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	Context-oriented Literary Criticism: New Historicism  


Context-oriented theories construct their analyses on the background of historical, economic, social, and political questions.

A. History and Tenets

Lois Tyson (2006) argues that New Historicism emerged in the late 1970s, rejecting both traditional historicism’s marginalisation of literature and New Criticism’s enshrinement of the literary text in a timeless dimension beyond history. Thus, for new historicist critics, a literary text does not embody the author’s intention or illustrate the spirit of the age that produced it, as traditional literary historians asserted; nor are literary texts self-sufficient art objects that transcend the time and place in which they were written, as New Critics believed. Rather, literary texts are cultural artefacts that can tell us something about the interplay of discourses, the web of social meanings, operating in the time and place in which the text was written. And they can do so because the literary text is itself, part of the interplay of discourses, a thread in the dynamic web of social meaning. For new historicism, the literary text and the historical situation from which it emerged are equally important because text (the literary work) and context (the historical conditions, that new historical and cultural criticism which produced it) are mutually constitutive: they create each other. Like the dynamic interplay between individual identity and society, literary texts shape and are shaped by their historical contexts.
B. Key Concepts of New Historicism
1. Historicity of Texts and the Textuality of History
Critics are divided on whether historicism can be seen as the intellectual predecessor of New Historicism.

Whereas historicism favors a synecdochic and organic interpretation of history that adds up to an empirical whole, New Historicism follows a poststructuralist view of history that is best characterized as chiastic. At the center of New Historicism is a “reciprocal concern with the historicity of texts and the textuality of history.” Montrose’s famous chiasmus refers to both the fact that all writing is embedded in a specific social and historical situation and the poststructuralist premise that we do not have unmediated and authentic access to the past. To the new historicist, history disintegrates into ever widening relations of discourses, and he thus questions any trans-historical theory of textual meaning like hermeneutics. Claire Colebrook sees New Historicism as a “form of texual inductivism” that does not worship pre-given totalities such as ‘world-picture’ or ‘civilization.’
2. Mediator
New historicist investigations focus on the interaction between text and the world. Stephen Greenblatt, for instance, calls for a critical practice that no longer considers literary works as “a fixed set of texts that are set apart from all other forms of expression,” but rather interprets their interplay with textual forms and symbolic structures perceivable in the larger social world. Texts function as mediators between diverse discourses in society such as religion, philosophy, the sciences, and the arts.
3. Cultural Transactions and Poetics of Culture
In order to trace textual connections, practitioners of New Historicism (foremost among them Stephen Greenblatt, Catherine Gallagher, Louis Montrose, Aram Veeser) consider literary texts as focal points of “social energy.” They seek to reveal the cultural transactions contained within literary texts which they define as a “site of institutional and ideological contestation.” Since history is seen as a global text, both literary and non-literary texts transform into a dynamic field of force in which many voices of culture converge and interact. For Greenblatt, therefore, the study of genre (such as Renaissance drama) is “an exploration of the poetics of culture.” The poetics of culture gives emphasis to the productive power of representation and its links “to the complex network of institutions, practices, and beliefs that

constitute the culture as a whole.”
4. New historicists rely on a vocabulary of interpretation that demystifies traditional assumptions of a mimetic conceptualization of art, and they debunk any notions of stable meanings, as in humanist thought. Literature connects to history through all the texts that circulate in a specific moment in time and by showing the interrelatedness of human activities. The key terms, circulation, exchange, negotiation, and struggle, are derived from the nascent capitalism of the early modern period. Similar to the circulation of material commodities, new historicists investigate the proliferation and circulation of representations which resonate within a given text and let it “reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger world.” Stories become meaningful through circulation, reproduction, and exchange.
5. Alternative Histories
Rather than looking for unity in a literary work, new historicists elicit its messy vitality. Their readings aspire to find distortions, voices of the excluded, and subversive patterns. Regarding anecdotes as the raw material of history, they frequently use them to develop alternative histories or microhistories that retrieve the voices of the once-forgotten and seek for the return of the oppressed. According to Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary, an anecdote is a secret history. For new historicists, anecdotes function as history’s ‘other,’ a digression that highlights contingency and deviates from the master narratives of totalizing and progressive history.

C. New Historicism and Contemporary Criticism
Despite its controversial nature and its lack of a systematic theory, New Historicism has irrevocably dissolved the distinction between historical and formal methods in literary criticism. Given the vast expansion of work on culture in the 1980s and 1990s, the return to history has brought about contextual interpretations where literary and non-literary texts interact, and has thus contributed to a widening cultural perspective in literary criticism. If, as Jacques Derrida asserts, nothing is extratextual, literary critics have directed their theory-driven lenses upon ‘texts’ (semiotic products) of all kinds—from soccer matches to soap operas, from Hamlet to talk shows. Particularly, under the influence of journals such as Representations and monograph series such as “The New Historicism: Studies in Cultural Poetics,” the American branch of New Historicism has transformed into a unified field of criticism with productive relations between literary critics and historians (Hayden White, Dominick LaCapra), postcolonial critics (Edward Said, Tzvetan Todorov), and ethnologists like Clifford Geertz. Another field of critical interest for American New Historicism is Romanticism. Unlike Renaissance historicism, literary critics like Jerome McGann, Jon Klancher, or Alan Liu show a stronger affiliation to Foucault and claim their own oppositional historicism while reading Romanticism as an ‘ideology.’ New historicism’s material relativism and its anti-hermeneutic impulse currently find entrance into theories of social practice that oppose textualism and examine the routines and enactments of social life by interpreting culture through objects, discourse, knowledge, and agency.

