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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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herein Wasserman follows the stern admonition of Arthur Lovejoy--
allegedly roots in that perilous term "Romanticism" itself. The
"vicious" hermeneutic circle according to which "the word [Roman-
ticism] must stand for something real prior to our isolation of
that something" [ER, 17] is sidestepped by Wasserman in a rather
archetypal manner: he gives his subject proper names, assuring at
the same time its logical unity through the grammar of the
singular 'is': "My subject, then, is Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats,
and Shelley" [p. 17, my emphasis]. After a brief, yet concise
analysis of the pervasive disinterest and negligence which charac-
terized the attitude of most 18th Century poetry toward questions
of epistemology, Wasserman proceeds to articulate the fundamental
Romantic concerns with this issue:
What Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, and Shelley chose to
confront more centrally and to a degree unprecedented in
English literature is a nagging problem in their
literary culture: How do subject and object meet in a
meaningful relationship? By what means do we have a
significant awareness of the world? [ER, 22]

Most of what needs to be said about Wasserman here is
contained in the two questions that he poses. First, Wasserman
conceives of the basic issue of Romanticism, or rather of the four
Romantics, as an epistemological issue, a decision which causes
him to remain within a certain subject-object dichotomy that has
characterized almost all epistemological systems in the history of
Western thought. Wasserman's own rhetoric allows "world" to

become an manifest only as an "awareness of" on part of a
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transparent, quasi Husserlian, consciousness; that is, he relies
from the outset on the self-presence (in an exclusively inward,
mentalistic sense) of consciousness; such an inwardness, which
according to Wasserman is the proper ground for all consciousness,
serves as his paradigm of subjectivity. To the extent that he
does not specify the origins of this "awareness," that is, does
not elaborate his paradigm of phenomenality (Associationism, a
Kantian a priori?) Wasserman remains caught in the very dualism
which haunted Coleridge and by extension a Wordsworth so persist-
ently., Being merely the correlate of successive intentionali-
ties, Wasserman's subject seems to lack any unity whatsoever,
diffused, as it were, into the various natural phenomena which it
happens to encounter, Wasserman's casual aside that "of course
epistemologies involve ontologies" [ER, 22] betrays his awareness
of certain foundations which provide such an epistemological sub~-
ject with its necessary unity; yet the remark also indicates that
for Wasserman consciousness is by definition something reified, a
quasi substantive unity that is essentially transparent to it-
self,8

It can be noted that Wasserman almost exclusively selects the
"philosophical" passages from Wordsworth's poetry which for him
are essentially rhetorical recuperations of reflexivity. Such
moments of reflexivity, as Meyer Abrams was to point out shortly
after Wasserman's article, usually follow a certain experience.9
The interpretation of Wordsworth's poetry as a sustained expres-
sion of self-reflexivity, however, implies a seamless transition

between linguistic structures and those of consciousness, while
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also positing a continuous eidos prior to and outside of any
discursive manifestation. While it has been widely argued that in
the "experience" which Meyer Abrams' dual structure of the
"Greater Romantic Lyric" preordains to "reflection," the
18th Century epistemological commonplace of a material "outside
world" of objects becomes undermined or at least transformed.
Wasserman's reading of Wordsworth betrays a reluctance to assess
the conditions of possibility for a "poetic subject" with the same
scrutiny.lo

The premise of a continuous and transparent subject which
remains strictly separate from the objects of its "awareness"
eventually leads up to a certain tension within Wasserman's own
rhetoric: he concludes his interpretation of Wordsworth's ode "To
a Highland Girl" with the somewhat oxymoronic observation that
"subject is affected by object and yet is unrelated to it" [ER,
23]. To the extent that Wasserman views the subject as an inten-
tionality ("awareness of . . . ), the observation that it remains
unrelated to its (intentional) object would call into doubt his
paradigm of subjectivity altogether. At the same time, however,
the mere fact of poetic expression seems to reconstitute an
"affective" relation between a consciousness and an other that
would hinge on a certain form of subjectivity. The paradeox of a
relation and non-relation already suggests the possibility that
the original consciousness of experience and the subject of poetic
representation might not be entirely identical.

As has been noted, Wasserman's retention of the proto-

Hegelian triad of perception / memory / imagination assumes an
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essentially transparent eidos as the paradigm of subjectivity.ll
At first sight, the paradox of a subject "affected and yet unre-
lated"--rendering equally obscure both the foundations of subject
and its world--seems to be little more than a slight rhetorical
tremor in Wasserman's otherwise so rigorous conceptual system.
However, as long as the rhetorical structures of the poetic text

are not examined as the potential foundation of the subject, the

intricate figural structure of Romantic language may intrude as
the "ontology" of the subject (which Wasserman dispenses with so
quickly) thus threatening to cause a repeated caving~in of the
very ground on which notions of the poetic subject are based. The
problematic conclusion of Wasserman's interpretation suggests that
without an analysis of the rhetorical dimension of a posited
subject, the "grounds of knowledge" are likely to suffer repeated-
ly from such landslides.
III
In 1964, Geoffrey H, Hartman published his second study of

Wordsworth's poetry (following his 1954 book The Unmediated

Vision).12 Due to its at the time rather innovative vocabulary,
Hartman's book was instantly recognized as a major event not only
for the study of Wordsworth but for that of Romantic poetry in
general, A good starting point for the intended limited discus-
sion of Hartman's approach--for we are only concerned with shifts
in the conceptual frame as they may emerge from Hartman's reading
of Wordsworth--may be a brief passage from his "Retrospect" (first
inclﬁded in the 1971 edition) where Hartman reflects on his inten-

tions and methodological premises: "What I did, basically, was to
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describe Wordsworth's "consciousness of consciousness. Everything
else--psychology, epistemology, relig-ious ideas, politics~--was
subordinated, If that is phenomenolog-ical procedure, so be it"
[WP, XII].

The major change in Wordsworth and Romanticism studies
evinced by Hartman's work involves the question of temporality.
As is well known, Hartman interprets Wordsworth's poetry as a
rhetoric of analepse, poetry of the "after-image" which, according
to Hartman, constitutes an attempt on part of the poet's
consciousness to compensate for his incapacity to "sustain the
encounter with imagination.," Hartman realizes that the
traditionally assumed synchrony of a certain subject-object oppo-
sition--as exemplified by Wasserman's study of the "English
Romantics"--cannot do justice to the question of temporality which
is so intrinsic to Wordsworth's poetry; hence he interprets the
poetic imagination as a "supervening consciousness." In the
course of consciousness' progressive dissociation from nature, the
imagination reveals itself increasingly as the major index of the
subject's profound solitude. Hence, so Hartman, the imagination
"stands closer to death than to life" [WP, 17]. As an attempt to
retreat from temporality, which discloses itself most radically in
a death-like solitude that accompanies the moments of imagination,

the poem presents itself as the alternative (a via naturaliter

negativa). It is designed to restore or preserve the integrity of
a self which--"waylaid" by imagination--had encountered its lack
of foundation. With this thesis, Hartman radicalized earlier

interpretations which had already pointed to the issue of
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temporality in Wordsworth's poetry.13

