
Review Article 

New Historicism: 

Taking History into Account 

J O N A T H A N H A R T 

T 
A H E N E W H I S T O R I C I S M is about ten years o l d . I n the t u r m o i l of 

c o n t e m p o r a r y theory, shelf-life m a y n o t e q u a l half- l i fe . N e w his

t o r i c i s m st i l l excites readers a n d remains fu l ly charged. R a t h e r 

t h a n speculate at length o n the future of this loose confederacy o r 

m u l t i v a l e n t m o v e m e n t , I w o u l d l ike to discuss its attractions a n d 

accompl ishments a n d m e n t i o n its occasional shortcomings. T h e 

essays that Vesser has col lected i n The New Historicism1 deserve 

careful r e a d i n g a n d p r o v i d e insights a n d pleasures. T h i s rev iew 

concentrates o n the recent changes to new his tor ic ism, o n its use of 

anecdote o r narrat ive , o n the techniques i t shares w i t h other m e t h 

odologies, a n d o n its disparities, w h i c h m a y h a v e i m p l i c a t i o n s for 

its f u t u r e . 2 

L o u i s M o n t r o s e says that a l t h o u g h i n 1980 M i c h a e l M c C a n l e s 

was the first to use " n e w h i s t o r i c i s m , " Stephen Greenblatt ' s use of 

the t e r m i n 1982 gave i t currency ( 3 2 , n . 6 ) . 3 N e w his tor ic ism has 

recently undergone three great changes. F i rs t , i n the U n i t e d States 

i t has become the d o m i n a n t discourse i n studies of the E n g l i s h 

Renaissance. Second, i t has extended its range of pract i t ioners to 

i n c l u d e those interested i n f e m i n i s m , deconstruct ion, M a r x i s m , a n d 

other discourses. T h i r d , i t has m o v e d outside the Renaissance to 

other periods just as deconstruct ion came to range b e y o n d r o m a n 

t i c i s m . Scholars a n d students of the E n g l i s h Renaissance cite 

G r e e n b l a t t m o r e t h a n a n y other cr i t i c . I t took a few years for the 

f u l l i m p o r t of Renaissance Self-Fashioning ( 1980 ) to be felt. T h e 

paradoxes a n d subtle qual i f icat ions that m a r k the o p e n i n g of this 
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b o o k beg in a n d e n d another w o r k that consolidates G r e e n b l a t t ' s 

inf luence, Shakespearean Negotiations ( 1 9 8 8 ) . B o t h texts h is tor i -

cize the ir terms, so that Greenblat t finds that the v e r b " f a s h i o n " 

comes i n t o its o w n i n the sixteenth century i n writers l ike Spenser 

a n d that "energia" derives f r o m the Greek rhetor ica l t r a d i t i o n that 

became so i n f l u e n t i a l i n the Renaissance. 4 J u s t as self-fashioning 

creates anxiety, so too does social c i r c u l a t i o n . T h i s m e t h o d , G r e e n 

blat t says, moves against a n ahistor ica l a n d essentialist v i e w that 

a l lows crit ics to a p p l y a technique to any text regardless of its 

h i s t o r i c a l p e r i o d . B o t h texts begin the ir chapters w i t h anecdotes 

a n d proceed by analogy between the non- l i terary text or social 

context a n d the l i terary text. G r e e n b l a t t has h e l p e d to create a 

genre that m a n y others have fo l lowed. H e furnishes the lead art ic le 

for this col lect ion. Besides confessing his surprise over the success 

of the t e r m " n e w h i s t o r i c i s m " a n d his p e n c h a n t to d o p r a c t i c a l 

w o r k before establishing his theoret ical posi t ion, i n " T o w a r d s a 

Poetics of C u l t u r e , " G r e e n b l a t t engages M a r x i s m a n d post

m o d e r n i s m i n a debate that runs throughout the col lect ion ( 1 -14 ) . 

G r e e n b l a t t questions F r e d r i c Jameson's v i e w that c a p i t a l i s m be

comes " the agent of repressive d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n " that shatters o u r 

integrated selves a n d separates us f r o m the p u b l i c d o m a i n a n d 

Jean-François L y o t a r d ' s contrary v i e w that i t constitutes " the 

agent of m o n o l o g i c a l t o t a l i z a t i o n " that makes discursive d o m a i n s 

untenable a n d integrates t h e m i n t o a m o n o l i t h i c discourse. 5 F o r 

G r e e n b l a t t , b o t h M a r x i s m a n d postmodernism use history as " a n 

anecdota l o r n a m e n t , " f a i l to address " the apparent ly contradic tory 

h is tor ica l effects of c a p i t a l i s m " a n d totalize c a p i t a l i s m as a p h i l o 

s o p h i c a l p r i n c i p l e . G r e e n b l a t t appeals to h is tor ica l " e v i d e n c e , " a n 

i m p o r t a n t b u t a m o r e c o m p l e x t e r m that he wants to a d m i t here 

( 2 - 6 ) . I n a recuperat ive d ia lect ica l or i r o n i c move , G r e e n b l a t t says 

that A m e r i c a n c a p i t a l i s m a n d its c u l t u r a l poetics oscil late between 

Jameson's " d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n " a n d L y o t a r d ' s " t o t a l i z a t i o n " ( 8 ) . 

