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Every metaphysics of metaphysics . . . that in any way whatever attempts 
to climb beyond metaphysics falls back most surely beneath metaphysics, 
without knowing where, precisely in so doing, it has fallen.

Martin Heidegger, from The Question Concerning Technology and 
Other Essays, “The Word of Nietzsche: God is Dead” (109). 
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PREFACE: ENTERING THE HOUSE THAT 

ROMANTICISM BUILT

When a University of Oregon seminar titled “Representations of 

Romanticism” ended for the semester in 1990, a group of gradu-

ate students exited the hall. Smoking and talking quietly outside Prince 

Lucern Campbell Hall in Eugene, the grads continued to discuss the 

class. It had been led by Forest Pyle who had encouraged everyone to see 

Paul de Man as a leader in restaging romanticism, critical theory, and 

canonicity. As I recall the moment, someone had a sudden realization that 

our readings of de Man and romanticism might address even wider con-

cerns. Indeed, could not romanticism lead to theories that could also help 

one understand the debates around social issues such as ethnicity and 

multiculturalism? This idea had not arisen in the seminar, but it seemed 

now to make exciting sense. The “doubleness” of romanticism, its vital 

dualism of a “both/and” perspective, could be interpreted to mean ethnic 

separatism can never depart from a shared world of “togetherness.” For 

example, any “multicultural” event has particular ideological content 

that inevitably occurs on a field of communal similarity. The spirit behind 

this two-fold recognition of ethnic distinction and human commonality 

springs from elements of European romanticism that de Man helped clar-

ify for us. Viewed within the field of literature, a romantic approach to 

America, I energetically thought out loud, might help define ethnic-

centered novels. After all, had not a romantic interpretation once helped 

an earlier generation define and explain the “myth and symbol” school of 

critical practice?

I am guessing now, over fifteen years later, that such notions probably 

did not formulate themselves in quite so stunning a manner. But I like to 

think they did. I do remember exclaiming a few notions about polarity 

and dialectic that evening during the ensuing conversations. But very 

soon we began to disband and another graduate student offered some 

parting, contrary advice: “You know, seeing our current social move-

ments in terms of romanticism sounds intriguing. I love the romantics, 
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too. At the same time, who wants to take the risk? Who could claim she 

knows enough about all the varieties of romantic theory to hazard a guess 

at how it applies to such a hugely complex and multifaceted topic like 

contemporary culture? Isn’t romantic rhetoric too soft, too mushy, too 

inarticulate to be of much use? Wasn’t Arthur Lovejoy really right in 

pronouncing it a more or less useless term? It tries to say everything and 

ends up saying nothing. Nah, stay away from the romantics. Trying to 

analyze them as an interpretative strategy is a mug’s game.” Yes. With this 

book, then, I hereby enter that “mug’s game” whereby I risk turning the 

intricate into the domestic. Hazard accepted. And in response to that 

student’s warning, then, and because I may sweep too quickly over this 

expansive landscape called “the romantic,” I need to brief ly describe this 

project. 

My work clearly fits within a broad category of revisionary, resistive, 

and restless critics who, like Satya Mohanty, Charles Altieri, John 

McGowan, Charles Taylor, Hilary Putnam, P.F. Strawson, Seyla 

Benhabib, and Murray Krieger, to name only a few, are all not persuaded 

by the absolute tone of many poststructural declarations. All of these 

“counter-anti-aesthetic” thinkers tend to offer strategies that recapture 

the often romantic implications and motivations of “truth,” “beauty,” 

and “idealism,” notions that they believe still carry currency, although 

deeply qualified and contested, in spite of the fact that they have largely 

been hijacked by the reactionary Right. With romanticism as an inter-

pretative tool and beginning under the ancient belief that art unveils 

certain truths that normal discourse obscures, I hope to extend their 

work by revealing critical principles that underlie the diversity of the 

American canon and, in the process, a multicultural aesthetics. I interpret 

the social/political implications of America’s literary canon largely 

through Coleridge’s aesthetic principles and argue that romantic theory, 

and in particular Coleridge’s vital trope of organicity, can coordinate and 

organize much of the current debate on multiplicity and the contempo-

rary novel that arises in terms of authenticity, ethnicity, and identity. 

After describing how Coleridge often approaches concepts supporting 

these issues with an inclusive dialectic, I further suggest that his romanti-

cism reveals an idealistic universality within this literary diversity, one 

that does not domesticate the cultural particularity of each text. My work 

exemplifies these concerns in detail by way of the following novels: Leslie 

Marmon Silko’s Ceremony, Chang-Rae Lee’s Native Speaker, Luis 

Rodriguez’s Always Running La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A., Jamaica 

Kincaid’s Annie John, and Don DeLillo’s White Noise.
The Coleridgean emphasis on organic relationships mentioned above 

supports a literary multiculturalism of exchange and communication. I 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


xiiiP R E FAC E

sustain these claims by interpreting sections of Coleridge’s Biographia 
Literaria, Kant’s Critique of Judgement, and other romantic writings through 

a broad via negativa tradition. Romantic writers, I assert, frequently pro-

ceed “negatively” by emphasizing the inability of the finite mind to com-

pletely understand cultural and metaphysical “truth.” As an example, I 

suggest that romantic writers use a “first cause” approach of a shared, 

universal acceptance of “not knowing”: that is, a romantic writer implic-

itly agrees that every culture’s “first cause” is an acknowledgment of the 

finite limitations of human knowledge. By having this dialectic occur in 

and through different cultures, all of which experience similarities on the 

limitations of “knowing,” groups theoretically share the possibilities for 

both an ideal commonality and a respectful recognition of another’s alter-

ity. My pan-cultural acknowledgment of these rational limitations and 

speculative notions links diverse groups to each other, encourages an 

affirming curiosity in an individual’s “otherness,” and provides the the-

ory for a romantic ethnic-literary multiculturalism. 

Identifying ethnic and multicultural exceptionalism by way of an 

equally significant romantic vocabulary, I invoke Coleridge’s definitional 

contentions for such terms as the imagination, symbol, polarity, con-

sciousness, and so on. I propose dialectical theories for the popular “both/

and” social concern over ethnic particularity and human commonality. 

For instance, Coleridge’s symbol “enunciates the whole” while abiding as 

a “part” in any perceptive act. Similarly, his secondary and primary 

imaginations move as related forces between the physical and metaphysi-

cal worlds of materiality and spiritual myth. More universally perhaps, 

Coleridge writes of polarity as a doctrine which claims that every enun-

ciation of particularity in one context is, at the same time, a declaration 

of wholeness within another, related context. These comprehensive and 

motivated definitions, although troublesome and contested, continue to 

suggest that a belief in dialectics, relationship, and organicity moves us 

beyond the perceived atomistic limits of culture; they help map out anal-

ogies between varied ethnic literary works without negating their radi-

cally dissimilar historical conditions. Acknowledging both heterogeneity 

and homogeneity, these organic theories provide an ethno-critical frame 

from which to arbitrate the profound variation inherent in the American 

canon. They suggest transhistorical parallels within a historical field of 

diversity. The house I build uses a critical foundation for this form of 

canonicity by initially reconstructing how medieval-quest metaphors 

have inf luenced English romanticism. This relation, first famously artic-

ulated by Harold Bloom in his article “The Internalization of Quest-

Romance,” helps move romance from its genre designation to a fictional 

interpretative strategy for America’s canon. My first four chapters 
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 compose the “first f loor” of this edifice and configure this move-

ment  in the following contexts: Dialectical, Historical, Postcolonial, and 

Poststructural.

My discussion of the novels often reveals this polar balance. I suggest 

that Tayo’s bicultural experiences in Ceremony lead to a healing process 

that accents both Western and Native American principles. “Thought 

Woman,” the spider-teller-of-tales of the novel, weaves individual narra-

tive strands until the “web” of her story is a holistic vision for Tayo. This 

interdependence of strands within the unity of a web closely resembles 

Coleridge’s polarity theory: every articulation of particularity leads to an 

eventual declaration of wholeness. Read together, these two tropes, 

Indian webs and European polarities, operate as “vital” (i.e., multifaceted 

yet incomplete) dualities that show how some clashing traditions, even 

those as quarrelsome as Western and Native American, can and do inter-

sect. For Native Speaker, a particular partnership of self and world forms a 

phenomenon I call romantic negative tolerance. Because a full grasp of 

what experience means continually eludes Henry Park, he gains health 

by accepting several renditions of “truth,” all of which compose the phe-

nomenon called knowledge. This romantic interpretation arises as a rad-

ical principle of doubt to liberate Henry toward a full reception of his 

actions in a seemingly uncaring world. Such tolerance grows into a bridge 

toward others as it reminds Henry of how difference and unknowing can 

combine to create an introductory, opening acceptance of experience. 

Rodriguez’s autobiographical-novel Always Running pulls from the 

romanticism of Kant to disclose an idealistic, modernist text. Because 

discursive or logical reasoning depends on determinate concepts, those 

that are already a part of our understanding and social reality, this text 

uses the sensuality and physicality of aesthetic “reasoning” to describe the 

harsh and violent street realities of east Los Angeles. The protagonist 

judges and thinks in an aesthetic fashion, amounting to the closest thing 

possible to an immediate, sensuous response to the world. Such a response 

produces a satisfaction related to indeterminacy rather than the deter-

mined representational or conceptual force of “conscious” ideas. In a dif-

ferent, but still romantic, way, Kincaid presents Annie John as a daughter 

in quest of an identity that both engulfs and rejects her mother; this 

 contest keenly resembles the paradoxical energy of the symbolic quest. 

That is, Coleridge’s assertion that the symbol carries “the translucence of 

the eternal through and in the temporal” describes the paradoxical pull/

push relation within the mother–daughter bond. Finally, DeLillo pres-

ents White Noise as a similar organic struggle of parts to wholes. Contrary 

to the claim that DeLillo is a postmodern who writes primarily of the 
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crisis surrounding representation, mediation, and commodification, I 

look instead at passages that highlight the organic desire of his characters’ 

perceptions. For example, Jack Gladney so desires social intimacy that he 

interprets his son’s radical skepticism as an assault on the mythopoeia 

bond of father and son.

Using a discourse of romanticism to order this radically dissimilar col-

lection illustrates how a novel’s ideological and cultural identity occurs 

upon a global field of similarity. Such organization, although problem-

atic, compels an examination of the struggle within idealistic terms such 

as “equality,” “authenticity,” and “community,” key terms in many mul-

ticultural debates. Coleridge’s dynamic theories arbitrate these contesta-

tions and offer a useful framework for the broader discussion on identity, 

ethnicity, and the canon. As is probably apparent to most at this point, 

such isolation of an aesthetic, romantic reading from any historical and 

social realities helped foster the New Critics. Unsurprisingly, I do not 

wish to relive those days. However, some equally strong claims of the 

undecidability of texts should also be viewed skeptically. The postmod-

ern observation that knowledge can never release itself from the knots of 

an infinitely deferred sign system has limited use. Ultimately, I hope to 

show that it fails to foreclose on organic claims; the organicism of com-

monality necessarily exists within recognition of this error called lan-

guage, within this fallibility of knowledge. Indeed, declaring an 

ontological belief in the motivating force of an organic theory of multi-

culturalism “essentially” occurs in the midst of this awareness of the 

fallen state of language. Coleridge’s faithful ontology and our current 

skeptical epistemologies must be read together; it is within such a roman-

tic dialectic that the possibility of an authentic multicultural aesthetics 

may emerge. In a single sentence: this book claims that the unreachable 

translucent ideal of a perfect aesthetic “wholeness” always motivates the 

social, political, and disputed sign of community.

Finally, a word about words.  Throughout this book, I will often use 

various cognates, but two particular words stand out in their cognate dif-

ficulty: “romantic” and “form.”  At one point I felt that a judicious use of 

capitalization might help determine meaning among all the variety; how-

ever, I now feel it best simply to have the context of usage function in that 

regard.  With that in mind, I have decided to retain, as much as possible, 

lower-case designation for these two cognates throughout the book.  

Even though too much consistency may be the hobgoblin of small minds 

(Emerson?), just enough might help you find your way home.
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INTRODUCTION

ROMANCING THE CANON AND 

THE BROAD ARGUMENT FOR 

A POST-METAPHYSICS

Romance is the structural core of all fiction.

Frye, Secular 15

They’ve all come to look for America.

Simon and Garfunkel

We are to conceive Being as the absolute, but it is to be the absolute only because we cannot 
conceive it.

Adorno, Negative 104

America does not exist.1 Sis is insisto: American literature does not 

exist. And, of course, both very much do exist. But can the American 

canon be said to exist through a solid and useful definition that has a deep 

consensus purchase? It seems unlikely. At least since World War II, 

American literary studies have defined itself through a crisis of identity. 

Before that point, most critics complacently accepted a “high-brow” and 

supposedly unified set of works. No longer. Many Americans now clearly 

register their discontent regarding any literary collection that undersells 

their own, and other’s, specific ethnic heritage. Similar to how the French 

and Netherlands registered a “non” and a “nee” in 2005 to the prospects 

of a constitutional unification with a wide European identity, the 

“American people” appear resistive to canons that fail to adequately 

respect local identities and ethnicities. No conglomerate of writers will 

survive as “the American” identity unless some effort is made to  recognize 
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the importance of “difference” within this generalized aggregate. What 

grouping of works might properly characterize this contrary change of 

heart, this doubleness? Can a nation of over a quarter billion even have 

any particular, canonical identity? And even if established, under what 

cultural developments should or could such a canon change? 

Such questions form a burden. On one level, a national literary iden-

tity seems inevitable. With or without conscious management, texts 

inevitably cohere into the imaginative figure of a people and a nation; 

with or without unanimity, the books people buy and teachers teach will 

always stand as unstable symbols of our national subjectivity. But a disci-

pline with this large a mandate—American literary studies—has rightly 

been described as “a field in permanent redefinition of its subject and 

itself” (Kerber 20). Paradoxical though it may seem, America creates an 

identity that continually elides itself. As our borders widen, so do our 

acknowledgments of more and more diversity and difference. We find 

ourselves inside a conundrum: a people desirous of canonical commonal-

ity while continually facing unceasing variety. This riddle helps produce 

the attraction for and generalized abstraction of something like 

 “multiculturalism.” 

That term reverberates in literary circles, at least, as a catch-all rallying 

slogan for a simple request: more equitable representation of minority 

literatures in America’s classrooms. It is a cry for justice and equality with 

which few critics would choose to disagree. But what are the theoretical 

underpinnings for such a compassionate desire in terms of the canon? 

Asking the canon to respect variety and difference assumes it to be a 

forum amenable to fairness. An immediate complication arises: enlisting 

terms such as “justice” and “fairness” to discussions regarding the canon 

means that such democratic ideals must now form part of our response. 

And yet, up until the recent past, canonicity had supposedly developed 

out of elite magisterial connoisseurs, critics welding the rights of exclu-

sivity. The canon had traditionally discriminated not on the basis of fair-

ness, but on the basis of something called “disinterested” merit. Now, 

however, such excellence must be aligned with equality. Is this possible? 

Are not the two concepts antithetical?

A possible response lies within something broadly called the romantic 

metaphysical tradition. That is, this crisis in forming a national character 

by way of canonical authors may also be read as a romantic enterprise that 

articulates how America comes to have any identity, but especially a mul-

tifaceted identity that unfolds in complex ways. A canon filled with pos-

sible incommensurable variety, with conf licting ethnic, feminist, and 

Western principles, demands a theoretical appreciation that might justify 

and organize such discord. A romantic approach to cultural diversity 
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would necessarily bring these contested positions to the foreground of the 

literary debate.2 One, perhaps the largest, dynamic that generates this 

debate occurs as an interchange between the advocates of social represen-

tation and the proponents of aesthetic value.

Even though such an overdetermined, paradoxical, and apparently 

reductive confrontation like this has been discussed by seemingly every 

generation (i.e., is this not a variation on the theme of “Ancients versus 

Moderns”?), it nonetheless rightfully frames this book. At an entry level, 

it is deceptively simple: the aesthetic and the political deny each other. 

And the contemporary American novel, with its variety of ethnic and 

narrative structures, inside and outside the canon, models this vital oppo-

sition in a host of ways. The canonical acceptance and rejection of certain 

ethnic and “minority” novels mirror the dynamic struggle over the for-

mation of America’s identity; that is, both particular “small-group” polit-

ical desires (“all politics is local politics”) and traditional “large-group” 

aesthetic values (“art ref lects the human condition”) vie for inf luence in 

the popular imagination. These designations of “small-group” and “large 

group” correspond to how the proponents for, respectively, political and 

aesthetic interpretations often construct their own identities. The former 

generally appeal to smaller, local arguments of narrative (opposed to 

“master narratives”) and the latter represent more supposedly global, cos-

mopolitan concerns (opposed to “provincialism”).3 Although polemical 

and often misguided, this easy portrayal of conf licting desires has turned 

into the development of a national identity. And rather than dismiss the 

transparent ease of this confrontation, I desire to interrogate it. Indeed, 

canonicity in general, but American canonicity in particular, has always 

been the activity that negotiates between the specific historicized politics 

of received cultural capital and its broader, idealistic aesthetics.4

In a deep sense, this opposition generates each of my theoretical chap-

ters via the subjects of the transcultural, the ideological, the postcolonial, 

and the poststructural. Defining how the intricacies of romantic theory 

can accomplish these tasks remains a complex and highly variable enter-

prise.5 I will give a more detailed account of my applications of this 

approach while examining symbol, imagination, organicity, and other 

romantic tropes within the particular novels that compose this house that 

romanticism built. For now, perhaps it is enough to suggest some basic 

assumptions of a romantic interpretative strategy. 

A romantic metaphysic underscores the notion of process rather than 

that of stasis; contradiction is not viewed as defeat but rather as induce-

ment toward a more integrative and larger perspective. A romantic holism 

(from the Greek holos or “whole”) animates my notion of metaphysics 

with its claim that the basic, determinant elements of reality form more 
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comprehensive definitions when their ultimate existence is figured as 

beyond the sum of their parts. Stated slightly differently, this broad the-

ory suggests that nature or the universe exists more as interacting wholes 

than sums of individual particles. And that is as vague and systematic as 

the theory needs to be. In most other ways, this book is a collection of 

anti-systems or “holistic” statements that ask questions rather than pro-

duce ideologies. Much in the fashion of L.J. Swingle, I read metaphysical 

ideas as a pursuit of “questions that appear to militate against an ideo-

logical orientation of thought” (1). Metaphysics and Romanticism func-

tion as related projects in that they aspire toward two goals: first, they 

reject the purely logical claims of scientific positivism, and, second, they 

reject equally any radically relativist point of view. Most romantics 

believe, as well, in the broad paradoxical principle that relationships are 

at once divisive and regenerative.6 My focus, then, will be to outline this 

doubleness or “both/and” characterization that romanticism famously 

generates and articulates.

After all, the foundations for a multicultural canon depend on this 

type of vitalism. Perhaps not so surprisingly, Samuel Coleridge’s “holis-

tic” theories may be the most complete explanation of how the American 

canon’s diversity can theoretically exist within the singleness of a nation. 

His famous remark regarding “unity in multeity” is a way at concisely 

referring to this same “both/and” philosophy. Again, simplicity here 

masks complex dynamics. Coleridge understood the central position of 

community or “unity” because he viewed it in light of a contrasting rec-

ognition of the individual difference implied in “multeity.”7 In his Hints 
towards a More Comprehensive Theory of Life, Coleridge specifies how the 

two concepts operate:

The most comprehensive one [i.e., formula] to which life is reducible, 

would be that of the internal copula of bodies, or . . . the power which dis-

closes itself from within as a principle of unity in the many . . . I define life 

as the principle of individuation or the power that unites a given all into a 

whole that is presupposed by all its parts. (emphasis in original, 573) 

For Coleridge, such examples of contrariety compose the contours of our 

consciousness. A person cannot exist without—conscious or uncon-

scious—an awareness of conflictual relations that transform individuation 

into “the power that unites a given all into a whole.” His quotation reminds 

one that words that appear to be contradictions, in this quotation, “indi-

vidual” and “whole,” derive their significance from each other. His phrase 

“the internal copula of bodies” is another way to speak of how the indi-

viduation of separate “bodies” belongs equally to the wholeness of “the 
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internal copula.” One senses a similar belief in such integration when 

Coleridge expresses his admiration for the logical beauty of polarity: 

Every power in nature and in spirit must evolve an opposite as the sole 

means and condition of its manifestation: and all opposition is a tendency 

to re-union. This is the universal law of polarity or essential dualism, first 

promulgated by Heraclitus, 2000 years afterwards re-published and made 

the foundation both of logic, of physics, and of meta-physics by Giordano 

Bruno. (The Friend 94n)

Coleridge comes back to this equation of two forces and one power in 

 different theories throughout his writings.8 All variations, then, entail a 

complex form of holistic thinking. His language of parts to wholes and visa 

versa continually moves toward a worldview of dialectical interdependence 

and relationship. This conviction best describes how the American canon 

can simultaneously evince political and aesthetic truths of identity. However 

common such an observation may seem initially, few critics have looked 

closely at its implications or applied its implications to a reading of the 

canon: that is this book’s chore.

Coleridge, in fact, was so enamored of the simplicity and vigor of such 

bipolar thinking that he described himself as having an “epidemic enthu-

siasm” for it (as found in Thorslev, “Dialectic” 103). Thomas McFarland 

provides ample documentation as to the commanding prominence this 

idea has had through the ages.9 Certainly, its significance as a structure of 

consciousness goes back at least as far as Heraclitus. Coleridge consigned 

it to the “most general law”: “polarity, or the essential dualism of Nature,” 

which occurs “as the copula, or the unity of thesis and antithesis . . .” 

(Hints 578–9). In its most stark configuration, polarity operates as a vital 

dualistic exchange that might easily be thought of as a version of what I 

am calling romantic metaphysical thinking.

Comments and theories such as the above support the notion that 

Coleridge’s thoughts can be used to defend the plurality inherent in a 

multicultural canon along with an honoring of diverse literary apprecia-

tions. Such theories do not, however, simplify or reduce the complex 

nature of canonicity. Critical claims suggesting that romantic theory 

tends to domesticate or erase the contested areas of literary disagreement 

badly misrepresent the writings. It is true, of course, that the literary 

dexterity of sensing the exact dynamics of a romantic metaphysic within 

the rhetoric of multiculturalism do not reveal themselves easily. The 

complexity of relations seems all the more pressing with the current 

emphasis on “the end of Idealism” and the celebration for  “anti-metaphysical 

thinking.”10 Here the sloganeering is simple-minded and hides the 
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 anxiety of uncertainty that metaphysical thoughts engender. For  example, 

brief ly consider the supposed uncomplicated and non-metaphysical bum-

per sticker: “Honor Diversity.” Even this widely accepted commonsensi-

cal and practical proclamation disguises the following complex questions 

of this particular romantic struggle: who is doing what honoring to 

whom? Under what historical and political grounds are the terms “Honor” 

and “Diversity” understood? Highly ethnic literature might portray 

“diverse” values that subvert rather than “honor” the standards of any 

shared canon. The Caribbean Obeah and voodoo traditions offered in 

Annie John might just as easily endanger as enlighten. Or what about sto-

ries of female circumcision? Should one subscribe to “honor” stories that 

promote the oppressive treatment of women (many endorsed by the 

women themselves)? Should the academy honor the diversity of, say, 

erotica, perversity, hate literature, or extreme right-wing publications? If 

no, then how does a “multiple viewpoint canon” honor diversity without 

a corresponding call for certain restrictions and exclusions based on cer-

tain values? But whose values? Every work for every ethnic and intellectual 

group surely cannot be honored in a course syllabus or in a publisher’s 

offerings. But what or whose values will determine what gets honored 

via syllabus or publication? Hence, the simple slogan “honor diversity” 

carries within itself an example of the complicated struggle intrinsic to a 

vital metaphysical economy.11 

In that modest phrase we attempt to negotiate two opposing forces: the 

communal or “large group” collective sympathy inherent in the tradi-

tional activity of “honoring,” and the private or individuated expression 

of a specific “diversity.” Striving to fulfill the utopia of that cliché, we 

assume a community that agrees on what it means to honor. Such an 

assumption seems readily accessible and commonsensical. But, again, is it? 

Do “small-group” communities share notions of what it means to honor a 

literary work with other larger, canonical communities? Do the small-

group members even agree among themselves? Take a larger entity, say the 

Modern Language Association. Can such a massive group organization 

create policies that ensure ethnic coverage by individual teachers in col-

lege classrooms? This is not just a theoretical question. After all, such 

large-group or institutional involvement is pivotal since without it a coop-

erative understanding of honoring has no relative or contextual position 

from which to form itself for the purposes of distinguishing the value of 

the specific diversity. Thus, even such an innocent banner-call as “Honor 

Diversity” conveys an intrinsic romantic struggle that is not easily placed 

into the world of political contingencies and canonical authority. 

Due to that strife, uncertainty, and complexity, however, a romantic 

metaphysic remains the most complete explanation for the inf luence of 
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multiculturalism on the literary canon. More specifically, Coleridge’s 

notion of a “polar logic” as an interpretative strategy places multicultur-

alism and the canon within the long tradition of philosophical contrari-

ety and demands that our literary awareness be construed as a conundrum. 

It proposes that identity is based on the romantic paradox that our single-

ness, our individual egos, must always be understood in multiple ways. 

We must welcome such irrationality and even accept its broader, seem-

ingly tautological implication: the nation’s identity is every identity; cul-

ture, on one level, is diversity; diversity in politics and diversity in 

aesthetics is our identity. A romantic, metaphysical understanding that 

refuses to interrupt the tension between these conf licting forces acts as an 

organizing principle. That is, the canon must remain robustly representa-

tive of apparently self-canceling claims: historical truths (the real-life 

individual as a separate, political animal) as well as transhistorical truths 

(the real-life individual as an aesthetic member of the ideal community of 

humanity). In fact, as one ref lects on politics and justice, such clashes 

have always inf luenced every literate society.12 

The practicality of self-interest and cultural relativity has meaning 

only in contrast to the universal ideal of a shared, communal truth. This 

is not to encourage “community” to be an uncontested term that escapes 

history. A romantic does not domesticate difference in order to lull one 

into believing that shared aspirations and goals will erase the markings of 

culture and society. Consider the example of something called “human 

rights.” Such a phrase may or may not be motivated by self-interest. 

However, theoretically it makes a crucial metaphysical purchase. After 

all, at a certain abstract level, the reality of political oppression and preju-

dice has currency only in relation to an opposed reality: the universal 

ideals of justice and tolerance. Without such an “ideal” quarrel we can 

critique injustice only in terms of locally constructed and diverse “truths” 

that continually fail to transcend their own constructedness. Yes, human 

rights gets defined differently each time it is used; however, why do the 

words still generate at least superficial or initial assent? What makes it 

work as a goal if every use of it is different? The metaphysical response to 

these and other similar questions will compose much of this book.13 

If one takes this example and moves back to the literary canon, it is 

easy to see that the realm of collectivity and universalism that aesthetic 

value stands for resembles the transcendental value of such an idealistic 

global concern such as human rights. An idealistic aesthetic allows one to 

confront, interrogate, and deeply question the specific ideologies of the 

historical moment. “The oppressed have different purposes and wants 

from the oppressors, but they do not have deeper insight into reality 

(Rorty, “Professor” 73).
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A canon interpreted as history and ideology will always have to 

 contend with this idealistic postulate of a “disinterested” aesthetics. No 

matter how thoroughly one tries to force an ideological rhetoric into the 

realm of the aesthetic, the aesthetic continually responds with values 

resistant to a political vocabulary.14 Hence, the canon will always present 

these conf licts, and in the process the conf licts serve as our national iden-

tity. Recognizing such an orientation does not endorse any particular 

position, as perhaps a cultural or poststructural approach might. Indeed, 

a vital dualistic interpretation formulates the choices and, depending on 

further theoretical considerations, helps articulate the movement between 

the poles of these various relationships. Some examples of specific duali-

ties that highlight the multicultural debate are deceptively familiar: self/

other, center/margin, private/public, outside/inside, authentic/false, and 

open/closed.15 These reductive terms, however simple, do introduce 

complicated and various fields of connotations whose authority, no mat-

ter how we try to deconstruct, rearrange, or deny them, return to the 

stage again and again. Even though constructed and perspectival, such 

oppositions point to the strategic necessity of framing points of differen-

tiation. Such pairings do not suggest an originary or universal parentage; 

instead, they point to the continually reconstituted nature of any opposi-

tion. Plus, a dialectic of interrelationship makes it no easier to assign 

value; however, it does show the depth of the problematic by bringing 

forth more and more inclusivity. Obviously this is a highly contested 

arena of thought; I discuss it in detail later.16 

Claiming identity and diversity as enmeshed in these dualistic strug-

gles underlines the intrinsically irrational and puzzling philosophy of 

romantic tropes. The subjects of Coleridge (and others), metaphysics and 

romantic theory, will perhaps always remain similarly enigmatic, but 

especially in academic scholarship. Merely the prospect of Coleridge as a 

critic always produces a range of comments, from disparaging censure to 

heroic accolades.17 Perhaps even more unsettling is that Coleridge offered 

opinions on and worked in a variety of disciplines: from poetic theory to 

metaphysics, and from newspaper editorials to advice on Christian living. 

His scope has been called fragmented, diverse, and obscure,18 although in 

the middle of all these descriptions there exists the recognition that 

Coleridge endures as “a great psychologist, a discerning analyst of the 

creative processes of the human mind” (Calleo 1). It is in that capacity, as 

a psychologist and philosopher involved in the structures of consciousness 

that I bring him to this study. His research, opinions, and theories encom-

pass a landscape of crucial literary and cultural problems.19 In fact, because 

of that variety, Coleridge’s writings often seem to be in the wings if not 

at the center of contemporary academic debates. And yet, even if 
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Coleridge had not been such a brilliant, roaming intellect, his romantic 

theories would still generate a fundamental force in contemporary 

thought since they articulate how dualism operates in human awareness. 

He wanted both to underline the transcendental idealist emphasis on the 

subject as well as recognize the materialist conception of a “law-ordered” 

reality. Although one might argue that such metaphysical debates seem 

out of place in the twenty-first century, the contrary notion of a clean 

“break” between idealism and postmodern thinking produces blindness 

to important cultural capital from the “metaphysical” past. Coleridge, 

then, offers principles of perception that, in some ways, provide the 

“grist” for the “foundational” arguments of the last fifty years. Andrew 

Bowie notes that German idealism (what Coleridge anticipates) amounts 

to “the historical and theoretical ‘condition of possibility’ of the new 

wave of theory which developed from the 1960s onwards in the work of 

Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man and oth-

ers” (From 3).20 Under this interpretation, they are “post-metaphysicians” 

rather than, as commonly thought, “anti-metaphysicians.” All criticism, 

then, is a form of metaphysics. As Heidegger and Adorno have reminded 

us many times, when we engage in philosophy, we engage in metaphys-

ics. Coleridge, then, must be viewed as relevant to current debates on 

philosophy and identity.

Of course, this transhistorical quality of Coleridge has been severely 

questioned by scores of critics. Many have helpfully reminded readers 

that Coleridge’s dialectical thinking cannot escape history.21 Theorists 

Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy in their The Literary 
Absolute have convincingly shown that any set of concepts or philosophi-

cal beliefs must accept definitions that arise from historical conditions as 

well as supposedly disinterested ref lections. They warn against a meta-

physical “from everywhere” standpoint. That is, when one establishes the 

“’contemporary relevance of romanticism,’” there is a “well-known” 

“suppression pure and simple of history,” a “dubious immortalization of 

what is supposedly given ‘contemporary relevance’” (15). Coleridge 

would probably agree with many of these assessments as long as an equally 

inf luential discourse of the nonpolitical and the ahistorical remained via-

ble. After all, even Nancy and Lacoue-LaBarthe do their part to give 

romanticism new life, a kind of “immortalization” in “that we still belong 

to the era [Romanticism] opened up” (15). Unfortunately, many other 

critics have not accepted this “reach” of Romanticism’s metaphysics. 

Most have reread Coleridge in order to “demystify” his anxiety about 

mystery. One of the more well-known practitioners of these corrective 

readings is Paul de Man. His attempt at dismantling Coleridge’s 

 allegory–symbol distinction has been cited, by Tilottama Rajan, as a 
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“seminal inf luence” in romantic studies (“Displacing” 451). The 

 controversies that arose after de Man published some of his essays under-

score my reason to modestly include him in this book.22 I view him as a 

spokesperson for the current more or less materialist reading of romanti-

cism.23 I claim, though, that such a response produces an incomplete and 

unsatisfying theory of both literary and human relations. I will use de 

Man as an example of how some poststructural theorists misread crucial 

elements of the symbol and in so doing fail to give an adequate explana-

tion for the role of identity and idealism in canonical theory. 

Drawing upon the heritage of Hans-Georg Gadamer, I seek a transh-

istorical “conversation” between Coleridge, Kant, and other thinkers 

with the current theoretical positions of American canonicity.24 Like 

canonicity and Coleridge, many of my interests appear to have little in 

common with each other. The writers I intend to explore, Leslie Marmon 

Silko, Chang-Rae Lee, Luis Rodriguez, Jamaica Kincaid, and Don 

DeLillo would seem as a group not to immediately offer a sufficient basis 

for a joint theoretical project: a Native American woman (Silko) 

who writes about the southwestern Pueblo Indian traditions, a second-

generation Korean American (Lee) interested in the politics of Korean 

family relations, a Mexican American former gang leader (Rodriguez) 

who writes an autobiographical novel, a Caribbean born, naturalized 

American woman (Kincaid) concerned about mother–daughter bonding, 

and a white male (DeLillo) interested supposedly in something like the 

postmodern. Other than their shared identity as academically studied 

American writers, these people and books evoke more apparent differ-

ences than similarities. And, to make matters a bit murkier, few critical 

works exist that demonstrate historical or causal relations between any of 

these separate writers and novels. It is their overt differences themselves, 

then, that lured me into this comparative collection. My claim is that 

through a discussion of romantic theory and multiculturalism, even such 

diverse writers as these have commonalities that permit their grouping 

here. After all, might they easily congregate on a “Contemporary 

American Novel” syllabus? If so, then what theory allows such a gather-

ing? But even if I am successful at creating a dialogue that allies the dis-

tinct qualities of multiculturalism, European romantic theory, and the 

American novel into a unitary whole, the enterprising result will not fall 

easily into scholarly categories. With a palette so full of colorful subject 

matter and desire, my readers may evince some skepticism as to if and 

how such a project could ever reach functional fruition. In spite of those 

understandable suspicions, unification is possible. Indeed, by locating 

interstices and creative copulas among these symbols and ideas that, only 

at first glance, seem inhospitable to such a rendering, I will construct a 
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metaphysic that includes as much as it excludes, that unifies while 

 recognizing distinction, and that enlivens rather than constrains the 

American literary canon. 

The critic here must weigh the benefits and restrictions of a romantic 

criticism. For example, a research project angled toward the conscious, 

intentional inf luence of romantic ideas on the American multicul-

tural canon could fruitfully demonstrate a lineage from James Marsh and 

C. Goodrich (two of Coleridge’s early American editors) through 

Emerson and into contemporary American romantic novelists such as 

Jack Kerouac, Ken Kesey, and Tom Robbins. Such a study would add to 

and broaden the belief in something called “the American romance.”25 

However, I orient this study differently; I assume romantic ideas from 

Kant, Coleridge, and others are relevant for American writers whether or 

not the writers themselves have read or even generally cared about such 

notions. A dialectical accounting of the imagination and the American 

canon is not restricted to authors consciously involved in these issues. 

Romantic theory operates as an interpretation of consciousness; it does 

not depend upon any one individual’s recognition of its personal, con-

scious or unconscious, inf luence. Of course, any theory remains partially 

indebted to the history and culture that helps to construct it; however, 

such practical concerns do not sufficiently tap into the life of an idea as it 

moves beyond its initial historical moment of expression.26 In order to 

accomplish that goal, ideas must be read as engendering other ideas. 

Creating symbolic bridges between disparate themes carries the implicit 

belief that ideas function as philosophical symbols and are not forever 

bound by the empiricism of their cultural cause-and-effect identities. In 

other words, this book claims that ideas and symbols matter in terms of 

their application rather than, or in addition to, their cultural/historical 

origins. If certain mental and psychological structures determine our 

conscious and unconscious perception, then those same structures are 

determining our understandings of literature. Coleridge’s thoughts on 

consciousness apply to American literature because his thoughts apply to 

all of perception, including one’s perceptions about American literature. 

But there is still another reason to bring European romantic theory 

into a discussion of the American contemporary novel. Current critical 

debate often centers on the topics of canonicity and multiculturalism; 

those various voices radiate out as significant forces in the national con-

versation about the American literary canon. I confront a certain trinity 

(the domains of canonicity, theory, and genre) of supposedly dissimilar 

worries not only to disabuse that notion of its separatism but also to dis-

cover philosophical relationships, to suggest that these topics are already 

interrelated, already embedded in a dialogue of personal expression and 
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institutional rhetoric. Recent canonicity discussions create American 

 literary studies. For example, Henry Louis Gates has written that a theo-

retical stance with regard to canon formation in American literature has 

“dominated academic and popular discourse in the final decade of the 

twentieth century” (Loose xi). Another critic states that American Studies 

has “turned into a battleground, with the concept of American identity 

as the stakes” (Fox-Genovese 7). Given that these issues presently impinge 

on each other throughout the national dialogue, concentrated and sepa-

rate political and historical accounts of each one, that is, a separate analy-

sis of canonicity, critical theory, and the American novel, seem less useful 

than a narrative about their interdependence. Critics who concentrate 

only on assigning a narrowly focused national or cultural congruence of 

value to ideas such as “romanticism” or “ethnicity” limit their findings to 

something akin to academic provincialism.27 Singleminded approaches 

that rely mostly on cause-and-effect relationships provide worthwhile 

but sometimes deceptive narratives of progress and philological evolu-

tion. A broader analysis can sometimes act as a corrective check. 

I am not, however, suggesting that specific historical scholarship 

should be devalued. In spite of the drawbacks of the empirical, historical 

method or even of the New Historicism, it is obviously critical that such 

fact or impression gathering continue. It remains a crucial mainstay of 

criticism. However, while all of us can applaud these concentrated find-

ings, I intend something different: to tell a story about coordination and 

linkage among ideas and concepts that appear at first glance not to have a 

fruitful cause-and-effect relationship. This approach signals a substantial 

pursuit of the interstices between hitherto disparate terms. My use of 

metaphysical conceptions and understandings is less an interest in deci-

phering the inf luences of a specific British or German culture as it is a 

declaration of a practical coordination between the transhistorical value 

of ideas and some particular American social and aesthetic problems of 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The hypothesis that ideas cross-

fertilize suggests that my tripartite thesis should be read together, under 

the signs of the plural, eclectic, and diverse. Driving toward a coordina-

tion of this trio of theory, novel, and a multiethnic canon, I will always 

return to the generating figure of all three: romanticism.

Although complex and troublesome, questions regarding romance and 

romanticism continue to inf luence and define American literary studies. 

As has been stated often, some critics, such as Arthur Lovejoy, find the 

term romanticism overly determined and useless for an academic dis-

course: “It means nothing.”28 Other critics, such as Rene Wellek, claim 

the word points to “a coherent group of ideas each of which implicates 

the other” (182). Leaning toward this latter group, I maintain limited but 
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determinate meanings for romanticism even as I acknowledge Lovejoy’s 

cautionary appraisal. My use of these terms will sometimes be themati-

cally conventional (especially in my analysis of Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie 
John) and sometimes structurally critical (Don DeLillo’s White Noise and 

the imagination as a critical device). This double role exemplifies Friedrich 

Schlegel’s sense of the novel as Roman. That is, Schlegel’s theories posi-

tion the novel as “a modern form that challenges traditional generic dis-

tinctions” (as found in Carton 4). Modern romance and dialectic, however, 

frequently move beyond even the “challenges” of Schlegel to present sto-

ries of emancipation and digressive ramblings that end up having dis-

closed a “totalized” moment: “the way, the home, or the self” (Carton 4). 

Such teleological interpretations have spawned the understandable objec-

tion that romanticism advances to a final closing, to a totalized  worldview. 

My use of Coleridge and dialectic would not endorse this more radical, 

Hegelian perception. The ability to interpret novels romantically through 

a careful understanding of the polarities or tensions within their charac-

ters, incidents, and themes does not inevitably lead to utopian desires for 

a final, unified self or world. Rather, locating the inf luence of romance 

in the various elements of a story shows how consciousness is a mix of 

unification and distinction. In this fashion, then, romance should not be 

read as only an isolated form or genre. Indeed, I locate a romantic aes-

thetic not in the genre of romance but in the structure of narra-

tive itself. 

Such a sweeping proposition is possible, according to Northrop Frye, 

because all fiction is a form of romance: 

Romance is the structural core of all f iction: being directly descended 

from folktale, it brings us closer than any other aspect of literature to the 

sense of fiction, considered as a whole, as the epic of the creature, man’s 

vision of his own life as a quest. (Secular 15)

In this light, any novel that does not intentionally disrupt narration could 

be considered a derivative of romance. Moreover, early romance stories may 

be responsible for much of what goes by the name of romanticism. Through 

the research of Frye and others, scholars have some assurances that the 

medieval romantic narrative gave birth to many of the themes and struc-

tures of romanticism.29 As the early romantic emphasis on the outward 

quest becomes internalized into the modern, psychological quest, the 

romance story expands into a point of view called romanticism. Coleridge, 

for example, theorizes some of these romantic elements into a structure of 

consciousness, which helps to transform qualities of the genre of romance 

into a means of perception, an interpretative strategy.
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Of course, the broad outlines, even the form and foundation, of the 

romance have not disappeared; romance still exists in its entirety in the 

twenty-first century and romance genre studies of contemporary litera-

ture are quite possible. At least three books have already mapped how the 

outward quest of the romance operates in some American novels of the 

1950s and 1960s.30 Indeed, Charles Schug lists sixteen books that concen-

trate on tracing how the romantic myth of a pursuit continues in modern 

literature (242). Such is the case in spite of almost everyone’s agreement 

that the traditional hero has devolved into the contemporary antihero; 

that is, even the antihero can now be interpreted as a romantic quester. For 

example, Frye questions the frequently heard critical claims to a contem-

porary work’s iconoclastic form by suggesting that such innovation is sim-

ply a retelling of old romantic formulas: “In prose, the popular literature 

signalizing such new developments has usually taken the form of a redis-

covery of the formulas of romance” (Secular 28). If Frye’s huge romantic 

definition of fiction is correct, then romantic understandings of contem-

porary novels would seem to be particularly appropriate. Moreover, since 

Coleridge produced a theoretical foundation for many of these themes, his 

writings might best engage this romantic “structural core” of which Frye 

writes. In my effort to cross the Atlantic, fall back 200 years, and retrieve 

Coleridge as a spokesperson for Frye’s romanticism, however, I anticipate 

the academic and legitimate anxieties regarding historicity and conf lict-

ing national literatures. On the other hand, critical works showing 

European inf luence on American writers are almost a commonplace, far 

too numerous to mention. Consequently, a prudent cultural awareness 

and other appropriate concerns related to comparative analysis should not 

prevent a creative and thoughtful application of how aspects of intellectual 

ref lection can arc beyond a society’s boundary; ideas belong to no one and 

everyone, regardless of their origins.31 Kant’s romantic perspective, for 

example, determines not a period of German philosophical history but 

becomes an interpretive tool useful for discussing psychological, aesthetic, 

and linguistic issues. Although Kant’s and Coleridge’s theories do not 

directly apply to fiction, their approaches do represent a comprehensive 

detailing of the romantic structures Frye implies are inherent in both 

prose and poetry. These recognitions of a romantic perception and tradi-

tion underlying contemporary literature imply a philosophy of and desire 

for completion through movement: the older medieval quester’s outward 

ending becomes the newer, contemporary hero and antihero’s beginning. 

Such movement is another example of the romantic tension between the 

forces within an organic dialectic. 

Perhaps I should pause and ref lect on my continued use of such diffi-

cult terms such as “organic” and “dialectic”; after all, they have always 
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brought with them skepticism and uncertainty. Because they are 

 indispensable to romantic theory, I must, at this early point, continually 

engage the provisional indulgence of my reader. The exact definition of 

these and similar terms will be detailed within the discussion of each 

novel and more generally within my analysis of Paul de Man. For now, 

let me say that I am continually aware of the ambiguity of the romantic 

vocabulary and the common objection that Coleridge’s theoretical sys-

tems can seem unhelpfully totalizing and absolute. Instead of accepting 

that critique I intend to emphasize the “process-orientation” of his ideas; 

Coleridge’s overriding concern is with metaphors of “becoming” rather 

than with the Hegelian desire for a final and complete “oneness” of abso-

lute spirit. This is how Murray Krieger describes a (what I call) Coleridgean 

romantic emphasis on movement rather than a Hegelian completion in 

The Reopening of Closure:

It is this restlessness, this continual need for movement, that keeps the 

post-Kantian (read romantic) versions of organic form from settling into 

the confinement that the more simple notion of closure propounded by 

those who would reject organicism would impose upon it. (41) 

Thus, like Krieger, my interest in romanticism resists the reductionist and 

“more simple notion of closure” often leveled against it.32

According to critics such as Krieger, then, even though Coleridge 

wrote little about the art of fiction, his theories might be appropriate as a 

narrative criticism since they help to understand how the internalization 

of the quest-romance story transformed itself into the historical predeces-

sor of the novel. Once again, Harold Bloom can be supportive in this 

regard. He believes that quest-romance enters romantic theory in the form 

of a modern inner search for individual truth: “The internalization of 

quest-romance made of the poet-hero a seeker not after nature but after 

his own mature powers, and so the romantic poet turned away . . . from 

nature to what was more integral . . . within himself” (“Internalization” 

15). Bloom is here allying the outward medieval quest with the modern 

inward psychic struggle of the artist. The romantic storyteller views the 

dialectic of intellect and passion as a form of energy that propels every nar-

rative into the problematic of self-discovery. The quintessential, and 

 perhaps original, example is Wordsworth’s Prelude, a modern, internal 

quest-romance. 

With the knowledge of romance inf luencing romanticism, the critic is 

able to make a progression from romance as a genre to romanticism as a 

fictional interpretative strategy.33 Frye also agrees with Bloom on this 

point when he claims that the epic of society receded into a modern 
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search for individual truth: “The romantic poet finds it much easier than 

his predecessors to be at once individual in content and attitude and con-

tinuous in form” (Anatomy 60). The form Frye speaks of here is not only 

the historical romance, but also the lyric, ballad, and other medieval 

structures. That is, the early-nineteenth-century romantic poet created 

herself anew with forms from the past; in particular, s/he internalized the 

form of the romance narrative.34 Once these romantic elements have 

been brought into the psychology of the poet, a myth of continuation is 

possible that carries romance into the psychology of the modern-day 

novelist. Nineteenth century English poetics, according to Bloom, opens 

literary studies to the contemporary moment; versions of romanticism 

form our beliefs about individual and universal “truths.” Bloom’s recog-

nition of an internal movement that operates as a paradigmatic transfor-

mation signals a new appreciation for certain forms of reality. Subjective 

truth, internal quest, and the individual search for authenticity become 

emblematic of humanity’s desire for a new spiritual fulfillment. These 

become the dominant themes that replace the earlier myths of external 

exploration urged on by a God separated from his creations. The com-

plexity of the romance genre moves into the psychology of the  twenty-first 

century, “which is to say the [present day] age of Romanticism” (3). 

For Bloom, romanticism began with “the childhood of Blake and 

Wordsworth [and continues] to the present moment” (4). Paul de Man 

ref lects this same thinking when he claims that every attempt to go 

beyond romanticism “ends in the gradual realization of the romantics’ 

continued priority” (as found in Bloom 6). Romance and romanticism 

become contemporary tropes that suggest not only a unified and con-

tinuous past, but a pattern that, through Coleridge, coheres into a structure 

of consciousness. Today’s poet or novelist accepts both of these develop-

ments and becomes the individual quester as well as the spokesperson for 

all who desire “to know how” the “self” exists within the world.35

Romanticism’s double burden of reenacting the medieval quest 

(whereby the quester’s story represents the values of the community) and 

announcing the revolution of a valuable inner quest (whereby one’s indi-

viduality becomes worthy of song) closely ref lects the above canonical 

dialectic. In structural terms, communal values of the romantic external 

quest collide with the personal values of romanticism’s inner quest.36 

Contemporary novelists reenact this romantic dialectic in their struggle 

to claim both a communal and personal identity for their characters. That 

is, a protagonist asserts her allegiance to country, village, or family by 

upholding certain constructed values such as integrity, truthfulness, and 

honor that these groups endorse. And yet, at the same time, the same 

character projects an individual ethos that easily might conf lict with 
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these broader, community concerns. How Huck Finn, Holden Caufield, 

and Hester Prynne individually understand the definition of “truth,” for 

example, certainly differs from how their local communities define that 

value. It is another staging of the confrontation between innocence and 

experience that all Bildungsromans enact. I am using this broad dialectic of 

identity as an example of a crucial collision: how commonality implies 

cohesion (often the values of family or community) and individuality 

implies separation (often the values of personal choice and singleness). 

