Critical and Cultural Theory

SEMINAR 9
New Historicism
SG (1980) = Greenblatt, Stephen, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), the Introduction, pp. 1-9; ‘Marlowe and the Will to Absolute Play’, pp. 193-221
SG (1986) = Greenblatt, Stephen, ‘Psychoanalysis and Renaissance Culture’, in Literary Theory/Renaissance Texts, ed. Patricia Parker and D. Quint (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), pp. 210-24
JH = Howard, Jean E., ‘Sex and Social Conflict: The Erotics of The Roaring Girl’, in Erotic Politics: Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. Susan Zimmerman (London: Routledge, 1992)

VT = Traub, Valerie, Desire and Anxiety: Circulations of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama (London: Routledge, 1992), ‘Introduction: Talking about sexuality in Shakespeare’
HAV = Veeser, H. Aram, ‘The New Historicism’, in The New Historicism Reader, ed. by H. Aram Veeser (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 1-32. Call Number: 801.95 VEE
1. New Historicism
The New Historicism has been said to make six theoretical assumptions - HAV, 2, 8:
1) 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, Stephen Greenblatt acknowledges ‘the impossibility of fully reconstructing and reentering the culture’ of the historical period of which he writes. – SG (1980), 5. But this is not to succumb to relativism. The social embeddedness of literary production and interpretation 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.
2) All aesthetic representation embodies market relations (for later New Historicists; for Stephen Greenblatt, however, the ‘circulation of social energy’ 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’ – SG (1980), 5 
3) 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 anthropology, or at least the strand of anthropology whose object is not 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’ – SG (1980), 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 it members’ ‘metaphorical grasp of reality’- SG (1980), 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.
4) 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’ – SG (1980), 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’ – SG (1980), 4
5) A critical method and a language adequate to describe culture under capitalism participate in the economy they describe.

6) 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. New Historicism and Deconstruction

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. New Historicism, Marxism and Feminism
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, authoritarian?) 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?’ – HAV, 3, 6; SG (1980)
4. New Historicism and Renaissance Drama
New Historicism seems in some ways admirably equipped for the historical interpretation of Renaissance drama. The emergent theatre is an instance of the literalisation and institutionalisation of the conceptual demarcation between artistic and other social practices. This implies that at least some of its modes of exchange with other institutions are tangible, and that the demarcation between the theatre and other institutions and practices is at this time of an improvisational character.
1) Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker, The Roaring Girl
Moll’s transvestism might suggest her subversion of traditional gendered binary oppositions which are superimposed on biological sexual differences. Indeed the fact of her cross-dressing destabilizes these essentialist binaries. Furthermore, she resists the adoption of traditional gender roles:
a) Wife: ‘I have no humour to marry, I love to lie o’ both sides o’th’bed myself, and again o’th’other side; a wife you know ought to be obedient, but I fear me I am too headstrong to obey, therefore I’ll ne’er go about it.’ (2.2.34-39).
b) Prostitute: She will not be subordinated to Laxton by being paid for sexual favours.

c) Mercantile (middle-class) wife (as frequently represented in misogynist literature and city comedy): If she were one of these she would no longer be desired by Laxton, because she would have economic power in excess of his own.

Early modern documents concerning cross-dressing, however, explain women’s transvestism in terms of a response to the effeminisation of men wearing ‘feminine attire’. Indeed Moll is often critical of the lack of masculinity expressed by the gallants (2.1.290-93, 298-99). ‘The failings of braggart men are what she seems to reprove both when she trips up Trapdoor (2.1.334) and when she bests Laxton at sword play in Lincoln’s Inn Fields (3.1.115-29)’. – JH, 179. Therefore Moll’s apparently transgressive sexual identity might be deeply implicated in early modern culture’s binary oppositions and sexual hierarchies, so that what we might have assumed was an opposition, is a function of containment and reinforcement of those hierarchical binary oppositions: ‘If Moll’s “corrections” worked, women would again be docile and men manly, and happy marriages would thrive.’ Yet for this ‘corrective’ role, Moll’s practice as a cross-dresser may be inappropriate – JH, 179. And in her tirade against the sex and gender systems when fighting Laxton, she seems to exceed the tamer demands for manly men and womanly women (3.1.71-111).
2) Christopher Marlowe, Edward II
Because the ideological and structural elements of society include binary oppositions, Greenblatt argues that by embracing what society deems evil, Marlowe’s heroes have unwittingly accepted crucial structural elements of society. For Greenblatt, what is at issue is not the power to disobey, but ‘the characteristic modes of desire and fear produced by a given society, and the rebellious heroes never depart from those modes’- SG (1980), 209. Greenblatt turns Marlowe from a socially destabilizing writer into a socially reinforcing one. In your opinion, is this a fair assessment of Edward II?
The gendered binary oppositions of male and female superimpose heterosexual masculine and feminine desire onto the anatomical male and female sexes, and kingship in Edward II is defined ideologically as a combination of associations of masculinity which include heterosexual desire. But heterosexual desire is not essential to the male sex or necessarily found in combination with other associations of masculinity. Through the ideology of kingship, however, the association of attributes and their superimposition of the male sex are maintained so that dominant ideology suggests that the male ruler’s sexual interest in other men is a deviation from true rule when it does not act as a consolidation of his power and when it does not make him ‘effeminate’ (In Act I, Mortimer Senior lists a number of reputable historical males who doted on other men yet retained their ‘stern’ or ‘conquering’ ‘masculinity’, and by implication their right to rule. Transgression in the form of Edward II’s same-sex desire, rather than subverting this dominant ideology, may only reinforce it if the king is found also to be wanting as a king, to lack gravity and responsibility in public office, e.g. in dispensing titles and in meeting the demands of foreign war.

