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ABS’[RACT

Relievad by [ha collapse of literary cri[icism of bis status as Grea[ Auther,
Shakespeare is newly available for in[erpra[ation. ‘[he plurality of readingsraleasad by
posímedarn criíicism, bewevar welceme, brings with it a dangen of eclecíicism, wbich
has [he effac[ of suppressing dissent. ‘[ha critical institution Ihusbacomes paradoxically
uncritical, and interpreta[iens risk going unchallangad and unrafined. A radical
pestmodemi[y neads te find a way of premoting debate, evan theugh Ibis cannet be
greunded en certainty.

(i)

Sitakespaara has entered Iba postmedern cendition, and tbms must surely
be sean in tbe firsí instance as a libaratien. No lengar an autberiíy en Libe, ner

a moral guardian and guida, no longer evan an aestbatic modal, Shakespeare

is al last epan te intarpratation. It might, ob ceursa, be argued thaI be always
was; but tba problem, as 1 sae it, is tbat dafarance got in Iba way ob raading.

Only by Ireating Sbakespeara’s plays as [be abbacts of a culture, a bistory, a

tbeatrical Iraditien, ralbar [han [be work ob a ganius, can we begin te examina

tbem as taxIs.
As Shakespeare studies rau-eat brem metapbysics, Shakespaara’s work

becemes a basis bor new kinds ob analysis. In extreme cases, it is interesting
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only as a site ob cnilical síruggle, [ha occasion ben in[erpreíaIiens wbicb reveal
mere abeul [be moment ob ibeir ewn production iban eilher Sbakaspaane’s er
eurs, a seurcabook br a bistery ob [ha critical and [beatnicalinstitutiens. ‘[e [he
rest ob us, [be plays haya become tbe material ob anetitar kind of cultural bistery,
a way ob appreaching an understanding ob [heir own paried whicb hisiericises
in iís dibbaranca lite charactarisiic values and baliebs el be presení. Risterically
specific, relativa, Sbakaspeare’s taxts can be read brom tha presaní as a way ob
encountering Iba maanings in circulation in a pasí cultura.

Itis liberalien ob Shakespeare is an effect, paradexically, ob [he collapsa of
liíerary criticism. ‘[he conjunction ob Ihesa twe avenís became clear [oma racantly
as 1 raread a clavar and illuminating book en Shakespeare. Iba argument, very
breadly, concernad [ha dramatisation of stenies tbat wera already wall knewn
—Troilus ami Cress¿da, An¡ony ami Cleopatra, for exampla—— and iba struggle
of Shakespeare’s cbaractars te inbabit identitias thai were cullurally pre-scriptad

bor tbem. ‘[he book, wbicit was publisbed by Rarvard Universiiy Press, was nol
mere Iban twe yaars oíd. It was síylisb, witty and persuasiva; Iba argument

unfolded legically and intelligibly; it drew en [be insigbts ob racení ibaeretical
developman[s; and it made me awara ob aspecís el [be plays [batí bad nevar sean

babera. Given alí this, 1 could nel acceuní for a mounting beeling oldissatisfacíion
as 1 read. What mere did 1 want, abier alí? It is unusual enougb te get íhat
particular combinatien of pleasures from a single veluma. In fact, 1 bind [bat
simple litaracy is increasingly rara [bese days. And [bis boek was botb literata

and intalligent. ‘fluí iI’s síill’, 1 baard myself say, as 1 pul it dewn te reflecten
my own ungracious response [o a goed beek, ‘but it’s still only literary criticism’.

Whaí 1 suddanly knew was [bat literary criticism is a tbing el [be past, and
that we bave enterad, irraversibly, a new apecb. Litarary cniticism was officiafiy
Iba desire te illuminate tba taxI, and only that, te give an acceuní ob it, explain

its power. It was reading for Iba saka of reading. Buí thoughtbul cnitics knew
[bey ceuld net síop tbare. In ibe flrst placa, Iba taxI had tobe werth it: te exercise
a powar thaI neadad te be acceuntad ben. And in [be sacend place, since language
was undarsteed tobe a madium, an instrumant, Iba axplanalion had te be lecated

elsawbare, bayend Iba text iísalb, in a realm ob ideas which was, paradoxically,
more subsíantial [han words. In its beyday, ibarefora, literary cniticism had [we
main preoccupatiens: aesíiteíic value as justilication for [be sludy el Iba iext,
and [he Autbor as axplanalion el its charactar.

