Psyche, Text, and Society: Critical and Cultural Theory

SEMINAR 10
Cultural Materialism
FB = Barker, Francis, The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on Subjection, 2nd edn (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995; reprinted several times), ‘A Challenged Spectacle’, pp. 1-63

CB = Belsey, Catherine, ‘Literature, History, Politics’, in New Historicism and Renaissance Drama, ed. by Richard Wilson and Richard Dutton (London: Longman, 1992), pp. 33-44. 809.2 WIL (2 copies)
JD, PS = Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore & Alan Sinfield (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985) 822.33 DOL; 2nd edn (1994)
JD, RT = Dollimore, Jonathan, 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). Read the Introduction to the Second Edition, pp. xi-lxviii; Part IV: Subjectivity: Idealism Versus Materialism, pp. 249-71; and the chapter on John Webster’s The White Devil.
1. Cultural Materialism
1) Cultural Materialism and Marxism 

Jonathan Dollimore introduces the concerns of 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. – JD, PS, 3
Which do you think New Historicism tends to belong to: the former or the latter?

2) The term ‘Cultural Materialism’ derives from its use by Raymond Williams. One of its main exponents, Jonathan 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, and 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’ – JD, PS, 2-3
3) As far as representations of power in Renaissance literature are concerned, Cultural Materialism is the British counterpart of the predominantly American critical theory and practice of New Historicism, with which it shares a number of assumptions and positions (the corresponding numbers on the list of New Historicism’s theoretical assumptions, which may be found on the relevant seminar handout, are provided in parentheses following each position):
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 (corresponding to no. 1) – JD, PS, 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 (corresponding to no. 4). 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.–JD, PS,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’ – JD, PS, 5. This attention to the complex struggles and harmonies of culture is shared by New Historicism (corresponding to nos. 2 & 3), but:

i) Cultural Materialism has recourse to Raymond Williams’ distinction between residual, dominant, and emergent ideologies and aspects of culture. – JD, RT
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 (corresponding to no. 3). 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.’ (This corresponds to no. 6.) 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’. – JD, PS, 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 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.

But 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. – CB, 42. This is because the generation of the meaning of texts is initiated by the reader’s interpretation of the work’s signification.
d) So, following on from the points above, whereas New Historicism, 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, seems willing to accept that subversion is contained (corresponding to no. 6), 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.’ – JD, PS, 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.’ – JD, PS, 15
2. Cultural Materialism and Structuralism/Post-Structuralism
The encounter between Cultural Materialism and Structuralism is already indicated to some extent above in the account of how Cultural Materialism construes society and the meaning of persons, acts, organisations and institutions in society along lines that are similar to those along which Structuralism conceives of language and signification. But there are other dimensions to this encounter:

1) 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.

2) 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.

3) 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 – JD, PS, 9-10 (This bears close comparison with New Historicism’s relationship to the theory of deconstruction, for which see the relevant section of the seminar handout on New Historicism.)

4) 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. – CB, 43
3. Cultural Materialism, Subjectivity and Psychoanalysis
1) 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. These differences are between, for example, occupations, familial relations, sexual relations, classes or relations of service, employment, ownership, deference, and so on.

2) 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. – FB, 58:

a) The seventeenth-century subject and body are said 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’. – FB

b) 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.
c) Barker: ‘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.’ – FB, 28

d) Does Barker contradict the above statements, however, when he 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’?
e) One could argue against Barker, that it is identification that characterises the early modern subject’s membership of the body politic, as it is in Greenblatt’s account of early modern subjectivity. 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.

f) As we shall see below, 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.
3) For reasons provided at 3. 2) d – f, above, some Cultural Materialism is more post-structuralist than Barker’s version and can be more sympathetic to the rigorous use of psychoanalytic theory in the context of early modern subjectivity and culture.

a) Authority produces resistance as its ‘difference’, its binary opposition, thereby according to New Historicism containing it. But if bodily subjects in society signify like words (signifiers) in a language and their meaning or identity is an effect of difference, wholly defined by the relations between terms or positions in the contextual networks within a societal and language system, then one need not conclude, as Barker and Greenblatt do, that subjects can only be ‘profoundly implicated’ – FB, 28; rather if subjects signify like language, why would their meaning or identity stay in place? Meaning, a condition of subjectivity, is a location of change, of difference and deferral. So according to some Cultural Materialist theory, subjects exceed the space allotted to them.

b) As we discovered in the seminar on Marxist cultural theory and ideology, 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 the Cultural Materialist Jonathan 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 play’s ‘political unconscious’. – JD, RT; PS, 14

c) 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.