A similar dialectic has generated the critical response to the American 

canon. Instead of portraying a balanced drama between these elements of 

cohesion and separatism, however, most critics of the early twentieth cen-

tury decided to tell a story primarily of one pole of this dialectic, the pole 

of cohesion and consensus. Scholars until mid-century have tended to 

narrate our literary heritage into a unified community that shared certain 

idealistic values rather than a field of contested positions regarding the 

formation of complex identities. To many early interpreters of American 

letters, our history could be told in such a monolithic fashion projecting 

supposed country-wide social and aesthetic values. Using myths and sym-

bols, these critics created a romance tale that claimed the country to be a, 

more or less, unified community. Most students in the early part of the 

twentieth century seemed to consciously or unconsciously accept this 

consensus myth of romance and orchestrated it into their writings. Up 

until the last thirty or so years, the realm of this kind of romance, whereby 

social identity is figured as a shared understanding of like-qualities, had 

dominated discussions about a national canon. This shared understanding 

eventually turned into aesthetic value that appeared to be unrelated to 

class, economics, or ethnic origins. Of course, the rhetoric of aesthetic 

value cannot escape politics; we know that this earlier desire for a consen-

sus aesthetic also carried a particular social identity: “white, middle-class, 

Protestant, male, and probably from the Northeast” (Fox-Genovese 7). 

Initially, however, most readers from the early part of the century tended 

to look past those details. They expected the country would congeal into 

a single culture, where the “melting-pot” advocates of assimilation politics 

would turn America’s diversity into a common people with a common 

tongue. I do not mean to suggest that strangeness in the form of uncon-

ventional political, feminist, or nonwhite ethnicity had been completely 

unacknowledged; obviously that is not the case. Still, these texts had 

remained until recently only a subset to the white, Euro-American works 

of something like the “Great Books” curriculum. 

The majestic narratives of Granville Hick’s The Great Tradition, F.O. 

Matthiessen’s American Renaissance, and Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land 

mapped out a literary landscape that assumed readers everywhere would 
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accept a discussion of mostly white male authors. Moreover, books such 

as these operated from the perspective that the romantic elements men-

tioned above, the American romance of a “virgin land” and a “New 

World” with its “manifest destiny,” would create and unify a national 

story. The personality of the white, male text emphasized grand philo-

sophical narratives as an aesthetic strategy to unite a nation. As Myra 

Jehlen comments, these critics “developed the notion of a cultural com-

mon language composed of myths and symbols” (Ideology 3). Until this 

present generation, then, most critics had not debated, much less resisted, 

the issue of whether or not symbolic form and myth can function as a 

recuperation of cultural division. Indeed, the accepted opinion had been 

that American literature grew out of an already fairly unified romantic 

tradition.37 Reminiscent of Frye and Bloom’s earlier tropes of a poetic 

“continuity,” an inherited “structured core” of romance, and an  integrated 

“romantic” poetics, American critics now told a story of indivisible har-

mony. The trope of romance suggested that American’s imagination con-

cerned a handed-down responsibility to the “human condition” rather 

than a “localized” investigation of a specific society (Graff, Professing 
218). This predominant theory was perhaps best codified by Lionel 

Trilling in The Liberal Imagination and Richard Chase in The American 
Novel and Its Tradition. Their general idea was that American writers, 

unlike the English, had written the romantic novel rather than the novel 

of manners. The English novel, in contrast, critiques and investigates the 

inter-workings of society. American novelists supposedly took a different 

path; they have been widely regarded as developing an expression of 

romance, a symbolic, mythical code that reveals a rich, largely asocial 

force dramatizing the “aesthetic possibilities of alienation, contradiction, 

and disorder” (Chase 2). This, then, has been the characterization solidi-

fied by several major academic studies.38 Not only limited by a prejudice 

for the philosophy of the symbol, these studies mostly explored white, 

Euro-American culture. Of course, they did succeed in providing a con-

sensus history for American literature. From such an emphasis on cohe-

sion, a canon of supposed “commonality” arose. A reductionist and 

inadequately theorized romantic tradition grew, one that valorized the 

romantic quest and produced a mostly leisure-class canon of white, 

Protestant, male writers: Longfellow, Whittier, Emerson, Hawthorn, 

Melville, and their successors. But perhaps even more pervasive was the 

idea that these white males, as a group, could provide cultural and aes-

thetic stability for a nation of immigrants. That enthusiasm transformed 

itself into a growing advocacy for common aesthetic values as a way to 

determine a national identity.
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Consensus history hurts. Critics frequently underplayed the problems 

such a narrative presented for minority voices that proposed other social 

identities. For example, cultures that emphasize vernacular or oral tradi-

tions still have difficulty positioning themselves in a canon of “standard 

American usage.” Ethnicity belongs in the national dialogue but seems 

not to have found a non-contentious entrance. Discussions that attempt 

to explain how highly ethnic or formerly marginalized texts can join a 

consensus canon usually stumble in their effort to position the benefits of 

social representation next to long-held expectations of the pursuit of 

“excellence.” Concerns over cultural equity vie awkwardly with the 

more traditional goal of maintaining high, although frequently unspo-

ken, “aesthetic” values for the canon. Practical worries over race, iden-

tity, assimilation, otherness, and community compete with supposedly 

“transhistorical” qualities such as unity, authenticity, truth, and beauty. 

This clash between critics who seek a fair, ethnically comprehensive cur-

riculum and those who hold an equally demanding desire for a shared 

aesthetic foundation serves to underline the inherent strife within this 

dialectic, a dialectic I have labeled as the multicultural/aesthetic debate. 

How romantic theory can help us understand these conf licts is the subject 

of chapter 1.
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CHAPTER 1

DIALECTICAL AND TRANSCULTURAL 

CONTEXTS: OTHERNESS, SUBJECTIVITY, 

AND COLERIDGE’S VISION

Now the apparent contradiction, that the former position, namely, the existence of things 
without us, which from its nature cannot be immediately certain, should be received as blindly 
and as independently of all grounds as the existence of our own being, the transcendental 
philosopher can solve only by the supposition, that the former is unconsciously involved in the 
latter; that it is not only coherent but identical, and one and the same thing with our own 
immediate self-consciousness. To demonstrate this identity is the office and object of his 
 philosophy.1 

Biographia Literaria 1: 2601

I begin with the philosophy of Biographia Literaria (BL) as represented and 

symbolized by this short section from chapter twelve, part of the  notorious 

collaboration with an unknowing Schelling. The fact that Coleridge’s 

chapter is mostly lifted from Schelling will not concern me. Instead, I 

return to its words in order “to tell the truth” (BL 1: 235). The heart of 

romanticism resides here more than in any other text, except perhaps Kant’s 

Critique of Judgement Throughout chapter twelve and his book, Coleridge 

argues for the delegitimation of earlier passive conceptions of dualism and 

for the reconciliation or coincidence of opposites as a source of intellectual 

power by way of rethinking the classic opposition of subject/object or self/

other. In my efforts at sorting out how these opposites relate, my reader 

will experience the allure of vital duality and how it helps organize an 

overarching critique of American novels and canonicity. 

Part of my post-metaphysical argument concerns how one distin-

guishes “self” from “other.” As has been pointed out by David Haney, 

how one answers that question determines much of the romantic debate 
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around identity, ethnicity, inclusivity, and/or exclusivity.2 Coleridge’s 

response is philosophical: his unnamed philosopher mentioned in the 

epigraph claims that the “existence of things without us” (difference or 

otherness) is somehow “the same thing” as “our own immediate self-

consciousness” (acceptance or selfness). This huge Fichte-like  metaphysical 

speculation that appears to erase history will be analyzed and debated in 

the following pages in a range of ways. But let me start by recognizing 

that the dynamic “holism” on which this quotation depends only appears 

to give the comfort of a self-adequate unity, organicity, and constitutive 

subjectivity; a closer look will show crucial gaps, seams, and problems 

associated with such deceptive ease and uneasy excess. Twentieth-century 

critics have remarked on this inevitability. Theodor Adorno, for one, 

notes such anxiety by stating that vast dialectics are always incomplete, 

always excessive and inadequate: “objects [externality of difference] do 

not go into their concepts [the internalization of acceptance] without 

leaving a remainder . . . they come to contradict the traditional norm of 

adequacy” (5). That is, dialectic only seems to suggest a neat “adequacy” 

of thing to thought; in realty, “the concept does not exhaust the thing 

conceived” (5). But it is this doubleness, the deceptive and apparent only 

equivalency of an outside to an inside, a concept to an object, a negative 

to a positive, or a self to an other, that rightfully and initially intrigues the 

metaphysician. For Adorno, whatever does not fit into these symmetrical 

units, “whatever differs in quality, comes to be designated as a contradic-

tion” (5). I will not be suggesting any time soon that Coleridge’s dialec-

tics anticipated Adorno’s theories of negativity. And yet Adorno begins 

his Negative Dialectics with the above recognitions, and they have not 

completely escaped Coleridge, either. I will, however, propose that 

Coleridge rethinks them in terms of perceptive limitations rather than 

examples of “contradiction” or “nonidentity.” More on that soon.3 

But, be that as it may, my epigraph as an element of a reading strategy 

could still be challenged in a number of ways, from positivism to real-

ism.4 For one, the apparent metaphysic unity is, of course, most currently 

and famously opposed by the deconstructive notion that no organic 

meaning can remain static long enough for stable acknowledgments 

between, in this case, an external “existence of things without us” and an 

internal “immediate self-consciousness.” Jacques Derrida makes such a 

classic case in his Positions. There he states:

the play of differences involves syntheses and referrals that prevent there 

from being in any moment or in any way a wimple element that is present 

in and of itself and refers only to itself . . . There are only everywhere, dif-

ferences and traces of traces. (26)
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At least one current theorist, Richard Shusterman, has reviewed this debate 

and found Derrida’s objections to metaphysical unity wanting. Shusterman 

tends, in fact, to see deconstruction itself as also relying on similar romantic 

metaphysical claims: “What is far from clear, however, is whether decon-

struction, in its very critique of analysis, is not itself ensnared by a metaphys-

ics that it desperately seeks to avoid” (107). It may be that Derrida would 

not dispute this suspicion, as he has admitted that strategic uses of “tran-

scendent signifiers” are necessary in order to show their arbitrariness. Given 

that qualifier, other poststructuralists might reluctantly agree that recogniz-

ing how a linguistic world depends on differentially interrelated (and con-

stitutively interconnected) elements effectively does create some sort of 

dialectical or metaphysical unity.5 If so, then the debate reminds one that 

the tradition of organicity, this storied heritage dating at least as far back as 

Heraclites, suggested in Coleridge’s quotation above and Derrida’s displace-

ments, is perhaps simply being extended, albeit reconfigured. For a more 

recent elaboration of this dialectical collaboration between unity and dis-

placement, the widely accepted but explosive reversible prose of Hegel per-

haps provides the most spirited notion of dialectics in modern times.6 I use 

Hegel’s language here in his most striking and abstracted pose: as a powerful 

articulation of how change occurs relationally. Dialectically, Hegel recog-

nizes a continual state of progressive conflict between physicality and ideal-

ity. His form of romantic metaphysics, like that suggested in Coleridge’s 

quotation, best performs this maneuver of gathering together larger and 

larger relational meanings without forgetting the significance of difference 

that composes these meanings. This claim is so radically inclusive that even 

Nietzsche, someone often thought of as a major anti-metaphysical thinker, 

even Nietzsche must indirectly rely on this need for relational significance 

as he attempts to destroy the unified subject. Here is a short passage from 

Will to Power. Note how its panoramic description includes the idea of uni-

fied relations: “. . . no things remain but only dynamic quanta, in a relation of 

tension to all other dynamic quanta: their essence lies in their relation to all 

other quanta in their ‘effect’ upon the same” (339). 

With these very brief examples I suggest that metaphysical dialectic 

liberates philosophy from the fetishism or domination of appearances and 

prepares the ground for a search for the mythical “thing itself.” By con-

trast, the deconstructive or anti-metaphysical approach tries instead to 

persuade one that any talk of a common recognition of relational experi-

ence beyond appearances quickly moves into a teleology that suppresses 

the singularity and finitude of existence. My response is to remind the 

reader that one does not choose between these poles. There is no compel-

ling reason to see the infinite or transhistorical noumena as a choice that 

must eliminate its extreme opposite, the finite, historical phenomena. 
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The question of essence or “truth” is not only or just located within a 

timeless transcendental ontological idealism. This book, and the European 

romantic generally, argues for a both/and world where almost everything 

is supposedly “taken in.” Hence, the criticism is more likely to be on the 

order of, “how can such a diffusion of meanings on such a prodigious 

scale, how can something so massively relational and globally ambitious, 

how can anything that big, be individually helpful?” It is that problem-

atic, indeed, that I hope to interrogate. 

I begin with a foundational belief that a metaphysical approach to 

interpretation does not finally require an indiscriminate acceptance of all 

literature. In other words, metaphysics does not need to be a wholesale, 

unhelpful endorsement and acceptance of undifferentiated religious and 

Enlightenment enthusiasm. Instead, romantic metaphysics and dialectics 

actually register an unavoidable discourse of resistance to that type of 

allure, the allure of an escape from the “real” world into the abstractions 

of unlimited form, chaos, and ontological bliss7. A careful analysis of dia-

lectic will provide a middle-way that builds on the limitations of either 

side of its polarities. Of course, in the twenty-first century, a discussion 

of this process will invariably turn at least occasionally, as it brief ly has 

already, toward the crisis in literary representation, toward the difficulties 

of subject-centered reason, and toward the skepticism regarding a discus-

sion about the “richness” of human commonality. I specifically address 

those issues at various times; but as a quick response, let me say this. 

Given that such skepticism is crucial, all the more reason to ask for dia-

lectical and metaphysical principles, contested though they may be, that 

might challenge those hesitancies in order to produce a theoretically 

vibrant “holism.” 

Charles Altieri is one critic who has given a dialectical response to the 

single-minded appreciation for historical distinctiveness and the prob-

lems mentioned above regarding linguistic displacement. He justifies dia-

lectic as one defense against a particularist ideology that can only show 

how the past has been misrepresented, one that “recasts representations of 

the past in order to emphasize hitherto unrepresented interests . . . [and] 

the extent of cultural power maintained by the dominant order.” Such

“sophisticated” historical work . . . [cannot] worry about granting suffi-

cient depth or dignity to the historical agents whom it studies, because [it 

cannot] reconstruct a historical density sufficient to challenge its own alle-

gories, positive or negative. (“Can We,” 45)

Altieri bemoans the absolutist tendencies of many anti-metaphysical histo-

rians whose intelligence leads them “to make oppositions into absolutes 
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(however mobile) rather than seek within contradiction a generative power 

bearing dialectical force” (45). Romantics, indeed, often make famous (per-

haps infamous) use of that “generative power” within the contrarian 

 structure of a dialectic. But that is a risk worth taking. Altieri’s article offers 

hope in recognizing how historical analysis can be both rhetorical, filled 

with important post-metaphysical uncertainty, and structured dialectically 

so that evaluations and judgments are still possible. Underneath such hope 

is the work of a metaphysic that activates forms of commonality that are 

rich enough for theory.8 

More than describing and investigating the abilities of intellectual 

thought (what phenomenology might claim), dialectic wants to express 

the essence of thought itself, how concepts and ideas cohere into intelli-

gence and create experience. How is it that thinking represents and helps 

to create experience but can never equal it? What is the importance of 

experiences that are left out of linguistic expression? For example, why 

do claims of an “outside” depend on claims of an “inside”? Although 

such questions may seem tired or quaint, they provide surprising insights 

when asked under new political and historical conditions, as I believe this 

book attempts. These areas suggest the minimal model of inevitable dia-

lectic on which I will continually comment. Phrased differently, I’m 

investigating how the movement from existing states of equilibrium pro-

duces new configurations that include and transcend the past. And I 

intend to arrange this philosophical reading toward the literary by speci-

fying how certain tensions, ironies, paradoxes, images, and other narra-

tive devices operate within this “romantic” strife. Definitions of structures 

and terms such as symbol, imagination, polarity, perception, tolerance, 

and sympathy, along with other relational psychological and mental oper-

ations, can help us “read” the ethnic-specific “worlds” of America’s mul-

ticultural, postmodern novels. These elements, I claim, even occur in 

what might conventionally be called “non-romantic” novels.

Earlier I hinted at how Coleridge’s thoughts can help form a critical 

stance that authorizes this type of reading strategy. I now hope to broaden 

that position by discussing how dialectic organizes a multi-ethnic canon. 

Of course, well-known epistemological, ontological, and phenomeno-

logical explanations exist for the workings of such a dialectic.9 This vari-

ety underlines the f lexible as well as the obviously overly determined 

nature of a romantic dialectic. And it is true that by seeking a correspon-

dence between these different approaches to dialectic I may produce a 

sometimes unwieldy romantic theory; and yet it is the figure of accessible 

variety haunted by unity that has the most to offer multicultural ideas and 

justifications for the legitimation of constructing diverse curricula. Such 

formulations are necessary since the liberal arts departments in many 
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 universities currently face a well-publicized dilemma: writers and leaders 

of specific ethnic cultures fear their literature is often partially or even 

completely misunderstood by teachers who have only received a main-

stream white, European “Great Books” university education. In spite of 

the expressed anxiety by these critics, many smaller colleges do not have 

the funds to hire “cultural experts” for every ethnic novel; their admin-

istrations continue to rely on a permanent staff of “generalists” who 

interpret culturally diverse material. Especially in the small “teaching 

colleges,” this problem is anecdotally reaching almost a crisis level.10 After 

all, these generalists must often answer questions and direct inquiries into 

ethnic topics that exceed their personal and professional experience. 

Thus, phrased more concretely and in the form of a question, the problem 

sounds as follows: what theories authorize the literature of various ethnic 

cultures to be appropriately taught by a nonmember of that culture, well-

meaning though he or she may be, in small, liberal arts schools? I believe 

romantic theories, and especially those of Coleridge and Kant, hold pos-

sible responses to this question. 

My recommendation that critics use European romantic theory as 

both a fictional interpretive strategy and a description of a multicultural 

aesthetic may not, in fact, startle all critics. Some may see this advice as 

disarming and seemingly unproblematic. After all, the excitement associ-

ated with crossing disciplines, cultures, and belief systems in an attempt 

at further and deeper understandings of another’s ethnic and aesthetic 

values always delivers some sort of insight, at the very least on at an 

experimental level. But even this straightforward observation produces 

associated obstacles for others; viewed from a slightly different angle, 

interdisciplinary work like this can double as the problem of cultural 

appropriation, veiled postcolonial domination, and transgressive intel-

lectual invasion.11 Some cultural systems of belief, quite rightly, do not 

welcome outside interference. For example, a desire and advocacy for 

cross-cultural interpretations will not produce a male director of a wom-

en’s studies program at an Ivy League college any time soon. Nor prob-

ably will an endorsement for interdisciplinary studies help reduce the 

“turf wars” between humanists and deconstructionists. The supposedly 

inviolable properties of these categories may initially help position dis-

cussions and debates, but they ultimately hinder any quest toward shared 

visions or judgments.12 

Thus, in contrast to these examples that tend to illustrate only separate 

realms of inf luence for particular interpretative strategies, I suggest view-

ing such discord as interdependent pluralities. Clearly, such a  commonsense 

observation can also be viewed as a troubling assertion. Critics who 

acknowledge deep differences within the academy but still persist in 
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claiming “transcultural” theories (such as environmentalists, humanists, 

Chomskian linguists, etc.) are often cited as being naïve and simplistic.13 

Some writers, in this same fashion, view nineteenth-century romantic 

poets and theorists, such as Coleridge and Hegel, as unhelpful in trying 

to articulate current political questions.14 The answers to cultural and 

ethnic questions, they contend, must be approached in specialized, 

“local,” and specifically ideological ways, not in the manner that the 

conventionally trained “transhistorical,” romantic critic might proceed. 

Since I am using Coleridge to review novelists whose lived experiences, 

ethnic and otherwise, frequently surpass my cultural knowledge, I sup-

pose myself faced with variations of the above objections. Critics argue, 

at times persuasively, that exploring the specifics of another’s ethnicity, so 

markedly different from one’s own, cannot produce useful observations; 

that is, one may question another ethnicity only and unless one already 

substantially understands a good portion of that same ethnicity. Although, 

at a certain level, the demand here for expertise seems reasonable, it can 

also imply associated values that impede transcultural recognition. In 

other words, a desire for specialization can develop into the notion that 

only critics who already understand the “otherness” of another group are 

justified in publishing opinions about that group. I call this “the paradox 

of literary understanding” in that it requires certain convictions of an 

“insider” whose knowledge can only be usefully questioned by another 

“insider.” I debate this in more detail during my discussion of Ceremony. 
Such a position can be readily and easily misconstrued to claim that I can 

only attempt to understand you if I already understand you.15 

These challenges to ethnic and critical awareness within interdisci-

plinary studies match similar hurdles that face multicultural studies. Such 

a paradox of expecting a critic to embrace certain “truths” before she 

seeks to question them is related to a more fundamental problem: when 

does a critic know enough about another’s life or art in order to make 

worthwhile evaluations? Or, more specifically, under what conditions 

may a critic from one cultural setting critique the literature of another in 

an effort to uncover a shared community identity? My research argues for 

relatively early interpretative entries into these entanglements through 

the use of dialectical theories; and I submit this belief on the basis of 

European romantic writings. My use of these theories, then, moves the 

concept of the “other” somewhat into the realm of perceptive, psycho-

logical, and literary explanations. For instance, all of Coleridge’s organic 

literary foundations, his focus on the “copula” and the “polarity” of 

understanding (Friend 1: 94), branch easily into a method to discuss the 

social and literary perception of the “other.” In order to maintain and 

qualify these mostly constructed definitions and perceptions, I claim 
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romantic theory to be both culturally produced and a critique of that 

same production.16 I am an advocate for informed readers who envision 

romanticism as helpful in discussing “otherness” both as a part of and 

apart from culture.17 

My multicultural aesthetic theorizing, then, begins with a profound 

romantic recognition of “Otherness.”18 What does it mean to say that we 

perceive ourselves as apart from the world, as “other” than our surround-

ings? I will discuss this in more detail in chapter 3; at the risk of repeating 

myself, allow me to say a few words now. For Coleridge, this arises mostly 

through the pragmatic claim that external reality must be figured, on one 

prejudicial and provisional level, as independent of perception.19 That is, 

the contemporary anxiety around “otherness” deserves respect, accord-

ing to Coleridge, because it has a certain unverifiable reality that exists 

outside rationality and consciousness. Coleridge’s declaration that “the 

essential prejudices” of the transcendental philosopher “are all reducible 

to the one fundamental presumption, THAT THERE EXIST THINGS 

WITHOUT US” (BL 259) grants a type of autonomy to what is “other” 

or exterior to consciousness. He reminds the reader, though, that such a 

description of independence is necessary only for a theoretical analysis 

and may, in fact, be contrary to our experience of unification with nature. 

We ultimately cannot prove where selfhood ends and notions of an out-

side nature begin: “The objective and the subjective are so instantly 

united” (BL 255). Due to the theoretically unverifiable quality of an 

exterior reality, his declaration occurs as a postulate not an earned con-

clusion. Such a claim stands for an “immediate certainty . . . a position at 

once indemonstrable and irresistible” (BL 259). 

In the next step of the argument, Coleridge questions why these sepa-

rate descriptions of the natural and the transcendental philosopher are 

necessary. Their apparent estrangement develops out of an interest in 

analysis and discussion, not from an attempt to accurately portray the 

experience of perception. One separates their domains out of  convenience, 

not precision. The faith expressed here that an outside reality exists must 

be, “innate indeed and connatural,” and must also be read through a 

particular self. Empirical proof, alas, cannot confirm it: “. . . neither in 

grounds nor arguments, and yet on the other hand it remains proof against 

all attempts to remove it by grounds or arguments . . . ” (BL 259). External 

reality becomes a “faith as nothing more than a prejudice, innate indeed 

and connatural, but still a prejudice” (BL 259). Even though we cannot 

prove the otherness of reality, we embrace it as a “faith” or even as a 

“prejudice.” The contradiction, that things apparently exist without our 

consciousness of them, must be accepted “as blindly and as independently 

of all grounds as the existence of our own being . . . ” (BL 260). Coleridge 
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makes a similar claim in chapter ten: “I saw, that in the nature of things 

such proof is impossible; and that of all modes of being, that are not 

objects of the senses, the existence is assumed by a logical necessity arising 

from the constitution of the mind itself” (emphasis in original, BL 200). 

Two related notions begin to evolve here. The discussion of an external 

reality, filled with difference and alterity, must be configured within the 

consciousness of a self but without this exteriority losing its distinctive 

characteristics. In direct contrast to this empirical faith, though, Coleridge, 

writing here like Kant, wonders how he could understand anything “as a 

thing in itself, separate from the phenomenon or image in my percep-

tion” (BL 200). He reasons, again invoking Kant, that the outward world 

exists because the structure of our mind frames it in just such a manner: 

“. . . the existence [of outward reality] is assumed by a logical necessity aris-

ing from the constitution of the mind itself . . .” (BL 200). Thus, quite 

simply, the mind can only perceive a world that it is fitted for and capable 

of perceiving. 

In making these skeptical observations, Coleridge moves from the fact 

of uncertain finite perception to a “logical necessity” of the mind. Even 

though we cannot indisputably “know” the world, we can link its neces-

sary existence to the structures of our mind. Like Kant and other “objec-

tive idealists,” Coleridge here welcomes a world filled with distinct 

difference but matches it to a healthy distrust of rationality. This allows 

him an opportunity to embrace “beingness” itself, the “modes of being” 

that are mentioned above. They are examples of “existences” that are 

initially alien and separate from us. In other words, in spite of not being 

able to prove the theoretical independent existence of nature, animals, 

and others, that is, all “modes of being,” we claim them, instead, as a 

“logical necessity” of our consciousness. For example, even though I can-

not offer a complete and final definition of another’s life, I will claim 

such a life as a “logical necessity.” He is here offering, at once, a para-

doxical scheme for perception and suggesting some universal conditions 

for experience; to both of which I will return at various times but espe-

cially in chapters 3 and 8. These assumptions will correspond with other 

oppositional theories that lead to the necessity for tolerance and sympathy 

within diverse cultures. Coleridge plunges into difference and separation 

only to quickly resurface and remind his readers that it is a theoretical and 

initial alterity as much as a material one: 

During the act of knowledge itself, the objective and subjective are so 

instantly united, that we cannot determine to which of the two the prior-

ity belongs. There is here no first, and no second; both are coinstanta-

neous and one. While I am attempting to explain this intimate coalition, 
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I must suppose it dissolved. I must necessarily set out from the one, to 

which therefore I give hypothetical antecedence, in order to arrive at the 

other. (BL 255)

The decision to define knowledge through internal and external 

 perception, through rational or empirical proofs, by a synchronic or dia-

chronic method turns out to be quite arbitrary. Coleridge easily presents 

an argument for both. He claims that if one begins with the external, for 

instance, the task is to describe how intelligence entered the world. This 

is the job of natural philosophy, which “assumes the objective or uncon-

scious nature as the first, and has therefore to explain how intelligence 

can supervene to it, or how itself can grow into intelligence” (BL 255). 

Even though such an approach begins with the recognition of indepen-

dent and unintelligent phenomena, it still must express how intelligence 

enters such a world. And it generally does this through a recognition of 

laws: “The phaenomena [sic] (the material) must wholly disappear, and the 

laws alone [the formal] must remain” (emphasis in original, BL 256). In the 

process, Coleridge believes the natural philosopher “does yet by the 

necessity of theorizing unconsciously, and as it were instinctively, end in 

nature as an intelligence . . .” (BL 256–7). In other words, Coleridge envi-

sions the materialist as describing life forms that are concrete manifesta-

tions of natural laws. But, if followed back far enough, one must arrive at 

a moment of the reality of laws by themselves. The problem, of course, is 

that if left alone, this philosophy leads to pantheism: “. . . when all nature 

was demonstrated to be identical in essence with . . . intelligence and self-

consciousness” (BL 256).

On the other hand, if one begins with the subjective, the challenge is to 

discover how materiality or “otherness” entered the world. The philoso-

pher who begins here wants to show how intelligence claims a priority over 

that which is separate from it. However, here too, the philosopher will 

begin at one pole, the interior or rational, and finish at the other end, with 

external materiality. Coleridge alludes to Descartes’s writings and the 

famous statement “I think, therefore I am.” Here one has an example of the 

type of contemplation that foregrounds intelligence or skepticism over the 

materialist world. But this approach can only travel toward a solipsistic 

“purification of the mind” if it does not have an independent world to 

worry about: “This purification of the mind is effected by an absolute and 

scientific skepticism to which the mind voluntarily determines itself for the 

specific purpose of future certainty” (BL 258). The mind’s functions end 

up being all that can be known; the philosopher creates an egoistical  isolated 

world. Such an argument proves incomplete without including a vital 

material world from which it can announce itself.
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Consequently, neither position is able to satisfactorily prove that 

 objectivity or subjectivity should have priority. By casting the dispute in 

terms of each separate view, Coleridge demonstrates how neither is adequate 

alone but each, instead, must rely on the other. Since no one has been able 

to demonstrate convincingly that either the world or consciousness could 

exist independent of the other, we are left in a quandary. Neither is abso-

lutely confirmed, neither can exist without the other, and yet complete 

belief in one statement would seem to mitigate, if not nullify, belief in the 

other. Accepting both assumptions, embracing their contradictory impulses, 

becomes the mystery of dialectic: “To demonstrate this identity (the linking 

of transcendental and natural philosophy) is the office and object of . . . phi-

losophy” (BL 260). The overarching skepticism regarding the mind’s ability 

to determine a “monistic,” non-conf lictual world, its uncertainty regarding 

the boundaries of internal and external reality, its unclear objective/subjec-

tive foundations, and the general unproveability of the overarching condi-

tions of experience may all seem disproportionately abstract for a discussion 

regarding America’s novels. And yet they, and other comments yet to come, 

form a theory of “empty” or “negative” knowledge that directly applies to 

the various struggles for literary representation within the canon. For exam-

ple, the questioning of uncertain identity positions surrounding Coleridge’s 

subject/object dialectic gets replayed often in the academy; it arises in our 

nervousness to be “true” to the integrity of a text, especially the often highly 

subjective elements of an ethnic text, while at the same time attempting to 

judge it objectively among others. I will suggest through Coleridge that 

such anxiety concerning the unknown or unfamiliar, when viewed through 

a romantic dialectic, tends to encourage one toward acceptance rather than 

rejection. A recognition of cultural and transcultural limits and uncertain-

ties around perception provides a space for a multicultural theory of the 

acceptance and inclusion of more and more radical difference. 

By highlighting uncertainty and hinting at possibilities for the condi-

tion of experience, Coleridge provides the basis of a negative turn within 

romantic theory. This turn moves toward a dialectic that produces both 

an open environment for difference and the possibilities for common 

understandings. The field of acceptance that arises here is negative in that 

it is unwilled, a natural outcome of the dialectic. The faith in an empiri-

cally unknowable coincidence of subject/object positions suggests the 

likelihood of universal structures of consciousness. In Coleridge’s efforts 

to know how perception is possible, he offers a transcendental foundation 

for knowledge. His focus on the mind provisionally isolates the condi-

tions of perception from most external contingencies. According to 

Coleridge, some conditions for perception must be presupposed, given as 

postulates, to account for as full an understanding of experience as 
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 possible; such conditions are unverifiable but “provable” through a 

 process of ref lection and transcendental deduction. This is why he begins 

chapter twelve of the Literaria with a discussion of geometry (247–52). 

Just as the mathematician “does not begin with a demonstrable proposi-

tion, but with an intuition, a practical idea,” so a philosopher begins 

likewise (250). Acknowledging limits to reason creates a structural role 

for humility and uncertainty. Establishing such boundaries for all indi-

viduals means that all judgmental, evaluative, and analytical assertions are 

deeply qualified. Because all humans think under similarly limited 

 rational-perceptive conditions, other shared mental operations and expe-

riences probably commonly exist, even though we cannot completely 

understand them. Individuals who hold deeply contrastive views on divi-

sive topics such as abortion, gays, guns, and taxes may experience emo-

tions and thoughts very much like our own. That is, the skeptical 

appreciation for reason tends to bring us closer to those who appear 

 oppositional. But if rational limitations provide for the possibility of 

unacknowledged similarities, we must also accept the possibility of 

 unacknowledged differences. A “weakened” understanding of the power 

of reason may also conversely mean that one is more different from another 

than was initially thought. However, the possibility of such difference 

does not obviate the source of that crucial earlier contingency: our shared 

perceptive inabilities. And that recognition alone provides for an unwilled 

acceptance of otherness and forces us to be humble about what we think 

we can determine. If we claim our inability to know could theoretically 

reject the other, we would in the process be rejecting our own humanity 

and selfhood. We could no longer, in essence, declare ourselves political 

beings. And that would be an absurd position. In other words, at the same 

time that rational perception is universally necessary but f lawed, the 

inability to be infinitely rational arises as an imperative. Nonrational and 

autonomous alterity always struggles with the universally limited condi-

tions of perception.

Coleridge’s limits on perception, his Kantian recognition that we only 

experience what our faculties and receptors are capable of gathering in, 

also doubles as a comment on the role of cultural restrictions. As will be 

detailed in coming chapters, economic conditions, ideology, and the poli-

tics of gender, along with scores of other contingencies, circumscribe our 

awareness. Finite reason must view everything through the mediation of 

these cultural prisms. Not being able to move past these contingent truths, 

however, does not limit us to only a materialistic, discursive, and proposi-

tional world. At the same time that the intellect cannot prove any essen-

tialist definitions of the world, it also cannot disprove any. Simply because 

we can only experience relative “truths” does not imply that all truths are 
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therefore relative and contingent, or that all truths are relative and 

 contingent in the same way. There are no final arguments for or against 

the validity of transcendental or universal truths. There may, instead, be 

conditions appropriate for the use of some such terms, limited or no con-

ditions appropriate for others. Here, then, within the conditions of experi-

ence, we see more groundwork for acceptance. Coleridge’s transcendental 

deduction locates ahistorical qualities in knowledge and  perception. 

Certain limits and qualities of the mind join us to others in a visionary 

community. By accepting and understanding these unwilled restrictions 

to our capabilities, we are forced to accept a profound level of difference. 

Because of these limits, there will always be large areas of concern outside 

our ability to arbitrate: acceptance, then, becomes an inherent quality of 

consciousness. In such matters, one must respect difference. Emphasizing 

the limits of perception opens romantic theory to the freedom of indi-

vidual otherness. Such an opening is not based on the content of the other 

but on the limits of one’s ability to understand; the principle of doubt 

concerning the substance of truth motivates us toward communal unity. 

As I detail in chapter 6, this is significantly different from advocating tol-

erance for something to which one objects. Conventional notions of toler-

ance often suggest enduring something while repressing a more forceful 

repugnance or distaste; my sense of acceptance, by contrast, is recognizing 

otherness because of the  limitations we share with all humanity. Rather 

than indifference, it is a first step toward community as a universally ratio-

nal but negatively  perceptive act.20 

But how does Coleridge extend these understandings toward that 

shared community? He claims that all rational creatures have a relation-

ship with the external world. This relationship, like others mentioned 

earlier, exists without empirical verification. One’s acceptance of con-

sciousness is groundless and yet provides the necessary grounding for a 

generalized notion of reality. Such grounding or verification arrives in 

the form of the immediacy of self-consciousness. This immediacy 

Coleridge labels as the “i am.” The “i am” “. . . is groundless indeed; but 

then in the very idea it precludes all ground, and separated from the 

immediate consciousness loses its whole sense and import” (BL 260). 

Thus, it is only through a faithful acceptance that the external, which 

includes the otherness of another, and the internal, which is selfhood, are 

“not only coherent but identical” (BL 260) that the notion of any “iden-

tity” occurs. And all that holds it together is the shared recognition. 

Again, here is the epigraph:

. . . that the former (the identity of the other) is unconsciously involved in 

the latter (the identity of self ); that it (these two phenomena) is not only 
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coherent but identical, and one and the same thing with our own 

 immediate self-consciousness. To demonstrate this identity is the office 

and object of his (the philosopher’s) philosophy. (BL 260)

For Coleridge, paradoxical moments such as these contain a mixture of 

 mystery and faith that prepare the ground for the categorical acceptance of 

others. The alien or otherness of life is “one and the same thing with our own 

immediate self-consciousness” (BL 260). The unknowable commingled con-

sciousness of self/other has a rightful place in a world that has perceptive 

structures of acceptance; our limited intelligence does not alienate us but 

rather corresponds by contrast to an unlimited mystery beyond finite reason.

Although these quotations come from the long discussion on the vexed 

topic of subject/object coincidence, they translate easily into the contem-

porary debate regarding individual consciousness and otherness. Because 

these thoughts are key in a metaphysical interpretation of romanticism, I 

review them variously throughout but each time with a slightly different 

slant. In the first section of the above quotation, Coleridge claims that we 

can only know our existence by knowing the existence of nature, that is, 

of others. The second part amplifies the claim so that self-identity actu-

ally constitutes the other. By specifying the metaphysical rather than mate-
rial existence of the other, Coleridge does not link the self to only an 

ideological and contingent otherness; instead, he connects selfhood to 

the basis of their joint existence, their “beingness.” In such careful word-

ing, Coleridge avoids any assertions about a specific absolute knowledge 

of the other. And yet, our shared process of limited knowing does form a 

bridge to this same other:

Now the apparent contradiction, that the former position, namely, the 

existence of things without us, which from its nature cannot be immedi-

ately certain, should be received as blindly and as independently of all 

grounds as the existence of our own being, the transcendental philosopher 

can solve only by the supposition, that the former is unconsciously involved 

in the latter; that it is not only coherent but identical, and one and the same 

thing with our own immediate self-consciousness. (BL 260)

This implied “blindness” of idealism will not be a vulgar Platonism that 

privileges only the eternal forms and forgets the commonsense world of 

things. Instead, Coleridge directs us “to the true and original realism . . . ” 

(BL 261). “True” realism reveals a metaphysical “self ” in need of a concrete 

realm, the world as other, to direct itself. Thus, the dialectic remains intact. 

Sympathy, or the desire to know another, arises “blindly,” because it is 

unwilled, energized by these transcultural affirmations. And, as in the 
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previous arguments, this state of affairs is shared by everyone; it is an 

“Idealism” made up of both the rationalism of Descartes’s school of 

 philosophy and the visionary poetics of Plotinus. Indeed, Coleridge has 

faith that like the structure of perception, sympathetic idealism is a part 

of human nature itself: 

. . . we are all collectively born idealists, and therefore and only therefore 

are we at the same time realists. But of this the philosophers of the schools 

know nothing, or despise the faith as the prejudice of the ignorant vulgar, 

because they live and move in a crowd of phrases and notions from which 

human nature has long ago vanished. (BL 263)

His formulation replicates “no other than the system of Pythagoras and of 

Plato revived and purified from impure mixtures” (BL 263). This is Coleridge 

attempting to account for material reality, a source of otherness, and immate-

rial existence, the “beingness” that we all share. This “truest and most binding 

realism” offers us a paradoxical approach to recognizing ourselves within the 

otherness inherent in cultural diversity. Here one has the theoretical ground-

work for viewing the otherness in an ethnic text as a part of ourselves. His 

theoretical separation of the knower from the known helps compose a deeply 

contradictory yet sympathetic principle that forms and deforms itself through 

other quotations from chapter twelve. Coleridge reminds the reader that the 

miraculous “concurrence” of subject/object amounts to the creation of a 

unity: “There is here no first, and no second; both are coinstantaneous and 

one” (BL 255). In other words, in typical Coleridge fashion, we begin with 

a theoretical understanding of two forces in opposition only to arrive at a 

recognition of their conflictual partnership. 

Coleridge’s acceptance (and almost celebration) of the unprovability of 

these inner and outward reality claims partially provides a multicultural 

stance for understanding the alterity of diverse communities. His reluc-

tance to clearly define or account for an objective sensible world is a 

foundation stone for how much one can expect to know of another. 

Coleridge devotes the central part of his chapter twelve for the discursive 

efforts in this direction. He breaks his discussion into ten “theses” that 

tackle the problem of knowing an other: “All knowledge rests on the 

coincidence of an object with a subject” (BL 252). But how does this 

occur? “Our problem is to explain this concurrence, its possibility and its 

necessity” (BL 255). And, of course, here rests one of the central concerns 

of multiculturalism: what theory justifies a pursuit toward knowledge of 

the “other”?21 Coleridge presents the paradox as two opposing but neces-

sary forces that compose the unverifiable but vital duality of  consciousness. 

This configuration, again, presents the combined forces of faith and 
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 mystery arising as an essential problem, a source of uncertainty and 

 questioning. The other inf luence here is the source of otherness, the 

external world, which

. . . refers to something essentially different from ourselves, nay even in 

opposition to ourselves, leaves [our understandings] inconceivable how it 

[the external world] could possibly become a part of our immediate con-

sciousness (in other words how that, which ex hypothesi is and continues 

to be extrinsic and alien to our being, should become a modification of 

our being). (BL 259) 

The paradox, then, is to imagine how it is theoretically possible for other-

ness, which is outside our perception, to be brought into our consciousness. 

He feels that the discussion “leaves it inconceivable how” the external 

“could possibly become a part of our immediate consciousness.” And yet it 

happens; we are able to accept that which is “alien to our being” into our 

consciousness. A remarkable passage. Not only is the act unwilled and 

unable to provide answers as to how the affinity with another occurs, but 

this bridge into the other becomes “a modification of our being”: it trans-

forms us. While we absorb it and are changed by it, however, otherness 

“continues to be extrinsic and alien to our being.” Thus, the unification 

here does not efface profound difference or historical particularity. 

Coleridge restated this principle in a letter to Henry Crabb Robinson 

in 1811. He wrote of both the notion of “joining” and “unification” 

without seeing either term as necessarily eliminating essential differences: 

“Were there not an Identity in the Substance, man & woman might join, 

but they could never unify” (Collected Letters, III: 305). Our shared “sub-

stance” allows us to unify, but it does not erase the continuing opposi-

tional identity of male/female or like/unlike. Coleridge’s dialectic 

between otherness as difference and existence as commonality suggests a 

partnership that is able to maintain sharp ideological and historical dis-

tinctions for each of its poles. A teacher facing a literary canon of diverse 

values may draw a useful analogy here. The confrontation or struggle 

within the academy’s efforts to define canonicity becomes the defining 

moment of identity. If the focus remains on the dialectical tension, then 

informed, critical responses to any work merit attention. Such a radical 

permission for analysis is possible because Coleridge claims  self-definition 

depends on a merging with the otherness of the world:

[Consciousness is the] equation of Thou with a free act by which we 

 negative the sameness [t he sense that I and Thou are not identical] in order 

to establish the equality [the sense that I and Thou are equally real and 
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valuable]. (From the unpublished Opus Maximum, as found in Lockridge, 

The Ethics 115)

Coleridge seizes on this theme of the similar; he claims we are, in various 

ways, dependent on the other in order to know ourselves. This is the para-

dox of consciousness; we look internally and discover our neighbor. Our 

inability to finally know ourselves is partially overcome by attempting a 

completion with another. The quest to understand such otherness generates 

self-knowledge: “. . . object and subject, being and knowing are identical, 

each involving, and supposing the other” (BL 273). Or, as the first thesis in 

chapter twelve announces, “Truth is correlative to being.” In the act of 

knowing, we form ourselves; otherness depends on the self of another who 

lives outside the immediate known, while, at the same time, it is paradoxi-

cally another version of the existence of this same self.22 Even though 

Coleridge admits we cannot know why this is the case, he accepts the 

proposition as a priori (“indemonstrable and irresistible”). In other words, an 

understanding of otherness is possible because such a recognition is uncon-

sciously involved in the knowledge of ourselves.23 

Coleridge reminds us here that an individual can realize the identity of 

another without appropriating or essentializing that moment. Even after 

sensing a commonality that “become[s] a part of our consciousness” and 

actually modifies “our being,” the other “continues to be extrinsic and 

alien to our being.” The experience resists locating itself in any single 

position. Since this operation doubles as the definition of consciousness, it 

cannot prove itself; we are left only with faith. It is within this faith and 

skepticism that a multi-ethnic canon struggles.24 The pursuit to under-

stand otherness must be configured as both an unwilled sympathy linked 

to knowledge of ourselves and the positive, willed sympathy of recogni-

tion for that which we actively see as the common within another. If there 

are universal conditions for perception, then there are shared theoretical 

positions for reaching out to those same similarities that we see in others. 

As James Engell has convincingly shown, this notion of a sympathetic 

“reaching out” is intimately connected to creative imagination and 

 eighteenth-century philosophy.25 That premise implicitly underlines 

David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739) where sympathy arises from 

our recognition that human emotions are universal. Of course, in this 

early work, the imagination is somewhat associationist; it carries the inf lu-

ence of F. Autcheson and James Arbuckle.26 Instead of creativity, the asso-

ciative imagination reproduces. It “produces an idea resembling the 

original impression in force and vivacity” (as found in Jones 28). Here 

the imagination is transposing more than creating. Still, Hume helped 

move sympathy’s operation from moral charity to the “vivacity” of a 
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 cognitive operation. He helped reveal imagination’s role in what had 

 previously been a purely ethical decision. After Hume, the shared sense of 

humanity creates a desire to partake in the emotions of another. These 

positive elements within Coleridge’s sympathetic imagination are perhaps 

easier to see in the revised version offered twenty years later in Adam 

Smith’s hugely popular Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). Sympathy now 

becomes a creative force whereby one can enter rather than only resemble 

the other. The common contemporary phrase “I feel your pain” that we 

generally accept without qualification was fairly explosive in 1759: By way 

of the imagination, we can experience another’s emotions and move from 

Hume’s sympathy for to Smith’s sympathy with.27 In this movement, the 

common humanity of the other is underscored. With my romantic ren-

dering of acceptance, by contrast, otherness was identified as connected to 

the unknowability of nature. Smith and Hume, as non-romantics, suggest a 

positive sympathy that relies upon a knowable recognition of the human. 

They are right, as well, if they recognize the larger dialectic. The negative 

(nonrational and generally from the romantic tradition) elements of accep-

tance encourage us toward sympathy but without the need for a self-inter-

ested will; conversely, the positive (rational and generally from the 

Enlightenment tradition) elements of acceptance urges us to willfully 

extend ourselves sympathetically. I demonstrate how this occurs in my 

discussion of Native Speaker.
Because Coleridge’s theories suggest that we can both commune and 

never fully know the other, they allow a radical accumulation of diverse 

literary works for the canon, some of which might even directly contra-

dict the presuppositions of others. This, again, arrives out of a shared 

recognition of “being,” which is not generated by material or innate ideas 

but, instead, by the conditions for ideas or experience; form or structure 

not content or material activates the strife of a dialectic. One can partially 

regard this interest in the structures or conditions of existence as the 

romantic equivalent to an interest in the Platonic forms, only now the 

emphasis is on their dialectical possibilities rather than their innate and 

“ideal” status.28 Coleridge’s dialectical consciousness converts Plato’s 

metaphysical “forms” into inherent faculties of perception. Material real-

ity exists; however, without our mental organization, Coleridge writes, 

it would amount to a riotous wail: “the instruments of sensation . . . fur-

nish only the chaos, the shapeless elements of sense” (Friend 340, sec. II, 

ess. 11). Without the ability of Coleridge’s paradoxical duality theories to 

organize our contact with the world of a history that hurts, we would be 

left with sheer chaos, the “duree pure” and “stream of consciousness” that 

Henri Bergson and William James wrote about in the early twentieth 

century. Coleridge’s theories show how ordinary awareness organizes the 
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contributions our senses make. He brings back the classical opposition 

between “immediate” sensation and “mediated” abstraction.29 These 

romantic theories transform the notion of change from a random f lux of 

sensation to an orderly emergence of related and connected forms. Since 

human perception requires these formal elements (an example is the 

“beingness” or “modes of being” mentioned earlier), all cultures must 

share similar conditions for experience.30 This, of course, in turn suggests 

that knowledge has a transcendental base; some of its assumptions must 

necessarily transcend cultural “truths.”31 

Perhaps many of the ref lections above would be altered if one sought 

a more expansive, historical analysis of this same phenomenon of percep-

tion and identity? With that in mind, I now move to chapter 2, a reading 

of reputation and F.O. Matthiessen. Should my romantic aesthetic be 

reconsidered due to historical understandings of the American Renaissance 
and the canon, in general? I claim no, and assert that a close analysis of 

early-twentieth-century canonicity will show a need for romantic inter-

pretations along with an acknowledgment of exaggerated and reductive 

mythologies for American critics in the cast of Matthiessen.
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL AND IDEOLOGICAL CONTEXTS: 

THE BURDEN OF F.O. MATTHIESSEN’S 

AMERICAN RENAISSANCE

Even though critics such as Michael Davitt Bell and others have 

described the early American writers in romantic ways, few, if any, 

have specifically focused on how American canon formation occurs in a 

romantic manner. And fewer yet have detailed how expressly Coleridgean 

aesthetics play a role. The reason, perhaps, is that early appreciations for 

key canonical works were decidedly uneven. Moreover, the early days of 

the early canon were based more or Enlightenment “high value” rather 

than romantic celebrations of the imagination. For instance, when 

F.O. Matthiessen and Granville Hicks showcased highly individual, 

 rough-hewn writers in their respective literary histories American 
Renaissance and The Great Tradition, their teachers may have been appre-

hensive. Well-known “elders” such as Bliss Perry, Henry Van Dyke, and 

Randolph Bourne probably wondered how anyone using the typically 

refined aesthetic methodology of the day could produce an appreciation 

for rugged American writers such as Jack London, Henry Thoreau, and 

Walt Whitman. These “new” American voices had been discussed by the 

older critics, but their qualified interpretations arose out of mostly 

Arnoldean genteel convictions and simple philological facts. Hicks and 

Matthiessen disobeyed these practices and teachers, reconsidered aesthet-

ics and history in light of a new, democratic America, and “essentially 

reversed the dominant ideological and cultural thinking of the twenties 

and thirties” ( Jehlen, Ideology 2). 

