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. . not be found in any version of naive realism, however sophisticated.
Criticism, Politics, and Style mn Literary statements are not well served when treated as ordinary-language

Wordsworth’s Poetry

David Simpson of determinacy and indeterminacy.

I begin very deliberately with readings rather than with “theory” and
do so to invert an order of events which seems to me all too common,
rather than to proffer any (suspicious) faith in openness of mind or
absence of predisposition or interest on my part. My purpose is to ground

these readings, which in turn will, 1 hope, make some applied sense of
the theoretical part of the essay.

Questions could and should be raised about the political profile of
English Romanticism both in particular and in general. Wordsworth’s
poetry is especially useful to me here because of the way in which, through
formal discontinuities, it dramatizes political conflicts, Reacting against
these discontinuities, aesthetically minded critics have simply tended to
leave out of the canon those poems which have the greatest capacity to

This essay is based on a reading of two of William Wordsworth'’s poems,

“Alice Fell” and “Gipsies.” I have chosen these poems for tl.u'e ways in

ich they illuminate problems we might describe as political: how

} Wordswarh feie " han himself and

s ooy ] Wordsworth felt and reacted to others less fortunate than : A
7 » . <y whether he could or should have felt differe'ntly. M-y emphasis on t et
:\,/ . hd political is a deliberate response to the emphasis marking the most recen

: ; mphasis . Lo : .
*“bwy  and influential reconstructions of Wordsworth, which I see as an e p be that Wordsworth is the most stylistically perverse of the Romantic

on the visionary and aesthetic self-ipterrpgations in the poetr}/. bl ack
In accounting for the political. identities of these poems, I 's ;tli 2
whether the insights and assumptions deployed by a decon§truF 3 :
criticism can be of any help at all. If the answer to this qu;:stlon t1s fotr}'rlle
inantly negative, I shall try nevertheless to expose one .elemen : g) ihe
deconstructionist methodology that has at least a potentia contr;) u o
to make to a historical and political criticism. That nelt'her Jacques 61;? a
nor his American followers have developed this pf)tentlal tells us someth ing
about deconstruction and also about some of its opponents, w};o hQa\l'(e
not developed it either. Both exponents and oppone?ts h.ave, tli t]i:ai
conspired in the abstraction of l;a}ng}xz'lge from any place 1r}1] ah}?(i fiea
economy and have simultaneously inhibited any reflection on the his o !
situation of their disagreement itself. The answer to deconstruction

For their responsiveness to various parts of this essay, I w<.)uld 'like to ~tl|1'2}nk Yan;)::
audiences at the University of California, Los Angeles;‘thc. University of Ca lTorhr';l'::,he"
Diego; and Northwestern University. For specific illumination, I thank W. J. T. Mitchell,
James Chandler, and Jerome J. McGann.
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poets. Not the most difficult to read, necessarily—Percy Bysshe Shelley’s
breath—suspending songs and William Blake’s determination to produce
“variety in every line” with the aim of unfettering poetry surely make
more aggressive and obvious demands on the reader.! But in these cases
we can be reasonably sure that the difficulties are part of a conscious
and coherent intention to set imagination to work in kindling sparks
from ashes. Wordsworth also set out to do this, and we can agree that
he did so with some success in some poems. But critics from Samuel
Taylor Coleridge onward have rightly questioned the unity of Wordsworth’s
canon in this respect. In Biographia Literaria, Coleridge notices the “IN-
CONSTANCY of the style,” an unevenness and a general inability to satisfy
the demands of “good poetry” conceived as something possessing an
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organic form.? This concern with a wholeness and consistency of artifice
is more Coleridge’s than Wordsworth'’s, and it seems to me that it is
precisely the disjunctions in the poems that embody some of their most
original and historically urgent meanings. The blemishes recorded by
Coleridge—alternating and dissimilar states of feeling, overminuteness
in description, and obsession with “accidental circumstances” (BL, 2:126),
overuse of the dramatic mode, disproportion of thought to event, and
.~/ so forth—can in fact serve as eloquent signals for discerning the com-
b.7....  plexities of the poems as they address a historical crisis in consensus (both
' . social and literary) embodied exactly in the unstable vehicle of the Words-
vt worthian speaker.?
No organic poetic form could achieve this function, and equally, I
=77 ..z shall suggest, no critical approach that ignores the political dimension
. can do it justice. In the readings that follow, I try to explore the terms

1" R . . .. . . 3

# % - of a connection between stylistic and political indeterminacy, by focusing

#.” on poems which make us wonder not only whether Wordsworth is a good

“~° 7" poet but also whether he is a good man. We must all have wondered, in
Vs TR

reading and teaching “The Old Cumberland Beggar,” for example, whether
Wordsworth might have been devoid of certain basic human sympathies
Fo ”'/ for the intrinsic well-being of aging vagrants. In the two poems I discuss,
/ , I shall describe two forms of stylistic-political relations. In the second
4 “"section of the paper, I shall then pursue some general implications of

these readings for the politics of modern critical reconstructions of Ro-

7
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.77 manticism.

b '— 2 U alcalsd d//ra7 v Mé\ L’/w,w% ("’4 U’L‘.Ldf;u‘. A”V/ét") far P vt .f/ﬁc'/‘t/vr"‘nu‘-«f‘ i

by 8fnt? DAl U ene el e Ued gor oS Lo of e i s e i ‘/46/5,./%:?\/
b A

peiiall 1 ,Lmrcw/:vbszfc'h o bl = /g‘~~i~:@-n i ahomd o il

IO SR e dgprosc br /‘»t'ﬁ-t(cw('mx_ alwed O/K‘.»;’Jg, rowd il el roeA
My o “Alice Fell” is one of the poems Coleridge thought would have been
7= “more delightful” to him “in prose, told and managed . .. in a moral

s essay, or pedestrian tour” (BL, 2:69). I offer the poem here as an example

of the political allusiveness of language, and of the relation of that language

to an ambiguously undifferentiated Wordsworthian speaker. The political

identity of the Wordsworthian speaker in relation to more highly developed

formal discontinuities will later be the focus of my reading of “Gipsies.”
For convenience, I quote the whole of “Alice Fell”:

The post-boy drove with fierce career,

For threatening clouds the moon had drowned;
When, as we hurried on, my ear

Was smitten with a startling sound.

As if the wind blew many ways, 5
I heard the sound,—and more and more;

It seemed to follow with the chaise,

And still I heard it as before.
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At length I to the boy called out:

He stopped his horses at the word, 10

But neither cry, nor voice, nor shout,

Nor aught else like it, could be heard.

The boy then smacked his whip, and fast
The horses scampered through the rain;
But, hearing soon upon the blast

The cry, I bade him hait again. K

forthwith alighting on the ground,
Whence comes,” said I, “this piteous moan?”
And there a little Girl 1 found,

Sitting behind the chaise, alone. 20

“My cloak!” no other word she spake,

But loud and bitterly she wept,

As if her innocent heart would break;

And down from off her seat she leapt.

“Whag a.ils you, child?”"—she sobbed, “Look here!” 25
I saw it in the wheel entangled,
A weather-beaten rag as e’er

From any garden scare-crow dangled.

There, twisted between nave and spoke,
It hung, nor could at once be freed; 30

But our joint pains unloosed the cloak,
A miserable rag indeed!

