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New historical and
cultural criticism

Aswe've seen in previous chapters, critical theories can overlap with one another
in a number of ways. Marxists can draw on psychoanalytic concepts to help
them analyze the debilitating psychological effects of capitalism. Feminists can
draw on Marxist concepts to examine the socioeconomic oppression of women.
Essavs analyzing the conventions of American literary interpretation can be

included both in structuralist anthologies and in reader-response anthologies.
And so forth.

Despite such overlap, however, most critical theories remain distinct from one
another in terms of their purpose. Let’s look, for example, at the very different
coals of the critical theories just mentioned. Marxism attempts to reveal the
ways in which our socioeconomic system is the ultimate source of our experi-
ence. Feminism attempts to reveal the ways in which patriarchal gender roles
are the ultimate source of our experience. Psychoanalysis attempts to reveal the
ways in which repressed psychological conflicts are the ultimate source of our
experience. Structuralism attempts to reveal the simple structural systems that
make possible our understanding of an otherwise chaotic world. And reader-
response theory attempts to reveal the operations whereby readers create the
texts they read.

Sometimes critical theories overlap so much, however, that it is difﬁcult to deter-
mine the ways in which they are different, especially when practitioners disagree
about what those differences are. Such is the case with new historicism and c':ul-
tural criticism. As we'll see, these two fields chare so much common t_:heo.rethllc.al
ground that their approaches to literary interpretation are gften qug_eff“ml ar.
For the sake of clarity, however, and in order to fully appreciate the' i ergnc]:s
that do exist between new historicism and cultural criticism, we will begmll y
d'\scussing the two fields separately. And because new historicists haye‘ aIIIClJJl'l
lated their theoretical premises more thoroughly than have cultural critics, we
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start wich new historicism. Once you have a fairly clear idea of the p
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cal enterprisc,

pares and contrasts with it.

New historicism

Most of us raised to think about history in the traditional way woy
account of a Revolutionary War battle written by an American hi
1944 and ask, if we asked anything at all, “Is this account accurate?"mi‘ i
does this batcle tell us about the ‘spirit of the age” in which i was‘f o \)S/har
contrast, a new historicist would read the same account of thyy ba[tlo,ugl\h“ In
“What does this account tell us about the political agendas and ideolo, ,and ask,
flicts of the culture that produced and read the account in 19442 c‘:lc}?l o
cal interest in the battle itself would produce such questions as, “; [h‘ Istori.
which it was fought, how was this battle represented (in newspapers mz time
tracts, government documents, stories, speeches, drawings, and Phn;o r‘\}bJ al:l'nei‘
the American colonies or by Britain (or by European countries) anﬁ ;ﬁ‘\s) by
these representations tell us about how the American Remium;n sh
was shaped by the cultures that represented it?”
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As you can see, the questions asked by traditional historians
toricists are quite different, and that's because these
are based on very different views of what history is and how we can know

Traditional historians ask, “What happened”” and “What does the evemn; ‘l‘l “:
about history?” In contrast, new historicists ask, “How has the‘evcnt been x‘ rui
preted” and “What do the nterpretations tell us about the interpreters!” -

For most traditional historians,
causal rel

and by new his.
two approaches to history

'dtlﬂnﬁ}‘lip; event f\ Caui:f‘f;l::e:t aBSC:::ES :,)fBe\jEntb jhaf ha"‘i : hn“‘m
on. Furchermore, they believe we are perfec l. . ez? o EVAEL G s
sts, of uncovering the facts ah hL PRrieeny capable, (hmugh‘(:b}ecmf analy
times reveal the :pxm :rk }: xa, out historical events, and those facts can some-
which those ,-.M; re{t—; ! td(.::fcj —y L the world view held by the culture ©
accounts have ot}‘ewd , kn ; LL ._’“m': of the most popular traditional historical
historical popularion \cu c!: utm.cp( that would explain (h'f’ worldview ofagien
Being—the cosmic h[u: hh (}.k. Renaissance notion of the Grear Chain o
human beings at the rm..jsk[ “’ Ofdcrmrmn. with God at the top of the ladde
has been used 1o argue rhnh er the lowliest creatures at the hrlrulnf—v\h’ﬁh
2 at the guiding spirit of Elizabethan culture was a belst
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riods, such as the neoclassicalh romantic‘, or mlodernis( periods. Finally, tra-

dicional historians generally believe that vhlstory is progressive, that the human
ecies 15 {mproving over the course of time, advancing in its moral, cultural,
;nd rechnological accomplishments.

New historicists, in contrast, don't belicve we have clear access to any but the
most basic facts of history. We can know, for example, that G_eorge Washington
was the first American president and that Napoleon was defeated ar Waterloo.
But our understanding of what such facts mean, of how they fit within the com-
of competing ideologies and conflicting social, political, and cultural
agendas of the time and place in which they occurred is, for new historicists,
srictly a macter of interpretation, not fact. Even when traditional historians
believe they are sticking to the facts, the way they contextualize those facts
(including which facts are deemed important enough to report and which are
left out) determines what story those facts will tell. From this perspective, there
is no such thing as a presentation of facts; there is only interpretation. Further
aore, new historicists argue that reliable interpretations are, for a number of
reasons, difficult to produce.

plex web

The first and most important reason for this difficulty, new historicists believe,
is the impossibility of objective analysis. Like all human beings, historians live in
a particular time and place, and their views of both current and past events are
influenced in innumerable conscious and unconscious ways by their own experi-
ence within their own culture. Historians may believe they're being objective,
but their own views of what is right and wrong, what is civilized and uncivilized,
what is important and unimportant, and the like, will strongly influence the
ways in which they interpret events. For example, the traditional view that his-
tory is progressive is based on the belief, held in the past by many Anglo-Euro-
pean historians, that the “primitive” cultures of native peoples are less evolved
than, and therefore inferior to, the “civilized” Anglo-European culrures. As a
result, ancient cultures with highly developed art forms, echical codes, and spin-
tuat philosophies, such as the tribal cultures of Native Americans and Atricans,
were often misrepresented as lawless, superstitious, and savage.