Of course, the same transposition ironically later happened to the 

Hicks and Matthiessen collections. Their students (and some of their con-

temporaries), who would eventually almost all become known as New 
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Critics, once again “reinvented” the American canon through a more 

textually intense aesthetic methodology. By contrast, then, even though 

Hicks and Matthiessen generated an even-handed approach to aesthetics 

and politics, many students considered their practices too political, too 
sociological. As this New Critical generation’s interpretations of American 

authors quickly gained popularity due to their emphasis on symbol, tech-

nique, and “close readings,” Hicks and Matthiessen’s works were brief ly 

downgraded to useful but limited social critiques.1

The reversals among canonical observers do not end there; we are 

presently in the middle of another turn. In the minds of many today, the 

New Critical theory that unseated these two writers actually ended up 

inscribing them. The current literary myth has it that Hicks and 

Matthiessen, but especially Matthiessen, now deserve to be placed in the 

same category as their conquerors.2 As the rethinking has proceeded, 

both writers have wrongly gained reputations as myopic, unfair, and 

hurtfully exclusive critics. Inaccurately interpreting him as a New Critic, 

for example, some contemporary readers now surprisingly often write of 

Matthiessen as an apolitical thinker who naïvely sought an “impersonal 

ideal of order” with a “canon-forming monumentality” (Crews 71). This 

sentiment, which has yet to be completely overcome, supposes that 

Matthiessen’s “elitism of taste” helped develop an exclusive formalist aes-

thetic that led to a mostly white male “consensus” method of thinking 

that has, until only very recently, remained the dominant force of 

American criticism (81).

My argument begins by challenging that perception through an 

examination of reputation. Contrary to their legacy, Matthiessen and 

Hicks, but especially Matthiessen, endorse a more or less balanced appre-

ciation for politics and art in their early texts.3 Primarily maintaining that 

Matthiessen’s critical theories vitally blend ideology and aesthetics, I 

claim that a reevaluation of reputation will also disclose an idealism at the 

core of their canons. I will then broaden this insight into a discussion of 

American idealism and canon philosophy in general.4 To that end I will 

bring in Coleridge, a critic from whom Matthiessen largely modeled his 

own beliefs and whose works suggest useful fundamental “polar” prin-

ciples beneath canonical evaluations. Matthiessen applauds Coleridge’s 

dialectical theories because they ground his belief in both aesthetic and 

ideological interpretations, approaches that define America’s diverse lit-

erary canon as a hybrid: a romantic political enterprise.5 Thus, by spe-

cifically weighing the interaction of aesthetics, politics, and history in the 

context of Hicks and Matthiessen’s literary reputations, I will propose a 

romantic conf lict-model of canonicity that, in terms of today’s politically 

sensitive investigations, justifies the canon’s healthy diversity. Such a 
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model reminds one not only that canonicity is eclectic but at its most 

profound level also exists through the universal and ideal conf lict between 

aesthetics and ideology. To begin, I want to consider in more detail how 

the reputations of Matthiessen and Hicks affect the American canon.

Current editorial judgment suggests that literary historians like 

Matthiessen and Hicks should not be used as positive models for a discus-

sion regarding contemporary canonical issues. Nina Baym, for one, has 

famously asserted that Matthiessen and the New Critics were actually to 

blame for turning the concerns of literary excellence into a narrowly 

defined “universal male psyche” (139). Overlooking issues of race, class, 

and gender, these critics wrote by way of a “universalism” that produced 

a version of the ‘ol boys network: “a consensus criticism of the consensus” 

(129). Offering a similar assessment in claiming today’s New Historicism 

revolt is “against the ahistoricism of the preceding generation’s consen-

sus,” Donald Pease also seems to induct Matthiessen into the ranks of the 

New Critics (21). Myra Jehlen makes the same troubling generalization 

by claiming that Matthiessen recasts the political into the aesthetic to cre-

ate a “separate literary frame of reference,” hence sidelining history by 

way of a New Critical maneuver (Ideology 2–3). 

Over time, then, a legend has grown that implies Matthiessen would 

not be the best model for today’s ideological debates; instead, he is gener-

ally viewed as only an early prototype for a discredited New Criticism. 

Supposedly his universal and disinterested formalism short-changed his-

tory and politics. Such statements, however, ref lect a limited vision. 

Charles Feidelson tried to counter this narrow perception as early as 1953 

by reminding his reader that Matthiessen’s American Renaissance “in the 

final analysis” was about democracy and not about an apolitical aesthetics 

(3–4). But the image and legend of New Criticism remains attached to 

Matthiessen. As recently as 1981, William Cain, generally a balanced 

critic, could still at one point declare that Matthiessen’s book focused on 

“aesthetic theory” and devalued sociopolitical issues (17). 

Matthiessen and Hicks would have been disturbed by these onesided 

characterizations. Their literary approaches were very different from each 

other, of course, but they both depended on an aesthetic imbued with his-

tory and politics. Matthiessen, inf luenced by Eliot and Trilling, was not a 

New Critic in any conventional sense.6 Confusion has occurred through 

exaggerated and sometimes misleading references to his assertion that he 

wanted American Renaissance to be a literary collection “primarily con-

cerned with what these books were as works of art  . . .” (emphasis in  original, 

vii). That broken quotation has been so overused that Matthiessen himself 

“has come to personify the liberal consensus in the minds of its antago-

nists” (Crews 70). What is often left out of this analysis, though, is the 
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concluding clause from the above quotation: “with evaluating [them 

through the] fusions of form and content” (vii). Although something of a 

cliché, this desire to see form intertwined with content hints at a vital inter-

est in politics and history that Matthiessen takes beyond any strict Formalist 

or New Critical analysis. Although some believe that Matthiessen’s prox-

imity to the New Critics still represents the worse case of canonical judg-

ment (Crews 70), examining how he and Hicks understood their roles as 

editors and literary historians may alter that perception. 

Contrary to the critics cited above, the Hicks–Matthiessen texts 

 themselves confirm that, indeed, these two editors tied their aesthetic 

evaluations to the social circumstances of a post–World War I America; 

the next generation’s collections, by contrast, were not so emphatically 

tied.7 Hicks and Matthiessen, before the New Critical revolution had 

completely blossomed, attempted to seize American literature in terms of 

its historical context, thus moving away from the European genteel canon 

of British refinement that they accepted from critics such as Barrett 

Wendell.8 Hence, it was precisely Hicks and Matthiessen’s non–New 

Critical stance, their sociohistorical contextualizing, from which their 
students chose to depart. The later popularity of New Critics such as 

Allen Tate and John Ransom, although not the result of an absolute “art 

for art’s sake”  philosophy, was enhanced by this contrasting nonliterary 

perception of Matthiessen. The emphasis on a refined European approach 

made evident in I’ll Take My Stand, for example, was what Matthiessen 

had hoped his work would replace.9 

According to Hicks and Matthiessen, the “new” democratic America 

prevented inherited European formal aesthetic appreciations from ever 

becoming exclusively exoticized by a decadent “art for art’s sake” phi-

losophy. Their choice of authors arose through an admittedly tenuous 

criterion of supposedly universal merit, but it did so in conjunction with 

America’s particular historical concerns. Narrow, biased, and inequitable, 

their editorial methodology would never survive today. And yet, as unfair 

as it was, the inequities related to their methodology did not arise out of 

rigid taxonomies erected to keep ideology out of aesthetics; instead, aes-

thetics and ideology were defined in relation to each other, not as  inviolable 

categories to be independently embraced or rejected. 

In other words, Hicks and Matthiessen produced an unfair sampling of 

America’s varied cultures not because of f lawed New Critical theories that 

emphasized a universal, ideal aesthetic and unjustly discriminated against 

the disempowered; rather, their decision not to consider equitable social 

representation as a central tenet of literary criticism unfolded from a con-

trary principle. They felt that any overt effort toward the creation of 

 literary equality would unfairly delimit aesthetic judgments. That is, the 
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literature within their collections becomes representative of a nation only 

as a byproduct of the relationship between aesthetic form and specific socio-

historical conditions. For example, Hawthorne “fell short of the first rank 

of greatness” not because he needed to be more artful, urbane, or aes-

thetically devoted to his art as a European literary aesthete might desire, 

but because of “his inability to come to terms with his generation” (Hicks 

6). “American writers” achieved “order, form, and significance” through 

recognizing “the significance of the materials,” that is, their sociohistori-

cal conditions (Hicks 302–3). Literary excellence occurred when one was 

both a “representative American” and “an artist” (Hicks 6). 

Early in American Renaissance, Matthiessen notes how this partnership 

between history and aesthetics structures his editorial decisions:

Both our historical writing and our criticism have been greatly enriched dur-

ing the past twenty years by the breaking down of arbitrary divisions between 

them [i.e., history and aesthetics], by the critic’s realization of the necessity to 

master what he could of historical discipline, by the historian’s desire to 

extend his domain from politics to general culture [i.e., aesthetics]. (ix–x) 

Organizing permeable connotative fields rather than a single denotative 

binary, Hicks and Matthiessen presented ideology and aesthetics as the tan-

gled threads of a single spool. Given such a knotted partnership, it follows 

that they held no nostalgia or utopian dreams for a golden theory of pure 

literary evaluation. Their comments on the received, constructed definitions 

of aesthetics and history, brief as they may be, provide a vital starting ground 

for examining the dynamics of canonicity. Indeed, a revisionary look at this 

dialectic under today’s renewed interest in difference, class, and ethnicity 

illustrates how literary evaluations can usefully implicate idealism with ide-

ology, form with politics, and aesthetics with history. A recognition of this 

romantic approach is, once again, needed to invigorate and justify America’s 

diverse literary canon. After all, as George Levine notes in a recent book, 

“very little work has been done on the problem” of how aesthetics and ide-

ology relate (emphasis in original, “Introduction” 9). 

Even as Hicks and Matthiessen remained more or less committed to 

Shelley’s ambition to codify the “record of the best and happiest moments 

of the best and happiest minds,” they forged their aesthetic judgments 

with an ideology imbued in social awareness. And yet, this is not to 

imply that they began by seeking social fairness in their literary repre-

sentations. When Hicks dethroned Holmes, Lowell, Longfellow, and 

Whittier to make room for Whitman, Twain, Jewett, and Garland, it 

had nothing ostensibly to do with justice, equality, or fairness. The sup-

planted writers were banished because all of them were unrepresentative 
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of a postwar America; they evinced past, not current ideals. Calling not 

upon a nation being built, but on “aspects of America that, by virtue of 

their picturesqueness, could be most easily associated with the European 

traditions in which [they were] so absorbed” (Hicks 12), these displaced 

writers belonged to a different ideology, a different time and place. They 

could no longer be memorialized as spokespersons for this new nation in 

transition. Each group of writers excelled; however, only one group cor-

rectly mirrored the ideological-aesthetic character of America as Hicks 

saw it.

Wrestling with social representation in this fashion, however, was still 

not enough. Matthiessen, for his part, added universalism to the blend by 

evaluating his writers “in accordance with the enduring requirements for 

great art” and “form” (xi). He did this while remembering, as Hicks had 

remembered, to consider “enduring requirements” not as a rigid value but 

as an aesthetic struggle with the pressures of history. A critic’s canon is not 

just historical representation but an example of history colliding with for-

mal aesthetics. Hicks pictured this clash as an “organic body of fundamen-

tal ideas that the great critic cultivates with the aid of the imagination, of 

the soil of study and experience.” Moreover, such disinterest must tangle 

with the expression of “the peculiar conditions under which American 

writers were working.” Thus, disinterested aesthetic concerns continually 

confront a “treatment of politics” and the interested “activities of American 

life” (17). Until very recently, critics seemed to naturally endorse this 

approach by Matthiessen and Hicks. That is, most critics have generally 

accepted some sort of mixture between universalism and historical forces. 

Scholars distinguished literary works through an “enduring” value con-

trasted with social representation, a strategy that had always guided the play 

of culture and history into an unending but valuable debate over the ideal 

definition of “universal merit.” Times change. That once vigorous debate 

has all but died.

A central cause of this demise is, of course, the move from formalism 

to cultural studies. But why must one approach replace the other? Rather 

than see how form is implicated in cultural interpretations, many critics 

are abandoning formal concerns altogether. By not honoring the dis-

course of formalism, the political debate regarding literature suffers. 

Levine notes this tendency when he describes the prevalent atmosphere 

in many English departments:

The job of the critic is not to study literature but to study culture—a 

 disciplinary responsibility hitherto assigned to anthropology. With some 

very well known exceptions, most critics either deny that literature is a 

definable category of discourse or are inclined to believe that exclusive 
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study of it is complicity with unattractive political and social positions. 

(“Introduction” 2)

At least on one level, the reasons for such a change in English  departments 

also seem uncomplicated. Numerous commentators have pointed out that, 

of course, the supposed idealism within such terms such as “universal 

merit” or “disinterested aesthetics” is actually just another disguised ideol-

ogy. Dangerous all the more because of its deception, the idealism of aes-

thetic disinterest has actually, in the minds of many, crippled the canon’s 

potential. Consider this argument in terms of the Hicks and Matthiessen 

collections. Woefully limited in breadth, their choices are examples not of 

a healthy mix of art and history but of a canonical praxis that has suppressed 

ethnicity, class, and gender. Since real diversity appears to be a casualty of 

Hicks and Matthiessen’s formalism, should one not cheer the current 

 ideological suppression of aesthetics? I am anxious about such a celebration, 

especially if the party is founded on the advocacy, as I have noted, for uni-

lateral ideological interpretations that replace aesthetic concerns.

Today’s grand swing from the aesthetic to the ideological, this age-old 

generational reversal, should surprise no one. It serves as a paradigm for the 

dynamic and impermanent status of canons. We have come to expect these 

literary quarrels between parents and their children; indeed, the American 

canon f lourishes within such a perpetual crisis of identity. And yet, even as 

the canon periodically does shrink and expand to make room for the bright 

to defeat the tarnished, the specific social and literary conditions surround-

ing each reassessment are never exactly the same. In fact, because of a 

heightened concern over social and cultural difference, our current version 

of this familiar story is justifiably receiving a closer than usual examination. 

Privileging social fairness over aesthetic contestations accents one of the 

reasons for the climbing popularity of ideological readings. The combined 

inf luence of New Historicism, cultural studies, and pragmaticism sways 

the American canon toward ideological interpretations and away from 

Hicks and Matthiessen’s efforts to mix the sociopolitical with the aesthetic. 

Although the more or less balanced readings these two critics achieved 

were once hailed as exciting, their approach now appears endangered. 

Contrary to their desires to contrast history with aesthetics, current critical 

work on the formal qualities of art seldom struggles productively with 

ideological interests in, for example, how power is distributed in society. 

Even though this political shift toward exclusively ideological readings is 

largely an accepted matter, it produces other problems. For one, it indi-

rectly silences a certain idealism inherent in aesthetics. 

Indeed, the authentic struggles between a universal aesthetics and par-

ticular ideologies, struggles that Hicks and Matthiessen recognize and 
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represent, reveal a necessary utopian idealism within canonicity. Consider 

this clash in relation to the ancient battle between art and history; this 

heritage of a “timeless” conf lict offers a similar discourse of idealism that 

has always constituted, and should continue to constitute, an internal 

principle of canonicity. But before detailing these more problematic 

beliefs, I want to examine the current ideological operations that over-

shadow them and generate most of today’s discussion regarding canonic-

ity. What is particularly cogent about this era’s canonical clarion call by 

the young at heart is their well-known valiance in demanding that ideo-

logical interpretations dominate, and even replace, older aesthetic evalu-

ations. Often played in a revolutionary key, this displacement actually 

resonates with the same boldness and vitality as the Hicks and Matthiessen 

collections, works often wrongly thought of as only retrograde and 

repressive. Those early twentieth-century efforts evinced a similar pio-

neering spirit; that is, like many of today’s socially conscious editors, 

Hicks and Matthiessen advanced the nonelite voices of authors who arose 

mostly from outside the sophisticated elite. Their rosters included a min-

ister (Emerson), journalist (Twain), seaman (Melville), and a Civil War 

nurse (Whitman). Brashly opposed to the previous European assembly of 

highly cultured and refined writers, these collections challenged the then 

reigning “belletristic” philosophy of European critics and artists such as 

Oscar Wilde, Bernard Bosanquet, or Walter Pater. No doubt aware that 

there were American writers who might still follow the literary tradition 

of this older Victorian bourgeois elite, Hicks and Matthiessen turned 

their attention instead to local voices that represented a new democratic, 

somewhat pluralistic America. Puritan or gothic, romantic or sentimen-

tal, at least a portion of America’s homegrown diversity finally became a 

canonical reality in these two revolutionary texts. 

This editorial bias toward an iconoclastic, local, self-reliant writer 

who overcomes a previous genteel tradition (Hicks’s version celebrated 

the plain-spoken but assertive writers Hamlin Garland, Sarah Orne 

Jewett, and Jack London) now, once again, has center stage in contempo-

rary canon formation theory.10 The notion of a vernacular canon is back 

in vogue. Today’s anthology buying student sees this emphasis replayed 

not so much in an editor’s selections of aesthetically similar writers but 

indirectly, in the shape of forceful, commonsense demands for a more 

representative, less exclusive, assortment of writers. Calls for an inclusive, 

more ideologically sensitive canon are inf luencing anthology editors to 

induct previously overlooked writers who had been thought too com-

mon, too melodramatic, or too ethnic. Writers such as Alvar Nunez 

Cabeza de Vaca, Louisa May Alcott, Joy Harjo, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 

or Li Young Lee now figure prominently in most anthologies.11 And yet 
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even as one notes correlations between our current canonical debates and 

those of the 1930s and 1940s, other more profound dissimilarities haunt 

any easy analogy. A troubling difference, for example, arises in the criti-

cal setting under which today’s well-deserved anthology choices are 

being made. Comparisons with Hicks and Matthiessen begin to falter 

because the battered ideal of “aesthetic form,” one of the central princi-

ples for those two writers, now appears weary. By this I am not suggest-

ing that editors who seek to publish formerly underrepresented writers 

no longer care to debate questions of aesthetic merit. Those concerns, 

however, currently arise under significantly different constraints. For 

instance, in 1956 Sculley Bradley and E. Hudson Long could write in 

their “Preface” to the anthology The American Tradition in Literature that 

“no author was introduced primarily for the purpose of illustrating liter-

ary or social history” (xxix). In stark contrast to such a position, as I 

brief ly mention in my “Introduction,” current editorial policy for similar 

collections openly discuss the competing worthiness of an anthology’s 

responsibility to offer an accurate portrayal of society through its literary 

choices. Donald McQuade, in the Harper American Literature collection, 

states this opposite contemporary thesis in the first paragraph of his 

“Preface”:

What distinguishes the Harper American Literature from its predecessors is 

its commitment to presenting fully the richness of American literature, its 

thematic and stylistic range as well as its geographical and ethnic diversity. 

To this end, we have worked to extend the conventional boundaries of the 

American literary tradition. (xxxiii)

Although, in another example, the 1990 Heath Anthology of American 
Literature claims to have chosen “works of literary accomplishment,” it 

devotes most of its introduction to a discussion over why previously uncol-

lected writers have now been included. After listing a long series of new-

comers, Paul Lauter heralds his biggest claim: “As the roster of authors 

suggests, a major principle of selection has been to represent as fully as pos-

sible the varied cultures of the United States” (Heath Anthology xxxvi). He 

continues by specifying what accounts for this specialized selection: “In 

order to accomplish the major broadening of coverage at which we have 

aimed, we have . . . chosen authors we think of as representing different cul-

tural voices” (xxxvii). According to Paul Lauter, an editor of the 1990 Heath 
Anthology of American Literature, anthologies should, indeed, “truly display 

the enormous richness of the cultures of America” (xxiv). 

Werner Sollars agrees: “The bonds of race and sex now seem to be 

considered stronger than those of literary and cultural traditions . . .” (181). 
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Rather than continuing to actively enter unclear and murky quarrels over 

literary value, editors now choose to err on safety’s side by leaning more 

and more toward representation and cultural relativism. After all, social 

representation and literary relativism, as opposed to aesthetic merit, do 
produce something clear: the irrefutable importance of documenting sig-

nificant differences between cultural groups. Editors have drifted away 

from disputes over “form” and toward celebrations of cultural diversity. 

In other words, the attraction of delineating how difference separates us 

also doubles as a rationale for the absence of aesthetic judgments; literary 

representation replaces arguments over merit in formal evaluations.12 

Instead of reevaluating what aesthetic form might mean in light of today’s 

accent on difference, class, and ethnicity, many current critics tend to see 

ideological interpretation as a replacement for aesthetics. As Hans Bak 

explains, the majority of literary commentators “generally consider ques-

tions of race, gender and class—the critical trinity which has replaced the 

New Critical trinity of ‘irony, paradox and ambiguity’—as determinants 

of literary discourse” (72). This replacement mentality prevents new 

insights from cohering to past concepts. The out-of-favor formal quali-

ties Bak identifies, although admittedly always contested, motivated, and 

controversial, could still, however, assist in canon formation. Aesthetics 

has always defined itself under stress, never in a univocal environment. 

Few critics today grapple with the legitimacy of a work as a complex 

aesthetic/ideological event. What is crucially unique these days is the 

almost exclusively sociohistorical approach to America’s literature; 

 ideological difference has so dominated discussion that efforts to recuper-

ate value from an aesthetic-literary perspective, which was once pro-

vided by the New Critics, now arise only in the form of a misguided 

naïveté. Levine notes that the “formalism of the New Criticism is, for 

many . . . students and colleagues, merely a mistake, and has nothing to 

teach them” (3). Matthew Arnold’s now distant hope for a conf lictual but 

productive interplay between positions, between an idealistic disinter-

ested formalism and an interested social definition of art, has faded to an 

extent that little struggle remains. This situation has led Arnold Rampersad 

to declare that there is “a crisis of valuation in literary studies, in the very 

profession that used to see it as its main reason for being” (31). By 1986, 

Myra Jehlen could easily claim that “ideological criticism had superseded 

formalism” (“Literary” 40). When the political replaces the literary, key 

terms such as idealism, universalism, and meritocracy—terms long asso-

ciated with a formal aesthetics—begin to lose currency. My argument 

seeks to complicate this cultural shift. I reinterpret the role of the  aesthetic 

directly within the politics of canonicity so that the idealism  associated 

with literary form can clearly emerge. 
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In contrast to the important preoccupation with politics and  mediation 

in ideological discourse, investigations of aesthetic formalism reveal the 

allure of the apolitical immediacy in transcendental terms such as ideal-

ism, disinterest, and universalism. At least since Immanuel Kant, critics 

have accepted such notions as a defense against the sometimes too dispa-

rate phenomena of mediated conceptual understandings. Politics, history, 

and ideology are deeply interested enterprises, intellectual projects that 

generally highlight important but often divisive differences between cul-

tures. The romantic vocabulary of disinterest provides, instead, a stage 

for declaring commonalities within this dissimilar and disputed land-

scape. Further, this lexicon of commonalities can help the critic generate 

a language for excellence and meritocracy. 

Romantic theorists such as Schelling, Schiller, and Coleridge threw 

open the doors to this approach. Of course, even their romantic theo-

ries fail to provide stable or undisputed evaluative criteria for the aes-

thetic merit that arises under various political conditions. And yet, as 

long as authentic, sincere disputes exist between aesthetics and ideolo-

gies, as long as critics care about how the two vocabularies conf lict, the 

debate alone performs a universal, ideal, and communal activity. That 

is, the omnipresent friction within aesthetic/ideological disagreement 

is itself a form of universalism. Since art exists by way of this radical 

strife, then ideological discourse must be vulnerable to the disputation 

brought to it by an aesthetic vocabulary. Thus, there can be no justif ica-

tion for a restrictive literary approach that uses only mediated and radi-

cally contingent concepts in literary evaluations. In other words, 

aesthetics provides the necessary resistance to that untenable position of 

“all is political.”

Kant, for one, recognized how this resistance actually increased the 

range of art’s inf luence. Over 200 years ago, he announced in universal 

terms that, in spite of the overall disparity of life, everyone desires agree-

ment in matters of taste. Yet everyone also knows that no final mediation, 

no uncontested practical concepts exist to settle the inevitable differences 

produced. The radical subjectivity of evaluation crucially undercuts the 

ideal consensus for which every aesthetic opinion reaches. More impor-

tantly, the fact that such conf lict will forever preempt consensus should 

not devalue the ideal of consensus as a crucial mythical reality. A certain 

type of agreement arises because the desire for concurrence in claims 

about aesthetics does exist but only ideally, in the shared realm of the pur-
suit for concurrence itself. Thus, for Kant, the yearning and reaching for 

consensus reveals an idealism in aesthetic judgment that crosses all cul-

tures. This ideal sphere functions, then, as a benign acknowledgment of 

the human condition.
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But of what use is this dated acknowledgment? The aesthetics of a 

“universal human condition” intimates a charming but outmoded inno-

cence. After all, the ideological critic reminds us, ideal notions such as 

truth, beauty, or excellence are always constructed through locally con-

tingent social understandings. Thus, popular preference enshrines medi-

ated, deeply differentiated meanings as the only significant basis for a 

textual examination. My point, though, is that if aesthetic disputes are 

also appreciated as universal in their ideal, transcultural form, if one values 

the debate itself, then a certain indeterminate commonality among par-

ticipants does exist. This may seem banal, but it is crucially banal. Such 

accord, based on a shared ideal of consensus, offers a very real legitimacy 

to discussions that might otherwise be thought of as “dead-locked,” 

incommensurate, or irreconcilable. Moreover, this type of  self-grounding 

is just as forceful as any pragmatic approach to validity claims that empha-

sizes the historically disparate particulars of the participants. The pivotal 

distinction, however, is that this romantic idealistic self-grounding is 

based on commonality rather than difference.13

The notion of a consensus compares usefully to Kant’s discussion of 

“common sense,” taste, and the imagination in his Critique of Judgement. 
After assigning indeterminate principles to universal judgment, Kant 

then claims it can produce an ideal, “universal voice” for aesthetics that 

exists “only [as] an idea” (51). An ideal indeterminacy, then, legitimizes 

the aesthetic imagination as a force separate from the conceptual, medi-

ated force of ideology. The deepest elements of art, Kant suggests, spring 

from the energy of an indeterminate, disinterested world, the imagined 

and universal world of idealism. Coleridge, with Kant in mind, devel-

oped his separation between mediacy and immediacy to include a dialec-

tical antinomy that produced formal appreciations for his imagination 

definition.14 And it is this type of dialectical definition that provides the 

crucial context for idealism’s struggling emergence from hegemonic ide-

ological interpretations of the American canon. My anxiety, then, springs 

from the various pronouncements of critics who have forgot the lessons 

of Matthiessen and Hicks, current critics who no longer publicly struggle 

with the “role played by the aesthetic.” Such silencing suggests an impov-

erishment within America’s multicultural canon; previous clashes 

between sociohistorical interest and utopian disinterest have always pro-

vided new criteria of value. To abandon such struggles now indirectly 

promotes the intellectual status quo or, more generally, intellectual com-

placency.15 Attention to a qualified and contested aesthetic form, I main-

tain, still provides an idealistic counterforce to the prominent but limited 

materialism of politics and ideology. The battle should continue because 

it defines the canon. Some of the foundations for this type of idealism 
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arose in eighteenth-century German formalism, which was later restated 

by Coleridge. His theories show how a romantic aesthetic can reveal 

ideology without sacrificing the universalist vocabulary of idealism.

At the back of the second volume of the 1907 edition of Biographia 
Literaria, J. Shawcross appends four of Coleridge’s “Aesthetical Essays.” 

Three of them define beauty in ways that illustrate how a “higher con-

sciousness” plays the integral role that troubles most ideological critics. In 

“On the Principles of Genial Criticism” Coleridge places the aesthetic in 

the ideal realm of the intellect: “The Beautiful, therefore, not originating 

in the sensations, must belong to the intellect: and therefore we declare an 

object beautiful, and feel an inward right to expect that others should 

coincide with us. But we feel no right to demand it . . .” (242).16 Recapturing 

Kant, Coleridge reasons that since all cultures express themselves in rela-

tion to art, we can universally “declare” beauty and expect “that others 

should coincide with us.” We cross cultures and share in this ideal realm 

of the intellect. Earlier in the same essay Coleridge had emphasized that 

“the contemplation or intuition of its beauty precedes the feeling of com-

placency . . .” (241).17 That is, the aesthetic experience occurs ideally, 

intellectually, and immediately before it turns sensual or emotional. 

Coleridge partially agrees with ideological critics here in defining 

“feelings” as the social fallout of sensations and expectations; however, 

these feelings should still not be confused with the formal, ideal qualities 

of the Beautiful. Where the ideological critic would object, however, is 

when Coleridge allows “contemplations” and the “Beautiful” to sum-

mon forth an imagined plane of disinterest, a utopian sphere in broad 

conf lict with the interest-generated world of feelings. And yet, aesthetic 

form does just that as it draws us toward the commonality we know exists 

in others. We “expect” assent because we move toward the ideal of an 

interest-free experience, one that crosses cultural lines: our contempla-

tions of art arise “without interference therefore, of any interest, sensual or intel-
lectual” (emphasis in original, BL 1: 239). Ideological critics claim that 

this celebrated role for idealism and disinterest promotes a false dichot-

omy that only serves to cloak the fear and shame beneath sociohistorical 

inequities. But an authentic romantic formalist, on the other hand, 

actively accepts the ideal Kantian “free play of the faculties”; the romantic 

individual desires this vocabulary in order that she might shake herself 

free from exclusive and exhaustive self-interest. Within this ideal com-

monality of disinterest, Coleridge finds a movement that complicates the 

mediated understandings of history, materialism, and ideology. Disinterest 

points to an imagined collective, to an ideal humanity, not to particular 

social constructs. Every aesthetic judgment hails this “higher conscious-

ness,” a discourse of impossible purity that eludes mediated conceptions. 
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The majority of sociohistorical critics have given little notice to 

Coleridge’s belief that it is the contestation between interest and disinter-

est that plays a central role in aesthetics; they prefer, instead, to dismantle 

romanticism’s grand narrative of organic transcendence. Rather than 

theorize romantic conf lict, many critics only disable it; they claim that 

such strife is simply a hidden ideology that pretends to transcend ideology 

itself. And yet relief from this friction or struggle within aesthetics comes 

not in the shape of an easy organicism that reconciles all division, as some 

critics worry; instead, it arrives provisionally, individual conf lict by indi-

vidual conf lict.18 In “Fragment of an Essay on Taste” Coleridge once 

again acknowledges the “disinterestedness of all taste” (BL 1: 252). Once 

more in “On Poesy or Art” he claims that “beauty itself is all that inspires 

pleasure without, and aloof from, and even contrarily to, interest” (BL 1: 

257). Although Coleridge here appears to isolate beauty from interest, all 

his other comments insist less on separation and more on a conf lictual 

relationship that generates signification. 

For example, at the end of his essay “On Poesy or Art” where he 

underlines how the discord between interest and disinterest defines aes-

thetic beauty, Coleridge makes these more typical claims: “To the idea 

of life victory or strife is necessary; as virtue consists not simply in the 

absence of vices, but in the over-coming of them. So it is in beauty. The 

sight of what is subordinated and conquered heightens the strength and 

the pleasure . . .” (BL 1: 262–3) Aesthetic desire continually faces a chal-

lenge to its authority from the “vices” of our interested natures. Even 

though Coleridge seems optimistic that the idealism of form will “con-

quer” the “vices” of the physical, his attention remains not so much on 

victory as on the process of “over-coming,” on the “strife” of interac-

tion. This interest in the contested nature of aesthetics is made especially 

clear in the last sentence of the essay when Coleridge states that the 

“separation” and “struggle” of maturation ends not with the defeat of 

the body but with the recognition of a strife-driven “translucence of the 

mind”: “[T]hence onward the body is f irst simply indifferent; then 

demanding the translucence of the mind not to be worse than indiffer-

ent; and finally all that presents the body as body becoming almost of an 

excremental nature” (BL 1: 263). The translucent moment (taken from 

his famous symbol definition) reveals the body’s physical “excremental 

nature” in relation to the idealistic beauty within the body’s “idea of 

life.” It is only through a healthy friction between the body as excrement 

or materiality and the body as idea or energy, between its interested and 

disinterested identities, that the mind can attend to the complete experi-

ence and avoid stagnation in the more impoverished realm of one  without 

the other.
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This particular clash represents the universal struggle between 

 sociohistorical and the ideal worlds, a conf lict that helps define formal-

ism. It is yet still another version of the conf lictual story with which I 

opened my essay, one that has motivated critics for generations. Hicks 

wrote of this literary battle between aesthetic form and history as imagi-

native, organic ideals that could only come to fruition after a conf lict 

with “the soil of study and experience” (17). Matthiessen felt that he had 

“to be preoccupied with form” (xi) not to evade social conditions but to 

gain concrete insight into them. Only with attention to such a contrast-

ing and paradoxical dialectic can one gain complete appreciation for how 

ideology and aesthetics require each other. Coleridge’s thoughts on the 

formal qualities of aesthetics shows that romanticism’s “higher con-

sciousness” points to a universal idealism that can conversely undergird 

pivotal canonical concerns regarding justice, excellence, and community, 

terms crucial to multicultural conversations. In other words, since form 

embodies the clash of the social and ideal in terms of the temporal and the 

eternal, it can operate as a bridge between diverse ideological cultures. 

The indeterminate concepts of formalism suggest a universal, disinter-

ested trajectory that provides a vocabulary for the cross-cultural com-

munication of significant goals and dreams. Form’s idealism prompts one 

to claim, along with Kant, that art resists the boundaries of the local as it 

draws us together. We impute agreement because aesthetic form moves 

everyone toward a “subjectively universally valid” experience, one that 

defies separatism. 

Every culture shares this struggle between the specifically social and 

the universally ideal; otherwise, as I brief ly touched on earlier, there 

would be no group concerns over justice. There could be no gay, black, 

Hispanic, or feminist values to counter oppression from the unfair social 

forces that surround these groups. In other words, even though particular 

collectivities are unable to provide precise, pragmatic, and cross-cultural 

social or literary valuations, they all still desire symbolic universal ideals 

such as justice, excellence, caring, compassion, and so on. These are 

yearned for not because they mystify material relations, but because they 

generate significant social activity. What I have not mentioned thus far, 

though, is that the attraction of such motivated terms comes from their 

romantic, formal structure; each ideal is a compressed symbol, a symbolic 

idea built from an interested collection of social relations. When these 

relations form themselves into social symbols, they always attempt to 

exceed their temporal, ideological status. So the desire for justice, although 

built from worldly, imperfect examples, is always a desire moving toward 

a perfectly transcendent justice. The American canon, for example, 

 inevitably projects an imperfect and unfair collection of works as it strives 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


R E A D I N G  A M E R I C A N  N OV E L S58

to be a perfectly just representation of excellence. But no matter how far 

the canon disappoints, the universal goal is always a forever elusive, per-

fect excellence, perfect consensus. Granted, in these days of high theory 

it seems quite modest to claim that a romantic formalism helps one see 

that our efforts naturally move beyond the limits of self-interest and 

toward this shared realm of an ideal and unreachable disinterest; how-

ever, the implications are both pivotal and often forgot. 

The rigor of an exclusive sociohistorical critique provides evidence of 

difference while it masks the corresponding reality of similarity. We are 

left too frequently with only a weak relativism that denies the struggle 

inherent in a shared idealism. The distrust over universals turns into a 

distrust of any commonality, any effort to deeply commune with others. 

When one declines to express the desire for a common idealistic canon of 

aesthetic struggle because any such “universal” statement is actually the-

ory dependent and deeply interested, then the overarching subject under 

discussion has changed. What might have started as a conversation about 

literary values has become a quiet, postmodern agreement over how 

knowledge cannot be trusted. And yet, such a recognition would only be 

a sad occasion if one believed there was any alternative. As it turns out, 

there is none. We do live in a skeptical, relativistic age; however, such 

admission need not depress the critic. That is, just because all viewpoints 

are perspectival does not mean that the movement toward idealism, 

toward perfect, impartial justice, must be eliminated. Our inability to 

grasp the perfection of idealism, which is the necessary consequence of 

our finite reason, can wrongly convince us that all efforts toward any 

idealism must be abandoned. But with a knowledge of the symbol, and of 

literary form generally, one recognizes that a universal belief in the moti-

vating force of idealism necessarily and only occurs through the given 

interested and imperfect condition of humanity.19 

The paradox of an aesthetic formalism, its reliance on both sociohis-

torical and universal discourse, foregrounds the struggle for a common 

canon that might otherwise, if read only through an ideological lens, 

have been considered a “false commonality,” a futile battle between 

incommensurable valuations. We are able to deny such hasty judgments 

because all is not based on difference: an attention to form reminds us 

that we materially and idealistically share the global environment of 

nature and human culture. As Charles Taylor writes, “all human cul-

tures . . . have something to say to all human beings” (66). Of course, the 

formalism that draws us into this dialectic is only “a starting hypothesis.” 

From that point on, our judgments and opinions must “be demonstrated 

concretely in the actual study of the culture” (67). It is, however, that 

exact global commonality, its formal idealism, that propels us into such a 
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dialogue, a universal dialogue that quickly enters into the local  conditions 

of our dissimilarities. With a recognition of form, cross-cultural exchanges 

begin self-consciously in commonality.

This universal acceptance of an ideal formalism in which every com-

munity participates replicates the “translucent” energy of Coleridge’s 

symbol: both the symbol and the community are eternal responses toward 

a perfectly unreachable unity that continually beckons us. The yearning 

toward this impossible dream does not provide a final knowledge, a final 

unity. Instead, its energy creates an environment from which significant 

cultural details emerge that are gathered through careful self-inquiry and 

social practice. Neither the sociohistorical hegemony of “all is ideology” 

nor the unacceptable desire for a final and ideal single expression of unity 

should prevent one from proposing how judgments depend on often 

unacknowledged ideal commonalities. Explanations gain inf luence when 

they accent how their formal qualities refer beyond themselves, how they 

correspond to the symbolic harmony of the global world we share. This 

irrational and transhistorical “beyondness,” this translucent beckoning 

toward a perfect unity, always motivates the social and historical sign of 

community and canonicity. It reminds us that the utopian idealism inher-

ent in terms such as dignity, respect, and excellence, terms that are deci-

sive for multiculturalism and the canon, depend upon this very struggle 

within a romantic aesthetic. Through such a dialectic the substantial pos-

sibility of a shared canon resides. And this same interest in sensing how 

metaphysics can enliven canonicity does not stop there; it occurs, as well, 

in discussions regarding the multicultural and postcolonial “self.” In 

chapter 3 I read the development of selfhood for such a subject as partly a 

metaphysical endeavor that calls upon similar Coleridgean insights.
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CHAPTER 3

MULTICULTURAL AND POSTCOLONIAL 

CONTEXTS: PHILOSOPHY’S SELF AND OTHER

Genuine and thorough comprehension of Otherness is possible only if the self can somehow 
negate or at least severely bracket the values, assumptions, and ideology of his culture. As 
Nadine Gordimer’s and Isak Dinesen’s writings show, however, this entails in practice the 
virtually impossible task of negating one’s very being, precisely because one’s culture is what 
formed that being.

JanMohamed, “The Economy” 84

What is the primary difference between a romantic metaphysical 

definition of self/other and an ideological one? How might the 

question be configured if one analyzes a postcolonial subjectivity? The 

quoted lines from Abdul JanMohamed’s “The Economy of Manichean 

Allegory: The Function of Racial Difference in Colonialist Literature” 

may help. It ref lects the thoughts of multiculturalists who seek an ideo-

logical definition of the self for a postcolonial subject, a definition that 

determines not only the politics but the very metaphysical “being” of the 

participant.1 JanMohamed, a determined realist, advances a hard-nosed 

stance on the significance of “being” in relation to “Otherness”; he main-

tains that a “thorough comprehension of Otherness” is “virtually impos-

sible” since it entails the “task of negating one’s very being.” These 

observations regarding postcolonialism lead to vexing problems for mul-

ticulturalism’s pledge to honor an authentically diverse ethnic literary 

canon. For if JanMohamed is right and we are completely formed by our 

culture, how then does the literature of an oppressed culture rise up and 

authentically determine itself against the force of a dominant culture? 

Concepts of otherness easily become entangled with those of determin-

ism here. Indeed, this particular entanglement frequently engages, and 

should engage, critics not only in postcolonial and multicultural 
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 discussions of the canon but also in the more general accounts of 

 authenticity, race, identity, gender, and so on. Hence, determinism and 

otherness deserve a close investigation in this context.

Although the already extensive analytical history related to these two 

terms attests to their centrality, some popular contemporary versions sur-

prisingly appear to be built from incompletely examined claims. 

Moreover, these concepts are generally spelled out in a climate of ideo-

logical critique that discounts the resistive value of a metaphysical 

or romantic vocabulary. And it is from within this dialectical clash 

between ideology and romanticism, I will soon suggest, that the driving 

force of multiculturalism arises. Beginning, then, with an exploration of 

JanMohamed’s essay in relation to multiculturalism, I hope to reveal how 

the exclusive deployment of ideological critique has unnecessarily impov-

erished a broader canonical debate on postcolonial identity, one that 

should include a romantic, metaphysical vocabulary. My claim is that 

multiculturalism and postcolonial theory need the more assertive under-

standing of immediate reality that arises from metaphysics; in turn, the 

insights gathered from that domain will encourage cross-cultural com-

munication. Certain forms of postcolonial theory have become so rigidly 

ideological that the crucial romantic underpinnings of agency, identity, 

and reason have been eclipsed. This gap in current theory could be filled 

with a number of romantic or metaphysical theorists. For the concerns of 

this essay, I will reassess these philosophical questions in relation to 

Coleridge’s thoughts on perception and subjectivity, some of which I 

have discussed earlier. However, as I have also mentioned, my intention 

is to revisit Coleridge’s key quotations several times, each time within a 

new context, a new problematic. In this case, I will use familiar Coleridge 

quotations to show, by contrast, that many of today’s strident, but quite 

common, theoretical positions should only exert a moderate critical 

inf luence. In brief, I am seeking a renewed look at the balance between 

Romanticism and postcolonial theory under the contemporary condi-

tions of multiculturalism. After detailing how the frequently veiled 

shortcomings of some postcolonial ideological concepts operate, I will 

offer an alternative: an ideological-metaphysical hybrid generated from a 

romantic interpretation of otherness. 

My epigraph from JanMohamed suggests that in order to know some-

one who has been historically oppressed we must first clear away all that 

makes us different from that person. If not, we will mirror only our-

selves, experience only our own ideology. In an effort to avoid miscom-

munication, then, we must strip ourselves of the ideology that forms us. 

In other words, considered en masse, an individual’s particular  ideological 

and cultural inf luences actually and completely add up to what we call a 
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specific “self” or “being.” The individual, for JanMohamed, exists as a 

loose composite of these cultural forces; there is no useful metaphysical or 

even existential notion of selfhood that escapes such ideology. Many of 

JanMohamed’s sweeping statements, then, set aside romantic notions of 

subjectivity. Doubling as a kind of a materialist or deterministic psychol-

ogy, JanMohamed’s views may be effectively considered as part of a her-

itage made notable by David Hume. For example, JanMohamed’s concrete 

definition of “beingness” sounds very similar to Hume’s materialism: 

[Hume offers] an extreme yet logical consequence of the empirical 

 definition of the mind as the passive receptor of sense experience; with no 

activity of its own, the mind is simply the ref lex of the continuous and 

multiple registry of sensations. (Burwick, “Perception” 128)

The paradox, one that does not elude either JanMohamed or Hume, is that 

as ideology constructs such an “empirical definition” of selfhood, it also 

necessarily locks us into it; our “selves” become captive of and identical to 

our cultural environment. Ideological forces preempt the opportunity for 

any “being” (independent of the culture) to genuinely relate to the active, 

individual “beingness” of another. We are “authentic” but only in belonging 

to the social groups and conditions that have constructed us. 

If this is the case, multiculturalists and postcolonial readers must reg-

ister anxiety in attempting cross-cultural communication and literary 

interpretations. How can evaluations be exchanged among various cul-

tures free of colonizing appropriations? Since one’s specific culture forms 

“beingness,” one’s particular individual culture is all one can hope to 

know intimately. This is why JanMohamed insists that it is “virtually 

impossible” for diverse groups to acquire honest knowledge of each other. 

We must, of course, try. But as we shed our “selves” in the hopes of com-

munication, we also leave ourselves ontologically naked, deprived of the 

non-ideological common ground from which to reach out to this other. 

In attempting to honestly reveal ourselves to others, such ideological dis-

robing has, at the same time, the disappointing result of solipsism. Under 

this formulation, the notion of personhood exists only as a shorthand 

description of various contingent assertions, impressions, and sensations; 

we can be true only to our social positions. The metaphysical “I” pro-

vides no vitality independent of the culture it finds itself in; an empty 

term, “beingness” fulfills itself only in the sense that a bundle of sensa-

tions and ideas can be spoken of as fulfilling a group need or a group 

identity. This replays Hume’s other celebrated notion that the mind “is 

nothing but a heap or collection of different perceptions, united together 

by certain relations, and suppos’d, tho’ falsely, to be endow’d with a 
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 perfect simplicity and identity” (A Treatise 207). A certain type of  selfhood 

can exist under these conditions, perhaps, but only in a trapped, mystified 

state; subjectivity as the previously accepted independent element of self-

hood must as a result become deeply qualified, if not altogether alienated 

or eliminated, from the possibility of confronting any objective or exter-

nal reality. That is to say, when everything associated with “being” equals 

ideology, there is little room for an independent “I” to arise that might 

represent a form of oppositional energy, an energy that might resist the 

forces of an outside reality. When subjectivity is treated as equal to the 

loose sum of cultural inf luences, there is actually then no clear “outside” 

from which a self might declare itself. This philosophy stymies anything 

existential, metaphysical, or radically resistive.2 And yet it is exactly the 

type of agency associated with a strong form of “I” on which a discourse 

of authenticity and cross-cultural dialogue depends. Although 

JanMohamed and Hume have much more to offer with regard to this 

predicament, the difficulties enlisted here are a useful starting place for a 

discussion of the gap between postcolonial theory’s necessary limitations 

on an individual’s subjectivity and the equally necessary goal of authenti-

cally knowing another, particularly the important knowing of another 

who has had historically less power. 

Some thoughts from Satya P. Mohanty, another postcolonial writer 

intrigued by this quandary, might help sort out these issues. Mohanty is 

initially sympathetic to JanMohamed’s citing of the rigorous yet uneven 

power differential revealed in cultural critique. In his essay “Epilogue. 

Colonial Legacies, Multicultural Futures: Relativism, Objectivity, and 

the Challenge of Otherness,” Mohanty notes that though many theorists 

yearn for equality of power, they also realize that such a desire requires 

the nearly impossible task of securing some affinity between the power-

ful and the disempowered, between oppressors and oppressed. This 

becomes a utopian dream because, and JanMohamed concurs with this 

reasoning, each side operates under incommensurable cultural claims: all 

methodology “is profoundly mediated by systematically organized pre-

suppositions and beliefs,” that is, by various ideologies. “A simple inver-

sion of the relationships of hierarchy is not enough, because the 

colonizer-colonized relationship is necessarily complicated and multiply 

determined” (“Epilogue”110). Since “all explanations of the other risk 

repeating the colonizer’s judgments [also JanMohamed’s claim],” perhaps 

one “should simply refuse to judge or to explain, forsaking understanding 

for the sake of respect?” (111). Here Mohanty appears to reaffirm 

JanMohamed’s assertion that all communication between colonized and 

colonizer must generally fail. Hypothetically carrying the thought a bit 

further, Mohanty suggests that such assertions make it appear better for 
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everyone to f latly admit that all knowledge claims are incommensurate; 

thus, each group has the same merit as every other group. But the 

 consequence of this is the same as before: no group can confidently and 

authentically claim to understand any other.