“And whither are you going, child,
“To-mght along these lonesome ways?”
To Durham,” answered she, half wild—

) : . 35
Then come with me into the chaise.”

Insensible to all relief
Sat the poor girl, and forth did send
Sob after sob, as if her grief

Could never, never have an end. 40

“My child, in Durham do you dwell?”
She checked herself in her distress,
And said, “My name is Alice Fell;

I'm fatherless and motherless,

“Anq I to Durham, Sir, belong.”
Again, as if the thought would choke
Her very heart, her grief grew strong;
And all was for her tattered cloak!

45

The chaise drove on; our journey’s end

Was nigh; and, sitting by my side, 50
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As if she had lost her only friend
She wept, nor would be pacified.

Up to the tavern-door we post;

Of Alice and her grief I told;

And I gave money to the host, 55
To buy a new cloak for the old.

“And let it be of duffil grey,

As warm a cloak as man can sell!”

Proud creature was she the next day,

The little orphan, Alice Fell!* 60

Most of the poerm is given over to emphasizing the obsessiveness of Alice’s
grief, her unwillingness to be distracted from lamenting the loss of her
cloak.’ But beyond this, the poem clearly addresses the important con-
temporary argument about the rights and wrongs of charity as against
official and systematic provision for the poor and vagrant classes.

Alice’s age is not specified, but we can infer from her declaration
“‘And I to Durham, Sir, belong’” (1. 45), that she may be entitled to some
kind of care from her parish, as orphans or bastards often were. This is
by no means explicit, however, and the uncertainty is increased when
we note the contrast between Alice’s reply and the question she was asked:
“‘My child, in Durham do you dwell?’” (1. 41). “Dwelling” implies a roof,
four walls, and a fixed abode; “belonging,” in Alice’s terms, seems much
more ambiguous and, in her own logic, is related simply to her being
« fatherless and motherless’” (I. 44). She could be on the books as a
recipient of official care, or she could be loosely associated with the
community by virtue only of continuous presence, compelled to live off
the same sort of casual charity that she has received from the speaker
of the poem. This might indeed explain her being away from Durham
in the first place.

The contemporary debate about how—and if at all—the poor and
dispossessed should be cared for was widespread and often virulent. |
have not the space to describe it here in any detail, but it informs such
writings as Edmund Burke’s Thoughts and Details on Scarcity, Thomas
Malthus’ Essay on the Principle of Population, and various tracts by Henry
Fielding, Jonas Hanway, and others; the same texts provide a context
for poems such as “Simon Lee” and “The Old Cumberland Beggar.” In
“Alice Fell,” given the absence of any reference to houses “misnamed of
INDUSTRY” (PWW, 4:239), the controversy is occluded or avoided. The
empbhasis seems rather to be on the child’s obsessive psychology and the
speaker’s act of charity. One might indeed thus argue that the poem is
uncomfortably evasive on a matter of considerable polemical urgency
and political affiliation—that it unquestioningly substitutes a single and
inexpensive act of charity for a proper consideration of the general
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problem which makes such charity necessary in the first place. Is this
angtber example of a rather familiar late eighteenth-century ge;xre de-
scribing an act recalling the gestures of Laurence Sterne’s sentim(;ntal
trav?ler, who gives alms for the emotional frisson of witnessing gratitude?
I tl_\mk' that the intelligence of the writing consists in the delicac wit};
which it suspends (though it does not preempt) this possible resol)llxtion.

Take th ker’ - N
with hi;:Spea er's comment after he has invited the child into the coach

Insensible to all relief

Sat the poor girl, and forth did send
Sob after sob, as if her grief
Could never, never have an end.

[ll. 37-40]

T.hls mlght. indeed seem to argue for the pointlessness of the speaker’s
kindness, since she remains insensible to it. By extension, it might seem
thaft the general provision of warm places for vagrant children is relatively
unimportant. The rhyme on “grief” seals the apparent repudiation of
.rellef. And “relief” is a very important word. In contemporary discourse
it was the term always applied to the general enterprise of assisting the
poor: the Oxford English Dictionary records it as applying specifically to
the Poor !Jaws and to parish doles, but only up to 1865, The polem);cal
role of this word would certainly have been close to the surface for the
read?r of 1807, even if we have lost it today. (The 1807 text reads “She
'sate.llke one past all relief.”) So an extension of reference seems particularl
justified: the speaker may be surreptitiously voicing a social jud ment—z
that reliet" does not answer the problems of the poor.? i

This is where the poem starts to become very interesting. The speaker

is ot')wously not going as far as William Cowper goes in arguing that
Scripture is the only cure of woe”:

The soul, reposing on assur'd relief,

Feels herself happy amidst all her grief,
Forgets her labour as she toils along,
Weeps tears of joy, and bursts into a song.’

Here, promise of an afterlife is flagrantly proffered as an alternative to
worldly relief—which Cowper also allows us to see as unassured. But

there are no tears of joy for Ali
ce Fell, only those of obsessive gri
the speaker notes: o grict. as

' and, sitting by my side,
As if she had lost her only friend
She wept, nor would be pacified.

[ll. 50-52]
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Has she indeed lost her only friend in losing the tattered cloak? If we
interpret the simile literally, we undermine the speaker’s seemingly naive
astonishment as we also ascribe a deeper sense to his utterance. This
cloak might well have been all that she had, her only lasting support
against the climate, something more reliable than experiences of occasional
charity. We begin to wonder if she does indeed spend most of her life
outdoors and is not officially cared for. This would certainly explain the
obsessiveness of her grief. The kind gentleman and the coach are not
substitutes for the lost cloak, because they will disappear, and she will
be left with nothing. That the cloak was ragged even before the accident
only adds point to this; it was still all that she had. (Do we see just a hint
of her sense of the speaker’s social distance in the vocative “‘Sir’” [l
45]?) This is why only the new cloak makes her happy: it is something
she can hang on to in a world where general “relief” seems to be unreliable,
bandied back and forth in debate between middle-class politicians. The
new cloak also makes her “proud,” demonstrating that even in extremes
of adversity a human dignity and self-respect can be maintained or created;
she is raised in her own self-esteem as well as materially benefited. The
psychological benefits of “property” are part of Wordsworth’s general
idea of ownership.

I do not consider it useful to limit the scope of this reading to what

might or might not have been consciously in Wordsworth’s mind at the
time of writing or revising. In 1815 he did add the subtitle “or, Poverty,
as if encouraging contemplation of the general import of the particular
event. But identifying the poet’s own position is complicated when we
discover that the incident did not actually happen to him but to his friend
Robert Grahame. One could argue either that this reinforces the good
faith of the speaker (since Wordsworth chooses the first person) or that it
undermines it. I believe this question to be genuinely indeterminate. We
do know from Dorothy Wordsworth’s account of the incident that Alice
“‘belonged to the next town’” (PWW, 1:359). But it is not at all clear
from the poem, though it could be inferred, that Alice is sent forth into
Durham in her new coat. As written, the poem manages to heighten the
question of her displacement in not specifying her destination. It has
converted a personal tale into a debate, a debate existing in the language
and the dialogue of the poem and quite independent of whether “Words-
worth” himself approved or did not approve of the speaker’s act of char-
ity as a substitute for the general provision of relief. It is precisely the
understatement or silence of the poem on certain questions that allows
them to be asked. Its deeper meanings must be sought in what is half-
mentioned or not mentioned at all.

