ROMANTICISM: BACKGROUND

Questioning Modernity

Generally dated ca 1780-1830: Romanticism could be viewed as the first reaction to the modern world in the broad sense.

It is a reaction against the “Age of Reason” and the “Enlightenment” that had developed during the 17th and 18th centuries, as exemplified in the following figures among others:

· Bacon (1561-1626)

· Descartes (1596-1650)

· Hobbes (1588-1679)

· Locke (1632-1704)

· Newton (1642-1727)

· Voltaire (1694-1778)

· Rousseau (1712-1788)

· Kant (1724-1804)

The Age of Reason 

Begins in the 17th century with Bacon and Descartes. 

Truth arises as what the human subject holds as certain and secure (see Bacon and Descartes). The scientific method (experiment) secures in advance what will be taken as true or certain.

What is true is what arises within the framework or groundplan set out in advance by the researcher. For instance, in Newton’s experiments with light, the everyday phenomenology of light is not “true” in that he sets out in advance that the truth of light is light as subjected to the framework of the experiment (the prism etc.).

For Newton, LIGHT = rays differently refractable. 

Is this what light IS? Does this exhaust the being of light, its possibilities? Plato’s “form” of light would include its physical laws as well as sacred meanings, everyday experiences etc.

The Romantics would react to this type of “narrowness” of vision with respect to what is true. 

· Blake, for instance, in his depiction of Newton has him restricted to looking downward – confined in his vision by the abstract lines of the compass

[image: image1.jpg]



Enlightenment Optimism

Armed with the insights of the scientific revolution, the writers of the Enlightenment set out to free humanity from its pessimism and superstition and establish a more reasonable world of experiment and progress.

· In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the sole sources of unchallenged authority were scripture and the classics. Each in its way perpetuated the idea that civilization had degenerated from a former Golden Age.

· Beginning with the 17th century and the scientific revolution, a new optimism and sense of possibilities is born. 

· For Milton, for example, after the fall of Adam and Eve, we have a sense of hope and possibility, rather than regret and despair solely:

Some natural tears they dropped, but wiped them soon;

The world was all before them, where to choose

Their place of rest, and Providence their guide:

They hand in hand with wand’ring steps and slow,

Through Eden took their solitary way. (12.645-49).

It is a view based on the empirical study and manipulation of the physical world so that it may better serve humanity’s desires. 

All knowledge is subjective, relative to the sense-perception of humans. (again building on Locke). This subjectivity is at play in the worlds revealed by the microscope. In literature, in works such as Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, this play of relative worlds, from large to small, is given artistic form.

Social Reason

Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651):

· Beginning with Hobbes, the basis of natural law is seen in the beginning of humanity (“state of nature”), not its end (note, contra classical natural right).

· Natural right is rooted in passion, not reason. Most powerful passion is the fear of death, more particularly, the fear of a violent death at the hands of others.

· Fear of death takes over as the telos of human endeavour (i.e., for the classical world it was virtue) as the foundation of society. Self-preservation becomes the foundation of all justice.

· The state has the function not of producing or promoting virtue, but of preserving and safeguarding the natural right of each individual to self-preservation.

· Classical political thought taught the “duties” of humanity; with modernity we have the discussion of “rights” of the individual.

· Classical world thought humanity only reached its perfection in the communal whole; so, it thought in terms of the primacy of the social to the individual; of duties over rights.

· If everyone has the right to self-preservation, everyone has the right to the MEANS to self-preservation.

· But what are the proper means: money, fame, wisdom etc. ? The classical world defers the question to one with practical wisdom – for this reason, the best regime is the one ruled by the wise; the best practical regime is one ruled by gentlemen.

· In the modern world, the question is left to each individual – as the one most properly concerned with their own preservation, even if foolish.

· The end of civil society and the state is the safeguarding of these means; each is left to their own ends: tolerance. This leads to a certain pluralism of ends – each has their own “good” without a common conception of what is “good”. Also leads to an accelerated thinking of the means themselves as ends – i.e., modern consumerism or “political hedonism”. 

