social classes and the conflicts between them.
Novels, in particular, provide detailed depictions of social structures and economic realities. For
instance, nineteenth-century novels often focus on the lives of workers, factory owners, and urban
poor. These texts reveal how industrialization transformed society and created new forms of
inequality.

Through Marxist analysis, readers can see how literature exposes the hardships faced by
marginalized groups. At the same time, it shows how wealth and privilege shape the experiences
of the ruling class. Characters in literature often represent broader social forces. A wealthy landlord
may symbolize the power of the bourgeoisie, while a struggling worker may represent the
exploitation of the proletariat.

Literature as a Reflection of Society

Marxist critics argue that literature reflects the historical conditions in which it is produced. Writers
are influenced by the economic and political realities of their time.

For example, literature written during colonial periods often reflects issues of power, exploitation,
and resistance. Similarly, works produced during economic crises may highlight themes of
poverty, unemployment, and social unrest. By studying these connections, Marxist criticism helps
readers understand how literature serves as a mirror of society. However, literature does more than
simply reflect reality. It also shapes how people think about social issues. Through stories and
characters, literature can challenge dominant ideologies and inspire social change.

Literature as a Tool of Resistance

While some literary works support existing power structures, others challenge them. Marxist
criticism pays special attention to texts that expose injustice and advocate for social
transformation. Many writers use literature to criticize inequality and give voice to marginalized
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communities. Through powerful narratives, they reveal the suffering caused by exploitation and
oppression.

Such works encourage readers to question social systems and imagine more just societies. For
example, literature dealing with labour movements, peasant struggles, or urban poverty often
reflects the resistance of oppressed groups against dominant powers. Marxist critics view these
texts as important cultural expressions of social struggle.

Limitations of Marxist Criticism

Although Marxist criticism provides valuable insights into literature and society, it also has certain
limitations. One criticism is that Marxist analysis sometimes focuses too heavily on economic
factors and may overlook other aspects of literature, such as aesthetic qualities or psychological
depth. Another limitation is that not all literary works can be fully explained through class relations
alone. Issues such as gender, race, and cultural identity also play important roles in literature.
Despite these limitations, Marxist criticism remains an important approach because it highlights
the connection between literature and social power.

Relevance of Marxist Criticism in Contemporary Studies

Even in the modern world, Marxist criticism continues to play an important role in literary and
cultural studies. Although the theory was developed in the nineteenth century, its ideas remain
relevant for understanding the social and economic realities of the twenty-first century. Many
contemporary scholars use Marxist concepts to analyze issues such as globalization, capitalism,
consumer culture, and economic inequality. These issues strongly influence modern societies and
therefore also shape literary and cultural production.

In contemporary societies, economic inequality is still a major concern. The gap between the rich
and the poor has increased in many parts of the world. Large corporations and global markets
control much of the economic power, while many workers struggle with low wages,
unemployment, and insecure working conditions. Marxist criticism helps scholars examine how
these economic conditions influence literature and cultural expression. It encourages readers to
look beyond the surface of literary texts and explore the economic structures and power relations
that exist within society.

Modern literature often reflects these social tensions through themes such as migration, labor
exploitation, urban poverty, and social injustice. Many contemporary novels, poems, and plays
portray the struggles of workers, immigrants, and marginalized communities. These works
highlight the effects of globalization and capitalism on ordinary people’s lives. Through Marxist
criticism, readers can understand how these texts reveal the inequalities and conflicts present in
modern society.
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Another important aspect of contemporary Marxist criticism is its focus on cultural production. In
today’s world, culture is not only created by individual artists but is also shaped by powerful media
industries, publishing houses, and global entertainment companies. These institutions influence
what kind of literature and cultural products reach the public. Marxist critics therefore study how
economic forces affect the production, distribution, and reception of literary works.

Marxist criticism also encourages readers to question dominant ideologies that justify inequality
and social hierarchy. By examining how literature represents class relations and power structures,
critics can reveal hidden assumptions within texts. This critical approach helps readers become
more aware of the social forces that shape their beliefs and attitudes.

Furthermore, Marxist criticism has influenced many other modern theoretical approaches, such as
cultural studies, postcolonial theory, and critical sociology. These fields often combine Marxist
ideas with other perspectives to analyze complex issues like race, gender, colonialism, and
globalization.

In this way, Marxist criticism remains highly relevant in contemporary literary studies. It provides
powerful tools for understanding how literature reflects social realities and challenges systems of
power. By connecting literature with economic and political contexts, Marxist criticism helps
readers develop a deeper and more critical understanding of both literary texts and the society in
which they are produced.

Conclusion

Marxist criticism offers a powerful framework for understanding literature in relation to society.
By focusing on class relations, economic systems, and ideology, this approach reveals the social
forces that shape literary texts. The ideas of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels have provided
important tools for analyzing how literature reflects and challenges systems of power. Concepts
such as class struggle, base and superstructure, ideology, and alienation help readers uncover the
deeper meanings within literary works. Through Marxist criticism, literature becomes more than
a form of artistic expression. It becomes a reflection of social realities and a platform for
questioning injustice. Although Marxist criticism has certain limitations, it remains a valuable
approach in literary studies. By examining the connections between literature and economic
structures, Marxist criticism encourages readers to engage critically with both texts and society. In
this way, reading literature through Marxist criticism helps us better understand not only literary
works but also the social world in which they are created.
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