Let me give some further, brief examples. Only if we are aware of
the contexts of this poem do we register the fact that Alice does not beg.
Many arguments about the moral integrity (or lack of it) of the poor
made use of the problem of beggars (as does Wordsworth himself, else-
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where). William Godwin, in The Enquirer (1797), provides an instance of

the kind of condescending judgment often passed by the affluent upon
the poor, noting

the impostures which we frequently discover in this species of suitors.
The whole avocation seems reduced to an art. They cannot be

always in that paroxysm of sorrow, the expression of which so many
of them endeavour to throw into their voice.?

Alice’s heartfelt grief is obviously an implicit answer to this sort of argument
but the argument itself is not stated as such in the poem. We have t(;
know the potential for it in order to recognize its absence and to appreciate
tbe way in which the poem may well be rebuking the pomposity of
dlrec.tmg such rhetoric (and perhaps also that of the debate between
charity and relief?) at the phenomenon of a poor shivering child without
a cloak.

Again, we cannot be completely sure of whether Alice is illegitimate
or merely orphaned. She is called an orphan by the speaker, but the two
Categories are somewhat imperfectly distinct, both in common speech
apd under certain sections of the law. William Blackstone stated that the
nghts of the illegitimate person are very few, for “he can inkerit nothin
bcmg looked upon as the son of nobody, and sometimes called ﬁligs,
nyllzus, sometimes filius populi.” Might Alice’s confession, “ ‘I to Durham
Sir, belong, ” then be an idiomatic version of her status as a daughter 0%
the people, in Blackstone’s terms? We cannot be sure, and once more
the poem suggests the irrelevance of such considerations. But only if we
are aware .of the possibility, do we sense the point of rendering it irrelevant
Th.ls is quite different from not seeing the connection at all. The historicai
we_lght of the poem lies, as I have said before, in its emptiness. By having
Allce? refuse grateful participation in any community of awakened sym-
pathizers—in the suspiciously momentary catharsis that such participation
would provide—and by stressing the very materialism of her obsession
the poem opens up a political perspective. This political perspective is,
further vindicated in the use of the word “relief” in the gentle contrast
betwegn “dwelling” and “belonging,” and in the allusion to the possibility
that {\hce is a daughter of the people. The poem is neither simply radical
nor simply conservative on the subject of charity versus relief; rather, it
exposes the texture of the debate within and beyond the speake;‘s control
:t :.l:us exhibits the historicity of language play and its definite referen:
iality.

‘ There is a further intriguing coincidence compounding this refer-
entiality. We know from Dorothy Wordsworth’s journal that Alice Fell
was tf_le child’s real name; Wordsworth did not invent it. He almost might
have. invented it, however, since it suits to a remarkable degree the themes
of his poem. For “fell” has the meaning “skin” or “fleece”—either the
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skin or the natural hair that grows out of it."” This sense is almost lost
to us now, though it appears in Gerard Manley Hopkins’ famous punning
line “I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.” But it would have been
much more immediate for Wordsworth, perhaps from Robert Burns or
John Dyer (cited in the Oxford English Dictionary) or from Shakespeare.
The surname further suggests an allusion to the landscape of northern
England (“fell” as hill or mountain) and perhaps even to the pairing of
two other senses of the word, frequently found in Milton: “fell” as fierce—
wild—and also as a description of the fallen state (the one a result of the
other).

Remarkably, all these resonances can be brought to bear on the
poem. Alice is a child of nature in that she is traveling alone in wild
places (the fells) and is exposed to the elements; she is also “half wild”
(l. 35), being obsessed with grief. Additionally, the poem tells the story
of the reinstatement of her fleece, or protective covering; she receives,
as it were, a new skin. And this too is a political point, for the debate
between nakedness and clothing was an urgent and familiar one to
Wordsworth’s generation. Burke believed that clothing is what makes us
human, redeeming us (as far as anything can) from the indignity of our
fallen state, of which it is also the primary signifier. To go without clothing
is to threaten civilization itself: to abandon all that we have acquired
since the fall and, most especially, to remove the public signification of
social rank and difference. Hence his case against the “new conquering
empire of light and reason” which he saw embodied in the French Rev-

olution:

All the decent drapery of life is to be rudely torn off. All the super-
added ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral imagination,
which the heart owns, and the understanding ratifies, as necessary
to cover the defects of our naked shivering nature, and to raise it
to dignity in our own estimation, are to be exploded as a ridiculous,
absurd, and antiquated fashion."

Not for nothing are Blake’s images of innocence and energy those of
nakedness, icons of Spartan virtue destructive of the images (and the
economy) of robes and furred gowns. In Burkean terms, then, the re-
clothing of Alice Fell is a reclaiming of one who is potentially wild (and
hence exiled and accusatory) into the society of property and possession.
The acceptance of the need for clothing is also an acceptance that perfection
is not open to us (all clothing being a version of the fig leaf); so Alice’s
readmission into society by means of charity covertly embodies a declaration
that there will never be a world in which poverty and suffering would
not exist. Read in this way, the poem becomes once again an argument
against the prospect of general relief.
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This coincidence of theme and name, which | suggest as adding
meaning to the poem, also suggests that the speaker’s simple gesture of
charity (;fls I'have hitherto described it) should not be construed merel
as one dl‘splacing the moral and political debate but as itself occupyiny
a p!ace within that debate. In other words, not simply language but alsg
social beha.vior, seemingly spontaneous, must be regarded as potentiall
predetermined. Because Wordsworth as poet does not offer a deﬁnitivz
commentary on the behavior of the speaker, the poem is not simply an
expression of Burkean ideology, although many of its details can be seen
to tend in that direction. Alice’s refusal to beg makes her one of the
proud poor (the favorites of Tory social commentators), as does her
reluctance to draw attention to herself when the chaise is first stopped
(seell. 11-12). Her final pleasure ultimately vindicates the psychological
benefits of having possessions. But we also register the harsh materialism
of her refusal to be pacified and, indeed, of her final pleasure. Considered
fron? the other side of the political fence, the poem can suggest that no
one is beyond reclamation into society if the proper incentives are offered
It can also suggest that the gulf between the haves and the have-nots is

of the sort that can be bridged only b i i i
. ’y by an increased material
or basic well-being for the latter. ! menal prosperly

‘I Pass on now to a more notorious poem, “Gipsies.” For the sake of
brevity, I shall not try to expound the importance of understanding the
contemporary debates about gypsies. Such debates certainly existed, and
fmal'ogu‘es can be found in the poems of Cowper and John Clare, and
in Fielding’s Tom Jones, as elsewhere. To recover all this material’here
would be to repeat some of the methodological points that I have made
in my.refading of “Alice Fell” Instead, I want to concentrate on the diction
of “Gipsies” and its implications for the state of mind of jts speaker, an

umntegraFed subjectivity if ever there was one! Here s the poem in its
1807 version:

Yet are they here?>—the same unbroken knot
Of human Beings, in the self-same spot!

