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Limits and Beyond:

Greenblatt, New Historicism and a Feminist Genealogy
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Abstract
Note:This paperis published by /atergrams. Studies in Languages and Literatures '], 1: 1-29. 2006.

Though one of the most powerful disciplines of contemporary literary criticism, New
Historicism has faced attacks from various quarters. Accordingly, using Greenblatt’s works
as examples, | am going to explore the theoretical problems of New Historicism in detail by
dividing its development into two stages—the first stage is the “panoptical past: language, self
and power” and the second is “go-betweenness: wonder and resonance.” The former is
trapped a Foucauldian closure-structure of power relations with the politics of cultural despair,
whereas the latter has tended to escape from this pessimistic trap with the strategy of
“go-betweenness.” Facing up to these aspects, rather than presenting a “shopping list” of
improvements required for New Historicism, | will explain how New Historicism should be
reconciled with the mainstream postmodernism, which is more diverse, affirmative and
ethico-political than the formalistic and pessimistic theory advocated by Greenblatt. 1 will
then examine the possibility of a feminist new historicism to show how New Historicism can
revitalize its critique, cross its limits and thus reach beyond its traditional domain.

Key words: Greenblatt, New Historicism, language, self, power, wonder, resonance,
feminism, genealogy.
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The Dislocation and the Construction of Multilayered Gender Identities

in Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing

>R 2R M A

Gender studies based on transnational and transcultural perspectives have made it
impossible for us to think according to one mode of standard because the boundary between
marginal and center has gradually dissolved. In Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing, we not
only observe the result caused by this transnational contact, but also realize the traditional
gender power relation has been reversed and challenged under this discourse. Mary and
Moses, in terms of biological sex, represent respectively femininity and masculinity, whereas
in the colonial context the gender roles are reversed so that they each represent the colonizer,




masculine White, and the colonized, feminine Black. However, the gender identities shift
and reshuffle several times through out this novel.  First, Mary performs patriarchal power
embodied by the white by helping her invalid husband supervise the black. Second, Moses,
the previously feminine colonized, reverses the former gender relationship under the colonial
rhetoric again by murdering Mary and restores his masculinity temporarily. Nevertheless, the
last reversion of gender roles can only be possible under the premise of Mary’s mental
breakdown and paranoia. Due to her divergent behaviors from other white people, those
strict rules set up by patriarchal power of colonialists can be possibly transgressed. In this
paper, | will discuss the transnational gender relation in terms of Mary’s violation of the strict
social confinement in South Africa and her paranoid characteristics.

Key words: gender, paranoia, colonialism, transnational, transcultural
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