Of course, in terms of sensitivity to another’s unique cultural experi-

ence and the lessons of Nietzsche’s “no facts, only interpretations,” the 

cultural relativity advanced here does radiate some good will and social 

progress.3 That is, at least all cultures are given equal respect. Later in the 

same essay, however, Mohanty makes it clear that he, unlike JanMohamed, 

is not yet ready to completely surrender to these somewhat positive but 

mostly qualified elements of postcolonialism. While Mohanty agrees that 

equanimity can, indeed, be achieved when paired with a strong cultural 

relativism, the triumph of such fairness is too costly. The dominant cul-

ture’s no-strings-attached acceptance of another’s cultural values might 

seem appropriately reformative, but it is more likely a resigned acceptance 

of one’s inability to do anything else. Plus, when critics tie such relativism 

to a postmodern awareness of language’s incapacity to provide reliable 

knowledge-claims, the possibilities for crucial evaluative information all 

but vanish. Hence, according to Mohanty, when the postcolonial critic 

uses this cultural relativism and skepticism as principal operating  premises, 

she has replaced the goal of analytical assessment with social respect; 

starting out with an effort to authentically communicate, the critic drifts 

to a radical, postmodern, noninterventionist “appreciation” for the 

 “otherness” of another. 

Mohanty bemoans this current trade-off where critics abdicate any 

hope of deeply understanding another in exchange for granting all cul-

tures equal signif icance, equal worth. Both concerns—JanMohamed’s 

claim that a determinist, ideological postcolonialism brings with it a 

devaluation of an outdated metaphysical self hood and Mohanty’s  citing 

of the rising critical respect for a poststructural relativism—envision a 

literary landscape wherein multicultural participants are imprisoned 

by past ideological positions, compelled to only celebrate incommen-

surable differences, and fated to forever talk past each other. By quot-

ing and referring to a number of currently inf luential theorists, 

Mohanty convincingly reveals a contemporary critical landscape 

inhabited by mostly constructivists, determinists, and skeptics.4 In his 

representative sampling, Mohanty points to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s 

famous statement that traditional cultures, which rely on narrative, 

and modern cultures, which rely on science, will forever remain 

incommensurate. “All we can do is gaze in wonderment at the diver-

sity of discursive species” (qtd. in Mohanty, “Epilogue” 112). According 

to Mohanty, a majority of critics have reluctantly accepted such benign 
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disengagement and now view all self/other relations through this 

 ideological lens of  nonreciprocal social relations. They anticipate that 

any similar future contact will be just as inf lexible, radical, and reif ied.5 

Only a few theorists, Mohanty among them, have suggested that with-

out the relief furnished by a romantic vocabulary, these pervasive 

tenets of postcolonial theory offer only a hasty, incomplete reaction to 

a mostly constructed  quandary.6 

Critics who have embraced determinism and relativism as “givens” in 

the discussion of subjectivity and agency impoverish literary relations 

within America’s ethnically diverse canon. My offer of a third way, an 

alternative that reads determinism and relativism as unnecessary and 

 misguided reactions to a rational subjectivity, is also meant, conversely, to 

rethink Romanticism’s role under the new context of a multicultural 

canon. My unfolding position in this chapter will be that these postmod-

ern dilemmas for communication should not be taken at their word; 

instead, I read them as opportunities to reconsider the value of a 

 universalist vocabulary. I envision the romantic self/other relationship as 

one that enhances, rather than diminishes, communities, alliances, and 

affinities. More on that soon. For now, though, I want to consider in 

greater detail how JanMohamed’s views represent the prevalent critical 

climate and, through their inadequacy, prepare the reader for the meta-

physical vocabulary of my romantic alternative.

Like prominent postcolonial and multicultural theorists Henry 

Giroux, Jose David Saldivar, Peter McLaren, and Benita Parry, 

JanMohamed remains suspicious of the humanist and romantic’s belief 

in any enriching compatibility between cultural and metaphysical iden-

tities. Rather than perpetuate romanticism’s legacy of unities, univer-

sals, and unions, JanMohamed opts for ideological definitions. For example, 

he opens the article I have been examining with the observation that 

the unfortunate “bracketing” of culture and history in colonialist lit-

erature is a “typical facet of humanistic closure” (“The Economy” 78). 

He adds to this remark his discomfort in learning of Homi Bhabha’s 

assertion that “at some rarefied theoretical level the varied material and 

discursive antagonisms between conquerors and natives can be reduced 

to the workings of a single ‘subject’ . . .” (78). Bhabha’s possible reference to 

a metaphysical harmony worries JanMohamed: “[S]uch a unity, let 

alone its value, must be demonstrated, not assumed” (78–9). For 

JanMohamed, any overarching alliance between the colonizer and colonized 

must be framed in anxiety and suspicion.7 According to JanMohamed 

and most postcolonial theorists, simple romantic beliefs in a shared 

human consciousness wil l not solve the problem of communica-

tion presented earlier between the powerful and the powerless: “If 
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he [the colonizer] assumes that he and the Other are essentially  identical, 

then he would tend to ignore the  signif icant divergences and to judge 

the Other according to his own cultural values” (84). By seizing on a 

romantic unity, the colonizer thinks he will gain access to the other, 

but he is wrong. Under JanMohamed’s theories, the colonizer will 

always only “see” the other as a ref lection of himself, thus sabotaging 

any relationship. 

Is there a way out of this impasse? Perhaps if the colonizer thought of 

otherness in the more conventional manner, as something primarily aris-

ing from difference, perhaps then communication might occur. 

Unfortunately, this strategy does not help either: “If, on the other hand, 

he [the colonizer] assumes that the Other is irremediably different, then 

he would have little incentive to adopt the viewpoint of that alterity: he 

would again tend to turn to the security of his own cultural perspective” 

(84). So at either extreme, with otherness naïvely domesticated to simi-

larity or keenly enhanced to difference, cross-cultural communication 

remains blocked.8 

Such a rigid ideological determinism affects our perceptions of litera-

ture as well. Invoking a Manichean binary, JanMohamed claims that 

writers from societies that pit the strong against the weak will always 

produce literature of domination. That is, unequal political positions pre-

vent the dominant from ever understanding the literature of the 

exploited:

Instead of being an exploration of the racial Other, such literature merely 

affirms its own ethnocentric assumptions; instead of actually depicting the 

outer limits of “civilization,” it simply codifies and preserves the struc-

tures of its own mentality. While the surface of each colonialist text 

 purports to represent specific encounters with specific varieties of the 

racial Other, the subtext valorizes the superiority of European cultures, of 

the collective process that has mediated that representation. (“The 

Economy” 84)

Moral and economic “superiority” blocks authentic dialogue. Due to this 

approach to difference, “the assumption of moral superiority subverts the 

very potential of colonialist literature” (84).9 Mohanty, again, has some sym-

pathy with JanMohamed here. He seems to realize that JanMohamed’s 

characterization does represent the postmodern condition within postcolo-

nial theory, but only regrettably so. For Mohanty, the popularity of this view 

belies its accuracy and usefulness. Moving away from JanMohamed’s 

resigned, deterministic tone of acceptance, Mohanty, instead, registers dis-

tress. He seems to sense in JanMohamed’s blocked dialectic a theory that 
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begins with determinism, progresses into a  celebration of relativism, and 

eventually ends in cultural separatism:

Given the relativist view of pure difference, difference can never represent 

genuine cross-cultural disagreement about the way the world is or about 

the right course of action in a particular situation. There is simply no need 

to worry about the other culture’s views; they provide no reason to make 

us question our own views or principles. We are equal but irredeemably 

separate. (Literary 144)10 

Although JanMohamed’s accent on how economic and cultural dis-

parity encourages the dominant’s will to power differs in significant ways 

from Mohanty’s epistemological concerns, they converge in their belief 

that current theorists inevitably tend to erect barriers between perceiver 

and perceived, between a self and its desires to know another. For 

JanMohamed, there is little room for the dominant cultural elite to mend 

its ways and converse with the disempowered, a group of people who this 

same culture had earlier considered as “less than” and inferior. What 

right, JanMohamed might ask, does the privilege of power have to evalu-

ate others with whom they formally understood as uncivilized? Romantic 

and humanist notions of a shared metaphysics among the strong and the 

weak, according to JanMohamed, will do little but mystify this gap. In 

fact, when colonialist writers make use of these transcendental vocabu-

laries in a supposedly honest effort to clarify experience, they are actually, 

according to JanMohamed, making an unethical move. Their efforts in 

this regard are better understood in ideological terms as a:

studied refusal to accept historical responsibility [and are probably] 

attempts to mystify the imperial endeavor by representing the relation 

between self and Other in metaphysical terms. The fundamental strategy 

of all such fiction is its unchanging presentation of the natives’ inferiority 

as an unalterable metaphysical fact. (“The Economy” 92)

In JanMohamed’s mind, these “metaphysical terms” elucidate nothing of 

worth; all they do is promote a notion of consciousness that unavoidably cre-

ates stereotypical portrayals of native inferiority. The myth of shared human 

conditions indicated above becomes simply more veiled ideological impedi-

ments that give the illusion of one class of society perceiving another. 

But is JanMohamed right? Does the romantic metaphysical idea that 

there exist cross-cultural principles or conditions for rationality and con-

sciousness act only as a deception or problem for rapprochement between 

ourselves and others? Rather than only mystify, universal theories of sub-

jectivity have also always generated a sphere of shared interests that can, 
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under a renewed multicultural awareness, encourage transcultural 

 experiences. Without such a principle of mutual subjectivity, multicul-

turalism tends to advance the untenable position of equal but incommen-

surate communities: 

 . . . we are left in the uncomfortable position of seeking a noncolonizing 

relationship with the other culture but accepting a theoretical premise that 

makes anything that can be called a relationship impossible. (Mohanty, 

Literary 45)

Although I have already referred to the need for a romantic vocabu-

lary within postcolonial theory to partially ease us in the above commu-

nication burden, perhaps now I can offer a more careful presentation and 

relate it intimately with multiculturalism. I must warn my reader that this 

next section on romantic theories of perception will be necessarily thick 

and philosophical. Such depth is essential in order for me to demonstrate 

that a romantic metaphysics reveals how we immediately perceive the 

world, and such crucial insights positively inf luence multicultural and 

postcolonial theory. After all, in spite of JanMohamed’s skepticism, he 

himself welcomes the possibility of exactly this type of demonstration: 

“. . . such a unity  [metaphysical commonality], let alone its value, must be 
demonstrated, not assumed” (emphasis added, “The Economy” 78–9).

Since the issues I have mentioned above have to do with how one 

understands another, my romantic response to JanMohamed’s demon-

stration request will mostly invoke the discussion of perception in chapter 

twelve of Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria. Coleridge assists in this regard 

because he recognizes that to know another is to perform a complex, 

perceptive act that engages notions of selfhood with the operations of 

outward perception. Moreover, his theories on subjectivity and reason 

support a radical multiculturalism, one that does not sacrifice individual 

difference or agency for a communal notion of consciousness. But invok-

ing this currently undervalued romantic metaphysic does not, by itself, 

resolve the disagreement since it is exactly the romantic subjectivity’s his-

tory of agency and truth that troubles JanMohamed. The checkered rhet-

oric of “agency,” “individual,” and “selfhood” has a thorough record of 

subjugation and oppression. For some, this romantic (and Enlightenment) 

vocabulary is always already inscribed with domination or the truth of 

power, not the power of truth. Here is Frantz Fanon on the Western con-

cept of an authentic individual: 

The colonialist bourgeoisie had hammered into the native’s mind the idea 

of a society of individuals where each person shuts himself up in his own 
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subjectivity, and whose only wealth is individual thought. Now the native 

who has the opportunity to return to the people during the struggle for 

freedom will discover the falseness of this theory. (47) 

Fanon’s colonial memory provides vital insights into the sometimes divisive 

consequences of a romantic “individual agency,” but such insights are useful 

only if they are paired with other historical memories. The concept of an 

individual selfhood has also participated in liberations. As Christopher 

Norris remembers, there is a difference: “a crucial difference—between 

acknowledging this burden of historical responsibility and taking it as pre-

text for a wholesale rejection of Enlightenment [or, in my case, romantic] 

values and beliefs” (55). More importantly for my point, however, is that 

Coleridge does not simply embrace rational selfhood as much as postulate 

its feasibility. A clear presentation of his thoughts geared to the current 

needs of a diverse literary canon, offers at least the beginnings of a careful 

exploration of postcolonial theory and multiculturalism.11

As a first offering, Coleridge, in fact, does not disagree with either 

JanMohamed or Mohanty over the general thrust of ideology and other-

ness. All three would probably agree that an acknowledgment of ideology 

is necessary when discussing communication with others because mean-

ings that seem transparent and disinterested get defined through the var-

ious interested needs of institutions, businesses, politicians, academics, 

and other inf luential cultural groups. Coleridge would agree, then, that 

these perspectives do predetermine a good portion of how we think of 

ourselves; however, he positions such interested perspectives in a dialecti-

cal relation with a specific individual consciousness. A significant aspect 

of ideology must be figured through prejudicial and existential terms that 

express consciousness as independent of ideology.12 It is at this point, 

when ideology separates from consciousness, that the claims of 

JanMohamed and those of Coleridge pivot. Coleridge will demonstrate 

not only that a relationship is formed immediately between subjectivity 

and the ideological otherness of the world but that such theories of reci-

procity do not domesticate otherness. Romantic theory redefines prob-

lems in postcolonial identity by insisting that the self and the other exist 

under an interdependent imperative; life is both ideological and meta-

physical, existing together in contradictory, synthetic ways. The nature 

of life, then, demands the acknowledgment of this radical dialectic.

For romantic critics, particular “selves” are not solely constructed or 

limited by a monolithic ideology of mediated truths. If they were so lim-

ited, perception would be mostly a mechanical operation whereby an 

individual would equal her impressions. For Coleridge, this is absurd. Such 

a mechanical approach implies an experience of perception without a 
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perceiver: “In order to explain thinking, as a material phaenomenon [sic], 
it is necessary to refine matter into a mere modification of intelligence, 

with the two-fold function of appearing and perceiving” (emphasis in orig-

inal, BL 1: 135–6).13 Coleridge knows that thinking and perceiving are 

not just “a material phaenomenon.” They are acts that require a relational 

“I,” otherwise phenomena would itself contain both the appearance and 

the perceiver. In other words, Coleridge reasons that if there is percep-

tion, then there must be a separate perceiver. Thus, some form of  selfhood 

exists. And if selfhood exists, then individual agency enters to provide 

possible resistance to and a relationship with ideology. 

Coleridge accuses the materialist (or the ideological critic) of sidestep-

ping this dialectic between the perceiver and the phenomenal world:

But how any affection from without can metamorphose itself into 

 perception or will; the materialist has hitherto left, not only as incompre-

hensible as he found it, but has aggravated it into a comprehensible 

 absurdity. (BL 1: 133) 

Materialists are more inclined to cite the step-by-step biological operations 

of the senses for their definitions of communication and perception rather 

than the dialectic between perceiver and perceived. A materialist theorizes 

about the stimuli from which representations are created but not about the 

immediacy of an individual’s contact with the world. Indeed, for the ideo-

logical/material critic, there is no immediate experience of the world. For 

instance, a materialist might state that visual contact of another occurs 

because light impresses itself on the retina; then, optic nerves move it to the 

brain, and the brain turns it into an image (Orsini 192–3). There is never 

direct apprehension of the object or immediate access to the experience for 

the individual. 

But for the romantic, some aspect of perception must always occur 

immediately and register the full force of the experience onto the per-

cipient: “Now in our immediate perception, it is not the mere power or 

act of the object, but the object itself, which is immediately present” (empha-

sis added, BL 1: 134). Coleridge is here restating the Kantian belief that 

consciousness necessarily and immediately gives minimal form to the 

sensations and otherness that it finds in the world. Without such auto-

matic and limited organization and no experience, no otherness would be 

possible. And if this is the case, then selfhood must have something in 

common with the world. The self must be constructing itself as it appre-

hends the otherness of the world. This is not domestication but a minimal 

model of sanity. Coleridge discusses such a doubleness of  self-construction 

and self-othering as he leads up to the Ten Theses of the Biographia. By 
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the time he gets to his second thesis, he refers to the self ’s bifurcated 

structure as a relationship between “mediate” and “immediate” 

 experiences, in my terms, between ideology and metaphysics. The medi-

ated truths of an ideological world are always “derived from some other 

truth or truths.” But that recognition does not also prevent there from 

being “original and immediate” truths for the very same experience 

(BL 1: 265). Indeed, in the “scholium” Coleridge declares that mediated 

truths can only occur if there is, in fact, some sort of understanding for 

the concept of truth itself: “Equally inconceivable is a cycle of equal truths 

without a common and central principle, which prescribes to each its 

proper sphere in the system of science” (emphasis in original, BL 1: 267). 

Perceptive or ideological truths that arise through the senses can have 

validity only in conjunction with this added definition of truth as univer-

sal and immediate. An infinite regress of mediations (“equal truths”) 

makes no realistic sense if there is not at the same time a shared accep-

tance of the term truth itself (“a common and central principle”). 

Since mediated truths are necessarily constructed and distorted, they 

are better thought of as ghosts or specters that only roughly correspond 

to an immediate experience of others. That is, they cannot replace the 

fundamental contact a self has with the ontological “beingness” of 

another. The materialist belief of “an external world exactly correspon-

dent to those images . . . of our own being . . . removes all reality and 

immediateness of perception, and places us in a dream-world of phan-

toms and specters” (BL 1: 137). In other words, not granting metaphysical 

selfhood forces the materialist to accept a “dream-world of phantoms and 

specters” that “exactly” corresponds to life. It is the error JanMohamed 

makes when he claims that culture’s ideological constructs (Coleridge’s 

“phantoms and specters”) define our lives and, in effect, form our being. 

Without question, ideological investigations do provide important insights 

regarding these “phantoms and spectres,” and Coleridge would agree that 

we need their uncoverings and demaskings. But such deployments are in 

dialogue with other immediate revelations that JanMohamed does not 

consider, revelations that arise from what Coleridge calls, in a section 

before his theses, “the true and original realism” (BL 1: 262). In that sec-

tion Coleridge broadens his investigation of the highly subjective medi-

ated experiences. He wonders, for example, how we can agree on the 

simple reality of a table if all awareness is ideological and radically per-

spectival. After all,

[it] is the table itself, which the man of common sense believes himself to 

see, not the phantom of a table, from which he may argumentatively 

deduce the reality of a table, which he does not see. (BL 1: 261–2)
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Coleridge here replays a common occurrence to express the minimum 

level of rationality required for experience itself. 

But how can one reason about reason itself? Since no theory of reason 

can escape the use of reason, will not all theories of rationality be con-

structed, mediated, and ideological? This is JanMohamed’s position; he 

feels that one can never understand a table for what it is, divorced from 

our ideologies, because it only exists through those very ideological 

understandings. A person will always experience a table as subjective, 

limited, and like a “phantom.” Thus, one will only be able to “argumen-

tatively deduce” the reality of the table, never seeing the table in any 

essential form. Such is the practicality of mediated, material truths, and 

JanMohamed is right at times to emphasize their usefulness. And yet this 

ideological awareness does not give us the complete table; for a fuller 

knowledge one must include the belief in the immediacy of the table 

itself. Thus, it is only when ideology is joined with inevitable belief or 

faith in an immediate external world of others that we can gain compre-

hensive experience of the world’s otherness. The man in Coleridge’s 

example can see the real table because he “believes himself to see” it. 

Reason alone will only give him the argument of the table, its ideological 

existence; but faith with reason generates a deeper knowledge, “the table 

itself.” It is this faith or “common sense” that takes Coleridge beyond 

Kant’s skepticism regarding the “thing-in-itself.” 

Compare Coleridge’s faith in the necessarily oppositional but linked 

relationship between subjectivity and the external world to another 

famous passage from Hume who once again, similar to JanMohamed, 

refuses to recognize the metaphysical force of selfhood: 

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always 

stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or 

shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time 

without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. 

(Emphasis in original, 252)

As G.N.G. Orsini has helped us realize, Hume wants here to claim only a 

single, mediated or ideological version of “I-ness” (118–9). His “I” fruitlessly 

looks for a “myself ” that might not be so mediated, an “I” that might be 

purely existential, transcendentally removed from the error-filled world of 

“particular perception.” But what energy allows this “I” to even begin the 

questioning process? In other words, the initiation of the search itself is 

provisionary proof of some sort of metaphysical  self-consciousness. The “I” 

momentarily declares itself free enough from its constructed status to seek 

after this truth. Hume and JanMohamed  apparently refuse to accept this 
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“transcendental” possibility. Coleridge, on the other hand, seizes upon it as 

the romantic postulate of self-awareness.

To review so far. Consciousness generates both ideological and meta-

physical definitions. When Coleridge announces that all reasoned inqui-

ries can be reduced “to the one fundamental presumption, that there 

exist things without us” (BL I: 259), he presumes a dialectic between 

an ideological world and a metaphysical self. So one would be in error to 

essentialize ideology as the definition of consciousness. Primarily using 

insights from Schelling, Kant, and Fichte, Coleridge claims that the 

activity of a willing self provides an immediate truth that organizes and 

evaluates those mediated, ideological truths that quite rightly occupy 

most postcolonial theorists. Coleridge, then, softens ideology’s role in 

consciousness by reminding us of this contrary but parallel force of a self-

grounding universal subjectivity.

Hume, JanMohamed, and much of postmodern theory follow a 

 deterministic path that unnecessarily undermines agency in multicul-

tural discussions; it encourages an individual’s passivity as well as the 

intellectual status quo. Through JanMohamed’s theories, an appreciation 

for otherness turns into a respectful but fragmented collection of sensa-

tions and stimuli. Any multicultural theory grounded in this  anti-romantic 

philosophy will either not evaluate otherness at all or do so only in local, 

contextually specific, homocultural ways. Without a radically universal 

concept of personhood, one that partially constructs itself rather than 

being totally constructed by its perceptions, most transcultural disagree-

ments will end up largely incommensurate.14 

Multicultural theories can avoid temptation toward this kind of insu-

lar relativism and solipsism when they promote a romantic universal 

personhood with a minimal model of rationality: “No matter how dif-

ferent cultural Others are, they are never so different that they are—as 

typical members of their culture—incapable of acting purposefully, of 

evaluating their actions in light of their ideas and previous experiences, 

and of being “rational” in this minimal way” (Mohanty, Literary 198). 

Mohanty’s emphasis here on a “minimal” rationality is very close to 

Coleridge’s belief in that earlier mentioned immediate experience of the 

table. Without theorists such as Coleridge and Mohanty projecting a 

willful rationality “in this minimal way,” there can be no shared ground-

ing from which to adequately adjudicate difference. JanMohamed’s 

materialist definition of an individual exists, but it must do so in dia-

logue with a universal, rational subjectivity. My analysis of romanticism 

reveals how consciousness is able to reside both in JanMohamed’s deter-

mined world of mediated truths and also in a realm not framed or con-

structed by those very same mediations. In terms of the canon, 
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romanticism, then, helps us see how we can achieve worthwhile 

 understandings of another’s literature, another’s mediated truths, even 

when we are not already a part of that literature’s ideology. This is the 

postcolonial and multicultural impasse that JanMohamed’s critique fails 

to resolve.15

Coleridge decides that such a relation between mediated ideological 

truths and immediate metaphysical ones seems irresolvable due to an 

ontological gap: the two, ideology and metaphysics, seem to deny each 

other. In other words, the detailed ideology of a particular other is always 

finite, historical, and contingent. At the same time, however, otherness 

itself exists as a universal and boundless idea, one that crosses into all cul-

tures. How can such opposites coexist? It must be that the finitude of 

ideological otherness is fitted to this other supposedly dissimilar, infinite 

idea. Ideological acculturation gives one the impression that the only truths 

that exist are mediated, and that no universal positioning for ideas or sub-

jectivity is possible. Our ideological constructions appear so satisfyingly 

historical that they seem to foreclose on any transhistorical conceptions. 

For Coleridge, this materialist slip is the central deception of ideology. He 

called it the “outness prejudice”: a natural one-sidedness that gives the 

appearance of separation rather than the truth of continuousness. By show-

ing conditions under which a minimal model of universal rationality can 

participate in an otherwise ideological world, Coleridge gives communi-

cation and consciousness transcultural, transhistorical possibilities.

But even this, the demonstrations for a qualified sense of metaphysics, 

selfhood, and otherness, may not be enough. It could be, the ideological 

critic might counter, that showing how finite contingencies are con-

nected to a boundless-shared realm of universality is just some anxious 

strategy meant to transcend local authority. One could just as easily state 

that a universal metaphysic exists, all right, but it has little to do with an 

individual’s own cultural composition. The declaration that selfhood 

belongs equally to a mostly improvable, infinite realm of rationality could 

instead be a mystified move that, once revealed for what it really is (an 

ideological cover for power relations), conversely re-enshrines radical 

alterity to where it should always remain: mistrustfully over and above 

any notions of a shared metaphysic.16 The persuasiveness of this postcolo-

nial suspicion relies on its enfolded suspicion and critique of universal 

reason: according to JanMohamed, truth is always socially, textually con-

structed and contextually, locally limited. It cannot transcend its medi-

ated identity by declaring cross-cultural, ahistorical truths of universality 

and subjectivity. Thus, for JanMohamed, better to distrust reason and 

notions of authenticity than risk reproducing a bogus “universal” envi-

ronment where the powerful can easily dominate the powerless. 
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Consequently, JanMohamed’s distrust of reason’s ability to disclose 

 universal truths is a distrust of reason itself, a profound doubt about 

knowing any essential truths of an external world.

Coleridge, too, muses on the broader implications of this harsh  skepticism: 

“I began then to ask myself, what proof I had of the outward existence of any 

thing? Of this sheet of paper for instance, as a thing in itself, separate from 

the phaenomenon or image in my perception . . .” (BL 1: 200). Coleridge 

quickly surmises that this is, indeed, a problem affecting the condition of 

reason but not one that should lead to pervasive apprehension:

I saw, that in the nature of things such proof is impossible; and that of all 

modes of being, that are not objects of the senses, the existence is assumed 

by a logical necessity arising from the constitution of the mind itself, by 

the absence of all motive to doubt it, not from any absolute contradiction 

in the supposition of the contrary. (Emphasis in original, BL 1: 200) 

Coleridge concludes that in order to discover truths that link us to the 

infinite idea of others in a way that is not a superficial or mere materialist 

operation, one must begin with conditional assumptions derived out of 

“logical necessity.” After all, Hume and JanMohamed are right: we are finite, 

human beings. How can we ever hope to escape our own finite perceptions 

to understand infinite terms like “being,” “universal,” or “reason”? 

A sheet of paper, to return to Coleridge’s example, will never prove to 

be “a thing in itself, separate from the phaenomenon or image in [one’s] 

perception.” The paper as an independent “thing-in-itself” must be fil-

tered through the ideology of each separate perceiver. One can never 

prove the independence of the paper’s identity. Because human reason is 

finite, our perceptions will always fall into ideology; as the example with 

the table proved, reason will always fail to discursively establish the “paper 

itself.” In just the same fashion, transcultural ideas like a universal self-

hood cannot be proven through human reason. But such ideas can be 

demonstrated. This more expansive sense of knowing, then, contains a 

crucial transcendental element that relies on romantic postulates.

For Coleridge, postulates of “being” disclose how reason operates. He 

introduces his phrase “modes of being” in the quotation above to counter 

the notion that the sheet of paper is only a mere “object of the senses.” In 

fact, the paper’s identity arises not from the senses but “from the 

 constitution of the mind itself, by the absence of all motive to doubt it . . .” 

(BL 1: 200). The paper’s existence is shared by us; we determine each 

other. Consider this insight in terms of otherness. We cannot prove oth-

erness as a “thing-in-itself,” but we can claim it as integral to our being, 

as sharing the same “mode of being” that we invoke for ourselves. Hence, 
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there must be a metaphysical, that is a “beyond the physical, the 

 ideological,” realm of subjectivity shared by all.

Like futile efforts to empirically prove “modes of being,” reason by 

itself cannot prove or disprove this communal notion of selfhood: “proof 

is impossible.” Even though the finite or “mere intellect” fails here, “it 

might yet supply a demonstration, that no legitimate argument could be 

drawn from the intellect against its truth” (BL 1: 201). This logic of “neces-

sity” arises from “the mind itself.” Similar to math postulates, such initial 

assumptions are required in order to make sense of how we can have both 

the broad idea of otherness and the particularities of each individual.

Coleridge revisits this decisive role for postulates in various ways (see 

chapter 1 in this book) throughout the Biographia. At one point, for instance, 

he admits that since he cannot “furnish proofs” that “common conscious-

ness . . . is connected with master-currents below the surface, [he] shall 

merely assume [it] as a postulate pro tempore” (1: 242). Coleridge relies on 

postulates during these moments because no materialist proof will lift us 

away from the riddle of using reason to prove reason. Postulates are required 

because rationality cannot determine the a priori truths that are necessary 

for rationality itself. These primary intuitions are supplied by the mind but 

demonstrated in experience. As in geometry, Coleridge reasons that dem-

onstrated propositions can only follow intuitions not  precede them: 

Geometry therefore supplies philosophy with the example of a primary 

intuition, from which every science that lays claim to evidence must take its 

commencement. The mathematician does not begin with a demonstrable 

proposition, but with an intuition, a practical idea. (BL 1: 250)

The notion of a minimally rational, universal subjectivity arises as just 

such a postulate, confirmed by these various demonstrations. Its source 

cannot be proven but belongs to philosophy’s “inner sense” (BL 1: 250), 

the principle of coherence behind all the disparate, ideological  perceptions 

of the world. Such “inner sense” is not physical, contingent, or mediated 

but “groundless,” “hollow,” and “unsustained by living  contact.” In a 

word, metaphysical:

The connection of the parts and their logical dependencies may be seen 

and remembered; but the whole is groundless and hollow, unsustained by 

living contact, unaccompanied with any realizing intuition which exists 

by and in the act that affirms its existence, which is known, because it is, 

and is, because it is known. (BL 1: 251)

With such postulates in mind, otherness retains its alterity but is paired with 

the a priori claim of rational agency. Since the selfhood produced from these 
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postulates distinguishes itself from otherness in metaphysical as well as 

 physical means, in immediate and mediated ways, ideology’s sharp histori-

cal portrayals never need to be curtailed. Now, however, they operate in 

 conjunction with a radical universality that underwrites transcultural 

 communication.

From these universal principles and postulates, Coleridge lays a foun-

dation for a vibrant multiculturalism. Consequently, I am unconvinced 

by those critics who see “common, universally endorsed, centrist values 

to which everyone—every reasonable person—can agree” as producing 

only a “weak multiculturalism” (Goldberg 16).17 With Coleridge as an 

example, “centrist values” underpin subjectivity in order to organize the 

diversity between people and their various “worlds.” Otherness radiates 

with more clarity when it is embodied through a theory of immediacy, 

faith, and reason. Here universalism does not oppose ideology as much as 

make its contextual, contingent meanings significant. Instead of accept-

ing various differences as either philosophically equal or as predetermined 

by past cultural truths, Coleridge recognizes them through a rational 

selfhood that endorses distinctive rather than essential natures.18 By oper-

ating under this romantic transhistorical subjectivity, groups communi-

cate specific claims both through metaphors of universal commonality 

and local contingency. This wider explanatory theory of a common self-

hood, then, places social claims of communication in a framework 

whereby they can be properly evaluated for an authentically diverse mul-

ticultural community. 

Perhaps many of the ref lections above would be altered if one sought 

a deeper, more deconstructive analysis of this same phenomenon of iden-

tity? Given that possibility, I now turn to chapter 4, an examination of 

some of Paul de Man’s early writings. Should my aesthetic and meta-

physical approach to subjectivity be altered due to his thoughts? I believe 

not, although I will suggest that many of his approaches do help in under-

standing the role of uncertainty and irony in language. However, in 

 general, his thinking appears too mechanical and materialistic to accu-

rately represent the full experience of a romantic subjectivity.
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CHAPTER 4

POSTSTRUCTURAL CONTEXTS: 

PAUL DE MAN’S UNCERTAINTY ANXIETY 

AND THE ALLEGORY OF DIVISION

In spite therefore of this own declaration, I could never believe, that it was possible for him to have 
meant no more by his Noumenon, or THING IN ITSELF, than his mere words express; or that 
in his own conception he confined the whole plastic power to the forms of the intellect, leaving 
for the external cause, for the materiale of our sensations, a matter without form.

Biographia Literaria 1: 1551

Coleridge’s reconsideration of Kant’s efforts to circumscribe absolute 

knowledge to only the realm of faith have been called a kind of 

“deconstruction in which Coleridge reads Kant against the grain” 

(Rajan, Supplement 107). This early-nineteenth-century deconstruction, 

if that is what it is, appropriately begins my chapter on Paul de Man since 

his insights have thoroughly and famously deconstructed Coleridge. 

And yet what the Coleridge quotation expresses here, its implication 

that there may exist a formal, structural, metaphysical, and ideational 

“power” within the “materiale” of sensibility, challenges early root prem-

ises of de Man’s thinking. In fairness, de Man has, indeed, reexamined 

some of these basic assumptions; one could find examples of refinements 

and selective changes that would need to be discussed if this chapter 

tried to assess his entire career. But, for the present purposes of this 

book, I am interested only in de Man’s early career, when he notoriously 

 reconfigured relations between symbol and allegory. During this period 

de Man inaugurated a resurrection of the rhetorical examination of alle-

gory while demoting symbol to a level of naïveté, hyperbole, and mys-

tif ication. But he was not the first to question the power of f igurative 

language.2 
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For over 2,000 years, even before Aristotle first defined metaphor in 

his Poetics, philosophers have wrangled over what constitutes figurative 

language. However, for the last couple of generations, the discussion has 

often centered on one specific encounter: Paul de Man rereading Samuel 

Coleridge. Murray Krieger sees this continuing conversation as another 

version of the many age-old battles between the philosophers and the 

poets (“A Waking”). However, more pertinent to this study, Krieger also 

identifies de Man’s essay “The Rhetoric of Temporality” as “the most 

important response with which one must deal before being able to sal-

vage any part of the symbolist tradition . . .” (1251).3 Tilottama Rajan 

agrees with Krieger and cites de Man’s pivotal role in the ongoing efforts 

to define romanticism: “The most important of the early essays, “The 

Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image” and “The Rhetoric of 

Temporality,” focus on romantic loco-descriptive poetry considered as a 

paradigm for the problematics of romantic discourse” (“Displacing” 454). 

In concurring with these summations, I present de Man as emblematic of 

many current, yet significantly wanting, textually based, critical opinions 

on romanticism and the symbol. Even though one could claim that the 

twenty-first century has not particularly privileged de Man, his inf lu-

ence continues, especially considering the complications arising from his 

political writings regarding and during World War II. His impact on 

literary and critical studies remains undeniable. I concern myself only 

with a few early essays because they best represent de Man’s most contro-

versial thoughts on the romantic metaphor, having produced a new level 

of critical attention and skepticism on the presuppositions surrounding 

symbolic and metaphysical language.

Although written about in a host of ways over the past forty or so 

years, many initial characterizations of the early articles remain vibrant. 

But still, in spite of his importance, one has the right to ask more insis-

tently, “Why now?” Following the lead of John Guillory, I answer by 

claiming de Man as the paradigmatic theorist, “the Man” who has 

directly located “theory” as inevitably part of literature and criticism. 

Moreover, according to Guillory, the literary—critical—academic 

institution has unconsciously crowned de Man The Man because his 

articles best epitomize the domination of theory: To read de Man is to 

witness the “specif ic institutional and disciplinary context” of theory 

(Guillory 178) because his works have become “‘the canon of theory’ 

which signify rigor” (emphasis in original, 181). Ironically, this “rigor” 

has turned into a “routinization” (emphasis in original, 181), and it is this 

routine, this expectancy, that I hope to interrogate. Of course, 

 institutional expectations are not specif ic to de Man; Guillory reads 

them as symptomatic,  overarchingly political problems associated with 
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“an imaginary solution to the new conditions of intellectual labor” 

(181). Rather than take his economic view (or the psychosomatic one 

that Guillory later chooses), I follow a philosophical and dialectical path 

by interjecting the institution’s routine expectations for a textual analy-

sis of de Man into a vibrant metaphysical analysis. That is, instead of 

only wrestling within the symptomatology (Guillory’s term) of de 

Man’s deconstruction (entering into his f ield of “professional theorists” 

as defined by the academy/de Man), I suggest an agon or clash between 

two equally legitimate realities: textual skepticism and romantic holism. 

With this approach de Man’s misreading f igures as valid commentaries 

but are examples of blindness: they are right and incomplete when 

viewed through the formal power of sensibility and the symbol. As 

Coleridge references obliquely in my epigraph, the great symbol of the 

symbol, the “unknown” Noumenon, will be shown to retain its storied 

tradition in spite of de Man’s critiques. Nevertheless, de Man’s contri-

bution to this long tradition has helped foreground a historic debate 

that will not soon be resolved, and for that reason, among others, he 

needs to be included in this study. 

 Many articles have framed this argument as de Man’s rhetorical tropes 

versus Coleridge’s transcendental mystifications; however, that stiff anti-

pathetic view often produces only polemical and extreme responses. A 

reader can, instead, interpret these writers as interdependent, opposed 

but related, philosophers of language.4 For one thing, de Man’s emphasis 

on the opacity of epistemological signs does not necessarily nullify the 

idealism of Coleridge’s ontological subjectivity. Of course, within these 

more generally shared domains, these two writers certainly reveal lan-

guage to have dissimilar abilities. And yet, taken as philosophical prob-

lems, language and consciousness become for both de Man and Coleridge 

an opportunity to discuss a similar series of literary puzzles. For example, 

how words operate as both a system of mediation and a method to refer 

to something unmediated concerns both theorists. In addition, both 

writers recognize that the symbol’s enchanted moment of unification 

suggests a realm of mystery that has historically been interpreted as more 

than just a textual, temporal, and discursive event. What to make of this 

moment is where they diverge. Coleridge and de Man tackle this issue in 

different ways: Coleridge sees it as an opportunity to theorize about the 

conditions of perception whereas de Man portrays it as a ruse that hides 

existential angst. However, these dissimilar worries amount to a shared 

fascination about metaphor generally: each investigation produces a sim-

ilar type of critical anxiety. That is, de Man and Coleridge explore how 

consciousness contributes to not only feelings of unity but to those of 

alienation, as well. For de Man, alienation reigns supreme; for Coleridge, 
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unification. They are joined, at least, in their efforts to sort through the 

thorns in these brambles. 

Due to the serious ramifications at stake surrounding these problems, 

most articles on this debate have been strident, stressing the implications 

of their differences. And yet, although certainly dissimilar in myriad 

ways, both writers do converge even beyond the shared field of investiga-

tion mentioned above. They agree that a metaphysical hubris of linguistic 

totalization is insufficient as an adequate definition of metaphor: lan-

guage is never equal to the world. Consequently, words emerge as both 

critical elements of a signifying system and a philosophical repository for 

an overabundance of meaning. Each of these writers describes how met-

aphor generates this overdetermination or “polysemy.” For de Man and 

Coleridge, metaphor is a way to speak about how language exceeds itself, 

how it eludes static or univocal meaning. The terms they use to express 

that excess, however, rely on and produce dissimilar epistemological and 

ontological positions. Using only a few of Paul de Man’s very early essays, 

my intent is to locate disjunctures between the poststructural and the 

metaphysical.5 Such ruptures may displace themselves and continually 

evade final analysis, but they do represent a continuing factionalism 

between some nineteenth-century romantic theorists and many twenty-

first-century deconstructionists. De Man, as I mentioned earlier, is often 

cited as the principal spokesperson for these wounds. His rereading of 

Coleridge’s symbol as a “mystified” allegory has obvious implications for 

the vitality of dialectic in general, thus another reason for his inclusion in 

this examination. I am concerned that de Man’s def lation of the symbol 

has persuaded too many critics to extrapolate and wrongly cite vital dual-

istic theories as only mystified, troubled deceptions.

In more particular terms, my desire to read the literary canon as a 

dialectical clash also has as its foundation this very same duality structure 

of the symbol. Like a symbol, the canon joins members to a unified body 

without those same members losing their individual status. Theoretically, 

the more inclusive the canon becomes, the stronger the symbol grows. 

Def lating the symbol to the status of an allegory, as we will see de Man 

trying to do, threatens to disrupt the process of this symbolic dialectic. 

The irrational center of the symbol, its “is/is not” diastolic identity, rep-

resents a struggle and can represent the struggle of any national canon. 

The vitalism of duality theories exist, then, as contested sites, not total-

ized mystifications. If a canonical symbol regresses to the status of a 

“demystified” allegory, then the canon does not share its identity with its 

members but, instead, substitutes one identity for another; the members 

of an allegorical canonical community must choose a single identity, in 

or out. In such a case the mechanical replaces the organic, and the  plurality 
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and f lexibility inherent in identity drops away. This, I hope to show, 

should not be what poststructuralism bequeaths to a multi-ethnic 

American canon. 

Although the “theory industry” has primarily (and rightfully)  discussed 

de Man via semiotics and rhetoric, I approach him through an investiga-

tion of the anxiety of uncertainty. My discussion here will be an exten-

sion of Frank Lentricchia’s existential account, a characterization that 

emphasizes de Man’s early proximity to Jean Paul Sartre.6 No critics (of 

which I am aware) have advanced Lentricchia’s insights to include a meta-

physical interpretation of these existential foundations.7 But before start-

ing I need to state my disagreement with Lentricchia’s portrayal of de 

Man as a “metaphysical” existentialist. Using quotations from early de 

Man essays, Lentricchia claims de Man believes humans have only a tem-

poral reality—divorced from nature—and that nature herself has “an 

infinity of manifestations of a common essence” (de Man, “Intentional” 

4–5). The key point here being that consciousness resides apart from 

nature. Because humans die in a special way, they must be given a sepa-

rate definition from nature: “Entities engendered by consciousness [differ 

from] natural entities like the f lower. [There] the process is entirely dif-

ferent” (4). Such beliefs account for some aspects of existentialism but do 

not make one a “metaphysical” existentialist; instead, for this study, in 

order to be a metaphysician, one must include oneself in that overall natural 

unity mentioned above. In other words, it is how the human is part of 

“being qua being” that makes metaphysical interpretations so crucial to 

grasping how de Man’s views are limited and shortsighted. Hence, it is 

precisely de Man’s tendency to deny this stronger definition of metaphys-

ics, his inability to be adequately metaphysical, that produces his blind-

ness. That said, Lentricchia is right to see the deep source of de Man’s 

ideological division between language and subjectivity as related to 

Sartre’s division of en soi and pour soi, upper-case Being divorced from 

lower-case being, the natural divorced from the human; however, 

Lentricchia fails to see that this very existential prejudice derails de Man 

from a complete understanding of romantic dialectic and metaphysical 

uncertainty. 

Several factors contribute to de Man’s attempts to deny the tense, 

notably uncertain, and paradoxical doubleness of the symbol. For starters, 

his initial attention to the signifier–signified structure of language pre-

disposes him to a materialist notion of literature. Almost any of his essays 

will demonstrate various qualities of this generally accepted characteriza-

tion. In “Time and History in Wordsworth” (“THW”), for instance, de 

Man interprets many of Wordsworth’s references in The Prelude regarding 

eternity or mystery in a tangible fashion. In Book Six, Wordsworth 
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describes the imagination with puzzling and timeless terms. It is called 

“an unfather’d vapour,” an “invisible world,” a faculty at home “with 

infinity,” and “something evermore about to be.” These are mysterious, 

almost unknowable phrases that refer to the imagination as a supernatural 

and everlasting intuition. For a poststructuralist like de Man, however, 

these transcendent signifiers do not have access to an “other” beyond 

time and language; rather, they are always already part of a language sys-

tem that inevitably emphasizes temporality and, by extension, mortality. 

The hard opacity of language, its mechanical structure, continually sub-

verts any yearnings for transcendence. This hardness of language cannot 

“suggest a movement towards an unmediated contact with a divine 

 principle” (“THW” 15).8 The evidence, for de Man, resides in the mate-

rialist nature of language itself. Thus, if language is incapable of referring 

to an immaterial reality, then these references to “invisibility” and 

 “infinity” must be read introspectively, as self-ref lexive descriptions, 

referring only “to the mental, inward nature of this world” (14). 

The materiality of language always intercedes between any expectation 

of an immediate, intuitive apprehension of an “other,” which might exist 

beyond introspection or semiotic rationality. That is, words are trapped by 

being a belated medium, one that can only refer to a lost past and never 

produce an immediate present. His stress on such “temporality” is a way 

to accent the irredeemable gaps inherent within a differential language 

system. Our discursive efforts are actually, according to de Man, a series 

of “absences” that words, as arbitrary placeholders, fill. Language, then, is 

never more than an inscribing event, a defacing of mortality. Its hard 

opacity contaminates any romantic desires to reach beyond one’s physical 

temporality. Given such beliefs, Wordsworth’s “infinity” becomes a mys-

tified escape from the introspective angst of individual death:

. . . within the language of the passage this infinity is clearly to be under-

stood in a temporal sense as the futurity of “something evermore about to 

be” (The Prelude 542). The heightening of pitch is not the result of 

 “unmediated vision” but of another mediation, in which the conscious-

ness does not relate itself any longer to nature but to a temporal entity. 

(“THW” 15)

When Wordsworth’s incorporeal suggestions are interpreted only to mean a 

repressive, hidden aversion and avoidance to our mortality, then meaning 

emerges as the anxiety of a recycling self-interest, not a syntactic and expres-

sive pointing to a mystery or “other” beyond the limits of language. Instead 

of finding Wordsworth locked only in fearful mortality, as de Man does, a 
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reader can also see the poet as stretching the limits of rationality in order to 

catch sight of that which eludes language itself. 

De Man’s interest in “demystifying” romantic illusions of spirituality 

or organicity is, perhaps, even more apparent in his essay, “The Rhetoric 

of Temporality” (“RT”). Most commentaries have focused on its central 

theme of delimiting a popular and simple notion of the romantic symbol; 

however, it equally exposes some of his own limitations or blind-spots in 

his version of existential poststructuralism. One of the more familiar 

quotations from this essay points to the common (but reductive and 

reified) assumption that Coleridge’s symbol seeks a final spatio-temporal 

unification: “ . . . in the symbolic [Coleridge’s] imagination, no disjunc-

ture of the constitutive faculties takes place, since the material perception 

and the symbolical imagination are continuous, as the part is continuous 

with the whole” (“RT” 191).9 From his philosophical position as a postex-

istential materialist, de Man here proposes the conventional notion of 

symbol as a “totality” with a “single and universal meaning” (188). This, 

then, is in contradistinction to his understanding of allegory, which has a 

“disjunction of the constitutive faculties” (189). Allegory supposedly 

reveals the world the way it “really” is: “. . . a configuration of entities that 

designate a plurality of distinct and isolated meanings” (188). The 

mechanical and temporal structure is foregrounded in allegory, thus de 

Man’s decision to give it a preferential status. According to such reason-

ing, the temporality of the poet and the belatedness of language can never 

link itself to the desired “infinity of a totality” (188) within a symbol. 

Thus, the current popular distinction between Coleridge’s older notion 

of a supposedly seamless unified and transcendental symbol and de Man’s 

newer, disjunctive, and temporal model.

The problem, though, is that Coleridge’s symbol, and vital dualism 

generally, was never supposed to be thought of in so stable and static a 

fashion. As I have mentioned in other sections of this book, Coleridge’s 

principle definition in The Statesman’s Manual emphasizes that the 

 “translucence” of unification must arise through the “Temporal” status 

of its individual parts: 

[The symbol is known] above all by the translucence of the Eternal 

through and in the Temporal. It always partakes of the Reality which it 

renders intelligible; and while it enunciates the whole, abides itself as a 

living part in that Unity, of which it is the representative. (30)

Clearly, then, Coleridge does not want the symbol to be reified into either 

of its poles: it is neither finally an infinite monism of unification nor a finite 

collection of disparate particulars. Indeed, it must exist as an example of the 
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paradoxical reality of both. In accepting this in-between, tension-filled, 

identity of the middle, the symbol cannot claim an exclusive oneness with 

itself; it only but always tends toward such a utopian moment.10 In other 

words, similar to Wordsworth’s efforts to point toward both the desire and 
impossibility of a symbolic knowledge of “infinity” and “invisibility,” the 

symbol continually implies but never completely articulates the fullness of 

absolute unity or presence.11 

A second area of confusion for de Man occurs around the dialectic of 

experience and representation. Here is the moment that de Man’s 

 existential foundation gives way to a deep, textual hermeneutic. He 

refuses to maintain the dialectic between the authenticity of subjective 

 experience—Heidegger’s “ownmost possibilities of Being”—and repre-

sentations of a “public,” herd mentality. Our immediate uniqueness of 

the individual conf licts with the world’s representations of what we 

“are” in a utilitarian or societal sense. To accept this dialectic is to be a 

complete or metaphysical existentialist. The tense uncertainty surround-

ing such an undertaking is played out in the definition of the symbol. 