However, according to Hartman, the imagination not only dis-
closes the intrinsic temporality of consciousness--in the threat
of mortality--but it simultaneously presents the soul "at the
height of its freedom" [WP, 41]. It is precisely this dual pheno-
menal import of death and freedom which, as evidence for the
"intrusion" of the imagination, points to a latent tension within
Hartman's conception of the subject as "self-consciousness.," With
freedom and mortality simultaneously serving as its phenomenal
index, the "imagination" constitutes at once the possibility and
impossibility of an integral subject, Being Hartman's dominant
issue, the imagination confronts his notion of consciousness with
the simultaneous presence of that which permits (freedom) and that
which denies (death) such a phenomenological paradigm of subjecti-
vity. Hartman's interpretation of the imagination in Wordsworth's
poetry as a "supervening consciousness" fails to take into consid-
eration that the imagination simultaneously brings to the fore the
positive and negative condition of possibility~-freedom and death
~-for consciousness itself,

Hartman contains this potential threat which the imagination
poses to his paradigm of subjectivity (i.e., to consciousness) by
addressing the imagination only after the fact of "consciousness"
has already been established. Indeed, once "this shrinking away
from visionary subjects" on the part of the poet is interpreted as

a via naturaliter negativa, this very threat of "apocalypse" and
ral negat

mortality actually guarantees, as a pattern, the ultimate identity

and continuity of the subject. In this respect, Hartman's concept
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of consciousness remains "grounded" in the Cartesian episteme of
"permanence" which in this case manifests itself precisely in the
sustained attempt (a via negativa) of consciousness to escape from
discontinuity.14 Thus the threat of imagination, of mortality
remains a psychological (rather than ontological) crisis of an
essentially reified "poetic" consciousness-of-self. Rather than
being interpreted as the rhetorical ground of the subject's onto-
logical crisis, Wordsworth's poetry is still read as the narrative
vehicle for the redemption of consciousness. To the extent that
he formalizes this threat as the pattern of the via naturaliter
negativa, Hartman not only corroborates the continuity of his
poetic consciousness, but simultaneously unifies his own argument
as well.

The temporalized and hierarchized concept of "consciousness"
which Hartmann sees respond time and again to the threat of the
"supervening consciousness" of imagination, has clear priority
over any textual memento mori, "apocalypse" or the like. Seen as
a merely psychological crisis, the imagination's "supervening
consciousness"” remains ultimately a derivative and belated modifi-
cation of an already personalized "consciousness.” Hence Hartmann
can analyze this "consciousness of consciousness" as an essential-
ly logical and reflexive structure whose rhetorical manifestations
still permit their sublation into the theoretical domain of
grammar and phenomenology. On this occasion, it should also be
pointed out that--conspicuous terminological affinities with
Hegel's phenomenological dialectics notwithstanding~-the frequent

classification of Hartman's readings as all overly Hegelian, rests
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on a misconception of Hegel's dialectics. Death, for Hegel,
constitutes a moment through which consciousness must pass for the
sake of the self-explication of the absolute within it. As Hegel
puts it:
Death, if that is what we want tocall this non-actual-~-
ity, is of all things the most dreadful, and to hold
fast what is dead requires the greatest strength,
(+..) But the life of Spirit is not the life that
shrinks from death and keeps itself untouched by devas-
tation, but rather the life that endures it and main-
tains itself in it. It wins its truth only when, in
utter dismemberment, it finds itself.15
By contrast, Hartman sees the poet's "consciousness" retreat
from the "apocalyptic pitch" of the imagination precisely because
it wishes to preserve a self-identity which it considers to be
permanent. Unlike in Hegel's phenomenology, this integrity is not
established through a "dialectical movement" in time, but seeks to
preserve itself in the face of any imminent discontinuity. Thus,
throughout Hartman's interpretation, death does not constitute a
structural part in the progressive unfolding of consciousness but
remains instead its fatal other. A consciousness which is
concerned with preserving the continuity of a purported selfhood
rather than with the dialectical foundation of that quality
remains essentially Cartesian,
Hartman, in fact, may have intuited that his reading with its
ultimate restoration of a self-present and rhetorically

transparent consciousness was more "Cartesian" than the intrinsic
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temporality and a simulténeously liberating and annihilating imag-
ination seemed to allow. By the time that he writes his
"Retrospect," Hartman's basic concept, consciousness, has of
course received much critical attention from the schools of Struc-
turalism and Post-Structuralism which then had just begun to
reshape American literary studies. It is probably due to these
changes that Hartman concedes the following at the end of his
"Retrospect 1971":
Perhaps Wordsworth never did emerge to an assured sense
of self or a decisive poetry. There is something
peculiar in the way his text corrupts itself: the fresh-
ness of earlier versions is dimmed by scruples and
qualifications, by revisions that usually overlay rather
than deepen insight. I should have paid some attention

to this problem but was more interested, I now see, in

theintegrity of the mind than in that of the single
poem. [WP, XVII, my emphasis]
IV
The most significant transformation of the paradigm of
subjectivity within the study of Romanticism involves essentially
the substitution of structures of consciousness by structures of
language. A recent collection of essays under the title Romanti-

16-~a conscious attempt to supercede Harold

cism and Language
Bloom's 1971 collection Romanticism and Consciousness--reflects
this change, which Paul de Man characterizes rather succinctly

in his essay "The Resistance to Theory," when he observes that
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the advent of theory, the break that is now so often
being deplored and that sets it aside from literary
history and from literary criticism, occurs with the
introduction of linguistic terminology in the
metalanguage about literature. By linguistic terminolo-
gy is meant a terminology that designates reference
prior to designating the referent and takes into ac-
count, in the consideration of the world, the referen-
tial function of language or, to be somewhat more speci-
fic, that considers reference as a function of language
and not necessarily as an intuition. [RT, 8]
In close adherence to Paul de Man's definition of literary
theory and to his understanding of reading as an allegorical
process, Timothy Bahti has recéhtly interpreted some three pas-

sages from Book I of the The Prelude.l”? Like de Man in his essay

"Autobiography as De-Facement," Bahti too calls into question the
notion of a self or subjectivity which, for him, can no longer be
assumed to control what rhetorical analysis recognizes to be an
infinitely complex structure of rhetorical transferrals within the
poetic text. Observing on Hartman's proposal, in the "Retrospect
1971," of a “general theory linking verbal figures and structures
of consciousness" [WP, XVII], Bahti writes:
I would argue, however, that such a theory--to the
extent that it is implied in this essay--ought not to
presuppose a self whose consciousness would then be
found in some relation to figural language; rather,

structures of language would be the condition of possi-
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bility--if that--for the self and its faculties of
consciousness. [WRT, 99, note 19]

