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	Context-oriented Literary Criticism: New Historicism  


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. New Historicism vs. Old Historicism
A key principle in New Historicism is the acknowledgement of the fact that works of literature often present the dominant ideologies and cultures as the only ideologies and cultures. Historicists would unquestioningly accept this biased representation and conclude that this was the “spirit of the age.” In other words, they wouldn’t see the society of the time period they were studying as complex. They would “objectively” describe the society as functioning under only the dominant ideologies. New Historicists, on the other hand, would view the societies of the past as complex, so complex that they could not define it under an umbrella term like the “spirit of the age.” They would realize and point out that the dominant ideologies given preferential representation in works of literature were not the only ideologies of a certain time period. There were non-dominant elements in all past societies. New Historicists endeavor to highlight these marginalized and suppressed voices and discover how they functioned in a past society and/or how they are represented in a work of literature written during the time that society existed.
Example: Historicist and New Historicist critiques of Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre.

	Historicism
	New Historicism

	Jane is mainly influenced by the teachings of the Protestant Church, which was a dominant institution during the Victorian era. Since the Church disallows polygamy and severely looks down on women being mistresses, she only agrees to marry Mr. Rochester when he is widowed.
	Jane is a Feminist; she is greatly influenced by Feminism which was a slowly emerging ideology during the Victorian era (the time the novel was written) and only agrees to marry Mr. Rochester when he sees her as his equal.


B. Key Concepts of New Historicism
1. Historicity of Texts and the Textuality of History
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.” Louis 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. 
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.

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 (e.g., wills, laws, religious tracts, narratives, art, etc.) 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, and Stephen Greenblatt.
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