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A.    Marxist Cultural Theory

1) Marx developed a (metaphorical) notion of the state as an edifice which endows the base with an index of effectivity, the determination in the last instance of what happens in the upper floors by what happens in the economic base. The economic base of society was the infrastructure of society while ideology, the political and legal apparatuses, and the arts are part of the superstructure. 

a) Ideology: In general ‘ideology’ tends to be used to denote ‘ideas’, ‘attitudes’, or ‘assumptions’. A Classical Marxist definition of ideology, however, is as a set of thoughts and representations that conceal the subject’s alienation from the products of her/his labour in a context in which the capitalist class owns the means of production. Ideology can be thought of as a set of representations which encourages the subject to accept the material conditions of her/his existence and the class structure as ‘natural’ or inevitable. The dominance of this ideology is referred to as hegemony. This definition may be expanded to provide for the occurrence of conflict, perhaps between residual, emergent and dominant ideologies, and to account for the concealment of other kinds of contradiction of self and social order.

2) Analytically the tendency of Marxist critics is to contextualise literature within the progressively unfolding ideological conflict, in order to determine how the arts help to form ideological attitudes. Early Marxist aesthetic theorists saw the relationship between the arts and the economic base of society or infrastructure of society as essentially a reflective one, thus the arts, which are part of the superstructure of society, reflected the ideology of society, an ideology determined by economic factors. E.g. Plekhanov’s Reflection Theory. In certain contexts this understanding was then to be applied prescriptively. E.g. The Reflection Theory led Plekhanov to advocate for the Soviet Union the reflection of social trends in the Classic Realist novel genre. This is Socialist Realist Theory. Ironically the novel has also been described as the epic art form of our modern bourgeoise capitalist society. So why the Classic Realist novel?

a) Marxist Cultural Theory developed in the period of literary history in which the novel has been in the ascendency as a literary genre or kind. This might be significant for various reasons. Whereas poetry is bound by metre and possibly by rhyme, and is therefore more easily kept mentally and possibly for this reason predominated in pre-print and oral cultures, the novel is locked into writing, and into print and bookhood. As a form of historical materialism, Marxist cultural theory is interested by the materiality of writing, book production, and reading, and hence by the novel. Marxism has influenced views of art, literature and language as products of labour.

b) Many early novels have ‘history’ in the title, e.g. The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews and his Friend Mr Abraham Adams, by Henry Fielding. Marxist cultural theory is interested by the novel’s mimesis (what typically happens) and the perceived closeness of this to history writing (what has happened). Marxist cultural theory, being materialist, is interested by the novel’s preoccupation with the material conditions of existence and with the empirical – what Henry James called the solidity of specification. Marxist theory is concerned with the ways in which through consciousness and the means of production (the technologies articulated in labour) humanity can transform these material conditions and produce benefits in social organisation. The novel has been enlisted in this kind of enterprise. 

3) As indicated above it is the aim of Marxist critics to determine how the arts help to form ideological attitudes, and in certain contexts this knowledge was then to be applied prescriptively. This in the Soviet Union involved censorship and criminalisation of writing practices. Under the influence of Plekhanov’s Art and Social Life (1912), the Soviet Union suppressed works of art for ‘ideological incorrectness’; that is, for not reflecting the ‘progressive’ elements in society (on a Marxist view), forgetting for the moment that the Soviet Union had already achieved communism. In this climate of censorship and authoritarian prescription, art became relentlessly upbeat and optimistic in mood, and just as relentlessly propagandistic. What Soviet art arguably came to reflect was not material and economic reality, but an ideologically constructed ‘reality’, and it used concepts signified by language to enforce this picture or common-sense view of the society through education and culture.

4) Despite its use by the Soviet Union, Marxist Cultural Theory flourished in Britain in the 1930s, during which a number of working-class writers of narrative fiction rose to prominence (e.g. Walter Greenwood, Love on the Doll), and other more established writers or writers in other literary forms, like the poet W.H. Auden, were influenced by Marxism. The Left Review journal flourished at this time.

5) In the second half of the twentieth century, however, Marxist Cultural Theory encountered Structural Linguistics and the Structuralist objections to the idea of reflecting reality through language. E.g. it is the inseparability of the signifier and the signified that creates the illusion of the transparency of language. What is merely conventional comes to seem real or natural. Upon this apparent transparency rests the possibility of realism. Interpreted rigidly and prescriptively realism can imply that no further act of understanding or interpretation is required for those familiar with the language; it can be understood ‘straight off’. Barthes, with his structuralist emphasis on the construction of a sense of reality through language, called this the ‘reality effect’. Realism, as a particular use of the signifying system of language, is a representation and it ‘is plausible not because it reflects the world, but because it is constructed out of what is (discursively) familiar’; i.e. realist literature can reflect the way members of a society agree things ‘really’ are. Catherine Belsey, Critical Practice (London: Methuen, 1980; reprinted several times), p. 47.

