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New Historicism and Cultural Materialism: an Examination of the Differences of These Two Important Approaches to Literary Criticism

New Historicism and Cultural Materialism represent a point of inflection in the scholarship of English literature. They can be seen as a turning point from the criticism of English literature where the primary focus was the literary text to a broader and more encompassing focus on historical and material context. The literary text was removed from its gilded cage and placed amongst its non-literary peers. While literary history has always been present, particularly in Renaissance works and literature, what the new historicists and cultural materialists did was to bring a diverse range of influences to the table in contextualizing the literary texts. These influences included anthropology, Marxism, theory of history, and philosophical viewpoints, permitting an investigation of context and text and revealing new and fresh insights to, in particular canonical, texts of the English language. 
Coming out of Berkeley in the 1980’s, new historicism is principally an American development in early modern literature studies. The publication of Stephan Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980) is seen as the seminal work. Cultural materialism, primarily a British development, came to prominence following the publication of Jonathan Dollimore’s Radical Tragedy (1984) and Political Shakespeare edited by Dollimore and Alan Sinfield in 1985. These two approaches focused on early modern literature and both took the step of contextualizing the literary text with non-literary texts. New historicism and cultural materialism are heavily influenced by Marxist criticism, but while traditional Marxist criticism generally looks at conflicts between social classes, and the conflicts of large historical forces and less so the details of history[footnoteRef:1], new historicism and cultural materialism drill down much deeper onto specific historical texts. [1:  Ryan Johnson and Ken Newton, Theory into Practice: Reader in Modern Literary Criticism. (New York; Secaucus: Palgrave Macmillan Springer [Distributor, 1992) <https://link.springer.com/openurl?genre=book&isbn=978-0-333-56768-5> [accessed 17 May 2019].] 

New historicism and cultural materialism concur on the assumption that no universal, or unchanging truth, or unalterable or transhistorical human nature can be received from discourse, imaginative or archival[footnoteRef:2] and the “the impossibility of fully reconstructing and reentering the culture.”[footnoteRef:3] Both theories approach the interaction or relationship between text and context with a refined attention to the political implications of literary interpretation. Both new historicists and cultural materialists treat texts of all kinds as vehicles of politics.[footnoteRef:4] They break down the boundaries of what constitute literature and history and instead explore the dialogue between them. The preceding theories of criticism, using as foreground the literary text and a background context or history are overridden with the shared assumption that neither archival nor literary texts are independent and that they circulate inseparably. [2:  Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005).
]  [3:  Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), p.5.]  [4:  John Brannigan, New Historicism and Cultural Materialism (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998).] 

New historicism engages in a parallel reading of literary and non-literary texts and are usually of the same historical period. The literary text can be critiqued on an even footing with the non-literary text, refusing to give the literary text any privilege over the non-literary but instead giving both equal weight. Cultural materialists also approach the text and non-literary text with equal weight but take a different view on what determines the relevant history and include all times when the text is produced and reproduced.
In this essay I explore the differences between new historicism and cultural materialism. In order to frame the discussion of the differences in these similar and related approaches to literary critical theory it is necessary to first introduce briefly the shared influences and early development of the approaches. I then look at the distinct influences of each approach and the dominant features of the influence in each approach. 

Shared Influences and the Development of the Approaches.

As mentioned above Stephen Greenblatt was one of the primary exponents of new historicism. His stated aims were to create “a more cultural or anthropological criticism” one which is intended to be “conscious of its own status as interpretation and intent upon understanding literature as part of the system of signs that constitute a given culture”.[footnoteRef:5] Greenblatt integrates literary criticism and cultural critique, and places the onus on the critic to investigate “both the social presence to the world of the literary text and the social presence of the world in the literary text”.[footnoteRef:6] Cultural materialism according to Dollimore can be understood as cultural analysis ‘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’.[footnoteRef:7] These new approaches moved cultural theory from the polarized positions of ‘idealist’ accounts of literary humanists and the materialist accounts, particularly of the ‘vulgar’ Marxist type and brought about new theoretical approaches that embraced the materiality of culture.[footnoteRef:8] Both new historicism and cultural materialism share similar assumptions. Greenblatt’s “impossibility of fully reconstructing and reentering the culture”[footnoteRef:9] and Dollimore’s assumption of the impossibility of accessing “universal, unchanging truths” or the expressing of “unalterable, transhistorical human nature”[footnoteRef:10] are in harmony with the concept of the inescapability of historical processes. [5:  Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), p.4.]  [6:  Ibid., p.5]  [7:  Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), p. 4.]  [8:  Andrew Milner, ‘Cultural Materialism, Culturalism and Post-Culturalism: The Legacy of Raymond Williams’, Again, Dangerous Visions: Essays in Cultural Materialism, 2018, 269–97 <https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004314153_016>.]  [9:  Greenblatt Renaissance p. 5.]  [10:  Dollimore Political Shakespeare p. 2.] 

