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Professing the Renaissance: The Poetics
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In this key essay of the “New Historicism,” published in 1989, Louis Montrose outlines some
of the important assumptions of this body of work. He emphasizes the role of Post-Structur-
alism, especially deconstruction, in influencing the New Historicist concern with what Mon-
trose calls the “textuality of history.”

There has recently emerged within Renaissance studies, as in Anglo-American liter-
ary studies generally, a renewed concern with the historical, social, and political
conditions and consequences of literary production and reproduction: The writing
and reading of texts, as well as the processes by which they are circulated and
categorized, analyzed and taught, are being reconstrued as historically determined
and determining modes of cultural work; apparently autonomous aesthetic and aca-
demic issues are being reunderstood as inextricably though complexly linked to other
discourses and practices — such linkages constituting the social networks within
which individual subjectivities and collective structures are mutually and continu-
ously shaped. This general reorientation is the unhappy subject of J. Hillis Miller’s
1986 Presidential Address to the Modern Language Association. In that address,
Miller noted with some dismay — and with some hyperbole — that “literary study in
the past few vears has undergone a sudden, almost universal turn away {rom theory
in the sense of an orientation toward language as such and has made a corresponding
turn toward history, culture, society, politics, institutions, class and gender condi-
tions, the social context, the material base.”! By such a formulation, Miller polarizes
the linguistic and the social. However, the prevailing tendency across cultural studies
is to emphasize their reciprocity and mutual constitution: On the one hand, the social
is understood to be discursively constructed; and on the other, language-use is
understood to be always and necessarily dialogical, to be socially and materially
determined and constrained.

Miller’s categorical opposition of “reading” to cultural critique, of “theory” to the
discourses of “history, culture, society, politics, institutions, class and gender” seems
to me not only to oversimplify both sets of terms but also to suppress their points of
contact and compatibility. The propositions and operations of deconstructive reading
may be employed as powerful tools of ideological analysis. Derrida himself has ré=
cently suggested that, at least in his own work and in the context of Europeall
cultural politics, they have always been so: He writes that “deconstructive readings
and writings are concerned not only with ... discourses, with conceptual and seman=
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tic contents. . .. Deconstructive practices are also and first of all political and insti-
tutional practices.”2 The notorious Derridean aphorism, i/ n’y a pas de hors-texte,”
[“there is no outside of textuality”| may be invoked to abet an escape from the
determinate necessities of history, a self-abandonment to the indeterminate pleasures
of the text; however, it may also be construed as an insistence upon the ideological
force of discourse in general and of those discourses in particular which reduce the
work of discourse to the mere reflection of an ontologically prior, essential or empir-
ical reality.

The multiplicity of unstable, variously conjoined and conflicting discourses that
may be said to inhabit the field of post-structuralist theory have in common the
problematization of those processes by which meaning is produced and grounded,
and 2 heightened (though, of course, necessarily limited) reflexivity concerning their
own assumptions and constraints, their methods and their motives. Miller wholly
identifies “theory” with domesticated, politically eviscerated varieties of Deconstruc-
tion, which he privileges ethically and epistemologically in relation to what he scorns
as “ideology” — that impassioned and delusional condition which “the critics and
antagonists of deconstruction on the so-called left and so-called right” (p. 289) are
said to share. Although his polemic indiscriminately though not unintentionally
lumps them with the academy’s intellectually and politically reactionary forces, the
various modes of sociopolitical and historical criticism have not only been challenged
and influenced by the theoretical developments of the past two decades but have also
been vitally engaged in their definition and direction. And one such direction is the
understanding that “theory” does not reside serenely above “ideology” but rather is
mired within it. Representations of the world in written discourse are engaged in
constructing the world, in shaping the modalities of social reality, and in accommo-
dating their writers, performers, readers, and audiences to multiple and shifting
subject positions within the world they both constitute and inhabit. Traditionally,
“ideology” has referred to the system of ideas, values, and beliefs common to any
social group; in recent years, this vexed but indispensable term has in its most general
sense come to be associated with the processes by which social subjects are formed,
re-formed and enabled to perform as conscious agents in an apparently meaningful
world.® In such terms, our professional practice, like our subject matter, is a produc-
tion of ideology: By this I mean not merely that it bears the traces of the professor’s
values, beliefs, and experiences — his or her socially constructed subjectivity — but also
that it actively instantiates those values, beliefs, and experiences. From this perspec-
tive, any claim for what Miller calls an “orientation to language as such™ is itself —
always already — an orientation to language that is being produced from a position
within “history, culture, society, politics, institutions, class and gender conditions.”