Bahti clearly recognizes and formulates succinctly the neces-
sity to address the question of subjectivity by scrutinizing its
rhetorical dimension. Such an approach no longer posits from the
outset a continuous, self-present and extra-linguistic subject,
that is, does not conceive of consciousness as a reified "inside"
which somehow reproduces its ominous encounters with an "outside"
world in the medium of poetic language. Instead, by reading the
theft scenes of "Book I" of the Prelude "as a sort of prolegomenon
to further interpretation of the textual character and strategy of
Wordsworth's autobiography," Bahti wishes to demonstrate how "the
self is 'produced' by this act [i.e., theft] of appropriation"
[WRT, 88)]. Indeed, so Bahti continues, it is precisely this
trespassing appropriation of specific objects which renders them
"improper:"

What renders them improper could be called the act or
process of figuration, a movement from proper status and
meaning to improper ones. The self is thereby in turn
appropriated, so to speak, into this figural structure,
itself a structure of allegory wherein a thing both is
itself and also signifies or figures something else, an
insubstantial state and meaning. The theft scenes thus
display the self engaging its world and itself in a
rhetorical economy of the proper and the improper, or
literal and figural representations and meanings, the

distinctions of which are always at stake when autobio-
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graphical narrative writes the reading of its own
(self's) text. [WRT, 88-89]

It is tempting to assess Bahti's rhetorical analysis and its
contribution to the issue of subjectivity on its most "proper"
terms, namely, by examining his own rhetoric. In an attempt to
bypass any form of phenomenal realism, Bahti situates the object
in the context of allegory, a state "wherein a thing both is
itself and also signifies or figures something else, an insubstan-
tial state or meaning." Curiously enough, however, the very
notion of "insubstantiality" has functioned throughout much of
Western metaphysics as the distinctive mark of the "soul," that is
as the very ground of unity for specific notions of subjecti-
vity.18 The description of allegory as "an insubstantial state or
meaning” thus aligns what purports to be strictly rhetorical with
the classical topos of subjectivity., Indeed, similar instances of
animazation or personification of rhetorical structures recur with
troubling frequency throughout Bahti's discourse. Thus he argues
in the same passage that the narrative "writes the reading of its
own (self's) text." It is hard not to understand an explanation
thus phrased as a mere inversion of prosopopeia, the "mask-making"
trope which, for Paul de Man, is constitutive of autobiography:
"voice assumes mouth, eye, and finally face, a chain that is

manifest in the etymology of the trope's name, prosopon poein, to

confer a mask or a face (Qrosogon). Prosopopeia is the trope of
autobiography" [AD, 76].
By "writing the reading of its own (self's) text," the

"insubstantial" spirit of allegory increasingly assumes the
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function of a performative agency--a "mask or a face"--that
compells the text's own deconstruction. Bahti's notion of
allegory involuntarily substitutes the illusory figure of a self
qua the performative prosopon of rhetorical readings as such. For
to conceive of the text as the doomed attempt of figuring a self,
that is, as the allegory of a certain figure (prosopopeia),
presupposes the latent self-referentiality of linguistic struc-
tures and an identifiable autos as the center of such auto-
referential processes. By viewing the text's figuration of a self
as a self-referential allegorical process, Bahti essentially
transposes a form of reflexivity--as it was traditionally ascribed
to a phenomenological "consciousness"--into the realm of the
linguistic itself. To reinstate the category of reflexivity gqua
the self-referentiality of the rhetorical remains a diametrical
reversal similar to that of Nietzsche's "overcoming" of
metaphysics and--as any diametrical reversal--fundamentally meta-
physical itself,19 As shall be shown in much greater detail,
Bahti's notion of an "act or process of figuration" already
indicates that the allegorical engagement of consciousness can
never result in the entire dissemination of the assumed agency
into such a figurative text. As Bahti's argument involuntarily
reveals, the self can appear to have been "appropriated into this
figural structure [of allegory]" only because the permanent decon-
struction which is constitutive of allegory is already--as a self-
referential process~-based on a certain permanent autos.

According to Bathi, the text's "rhetorical economy" not only

figures an autobiographical self, but the very figure which
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"produces” such a self (through an "improper" refereatial
process), simultaneously reveals itself also as the allegory of
this produced "self." The text's plot, then, does not lead up to
the ultimate "intuition" of a self-identical, autobiographical
persona but rather to the indefinite (allegorical) suspension
between the figural and the literal, an "insubstantial state and
meaning" which itself permits no sublation into a conceptual
system. However, even such a sceptical reading of the text's own
performance still contains a residue of reflexivity, for to read
the autobiographical text as a performance of its own deconstruc-—
tion presupposes the self-referentiality and thus the "self-
identity" of the respective "figures." Thus a certain unexamined
notion of subjectivity still grounds Bahti's rhetorical analysis
rather than vice versa.

Such a residue of self-reflexivity is furthermore evinced by
the transferral of agencies into rhetorical or simply textual
notions: "It remains for Wordsworth critics to read and understand
how Wordsworth's autobiography writes its way from its initial
projection . . ." [WRT, 87]. The displacement of a self-reflexive
agency into a textual dimension, a common yet problematic gesture
of "deconstructive" readings,20 is particularly evident in Bahti's
main argument, namely, that in the theft scenes "the self
discovers the improper or figural character of natural objects and
their names, and thereby writes into its own allegory, a reflexive
representation of its improper self-signification" [WRT, 95, nmy
emphasis]. Toward the end of his essay, Bahti restates his thesis

according to which the opening book of the Prelude exhibits the
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impossibility of self-signification by way of improper rhetorical

theft of "natural properties."
But this personification-in the literal sense, a
personafication or a persona-fiction, Wordsworth's own
"project" here--is never literal, but always figural,
both as the self metaphorically appropriated and as
nature rhetorically represented and then allegorically
"understood," or at least written as allegory.
Wordsworth's text thus performs a rhetorical writing of
rhetoric that represents the process of persona-fiction
as yielding neither the representation of the object
personified (nature as of human meaning) nor the approp-
riation of the self to be "persona-fied" (Wordsworth as
of human nature), nor even a literal understanding of
the first two consequences, [WRT, 123]

Arguing not only the impossibility of signification--when
understood as a referential act of "appropriation"-- but moreover
the impossibility of "a literal understanding" of such bad news,
Bahti, in his analysis of rhetorical structures, often comes
disturbingly close to attributing the complexity of figural and
"meta-figural" crossings to an agency which itself resembles the
performative in Speech-Act theory. Thus he states that "Words-
worth's text performs a rhetorical writing of rhetoric that
represents . . ." From what has been said so far about the
necessary suspension of the concept of subjectivity, it would
follow that an analysis of rhetorical structures must avoid any

affiliation with theories of the performative which, as has been
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recently suggested, remain involuntarily indebted to positional
axioms in German Idealism, specifically to Fichte's concept of
"positing" (Setzung).21 If the "process of persona-fication" of
which Bahti speaks is attributed to a performative agency, we
would remain trapped once again in what Heidegger, in Being and
Time, refers to as the "reification of consciousness," only that
this time it would occur within a rhetorical terminology.