The symbol’s ability to both represent the world and participate in it, in 

a fashion similar to an individual’s socially represented selfhood and her 

authentic-lived selfhood, troubles de Man. He prefers an allegorical def-

inition of the symbol because, among other reasons, allegory foregrounds 

the material and temporal qualities of language, thus emphasizing the 

representational quality rather than the experiential. And yet, this same 

temporal language in the symbol, and equally in the allegory, also enters 

into and helps to create the world. De Man’s instrumentally rational 

concerns regarding the symbol’s ability to mysteriously jump conf licting 

time-frames and communicate an unstable doubleness hinges on a fear 

that the aesthetic realm of the symbol will also merge into the experien-

tial realm: “[The older notion] makes the valorization of symbol at the 

expense of allegory coincide with the growth of an aesthetic that refuses 

to distinguish between experience and the representation of this experi-

ence” (“RT” 190). Art should remind us of this deferred, mediated sta-

tus, not tempt us with offering aesthetics as another form of experience. 

However, such a possibility of linkage between art and life continually 

acknowledges how representation affects us in both theoretical and 

experiential ways. In other words, the symbol does not attempt to only 

represent the material world in a mostly discursive fashion, as de Man 

would have it; rather, it represents this material reality (the elements of a 

symbol) while at the same time initiating a process of perception (the 

capacity to realize new images that the elements have created), which 

brings the symbol into the experiential domain. The symbol, then, 

occurs within a larger or comprehensive sphere (as “life”) as well as the 
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more particular and singular human consciousness. Art is both 

 representational and experiential. The symbol’s nervous identity within 

this dialectic ref lects the uncertain paradoxical nature of knowledge, 

its capability to create new knowledge within the activity of 

 representation.

These contradictory forces persuade de Man to be highly skeptical of 

language’s knack of communicating within and through such a field of 

tension and conf lict. Metaphor, in de Man’s terms, cannot claim the 

immediacy of experience since it is always belated and material. For 

example, a phrase like “the heart of time” is not something new; it only 

puts together two old “names” or nouns: heart and time. According to de 

Man, the reader is mystified into believing this phrase has a new onto-

logical  meaning; its significance, instead, always should regress backward 

to its allegorical and nominal construction. In addition, by claiming the 

romantic symbol to be a mystified allegory, de Man removes some of the 

“transcendental” or unseemly totalizing aura surrounding a “unified” 

symbol. And yet that turn against organicity unfortunately detracts from 

what I mentioned earlier as the creative and paradoxical power of the 

symbol. 

Much of this tension that perturbs de Man is bound up in the intransi-

tive verb’s ability to link difference and sameness by way of a copula. The 

symbol represents reality in its mediating function and, paradoxically, 

creates reality in its experiential role. It is this contradictory and tensive 

coupling (something is and is not at the same time) that de Man seeks to 

unmask as a kind of delusion. However, even de Man recognizes that this 

analogous construction (necessary for any metaphor, even, in a restrictive 

sense, allegory) relies on an antithetical coming together of resemblances: 

“. . . [the structure] remains that of a formal resemblance between entities 

that, in other respects, can be antithetical” (“RT” 195). And yet rather 

than accept the tension inherent in a paradox of “like-unlike,” de Man 

claims that metaphor must resist such an unsteady position; from his per-

spective, metaphor inevitably claims identity in one or the other poles: 

“The new terminology [of “affinity” and “sympathy”] indicates a gliding 

away from the formal problem of a congruence between the two poles to 

that of the ontological priority of the one over the other” (196).

Even the conventionality of the romantic vocabulary disturbs de Man. 

The classic romantic terms of “affinity” and “sympathy” coerce him into 

a resistive stance against their implied bonding of subject and object, their 

supposed romantic convergence of like/unlike in a metaphor. De Man’s 

resistance becomes an inability to accept the uncertainty in both human 

and metaphoric affinity; it arises as an antipathy to any “organic” concep-

tion of language. Humankind, in de Man’s terms, cannot have authentic 
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“sympathy” or “affinity” with nature or others because the material and 

temporal quality of language (which constructs consciousness) will not 

allow us to merge our humanity with the “objective” quality of nature: 

“The relationship with nature has been superseded by an intersubjective, 

interpersonal relationship that, in the last analysis, is a relationship of the 

subject toward itself” (“RT” 196). We are left with a weak form of 

 solipsism and the impossibility of sympathizing with nature.

Vital duality theories that seek a theoretical affiliation between con-

sciousness and reality, one of which the symbol represents, de Man deems 

to be “illusory.” The paradoxical design of the symbol, then, does not 

suggest the operation of perception; instead, it provides the veiling of a 

subjectivity reverting back onto itself. Allegory, according to de Man, is 

the more truthful structure since “it prevents the self from an illusory 

identification with the non-self . . .” (“RT” 207). Symbol, for de Man, 

deludes us into thinking we are eternally united with the world. Allegory, 

on the other hand, “always corresponds to the unveiling of an authenti-

cally temporal destiny. This unveiling takes place in a subject that has 

sought refuge against the impact of time in a natural world to which, in 

truth, it bears no resemblance” (206). Consciousness, for de Man, wholly 

composed of language that is only always allegorical, alienates one from 

the world. Rather than accept the puzzling and paradoxical tension of a 

copula that simultaneously is and is not, which distinguishes as well as 

unites, de Man prefers an existential logic of materiality and estrange-

ment. Here then one sees another instance of Lentricchia’s existential 

hermeneutic: de Man’s anxiety regarding the possibility of irrational or 

incomprehensible reality projects itself onto a heightened acceptance of 

human finitude. Instead of theorizing about why perception can allow 

illogical and mutually opposed truths, de Man’s existentialism sees divi-

sion rather than holism, “human projects” rather than “global projects,” 

and Sartre’s dualities rather than Heidegger’s “dasein.” It is an existential 

decision that hides the anxiety of uncertainty, one that has not been dis-

cussed as pivotal to comprehensive romantic interpretation.

Examples of other “de-maskings” arise in the lead essay to his book 

The Rhetoric of Romanticism (RR) entitled “Intentional Structure of the 

Romantic Image.”12 Here he examines some lines from a poem by 

Holderlin (“Brot und Wein”) in an effort to discuss the originary power 

of poetic language. Since Holderlin claims words originate like f lowers, 

de Man desires to separate the poet’s consciousness from the essential 

ontology of the f lower:

They (f lowers) originate out of a being which does not differ from them 

in essence but contains the totality of their individual manifestations 
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within itself . . . Because they are natural objects, f lowers originate as 

 incarnations of a transcendental principle. (RR 4–5)

Flowers can have an “intrinsic ontological primacy” but people and poets 

cannot (7). The natural object is always divorced from consciousness; the 

unconscious flower grows through a “transcendental principle” that occurs 

outside of consciousness. As has been acknowledged earlier, nature has unity, 

consciousness has division:

By calling them natural objects, we mean that their origin is determined by 

nothing but their own being. Their becoming coincides at all times with 

the mode of their origination; it is as f lowers that their history is what it is, 

totally defined by their identity. There is no wavering in the status of their 

existence: existence and essence coincide in them at all times. (RR 4)

De Man’s recognition of a natural coincidence in nature is defined in 

 opposition to the failure of language (or the poet’s consciousness) to achieve 

this same form of unity: “For it is in the essence of language to be capable 

of origination, but never achieving the absolute identity with itself that 

exists in the natural object” (RR 6).

The gulf between the natural world and consciousness deludes de Man 

into his extreme materialist position; language is a system of error because it 

must always strive and fail to become one with that which it represents. 

Since language is never equal to the world then it must always be plagued by 

division and loss. And yet his understanding here of the nonadequacy of 

thing to thought presumes perfection as an attainable goal. If the imperfec-

tion of language is understood as one of the ontological and epistemological 

conditions of humanity, then division and loss are provisional events and 

only a single part of the comprehensive structure of consciousness. Our 

symbol-making ability is always in this in-between space, between the per-

fect transcendence of the f lower and the imperfect  materiality of language.

De Man’s materialistic response to romanticism lacks demonstrative 

power. However, his misreading allow one to rethink the role of roman-

tic theory in multicultural communities and offer some counter thoughts. 

In contrasting de Man’s materialist notions of language with Coleridge’s 

thoughts on the imagination, I will continue to refer to broad conf licts 

within de Man’s writings as well as poststructuralism, in general. In addi-

tion, my de Man/Coleridge comparison will imply that the idealism of 

the symbol, its striving for a perfect unity, replicates the reaching for 

“perfect” communication in a diverse community. That is, the goal of 

creating a world of reciprocal understanding is both an idealism and a 

necessary generating force for such pivotal “symbols” as justice, tolerance, 
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and sympathy. I refer to Coleridge and contemporary theory, then, in 

order to build a story of how a dialectical romanticism can invigorate 

communication within our multi-ethnic society and canon. My 

 acceptance of much of the poststructural point of view is an example of 

how opposing approaches can operate together within a cooperative 

framework. A few more reminders, then, of some basic romantic ideas 

may suggest how the linguistic notions associated with poststructuralism 

can exist within my romantic interpretation of canonicity.

For Coleridge, language is more than de Man’s notion of inscription; 

it is a vital, creative force irreducibly connected to a subject’s imagina-

tion. For example, Coleridge partially defines one’s primary imagination 

as partaking of “eternity.”13 Perception works by way of a dialectic 

between the primary (infinite) and secondary (finite) qualities in the 

imagination. The primary imagination exists as a “repetition” of the 

“eternal act of creation.” It represents that lost prelapsarian and utopian 

moment when we were all angels, when we were pure spirit.

 The interplay between these two forces is never meant to be resolved 

or unified. De Man tends to want to freeze the process and unearth only 

the finite or material aspect of the imagination. Coleridge stands in 

opposition to de Man’s desire to demystify these calls upon the transcen-

dent. For de Man, Coleridge leans upon the supernatural as an escape 

from human temporality. And yet if Coleridge’s turn to the eternal can, 

instead, be viewed as a counter-recognition of humankind’s limits, our 

imperfectability, rather than an individual escape from mortality, then 

the imagination becomes a commentary on the limits of reason rather 

than a masking of existential angst. 

Coleridge’s emphasis on the realm of the unknown is as much a criti-

cism of enlightenment thinking as it is a devaluing of the rationalism of 

de Man. Once again, I must turn to a well-known, almost notorious, 

passage from chapter thirteen of the Biographia Literaria, and I will need 

to discuss this passage again in my discussion of White Noise. For now, 

though, I want to point to how Coleridge here blends spirituality 

 (mystery) with the creative force of the imagination: “The primary 

imagination I hold to be the living power and prime Agent of all human 

Perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of 

creation in the infinite i am” (BL 1: 304).

This famous definition, with its gnomic, evasive, and playful  obscurity, 

entangles “being” and “knowing” in complex ways.14 Whether or not 

Coleridge is ultimately convincing in these far-reaching claims will 

always be in dispute. However, his aim in implicating the spheres of 

ontology and epistemology into the imagination inevitably brings con-

sciousness into a theory of vital creativity. This vitality manifests itself in 
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the tension between a volitional “finite mind” and a mysterious “infinite 

i am.” We find ourselves in the “in-between,” between intention and the 

ideal, between like and unlike, between the spiritual and the real.15 It is 

this pressure of anxious “unknowing” from which de Man seeks release. 

Coleridge’s concern here for relational meaning veers strongly from de 

Man’s more nominal concerns. Coleridge’s attention to these contrary 

forces (is/is not or infinite/finite) create a “tensive” meaning in their 

attraction/detraction dialectic. Unlike logical opposites or contrary 

forces, Coleridge’s “polar” opposites generate one another (as they do in 

electricity). They exist “by virtue of each other as well as at the expense 

of each other,” as Owen Barfield has said (36). 

Coleridge’s theories suggest that language cannot be adequately under-

stood through only materialist doctrines. Why, then, did de Man not 

include these essential qualities of vitality and tension within the imagi-

nation in his notion of language? As an empiricist, de Man distrusts the 

Coleridgean “esemplastic power” that can posit one thing as another. For 

de Man, that kind of paradox is usually a “mystification” masking the 

gaps, abysses, and disruptions inherent in, what de Man might call, this 

system of error called language. De Man’s empirical treatment of the 

imagination demotes it simply to a transposing device rather than a cre-

ative force. For Coleridge, however, the lexical properties of words, their 

signifier/signified intentional quality, is only a systematized account or 

code of one aspect of linguistic experience. Like a mathematical equa-

tion, words in this regard are only part of a representational theory; it 

cannot ref lect or accurately represent its “praxis,” the way language 

relates to the infinitely changing world of experience. Language leans 

toward something like unity then, not by its propositional statements but 

by how it reveals fundamental conditions of perception and associated 

relations between a writer, reader, and text.16 

My description of Coleridge in a poststructural environment, then, is 

moving toward a statement on how his emphasis on relational meaning, 

his desire to find linkages between “being” and “knowing,” comments 

on the allegorical bias. Coleridge was concerned with expressing a dia-

lectic between existence (ontology) and knowledge (epistemology) 

because he felt that neither could be enclosed by the other.17 Such a belief, 

then, does not refute de Man’s epistemological depictions; language is 

always culturally contingent, material, and a system of mediation. Still, 

the machinations of language only describe some of their conditions, not 

all of the relational activities between a speaker, language, and the world. 

Ways of knowing also include the speaker and hearer’s involvement with 

language; the volitional, imaginative, and experiential aspects of con-

sciousness suggest a vitality that cannot be circumscribed by a logical, 
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empirical investigation alone. This is to say that the nonadequacy of thing 

to thought that alienates subjectivity from the world does not preclude 

someone taking the volitional stance of joining with another via an ideal 

commonality of humankind. It is because of these “ideal” stances that the 

problematic “experiencing subject” can be partially relieved of the epis-

temological burden given to it by language. 

Coleridge’s idealistic aesthetics (extended mostly from German meta-

physical thought) moderate the dominance of de Man’s empirical episte-

mology and, instead, posit a paradox: “I am because I affirm myself to be; 

I affirm myself to be, because I am” (BL 1: 275). Here, the emphasis is on 

both subjectivity and the copula “to be,” or “being.” For Coleridge, the 

essential feature of language is not its material basis but its relational vital-

ity with a subject: “[The imagination] is essentially vital, even as all objects 

(as objects) are essentially fixed and dead” (BL 1: 304). This productive 

imagination, then, is another way to speak of language having an active 

relationship with a subject. The conciliatory tone of accepting much of 

what de Man offers within an overarching romantic dialectic is not meant 

to defuse or dismiss the very real discord associated with these two writ-

ers. However, at the same time, their profound differences should not 

overshadow the shared environment from which the conf lict arises. De 

Man’s empirical insights regarding language do pertain to certain aspects 

of communication. However, they must be read in terms of a subjective 

ontology as well as an empirical epistemology. In this fashion, the friction 

between Coleridge and de Man may end up having a compatible dimen-

sion, albeit, framed in the terms of dissimilar philosophical spheres.

De Man’s claim that language alienates us from the world is ultimately 

a statement about the conditions of knowledge more than it is about the 

possibilities of belief or action. For instance, the knowledge that belated-

ness and materiality are conditions of language does not mean that their 

opposites, the immediate and the immaterial, do not also exist. To believe 

otherwise would be, as Coleridge complained of Hartley’s method, to 

“[mistake] the conditions of a thing for its causes and essence; and the process 

by which we arrive at the knowledge of a faculty for the faculty itself” 

(emphasis in original, BL 1: 123). On the same page he gives another 

example by reminding his reader that the air one breathes “is the condition 

of [one’s] life, not its cause” (emphasis in original). In other words, the 

conditions of language do not foreclose statements about causes, ontol-

ogy, and subjective experience, statements, perhaps, that language cannot 

fully articulate or circumscribe. Thus, de Man’s theory of language must 

work in concert with romantic theories to fully explain the production of 

meaning. Neither language nor the imagination solely creates knowl-

edge. De Man is an excellent spokesperson for the study of signs, but he 
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does not offer a compelling story as to why (considering how every 

“finite” sign is “infinitely” displaced by the instability of trope,  metaphor, 

and rhetoric) communication happens. For that story one needs to go 

elsewhere, to Coleridge for instance, who excels in speaking of the 

 subjective “effects” of communication.

In a similar vein, a linguistic estrangement from nature (consciousness 

of the world, the phenomenologic heritage) does not necessarily obligate 

one to a final, experiential estrangement. That is, language and being, 

although coterminous, do not self-cancel. Sensing this paradox to be 

more of an aporia, de Man denies such a stance. In this matter he is simi-

lar to many theorists since existentialism who have cited epistemological 

circumstances as a basis for structural claims of alienation.18 In fact, 

though, one must be careful here that statements about knowledge are 

not confused with statements about experience. The epistemological 

description, language’s mediating behavior within the domain of con-

sciousness, should not be used as a reply to volitional questions, the foun-

dation of which could be a perceptive sympathy with the world, 

deconstructive or no (consider Derrida’s late political writings). Coleridge, 

in answer to this possible confusion, offers a both/and response: our per-

ception is always apart from (in its mediating role) and a part of (its experi-

ential involvement) the world in which we live. The frustration in trying 

to ascertain how these two forces operate together is the angst of exis-

tence itself. Symbol, imagination, polarity, and the general structure of 

vital dualism itself, all depend on this paradoxical and mysterious merg-

ing of a subjective experience with epistemology. These shifting positions 

of “being” with “knowing” that de Man senses might be mystifications 

turn any possibility of unification into only “an illusory identification 

with the non-self” and a “defensive strategy that tries to hide from this 

negative self-knowledge” (“RT” 207–8).

However, de Man’s complaint here is made from the empirical position 

of the outside observer; he hides his own involvement and subjective activ-

ity in making this knowledge by claiming knowledge (i.e., language) makes 

him. He writes as if his epistemological claims are outside the complex of 

consciousness and, in the process, fails to theorize about his participation in 

the creation of knowledge. With such a shortcoming de Man denies the 

experiential claims necessary to complete his analysis. And it is within such 

claims that one can affirm the metaphysical dialectic between conscious-

ness with the world and of the world. For without this dialectic, does not a 

belief only in temporal categories of language relegate one to facticity 

rather than experience? As I have mentioned elsewhere, de Man’s refusal to 

accept the necessity of postulates of experience, like the paradox of being 

apart from and a part of the world, tend to create an anxiety around the 
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unification power of the symbol. Refusing to accept non-comprehension, 

paradox, or irrationality as structural principles of a broad concept of 

 consciousness, de Man devalues a decisive element of Romanticism. After 

all, to begin a discussion of consciousness is to begin with a  self-contradiction: 

the mind’s examination of itself arrives via a representation of itself. That 

is, because the mind cannot simultaneously be both an object and a subject, 

one must begin with a postulate of being or apperception. I discuss this in 

more detail in chapter 9, but for now I mention it simply as an example of 

de Man’s incomplete argument.19 Related to this is de Man’s inability to 

theorize beyond language. For Coleridge, symbol and idea offer possibili-

ties beyond  language’s signifying structures:

Thus the true system of natural philosophy places the sole reality of things 

in an absolute, which is at once cause sui et effectus, [cause and effect of 

self ]—in the absolute identity of subject and object which it calls nature, 

and which in its highest power is nothing else but self-conscious will or 

intelligence. (BL 1: 285)

He goes on to state that this awareness is an assumption from which one can 

“deduce . . . a faculty, the generation, agency, and application of which form 

the contents of the ensuing chapter” (BL 1: 286). Recognizing human lim-

itations does not prevent one from making metaphysical assumptions 

because the “principle of our knowing is sought within the sphere of our 

knowing” (BL 1: 284).

My above concerns with how theories of knowledge can sometimes inad-

vertently and wrongly double as statements about causes or experiences are 

meant to bring this discussion to the threshold of, once again, a literary canon 

of diversity. For one sees with these above observations how easy it becomes 

in a poststructural environment to honor diversity by citing a theoretical but 

incommensurable gap; an abyss that might exist between a fissured linguistic 

medium and an alien world of otherness.20 In what ways are cross-cultural 

exchanges enhanced by recognizing such an atmosphere of hermeneutical 

distrust? It would seem, considering my brief sketch of de Man, that some 

poststructural critical theories of materiality and language do not offer a rich 

enough landscape from which to mine notions of community, communica-

tion, and caring.21 And yet perhaps the idealism of community can coexist 

with the intellectual skepticism of many of de Man’s insights. De Man himself 

may not be opposed to this if such idealism is fully interrogated and self-con-

sciously ref lective. What I have been examining, then, is how epistemological 

claims of division can operate within experiential claims of subjectivity and 

postulated unity. The stakes here involve many of the hopes multiculturalists 

express for a just canon of diversity. In one formulation, this desire emerges as 
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a question about authenticity. How, in a multicultural environment, can one 

claim to speak as an authority about another’s story? How does the radical self-

consciousness of indeterminacy still allow us to sympathetically reach toward 

another? My romantic response attempts to uphold much of the former (de 

Man’s) position while not  denying the latter (Coleridge’s views).

The current recognition that an individual’s perception of another is 

shot through with historical and cultural presuppositions is another ver-

sion of de Man’s skepticism that language and ideas can never provide 

cross-cultural truth claims. De Man’s is a linguistic turn in this relativist 

argument, but the essence of the claims are more or less the same: knowl-

edge can never release itself from the knots of an infinitely deferred sign 

system, and cultural differences radically and irredeemably separate us 

from each other. With such an awareness, one might interpret any effort 

to understand another as futile. Even though I discuss this in some detail 

in chapter 2, I want to now close with just a few words on how these mul-

ticultural issues intersect with de Man’s views. Separatism, due to textual 

indeterminacy, becomes a version of respect. This is the older and weaker 

form of relativism that encourages difference but refrains from making 

value judgments out of a deep regard for the other’s “unknowableness.” 

Such a response implies that the otherness of a culture is primarily com-

posed of difference rather than a mixture of difference and similarity. It is 

a relativism that produces equality but, at the same time, cultural alien-

ation. Thus, intellectual skepticism lulls one into thinking the other can-

not be known and, therefore, cannot be right or wrong. With de Man, 

this unacceptable predicament occurs because primarily epistemological 

inferences are being used to deny ontological claims. That is, the uncer-

tainty of truth, a condition of knowledge, can wrongly convince one that 

all efforts toward any idealism like truth must be abandoned. However, 

just because all viewpoints are perspectival does not mean that any and all 

viewpoints are equally f lawed, or even that the desire toward the utopian 

perfection of truth must be eliminated. Our inability to fully understand 

truth, with an essence that continually eludes consciousness, does not 

mean the movement toward idealism is f lawed as well. It is not. An aware-

ness that reality is language-based and culturally produced is simply a 

fairly accurate description of knowledge; by itself, such an epistemological 

explanation does not suggest inaction or the loss of idealism. One can still 

declare any ontological position within this indeterminate landscape. And 

it is here through the advice of Coleridge that such  proclamations gain 

legitimacy and progressive social hope for all communities. How concepts 

of romantic aesthetics blend with these  communal goals of idealism to 

help one read contemporary novels will be discussed in part II.
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CHAPTER 5

A SOUTHWESTERN LAGUNA NATIVE 

AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE: WESTERN EYES 

AND INDIAN VISIONS IN LESLIE MARMON 

SILKO’S CEREMONY

My romantic approach to the novel and multiculturalism perhaps 

confronts its most serious challenge when I employ it in relation 

to Ceremony,1 arguably the most popular Native American novel of the 

last thirty years. By claiming that the romantic, and mostly Western, 

trope of polarity authorizes a cooperative reading strategy, I question 

many critics who have advised against such bicultural interpretations.2 

In response to that disagreement I would like to add a bit more explana-

tion in addition to the preceding theory chapters as to why my post-

metaphysical interpretation succeeds even within a highly ethnic context 

such as Ceremony.3 A representative example of a separatist advocate who 

has written forcefully against versions of my approach is Paula Gunn 

Allen. By using passages from her book The Sacred Hoop, I intend to 

show how her portrayals of Western culture repeat many stereotypes 

that needlessly obstruct a more complete understanding of Ceremony. 
Later, with the help of some passages from Coleridge, I will suggest how 

polarity and organicity help to generate my more inclusive critical 

 strategy.

Early in The Sacred Hoop, Paula Gunn Allen advises her reader about 

certain ethnic difficulties that arise when any Western-trained theorist 

establishes a reading of an Indian narrative. In her chapter “The Sacred 

Hoop: A Contemporary Perspective,” Allen provides details and offers 

several arguments as to why her reasonable, cautionary warning should 
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be heeded. She presents the basis of her admonition in the form of a 

 profound recognition of the dissimilar:

Most important, traditional American Indian literature is not similar to 

western (sic) literature because the basic assumptions about the universe 

and, therefore, the basic reality experienced by tribal peoples and by 

Western peoples are not the same, even at the level of folklore. (55)4

Charging that Amer-Indian and Euro-American culture so radically diverge 

from each other that they are incommensurate “even at the level of folk-

lore” signals a desire for intellectual separatism. However, the foundational 

claims that follow vary significantly in their ability to support this proposi-

tion. Most of them proceed from a simple opposition: the Native American 

awareness of wholeness, relationship, and unity clashes with the Euro-

American’s supposed preference for “opposition, [static] dualism, and isola-

tion [separateness] . . .” (56). For Allen this essential contrast shows up in the 

Western enthusiasm for such tendencies as “self-expression” (55), “hierar-

chical” views (58), “space as linear . . . time as sequential” (59), and “God [as] 

separate from humanity . . .” (56). Even more generally, Allen believes that 

“the rules that govern traditional American Indian literatures are very dif-

ferent from those that govern western (sic) literature . . .” (74). Finally, the 

radical unity of vision that encompasses the Native American culture may 

be “peculiar” but only in the eyes of an outsider (75).5 

Even though I will shortly make a brief case for why most of these 

observations seem reductive and unconvincing to me, I want, as well, to 

start by offering my respect for and sympathy with Allen’s dilemma. In 

order to encourage an informed readership, she places herself in the vulner-

able position of tribal spokesperson; she must both articulate the specific 

aesthetic, cultural values of her ethnicity and, at the same time, proclaim 

that many of those very same values will be emotionally and intellectually 

inaccessible to her non–Native American readers. Moreover, critics often 

unfairly read her as an expert advocate for a pan-Indian culture that actu-

ally spans 350 different tribes, most of which appear dramatically alien to 

the mainstream capitalistic social organization of white America. Her task 

is daunting; the possibility of success limited. But at the very least, Allen’s 

warning reminds one that a Native American story will demand specific 

care from a non–Native American reader. I hope to follow her advice.

Allen’s dilemma of wanting to believe in cross-cultural communica-

tion while stating at the same time its impossibility opens this chapter to 

the customary trope of the irrational paradox. It will grow in importance 

as my examination tries to fill gaps like this one, gaps that represent how 

local “truths” diverge from transcultural ideals. Any study of literature 
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and ethnicity must recognize these gaps and paradoxical statements as the 

staging of a conf lict. However, it is a conf lict that hides prior agreements, 

prior provisional commonalities. Every cry for radical alterity veils a cry 

for similarity. Uncovering how this clash of truth-claims generates a crit-

ic’s response to a text becomes the principle task of this chapter. In this 

effort, Coleridge’s theories can offer some aid. By reading Leslie Marmon 

Silko’s Ceremony through both the perceptions of Paula Gunn Allen and 

romantic tropes, I will show how a Western reader can respectfully honor 

the diversity of another culture and still offer a viable nonethnic-specific 

literary interpretation. 

Before describing how Coleridge can function as this type of prudent 

critic for Ceremony, I want to tackle in more detail Allen’s entanglement. 

Her frustration at wanting to accurately disclose her heritage without vio-

lating its essential qualities replicates in miniature a characteristic episte-

mological challenge that faces all those interested in cultural studies. In 

spite of the list of differences one might construct between cultures, any 

effort at communication insists on an equally demanding search for areas 

of similarity. This is the quandary into which Allen walks. To be effective, 

her analysis cannot rest with only an examination of diversity; thorough-

ness necessitates, as well, comments on how the dynamics of similarity 

operates in any culture. In this regard, as with much Native American 

criticism, I unfortunately find her work unhelpful. However, it is in this 

lack that Coleridge can be of aid. Before exploring how romantic theory 

organizes these problems in terms of Ceremony, I want to explain in more 

detail why Allen’s observations seem hasty and ill-conceived.

Allen acknowledges early in Sacred Hoop that her book will mostly be 

a discussion of difference; to that end it will analyze the “major themes or 

issues that pertain to American Indians” (3). However, on the very next 

page she qualifies that claim. She recognizes, as well, a desire to go 

beyond the telling of only an isolated, ethnocentric story about Native 

Americans. This crucial qualification appears to reach out for something 

like an integrative reading of both the dominant canon and the American 

Indian oeuvre:

Native American literature should be important to Americans not as a 

curio, an artifact of the American past that has little pertinence to an 

American present or future, but rather as a major tradition that informs 

American writers ranging from Cotton Mather and Nathaniel Hawthorne 

through Walt Whitman . . . and Judy Grahn. (4)

Her inclination here for an interactive “tradition” that “informs” a diverse 

literature suggests one method or principle necessary for a sound  multicultural 
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theory. Although The Sacred Hoop does not directly address the question or 

philosophy of canon formation, the language here does suggest a scholarly 

responsibility to integrate a lesser-known cultural history into an accepted, 

dominant tradition. Although devoid of a detailed analysis, the approach 

implied seems to recognize difference as potentially able to “fit into” the tra-

ditional or accepted canon of works. Allen’s opening statements, then, appear 

to be an example of how cultural difference needs to be arbitrated within 

a field of commonality in order to exist as a coherent, albeit diverse, collec-

tion of works. Indeed, Allen offers a modernist, rather conventional, under-

standing of canonicity; her use of the term “tradition” resembles the 

 early-twentieth-century definition given to the word by Eliot in his “Tradition 

and the Individual Talent.” In that essay Eliot made room in the canon for 

talented but unrecognized works by suggesting that each worthy new voice 

would not only open us to new insights but their induction would also cause 

us to re-experience and reconsider the accepted pantheon of “great books” in 

exciting, fresh ways. Allen’s integrative desires generate such a contextual def-

inition of American literature. Elements of modernism, then, would seem to 

be at least a component in Allen’s apparent critical goal of unity and 

 coherence.

In spite of this early conciliatory tone, however, much of Sacred Hoop 

reads as a cautionary tale against any move toward integration and synthesis. 

Certainly Allen prematurely paints the European “tradition” to look more 

like the nightmare of Joyce’s history than Eliot’s stately past. In addition, 

according to her perceptions, the non–Native American can never hope to 

truly understand any Indian tribal system. Even well-intentioned college 

professors fail to provide an accurate picture: “Western studies of American 

Indian tribal systems are erroneous at base because they view tribalism from 

the cultural bias of patriarchy . . .” (4). Allen portrays the European-American 

consciousness as profoundly oppressive; even generations after the Puritan 

settlers, Americans can still only aspire, never succeed, to understand Indians 

as anything other than “savages.” The image of the “bloodthirsty [Indian] 

uprising” cannot be dislodged: “it is this view that is most deeply embedded 

in the American unconscious.” Consequently, non-Indians appear con-

demned to forever bracket Indians in a “victim status only” (5). The Euro-

American will forever be “other” and alien to the “truth” of the Native 

American experience. The non-Indian reader, then, is positioned between 

competing forces. On the one hand, Allen reveals sympathy for canonical 

integration. But that understanding is conversely matched by an awareness 

of its futility. The real and theoretical inability of acquiring a solid apprecia-

tion of Indian culture prevents any true canonical interaction. America’s 

indelible inscripture of a brutal cultural history thwarts Allen’s earlier opti-

mistic goal of any cooperative readings. 
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I want to use this rather rigid portrayal of a dualistic moment as a 

forceful example of one of the crucial conf licts imprinted on all multicul-

tural discourse: the conventional and often unspoken advocacy for an 

integrative canon clashing with a counter demand for the recuperation of 

a particular culture’s essential individuality. That is, variations of Allen’s 

dilemma represent a common paradox in all criticism but especially in 

multicultural criticism. She claims that Native American literature both 

belongs in a mainstream canon as well as cannot be understood by the 

members of that same mainstream. And she is right. And yet, rather than 

express a theory of arbitration or organization over such discord, she 

instead accepts and maintains it.6 Her interpretations of Euro-American 

and Native American cultures suggest that the non-Indian reader must 

rightfully remain unable to properly comprehend stories such as Ceremony; 
the average reader has not developed the Indian-related sensibility or 

experience that would allow her to correctly read such narratives. 

According to Allen that chasm must be accepted:

This difference [between Indian and non-Indian] has confused  non-Indian 

students for centuries. They have been unable or unwilling to accept this 

difference and to develop critical procedures to illuminate the materials 

without trivializing or otherwise invalidating them. (55)

Here Allen eases her indictment against the non-Indian a bit by her 

uncertain use of “unable or unwilling.” And yet coming after other abso-

lute separatist statements, this modest tentative stance seems dull and deval-

ued. The principle complication continues to revolve around Allen’s static 

understanding of the Euro-American’s cultural and mythological past. 

Even though she offers some insight into why we face this most pressing 

multicultural limitation, she does not mediate the problematics. In fact, 

most of the message of The Sacred Hoop amounts to a detailed polemic as to 

why the Euro-American reader should acquiesce in this isolation from and 

inadequacy to Indian narratives. Rather than explore possible interplays 

between American and Native cultures, she portrays them as rigid oppo-

sites, forces that appear independent, autonomous, and static.

Contrary to the general tone of Allen’s misgivings, complex duality 

theories can provide this bridgework between cultures.7 As a final illustra-

tion, Allen suggests in the following quotation that Western dualism inter-
feres with a proper understanding of Indian myth: “Those reared in 

traditional American Indian societies are inclined to relate events and 

experiences to one another. They do not organize perceptions or external 

events in terms of dualities or priorities” (58–9). She believes Western 

thought to be strapped by a static duality that relies on “conf lict, crisis, and 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


R E A D I N G  A M E R I C A N  N OV E L S104

resolution.” By contrast, Indian literature offers “egalitarianism” (59). On 

the surface, this broad characterization might appear to be true for some 

belief systems at some points in history. For example, Allen may be think-

ing of certain periods during the seventeenth-century Deistic movement 

when God and science were bracketed apart from each other. But in any 

case, her claims regarding the Western “mind-set” are only arguable in 

relation to certain philosophers at certain moments in history.8 On  balance, 

though, Allen’s usage probably misinforms more than it informs.

Coleridge’s famous remarks regarding two forces and one power illus-

trate one form of a culturally useful dynamic duality that arises throughout 

his writings. In appendix C of The Statesman’s Manual, Coleridge employs 

it as one of the many formulas for reaching out to another:

In life, much more in Spirit, and in a living and spiritual philosophy, the 

two component counter-powers actually interpenetrate each other, and 

generate a higher third, including both the former, ita tamen vit sit alia et 
major (in such a way, however, that it is different and greater). (89)

Although I will describe in more detail in the last half of this chapter 

how such explanations provide a structure for Tayo’s journey, here I only 

want to underscore their pervasive nature. Oppositional theories like this 

are not solely an inherent part of the European mind. Such theories both 

precede and postdate Coleridge, reaching back to Heraclitus and forward 

to Hans Gadamer and Richard Rorty. Varieties arise in virtually all cul-

tures, from Asian philosophy (Ying and Yang) to the Navajo belief in com-

plementarity. In fact Peter Thorslev has stated that polarity or vital dualistic 

thinking may be “as universal as thought” itself (Gallent 104). Thomas 

McFarland’s Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin contains an entire chapter on 

the extensive history of polarity theories (289–341). If the philosophical 

debate has that much depth, then the issue should revolve around not 

whether or not dualities exist but rather how dualities are expressed.9 

Certainly, Allen’s notion that dualistic thinking is inherently Western and 

static does not correspond to most of the historical and philosophical 

understandings of that concept, even by some Native American scholars.10 

It is at this juncture that I wish to invoke Coleridge. Vital duality 

theories, as characterized by Coleridge in his comments on the symbol, 

imagination, and polarity, allow readers to make transcultural observa-

tions even in highly ethnic novels, novels that might otherwise be thought 

of as restricted intellectual property, revelatory only for certain groups or 

in a certain historical context. Rather than argue that this organist 

approach has universal value (the overrated mistake of the New Critics), 

I will suggest instead that it has a focused pertinence for Leslie Marmon 
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Silko’s Ceremony. Acknowledging both heterogeneity and homogeneity, 

organicism insists that particulars (one’s sense of difference in the world) 

must be asserted within a constant renegotiation of wholeness (one’s sense 

of commonality in the world). This “myth and symbol” school of think-

ing, as Henry Nash Smith called it, provides the landscape for a particular 

romantic ethno-critical reading; it suggests that transhistorical parallels can 

exist within specific historical fields of diversity. Not surprisingly, a par-

adox of literary understanding arises here.11 Particular ethnic interpreta-

tions tend to prohibit transcultural observations. The initial acceptance of 

specific cultural values that authorizes a critic’s entrance into a “differ-

ence laden” dialogue also predisposes this same critic to reject any tran-

shistorical, transcultural interpretations. Even though critics and teachers 

sometimes refer to a “universal human condition,” ethnic readings usu-

ally advocate for other, more locally-derived, historical descriptions. For 

instance, a critic with deep convictions based on the detailed South 

Pueblo Laguna traditions associated with Ceremony would resist diluting 

and transposing these specifics into accessible “truths” for a general audi-

ence. Most cultural critics argue that if ethnicity justifies separate research, 

it should equally mitigate against the persuasiveness, if not the validity, of 

any shared human context. In this light, Toni Flores worries that Ceremony 

is “so deeply rooted in the Native American culture and situation of that 

place, that it is difficult for mainstream readers to appreciate its richness, 

and perhaps even its point, without knowing something about that con-

text” (53). As should be clear by now, I want to deeply qualify with that 

assessment; I hope to show that the tension here should be embraced 

rather than absolved.

Of course, no one disputes the logic that demands that a critic becomes 

familiar with the ethnic issues of a novel. The deeper question, however, 

asks just how much knowledge of ethnicity, if that is a principle focus of 

the novel, is available to a nonmember of that ethnic group? Such inves-

tigations, unfortunately, frequently remain ambiguous: after all, every 

cultural particular that appears linked only to a locally defined historical 

moment can also be viewed, especially by a nonmember of an ethnic 

group, as an integral part of a much larger organic matrix. The literary 

paradox mentioned earlier, then, accents the continual usefulness of uni-

versal and transhistorical vocabularies. This interest in the transhistorical, 

in that obstinate notion of a “human condition,” plays a qualified role in 

my and any organicist interpretation. Well-known in nineteenth-century 

British romantic studies, transhistoricism has thus far only existed mar-

ginally in Native American literary criticism; when concepts that suggest 

universality, such as duality and unity, do arise in the criticism, they do 

so selectively, often encased in the more specifically Native American 
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terms of wholeness, counterforce, balance, and complementarity. Even 

though significant similarities exist between these generally contrasted 

Western and Native affinities, few critics have emphasized them. Indeed, 

the opposite has been the case. Maintaining and even emphasizing dis-

similar vocabularies, indeed, makes sense: it supports the honest integrity 

of separate group identities. And certainly, almost all critics would agree 

that differences outweigh similarities when one compares Judeo-Christian 

myths to those of the Native American.

However, in spite of such profound conventionalities, some Native 

American critics have advocated for a shared appreciation of literary value. 

Kenneth Lincoln and others have called for a joint  Euro-American–Indian 

criticism that emphasizes “syncretism” and the recognition of cross- 

cultural commonalities (235). Quotations such as the following from 

Susan Scarberry invite just such a “syncretic” response and are typical of 

a growing environmental return toward holistic or organic criticism: “By 

the end of Ceremony, Silko has convinced us that a certain balance exists 

in the natural world. Force is balanced with counterforce, day with night, 

and witchery with the stories” (26). Vital organist theories, such as com-

plementarity in Native American criticism and polarity in British criti-

cism, provide an orientation for discussing how a plurality of cultural 

voices can be organized within a single community.12 Some Native 

American critics, for example, have routinely referred to the notion that 

underneath their pantheistic myths, Indian traditions largely support the 

view of a single underlying principle or power that unifies all their 

beliefs.13 Lee Irwin phrases this conviction as follows:

The existence of an overarching unity, a synthesis or potency that encom-

passes within itself all powers and manifestations is also widespread. The 

various concepts of the holy or the sacred held by Plains communities also 

express a profound belief in a single, dynamic principle inherent in the 

religious topology and maintained through the types of agency manifested 

in natural events and visionary experience. (69–70)

The effort to locate a single power within a polyvocal landscape resembles 

many of the philosophical and spiritual notions of other cultures, including 

monotheism (especially, e.g., in the Neoplatonism of st. John’s Gospel). In 

fact, a very early historical connection between Western and Indian cultures 

seems likely. Andrew Wiget and Carla Mulford’s introduction to the 1990 

Heath Anthology cite the possibility “that the Biblical and the Native 

American’s stories have an ancient common antecedent” (23). 

Some Ceremony criticism is particularly useful when seen in this syn-

cretic light. For example, Louis Owens in Other Destinies concerns  himself 
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with just such an organic vocabulary of unity and duality even while 

remaining silent to its philosophical similarity to Western romantic the-

ory. His essay on Ceremony in Other Destinies is a good place to begin an 

inquiry into why Western romantic tropes are implied rather than 

 examined in much Native American criticism and, in addition, how they 

can offer a structure for transhistorical, cross-cultural interpretations. 

Entitled “Webs of Identity,” Owens claims that the metaphor of a “web” 

in Ceremony links Tayo’s individual consciousness, which at first appears 

isolated, to other experiences in the world.

The symbol of a web equally underscores the role of  Thought-Woman, 

the spider-teller-of-tales, who is “thinking” the “webs” of the story as the 

novel opens (1). Later, after becoming involved with Night Swan, Ts’eh, 

and Betonie, Tayo learns how these “strands” of Thought-Woman’s “web” 

link his personal quest of self-knowledge to ethnic and cultural “truths” 

inherent in the physical world around him. Critics, such as Owens, have 

thus claimed that Tayo regains his health with a discovery of a unified 

perspective on both the world and his Native American culture. Without 

specifically citing or probing this duality theory, most commentators, like 

Owens, link Tayo’s specific Native American journey with its double: a 

“timeless” universal journey towards self-awareness (Owens 168). 

Without examining it thoroughly, critics have generally only implied 

some version of this individual/world duality. Even though the story of 

Tayo’s recovery seems to depend upon this interplay between culturally 

bounded particulars and unbounded visions of the eternal, few commen-

tators have focused on how this relationship complicates the narrative. 

Instead, a simple tacit appreciation has been given to the “organic” with-

out a corresponding discussion of its complexities. Using several critics as 

models, I intend to show how this implied dialectic between the indi-

vidual and the world resists the singularity of its Native American frame 

and replays many similar Western romantic notions. According to Owens, 

“Tayo’s individual identity disappears as he journeys toward the commu-

nal identity . . .” (168-9). Indeed, Paula Gunn Allen agrees that Tayo’s 

initial disability arises from an alienation borne out of an inability to see 

himself as connected to the world: “Tayo’s illness is a result of separation 

from the ancient unity of person, ceremony, and land, and his healing is 

a result of his recognition of this unity” (119). That observation of 

 “separation” gains prominence when played along side Tayo’s visionary 

moments, experiences that highlight a contrasting natural unity; here, 

the boundaries and limitations acquired from the war that have shackled 

Tayo are now viewed as arbitrary and culturally constructed: “He took a 

deep breath of cold mountain air: there were no boundaries; the world 

below and the sand paintings inside became the same that night” (145).
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Tayo’s recovery hinges on replacing constructed beliefs with organic 

beliefs; he becomes healthy because he grows to feel an inherent relation-

ship between all forms of life: “There was no end to it; it knew no bound-

aries; and he had arrived at the point of convergence where the fate of all 

living things, and even the earth, had been laid” (246). Owens latches on 

to this emphasis on wholeness to assert that the novel suggests a Platonic-

like “remembering” that amounts to “a coherent fabric of timeless iden-

tity” (167). Allen also agrees: Silko tears down the constructed categories 

of both space and time in order to reveal a “universe of being” (125), 

which eventually heals Tayo. In fact, virtually all critics foreground their 

specific character commentary in relation to this general backdrop of 

how the visionary experience heals an alienated consciousness. B.A. St. 

Andrews states simply that the “underlying message of the hero’s (Tayo’s) 

ascent to sanity involves oneness” (92).14 The clear indication here is that 

an organic appreciation of community and environment leads to health. 

However, in spite of the seemingly unproblematic nature of that state-

ment, desires for organicity and unity cannot exist uncritically. That is, a 

world presented as a fragile web of connections requires individual strands 

to compose those relations. Even though the isolation and introspection 

that wounds Tayo early in the novel springs from an exaggerated depen-

dence on his individual ego, the same concern and worry about a distinc-

tive “self” plays a crucial role in any organic interpretation. 

The notion that Tayo develops a personal identity, that he exists as an 

individual who is not subsumed by the world, has not been reviewed 

adequately in the critical response to the novel. Herta Dawn Wong is one 

of the few who has tried to address this problem in her work on autobi-

ography by employing a romantic “process identity” model from which 

Native American consciousness can be interpreted (Wong, 206, n16). 

And it is exactly within this dialectic of the community and the indi-

vidual that romantic theory can be of some help. However, an immediate 

complication arises here: can a critical concern for ego and personal iden-

tity, which are highly “Westernized” terms, help describe Tayo’s emo-

tional quest? The argument against their use claims that a Native American 

context rejects the various mainstream, arbitrary psychological  distinctions 

such as ego, super-ego, and id. Other supposedly “Western”  separations 

such as self/nature, dream/reality, secular/spiritual, and temporal/eternal 

are equally suspect in Native American experience.15 On the other hand, 

there are an equal number of writers who, like myself, wish to progres-

sively devalue these essentialized claims that tend to divide communities. 

In opposition to this separatist orientation, I advocate for an interdisci-

plinary, radically cross-ethnic approach. Certainly, Irwin and others are 

right in reminding a critic that she has the responsibility to adequately 
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represent the terms of ethnicity within any novel. However, there is no 

obligation to employ those exact same terms in its critique.16

In an effort for cross-cultural communication, I carefully advocate for 

the use of any interpretative strategy as long as that approach maintains 

the integrity of the novel. My Western viewpoint can, in spite of its colo-

nizing past, expand the text and qualify any “essential,” ethnic status. For 

example, I believe strongly that Tayo’s culture does not formulate a word 

like “ego” in the same way that my culture would. And yet, even Tayo 

has an experience with the world that includes self-identity, that includes 

something like “egoness.” Wong, for one, admits that the post-contact 

Indian culture must ref lect some variety of this individual/community 

dialectic in order to create identity for its members (18). Finally, Ceremony 

itself is principally about a community that nurtures a bicultural protago-

nist. After all, Silko blends two Indian cultures around Tayo when she 

uses Navajo witchcraft stories within a Laguna narrative frame. 