Men, Women, Children, yea the frame

Of the whole Spectacle the samel
Only their fire seems bolder, yielding light: 5
Now deep and red, the colouring of night;

That on their Gipsy-faces falls,

Their bed of straw and blanket-walls.
—Twelve hours, twelve bounteous hours, are gone while 1
Have been a Traveller under open sky,

Much witnessing of change and chear,

Yet as I left I find them here!
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The weary Sun betook himself to rest.
—Then is);ued Vesper from the fulgent West,

Outshining like a visible God 15
The glorious path in which he trod.

And now, ascending, after one dark hour,

And one night’s diminution of her power,
Behold the mighty Moon! this way w

She looks as if at them—but they ‘
Regard not her:—oh better wrong and strife,
Better vain deeds or evil than such life!

The silent Heavens have goings on; .

The stars have tasks—but these have none.

This is surely one of Wordsworth’s prickliest poems——so' mu}clh, it w:)l(;led-
seem, for Wordsworth as a friend to the less fortunate! I ¢ oose i t
liberately because of its revelatqry power as appareptly l:)ne of ‘hlS rxcl)(i)[slt
morally repugnant poems. Coleridge’s criticism remains the starting p

for any reconsideration:

The poet, without seeming to reflect that the poor tawng/ waxtr}:(rislrlerﬁ
might probably have been tramping fqr weeks together ; §St
road and lane, over moor and mountain, ar_ld cqnsequentj y n:de
have been right glad to rest therqselves, thelr. chlldrer;1 anh tcauCh,
for one whole day; and overlooking the obvious tr;lkt ,ft ha Sszl ich
repose might be quite as necessary for them, as a w;; of t te e
continuance was pleasing or healthful for the more ortur(;a_ e g) -
expresses his indignation in a series of lines, the dlctlonhan 1mk gha();
of which would have been rather above,- than bel_ow the mar ’ssive
they been applied to the immense empire of China improgre

for thirty centuries. [BL, 2:137]

As if to make matters worse, Wordsworth seems to panic and amends
the last lines of the poem for the 1820 edition:

Yet, witness all that stirs in heaven or ear'th! _
In scorn I speak not;—they are what their birth
And breeding sutfers them to be;

. iety!
Wild outcasts of society [PWW, 2:227]

Awkward affirmations of cultural relativism—they cannot he.lp it; tl'ley
were born that way—now replace the mor-al rebuke; but in dlssoma.tmg
himself from scorn, the speaker manages to m_troduce on!y' conl(.ilfsc;e\nsmn.
This poem poses difficult problems for editors and critics ali el. 'morig
those who do not subscribe to Coleridge’s argument or Fomplete y 1gn(:th
the poem out of a sense of embarrassment, Davxd'Fe-rry s account is wolit
attention. He finds that Wordsworth “blames the gipsies for their mortality,
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for not participating sufficiently in the eternal”: Wordsworth’s mood is
not that of “trivial irritability” but a “sublime arrogance” in which the
commonsense considerations expressed by Coleridge must take second
place."” This goes about as far as one can 80, I think, in treating the
poem sympathetically—the poet is carried away by enthusiasm and thus
goes a bit further in his enthusiasm (don’t we all?) than he would in a
more measured state of mind.

Still, we must question the license by which the speaker, as a2 man
of leisure, identifies himself with the great laws of nature, as someone
obeying natural laws. “Gipsies” could almost stand as one of that grou
of poems in which Wordsworth seems to rebuke himself for allowing
enthusiasm to result in the perpetration of inhuman misunderstandings,
as he does in “Anecdote for Fathers” and the “Point Rash-Judgment”
poem (the fourth of the “Poems on the Naming of Places”). But in
“Gipsies” no formal directive leads us to question the speaker’s integrity,
except the hyperbole of the sublime mood itself. There is no incorporated
moment of correction. Thus it is tempting to dismiss the poem as evincing
the limits of Wordsworth’s social sympathies, which extend to impoverished
property owners, and perhaps to shivering orphans, but not to those
who choose, or seem to choose, to remain rootless vagrants. Can this
case be answered?

First, we may notice that the tone and content of the speaker’s
address place him in the society of other Wordsworthian protagonists
who are clearly not sanctioned by the poet. Thus the Vicar of “The
Brothers,” in misjudging Leonard Ewbank, sees him as one who

Will look and scribble, scribble on and look,
Until a man might travel twelve stout miles,
Or reap an acre of his neighbour’s corn.

[PWW, 2:1]

The Vicar’s mood is described as that of “gay complacency” rather than
of any sublime self-abandon (PWW, 2:4). Again, the speaker of the “Point
Rash-Judgment” poem refers to the “vacant mood” in which the ramblers

.are “feeding” their “fancies” when they pass their improper verdict upon

the old fisherman (PWW, 2:1 16). The speaker of “Gipsies” belongs within
this genre, except that there is nothing in the poem itself to dramatize
his culpability.

We must, then, search for clues in the construction of the sublime
mood itself; we have to try to contextualize the hyperbole. The speaker
treats the sight of the gypsies as a “Spectacle” (1. 4), often an uneasy word
in Wordsworth'’s vocabulary, at least when associated with the unreflective
habits of mind encouraged by the metropolitan theaters. And if the
human elements of the landscape are part of a tableau vivant, then there
is also something less than imaginative about the sun depicted as “weary”
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(I. 18)—a poeticism which the true poet of the Lakes seldom allows
himself in good faith. And what of the line “Then issued Vesper from
the fulgent West” (1. 14)? This reminds me of another line in Wordsworth’s
writings: “And reddening Phoebus lifts his golden fire.” But this line is
not by Wordsworth. It is by Thomas Gray, and it occurs in the sonnet
quoted in the “Preface to Lyrical Ballads™ as an example of vicious poetic
diction.' Wordsworth goes through the sonnet and picks out the five
valuable lines: this one is not among them. The line from “Gipsies” has
the same uncomfortable personification, the same pathetic fallacy, the
same declamatory authority—surely not that of a man speaking to men
but that which tends to impress “a notion of the peculiarity and exaltation
of the Poet’s character.”*® [t may be contrasted, moreover, with the much
more modest address to the evening star in the sonnet “To the Planet
Venus, an Evening Star,” in which the mood is one of love, peace, and
humility rather than sublime self-reflection (see PWW, 3:274-75).

There is thus evidence to suggest that this is an odd piece of poetry,
not simply in itself (which is obvious) but also in central Wordsworthian
terms—the terms that bind together most coherently his theoretical
pronouncements and many of his other poems. Can we deduce an un-
conscious faltering in the poem, a level of implicit self-undermining
which is not technically manifested in a formal structure, as it would be
if the speaker were cast as a dramatic persona, in the manner of the old
sea captain of “The Thorn”? Similar questions arise about the ungainly
lines in John Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” There, one of the most
mellifluous poets in the language delivers lines such as “Not to the sensual
ear, but, more endeared” and “O Attic shape! Fair attitude!” thereby
prompting us by these uncomfortable clashes to wonder about the speaker’s
state of mind.

Decisions about “Gipsies” can also be made around the question of
whether the speaker has unconsciously “dramatic” status. Itis as if Words-
worth offers us at the same time an affirmation and a critique of the
mood of sublime enthusiasm; the poem becomes the product of a sort
of schizophrenia. On the one hand, we have the pompous sermonizer
and enforcer of accepted social divisions; on the other, and in the very
excessiveness of the style, we see a trace of a man speaking to men and
of the guilt-afflicted rambler of the “Point Rash-Judgment” poem. The
poem then becomes not just the transcription of a political position but
also (as so often in Wordsworth) the vehicle for analyzing the subject
who articulates that position. Whether or not we choose to “excuse” him,
in a judgmental way, matters less than that we try to understand the
implications of his resorting to this particular language—implications
for the historical conditions of subjectivity itself.