6) Marxist Cultural Theory’s association of the novel with the idea of historicity was also subjected to scrutiny and is complicated by the narrative character of history. E.g. Hayden White’s theory of emplotment in history writing, which argues that the facts contained in the chronicle are encoded as components of specific kinds of plot-structures. History is a narrative discipline, which involves casting past events and conditions of existence in the mould of story, seeing and narrating those events from the perspectives of a narrator, whose narration is ulterior and retrospective, and writing those events in texts.
7) As a consequence of these and similar theoretical encounters, the 1960s saw the emergence of New Left movements and developments within Marxist thinking – a redevelopment of Marxism in a more protean form, as a qualifier more than a monolythic standpoint, entering into new alliances, such as Marxist Feminism, Marxist Structuralism, and eventually Post-(Structuralist) Marxism. Two influential theorists in the development and revision of Marxist Cultural Theory in the second half of the century were Louis Althusser and Michel Foucault.
8) Of considerable significance in the development of the idea that a wide range of material practices embody ideology was Louis Althusser’s reinterpretation of Marx’s classical model of society as infrastructure (economic base) and superstructure (ideology, the arts, and the political and legal apparatuses). Althusser concurs in Marx’s view which endows the base with an index of effectivity, the determination in the last instance of what happens in the upper floors by what happens in the economic base. But Althusser develops the metaphorical entailments of Marx’s model, extending state power beyond the familiar ground of political practice and the Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA’s), which include the police and legal systems, to other private and public material practices. Althusser thereby extends the analysis of the reproduction or renewal of the conditions and means of production to the ideological construction of the subject through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA’s), which include education and culture. It is the ISA’s that are ‘the site of class struggle’: ‘it is in the forms and under the forms of ideological subjection that provision is made for the reproduction of the skills of labour power’, and it is by the dissemination of the ruling ideology through the ISA of the schools that the security of the reproduction of the relations of production is achieved. The role of ideology is to conceal the contradictions in the signifying systems and discursive practices of a culture in order to preserve the economic base of society, and to offer the subject an imaginary, compelling sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved. Ideology in this sense is a ‘lived relation to the real’. Louis Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Towards and Investigation)’ (January-April 1969), in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press; London: NLB, 1971), pp. 121-73 (pp. 128, 140, 147-48, 152).
9) Also influential was Michel Foucault’s refusal to find a central and determining locus of power in the model of production, his decentralisation of the operations of power, his equation of power with language and knowledge, and his insistence on distinguishing knowledge from what is true, the signified from the referent and from intention. 
10) Foucault influenced later, Post-Structuralist Marxists like Terry Eagleton: ‘Discourses, sign systems and signifying practices of all kinds … produce effects, shape forms of consciousness and unconsciousness, which are closely related to the maintenance or transformation of our existing systems of power.’ (Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983; reprinted several times), p. 210). For these literary critics, rather than reflecting ideology, literary texts constitute a productive ideological practice that transforms the raw materials they take up, producing a new ideological ensemble that was not there before. The more a text lets us know about this practice and the more clearly we can see its historical material and social context, the more valuable it is. For example, valuable literature may assimilate a complex political event into its framework without distortion of the event or loss of its human character in abstraction. It may therefore bear the very imprint of the contradictions it lays bare. In other words, literature can be valued on the basis of whether it conceals or exposes the conditions of its production; whether it conforms (linguistically) to the ideology of a culture which secures the economic base or challenges that ideology with a dissident view or analysis.
11) One feature of Marxist interpretations is that they attempt to understand literature as completely explicable within its historical (socio-political and cultural) context and as having little significance beyond that context. Can it be counter-argued that out of the contradictions of an historical event may come a literary transformation, a re-fashioning of the event into a symbol which reverberates with associations to other events in history? In other words, the literary work may remain faithful to the conditions of its own production, yet transcend them.

12) Marxist Cultural Theory contends that changes in the social formation and the transformation of the economic base of society combined with an author’s own dislocation and contradictoriness within that society and culture are entirely responsible for her/him being able to lay bare crucial contradictions of self and social order. But we might reasonably ask, what else might (also) be responsible? A criticism aimed at Marxism is that it frequently ignores the insights of psychology and psychoanalysis into alienation and splitting of the self and the function of the Unconscious in literary texts.
13) In the early decades of the twentieth century, the relationship between Marxism and psychoanalysis was often antagonistic. There was and perhaps remains a perceived difficulty of attempting to ‘coordinate a Marxist and a Freudian criticism’. Fredric Jameson, ‘Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan: Marxism, Psychoanalytic Criticism, and the Problem of the Subject’, in Literature and Psychoanalysis: The Question of Reading: Otherwise, ed. Shoshana Felman (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982; reprinted 1993), p. 338.
a) Psychoanalysis is already ‘a theory of the articulation of the subject with the social: if desire, for instance, is the desire of the Other, this means that desire is a social phenomenon. Furthermore, as the concept of desire itself suggests, psychoanalytic theory amounts to the argument that the structure of the relation of the psyche to the social is one of incommensurability – which does not mean that they do not interact, only that they do so unhappily.’ Robert Young, ‘Psychoanalysis and Political Literary Theories’, in Psychoanalysis and Cultural Theory: Thresholds, ed. James Donald (Basingstoke; London: Macmillan, 1991), pp. 139-57 (pp. 140-41).
b) Even though it might yet seem possible and desirable to combine an analysis of the psychological development of the personality or subject with that of its relation to the social, according to Laclau: ‘It is impossible to affirm – though it has often been done – that psychoanalysis adds a theory of subjectivity to the field of historical materialism, given that the latter has been constituted, by and large, as a negation of the validity and the pertinence of any theory of subjectivity (although certainly not of the category of “subject”).’ Ernesto Laclau, ‘Psychoanalysis and Marxism’, in The Trial(s) of Psychoanalysis, ed. Françoise Meltzer (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 141-44 (p. 141).
c) Marxist Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis have differences of interest in literature. Marxist Cultural Theory has maintained a particular interest in the novel, especially the realist novel (see above), but the (realist) novel does not perhaps fully correspond to, or is not always as amenable to, psychoanalytic criticism which may look for symbols, metaphors, metonyms, &c.