When writing of the benefits of organicity, Owens and others have 

forgotten the central role of the individual. That is, for an organic pattern 

of interconnectedness to be there, an analogous recognition of strands 

that compose that pattern must also be present. In their excitement to 

appreciate the fragile complexity of an interdependent world, most of 

these critics have failed to see the importance of specific identities. For 

example, Owens’s concentration on the “web” symbol compels him to 

claim that “myth, history, realism, and romance” (168) are no longer 

perceptible within the story. Rather than attempt to untangle the com-

plications this confusing statement entails, Owens declares such “particu-

lar” content “impossible” and, instead, embraces the “web” metaphor as 

an unproblematic answer.17 Unfortunately, this cannot be the case; a critic 

cannot propose both a web of relationships and a nonexistent, “impossi-

ble” content of individual strands. In another exaggerated variation of 

organicity, Owens honors only a spiritual definition of mortality. Citing 

the passage that announces Josiah in the body of a Japanese soldier, Owens 

proclaims such reincarnation to be “in a crucial sense . . . the only sane 

view of the world” (175). On a philosophical level, Owens may here be 

agreeing with Silko’s efforts to revere the immaterial; however, Tayo’s 

complex intracultural experiences demand more than such singleminded 

assertions. For example, the sighting of the Japanese Josiah occurs during 

Tayo’s illness. Harrowed and confused, Tayo and the other battlefield 

soldiers qualify any singleminded celebratory desires of organicity. Rocky 

here plays the role of the realist when he tries to convince Tayo that the 

Japanese soldier is not Josiah. In trying to change Tayo’s mind, Rocky 

responds to Tayo’s individual circumstances, not the philosophical “truth” 

of Owen’s metaphysical claims (8).18 Even though the incident reminds 
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the reader of the ancient shared heritage of the Japanese and the 

NativeAmerican, Rocky is surely right to register concern over Tayo’s 

safety and sanity. Silko, however, devalues this crucial dialectic by later 

filtering it through Tayo’s ref lections on the intolerant and bigoted 

“teachers at Indian school”: 

He had believed in the stories for a long time, until the teachers at Indian 

school taught him not to believe in that kind of “nonsense.” But they had 

been wrong. Josiah had been there, in the jungle; he had come. Tayo had 

watched him die, and he had done nothing to save him. (19)

Tayo’s fidelity to his Native American vision and not the colonizing 

teachers reminds one of his exceptional courage and intuition. And it offers 

evidence as to why most spiritual “truths” generally seem more compelling 

than secular “facts.” However, Silko’s rigid pairing here, which claims that 

the Indian school’s emphasis on the testimony of physical reality is false and 

the metaphysical vision is correct, reduces a complex problem to a simple 

Manichean binary. After all, it was Josiah himself who sought a more 

sophisticated perception when he said “nothing is all good or bad—it 

depended” (11). The more ambitious challenge would be to define how the 

Indian school is both right (in terms of the secular and practical) and wrong 

(in terms of the metaphysical and spiritual). In fact, this is the task the story 

gives at various times to Betonie and why he calls the world “fragile” 

(35–6). The absence here of an episode that might portray these issues with 

more ambiguity and less rigidity troubles the narrative. 

Instead of seeking to articulate an uncertain tension, the novel some-

times steers critics in the wrong direction by appearing to offer Tayo’s 

visions as an answer; if we could just see beyond Western culture’s decep-

tive and artificial boundaries, the narration seems to say, then the world 

would merge into itself and produce “truths” similar to Josiah’s global 

humanity. Although other incidents in the novel seem both more ambi-

tious and ambiguous (like Tayo’s introspective struggles within a Western 

cultural context), Silko often too easily ties visionary events, like Josiah’s 

metamorphosis, solely and uncritically to positive psychological health. 

In one example near the end of the novel, the narrator pushes Tayo and 

his visionary powers to an almost omniscient level:

He cried the relief he felt at f inally seeing the pattern, the way all the sto-

ries fit together—the old stories, the war stories, their stories—to become 

the story that was still being told. He was not crazy; he had never been 

crazy. He had only seen and heard the world as it always was: no boundar-

ies, only transitions through all distances and time. (246)
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All readers probably agree that the epiphanies sketched out above offer 

healthy insights into how one should relate to the world. And yet, these 

visionary moments of organicity rely on a matrix of disparate entities from 

which their connections are made. Indeed, the very individuality of the 

“stories” mentioned above carry necessary distinctions that are similar to 

the qualities needed to form the specific identities of characters like Josiah 

or Tayo. Betonie’s truth of “no boundaries, only transitions” cannot stand 

alone; it depends on a prior recognition of those very same, but now sup-

posedly absent, boundaries. The world’s “stories” are able to “fit together” in 

the form of a “pattern” only if they project some version of these necessary 

but devalued “boundaries.” For the most part, the narrator simply assumes 

these prior definitions and leaves little room for examining how their pres-

ence affects the “truth” of a supposedly delimited oceanic moment. 

In a few scenes the story does seem to evoke this type of doubleness 

necessary for the visionary experience; however, these too often lack 

complexity and ambiguity. For instance, when Tayo absorbs the earth’s 

magnetism, he is pulled back to “where the core was cool and silent as 

mountain stone” (201). But a part of him, “his skull,” resists. The narrator 

isolates two forces. The first is Tayo’s organic consciousness (the  “center”), 

and the second is his specific ego (his “skull”): 

He knew if he left his skull unguarded, if he let himself sleep, it would 

happen: the resistance would leak out and take with it all barriers, all 

boundaries; he would seep into the earth and rest with the center, where 

the voice of the silence was familiar and density of the dark earth loved 

him. He could secure the thresholds with molten pain and remain; or he 

could let go and f low back. It was up to him. (201–2)

The visionary truth of a world without boundaries calls to Tayo from the 

center of the earth in the form of a psychological death knell. If he loses the 

resistance his skull provides, a resistive and bicultural ego composed of 

“thresholds with molten pain,” he would metaphorically die and “rest with 

the center.” On the other hand, if he follows his skull and maintains the 

resistance, he will continue his painful and alienated personal journey. Tayo is 

being asked to reflect on the double constitution of his identity in order to 

“flow back” to the center of the earth, to the truth of an organic whole. He 

unconsciously releases all his resistance and figuratively “dies”: he sleeps past 

any melodramatic life-or-death decision making. After awakening, “the pain 

and the pounding inside his head were gone” (202); he covers himself with 

leaves and is psychically reborn: “The scent touched him deep behind his 

belly, and he could feel the old anticipation stirring as it had when he was a 

child waiting for the first snowflakes to fall” (203). Silko here produces an 
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episode that captures the initial flavor of the two-fold quality necessary for 

organicity. Rather than describing an epiphany that subsumes the individual 

into only an experience of infinite mergings leading logically to death, this 

incident depicts an eerie duality and tension between an individual identity 

and a global consciousness. However, the narrator eventually and unhelpfully 

transforms this potential double vitality into an either-or closure. 

Tayo, according to the narration, had to choose: “It was up to him.” 

But such black-and-white thinking turns out to be a false dichotomy. 

Tayo, at least in terms of the plot, fails to take the narrator’s advice; he 

simply falls asleep thereby averting Silko’s dramatic but static binary. That 

is, rather than dismiss his resistance and lose his self-identity, Tayo awak-

ens with yet another version of this same ego. This newly remade “ego” 

continues to provide resistance to the world, as any self-identity does, 

although now asserting an experienced resistance. Tayo joins the power 

of the earth in order to reconfigure his ego, not to lose it. His ability to 

reinvent his ego replays a pivotal romantic notion of organicity. Even 

though the narration attempts to portray it as reified, Tayo’s descent 

toward organicity never required a permanent loss of self. Coleridge 

devoted much of Hints toward a Comprehensive Theory of Life and parts of 

The Friend and Biographia Literaria in order to detail how someone like 

Tayo might experience a dialectical ego. Coleridge was certain that the 

interrelated elements of the universe would not destroy the uniqueness of 

the individual. He describes this paradox by asserting in various ways that 

a continuous relationship exists between unity, wholeness, and individu-

ality.19 These terms help the critic reconstitute Tayo’s oceanic, organic 

experiences into both a specific element of consciousness and a merged 

experience without boundaries or limits. In the following passage from 

Hints toward a Comprehensive Theory of Life, Coleridge explains how Tayo 

could take part in such a paradox:

. . . the unity will be more intense in proportion as it constitutes each par-

ticular thing a whole of itself; and yet more, again, in proportion to the 

number and interdependence of the parts, which it unites as a whole. But 

a whole composed, ab intra, of different parts, so far interdependent that 

each is reciprocally means and end, is an individual, and the individuality 

is most intense where the greatest dependence of the parts on the whole is 

combined with the greatest dependence of the whole on its parts . . . (574)

Consequently, the tension between individuation and wholeness cannot 

be got rid of through a static duality of choice. The “resistance” in Tayo’s 

head is necessary for him to understand how the dissimilar parts of his 

psyche are connected: “. . . a whole composed, ab intra, of different parts . . .” 
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Tayo moves through both conditions because the visionary moment 

requires it of him.20 

A few pages later in this same essay, Coleridge calls this radical double-

ness “polarity.” It produces both a recognition of an organic interrelated-

ness and the provisional borders of one’s individual consciousness. Just as 

Tayo felt an organic pull from the magnetic center of the earth, Coleridge 

felt such a magnetic power constituted a general law of nature:

I have shown, moreover, that this tendency to individuate can not be con-

ceived without the opposite tendency to connect, even as the centrifugal 

power supposes the centripetal, as the two opposite poles constitute each 

other, and are the constituent acts of one and the same power in the 

 magnet. (578)

In answer to how the distinct individual who is perceptively situated  outside 

of nature could also be part of nature, Coleridge quotes the “highest law”: 

“I answer—polarity, or the essential dualism of Nature, arising out of its 

productive unity, and still tending to reaffirm it . . .” (578). Polarity is what 

Owen Barfield called the “root of what Coleridge thought” (145). Since 

this concept belongs both to the social (the German Naturaphilosophie) and 

physical sciences (magnetism and galvanism), Coleridge and other intellec-

tuals felt it offered unknown riches for the future.21 

For the purposes of Ceremony (and fiction more generally), polarity 

helps remind the reader that Tayo’s recognition of an organic universe 

arises out of an awareness of radical dualism. The reader must grant Tayo 

both his personal self-awareness and his universal oceanic moments; the 

former depends on boundaries with which the latter dissolves. 

Unfortunately, the novel and its critics frequently frustrate the complex-

ity of this paradox. While Tayo develops a healthy adjustment to the 

boundaries of his ego, the narrative labels these same boundaries as decep-

tions. Boundaries define individual entities that are necessary in order to 

have a linked world of interrelated forces. And yet, they are also cultur-

ally constructed. How are both truths possible? Although Silko does not 

theorize this paradox, Coleridge can provide some insight here. In chap-

ter twelve of the Biographia (in a passage that I have discussed earlier in a 

solely theoretical fashion), Coleridge helps us see how Tayo heals his 

“self” by sensing a relationship between his self-consciousness and the 

things of the world:

That the former [the existence of things] is unconsciously involved in the 

latter [the existence of our own being]; that it [the existence of things] is 

not only coherent but identical, and one and the same thing with our own 
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immediate self-consciousness. To demonstrate this identity is the office and 

object of his [the transcendental philosopher’s] philosophy. (BL 1: 178)

By linking the “outness” of the world with self-consciousness, Coleridge 

claims the existence of things to be “identical” with “our own immediate 

self-consciousness.” The paradox of recognizing separate entities that then 

rely on each other to create a single identity Coleridge calls “the true and 

original realism” (BL 1: 179). At another point in this chapter he admits that 

some people might label such confusion “Idealism”:

If it be said, that this is Idealism, let it be remembered that it is only so far 

idealism, as it is at the same time, and on that very account, the truest and 

most binding realism. (BL 1: 178)

By insisting that idealism carries a necessary component of realism, 

Coleridge confronts the contradiction that Tayo faces when he journeys 

from the white man’s pills and prescriptions at the Veterans Hospital to 

Betonie’s lessons and Navajo ceremonies. What Coleridge presents here in 

prose, Tayo experiences as the pull/push reality of a composite, bicultural 

identity: “. . . white doctors had yelled at him [Tayo]—that he had to think 

only of himself, and not about the others, that he would never get well as 

long as he used words like ‘we’ and ‘us’” (125).

Due to statements such as these, the reader can wrongly believe that 

the individual boundaries associated with a personal ego are the problem. 

What Silko leaves unwritten is how Tayo could learn who he “is” through 

a cure that leaves out a concern for the individual, a cure that “would be 

found only in something great and inclusive of everything” (126). In 

other words, how can an identity that requires certain boundaries and 

limits exist within a world that, “as it always was,” contained “no bound-

aries, only transitions through all distances and time” (246)? Most readers 

have sidestepped this question by implying that the oceanic moments for 

Tayo “naturally” result in a clearer self-awareness for him. Indeed, the 

novel’s imagery encourages this unexamined acceptance. For example, 

after resisting violence and sensing “a convergence of patterns,” Tayo is 

able to gather and plant seeds, dream of Josiah driving him home, and tell 

his story to his family (254–7). Near the end of the novel, he appears 

psychically mended because he has understood nature’s “totality” in the 

form of a sunrise that “was all so beautiful, everything, from all direc-

tions, evenly, perfectly, balancing day with night, summer months with 

winter. The valley was enclosing this totality, like the mind holding all 

thoughts together in a single moment” (237). Since these moments of 

complete philosophic and aesthetic harmony lead Tayo to such a healthy 
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recovery, most critics have tended to silently accept rather than actively 

theorize their advent.22

Coleridge’s views on the paradoxical properties of polarity, on the 

other hand, offer an approach for understanding the partnership between 

Tayo’s self and the “truth” of organicity. If Tayo’s victory amounts to 

sensing a harmony between these forces, then Coleridge would describe 

his visionary moments as acts of knowledge that unite the “objective” 

and “subjective” poles of consciousness. Tayo grows in health because he 

realizes there is no essential distinction between these two poles. I dis-

cussed above how this linking occurred in a theoretical context; now, 

one can see its use as practice. Once again, as Coleridge writes: “During 

the act of knowledge itself, the objective and subjective are so instantly 

united, that we cannot determine to which of the two the priority 

belongs. There is here no first and no second; both are coinstantaneous 

and one” (BL 1: 174). Thus, we have the paradox of difference veiling 

similarity: Tayo is distinct from the world but linked to it. He exists at 

one moment within boundaries and yet must, at a future moment, lose 

and recreate these boundaries again and again.

Since Silko does not articulate how self-knowledge arises from this 

loss/gain of identity, I have gone again to English romantic theory to help 

fill the gaps. Moving from theory to practice, one sees how in Hints 
toward a Comprehensive Theory of Life Coleridge presents this paradox as 

partly associated with the principle of “unity in the many” (573). By this 

phrase Coleridge means life’s tendency to “individuation, of the power 

which unites a given all into a whole that is presupposed by all its parts” 

(573). One might understand this “power” as Tayo’s recognition that his 

life knew no boundaries, that at a point of convergence, all patterns “fit 

together” (246). The “whole” that Tayo feels, “is presupposed by all its 

parts.” For Coleridge and Tayo, this power is “the internal copula of bod-

ies” (Hints 573).23 With the notion of a copula, Coleridge bridges into his 

polarity theories that operate as a radical dualism:

Thus, in the identity of the two counter-powers, Life subsists; in their 

strife it consists: and in the reconciliation it at once dies and is born again 

into a new form, either falling back into the life of the whole, or starting 

anew in the process of individuation. (Hints 580)

These quotations from Coleridge point out that a recognition of individu-

ation, or ego-formation, depends on an equal recognition of an interlinked 

world of wholeness: “I have shown, moreover, that this tendency to indi-

viduate can not be conceived without the opposite tendency to connect . . .” 

(Hints 578). The challenge for Coleridge, and for the reader of Ceremony, is 
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to affirm such difference without granting a divide or divorce from 

nature: “Well if it distinguish without dividing! Well! if by distinction it add 

clearness to fulness [sic], and prepare for the intellectual re-union of the all 

in one, in that eternal reason whose fulness hath no opacity, whose transpar-

ency hath no vacuum” (Friend 522). Coleridge’s concern regarding distinc-

tion and division matches Tayo’s quest: they both attempt to keep alive this 

paradox of how an individual identity, complete with discernible boundar-

ies, takes part in an organic gestalt experience, oneness without boundaries. 

Without such a dialectic, knowledge of the other becomes reified, abstract, 

and static: “This is abstract knowledge, or the science of the mere under-

standing” (Friend 520–1). Tayo’s healing journey must be read as just such a 

move away from the abstract and toward the visceral vitality of this roman-

tic dialectic. 

Continuing with this trope of dialectic acknowledges, by comparison, 

other confused instances of time and ego development in Ceremony. 
Without the integrative quality of a dialectic, the story appears to offer 

divisive, and sometimes static, interpretations of Tayo’s insights. On one 

level the narration implies that the authenticity of a “timeless” visionary 

moment also, by contrast, reveals the “errors” of its opposite, the conven-

tional notions of time. For instance, near the end of the novel Tayo cel-

ebrates his recovery by condensing all time into one unified symbol of 

feminine power: “He thought of her then; she had always loved him, she 

had never left him; she had always been there” (255). That is, Silko 

employs the past-perfect tense to suggest that Tayo is dismissing his ear-

lier deceptions about segmented Western time; the omnipresent feminine 

exists without the conventional categories of present and past. Tayo is 

now enlightened and has correspondingly achieved a renewed apprecia-

tion for the value of “unified time,” the holistic or mythic-time associ-

ated with his visions. 

Most critics have agreed with this assessment. David Ruppert, for 

example, observes: “As the false boundaries of time, distance, truth, and 

individuality fall away, Tayo and the reader are left with the fused story/

reality unifying all experience, defining time, event, and identity. 

Western distinctions which slice reality are put aside . . .” (80). One might 

initially read this quotation as implying that mythic-time, “the fused 

story/reality,” promotes a positive unity. Similarity, Western-time, with 

its “false boundaries,” suggests deception. However, other incidents in 

the narrative confuse and subvert any such easy binary between negative 

Western and positive mythic time. For instance, complications ensue 

when Tayo’s sweeping illness, associated with Western culture, produces 

positive, unified insights. His hallucinations and dreams during his stay 

at the Veteran’s Hospital lead to “truths” regarding his acceptance of some 
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responsibility for the drought (10), Josiah’s transformation into a Japanese 

soldier (8), and his sorrow for everything dead and dying (18). All of these 

are later upheld as sage ref lections that celebrate mythic-time rather than 

the constructed strict divisions of past, present, and future. 

However, each of these “holistic” observations arose from a disordered 

psyche, not from an Indian ceremony or tradition. The message seems to 

be that vision stories, whether generated from Western illness or Native 

American health, carry a certain wisdom: they expose the constructed 

nature of linear time and replace it with the authenticity of a timeless 

realm. Indeed, at one point Tayo reasons: “Distances and days existed in 

themselves then; they all had a story. They were not barriers. If a person 

wanted to get to the moon, there was a way . . .” (19). So regardless of their 

genesis, the language of visions and ritual stories corrects and replaces 

myopic Western limitations. When Tayo tells Betonie about his halluci-

nation that Josiah was alive in the form of a Japanese, Betonie reassures 

him that what he saw was genuine: “It isn’t surprising you saw him with 

them. You saw who they were. Thirty thousand years ago they were not 

strangers” (124). Since the authority of these truths and stories can emerge 

at any time, from ordered or disordered psyches, should one read Tayo’s 

initial nervous breakdown as helpful or hurtful to his unfolding self-

identity? A doctor questions him and he answers as disembodied, some-

one who is invisible and can be referred to only in the third person (16). 

However, Tayo also seems to present a paradoxical identity: he is both 

invisible and composed of white smoke (15). Surely the reader is not 

expected to read this death-like transformation as healthy or “holistic.” 

Indeed, such a radical absence of ego did generate helpful insights and, in 

fact, could be associated with a culture-free authenticity, a personality 

unchained from the arbitrary psychological categories of the West. Given 

that belief, the wholesale absence of any ego under these circumstances 

could easily be thought of as  liberating.24 

In other words, if cultural restrictions deceive and boundaries are 

examples of falsehoods, then any Tayo self-identity, whether based in 

Indian or Western culture, is a deception as well. However, the narration 

moves away from articulating such a radical antisocial stance and, instead, 

firmly connects Tayo’s joint invisibility and “white smoke” identity to 

Western culture: “He did not realize that until he left the hospital, because 

white smoke had no consciousness of itself. It faded into the white world 

of their bed sheets and walls; it was sucked away by the words of doctors 

who tried to talk to the invisible scattered smoke” (14). Such description 

mixed with the recognition that the “white man’s war” brought Tayo to 

the hospital in the first place suggests that Tayo’s disease is largely a 

 reasoned  condemnation of Western culture. 
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And yet this logical (rather than paradoxical) effort stumbles in 

explaining how Western culture could rationally both hurt and heal Tayo 

in this fashion. After all, as I mentioned earlier, some of Tayo’s visionary 

insights arise from his Western illness. Even though these insights sup-

posedly devalue arbitrary “Western distinctions,” their contrasting 

“truths” still arrive directly out of their “devalued” cultural orientation. 

Attempting to organize this confusion, Owens claims Tayo’s individual 

ego “disappears” as he moves toward a communal identity (168–9). In 

other words, Owens, like most critics, occasionally overlooks the ambi-

guity and, instead, constructs clear boundaries between the Western ill-

ness and the Indian consciousness. But if a Western illness can produce 

worthy insights, then any static distinction between White and Indian 

consciousness falters. 

There are more reasons to be suspicious of emphasizing any static 

differences between Western and Indian perspectives. Critics often 

(wrongly, in my mind) associate unconventional employments of “uni-

f ied” time with Indian culture and conventional usages of “segmented” 

time with the West. However, the novel’s frequent inconsistencies frus-

trate any effort to strictly categorize in this fashion. For example, Silko 

narrates the f irst few pages of Tayo’s illness through techniques that 

give a holistic immediacy to the experience. The narration here dis-

rupts conventional, lineal notions of time throughout these early pages 

by employing momentary f lashes of mythic or “unif ied” time. Tayo’s 

days in the army, the hospital, and at home are told through f lashbacks, 

 stream-of-consciousness, dreams, and hallucinations. These choices by 

Silko attempt to replicate the authentic or “lived” perception of time 

rather than through the constructed, more “Westernized” categories of 

past and present; it is time conditionally freed from the constraints of 

society. But as Tayo heals, Silko moves away from these unconventional 

narrative techniques and returns slowly to a standard linear progression; 

she thus gives the impression that normal, everyday consciousness is 

associated with Tayo’s growing health and bursts of “visionary time” 

with his disordered psyche.25 Again, since such a configuration contra-

dicts other scenes where unif ied time is esteemed, this must certainly 

not be what Silko intends. These contradictions and inconsistencies 

arise because Silko fails to emphasize how visionary insights are 

 paradoxically connected to everyday consciousness. Without providing 

this type of dialectic the reader is left with unfortunately erratic and 

static dualities.

Ruppert has attempted to reconcile these incongruities. In interpret-

ing Silko’s early unconventional temporal techniques as fragmented 

rather than holistic, he claims they match Tayo’s “shattered”  personality.26 
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When Tayo regains his health and enters the “normal” temporal setting 

of arbitrary limits and boundaries, Ruppert gives Western time an 

uncharacteristic positive spin: “The swirl of memory and reality which 

paralyzes his broken mental state is healed and the narrative proceeds in 

a more standard, linear fashion because Tayo’s mental state is improving, 

becoming more normal, more standard, more Western” (81). Tayo’s 

health, then, is tied to accepting a Western cultural value that, as I have 

outlined earlier, the novel most often rejects in other ways. The friction 

here is especially jarring when near the close of the novel Tayo appears 

to refute Ruppert by praising holistic not Western time: “Yet at that 

moment in the sunrise, it was all so beautiful, everything from all direc-

tions, evenly, perfectly, balancing day with night, summer months with 

winter. The Valley was enclosing this totality, like the mind holding all 

thoughts together in a single moment” (237). Without a sense of dialec-

tics, a critic might have trouble reconciling these opposites. Ruppert, 

however, appears ready for the task when, near the end of his essay, he 

advises the Native American reader “to use something of the Western 

psychological and social way of seeing” (85) in order to properly under-

stand Tayo’s psychological journey. How this might affect the other pas-

sages in Ceremony that disparage Western ways of seeing remains 

unresolved.27

More generally, though, Ruppert and others have simply dulled these 

quarrels. For example, Ruppert also suggests that by the end of the novel, 

the reader has been taught “to disregard those artificial Western distinc-

tions such as time and space” and replace them with “a holistic vision close 

to the Laguna experience of the world and oral tradition” (81). Given the 

supportive role Ruppert has cited for “Western distinctions” in the reader 

and Tayo’s emerging identity, I am baff led as to why it would be necessary 

now to leave behind such a role. Although accepting a holistic vision does 

seem preferable to “artificial Western distinctions,” why should the latter 

be “disregard[ed]” after they have been proven necessary for a full under-

standing of Tayo’s recovery? What Ruppert and others have overlooked in 

this matter is that the novel’s strength lies in its presentation of this very 

paradox. Although Silko does not emphasize it, Tayo’s health depends on 

a dialectic between one’s distinctive individual identity and its opposite, a 

relational holistic identity. The reader should not be misled when Betonie 

claims that truth is “only transitions” (258). Tayo’s journey makes sense 

only if truth defines itself as transitions and boundaries. Josiah is both alive 

in the form of a Japanese soldier and dead in his Laguna village. As I have 

suggested throughout this essay, to try and categorize either as essentially 

Western or Indian leads to unprovable valuations that unfairly inhibit their 

role in the novel as dynamic opposites. 
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Replicating the dialectical structure of polarity, Tayo’s journey toward 

health becomes a classic pull/push experience of loss and gain. The sup-

posed confusion in the novel between psychological insight and uncon-

ventional narrative techniques reveals an irrational human condition, not 

a battle over cultural truths. Due to an exaggerated reliance on an indi-

vidual examination of his ego, Tayo early in the novel acquires an alien-

ated and isolated stance toward the world. His introspection furthers his 

illness until he loses all sense of ego boundaries: he becomes invisible. 

Then, as Betonie and others help him realize the benefits of a world 

without boundaries, he paradoxically gains an identity; as he discovers 

the deception of boundaries, he grows strong enough to acquire authen-

tic versions of these very same boundaries himself. Tayo’s self-knowledge, 

composed of certain limits and restrictions, enables him to place his life 

“at a convergence of patterns” (254). Silko ends the story with the con-

tradictory recognition that boundaries are not only imaginary and cul-

tural but crucial to health. The redemption of Tayo’s self-identity depends 

on this vital and romantic duality.
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CHAPTER 6 

A KOREAN AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE: 

TOLERATING TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE 

IN CHANG-RAE LEE’S NATIVE SPEAKER

Henry Park, the viewpoint character of Native Speaker, begins his 

story like one of the many walking wounded of contemporary 

American literature. Exhibiting the inward illness of repressed anger and 

despondency, Henry’s pain derives from a largely unarticulated awareness 

that the deepest philosophical questions, those having to do with the 

seemingly arbitrary nature of experience, are burdened by confusion, 

incoherence, and simulation. These ontological and epistemological 

uncertainties turn into a physical injury when, in a supreme moment of 

incomprehensible injustice, his only son dies in an accident. Because the 

world—unfairly imperfect—allowed his son to die in a foolish school-

yard catastrophe, Henry feels life has little meaning or joy. This bitterness 

of being unjustly singled out by fate is further compounded both by mis-

representations related to his ethnicity and the duplicity associated with 

his job. That is, Henry lives an unrecognized, uncertain American life in 

at least three distinct ways: the world refuses to recognize him, he works 

as a spy, and he is Asian. Serving as a type of psychological paralysis, such 

a triple whammy produces in him a sorrowful desire for authenticity and 

acceptance. 

And that desire does bear fruit; as his story unfolds, this ethnic outsider 

becomes healthy. He learns how tolerance, defined here as an openness to 

unintelligibility and difference, arises necessarily and unwilled. Stated 

differently, Henry heals himself when he discovers that a tolerant accep-

tance of an impure knowing leads to self-forgiveness, a compassionate 

response that arises as a necessary consequence of that very imperfect 

world that had earlier troubled him. The novel, after all, is an effort at 
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finding truth as self-forgiveness through confession. Henry states early on: 

“I lied to Lelia. For as long as I could I lied. I will speak the evidence now” 

(6).1 Henry’s eventual realization of tolerance enables him to acknowledge 

this “lying” self and the arbitrary consequences of an unfair world.2

This approving partnership of self and world forms a phenomenon I 

call “romantic negative tolerance.” I enlist the term “romantic” in the 

William Blake or Walt Whitman sense of an embracing of contradic-

tions, uncertainties, and confusions.3 Whitman’s ranging recognition 

that opposites form dialectical relationships, reason fails to fully explain 

experience, and personal authenticity arrives through an acceptance of 

global differences, all of this—the spirit of romanticism—underlies 

Henry’s eventual ability to gain self-understanding. Specifically, my 

Whitmanesque point is that because experience is ultimately unknow-

able, one must accept the various forms of diversity and uncertainty that 

compose the phenomenon of knowledge and truth in an unfair world. 

Since this is a generalized principle, not dependent on individual will or 

agency, I label it as a negative force.4 Through this romantic interpreta-

tion, Native Speaker offers tolerance as an inherent, universal quality of 

consciousness, one based on what we do not know rather than what we do 
know.5 It arises as a radical principle of doubt to liberate Henry toward a 

full reception of his actions in a seemingly uncaring world. Such toler-

ance grows into a bridge toward others as it reminds Henry of how dif-

ference and unknowing can combine to create an introductory, open 

acceptance of blind experience.6 How does this occur? I begin with the 

specifics of Henry’s ailment and later locate the insights that prepare him 

for possible healing through this negative romantic tolerance.

On the very first page Lee reveals Henry as a character seeking but 

unable to find his authentic voice; Henry wants to be a “native speaker” 

of his real self but continually stumbles, as the opening episode regarding 

the “list” suggests. The first sentence of the novel states: “The day my 

wife left she gave me a list of who I was.” Will the list provide the neces-

sary ingredients of who Henry is? Such an inventory no doubt contains 

valuable information, yet the reader is denied immediate access to it. Lee 

defers revealing the items on the list for several pages. In fact, before pre-

senting this initial information to the reader, Henry tells us that he threw 

away the original and only kept photocopies; hence, when the reader 

eventually does hear of the particulars, they come from a copy not an 

original. Henry does, in fact, directly refer to this list in a general fashion: 

he comments on it and even anticipates its possibilities, but he does not 

actually report on the contents until page five. The repeated references to 

the note, but not the actual information, create other “copies” that con-

tinue the occurrences of postponement and deferral rather than what one 
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would expect: lines of revelation or discovery. And then just before the 

note is finally disclosed, after pages of anticipation, its status and signifi-

cance are thoroughly disputed. 

Henry, after all, expects the note will at least be affectionate and per-

sonal: he wants “a love poem.” He knows, however, that the list could 

just as easily be considered “a cheap parting shot, a last-ditch lob between 

our spoiling trenches” (5). The note, then, becomes important only for its 

uncertain, fragmentary, belated, and simulated status rather than for its 

ability to reveal information. A communiqué that might hold insights 

into authentic self-discovery turns into reiterated displacements or dupli-

cations that are continually postponed until they eventually surface as a 

list of severed, ambiguous fragments. This emphasis on incompletion 

inaugurates the central force of the psychological thesis of the novel: feel-

ing frustration over the disjointed inscrutability of the world, Henry suf-

fers and seeks healing. 

Lee’s narrative continues to underscore this theme of dissatisfaction at 

self-discovery due to much of this same interference from substitutions, 

displacements, and ambiguous fragments of information. One could call 

this a variant of the “postmodern condition”; it serves as the opening 

gambit for what will develop into even deeper psychological illnesses for 

Henry. Of course, one could claim that the major contributor to Henry’s 

inability at self-discovery derives not from the inchoate quality of this 

note and his interpretations of experience but, instead, from his first-

generation Asian American status. And, indeed, sections of the story do 

show him to be very similar to the “invisible” Korean stereotype that Lee 

portrays at various times: dispassionate, stoic, quiet.7 For instance, when 

his wife complains that she does not “know how [Henry] felt about any-

thing, our marriage. Me. You,” Henry cannot respond: “[O]nce again I 

had nothing to offer” (127). Henry does, indeed, appear to be someone 

like his parents who, as he says, tend to “lock up” (158) just when per-

sonal revelation is needed. What complicates this commonsense observa-

tion, though, is that Henry can reveal himself under the care of Dr. Luzan, 

the psychiatrist Henry is investigating in his job as a spy. He is able to 

move beyond his inhibitions or psychological blocks in this specific situ-

ation of doctor/patient. But that satisfaction occurs only when he is in the 

disguise required for his job, when he is technically someone else. 

Under these occupational conditions of inauthenticity, then, he is able 

to achieve the public facade of authenticity. Complicating this situation 

even more is the fact that Henry seems to be able to talk about his real life 

only while playing this role of someone else. His “mask” or legend belies 

his true self, and Luzan is proven clairvoyant when he tells Henry, “You’ll 

be fine.” “You’ll be your self again, I promise” (22). Henry, in fact, is so 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


R E A D I N G  A M E R I C A N  N OV E L S124

adept at confessing his real life while in the disguise of someone else that 

his employer must pull him off the case. Knowing he has divulged too 

much about himself, Henry admits that his “legend” or false identity was 

actually turning into his real identity: “I was looping it through the core, 

freely talking about my life, suddenly breaching the confidences of my 

father and my mother and my wife” (22). This leads eventually to Henry 

wanting to reveal the whole truth, “whatever was required for him [Luzan] 

to take me seriously” (209). But before that can happen, Henry is ushered 

out the door and Dr. Luzan dies in the so-called boating accident. 

This loss of human connection and redemption through confession 

matches that loss of communication discussed in the fragmentary per-

sonal note of the opening pages. In this case, the promise offered by the 

humanism of psychoanalysis is perverted by Henry’s obligation to work 

as a spy; deception and mendacity take precedence over his efforts to 

achieve self-discovery. Contrasting sharply with Dr. Luzan’s psychology 

of hope, then, is the spy’s realization that telling the truth endangers one; 

it joins my other examples of disillusionment and frustration when one 

tries to find the truth of knowledge and authenticity in an arbitrary 

world. That is, Henry’s early emphasis on “copies” and the deferred expe-

rience of the note matches his squandering here of an opportunity to 

narrate an original, immediate, holistic story, one that might have moved 

him toward self-knowledge and principled truths. For after all, Luzan 

counsels Henry to reveal himself through the wholeness of a story; his 

psychologist wanted direct, unified narratives: “Luzan always preferred 

that I speak to him in skeins such as this; he urged me to take up story-

forms, even prepare something for our sessions” (206). In other words, 

Luzan believes that the originality and organicism of a personal story 

represents the nature of an individual “although the crucible of a larger 

narrative” (206). But, as before, instead of the satisfaction of originality, 

immediacy, and knowledge that arises from a personally told-story nar-

rated to an insightful audience, Henry is left, as before, with only clouded 

thoughts, past images, and scattered experiences. In order to realistically 

and metaphorically emphasize this insensibility, Henry is physically 

drugged and taken out of Luzan’s office, the location of potential truth, 

by thugs who were hired by his employer, Dennis, to guarantee that 

Henry not reveal such knowledge. Hence, it is at the moment of possible 

redemption, confession, and revealed selfhood that the strongest evidence 

yet of an arbitrary world of power sabotages the chances for healthy 

 self-knowledge.

The novel continually complicates these problems of authenticity and 

instability through other characters and incidents, as well. We see it in 

Dennis Hoagland, the boss and “director” who is “of course . . . a sick 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


A  KO R E A N  A M E R I C A N  P E R S P E C T I V E 125

man” (31). He is responsible for Henry’s employment and contributes to 

the pessimism and depression surrounding him. For example, Hoagland’s 

pervasive cynicism comes forth in his introductory comments about how 

“[t]he fucking sun must have died” (38). He is a “dyspeptic,” “fitful,” 

“freak of a man,” also known as “the human black cloud” (32–3). Not as 

morbid but finally regarded with similar displeasure, the politician John 

Kwang devolves into an untrustworthy and deceptive person, someone 

who early in the story is a character of promise and principle. But perhaps 

the most powerful incident to register the notion of an uncaring, hurtful 

world for Henry is the accidental death of his son, Mitt. Mitt dies in a 

playground, a specifically designated area of innocent fun and joy where 

children should be able to play harmlessly with each other. Instead of 

experiencing such mirth, Mitt suffocates at the bottom of a “dog pile.” 

That is, Mitt dies without reason in a place foreign to death, in a moment 

of supposed innocence and purity. The haphazard nature of the incident 

and its inhumanity is borne out by the continuing declaration of one of 

the children, “It was just a stupid dog pile” (emphasis in original, 105). The 

incident leads Henry to a comatose-like existence. He loses caring for 

much of anything, but he especially loses emotional contact with Lelia, 

his wife: “. . . it was about what must happen between people who lose 

forever the truest moment of their union.” Henry describes it as “living, 

remaining on the ground, and what we know as the narrow and the bro-

ken” (106). Lelia tells him, “You live in one tiny part of your life at a 

time” (224). It is as if he cannot take Luzan’s advice to see himself in the 

larger narrative that world-acceptance might offer him. He, instead, 

becomes as “serene as Siberia” (248).

But Henry does come back to life. Through an accepting tolerance of 

this exact same pain, he reaches a point where he can no longer resist and 

indict hurtful experiences, especially those he cannot completely govern 

or prevent. For example, near the end of the novel when John Kwang has 

been exposed as a corrupt politician and must face a crowd composed of 

the hateful and violent, Henry chooses not to be a passive observer. 

Pushing his way through the crowd in an effort to join and, ultimately, 

defend Kwang, Henry “strike[s] at everything that shouts and calls.” In 

the end, they are both knocked to the ground, and Henry sees Kwang 

“like a broken child, shielding from me his wide immigrant face” (343). 

In that instant of solidarity with this symbol of abused authority and 

shocking duplicity, Henry reveals a tolerance and forgiveness for others 

who have been damaged in this same arbitrary, enigmatic world. His 

momentary joining with Kwang is a joining with the entire world’s 

guilty. It gives Henry the symbolic redemption and unity he has uncon-

sciously desired throughout the novel. This climatic event prepares the 
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reader for the conclusion when Lee, making a more complicated use of 

masks and impostures, has Henry helping Lelia in her job as a speech 

therapist. No longer deferred, separated, or fragmented in the world (sig-

naled by Lee’s use of the present tense), Henry, possibly for the first time, 

feels as if his “voice moves in time with [his] mouth, truly belong[ing] to 

[his] face” (349). And as “the difficult names” of the children are called, 

they sound “lovely and native,” no longer foreign and alienated. I will 

discuss this scene in more detail soon. For now, though, I simply want to 

posit that the novel does end with affirmation and hope. 

Is such an ending earned? In other words, has Lee provided adequate 

cause for Henry to declare these differences as “lovely and native,” differ-

ences that earlier might have separated him from others and/or been con-

sidered by him to be random, hurtful, and fragmentary? Most critics 

affirm and applaud the positive autonomy suggested in this conclusion; 

however, none has read it as a philosophical statement of tolerance and 

self-forgiveness.8 To begin in that regard, it is important to remember that 

Henry does fully embrace difference for the first time at the end of the 

novel, but he does so as one who remembers a forgotten friend. The accep-

tance of others, which includes an implicit reception of difference, had 

partially composed his character before his son died, as was evidenced by 

his ability to accept and withstand racial slurs (103) or his father’s immi-

grant behaviors (185). Revisiting that tolerance now with a fullness of 

being and an apparent awareness not displayed previously, Henry is alive 

again. Only this time he recognizes that the same notions of arbitrary dif-

ference that had prevented him from an experience of authenticity after 

his son died can now be used to unify him. For instance, in that moment 

cited above of Henry aiding the corrupt John Kwang against the hatred of 

the crowd, Henry acts in spite of the uncaring quality of the world. Rather 

than violently fighting and joining a crowd that constructs a reductive and 

melodramatic scene of goodness over evil, Henry, for no apparent reason, 

joins the side of the beleaguered and tries to protect John Kwang. And Lee 

suggests that it is not only Henry who has the potential to rise above the 

reductive and hubristic reaction of “good over evil.” Lee hints that even 

the crowd displays a latent ability for Henry’s type of undifferentiated 

compassion and acceptance. Early in the scene “they [the crowd] gaze at 

[Kwang] as if he were their son . . .” (342). And, in fact, Lee had earlier sug-

gested that a “messianic” mood had, indeed, enveloped the Kwang orga-

nization (143). The notion here that Kwang might be a Christ-like figure 

reckoned in conjunction with the reader’s awareness of Mitt’s martyr-like 

death turns the climax into a portrait of love without reason. Granting 

Kwang a charismatic, spiritual aura, Henry struggles to perceive and “see” 

Kwang as the crowd thickens: “Suddenly I can’t see him any longer. I can 
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bear anything but I will not bear this” (342). Henry must “see” or perceive 

Kwang as a full, substantial person, not the one-dimensional monster that 

the crowd constructs. This effort by Henry to fully “see” Kwang, in fact, 

turns into a kind of love or compassion for what Kwang represents: the 

misguided, the corrupted, the lost promise of anyone facing violence and 

possible harm. The scene ends with the two of them together, almost in 

each other’s arms. 

A quick review. Forgiveness and sympathy for those who have fallen 

compose this climatic scene due to Henry’s accepting tolerance for the 

corrupted Kwang. Henry begins the story, as I mentioned earlier, with an 

array of contextual and psychological confusions, all of which lead to his 

loneliness, sadness, and anger at an unknowable world. But he later 

 realizes that it is precisely the ability of these uncertainties to underpin 

how we are different, how we cannot be sure of what constitutes our dif-

ferences, that obliges us to maintain an acceptance and/or tolerance of 

our inability to know the other.9 Consequently, then, acceptance cannot 

be generated by positive knowledge or what one knows about the other, 

but just the opposite: what one cannot know generates compassion. As a 

further indication of Lee’s interest in this matter, I would like to turn 

now to the Walt Whitman epigraph that begins this novel. 

As I mentioned earlier, Whitman’s romanticism haunts this novel. Lee 

uses two lines from the start of stanza four of Walt Whitman’s poem “The 

Sleepers” as his epigraph: “I turn but do not extricate myself, /Confused, 

a past-reading, another, but with darkness yet” (Whitman 428). One 

might critique these lines as generally representative of Whitman’s desire 

to embrace and comprehensively embody as many of the contradictions 

and uncertainties of the past as possible. These words, and the poem 

 generally, show an interest in historical experience that is not dependent 

on intellect or reason. Hence, an early biographer of Whitman noted that 

“The Sleepers” presents emotions, thoughts, and images as “they actually 

occur, apart from any idea—the words having in the intellectual sense no 

meaning, but arousing, as music does, the state of feeling intended” 

(Bucke 5). Typical for Whitman, such expressions of the world may 

 confuse or contradict but that should not encourage one to “extricate” 

oneself from history or relationships. Grasping history—our “past-

reading[s]”—includes not only this uncertainty but even, as the last line 

indicates, the more generalized “darkness” of unknowing. That is, the 

compromised clarity of one’s insights must not prevent one from accept-

ing or tolerating the past; the full spectrum of such perceptions, distorted 

and unclear as many of them are, still offers a fuller comprehension of 

what it means to be alive than simply the enlightened notions of 

 rationalizations and reasoned facts.10 With this epigraph Lee begins his 
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thesis on negative tolerance, negative in the inability of individual reason 

to adequately define the identity of oneself and others in an ultimately 

unknowable world. 

The foundation for my approach to tolerance comes from writers such 

as Milton, Locke, and Mill who, in their assorted arguments on diversity 

and difference, variously suggest that an aspect of sympathy arises from 

reason’s inability to perfectly comprehend an inscrutable world.11 Their 

ideas arose in an era of religious oppression but eventually expanded to 

the larger areas of morals, ethics, and societal behavior in general.12 

Milton’s Areopagitica, Locke’s A Letter Concerning Toleration, and Mill’s On 
Liberty all argue that people need to be released from unnecessary state 

restrictions in order to freely form a more prosperous community. Locke 

especially makes the case that compassion for others develops when those 

in authority realize that no amount of outward force will change a per-

son’s convictions. Because logic, facts, or persuasion is not likely to change 

beliefs, individuals must be allowed to differ in ethical, moral ways. The 

concern that begins over religious freedom, then, almost naturally finds 

its way into the realm of philosophy.13 Underneath these forms and rec-

ognitions of “live and let live,” in other words, there exists an unassum-

ing hesitation to see reason leading to ultimate truth. Of course, such 

humility around rationality is typical for the Enlightenment poet or phi-

losopher who cautioned that claiming too large a domain for the mind’s 

abilities caused disappointment and hubris. One should only pursue truth 

with limitations and discretion. Hence, Alexander Pope notably wrote in 

the first epistle of his Essay on Man that we humans might, indeed, get 

close to the truth; however, “’Tis but a part we see, and not a whole.” 

That is, since all people agree that reason’s abilities are finite, there must 

remain crucial concerns that will never be fully understood. With that in 

mind, the only humane response to seemingly mysterious arbitrary 

occurrences and strange radical differences is to accept rather than censor 

or resist.14 A respect for rationality’s limits requires such a forgiving initial 

response.15 

This romantic skepticism about reason’s powers led transcendental 

philosophers such as Coleridge, Kant, and Schelling to concentrate more 

on the conditions rather than the content of experience. As Kant famously 

stated: “I have therefore found it necessary to deny knowledge, in order to 

make room for faith” (emphasis in original, Reason 29). These writers 

emphasize what I am calling the romantic element of tolerance because 

they recognize a crucial significance in one’s inability to know. But, of 

course, there are problems with this linkage of tolerance and uncertainty. 

For example, losing a sense of the promise or confidence in reason might 

encourage one to believe in counter-forms of intelligence. That is, 
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 theorizing about why human reason is limited could lead to beliefs in 

extreme forms of mysticism, religion, and the supernatural. This may be 

true; however, nothing entails it. In actuality, this type of tolerance more 

frequently generates useful principles of behavior. For instance, the 

romantic critic interprets the Enlightenment philosopher’s cautious skep-

tical reason to mean that one must be respectful of what one cannot 

know. The romantic’s preference for transcendental proofs (the prefer-

ence of Kant, Coleridge, and Hegel, for instance) occurs as a method of 

deciding where common (knowable) reason ends and uncommon 

(unknowable) difference begins. Tolerance as a principle or condition of 

knowing, then, remains reasonable while acts of toleration move beyond 

reason. This is the insight of acceptance that Henry, through most of the 

story, cannot comprehend. For my purposes, I am not suggesting here 

that Henry, or anyone, subscribe to a romantic philosophy in order to 

accept these ideas; rather, I am proposing that Lee’s novel denies a strong 

form of knowledge (conceptual or discursive reason leading to truth) in 

order to make room for a strong form of acceptance (aesthetic or poetic 

reason leading to tolerance).16 And I do not mean to imply that the non-

rational base of this romantic tolerance allows one to become healthy by 

returning to an “ignorance is bliss” type of existence. My negative toler-

ance does not encourage naïveté, anti-intellectualism, or complacency. It 

encourages knowledge but recognizes such a project as always unfin-

ished, insufficient, and inadequately realized. Of course, this kind of tol-

erance only works if all parties have a collective faith in at least a minimal 

model of rationality. And it implies the eventual strength of an autono-

mous subjectivity. These are disputable positions, and both of them, in 

fact, were famously rejected by Herbert Marcuse in his lecture “A Critique 

of Pure Tolerance.” In it, Marcuse resists the notions of tolerance that I 

have put forth thus far because, for him, reason can achieve objective 

truth. Since truth, for Marcuse, is knowable, intellectuals should practice 

“a liberating tolerance” (Repressive 109) rather than a humanistic one. 

Marcuse’s tolerance amounts to an intolerance for those groups and indi-

viduals who do not promote this objective truth.17 Because his position 

squarely opposes mine and is buttressed by a similar distrust of conven-

tional definitions of reason, I want to consider its strengths in light of my 

interpretation thus far of Lee’s novel. 

Herbert Marcuse’s pessimistic appraisal of the history of toleration as a 

progressive social policy relies generally on Max Weber’s research regard-

ing rationality. According to Weber, reason fails to generate a 

 forward-looking tolerance, one that might provide social liberation, 

because the material interests of the culture wholly determine reason’s 

manifestations. Rationality does follow formal principles—logic, 
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sequence, coherence, and the like—but it has no inherent qualities that 

might override culture to necessarily serve “goodness” or “justice.” 

Reason can just as easily serve evil, oppression, and violence. This is why 

reasonable people freely lead other reasonable people into massacres, 

wars, genocides: any action can be “rationalized” by reason. Thus, reason 

is best described as instrumental or a form of rationalization rather than 

emancipatory or liberatory.18 Moreover, ever since the nineteenth 

 century, the demands of advanced industry and technology have signifi-

cantly changed consciousness. In a “one-dimensional” society, a society 

that is structured to serve the needs of the powerful and to resist all 

undermining forces, the resources needed for change will be in the hands 

of the authorities. Today’s “totally administered” societies have become 

effective “machines” that manipulate reason’s potential independence: 

“The brute fact that the machine’s physical (only physical?) power sur-

passes that of the individual, and of any particular group of individuals, 

makes the machine the most effective political instrument in any society 

whose basic organization is that of the machine process” (Marcuse, One 
3). This late-stage capitalist society so suppresses individuals ability to 

reason in a deeply oppositional manner that most are incapable of being 

autonomous subjects (One 22). Additionally, consumerism has trans-

formed reason to the point that many people can ref lect and reproduce 

only what the current economic forces dictate: “a mentality is created for 

which right or wrong, true and false are predefined whenever they affect 

the vital interests of society” (Repressive 95). Individuals “parrot, as their 

own, the opinions of their masters” (Repressive 90). As a consequence, not 

all individuals can be trusted or expected to know what the truth is. This 

is a pivotal problem because, after all, “there is an objective truth which 

can be discovered . . .” (emphasis in original, Repressive 89). It is, therefore, 

the responsibility of the strong intellectual, who does know this truth, to 

show the masses what it is. Although toleration may be a virtuous ideal, 

it must be seen as less important than improving the welfare and eco-

nomic standards of the majority of people: Truth, according to Marcuse, 

only emerges via concrete, historical, and material improvements. 