· Morals as grounded on self-preservation: so virtue is that which leads to peace; while vice is that which leads to social strife.

· Goals of politics are lowered here: not best possible regime, but most efficient.

Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690)

· Substitutes notion that ideas are products of human reflections on sense perceptions for Descartes’ notion that ideas are innate.

· Feels we can’t talk about what we can’t prove from experience – so, when discussing society, there’ll be no discussion of the ultimate ends, “good” or justice of society [in some ways Edmund Burke attempts to reintroduce these metaphysical anchors to politics at the end of the 18th century].

Second Treatise of Government (1689-90)

· State of nature as the perfect FREEDOM of the individual, EQUALITY, and distribution of PROPERTY where humans have appropriated nature – these truths taken as self-evident.

· Earth is common to all: untill people appropriate it with labour.

· This as a subduing of the earth; vs the Greek with the earth as sacred, or the Middle Ages, with the earth as divine text.

· Humanity and its labour as source of value, not from above.

· State of nature is not one of absolute license: are guided by the law of nature (reason).

· This as a benevolent view of humans as inherently reasonable. For Locke, humans only lost immortality in the fall; contra Swift and Burke for whom fallen humanity is inherently corrupt.

· Society (Gesellschaft) as agreement of individuals to form a common body; a government is a particular legislative body (means to the end of that society) – for Burke and the Romantics, this will generally be seen in much more organic terms (Gemeinschaft) – nb: individualism vs communitarianism; particularism vs holism.

The “state of nature” notion as a hypothetical construction; it does not “naturally” exist. It is an experiment set up by the political scientist: ‘let us see how individual’s behave under the circumstances set up by the experiment (the state of nature, without societal fetters) and deem that as the true order’.

Locke is an important point of departure for the “philosophes” of the 18th century: their conceptions of liberty, equality and tolerance arise out of Locke’s philosophy of knowledge, as based on sense perception, not innate knowledge. 

· We should tolerate others because different views are the product of different environments; 

· similarly, we should promote equality, because human differences are due to environment, not blood lines; 

· thus, the assumption that society, by the regulation of the material conditions of its members, could improve the moral character of its members.

· Thus the importance of education for the Enlightenment after Locke: all humans are born equal and free (and blank slates). For Rousseau, “Man is born free, but everywhere is in chains.” The cause is the corruption of our society – our social and educational conditions. 

Rationalism and Art

· Art as the expression (in wit) of the judgement (natural reason). 

· So what is valued is classical standards of decorum. Form and premeditated style as highly regarded.

· Art as a mirror of nature – its essence determined by what it mirrors.

Pope, An Essay on Criticism (1709)

· Not a question of individual expression; rather, is a question of using rules of “decorum” to express well that which is shared by all as true:

True wit is Nature to advantage dressed,

What oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed; (2.296-7)

Responses to the Scientific World View

Donne, An Anatomy of the World (1611)

And new philosophy calls all in doubt:

The element of fire is quite put out;

The sun is lost, and the earth, and no man’s wit 

Can well direct him where to look for it. …

‘Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone;

All just supply, and all relation:

Prince, subject; father, son, are things forgot,

For every man alone thinks he hath got

To be a phoenix, and that there can be 

None of that kind of which he is, but he. (205-18)

Swift, “A Modest Proposal” (1729)

· “For preventing the children of poor people in Ireland from being a burden to their parents or country, and for making them beneficial to the people.”

· The solution is to kill them and eat them. 

· The reasons given for this are listed in a parodic calculation of costs and benefits.

French Revolution (1789)

· Out of the spirit of the Enlightenment and the ideas of freedom and equality it spawned.

· Also caused by the economic and social crises arising from earlier wars and the excess and mismanagement of the King Louis XVI.