‘[racas of the Aulbor ramain, not just in critical hiegrapbies, but in
axaminatien papers whicb divide [be syllabus under au[bers’ names, and in [be
resul[ing discussions s[uden[s conduct about [beir revisien plaus. Sbakespeare,
ob ceurse, cemmenly gas a papar ob bis ewn. Ita implications ob ibis division
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ob Iba availabla material were [bat [be natural way te make sensa el a taxI was
te lecate it in relatiens of centinuiiy and discontinuity with etban werks by Iba

sama autitor. And Iba implicatiens of thaI assumptien in tun ware usually thaI
taxIs wera intelligible primanily as expressions ob semaibing [bat preceded Ibem,
a subjectivity, a world view, a moral sansibilily, a ritaterical skill. Literary

cri[icism of Ibis kind was, it turnad out, neititer criticism non particulanly literary:
en [ha contnary, it was a quesí for an origin wbich was alse an acceunt ob an
ae[ielogy, an explanatory seurce prior te [ha text: insigbt, creativily, ganius.

‘[bis lasí catagony was [he ene [bat linkad tba Aulben witb aestbetic value.
‘Hew deap an insigbt is displayad bara?’, litanary critics asked. ‘New mucb

craativity?’ ‘WbaI degrea ob genius?’ ‘[o us, in [bese days ob quality control,
tite netion ob gnading literary works begins te seem as vulgar as assessing
cominodities, en indeed departments ob literatura. If [bis kind of evaluation seams

gress as applied [o acadamic dapartmants, how much more eflansive te do it te
Autbens, soma of wbom are, aftar alí, allegad in be geniuses, in possession of
insigbt and craativi[y.

It was [be practica ob making aesibetic judgemants en Autbors wbicit
vindicated [be constructien el Iba canon, and literary criticism has baen breught
inte disrapute by [ha process of unmasking tbe ideolegical alamant inscribed in
[be estensibly disinterasted lisí ob canonical taxIs. ‘[be Westem canon, we new

knew, is [be location ob pelitical as well as aestbetic values. Only Iba purest
bormalism bas baen able te escape Iba recegnitien ob its own investment in tbe
werks selected ben appneval, and the blindness [o misogyny, imperialism and

baterosexism whicb has characterised nol so mucb Iba taxIs tbamselves, since
[bey are obten mere ambiguous tban their adminars allew, as [ha criticism whicb

endorses Ibem. Reading has becema mere sceptical, more anxious [o afbirm a
distance between Iba preoccupations ob tbe taxt and Iba values ob [be readar.

In my ewn case, it was beminism, alengsida Marxism, thaI playad [ha
largesí parí in Iba pnocess obunmasking. In 1970 KaIe Millett’s willy and

devastating acceunís el Henry Miller, Norman Mailer and, aboye alí, D U
Lawrence bagan te ensura [bat my reading libe weuld nevar be [be sama again.

Wbat was at stake was injustice. TUs was not pnimarily injustice en Iba pan
ob [be autbons tbemsalves. WhaI, altar alí, was tobe gainad by blaming tham?

