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Alan Sinfield's "Cultural Materialism, Othello, and the Politics of Plausibility" (1992)


An Oral Report by Don Gerz for Dr. Nina Morgan in English 4220: Critical Theory
(Dedicated to Dr. Cynthia Bowers, who tried to get this through my head!  - DG)
	"Cultural Materialism, Othello, and the Politics of Plausibility"
by Alan Sinfield (1992)

Research Interests: Shakespeare and sexualities; post-1945 politics and culture; lesbian and gay studies; and modern theatre.
Another Interesting Read by Alan Sinfield: The Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde and the Queer Movement.  Columbia University Press, New York, 1994.  Beginning with the trial of Oscar Wilde in 1895, the book ends in our time, having circuited back through the history of sexuality in Britain since the 16th century in order to reach the 1990s.  In this nuanced account of the cultural limits of the `held' ideas about gay identity, Oscar Wilde stands-in as the alter-icon of a purported cultural transgression, as progenitor of imaginative new possibilities.  (Copyright © 1998-2004 Alibris.)
Alan Sinfield: A.Sinfield@sussex.ac.uk.  ARTS B 374, Falmer, Brighton, BN1 9QN.  Telephone Numbers Internal: 8645 or 7303.  UK:  01273 678645 or 01273 877303.  International: +44 1273 678645 or +44 1273 877303.
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· Professor Sinfield's Theoretical Affiliation: Cultural Materialism - In order to understand the theoretical context in which Prof. Sinfield works, it is helpful to understand that school of critical theory with which he is usually intellectually and historically identified: Cultural Materialism.
· Cultural Materialism Defined: A materialist analysis of culture—in other words, an exploration of the influence of material things on cultural phenomena.  Materialist analysis is inspired by Marx, who insisted on the importance of material means of production and rejected idealist aesthetics.  As Raymond Williams put it in "Culture is Ordinary" (1958), "A culture must finally be interpreted in relation to its underlying system of production."  However, Williams and other cultural materialists have also challenged many commonplaces of Marxist criticism, particularly Marx's notion of a material base and a cultural superstructure.  Williams, for instance, argues that Marxism makes culture secondary to material processes, when in fact it should recognize that culture is itself material.  (A Glossary of Literary and Rhetorical Terms by Jack Lynch)

· What Cultural Materialists Do (Beginning Theory by Peter Barry)

1. Read the literary text (very often a Renaissance play) in such a way as to enable us to recover its histories, that is, the context of exploitation from which it emerged.
2. Foreground those elements in the work's present transmission and contextualizing which caused those histories to be lost in the first place, (for example, the 'heritage' industry's packaging of Shakespeare in terms of history-as-pageant, national bard, cultural icon, and so on).
3. Use a combination of Marxist and feminist approaches to the text, especially in order to do the first of these (above), and in order to fracture the previous dominance of conservative social, political, and religious assumptions in Shakespeare criticism in particular.
4. Use the technique of close textual analysis, but often employ structuralist and post-structuralist techniques, especially to mark a break with the inherited tradition of close textual analysis within the framework of conservative cultural and social assumptions.
5. Work mainly within traditional notions of the canon, because writing about more obscure texts hardly ever constitutes an effective political intervention (for instance, in debates about the school curriculum or national identity).
· Key Figures: Raymond Williams, Jonathan Goldberg, Stephen Greenblatt, Jonathan Dollimore, and Alan Sinfield.
· Key Texts: "Culture is Ordinary" (1958) by Raymond Williams / James I and the Politics of Literature: Jonson, Shakespeare, Donne, and Their Contemporaries (1983) by Jonathan Goldberg / Renaissance Self-fashioning (1984) and Shakespearean Negotiations (1988) by Stephen Greenblatt / Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident Reading (1992) by Alan Sinfield / Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural Materialism (1994) edited by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield.
· Background, Origins, and Definitions Associated with Cultural Materialism: post-structuralism, deconstruction, discourse, language, Marxism, and academic disaffection in the 1980s.
· Key Concepts: text as context; context as text; the textuality of history and the historicity of texts.
· Some Examples: Greenblatt on Spenser; the sonnet and the social order; Renaissance drama and cross-dressing.
· Tracing Historical Sources of Cultural Materialism - Economics, Adam Smith (1723-1790), the Industrial Revolution (c. 1750-1880), Karl Marx, Western Marxism, Antonio Gramsci, the Frankfurt School, Jurgen Habermas, Fredric Jameson, Post-Marxism, Cultural Materialism, and New Historicism.  (Source: Introducing Critical Theory by Stuart Sim and Borin Van Loon, 2001.)
· Cultural Materialism Is Associated with New Historicism - New historicism perceives historical periods as power struggles that leave their marks on the artistic productions of the times.  While new historicists tend to explain artistic productions as the results of political systems and the ideologies of those structures, cultural materialists, on the other hand, recognize culture as the preeminent material of history, political trends, and social movements.  Question: Does this mean that new historicists understand culture by the political/economic systems that affect it, while cultural materialists ponder the political/economic systems that produce culture?  (Dr. Morgan: HELP!)