Another reason for the difficulty in producing reliable interpretations of history
is its complexity. For new historicists, history cannot be understood simplv as a
linear progression of events. At any given point in history, any given culture may
be progressing in some areas and regressing in others. And any two histonans
may disagree about what constitutes progress and what Joesn. tor these terms
are matters of definition. That is, histoty isnt an orderly parade int a conninu-
ally improving tuture, as many tradiional historians have believed. Irs more
like an improvised dance consisting of an 1AANITe Varety of steps, following any

: '
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ce ar any given moment, and having no particular goa| o des
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new Tou i
Individuals and groups of people may have goals, but human history does iy
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Gimilarly, while events certainly have causes, new historicists argue thy,
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i  certainty. o no
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way street from cause (o effect. Any given event—whether it be 3 )
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tion or  children’s cartoon show—is a product of its culture, byt d.
that culture in return. In other words, all events—including e‘.emh” ey
the creationi of an art work, [0 2 televised murder trial, to the pera,;p”ig va .
change in the condition of the poor—are shaped by and shape the :‘l:e oy
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which they emerge.
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In a similar manner, our subjectivity, or selthood, is shaped by and ¢
= - OV and g
culture into which we were born. For most new historicists our indit da
= 1dual ide.

F;tj;- is not me?'el\‘ a‘;'r‘:duc{ of sociery. Neither is it merely a product of our g
individual will and desire. Instead, individual idenrity and its cul b
bir, reflect, and define each other. Their relationship is md: D;a'!
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<ocial language created by particular cultural conditions at a par-
ace, and it expresses a particular way of understanding human
ple, you may be familiar with the discourse of modern sai-
the discourse of liberal humanism, the discourse of white supremacy, the

urse of ecological awareness, thed iscourse of Christian fundamentalism, and
che like. And as you read the chapters of this textbook, you will bzc_ome tamiliar
ich the discourses of psychoanalytic criticism, Marxist criticism, feminist crin-

. and so on. Although the word discourse has roughly the same meaning as
are often used interchangeably, the word

«d ideology, and the two terms
the role of language as the vehicle of ideology.

A discounse 152
dcular iME and pl

rience. For exam

expe
ence,
disco!

cism,
the wo )
discourse draws attention to
From a new historical perspective, no discourse by itself can adequa_cdy explain
the complex culeural dynamics of social power. For there is no m{rfmhd\ic (single,
unified, universal) spirit of an age, and there is no adequare totalizng explana-
tion of history (an explanation that provides a single key to all aspects of a given
culture). There is, instead, a dynamic, unstable interplay among discourses: they
are always in a state of flux, overlapping and competing with one another {or. to
use new historical terminology, negonaring exchanges of power) in any number
of ways at any given point in time. Furchermore, no discourse is permanent.
Discourses wield power for those in charge, but they also stimulate opposition to
that power. This is one reason why new historicists believe that the relationship
between individual identity and sociery is mutually constitutive: on the whole,
human beings are never merely victims of an oppressive society, for they can find
various ways to oppose authority in their persenal and public lives.

For new historicism, even the dictator of a small country doesn't wield absolute

power on his own. To maintain dominance, his power must circulate in numer-

ous discourses, for example, in the discourse of religion (which can promote

belief in the “divine right” of kings or in God's love of hierarchical society),
in the discourse of science (which can support the reigning elite in terms of a
theory of Darwinian “survival of the ficrest”), in the discourse of fashion (which
can promote the popularity of leaders by promoting copveat attire, as we saw
when Nehru jackets were popular and when the fashion world copied the style
9f First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy), in the discourse of the law (which can make
It a treasonous offense o disagree with a ruler's decisions), and s0 on.

s these examples suggest, what is “right,” “natural.” and “normal” are matters
:x‘iz’;::"ll:m- Thus, 1n different cultures at different points in hustory, homo-
- y d“»“ f“een deemed abnormal, normal, criminal, or admurable. The same
o M:d;] lut incest, cannibalism, and women's .dcstre for Fdlli\'ﬁj equality. lr:
and' s'c;‘ < Foucault has suggested that all detinitions of “insanity,” “crime,
sexual “perversion” are social constructs by means of which ruling powers
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maincain their control. We accept these de atural o)

Y be
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are 50 ingrained in our culture. .
a

they
Just as dehinitions of social and anrlisocial .be}juvi?r §wlr9{not.e the powe,
individuals and groups, so do partlctllar versions of historic
the whitewashing of General Cusr.ers qow-mtar_nous mlll.tar
Native Americans served the desire of the white American Power strycy,
his day to obliterate Native American peoples 50 that the government ¢
their lands. And that same whitewashing continued to serve the white
can power structure for many a decade beyond Custer’s time, for even th
had knowledge of Custer’s misdeeds deemed it unwise to ajr Amer
historical laundry, even in front of Americans. Analogously, had the
World War II, we would all be reading a very different account of th
of the genocide of millions of Jews, than the accounts we read in Am
tory books today. Thus, new historicism views historical accounts as
as stories, that are inevitably biased according to the point of view, ¢
unconscious, of those who write them. The more unaware historians
biases—that is, the more “objective” they think they are—the more
are able to control their narraives.
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So far, we've seen new historicism’s claims about what historical analysis can-
not do. Historical analysis (1) cannot be objective, (2) cannot adequately dem-
onstrate that a particular spirit of the times or
complexities of any given culture, and 3)

history is linear, causal, or progressive. We
object, or person in isolation from the web
sented because we can't understand it in iso
at that time. The more we isolare it,

the meanings of our own time and pla
that the human race is

world view accounts for the
cannot adequately demonstrate that
can't understand a historical event,
of discourses in which it was repre-
lation from the meanings it cartied
the more we will tend to view it through
ce and, perhaps, our own desire to believe
improving with the passage of time.