Soma ob tbe most culpable enes wara dead, and [be otbers prebably bayond
neconstruction. ‘[ha peiní was thai Ihay themselves ware products el Ibeir
cultura. Exil, Ibarefere, tha Autbon, and aníer a moda el reading wbicb was
closan te cultural history. ‘[he nexí moya was [bat texts, like bistery itsalb,

bagan te be parcaivad in consaquance as tbe locatien ob conflicís ob maaning.
Unity was no longar a virtue —whene, abter alí, was the spacial marit in a
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monelegic misegyny?— and ceharanca ceasad te be grounds ben praise. Tbe
text, wa discevered, migbt display sympiems of resistance te its own

prepositiens, migbt be epen, in its undecidability, te mere Iban ene
interpretation. Moreever, wbat perpetuated injustice was not se mucb
Lawrence’s anti-baminism (say), as [be way criíicism reabfinrned [be misogyny
readers wara already in danger of taking fer gramad, by praising bis werk

witbout dnawing altantion lo its implications ber sexual polities. Exil, [barefora,
[ha idea ob criticism itself as a Iransparaní practica in the sarvice ob literatura,

and eníer a new altention te [be institution of literary studias and [he pewer
relatiens confirmad by [he knowledges it preduced.

Since titan we haya learnad te iden[ify injusticas ob elberkinds. Homearotic
and post-colonial criticism are curranlly leading Iba fleld. ‘[be universal wisdem
attribuiad te canonical taxIs was, we new knew, wbita, Western aud bomophebic,
as wall as bourgeois and relentlessly patriarchal. ‘[be voices silenced br so
long by Iba grand narrativa of a humane and humanising literary Iraditien are
new insisíing en baing baard, elbaning new neadings ob iba canonical taxIs, and

drawing atíention te works Iba canon marginalised. Suddanly, we cannot get
enougb of incitamenís te acknewladga injustices, pasí and prasení. As wa

repudiate [be illusien obimpartialiíy, Iba goal ebobjective intcrpreíalion and [be
quesí ben ihe final, identiliable meaning of Iba íext, English in ils entireíy has
found itselb in iba pestmedarn conditien.

Resterad by my recognitien of [ha terminal stata ob litenary cniticism, 1
raturned te Iba alaganí beek en Shakespeare, and bound [bat 1 bad radically

misjudgad it. Ita conelusion mada clear thai [bis was a book abeul identity en
Iba eva ob the Canesian momant; it was abeul subjectivity as always and
inevitably pra-scripiad, and abeul [be lenging ber total individuality and salb-
determination wbich in tbose circumstances can nevar be realisad (Chames
1993). Mercifully, it was net literary criticism al alí. Instead, it was an extremaly
skilled and sepitisticated raading of soma very complex and sephisticatad texts,

lecating tbem in [be cultural bistery el [be amergence of wbat was in due ceurse
te beceme tba American draam —and Iba pelitical implicatiens of [bat bor alí

of us can bardly be eversiated.

(u)

Witb [be collapsa ob lilarary criticism, Sbakespeare’s plays haya ceased te
ací as iba beundatien en wbicb iba canon resis, tite justibicatien ob canonical
valuas themsalvas. In [ha lighi of [be deaIb of [he Autber, bis Iexts are no longar
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lo be [reatad as a means ob accass te the wisdom centainad in [be familiar domad
head, wbicb made its earliest appaanance in 1623 as Iba frontispiece te [be Finst

Folio of Sbakaspeare’s collected works.

Buí in only a very bew instances has tbe rasulí bean [he repudiation ob
Shakespeare in Iba censtruction el a reverse critical disceurse, tbe insartion el
a negativa whicb keeps Iba tarms ob Iba original analysis in place. Theugb Ibera
haya bean assaulís en ‘tbe bard’, as bis deíracions inonically classiby bim,
Shakespeare is only rarely deneuncad en rajected. On iba centrary, bread brom

Iba consírainís el aastbetic value and Iba Aulber, a new kind ob intanpnetation

Iraats Sbakespeare’s plays as ma[erials in Iba censtruclien ob a renawad and
invigerated practica ob reading. Perbaps mere Iban [he wonks of any elber writar,
Sbakespeare’s taxIs haya become a new world, witb alí Iba premisa ob
amancipatien tital Iba American New World once elbared.