Intolerance for those who prevent this progress, then, becomes the virtue 

that conventional forms of tolerance cannot provide. 

Many of these points have merit. That is, although I disagree with his 

thesis, especially his emphasis on defining truth as only the material con-

ditions of culture, his argument does thoughtfully highlight key issues in 

my discussion. He underscores, for example, the importance of tolerance 

creating space for diversity. In some ways, Henry is searching for mean-

ing about the diversity of life. In addition, Marcuse recognizes, and most 

critics would agree, that those in power do everything they can to stay in 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


A  KO R E A N  A M E R I C A N  P E R S P E C T I V E 131

power. And if that means controlling an individual’s access to the 

 institutions of media, communication, and so on, so much the better. 

Again, as the corruption and duplicity in Native Speaker seem to indicate, 

ruling forces mostly operate absent of conventional notions of ethics and 

morality. Where Marcuse errs, however, is in objectifying truth in con-

junction with tolerance. His vivid sense that truth emerges historically 

when the social conditions have evolved devalues the process of deter-

mining what that truth, or truths, might be. In other words, tolerance, 

for Marcuse, must be “repressive” since truth is an objective reality that 

one creates. Those who interfere with this material creation cannot be 

tolerated. Native Speaker rejects that notion of tolerance. According to 

Lee, by contrast, tolerance instead demands a forgiving consciousness 

because truth consists in the process by which one determines it. Everyone 

in the novel is involved in the creation of truth so all (except, of course, 

those who consciously harm others, as Mill stated) should be tolerated. A 

useful way to see this crucial difference is through dialectical or, what I 

am calling, romantic examples of not only tolerance but self-knowledge, 

as well. Dialectic underpins my form of tolerance because it emphasizes 

an ahistorical idealism that situates important historical, cultural realities 

in terms of broader, metaphysical concerns. I will come back to this 

notion soon when I revisit the climax of Native Speaker in more detail. 

But for now I want to brief ly outline an example of how a romantic dia-

lectic generally structures our understandings of tolerance. Using 

Coleridge (a choice that Whitman no doubt would endorse), I present the 

process of perception as demanding a humanistic tolerance, one that 

rebuts Marcuse’s approach. 

When one embraces the liberating significance of unknowing, one 

participates in a romantic dialectic. My continual use of a romantic dis-

course, then, specifies how an incomplete knowledge of self and world 

create just such an interdependent organic enterprise. Although this rela-

tionship is complex and oftentimes unsatisfying, it still does advance my 

argument in useful directions: that is, invoking romanticism moves my 

argument toward a metaphysical discussion of how knowing is linked to 

unknowing, self to other, and, still more globally, truth to deception.19 

Much of this may seem elementary; however, it is worth remembering 

that before the surge of romantic ideas (at least in the Western world), 

many writers were generally content to conceive of the individual as 

more or less independent of the world. Coleridge, along with many of the 

intellectuals of his generation (especially Fichte), challenged that dualism 

by recognizing the revolutionary implications of transhistorical theories 

that linked self and world. And those understandings continue today. 

Indeed, my choice of Coleridge as a spokesperson for this type of 
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 romanticism continues his remarkable presence in all manner of 

 contemporary academic and philosophical concerns. Coleridge was, after 

all, particularly concerned with how self-knowledge affects the politics of 

a society.20 Hence, I disagree with those critics who consider English or 

German romanticism to be a mystifying and conservative political strat-

egy intended to screen the truth of social conditions.21 Instead, romantics 

like Coleridge help one see how self-grounding, universal concepts of 

personhood provide strong political positions for claims of equality and 

social justice.22 Further, I do not read Coleridge in order to claim him as 

an avant-gardist or someone who anticipated current academic positions. I 

read him, instead, as a conversation participant, much in the spirit of 

Hans-George Gadamer’s hermeneutic conversations. Finally, because 

Coleridge synthesizes so many romanticisms of selfhood (Schelling, 

Kant, Fichte, etc.), he brings an exciting mixture of perspectives into our 

discussion of knowledge and self-understanding. 

Certainly in many ways, a romantic mood could be said to broadly 

prefigure the compassionate tolerance and self-forgiveness referenced 

above in my critique of Native Speaker, but in at least one important way 

it indirectly arises out of a major part of Coleridge’s explanation of sub-

ject/object perception, again, in chapter twelve of his Biographia Literaria.23 

As I have mentioned in other chapters, there one sees that the identity of 

the other “is unconsciously involved” in the identity of one’s selfhood 

(BL 1: 260). Similar to the writings of many current philosophers of 

alterity, the “other” as perceptive object theoretically resides within the 

subject.24 This shared otherness, then, is “one and the same thing with 

our own immediate self-consciousness” (BL 1: 260). Such thinking has 

obviously led many critics to accuse Coleridge, and transhistorical critics 

generally, of leveling difference and history to make room for a univer-

salist vocabulary of humanism that hides the “real” material relations 

between people.25 A close reading, though, indicates otherwise. Recall 

that Coleridge earlier states that otherness always retains its “extrinsic and 

alien” quality. In a dialectical operation, though, he also theorizes that 

simply to recognize otherness means that it is not wholly foreign to our 

consciousness. And, in fact, every such acknowledgment “modifies” our 

“being” (BL 1: 259); that is, our contact with otherness transforms us. But 

we can only experience such an alteration if we admit to our inability to 

understand it. This, then, opens to a profound paradox: the unknowable 

world of otherness becomes part of our consciousness and yet remains 

unknowable, remains historically different. Or stated in another way, 

otherness, by definition outside our consciousness, is brought into our 

consciousness but forever retains its alien quality. Coleridge claims this as 

a proposition of existence and perception that is both unassailable and yet 
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remains “inconceivable” (BL 1:259). The implication here is that 

 recognizing such an inability to knowledge opens up a space for tolerance 

and acceptance, an acceptance not based on what the other is but on one’s 

inability to know that other.26 

We see such nonrational but inclusive and dialectical moments in the 

closing scenes of Native Speaker. Although Lee should not be classed as a 

“romantic” writer, he does present somewhat romantic transhistorical, 

nonrational subjectivities in these closing pages. In Lee’s last chapter, for 

example, he has Lilia face a classroom full of non-English speakers, but 

she does not teach a strongly structured, highly rational lesson. Instead, 

“she wants [the children] to know that there is nothing to fear . . . , [that] 

it’s fine to mess [the language] all up” (349). And, in fact, Henry recog-

nizes that with these “foreign language speakers,” these small representa-

tives of otherness, what is best is to simply “give them some laughs” (349). 

In responding to the differences and uncertainties of these children, 

Henry suggests that it “doesn’t matter what they understand” (349). Even 

without knowing who they are, indeed, perhaps because he cannot 

understand who they are, Henry thinks of these children as awe inspiring 

and “wondrous” (349). In the middle of this doubtful landscape, though, 

Lelia is still able to call out their names in their own language “taking 

care of every last pitch and accent” (349). By only carefully repeating 

their names, she speaks “a dozen lovely and native languages, calling all 

the difficult names of who we are” (349). In other words, Henry and 

Lelia’s inability to arbitrate the various and arbitrary differences repre-

sented by the children does not translate into psychological separatism or 

alienation. As Coleridge suggested above, the children’s strangeness, their 

historical and cultural differences, unconsciously and irrationally enter 

Lelia and Henry. Indeed, it is through an acceptance of the children that 

is not dependent on a conventional knowledge of them that Henry frees 

himself for self-love and an accepting tolerance of their difference. When 

he embraces them, he declares to himself that his “voice moves in time 

with [his] mouth, [it] truly belongs to [his] face” (349). He has discovered 

a form of self-awareness that can unite with others; a unity forms now 

that was seemingly unavailable to him earlier. 

Somehow the otherness of the children, their “extrinsic and alien” 

identity, as Coleridge calls it, remains distinct and manages to transform 

Henry. This is, the very dialectical operation of perception itself carries 

with it the implied structures that necessitate an initial acceptance or 

tolerance of what we perceive. Henry seems to learn that since what we 

perceive is intimately linked with how we perceive, one must accept the 

world. Subject and object positions are so intimately related that the sen-

sation of separateness can only be an initially seductive but ultimately 
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incomplete articulation of our experience of the world.27 One could say, 

then, that Henry’s illness of alienation and inability to love was based on 

an inaccurate understanding of perception. As Coleridge comments, 

“. . . object and subject, being and knowing are identical, each involving, 

and supposing the other” (BL 1: 273). In the act of perceiving, one recog-

nizes that the world will not be completely knowable; however, the dia-

lectical structure of perception, not the information it provides, forms a 

truth of connection that becomes a substantial part of our being. The 

world remains sharply distinct and foreign while the act of recognizing 

its particular otherness draws us to it. Henry learns, then, that perception 

so intimately relies upon an arbitrary world that self-love and tolerance 

are necessary.

Although almost all critics have acknowledged that Henry finds his 

own voice at the close of the novel,28 none has pointed to this dialectic of 

tolerance and unknowing as the central element. And yet more close 

readings of several sections suggest that Lee desires this interpretation. 

We saw it earlier with the dialectic of truth and falsehood in the Luzan 

sessions. In addition, the overarching spy metaphor, for example, broadly 

indicates that truth participates in a similar relational operation with its 

opposite, with deception. When Henry helps Pete Ichibata “break” Wen 

Zhou—“[Wen] opened like the great gates of the Forbidden City” 

 (174–5)—“he [Henry] was thrilled with what [they] were doing, as with 

a discovery, like finding a new place you like, or a good book” (175). 

Henry is “thrilled” because he unconsciously senses at that moment how 

the dishonesty of his life, “that secret living [he’d] known throughout 

[his] life,” turns out to be a part of what makes for a more complete truth 

of the world. At other times, Henry believes truth to be less global and 

more a reductive, transparent event. The reigning illustration for this is 

Henry’s ongoing desire to satisfactorily know why Mitt had to die. But, 

additionally, he also thought at one point that he might easily “peg” John 

Kwang (139). Early in the novel, Henry felt he could infiltrate Kwang’s 

organization, “tick off each staging of the narrative” (139), and then sim-

ply “tell a familiar story” (140). He would remove the masks, layers, and 

faces of Kwang “until he revealed . . . a final level that would not strip off” 

(141). This is the utopian dream of truth and one that Henry, perhaps 

unawares, discards at the conclusion. For at the close of this novel, Lee 

gives the reader one final scene of masks; only there, instead of sadly 

observing that the mask removal does not unveil a single, knowable, 

Marcuse-like truth, Lee accepts, integrates, and almost celebrates the 

masks’ participation in the community. 

The end of the story is upbeat and lighthearted; Lelia wants to give her 

students “some laughs” (349). She “uses buck-toothed puppets with big 
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mouths [and] scary masks” while Henry wears “a green rubber hood” 

(348). The masks help make “the talk unserious and fun” (348). For 

Henry, it helps turn the difficult phrase that the children must learn into 

“the melody” that they can “singsong” (343). In other words, through 

both an easing of the role of intelligibility and an acceptance of duplicity, 

the substitutions, deceptions, and displacements that had so wounded 

Henry throughout the novel finally become bearable in their final scene. 

The children, after all, are loved even though confused: “They don’t 

quite know how to respond” (349). Lee offers a relaxation of knowing 

that brings Lelia and Henry closer to the children and to themselves. 

And, as a crowning ironic reference to the dialectic of truth and decep-

tion, the “truest” advice Henry receives regarding his illness comes from 

the most deceptive character, Dennis Hoagland, who tells Henry: “. . . no 

matter how smart you are, no one is smart enough to see the whole 

world” (46).

Finally, this effort to accept the fact that the complete truth is always 

unintelligible also occurs in the touching scene of the twig house. As she 

considers a life without their son, Lelia gathers rocks, twigs, and leaves in 

order to build a miniature house. She constructs it slowly, a simple anal-

ogy for building a life. When she’s done, Lelia “peers inside, expression-

less” (249). Henry “kneels down before it” as one might in front of a 

sacred icon (249). It is the transparent metaphor of creation, bonding, and 

beginnings. Although crucial and satisfying, this is still only a part of the 

dialectics of a life; existence demands unintelligible destruction and loss, 

as well. Thus, after Lelia has departed, Henry deconstructs the house, 

piece by piece. Before beginning the orderly dismantlement process, 

though, he shouts his son’s name “as loud as [his] meager voice can” (249). 

Finally, he collects the pieces and “f ling[s] it all in the woods” (249). The 

idea here is that the immensity of Henry’s experience cannot be indexed 

adequately by reason, and this recognition begins to release him from the 

bonds of suffering and toward the purification of cathartic healing. 

Without this release, Henry is left with Lelia’s tragic observation about 

Mitt’s death: “I go crazy thinking about it” (129). 

I want to end with a few observations about how my sense of tolerance 

in literary theory relates to historicity in literature. Merging literary the-

ory with social theory, I maintain that how one sees, the aesthetics of our 

perception, needs to be understood in terms of social tolerance for differ-

ence in an arbitrary world that is not dependent on particular historical 

differences. That mixture often baff les critics. That is, social theories of 

tolerance, which are perhaps more frequently discussed in local and his-

torical ways, are often thought to conf lict with transhistorical theoretical 

appreciations. Or, stated differently, the social interpretations of tolerance 
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are seldom presented as universal; most critics claim that social concerns 

such as tolerance need to arise directly from the specific local, historical 

structures of the literary work under review.29 Transcultural interpreta-

tions of tolerance, so the argument might go for something like a Korean 

American novel, devalue the particular political realities of the narrative. 

Min Hyoung Song declares, for example, that Native Speaker should not 

be read as “a novel about deracinated themes that refer in equal propor-

tion to everyone who might read the book” (80). 

But is it that easy? Even when a critic attempts to evaluate a work on 

its own cultural turf, she still must consider it through certain aesthetic 

and textual procedures. Do not all of these restructuring efforts, those 

from within and those from without, change the work in profound ways? 

James Clifford asks “[h]ow can one ultimately escape procedures of 

dichotomizion, restructuring, and textualizing in the making of inter-

pretive statements about foreign cultures and traditions?” (261). My desire 

to impose a discussion of transhistorical tolerance onto Native Speaker is a 
move toward a more “tolerant” inclusivity that need not erase historical 

differences. Finding overarching themes of social bonding does not 

replace an appreciation for a specifically local, often ethnic, aesthetic that 

might also be present. Large sections of Native Speaker signal interests in 

specifically Korean expressions, relations, features, characteristics, traits, 

and so on.30 And yet such aesthetic and local appreciations appear lost on 

the uninformed and uninitiated. That exclusion, however, amounts to a 

loss only when the effort and desire to understand such sections expire. 

That is, simply our attempt at intelligibility places us inside that culture, 

if only modestly. The contrary position, that only experts of a culture can 

profitably explain the text, would force us to only read what we presum-

ably already know. In fact, my emphasis on the incomplete “universal” 

quality of finite consciousness reminds one that unintelligibility is not 

the same as an absence of meaning. My position suggests that when one 

accepts the limits of rationality and experience, as Henry finally does, 

one is open to new realities, new local understandings of truth. Because 

I do not sufficiently or completely know the Korean American experi-

ence of Henry Parker, for example, does not mean I have squandered my 

understandings. As I hope this chapter demonstrates, there are recogni-

tions that arrive separate from the ideological cultures of knowledge. 

Forms of meaning develop when one simply struggles with that which is 

unintelligible. Moreover, too much comprehension of a subject can con-

versely keep one only involved in what one already knows—or thinks 

one knows. Hence, Henry’s implicit recognition at the conclusion of 

Native Speaker that certain truths arise out of insufficient knowledge acts 

as a lesson for all readers of sharply ethnic “foreign” works. Twenty years 
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ago, Reed Way Dasenbrock noted this problem and commented: “A full 

or even adequate understanding of another culture is never to be gained 

by translating it entirely into one’s own terms” (18).31 When we fail to see 

that there is meaning in not knowing, we inevitably turn another’s cul-

tural categories into our own. Finally, and most importantly, this does 

not imply that one needs to evacuate historical difference by seizing on 

“human nature” or “universal” meaning; history, difference, and local 

recognitions of truth exist in relation to transcultural understandings. 

Each in dialectical form makes the other understandable. And that helps 

create respect for an ultimately unknowable world.
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CHAPTER 7

A SOUTH LOS ANGELES MEXICAN AMERICAN 

PERSPECTIVE: EMPTY HOPE AND FULL 

SENSUALITY IN LUIS RODRIGUEZ’S ALWAYS 

RUNNING: LA VIDA LOCA: GANG DAYS IN L.A.

There can be no objective rule of taste which shall determine by means of concepts what is 
beautiful. For every judgment from this source is aesthetical; i.e. the feeling of the subject, and 
not a concept of the object, is its determining ground. 

Kant, Critique of Judgement 17:681 

Although critics vigorously contest his nuances, Kant famously states 

that aesthetic judgment arises from feelings not concepts. Feelings 

evade or resist representation and mediation in a way that concepts, which 

originate from the understanding, cannot. For example, when making an 

aesthetic judgment, one does not bring concepts (of size, density, shape, 

etc.) to the experience as a list of predetermined evaluative criterion. A 

satisfying aesthetic experience could arise in any size, shape, and the like. 

Such conceptual qualities locate the art object in the empirical domain 

but do not help express its aesthetics or beauty. In other words, by linking 

aesthetic activity with sensuousness, Kant here suggests that aesthetic 

judgment is actually ref lective rather than determinate; an aesthetic 

response simply ref lects the manner or form in which the mind’s faculties 

directly respond to certain organized stimuli. Importantly, the mind gen-

erates an immediate reaction vastly different from the mediating or rep-

resentational experience associated with conceptual or determinate 

thinking. Ref lective or aesthetical judgment, then, is the suppression of 

reason for the immediate pleasure of the formal, rather than conceptual, 

experience of consciousness.
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After 300 years of Kantian discussion on these points, why bring them 

up now? The answer will be the contents of this chapter; however, the 

short answer is that Kant’s insights and vocabulary show Luis Rodriguez’s 

autobiographical novel, Always Running: La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A., 

to be primarily an idealistic, modernist text2. Rodriguez writes as if he 

knows this valuable Kantian difference between ref lective and determinate 

judgments. He seems to recognize that discursive or conceptual reasoning 

depends on determinate concepts, those that are already a part of our 

understanding and social reality. For Rodriguez, these would most notably 

be the harsh and violent street realities of East Los Angeles. Judging or 

aesthetic thinking, by contrast, amounts to the closest thing possible to an 

immediate, interior sensuous response to such a world; it produces a satis-

faction related to the unconscious workings of the faculties engaged within 

this particular activity, not from the conscious representational or concep-

tual force of the ideas associated with it. Rodriguez slowly moves his nar-

rative in this inward fashion, embracing Kantian notions as he goes. But 

this is no naïve interiorization; it depends on there being a real, empirical, 

and political world out there to which one responds. That is, neither Kant 

nor Rodriguez is here suggesting that an aesthetic response uses some mag-

ical, concept-less thought, as if such a thing could ever exist; rather, roman-

tic theories like Kant’s suggest that the mere event of ref lective, judgmental 

contemplation produces a theoretically rich but empirically undetermin-

able affair about that empirical reality. Once the aesthetical experience can 

be understood in this way, as apart from its assertions, Rodriguez appears 

to concentrate on that activity alone, on how the experience of aesthetic 

ref lection immediately affects him and his reader.3 

As is probably apparent to most at this point, such isolation of the aes-

thetic event from determinate concepts and social realities fueled much of 

the theory related to the New Critical revolution. My return to this fea-

ture of formalism in the middle of today’s counter and much welcomed 

emphasis on difference, ethnicity, and ideology will not be a tired, nostal-

gic plea for a Golden Age homecoming, for a return to a time when liter-

ary criticism was really criticism and English departments practiced “close 

readings” not politics. Nor will my use of Kant and his modernist aes-

thetic aim to mask historical, material relations in order to celebrate a 

single universal “human condition.” Rather, I will argue that a modern-

ist aesthetic theory that necessarily views itself as a political act can also func-

tion as an organizing principle for ethnic-specific texts, and particularly 

for the Mexican American issues that arise in Always Running. This novel 

generally displays an indeterminate or non-conceptual aesthetic because 

sensual immediacy, not intellectual mediation, leads to much of the 

important idealistic and social promise at its close.
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But before moving on to the novel, I want to write a bit more about the 

nature of my thesis. I am aware that a majority of my readers probably sense 

trouble when the words idealism and aesthetics arise, especially in rela-

tion to ethno-political issues. And I too share much of this well-

founded  skepticism. Most critics, in fact, sense that the turn toward 

 early-nineteenth-century philosophy will eventually posit universal notions 

of subjectivity, unity, and consciousness. Their worry is that this globaliza-

tion of the “human” will preempt any discussion of how humanity is also 

constructed by very particular, localized social and cultural forces. I respond 

to that anxiety in several ways in this book; but here I primarily confront 

it with a presentation of a modernist aesthetic discourse that reveals how 

such universal claims necessarily depend on these very same social and 

cultural forces. That is, the universal is not just an abstract, formal descrip-

tion that subsumes the particularities of the world, but it is also the nexus 

or vocabulary from which one is able to speak about those very same con-

crete contingencies and particulars.4 By so doing, I continue the insights of 

many critics who have noted the pervasive quality of the universal and 

nineteenth-century aesthetics, idealisms, and romanticisms. For example, 

one notes this awareness in comments by Richard Rorty on poststructural-

ism, Fredric Jameson on Marxism, and Neil Lazarus on constructionism;5 

however, others are more positive in their comments including Anthony 

Cascardi, Isobel Armstrong, and Charles Altieri. Hence, notwithstanding 

the troublesome history of the aesthetic discourse, early modernist theories 

that make use of idealism will not disappear calmly into the night. My 

contrarian move to join the quieter voices that call for a contested idealist 

interpretation of the so-called minority writer field underscores the famous 

(or infamous) emancipatory potential of such discourses.6 

But how is it possible to bring forth the plentitude of that emancipa-

tion history in a healthy, postmodern atmosphere of twenty-first-century 

skeptics and disbelievers? And should not one heed Benjamin’s warning 

about the barbarism of this very same emancipated “civilized” history? 

My response is that a careful analysis of these issues in conjunction with a 
renewed awareness of their uneven politics and particular cultures can still con-

tinue to strengthen and validate the insights of underrepresented writers 

and ethnic groups. I will approach Always Running, for example, through 

an investigation of the aesthetic heritage connected to idealism and 

ref lective judgment, a heritage that claims no political or cultural critique 

is possible apart from recognition of a sensual interiorization of selfhood. 

My claim is that without sensual self-ref lection, there is no serviceable 

external reality. I maintain that an interest in the idealism of the indi-

vidual is an epistemological prerequisite for understanding the social 

hope of a narrative, especially an ethnic-centered narrative.7 
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Kant and a formalist reading strategy will reveal how the fragmented, 

political narrative of Always Running opens itself to the ideas and symbols 

of a liberating presentation of selfhood. Stated differently, using romanti-

cally fueled modernist techniques to explore Rodriguez’s highly ethnic 

text produce specifically idealistic explanations of the sociopolitical prob-

lems intrinsic to his depictions of Mexican American gang life. Hence, 

instead of eschewing the ideological (which is the usual, and sometimes 

legitimate, criticism of formalism), my formalist approach reveals how 

the aesthetic arises from the political, how aesthetic form embodies the 

clash between ideology and idealism. Of course, simply the contested 

notion of a “selfhood” needed for this type of adjudication could itself be 

regarded as a vulgar return to a discredited humanism. I will take that 

risk; however, I also believe that the strongest challenge to my largely 

modernist approach is not from this poststructuralist distrust of subject-

centered reason. In fact, I embrace much of that mistrust; my position is 

that even with simply a minimal model of rationality, theories of idealism 

are still possible. Moreover, by concentrating on the radical emancipatory 

power of ref lective judgment, I will actually accent the indeterminancy 

of reason, not its supposed access to “truth.” No, the strongest challenge, 

instead, may simply be the question: “Is this the right historical moment 

to bring the heritage of idealism to the under-represented writer?” It is a 

question each reader must ask herself. I respond in the affirmative, then, 

with a formal Kantian appreciation of Los Angeles Mexican American 

gang culture that will show how its topics and themes, its urban violence, 

brutality, and prejudice, are equally and inevitably bound up in the 

 idealistic, poetic claims of the aesthetic.8

One recognizes the dominant role of a formal aesthetic of sensuality at 

various places throughout Always Running but primarily in Rodriguez’s 

decision not to comment deeply on the incidents presented. Throughout 

the first chapter, and throughout the book generally, Rodriguez rarely 

explains or analyzes profoundly the anguish and misery brought on him 

by the dominant-white society. He interrupts his narrative frequently 

with violent scenes and then generally refuses to elaborate on their sig-

nificance. This immoderate interruption strategy, for example, occurs in 

an early scene when the Rodriguez family first comprehends America’s 

rejection of them. After being in the country for only a short time, 

Rodriguez experiences “like a foul odor” America disowning his family 

(19).9 The local Caucasians treated his family “as if we were phlegm stuck 

in the collective throat of this country” (19). One day the family sits 

down at a park bench only to be quickly told that they do not belong: 

“ ‘Look spic, you can’t sit there!’ the American woman yelled. ‘You don’t 

belong here! Understand? This is not your country!’ ” (19). Considering 
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how America virtually stole most of California from Mexico, this 

 designation of Rodriguez as the “foreigner” or someone “other” provides 

early tragic irony.10 

But Rodriguez refuses to comment on such incongruity and pain; he 

chooses, instead, to merely note that his mother “bristled” with anger. By 

not commenting on the pain, Rodriguez leaves the reader with the sensa-

tion rather than the explanation. Instead of analytically understanding 

what it is like to be a disenfranchised people, the reader feels it. Rodriguez 

may have been intrigued by the historic, social, or political implications of 

the scene, but he does not reveal those insights to the reader. In another 

example, Rodriguez and his brother wander into a white neighborhood 

and quickly face violence for no other reason than their being Mexicans: 

“ ‘What do we got here?’ one of the boys said. ‘Spics to order—maybe 

with some beans?’ ” (24). The white boys seize Rodriguez’s older brother 

and beat him continually until he finally “slid to the ground, like a rotten 

banana squeezed out of its peeling” (25). After promising not to tell any-

one of the incident, the two brothers return home. What effect did this 

incident have on their relationship? Rodriguez calls his brother “pathetic” 

because he insists on keeping the incident a secret (25). Does Rodriguez 

mean here that the incident aroused in him compassion, that is, “pathos,” 

for his brother? Or does the use of “pathetic” indicate that he found him 

contemptible? The reader cannot be sure. S/he can certainly annotate the 

episode, voluntarily bring it into the realm of meaningful explanation or 

not, but the author’s analysis largely remains missing. Apparently, for 

Rodriguez, a probing scrutiny of these narrative events belongs outside 

the text; his concerns, instead, have to do with reporting, describing, and/

or evoking the texture of the experience, not explaining or theorizing 

about it. A cursory retelling of the story will roughly suggest how this split 

between the valuing of sensual experience and the devaluing of theoretical 

explanation will relate to the terms of his romantic/modernist aesthetic. 

Aff licted by all the expected ailments of an urban tale of angry 

 poverty—discrimination, gang violence, resistance to all forms of author-

ity, crime, drug use, and prison culture, Rodriguez becomes a member 

of a gang for the understandable sake of safety, respect, and authority: “It 

was something to belong to—something that was ours” (41). Gang life 

gives Mexican American youth the vitality and strength that the white 

culture tried to take away: “I wanted this power . . . I wanted the power to 

hurt somebody” (42). The narrative reveals this hurtful power with scores 

of violent assaults, sexual and otherwise. In one instance, about halfway 

through his memories, Rodriguez receives a thrashing from his own 

homeboys, his initiation beating. He survives and becomes an official 

member of the Lomas gang. Shortly afterward he is given the  opportunity 
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to prove this authenticity. During a brutal attack on some unsuspecting 

“hard-working recreational lowriders,” Rodriguez is handed a screw-

driver and told to ram it into the driver: “Puppet looked squarely into my 

one opened eye. He had a rusty screwdriver in his other hand. ‘Do it, 
man,’ he said. Simply that.” Rodriguez follows his orders: “ ‘Do it!’ were 

the last words I recalled before I plunged the screwdriver into f lesh and 

bone, and the sky screamed” (111). And that is all the reader is told about 

the horror and pain of such a scene. 

By chapter six, the story turns sharply toward a description of how 

Rodriguez escapes this Los Angeles nightmare. He reveals that his compo-

sition of these events, the rough draft of sorts for the very autobiography 

that the reader is following, somehow prepared or encouraged him to par-

ticipate in several positive, life-affirming activities. For reasons left mostly 

unspecified, this gang member finds the incentive to rise habitually at 4:30 

a.m. in order to attend a good high school that is located quite a distance 

from his home. At such an institution, Rodriguez learns of socially con-

scious writers such as Piri Thomas, Eldridge Cleaver, and Amiri Baraka. 

Due to these events, in addition to joining community centers, study 

groups, and political organizations, he begins to recognize other goals 

besides those of violence and anger. And yet during this time he is still 

frequently engaging in gang activities. In spite of continuous gang involve-

ment, he opens himself to the aesthetics of dance, art, and poetry. At the 

close of the text, Rodriguez has evolved into a man who can forgive and 

release his hatred. In fact, in the last portrait of himself, Rodriguez tries to 

save his seriously crippled former enemy named Chava from the further 

pain of gang life: “Chava, you’re alive. I feel for you, man, but you’re alive. 

Don’t waste the rest of your days with this hate” (245). He ends this scene 

and his memoirs by expressing compassion and pity for Chava: “. . . I hear 

the final tempo of the crazy life leave my body” (246).

Ref lecting on the overall movement of the narrative, I am struck by 

Rodriguez’s attention to the action of events, the violence of incidents, 

and the pace of episodes. For an autobiography, albeit an autobiographical 

novel, there is not much effort to profoundly or significantly understand 

very much of the inner or outer causes of this particular Chicano culture. 

In the same way that the individuals of this story endure a wild and at 

times savage life with minimal explanation, the reader, too, must accept 

Rodriguez’s presentation of pain without any relief from a legitimizing 

metacommentary. It is as if the harsh and simple bumper-sticker reality of 

something like “shit happens” takes precedence over the philosophical 

weight that any such “shit” might actually have.

I have mentioned several examples above of how scene gains authority 

over significance; however, it grows even more prominent at precisely 
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those novelistic moments traditionally and specifically known for their 

opposite tendency, for their opportunity to give consequence and depth 

to circumstances. For instance, consider the following moments that are 

presented more or less without ref lective commentary: Rodriguez’s best 

friend Tino dies (37), a brother begins using the American name “Joe” 

instead of his given Mexican name of Rano (49), Rodriguez himself 

agrees to wake up at 3 a.m. to deliver crates of food for a co-op that some-

how has gained his interest (148). What particular insights or psycho-

logical changes have engendered these dramatic turnarounds? How and 

when, for example, was this teenage criminal able to learn enough disci-

plined saxophone to play with local bands (85)? The reader has very few 

of Rodriguez’s interiorizations or “backward looking” insights to make 

much sense of these crucially transforming moments. Of course, in some 

ways it may be too much to ask for any autobiographer to be both ref lec-

tively deep and expansively complete. And yet, the absence of a mini-

mum of explanation at such important moments seems too obvious to 

ignore. Since the deep commentary that might create purpose and inten-

tion for these events remains absent, the reader must contribute the psy-

chology and sense that could answer these nagging questions of “why.” 

This narrative lack by Rodriguez understandably disappointed some 

of his critics. In an anonymous short review offered by Publishers Weekly, 
Always Running ends up sounding like a failed project:

Unfortunately, he [Rodriguez] offers frustratingly little detail behind the 

facts of his life and activity in the gangs. Rodriquez (sic) presents colorful 

characters and highly charged events, such as shootings, Mexican funerals, 

rapes and arrests, but his writing style renders much of that rich material 

forgettable. (86)

Rodriguez’s “forgettable” writing style mentioned above perhaps also leads 

Ilan Stavans to observe that even though he believes that Always Running 
should be considered “an instant Classic,” it is not due to “the quality of its 

prose, which is often plain and unliterary” (496). Although I intend to com-

plicate these views, both of these critics identify a phenomenon associated 

with the one I am describing. Stavans partially agrees with me in citing “the 

power of [Always Running’s] content” (497) as the reason for its success, not 

its insights. Instead of providing commentary that would lead to under-

standings, violent scenes in Always Running are frequently reenacted stripped 

of any depth or thickness; the reader must face the event in a spare, existen-

tial manner. 

What is the significance of these authorial decisions? In philosophical 

terms, Rodriguez writes as a modernist. Modern reinforcements of these 
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ideas arose through many foundational articles regarding both “New 

Criticism” and the French “New Novel.” And under both I would posit 

Kant’s belief in the autonomy of aesthetic judgment, a separate and deci-

sive form of knowledge for the imagination. Kant’s extended theorizing 

of the imagination played an important early supportive role for most 

New Critical and New Novel theorists, but especially for John Crowe 

Ransom and Allen Tate. It led them to assert that the imagination, in 

direct reference to Coleridge, Kant, and Schelling, can respond in a pre-

sentational, sensual fashion to concrete experience. Literary criticism, for 

the New Critics, claimed for itself a “distinctive mode of mental activity 

in aesthetic ‘thinking,’ ” one that “maintains and exalts the image” by 

resisting “the logical cognition” of the “concept” (Handy 53–4). Hence 

literary production could be positioned in opposition to discursive rea-

soning. This resistance to rationality became a banner-call not only for 

the New Critics but also for the French New Novelists. Susan Sontag, a 

reluctant apologist for the Nouveau Roman, argued for passionate 

description rather than thoughtful exegesis when she declared that the 

“merit” of a work of art “certainly lies elsewhere than in its ‘meanings’ ” 

(9). In her view, art should help us “recover our senses” not “show us 

what it means” (14). That is, the use of concepts for the understanding, 

which categorize and interpret a work, may give us more content, but it 

will not help us feel it. In short, we lose the erotics of art if our interpre-

tation exceeds the immediacy of our sensations. 

This method is modern in its clear affiliations with Kant and the for-

malism articulated especially by French authors such as Jean-Paul Sartre, 

Albert Camus, and Alain Robbe-Grillet. In “Une voie pour le roman future,” 

for example, Robbe-Grillet claims that a twentieth-century novelist’s 

(and he would probably include our current autobiographical writer’s) 

interest in the consciousness of depth no longer satisfies: “There is today, 

in effect, a new element that separates this age radically . . . it is the 

 destitution of the old myths of ‘depth’ ” (22).11 In contrast to depth, sim-

ply the presence of objects and gestures should be enough to affect the 

reader: “It is first of all by their presence that objects and gestures impose 

themselves, and this presence continues to dominate over all explanatory 

theories . . .” (20).12 In “Nature, humanisme, tragedie,” he emphasizes that 

things, the sheer physicality of these gestures and objects themselves, can 

and should enliven a text as much as any interpretation of human behav-

ior. A more or less objective description of how the world directly con-

fronts an individual will provoke the anxiety previously offered by 

psychological insight: “Describing things, in effect, is deliberately to 

place yourself outside them, facing them” (63).13 According to Robbe-

Grillet’s theory, most readers do not enjoy the direct confrontation of 
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experience; we prefer some author involvement. Readers want 

 explanations to buffet, comfort, and render their experiences less foreign: 

“At every instant, a segment of culture (psychology, morality, metaphys-

ics, etc.) adds itself to things, giving them less foreignness, more 

 comprehension, more reassurance” (“Une voie pour le roman future” 18).14 

Complicit with Robbe-Grillet, this comfort is what Rodriguez’s spare 

prose withholds.

Even in scenes that seemingly demand a psychological accounting, 

Rodriguez, perhaps unconsciously following Robbe-Grillet, hesitates. In 

chapter four he considers suicide in a passage that, like many before, has 

no clear relation to the one preceding it. Without previous explanation or 

notice, he informs the reader that he had earlier been in “combat” with 

himself and had “tried to commit suicide” (81). What follows is sensory 

detail with a modicum of interpretation: “I looked in the mirror and 

stared into a face of weariness, of who-cares, of blood-shot eyes, prickly 

whiskers poking out of the chin, an unruly mustache below a pimpled 

nose, a face that much as I tried could not be washed away” (81). He then 

prepares to end his life; at the conclusion of the passage, however, he can-

not finish the task. The narrative moves on to another subject and this 

particular moment fades, apparently lost to examination and inquiry. 

This scenic interruption, like the story’s disrupted timeline generally, 

fragments in order to recreate the sensory effect of a disturbed, deeply 

troubled narrator. And, as if to underline such disturbance, twenty-five 

pages later the reader is back again facing this same moment.

Still not fully explanatory, this revisited episode at least reveals a some-

what more personal response to the suicide attempt. And yet acknowl-

edging the personal does not translate into self-understanding. A song 

resonates through Rodriguez, growing louder and louder until he feels 

the song itself becomes his very self-worth: “Soon I filled up with a sense 

of being, of worth, with a clarity that I belonged here on this earth, at this 

time” (106–7). But, as before, the reader must join Rodriguez in not 

knowing why he is saved, why the song came at this particular moment, 

or even what song it was: “Somehow, some way, it all had meaning” (107). 

But why “it” should have “meaning” is never stated. Instead, the scene 

points to an undefined selfhood powerful enough to join itself with music 

and pull him out of this quagmire. The “how” or “why” is not open to 

examination by the narrator.

This unlabored acknowledgment of selfhood curiously reminds one 

of a principal tenet of idealism: That an individual consciousness houses 

a priori the minimal formal qualities that predispose or “create” reality. In 

other words, reality has significance because there is a preestablished pre-

sumption of selfhood that has ordered the f lux of reality’s sensations. 
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Kant called this the aperceptive or already unified “I.” Without much of 

a critical stretch, Rodriguez’s uncritical acceptance of self-identity 

roughly reenacts Kant’s postulates of a pure selfhood in both his Critique 
of Pure Reason (CPR) and Critique of Judgement. Similar to Rodriguez’s 

recognition of an unexamined but presentational self, Kant claims that 

the coherence of a vital “I” in apperception must be assumed not 

deducted:

That the “I” of apperception, and therefore the “I” in every act of thought, 

is one, and cannot be resolved into a plurality of subjects, and consequently 

signifies a logically simple subject, is something already contained in the 

very concept of thought . . . (CPR, B408:369, emphasis in original)15

Rodriguez celebrates such a Kantian selfhood. As Kant states, the 

 transcendental “I,” unavailable for interrogation, nonetheless, has integrity 

and unity “already contained in the very concept of thought.” Rodriguez 

seems to implicitly understand the already unified redemptive powers of 

 self-identification by pointing to what it feels like to acknowledge apper-

ception rather than relying on what this apperception produces. 

Apparently, due to these minimal ref lections on his life, Rodriguez 

somewhat equally accepts both his identity as a gang member and his 

desire to leave the gang. That is, he seems to sense that because he already 

has a unified self, there is little need to share with his readers the internal 

debate over the advantages/disadvantages of leaving his current situation. 

For example, in the passage below, he appears to understand that his urge 

to maintain his violent life exists equally with his urge to depart from it. 

In the process, rather than interpret how this seemingly conf licted self-

knowledge develops, Rodriguez relies, instead, upon that already given 

but yet unspecified unified self:

I made sense. There in the garage. Alone but alive. I barely made it. I 

almost got to the light. And somehow I knew the light wasn’t all the great 

feeling, hope and desire I thought at the time it would be. I stumbled upon 

the blackness; I had dared to cross the light, to enter the other side, beyond 

the barrier, into the shadow. But I had been yanked back just in time. Wilo 

and Baba for some reason were able to respond fast as I lay unconscious, 

unbreathing, there by the wash. (Emphasis in original, 107)

There are, indeed, interpretive moments associated with his references 

to selfhood in the above scene; however, they lack important conceptual 

clarity and precision. For instance, what is the “barrier” mentioned 

above? Why are “blackness” and “shadow” positive terms in the context 

of a battle between his drug addiction and his need to redeem himself? 
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The reader may have ideas but the terseness of the text discourages her 

from a too deep or prolonged examination. Why is it that only “some-

how” Rodriguez knew that the light “wasn’t all the great feeling”? He 

has little control and only “stumbled upon the blackness.” Thankfully, 

“for some reason,” his friends were able to enter his dream to save him. 

And, in spite of it all, he “barely made it.” 

Of course, on a superficial level, these vague phrases simply restate 

Rodriguez’s unclear understanding about what has happened to him. 

And yet, their imprecision and impressionistic status opens the text to a 

Kantian, romantic, and brooding kind of concern. Rodriguez empha-

sizes the pronoun “I” at the start of this passage for a reason. Self-worth 

and self-identity does emerge; in fact, it declares itself with an emphasis. 

This vigor, though, amplifies the interest in selfhood as an experience 

but only as experience, not as distinct ideas about the experience. That is, 

the episode suggests that the strength of Rodriguez’s searching is in 

expressing a disinterested mental experience, one that affects both him 

and the reader at a visceral, physical level without relying on the mini-

mal interpretations given later, almost as an afterthought. Rodriguez 

responds to the beauty and power of an undeclared and unstrained self-

knowledge, one that does not depend on cultural qualif ications. When 

he claims “I made sense,” he defines the “I” as an experiential, sensual, 

and erotic force, not an analytical tool reliant on concepts for its ideas. 

This inward turn toward existential tension rather than discursive rea-

soning is what Robbe-Grillet and Sontag advocate for in their earlier 

comments. But it also echoes Kant in wanting the notion of an “Idea” 

to have an “empty,” aesthetic, transcendental, and non-conceptual 

 grounding.

For Kant’s purposes, an aesthetic approach to Always Running would 

include an acceptance of exactly this type of experiential disinterest. Here 

I am not concerned with whether or not such a phenomenon like “disin-

terest” actually exists but whether its force, mythical or not, provides 

insight into the reading experience of Rodriguez’s text. In other words, 

although aesthetics as a literary field can be shown to have scant empirical 

grounding, it functions as an a priori principle or postulate for analysis. 

When Kant states that “taste is the faculty of estimating an object or a 

mode of representation by means of a delight or aversion without any 

interest,” he is describing the ideal ground from which one judges art-

work (CJ 5:45). Thus, Kant does not define the material, classificatory, or 

conceptual base of judgments; rather, he notes how ref lective judgment 

can arise as a sensual experience. By taking that strategy Kant avoids con-

centrating on the qualities of the represented art object and, instead, 

points to the sensual relationship between it and the subject.
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Kant’s insights, then, also point to a relationship between Rodriguez’s 

selfhood and the music that “became louder in [his] head, a song that 

wouldn’t let up” (106). Rodriguez’s judgment of the music and himself is 

mostly conceptless; it reveals more about how the experience affects him 

and less about how he determines or objectifies it. Rodriguez responds to 

the overall emotional and mental experience of the scene; he focuses on 

the play of faculties in the contemplation associated with the experience, 

without ordering or conceptualizing it. But this can only happen if, con-

sciously or unconsciously, he opens himself to the belief in the somewhat 

utopian notion of a disinterested pleasure and an already unified self-

hood. Moreover, by not responding to the cognitive inf luence of the 

music, Rodriguez allows it to transform him. That is, his aesthetic rather 

than discursive appreciation helps strengthen his subjectivity rather than 

give him knowledge about it. Kant discusses this in detail throughout 

sections two and fifteen of the “Analytic of the Beautiful”: “[The aes-

thetic judgment] refers the representation . . . to the subject . . .” (CJ 15:71). 

Aesthetic pleasure bolsters the subject because it is not concerned with 

the art object “but with that which I make out of this representation in 

myself” (CJ 2:43). Kant’s recognition that aesthetic judgments strengthen 

subjectivity explains why Rodriguez’s implied idealism can pull him 

away from his suicide attempt. The absence of cognition represented in 

Rodriguez’s f lat narrative helpfully brings out the affects of these roman-

tic aesthetic interpretations. Aesthetic ideas based on imaginative princi-

ples rather than concepts based on the empirical needs of a dominant 

culture reveal themselves as emancipatory in these conversion moments. 

And such moments can easily lead to idealistic social hope for progress 

and improvement for the Mexican American’s supposed “minority” 

 status. 

With this philosophical orientation as a backdrop, then, I want to 

move now from an acceptance of a non-conceptual selfhood to how the 

romantic idealism hinted at in the first part of this chapter leads more 

directly to a form of social emancipation. That is, I want to turn now to 

how this Chicano autobiographical novel transforms its narrative of bru-

tality into such social hope through the idealism of a romantic aesthetic. 

I will suggest that it is only in response to a political world enmeshed in 

pain that Rodriguez will be able to imagine ideas that might set him free. 

An example of how an idea that arises as a response to political and social 

disharmony can lead to utopian social promise occurs when the character 

named Chente becomes a mentor for Rodriguez. Late in the novel, 

Chente tries to find a way to convince Rodriguez that fighting for a gang 

makes little sense when a whole world of opportunities awaits those who 

can see it. Lifting up a world globe and spinning it, Chente asks Rodriguez 
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to find Las Lomas, his gang’s neighborhood, on the revolving model of 

the world:

I stopped the globe . . . and turned it slightly to California, then cast down 

to a dot which claimed “Los Angeles.” But there was no Lomas. No South 

San Gabriel.

“You see—Lomas is so tiny, nameless, it doesn’t even warrant a dot,” 

Chente explained.

I thought about the globe. Chente was right. A bigger world awaited 

me. (236)

After this incident, Rodriguez almost immediately turns away from his 

 violent life; he is able to look “on these matters with different eyes” (235). 

From a clichéd perspective, all that has happened here is that Chente 

has helped Rodriguez “expand his horizons.” But reconsidering an infa-

mous remark by Rene Wellek, I venture that the expansion here derives 

from Rodriguez’s ability to envision something beyond the “local” and 

“provincial.”16 He decides that in order to help himself and others he must 

first yearn for that “world” that is outside his familiar neighborhood. To 

do this, to participate in that unknown land outside his culture, Rodriguez 

calls upon a devaluing of specific interest or desire (the gang drug culture) 

for a valuing of imagination or vision. Within the next few days—and on 

the very next page—he puts these insights to work when he declines to 

inhale the narcotic “angel dust” with his friends. To his surprise, several 

others reject it as well. From this experience he realizes that the relin-

quishment of local desire generates the reality of an idealistic future. 

Again, on a mundane level this reaction could only signify a tired gang 

member finally ready to reject drug addiction and claim a life without 

violence. Yet, from a more philosophical perspective, Rodriguez here 

chooses the force of an aesthetic idea over that of a cultural known. In 

other words, he puts aside the everyday reality he knows for something 

that exists only as a thought, and perhaps even a misguided thought: the 

idea of Chente’s accepting and welcoming world, spinning in front of 

him. Believing in his imagination more than in his known reality, he can 

for the first time say no to his gang life: 

I arrived at a point which alarmed even me, where I had no desire for the 

internal night, the buoyancy of letting go, the bliss of the void. I required 

more, a discipline as bulwark within which to hold all I valued, a shield 

against the onslaught. (Emphasis added, 237)

Relived of a specific cultural desire, Rodriguez swears off drug use by dis-

avowing their metaphors: the “internal night,” the “buoyancy of letting go,” 
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and the “bliss of the void.” He feels, instead, that he needs “a discipline as 

bulwark,” a “shield against the onslaught.” My point, however, is that this 

new effort for strength occurs only because a localized desire first dropped 

away. Interest in a protective wall, another symbol-idea, arrives after the 

desire wrapped in his present reality leaves. And that renunciation comes on 

the heels of the pivotal aesthetical idea of the world as a symbol for an open 

future. 

Rodriguez’s ability to be emotionally moved by symbols and excited 

by a sensual response to the world continues to replay key Kantian 

notions. Meditating on an undefined future through only a representa-

tion (the globe) suggests an arousal that is not tied directly to Rodriguez’s 

interests or what he knows. Believing the initial operation of this sensa-

tion to be universal (thus transcultural), Kant gives Rodriguez a theory 

for why he can appreciate something beyond the interested categories of 

his gang life. Rodriguez’s universal and subjectively valid response to 

this symbol advances past the limits of the known, cultural definitions 

of life by emphasizing the radical notion of feelings, not concepts. 