As if to reinforce Miller’s sense of a general crisis in literary studies with the
arraignment of an egregious example, the issue of PMLA which opens with his
Presidential Address immediately continues with an article on the “politicizing” of
Renaissance Drama. The latter begins with the ominous warning that “A specter is
‘haunting criticism — the specter of a new historicism.”* Edward Pechter’s parody of
F_Tlte Communist Manifesto points toward his claim that, although the label “New

toricism” embraces a variety of critical practices, at its core this project is ““a kind
Marxist criticism’ ™ — the latter, larger project being characterized in all its forms
variants as a view of “history and contemporary political life as determined,
tholly or in essence, by struggle, contestation, power relations, libido dominandi”




586 Historicisms

(p. 292). It seems to me that, on this essentialist definition, such a project might be
better labeled as Machiavellian or Hobbesian than as Marxist. In any event, Pechter’s
specter is indeed spectral, in the sense that it is largely the (mis)construction of the
critic who is engaged in attacking it, and thus also in the sense that it has become an
object of fascination and dread.

A couple of years ago, 1 attempted briefly to articulate and scrutinize some of the
theoretical, methodological, and political assumptions and implications of the kind of
work produced since the late 1970s by those (including myself) who were then coming
to be labeled as “New Historicists.”” The focus of such work has been upon a refigur-
ing of the socio-cultural field within which canonical Renaissance literary and dramatic
works were originally produced; upon resituating them not only in relationship to
other genres and modes of discourse but also in relationship to contemporaneous social
institutions and non-discursive practices. Stephen Greenblatt, who is most closely
identified with the label “New Historicism” in Renaissance literary studies, has him-
self now abandoned it in favor of “‘Cultural Poetics,” a term he had used earlier and
one which perhaps more accurately represents the critical project I have described.® In
effect, this project reorients the axis of inter-textuality, substituting for the diachronic
text of an autonomous literary history the synchronic text of a cultural system. As the
conjunction of terms in its title suggests, the interests and analytical techniques of
“Culrural Poetics™ are at once historicist and formalist; implicit in its project, though
perhaps not yet adequately articulated or theorized, is a conviction that formal and
historical concerns are not opposed but rather are inseparable.

Until very recently — and perhaps even now — the dominant mode of interpretation
in English Renaissance literary studies has been to combine formalist techniques of
close rhetorical analysis with the elaboration of relatively self-contained histories of
“ideas,” or of literary genres and topoi — histories that have been abstracted from their
social matrices. In addition to such literary we may note two other traditional practices
of “history” in Renaissance literary studies: one comprises those commentaries on
political commonplaces in which the dominant ideology of Tudor—Stuart society — the
unreliable machinery of socio-political legitimation — is misrecognized as a stable,
coherent, and collective Elizabethan world picture, a picture discovered to be lucidly
reproduced in the canonical literary works of the age; and the other, the erudite but
sometimes eccentric scholarly detective work which, by treating texts as elaborate
ciphers, seeks to fix the meaning of fictional characters and actions in their reference
to specific historical persons and events. Though sometimes reproducing the meth-
odological shortcomings of such older idealist and empiricist modes of historical criti-
cism, but also often appropriating their prodigious scholarly labors to good effect, the
newer historical criticism is new in its refusal of unproblematized distinctions between
“literature” and ‘‘history,” between “text”” and “context,” new in resisting a prevalent
tendency to posit and privilege a unified and autonomous individual — whether an
Author or a Work — to be set against a social or literary background.