‘[be New World has always representad an escapa brem pensacutien and

poverty al heme. Accerding te Iba draam el Ibaemigranís, it weuld be an unspoilí
territeny thaI [bey could nemake in Iba image of an ideal thaI was ganaratad out

of, and in contrast te, tbeir previous unhappy axperienca. Tba oíd cultura was
Iba motive fon Iba new. In a similar way, it is eur own world thaI current
scbolarship has bean mesí profoundly engaged witb, and eagen lo ramaka en
ralocata. Boatloads ob Shakespeare critics haya racantly pul lo sea te escape [be

eppressiva regime ob Iraditional, moralistic, monologic interpreíaíion, and
beundad fleurishing cemmunities ob New flistonicisís, beminisís and cultural
matenialisís. New greups spring up dedicated lo Iba axposune ob nacism and
colenialism in Iba penied, and te Iba idantibication of bomeereticism en Iba ene
band, and indelerminacies ob gandan en Iba olber. Ita newest of [bese rasistance
movemenís manage te achieve indepandance pnaciically withouí a síruggle.

Recognition is vintually immediate: suddenly Iba probessien seaks euí injusticas
and longs te corred ítem. ‘[be past is inveked te cast ligbí en Iba prasent, te
acceuní ben imperialism, beíerosaxism, bemepbebia, and te denaturalisa ibem

mío [he bargain.
Is tbis account of Iba curraní síata of Shakespeare siudias utopian? Nel

abseluíely: we’re almosí titare. And is it te be walcomed? 01 ceunsa! No
longer aspining te uncover Iba single [ruth of Sbakespaare’s singular genius,
we are in new a pesition lo attand te Iba veices Iba grand narrativa ob bis

enduring wisdem silancad en marginalised ben se long. Repudiating Iba illusien
el imparíialiíy, [ha goal of objective iníarpretation, and Iba quesí fer Iba linal,

identibiable meaning of Iba taxIs, in Iba ceurse el little more iban a decade

Shakespeare sludies has beund iíself, aleng with [he nesí of Englisb,
posímodemised.
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(iii)

Since 1 lake it se much ber graníad thaI [bis is a positiva devalepment, thai

Iba plurality of veices new audible in Shakespeare studies marks a mucb-neadad
improvemení en Iba bad oíd days, 1 waní te ventura a tentativa resarvatien abeul
Iba abbects of this new-fornid libaration. Jaan-Fran9eis Lyotard, whesa analysis

ob postmodernity 1 haya inveked bara, so bar witbeul acknowledgemení, peinís
in a fameus passage, commenly and pervensely misnead by bis oppenanís as a
prescription, te ene ob Iba main dangens ob the pestmedenn cenditien. It is
eclecticism, ha angues, thaI manks iba degree zero ob posímodann culture.

Eclecíicism saaks novalty without discriminatien; aclecticism avadas debate
and affacas disagneemaní; eclacticism insisís thaI anyIhing geas, and consequently
contesis nolhing. It salís well; it ganerates an atmosphere el undibfaran[iated
cosiness; and it produces wbat Lyolard calis Iba ‘slackening’ [bat accempanies

a reluctance lo subjacl intellectual prepositiens te tbeonatical analysis (1984:
76; 1988: xiii).

It saems lo ma thaI ibera is a dangar —I pul it no higher— thaI Iba new

Shakespeare studies migbt jusí setíle mío a comberlable aclecticism. As long
as wa alí raspad each ethar’s subjecí positions, se Iba case might go, and raspad
tbam Iba more te [be dagrea thaI [hay lay claim lo a political cernactness en Iba
basis ola bistory of maximum injustice, pluraliíy constituías its own justifícatien,
and betanoganeity comes le reprasení an and in ilsalb. Once Ibesa criteria are
fully accapíad, Iba argumaní might run, critical debate becomas unnecassary:
Iba markat will judge; salas figuras can ha labí lo determine wbicb boeks are

imponaní, whicb endure and which are ephemenal. Disagraemení, whicb is
grudging, grim and unplaasurable, can go Iba way of Iba oíd regima. We nadicals,
it would Iban appean, coníd alí cerne en as gnatilyingly warm and suppertive of
eacb oíber’s work, citing each elber as aulborities when wa haya no time te

