

The Marxist Approach and Devil on the Cross
Introduction

In this note, we will discuss the Marxist Approach to literary Criticism. This note will primarily focus on the Marxist theories and will not discuss the different brands of Marxism. The note will focus on the basics of the Marxist Approach in literary Criticism. 

By the end of this note, you are expected to have the basics of the Marxist Approach with specific reference to the following

1. Karl Marx and His Philosophical/Scientific Views
2. Literature and History 

3. The Base and the Superstructure
4. Class struggle

5. Ideology and Literature

6. Form and Content

7. Ideology, Form and Content

8. Typicality

9. The Writer and Commitment

10. Consciousness

11. Introduction to Ngugi

12. Devil on the Cross

1.
Karl Marx

His Life

Karl Marx was born Karl Heinrich Mark on the 5th of March 1818 in Trier in the Rhine Province of Germany. He was given a Christian baptism when he was 6 years old. He was born of Jewish parents who converted to Christianity probably due to the anti-Jewish laws in Germany at the time. His parents originated from a genealogy of rabbis. His father was a lawyer.

Marx got his first education from 1830 to 1835. In 1836, he enrolled to study law and philosophy at the Universities in Bonn and Berlin before writing his PhD thesis in Philosophy which he presented at the University of Jena in the April of 1841.

Marx had hoped to have an academic job but could not because he got involved with a group of radical thinkers. This made him opt for a journalism job. His interests shifted to political and social issues and was greatly influenced by Hegel, another Philosopher. He worked for a newspaper “The Rheinische Zeitung” before moving to Colone, where he became Chief Editor. In 1843, Marx moved to Paris as censorship made his work very difficult in Germany.

Marx was expelled from France in 1845. He moved to Brussels where he was joined by Engels. In 1849, he moved his family to London where he got a ticket to read from the Museum and Marx began his studies in Economics. He was especially interested in components of Capital, Labour as in wage labour, production, ownership and the theory of profit. 

He was arrested by the fascist elements and executed in 1943 by the Italian forces during the occupation of Greece.

Marx’s Philosophical/Scientific Views

It was in Berlin that Marx was introduced to Hegel’s philosophy which was to have a big influence on his views. Hegel’s views referred to as Hegelian philosophy attempted society and the injustices that arose as a result of the massive industrialisation that was taking place in most European countries notably in Germany, France and the United Kingdome. The Hegel’s philosophy also referred to as Hegelian dialectic materialism postulated that human experiences were a product of how the mind perceived reality; that reality was a product of the mind. Hegel also acknowledged the influence of religion on how an individual viewed the world. His conclusion was that religion led to the alienation of individuals and was the cause of all social evils. Marx moved away from this idealistic view and emphasised on the importance of the material world. He argued that it was the concreate material world that determined or shaped the structure of society and how humans or society operates; from the economy to politics. Marx felt that philosophical ideas should not only aim at interpreting society as it exists but needs go further and effect change on how society operated. 

Dialectical materialism has been linked to Marx’s Historical materialism. Dialectical materialism argues that what is primary in the world of existence is matter and that thought is a product from matter; that matter exists before thought can be formulated. This view acknowledges the existence of matter outside individual and independent of thought or of how the mind perceives the material existence. Marx insisted that dialectics should concern itself with the material world of production and its related economic activities.
 Most of his writings are about the modes of production and how society is organised. Marx has studied human history and how humans interact with nature and how human systems of organisation work. He argues that with the increase in human population there is a corresponding change in its structure; be it economic, social or/and political. This leads to change from quantitative to qualitative change.

2.
Literature and History

Marxists contend that history is all about society and its struggles in its quest for survival. That society is structured in order for it to be productive. In this structure, society is composed of classes of the rich and the poor, the worker and the owner of industry. Marxists argue that there is usually a struggle between the worker and the owner of industry. The worker will always struggle or fight for better salaries and conditions of service while the employer or owner of industry will strive to keep his production costs at the barest minimum. This is what the Marxists refer to as class struggle, between the haves [the rich] and the have nots [the poor]. Marxists argue that a good work of literature should reflect these social struggles which form a part of history as they believe that the structure of history and that of society is dialectical
. Literature is expected to reflect the socio-economic relations of a given society and help advance the course of the proletariat in bettering their circumstances. 
The relationship between the two classes is dependent on the economic activities that they engage in. This is considering the fact that the rich tend to own land, machinery, and the means of production while the poor are the workers who produce wealth.