Some suggestions for further consideration of these problems in Edward II:

a) The difficulty of separating the discourse of desire/sexuality from that of power, and the difficulty of discerning the priority and predominance of desire or power;

b) Speech in the play rarely reveals private emotion or feeling reliably and so there is a difficulty distinguishing between actual intention or desire (which may be disguised) from apparent intention or desire. Prior to executing Edward in foul parody of sodomy, Lightborn says to the King: ‘Far is it from my heart to do you harm’ (5.5.47). Perhaps the execution of the King enforces the identity of sodomite upon him and so justifies his removal from power.
i) The language of the play for the most part eschews poetry and emotion. This may relate to the role of ideology in making gender associations seem natural or given, rather than constructed through rhetoric.
ii) The speech of Isabella is singularly poetic and metaphoric, suggesting her subjective experience of having her sexuality rejected by Edward, yet she is repeatedly reproved by Mortimer for her ‘sad complaint’. A difficulty of interpretation, however, lies in the possibility that she is distressed more by the lack of recognition and acknowledgement of her social position as queen (‘Her dignities and honours’) than by the neglect of her erotic feelings. Moreover Isabella’s metaphorically ornate language may yet be merely a superficial conformity to feminine gender associations and her complaints merely conform to the expected response of a queen deprived of the conventional needs of her station. The rapid transference of her pronouncements of faithful love from Edward to Mortimer (with the same scene (2.4) indicate, rather than deep attachment, a re-alignment of allegiance. 
c) Edward II’s relationship with his status as king is perhaps less to do with the ideology than the aesthetic of kingship. How much does this and the vaunting of the royal treasury by the King’s ‘flatterers’ incense Mortimer because it implies sexual orientation?
d) Edward’s desire for Isabella seems always to be proferred with political conditions attached, such as her ability to reconcile the rebellious lords. Edward’s transgression may be sexual as such or it may be as his desire leads to preferment of social inferiors (the King’s ‘flatterers’).
e) Edward does not gain power by his desire for Gaveston, but rather an imaginary annihilation or reflection of his ego in the other: ‘Knowest thou not who I am? / Thy friend, thy self, another Gaveston.’ (1.1.141-42) Does the narcissism of this relation merely reinforce the ideological association of masculinity with heterosexuality and undermine the King’s right to rule?
f) To what extent does Gaveston’s desire for power, status and wealth construct his desire for Edward?
5. New Historicism, Psychoanalysis and Early Modern Culture
1) According to Stephen 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’ – VT, 14 (my italics).
2) Identification of the owner of a name and property 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’ – SG (1986), 216

3) 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’ – SG (1986), 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’ – SG (1986), 216.

4) Psychoanalysis is accused of ignoring its own historical inception as a condition for its limited applicability.

5) 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’ – SG (1986), 210, 221
6. Among possible problems of New Historicism are the following:
1) 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.

2) 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.

3) The New-Historicist assumption that literary and non-literary “texts” circulate inseparably has resulted in ‘arbitrary connectedness’ and historians remain deeply troubled by what they perceive to be methodological anarchy.
4) 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.
5) 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).

6) 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.
7) There are a number of possible objections to Greenblatt’s arguments regarding psychoanalysis and early modern culture:

a) On identification, regarded as ‘firm and decisive’ in the early modern period by Greenblatt, Traub 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. – VT, 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.
b) 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’ – VT, 14
c) 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.
d) The particular content and structure of the Unconscious may be regarded as historically variable rather than emergent in the early modern period.
e) 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. (Oedipus and the Devil, London: Routledge, 1994, p. 11)
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