Given these limitations,
approaches to historical |
tant for our purposes,

what can historical analysis accomplish? What
nderstanding can be developed, and, most imp?l:
what kinds of analyses can new historical literary criti
attempt? If you've read chapter 8, “Deconstructive Criticism,” you're in 2 &

position to understand the answer to these questions hecause a good deal o
historical practice incorporates deconstructive insights about human languagt
I *perience. For example, we m ight say that new historicism deconstructs ™
lt‘m_djn(mal OPPosition between history (traditionally thought of as factual a?s'
tg:;?;{i:?ﬁi"g:\" FI) I Y _'»]"UUL’.ht of as fictional), For new hist.ofici.fim lCm:Z'[d;:: ary
texts, and conyera] ‘_'”.“" preted the same way literary critics mlL'TP g

Wonethipglr Vo 1 considers literary texts culrural artifacts ghzlf € rating

B about the Interplay of discourses, the web of social meanings 0P¢
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and place in which those texts were written. Let’s take a closer look
e a o : )
ﬂ;_ t(hcse claims by discussing, first, the key elements of new historical
1. then, the implications of new historicism for literary criticism.
nda, )

in the ti
at each O
~F 1 a
. we know history only in its textual form, that is, in the form of the
By and large, itten statistics, legal codes, diaries, letters, speeches, tracts, news
documeri wEttlike in which are recorded the attitudes, policies, procedures,
flr~‘dt]f:ateoccurn.\:l in a given time and place. That is,. even when histo-
e et findings on the kinds of “primary sources” listed above, rather
fih Loge® tht"lr . et:tions of other historians (secondary sources), those pri-
than on the mterlp:;oqt always in the form of some sort of writing. As such, they
i o ak'nd\s of analyses literary critics perform on literary texts. For
B thelsal“_e lldocuments can be studied in terms of their rhetorical strate-
xample hlSFOf_lfl ?j ices by which texts try to achieve their purposes); they.can
gies (the s ss lyl e limitations of their own ideological assumptions;
be deconstructed to revea ' f ling their explicit and implicit
be examined for the purpose of revea ing expll -

st Sy i d homophobic agendas. In addition, historical accounts
auchal, racts 2:::‘ritten during the period in question or at a later date—can

ar[iCleS-

patri
secondary sources,
be analyzed in the same manner.

i : of
In other words, new historicists consider both primary aEFl Zez;):\[ii;y :ggrtc}::esre‘
historical information forms of narrative. Both tell some mcrit.msm.,lndmd’ ™
fore those stories can be analyzed using the tools ?f hter-an:i o
might say that in bringing to the foreground the :.ufpprlea:ethe i g
of marginalized groups—such as women, pe(‘)ple E- ci to .0( B o
class, gay men and lesbians, prisoners, the inhal ;\ta I\ e ot
and so on—new historicism has deconstructe'd the :d ‘Sub[e,;[; iy
pean historical narrative to reveal its disturbing, hl. er:] g A
ences of those peoples it has oppressed in order to n:)am[?is[o
allowed it to control what most Americans know about ry.

< aliz s has been such
In fact, a focus on the historical narratives of margmahfjosie:f l;ave asked how
an important feature of new historicism that somed[ oples any more readily
new historicists can accept narratives from oppr_ess?h' Fl’eAF\glo—EurOPean power
than they have accepted narratives from the patriarc 1'3  voices, including an
structure. One answer to this question 5 that a Plulrla I:Zuz‘s helps ensure that a
equal representation of historical narrarives fromalt g l oi;\t of view that, nev-
master narrative—a narrative told from a single cu-l tur?)f Illistorﬁ’-""m no longer
ertheless, presumes to offer the only accurate version time, we still do not have
control our historical understanding. At ‘h_‘s point “;ll groljps. And even as the
an equal representation of historical narratives fff)m more and more numerous,
historical narratives of some groups are becoming ratives generally do not
such as those of women and of people of color, those nar
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e th | actual” content of historical
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the third, our focus moves farther away from the *f

interpreted by ditferent cultures to it the ided logical needs of their own powe
stewctures, which is a new historical concern, In this context, new h|~rn|]'|( :‘:’
might be detined as the history of stories cultures rell llwmsv‘lvcs about rl:v;nl-]
selves. Or, as 2 corrective to some traditional historical accounts, new histori-
cism might be dehined as the history of lies cultures tell themselves. Thus, there

is no histor . -
o history, tn the traditional sense of the rerm. There are only representations
of hhmry,

In :nHJrlnn
o s tocus on- marginalized historical narratives, new historicil
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hi Jnric;ll topics a8 military camnpaigns and the passage of laws, Indeed, becase

Jis . . ) s ) ko
Ii'i""“] historicism tended to nore or rlmrmn.yhzq private hfe s ‘.uh]q-nwg

rit ; o G -

t [ irrelevant, new historicism tries to compensate for this omsion by bringing

anc {

e concerned with private Life into the foreground of bistorical Wiquiry,
jssuet

Let me quminarize an example of thick description offered by arthrpeodoging

('|Hlurt[ Geertz in The Interpretetion of Cultures. Imagine a young tan wink- 4
’ across i crowded room, A “thin dese nprion” of the event w:.u]rs :

g ot sOmMeEOne
ing! perioe. A thick des pipe

cribe it as @ r;”vil! contraction of the Tl
1 ¢
I attempt to find our wha the wink meant in the context m winch o

lll'
Lion wonk
n(‘('urrnl. I
e —or just an involuntary twitch? I it was a wink, was it a wink
its usual activity of imparting a conspiratarial signial? Or wan it a fuke

irst, was it i wink-—that is, a public gesture intended 1o commni

cie a

prrli:r:ning
wink intended to meake others believe a conspiracy was underway when, in facr,
)

