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Preface

The following study on the question of self-consciousness
owes its existence to a twofold impulse. The first one is rooted,
as is so often the case, in the contemporary critical debate of
Romantic studies that concerns itself with the status of Romantic
language and with valid methods of interpretation. For a good
number of readers of Romantic poetry, the recognition of an "irre-
ducible excess of the syntactic over the semantic" (Derrida)
entails, with varying degrees of inevitability, the endorsement of
a perfofmative model of the text., While the result, an exception~
ally close and careful analysis of Romantic texts has been rather
compelling for me (this being my first "impulse"), its exclusive
focus on linguistic structures continues to trouble me, What
seems lost by such analysis, despite all the efforts to relate
back to one another the poem's performative and thematic func-
tions, is the question concerning the agency that feels compelled
to produce poetry, particularly a poetry as fraught with misgiv~
ings and an alternately obscure or evasive semantics as can be
found in Wordsworth's and Shelley's narrative poetry.

Hence the second impulse that informs the subsequent read-
ings, aims at complementing the, in my view, too exclusive focus
on the structure of Romantic texts with an analysis regarding
their function. In order to speak about this "function" wvithout
once again presupposing the intentional and semantic stability of
the subject (which would unjustly ignore the valuable perspectives

of the "performative" model), we have to re-pose the question



concerning the subject or agency the produces the poetic text.
Particularly in English Romanticism, the subject of poetic text-
production is closely related to, though far from identical with,
the "subject" of the poetic text itself. That poetry goes to the
very core of the self-constitution of the subject is evinced, in
the case of Wordsworth, by an often compulsive process of poetic
composition, revision and repetition., The problematic that gener-
ates such poetic production is, however, as often shrouded by the
defensive or evasive semantics of Wordsworth's narrative as it
gains distinctness.,

Yet where, for Wordsworth, the poetic effect springs ultim-
ately from "unknown causes," the discourses of German Idealism
appear more inclined--often to the detriment of their systematic
interests and their rigidly conceptual idiom--to inquire into the
elusive nature of such causes., In the most general terms, the
problematic to which Romantic narrative responds (and here its
function and its structure begin to interact) concerns the self-
constitution of the subject. By the name of self-consciousness,
both the German Idealists and the English Romantics address a
highly volatile paradigm, one marked by an indelible "lesion,"
which we may provisionally describe as its inability to provide,

for itself, the conditions for its required unity. Much of the

subsequent theoretical analysis is thus devoted to tracing, with
the greatest possible precision, the exact nature of this lesion,
its modes of manifestation, and especially its consequences for
language and presentation.

As I seek to demonstrate, the inability of self-consciousness



to produce, from its own resources, the conditions for its purpor-
ted, or at least desired, unity results in the "supplementation"
(as Schleiermacher calls it) of this defect with a model of
languége as a productive force., The complex structure of Romantic
language, that is, originates in response to a fundamental crisis
that has begun to erode the purely inward paradigm of the subject
which the Romantics inherited from the eighteenth century., 1In
this sense, it may also be time to reopen for current Romantic
studies the somewhat forgotten question concerning the "function"
of poetry. The following analyses attempt to think, in some
detail, a middle—groun& between a traditignal, often phenomeno-
logical mode of inquiry and the recent, much more skeptical, focus
on the performative tensions that inhere in Romantic narrative.

As the equally suggestive, and as I believe complementary, argu-
ments of the German Idealists and the English Romantics shall
evince, there is yet much unexplored theoretical space in Romant-
icism. Somewhere in that space, as Schleiermacher and Wordsworth,
each in their own unique idiom, suggest, we may be able to con-
ceive of self-consciousness as irreducibly dependent on a language
that continues to resist interpretation (thus unleashing an often
obsessive process of revision) without, therefore, reducing self-
censciousness to a mere effect of language.

Many thanks are due to Professors Carol Jacobs, Henry
Sussman, and Rodolphe Gasche, and Susan Eilenberg from SUNY at
Buffalo, and to Professor Albert Wlecke from the University of
California at Irvine for their valuable and patient comments on my

argument. The writing of this dissertation was also greatly aided



by a fellowship from the Charlotte W. Newcombe Foundation. A
somevwhat briefer version of chapter 1 appeared in Studies in
Romanticism (Winter 1987), and a slightly altered version of

chapter 3 is forthcoming at the Journal of the History of Ideas

(1989). Most of all I wish to thank my wife, Olga L. Valbuena,
who between her own work has always found a "timely utterance"
that would renew my hope that the goal of my dissertation was
closer than, perhaps, it can ever be in an essay on the Romantic
period.