In the essay of mine to which I have already referred, I wrote merely of a new
historical orientation in Renaissance literary studies, because it seemed to me that
those identified with it by themselves or by others were actually quite heterogeneous
in their critical practices and, for the most part, reluctant to theorize those practices.
The very lack of such explicit articulations was itself symptomatic of certain eclectic
and empiricist tendencies that threatened to undermine any attempt to distinguish a
new historicism from an old one. It may well be that these very ambiguities rendered
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New Historicism less a critique of dorfxinant _critical ideolo(giy I}}al?t‘ ;latlti:]]r,:z :EZ
ideological appropriation, thus C()I'ltt'ibl}tlng l:o its ‘almost sud “e:ntl‘nsrt e CO;].]mu_
newest academic orthodoxy, to its rapél ;1s§1rF11at1($Lbi ht:eh.‘ ‘1: l;rein he comme-
" of Renaissance literary studies. Certainly, some w av oo 3
SplgtSmp?ary New Historicists now enj(.)y t}.u:. mat'erial an.d symboiﬂlc tolfz:sa(:lida;s:ielriz;
success; and any number of New Hlstgrlgst' dlsse.rtanons, CO]Z] ere?c.r __; el
tions testify to a significant degree 0fldlsmp‘{%nan\"1 mf_ltllllc?tze;;r; el};rtcj ;gu r CommOdi,ﬁr-
ins unc ; or not this latest “1sm,” w1 i al f
:2?2:112 (1:? tlliecflr“:c}::,t'}’li:'ill have been more Ehali’l another passing mtelllecthuanl f?tr;;\s ;1
what Fredric Jameson would call the academic marketplace undm:‘ ajtun(:pnm ls i.t
«The New Historicism” has not yet begun to fa-d.c from the acafiemmhs.ceim;r rerérS,
quietly taking its place in the assortment of crmc‘?l appfoa_che.s on the ; de:)i n.ates
shelf. ‘But neither has it become any (l:leaFer that “‘the New HlSE)I'lC;:;‘:n mk Cgoalcs_
any agreed-upon intellectual and insntut;o_nal program. Ther? .asa e O
cence of the various identifiably New HlS[()l:lClSt Practlces ?n‘t.u .ciues natie and
authoritative paradigm for the interpftatll(_)l? lot Ren:;::;;z te\);;,a?ci:e B e
gence of such a paradigm seem either likely F)r desirabe: Wt e e Histor;—
witnessing is the convergence of a variety of _5peual. interests up % | =
sism.” . constituted as a terminological site of intense debate and critique, ‘
;ilsl?qlt’ip]: c;;p;(?;f;i;ns and contestations within the id_eo!og.ical field of Renaissance
studies itself, and to some extent in other areas of the .d1sc1_pl.me. T
If Edward Pechter dubiously assimilates New Hlst0r1c1sr‘n to Marxis non
grounds that it insists upon the omnipresel_'lce of strluggle as the}IToto'r o = lt;
some self-identified Marxist critics are actlvgly 1nd1Ft1ng Ne.w 1.stor}?1s1:1 e
evasion of both political commitment and diachronic analysis — 1'n- ¢ ei ,thOlar.S
failure to be genuinely historical; while some female an(_i 'rnale R(:nfussﬁzam)[h.erq "
are fruitfully combining New HiStOt‘if)lSt zn('i - Feminist C?nit,mb’m( oniq:dc =
representing these projects (and/or tl;:n' p;;l_cttltlggzrrs)a:sojée([))f)qe:\lzmlg m(;des "
gender-specific terms; while some see. New istori ' e o
io-critici .neaved in constructing a theoretically informed, post-structural
i)(;"(:)ll?l:rrnl?tiszlf l:is:ogicai study, others see it as aligned v?'ith a .neo—pragmausF rejc::i(;l;l
against all forms of High Theory; if some see Nle?v Hlstqr!ast prcoccu.l.pa[t;;)r;tcrarv
ideology and social context as threatening to_tradltlonal critical 'cioncerns—}zt Cl-ffor;]
values. others see a New Historicist delight in anecdote, narrative and w a; if f
Geert; calls “thick description” as a will to construe all of_ culture as thej (11‘r1?un 0f
literary criticism — a text to be perpetually interpreted, an mexl}faustlblc collection o
stories from which curiosities may be culled and cleverly rc'co‘lg\.I B
Inhabiting the discursive spaces traversed byl 'the ;e:}rllz ;Ogl\zms 1:hc:lt ot
some of the most complex, persistent, and unsealing o p i .
of literature attempt variously to confront or to ev_ad'e: A.mong them, t c? c;sen v
historical bases upon which “literature” is to be distinguished fro_m othe.; 1s.L.01u 01:
the possible configurations of relationship between cultural practices an SECH , P N
itical, and economic processes; the consequences .of pc.)s.t—.structurahst t E({rlt?;ich
textuality for the practice of an historical or materialist criticism; the me.ans‘dy \; o
subjectivity is socially constituted and constrained; the processes by which ideo oglolf
‘are produced and sustained, and by which they may be contested; the plaf.tem;;
lconsonance and contradiction among the values and interests of_ a given 1_r1dn-1dua ,fas
these are actualized in the shifting conjunctures of various subject positions — as, Tor
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example, intellectual worker, academic professional, and gendered domestic, social
political and economic agent. My point is not that “the New Historicism” as ?I
definable project, or the work of specific individuals identified by themselves or by
others as New Historicists, can necessarily provide even provisiorial answers to such
questions, but rather that the term “New Historicism™ is currently being invoked in
order to bring such issues into play and to stake out — or to hunt down — specific
positions within the discursive spaces mapped by these issues.

