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Introduction

new historicist.” The notion of authenticity seemed and continues
to seem misplaced, for new historicism is not a coh , close-
knit school in which one might be enrolled or from which one
might be expelled. The term has been applied to an extraordinary
assortment of critical practices, many of which bear little resem-
blance to our own. This book will not attempt to capture that
rich variety; here we will speak only for ourselves, to whom “new
historicism” at first signified an impatience with American New
Criticism, an unsettling of established norms and procedures, a
mingling of dissent and restless curiosity.

To be sure, we talked constantly about our methodological
principles. We eagerly read works of “theory” emamu.ng princi-
pally from Paris, K , Berlin, Frankfi Tartu,
and Moscow, and met mgﬂndymthngmupof&xendswargu:
about them, At this distance we remember best the heated dis-
cussions of Althusser and Lacan, but, for all of our passionate
interest, terms like “Institutional State Apparatus” or the “objes
4" have not found their way comfortably into our own teaching
or writing. One of the recurrent criticisms of new historicism is
that it is insufficiently theorized. The criticism is certainly just,
and yet it seems curiously out of touch with the simultaneous

fascination with theory and resistance to it that has shaped from

the start our whale attempt to rethink the practice of literary and
cultural studies. We speculated about first principles and re-
spected the firmer theoretical commitments of other members of
our discussion group, but both of us were and remain deeply skep-
tical of the notion that we should formulate an abstract system
and then apply it to literary works. We doubt that it is possible
to construct such a system independent of our own time and place
andoftMWIﬁuﬂuchjcm by which we are interested, and we

doubt too that any powerful work we might do would begin with

such an attempt.

The group of friends who had been meeting to discuss theory
began to read each other's work, probing with genial ruthlessness
the underlying assumptions of each paper we ventured to submit.
It turned out to be important that the participants in these brac-
ingly frank discussions were not only theoretically diverse but also
came from a range of disciplines, since it quickly became apparent
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that positions that served as stable footing in one disciplinary in-
quiry were shifting sands in another. There was no requirement,
of course, that we all ind common ground; the historical evolu-
tion of the disciplines made and continues to make such unifor-
mity inherently unlikely. But we had to explain ourselves to col-
leagues who did not necessarily share our em,blmg assumptions
and who did not feel constrained by propriety to take on faith
what we could not effectively justify,

The group came to understand also that there was, in inter-
y studies, a tendency to invoke, in support of one's
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own positions, afguments from other disciplines that sophisti-

cated thinkers in those other disciplines had in fact been calling .

into question. We had, as it were, been complacently dressing
ourselves in each other’s cast-off clothes, until, looking around
the room, we erupted in laughter. The spectacle was not entirely
grotesque: some of the intellectual hand-me-downs looked sur-
prisingly good on our friends, and we experienced the odd sensa-
tion one might feel at seeing one's own discarded possessions sold
at auction for a handsome profit, In a few cases, such as the formal
analysis of the inner structure of literary works, we wanted to take
back what we had been rather too hasty to give away. The effect
on the two of us was to underscore the difficulty of constructing
an overarching theory, prior to or independent of individual cases,
that would integrate historical and literary interpretation, gener-
ate powerful new readings, and survive the withering critiques
leveled at it from outside. We became rather good at slipping out
of theoretical nooses.  °

After several years of regular meetings, acknowledging the
transforming importance that the informal discussions had had
for each of us and the vital energy that they had contributed to
our work, the group began to think about ways of extending its
existence, for we knew from prior experience that the charismatic
moment that bound us together, though in this case unusually
intense and prolonged, could not endure. We would need a struc-
ture that would provide a set of ongoing challenges and hence a
raison d'étre. We settled on the idea of a journal,' for we could
constitute ourselves as the editorial board and hence continue as
well as broaden our discussions, but we needed to come up with
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