A subsequent shared assumption is the new historicist and cultural materialist view that literary and non-literary texts circulate inseparably. This assumption places the text on a similar footing as a historical text and removes the unequal weight that previous historicists placed on the literary text. Both approaches refute literature as being wholly contained in an ideological superstructure, and merely expressing social norms, as merely a reflection or recording of their contemporary society. Greenblatt and Dollimore negate the origin of a literary text coming from the separate or ‘idealist’ author. New historicism attributes literature to a cultural interplay as “a manifestation of concrete behavior of its particular author, ... the expression of the codes by which behavior is shaped, and as a reflection upon those codes”[footnoteRef:11] where cultural materialism agrees with “the cultural connections between signification and legitimation.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Greenblatt Renaissance p. 4.]  [12:  Political Shakespeare p. 7.] 

Both new historicism and cultural materialism run contrary to the historical scholarship in the pursuit of a single political vision. Dollimore insists that this, if it were ever the case, was not a shared situation and this view is shared by new historicists, however the nuances of this and other approaches within both theories begin to highlight the differences in these two related branches. And here at this fork is pertinent to turn to the difference separate these theories.

Key Differences Between New Historicism and Cultural Materialism.
The most pronounced differences between new historicism and cultural materialism can be traced to the distinct influences in each approach. While the dominant influences on New Historicism were arguably Michel Foucault’s cultural theory in Discipline and Punish (1977), Clifford Geertz’s social anthropological work The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), and Hayden White’s Metahistory: The historical Imagination in Nineteenth-century Europe (1973), cultural materialism were strongly influenced by Louis Althusser, the writing of Raymond Williams and Antonio Gramsci.
From Clifford Geertz’s The Interpretation of Cultures (1973).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Neema Parvini, ‘New Historicism and Cultural Materialism’, in A Companion to Literary Theory, ed. by David H. Richter (Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2018), pp. 238–49 <https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118958933.ch19>.] 

New Historicism takes a key concept of Geertz, that of ‘thick description.’ This involves the attempt to critique a culture from a point of view within that culture. This concept has important consequences on new historicists selection of non-literary texts with which they ‘anecdote’ or ‘frame’ the literary text. This limitation on the selection process is also in keeping with Geertz’s notion of local knowledge, whereby a text would be situated in the cultures of its time and location, further limiting the scope for selection.
Two key new historicists, Stephen Greenblatt and Louis Montrose describing their work as cultural poetics rely heavily on Hayden White’s ‘poetics of history’ in White’s Metahistory. White’s tropological model of the approach to historical writing and therein the understanding of it as “a verbal structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, or icon, of past structures and processes in the interest of explaining what they were by representing them,”[footnoteRef:14] that history has a narrative form. [14:  Hayden V White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015), p. 3.] 

New historicism applies Michel Foucault’s Power-Knowledge, an intermarrying of power and knowledge.  Power according to Foucault is non-existent without knowledge and there is no knowledge without power. Knowledge then in the form of discourse cannot exist without power. “Power is everywhere” and devoid of structure and agency and “comes from everywhere.”[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Brantford, Ont.: W. Ross MacDonald School Resource Services Library, 2013), p. 63.] 

Cultural materialism relying on other influences takes a distinct view in crucially different ways. Gramsci’s notion of hegemony is that an all cultures there is a dominant ‘political society’ or group which exercises and holds power and is that this in turn is buffeted by subordinate groups. The relationship between them is an acting out a “perpetual struggle” for hegemony.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Antonio Gramsci, Quintin Hoare, and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci. (New York: International Publishers, 1973) 181-2.] 