Notes by Don Gerz on
"Cultural Materialism, Othello, and the Politics of Plausibility"(1992) by Alan Sinfield
(Chapter II of Sinfield's Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident Reading.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992.  http://ark.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/ft3199n7t4/.)
[Also, found on pp. 804-826 of Literary Theory: An Anthology (1998) edited by Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan.]
Part 1 - INTRODUCTION (pp. 804-806) - In this section, the argument is stated: Iago's story (discourse) works, not because he is cunning, but because his lies perfectly mirror the presumptions, assumptions, and prejudices of a Venetian culture that sees blacks as exotic, inferior to whites, ignorant, barbaric, and prone to revert to type.  "As Ania Loomba puts it, 'Othello moves from being a colonized subject existing on the terms of white Venetian society and trying to internalize its ideology, towards being marginalized, outcast and alienated from it in every way until he occupies his...position as its other'" (806).  Even Othello resigns himself to this perception of himself because he is engulfed by the overpowering ideology of Venice's political, economic, and cultural elite---a society that uses him for his prowess as a general, yet is unwilling to include him as a member in good standing of its "in-crowd."  As Althusser would put it, Othello is interpolated by the state as a savage, and he eventually answers its powerful call.  Iago's stratagems work, not because of his ingenuity, but because his lies are "plausible" and "sensible" to the Venetians and even (tragically) to Othello himself (806).  Sinfield refers to the underlying cultural material that Iago exploits (and of which Othello is victim) as "the politics of plausibility."
Part 2 - THE PRODUCTION OF IDEOLOGY (pp. 806-809) - In this section, Sinfield notes that societies must produce ideologies that will maintain production of a great many things.  Not only do societies need to produce food, energy, and goods to trade; they also need to produce "understandings" of "a system of social relationships" that keep the whole process producing everything from pork bellies to political systems (806).  Ideological potency arises from its ability to make what is happening around us seem like a plausible account (story/discourse).  Potent ideology is that which produces the greatest degree of plausibility.  Although ideology is produced at all points of the cultural spectrum, nowhere is it more powerful than in the stories (discourses) of the powerful elite.  The discourses of the elite sound more plausible than explanations (stories) of those who have been marginalized (as Othello has).  Stories of the marginalized sound suspicious, while the discourses of those who speak (or appear to speak) within the ideological wheelhouse of the powerbase (Lodovico, Brabantio, and just about everyone but Othello) sound uncannily reasonable, obvious, and full of common sense.  Sinfield suggests that Othello kills himself because he cannot reconcile his barbaric nature (by Venetian standards) with the ideal of the "civilized" (sic) man Venice purports to produce.  (Remember, Othello himself tragically believes the prevailing ideology of the Venetian state he serves like a magnificent...slave.)
Part 3 - STRUCTURE AND INDIVIDUALS (pp. 809-811) - This section begins with a crucial quote by Marx and Engels from The German Ideology: "The class which has the means of material production...has control...over the means of mental production" (809).  (The underlining and boldfacing are mine.)  Groups with material power will control institutions that traffic in ideas (809).  Sinfield asks, "If we come to consciousness with the power structures that sustain the social order, how can we conceive, let alone organize, resistance? (809).  "The essentialist-humanist approach to literature [feminism, for example] and sexual politics" [politics in general?] presumes that the individual is the locus of "truth and meaning," but the source of the consciousness of individuals who produce ideas is in fact the power structure that produces still more structures that define and entrap individuals (810).
Part 4 - ENTRAPMENT AND FAULTLINES (pp. 812-814) - The "entrapment model of ideology and power" is that which occurs when "maneuvers that seem designed to challenge the system help to maintain it" (812).  Sinfield considers the "faultlines" that continually erupt between weakening ideologies and fresh power waiting (sometimes literally!) in the wings.  Three examples of these faultlines are: 1.) Essex's rebellion in 1601 against the aging and weak Queen Elizabeth; 2.) Gen. Douglas MacArthur's attempt to supercede President Truman's constitutional authority during the Korean War; and 3.) Macbeth's assassination of King Duncan (813).  Sinfield also refers to Henry V as a "magical resolution of this faultline by presenting the legitimate king as the triumphant war leader" (813).  In this way, the faultline between long-in-the-tooth political structures and the inevitable, dissident forces bent on their usurpation is remedied by a figure that is old yet young and ensconced yet emergent.  Sinfield's argument is that "dissident potential derives ultimately not from essential qualities in individuals...but from conflict and contradiction that the social order inevitably produces within itself, even as it attempts to sustain itself" (814).
Part 5 - DESDEMONA'S DEFIANCE (pp. 814-818) - Sinfield again considers the entrapment model as Desdemona answers her father when he attempts to exert hegemony as a dominating parent and an intimidating member of the city's power elite.  He asks her, "Do you perceive in all this noble company [intimidation], / Where most you owe your obedience [domination]?"  She cleverly uses the inevitably embedded conflict and dissidence that are hidden within the social orders that control her.  By doing so, Desdemona wrests some control from her father and from the political structure of Venice.  She answers that she owes her allegiance to her husband (Othello), just as her own mother owes her allegiance to her husband (Brabantio), Desdemona's father (1.3.179-89)!  The subtle defiance works because she expertly exploits the potential for dissidence within the ideology produced by and for the social structures in which she was born, lives, and will die.
Part 6 - READING DISSIDENCE (pp. 818-822) - Sinfield holds that textual analysis (a favorite critical tool of cultural materialists) readily demonstrates "dissidence being incorporated" into existing structures because it operates in direct reference "to dominate structures" (818).  He notes, as Giddens observes, that the correlation "of resistance and control are systemic" (819).  He invokes Foucault to stress that resistance is plural and "spread over time and space at varying densities" instead of a "great Refusal" (819).  Sinfield uses dissident instead of subversive because, although dissident appears at first glance to be the weaker of the two terms, it is actually stronger because it is more likely to avoid the entrapment model as noted above (820).  He implores that texts of the "traditional canon" and the productions of those texts be explored in terms of the political and social elements at play when they were written, noting that "the more persuasive the writing, the greater its potential for political intervention (821).  Sinfield concludes his essay by stating, "A cultural materialist practice will review the institutions that retell the Shakespeare stories, and will attempt also self-consciousness about its own situation within those institutions.  We need not just to produce different readings but to shift the criteria of plausibility" (822).
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