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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the nuances of Marxism found in New Historicism and Memory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 A very basic of thought about literary theory is that these ideas act as different lenses 

critics use to view and talk about art, literature, and even culture. These different lenses allow 

critics to consider works of art based on certain assumptions within that school of theory. The 

different lenses also allow critics to focus on particular aspects of a work they consider 

important.  

 Literary theory is not a single enterprise but a set of related concepts and practices. 

Theories are meant to interpret and evaluate works of literature with the mind of revealing the in-

depth implication of such works. Modern literary theories are marked by a number of nuances 

that are common to them, although not all of them share these nuances. 

 The aim of this work is to examine the relationship that exists among New Historicism, 

Marxism, and Memory. 

           THE CONCEPT OF MEMORY 

 James, M. (ed) (1996) sees the concept of memory as a vital one that relates to every 

discipline. He sees memory as the necessary condition of individual and cultural identity, and as 

the provider of the materials and themes of our philosophies, religious and literary creations. 

Memory is the act of remembering or recollecting events from the past. Bad events come back to 

haunt us and happy remembrances help to brighten our days. 



 Memory as a concept in literature is believed to be a process of restructuring data in the 

brain. The restructuring goes on the mind of the writers and the majority of the readers alike, 

although there are large differences between the writers and the readers as the writers expertly 

weaves and creates both imaginary and real characters in the development of their plots. The 

concept of memory puts into consideration the cultural view of the societal history. Hence, it 

studies how writers create an image of the past, how they make sense of the past from the 

present, how they understand themselves in relation to their past, the reason writers remember or 

forget some happenings and how they present in writings the memory that matters to them. 

 Memory also reassures members of a society of their collective identity and supplies 

them with an awareness of their unity and singularity in time and space, that is, historical 

consciousness. In cultures that possess oral literature, the concept of memory helps in creating 

and reproducing the orality to shape the written form. This shows how analyzing memories of 

literary works can be useful in bringing together various types of knowledge both in the past and 

in the present. This also shows that literary scholars and writers can make use of memories in 

developing their own autobiography, schematic narratives, or in shaping their characters in 

novels.  

 However, it should be borne in mind that memory is one of the templates for 

understanding literary works. 

 

      NEW HISTORCISM AS A REACTION AGAINST FORMALIS M 

  New Historicism developed in the 1980s, primarily through the work of the critic, 

Stephen Greenblatt. The approach came into existence largely as a reaction against the “text-



only” approach pursued by the formalists. New Historicism is unified by its disdain for literary 

formalism sees literary works as a product of “form.” Specifically, the leaders of the movement 

described themselves as unhappy at the exclusion of social and political circumstances (context) 

from the interpretation of literary work.  

 New Historicists, like formalists and their critics, acknowledge the importance of the 

literary text, but they also analyze the text with recourse to history. The majority of critics 

between 1920 and 1950 focused on a work’s historical content and based their interpretations on 

the interplay between the text and historical contexts (such as the author’s life or intentions in 

writing the work) 

 New Historicism seeks to find meaning in a text by considering the work within the 

framework of the prevailing ideas and assumptions of its historical era. New Historicists concern 

themselves with the political function of literature and with the concept of power, the intricate 

means by which cultures produce and reproduce themselves. These critics focus on revealing the 

historically specific model of truth and authority (cultural construct) reflected in given work. 

 In other words, history is not a mere chronicle of facts and events, but rather a complex 

description of human reality and evolution of pre-conceived notions. So, new historicists, 

insisting that ideology manifests itself in literary productions and discourse, interest themselves 

in the interpretative constructions which the members of a society or culture apply to their 

experience. 

 

   



 

RELATIONSHIP AMONG NEW HISTORICISM, MARXISM, AND ME MORY: CASES 

OF ACHEBE’S THERE WAS A COUNTRY AND FESTUS IYAYI’S VIOLENCE 

 There are numbers of nuances that are common to the New Historicism, Marxism and 

Memory; hence their similarities. No historical event has a single cause. Michel Foucault, a 

French philosophical historian claimed that each event is tied into a vast web of economic, 

social, and political factors. Like Karl Marx, Foucault saw history in terms of power, but viewed 

power not simply as a repressive force or a tool of conspiracy but rather as a complex of forces 

that produces what happens.  