Bahti, then, not only claims that the rhetoric of the text
demonstrates the impossibility of self-knowledge within a systenm
of metaphoric exchange, but he immediately performs what de Man
calls the "deconstruction to the second degree" by adding that the
text does not "even yield a literal understanding of the first two
consequences." According to de Man, whose model of the rhetorical
informs Bahti's essay much more than is acknowledged, the rhetori-
cal leaves it undecidable whether grammatical structures convey
literal or figural meaning, and whether the latter can be assimi-
lated to a "proper" or merely "improper" meaning., Textual
ambiguity, then, can no longer be contained by "the trope of
classical rhetoric" (de Man), and thus it disrupts not only only
the primary text itself but any logical construct of the reading
process as well,22

It is precisely this dogmatic assertion of the impossibility
of significance that remains troublesome about Bahti's "rhetorical
reading." A reading which considers undecidability as a mere
impasse, as the allegory of a figure whose aspirations to coincide
with its proper meaning are forever doomed to failure, appears

formalistic if we consider that such a failure affects the very
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project of expressive self-coﬂstitution. By contrast, we might
consider this potential undecidability of linguistic structures
itself to be very much invested with significance. To the extent
that it implies a deferral of reference--and we are thus far
looking only at a deferral, not necessarily at what de Man calls
an aporia--the undecidability of linguistic figures is essentially
bound up with the category of temporality. Indeed, beginning with
the typological readings of the Bible, the deferral of a semantic
parousia was understood to be nothing less than constitutive for
the interpretation of written texts. Rather than being formalized
and ultimately all the more contained as an essentially logical
impasse that bears no relation to the intended subject whatsoever,
undecidability--in its very modality of a deferral--opens up what
Heidegger calls the "horizon" of temporality. Within a metaphysi-
cal and Christian matrix--which one cannot simply reverse or
negate--semantic ambiguity and undecidability has never been con-
flated with the complete absence of significance; especially for
the Romantics, the category of temporality becomes significant

precisely through a deferral of reference.
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b) From self-consciousness to ego-consciousness: text-production
and the temporality of self-mediation.

As we ssw, both Wasserman and Hartman based their discussion
of "central" Romantic issues on an implicit concept of subjectivi-
ty. Each of these issues surfaced more or less as derivatives,
often as psychological or aesthetic "options" of sorts on part of
this extra-~textual subject. Hartman's greater sensitivity to the
issue of temporality already foreshadowed the potential threat of
discontinuity to such a subject, a threat which, as he later
realized, he could only avoid by reading consciousness through the
text, and not as a text., Being "more interested (e« o ¢ )in the
integrity of the mind than in that of the single poem," Hartman
could only secure that integrity as an eidetic structure, since
the disruptive rhetoric "of the single poem" itself would no
longer provide a firm ground for a poetic consciousness, With the
beginning of "deconstructionist" and, in a similar vein, "rhetori-
cal" readings, criticism makes for the first time a sustained
effort to suspend the premise of a personified and self-identical
notion of the subject., As a result, the diction of rhetorical
readings displays an ongoing struggle not to attribute a the
poem's own rhetorical performance to an agency which might
resemble concepts such as the "poetic I," "soul," "poet," or
"(self-) consciousness." Instead, questions such as that of the
imagination, temporality and transcendence (as transcendence of
the law, ad objectum, namely, "theft") are now viewed as rhetori-
cal crises, rendering the respective poem "a system of figures and

its deconstruction" [AR, 205] which no longer allows for its
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extra-linguistic totalization.

It appears, then, that the various aporias of Wasserman,
Hartman and of Bahti arise essentially because the very issues at
stake are still understood as derivatives of a subjectivity whose
intrinsic conditions of possibility remain essentially obscure.
For, as we saw, the analysis of certain issues revealed a circu-
larity or paradox precisely when the respective reader would refer
his interpretive findings, as intellectual and linguistic
predicates to a self-identical and transparent subject, Thus
Wasserman's subject is at once "affected and yet unrelated”" by its
other., Likewise, Hartman's interpretation of the imagination as a
supervening modification of consciousness, rests on the paradox
that it is the imagination itself which provides the condition of
possibility ("consciousness at the height of its freedon") and
impossibility (the threat of death) for a unified poetic conscious-
ness in the first place. And even in Timothy Bahti's reading,
despite his attempts to examine rhetorical structures as the
condition of possibility for a subject, a notion of the subject is
reinstated--gua the "insubstantial" prosopon of the allegorical or
performative itself--as the self-identical origin of these struc-
tures,

The complexity of the "issues" which the Romantic subject
encounters, and which it seeks to resolve through the process of
reflection and expression, (what Hartman calls the via

naturaliter negativa), turns out to undermine the very unity of

the subject. In this sense, the imagination, transcendence,

temporality and freedom may reveal themselves-~pending their

-34-



proper and careful analysis--as those conditions which delineate
the possibility of the subject, and which thus necessarily exceed
the scope of the merely thematic. Yet in what sense, one might
ask, is it sensible to invest an issue, such as the imagination
with a significance beyond that of a dominant "theme" for Romantic
autobiography? And what could such a shift in significance
possibly contribute to our understanding of the Romantic texts in
question?

It is in the Critique of Pure Reason, that the imagination is
recognized to have a function which reaches well beyond the merely
psychological or aesthetic capacity of a given subject to
reproduce certain objects or ideas in their absence. While Kant
retains such a "reproductive imagination" as indispensable for
certain cognitive transactions of a subject, there is another
imagination which reveals itself to Kant and his successors as
veritably constitutive of this subject. As is well known, Kant's
explication of the "conditions of possibility for synthetic judg-
ments a priori" involves the harmonious interplay between intui-
tion (Anschauung) and understanding (Verstand). Yet in order to
be receptive to concrete empirical intuitions of objects, one
implicitly takes recourse to what Kant calls the "pure intuitions"
of space and time and the pure concepts of understanding, also

"pure"

known as "notions" or "categories." Still, even on such a
and transcendental level, the question concerning the possibility
of such a synthesis between the sensible and intelligible remains,

a question whose importance reaches beyond a mere philosophical

technicality, for it concerns the very unity gua synthesis of the
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Kantian subject ("transcendental apperception") itself.

In what proves a crucial and critical chapter in the first
Critique, the "transcendental imagination" is introduced as that
"function" which furnishes the necessary unity of the subject
through what Kant calls "schemata." As remains to be seen in
greater detail, it is these inherently non-referential "pure
images" or "monograms"™ of the transcendental imagination which
afford the transcendental consciousness or "apperception" the
needed unity between the faculties of intuition and understanding.,
Being itself subject to no other determining structure or entity
whatsoever, Kant's "transcendental imagination" possesses an as it
were an absolute, ontological freedom.?3 Rather than being a mere
function of a subject, it is this imagination itself which stakes
out the possibility of a unified subject of experience. In this
context, Wasserman's phrase that the subject "is affected by
object and yet unrelated to it" might be understood to be more
than a paradoxical observation on Wordsworth's affective memory.
For like so much of his poetry, Wordsworth's ode ("To a Highland
Girl") seems to explore precisely how the imagination can nego-
tiate its (ontological) freedom to project a unified self with its
obligation to remain sensitive to an alterity with which this self
wishes to enter into a harmonious relation.

