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The essay question:
In your considered opinion, what difference would emerge between a New Historicist approach and a Cultural Materialist approach to Middleton and Dekker’s, The Roaring Girl?

The field of literary criticism and theory is in continuous movement and change. Emerging new theories react to previous ones, either in opposition, integrating, updating or including aspects from already established theories. Concerning old and later theories, the main disagreements are often between formal and historical methods of criticism[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Hamilton, Paul, Historicism the New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 1996) p.151] 

New Historicism became a literary criticism movement that reacted against formalism such as structuralism. Structuralism tends to see all art and literature isolated with its own rules and systems and focuses on form. New Historicism differed from old historical criticism where the historical background is seen to provide merely a setting where events take place. Historicism can be seen more as a historical than historicists movement. Historicism, unlike New Historicism, does not consider literary and non-literary text parallel but makes a hierarchical separation between them in favour of a literary text.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Barry, Peter, Beginning Theory: An introduction to literary and cultural theory, 2nd edition p. 174, 175] 

New Historicism highlights the historicity of a text by relating it to the configurations of society, power and ideology in any given time and it focuses on formative forces of social and ideological structures in which people find themselves. According to this theory, individuals are in large degree formed by structures that exist prior to their experience.[footnoteRef:3] The concept of “free will” is in question here and seen to be limited mainly to the options given by existing power structures.  New Historicism includes even opposition to be one of those given options since it is formed as a reaction against the dominant powers at that particular time and place and as such those two powers, dominant and opposition are linked with each other as binary oppositions.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Mitchell, Peter, 'Psyche, text, and society: Critical and Cultural Theory', Cultural Materialism, seminar 10 lecture notes 11.11]  [4:  Mitchell, Peter, 'Psyche, text, and society: Critical and Cultural Theory', New Historicism, seminar 9 handout p.2, lecture notes 8.11] 

New Historicism is predominantly an American critical literary theory that emerged at the beginning of the 1980s. In 1981 at Berkley California Stephen Greenblatt first used the term “New Historicism” to cover several critical practises and ideas that were all influenced by post-structuralism. 
Stephen Greenblatt is an acknowledged author of several books on the subject such as Renaissance Self Fashioning from More to Shakespeare (1980), and he is seen to be the one who, with help other scholars at the time in Berkley, fashioned and assembled together this new theory. New Historicism made academic concepts that had been previously hard to access (apart for scholars of the field) more accessible for people interested in literary theories and insights they can offer.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Barry, Peter, Beginning Theory: An introduction to literary and cultural theory, 2nd edition p.177] 

Greenblatt argues that New Historicism resists, as a first principle, locating the origin of its aesthetic meaning or power in the literary text or the author of the text. Greenblatt is more interested in a historical and social anthropological context[footnoteRef:6]. New Historicism has a keen interest in historically contingent ways and pays attention to episodes and events that might be serving the specific interests of existing institutions, such as the theatre[footnoteRef:7]. [6:  Barry, Peter, Beginning Theory: An introduction to literary and cultural theory, 2nd edition p. 173
]  [7:  Mitchell, Peter, 'Psyche, text, and society: Critical and Cultural Theory', New Historicism, seminar 9 handout p.1
] 