Cultural materialism draws on Raymond Williams’ three distinct ideologies and aspects of culture, namely the ‘residual’, the ‘dominant’ (complicit with hegemony) and the ‘emergent’ from Williams’ Marxism and Literature. Williams argued that there existed three distinct ideologies and aspects of culture and that the three constituted any cultural group. The residual is the influence of older cultural practices on contemporary society, be it consciously or unconsciously. Distinct from archaic practices, those which are which have been abandoned or outdated, the residual being active in shaping the society but separate from the dominant. The dominant as the name suggests, being that overriding cultural aspect that permeates and has hegemonic power, a kind of cultural mass. The emergent are those newly formed or forming cultural aspects or practices which are being constantly created by groups and societies. Coupling these concepts with described levels of culture of the ‘subordinate’, ‘repressed’ and ‘marginal’, cultural materialism differs from new historicism in its pursuit of the literary forms which can provide insights in the subversion of the dominant culture, be it through resisting or contesting that ideology.
Louis Althusser’s ‘ideological interpellation’ is the idea that an individual works “by themselves” and “is interpellated as a (free) subject in order that he shall submit freely to the commandments of the Subject, i.e. in order that he shall (freely) accept his subjection.”[footnoteRef:17] That is where the individual is under the false impression that they are working for their own benefit, but in fact are working for the interests of the state or  dominant hegemony. Althusser goes on to argue “an ideology always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices. This existence is material.”[footnoteRef:18] Ideology has a material existence and it “represents individuals’ imagined relations to their real conditions.”[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Althusser, Louis. 1971. “Ideology and the Ideological State Apparatus.” In Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster, 85–136. New York: Monthly Review Press, 2001.]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid.] 

Having looked at the dominant different influences of both approaches I explore how these influences affect the practice of new historicism and cultural materialism.
New historicism, due to its reliance on Foucault and Geertz, can be seen as a form of anti-humanism. Individuals are seen almost exclusively as products of their environment, both of the time and place. There is little room in the approach for individual intervention in the power-knowledge structures. Its conception of power indebted to Foucault and Marx is “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.”[footnoteRef:20] But cultural material too can be seen as anti-humanist. It approaches too, the notion that individuals are to an extreme extent merely products of the structures of power that they exist in. The difference between new historicism and cultural materialism is largely due to the influence of Gramsci and Williams. The view adopted by the new culturalists is less rigid and homogeneous than the new historicists. In cultural materialism the dominant hegemony is never in complete control or entirely without material existence as would be suggested by the power-knowledge concept. The existence then of different levels of culture, the emergent, residual and dominant cultures co-existing may be seen to lend a more optimistic approach to the cultural materialists. Although Althusser’s influence on cultural materialism might be seen to damn this optimism, his influence of ideology on the individual working without the knowledge of the subjects to generate for the sake of the dominant requirements is a far more porous ideology open to the subversive. [20:  Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), p.6.] 

In new historicism subversion can be seen to be contained, through the assumption that every act of uncovering, critiquing and opposition to a practice is bound to the use of the tools of that practice and can in turn become contained by that practice it exposes.[footnoteRef:21] This new historicist implication that all social and ideological critique and struggle taking an oppositional stance is implicated in the ideological oppression goes against and is contrary to many feminist and Marxist approaches, where art is tasked with the duty of attacking the hegemony. Therefore as Foucault’s ‘discursive practices’ can be seen to reinforce dominant ideology, William’s ‘structures of feeling’ can be understood to contain the seeds from which a resistance to the dominant might germinate. [21:  Harold Aram Veeser, The New Historicism Reader (New York: Routledge, 1994), p .8.] 