 Fundamentally, anchored on the work of Karl Marx, Marxism is a dominant critical 

theory born in the middle of the 19th century and flourished tremendously throughout the 

twentieth century. Concerned about historical and cultural issues, Marxism identifies social and 

economic factors as crucial denominators of relationship in society. 

 The philosophy of Marxism is rooted in what is known as “dialectical materialism”, 

which stresses economic determinism (economic survival) as an index of social struggle. 

Basically what Marxist writers (poets, playwrights, and novelists) do is to expose the oppressors’ 

class and its mechanism of oppression. As a result of this, the Marxist critics see the history of 

society as the history class struggles. Hence, both new historicists and cultural materialists are 

interested in recovering lost histories and in exploring mechanisms of repression and 

subjugation. 



 New historicism, like Marxism, is also concerned with questions of power and culture as 

created by memory in historical perspective. These fascinations with history and the minute 

details of culture, power, are the basis of the New Historicism. 

 However, many of the African writers express this relationship among New Historicism, 

Marxism, and Memory in their respective works. A reading of Achebe’s There Was a Country 

and Festus Iyayi’s Violence illustrates this. 

 Achebe’s There Was a Country, for instance, is a recount of the Nigerian-Biafran war 

from the historical perspective taken from the writer’s memory. In doing this, Achebe recollects 

his memory of the war and its effects on the society. The novel is a recollection of both 

individual and collective experiences of the various writers and historians who witnessed the 

civil war. 

 A critical look at the novel shows that Achebe assumes the position of historians and the 

cultural materialists who are interested in tracing and recovering the lost histories and in 

exploring mechanisms of repression and subjugation. Achebe sees the need for cultural retrieval; 

hence the writing of his autobiographical novel, There Was a Country. An instance can be seen 

in the novel where Achebe attempts to retrieve and preserve Igbo culture. He opines that before 

the advent of the colonialists, women were preserved from plucking fruits from the trees. 

 Achebe, like the Marxists, maintains that the outbreak of Nigeria-Biafra war was as a 

result of the struggle for power and class stratification among the political leaders. He sees the 

war as a collision of ego between the Igbo and the Nigeria federal government. Ojukwu, being 

“the voice” of the Biafran, saw himself as an Oxford man that deserved a better treatment than 

his counterpart, Gowon. This issue of class-consciousness, according to Achebe, remains part of 



Nigerian society till date. Achebe corroborates the idea when he says that the Igbo are being 

discriminated against and seen as a group of the less-privilege, hence an attempt by the federal 

government to wipe off the entire Igbo community during the war. 

 Another notable writer that weaves together the concept of New Historicisms, Marxism 

and memory into his works is Festus Iyayi. An in depth look at Iyayi’s Violence shows that every 

human society has a link with its past and present situations (historical and cultural memories), 

as well as the class division-upper, middle and lower classes- within the society. 

 Iyayi’s Violence is thematically about those who face hardship and struggles to make a 

living. The novel chronicles a desperate man Idemudia, who is in need to fend for himself and 

his wife, Adisa. In the novel, Festus Iyayi makes recourse to history and memory in bringing 

recourse to history and memory in bringing out the Marxist trance of the Nigerian society in the 

eighteenth century. As a reference to the present situation of Nigeria, the novel mirrors the 

struggles and hardship that millions of jobless youths face. 

 Historically, Festus Iyayi traces the time setting of Violence to Nigeria under the 

leadership of Babangida. Nigeria under Babangida was a society of class-consciousness where 

the poor were being discriminated against. The struggles of the less- privilege with the military 

dictatorship of the former head of state, Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida, can hardly be obliterated 

from our collective memory. 

    CONCLUSION  

 In this work, efforts have been made to examine the concepts of Memory, New 

Historicism, and Marxism as they relate to one another. New Historicism as a literary theory 



takes along with it certain nuances found in Marxism and Memory. These nuances are discussed 

using Chinua Achebe’s There Was a Country and Festus Iyayi’s Violence as exemplars 
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