14) Despite antagonism there have been attempts to reconcile Marxist Cultural Theory and Psychoanalysis:

a) In an account of attempts at reconciliation, predominantly from the direction of psychoanalysis, Fredric Jameson reminds us of Freud’s own awareness of the methodological problems raised by the application of psychoanalysis to intersubjective objects (works of literature) and by seeing such objects as organised entirely by the logic of desire or wish-fulfillment (analogous to dreams, fantasies, or symptoms). Freud’s own ideas about the poetic process acknowledge a ‘supplement’ of more purely formal pleasure derived from the work’s organisation, and Jameson extends the observation to describe works of literature as ‘a dialectic between individual desire and fantasy and the collective nature of language and reception’. – Fredric Jameson, ‘Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan: Marxism, Psychoanalytic Criticism, and the Problem of the Subject’, in Literature and Psychoanalysis: The Question of Reading: Otherwise, ed. Shoshana Felman (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982; reprinted 1993), p. 342. Jameson also notes (p. 346) that Wilhelm Reich in the 1920s argued that political revolution cannot be fulfilled until character structures inherited from older, pre-revolutionary society, and reinforced by its instinctual taboos, have been utterly transformed. The Frankfurt School of Theodor Adorno developed a model of repression, borrowed from psychoanalysis, as underpinning a sociological vision of late capitalism and a vision of an irreversible link between development (‘Kultur’) and an ‘ever-increasing instinctual renunciation and misery’. Jameson, ‘Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan’, p. 345.
b) In Louis Althusser’s analysis of the ideological construction of the subject through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA’s), the effectiveness and universality of ideology is said to lie in the imaginary nature of humans’ relation to the real conditions of existence, of which ideology is a representation. In his essay, ‘Freud and Lacan’, Althusser analyses the Mirror Stage of narcissistic identification (Lacan) in relation to the ideological construction of the subject, as its prototype or early stage, and he identifies ideology with the Unconscious. Ideology and the Unconscious underlie rational inter-subjective discourse from which they are excluded, but they work to turn that discourse to the narcissistic self-interest of the individual or the social group/class.

c) Ernesto Laclau builds upon this dialogue between Marxist Cultural Theory and psychoanalysis by identifying ambiguities inherent in the constitution of analytic terms in Marxism. This critical technique is post-structuralist and influenced by Derrida. Laclau proceeds by suggesting, among other things, that Marxism’s ‘affirmation of the opaqueness of the social – the ideological nature of collective representations – which establishes a permanent gap between the real and the manifest senses of individual and social group actions’, ‘may be linked to the various Freudian topographies’ Ernesto Laclau, ‘Psychoanalysis and Marxism’, in The Trial(s) of Psychoanalysis, ed. Françoise Meltzer (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 141-44 (p. 142). Such a suggestion, however, involves a kind of deconstruction of Marxist theory through ‘a generalization of the logic of the signifier [the logic of the Unconscious] to the ensemble of its theoretical categories’ (p. 144).
B.    New Historicism
1) The New Historicism has been said to make six theoretical assumptions; these are listed below. One source for these is H. Aram Veeser, ‘The New Historicism’, in The New Historicism Reader, ed. by H. Aram Veeser (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 1-32 (pp. 2, 8).
a) No discourse, imaginative or archival, gives access to unchanging truths or expresses unalterable human nature. This poses a potentially intractable problem of historical interpretation: if all actions, practices and experiences are for purposes of their apprehension historically embedded, then reading literary texts must also be. And although those literary texts bear traces of life, albeit self-consciously or artfully generated traces, the reader’s interpretive acts are embedded in his/her own semiotic and historical contingency. Rather than shy away from the problem, one of the most prominent and influential New Historicists, Stephen Greenblatt acknowledges ‘the impossibility of fully reconstructing and reentering the culture’ of the historical period of which he writes. Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), p. 5. But this is not to succumb to relativism. The social and historical embeddedness of literary production and interpretation are themselves figured, and they are refigured over time, but these refigurations, in Greenblatt’s view, do not cancel history, locking us into a perpetual present; on the contrary, they are the signs of the inescapability of a historical process, a structured negotiation and exchange, already evident in the initial moments of a text’s aesthetic empowerment.
b) All aesthetic representation embodies market relations. While this is especially so for later New Historicists, for Stephen Greenblatt the ‘circulation of social energy’ arguably meant something more like ‘force’, rather than something more literally economic and capitalist. Greenblatt proposes the notion of great literature as ‘an extraordinarily sensitive register of the complex struggles and harmonies of culture’. Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning, p. 5. 