The post-structuralist orientation to history now emerging in literary studies may
be characterized chiastically, as a reciprocal concern with the historicity of texts and
the textuality of history. By the historicity of texts, I mean to sug,ges-t the cultural
sp'e?iﬁcity, the social embedment, of all modes of writing — not O;I]V the texts that
critics study but also the texts in which we study them. By the textu-alitv of history
I_ mean to suggest, firstly, that we can have no access to a full and auth-entic past -:;
lived -material existence, unmediated by the surviving textual traces of the society ’in
question — traces whose survival we cannot assume to be merely contingent but must
rather presume to be at least partially consequent upon comi)lex and subtle social
processes of preservation and effacement; and secondly, that those textual traces are
themselves subject to subsequent textual mediations when they are construed as the
“documents” upon which historians ground their own texts, called “histories.” As
Hayden White has forcefully reminded us, such textual histories necessarily but
always incompletely constitute in their narrative and rhetorical forms the “His;tory”
to which they offer access.”. ..

‘ “The Historicity of Texts and the Textuality of History™: If such chiastic formula-
tions are in fashion now, when the concept of referentiality has become so vexed, it
may be because they figure forth from within discourse itself the model of a dvnam,ic
gns-table, and reciprocal relationship between the discursive and material d()vmains.‘;
This refiguring of the relationship between the verbal and the social, between the text
and the world, involves a re-problematization or wholesale rejection of some prevalent
alternative conceptions of literature: As an autonomous aesthetic order that transcends
Fhe shifting pressure and particularity of material needs and interests; as a collection of
inert discursive records of “real events”; as a superstructural reflexion of an economic
base. Current practices emphasize both the relative autonomy of specific discourses
and their capacity to impact upon the social formation, to l;lak(: things happen by
sh'aping the subjectivities of social beings. Thus, to speak of the social production c;f
“literature” or of any particular text is to signify not only that it is socially produced
but also that it is socially productive — that it is the product of work and that it
performs work in the process of being written, enacted, or read. Recent theories of
textuality have argued persuasively that the referent of a linguistic sign cannot be
fixed; that the meaning of a text cannot be stabilized. At the same time, writing and
reading are always historically and socially determinate events, performed in the world
a_nd upon the world by gendered individual and collective human agents. We may
simultaneously acknowledge the theoretical indeterminacy of the signifying process
gnd the historical specificity of discursive practices — acts of speaking, dwriting, and
?nterpreting. The project of a new socio-historical criticism is, then, to analyze the
1T1terplay of culture-specific discursive practices — mindful that it, too, is such a prac-
tice and so participates in the interplay it seeks to analyze. By such means, versions of
the Real, of History, are instantiated, deployed, reproduced; and by such means, they
may also be appropriated, contested, transformed. :
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(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988) — which was published too late for me to

have made more use of it here:

“The individual” will be understood here as simply the illusion of whole and coherent per-

sonal organization, or as the misleading description of the imaginary ground on which differ-

ent subject-positions are colligated.
And thence the commonly used term “subj

as the term inaccurately used to describe what is actually the series of the conglomeration of
into which a person is

ect” will be broken down and will be understood

positions, subject-positions, provisional and not necessarily indefeasible,
called momentarily by the discourses and the world that he/she inhabits.

The term “agent,” by contrast, will be used to mark the idea of a form of subjectivity
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Earlier, in the Introduction to Renaissance Self-Fashioning (Chicago: University of Chicago
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term in the introductory chapter of his recent book, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation
of Social Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley and Tos Angeles: University of California
Press, 1988). Here he defines the enterprise of cultural poetics as the “study of the collective
making of distinct cultural practices and inquiry into the relations among these practices”; the
relevant concerns are “how collective beliefs and experiences were shaped, moved from one
medium to another, concentrated in manageable aesthetic form, offered for consumption [and]
how the boundaries were marked between cultural practices understood to be art forms and
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other, contiguous, forms of expression” (p. 5). I discuss the relevance of anthropological theory
and ethnographic practice — specifically, the work of Clifford Geertz — to the study of early

modern English culture in my review essay on Renaissance Self-~Fashioning: “A Poctics of