Marxists postulate that literature must reflect the struggles of society. A Marxist reading of a text will focus on, among other aspects, the class struggles of a given society. The struggle between the worker and the industrial owner. It is understood in Marxist literature that literature exists in its historical context with its own reality and that literature is not merely a mental process but part of society and history. Literature, thus, must not only depict a time and place in history but also inspire change for the future. Literature is expected to dramatize this reality, this conflict and this future change it seeks to see in its literature.

Marxism has a concept that is known as Historical Materialism. Historical Materialism also known as Materialist Conception of History studies the development of human society over a period of time using history. The Materialist Conception of History argues that the development of human society is determined by the material conditions and not ideals
 as postulated by religion. The concept argues further that human ideals are a product of matter and that reality is a product of matter. In other words, matter influences how reality is perceived. The argument here is that it is the material conditions and the structure of their mode of production that influence the development and structure of human society. This is what is at times referred to as Scientific Socialism as this mode of analysis is considered scientific and not philosophical. And it follows that Marxists believe that Historical Materialism is a scientific approach to the study of the history of human development.
 They believe that matter is the most important element of nature and is the determinant of human and societal development and history.
Human ideals like Human Rights as we know them today are a product of matter. This view is in contrast with the views of the idealists like the Hegelian Dialectics who contend that human consciousness creates reality.

The implication of Historical Materialism is that change and development of human society are seen to be determined by matter in the way society organises its means of production and the control of these means of production of the basic necessities of life. Consequently, society is seen as organised in the form of classes. That the history of society is the history of the struggle of these classes, the owners of the means of production and the workers in the production centres. These classes represent the ruling and the oppressed classes, who can be seen as the exploiting and the exploited classes of society. Marx [1859] postulates that the prevailing economic system of production of life’s necessities determine the way that society is organised, be it economic, social or political.
 
3.
The Base and the Superstructure

Marx categories society in two categories; the Base and the superstructure.

The Base has the material forces of production and the relations of production. The material forces of production include the means of production [like land, machinery and capital], the worker otherwise called the Proletariat and the owner of the means of production also called the capitalist or the Bourgeoisie. The Proletariat and the Bourgeoisie in society are continually engaged in a relationship which is determined by ones’ role in the economic structure. The Bourgeoisie are always determined to maximise their profit and the Proletariat are always seeking to get the maximum value for their labour. The two form the economic base of society. Marx states the following;

In the social production that men carry on, they enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production which correspond to a definite stage of development of their material forces of production. The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure, and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production in material life determines the general character of the social, political, and intellectual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men which determines their existence; it is on the contrary their social existence which determines their consciousness.

It is the duty of the superstructure to ensure that the relationship between the Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat do not boil over into open conflict and to ensure the continuity of the status quo. The superstructure includes institutions of law and order like the Police and the courts of law and their related institutions. The superstructure also includes schools and religious institutions whose basic ideology is conformity and repetitions of the norms of the system. The ultimate aim is to keep the economic order of production uninterrupted. This obviously works to the advantage of the industrial owner who is the employer.

Literature, like religious literature [for example the Bible], can be used to the advantage of the capitalist industrial owner. The literature can help pacify the agitated and exploited worker with a promise of bliss when they die in heaven if they endure the suffering and remain obedient to the master who may be the one exploiting them here on earth. Literature, the Marxists content, must be used to create consciousness in the exploited workers in order for them to fight for their liberty. A Marxist reading of the Bible may give the worker the idea of “freedom” in “the promised land” and the idea of “a messiah” to lead them “out of Egypt into the New Jerusalem” here on earth.
4.
Class Struggle