check Iba seurcas.
And wbat, ablen ah, weuld be lesí bara? Celebration supplants Iba carping,

grudging, critical academy ob Iba pnevieus genaralion, wban every assay opened
wiíb a bibhiograpby of afl Ihe peepla wbo badd gol it wrong in iha pasí. New
we pay tribute te eur briends; in consequance, our confarancas are occasiens ob
pura besíivily, and averyene has a goed lime. Buí we bail, 1 lbink, in Iba end, te

take eacb olber seriously. Sanieus intallectual axchanga depands, in my view
(and Lyoíard’s, ob ceurse), en dissení. Tba New fiisíericism eballenged iba
werk ob C 5 Lewis and ‘[illyand; cultural maíanialism axplicitly crilicised iba

governmant’s aducational pelicies; recení work en hemoerolicism draws atíentien
te [he betanosexism of Wastern cultura. ‘[hay deriva [hair sbarpness and [bair
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enargy brem Ibese disputeswitb ortbodoxy. Buí is thaI tobe Iba end of iba story?
Are Ihesa positions Iban bayend improvemení in iheir tun? And ibnol, wbera

is nafining and radafining debate te come fnom in an aclactic world? Frem Iba
market? 1 deubí it. ‘[ita markat sometimes seams lo go eun way, buí its long-
íenm imperativa is te create an unending succession ob new onibedexies, so thai
wa alí haya te keep en buying its producís. It has no motiva ben enbancing tbe
nafinamení of positiens wbicb is Iba elbecí of critical dissent.

Ob ceunse, wa haya nol yet reachad [he carnival of eclacticism thaI 1 both

dasina and fear. Itere is síllí a cantain ameuní of criíiqua areund -—-in Iba varieus
essays, br instance, el Richard Levin and in Brian Vickars’s denuncialiens ob
recent ‘appneprialions’ ob Shakespeare (1993). ‘[bis is geed kneckabeut siuff,

wbicb sunveys Iba kingdems of postmodem Shakespeare studies and linds [bern
alí very silly. Magisterial dismissals, en iba basis of selectiva quolatien and a

sIeut nafusal lo understand Iba ihaeries undenpinning iba werk, are not, hewevar,
wbaí 1 mean by dissant. It is nel only thaI viluperatien is no substituta br
Ibinking. It is alse thaI cnitiqua, wbicb balongs te Iba Enligbtanmení tradilion,
comes frem Iba eutside, bnom anolbar position, wbicb is determinad nol te giva
an ¡ncb. Understanding Iba issuas is quite a diffarent mallen. Panadexically, yeu
haya te undenstand it in order te bneak wiíb it in a radical way; you haya lo

inhabil it, buí elban-wisa. Cnitique is net dissant. Cenversaly, dissent, wbicb
engages witb iba work it alse contesís, is nol, in Iba and disraspacibul: it wants
lo moya en, nel back, en iba basis [bat whene Ihings are is hoih intelliganí and

intelligibla, buí epen te productiva radalinition.
Critique toek for granted tbat wbat was al stake was a single, knewabla

Irutb. Peslmodamity, by contrasí, deprivas us of iba possibilily of certainíy. We
can know, pesímeden thaery insisis, enly in language (or a panallel signibying
practica), and Ibera can be no guaranlaes thai a sysíam el diffanances wi[b no

positiva larms oflars an accurale map ob Iba world. ‘[ruth is nol an option. Buí
enly binary tbinking suppesas thaI it bellows brem thaI prepositien thaI it is

impossible te be wreng. Raadings can be inatíentiva, scbelarship less iban
rigoreus; argumanís can misrepresení en ignore Iba documants. Interpratatiens

thaI mean lo be radical can lead [o raactienary conclusions. ‘[hane are no sure
safaguands, buí academic debate and scbolanly dissent poiní le inaccunacias and
draw eut inferences. Pestmoderniíy deas nol nacassarily lead te Iba suspansion

