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The term ‘cultural materialism’ was made current in 1985 when it was used by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield (best-known of the cultural materialists) as the subtitle of their edited collection of essays Political Shakespeare. They define the term in a foreword as designating a critical method which has four characteristic. It combines an attention to:
1. historical context,
2. theoretical method,
3. political commitment, and
4. textual analysis.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Barry, P, Beginning Theory An Introductuon to literary and cultural theory, 3rd ed.,(Manchester, Manchester press university, 2009) p. 176] 


Cultural materialism is a convergence of theories and is often combined with Feminist theory, Marxist theory and Post Structuralism. Cultural materialism and New historicism have some overlaps but there are some distinctions to cultural materialism that make it different and arguably better. 
Much of the importance of Raymond Williams derives from the fact that at a time when Althusser and Foucault were being read in some quarters as establishing ideology and / or power in a necessarily unbreakable continuum, Williams argued the co-occurrence of subordinate, residual, emergent, alternative, and oppositional cultural forces alongside the dominant, in varying relations of incorporation, negotiation, and resistance. Cultural materialism seeks to discern the scope for dissident politics of class, race, gender, and sexual orientation, both within texts and in their roles in culture.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Parvini, Neema. “Cultural Materialism.” Shakespeare's History Plays: Rethinking Historicism, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2012, pp. 33–51. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1wf4c98.7.] 

New historicists and Cultural materialists both belong to the same family.  Both New Historicism and Cultural Materialism present valid claims making it difficult to choose which is more appropriate for reference in interpretation. For this reason, it is important to outline the distinct differences between these two critical theories. 
Cultural Materialism is more interested in the analysis plurality of voices not just simply binary oppositions. A Cultural Materialist believes that a New Historicist cuts themselves off by using only a particular version of post structuralism. That particular version of post structuralism cuts a New Historicists political positions as they only perceive one historical political vision, the dominant ideology. Cultural Materialism is concerned with the distinction between residual, dominant and emergent ideologies and aspects of culture and not just the dominant ideology.[footnoteRef:3] [3:   Dollimore, Jonathan, Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries, 2nd ed., (New York; London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989), 3rd edn (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), ] 

Applying a method like Cultural Materialism to a text can reveal multiple different meanings and interpretations to the reader that can be culturally relevant, even today. Cultural materialism looks at literary texts diachronically while New Historicism looks at them synchronically. It also makes full use of post structuralism when reading a text for meaning. 
Cultural materialism therefore studies the implication of literary texts in history. A play by Shakespeare is related to the contexts of its production – to the economic and political system of Elizabethan and Jacobean England and to the particular institutions of cultural production (the court, patronage, theatre, education, the church). Moreover, The relevant history is not just that of four hundred years ago, for culture is made continuously and Shakespeare’s text is reconstructed, reappraised, reassigned all the time through diverse institutions in specific contexts.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore & Alan Sinfield (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985) ] 


There can be numerous ways in which we can understand a literary text through Cultural materialism. The literary text I have chosen to test the theory is Hamlet. For example we could use a combination of Feminist theory and Cultural Materialism. Materialist feminist theory as Dollimore explains: ‘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.’[footnoteRef:5] Materialist feminism focuses on patriarchal oppressiveness or resistance to the dominant ideology of women, which women would be oppressed in 1599. Looking at the two female characters in Hamlet, Gertrude is the representation of oppressed women according to the dominant ideology. She seems to be reliant on the men in the play, unknowingly to the reader whether this is to maintain her position of power. This can be seen to be enforcing the status quo or maintaining the social order. We do, however, see a possible resistance in the death of Gertrude where she drinks poison against the wishes of Claudius as it says ‘I will, my lord, I pray you pardon me.’[footnoteRef:6] It is unknown if Gertrude knew if the wine was poisoned, but It can be interpreted that she was aware it was and decided to stand up for a new, emergent ideology where women are not oppressed by patriarchy, thus making the dominant ideology the residual one. We can see the same emergence in the death of Ophelia. She does not take revenge on Hamlet for killing her father like Hamlet did for the death of his father. Even though Ophelia is portrayed as mad after her fathers death, she still can be seen to show reason and maybe her death was a conscious choice, a resistance to the oppression of the dominant ideology and the only free choice she could make in the play herself. Cultural materialism is interested in the subversiveness of these dominant and emergent ideologies as Dollimore says: ‘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.’[footnoteRef:7] A text can be actually subversive if the addressee interprets it in a particular way. It entirely depends on the contexts it is understood in, the subversiveness could be contained. We can understand the change in ideology through the language system as post structural analysis conceives language and signification. The language is shaped by reality and it can be used to shape different worlds, like the unconscious of texts as it is suggested; ‘Other essays accord with the divisions suggested by Robert Weimann in his discussion of Hamlet, that is, between what a play maybe intended to represent and what it is actually representing, both theatrically and textually.’[footnoteRef:8]   [5:  Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore & Alan Sinfield (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985) p.11]  [6:  Shakespeare, w, Hamlet, ed. By g.r. Hibbard, (oxford, oxford university press, 1994) P.349]  [7:  Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore & Alan Sinfield (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985) p.6]  [8:  Manheim, Michael. “South Atlantic Review.” South Atlantic Review, vol. 54, no. 1, 1989, pp. 109–112. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3200077.] 