Buffalo, September 1988,



CHAPTER 1

Romantic Studies and the Question of the Subject



a) Securing the Subject: Paradigms and Crises of Romantic Studies.
The study of literature, including the study of European
Romanticism, has generally accepted without much ado a circularity
according to which readers must necessarily commit themselves to a

set of basic concepts in order to delineate that which is to be
investigated. Regardless of whether one accepts this hermeneutic
circle grudgingly as a vicious reminder of certain inescapable
limitations or as a structure capable of constructive manipula-
tion, it appears that even those theorists who oppose the more
traditional, hermeneutic modes of reading generally do not believe
that such a proleptic commitment can be altogether circumvented,
The troubled conscience which often coincides with the need to
make some proleptic conceptual commitment about one's "field" and
the "issues" at stake, seems to have been alleviated recently in
that the interelation between the cognitive and the rhetorical has
been radically reassessed, Specifically American "deconstruction"
has disputed the possibility of an equilibrium between the
linguistic and the cognitive--a thesis laboriously maintained by
philosophical hermeneutics--to the point that the rhetorical
appears as the quicksand rather than as the foundation of the

1 Thus one of the most prominent exponents of “decon-

cognitive.
struction" in America, the late Paul de Man, discusses some

implications of this shift within the paradigm of literary theory
itself when, in his essay "The Resistance to Theory," he contends

that "as long as it remains grounded in grammar, any theory of

language, including a literary one, does not threaten what we hold



to be the underlying principle of all cognitive and aesthetic
linguistic syrsl:ems."2

According to de Man, the study of literature and particularly
the study of European Romanticism are largely characterized by the
overly rigorous application of "cognitive and aesthetic "systems"
which themselves relied on a what he calls a grammatical and
logical paradigm of language. This tradition, whose Aristotelian
origins were perpetuated through the medieval Trivium, is
responsible for what de Man criticizes as the "totalizing (and
potentially totalitarian" theoretical resistance to "language
itself or to the possibility that language contains factors or
functions that cannot be reduced to intuition" [RT, 13]. De Man's
argument suggests that if as readers we inevitably depend on
certain basic concepts, that is, remain caught in a hermeneutic
circle of some form, then these concepts invite their ceaseless
allegorical inversion rather than being systematized as symbols of
a theoretical closure and totalization. While it may be left open
at this point whether the textual diversity which traditional
modes of reading seek to reduce is as much an "en~tropy" as de Man
contends, it certainly appears a more sensible procedure for
criticism to "con-figure" its own basic concepts with the literary
texts in question rather than vice-versa.

Probably no concept remains more questionable in the study of
Romanticism than that of the "subjectivity," and in what follows,
I hope to show that the Romantic quest for self-constitution
within expressive language goes deeper than the diverse critical

paradigms of "subjectivity" against which the poetry of Coleridge
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Wordsworth and the later Romantics has been measured thus far,
Even though most readers of Romantic poetry in general, and of an
autobiographical poem like Wordsworth's Prelude in particular,
have shown little trouble in deciding on a certain paradigm of the
"subject," the theoretical conditions of possibility for such a
commitment have remained largely unexamined. As shall be seen,
the investigation of the presuppositions which ground critical
concepts, such as the formulaic "poetic I" or its phenomenological
heir, a poetic (self-)consciousness, is worthwhile. For not only
does the quest of the "subject" in Romantic poetry reveal itself
to most readers increasingly as the quest for a subject, but this
very recognition, once again, tends to undermine the readers' own
interpretations as they seek to assign meaning to the poem on the
basis of a self-identical and transparent "poetic subject,"

As Paul de Man poses the question: "Can we not suggest
(+« .« ) that the autobiographical project may itself produce and
determine the l1ife, and that whatever the writer does is in fact
governed by the technical demands of self-portraiture and thus
determined, in all its aspects, by the resources of his medium?"3
That is, the question of whether "the referent determine[s] the
figure" or vice versa essentially coincides with the question
concerning the decidability of rhetorical structures as such.
With respect to the interpretation of literature, especially of
Romantic autobiographical poetry, a "thematic" reading--if still
purposeful--would thus be possible only once the question
concerning the status of the subject, including its relation to

language, has already been decided. Extending de Man's argument,
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it may be said that a thematic reading which refers linguistic
structures (as predicates of a subject) via grammar to thematic
categories, such as, history, politics, religion or aesthetics,
inevitably reveals its affiliation with an Aristotelian logic, on
which grammar has traditionally been patterned,

The inauguration of subjectivity, however, may prove more
than can be left to logic. To the extent that a specific subject
may be grounded in the very rhetorical structures which it is
supposed to coordinate as the thematic continuum of Romantic
autobiography, its status definitely seems problematic. The mere
ideation of it as an intrinsically self-transparent entity imputes
to the basic concept of subjectivity a permanence which seems to
be incompatible with the rhetorical complexity of "its" represen-
tation in Romantic poetry. Being posited as self-evident critical
concepts, figures such as the "poetic I" or self-consciousness
already assume the intrinsic decidability of the inherent referen-
tial structure of texts, that is, reflect a set of highly mechani-
cal assumptions about liter;ry "meaning" in its more traditional
and somewhat gratuitous sense.%