Before I address this question, I shall first point out that the literariness
of “Gipsies” is not exhausted by the oddly out-of-place echo of Gray. The
traveler-speaker also echoes two moments in book 4 of Paradise Lost, the
first when Satan beholds Paradise for the first time

Critical Inquiry ~ September 1984 65
for the sun

g now with prone career

and in the ascending scale

that usher evening rose'

Qeclined was hastin
To the Ocean Isles,
Of heaven the stars

and the second when Uriel has Jjust departed

Hesperus that led
T.h? starry host, rode brightest, till the moon
Rising in clouded majesty, at length
Appar’ent queen unveiled her peerless light
And o'er the dark her silver mantle threw.

[PL, 4.605-9]

Most important of all, Wordsworth’
. , th’s speaker echoes Adam’
prelapsarian labor. Day is the time for work, and night forsrtseztr'mon o

__ other creatures all day lon
Rove idle unemployed, and les)sl nee!(;i rest;
Man hath his daily work of body or mind
Appointed, which declares his dignity,
And the regard of heaven on all his ways;
While other animals unactive range, ’
And of their doings God takes no account.

[PL, 4.616-29]

Having almost cast himself as the sun, as one who travels for “

bounteous hours” e

' : (1. 9), Wordsworth’s speaker gesture i
;ol:vard seeing himself as the paradisal AdIz)am, speglks of tshft) )rlle?::g:ii;":)r;
(z:hor, and co'ndemr}s (by allusion) the gypsies to being ignored by God
lgo;lgh the image is sof'tened—it is the moon that they ignore [see I
! - g).l They !)ecome, 1t seems, “animals unactive” (PL, 4.621). The.
gzgirreo ‘fh(i)fht}'ns poem is In part a result of its quotation of Milton—a
neverthe]es: 1t cannot quite afford to explain but to which it alludes
What, then, do these two sorts of allusion
expl.lcn) and that to Milton (which is more ex,p;i}l?tt lt)(l)xthrt?l)l, :gz:ezvl:hall
evasive, though presumably less so to a reader of 1807), have to say ab "
the historical condition of the subjectivity that might be’behind thiz ootl'lt
spealfer? The clue, I think, lies in the dramatization of the fact thgt (t:hl:::
E)hoet is, t[()) use Adam’s terms, one who does his daily work in mind rather
Har‘n in 0(_iy (see PL, 4..618), if indeed he could be said to labor at all
€ i1s certainly not earning a living by the sweat of his brow: the “Point'
Rash—judgment-” poem in fact refers to a mood of “idleness.” The speaker
;annot thus project with any complete confidence the persona of gonest
aborer th'at‘ v'vould be necessary to admonish the gypsies with full convicti
and credibility. He can hardly accuse them of wasting time in Ieis:;:
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when his own occupation is so darkly ambiguous in pre.cxsely t};e ?3;;16
way. Wordsworth had already gone into print on the v1frtl.16; o gs di E
over a day to idleness (see PWW, 4%:60). The voice of s(;:l -ngl tel(;gt' s
approval that “Gipsies” expresses is thus thwarted aln :n:i 1t\;lae un,d x
cordingly, it takes the form qf improbable hyp.erbo E: ln the under.
standing (conscious or otherw1s§) that creates this am 1vfa inc 2 social
and political one. Wordsworth is at some leve'l aware of the ar[r;] egefore

- position of the poet, neither a labor(.er nor an idler, an.d awareh crefor
of the whole predicament of the writer in thc.: egr.ly nlne}tlgent cm as);
He presents himself, in the formal dlsco'ntmumes'of is poshe,land-
potentially alienated figure, whose purpose in wanderm% acrosls he land:
scape cannot be specified and whose e7xact place on the scale
Adam and the beasts is thus unstable.'

Pgpts ia M\Lja,_, ywww‘yf‘,&j,rﬂ
2 whirea M"‘ “ otnd P orakis Als ’ ,...M7
/. Wyrmw ¥ o tf-..—{‘yt'&. M—v*/?
Much more would be needed to produce an efﬁc.lent vocabularzeg?li
reading the politics of Wordsworth’s poetry. In Partxcular, se;y ‘c;xords_
attention to the relation between the Publlc positions adopte‘ by W o>
worth on various issues and the manifestation of these posmgrfm 1lr11 s
poetic writing would have to be undgrtaken. This wouldfspectlrlc;:n ly "
luminate the problem of hi?w unconsczgus ;h;ol;nfrugztlgaebg] l;])i(;for)ircal %he
mpared to that of prose, and o :
Eic::)snsé)ioui itself might then appear to be. I have no space he}r}et}f](;rt t:,ls
task, although it will be clear to th(?se whp knf)w Wordswort  that OZ
evidence so far indicates the ways in whth his poetry dcomp 1cdirectl
counterbalances positions that were sometimes expressed more ! Thz
in other writings, whether by the poet or b)_' his contte)mporarslee.akers
techniques of poetry, including the? presentation of amd iguous r;i)ate ers
and allusive slips of the tongue, r{nght thep.be deeme apgr(;i[z e for
the expressions of unresolve;i )pg?mial pdosmons whose authority
if unconscious isplaced. o
anfufl’lczlr(fl:: rrlni)frrlllerft, I want i);xsteas to try to set the abovi rfeaqm’gsd into
the contexts of current literary criticism. My account f’f GlptSlgssub‘(::t—
onstrates the degree to whi(t:_h the p}l:enomex?(g):to:xt:)lscl:zlgz%r:stemC[i (;]nis;
as there described, differs from what we mi : | ructionis
tion to involve. I do not take Wordsworth’s allusions to ray
i'}(g:g;]aas evidence of anything at all in g;err;fflves.i:el;:); sz%lggitr?ee;tt};;;
an anxiety of influence nor an inescapa eli e'ratr)l e olned e
and experience; they do not spea.k for an inevitably md.ff ed ingenuity
and self-referentiality in the poetic mind. My account di l(: ather less
from the standard assumption about tales and teller.s, wherein are
st the first and not the second, that is, to pay attentio
f(')‘ (t:g:r:rgiiidn[go;sr li]t may offer evidence against the interpretations of the
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persona reporting it to us. I do, however, put this formulation to use in
@ new way. Here, the complexities of the tale do not simply “transcend”
the teller, so that subjectivity tends to become irrelevant in their exposition
and unraveling. This approach, typical of much of the New Criticism of
mid—nineteenth—century literature, tends to produce a merely formal
conclusion about the “truth” of the story in relation to the “character” of
the teller. In contrast, I suggest that this “character” and its particular
motivations might have arguably historical and objective determinations
and that through its forms of €xpression we can trace an intersubjective
experience both empirical and psychological.