c) Society is conceived along the same lines as the structural theory of linguistics conceives of signification within a language system. In other words, social acts are understood in terms of their relation to other social acts in the societal system. Every expressive act is embedded in a network of material practices and ‘thick description’ (a term borrowed from the structural anthropology of Clifford Geertz) of cultural practices sorts out levels of rhetorical meaning. One of the formative influences upon new historicism is structural anthropology, whose object is not so much the concrete practices of culture, but the interpretive constructions of those practices and experiences. From structural anthropology, new historicism characterises the interpretive strategies of a given culture as semiotic. Experience, actions, practices within a society are only ever understood by the participants semiotically, because these are, in Greenblatt’s words, ‘always embedded in systems of public signification, always grasped, even by their makers, in acts of interpretation’ Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning, p. 5. Indebted as it is to structuralism and anthropology, New Histroricism uses literature which promises access to culture at large, to construct a cultural poetics, which traces its members’ ‘metaphorical grasp of reality’ (p. 4). This considers the documentary value of texts and the textuality of historical documents and involves a kind of ‘cultural organicism’ whereby explanations are sought in social sciences other than the subject which is primarily under investigation. It also leads to New Historicists being drawn to the ‘margins’ of the literary text in order to produce insight into the half-hidden cultural transactions through which works of literature are empowered.
d) Literary and non-literary “texts” circulate inseparably and all polities are governed by ‘master fictions’ as well as by force. New Historicism is at least as indebted to Foucault as it is to Marx in its conceptualisation of power, which it locates ‘at once localised in particular institutions – the court, the church, the colonial administration, the patriarchal family – and diffused in ideological structures of meaning, characteristic modes of expression, recurrent narrative patterns’ Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning, p. 6. New Historicism doesn’t view literature as entirely absorbed within an ideological superstructure, simply expressing social rules and codes. Nor does it describe or evaluate the literary text as the autonomous origin of its own aesthetic power, or locate the origin of this power in its author. Rather it acknowledges that literature functions within a cultural system of meanings in three different ways, outlined in the Introduction to Renaissance Self-Fashioning, as ‘a manifestation of the concrete behaviour of its particular author, ... the expression of the codes by which behaviour is shaped, and as a reflection upon those codes’ (p. 4).
e) A critical method and a language adequate to describe culture under capitalism participate in the economy they describe.

f) Every act of unmasking, critique, and opposition uses the tools it condemns and risks falling prey to the practice it exposes. Binary oppositions arise only by repressing differences within the opposed terms or entities. There is therefore infinite variety. By opposing, one may unwittingly accept crucial structural elements of society and the associated value systems, and therefore the subversion is contained.

2) While New Historicism resists locating the origin of aesthetic meaning or power in the literary text or its author, it does not do so for the same reasons as deconstruction. The two methodologies share an interest in reconstituting the undecidability of signification in both literary and historical source texts, thereby, as Greenblatt argues, complicating the epistemological innocence of history. But unlike deconstruction, New Historicism pays strenuous attention to the historically contingent ways in which ‘local episodes of undecidability and contradiction’ may serve specific, institutional interests, such as those of the theatre. Secondly, while the boundaries between literary and non-literary texts may be deconstructed, New Historicism invests enormous interest in their powerful if conceptually imperfect differentiation.
3) If we turn our attention to the list of New Historicism’s theoretical assumptions, above, at (1), we can say that Marxist and materialist feminist critical theorists would have no difficulty agreeing with either the first and the second (Marx) or indeed the third (Althusser), and would welcome the insight afforded by the fourth, as building upon the insights of Althusser into the role of Ideological State Apparatuses to perpetuate the dominant ideology through education, etc. Historical materialism might persuade them perhaps reluctantly of the probable truth of the fifth, though in practice its implications for Marxist critical theory itself might be troubling. But New Historicism has especially upset (more prescriptive?) Marxist and feminist critics who insist that art must attack the dominant social, political, and economic order or ideology. Their belief in the political purposefulness of class (and sex) struggle mean that they baulk at the implication of the sixth theoretical assumption, that all social and political analysis and opposition is potentially implicated in ideological oppression. New Historicism reverses their assumptions when it demonstrates ‘the self’s deep implication in its founding culture, even where we have always assumed that we were witnessing an opposition’. ‘Who wants to hear that the good fight is doomed to fail?’ Veeser, ‘The New Historicism’, pp. 3, 6.
4) In an essay entitled ‘Psychoanalysis and Renaissance Culture’, in Literary Theory/Renaissance Texts, ed. Patricia Parker and D. Quint (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), pp. 210-24, Greenblatt argues that in the early modern period the identification of the owner of a name and property is a process that is ‘not from distinct physical traits to the complex life experience generated within, but outward to the community’s determination that this particular body possesses by right a particular identity and hence a particular set of possessions’ (p. 216). The identity of an individual within society is conceived along the same lines as the structural theory of linguistics conceives of signification within a language system. In other words, identity is an effect of the difference between positions in the societal system. These differences are between, for example, occupations, familial relations, sexual relations, classes or relations of service, employment, ownership, deference, and so on. According to Greenblatt ‘individual identity in the early modern period served less as a final goal than a way station on the road to firm and decisive identification with normative structures’. Valerie Traub, Desire and Anxiety: Circulations of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 14 (my italics).
Greenblatt argues that in the early modern period an accumulation of institutional decisions, communal pressures, and an increasingly mobile social world demanded that an individual’s proprietary right to a name, and a place were secured, and this proprietary security historically transforms into the psychoanalytic conception of the psyche (traumatic affects, ideational content, instincts, drives) which the subject must always own however painfully. Greenblatt argues that even while the repression and re-routing of instincts in the subject produces a self ‘bound up not with secure possession but with instability and loss’, such self-alienation does ‘not so much disrupt as secure authentic identity’ (‘Psychoanalysis and Renaissance Culture’, p. 214). In other words the early modern period helped ‘to fashion the historical mode of selfhood that psychoanalysis has tried to universalise into the very form of the human condition’ (p. 216). Psychoanalysis is accused of ignoring its own historical inception as a condition for its limited applicability.