G r e e n b l a t t advocates a study of the m u t u a l re lat ion o r m o v e m e n t 

between social a n d aesthetic discourses a n d the construct ion of a n 

" interpretat ive m o d e l " that accounts for " the unsett l ing c i r c u l a t i o n 

of mater ia ls a n d discourses" w i t h i n " the h i d d e n places of negotia

tion a n d e x c h a n g e " ( 11 -13 ) . H e does not say whether these h i d d e n 

spaces d w e l l i n the unconscious or the s u b l i m i n a l , whether they 
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represent a hermeneut ic mystery whose m e a n i n g l i terary c r i t i c i s m 

must coax, whether they constitute intr icate m a n i p u l a t i o n s or re

lat ions of currencies a n d negotiations, or whether he means some

t h i n g else. W h a t distinguishes n e w histor ic ism f r o m o l d his tor ic ism 

is, i n Greenblat t ' s v iew, a m e t h o d o l o g i c a l self-consciousness that 

does not assume transparent signs a n d interpretat ive procedures. 

O t h e r discourses are i n t e r r o g a t i n g n e w his tor ic ism. J a n e M a r 

cus's " T h e A s y l u m s of A n t e u s " a n d J u d i t h N e w t o n ' s " H i s t o r y as 

U s u a l ? " e x a m i n e feminist interest i n i t ( 1 3 2 - 6 7 ) . M a r c u s accuses 

n e w his tor ic i sm, i n c l u d i n g its feminist versions, of c o l o u r i z i n g his

tory for present c o n s u m p t i o n ( 1 3 3 ) . She wishes " t o demonstrate 

that history a n d l i terature deserve e q u a l narrat ive force i n a c u l 

t u r a l text ," to "propose a theory of the feminist fetish, c o l l a t i n g 

a n d a d o p t i n g recent w o r k of N a o m i S c h o r o n female fetishism a n d 

T o m M i t c h e l l o n i c o n o g r a p h y a n d c o m m o d i t y fetishism to discuss 

the poster art a n d p o l i t i c a l dress of B r i t i s h Suffragettes," to n a m e 

female fetishism a n d to say that its fa i lure to survive " w a r t i m e 

i c o n o c l a s m " shows a c o m p l i c i t y w i t h a " n e w i c o n o c l a s m " i n o p p o 

si t ion to feminist versions of n e w his tor ic ism ( 133-34, 148) • N e w 

t o n asserts that most histories of n e w his tor ic ism have bare ly 

a l l u d e d to " the m o t h e r roots — the w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t a n d the 

feminist theory a n d scholarship w h i c h grew f r o m i t " ( 1 5 3 ) . F e m i 

nist c r i t i c i s m of m a l e assumptions of objectivity, feminist views 

of knowledge as p o l i t i c a l l y a n d histor ica l ly specific, a n d feminist 

analyses of the c u l t u r a l construct ion of female ident i ty a n d the role 

of ideology i n subjugat ion a l l have c o n t r i b u t e d t o the " p o s t m o d 

ernist" premises of n e w his tor ic ism ( 1 5 3 ) . 6 A l t h o u g h i n the first 

chapter of Shakespearean Negotiations G r e e n b l a t t argues against 

t o t a l i z i n g the artist a n d the society, N e w t o n , w h o does n o t address 

G r e e n b l a t t i n p a r t i c u l a r , makes a strong case that non-feminist new 

historicists represent the ideologies of the m a l e élite as the t y p i c a l 

w a y to construct culture a n d suggests that they a m e n d their 

m e t h o d to i n c l u d e the m a t e r i a l w o r l d of the domest ic a n d the 

anxiety of w o m e n a n d other oppressed groups ( 1 6 6 ) . 

G a y a t r i S p i v a k a n d R i c h a r d T e r d i m a n explore the re la t ion of 

deconstruct ion a n d poststructural ism to n e w his tor ic ism. S p i v a k 

agrees w i t h D e r r i d a that the conf l ict between n e w his tor ic ism 

a n d deconstruct ion constitutes a " t u r f b a t t l e " between Berkeley 
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o n the one side a n d U C L A a n d I r v i n e o n the other. She says 

that "since I see the new h is tor ic ism as a sort of a c a d e m i c m e d i a 

h y p e m o u n t e d against deconstruct ion, I find i t h a r d to pos i t ion 

myself i n its r e g a r d " ( 2 8 0 ) . I n discussing the m o v e f r o m the t e r m 

" M a r x i s m " to " m a t e r i a l i s m " o r " c u l t u r a l c r i t i c i s m , " S p i v a k finds 

m u c h fault . She also asserts that " o n e of the things that one cannot 

d o w i t h F o u c a u l t is to t u r n h i m i n t o a hermeneut w h o talks about 

n o t h i n g but the microphys ics of p o w e r a n d thus m a k e h i m a n a l i b i 

for a n a l l iance pol i t ics w h i c h takes for its o w n f o r m a t the post

m o d e r n pragmat ics of non-teleological a n d not necessarily i n n o 

vat ive morphogenetics , g i v i n g rise to m o r e a n d m o r e m o v e s " 

( 2 8 5 - 8 6 ) . S p i v a k t h i n k s of " h i s t o r y " as a catachresis, the abuse 

or m i s a p p l i c a t i o n of a m e t a p h o r , or the i m p r o p e r use of a w o r d . 