4. Cultural Materialism and Feminism
Materialist feminist theory and criticism tends to emphasise either patriarchal oppressiveness or resistance to the dominant ideological constructions of women. In both cases the emphasis is on the historically specific material and ideological conditions of society: ‘A materialist feminism, rather than simply co-opting or writing off Shakespeare, follows the unstable constructions of, for example, gender and patriarchy back to the contradictions of their historical moment.’ – JD, PS, 11
5. Cultural Materialism and Renaissance Drama
Cultural Materialism aims to recover the political dimension of Renaissance drama, arguing that analysts of literature in the period were much concerned with its effect. Views of its effectiveness ranged in the period from those which stressed its capacity to instruct and keep the populace obedient, and those which emphasised its power to demystify authority and to subvert it. - JD, PS, 7-8. An example of a cultural-materialist critical approach to a literary text is the chapter on John Webster’s The White Devil in Jonathan Dollimore’s Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries.
1) John Webster, The White Devil
a) Gender
i) The Arraignment of Vittoria (III.ii) arguably demonstrates patriarchal social and linguistic constraints on female subjectivity, such that Vittoria feels the need to assert herself by resisting the definition of a ‘whore’, yet in doing so she is judged to be impudent and it is said by Monticelso that ‘she’s mad’, ‘She’s turned Fury’ (III.ii.277, 280). ‘Not only does the language of the dominant actually confer identity on the subordinate, but the latter can only resist this process in terms of the same language; thus Vittoria determines to ‘personate masculine virtue’ (III.ii.135). And yet, because of her different position in relation to power Vittoria’s appropriation of that language can only go so far; in a sense the same language is not the same at all: ‘O woman’s poor revenge / Which dwells but in the tongue!’ (III.ii.281-2)’ – JD, RT, 235
(1) In accusing Monticelso of threatening her with ‘painted devils’ (3.2.150), Vittoria appears to demonstrate that she is not in awe of his religious and judicial authority.

(2) Vittoria exposes contradiction in the assumption of her guilt by Monticelso (III.ii.205-208)
(3) The charges against Flamineo and Marcello are dropped ostensibly because there is insufficient evidence of their involvement in the murder of Camillo, but it is also more appropriate somehow to see Vittoria as the cause of the corruption and villainy, as the whore who rots men, than to punish the ‘real’ agents of the crime (III.ii.254-57).

ii) Vittoria’s death scene (V.vi)

(1) Vittoria is defiant in death. To the accusation that she will dissolve in fear, she replies, ‘I am too true a woman!’ (V.vi.226)

(2) She acknowledges however that her greatest sin lay in her ‘blood’.

(3) Vittoria: ‘My soul like to a ship in a black storm, / Is driven, I know not whither’ (V.vi.251): does this moral uncertainty signify a ‘white devil’?

(4) Her last words: ‘Oh, happy they that never saw the court, / Nor ever knew great men but by report!’ (V.vi.264-65). ‘In short, realpolitik presupposes for its successful operation complicity by the few, ideological misrecognition by the many.’ – JD, RT, 233. In a sense this concept of ‘misrecognition’ (of self and other, of the courtly as courteous, etc.), used developed by Lacan and by Althusser, is the chink through which psychoanalysis might be able to enter a cultural-materialist reading of The White Devil.
iii) The ‘woman on top’ image was an image which could legitimate rather than subvert the dominant order, but as a multivalent image it could also ‘widen behavioural options for women within and even outside marriage’ – JD, RT, 240. This response to the question of whether subversion is contained or not is characteristic of the way in which Cultural Materialism tends to differ from New Historicism.
iv) Webster was ‘interested in the exploitation of women (rather than women’s rights) as one aspect – and a crucial one – of a social order which thrived on exploitation’ – JD, RT, 240

b) Class

i) Flamineo: ‘I visited the court, whence I return’d / More courteous, more lecherous by far’ (I.i.332-33): ‘Though divergent in meaning “lecherous” and “courteous” are forced together through parallel syntax and ironic tonal control; formal balance and symmetry heighten rather than diminish the disjunction, the point being of course that the “courteous” ideal is not just the cover for “lecherous” practice but an inextricable part of it.’ ‘Throughout Jacobean tragedy words like “courteous” are forced into double and antithetical senses, becoming the pivotal points of an inversion working in terms of an interrogative irony.’ – JD, RT, Part One, Ch. 1

ii) Flamineo’s education, poverty, frustration, misogyny and vice: ‘It is the tragic contradiction of this society that for those in it virtue involves false-consciousness while the struggle for true consciousness entails viciousness.’ JD, RT, 234
iii) For Dollimore, early modern identity is fractured, split, so although he resists the notion there was ‘selfhood’ in the early modern period akin to a modern sense, nevertheless identification in the early modern period is not firm and decisive as Greenblatt and other New Historicists, as well as Barker, have argued.
6. Among possible problems raised by the critical practice of Cultural Materialism is the following:
1) 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 JD, PS, 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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