Still, the question concerning the Romantic subjectivity and
the conditions of possibility for any notion of a "poetic subject"
is certainly not sufficiently motivated by simply suspending any
notion of subjectivity and/or literary meaning whatsoever. It
appears equally gratuitous to insist on the factual existence of a
transparent subject or to dispute its existence, as either proced-
ure already implies a certain understanding of what is meant by a

"subject." Indeed, we have to ask whether and to what extent
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"subjectivity" is really a basic concept in study of Romanticism,
and what exactly is problematic about it. In short, through what
movements do we "secure" rather than "invent" the issue, and to
what extent does "subjectivity" indeed constitute the core of the
entire problematic?

One of the first not only to point out the importance of the
basic concepts by means of which we proleptically delineate the
horizon of our respective "field" of inquiry, but also to insist
on the necessity for a careful analysis of these concepts was
Martin Heidegger. The question of Being in Being and Time, as the
"Introduction" explicitly states, originates in response to a
widespread crisis of basic concepts (Grundbegriffe) in the
empirical and historical sciences, If, as Heidegger subsequently
argues, "the level which a science has is determined by how far it
is capable of a crisis in its basic concepts,”" then to what extent
can we claim that the "basic concept" of subjectivity undergoes
some crisis, and what are the symptoms of such a crisis.” Is not
the determination of the basic concept itself and hence that of
its alleged crisis simply gratuitous? If the inquiry into the
allegedly problematic category of the "Romantic subject" shall
amount to more than just another conceptual trend, we must secure
this "theme" properly, that is, as the veritable origin of a
certain crisis.

In order, then, to assure that the category of "subjectivity"
is more than a phantom-issue, it may be helpful to review some
representative interpretations of Wordsworth, whose poetry many

readers view to be particularly concerned with the question of
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self-constitution. At first glance at Wordsworth's reception-
history reveals a considerable instability of those concepts by
means of which readers sought to map out what they perceived to be
his fundamental themes. Since the publication of E. D, Hirsch's
Wordsworth and Schelling and Geoffrey Hartmann's comprehensive
study of Wordsworth's poetry, Wordsworth-criticism has drawn from
conceptual backgrounds as disparate as German Idealism (Hirsch), a
certain conception of phenomenology (Hartmann, and the early de
Man), and "Deconstruction" (the later de Man, Timothy Bahti,
Cynthia Chase, Eugenio Donato and others). Yet rather than poin-
ting to an ongoing debate on this matter, the diverse conceptions
for the Wordsworthian "subject" point to the lack of criteria by
means of which we might hope to establish a paradigm of subjectiv-
ity adequate to an epoch as complex as Romanticism. Heidegger,
too, notes the obscure and elusive nature of "basic concepts" when
observing that the revision of basic concepts is complicated by
the fact that "the real 'movement' of the sciences takes place in
a more or less radical revision of its basic concepts which is not
transparent to itself" [BT, 29; my emphasis].6

Such an opaqueness, then, implies for our proposed review of
Wordsworth-readings, that the question of subjectivity will most
likely not constitute the topic of the respective critic.
Instead, the reexamination of three exemplary interpretations of
Wordsworth will have to show where a given argument about a poem
generates involuntarily those tensions and contradictions within
its own critical vocabulary as require a rethinking of the concept

of the subject. Conversely, such a review, besides its potential
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to facilitate a deeper understanding of the Romantic conception of
subjectivity, may also help to cast new light on what thus far
have been discussed as specific "themes" for the Wordsworthian
"subject." Accepting for now de Man's objections to a reduction
of the linguistic to intuition. the recurrent loci classici of
Romanticism studies--such as the relation of a "poetic subject" to
its imagination,' its transcendence of "mere nature," its relation
to temporality, and concerns with spiritual or political freedom--
may prove to more than the "thematic prepccupations" for a trans-
parent and self-identical subject. For, besides assuming the
decidability of verbal figures from the outset, the concept of a
"theme" also presupposes the continuity of verbal structures as
themes., Yet such continuity seems to depend precisely on the
possibility of a self-identical subject which is fully in control
of its semantic intentions.
II

At least in the case of Wordsworth studies, the rapid succes-
sion of different critical approaches seems to have been initiated
by Earl R. Wasserman's landmark article on the English Romantics
which constitutes one of the first concentrated efforts to articu-
late fundamental epistemological issues as they surface in much
English Romantic poetry.7 While a discussion of older trends in
Wordsworth criticism-~still a tempting and worthwhile task--would
lead us too far afield at this moment, an examination of Wasser-
man's article proves a particularly instructive starting point for
our concerns. Wasserman opens by pointing to the conceptual

crisis which haunts the study of Romanticism, a crisis that--
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