it was not? In this case, the wink would nor mean conspirscy bt deception. Or
was it 1 parody of the fake winik just deseribed, imtended o satirize the person
who winked in order to deceive! fn this case, the wink would mean tenher
conspiracy nor deception, bt ridiculfe. Now suppose that, in this kst example,
the would-be satirist is unsure of his ahility: he doesn’t want to be mistaken for
someone merely twirching or winking he wants his friends o know that he's
mocking someone. So to be sure he can do it properly, he practices his saurical

wintk in front of a mirror, In this case, the wink would have a comphicated mean-
ve

i it would he the rehearsal of a parody of a friend faking a wink to dec
others that a conspiracy is underway. Although this example of thick descrip- -/
tion may push the point a bit far, it ilustrates the new historical notion that
history is a marter of interpretitions, not facts, and that interpretations always
oceur within a framework of social convenrions.

Finally, new historicism’s claim that historical analysis s unavoidably subjec-
tive is not an attempt to legitimize a self-indulgent, “anything goes” attitude
toward the writing of history. Rather, the inevitablity of personal bias makes it
imperative that new historicists be as aware of and as forchright as possible about
their own psychological and ideological positions relative to the material they
analyze so that their readers can have some idea of the human “lens” through
which they are viewing the histoncal issues at hand. This practice 1s calted
.\‘L‘i)"— positioning.

For example, near the end of Louis Montrose’s new historical essay, “Professing
the Renaissance: The Poetics and Politics of Culture,” he announces his own

ing the worl Tihar sowe T ‘
s har gave thay product b ription s
oty DL whthose me: Criprion
003 search or facts by Soseanniysy Thussthick dedt Je as a Renaissance scholar and
productions Jiste h 1 asearch for meanings, and as the examples of culturd
side ot h““'"'f‘{‘ L;’ ! ;'Vl‘ '”Il"rr’”u. thick ‘h"'r(.'ﬂ])fu n focuses on the pﬂyl”el |
¢ history of family dynamics, of leisure acriviries, of “'{":AI,

practices, of ¢}
s, of childre; ) iries, O
o dre TING Customs—as much as or mare than an such menna]

hiases, which include those produced by his role
professor. He tells us that he has a personal investment in (},(\ic representations
of the Renaissance in texts for which he feels a part icular afhnity, such as thgsc
of Shakespeare and Spenser, Furthermore, he acknowledges that, in analyzing
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pnnlnu'\l i) nre mutwally constitutive: they crente e I other, Like thed
g ) ‘ ‘i ‘
interplay between individual identity and society, literary jexqg shipe Vi,
i i ting
shuped by their historical contexts. i

Perhaps we can best see how new historical eritics differ from 1he

, fbe seansimdi] toticnt oo Tl
counterparts by noting some of the ways in which new histovical reading, .
S 0 e

' adings of thes
same works. We'll ook ot two well-known texis: Joseph Conrads [y, e

ness (1902) and Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987). IV interesting to note ghyy |
; - . : } it o
first example, the author wrote about a situation—Europe's cominerci i

cific literary works might contrast with traditional historical e

al expl

'

iy d expenengy

fiesthand. In our second example, the author wrote about a population—f
~—10rmer

slaves struggling to survive both their own memories of the past and the hi

l’cfl.litil.‘s of daily life in antebellum Ohio—that had lived over one hundred “d-hh
before the publication of her novel. However, neither Conrad's firsthang : o
ence with his subject matter nor Morrison's temporal distance from hers n’:{j"”'

tation of Africa—produced by his own society and one that he

: v . o e eIty
that either narrative is necessarily more “accurate” than the other, For tradi-

tional historical criticism, the historical accuracy of both texts must be judeed
by comparisons with historical accounts of the populations represented. Ajndhttxr
new his[m_ﬁlsm, historical “accuracy” is never a certainty: Heart of Darkness and
Bc[mlred offer us interpretations of the populations they depict, which wé 'can
use, in turn, to help us interpret both those populations and the circultion of
discourses within which Conrad and Morrison wrote these novels.

A traditional hismrigal reading of Heart of Darkness might analyze, based on
l""_m)rl"?‘]}..acm,u,n“_ of European activities in the Congo during the nineteenth
::::(:\Il‘rl( Il:\ llullhful l]'-\c m{wel 1s to the hi:\‘mrica] realities of European explor
poon o ’md;\ and natural resources in its quest for ivory. Was the waste of
in d;c]\i:\;,::nt IS r}'\']{.fff M,m"d portrays it! What were the politics involvel
the sl A Ih. 1‘ territories among various European powers and m

ose territories! Or a traditional hiverary historian might

exil * hiogr.
mine hiographical materials n order to determine

are at parts of the novd
are drawn from Conrad's what parts of 1l

River asa steamship cap n.::lfl:‘ll ]’HPF“UIKU ‘]“l'lﬂ:.'.|_1|s own trip up the (:‘M:‘
experiences actually thy ».\' ; '«.I WIH'.H‘I fump.my. To what extent are Murh'\‘\‘-‘
events that Conrad se of Conead? To whar extent does the novel depid

ad saw o heard ahout hinself? Finally, a traditional histor

cal critic myyl
Ot analyze i ‘ I
Creative 1m winarg |V :\k);“ ')!hll‘]ll( Al mare tals in order to IL‘-lI'“ "}“m( : l“”"“l‘
dEtarion, Lt was ]
} f w

interest in the influence on Conrad’s writing of s caly

) Teat explore ave

Journals of his experi phiners o b hinereenth century? Did he keep extentt
f g XPCriences as oo, oW

did his experience s, o did he write Lirgely from memory! e

in the  his

. Clongs
health g resulre o incliding the permanent impairaent O

d therefrom

vitttect N artistic production?