‘This most excellent canopy, the air, look you, this brave o’erhanging firmament, this majestically roof fretted with golden fire – why, it appears no other thing to me than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.’[footnoteRef:9] Hamlet describing the canopy of the hang in the stage in The Globe theatre.[footnoteRef:10]  Historical context that could be seen by the people watching the play back then, someone reading this today wouldn’t know this as it is a culture thing as there were golden pictures high above the stage.    [9:  Shakespeare, W, Hamlet, ed. By Hibbard,J.R., (oxford, oxford university press, 1994) p. 218]  [10:  BBC radio 4 podcast hamlet ] 

Sometimes this can be deliberate by the author and not at the same time. It is down to the interpretation of reader and can be interpreted complete different to how the writer wants the text to be understood. Looking at the theme death in Hamlet, there are a lot of deaths with accidental if not suicidal interpretations. It could be interpreted that Shakespeare was raising the issue of suicide through the signification of the questionable deaths, and how this would be dealt with in society. Hamlet’s famous soliloquy; ‘to be or not to be: that his the question:’[footnoteRef:11] raises the characters internal thoughts about whether to exist or not. Hamlet refers to suicide as a rational response to the way things are in his world. There is a recurring theme from my interpretation and it might possibly bare significance in that time period and even in todays time period.  [11:  Shakespeare, w, Hamlet, ed. By Hibbard,J.R., (oxford, oxford university press, 1994) P.239-240] 

Cultural Materialism combined with psychoanalysis can be seen similarly to how early modern society is constructed like a language in a sense that you can analysis social acts in the way you can analyse signification. Identity is identified outward to the community and conceives meaning from the society that the identity is surrounded by, similarly to signification within a language system. This is the way in which a Cultural materialist understands personal identity within society. This is similar in the way a New Historicist would understand identity in society but Cultural materialism is more conscious of the changing shifts of the context that can give rise to different meanings and then give rise to different identities. The precise definition is still elusive for cultural materialism psychoanalysis but the understanding of identity  can be seen to be similar to Lacan’s Mirror stage in infancy; ‘Language places the subject in the chain of words which binds it to one gender or another, but the force of the unconscious can subvert that definition.’[footnoteRef:12] This can also relate to the idea of not being able to escape language once immersed in words. As the child  mis-recognises its own identity for example, when looking at its own image in the mirror, it is desperate to be that what it sees in the mirror. The child wants to be part of society and is content with the position they are situated in because of the ideology of the society; ‘The use of the word "subject" is deliberately ambiguous, evoking both subservience to a dominant system and belief in oneself as a unity, a coherent.’[footnoteRef:13] With society being dynamic in changing over time with different ideologies that Cultural materialism is interested in, psychoanalysis can be difficult to identify with shifts and changes happening. Psychoanalysis would not have happened in the early modern period because there conception of personhood was bound up with their place in the social structure.  The context of the psychoanalysis reading can be different depending on the person and the culture if it is applicable at all. The person in society may be unaware of the significations that surround them and that raises the question of the unconscious mind and is necessary for the subject in language. The unconscious ideology of Hamlets relationship with his mother and her uncertain involvement with the death of his father raises repressed anxiety as described by Adelman:  [12:   P.110 ]  [13:  Rabkin, Gerald. “Shakespeare Our Ideologist.” Modern Language Studies, vol. 18, no. 2, 1988, pp. 3–22. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3194762.] 

‘her frailty unleashes for Hamlet, and for Shakespeare, fantasies of maternal, malevolence of maternal spoiling, that are compelling exactly as they are out of proportion to the character we know, exactly as they seen therefore to reiterate infantile fears and desires rather than an adult apprehension of the mother as a separate person.’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Adelman, Janet, ‘Man and Wife is One Flesh: Hamlet and the Confrontation with the Maternal Body, in Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, ‘Hamlet’ to ‘The Tempest’ (London: Routledge, 1992), pp.15-16 ] 

Hamlet’s sub conscious could be interpreted from the meeting of his fathers ghost where he informs Hamlet of who is murderer is. It could be interpreted to be telling him that he needs to kill his own personal representation of where he inspires to be like his father. As Freudian theory suggest children want to replace same sex parents, so they can benefit from the romantic feelings and relationship that the same sex parent has with the opposite sex parent. In Hamlets case this would be to take on his fathers attributes and characteristics. As his father was murdered, the romantic feelings and relationships that his mother has have transferred to his uncle. By killing the characteristics and traits that’s he shares with his father, he can then replace them with those of his uncle. As his uncle has taken his fathers place in his mothers affections, as he now has to change who identifies as to be romantically accepted by his mother and replace his uncle. Culturally as his uncle murdered and taken his rightful place as king, he has also taken his place as head of the family. This act could be interpreted as obstruction of the natural progression of role for Hamlet from child to adult which could lead to resentment and feelings of guilt as he fails to take his rightful place and/or prevent the death of his father. 
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