A key response to the influence of Geertz in new historicism as touched upon earlier is related to the selection of the non-literary text. New historicists critique through the parallel reading of an ‘anecdote’ text, (since context leads to the idea of a background text, the term ‘co-text’ has been used to describe this non-literary text that the new historicists use to ‘frame’ the critique). This ‘anecdote’ must necessarily be chosen from a narrow definition of applicability if the co-text is to satisfy Geertz’s requirements of both thick description and local knowledge. The limitation set for new historicists of course is not seen as a limitation from within the ranks, since the notions behind it are constituent to the theory but no such limitation is experienced by cultural materialists. Indeed the very text itself is examined not uniquely at it date of publication and within the local knowledge and from within its own culture, but rather can be examined anywhere along the ‘archival continuum.’[footnoteRef:22] Relevant history not influenced by Geertz includes all time when the text is produced and reproduced, thereby negating the logic of applying ‘local knowledge’ or ‘thick description.’ In keeping with this influence is Foucault’s ‘epistemé’ explained in the preface to The Order of Things. It can be understood as being similar to a period of history but more than being buttressed by a set of historical events, it is instead referenced to the state and character of ‘knowledge-power’ at a particular time. Both Foucault and new historicist analysis tend to focus on the emergence of a particular episteme, or a stretch of history of thought and power-knowledge whereas cultural materialists engage in both the reading of representations and the resituating of those representations in both material and in historical practices.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Richard Wilson and Richard Dutton, New Historicism and Renaissance Drama (London; New York: Longman, 1992).]  [23:  Alan Sinfield, Faultlines Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident Reading (Bekeley; Los Angeles; Oxford: University of California Press, 2009), p.1-7.] 

Both cultural materialism and new historicism interpret society as similar to linguistic structural theory, that is, that social acts are differential and arbitrary and understood in terms of others acts in the system. Both recognise that subversiveness may be a product of the dominant order, both as being contained by it, but also producing it in order to serve its own needs or goals.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005).] 

Cultural materialists combination of Marxist and feminist approaches to a text as a methodology to ‘recover its histories’, the exploitative context from which the text emerged, and by the foregrounding of those elements of present transmission and context of the work serve to breakdown the pre-existing dominance of, for example, conservative (political), Christian (religious) and colonial (socio-political) assumptions in Renaissance criticism (Shakespeare in particular). Applying structuralist, post-structuralist and primarily close textual analysis they depart from traditional/residual close textual analysis of a conservative assumptions. Throughout this process the focus is primarily and necessarily on canonical texts, as the possibility of an intervening politically or deriving a dissenting analysis is unlikely to be brought about through the study of obscure texts.
New Historicists as mentioned above place a literary text in a parallel reading with a non-literary text, the reading of which sheds local knowledge on the other. There is little focus on previous analysis in an attempt to defamiliarize the canonical literary text. It is presented in new light and in this way is appears fresh and an exploration of new territory. The baggage of inherited assumptions is set aside and not a primary focus of the critique. Their focus in on the state power present and its sustaining framework, and on patriarchal structures and again the supporting framework for this power structure. Colonisation and its ideologies are also examined and critiqued. Derrida and Foucault are applied, in that there is nothing beyond the text and the social structures as determinants of ‘discourse practices.’
From this we can deduce that cultural materialism may be seen as more politically motivated, a leftist culturalism, in its critique, particularly in its search for the dissenting voice and the clear confrontation with established assumptions and their representations both at the time of their emergence and throughout their subsequent representations. The breaking of the limits imposed by Geertz allows for this clear affront to the accepted ideology of a dominant culture and the appropriation of texts, their history and history itself. The methodology of cultural materialism in some sense feels like not only an adoption of Althusser’s interpellation but a self-consciousness of the notion in the very act of critique.
This re-examination and reinterpretation of canonical texts, under the shadow of conservative, Christian, colonial assumptions, for example, shows a willingness to reclaim and re-appropriate the texts in question, not limited to in a better understanding of their emergent situations and influences, but moreover through subsequent representations and current interpretations and the diverse use of the texts out from under the service to the dominant culture.
While the practice of both these approaches, new historicism and cultural material is limited to a large degree to canonical texts for reasons explained above it is important to see how these two similar but distinct approaches to the critique of literary texts have had a profound effect on the literary critical theories that were developed in later years. 
While new historicism can be criticized for being more synchronic rather that cultural materialisms diachronic abilities and the application of Marxist and feminist methodologies in cultural materialism is perhaps more effective than new historicism ‘thick description’ approach they both undoubtedly have opened literary critical theory beyond its previous boundaries. The amalgamation and synthesis of anthropological approaches, philosophical and theory of history insights in literary theory have opened the doors to further and more recent developments in scholarship. In the remit of politically motivated criticism, in keeping with that diverseness of the approach to the dominant ideologies and culture of cultural materialism, post-colonial studies is can be seen as being heavily influenced by cultural materialism.
Post-colonial studies are a politically motivated examination of culture in reaction to the pre-existing and inherited or imposed cultural ideology of colonial hegemonic powers. Post-colonial criticism challenges the notion of universal or the timelessness nature of great literature. Post-colonial criticism challenges the idea of universal significance of literary works in defense of the cultural, social, regional and national differences in experience. Post-colonialism is concerned with a discovery of a cultures own past, pre-colonialism and thereafter to corrode the colonialist residual-dominant ideology which has devalued that past.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, (2017) p. 187- 186] 