The class struggle between the Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat has so far been pointed out. The Bourgeoisie, who is the industrial owner, owner of capital and ultimate employer would like to maximise on his profits while the Proletariat or the worker or the labourer fights for better pay and better working conditions. The worker sells his labour to the industrial owner who makes a profit from the value that the worker adds to products. The worker is not paid the full value of his labour. The surplus value is appropriated by the industrial owner as profit. In Marxist literature, this is known as exploitation of the worker by the employer. At this point, the worker who sales his labour for a wage becomes a commodity just as the product that he produces is equally a commodity on the capitalist market. This not only alienates the worker from the fruits of his product but also from himself. 
In their struggle to satisfy basic needs, humans struggle to produce basic needs like food, clothing and shelter. They produce through the application of their labour. In so doing, they master nature and fend for their needs. Humans are unconscious of this process and Marxism aims at raising the awareness of the human to the fact that their labour adds value to matter. Labour from a Marxist point of view

“means any valuable service rendered by a human agent in the production of wealth, other than accumulating and providing capital or assuming the risks that are a normal part of business undertakings. It includes the services of manual labourers, but it covers many other kinds of services as well. It is not synonymous with toil or exertion, and it has only a remote relation to “work done” in the physical or physiological senses. The application of the physical energies of people to the work of production is, of course, an element in labour, but skill and self-direction, within a larger or smaller sphere, are also elements. A characteristic of all labour is that it uses time, in the specific sense that it consumes some part of the short days and years of human life. Another common characteristic is that, unlike play, it is not generally a sufficient end in itself but is performed for the sake of its product or, in modern economic life, for the sake of a claim to a share of the aggregate product of the community's industry. Even the labourer who finds his chief pleasure in his work commonly tries to sell services or products for the best price that he can get.”

The Bourgeoisie in a capitalist society thrives on the extra value that the proletariat adds to matter. The Bourgeoisie owns the means of production or the industry, the labour, the raw materials used and the end product. The proletariat owns nothing and is employed by the Bourgeoisie to add value to the raw materials. The worker works more than the wage that he is paid to give the raw materials added value. The difference between what the worker is paid and the actual value of his labour is what is considered as surplus value and is declared as profit by the industrial owner. The Proletariat thus sales his labour to the Bourgeoisie at a loss or a price below the true value of his labour and what he produces. The difference, as already stated, is pocketed by the industrial owner who declares it as profit.  

This whole capitalist mode of organising society alienates the worker or the proletariat. Alienation, a wide discussion on its own, alludes to the feeling of not being a part of society, community, work place, work, ideas or even the self. An individual so feeling alienated may not feel that they do not control their destiny which they may feel is at the mercy of some outside power, authority or institution. They may not feel compelled to be committed to shared community or group values and may seem to be deviant individuals. As a result, they may seem not to have any purpose in life. An alienated individual may feel detached from established norms or culture of his community and may as a result appear to be socially isolated and out of touch with themselves.

Marxism talks about alienated labour in which labour was compelled and lucked the creative input by the worker who have no control over the process of production. The worker and his produce are commodities under a capitalist market. Worse of all, the worker did not have job satisfaction in his work.
5.
Ideology and Literature

Marxism has it that individuals learn the values, norms and ideals of life from the communities in which they grow. It is understood that individuals learn their culture from the communities in which they live. They learn their place and roles in that given society from their environment or community in which they grow up. They also learn the cultural narratives if their communities and accept these as theirs and as part of their identity. If say these individuals grow up in a community whose dominant ideology is say Christianity, they will most likely adopt the Christian narrative as their own; they will believe in a supreme being, they will believe the narrative of the fall of man into sin and the eventual salvation that comes with the belief in Jesus Christ.
 To such individuals, good and bad will be influenced by the Christian narrative. They will believe, for example, that all human beings are born sinners. 
Individual experiences in a given society are expected to have an influence over the individuals and the narratives that they grow up with, either to solidify or question some of these. This enables individuals to have variations of the ideologies they grow up believing.

Literature, from a Marxist point of view, is expected to not only reflect the realities and ideologies of the time and place of the writer but also the evolved ideologies of the writer. A Marxist reader will read literature with a critical eye on how that literature presents society and its class struggle. A Marxist reader will see how the relations between the Bourgeoisie and the proletariat are portrayed. A Marxist reader will take the side of the proletariat and try and unmask ways in which the Bourgeoisie try to take advantage of or exploit the proletariat.