art of J)(UL&

Messr histantie.tal e ¢otbines] ceiic ism

s

ginilarly, @ eraditional historical reading of Beloved might aralyze—based om
historic al accounts of nineteenth-century Amencan staves, slaveholders, and
former slaves—whether or not Morrison's depiction of this aspect of American
experience 18 faithiful to historical teality. Do her portraits of the Garners, their
neighbors, Schoolteacher, and the Podwins accurately represent the range of
yalves held by slave owners and abolitionists at that tiene! Did Moroson cap-
ture the conflicting viewpoints that delineate the spirit of thas troubled age!
Or a traditional historical reading might investigate the circumstances of the
novel’s composition in order to find the historical sources of her characters, set-
ting, and plot. For example, to what extent was Sethe’s story modeled on that
of runaway slave Margaret Garner, who, like Sethe, killed her baby daughter to
save her from being returned to her master’s plantation? What other characrers
and events in the novel are based on actual historical figures and events! What
specific historical sources—newspaper accounts, slave narratives, legal docu-
ments, records of the Middle Passage, history hooks, and the ike—did Morrison
draw on! Finally, a traditional historical critic might analyze the author’s reading
habits in order to find evidence of the influence of other literary works on her

own artistic technique. What African American literature, historical fiction, or
Southern fiction did she read, and can their influence be perceived in the novel's
plot, characterization, of style!

In contrast to these traditional historical concerns, a new historical analysis of
Heart of Darkness might examine the ways in which Conrad’s narrative embod-
ies two conflicting discourses present in his own culture: anticolonialism and
Eurocentrism. The novel’s anticolonialist theme, which seems to be a primary
focus of the text, can be seen in its representation of the evils of Europe's sub-
ordination and exploitation of African peoples. However, as Chinua Achebe
observes, the novel nevertheless speaks from an (apparently unconscious) Euro-
centric perspective: Marlow's harrowing wnsight neo the European character
consists of his realization that Europeans are, bencath their veneer of civiliza-
tion, as “savage” as the African peoples they intend subdue, which means
that African tribal culture s held to epitomize “savagesy.” Or, despite the nov-
el's Eurocentric bias, a new historical cntic might anabyze the text asa kind of
Prototype, or enrly embodiment, of new historical analysis. As Brook Thomas
points out, Conrad's novel debunks the traditional historicist beliel that his
tory is progressive, that the human species improves over time and its nartative
structure, which abseures plot events behmd a hazv veil of subjective descrip-
tion, implies thar we do not have aceess to @ clear, unbised view of the past,
Finally, 0 new Nistorical analysis of Feart of Darkness myeht exantine the his
tory of the novels reception by crites and the reading public 10 discover how
the novel shaped i wis shaped by disconrses ci ulating at its point of origin
{the time i plice in which the book was written and publishied) and over the
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counts the various ways in which they interpreted their experi-

1 1ine speculations about its relationshj ‘
including specu o , O3hip to poggy, i
LI e