Renaissance Culture,” Criticism 23 (1981), pp. 349-59.
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pp. 514-42; and Jean E. Howard, “The New Historicism in Renaissance Studies,” English
Luerary Renatssance 16 (1986), pp. 13-43. A number of critiques of New Historicism from
various ideological positions have subsequently been published, and more are on the way. In
addition to Pechter’s hostile neo-conservative essay, within English Renaissance studies these
critiques include the following: from a generally neo-Marxist perspective, Walter Cohen, *“Pol-
itical Criticism of Shakespeare,” in Jean E. Howard and Marion F. O’Connor, eds, Shakespeare
Reproduced: The Text in History and Ideology (New York and London: Methuen, 1987), pp. 1846,
and Don E. Wayne, “Power, Politics, and the Shakespearean Text: Recent Criticism in
England and the United States,” in Howard and OConnor, eds, Shakespeare Reproduced,
pp. 47-67; from a liberal American feminist perspective, Peter Erickson, “Rewriting the Re-
naissance, Rewriting Ourselves,” Shakespeare Quarterly 38 (1987), pp. 327-37, Lynda E. Boose,
“The Family in Shakespeare Studies; or — Studies in the Family of Shakespeareans; or — The
Politics of Politics,” Renaissance Quarterly 40 (1987), pp. 707—42, and Carol Thomas Neely,
“Constructing the Subject: Feminist Practice and New Renaissance Discourses,” English Liter-
ary Renaissance 18 (1988), pp. 5-18: from a deconstructionist perspective, A. Leigh DeNeef,
“Of Dialogues and Historicisms,” South Atlantic Quarterly 86 (1987), pp. 497-517. I want to
record here my thanks to Alan Liu and Carolyn Porter for sharing with me their as yet
unpublished studies of Renaissance New Historicism from the perspectives of English Romanti-
cism and American studies, respectively.

In a recent essay, “Towards a Poetics of Culture,” Southern Review (Australia) 20 (1987), pp.
3-15, Stephen Greenblatt remarks that “one of the peculiar characteristics of the ‘new histori-
cism’ in literary studies is precisely how unresolved and in some ways disingenuous it has been
— I have been — about the relation to literary theory.” Accordingly, the essay does not set out an
explicit theoretical position but rather a demonstration of his resistance to theory: “I want to
speculate on why this should be so by trying to situate myself in relation to Marxism on the
one hand, and poststructuralism on the other” (p- 3). Greenblatt goes on to situate himself as a
neo-pragmatist in relation to two totalizing discourses in each of which, “history functions. . .as
a convenient anecdotal ornament upon a theoretical structure.” What he seems to offer in
opposition to such theoretical discourses, which collapse “the contradictions of history into a
moral imperative” (p. 7), is essentially an empirical historical analysis that has not been fettered
by ideology. By means of a striking personal anecdote, Greenblatt suggests that the practice of
cultural poetics involves a repudiation of cultural politics. My own conviction is that their
separation is no more desirable than it is possible.

On the constitutive discourse of the historian and the genres of history writing, see Hayden
White, Tropics of Discourse (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978).

Comparing Fredric Jameson's counter-Deconstructionist formulation of this relationship in terms of
Marxism that is itself necessarily post-strucruralist:

The type of interpretation here proposed is more satisfactorily grasped as the rewriting of the
literary text in such a way that the latter may itself be seen as the rewriting or restructuration
of a prior historical or ideological subtext, it being always understood that that “subtext” is not
immediately present as such, not some common-sense external reality, nor even the conven-
tional narratives of history manuals, but rather must itself always be (re)constructed after the
fact.... The whole paradox of what we have here called the subtext may be summed up in
this, that the literary work or cultural object, as though for the first time, brings into being
that very situation of which it is also, at one and the same time, a reaction. ... History is
inaceessible to us except in textual form. ... It can be approached only by way of prior (l‘e)ff-'{f'
tualization. ... To overemphasize the active way in which the text reorganizes its subtext (in
order, presumably, to reach the triumphant conclusion that the “referent” does not exist); OF
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on the other hand to stress the imaginary status of the symbolic act so completely as to reify
its social ground, now no longer understood as a subtext but merely as some inert given that
the text passively or fantasmatically “reflects™ — to overstress either of these ﬁmctiun:s of the
symbolic act at the expense of the other is surely to produce sheer ideology, whether it be, as
i1'1 the first alternative, the ideology of structuralism, or, in the second, that of vulgar material-
ism. (The Political Unconscious, pp. 80-1)

For another Marxist consideration of and response to recent theoretical challenges to historical
criticism, see “Text and History: Epilogue 1984” in Robert Weimann, Structure and Society in
Literary History, expanded edn (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984), pp. 267-323.

Introductions to materialist cultural theory include Raymond Williams’s Marxism and Litera-
ture; Raymond Williams, Culture (Iondon: Fontana, 1981); Janet Wolff, The Social Production
of Art (London: Macmillan, 1981).