H e r p r o g r a m m e differs f r o m the n e w historicists' : " W e l ive i n a 

post-colonia l neo-colonized w o r l d . A n d we s h o u l d teach o u r stu

dents to find a toe-hold out of w h i c h they c a n become c r i t i c a l so 

that so-called c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n — confessions to b e i n g a baby-

b o o m e r a n d therefore I ' m a n e w historicist — that stuff is seen as 

s i m p l y a desire to d o b i o - g r a p h y where actual ly the h is tor ica l n a r 

rat ive is catachret ica l . I f y o u t h i n k of the '60s, t h i n k of C z e c h o 

s lovakia , not o n l y Berkeley a n d F r a n c e , or that the promises of 

d e v a l u a t i o n d i d n ' t come true i n some countries i n A s i a i n ' 6 7 " 

( 2 9 0 - 9 1 , see 279-82 ) . F o r S p i v a k , the pol i t ics of history are not the 

pol i t ics of n e w his tor ic ism : the state of c r i t i c i s m seems pale beside 

the state of the w o r l d . I n " I s there Class i n this C l a s s ? " T e r d i m a n 

l inks educat ion w i t h social a n d p o l i t i c a l h i e r a r c h y a n d observes 

that whereas poststructural ism concerns itself w i t h " the const i tu

tive, i r r e d u c i b l e play of signifiers," n e w his tor ic ism concentrates o n 

" t h e i r constitutive, i r r e d u c i b l e power" ( 2 2 5 , see 2 2 5 - 3 0 ) . 

A strong interest also exists i n the re la t ion between M a r x i s m a n d 

n e w his tor ic ism. I n " M a r x i s m a n d T h e N e w H i s t o r i c i s m , " C a t h 

erine G a l l a g h e r grants the va lue of n e w his tor ic ism b y l i s t ing its 

insights : " t h a t n o c u l t u r a l o r c r i t i c a l pract ice is s i m p l y a polit ics 

i n disguise, that such practices are se ldom intrinsically either 

l iberatory o r oppressive, that they se ldom c o n t a i n the ir pol it ics as 

a n essence but rather o c c u p y p a r t i c u l a r h is tor ica l situations f r o m 

w h i c h they enter i n t o var ious exchanges, o r negotiations, w i t h 

practices designated ' p o l i t i c a l ' " ( 3 7 ) . She also tries to e x p l a i n the 
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o p p o s i t i o n to n e w h i s t o r i c i s m : " T h e search for the n e w his tor i -

cism's p o h t i c a l essence c a n be seen as a rejection of these insights. 

C r i t i c s o n b o t h the r i g h t a n d left seem offended b y this refusal to 

grant that l i terature a n d , b y extension, c r i t i c i s m either idea l ly 

t ranscend pol i t ics o r s i m p l y are pol i t ics w h e n p r o p e r l y d e c o d e d " 

( 3 7 - 3 8 ) . C o n t r a r y to S p i v a k , G a l l a g h e r th inks that the r a d i c a l 

A m e r i c a n pol i t ics of the 1960s was i m p e r a t i v e , says that her o w n 

experiences w i t h M a r x i s m a n d deconstruct ion d i d not p r o v i d e the 

explanatory p o w e r that n e w his tor ic ism d i d a n d tells h o w the 

w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t taught her, a n d radicals l ike her, that the m o r e 

resistance i n personal a n d m u n d a n e matters, the more i t conf i rmed 

the i m p o r t a n c e of the ir struggle ( 4 0 - 4 5 ) . G a l l a g h e r argues that 

the n e w his tor ica l w o r k has kept N e w L e f t assumptions " a b o u t the 

sources, nature , a n d sites of social confl ict a n d about the issue of 

representation. Instead of resubscribing, as some M a r x i s t crit ics 

have to a h is tor ica l meta-narrat ive of class confl ict , w e h a v e 

tended to insist that p o w e r cannot be equated w i t h e c o n o m i c or 

state power , that its sites of act iv i ty , a n d hence of resistance, are 

also i n the micro-pol i t i cs of d a i l y l i f e " (43 ) . I n the 1980s as i n the 

1960s, this r a d i c a l pol i t ics attempts to destabilize history a n d text, 

s ign systems a n d things, representation a n d the represented. A l 

t h o u g h G a l l a g h e r a d m i t s that n e w historicists often use s i m i l a r 

methods to left formalists l ike L o u i s A l thusser a n d Pierre M a c h e -

rey, especially w h e n they assume a n unstable text that is h is tor ica l ly 

stable, they also oppose t h e m b y suggesting that ideo log ica l con

tradict ions c a n h e l p m a i n t a i n oppressive social relations a n d that 

the antagonism between ideology a n d l i terature constitutes " a 

p o w e r f u l a n d social ly f u n c t i o n a l m o d e of construct ing subjectiv

i t y " ( 4 3 - 4 4 ) - 7 I n G a l l a g h e r ' s v i e w the arguments f r o m the left t e n d 

to accuse n e w historicists of f a i l i n g to stress the subversive potent ia l 

of the text a n d the cr i t ic 's f u n c t i o n to activate i t , so that they are 

quietists w h o m a k e others despair i n opposi t ion ( 4 5 ) . N e w his tor i 

c ism w i l l cont inue to study the c o m p l e x i t y of the m o d e r n subject 

a n d w i l l be as o p p o s i t i o n a l as M a r x i s m even i f M a r x i s t s d o not 

a lways t h i n k so (46-47 ) . 