Marxists understand that ideology can be used to exploit the proletariat and that it can be used to keep the exploited contented in their exploited condition. At this point Literature and Criticism is seen as a political tool that joins in the struggle to liberate the masses from exploitation by first making them realise or conscious of their exploited condition before a possible revolution.

For example, in Devil on the Cross, Ngugi demonstrates this when he presents the Christian ideology to be used by the Bourgeoisie to keep the proletariat in their subordinated condition; “God is the one who has given each one of us a permanent station in life – some are poor and others are rich. To go against this establishment means challenging God himself and the orderly world he has created. So, each one must be content with what he has.
” This use of the Bible Christian scripture seeks to legitimise the status quo of the worker and the industrial owner as a God ordained status in which the exploited worker must be pleased. This is expected to make the exploited worker contented in his exploited condition and think about his rewards in heaven for being a good and faithful worker.

A Marxist writer is expected to alert the consciousness of the working class to their exploitation by the owner of industry or employer. The Marxist will try and remind the worker that the Christian Bible alludes to the fact that all men were born equal and that everyone is created in the same image of God.
    
6.
Form and Content

Having studied formalism, the concepts of Form and Content should not be difficult to relate to.
 Form refers to the stylistic devices that a writer uses to present the content in a piece of literature in this context. Emphasis here is put on the technical stylistic qualities of a written work of literature. For the Marxists, form is the structure of the work of literature employed by the writer.
Content on the other hand refers to the subject matter of a given piece of writing. In this case, the subject matter would include characters, setting, theme[s], ideas and all the experiences presented in a work of literature. It is about what the whole work of a particular writing is all about.

To Marxist critics, content is primary and must determines the form. The form that a writer is going to use to deliver their content depends on that content which they want to deliver. It is the content that makes the author opt for a particular form or style of writing.

It is also understood that content can also be affected by the ideology that the writer has which in turn can also affect the form of delivery. To illustrate this point Ngugi is a good example. Ngugi Wa Thiong’o was called James Ngugi before his ideology changed to a Marxists oriented one. His earlier writings show a conventional [western] style of writing with an omniscient narrator. An example of his work with this influence is The River Between in which Ngugi brings to the fore of a cultural conflict in the Gikuyu community in the face of an intrusion by a different culture, religion and system of administration. The educational system, too, is not left out. Chege, the father to the protagonist Waiyaki, breaks rank with tradition and send his son to the new school while he remains loyal to his traditions and culture, urging his son to learn the new ways but not adopt any of them. An impossible task, it may be argued. Joshua, Muthoni and Nyambura are equally caught up in the community conflict between the Christians and the Local Cultural Traditionist. At this point, Waiyaki points out that change was inevitable but that a gradual synthesis of the good values from both the Christian and Cultural traditions, would be ideal as opposed to rushed change.

Clearly Ngugi at this point looks sympathetic of the two traditions and situates his resolution to the conflict on compromise. His writing form is conformists as already pointed out and his focus is more on ideological conflict as opposed to a class conflict.

Years later, Ngugi’s ideology tilts towards Marxism. He changes his name to Ngugi Wa Thiong’o from James Ngugi. His focus in Devil on the Cross changes from ideological struggle to a class struggle in which he sides with the proletariat in their struggle against the Bourgeoisie. This affects the form he uses to present his content. Different characters get to tale their narratives without the domineering voice of the omniscient narrator. He employs folk tale narrative technique with the use of proverbs, sayings, allegories and other stylistic devices to be able to communicate effectively his content to the targeted audience.