Neither of the two poems offers a formally differentiated dramatic
speaker, and it might well seem that in attempting to account for the
uncertainties that yet remain in the positioning of the speaking subject,
['have tacitly consented to one of the major tenets of the Derridean or

deconstructionist criticism. This has been well expressed by George Steiner,
who attributes it to Martin Heidegger:

It is not so much the poet who speaks, but language itself. . . . The
poet is not a persona, a subjectivity ‘ruling over language’, but an
‘openness to’, a supreme listener to, the genius of speech. . . . We

do not ‘read’ the poem in the traditional framework of the author’s
auctoritas and of an agreed sense, however gradually and gropingly
arrived at. We bear witness to its precarious possibility of existence

in an ‘open’ space of collisions, of momentary fusions between word
and referent.'®

I have indeed written of the poems as occupying a “space of collisions,”
and I have not tried to restrict attention to an authoritative subjectivity
invoked as a principle able to limit allusions. At the same time, these
allusions are much more than ‘momentary fusions between word and
referent.” If language is a place of collision, then there is nothing precarious
about the elements that collide. The contest of significations is one of
polemically charged vocabularies and concepts with very precise empirical
implications. It is not a matter of anyone passively recording the “genius
of speech™; or at least, even if a degree of passivity is operative, then the
speech that is transcribed is iself highly active and highly referential.
The debates invoked by the linguistic and stylistic features of Wordsworth’s
poems are the great debates of contemporary legislation and social theory—
about the relations of work and leisure, charity and relief, property and
vagrancy, rich and poor. The dislocated subject who “speaks” in “Gipsies”
is not rendered as dislocated by some universal fact of language but
rather by the condition of specific alienation traceable within his wse—
whether conscious or unconscious—of that language.
Thus, in insisting on the historical grounds of this play of possibilities

rendered into language, I am not consenting to what I take to be another
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major tenet of the deconstructionist movement: tll;aF 'langusgtehrffliitﬁ
. o a
i i ts own coming-into-being, an: su
ultimately upon itself, upon i g, and that such
i the search for a verifiably emp

self-reference should discourage y empiric
i This has often seemed the most in g

context or motive for utterance. .

aspect of Derrida’s thought for his American followers (how.evc.:r congruous'

it gleight or might not be with the whole of that thought, stlll‘m (i)rfogr:e::t)é

the sophisticated superficiality of language must, wh(‘en' recognized, 11;\;3 e

any move toward causal hypotheses about its origins. Here 1s

Man on the ubiquity of self-deception:

iti i ifying literature, they
dern critics think they are demystifying
Z:”,e}el frrll fr;c(t) beeing demystified by it. . .BW?at they call ?;S;fiﬁgofgé
inguisti is i hing but literature rea ,
linguistics, psychoanalysis is not ut literature re ring, like
’ i pposedly
the Hydra’s head, in the very spot where \d supposedly beer
d. The human mind w1ll‘ go through a g s
fililsri(}::teif)sr(: to avoid facing “the nothingness of human matters.

. . . re
All available archives for making serious sensze1 t?f }l:t(f;}alturef ;;r;wllllzre
i i j the same law of bad faith. There is
disestablished and subjected to ! is nowhere
i iti t round and round the text.
for the literary critic to go excep ¢ N O ren ot
i ith de Man on the naive level: we can ag '
necessary to disagree wit . \ an agree that
iri is itself subject to analysis as a merely figu
so-called empirical reference is i ect to y gurasive
i is, i i se, like literature. But we
representation and is, in this sense, : But .
grgnt that this can lead the way to an analysis of the historical ger}llerta;l(?lr;
i ch it fai
i k of Michel Foucault, however mu
of efficient figures. The wor el Fo cver much It fails
i of historical change, is o g
to declare on the precise nature of the greatest
i metries that Foucault demonstra
importance here. The sym t Fo demonstrates between
i iscipli i are inevitably historical; gu
different disciplines and discourses 2l the argument
i how they endure, and how they ge-
rise over how coherent they are, en 10w
'aI'he singular lack of interest shown by Derrida’s followers in this alternative
approach is striking and is a subject to which I sh'al.l re.turr}l). ey of
The presence of a highly dislocated subjectivity in the por yf ‘
Wordsworth makes it, I think, a particularly useful body (}),f wrltmgd 0
’ i idean theory and an
i igati the relation between the Derri d
any investigation of een | Wordowordvs serting.
i istori i The situation of Wordsw
accessible historical discourse. . Wordsworth's writing,
i his audience, was precisely wi ER
and the preoccupation of : : cly with the issues o
i i i thority, and irony, which ha
fragmentation, alienation, au h L L e
i i f modern “theoretical” problems. ,
informed the construction o . lems. Thus, 2
i enabled by modern theory to :
we may be assisted or even o et they e
i i t find upon close examinatio '
issues in Wordsworth, we ye i ‘ einge
in his writi venient tools for generating ne
in his writings as more than con . ing mew readings
i in the late eighteenth and early
They open up a whole discourse in . centh
cent)tllrilexs3 one not limited fo literature but concerned with the same iss
»
ear in literature. . |
© ap'I[)his is, or ought to be, the difference between the now standaerSS
’ i waren
Derridean reading of a text (any genre, any period) and an a
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of Derridean tools that are helpful in reading Romantic writers, The first
position—the standard Derridean reading—by depriving itself of any
reference to historically identifiable discourses, ends up by implying some
theory of reading (of “fictionality,” irony, and so on) in which language
reflects on its own cunning levels of artificiality. This results in the pro-
duction of a rhetoric, in which it is always language and never a specific
text that is discussed (so that, if the text is well chosen, the critic takes
the text itself simply at face value). I associate this approach with the
work of de Man and J. Hillis Miller and their followers, who seem un-
interested in the evidence for the conditions of production—in history in
the largest sense —of any particular writer or text. This tendency is itself
symmetrical with Derrida’s own increasing abstraction of the language/
speech/writing syndrome (for example, in Jean Jacques Rousseau) from
any context more specific than “Western metaphysics.” Readings of Rous-
seau’s views on language become suddenly independent of his political
cconomy and of anything that might reveal them as motivated (historically
and subjectively). The natural result of this is a “theory,” or a statement
about “the nothingness of human matters,” for language has now been
stripped of so many potential complications that a “theory” now seems
to be possible. This theory then redigests the very things that it has
previously excluded in order to constitute itself in the first place and
whose continued independent presence would threaten its whole existence.
Thus de Man finds a rhetoric of infinite displacement in Rousseau’s
political texts and makes this their meaning. It is never proposed that
there might be a historical explanation for such textual syndromes or
that they might be opened to further analysis,*

To make any use, in a comprehensive literary criticism, of Derrida’s
insights about linguistic slippage and the unintegrated subjectivity, we
must, then, remain primarily committed to explaining their incidence in
particular cases; we can never accept them as universal necessities to be
deduced from the nature of writing itself. This inevitably takes us back
to questions concerning the conditions of the production of such inde-
terminacies as are traceable in language. These conditions, if they are
to be convincing, will always be specific.