· Jacobinism: belief that the revolution could “give history a fresh start” (Barrere to the National Assembly), and by stripping away tradition and the effects of the corrupt culture, create humanity anew by founding it on its natural freedom, reason and innocence.

· Burke contra this faith in human nature, against this hubris of social engineering, and contra the prospect of destroying any society, morality and tradition in order to form the “natural man” – an abstract product of our limited human reason.

Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790)

· Burke’s response to the French Revolution, and to support for it in England, is to appeal to the tradition that has been rejected in favour of the abstract principles behind the revolution.

· For Burke, we are connected organically to the past and we just can’t create ourselves anew on our own foundations.

Industrial Revolution

· James Watt produces the first good steam engines in the 1760s.

· Greatly expands production; moving economic locus from home to factory, from rural to city.

· Rapid urbanization leads to the alienation of city anonymity.

Kant

· Empiricism of Bacon and Locke leads to the skepticism of Hume: can’t prove anything beyond a doubt, only fairly sure that the sun will come up tomorrow.

Critique of Pure Reason (1781)

· Engaged in the skeptical question.

· Distinguishes Noumena (essence of things) from Phenomena (things as they appear)

· We can only ever encounter and know phenomena because the noumena are always already structured ahead of time by the understanding’s positing of Time and Space.

· The understanding also puts sense-impressions in Categories.

· Problem of relation of mind and world is solved for Kant by making them co-forming – mind is not a mirror of things, but what structures reality, shapes it 

· Substituted active “faculties” of mind – fundamental to the creation and structuring of the world we experience – for a passive, blank-slate that receives sense perceptions (Mirror becomes the Lamp). 

· This leads to German Idealism.

Fichte, Theory of Scientific Knowledge (1794)

· Says object is created by the subjective mind.

· This leads to Romantic individualistic experience, such as that of Wordsworth: wherein self is sure only of itself, distrusts all other things (solipsism)

· So mind is no longer a Lockean recorder of sense perceptions.

Rousseau, Kant and Goethe as transitional figures for the Romantics – within the enlightenment project, but planted the seeds of the reaction. In them, a new inner voice and an awareness of individual uniqueness is voiced, setting the stage for Romanticism.

The Romantic Response

· The Romantics called into question the narrowness of the view of existence put forth during the Age of Reason: is existence limited to sense data? Is this manipulation of the physical world for our convenience and pleasure the highest pursuit for humanity?

Divinity 

· “Deists’” clockmaker for Enlightenment thinkers, becomes a mysterious and infinite force for the Romantics, one that is expressed in nature and art.

· Not separate, abstract creator, but the infinite or whole (or “Absolute”, Hegel) that is realized in creation itself. That is, if there is a God which is being as a whole, then there cannot be a created world, an object, against which he stands as creative subject.

· Enlightenment: infinite is unknowable. So, the proper study of mankind is man (Pope, An Essay on Man)

· For the Romantics, the infinite can be revealed through reason, not simple understanding.

Nature 

· Nature, for Enlightenment thinkers, is mechanistic. For the Romantics it is organic and spiritual. This revaluing of nature begins with, among others, Rousseau.

· Organicism sees ultimate reality in Being: change in parts, i.e., the growth of the organism, does not change the thing’s essential identity (truth). I am the same person essentially as before – thus, I can make promises. I can’t vow to a future wife to be the same person in a mechanical sense.

· Mechanical change sees reality in Becoming: changes from moment to moment infinitely fragment our identity. There is no narrative uniting the events into a larger whole or work or art, giving it meaning.

Herder, God, Some Conversations (1787)

“The more we learn about matter”, the more forces we discover in it, so that “the empty conception of a dead extension completely disappears.” “All is change, all is process, haste, and migration”.

Humanity 

· For the thinkers of the “Enlightenment”, humanity is limited in knowledge to the senses; for the Romantics, the human is finite, but provides a particular lens on the infinite.

· Locke: humans as passive recorders of sense perceptions.