The imaginative projection of a sense of its unity, however,
has the subject not only transcend toward an "other"--acting as a

transcendens which itself remains a self-identical, encapsulated

consciousness [immanens]--but in its intentional relation to

alterity, the poetic consciousness inevitably transcends its own
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sense of identity as well, As Sartre puts it: "By intentionality
consciousness transcends itself, It unifies itself by escaping
from itself,"?4 Understood in this "ontological™ sense, freedom
and transcendence provide the positive coﬁditions of possibility
in the Romantic "quest" for subjectivity. By contrast, the
category of temporality, challenging both the continuity of self-
reflection and self-expression, appears more as a negative condi-
tion of possibility, insisting again and again on the finite and
provisional character of selfhood. The scope of these conditions
is progressively determined by the imagination which, as Shelley
would say, is both "at the center and circumference" of conscious-
ness., Hence, those readings which merely understand the imagina-
tion, transcendence, freedom as properties of a subject fail to
recognize that the "figures" which their interpretations privilege
respectively (such as, history, religion, politics, aesthetics)
constitute but the dimension wherein the existential import of
these Existenziale themselves is made intuitable.

As has been noted by Meyer Abrams, Wordsworth's greater
lyrics, including most episodes in the Prelude, are characterized
by a binary structure of "experience" and "reflection,” Indeed,
moments such as the "boating episode" (among other theft scenes),
the crossing of the Simplon-pass, the section on the French Revo-
lution, and the "spots of time" involve ususally a transition from
their ostensible "themes" to concerns about the self. This
transformation occurs through a process of reflection (which we
must not simply ascribe to a reified self) wherein the existential

import of these incidents for a self becomes apparent. In its
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acts of theft, for instance, a consciousness not only "transcends"
an established order but also its own status within this order,
thus recognizing (upon reflection) itself to be what de Man calls
the "agent of its own instability,"23

Now, issues such as the Romantic imagination or that of
temporality remain--even when viewed as existential foundations
for the Romantic subject--always and irreducably "language-
issues.," We cannot but read these Existenziale (as Heidegger
calls them) according to the structure of their appearance, that
is, as moments within a written poetic text. To grant any one of
them a status independent of its textual articulation would amount
to an unwarranted Platonic ideation and obscure the essential
Romantic question which, in the most general terms, concerns the
relation between structures of consciousness and those of
language., To the extent that they define the existential condi-
tions of possibility of the Romantic subject, rhetorical and
existential properties have to be understood as coextensive in the
strictest sense. Rather than a proleptic conceptual commitment,
it is only the expressive manifestation of imagination, freedonm,
transcendence and temporality in a text which can secure and
disclose the conditions of possibility of the Romantic subject.
Only a text can lay bare these conditions because, gua writing, it
obtains a permanence which allows an expressive consciousness to
measure and revise its intentions of an integral selfhood.26
Written rhetorical structures reveal themselves as the most inten-
sive "dwelling," as Wordsworth calls it, of the conditions for a

subjectivity.27
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II

However, even though it is necessary to understand these
conditions of possibility for a subject as intrinsically and
strictly linguistic, they are, in another sense, not "merely"
linguistic. Recent "rhetorical readings" of Romantic literature
have frequently equated the undecidability of rhetorical struc-
tures with the general impossibility of a "denominative" or
referential language, a linguistic state where nothing would make
a difference because nothing would cohere to begin with.28 Such a
radicalization of the "figure" of undecidability--even though it
may be performed with the (Romantic) "spirit of irony"--has not
infrequently inspired an unfortunate reduction of "a11" literary
texts into two categories, those which "tell the story of the
failure to read" and those which "tell the story of the failure to
denominate" [AR, 205]. Thus Paul de Man can claim elsewhere that
"technically correct rhetorical readings may be boring, monoto-
nous, predictable and unpleasant, but they are irrefutable" [RT,
20}, Such a position seems legitimate, irrefutable and inevitable
precisely once, as readers, we are no longer concerned with the
intentions of a poetic text. Romantic autobiography could no
longer be viewed as an intent of linguistic self-constitution but
merely as the allegorical narration of this attempt's "denomina-
tive aberrations" into the delusory field of thematics--an
allegory, to be sure, which cannot forclose its own deconstruction
either,

Yet by invoking the notion of "intentionality" as a category

central to the text itself, we seem to surrender the recognition,
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so forcefully demonstrated in recent rhetorical readings, of how
"the indeterminacy of reference generates the illusion of a sub-
ject" [AR, 162]. To what agency, we must ask, can we possibly
ascribe any intentions of as well as "reflections" upon its poten-
tial selfhood, if not to an already posited transparent and extra-
linguistic subject? If, as we have argued, Romantic narrative
explores certain "themes" which, upon reflection, prove themselves
as the conditions of possibility for an autobiographical subject,
then Romanticism breaks with the 18th Century for which the
subject was characterized by its "having" a language. Rather, the
advent of Romanticism seemg to be characterized by a certain
dependency of subjectivity on language. Language (qua writing)
constitutes the "ground" of the subject. Yet precisely this

dependency of the subject on the linguistic needs to be reconsid—

ered with great care. "Rhetorical readings" tend to view the
subject as a delusory "figure" which, in the course of a text's
very performance, cannot but disseminate into the differential
strucure of this very texture. By arguing that the positional
metaphor of a self will eventually reveal itself as its own
allegory--as a state of suspension between the literal and the
figural-~"rhetorical readings" implicitly come to understand the
subject's relation to its text as one of absolute and fatal depen-
dence,

It may be important to recall at this point a distinction
prevalent in Kant's critical philosophy and among his Idealist
heirs, the distinction between between absolute and ideal depen-

dencies, that is, between those notions strictly dependent on an
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antecedent being (ratio essendi) and those dependent on a
structure--such as Saussure's language as play of differential
relations without positive terms--for the purpose of self-
cognition (ratio cognoscendi).29 It is on the basis of this
classic distinction that a certain notion of consciousness and
intentionality can and indeed should be retained as a critical
category for the study of literature. Particularly in the case of
Romantic narrative poetry, such a consciousness (which is not
posited as self-identical) explores its possibility to become a
coherent self through a sequence of reflection, writing and revi-
sion. It does so by taking recourse to the differential structure
of language; for the balance of its identity and difference--
however preliminary it may be--can only be struck within a medium
on which consciousness is dependent not in a factual but in an
ideal sense. As shall be seen, the development of German Idealism
between Kant, Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, and its highly suggest-
ive critique by Schleiermacher evolves as a sustained meditation

on such a dependency [Abh&ingigkeit] of self-consciousness on an

intrinsically linguistic "ground."30
In his Essay La Transcendence de 1'Ego, Jean Paul Sartre
characterized such a non-positional, non-egological conception of

31 Sartre shows how consciousness, which he under-

consciousness,
stands strictly as intentionality (consciousness of something),

can bifurcate itself in the process of reflection, It can either
content itself with the retention of the intentional object or--

and this is what we usually observe in the Romantics' greater

lyrics--it can reflect itself. When doing the latter, so Sartre,
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consciousness is indeed reflecting, but it is still not reflexive;
that is, it now relates to itself just as it previously related to
its object, namely, gua intentionality. Thus the process of
reflection is not governed by an integral and self-identical
subject. Instead, by exploring the conditions of possibility for
such a self (Husserl calls it "reflection in memory"), conscious-
ness proves in an "ideal" sense dependent on the structure of
language through which alone it can represent its previous
intentional "states" (as Sartre calls them).32 As Manfred Frank
characterizes this dependency of consciousness on language: "The
idea of an autonomously understood differentiality [i.e.,
language] simply cannot explain the existence of a consciousness
for which signifiers can have meaning,"33 Hence, to observe that
"selfhood is not a substance but a figure" [AR, 170] is well
justified, yet such claims acquire relevance only if, as readers,
we relate them to a distinct consciousness whose quest for a
notion of self might be affected by this suspension between the
figural and the literal.