In the case of Wordsworth, special mention must be made of the
work of Geoffrey Hartman. Hartman’s book on Wordsworth, Wordsworth’s
Poetry, 17871814, first published in 1964, could be described as having
established the scope and direction of Romantic studies for the twenty
years since. It also established the intellectual majority of Wordsworth
himself, hitherto often considered as a poet of the feelings or as 2 modified
Lockean with something to say about the relation of mind and world.
This important and continually creative book was in fact written before
the importation of Derrida into America, but it prepares the way for the
deconstructionist enterprise in that Wordsworth is taken out of the historical
and put into the visionary mode. The Wordsworth canon is thus redesigned
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around the poems in which the speaker successfully abstracts himself
from contingent history. For Hartman at this stage, Wordsworth’s achieve-
ment is human and imaginative, but the way is nevertheless prepared
for his poems to be seen as more and more autonomous of anything that
is not a “literary” input. In fact, with a hindsight that may yet be prophetic
for all of us writing now, Hartman is his own best critic: in “Retrospect
1971, published with the 1977 reprint of the book, he confesses the
subordination of “psychology, epistemology, religious ideas, politics” to
the elucidation of Wordsworth’s “ ‘consciousness of consciousness’” (WP,
p. xii). In a fine passage, he continues:

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 freshness 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 the integrity of the mind than in that
of the single poem. I wanted to identify the forces ranged against
emergence, against the achievement of a humane imagination, and
I did not count among these forces intellectual confusion or a Cole-

ridgean metaphysical hangover. [WP, p. xvii]

Here Hartman himself signals quite consciously, as the best critics some-
times do, the need for an examination of the evidence he once ignored.
Both with the wisdom of hindsight and in the fabric of his original
argument (for example, in its awareness of the imagination as a dangerously
modifying faculty), he points to an alternative approach to that which
stresses the emergence of the visionary mode (and its “decline” in The
Excursion). This alternative, I think, will not focus on “intellectual confusion”
or Coleridgean hangovers but on the historical conditions informing the
writing of a subjectivity that is unassured and a poetry that is indecisive
and prone to scruples and qualifications —a poetry where self-corruption
is not a matter of linguistic self-reference, or visionary failure, but of
acute existential disorder—a poetry and a subjectivity with specific historical
coordinates.

At the moment, we have a divided Romantic criticism, it seems to
me, with the major historical scholars remaining implicitly or explicitly
antitheoretical and the “theorists” ignoring history. Thus E. P. Thompson,
who (I dare to hope) might well approve of the sort of reading I have
given to “Alice Fell,” shows in his own literary criticism a fear of admitting
any fracturing elements into poetic statements conceived in the voices
of (for him) objectively documentary observers; the speakers of “Songs
of Experience” must therefore be telling the truth, rather than dramatizing
in their statements another sort of truth, that of the alienated subjectivity

itself.?!
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peri(;l(;h?:r]ptsli)en 11;:(,3 rIa ;voul.d‘ari}le, the most important historian of the
y cnuc. No single work of historical scholarshi
approaches the scope and the profitable : Making ot i
English Working Class. 1t is all the more Aportant, them, tht aing of the
: ; 5. | ore tmportant, then, that Th
Yvho is admlraply willing to cross disciplinary boundaries, shou(l)(lin g(s)osr:),

?:ltlw?el? the deconstru'ctionists and their opponents, except that it is as
Tho(,)n ; istory apcil specificity as that debate is empty of them.) Obviously
Son 1s right in a very simple sens . ’

‘ e. It would be absurd to h
&% ” : ave
sarl(()it o{‘a bread—or.—blood rioter, or to say to a modern South African
protesting apartheid, that he has misunderstood his historical situation
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manticism without ignoring all the evidence in the other direction.

What, then, we might ask, is the difference between this formulation

of mine and any other theory? Simply that it is not a theory at all. A

theory must presuppose some useful continuity between the objects to

which it will be applied, and there can be no theory of literary language

poem abou? Napoleon. But there js a third and
of this denial of. “embodiment,” which asserts

that will be thus useful, because the specific conditions of referentiality indeed, but abe ! poem about Napoleon
change too drastically from case to case. The archive of discourses and | by Word 1t about a particular Napoleon who js constructed and interpreted
events that makes sense of these references also changes, both particularly teyrm OhrOlsdw"orth, Byron, Shelley, or whomever else. “Napoleon” js 5 (j;ess
and historically. There is no place for a theory of how percepts are ! liberator e ner @ variable number of conceptual particulars

: o _

converted into or predetermined by language, or of how this process is
influenced by idiosyncratic or cultural paradigms. There is only a con-

tinually acquisitive (and admittedly theoretically alert) practice of inter- h

O . N ! . Now, for many th ; t, others by others

pretation, in which our intuitions are tested against the most comprehensive anal Y theorists this is the end rather than the beginning of

archive that can be constructed—one so comprehensive that it gives us hereyils (and sonlle would, I am sure argue that theory ought to inod
: . : »1€aving application to th

some chance of fracturing the peace of mind of those hermeneutic gestures wh P e “literary critic™). For as soon as we wonder

that we all recognize to be at least in part self-reflecting.

Of course, this practice does not produce truth, which is another
inhibiting theoretical obsession. And this is what seems to have arrested
our movement into pursuing more useful objectives and into a “modern”
political criticism (at both ends of the hermeneutic equation). The dis-
tinguished work that has been done on the political dimension of Ro-
manticism has been very much at the level of discovering the archive —
[ am thinking of such major contributions as those of David Erdman
and Carl Woodring. The “theorists” (and I shall surely be chastised for
saying this) are still for the most part locked into a false dialectic in which
the search for purity and propositional closure, on the one hand {a goal
borrowed from analytic philosophy?), is answered, on the other, by an

helplessness of whag de Man calls “literature” (see a
make all further inquiry somehow pointless.

Let me make the point again: the presence of figurally

equally reified counterstatement declaring for universal contamination perceptions in b : restrictive

(whether anguished or joyous matters little). Each goes on casting itself ‘ set it ptions in both the creative and the critical act is a failure only if

as the slave to the other’s master. "* against some fantasy of an achievable, universal truth Hey A
This brings us back to the second position I mentioned before (see passage from an influential essay by de Man: e a

Pp- 68-69), that which can claim some use for part of the Derridean

apparatus, albeit not for the whole. Hartman has described deconstruction For it is in the essence of language to be ca able of originati

as a movement which “refuses to identify the force of literature with any of never achieving the absolute identity witr;n itsil(; }(:Tlglnguop’ but

concept of embodied meaning and shows how deeply such logocentric natural object. Poetic language can do nothing bu: oarti;ixnl:sittsel:nt:‘:

or incarnationist perspectives have influenced the way we think about
»24

art.
o« T what it

The k.ey word here is e.mbodled. ”‘Io say that word.s d(? not em_body always apgi'ésper’:sizgieast anhmtept of consciousness, The word is
meanings is bgth true and trite. The entire Western nommallsF tradnu(_)n— manence of natura] entitie(; éar(: bf:md, the means by which the per-
the major philosophical traqulon—supports and assumes this principle. time and again, in the endless] 5:’(; Into question and thu§ negated,
Despite the heydey of Leavisite cults of the concrete, Shelley represents Y widening spiral of the dialectic.?*
the majority view in declaring that language has relation to thoughts and Thi

15 essay, first published in 1960, j
’ : 200, 1n fa

Ct predates the importation of
he has. been used as he has, De
ntological Primacy of the natural

not to things. On the other hand, to say that words have no referential

Derri .
relation to something called a “world” is even more absurd and should errida and may help ro explain why

Man PR
O€S on to argue for the “intrinsic o




74 David Simpson Wordsworth’s Poetry
object” in nineteenth-century poetry and thus for an accompanying “nos-
talgia for the object.”® This can surely be seen in some poets. But what
de Man entirely fails to explore, throughout his work, is the nature and
structure of “intent[s] of consciousness” as something other than theoretical
impasses and imperatives to despair (or Nietzschean celebration) resulting
from a failed objective satisfaction. This failure means that de Man writes
from within the condition he proposes to describe; the specifically historical
incidence of this loss of control can never then be brought to analysis.
Anyone seriously interested in the politics of poetry must explore
these intents of consciousness not as some kind of inept compensation
for the truth (like de Man), nor as propositional elements in some universal
phenomenology (like Edmund Husserl and his followers), but as specific
motivations and effects. Perspectivism and predetermined vision are not
“theoretical” matters but always implicated in particular spectrums of
choices and consequences with definite intersubjective coordinates.
Derrida, as far as I know, has done nothing to encourage this sort of
curiosity. Indeed, we need not go to Derrida for an education in how to
construe the politics of intents of consciousness when we can go to Pierre
Macherey, Theodor Adorno, Louis Althusser, Raymond Williams, and
a host of others. This European tradition, though known and mentioned,
has been very little used in American literary criticism.