A n o t h e r m e t h o d o l o g i c a l quest ion involves n a r r a t i v e rather t h a n 

direct p o l i t i c a l al legiance : the use of the anecdote i n new histor i 

c ism. J o e l F i n e m a n ' s essay, " T h e H i s t o r y of the A n e c d o t e , " as-
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sumes as p a r a d i g m a t i c , but defers to the last note, this m e t h o d i n 

Greenblatt ' s essay, " F i c t i o n a n d F r i c t i o n " (49-76, see n . 3 4 ) . H e 

examines the genre of the anecdote i n l i terary a n d his tor ica l w r i t 

i n g . I n discussing T h u c y d i d e s a n d H i p p o c r a t e s , F i n e m a n c o n 

cludes that the anecdote, the n a r r a t i o n of a s ingular event, is the 

historeme or the smallest u n i t of histor iographie fact. H e wants to 

k n o w h o w the anecdote, w h i c h refers a n d is l i terary, "possesses its 

p e c u l i a r a n d eventful narrat ive force" ( 5 6 - 5 7 ) . O n e of the goals 

of n e w his tor ic ism, a c c o r d i n g to F i n e m a n , is " t o discover or to 

disclose some w r i n k l i n g a n d his tor ic iz ing i n t e r r u p t i o n , a b r e a k i n g 

a n d a realizing inter ject ion, w i t h i n the encyc lopedica l ly enclosed 

c irc le of H e g e l i a n his tor ica l self-reflection" ( 6 0 ) . R a t h e r t h a n cas

u a l a n d acc identa l , the anecdote, F i n e m a n says, represents the 

l i terary a n d referential a n d affects his tor ica l ly the w r i t i n g of his

tory. H e r e is F i n e m a n ' s thesis : " the anecdote is the l i terary f o r m 

that u n i q u e l y lets history happen b y v ir tue of the w a y i t introduces 

a n o p e n i n g i n t o the teleologica!, a n d therefore timeless, n a r r a t i o n 

of b e g i n n i n g , m i d d l e , a n d e n d " (61 ) . T h e anecdote, i n F i n e m a n ' s 

v iew, produces the effect of the r e a l a n d of cont ingency b y repre

senting a n event inside a n d outside the context of " h i s t o r i c a l suc-

cessivity." A n e c d o t e opens a n d destabilizes the context of a larger 

h is tor ica l narrat ive that c a n be seduced b y the o p e n i n g anecdote 

( 6 1 ) . F i n e m a n w o u l d l ike to e x a m i n e the " o p e r a t i o n of the 

aporetic anecdote o n the history of w r i t i n g " a n d suggests that this 

" a n e c d o t a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y " m i g h t be a c c o m p l i s h e d b y discussing 

texts f r o m T h u c y d i d e s t h r o u g h the lives of saints a n d jest books 

to the works of n e w historicists. P a r a d o x i c a l l y , T h u c y d i d e s is try

i n g to create a teleological a n d therefore ahis tor ica l history b u t , i n 

a cu l ture that is a t t e m p t i n g to p r o d u c e a n ahis tor ica l p h i l o s o p h y 

a n d l i terature, he betrays his to ta l i z ing intentions for histor iogra

p h y a n d shows its very cont ingency (62 ) . D u r i n g the Renaissance, 

F i n e m a n m a i n t a i n s , a technicist science a n d history arise, the latter 

c a r r y i n g w i t h i t the cost of " i ts unspoken sense of estranged dis

tance f r o m the anecdota l r e a l " w h e n i t gives to science " the experi

ence of history, w h e n the force of the anecdote is rewri t ten as 

e x p e r i m e n t " ( 6 3 ) . F i n e m a n characterizes the w r i t i n g pract ice of 

n e w histor ic ism as a " B a c o n i a n " essay that introduces history, a n 

a m p l i f i c a t i o n , a m o r a l i z i n g conclus ion that puts a n e n d to history 
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a n d , sometimes, another anecdote that tries to keep things o p e n . 

L i k e history i n the Renaissance, n e w his tor ic ism promises openness 

u n t i l ant i -h is tor ica l currents threaten i t w i t h m o r e closed scientific 

or ideo log ica l h is tor iography ( 6 4 ) . I f F i n e m a n ' s essay examines the 

t r o p o l o g i c a ! a n d n a r r a t i v e funct ions of anecdote, i t also suggests 

that w h a t appears to be i n c i d e n t a l ac tual ly constitutes the very 

basis of history. T h e possibi l i ty that this thesis deserves considera

tion s h o u l d prevent a n y of us f r o m b e i n g dismissive of the methods 

of n e w his tor ic i sm a n d s h o u l d encourage us to test F i n e m a n ' s thesis 

a n d r e a d n e w his tor ica l w o r k even m o r e careful ly . 

If , as F i n e m a n th inks , the openness of history i n the Renaissance 

a n d i n the p e r i o d of n e w his tor ic ism a n d the resistance to that 

openness has created a n especial affinity between the t w o h is tor ica l 

practices, we c a n also observe m o r e n e w h i s t o r i c a l w o r k i n other 

periods. M a r c u s , N e w t o n , a n d others have used this m e t h o d i n 

discussing twentieth-century works , a n d some essays i n this collec

t i o n also a p p l y i t to nineteenth-century l i terature. J o n K l a n c h e r ' s 

essay, " E n g l i s h R o m a n t i c i s m a n d C u l t u r a l P r o d u c t i o n , " w a r n s of 

the risk of " m a k i n g his tor ica l c r i t i c i s m a transhistor ical echo of the 

pol i t ics of the present" a n d suggests that a n e m e r g i n g cr i t ique of 

R o m a n t i c i s m i n B r i t a i n is a t t e m p t i n g to break the b o n d between 

the ideologies of the past a n d present a n d to refuse the estrange

m e n t of cu l ture a n d pol i t ics that R o m a n t i c wri ters proposed (77-

8 8 ) . K l a n c h e r advocates the use of " c u l t u r a l m a t e r i a l i s m " to 

a v o i d the R o m a n t i c oppos i t ion of p o w e r a n d cul ture , i n d i v i d u a l 

a n d society a n d the n e w historicist ident i f i cat ion of t h e m ( 7 7 - 7 8 ) . 

