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Jonathan Gil Harris examines the origins of modem discourses of social
pathology in Elizabethan and Jacobean medical and political writing.
Plays, pamphlets, and political treatises of this period display an increas-
ingly xenophobic tendency to attribute England’s ills to “foreign bodies”
such as Jews, Catholics, and witches; at the same time, however, they
assume that such groups’ allegedly “poisonous” features might also be
made to serve a medicinal function within the body politic. Harris shows
that both ideas share common ground with Paracelsus’s pharmacy,
which includes the notion that poison has a medicinal power. The emerg-
ence of these paradigms in early modern English political thought signals
adecisive shift from Galenic humoral tradition and anticipates twentieth-
century politico-medical discourses of “infection” and “containment”,
which, like their early modern predecessors, mystify the domestic origins
of social conflict and the operations of political authority.
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Since the 1970s there has been a broad and vital reinterpretation of the
nature of literary texts, a move away from formalism to a sense of
literature as an aspect of social, economic, political and cultural history.
While the earliest New Historicist work was criticised for a narrow and
anecdotal view of history, it also served as an important stimulus for
post-structuralist, feminist, Marxist and psychoanalytical work, which in
turn has increasingly informed and redirected it. Recent writing on the
nature of representation, the historical construction of gender and of the
concept of identity itself, on theatre as a political and economic phenom-
enon and on the ideologies of art generally, reveals the breadth of the
field. Cambridge Studies in Renaissance Literature and Culture is design-
ed to offer historically oriented studies of Renaissance literature and
theatre which make use of the insights afforded by theoretical perspec-
tives. The view of history envisioned is above all a view of our own
history, a reading of the Renaissance for and from our own time.
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Note on the text
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