ob academic judgmenl.
Itere haya, of ceurse, been instances ob dissant thaI wa sbould lake seriously

in Shakespeare studias. 1 think, bor example, of Jean Howard’s essay en New
1-Iistoricism (1986), Manguenila Waller’s acceuní of Stepben Greenblatt’s anti-
baminism (1987), SenaIban Geldbeng’s aítack en [he homephebia widaspnead
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iii raadings of Ranaissance cultura (1992), Deborab Shngar’s review of Annabel
Pattansen’s book en Elizabalban poliIics (1993). Al [beir besí, Ihasa are courteous,
reasoned and sarieus instancas of Iba kind ob íhing 1 haya inmmd. Buí Iba bací
Ibal it is possible le cornil ítem en Iba lingans of ene band is an indication thaI
dissení al Ibis laval is Iba exceplien ralbar iban Iba rule.

It is time, parbaps, le produce an example, te ragister an instanca ob my own
dissenting volee. ‘[o [be considerable surprise of Europe, which binds Ibamotiva

forcas ob bisíory elsewbere, American New Histericism has paid a greal deal of
altention te Iha monarchy: wa might tbink ob Graenhíatí en Henry VIII (1980:

11-23), Louis Montrosa en Ihe Quean (1988), lonatban Geídbeng en James 1
(1983), and mora raceníly Leab Mancus en bolh Elizabeth and Jamas (1989).
In each case Ibis is sepbisticated, eleganí work, and it advances our undarslanding
of Iba period in general, and ob Shakespeare in particular, te a poiní wa cannol
ratreal fnom. BuÉ 1 want lo dnawaltantion te ene of Iba sida effacts of Ibis fecus

en absolutism and its discentanís. It wenderfully unites us alí againsí a common
enamy, wbich is long dead and Iberebene constituías no Ibreal wbaieven in iba
presant. ‘[he wickadnass of absoluta monarcby is entirely consensual in Iba Pree
Wast in Iba late [wentiaíh century; it vindicales eun respective reveluiiens; it
reassures us thaI Iba presení is a geod deal baIlar Iban iba pasí; and in [bat sense

iís implicaíions are deeply conservativa. 1 genuinely mean no disrespecí lo iba
autbons menlioned —I haya learní from alí el them— if 1 say thaI it is time te
moya en, whicb is te say te meya bayond dominating parsonalities, evan Iba
persenalitias ob monarchs, luto an account ob Shakaspeara’s cultural memaní
wbicb lisíans more clesaly te its discords, ils ewn debates, frs dissent.

(iv)

Whaí links Iba diversily of analyses wbicb constituía Iba postmedem siudy

of Shakespeare is ibal wa are aH, 1 tbink, doing in varjeus ways wbat 1 want te
cali bisiony al Iba ¡aval ob iba signifian. We are alí, thaI is te say, leoking atibe
Iexts el Shakaspaare’s culture (er Iba documenís, or Iba material objecls) in ondar
le read [he maanings íhay produce and reproduce, and nol througIt tbam te a

reality thaI is understood te he beyond. (‘[be sligbtly tiresema ubiquity ob Iba
werd ‘disceunse’ is evidence thaI we hayacoma te believe thaI culture residas in

Iba signibier, and nel beyond it. Ami te dablact iba atíeníleus ob futura Richard
Levins at ibis poiní, 1 want te stress [batí de nol mean [bat Ibera is no such lbing

as Iba real world, buí only thaI, lika Iba culture wa study, we loo identify Iba real
—and its practicas— in languaga.) It is worth baaring in mmd, however, [bat in
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alí Iba subsequení rareadings, rewritings and decenslructions of Saussure’s

intimalion ob Iba opacity of Iba signibier, ene ceinmon ibread is Iba insisíence thaI
maaning is plural, sliding, diffened and daberrad, unanchored, and betenoganaeus

te the peiní wbare an abfirmation and lis oppesite, powar and resistanca, may shara
Iba sama inscniption. Dissension, in elbar wonds, inbabits discursiva practica,
characiarises it, and al Iba sama time deslabilisas it. ‘[axIs lake issue with elber