C u l t u r a l m a t e r i a l i s m , as practised b y A l a n S inf ie ld , J o n a t h a n D o l -

l i m o r e , a n d others, inquires " i n t o relations of c u l t u r a l pract ice a n d 

pol i t ics that cannot be posed as alternative between 'subversion' 

a n d ' c o n t a i n m e n t ' " ( 7 8 ) . 8 I n " T h e Sense of the P a s t , " Stephen 

B a n n examines the re lat ion of image , text, a n d object i n f o r m i n g 

h i s t o r i c a l consciousness i n nineteenth-century B r i t a i n ( 1 0 2 - 1 5 ) . 

B a n n argues that historians have been unable to u n d e r s t a n d his

t o r i c a l consciousness as i t developed at this t i m e because of the 

m y t h that nineteenth-century historians l iberated history f r o m l i t 

erature a n d f o u n d e d a h is tor ica l science. H e suggests a n e w under

standing, a k i n to F o u c a u l t ' s , that w o u l d i n c l u d e the pursuits of 

archaeologist, a n t i q u a r i a n a n d h is tor ian ( 1 0 2 - 0 3 ) . J o n a t h a n 
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A r a c ' s essay, " T h e Struggle for the C u l t u r a l H e r i t a g e , " discusses 

the i m p l i c a t i o n s for the c a n o n of C h r i s t i n a Stead's response to or 

" r e f u n c t i o n i n g " of C h a r l e s D i c k e n s a n d M a r k T w a i n ( 116-31 ) . 

A r a c ' s r e f u n c t i o n i n g of Stead examines issues that s t i l l o b t a i n i n 

p o l i t i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l debates f r o m " t o t a l i t y " a n d feminist strat

egies to a n e x p l o r a t i o n of p o p u l a r cul ture a n d mass m e d i a ( 1 1 7 ) . 

I n " T h e N a t i o n as I m a g i n e d C o m m u n i t y , " J e a n F r a n c o considers 

whether the t e r m " n a t i o n a l a l legory" c a n be a p p l i e d to L a t i n 

A m e r i c a n novels that wri ters produce i n places where " n a t i o n " 

represents a contested w o r d o r seems l ike " a vanished b o d y " ( 2 0 4 -

12 ) . U s i n g L i z a r d i ' s El Periquillo Sarniento ( 1816 ) , A z u e l a ' s Los 

de abajo ( 1816 ) a n d Hostos ' Pelerinaje de Boyoán ( 1863 ) as 

examples of novels that debated the n a t i o n , F r a n c o looks at the 

representation of n a t i o n h o o d i n the m o d e r n novels of Fuentes, 

L l o s a , C a r p e n t i e r , M á r q u e z , Bastos, a n d Julia. She suggests that 

" G o i n g b a c k to the forties a n d fifties, the n o v e l w h i c h , i n the nine

teenth century, h a d offered b luepr ints of n a t i o n a l f o r m a t i o n m o r e 

a n d m o r e became a sceptical reconstruct ion of past errors" ( 2 0 5 ) . 

T h e range of n e w histor ic ism a n d related methods is e x t e n d i n g 

m o r e a n d m o r e b e y o n d the E n g l i s h Renaissance. 

T h e essays that A r a m Veeser has col lected demonstrate the 

range of scholars interested or p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n the m u l t i v a l e n t 

m o v e m e n t of n e w histor ic ism ( i x - x v i ) . I n the " I n t r o d u c t i o n , " 

Veeser describes n e w histor ic ism as transgressing the object ivi ty , 

specia l izat ion, a n d blandness of c o n v e n t i o n a l scholarship, w h i c h , 

a l t h o u g h perceptive to some extent a n d a n effective p o l e m i c a l 

strategy, totalizes a n d generalizes scholarship as i f a l l the predeces

sors or opponents of n e w his tor ic ism never explored interdisc i 

p l i n a r y boundar ies i n a n attract ive style ( i x - x v i ) . M a n y of Veeser's 

points about the opposi t ion to n e w histor ic ism seem correct, such 

as its threat to tur f a n d m e t h o d (deconstructionists a n d M a r x i s t s 

are as self-protective as o l d historicists a n d n e w c r i t i c s ) , but M a r x 

ists, phi losophers, lawyers, a n d historiographers are concerned 

about evidence because of its central i ty to discussions of the social , 

p o l i t i c a l , a n d c u l t u r a l . T h i s concern is not s i m p l y a " r i g h t - w i n g " 

revanche, a l t h o u g h i t c a n take this f o r m . Veeser effectively notes 

the basic assumptions of n e w histor ic ism w i t h o u t m a k i n g i t appear 

f o r m u l a i c ; agrees w i t h its premise that t h r o u g h c i r c u l a t i o n , nego-
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t i a t i o n , a n d exchange, c a p i t a l i s m envelops critics a n d text; a n d 

observes that after his col lect ion, i t w i l l be more diff icult to dismiss 

this movement . I n "Profess ing the Renaissance ," L o u i s M o n t r o s e 

defends n e w his tor ic ism f r o m attacks, i m p l i c i t a n d expl ic i t , b y 

those, l ike J . H i l l i s M i l l e r , w h o regret the r e t u r n to history i n l i t 

erary studies a n d those, l ike E d w a r d Pechter , A l l a n B l o o m , a n d 

W i l l i a m Bennett , w h o oppose w h a t they perceive to be a r a d i c a l , 

leftist o r M a r x i s t threat to the c a n o n a n d t r a d i t i o n a l scholarly 

methods ( 1 5 - 3 6 ) . A s i n any battle b o t h sides offend a n d defend. 