If it should indeed begin to be used, then some important qualifications
must be made about the tendencies in “Marxism” itself, as well as those
of the environment into which it would be adopted. Among its own
tendencies, we must warn against a stultifying preoccupation, once again,
with “theory.” This means that, from the literary critic’s perspective, the
concepts that are adduced to support the formalistically presented features
of the text will be themselves grandiosely simplistic and historically crude.
They will be, in other words, highly unspecific. For example, here is Fredric
Jameson, trying to work a more sophisticated notion of ideology into a
reading of Joseph Conrad and therein advising us to pay attention to
the following topics to explain the genesis of “inner-worldly values”:

first and foremost, the secularization of life under capitalism and
the breaking up . . . of the older tradition-oriented systems of castes
and inherited professions, as the combined result of the French
Revolution and the spread of the market system. Now indeed, for
the first time in any general and irreversible way, the realm of val-
ues becomes problematical.”’

This kind of writing gives Marxism a bad name, and rightly so. One is
tempted to agree with de Man that “all is fiction”! I shall not go into
what is valuable in Jameson’s reading (and there is much); but it is a
reading that fails at the most elementary levels to do justice to what we
all recognize as literary problems—for example, the relation of the narrator
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whatever seeks to be “complete” as a form of the totalitarian. Pluralism’s
ethic of toleration and fear of monism are too strong to allow any one
“approach” to raise its head above the others. Thus it is itself a symptom
of what the sociologists call alienation, with the added sophistication that
such alienation now takes on the moral imprimatur of a humane tradition.
Within the terms of the presently available critical spectrum, one could
hardly disagree with this pluralist suspicion of monism: Jameson’s Marxist
reading does not seem to me any more satisfying than that of other
versions of Conrad. But the idea of an undivided literary criticism involves
precisely going beyond the presently available spectrum and beyond the
terms in which pluralism casts the debate. This is the harder to envisage
because it also involves making a gesture against the wider social syndromes
which that debate reproduces, themselves predicated upon alienation
and specialization. It is hard for us to imagine a critical practice in which
all specialties might be organically integrated, so that each constitutes
rather than merely illuminates the others—hard, because we all have
essentially divided minds, able to do some things better than others. An
alternative prospectus smacks of the utopian because the whole history
of modern academic practices runs against it: hence the separation of
English from comparative literature and from the classics, of women’s
studies from a “mainstream,” of “theory” from whatever is not theory,
of textual scholarship from interpretation.

Literally since working on earlier versions of this argument, I have
become aware of recent work that seems to me to come very close to
fulfilling some of the requirements of an undivided literary criticism, at
least in its recognition that literary statements are inevitably socially refer-
ential and allusive. If I limit myself simply to what appeared in the year
1983, 1 can point to books and essays by Jerome McGann, Ronald Paulson,
Roger Sayles, Heather Glen, Kenneth Johnston, and John Barrell.* Perhaps
the specific form of inclusiveness—the political—for which I have been
arguing, is already a thing of the present, so that my special pleading
partakes of the traditional wisdom of the owl of Minerva. It should be
said that there is also much in feminist criticism which gestures toward
an inclusive methodology. To examine the status of women and the image
of the feminine is, since they are very different things, necessarily to
initiate an attentiveness to the historical and the political. Once feminism
frees itself (as much of it has) from a normative psychology of male and
female, it readily leads to an analysis of more general forms of power
and their specific manifestations: race, class, vested interest, and so forth.

At least, it should do so. For to point out that there is a significant
body of recent work that is in the spirit of the changes of direction for
which I am asking does not assume that it will be noticed or that it will
escape designation as another “ism.” It may become, as so much else has,
just another of de Man’s “literatures,” just another partial fiction. And
here I return, finally, to the question of why it is that the preference for
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of examining the alternatives. Let me give a more specific and manageable
example. Very few Romanticists would object to the assertion that Erdman’s
Blake: Prophet against Empire is one of the most important books on the
period or on any writer within it. It is also obvious that, with a few
exemplary exceptions, Erdman’s work has not inaugurated a tradition,
as Hartman’s book (also important) on Wordsworth certainly has. To
read the recent interview that Morris Eaves conducted with David and
Virginia Erdman is to perceive some clues about why this might be.”
Erdman led an active and visible political life in the early 1950s, and his
associations with Marxism seem to have had a good deal to do with his
losing his job at that time. McCarthyism did much to kill off the Left in
America, and the protest against the Vietnam War, when it came, was
the more moderately liberal because of this. (I note only that the most
threatening movement of the time—the Black Panthers—was ruthlessly
and efficiently suppressed even as other forms of “protest” were allowed
to continue. I mention this to preempt any simple assumption of the
political coherence of the antiwar movement or its existence as a “complete”
alternative.) It would be hard not to suspect, at least, that without any
conscious decisions on anybody’s part (for this is not how ideology works
when most efficient) these factors have something to do with the continuing
latency of Erdman’s work for the founding of any kind of tradition and
with the reciprocal flowering of deconstruction and other formalist methods
during the same period. (Compare the British situation, where there is
such a “political” tradition of work, operating under the inspiration of
writers like Williams and Thompson.)

Can we then take seriously the claims of the Derrideans to be an
antiestablishment movement? I think not—but if at all, then only in a
way that involves going outside the terms of assimilation that they them-
selves would allow us. Deconstruction is indeed an alternative to pluralism.
Where the pluralist marches beneath the Terentian flag, with room beneath
it for everything that is human, deconstruction attacks humanism itself.
It questions the assumption of the “human” and the possibility of holding
polemically efficient opinions, all in the name of the serious and inexorable
superficiality of language. But there is another alternative to humanism,
one which does not resort to language as an autonomous principle but
to the historical and political relativity of representations of the “human’”
The alternative provided by deconstruction seems, in its attack on the
“theoretical” possibility of referential “meaning” that is also in some sense
“true,” to be merely a negation of the fullness of identification which
humanism might have seemed to promise. It does not investigate the
“inabsolute” middle ground between fullness and absence, a middle ground
which is not at all a merging or fusion of the two extreme positions but
rather (and this cannot be emphasized enough) a denial of the very
opposition which their mutual antagonism presupposes. Deconstruction
can thus be viewed historically (and regardless of which texts it might
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