New Historicism, Cultural Modernism, Postmodernism

(December 2, 2005)

· Hayde White questioned if there is historical objectivity or universal truth

· there was a growing attack that poststructuralist theories are ignoring or neglecting the historical perspective

· subject in progress was criticized

· that kind of critique of the dominance of construction

New Historicism (NH from now on):

· in contrast, the New Historicists relying on Foucault’s work and concept of archives argue that there is a certain opening to discover a non-truth oriented historicist study

· the basic difference is that NH argue that the new approach is not claiming to recover the historical truth

· developed in the US, parallel to that in Britain a similar development began, that was later called cultural materialists appeared

· the British version of historicism was influenced by Foucault, Marxism, feminism

· NH and cultural materialism are parallel developments

· cultural materialism was more influence by Foucault’s theory of power, Marxist and feminist attitudes as well

Main arguments made by NH:

· it’s possible to establish the interconnectedness between literature and the general culture of a certain age

· they argue that the word ‘history’ as such has two meanings:

· the events of the past

· telling a story about the events of the past

· history is always narrated and the past can never be available to us in a 100% pure form because of this, always in the form of representations ( history become texturized

· historical periods are not unified entities, but history is continuous and discontinuous at the same time ( consists of discontinuous and contradictory histories ( there was no single Elizabethan or renaissance world view

· the idea of a uniform, unified and harmonious culture is amiss and it is only imposed on history, propagated by the ruling class by their own interests

· none of them are entirely true, they can be contradictory

· concentrated on renaissance history and culture ( influential in renaissance study

· historians can no longer claim that their studies of the past are detached and objective, because we cannot transcendent our present, the historical past is something that we construct of old texts

· we construct them according to our particular concerns

· the relation between literature and history must be resought, because there is no stable and fixed history that can be the background of literature, rather history is foreground

· in history other texts are intertexts

· literary texts should be studied together with non-literary texts ( all texts should be treated as literary texts

· literary texts should not be treated above others, they are the same, produced by a certain culture

· the privileged position of literary texts is denied

· the study of popular writers, medical, legal texts should be interrelated with Elizabethan dramas, for example ( crucial point ( opened up the study of literary text, the study of other texts can reveal the complexity of the culture of the time

· the old-fashioned hierarchy was destroyed between high-culture and low-culture, literary and non-literary works

· crucial developments due to their efforts

· the most famous name is Stephen Greenblatt (his book on Shakespeare in Hungary is published and edited by HVG)

· a very readable book

· popular

· American NHs were more pessimistic because of the more pessimistic power of subversion

· Elizabethan literature has resistant voices to the dominant culture, yet these subversive voices are contained within the dominant discourses of the period that actually support the social order

· subversion is within the dominant discourses

· sometimes these voices are stigmatized as crazy

· permit only an identification or a non-identification of truth

Cultural Materialism (British NH, CM for short):

· in Foucault’s theory there was a chance for counter-discourse

· a history of discourses is a history of resistance to dominant voices

· Jonathan Dollimore, Alan Sinfield, Catherine Belsey

· applying a Marxist understanding of culture they argue that every history of subjection contains a history of resistance, resistance is not only a subversive voice, but it is the mark of difference, which always prevents power from closing the door on change

· they urge that new history should adopt that perspective of change, which power cannot prevent

· the perspective of change, cultural difference and the relativity of truth that offers a way to the production of alternative knowledges and alternative subject positions

· they keep the non-truth approach of the Americans

· not only refusal, but production of alternative subject positions

· there is a chance to create a space from where, for example a woman writer can make a difference

The issue of the literary canon:

· NH, CM offering an alternative subject position questioned the position of literary works

· the change in the canon can be observed in anthologies

· NH and CM attributed to the change

· course descriptions, literary reading lists changed

· a totally different understanding of literature

· the history of the English novel changed

· F. R. Leavis: The Great Tradition:

· a book on the development of the English novel, published in 1950s

· considered the absolute authority at the time

· no Brontë sisters ( non-existent

· the issue of the canon was a very crucial practical consequence in the teaching, reading and publishing of English and American literature due to NH and CM

· the NH and CM techniques are often called ‘cultural studies’

· structuralists tried to open the secrets of the text, in contrast to that post-structuralists believed that the desire to open the text and find the secrets of how it works are in vain, because there are unconscious and hidden forces operating in the text, the signifier is always floating away from the signified, the post-structuralists are rather asking questions without giving answers, they try to identify what the text says and what it thinks it says

Post-modernism:

· can be related to two people 

· F. Lyotard: The Post-modern Condition – a key text of post-modernism (Bókai Antal: Poszt-modern irodalomtudomány – szöveggyüjtemény, Irodalomtudomány)

· he argues that the age of ‘the grand narratives’ is over: the grand narrative of enlightenment preaching equality, liberty,… produced only social and political disasters from the WWs, … not liberation, equality, the result of that grand narrative starting with enlightenment produced misery in general, so ‘the grand narrative’ is enlightenment ( we can only produce small narratives

· denies and de-centers the great narrative – there is no such a thing as a universal system of narratives ( we can only have small narratives

· that ( is the central idea

· Jean Baudrillard: (Simulations – most influential book)

· in addition he says the key issue is the loss of the real: due to the modernization of technology, communication and the dominance of mass media, producing images results in the loss of the real, we only have an image of the real, images are imposed on reality, there is only a simulation of reality ( a kind of hyper-reality, virtual reality

· reality is gone, what is left is only a simulation of reality, only appearance without depth

· this is due to the image creating communication technologies, we are more and more dominated by the power of these technologies

· the real is defined only by the media

· he especially blames television, because it’s proliferating depthless images ( everything is a simulation

· loss of real ( it means that there is a disappearance of meaning, exhaustion of history and subjectivity

· TV is our strategic site, a gigantic simulator

· e.g.: the Gulf War:

· people could watch the war in their arm-chairs

· dominance of self-generated images

· especially CNN

· it resulted in the loss of the meaning of the war ( loss of the real, of what the happenings really meant

· Literature, aesthetics, arts:

· fragmentation

· what is possible for art and literature is only an option to collect the fragmented pieces, to repeat and recombine these pieces

· the key word in post-modern aesthetics is ‘pastiche’ (repetition)

· fiction: can find the technique of pastiche, combining scattered pieces of the past
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