D. Methodology

The New Historicist’s approach to literary study is based on three things—literature, the author, and the reader— and this helps distinguish it from other theoretical approaches. New Historicism claims that literature is merely a "text" indistinguishable in nature from all the other texts that constitute a culture. The concept "literature" is "socially constructed"; every society decides what "literature" is and what its conventions are, and these definitions always vary from society to society and age to age. Equally relative are judgments about literary value. No single author's works are better than those of other authors; no single work is better than others; no one culture's works are better than those of other cultures. Rather, all texts, literary and otherwise (including "popular" texts such as television shows, advertisements, and drugstore romances), are worthy of study.
E. Frequently Asked Questions
1. What language/characters/events present in the work reflect the current events of the author’s day?

2. Are there words in the text that have changed their meaning from the time of the writing?

3. How are such events interpreted and presented?

4. How are events' interpretation and presentation a product of the culture of the author?

5. Does the work's presentation support or condemn the event?

6. Can it be seen to do both?

7. How does this portrayal criticize the leading political figures or movements of the day?

8. How does the literary text function as part of a continuum with other historical/cultural texts from the same period?

9. How can we use a literary work to "map" the interplay of both traditional and subversive discourses circulating in the culture in which that work emerged and/or the cultures in which the work has been interpreted?

10. How does the work consider traditionally marginalized populations?

F. Representatives: Michel Foucault, Jean-François Lyotard, Ihab Hassan, Stephen Greenblatt, Catherine Gallagher, Jonathan Goldberg, Jonathan Dollimore, Alan Sinfield.
G. Sample New Historicist Analysis: Phillis Wheatley’s Poem “On Being Brought from Africa to America”

	’Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,

Taught my benighted soul to understand

That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:

Once I redemption neither sought nor knew,

Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

“Their colour is a diabolic die.”

Remember, Christians, Negroes, black as Cain,

May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.


New historicism can be understood as a critical practice that treats the literary text as a space where power relations become visible. The following reading of Phillis Wheatley’s “On Being Brought from Africa to America” (1773) exemplifies what New Historicism calls the poetics of culture.
Wheatley’s poem seeks to reverse misconceptions about the black race that are motivated by Christian religion. The speaker of the poem conveys her subtle critique by using puns or wordplays which carry implications that go beyond the surface of the poem’s meaning. Words like “sable race” (line 5), “die” (6), and “Cain” (7) connect the poem to the larger context of the Black Atlantic and counter negative racial connotations. Sable, for instance, derives from the language of heraldry and denotes the color black in a coat of arms. A sable is also a mammal that is valued highly for its dark and soft fur. The poem’s wordplays evoke images of racial pride to question some of the widely held racial stereotypes of Wheatley’s white Christian brethren. In line six, the speaker of the poem quotes them verbatim: “Their colour is a diabolic die.” This statement aligns Black people with the Biblical source of evil, but, at the same time, the endrhymes “eye” and “die” redirect the reader’s perception and open up a different layer of meaning and contextual reading. In the context of slavery, “die,” alludes to the blue indigo dye which was produced by black slaves in the West Indies and gained significant wealth for many white Christians in the colonies and England. The statement thus opens the reader’s “eye” for the questionable moral double standards which underlie the “scornful eye” of white Christians who profit from forced labor. Hinting also at its superficial nature, the use of “die” challenges any moral judgments based on the color of skin alone. Similarly, the biblical reference to “Cain” in the concluding couplet contains further intertextual references. Cain is a homonym (similar in sound, but different in meaning) for cane or sugar cane, another commodity of the West Indies, produced by black slaves and central to the triangular trade between Africa, America, and Europe. Ironically, although black people belong to the “cursed race,” their forced work sustains the wealth and progress of white Christian societies. Thus, if white Christians “remembered” all of this, they would have to recall their Christian obligation toward their black brethren.
The example demonstrates New Historicism’s practice of interpretation. New historicists link the literary to historical circumstances and the text to social effect. Literature turns into an “agonistic field of verbal and social practices” (Montrose 30). The relation between the text and its historical context is one of exchange and negotiation. Wheatley’s poem can be interpreted either as a repetition of the white power which occurs in the real world and is embodied by religion, or as a subtle reflection upon power’s dependence on linguistic performance, as in the case of the “diabolical die,” in which reality is renegotiated through the poem’s cultural intertextuality. [image: image1.png]
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