taxis, buí tbey also differ lrom tbemsalves, inscribe iba cenflicís Ihey lake part in.
Itis implies tal [be cultural analysis we produce, bis[ery al Iba laval of Iba signifien,

could appnopriately record dissent, as well as enacting it.
It is parhaps toe aasily assumed thaI olber epochs ware somebow simpler

iban our own, en thaI Iba cultural hisíery of formar pariods is apprepriately

representadas ultimaíely unified, bomegeneous. Our world, we a]lew, is divided,
bulí of debate, culíunally diversa and intallacíually síralifiad, buí antbropelegy,

in conjunclion witb nostalgia, sIill tempís us te imagine a pravieus cultura as a
consensual world, in wbicb Iba impertaní meanings and values could be taken
len graníed as sbared, despite distincíions of language, class or ganden ‘[bis
seductiva acceuní obte past saems lome bundamanlally misguidad, and newbera

mona se Iban as an interpratatien of Iba early modarn paniod, wbare virlually
every tepic was mallan ber dispute, mucb el it passienate, soma of it vielení. In

my view, Iba century betwaen 1550 and 1650 in England was ene long momení
ob dissansion, wbere radical sbibts in economíc and pelitical relations were botb

iba condilion and iba affecl of fundamental challenges al iba ¡aval ob ideas, and
[bese challenges in íum wera Iba rasulí ob cultural exchanges batwaan Iba prasaní

and a racovarad classical pasí, among iba amanging European ‘nations’, and
betwean Iba Oíd World and Iba New.

Buí it is also, 1 Ibink, misguided, bewavar seductiva, te idantify dibfaranca
simply wiíb conflicí. Somatimes diflarenca is synonymous witb indiffarance.
As 1 sae it, Iba Ranaissanca was also a period wben knewledges [bat were salb-

avidení in ene genre ob writingmight well be antirely ignorad in anotiter Medical
advice migbí be centrary le clerical instruction, bor instanca. Somelimas
conflicting knewledges would compele fer supramacy; buí in olbar cases
cegnitiva dissonanca simply subsisted wiíbeut desune. Incompatible convictiens,
nationalisí en Iba ene band aud magical en Iba olber, proboundly seaptical in ene
instance and deaply sentimental in anethar, migití surviva alongside each olber,

sometimas ceníasíing Iba sama greund, somatimes witbout ayer ceming míe
contad. Wado Iba paniod an injustice, 1 increasingly believe, ibwe íry lo maka
its maanings and values fil logeiber le form an internally censistení tolaliIy, te
make pbysiolegical knewledge ‘axplain’ Sbakespaarean cemedy, for instance,

especially ib te explain is le affaca or raselve iba discordaní elamanís wiibin Iba
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taxIs. Al Iba very leasí, physielogy and comedy are dibberenl ganres, addnassed

te dibberent audiencas, en dibferant occasions.
Dissent is iba reasen wby things change, or eñe ob Ibem, al leasí: iba ene

thai is epen te our apprepriaíien, as Iba blind macbanisms ob iba markat are
mosíly nol. And Iba instabilitias of cultures are Iba pressura poinís for change.
Ib injuslices are eur concern, we néed a version el cultural history thaI
acknewledges incoherencas and olfars evidence tbat Ibings changa, so thai we
haya greunds br boping thaI in [he long lerm injustice might be signibicantly
reducad. Otberwisa, titare is no peiní in complaining. Wa need, in olben words,
a theery and practica ob reading thaI boregneunds dissent.