Greenblatt offers to explain why early modern literature and culture seem ‘to invite, even to demand, a psychoanalytic approach’: ‘psychoanalytic interpretation is causally belated, even as it is causally linked: hence the curious effect of a discourse that functions as if the psychological categories it invokes were not only simultaneous with but even prior to and themselves the causes of the very phenomena of which in actual fact they were the results’ (pp. 210, 221).
5) Among possible problems of New Historicism are the following:

a) New Historicism has been criticised for its tendency to use synchronic rather than diachronic structures of history, for letting its organicity eclipse its linear historicity (historical change), and for not discussing class struggle, emergent groups, or macroeconomic change.
b) New Historicism’s use of ‘thick description’ to unravel social texts has been criticised, and it has been proposed that deconstruction and feminism might be more appropriate to the task.

c) The New-Historicist assumption that literary and non-literary “texts” circulate inseparably has resulted in ‘arbitrary connectedness’ and some historians remain deeply troubled by what they perceive to be methodological anarchy.

d) The tendency of New Historicists to be drawn to the ‘margins’ of the literary text raises the objection that a critical interpretation of a literary work may be said to be more probable than another, or most probable, when it accounts for the greatest number of facts provided by the text.

e) New Historicism has been accused of being a ‘profoundly narcissistic method: ‘disbelieving in a regulated method of reaching the historical other from the domain of the text, it at last studies itself in the anxious pose of reaching the other’. Alan Liu, ‘The Power of Formalism: The New Historicism, ELH, 56 (Winter 1989), 721-71.

f) New Historicism has tended to emphasise the containment and neutralization of disruptive or subversive energies by unifying, stable institutions and structures, through binary oppositions which arguably repress differences within the opposed terms. But there are often a plurality of voices in a period and not only polarised ones.

g) There are a number of possible objections to Greenblatt’s arguments regarding psychoanalysis and early modern subjectivity:

i. On identification, regarded as ‘firm and decisive’ in the early modern period by Greenblatt, Traub, in Desire and Anxiety, argues that ‘normality’ was not produced as a social category until the 1840s, and that ‘normative structures’ are in effect a post 1840s cultural imposition upon a ‘fractured, inconsistent, and internally riven’ early modern culture (p. 14). Moreover if proprietary rights were contested within an individual, as they might well be in a mobile society, competing, positive, negative and partial identifications are more likely than firm and decisive ones.

ii. Althusser’s Marxist theory proposes that a subject recognises her/himself as that which he/she is constituted to be by ideology, but it might be argued that the institutions that are ideological state apparatuses may have relative autonomy. Ideology is ‘heterogeneous and contradictory’. Traub, Desire and Anxiety, p. 14.
iii. Greenblatt’s binary logic (‘not … within, but outward …’) derives from a conceptualisation of the Unconscious, with its repressed traumatic affects, ideational content, instincts, and drives, as existing within the subject rather than as Lacanian psychoanalysis understands it. For Lacan, the subject identifies her/himself in language, but only by losing her/himself in it like an object. And the subject can only operate within language by constantly repeating that moment of fundamental and irreducible division. The subject is therefore constituted in language as this division or splitting and because it is effected or created by the child’s accession into language, the structure of the unconscious is the structure of language. Since when the subject uses language s/he addresses her/his demand outside itself to another, the site of language to which the speaking subject necessarily refers becomes the fantasied place of an understanding or plenitude, which Lacan calls the Other. Therefore the Unconscious is more accurately construed as existing between subject and Other, than as within the subject.
iv. The particular content and structure of the Unconscious may be regarded as historically variable rather than, as Greenblatt argues, emergent in the early modern period.
v. Historicizing the Unconscious, according to Lyndal Roper, should not evade the challenge that psychoanalysis poses to a traditional historical perspective. On New Historicism, she writes:

Indeed, this is the supposed location of the early modern world’s otherness: its characteristic cultural collectivity and the absence of the concept of the individual self. Symbols, rituals, collective corporations – these are the early modern historian’s stock in trade. The use of anthropology, which allows us to stress the exoticism of this society, enables us, oddly enough, both rationally to grasp the otherness of this world, while furnishing us with a written guarantee of the modernity of our own time. There is of course a circular argument here. The means we use to interpret the society also allows us to shut off all that puzzles us about early modern society into the realm of the ‘pre-modern’ while using the very concept of the peculiarity of the early modern to deny the usefulness of psychic categories. As a result, early modern people can threaten to become dancing marionettes, tricked out in ruffs and codpieces, whose subjectivities can neither surprise nor unsettle. Lyndal Roper, Oedipus and the Devil (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 11.
C.    Cultural Materialism
1) In Political Shakespeare, one of its most prominent exponents, Jonathan Dollimore, introduces Cultural Materialism by indicating:

According to Marx, men and women make their own history but not in conditions of their own choosing. Perhaps the most significant divergence within cultural analysis is that between those who concentrate on culture as this making of history, and those who concentrate on the unchosen conditions which constrain and inform the process of making. The former allows much to human agency, and tends to privilege human experience; the latter concentrates on the formative power of social and ideological structures which are both prior to experience and in some sense determining of it, and so opens up the whole question of autonomy. Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore & Alan Sinfield (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), p. 3.

Which do you think New Historicism tends to belong to: the former or the latter?

2) Cultural Materialism is the British counterpart of the predominantly American critical theory and practice of New Historicism. The term ‘Cultural Materialism’ derives from its use by Raymond Williams. Dollimore, states that its practice grows from an eclectic body of work in Britain in the post-war period which can be broadly characterised as cultural analysis; that it includes ‘the convergence of history, sociology and English in cultural studies, some of the major developments in feminism, as well as continental Marxist-structuralist and post-structuralist theory, especially that of Althusser, Macherey, Gramsci and Foucault’ (Political Shakespeare, pp. 2-3).
3) Cultural Materialism shares a number of assumptions and positions with New Historicism. The following correspond to those listed under New Historicism, above.
a) An attention to social process on the assumption that no discourse, imaginative or archival, gives access to universal, unchanging truths or expresses unalterable, transhistorical human nature. Political Shakespeare, p. 4.
b) A refusal to privilege ‘literature’ on the assumption that literary and non-literary “texts” circulate inseparably. Like New Historicism, Cultural Materialism doesn’t view literature as entirely absorbed within an ideological superstructure, simply expressing social rules and codes. Nor does it describe or evaluate the literary text as the autonomous origin of its own aesthetic power, or locate the origin of this power in its author. Rather it deploys the concept of ideology to trace ‘the cultural connections between signification and legitimation’: 

the way that beliefs, practices and institutions legitimate the dominant social order or status quo – the existing relations of domination and subordination. Such legitimation is found (for example) in the representation of sectional interests as universal ones. Those who rule may in fact be serving their own interests and those of their class, but they, together with the institutions and practices through which they exercise and maintain power, are understood as working in the interests of the community as a whole. Secondly, through legitimation the existing social order – that is, existing social relations – are ‘naturalised’, thus appearing to have the unalterable character of natural law. History also tends to be invested with a law of development (teleology) which acts as the counterpart of natural law, a development leading ‘inevitably’  to the present order and thereby doubly ratifying it. Legitimation further works to efface the fact of social contradiction, dissent and struggle. Where these things present themselves unavoidably they are often demonised as attempts to subvert the social order. Therefore, if the very conflicts which the existing order generates from within itself are construed as attempts to subvert it from without (by the ‘alien’), that order strengthens itself by simultaneously repressing dissenting elements and eliciting consent for this action: the protection of society from subversion. Political Shakespeare, p. 7.
c) A refusal of the kind of historical scholarship that is concerned with discovering a single political vision, usually identical to that said to be held by the entire literate class or even the entire population. Cultural Materialism insists that such visions, to the extent that they existed at all, were not shared by all: they were ‘an ideological legitimation of existing social order, one rendered the more necessary by the apparent instability, actual and imagined, of that order’. Political Shakespeare, p. 5. This attention to the complex struggles and harmonies of culture is shared by New Historicism, but:

i) Cultural Materialism has recourse to Raymond Williams’ distinction between residual, dominant, and emergent ideologies and aspects of culture. Dollimore, Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries, 2nd edn (New York; London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989), 3rd edn (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), Introduction to the Second Edition, pp. xi-lxviii.
ii) Furthermore there are said to be levels of culture described as subordinate, repressed and marginal. Cultural Materialism is especially interested in those literary forms wherein can be glimpsed subordinate cultures transgressing, resisting or contesting the dominant ideology, which seeks to perpetuate itself by consolidation and by containment of ostensibly subversive pressures.