The frequently noted liminal status of consciousness during
moments of most intense experience evinces its dependence on a
preexisting cultural and symbolic order which it must transcend in
a productive manner so as to articulate a sense of self,3% And it
is precisely on account of its original non-identity with itself,
that consciousness can transcend these systems} and thus itself,
so as to found meanings of selfhood. Still, the constantly
present horizon of temporality causes a consciousness, reflecting

and writing on its potential selfhood, to remain at all times
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provisional. Yet this incapacity of consciousness to make its
founded meanings of self-hood coincide with itself does not
challenge its factual existence as consciousness but merely causes
8 deferral of its intended, unified referent: the self.353 Thus
Sartre's claim seems justified that "everything given to us by our
intuitions of the ego is always given as capable of being
contradicted by subsequent intuitions" [TE, 75]. His observation
also contains the kernel for a deeper understanding of the
pervasive poetic revisionism which characterizes so much Romantic
autobiographic narrative.36

Probably noone was more keenly aware of this ideal dependency
of consciousness on language than the Romantics, and specifically
the earlier Wordsworth, A brief examination of his 1800 Preface
may help us to isolate some of the terms which not only dominate
the rhetoric of English Romanticism but, a fact often overlooked,
also inform much of the conceptual structure of German Idealism.
One of these terms is "feeling," perceived by Wordsworth as a
fundamental disposition of human consciousness that exceeds the
intentional control of the latter.3’ As in the philosophy of
Kant, Fichte, and the theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, "feel-
ing" designates a form of involuntary self-presence or "acquaint-
ance" with itself on the part of consciousness; and like the
Idealists, Wordsworth also recognizes that to accord feeling a
primordial status implies a lack of control on the part of cons-
ciousness over the proper moment of its own self-constitution,
Hence, Wordsworth characterizes this primordial disposition as a

"spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings," a phrase that

—43-



contrasts the essentially logical status of "feeling" in German
Idealism by assigning it an affective quality. For Wordsworth,
it is the essential task of poetry to raise this "certain quantity
of immediate knowledge" (PR, 52) to the level of consciousness
itself. That is, the affective quality of "feeling," also
referred to as "passion" and "emotion," must thus "be recollected
in tranquillity." Although Wordsworth's argument shows much res-
emblance to the basic structure of early Idealist theories of
reflection, his observation that "our continued influxes of fee-
ling are modified and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed
representatives of all our past feelings" (PR, 48) suggests that,
rather than occurring as a "pure" (transcendental) self-relation,
poetic "recollection" continues to be determined by an indelible
affective residuum,

With its intimation of an irreducible emotive substructure
proper to all formé of consciousness, Wordsworth's Preface draws
our attention to a vast problematic to which poetic language seeks
to respond. At stake is the same general issue concerning the
unity of self-consciousness which also coordinates the inquiry of
German Idealist philosophy., As the famous formulation from the
1800 Preface suggests, the specific problem rests with that preca-
rious transition from a pre-reflexive "feeling" to its "recollec-
tion" as self-consciousness, a passage which presupposes some
mediating structure. For Wordsworth and most of the English
Romantics, this mediating structure is located in an expressive
and affective poetic language, and, according to Wordsworth, any

aesthetics of literary "taste" must already be preceded by an
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investigation of "the manner [in which] language and the human
mind act and re-act on each other" (PR, 47),

Much of the Preface shows Wordsworth preoccupied with the
economy between feeling and a semiology of expressive, poetic
language that would allow such feeling to be rendered transparent
for consciousness without ercding its affective quality. Like his
German contemporary, Schleiermacher, Wordsworth understands this
relation between "feeling" and language as the problem of "style."
Whereas Kant, Fichte, and Schelling employ the concept of figura-
tive language only as a last resort, designed to render a certain
pre-reflexive ("spontaneous") acquaintance of consciousness with
itself ("feeling") transparent for this consciousness, Words-
worth's great sensitivity to the complexity of figuration results
in much more extensive discussions of the matter in both the 1800
and the 1815 Preface. As is well known, the 1800 Preface rejects
figuration as a "mechanical device of style" (PR, 49) in order to
assure its effectiveness where it is most needed, namely, to
express "that which the passion naturally suggests" (PR, 50). As
we shall see, Wordsworth here displays great similarities with the
early Fichte, who also speaks of the need to present a primordial,
pre~-reflexive feeling through a figure or "icon" [Bild] so as to
render the unity of this feeling accessible to the structure of
consciousness itself., It is the very function of such a figure or
verbal icon that determines its semiological status as non-
referential, just as its production is not an intentional opera-
tion but must be consigned to what Kant and Fichte call the

"productive imagination."38 Likewise, Wordsworth also insists
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that figurative language, if properly used, must be inherently
non-referential and, of course, must be produced by the imagina-
tion, When discussing the question of poetic meter, Wordsworth
thus points to its "tendency to divest language in a certain
degree of its reality, and thus to throw a sort of half-
consciousness of unsubstantial existence over the whole composi-
tion" (PR, 54).

The function of figurative language, ostensibly downplayed in
the 1800 Preface, assumes a much more crucial position in the
Preface from 1815. Discussing some of his own poems, Wordsworth
elaborates on his earlier thesis of "divest[ing] language . . . of
its reality" when commenting on the function of the imagination.
This faculty is engaged in "conferring additional properties upon
an object, or abstracting from it some of those which it actually
possesses, and thus enabling it to react upon the mind which hath
performed the process" (PR, 73). The act of figuration, then, ains
primarily at integrating natural properties with tbe structure of
consciousness itself, a function that leads Wordsworth to distin-
guish between the "original image" and an "intermediate image"
(PR, 74). As we shall see, such a 'configuration,' in language,
of nature and consciousness constitutes the core of Kant's schema-
tism of the imagination, which introduces the "schema" as instru-
mental for restoring control to the "pure self-consciousness" of
the apperception over its own synthetic unity, as comprised of the
sensible and intelligible. It is essential to note, however, that
the conception of such an "intermediate image" or "schema" does

not answer but, instead, deepens the complexity of the general
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problem concerning the unity of the Romantic subject., For by
locating the origins of such an "intermediate image" (Wordsworth),
"schema" (Kant), or "icon" in the productive imagination, both the
Romantics and Idealists effectively situate the semiological con-
dition for the unity of consciousness in the very blindspot of
this consciousness itself,

As we already suggested, Wordsworth's Preface, as well as the
systematic inquiries into consciousness as a principium for all
knowledge in Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel and Schleiermacher,
continue to return to the question of the unity of the subject.
The attempt to recover such unity--initially located in the pheno-
menon of "feeling"--for consciousness itself invariably results in
theories of original linguistic expression, theories that usually
focus closely on the structure of a figurative, non-referential
language. Yet as its origination in the "obscure" faculty of the
imagination suggests, Wordsworth's question concerning how
"language and the human mind act and re-act on each other” is far
from resolved. Rather, the extremely unsettling prospect opens up
that consciousness may have lost all control over its own unity,
and that the loss itself of such autonomy may no longer be recup-
erable as a controlled experience for consciousness. Instead,
consciousness is increasingly confronted with the "infinite task"
of having to interpret those very figurations through which it
sought to re-cover or confer a "sense" (with all its Wordsworthian
ambiguities) of unity on itself.