B o t h sides discuss the influences o n new histor ic ism. B a c o n , 

M a r x , Nietzsche, c u l t u r a l anthropologists, l ike C l i f f o r d Geertz 

a n d V i c t o r T u r n e r , feminist works , l ike Sisterhood is Powerful 

( i 9 6 0 ) , the W a r b u r g Institute, M i c h e l F o u c a u l t , Stephen O r g e l , 

J a c q u e s D e r r i d a , a n d other influences find the ir w a y into e x p l a n a 

tions of the origins of the movement . I n " T h e U s e a n d M i s u s e of 

G i a m b a t t i s t a V i c o , " J o h n Schaeffer looks at V i c o ' s inf luence ( 8 9 -

101 ) . H e hopes " t o s h o w w h y V i c o ' s thought is c r i t i c a l to a theory 

of discourse a n d also c r i t i c a l of some of the theories w h i c h use h i m " 

a n d proposes that V i c o ' s theory is m o r e r a d i c a l t h a n F o u c a u l t ' s 

or H a y d e n W h i t e ' s because i t constitutes a r h e t o r i c a l p a r a d i g m 

that challenges rat ional is t ic , secular, a n d i r o n i c assumptions f r o m 

the E n l i g h t e n m e n t i n current attempts to construct a theory of 

per iodic i ty ( 8 9 , 9 9 - 1 0 0 ) . A l t h o u g h Schaeffer m a y be proper ly 

de fending V i c o ' s r a d i c a l i t y , I cannot agree w i t h h i m that V i c o is 

pre- i ronic because the i r o n i c posture occurs i n P l a t o , Ar is tot le , 

C i c e r o , Q u i n t i l i a n , M o r e , E r a s m u s , a n d i n others w e l l before the 

E n l i g h t e n m e n t a n d becomes increasingly c o m p l i c a t e d i n post-

E n l i g h t e n m e n t ironists a n d ironologists l ike the Schlegels, T i e c k , 

Solger, Mül ler , H e g e l , a n d K i e r k e g a a r d . I r o n i c posture is not 

strictly a p h e n o m e n o n of the E n l i g h t e n m e n t . Besides discussing the 

influence of M a r x a n d a l l u d i n g to that of Geertz a n d Nietzsche 

o n G r e e n b l a t t a n d n e w historicists, F r a n k L e n t r i c c h i a ' s " F o u 

cault 's L e g a c y : A N e w H i s t o r i c i s m ? " concentrates o n w h a t its title 

suggests ( 2 3 1 - 4 2 ) . I n e x a m i n i n g the anecdote that ends Renais

sance Self-Fashioning, w h i c h relies o n the analogy o r s imi l i tude 

between the Renaissance a n d n o w , L e n t r i c c h i a t h i n k s that as a 

F o u c a u l d i a n G r e e n b l a t t impl ies that w e sustain a d r e a m of free 

self-hood a m i d o u r d isappointed l i b e r a l i m a g i n a t i o n s because w e 
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t h i n k w e k n o w that the structure of p o w e r denies f reedom every

where else. N e w his tor ic i sm, L e n t r i c c h i a says, is a representative 

story a b o u t the c o n t e m p o r a r y A m e r i c a n a c a d e m i c inte l lectual , 

w h o frets about l i b e r a l i s m i n the face of a presumed t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m 

o r l i b e r a l i s m that sustains t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m as the d e n i a l of f reedom 

except i n a d r e a m ( 2 4 1 - 4 2 ) . G e r a l d G r a f f ' s " C o - o p t a t i o n " also 

discusses F o u c a u l t ' s inf luence o n n e w his tor ic i sm, especially the 

later F o u c a u l t of Discipline and Punish a n d The History of Sex

uality ( 168-81 ) . N e w his tor ic ism calls i n t o quest ion the r o m a n t i c 

oppos i t ion of art as s p i r i t u a l a u t o n o m y to the m a t e r i a l w o r l d as 

a l i e n a t i o n a n d repression, a quest ioning that G r a f f says is l o n g 

overdue. H e also asserts that the i d e a of the co-optat ion of p o w e r 

h a d its beginnings not i n F o u c a u l t b u t i n B a u d e l a i r e , H e r b e r t M a r 

cuse, the countercul ture of the 1960s, a n d other sources ( 169-71 ) . 

L i k e Stanley F i s h , G r a f f points to the embarrassment that n e w 

historicists d isplay w h e n confronted w i t h their o w n success, except 

G r a f f speaks m o r e specifically about " L e f t N e w H i s t o r i c i s m " : " the 

p r o b l e m w i t h the co-optat ion a r g u m e n t as often w i e l d e d b y the 