iii) Like New Historicism, Cultural Materialism conceives society along lines that are similar to those along which the structural theory of linguistics conceives of signification within a language system. In other words, social acts are understood in terms of their relation to other social acts in the societal system. Like New Historicism, Cultural Materialism therefore acknowledges that ‘Subversiveness may … be apparent only, the dominant order not only containing it but, paradoxical as it may seem, actually producing it for its own ends.’ But Cultural Materialism is arguably more interested than New Historicism in the genuine possibilities of transgression and resistance to, or subversion of, dominant ideologies. ‘Radical subversiveness is defined as not merely the attempt to seize existing authority, but as a challenge to the principles upon which authority is based.’ However: ‘Nothing can be intrinsically or essentially subversive in the sense that prior to the event subversiveness can be more than potential; in other words it cannot be guaranteed a priori, independent of articulation, context and reception’. Political Shakespeare, pp. 6, 10-13. In regarding subversion as always potential until the contextual network of communication is known – the actual act of speaking or writing, the shared assumptions and notions, the addressee, etc. – and yet simultaneously regarding subversion as potential, as not finally and definitively contained, Cultural Materialism’s view of society arguably owes more to Post-Structuralist views of language and signification than it does to Structuralism.

iv) One can trace this shifting paradigm – from a view of the role of texts in society that is indebted to Structuralism to one that is indebted to Post-structuralism – in Catherine Belsey’s distinction between three kinds of texts:
(1) The declarative text which imparts knowledge (fictional or not) to the reader;

(2) The imperative text (e.g. propaganda) which exhorts, instructs or orders the reader;

(3) The interrogative text which poses questions by enlisting the reader in contradiction.

Along similar lines to those of Dollimore, above, Belsey went on to argue that texts cannot unilaterally determine their reception by the reader. A reading practice which actively seeks out contradiction can produce as interrogative a text which has conventionally been read as declarative. In other words, a deconstructive reading of a text that was intended to be declarative turns it into an interrogative text. Catherine Belsey, ‘Literature, History, Politics’, in New Historicism and Renaissance Drama, ed. by Richard Wilson and Richard Dutton (London: Longman, 1992), pp. 33-44 (p. 42).
d) So, following on from the points above, whereas in its assumption that every act of opposition uses the tools it condemns and risks accepting crucial structural elements of society and the associated value systems, New Historicism seems willing to accept that subversion is contained, Cultural Materialism is unwilling to surrender a sense of the real cultural differences and context which the process of containment presupposes: ‘Resistance to that process may be there from the outset or itself produced by it. Further, although subversion may indeed be appropriated by authority for its own purposes, once installed it can be used against authority as well as used by it.’ Political Shakespeare, p. 12. Texts may therefore be sites of conflict, not simply containment. According to Dollimore, we inherit a narrative of oppression, but: ‘It did not, and still does not, have to be so.’ Political Shakespeare, p. 15.
4) Roland Barthes has argued that all speech is classification and all classifications are oppressive (binary oppositions, etc.). If we call freedom not only the capacity to escape power but also the capacity to subjugate no one, then freedom can exist only outside language. Unfortunately, on a Structuralist view, language has no outside: there is no exit from words. However, language and in particular discourse (parole) is not simply that which translates struggles or systems of domination, but is the thing for and by which struggle takes place. So discourse, which shapes struggle, is shaped by struggle as it evolves, and if language constructs reality, it is also constructed within it. This can be understood in some measure, and perhaps ambivalently, to restore a referent, which in this case is class struggle. If language does mediate reality, the meanings it assigns may still be challenged, seized and altered.

5) Cultural Materialism deploys the concept of ideology to trace the cultural connections between signification and legitimation. Therefore it diverges from the Structuralist and Post-Structuralist focus primarily on signification, with this emphasis on the effectivity of literature, on the socio-political effects of literature as achieved in and through the practice of appropriation of textual or theatrical meaning. In other words interpretation is seen as leading to socio-political effects. Literature is not seen as reflecting history so much as intervening in it. Political Shakespeare, pp. 9-10.
6) According to Belsey:

The production of a political history from the raw material of literary texts is a result of all that post-structuralism has urged about meaning: its often marginal location, its disunity and discontinuity, as well as its plurality. In this way the text reappears, but not as it “really was”. On the contrary, this is the text as it never was, though it was never anything else – dispersed, fragmented, produced, politicised. The text is no longer the centre of a self-contained exercise called literary criticism. It is one of the places to begin to assemble the political history of the present. ‘Literature, History, Politics’, p. 43.
7) Cultural Materialism shares with New Historicism a sense that in the early modern period the identity of an individual is not from distinct physical traits to the complex life experience generated within, but outward to the community or society which is conceived along the same lines as the structural theory of linguistics conceives of signification within a language system. In other words, identity is an effect of the difference between positions in the societal system, differences between occupations, familial relations, sexual relations, classes or relations of service, employment, ownership, deference, and so on.