New Historicists argue that pre-existing structures and ideologies have determining influence on individuals. They look at the factual and fictional literary produce parallel and see the latter within the frame of the non-literary text. According to Greenblatt, this means that there is an inescapable historical process, and both factual and fictional literary texts are in continually refigured over time. Stephen Greenblatt’s main focus was to compare the plays of the Renaissance period and analyse them in the context of that time when inequality and suppression of the other, based on class, race and gender was influencing all the main aspects of society.
At dawn of the 1980s, approximately at the same time as New Historicism was emerging in the States, a new critical literary theory was emerging in Britain. This theory was named “Cultural Materialism”, and although born on the other side of the pond they both reflect the academic intellectual, political climate of the early 80s. 
Cultural Materialism is seen to be nearly identical English cousin of New Historicism since the similarities of these two critical theories are so numerous and differences far more subtle. It is a bit like they are of the part of the same family, and between them, there is an ongoing family dispute.
They both recognise that all written texts, whether fiction or factual, are clearly and unavoidably influenced by ideologies and social structures active at the time when the work was written. In the same manner also readers will be influenced by the time they live in. Consequently, it follows that truly objective, critical analyses is not possible, and both literary and factual produce will always be affected by these influences and can never be fully unbiased. 
Dollimore and Sinfield, two of the key figures behind Cultural Materialism, both agree with Karl Marx that “men and women make their own history but not in condition their own choosing” – and it is precisely there where one of the disputes lies. New Historicism sees men and women more like merely puppets, formed by cultural and socio-political circumstances doomed to act accordingly whereas Cultural Materialism has a more positive outlook while not denying the formative influences it also recognises an individuals and groups ability to make their own history.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Mitchell, Peter, 'Psyche, text, and society: Critical and Cultural Theory', Cultural Materialism, seminar 10 handout p.1 pint.1] 

The term “Cultural” in the context of Cultural Materialism refers to all culture and does not limit itself only in a high culture like Shakespeare but also includes popular culture. “Materialism” in this context signifies the opposition of “idealism” and where idealism sees that high culture presents a product of an independent and talented, refined mind “materialist” belief is contrary; it does not see culture as merely as a reflection socio-political and economic system, but neither is any literary work independent from it[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  Barry, Peter, Beginning Theory: An introduction to literary and cultural theory, 2nd edition p.183] 

New Historicism can be seen to be founded on Post-Structuralism whilst Cultural Materialism is considered  distinctly political in its approach, and heavily influenced by Marxist Literary theory.[footnoteRef:10] Cultural Materialists see that New Historians abdicate from effective political positioning by subscribing to aspects of post-structuralism that question all definitions inside their context and are sceptical of any conclusion problematising language, knowledge, or concepts of truth. The Post-Structuralist world view is very Nietzschean, and there are no guarantees or facts, only interpretations.  [10:  Barry, Peter, Beginning Theory: An introduction to literary and cultural theory, 2nd edition p.186
] 

New Historicists, in their endeavour, are more focused on the oppression of the dominant culture and see that unless this oppression is overcome, there will be no possibility for progressive change. They also recognise how nearly impossible that is because, as they see it, any opposition ends up supporting that dominance. Cultural Materialists, in their slightly more positive and energetic outlook, are more interested in how those progressive changes could be achieved.
As the historical context is fundamental for both of these literary theories, it is vital to consider that 17th century London was a London with myriads of activity. There were coffee houses, taverns, theatres and public debates that took place in many areas.  Colonialism brought in new influences and knowledge from exotic locations, and new scientific discoveries as an example in anatomy and astronomy were affecting the outlook people had in life. 
In some ways, this time in London was less formal and not as strict as the following periods. Influences at play in early 17th century made the culture more adhesive to the many changes that were taking place in society. There were, as an example, the clear class distinctions from a previous era but there was also a new middle class arising. For the first time in history, a person who was born into a  lower class could due to their efforts, brightness and connections climb into the newly risen middle class. Not only blood but also money could determine a man’s future, and even titles could be bought. It was a time of change where old ways gave way to the new currencies, feudalism to capitalism. 
Gender roles were not written in stone, and for men, it meant greater freedom. Men could have same-sex relations with younger men, boys even but not to be considered to be homosexual. Sexuality had partly to do with submission; older men and younger (boys), upper class, lower class and men and women and of course, the whole culture with prostitutes. Transvestism or cross-dressing was practised by some, and the men at court were dressing in garments that were considered feminine, and they also used perfume and makeup.
As women were forbidden to act in theatre, young boys played women’s roles and many of the plays tend to have strong sexual connotations. Crossdressing was central to sexual dynamic of theatre. Plays where a woman in order to gain an advantage of some kind dressed as a boy were not uncommon and consequently a boy actor played a woman who was dressed as a boy.
Although there were a new kind of companionship possible inside marriage and people could even consider marrying for love, women’s primary domain was still domestic, and their movements were restricted mainly to their homes or visiting other homes.
All of the above mainly applies to the upper and middle classes. For lower classes, the focus still remained on survival, even if the ways of earning a living were in the process of ongoing change heralding the upcoming industrial revolution.