L e f t is that i t tends to cast a n att i tude of d i s a p p r o v a l o n success 

w i t h o u t making clear the conditions under which success might be 

legitimate" ( 1 7 2 ) . R i g h t n e w historicists or neopragmatists l ike 

F i s h , Steven K n a p p , a n d W a l t e r B e n n M i c h a e l s are, i n G r a f f ' s 

v iew, F o u c a u l d i a n s w i t h o u t F o u c a u l t ' s pol i t ics — they argue that 

since co-optat ion occurs i n every f o r m of cul ture , the i d e a of a n 

oppos i t ional pos i t ion is sil ly. G r a f f cannot agree w i t h the ir v i e w 

that i t is fool ish to m a k e any p o l i t i c a l judgements about c u l t u r a l 

forms ( 1 7 5 ) . I n the w o r k of F i s h a n d M i c h a e l s , G r a f f observes 

a n a p p a r e n t "conf l i c t between the n e w historicist tendency to 

over-specify the characteristics of discursive systems, i n order to 

produce analyses of interpret ive c o m m u n i t i e s a n d l i terary works , 

a n d the pragmatist tendency . . . to dissociate those systems f r o m 

specific p r a c t i c a l uses" ( 1 7 9 ) . G r a f f examines the confusion i n 

oppos i t ional c r i t i c i s m a n d shows his ambiva lence over its possible 

demise ( 1 8 0 ) . 

I n " T h e L i m i t s of L o c a l K n o w l e d g e , " V i n c e n t P e c o r a analyzes 

the inf luence of C l i f f o r d Geertz o n n e w his tor ic ism ( 2 4 3 - 7 6 ) . H e 

apt ly observes: " G e e r t z introduces i n t o c u l t u r a l anthropology 

ideas b o r r o w e d , i r o n i c a l l y f r o m the present vantage, f r o m l i terary 
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studies — r h e t o r i c a l analysis, K e n n e t h B u r k e ' s 'representative 

anecdotes, ' the interpretat ion of c u l t u r a l events as 'texts' w h i c h 

represent stories a society tells about itself to m a k e sense of its l i fe-

w o r l d , the c o n t i n u a l t a c k i n g between part a n d whole of the her-

meneut ic c irc le e laborated b y W i l h e l m D i l t h e y a n d b y crit ics l ike 

L e o S p i t z e r " ( 2 4 5 - 4 6 ) . A f t e r c r i t i c i z i n g Geertz 's w o r k o n I n d o 

nesia for i g n o r i n g the n a t i o n a l a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l pol i t ics of the t i m e 

a n d discussing related problems of methodology i n n e w his tor ica l 

texts, P e c o r a concludes that Geertz 's interpretat ive anthropology , 

w h i c h constitutes a c u l t u r a l semiotics that resides b e h i n d n e w his

t o r i c i s m , conserves the d o m i n a n t ethno-centric concerns. 9 P e c o r a 

also suggests that n e w his tor ic ism tends towards a f o r m a l i s m that 

traps " t h e c r i t i c inside the semiotic systems he or she w o u l d w i s h 

to e x p l a i n , even as the def ini t ion of such format ive systems requires 

the assumption of a non-semiot ic , n o n - t e x t u a l outside w h i c h is to 

be s h a p e d " ( 2 7 2 ) . T h e dis t inct ion between inside a n d outside 

remains m o r e p r o b l e m a t i c t h a n n e w historicists a n d other c u l t u r a l 

semioticians have a d m i t t e d . I f n e w historicists are self-conscious, 

they need to be m o r e so. I n " T h e N e w H i s t o r i c i s m a n d other O l d -

fashioned T o p i c s , " B r o o k T h o m a s observes the i m p o r t a n c e of a 

poststructuralist c r i t i q u e : i f n e w historicists seem to promise a 

n o v e l u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the past, "poststructuralists, f o l l o w i n g 

Nietzsche, c a n argue that b r i n g i n g about the n e w , requires a n 

active forgett ing, not r e m e m b e r i n g . C r e a t i o n of the new, l ike rep

resentation, i n e v i t a b l y involves a n act of repression" (187, see 

182-203 ) • T h o m a s historicizes n e w his tor ic ism a n d poststructural-

i s m . H e discusses J a m e s H a r v e y R o b i n s o n ' s The New History 

( 1912 ) a n d h o w poststructural ism shares m u c h w i t h the n e w 

history a n d the result ing re lat iv ism a m o n g progressive historians, 

especially i n the latter's assumptions that historians d o not scien

t i f ica l ly o r objectively recover the past but reconstruct i t a c c o r d i n g 

to a present v i e w ( 194-95) • H n e w historicists t e n d to " r e o c c u p y " 

the narrat ives of h istor ic ism f r o m w h i c h they w o u l d break, post-

structuralists, T h o m a s says, can practise the tota l izat ion they cen

sure. N e w historicists are caught i n the c o n t r a d i c t i o n that the past 

must matter for the present b u t that history cannot represent w h a t 

the past w a s : i n a d v o c a t i n g a n e n a b l i n g tension between post-

s tructura l i sm a n d n e w his tor ic ism, T h o m a s rests his case o n a 
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p a r a d o x — " t h e present has a n interest i n m a i n t a i n i n g a belief i n 

disinterested i n q u i r y i n t o o u r past" (200-01 ) . 