passage of time, A AT P . ch
audicnees. for m, K fevey|y [:Zcf—and we can interpret those interpretations.
:!%au;::sc; of historical progressivism, social Darwinism, white SUpremge, e ;wr new historical literary C’"icf' thcn.’ the l',ma“j e [h.mugh l‘ts ,gp;cs:f‘i‘fﬂ‘
—_— [tiealuralism, new historicism, and so on? % Al O uman experience at a given time and plau:,‘ is an interpretation of his-
e : tion of 1 h, the literary text maps the discourses circulating at the time it was
Similarly, a new historical analysis of Beloved .mlgbr examine how g, o tory. As Su:j: Y e e o those discoustes, Thi s e ierary et dhepedind
departures from the historical accounts on wh.mh it is based Constityee am‘d\ e and bb c};e discourses circulating in the culture in which it was produced.
sion of those accounts, that is, an interpretation of the history jt g DI " WHSSh-ﬂpe . sterpretations of literature shape and are shaped by the culture
For example, to what extent do the transformations of Denyer and P; '@*t\-nn Likewise, ourl ir
they come to understand Sethe’s experience, function as 5 guide for <:l 04 in which we live-
understanding of Sethe’s historical situation? Or a new historicg] criu‘cur "
examine how Beloved was shaped by and has shaped the modern debate ,mlshz { riiciam
& two conflicting views of slavery: (1) that slaves were, for the Most part ri}“‘l‘m cultural crity
to a childlike dependency on their masters and (2) thar staves manug;(]‘ e e iust read the sections on new historicism, you'e already acquainted
more thoroughly and consistently than has been reported by rTadltiomE T}:'Ch If.Y}(’)u Vf nj .of the theoretical premises of cultural criticism, for the two fields
historians, to build a coherent system of resistance through the cr ’HUOH(G(“] v ‘TI[ m‘mid deal of the same theoretical ground. In fact, there are more simi-
own caded forms of communication, the establishment of their own com o ;\areﬂ ictween them than there are differences. For example, cultural criti-
ties, and the strategric use of personae (such as the “happy slave”orrhcr“dir'rn.u s dztl‘:},r.,e; with new historicism the view thar human history and culture
[LTJ slave”) as camoullage for their opinions, intentions, anc subversive nunv)"wf[' z:.,:“[;m;e ;, complex arena of dynamic forces of which we can construct only
Fn.\;xl:]y. a new hi‘\[uﬂ'cul reading might investigate the circulation of mjd.m:]t ' 4 pz;rti;ll, subjective picture. Both fields share the belief that individual human
i.::‘zP,:;‘u;:‘r):rzlh:':\‘:‘:l\f:‘::“‘l‘:'L'_’.thj_llhpccjﬁf ’fk‘mk"n“ of the plot interact, fiy subjectivity (selfhood) duvclm\»ps in a giyc-and'ltake relat{;onshigv with ttsl culfu;ael
of Schoutonor Mr\' (;},,, Jl:w;u 3 ml'lhc depicted in the novel—such as those milicu: while we are cunstra‘mgd within the limits set m:luls ;'] (g\f;dcu turf.,[er‘
Beloved, and f’;m‘! I)-;:rc;'x;;(,rz:. my ',)‘cchr. Mr. I}c:gl\yin, Stamp Paid, Fll, may struggle against those limits or tmnsﬁnrm ths‘mi An ;fv[ boch s are |r;ha[
counses of white spremey. 1| or l}lJ.‘l( crmine the mid-ninereenth century dis disciplinary or, perhaps more accurz»ucly, ;mudnsup-mary, »ur t afgue' be
A abolitionism, male supremacy, and motherly love? human experience, which is the stuff of human history and culture, cannot
: /\“s You may have noticed, in all of the above examples of teaditi ) adequarely understood by means of academic disciplines thac carve it up into
criticism, history—the historical situation re )r..[l,mp_klﬁ.“ i e such artificially separated categories as sociology, psychology, literature, and so
ton portrayed, the wuthor's Jyfe and u‘,“cgw'l. 'Lhtmﬁ l.r,] the text, the popula- forth. Indeed, both cultural criticism and new historicism draw heavily on the
known and agamst which rthe s‘nlw,‘c”iv: | l? '.m e |.W, reality that can be same philosophical sources, in particular the work of French philosopher Michel
sured. In contragy, iy the new historic :,] ,L . ety work: Iy Il"nfcrprcrcd O e Foucault, and in practice, cultural criticism is not always readily distinguishable
VLR fself functions s historica) 'J‘ (_x'““p[f'-" the focus is on how the h‘r('r froth new historiism,
\’h\t)ln'hl-\-;lhn*k'('ir(lll‘,u[nu at 1} 't.‘| discourse interacting wirh other historical 1 | N S - )
time the feXT wag bl ‘ .n'nmc “n,(' place in which the text is set, at the . alddl[mn to its similarity to new historicism, culFura! criticism can Pcl:se'aljn
“‘_"‘4 For new historicism is' u 'fl arer points in the history of the rext’s recep initial Prul’\lcm.for beginners in_ the way [be term is often used, in its broad-
with the ways iy, which ey, .mn“.mcd not with historical events as events, it “;[ sense, to refer to any kind of an;\.lysis of any aspect of culture. For example,
Ways of seeing rhye world ’v”l"\ drenterpreted, wirh historical discourses, with the “f'd\hnf;s of Thnf Great Gatsby offered in this textbook_ in the chapters on
“"‘fl’ﬂl CVENIS are yjeyy. ll] A0 micdes of meaning. Indeed, as we saw earlier, hi¢ M*"XINF criticism, feminist criticism, lesbian/gay/queer criticism, and postcolo-
X" 10 b gy g n; \ylncw historicists not as facts to he documented bt n'f‘].//l\frican American criticism could all be considered examples of cultural
;llyv;uium historicy| “nmn:{n \-r”n, help us speculate about how human culivfes Eriticism, in its broadest sense, because all of these interpretations uselrhe nqvel
¢ Cant reyfy know e _‘;'TS' have made sense of themselves and their world tg t‘lxplnrc some aspect of American culture. Even my psychoanalytic reading
e can know iy, the Y whar happened at any given point in histors b of Fitzgerald's novel—which suggests that the story illustrates the psychology of
¢ People iy from dysfunctional love—could be revised to function as a cultural critique if 1 were

involved he
olved believed happened—we can know

M
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the kind (:t'dys{unainnul love illustrated in The Oreai G
produced by the cultural values that came % [;Iﬂ;a
Juring the American 1920s. And herein lies one important d ifference but fore
u ‘ b . "

culeural crivicism and new historicism. ultur'. T =
above because it tends to be muck fm——
re

to argue that
form of cultural malaise

LLUCTSM ofte Sy

Originally an outgrowth of Marxist criticism, then organized as an -
approach in its own right during the mid-1960s, cultural criticism, iy [ilhltal
rower definition of the term, argues that working-class culture hag eon € .
derstood and undervalued. The dominant class dictates what forms of ar[m Isup.
be considered “high” (superior) culture, such as the ballet, the - anzre )
other “fine” arts. Forms of popular culture, on the other hand—sych ’as o the
| sion situation comedies, ?opulﬂr music, and pulp fiction—have been relcg:‘,‘l'
| to the status of “low” (inferior) culture. %%MMM
Mnﬁlym T revearthe cultual work the erform;tk}u‘
is, the ways in Which they shape our experience by tranm

ing deotogtes—which means, of course, the role of cultural productions in i}
e

circulation of

Indeed, cg!n;ral critics believe that the dominant class defines “high” and “low”
c1_11ture in order to reinforce its own image of superiority and thus its own 0""_
Nevercheless, cultural critics argue, subordinate populations produce \pol‘ﬁ'
art that neg only transform their own experience but affect the whole (lrmh D?
well. The AIDS quilt might be considered an example of such a culturaclu :l:ie .
tion. ‘Cle‘arlv, many cultural critics draw on Marxist, feminist, or other . ;[txl::]
ila‘n[e&;r::; L‘l,n-pc::rixcwhrrmng their analyses because those anal\’ses’oﬁen havi\opohn‘
oppre:ed(\; :J’p Oraz :Szlr\_l::i‘.h(:nd \"alori:‘in.g) fhe cultur.al productions of an

2 the power relations at work in the categorization

of specific art forms as :
t forms as examples of “high” or “low”
S P e St
many new historians, gh” or “low” culture. As we saw earlier,

1N €O S v 3 .
ontrast, believe that any single critical theory, political

or otherwise, is T ;
se, 1s too narrowly focused
S A sed to adequately exami : !
tions of human culrure. quately examine the complex opera

S0 far, Pve us
s Ive used the word culeire
: Word cuiture without actually defining what cultural ente

e (erimn.