Nowhara is cegnilive dissenance more avidení iban in liction. Parí ob our
sensa of tite dansity of soma of Sbakaspaara’s plays, pan ob Ibair abiliíy te maka
a sense, however varying, lo succeeding genaraliens en brem distincí political
positiens, may be Iba effect ob aconjundlion wilhin ihem of different knewledges,
wbicb pracisely de nol cebare mío a single, dacipliarable, dacedable, titamatia
message. Fichen, which may haya no design en its audience buí lo antentain,
can abberd te mingle Ihe pnopositions cunrenlly in circulatien, witbeut any
obligatien te ratienalise íbem. As aspace of play, wbare soma of lite prebibitions
of Iba symbolic Law are íamporarily suspended, fichen can permil inconsistency
wiíbeuí irritable raaching abíarresolution.

Fiction, [han, and Shakaspaare’s bichen no lass Iban any ethan, is a crucial
alemení itt Iba cultural bistory wa produce, and ib soma of us haya tended te
single oul lragady for Iba purpesa, thaI is bacause in ínagady dissonances which
motivate Iba action are nol finally disguisad en occluded. In Ibe plol Iage’s
scapticism pravails ovar Otballe’s remantia dream; atibe laval of rapresentation,
it is Iba elbar way reund. ‘[be play has no naed te legislata beíwean Ibem, te
find a way ferward, because, since ibera are no survivers, íbera is in thaI sense
newbare te go. ‘[ragady juxtaposas Hamlei’s albical scruples with Iba pragmatism
ob Foríinbras, and leaves Iba citeice te Iba audiance. It is nel an imparlial
randaring, of ceunsa: Iba cheice is nol a neutral ene. Buí Iba play is nol incompleta
because it fajís te proneunce a verdicí. Unlike comedy, wbicb saeks closure in
raconciliatien, tragady can affond lo leave dissenl en display. ‘[ragady, iban,
obfars a special kind of material te iba historian ob cultural dissenance.

(y)

If any of Ibis is persuasiva —my pIca ber dissant in iba pnobessien, or my
pnojec[ bor a cultural history ob dissant— we haya a geod deal of work te de.
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1 am slill nel sura, myselb, how lo lake issua wilh elbar people’s analyses in a
way thai genuinely demensiratas raspad. ‘[he Brilisb Iraditien, in a direcí lina
of dascení frem Pope and Swibt, seIs oul te danida and humiliale. We Briíish
need, in my view, lo laarn bow te disagrea witb a measura of ceurtesy.

Meanwhile, 1 am 5h11 werking en ways ob iníenpneting taxIs thaI becus en
Iba instabilitias ob maaning. Rara it is primarily Frencb Iheory thai we need
le rely en. ‘[he pnocass ob reíbinking Iba practica el reading in general, and
iba study of Shakespeare in particular, is wall and lruly under way alnaady, in
my viaw, buí atibe sama time, and penhaps mercilully, wa still haya a geed
way lo go.

‘[he case of Shakespeare could, 1 baliava, be ganenalisad te iba Englisb
syllabus in general. ‘[ha sama liberal desire te cerrad injuslice slidas easily mío
a similar eclacticism, as pelitically molivatad spacialisms allew averyene lo
punsue Ibein own praeccupatiens, aveidingIba rigeurs of senjeus debate, lhankbul
[bat semeone elsa is attending te Iba issues wa haya no time br. Indibbaranca,
masquerading as raspad, takas [he placa ob productiva disseni.

Englisb in Europe, howevar, is al an advaniage bara. Oniside iba Uniled
Kingdom Iba canon nevar bad iba punchase [batit has al heme, wbene it nepresenís
our cultural beritaga. In Europa English has always been a fenm of cultural
studies. Lass agenised by Iba injuslicas perpetratad in Iba pasí ob a bonaign
culture, Englisb in Europa can abbond lo bning conflicting pesitiens te bear en
aach elber, and can risk dissanl brom amargingorthedoxias, whara disagreamení
saams likaly tesharpen and claniby [heoriginal positien. II may be thaI Eunopean
departmanís ob English will be in [hesírengesí positien te lake advantage ob Iba
cellapse of literary criíicism and Iba corraspending davalepmant of a moda of
naading whicb is beíb poslmodem and genuinaly radical.

Cenira for Critical and Cultural ‘[baory
Univarsi[y of Wales, Cardiff
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