Another area of study which takes cultural materialism and new historicism as strong influences is the vast and growing field of cultural studies.  Cultural studies is a field of study which engages cultural analysis theoretically, politically and empirically and concentrates upon political systems and dynamics of contemporary culture, the historical foundations of that culture, the defining characteristics, struggles, and contingencies.[footnoteRef:26] Cultural studies as new historicism and cultural materialism are multidisciplinary and build too on Marxism, Feminism and the structuralism of Althusser and later Gramsci. Gramsci’s concept of class alliance  gave a new interpretation of power. “The rise of cultural studies itself was based on the decline of the prominence of fundamental class-versus-class politics.”[footnoteRef:27] The drawing of attention to the processes of contemporary power structures dissemination of ideology has been foundational for cultural studies. [26:  ‘Cultural Studies’, Wikipedia, 2019 <https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Cultural_studies&oldid=893700822> [accessed 17 May 2019].]  [27:  Scott Lash, ‘Power after Hegemony: Cultural Studies in Mutation?’, Theory, Culture & Society, 24.3 (2007), 55–78 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276407075956>.
] 


Conclusions
New Historicism and cultural materialism marked a turning point in the field of literary critical theory. The primary focus was shifted from the literary text as a jewel to be studied in the foreground and placed almost decoratively in background of historical context derived from established ideologies of the historical period being studied. The two approaches brought to literary criticism a wide range of critical tools, from anthropology, to theory of history and philosophical viewpoints and Marxist interpretations. While both challenged the inherited power structures of the preceding practices of literary theory they did so in distinct ways. The adoption of Gramsci versus a rigorous Foucault drew a line of difference between what were initially co-developing and dialoguing approaches developed at similar times. 
Both approaches moved cultural theory from a polarized position of idealist and materialist accounts and brought about approaches based on the materiality of culture. While they agree on the lack of a universal truth as available from texts, and the inseparable circulation of texts, they differ greatly in their interpretation of aspects of the contextualization of literary texts. While new historicists focused on the thick description and local knowledge of Geertz and White narrative form of history, cultural materialists instead turned to Althusser, Williams and Gramsci, thereby freeing their choice of context beyond the narrow confines of the emergent period of the text and providing a workable framework from which to criticise the dominant inherited and politically biased interpretation of canonical renaissance texts. New historicism took Foucault’s power-knowledge and cultural theory and applied it to their critique of parallel reading of literary and non-literary texts, broadening the understanding of the emergent ‘epistemé’ but diminishing the possibility of individuals and to alter society.  

Perhaps the most startling advancement in both approaches for a novice to both approaches is the contextualisation of the text and the possible political motivation of subverting the dominant ideology by attacking it head on through critical analysis of canonical texts alongside the key influences of each approach and the subsequent diversity of the approaches. The importance of these approaches is clear in the evolution and further adaption and adoption of the approaches key common grounds and their difference as seen in post-colonialist criticism for example and in the field of cultural studies, a field that has surely unshackled the dominant ideology in the study of literary texts and culture. We can only wait to see if indeed the new historicists adoption Foucault’s power-knowledge and the pessimistic inescapabilty of individuals from discursive practices hold true or if that more porous ideological interpellation of Althusser provides enough fractures to escape and bring about William’s emergent and potential cultures, and possibly a better understanding of both the contemporary and the past.
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