» Sulture 1s a process, not a product

2 ool

is growing and chang@ing, each ot
Yeh moment in time by ¢ of gendel:

MR ioeConamic ¢lass
1PUTE 15 the o e class
i€ CXperien

/tu-fanmai.outr,',v,,,\ﬂ (s (ﬂ;{ f{g, ) madr
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o sum UP, [hcn,l culturut crit iFisn1 shares new historicism’s theoretical premises
except in the following three instances.
1. Cultural criticism tends to be more overtly political in its support of
opprcsscd groups.
7. Because of its political orientation, cultural criticism often draws on Marx-
ist, feminist, and other political theories in performing its analyses.
3. Culrural criticism, in the narrower sense of the term, is especially inter-
ested in popular culture.
to remember, however, that even when cultural criticism analyzes
the operations of oppression, it does not view oppressed peoples, as political
theories sometimes do, as helpless victims. Rather, like new historicism, cultural
criticism views oppressed peoples as both victimized by the dominant power
scructure and as capable of resisting or transforming that power structure.

It is important

Cultural criticism and literature

ultural critics, a literary text, or any other kind of cultural production, per-

For ¢
apes the cultural experience of

forms cultural work to the extent to which it sh
those who encounter it, that is, to the extent to which it shapes our experience
as members of a cultural group. According to Stephen Greenblatt, the following
questions can help us begin to examine the kinds of cultural work per\for edby7'
2 7

ATV TEXE: o L\A2'
literary text @5@. \\.}L. \L‘\iv

1. What kinds of behavior, what models of practice, Jdoes this work seefn €0 ™

enforce?
2. Why might readers at a particular time and place find this work
&

compelling! o
d the values implicit in the

3. Are there differences between my values an
work I am reading?

4. Upon what social understandings does the work depend?

5. Whose freedom of thought or movement might be constrained implicitly
or explicitly by this work?

6. What are the larger social structures with which these particular acts of
praise or blame that is, the text’s apparent ethical onientation might be
connected? (226)

lnA Greenblatt’s words, it might “appear that the analvsis of culture is the servant
of literary study, but in a liberal education broadly conceived it is literary studv
that is the servant of cultural understanding” (227). Thus, all of the above ques-
tions ask us to make conpections between the licerary text, the culrure i whis!

d7he cultures tn which I is inferpreted:




istori ftural crificism
o owhisicd ool e
Perhaps it would help at this point to considber Zome _?eCiﬁc applicari,
al criticism to literary works. Let’s start by e‘scn,mg v\.fhat 2 Clltyyry
eural criticis h Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness gnd Toni MOTrison'S o
might do ::([[[b we used earlier to illustrate the differences b(‘tween 2
;?:i [n“e,(:v [h;storical approaches to literature. As [ mentioneld befo,
historical readings could be considered Ifom?s of .cultural critici
ceived. So all of the examples of new historical interpretations
Morrison’s novels discussed earlier could be consnde'red example
icism to the extent that these interpretations examine the kind
performed by the literary rext.

re, many

/1
s, hroad]y o

of Conrad’.\‘ %
s of cultyy,

lew:
Of cuhuml Crp.

wor,
Let’s look, however, at whar kinds of readings mighr distinguish cultyry)

tiques of Heart of Darkness and Beloved from new historical mterpfﬂan()n::
these works. Given that both novels have been canonized as works of “high" I’
ture, a cultural critic, in the narrower sense of the term, might choose 4 analyli.
popular representations of these novels, rather than just the novels [h&[mel\.ej
For example, a cultural critic might study Francis Ford Coppola’s Abocalyp;é
Now (1978), which, as most film fans know, is based on Conrad’s novel, o the
made-for-television version of Heart of Darkness sta rring John Malkovich (1993
Similarly, a cultural critic might examine the film version of Beloved Starting
Oprah Winfrey (1998) or a television miniseries that might someday be pro-
duced based on Morrison’s novel.

In analyzing these popular forms of canonized works,
to determine the ways in which the popular versions
content of the novels. For example, does the
vision of human nature than the novel? Or,
wore optimistic view of the human conditio
does the film version handle narrative ambi
Heart of Darkness or the meaning of the ba
what do these transformations suggest abo
about the psychological and
the entertainment industry’s

a cultural critic might tty
transform the ideological
film version seem to have a darker
in contrast, does the film provide a
n that the novel does not offer? How
guities, such as Marlow’s reliability in
by ghost in Beloved? Most important,
ut the popular imagination—that i,
ideological needs of the viewing public—or sbout
conception of the viewing public?
A cultural critic would also be inc]
a media productiop might not be
intends it to be viewed. For exampl

ined to take into account the ways in which
viewed the way the entertainment industry
e, as John Fiske observes,

- chose fo watch ofd westerns on the VCR
only the first half of them, and switched
attacked, the ¥, the wagon train had been suCce.sst");
while em '(e :t? C,GP'umd_'he)’ chose not to watch the reassertion o
chose to ;p| & Ongmq! people watching the Rambo movies in Al{Sfm"G
and f gg""e the conflict between the free west and the communist east

Ocused instead on the conflict between Rambo, whom they saw, by

‘[h]omeless Native Americans . .
in their shelter, byt they selected
oft Ine movie qf the point when

A
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IS il

\ection of physical and behavioral characteristics, os a member of the
ahszecorld like them, and the white officer class that systematically and
third W

istakenly underestimated his abilities, (327)
mi

her examining popular culture, “high” culture, or borh, cultural critics

>rher exd . ] r

whes® he changing ideological funcrions that a given cultural production
3

he hands of those who respond to it.