· Kant: humans construct the temporal-spatial world, but their knowledge is limited to the realm of phenomena, not the infinite or noumena

· Romantics (eg. Coleridge): distinguishes between “understanding” which is limited to the physical and “reason” which can provide insights on the infinite.

· Humanity is seen as more than a “thinking machine” – note question of AI today.

· So, individualism as important here. Sense of importance of the individual arises with its new role as constructor of reality. So, the exploration of the SELF in its imaginative structures is an exploration of the structures of reality, and is a worthwhile study. 

· Also is tied to the notion of the “Romantic Rebel” – they do not see themselves as necessarily tied to existing conventions etc. The creative individual must express his or her deepest knowledge, not reflect what is socially acceptable: “Byronism” (see Byron’s Manfred).

Society 

· No longer seen as a contractual mechanism to be fixed and manipulated by human understanding; rather, society is seen by the Romantics as an organic, at times divine, manifestation of the infinite.

· This contrast can be seen in the Burke/Paine debate.

Coleridge, The Statesman’s Manual (1816)

Critiques false ideas, namely “the general conceit that states and governments might be and ought to be constructed as machines, every movement of which might be foreseen and taken into previous calculations; the consequent multitude of plans and constitutions, of planners and constitution-makers, and the remorseless arrogance with which the authors and proselytes of every new proposal were ready to realize it, be the cost what it might in the established rights, or even in the lives, of men”.

· Nationalism also arises in this era: out of a sense that nature has given to each people its proper history, climate, culture etc – and each is a fulfillment of the potentialities of the infinite.

· This summarized in the notion of a Volk.

Art 

Self and Poet
· Romantic poet is conceived as using his IMAGINATION to transform the world and escape from it.

· This as akin to the contemporary method of “deconstruction”: 1) reverse the hierarchy or dichotomy of the existing structure; 2) show that the binaries are intertwined in a transcendental essence.

· Imagination is god-like: imaginative structuring of the world repeats the act of creation.

· Romantic criticism and thought is not concerned with the subject-matter of the poem but with the mind of the poet.

Form:

· Lyric, a short poem expressing thoughts of the speaker, becomes the major genre for the Romantics – the lyric “I” is the expression and exploration of the author’s self. (NB: this is not necessarily the case with Renaissance lyric).

· Poetry is conceived of as a “spontaneous overflow” of feelings (Wordsworth), not as an “art”, not an awareness of neo-classical rules.

· Blake for instance said he wrote from inspiration.

· Just as Romantic individualism meant the disavowal of social conventions, so too does it the discarding of artistic or poetic conventions – the neo-classical style and form of the 18th century is abandoned for more experiments in form.

Subject
· Wordsworth, in Preface to Lyrical Ballads, says that he chooses things from common life as his subject.

· This is a “democratization” of art akin to the French Revolution’s political democratization.

· Things are rendered new, the common becomes uncommon – with wonder as if they were encountered for the first time; as if encountered with child-like innocence.

· Natural is encountered as supernatural, as strange and inspiring – because infused with the divine and infinite.

History
Rise of historicism – things develop, change and evolve; rather than the traditional definition of things in terms of their enduring “being.”

· Herder

· Hegel

Manifests itself in a respect for the past, sense that we can’t just abandon or supercede what it has given us.

Out of this aspect we get the various forms of “Gothic Revival” that occurred in the 19th century – especially in architecture and literature.

Also, a sense of historical relativism: each time has its truth and its notion of what is good which is proper to it.

Summary

Romanticism as a set of artistic genres or schools is fleeting; however, the broader intellectual critique of the modern world has reverberated since then – for example, Arnold. Culture and anarchy; Nietzsche Birth of Tragedy; and Heidegger “The Question Concerning Technology.”

Major English Romantics

· Blake

· Wordsworth

· Coleridge

· Byron

· Keats

· Shelley

Major Philosophers of Romantic Leaning

· Herder

· Hegel

· Schelling 

· Schopenhauer
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