It must be noted that the change in the ideology of Ngugi did not imply a corresponding change of ideology of the community from which he was producing his work. His community was still tilted towards capitalism while Ngugi had leaned towards Marxism. Ngugi’s works changed their style or form of delivery to suit with the ideology of the author. Ngugi uses form to effectively deliver his content. The form was determined by his ideological shift and content.  
7.
Typicality
Some branches of the Marxist approach contend that a good piece of literature must have characters who are typical of their class both as individuals and representatives of their class. That the texts must present the relationships among man, nature and history and that the social economic situation of a society must be reflected in the literature. Key in the reflection of the social economic situation to be reflected must be the struggle between classes, the struggle between the worker and the industrial owner. The authors characters are expected to be types. In the presentation of the social economic struggle, the exploited masses must be portrayed in such a way that the characters give hope to the people that there is hope for positive change in order for their conditions to improve. 
It is expected that an author will create characters that will typically represent the exploited and the exploiter is clear contrast as individuals who are characters in their own right as well as representatives of their class in the class struggle.
8.
The Writer and Commitment
Marxism is an approach that is partisan in the analysis of the social economic struggle between the proletariat and the Bourgeoisie. It is expected to take the side of the proletariat or the exploited workers. This transforms Marxism into a partisan and political ideology that sides with the exploited poor and exploited proletariat against the exploitative Bourgeoisie. 
Through literature, Marxist works are expected to help educate the masses and organise the proletariat into a collective force against capitalism. To do this the literature is expected to be clearly partisan, optimistic and revolutionary. It should have heroic figures that will inspire the masses into being heroic in the struggle against capitalism.

Other Marxists have argued that the partisan nature of the literature should be Objective and be a good reflection of the class struggle. Marxist critics are also of the belief that the political ideology of individuals, in the way they perceive Marxism, can reflect in the work of literature. It is recognised that individual experiences, too, have an effect on how individuals understand Marxism and nature in general and that this can distort the outlook of reality as literature is a reflection of reality. The literature will reflect how the writer perceives reality and this may or may not be objective.  
9.
Consciousness
In the class struggle of society, the human being is seen as the primary factor in the production chain and in adding value to matter. In Marxist literature the fictional characters so created must demonstrate and awareness of the struggle of the classes. The proletariat characters must be aware of their exploitation and the various other contradictions of society in order for them to be effective elements of social change. They must strive for freedom from the oppression of the capitalist forces.
The readers of a Marxist literature must also become conscious of the contradictions and exploitation in their own communities and be inspired in a like manner to fight for independence and liberty in from the dominion and exploitation at the hand of the property owners who are the employers and the exploitative Bourgeoisie.
10.
Introduction to Ngugi

To read on the Biography of Ngugi, kindly follow the links below and several others available online.
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803103937419
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ngugi-wa-Thiongo
It is important to note that Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, a well accomplished Kenyan writer, was born James Ngugi on the 5th of January, 1938.

Over time he developed his Marxist views which made him change his name from the English James to the local name of Ngugi Wa Thiong’o. The name change took place in 1967. This ideological shift also reflected in his writings. He opted to reflect his Marxist views in his literature and opted to also reflect the contradictions of society and the class struggle of his society between the proletariat and the Bourgeoisie. He also adopted an allegorical way of storytelling to reflect the culture and knowledge of his community. He also stopped writing in the English language and opted to write in his native language Kikuyu.

The well-educated Ngugi had a passion for theatre. He was imprisoned for the performance of one of his well-known plays “I will Marry When I want”. The play was a typical Marxist piece of art which portrayed the evils of capitalism, the hypocrisy of religion and the corruption of his society.
 Upon his release from detention without trial in 1978, Ngugi went into exile in the USA.

He has continued to write and teach in the USA and has won numerous awards.
11.
Introduction to Devil on the Cross
The text opens with the narrator accepting responsibility to tell the despicable story of Jacinta Warringa. Warringa has recently lost her job at the hands of Boss Kihika for refusing to have sex and an affair with him. Her boyfriend has also ended their affair accusing her of having an affair with Boss Kihika. At this point, Warringa has suffered injustice at the hands of male figures; Her boyfriend, Boss Kihika who has tried to use Bible quotations to exploit her sexually.
Warringa tries to kill herself when she is rescued and given an invitation to the Devils feast in Iimorog, her home town. She travels in a run down Matatu whose drive is Mwaura. Other passengers on the Matatu were Gatuiria, a foreign educated professor in African studies, Wangari, a rural peasant woman, Muturi, a worker and Mwireri Wa Mukiraai, a businessman. They travel together to Iimorog to attend the Devil’s feast in a cave. 
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