
The Collapse of Capitalism: Class Exploitation in The Turn of the Screw 

 According to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in The Communist Manifesto, the “history 

of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”  During this ongoing conflict, 

Marx and Engels witnessed the creation of a bourgeois society, one which allows capitalists to 

live off of the labor of others.  The growing class of workers who possessed nothing but this 

labor could do nothing but sell it in order to feed, clothe, and shelter themselves and their 

families.  Henry James novella The Turn of the Screw examines the continuing conflict between 

these two classes.  James creates a governess that straddles the world between the bourgeois 

capitalists and the lower class workers.  She comes from a working class background but is 

educated and given a job to raise upper class children.  This unusual position creates a tension 

within her that eventually fractures the fragile façade she creates to protect herself from the 

realities of her class exploitation.  Within the novella, James characterizes the conflict between 

the lower and upper class and creates an unreliable narrator to reveal how the bourgeois division 

of labor results in commodity fetishism and alienation, resulting in the collapse of this system of 

inequality and exploitation beneath the strain placed on the governess. 

 Although mainly concerned with political economy, Marxism can easily be applied to 

literature and the arts.  Even Marx and Engels themselves were interested in and dealt with the 

arts.  For them, a book did not have to be socialist or revolutionary in intent, but it could be in 

nature.  They saw that “culture (including literature [is] a crucial vehicle of the values which 

underpin the status quo in any society” (Barry).  Therefore, an author did not have to write with 

the intention of creating a Marxist analysis of society, but the work could still be looked at as a 

representative of the class society that the author was a part of.  The writing becomes a vehicle 

for the values of society, and these in turn can be studied.  Although Henry James did not set out 



to write a piece of fiction that examined the relationship between social classes and the 

exploitation and alienation that occurs, his books still represents the structure of the late 

Victorian, turn of the century society that he was a part of. 

 The society that James came from was engaged in the spread of capitalism throughout the 

world through colonialism and imperialism; therefore, his novel contains representatives of the 

capitalist class and also the working class.  It is the relationship between these classes that can be 

explored in James’ novella, and their interaction with one another betrays one of the crisis in 

capitalism.  When Marx set out to create a scientific study of capitalism, he first began to study 

how societies and history work.  He describes how “the existing stage in the division of labor 

determines also the relations of individuals to one another with reference to the material, 

instrument, and product of labor” (Marx 654).  So the relationships between people within 

society depend on their material relationship.  This becomes readily apparent in The Turn of the 

Screw with the introduction of the governess and the master.  Their relationship is not based off 

of personal interaction, but on the ability of the master to purchase the labor power of the 

governess: this determines the entire scope of their interactions. 

 The governess, coming from a poor background, does not realize how her relationship 

with the master is dominated by their respective social classes.  Because she is an educated 

woman, the governess has the ability to seek out a job within society that does not require her to 

work in a factory or one that includes another form of physical labor.  However, coming from the 

lower class, she does not possess capital – the ability to create a surplus of profit – so she still 

must sell her labor, whether educated labor or not.  She comes to hear about the position at Bly, 

and she goes to see the master of Bly about the job.  She would become the governess and 

caretaker of the master’s nephew and niece.  This is when the reader truly gets to see how “the 



nature of individuals thus depends on the material conditions determining their production,” for 

the very different positions and lives of the governess and master become clear (Marx 653).   

 The governess finds out that the master has been put in a position to care for these two 

children because they have been orphaned; however – being a bachelor – he has no desire to care 

for them himself.  The governess herself reflects how “these children were, by the strangest of 

chances for a man in his position – a lone man without the right sort of experience or a grain of 

patience – very heavily in his hands” (James).  As an upper class bachelor, this uncle of 

orphaned children views it as an imposition to have to care for his own family driven to him by 

terrible misfortune.  How does he have the ability to do this?  Because of his social class.  

Because he has money, the uncle can purchase the labor of others – who need to sell their labor 

to subsist – to free himself to pursue whatever activities he desires.  The governess continues to 

describe how before hiring her, the uncle leaves the children “with the best people he could 

find,” and he goes there “himself, whenever he might, to see how they were doing” (James).  

These children have no family but their uncle, but he can barely find the time to see them 

because he admits he does not have the patience, and he is far too busy with his bachelor lifestyle 

to offer more than token visits or inquiries.   

 The governess should see this when she hears the uncle talk in this way, when she hears 

the uncle declare that he wants her “to take the whole thing over and let him alone” (James).  The 

man throws his own family to the care of someone else because he is too selfish to care; he 

obviously takes advantage of his social class, status, and wealth in order to free himself for his 

own selfish pursuits, but the governess fails to see this.  She doesn’t see the class relation 

between her and the master as it truly is, but “as they appear in their own or other people’s 

imaginations” (Marx).  Marx saw how people deceived themselves into believing society was 



something other than it truly was – that the upper class deserved their wealth, were great people, 

were good Christians, yet they ignore the evidence of a society built on the exploitation of the 

labor of others.  The governess is faced with this reality, but instead is impressed by the master’s 

wealth and status.  Still, it is this exploitation that the governess is going to become a part of.  

The governess does hesitate because she was “young, untried, nervous; it was a vision of 

serious duties and little company, of really great loneliness . . . but the salary offered much 

exceeded her modest measure” (James).  Despite her own serious reservations, the governess 

takes the position. She comes from a poor background and needs to sell her labor to survive, so 

despite the difficulties she knows she will encounter, she launches herself into this exploitative 

relationship with the master.  She deceives herself about its nature, though.  She does not see it 

as exploitation, she sees it as being given an opportunity – and she admires the uncle even as he 

hires her to work and raise children so he can enjoy himself.  All of this is possible because of 

the class structure of bourgeois society, because the governess does not have the ability to lead 

her own independent life because of her social class, because she is a commodity to be 

consumed. 

 