a) Cultural Materialist Francis Barker approaches early modern identity from an analysis of philosophical and ideological paradigms and has argued strenuously against the appropriateness of psychoanalytic criticism to early modern subjectivity. According to Barker, an ideological settlement in the seventeenth century brought about the separation of bodily desire and linguistic meaning, a separation which psychoanalysis inherits. Francis Barker, The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on Subjection, 2nd edn (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995; reprinted several times), p. 58.
b) The seventeenth-century subject and body are said by Barker to be a result of an emergent ideology of interiority, informing and informed by the philosophy of Descartes and medical anatomy. The Cartesian structure of subjectivity ‘imbues a moment of the subject, to one side of the split between desire and linguistic meaning, with an awareness of self that goes along with the elision from that consciousness of other elements of the psychic ensemble, from, that is, the subject’s total discourse’.
c) The pre-Cartesian body is represented by Barker as ‘a relation in a system of liaisons which are material, discursive, psychic, sexual, but without stop or centre’. The body exists in a network, signifying almost like language itself.

d) Barker argues: ‘Pre-bourgeois subjection does not properly involve subjectivity at all, but a condition of dependent membership in which place and articulation are defined not by an interiorized self-recognition – complete or partial, percipient or unknowing, efficient or rebellious – (of none the less socially constituted subject-positions), but by incorporation in the body politic which is the king’s body in its social form.’ In this body politic, ‘subjects are profoundly implicated not because they know their place (as in the modern form when it is effective) but because alterity of placement is always-already encoded as unthinkable. Or at least no more conceivable than the absurd proposition that the arm could take the place of the spleen. This did not prevent rebellion, but the heavy price legitimacy extracts for such an act is the burden of dismembering the frame of place and sense itself.’ The Tremulous Private Body, p. 28.
e) Barker also says: ‘Desire which is the motor is forever restless. A struggle is being fought out in these texts, and this is the lot of discourse, and of social life, in any polity organised under forms of domination’. Does this contradict the above statements?
f) One could argue against Barker, that it is identification that characterises the early modern subject’s membership of the body politic. If so alterity of placement or identification is arguably thinkable in some sense however much ideology may bind the subject into her or his position, or ‘stop’ within the body politic; if not thinkable, then perhaps it must be seen as repressed along with the ideology that ensures the subject’s placement. According to Lacan, the Unconscious, structured like a language, is the discourse of the Other, of all that is elided but structurally necessary for the formation of the subject in language.

g) Jonathan Dollimore uses the distinctively Althusserian term ‘misrecognition’ to refer to the subject’s identification of their place in relation to others in the structures of society. As we know Althusser developed this term from Lacan’s Mirror Stage to describe the way in which ideology gives rise to false consciousness. This suggests that Cultural Materialism can be more sympathetic than New Historicism to the rigorous use of psychoanalytic theory in the context of early modern subjectivity and culture.

h) Although authority produces resistance as its ‘difference’, its binary opposition, thereby according to New Historicism containing it; according to Cultural Materialist theory, subjects exceed the space allotted to them; they do not stay in place, since meaning, the condition of subjectivity, is a location of change.

i) The role of ideology can be seen as concealing the contradictions in the signifying systems and discursive practices of a culture in order to preserve the economic base of society, and to offer the subject an imaginary, compelling sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved. Ideology in this sense is a ‘lived relation to the real’. Althusser identifies ideology with the Unconscious and in his essay, ‘Freud and Lacan’, he analyses the Mirror Stage of narcissistic identification (Lacan) in relation to the ideological construction of the subject, as its prototype or early stage. Perhaps we can say that ideology works unconsciously through the ways we perceive (‘see and experience’) as much as the ways we consciously think. Ideology can be seen as a set of pre-conscious image concepts in which men and women see and experience, before they think about, their place within a given social formation. It is for this reason that Dollimore can write about the powerful internalisation of false belief which keeps the subject in awe and unaware of the contradictions of her/his life, and of ‘the ideological contradictions’ of a literary work’s ‘political unconscious’. Political Shakespeare, p. 14. Having said this, Dollimore is acutely aware of the difficulty problems of, on the one hand using a Freudian/Lacanian perspective, and on the other, of producing an historically informed reading of texts.

8) Among possible problems raised by the critical practice of Cultural Materialism is the following: According to Cultural Materialism, ‘ruling culture does not define the whole of culture, though it tries to, and it is the task of the oppositional critic to re-read culture so as to amplify and strategically position the marginalised voices of the ruled, exploited, oppressed, and excluded’ (Frank Lentricchia, cited in Political Shakespeare, p. 14). In doing so, by exaggerating the dissidence or radical subversion at the margins of culture, Cultural Materialism may be susceptible to the accusation of appropriating literary texts for its own subversive purposes.
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