About the Roaring Girl
The Roaring Girl illustrates the attitudes, predominantly to gender but also to class, in the 17th century Jacobean London. The Roaring Girls by Middleton and Dekker was written 1611 at the time when popular “City Comedies” were an afternoon delight of many Londoners. These were light, entertaining and often romantic comedies with intriguing plots and happy endings. Our current counterpart would maybe be so-called “Rom Coms”. 
The drama of the time was heavily preoccupied with sexual desire, and the production of eroticism was involved with every aspect of theatrical production including casting and composition of theatre companies, staging including language and gestures used in performances. Responses from audiences were part of that erotic dynamic. At the Elizabethan theatre the stage was very close to audience which added to intimacy between actors and audience. The mixed-gender audience, prostitutes and the transvestite male actors playing female roles all contributed to the sexual wiring and formations of people during this era.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Zimmerman, Susan, Erotic Politics; Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. First edition edn (London: Routledge, 1992). p.39, 40,
] 

The Roaring Girl’s leading character Moll Cutpurse resembles a known and controversial figure in early 17th century London called Mary Frith. Mary was a free spirit challenging the limitations subscripted to feminine gender by dressing and behaving like a man. She fearlessly entered to territories that were considered to be male dominions such as tavernas, tobacco houses and theatres. She smoked, drank and did not hide her, often, radical views. Mary Frith was also performing on stage, singing and playing her lute. Her behaviour was considered, not just controversial but at times criminal, and she found herself repetitiously church court.
The ideological shift concerning marriage is reflected in The Roaring Girl. The old ideas about the purpose of the marriage are presented in Sir Alexander, the Father who is made to be quite an unpleasant and rigid person but is also capable of change during the course of play and its clever plots. He is first determined to marry his son Sebastian with a wealthy person (marriage as an economic transaction), but the young man himself wants to marry a young woman he is in love with, Mary Fitz-Allard.
In the play, Moll Cutpurse, like her real-life model Mary Frith, is a young woman living very much on edge and testing gender boundaries of the time. She dresses like a man, speaks loud and freely, has strong opinions and both smokes and drinks – and goes to the theatre and plays, not the lute that was an acceptable instrument for a woman, but a violin. She also comes from a lower class and finds herself operating outside of class boundaries too. 
Like with Mary Frith, there is never any question about Moll’s gender, she is clearly a woman dressed as a man and not aiming to fool anyone about her gender. In the play, there are no definite indications about her sexuality although the play is full of sexual innuendoes including Moll ‘of excellent fingering’[footnoteRef:12] with her violin that is being left for interpretations.  [12:  Dekker, T and Middleton, T, The Roaring Girl New Mermaids, 2nd edition edn : A&C Black Publishers Limited, 1997). , p.86,  line 168                                                              ] 

Another theme that runs through the play highlights how our interpretations are dependent on the programming of a dominant culture and how easily and readily we misinterpret something that is outside of the existing framework. In the case of Moll Cutpurse, it is how willingly other characters in the play assume that Moll is sexually promiscuous. Her radical behaviour is read as loose morals and sexual lust, and men expect her to be sexually available for their whims and desires and their wives fear her as a rival for their husbands’ attentions. Moll Cutpurse takes a strong stance against these assumptions:

‘Moll:” To teach thy base thoughts manners: th’art one of those
That thinks each woman thy fond, flexible whore
If she but cast a liberal eye upon thee;
Turn back her head, she’s thine, or amongst company,
By change drink first to thee. Then she’s quite gone;
There’s no means to help her, nay, for a need,
Wilt swear unto thy credulous fellow lechers
That thou art more in favour with a lady
At first side than her monkey all her lifetime.
How many of our sex, by such as thou
Have their good thoughts paid with a blasted name
That never did deserve loosely or did trip
In path of whoredom beyond cup and lip?
But for the stain of conscience and of soul,
Better had women fall into the hands 
Of an act silent than a bragging nothing,
There is no mercy in’t, - What durst move you, sir,
From the high German throat if it lay ledger there
To dispatch privy slanders against me.
In thee I defy all men, their worst hates,
And their best flatteries, all their golden witchcrafts,
With which they entangle the poor spirits of fools.
Distressed needlewomen and trade-fallen wives, 
Fish that must need bite or themselves be bitten”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Dekker, T and Middleton, T, The Roaring Girl New Mermaids, 2nd edition edn : A&C Black Publishers Limited, 1997). p. 53,54,  lines 71 to 101                                              
] 


Moll Cutpurse doesn’t fit in the early 17th century England gender definitions. Her ability to reason is better and she has more wit than any of the male characters in the play’. Moll can fight as a man and is excellent at swordplay, but she also has high standards and demonstrates none of the more unfortunate male behaviours and vices. Moll Cutpurse doesn’t conform to an existing stereotype of a female either and is neither modest, gentle and obedient nor conniving, gossipy and promiscuous. Moll is moral, courageous and has integrity, but she can only express those virtues when she dresses like a man.
Moll Cutpurse, dressed as a man, plays an active part bringing the two lovers together in marriage, and all ends well as it should in a Jacobean light comedy. Moll’s status remains the same. She has no intention to marry, and when asked, she responds: 

Moll: “Who, I, my Lord? I’ll tell you when i’faith:
When you shall hear
Gallants void from sergeants’ fear,
Honesty and truth unslandered,
Woman manned but never pandered,
Cheats booted but not coached,
Vessels older ere they’re broached,
If my mind be then not varied,
Next day following I’ll be married”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Dekker, T and Middleton, T, The Roaring Girl New Mermaids, 2nd edition edn : A&C Black Publishers Limited, 1997). p.135, lines 216 to 224                                             
] 


This Renaissance play The Roaring Girl offers an opportunity for both, the New Historicism and the Cultural Materialism to investigate the then current sexual systems and their interconnection with other existing structures and systems, such as economical, class, socio-anthropological and political systems
This seemingly light comedy plot holds within itself several themes all affecting each other. Social Class influences sexual behaviour and desires as does gender, ideology and different belief systems similarly, and vice versa.
Moll’s ability to “to lie a’ both sides a the’ bed myself”[footnoteRef:15] does not necessarily indicate bisexuality but rather that she is not pretending to be a man but can play both parts according to need. She can wear the idea of gender as a dress and change. It also promotes the concept of a hermaphrodite that had a strong erotic lure at the time. Renaissance culture was thrilled by that idea and males dressed as females on stage allowed an illusion of it.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Dekker, T and Middleton, T, The Roaring Girl New Mermaids, 2nd edition edn : A&C Black Publishers Limited, 1997, p.43, lines 36, 37                                            ]  [16:  Zimmerman, Susan, Erotic Politics; Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. First edition edn (London: Routledge, 1992). p.41
] 

Women and boys were both perceived as unfinished men, so both are legitimate subjects for dominant male sexuality.[footnoteRef:17] For Moll Cutpurse to dress as a man, she challenges all of those existing power structures; she is a female and from a lower class. She adopts male behaviour with her dressing but confirms to existing gender form by arranging a heterosexual marriage. She is ultimately telling the men to be more manly (so that she would be more inclined to want to be a woman) and thereby conforming to the current gender norm. [17:  Howard, J. E., Erotic Politics: Desire on the Renaissance Stage. Chapter 10, p.1
] 