In our subsequent examination of the Romantic figuration of

self-consciousness, both philosophical and literary, we are prima-
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rily concerned with this question concerning the unity of cons-
ciousness. If the concept of self-consciousness is to retain any
validity for an understanding of the structure, yet also the
function of Romantic poetry, it must be understood as the term for
a vast problematic rather than as a principle endowed with an
autonomous source of evidence, In reading Kant, Ficﬂte, Schel~
ling, Hegel, and Schleiermacher, we shall each time focus on
relevant texts where the question concerning the constitution of
self-consciousness is being addressed., As shall become apparent,
it is with the intrusion of a semiological or figurative component
into the theoretical idiom of the Idealist inquiry that this very
question undergoes a permutation whereby the Idealist reflection
(specifically in Schelling and Hegel) takes on the impossibility
of an autonomous self-constitution of the subject. However, the
Idealists' reflections on self-consciousness will also exhibit
significant discontinuities with the poetic idiom of English
Romanticism. While we shall argue that both movements are essen-
tially preoccupied with the same problem, as is already evidenced
by extensive terminological affinities, we shall see how only the
English Romantics were significantly aware of what we come to
recognize as an indelible affective residue inherent in all
figurative language. By contrast, the German Idealists, with the
exception of Schleiermacher--whose work will aptly mediate some of
the essential difference between German Idealism and English
Romanticism--exhibit a strong tendency to contain, even repress
the profound destabilization of self-consciousness by this figura-

tive component.
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Because of the significant differences that set apart German
Idealism and English Romanticism--differences concerning the
response to the contingent status of the imagination and its
elusive linguistic figurations--Romanticism's theoretical and
literary figuration of self-consciousness must involve two dis-
tinct methods of reading., Far from regarding the oeuvre of German
Idealism as a monolithic theory to be "applied” to English Roman-
ticism, we shall instead trace the Idealists' inquiry into the
constitution of self-consciousness up to that particular and inev-
itable moment where the argument can no longer evade its reliance
on a semiology of figurative language. For the English Romantics,
however, this "linguistic moment," as J, Hillis Miller has called
it, seems initially much less of a threat to the extent that
neither Wordsworth nor Shelley or Keats appear to have a systema-
tic philosophy that they might seek to shelter from destabiliza-
tion through the intrusion of such a linguistic moment. Though not
without frequent misgivings, their poetry explores the contingent
relation between consciousness and the intensely affective forms
of figurative expression in a much more personal and private
sense. Prepared by Schleiermacher's unique and extremely modern
interpretation of such an "individuality" or "immediate self-
consciousness" as style, my readings of Wordsworth's narrative
poetry shall focus precisely on the question of "style." Hence,
the understanding of style operative in our interpretation of
certain narrative poems by Wordsworth and Shelley will not be
superimposed with the authority of one of the theories currently

in circulation. Rather, it is through a critical reading of the
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alternately insightful and evasive argumentation of the German
Idealists that a certain conception of style, much indebted to
Schleiermacher, will gradually take shape,

If the examination of Romanticism's theoretical and literary
idiom suggests that the phenomenon of self-consciousness—-itself
the leading paradigm (however complex its articulations) of
subjectivity--can only be thought of as a linguistic and
inherently "open" projection by the fundamentally unstable agency
of a non-egological consciousness, then one of the coming tasks of
Romantics studies will involve relating the significance of this
fact to the always fundamental question concerning man. In an
early essay, entitled "Criticism and Crisis," Paul de Man seems to
have intuited the "privileged" status of Romanticism when he
suggests that "from this point on, a philosophical anthropology
would be inconceivable without the consideration of literature as

a primary source of knowledge" [BI, 19].
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CHAPTER 2

From Reflection to Interpretation: Theories of "pure"
Self-Consciousness in German Idealisnm.



a) "Pure images" and the grounds of unity: The structure of
pure self-consciousness or "apperception" in Kant.

In his lectures on logic, Immanuel Kant poses the three
questions that essentially delineate the scope of his critical
philosophy: "What can I know? What shall I do? What may I hope?"
(Logik, A 804/B 832f,). Yet for Kant, all these questions, as
perhaps all philosophical problenms, ultimately converge in the
last question: "What is man?" If indeed the philosophical
problems encompassed by Kant's critical philosophy share an
anthropological component, the transcendental method of Kant's
enterprise must make this component intelligible as a principle,
as the core and origin of all theoretical thinking.1 In the
Critique of Pure Reason, Kant develops an answer to his guiding
question, that concerning the a priori conditions for all possible
experience, around a principle that motivates and coordinates his
entire philosophical inquiry; he refers to it as "transcendental
apperception." As it is precisely this term which the post-
Kantian philosophers felt compelled to explore and ground more
carefully than, in their estimation, Kant had been able to, the
question concerning the subjectivity of the subject--qua "trans-
cendental apperception"--deserves some careful analysis,

As is well known, Kant's exploration of the conditions of
possibility of synthetic judgments, that is, of experience in
general, proceeds from two distinct "roots," intuition and under-
standing. The synthesis of such intuitions and categories which
alone constitutes knowledge of phenomena naturally belongs to the

order of consciousness: "The unity which the object makes
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necessary can be nothing else than the formal unity of conscious—
ness in the synthesis of the manifold of representations."? For
Kant, it is important that this transcendental unity of conscious-
ness be not be conflated with a "consciousness of self," since the
latter "is merely empirical and always changing”" (A107/136).
Indeed, self-awareness can never occur without our taking recourse
to the transcendental unity of consciousness, which alone can
establish the necessary, synthetic relation between the forms of
bure intuition (space and time) and the pure concepts of under-
standing (known as notiones or categories).3 Hence, as Kant
observes,
there can be in us no modes of knowledge, no connection
or unity of one mode of knowledge with another, without
that unity of consciousness which precedes all data of
intuitions, and by relation to which representation of
objects is alone possible. This pure original unchange-
able consciousness I shall name transcendental apper-
ception. (A 107/136)