O t h e r c r i t i c a l inquir ies quest ion the place of n e w his tor ic ism i n 

r e l a t i o n to other h i s t o r i c a l a n d l i terary theories a n d practices. E l i z 

abeth Fox-Genovese , H a y d e n W h i t e a n d Stanley F i s h a l l look at 

the n o t i o n of textual i ty that so concerns n e w historicists. I n " L i t 

erary C r i t i c i s m a n d the Po l i t i cs of the N e w H i s t o r i c i s m , " F o x -

Genovese agrees w i t h F r e d r i c Jameson's v i e w i n The Political 

Unconscious that w e must discuss questions of causat ion a n d extra-

textua l " r e a l i t y " a n d she asserts: " H i s t o r y cannot s i m p l y be reduced 

— o r elevated — to a col lect ion, theory, a n d pract ice of r e a d i n g 

texts" (216, see 2 1 3 - 2 4 ) . U n l i k e T h o m a s , she finds faul t w i t h 

his tor ic ism a n d criticizes n e w historic ism for d e n y i n g that texts are 

products of a n d par t i c ipants i n a history that remains a s tructured 

set of social , p o l i t i c a l , a n d gender relations a n d that w i l l a l l o w the 

e x c l u d e d their r e c l a m a t i o n ( 2 2 2 ) . B o t h H a y d e n W h i t e ' s " N e w 

H i s t o r i c i s m : A C o m m e n t " ( 2 9 3 - 3 0 2 ) a n d Stanley Fish 's " C o m 

m e n t a r y : T h e Y o u n g a n d the Restless" ( 3 0 3 - 1 6 ) address some of 

the issues raised t h r o u g h o u t the col lect ion. W h i t e asserts that crit ics 

of n e w his tor ic ism also u l t i m a t e l y construe history i n textual terms 

a n d that they assume his tor ica l sequences to be " c o d e - l i k e " rather 

t h a n " p o e t i c " as n e w historicists d o ( 2 9 7 , 301 ) . T h e c u l t u r a l po

etics of n e w his tor ic ism identifies aspects of h is tor ica l sequences 

s u c h as " the episodic, anecdotal , contingent, exotic , abjected, or 

s i m p l y u n c a n n y " that " c o n d u c e to the b r e a k i n g , revis ion, o r weak

e n i n g of the d o m i n a n t codes" (301 ) . L i k e the poetic, these aspects 

of history b o t h chal lenge g r a m m a r a n d logic w h i l e expressing 

m e a n i n g . L i k e anyone w h o turns to history, n e w historicists dis

cover n o specific h is tor ica l a p p r o a c h to " h i s t o r y " but find o n l y a 

phi losophy of history, w h i c h depends as m u c h o n h o w one c o n 

strues one's object of study as o n one's knowledge of history itself 

( 3 0 2 ) . F i s h apt ly observes that these pleasurable essays "are not 

d o i n g N e w H i s t o r i c i s m , but t a l k i n g about d o i n g " i t ( 303 ) . H e also 

points out a r e c u r r i n g theoret ical quest ion that w i l l become i n 

creasingly i m p o r t a n t for n e w h i s t o r i c i s m : i f y o u t h i n k , w i t h L y n n 

H u n t , that history cannot be a " 'referential g r o u n d of knowledge, ' 

. . . ' h o w can y o u , w i t h o u t contradict ions , m a k e h is tor ica l asser

t i o n s ? ' " ( 3 0 5 ) . T h e cr i t ique becomes subject to its o w n cr i t ique. 
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F i s h argues that one c a n argue for the textual i ty of history a n d 

m a k e specific h is tor ica l arguments b u t that one cannot m a k e those 

arguments f o l l o w i n g f r o m the assertion that history is tex tua l ( 307-

0 9 ) . H e also says that n e w his tor ic ism asks us to be u n h i s t o r i c a l 

a n d detached f r o m the structures of pol i t ics a n d society w h e n this 

d e m a n d is impossible i n d a i l y l ife. T h e n e w historicists c a n effect 

professional change a n d enjoy its benefits b u t , unless the larger 

social a n d p o l i t i c a l structures change, they cannot be the a c k n o w l 

edged legislators of the w o r l d . F i s h also asserts that we cannot 

stand s imultaneously i n a legal , h is tor ica l , c r i t i c a l or l i terary p r a c 

tice a n d survey its supports. F o r h is tor ic ism to be new, i t must 

assert a n e w t r u t h a n d thus oppose, correct, or m o d i f y a previous 

one, b u t that newness cannot be m e t h o d o l o g i c a l ( 311 -15 ) . P r o p h 

ecy usual ly consists of a t e m p o r a l l y extended hypothesis or projec

t i o n or , i n h is tor ica l w r i t i n g , of the future pro ject ing a m o r e recent 

past f r o m a m o r e distant past i n order to m a k e itself seem i n 

evitable. T o a v o i d the snares of prophecy, I sha l l prov ide a guess: 

i n discussions of n e w his tor ic ism the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l anxiety over 

whether the crit ic-theorist c a n be inside a n d outside his or her 

theory/pract ice , a n d the debate over the p o w e r o r l i m i t a t i o n of 

textual history w i l l persist. W i t h pleasure a n d anxiety, n e w his tor i 

cists a n d their supporters a n d crit ics m a y explore these questions 

i n v i e w of "society" a n d " p o l i t i c s " w h i l e redef in ing these very 

terms. 

L i k e the anecdotes that often introduce n e w historicist texts, 

n e w his tor ic ism constitutes a c o m p l e x a n d i n d i r e c t pract ice that 

encourages a p l u r a l i t y of methods a n d interests, displays the abi l i ty 

to change a n d shows the p o w e r to endure. I n t i m e a n d for var ious 

reasons, the w o r k s of n e w historicists w i l l s t i l l be read . W h e t h e r the 

w o r k of n e w historicists constitutes m o r e access to real i ty t h a n 

those i n Veeser's col lect ion m i g h t a d m i t , i t w i l l become part of the 

recalc i trant histories i n w h i c h they par t i c ipate i n the ir fives a n d i n 

the ir texts. I n l ive ly a n d fract ious voices the contr ibutors m a k e this 

v o l u m e far m o r e a pleasure t h a n a n o b l i g a t i o n . 
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