In the end, the play confirms the idea of a woman that was deemed acceptable. In that way, nothing has happened. A meaningless entertaining adventure that leaves the old status quo intact. 
New Historicism sees that subversion of any established structures or systems are based on binary oppositions and it assumes that any potential subversion that the character of Moll Cutpurse might represent is well contained within a conservative play that fundamentally confirms the established dominating structures. For New Historicism an opposition, in the end, does not change anything; on contrary it will power and further consolidate the existing superstructures and ideologies since it is those same structures and status quo that has given rise to the opposition in the first place. For New historicism this is inescapable. 
Cultural Materialist, though agreeing with most of the New Historicist approach would argue the play to be a bit of a Trojan horse. It is a light comedy and yet inside it are hidden revolutionary ideas, mainly about gender, but also about social class. 
The play culminates in a wedding scene that reaffirms the existing social order – but Moll does not quite confirm. She expresses her view that for her marriage is more of a prison than a happy ending, and she would never exchange her, even if relative, freedoms to join that institution. 
Cultural Materialism is very concerned with the question of what subversion is and how and when we can identify it. No one can ultimately say what effects of any literary work might be in the long term. In this case The Roaring Girl there are, embedded in it, new ideas; while it says, ‘man up’, it also presents new ideas and suggests, inside a romantic comedy and light entertainment, that the social organisation of gender could be different. The play also suggests, in its hidden subtext that the abilities of both genders and different social classes are limited by existing power structures and if those structures change, so will the limitations. 
The resent interest for The Roaring Girl suggests that in early modern England gender stereotypes were being exposed and challenged and that we, from our current place in history, can appreciate it in a greater context of time. Cultural Materialists might argue that even if the play is said to have contained the threat of Moll Cutpurse, the cat was nevertheless let out of the bag and can never be put back in. 

Conclusion
New Historicism and Cultural Materialism both contain in themselves influences from other previous critical literary theories. Later Feminist approach and Lesbian/Gay approach nearly insist on joining the analyses of The Roaring Girl and could open further interesting avenues when approaching this play, inescapably from the 21st-century perspective.
In this essay, the main focus has been to identify how the existing early 17th century structures are formative influences that extend their influence beyond the obvious such as class, economics and dominant gender norms. It is evident that also the individual identity, including a person’ sexual identity is formed inside the context that combines and interconnects all these historical influences.
On hindsight, we see, how in art and culture as in politics and economics and indeed in history as a whole, everything continually repeats itself. Horrors that we thought were left behind suddenly stick their heads up. Attitudes towards gender, race and class keep on changing and returning, in literature as in life, even in our time. 
What also becomes evident is that these theories themselves are subject to influences of their own time and the particular keyhole or a looking glass they provide carries within the bias of their time and that it is inescapable and understood. Critical literary theories have great validity as long as they don’t assume to be final imperative. Theirs is a continuously changing and evolving territory.
In conclusion, I would say that New Historicism and its theses are important and valid, and at its appearance even bold and challenging. New Historicism provides us with frameworks and grits that allow us to read literary work and perceive formative elements and influences that could easily be missed. We can identify that humans, individuals and groups alike are influenced by structures that were there before them and we can also see how even the opposition ends up powering those very structures, political, institutional and ideological. It helps us to understand better why history seems so doomed to repeat itself.
By the same token, we need also be Cultural Materialists, and we need to sustain our belief that art and literature can be significant influences in our society and cause, not just temporary change but also fundamental, transformative and progressive change. Maybe it could be said that Cultural Materialism does not wholly conform to the restrictions of academic writing but contains an aspect of a ‘free radical’ and lets itself to be somewhat fictional and personal in its approach to the literature.
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