Kant's definition of the transcendental apperception contains
seeds for a potentially vast problem; namely, on the basis of the
definition all "pure" consciousness in its function as transcen-
dental apperception appears to possess evidence of itself only to
the extent that it coordinates the synthesis of apprehension
(intuition) and the synthesis of recognition in the concept (via
the categories) in a third synthesis, that of representation
[Vorsteliggg]. Put differently, there arises the danger that the

unity of transcendental apperception might lack all intentional

~-52-



control over its own presence and unity for itself. Should that
be the case, the consciousness of the transcendental appercéption
would ﬁrove less a philosophical principle than a signified of the
relation of the three syntheses themselves.4 Thus far, then, it
appears that the unity of apperception lacks proper evidence as
long as it is considered exclusively in relation to the syntheses
which it is supposed to unite and exhibit. It must have an aware-
ness of its unity in order to purposefully apply this unity to
possible intuitions. As Kant notes: self-consciousness is a
transcendental representation, numerical identity is inseparable
from it" (A113/140)., However, elsewhere Kant again restricts the
postulated unity and identity of apperception to its function as a
correlate of all representations., Considered in and of itself,
consciousness remains "only a formal condition of my thoughts, and
in no way proves the numerical identity of my subject (... )
For we are unable from our own consciousness to determine whether
« « « We are permanent or not" (A363 f./342f.).

Kant, then, is unwilling to extend the unity of apperception
as self-consciousness.to a consciousness-of-self in the form of an
empirical persona., Yet while Kant's warnings, in the chapter on
the "Paralogisms of Pure Reason," against any extension of the
principle of reflection beyond the boundaries of apperception and
toward a doctrine of a reified persona seem well founded, his
Analytic appears to contend with an analogous problematic. For
as he recognizes, the material which the apperception is supposed
to organize into representations, i.e. pure intuition and the a

priori categories remains at first "quite heterogeneous." Kant
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thus remains obliged to demonstrate the possibility a priori for
the required synthetic unity between pure intuition and the
notiones or categories; as he himself formulates the question:
"How, then, is the subsumption of intuitions under pure concepts,
the application of a category to appearances, possible?" (A 138/
180). As Kant recognizes, there "obviously ... must be a third
thing, which is homogeneous on the one hand with the category, and
on the other hand with the appearance, and which thus makes the
application of the former to the latter possible.” (A138/181),
Since the synthetic unity at stake is not generated by the
categories themselves but regulates the successful application of
categories to any possible intuition in the first place, it
follow; that such a synthesis must affect what Kant calls the "a
priori certain formal conditions of sensibility" or "the inner

' namely, time.5 It is here that the problematic of

sense,’
personal identity, thematized in the Paralogism chapter, returns.
For while Kant considers it impossible to deduce from the unity of
apperception any evidence for the "permanence" or continuity of an
empirical persona, he now has to assure the "numerical identity"
in time of apperception itself. The tertium guid which alone may
guarantee this identity Kant subsequently develops as the "trans-
cendental schema" in a highly intricate chapter, entitled "The
schematism of the Pure Concepts of Understanding" (A 137/180ff,),
For Kant, all cognition is synthetic, presupposing the co-

presence--in the "inner sense"--of the pure concepts and of pure

intuition, for "only in so far ... as I can unite a manifold of

given representations in one consciousness, is it possible for me
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to represent to myself the identity of the consciousness through-
out these representations" [B133/153]. The passage once again
reveals the extent to which apperception is a function, yet not
necessarily the origin of the required synthesis of intuition and
category. Now, designated to determine the temporal co-presence
or synthesis of pure intuition and pure understanding, the
"transcendental schema" proves veritably constitutive for the
unity of Kant's transcendental apperception. By implication,
then, the subjectivity of the Kantian subject--qua "transcendental
apperception"--can always only be understood as a function, and it
therefore remains at all times a synthetic construct: "It is the
synthetic unity of consciousness that alone constitutes the
relation of representations to an object, and therefore their
objective validity" (B137/156).

To the extent that, for Kant, the postulated unity of the
transcendental apperception is only validated by the synthetic co-
presence of pure intuition and pure understanding, this unity must
be preceded by a different power which provides a schema of
(temporal) unity as such, of co-presence. There is need for a
power, then, which determines the "inner sense" as the self-same
both with respect to intuition and understanding, a power which
clearly cannot be identical with the pure self-consciousness of
the apperception itself. Kant writes: "This synthetic unity
presupposes or includes a synthesis and if the former is to be a
priori necessary, the synthesis must also be apriori. (. ..)
As becomes increasingly clear, only the productive synthesis of

the imagination can assume this task a priori" (A118/142f,). Kant
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recognizes that the subjectivity of the subject can no longer be
understood as a substance but only as a function whose synthetic
quality, however, entails a continued obligation, for this apper-
ception, to establish the ground for its own synthetic unity
itself,

Since the self-identity of transcendental apperception is not
originary but, gqua synthesis, always a derivative one, there is
need for what Kant calls a "pure image" which would determine and
control the flow of time that is intrinsic to the "inner sense."
Such is the function of the transcendental schema. As Kant notes,
"The schemata are thus nothing but a priori determinations of
time" (A145/185), and he once again restates their crucial
function: "What the schematism of understanding effects by means
of the transcendental synthesis of imagination is simply the unity
of all the manifold of intuition in inner sense, and so indirectly
the unity of apperception which as a function corresponds to the
receptivity of inner sense" (A145/185f,, italics mine).6 Yet what
exactly are such schemata? To what extent are they manifest
independent of their being required by the specific argument of
Kant's text? And, most important, to what extent, as "products"
of the transcendental iragination, do such schemata permit or
exceed their control by the pure self-consciousness of the apper-
ception which, evidently, receives its synthetic unity from then
in the first place?

It is on this account that Kant in part declines any more
explict answers, preferring rather not to "be further delayed by a

dry and tedious analysis of the conditions demanded by transcen-
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dental schemata" (A142/183), Still, a few positive remarks
provided in his text deserve our close attention. Kant distingui-
shes the schema from the image, for the latter remains bound up
with some concrete intuition or referent. By contrast, the
schemata are "pure images" and by definition "always a product of
the [transcendental] imagination" (A140/182).7 "The schemata of
the pure concepts of understanding are thus the true and sole
conditions under which these concepts obtain relation to objects
and so possess significance" (A146/186)., All cognition, then,
rests on two distinct forms of signification; first, there are the
cétegories which permit for a synthesis of recognition in the
concept. Such signification applies a concept of unity to a given
manifold of intuition and may thus be considered referential, Yet
the capacity to apply a synthesis to a manifold already requires
an image of synthesis as such, an image of unity which affords
those components that benefit from this synthesis their necessary
simultaneity with respect to the apperception.8 This image which
Kant refers to as the "transcendental schema"--for image (Bild)
would erroneously suggest a referential function--is strictly non-
referential, It determines the self-presence of transcendental
censciousness with respect to the transcendental synthesis of pure
intuition and pure understanding. The synthesis of transcendental
apperception, then, can maintain its status as a principle only by
producing, in a medium different from consciousness, "monograms"
of self-presence.? As Kant points out: "the thought that the
representations given in intuition one and all belong to me ., ., .

is not itself the consciousness of the synthesis of the
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