So
¢ry to map ¢
pel‘fOl’ms att

i historical and
vestions new )
Solt:;er;ll critics ask about literary texts
cv

i uestions are intended to summarize approaches to .literary
The following qd by new historicists and cultural critics. In the terminology
s Cmpl‘o‘y 9 ythcse questions offer us ways to examine the c'ultural work.
of cultura, lel‘c“m\: texts. As you read these questions and imagine tbe W.BYb
performed ot lte}:‘atywxical or cultural critic might address them, keep in mind
ybte & al .y o historical event, artifact, or ideology can be completely
that, for sudl\ C|'-l~nlcst"nn from the innumerable historical events, artifactsj and
oo ) 4 ahl'\och it circulates, and our own cultural experience inevitably
e :Ze tions, making true objectivity impossible. For we .can 95;
‘mﬂuen‘CCS ourl zi\d fulture;l criticism properly only if we keep-cle.arly in rmrll)
e 'hlS[Ol‘lkla is is always incomplete, partial, and our perspective is always sub-
[hat' iy VSL’S ':= nd outside our own culture and analyze texts fr.om an objec-
jéCth‘:-n\zZ‘;; ;I;itr:t a\)(/e can write only from within our own historical moment.
tive veé .

i i his-
1. How does the literary text function as part of a c?ntmu:nm l\:\;l’; ;;;}111 o
4 torical and cultural texts from thg sa.n.\e period, for e::t OF;" ci\ildren ol
birthing practices, educational priorities, the trea;mrms) B o
the law, other art forms (including popular arft ?‘thld,( cription” of 4
sexuality, and the like? That is, taken as part of a e add t0
given culture ar a given point in history, what éoes o lstha[ idesicmrved
our tentative understanding of human egpege_ncellr.\d nmp hapes and s
and place, including the ways in which individual identity
shaped by cultural 'insti[utions{( i st gyt traditionalt
2. How can we use a literary wor | / oo wor
l;?d subversive discourses circulating in the C:l;meb;znw‘l:l:e}:premd? o
emerged and/or the cultures in which the wor : as ot asslr
another way, how does the text promote ideo! ogu.ese i
undermine the prevailing power structures of the tim
it was written and/or interpreted! ‘
3. Using rhetorical analysis (analyst gl
tmeans by which it tries to achieve that purp

of a text’s purpose and the stylistic
; ), what does the literary
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Jerstanding of the ways in which literar T
rextadd o our U Jitical, scientific, economic, and Yandn e e ally, [ argue that the novel circulates one of the dominant discourses of
d\smulscs‘(such 1\ ip\“‘: xrll‘l“ ’e b, 0l Compe’t‘)? IeduCiltlonn[ : rf”’ gpecinic® ly;n which it was written: the discourse of the self-made man, which
ries) }‘x;\\'e‘ mﬂt}fﬂ{ue»\- : ‘ ;(;‘1 P , ed with one N i the ‘“"“mm poor boy in America, if he had the right personal qualities, could
specific histori¢ ;\] l\}unt. “-;\.rk e aleot e et Ty held Ihnlt: nzll’ of the financial world. In addition, 1 examine the ways in which
4. What does th“' t[tl\:“? ior\orc‘:i “Jn Heerepresens {' pe rlence of g, . rise (0 t,“G sy embodies one of the central contradictions of the discourse of
pecple who bjm’ S ;:r :( \mpl; laborers, ;\ri<;;e‘ ‘477 ﬂ1lsreprwn[&'i'; The (117:-[]"]:.“’{; ;n;;n: although this discourse claims to open the annals of Ameri-
Erﬁntuﬂ;\]ﬁ&::[:;t{ E_ :\ m.;n‘ ch;ldrcn. Eh; mgme‘k';n:llmen, People (; 1.‘]:1 Sliis‘rlt;y to all those who have the ambition and perseverance required to
;:;\; [}::“ new hlsm;ical and culeural criticism usually incfulzi: :[:‘ Keep n :slekc ther “"“rk’"_ chc.discour&“.t“ I8 pgrmearcd by the deire to I‘IC",CHP,CH Silseors,
the intersection of the literary work with nonliterary discours;[e"“on" o cranscend the historical realities of time, place, and human Jimication.
in the culture in which the work emerged and/or in the CUllure: Previle,
it has been interpreted and often focus on such issues as the ClréuT Whyg, »
power and the dynamics of personal and group identity, Aion ¢ The discourse of the ;‘elf-mfa;_lhe néon. —
5. How has the work’s reception by literary critics and the read ing puby a new historical reading of The Great Galsby
g e - 5 C~
i e e g i SRSt TGt () g
; 1t audience_ ica’s greatest periods of economic growth. As the nation expanded its borders

been shaped by and shaped the culture in which that reception OCCure and developed its industries between the end of the Civil War in 1865 and
the stock-market crash in 1929, many private fortunes were made. Everyone in
America knew the success stories of millionares like John D. Rockefeller, Jay
here. These are just some starting points to get us thinking about literary Gould, Jim Fisk, Andrew Carnegie, J. . Morgan, Philip Armour, and James J.
as new historical and culeural critics do. Keep in mind that not al] newE.tt,“’ Hill. Even Gatsby's father, an uneducated and unsuccessful farmer, 1s aware of
c.al or culrural critics will interpret the same work in the same way even ;_“l‘: these stories. He says of his son, “If held of tived hed of been a great man. A man
focus on the same theoretical concepts and have the same purpose. As ml [." like James J. Hill. Hed of heiped build up the country” (176; ch. 9). With the

s weioi hacker, all of these millionaires

fald avan apmeer erocniris
nnings they rose t thetr position

Depending on the literary text in question, we might ask one or any comh

e . mbing.

tion of these questions. Or we might come up with a useful question n | "
= 131

Nhocmnn b man af o amalrhu

exception ¢iuE
1

. N %
were self-made men: from very hu

o S : 4
UT goal 1s to Use New historicisr

at the top of the faangiplmprhd, And nocular beliet held that any peor boy in

SR R T T \Ui’u.‘}l\jt“'\f;‘, srrapog g d o
T | e | Ameries -7 tha miohe coesaeal condd da rhe came