Seemingly justifying Rodriguez’s romantic “feeling-based” aesthetic, 

Kant comments on the role of the subjective with regard to judging an 

object: “. . . we shall call that which must always remain merely subjec-

tive and can constitute absolutely no presentation of an object by the 

ordinary term ‘feeling’ ” (CJ 3:40). Such “feeling” results from an imag-

inative mix of mental and emotional faculties, a move toward a discourse 

of disinterest, manifold feelings, that opens itself to all cultures. By 

underscoring only the interplay of the faculties here, by not focusing on 

meaning, signification, or interpretation, but still reporting a conversion 

or emancipatory moment, Rodriguez offers an example of the idealism 

or liberation that Kantian aesthetical ideas provide. That is, Chente has 

emotionally moved Rodriguez with a symbol; he has, as Kant claims, 

“animate[d] the mind by opening out for it a prospect into a field of 

kindred representations stretching beyond its ken” (CJ 49:177–8).17 Next, 

significantly, Rodriguez immediately writes about wanting deep, con-

sequential meaning: “I figured I could help the homeboys . . . if they had 

something more meaningful in their lives . . .” (237). Social  advancement, 

then, arises more from being moved aesthetically, intellectually, and 

emotionally due to symbolic ideas of the imagination than from what 

Rodriguez unwittingly suggests to be only the discipline of a “bulwark” 

or “shield.” These moments add a complex hope to the narrative because 

they refuse to rely only on the culturally mediated concepts of the dom-

inant culture. As Rodriguez shows us how the sensuality of violence 

moves into a transformative idealism, the reader sees external reality 

become internal strength. The power of the mind becomes more and 
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more dominant as the reader senses how it provides the conditions for 

perception, conditions that depend less on what is sensed than how it is 

sensed.18 

In another simple example, Rodriguez recounts a divisive event, one 

that finds him on a roof with a girlfriend while his gang members need 

him for the fight that is happening directly below. Drawn both ways, he 

cannot decide what to do: help his friends below or express his love for 

the girl he is with. Instead of declaring what the dilemma means, 

Rodriguez delivers a divided text, one part in an italicized font to indi-

cate an allegiance to his friends, the other in a normal font to ref lect his 

affection for the girl: “Viviana stroked my face with a fingertip. Voices 
heightened below. Footsteps cracked on cement. I nuzzled my face against 

Vivian’s; her lips parted and the eyes closed. Bottles crashed. Trash cans 
tumbled over” (emphasis in original, 93). This unsophisticated yet effective 

organization denies preference to either choice and suggests that the split 

experience itself transcends the meaning of either side. Appropriately, the 

two embrace above the cultural violence below; Rodriguez’s undefined, 

internal conf lict silently overarches the violence. No commentary 

emerges; instead, he reconstitutes the moment into a concrete presenta-

tion rather than an opportunity to understand meaningfully. The presen-

tation strives for the disinterest of an aesthetic judgment that joins the 

moment to others while also emphasizing subjective experience rather 

than discursive meaning.

Similar to his preference for subjective presentation, Rodriguez moves 

his narrative into other forms of romantic idealism. As with sensual pre-

sentations, a discourse of idealism leaves behind knowledge and cogni-

tion for concrete feelings and physicality. Realizing that he is ready to 

leave gang life, he speaks about feelings that are as universal as they are 

individual: “There comes a moment . . . a time of conscious rebirth, when 

the accounting’s done, the weave in its final f lourish, a time when a man 

stands before the world—vulnerable, nothing-owed—and considers his 

place in it. I had reached such a moment” (238). Rodriguez’s choice of 

these broad philosophical notions such as “time,” “a man,” and “world” 

in such a short passage suggests an interest in the affect that these idealis-

tic terms might convey. The use of such abstractions is often criticized for 

relying on the “universal” tradition of “master narratives” or the deval-

ued concerns of the “human condition.” But, in this case, used in con-

junction with local, political realities, they can also equally and usefully 

emphasize a coming transformation, conversion, or redemption, subjec-

tive events important for characters in all types of ethnic-specific litera-

tures. Rodriguez accepts this universal vocabulary as a method to help 

him step away from his more interested, provincially bound gang  identity. 
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This new awareness develops into an understanding that certain  elements 

of subjectivity belong to a wider realm of perception, not just to gang 

membership. Los Lomas loses its defining power while a mythical new 

“world” emerges, one to which Rodriguez is attracted because he owes 

nothing to it; he has no particular “interest” in it. All of the local ele-

ments that in the past defined his identity—gang life, Los Lomas, girl-

friends, homeboys for whom he “would have died” (238)—now forfeit 

their defining roles due to the universal, but in a sense “empty,” idea of a 

sharable world vision.19 

The transcultural suggestion above is that the imaginative faculty in 

this Mexican American narrative unites and gathers more strength 

when viewed through Kant’s assertions about subjective universality. 

A communal world vision gains credibility if it is recognized as both a 

political-cultural phenomenon and a disinterested idea that connects 

all cultures. Feelings harmonize with the faculties when we make such 

judgments; they take us beyond cultural divides in their justif ication of 

commonalities. In Kantian terms, Rodriguez is here calling upon “a 

subjective universal validity, i.e., aesthetical and resting on no concept, we 

cannot infer that which is logical because that kind of judgment does 

not extend to the object” (CJ 8:49, emphasis in original). This judg-

ment “does not extend to the object” because, on simple empirical 

grounds, abstractions such as “man,” “time,” and “world” do not have 

an objectif ied grounding. But their very release from conceptual 

objectivity makes them available to all. If someone is emotionally 

moved in a universal way, the experience does not derive from their 

peculiar nature or their specif ic cultural beliefs. When one strives for 

a disinterested response, for example, one strives for that which is tran-

scultural, not the least of which is the shared biological grounding of 

sensual thinking or judging that I have been detailing through this 

essay.20 Hence, Kant claims that aesthetic judgments are expressed 

“with a universal voice” (CJ 8:50). The faculties engage in an indeter-

minate free play that is valid for all since all rational individuals have 

such faculties:

Consequently the judgment of taste, accompanied with the consciousness 

of separation from all interest, must claim validity for every man, without 

this universality depending on objects. That is, there must be bound up 

with it a title to subjective universality. (CJ 6:46)

At the end of “The Second Movement” in The Critique of Judgement, Kant 

bluntly declares that the “beautiful is that which pleases universally without 

[requiring] a concept” (CJ 9:54).
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With these Kantian universal notions as inspiration, Rodriguez escapes 

the barrio to develop social and political strategies that turn into concrete 

actions. He opens himself to “a new season of life,” one based on his  ideals, 

imagination, and aesthetics. Moving to the conclusion of his novel, 

Rodriguez states that his social contributions will be “dedicated to a future 

humanity which might in complete freedom achieve the  realization of its 

creative impulses, the totality of its potential faculties, without injustice, 

coercion, hunger and exploitation” (243). These might be thought of as 

tired political clichés, but after recognizing their necessary bond to the 

earlier sociopolitical violence, they are greeted as uplifting, positive, 

growth-oriented ideals. And, indeed, the idealism inherent to a Kantian 

aesthetic of presentation and symbol carries Rodriguez to the end of the 

autobiography where he can face an angry victim of street life. 

When Rodriguez sees his old enemy, Chava, in a hospital barely able 

to support himself due to the various gunshot wounds he has received, 

the mood becomes tense. Chava retains all the anger he had that night he 

almost died in a shoot-out between gang members. He directs it to 

Rodriguez, who at first is confused:

I hold Chava as if he were cornmeal in my arms, then pity overwhelms 

me, this complicated affection which cuts across the clear-cut states of 

being we’d rather seek: Here’s friend, here’s enemy; here’s sadness, here’s 

happiness; here’s right, here’s wrong. Pity draws from all these opposing 

elements and courses through me like an uncooked stew, mixing and con-

fusing the paradoxes, because now this man I once admired, if not revered, 

I once feared, if not hated stands here, a fragment of the race, drunk, ago-

nized, crushed, and I can’t hate him any more . . . Pity links us in a per-

verted way, transcending our veneers, joining us in our vulnerability, and 

at the same time distancing us from one another. (245)

“Perverted” pity connects him to Chava. Pity’s perversion comes from the 

doubleness of its paradoxical ability to link these two while providing tran-

scendence and distance. This is the conflicted movement of compassion in 

Always Running; it honors and recognizes the shame and guilt that had 

been hidden, what Rodriguez calls the “veneers” that constitute our con-

crete but limited identities. The aesthetics of the text, however, produce an 

idealism that struggles against this anger to progressively address larger and 

larger principles of life. 

As Rodriguez gains the insight necessary to leave the barrio, he accepts 

Kant’s “universal voice” and tries to communicate it to Chava. But 

Rodriguez becomes confused when, in turn, Chava embodies all of the 

pain East Los Angeles represents. Rodriguez only gets free of these past 

conceptions when his pity transcends his “own vulnerability.” To do this, 
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though, his pity must become based on a universal assumption or voice. 

As Kant has noted, such aesthetic judging

does not rest on any inclination of the subject (nor upon any other pre-

meditated interest), but since the person who judges feels himself quite free 
as regards the satisfaction which he attaches to the object, he cannot find 

the ground of this satisfaction in any private conditions connected with his 

own subject, that hence it must be regarded as grounded on what he can 

presuppose in every other person. (Emphasis in original, CJ 6:46)

Here, then, Kant claims that Rodriguez’s feelings for Chava ground them-

selves not primarily in Chava but through him “in every other person.”21

This universality of aesthetic experience makes Chava’s pity necessary: 

“The pleasure that we feel is, in a judgment of taste, necessarily imputed 

by us to everyone else . . .” (CJ 9:53). When one judges, one necessarily 

expects agreement. Since ideas derive from the free play of the cognitive 

faculties, an activity that all people engage in, then everyone ought to feel 

the similar effects of that mental-emotional operation. Of course, people 

do not always agree; however, the expectation that they should is always 

there because of our shared humanity:

The judgment of taste itself does not postulate the agreement of everyone 

(for that can only be done by a logically universal judgment because it can 

adduce reason); it only imputes this agreement to everyone, as a case of the 

rule in respect of which it expects, not confirmation by concepts, but 

assent from others. (Emphasis in original, CJ 8:50–1) 

That moment is expressed in the meeting of Rodriguez and Chava. At 

another point Kant admits that such necessity cannot be proven: “But the 

necessity which is thought in an aesthetical judgment can only be called 

exemplary, i.e. a necessity of the assent of all to a judgment which is regarded 

as the example of a universal rule that we cannot state” (CJ 18:74, emphasis 

in original). But just because it cannot be verified empirically does not 

lessen its primal status: “We ask for the agreement of everyone else, because 

we have for it a ground that is common to all . . . ” (CJ 19:74). This is an 

example of Kant’s commonsense: “. . . a subjective principle which determines 

what pleases or displeases only by feeling and not by concepts, but yet with 

universal validity” (CJ 20:75). The form of beauty, pleasure, and aesthetic 

expression necessarily evokes transcultural possibilities.

Ref lecting on these romantic ideals at the close of Always Running, the 

reader recognizes how the chronic, interruptive, camera-eye narrator has 

ended up presenting a Kantian and modernist conversion narrative. 

Viewing his cultural identity in aesthetic terms has allowed Rodriguez to 
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detach and recognize the power of utopian disinterest as a Latino response 

to the assaults of the Los Angeles white culture. But from this localized 

understanding he moves toward sharing a universal plight, moving away 

from a single-ideological identity as a Mexican American to an individual 

searching for the energy to begin again. In transcending his gang iden-

tity, then, Rodriguez writes as a traditionalist; his attention travels toward 

what has been called the conventional “universalizing, transcendent 

subject.”22 It is, however, precisely this aesthetic fiction, the utopian 

dream of transcendence, that produces the liberating moments in the 

autobiographical novel. As he pushes his narrative to merge with the idea 

of a global community, he moves toward the philosophy of a fuller cul-

ture, an aesthetic, symbolic addition to the world of ideology and politics. 

In so doing he transforms violence, what one has come to expect, into 

hope, what one has no reason to expect. But aesthetic and idealistic hope 

is not dependent on the realities of the empirical world from which it is 

built; rather, it grows into the formalism of a sensuous unconscious. 

Hope, then, is empty of any reasonable grounding, and yet, it is only 

through this “empty” hope that Rodriguez is able to leave the streets, 

seeing his selfhood as “idea” as much as “reality.” Later, if he decides to 

return, it will be with the energy, determination, and strength that such 

“empty” hope generates.
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CHAPTER 8

AN ANTIGUA CARIBBEAN AMERICAN 

PERSPECTIVE: THE QUEST FOR 

EMPOWERMENT IN JAMAICA 

KINCAID’S ANNIE JOHN

Shortly after its publication, Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John1 received 

unanimous praise from American critics. They welcomed the verve 

and strength of this young, black female voice. Even though reviewers’ 

interpretations differed with regard to the novel’s political, cultural, and 

ideological themes, a clear majority of them agreed on the central impor-

tance of Kincaid’s presentation of the conf lictual mother–daughter rela-

tionship. And for good reason. Kincaid’s involved descriptions of familial 

alliances generate provocative psychological interpretations. For exam-

ple, in the novel’s earliest full-page review, Susan Kenney announces 

how Annie John provides “valuable insight about the complex relationship 

between mothers and daughters” (6). Much of this fascination comes 

from the intensity, range, and paradoxical quality of this gender-specific 

attachment. In particular, critics attempt to understand how Annie John, 

the lead character, could love her mother profoundly and yet at the same 

moment express hatred for her with equal intensity. My claim is that a 

metaphysical and romantic interpretation of the mother–daughter plot 

can most adequately respond to that baff ling relationship.

Within this broad motif and through vivid images of the mother–

daughter bond, Kincaid details the troubled development of a black girl 

from Antigua, Annie John. According to Adrienne Rich, this union “is 

the great unwritten story.” She believes “there is nothing in human 

nature more resonant with charges than the f low of energy between two 

biologically alike bodies, one of which has lain in amniotic bliss inside 

the other . . .” (225-6). Rich speaks for everyone when she asks for a story 
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about the mother–daughter bond. That modest request, however, also 

implies a desire for more than a retelling of a simple, heartwarming tale 

about an emotionally close family. Annie John represents a more complete 

response. Kincaid’s portrayal of Annie’s maturation within the thematic 

domains of motherhood and family serves as a complex reply to Rich’s 

plea for a completed, long overdue “unwritten” story about mothers and 

daughters. Indeed, Annie John is so structurally and psychologically com-

plicated that critics have written psychoanalytical essays underlining its 

narrative insights into human behavior.2 They have understood the novel 

to be a complex yet singularly focused bonding story about family 

 dynamics. 

Unfortunately, such a focused approach fails to address other pertinent 

issues. Even though maternal–child concerns do seem to call for a femi-

nist psychological reading, Annie John’s preoccupation with identity 

development brings this novel into a second arena: the Bildungsroman tra-

dition. Of course, this “coming of age” literary convention differs sig-

nificantly among nationalities and periods, but some broad characteristics 

do seem to cross cultural lines: a sensitive child-hero begins his life in a 

provincial area where he quickly perceives constraints on his “natural” 

development. He grows frustrated with his family, school, and friends. 

Finally, at a fairly early age, he leaves the repression of home for the “real” 

education that occurs in an urban setting.3 Annie John more or less follows 

this romantic scheme. I choose to describe it as “romantic” because the 

hero takes his youthful, innocent “naturalness” onto a path of develop-

ment that leads him to question family and society. This progression 

turns the boy into the man. But what if the hero’s journey progresses 

from girlhood to womanhood?

The fact that Kincaid’s viewpoint character is a girl forces the 

Bildungsroman structure to confront its mostly masculine history. The 

quest structure of Annie John means that the female character Annie John 

must search for self-identity within an already male-gendered frame of 

reference. That conf lict permits a critic to interpret these gender specific 

concerns through a number of organizing aesthetics: psychological, 

social, political, linguistic, economic, and so on. I propose to read such a 

confrontation by way of the novel’s romantic themes and symbols. Indeed, 

the Bildungsroman tradition, which relies on a collection of romantic ele-

ments, is part of such an aesthetic that integrates and unifies this mixture 

of gender and quest elements. The combination of a male narrative struc-

ture and a female viewpoint character presents the reader with a rich 

tapestry of gender issues. As Adlai Murdoch states, “There should be no 

question as to the general validity of describing the West Indies as a male 

dominated culture” (328). The challenge, then, is to find an approach 
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that will blend male forces (the Bildungsroman) with female (the 

 mother–daughter relationship). Hence, my call for a romantic  interpretative 

strategy.

Romantic elements begin early, within the structure of the novel, 

through the terms of a storyteller and her characters. Annie John most 

directly and immediately appears to be novel about a woman storyteller 

talking about women in a masculine culture. Like most heroes, the lead 

character discovers her identity by relying on a composite of gender-

blended information sources: specifically, she often experiences the male-

dominated outside world through the interpretations of females, primarily 

her mother, grandmother, and other women friends. However, rather 

than explore such a mixture of voices, critics have tended to address only 

the female personality development of Annie John. In so doing, they have 

only brief ly referred to the romantic elements that tie masculine narrative 

issues to these gender-specific emotional and developmental concerns. Of 

course, quest and psychological interpretations can be offered to the reader 

independently of each other. However, I will argue against that strategy 

since I believe that Kincaid’s use of romantic scenes and the philosophical 

structure of the symbol advocates for an integrative reading.

If one sees this modern Bildungsroman structure as a part of the 

 mother–daughter plot, both forces gain authority. Without recognition 

of such fusion, the masculine quest and female psychological issues appear 

distant and incompatible; in fact, their combined presence in the novel 

suggests an affiliation. It is within that partnership that I wish to under-

score Kincaid’s complexity. However, few critics have overtly attempted 

to integrate these movements; most have written only in terms of the 

novel’s psychological issues. Some critics, such as Murdoch, have men-

tioned the quest but only as a separate, autonomous interpretation. I hope 

my presentation of both forces as interrelated shows how a male tradition 

of identity search (the Bildungsroman) helps one understand the psycho-

logical bonds between a mother and a daughter.

Given the above complex of male–female dynamics, a critic might 

best evaluate Annie John by way of an aesthetic that recognizes the inf lu-

ence of both genders. Proposing an interpretation that incorporates the 

often conf licting vocabularies of female psychology and quest-narrative 

entails an investigation into how one puts any gender concerns to work 

in understanding a novel. My call for an interweaving of these sometimes 

paradoxical voices assumes that the pervasive inf luence of the mother 

figure detailed above can be translated into the nongender-specific topic 

of universal identity development. Although Kincaid’s interest in the 

mother–daughter bond seems incompatible with the foregrounded hero’s 

independence in the Bildungsroman, their combined presence belies that 
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notion and holds itself open for just such a cooperative reading. A careful 

look at Annie’s use of symbol and romantic themes demonstrates that 

rather than canceling each other out, the two theoretical approaches 

hinge on each other. 

Even though some critics believe that discussions regarding male/

female personality development need to be separate endeavors,4 my effort 

to intermix them matches the integrative unfolding of the lead character 

herself, Annie John. The dramatic and unpredictable evolution of her 

sense of “self” resembles the oftentimes tumultuous uncertainty of any 

male/female relationship. Moreover, Annie’s frequent displays of para-

doxical behavior remind the reader that romantic theoretical pursuits, 

which I will detail shortly, also rely on such oppositions. And finally, 

much like a critic identifying the presence of paradox in a character’s life, 

Annie must recognize her femininity by comparing and distinguishing it 

from the island’s examples of masculinity. Considering these similarities 

between the novel’s presentation of oppositional forces and the theoreti-

cal use of those same forces, a reading emphasizing the interaction of both 

genders seems appropriate. Indeed, I believe a romantic perspective that 

strives for integration and unity might best articulate these two apparent 

contrary movements. At the end of this chapter I will invoke Samuel 

Coleridge’s theories as a method of expressing how this interplay occurs. 

The duality of romantic thought, primarily expressed in Coleridge’s the-

ory of the symbol, aptly describes the paired identity-quest dynamics of 

Kincaid’s mother–child relationship. Annie John’s development, then, 

depends on a romantic interpretation of both psychological and quest 

structures. 

Certainly, my advocacy for a critical mixture does nothing to dimin-

ish the usefulness of a more constricted approach. The majority of critics 

who have taken such a singular path and focused solely on psychological 

readings of Annie John often provide useful feminist-centered explana-

tions.5 They stress the bonding dynamics of a mother–daughter relation-

ship as the central determining event in an individual’s life. Rather than 

opening itself to a discussion of repression and illness, bonding psychol-

ogy frequently begins with a metaphor of holistic health, which can pos-

itively inf luence individuals throughout their lives.6 Testimony to that 

opinion comes from several sources. For example, Roni Natov’s article, 

“Mothers and Daughters: Jamaica Kincaid’s Pre-Oedipal Narrative” 

details how Annie John’s pre-Oedipal longings might call upon such 

 current analysts as Nancy Chodorow, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva. 

These writers rely heavily on object-relations theories in order to 

acknowledge, explore, and restore the semiotic “body” of the primordial 

mother. As Irigaray notes, this examination of the maternal, pre-cultural 
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body of the mother also encourages a critique of the conventional 

 understanding of the material world; Irigaray, for instance, states that 

physicality exists without clearly defined limits. She claims that “. . . these 

(maternal) streams are without fixed banks, this body without fixed 

boundaries” (qtd. in Natov 115). The premise here is that the body exists 

as more than a semantic event; the body must be defined in a language of 

nuance and tone, what Kristeva calls the pre-verbal modalities: rhythm, 

intonation, gesture, and melody (as found in Natov 96).

Natov’s essay illustrates the general academic preference in Annie John 

criticism to read Kincaid’s parent–child plot by using nonmasculine, 

non-Oedipal-based psychological terms. All of the critics I examined 

attempted to explain Annie John’s quest for identity in relation to this 

dynamic, post-Freudian emphasis on bonding/linguistic tropes. Clearly, 

an object-relations strategy has advantages over the older, male-centered, 

Freudian terminology. Rather than use the conventional metaphors of 

penis envy, seduction theory, or the Oedipus complex, these critics fix 

directly on the physical and emotional relationship between a mother and 

her child; they detail how bonding leads to maturation and how Annie 

“grows up” through an alliance with her mother. Kincaid uses this fuller 

understanding of the body to represent how Annie develops from a child 

into a teenager. According to these theorists, so long as Annie sees the 

world through this bond, she will feel accepted, unafraid, and adequate 

to the world. In fact, as these psychological readings point out, Annie 

grew so emotionally tied to her mother that, at times, separate cultural 

identities seemed unnecessary. For instance, Annie does not seems to 

know where her body begins and her mother’s ends, as is symbolized by 

mother and daughter wearing dresses cut from the same cloth (26). Annie 

at one point refers to her mother as a “shadow” that may never leave her: 

“For I could not be sure when it was really my mother, and when it was 

really her shadow standing between me and the rest of the world” (107). 

Kincaid’s recognition of this almost Jungian-like shadow self presents 

some overtures toward a romantic psychology. I will offer more evidence 

for that claim shortly. However, the point here is that most psychoanalysts 

view this child–mother amalgam as normal: an infant breaks such bonds 

only slowly. 

The psychoanalyst Jane Flax claimed to have witnessed several exam-

ples from among her patients: “Women in therapy have frequently said 

that they have no sense where they end and their mother’s begin, even in 

a literal, physical way” (174). Such theories help explain Annie’s later 

profound disturbance and inner conf lict when she attempts to form her 

own identity. The developmental principles that arise out of this general 

psychological orientation imply that Annie must first internalize her 
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mother’s nurturing abilities in order to become independent of them. 

Mother and daughter need to grow into each other. Psychologically, 

then, Annie doubles as her mother; submerged within the child is this 

semiotic “body” of the mother.

This doubling awareness comes under the organizational powers of 

the bond itself; that is, the bond’s nourishing and supportive qualities 

generate both the symbiotic and differential identities. For instance, a 

reading that focuses on these recent psychological findings might suggest, 

as Donna Perry writes, that “nurturance does not smother the adolescent 

girl but serves as a source of strength” (251). This psychology of nurtur-

ance, and bonding psychology in general, configures nurturance as so 

empowering that it aids in both union with the mother as well as separa-

tion from her. In so doing, it does not position paradox as the generating 

force behind a child’s desires to bond and divorce herself from a mother. 

Most object-relations psychologists feel that a strong bonding experience 

early in a child’s life will make separation easier. They feel the two 

impulses do not need to be situated within a space of paradoxical tension. 

Instead, these critics portray the forces as complimentary actions, forces 

that positively construct each other. Jane Flax, in describing such an 

experience, proposes a seamless mother–daughter alliance that creates a 

smooth runway from which the two can later depart: “The symbiotic 

bond provides grounding, the sense of ontological security, on which the 

infant can rely as it moves out of the symbiotic orbit into differentiation 

and exploration of the outside world” (173).

Although Flax writes of the symbiotic-differentiation dynamic as 

occurring within the first year or two, the consequences continue 

throughout the child’s life. Flax underlines the significance of these early 

experiences later in her article: “If the symbiotic experience has not been 

adequate, the process of separation and individuation that follows is also 

more difficult for the female infant.” When incidents of bonding have 

been successful, the child carries into her life a “firm base from which to 

differentiate” (175). According to Flax, then, since Annie John attains an 

abundance of attention, love, and mothering from an early age, her move-

ment out of the mother’s orbit should happen relatively easily. The novel, 

however, fails to support that contention. Instead, Kincaid shows Annie’s 

separation leading to pain, frustration, and scenes of hatred. I will soon 

discuss those issues in relation to the quest. For now, I am interested in 

how the theoretical would seem to be in conf lict with the fictional in 

terms of the incidents that highlight emotional rebellion. Such a clash 

between psychological theory and Annie John’s “real-life” experiences 

underscores other misgivings about narrowly focused developmental 

readings. 
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Certainly, at a certain level of interpretation, many confrontations and 

incidents in Annie John appear to be in keeping with typical mother–

daughter bonding conceptions. However, a close look at the scenes that 

supposedly give credence to a solely psychological appreciation also intro-

duces romantic elements such as references to mythical events and depic-

tions of a natural world of unity and harmony. Kincaid’s subtle arranging 

of these themes advocates for more than psychological interpretations; 

her presentation argues, at the very least, for a romantic psychological-

quest reading. Essentially, then, Annie’s descriptions of her childhood 

support a mythical understanding of personality development. For exam-

ple, Annie relates a childhood memory about swimming on her mother’s 

back and compares their activity to “the pictures of sea mammals” (42). 

Symbolic of an amniotic baptismal experience, Annie and her mother 

merge into one being, reliving their birth experience. In a related scene, 

Annie and her mother bathe together and fill the tub with articles of the 

natural world: “. . . it was a special bath in which the barks and f lowers of 

many different trees, together with all sorts of oils, were boiled in the 

same large caldron” (14). Such imagery suggests a unity of world and 

person, a romantic link between nature and humanity. Even her mother’s 

odors connect her back to nature: “She smelled sometimes of lemons, 

sometimes of sage, sometimes of roses, sometimes of bay leaf” (22). 

Kincaid creates an atmosphere of wholeness and innocence reminiscent 

of the spiritual garden of Eden. In fact, Annie uses that metaphor as a 

brief evaluation of this childhood maternal connection: “It was in such a 

paradise that I lived” (25). All of these depictions suggest ways in which 

the earlier mentioned theories of personality depend upon the symbolism 

inherent in these brief natural and mythical allusions. A detailed under-

standing of the single example of “paradise” illustrates how romantic 

themes cannot be divorced from these psychological readings. 

Perhaps Kincaid’s most telling metaphor is this notion of “paradise”; 

the evocation here of a prelapsarian organic unity suggests that the 

 mother–daughter bond appears perfectly natural in its pre-linguistic, 

pre-Oedipal state. In Kincaid’s collection of short stories, At the Bottom of 
the River, she describes her life with her mother in these same spiritual 

terms; mother and daughter live in a timeless realm that includes “a bower 

made from f lowers whose petals are imperishable” (61). The sensual qual-

ity of these natural yet romantic alliances even preempts the rationality of 

language. At a critical bonding moment in the novel, Annie communi-

cates with her mother without using the conventional system of language: 

“At times I would no longer hear what it was she was saying” (22). The 

experience of being one with her mother surpasses the content of discur-

sive meaning: “I just liked to look at her mouth as it opened and closed 
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over words, or as she laughed” (22). This scene, and others like it, of a 

silent communication creates an intuitive, almost mystical aura around 

Annie and her mother. When Kincaid empties language of its material 

base, Annie discovers underneath her mother’s words a mysterious unity 

of being that links them in a romantic moment of seamless unity. These 

are, as Ismond claims, the “primal realities” (340) of Annie John.
With her introduction of the Red Girl, Kincaid presents Annie John’s 

fall from the previously described translucent wholeness. This gritty, out-

cast Red Girl conf licts with almost everything Annie’s cultural and 

domesticated bond with her mother offered: “. . . her dress was dirty . . . the 

red hair . . . was matted and tangled . . . her fingernails held at least ten ant-

hills of dirt under them . . . She had such an unbelievable, wonderful smell, 

as if she had never taken a bath in her whole life” (57). Although the Red 

Girl’s description is “natural,” that is, of the earth, she encourages Annie 

to break away from the earlier primordial parent–child bond. When the 

Red Girl breaks the “law” and picks the fruit for Annie (56), the roman-

tic myth of a fall into experience comes to replace the romantic unity of 

mother and daughter. The rest of the novel details Annie’s move away 

from a unified paradise and into a divided world of experience. Indeed, 

the romantic journey from innocence to experience instinctively moves 

the mythical-psychological interpretation into the Bildungsroman and the 

contemporary novelistic version of the quest. 

Like the Red Girl, the effort to combine quest and feminist psycho-

logical theories presents plenty of red f lags. Such a thematically mixed 

gender discussion, a woman’s story seen through a male narrative struc-

ture, should raise critical eyebrows. Many readers continue to believe 

that the quest pattern cannot be adapted to feminist identity issues since 

its genesis appears to have occurred under some form of patriarchal order. 

Dana Heller echoes that view when she writes that within the quest par-

adigm “women are accessories for the male’s heroic adventures” (2). 

Commentary about how female characters acquire their identities in the 

terms of a literary quest might be misleading appropriations from a male 

discourse. For example, Roni Natov, in the earlier cited essay, implies 

that a discussion of Annie John should center on psychology, not the mas-

culine tradition of Bildungsroman: “. . . Annie John is a fully developed psy-

chological study” (1). Rather than accept the largely Western Bildungsroman 

design of a man entering a male culture of symbolic and binary hierarchi-

cal structures, Natov and others have advocated for a strong feminist 

reading; similar to the Jane Flax quotation noted earlier, Natov also 

focuses on how the pre-verbal modalities construct the mother–child 

relationship: “The infant gradually internalizes the mother’s early mir-

roring and nurturing so that the child is able to become more  independent 
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of her” (2). The critic who relies upon the traditional structure of the 

male-identity-quest-novel will not, Natov appears to believe, eas-

ily extract this “mirroring and nurturing” information from a 

 mother–daughter plot. She maintains that the older male tradition puts 

the hero into the Symbolic Order by replacing the child–parent relation-

ship with the adult world of mostly external conf lict, work, and reward. 

No such replacement occurs with a pre-Oedipal emphasis. 

And yet in spite of that preference, Natov ends her essay by pointing 

directly to a male-interpreted archetypal narrative continuum. Citing 

Carl Jung and Carl Kerenyi, she claims that the mother–daughter dyad 

exists as mythical knowledge, something that links generations of mothers 

and daughters “through time, gender, and culture” (14). Although not 

specifically related to the quest, Natov’s linkage here between psychology 

and stories provides a preliminary warrant as to why psychology and quest 

discussions should occur together. But even given this opening toward an 

alliance or bridge between these pivotal constructions, the critic must still 

advance slowly; it is not enough to advocate for a combined theory when 

other related disagreements occur at even deeper levels. Many commenta-

tors warn against any female quest-identification discussions at all. 

According to some, even the term “identification” carries male connota-

tions. In fact, Dana Heller goes so far as to claim that the quest-narrative 

implies “that identity is an exclusively masculine attribute” (4). However, 

Heller does not respond to such implications by pulling away from 

 identity-quest questions and constructing a completely new narrative 

structure for the female hero. Instead, she declares the quest form to be a 

relevant and malleable structure, useful for contemporary female writers. 

Indeed, she presents the quest as an interior journey suitable for both gen-

ders: “. . . [This] internalization in some manner anticipates the feminiza-

tion of the form by creating a kind of heroism not determined by physical 

strength but by intellectual and visionary endeavors” (5).7 

Heller’s reformulation of a masculine tradition represents a quintes-

sential example of subversion from “within,” a version of immanent cri-

tique. In her book The Feminization of the Quest-Narrative, she redefines 

the quest pattern so that there would seem to be nothing to prevent 

women from becoming heroes themselves by virtue of possessing their 

own minds and their own imaginative faculties (5–6). In other words, by 

writing from inside the male structure, Heller both accepts and subverts 

the masculine narrative configuration. This paradox of using an oppres-

sive structure in order to undermine it illustrates the type of quandary or 

opposition that I find generating Annie John’s identity-quest develop-

ment. Adlai Murdoch highlighted this complexity around issues of iden-

tity by stating bluntly and early in an essay that the critic should analyze 
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Annie John through the literary structure of the traditional quest: “In 

terms of genre, Annie John must be classified as a Bildungsroman, or novel 

of coming of age, of discovery of self, which recounts the process of 

growing up and coming to terms with the world” (326). That is, a critic 

might profit from using the associative pattern of the universal child’s 

quest for identity as a specific entry into the daughter–mother bonding 

plot. Murdoch notes that even though Kincaid’s maternal–child concerns 

seem to call for a specifically feminist psychological critique, the explora-

tion of self-awareness brings this novel broadly within the Bildungsroman 

tradition. In fact, Murdoch claims that “on the face of it, the narrative of 

Annie John and the mother/daughter relationship do not demand analysis 

exclusively through the prism of the feminine Oedipus” (326). 

Given such permission, I now want to consider the possibilities of 

interpreting Annie John and the notion of the quest as part of a larger 

sweeping scheme, a scheme that includes the Bildungsroman and more. 

Like Dana Heller described earlier, this narrative interpretation includes 

appropriating, disrupting, and reformulating our expectations in order to 

empower the woman hero. And so rather than concentrate on only the 

novelistic quest, I would like to ground my discussion in an even larger 

paradigm: that of Joseph Campbell’s romantic “monomyth.” Of course, 

because of his well-known stress on the commonality of humanity, 

Campbell’s presentation of the quest pattern must be carefully reassessed 

with regard to the role of woman. Identifying mythical symbols of unity 

will not completely resolve those serious earlier questions about the quest 

and female agency. Many critics, in fact, are currently reassessing what 

Campbell and others have characterized as the traditional distinctions 

between the genders.8 In Campbell’s rather conventional account, the 

woman represents the desire or promise to which the male hero 

assents: . . . [woman] represents the totality of what can be known. The hero 

is the one who comes to know” (116). In this light, the woman’s role is 

certainly inferior and inadequate when compared to the man’s. However, 

Campbell’s monomyth also recognizes the mother–daughter union as an 

integral part of a hero’s development. Indeed, according to Campbell, it 

only occurs early in the journey and is not the generating force of con-

sciousness that Flax outlined above. Campbell states that “. . . the dependent 

child and its mother constitute for months after the catastrophe of birth a 

dual unit, not only physically but also psychologically” (6). For Campbell, 

then, the bond only exists temporarily; the “dual unit” of mother and child 

soon falls apart when each declares their separate identities as a precursor to 

the journey away from the home. The child’s separation creates a form of 

antipathy so that mother-love turns into mother-hatred: “. . . when the 

mother is obliged to hamper the child, aggressive responses are aroused. 
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Thus the first object of the child’s  hostility is identical with the first object 

of its love . . .” (6). Campbell’s acknowledgment of the parent–child dynamic 

supporting the monomyth offers a thematic, if qualified, link to Annie John. 
The quest-monomyth can romantically define some psychological issues of 

the parent–child bond. 

Campbell’s introduction illustrates this same pervading mood of a 

global psychology; he daringly links the quest stories of the Congo with 

those from Lao-Tse and those two are tied to Aquinas and all of them 

with an Eskimo fairy tale (3). The power of the monomyth transports 

these particular narratives, these separate contingencies of cultural truth, 

onto the shared idealized plane of spiritual and psychological growth: 

“the desired and feared adventure of the discovery of the self” moves 

beyond any particular location, time, or cultural contingency (8). By 

considering a relationship between Annie John and the literary tradition of 

both the Bildungsroman and the monomyth, I am not suggesting that either 

of these narrative frames should function as the dominant or definitive 

explanation of the novel; instead, I see Kincaid using the monomyth for-

mat as one of several useful literary conventions as well as a masculine 

idea in need of a revisionary retelling.

Moreover, Kincaid also sees, in its broader application, the 

 monomyth-quest as representing a unified cosmos. Campbell’s emphasis 

on a transhistorical and timeless notion of world consciousness coincides 

with Kincaid’s narrative structure and concerns regarding the growth of 

a child’s consciousness. This version of cosmic unification surfaces in 

Annie John as a holistic notion of consciousness. Annie John’s love–hate 

relationship with her mother expresses the monomyth’s cosmic cycling of 

positive life-forces and negative death-forces; the intimacy of youth rep-

resents life as pure potentiality, which is only later broken by the con-

sciousness of the adult. In other words, Annie John’s passionate cyclings, 

her repetitious attractions–repulsions from her mother, exist as elements 

of what Campbell calls the “Universal Round,” a continuous recycling of 

an organic consciousness. In the monomyth Campbell connects it to 

awareness beyond time: “. . . in the imagery of myth, the universe is pre-

cipitated out of, and reposes upon, a timelessness back into which it again 

dissolves.” And later, on the same page, Campbell underlines how such a 

cycle is another way to speak of consciousness as infinity: “The cosmog-

onic cycle is normally represented as repeating itself, world without end.” 

These cosmic metaphors represent “the consciousness of the individual” 

(261) understood in metaphysical and mythical terms. 

For instance, at one point Kincaid presents a mythical coupling 

between the Obeah woman and three generations of females: Annie, her 

mother, and her mother’s mother. These women enter Annie’s  imagination 
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and collect at her side when she is ill and in bed. In searching for the 

 reason for Annie’s illness, her mother calls “. . . Ma Jolie, an obeah woman 

from Dominica who now lived not far from our house, and who was 

recommended to my mother by her mother, MA Chess, who still lived in 

Dominica” (109–10). This gathering locates diverse sensibilities; each 

member represents a generation with particular beliefs. In spite of their 

individual shifting cultural beliefs, though, the larger familial common-

alities produce a single unified identity to the scene. Annie’s imaginative 

power juxtaposes each person’s separate values into a metaphysical collec-

tive pool of love and caring; the intimacy of a concerned family grouped 

together in the bedroom of an ill child transcends the demands of any of 

the separate characters’ specific differences. In another scene Kincaid 

writes about the obeah woman arriving “on a day when the steamer was 

not due” (123). Here cultural time disappears and is replaced by the mys-

terious cosmic time of magic and voodooism. The scene encompasses the 

mythical primitive practices and telescopes them into the present. 

This theme of inclusivity and acceptance appears as well a little later in 

the novel when Annie curls up “like a comma” with her grandmother: 

“Sometimes at night, when I would feel that I was all locked up in the 

warm falling soot and could not find my way out, Ma Chess would come 

into my bed with me and stay until I was myself . . .” (125). I mentioned 

earlier the romantic heritage that authorizes these scenes of merged iden-

tities. Here, as in other examples already offered, individual identity pro-

visionally loses itself to a more cosmic, timeless version of the universe as 

an all-encompassing mother: “I would lie on my side, curled up like a 

little comma, and Ma Chess would lie next to me, curled up like a bigger 

comma, into which I fit” (125). The child and the grandmother are one. 

Thus, after several years and even skipping a generation, the girl contin-

ues to acquire a blended maternal identity. 

Women characters, Kincaid seems to be suggesting, are not impris-

oned by the traditional narrow depictions of something like the mono-

myth; they can reinscribe and subvert them and, in the process, call into 

question the monomyth’s assumed authority in fixing the female as sub-

servient to the male. In fact, much contemporary Third World writing is 

testimony to this resistance against the previous generation’s acceptance 

of the somewhat privileged European male literary model where women 

frequently struggle only to find in the end that they must accept humility, 

disappointment, and suffering. Novels by women of color see unconven-

tional strength in the private social practices of economically inferior, 

nonwhite matriarchal cultures. In particular, as Donna Perry notes, the 

African novel can portray a woman as “the hero of her own life” (248). 

In fact, romantic elements can be used as a form of empowerment against 
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the implied dominance of the male narrative plot. For example, in  defying 

the previous generation’s colonial history, Annie John declares that she 

will be different; she will not silently accept the legacy of imperial dom-

ination that her mother’s Creole or mixed race tolerated. This is most 

readily displayed in the chapter entitled, “Columbus in Chains.”

Here the reader sees the heritage of an imperial and colonial Europe 

decompose into a rude, defamatory characterization (78). By having 

Annie read, react, and literally rewrite her past, Kincaid gives her lead 

character the ability to change or redraw the mythical lines of history. 

She refuses to have her hero accept the myth of Columbus and, therefore, 

she resists Campbell’s disempowered female, the one saddled with a sec-

ondary role. Instead, Annie becomes the hero: she helps to revise and 

remake the story of a quest. In so doing, Kincaid is accepting the meta-

phor of the quest as she alters it. She constructs these revisions in several 

ways, some of them contradictory. For example, she employs the quest 

motif but includes the ongoing support of a mother. Annie John’s quest 

begins not with a single consciousness breaking into a harsh outside real-

ity but, instead, with a merged-identity-hero, someone who gains 

strength with a mother’s involvement. For instance, even before she was 

born, Annie was symbolically united with her mother:

It pleased me to think that, before she could see my face, my mother spoke 

to me in the same way she did now. On and on my mother would go. No 

small part of my life was so unimportant that she hadn’t made a note of it, 

and now she would tell it to me over and over again. (22)

Although the literary history of the quest appears not to sustain or 

emphasize this holistic fusing of a hero with a parent or a home, I suggest 

that Kincaid intends to reframe the quest so that it accepts this bonding 

and makes it an ongoing force in the questing paradigm. The hero for 

Kincaid gains our attention with her proficiency at attaching herself and 

relating to others rather than displaying independent strength and setting 

out alone. In contrast, Campbell’s conventional hero must risk it all as he 

journeys alone to battle the tyrants and monsters. This traditional hero 

hears the call, refuses it, and then overcomes the fear and “cross[es] the 

threshold” (82). The unified-emotional status of the hero before he sets 

off is not included in the overall description of the journey. Instead, the 

monomyth hero begins with division and only later moves into a sense of 

unity. Campbell cites “separation” as the beginning trope of the quest: 

“separation-initiation-return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the 

monomyth” (30). Campbell, in opposition here to Kincaid, defines the 

hero as someone who does not take with him the unifying quality of the 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


R E A D I N G  A M E R I C A N  N OV E L S172

child’s family; the monomyth focuses on the initial relinquishment of the 

home, the known, and the desire to push out into the darkness of the 

unknown.

Of course, that moment of renunciation, the opportunity to declare 

oneself “in a foreign land,” occurs with all heroes at one time or another. 

For Kincaid, though, that instance of separation and individuation must 

wait. Her hero defers the psychological splitting off from family and 

opens up the possibility for a different paradigm, one that opposes such 

early singularity. In fact, she subverts Campbell’s monomyth by suggest-

ing that mother–daughter bonding continues throughout the quest as it 

redefines that tradition. According to Kincaid, the quest pattern can be 

rewritten to include this emotional bonding without sacrificing the 

hero’s eventual separation from it. Thus Kincaid’s story, in its broader 

contours, supports the monomyth’s conf lictual connection between 

unity and separation as it redefines the role of the hero. Thus, instead of 

focusing on Campbell’s independent hero venturing out, Kincaid stresses 

the crucial early connection with the mother, Annie’s symbolic and 

endless recognition of the maternal within herself. These two interpre-

tations of the quest are not essentially opposed; Campbell’s hero eventu-

ally returns to the community and generates a unity similar to the 

pervasive return of the child to the parent. Both writers see their hero’s 

journeys as confrontations with individual and mythical identities, the 

first grounded in the historical moment and the second timeless and 

metaphysical. 

But all of this might still leave one unsatisfied with the lingering 

awareness of the love–hate relation between Annie and her mother. 

Perhaps the quest can help here, as well. But first, I return brief ly again 

to the psychological critics of Annie John as they have not completely 

articulated how such a paradox arises from their theories. For instance, 

Roni Natov simply calls Annie’s oppositional complex of “longing and 

aversion to her mother” scenes of “ambivalence” (8). Wendy Dutton con-

siders such clashes to be only “the natural rebellion of a fifteen-year old 

girl against her mother” (407). Both assessments fail to indicate how these 

intense conf licts produce profound bewilderment and confusion in Annie 

John. Without question, Annie’s overwhelming turmoil surfaces as more 

than defiance or uncertainty; it arises as a result of an uncontrollable 

obsession with her mother. That obsession concerns a search for impos-

sible knowledge: the knowledge of how she could both love and leave her 

mother at the same time: “Why, I wonder, didn’t I see the hypocrite in 

my mother when, over the years, she said that she loved me and could 

hardly live without me, while at the same time proposing and arranging 

separation after separation” (133). 
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Of course, on a superficial level such conf lict might be reduced to the 

simple ambiguity that occurs in all adolescent rebellion stories. This 

appears to be the opinion of Dutton and Natov above. But the depth of 

anguish here becomes enigmatic, turning normal developmental psy-

chology into a puzzling and bewildering excess. Kincaid frequently gives 

illustrations of such confusion and pain. In one such presentation Annie 

relates how a moment of compassion with her mother, a scene of love and 

positive support, quickly changes to a profound hatred: “But no sooner 

were we alone . . . than everything darkened . . . Something I could not 

name just came over us and suddenly I had never loved anyone so or 

hated anyone so . . .” (88).

Rather than only using a particular form of psychological interpreta-

tion, a critic can best describe such a scene by returning again to the 

romantic quest. In this case Northrop Frye’s approach to the romance-

quest structure, one that mixes quest-battle imagery with psychological 

concerns, best illuminates Annie’s internal struggles: “Agon or conf lict is 

the basis or archetypal theme of romance . . .” (192). Perhaps without real-

izing it, Annie has internalized the Agon or confrontational stage of the 

quest. According to Frye, Annie could represent a “desiring self” who 

searches for liberation as well as for safety: “. . . the quest-romance is the 

search of the libido or desiring self for a fulfillment that will deliver it 

from the anxieties of reality but will still contain that reality” (193). 

Annie’s disturbed relationship with her mother doubles as a quest battle 

against sinister figures, figures “that clearly have a parental origin” (193). 

And yet these same parental figures are “redeemed and emancipated,” 

indicating the foundation for a sacred love. Such paradoxical desire 

broadly fits Harold Bloom’s patterns in “The Internalization of the 

Quest-Romance” where imaginative quests are often “redemptive in 

direction but destructive of the social self” (6). Annie John must face 

these devastating forces as she moves into this same quest pattern. The 

quest as “Agon” or battle opens this interpretation to profound themes of 

conf lict, confrontation, and contradiction. 

Even Annie’s earlier mentioned paradise of love displays a similar 

matrix of contrary forces; she continually positions the stability and com-

fort of a traditional family against the insecurity and detachment of 

 self-exploration. Annie’s utopian unity depends on the solidity of ancestral 

community values, which seem to arise as a form of naïve acceptance to an 

earlier political time of domination and repression. Since her mother expe-

rienced the last stages of an age of imperialism, her ideas of  obedience and 

patriotism are related to an English Dominica. Annie, conversely, grows up 

in the evolving independence of a self-determining Antigua. The new 

generation or narrative voice of the novel is related to both autonomy and 
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separation from this foreign authority. Antigua, receiving full independent 

status in November of 1981, resembles the growth of a consciousness: from 

dependent child to independent adult. Consequently, Annie’s paradise-like 

childhood of unity paradoxically occurs in the lap of political division and 

alien authority. Kincaid’s opposition between a political culture of oppres-

sion and a family that values nurturance replays the grand historical move-

ment behind this story, the move from colonialism to political independence. 

Such a cultural presentation echoes the quest structure: the hero travels 

from the safe unity or commonality of a “mother” country toward an 

unknown territory in search of independence.

Kincaid develops this political opposition especially with regard to 

how Annie receives an education. For instance, when her history teacher 

turns to the origins of Antigua, Annie resists the educational effort to 

pose their colonial past as a positive national trait. In perusing her history 

text, Annie comes upon a picture of Columbus in chains and in prison 

after his return to Spain (77). Columbus is the patriarchal hero of her 

teacher and mother’s generation, not Annie’s. For Annie, the picture is a 

joke, and she disfigures it by writing a rude slogan at the bottom of the 

page: “The Great Man Can No Longer Just Get Up and Go” (78). Annie 

turns the classroom experience of group nationalism into an opportunity 

for individual empowerment. Instead of accepting the dominant story of 

Columbus as a leader and founder of new lands, Annie recasts him into 

an impotent colonizer. Annie is fascinated by the picture because it gives 

the untold story of history, the story often not given a voice in public 

education. Annie declares, “How I loved this picture—to see the usually 

triumphant Columbus brought so low, seated at the bottom of a great 

boat just watching things go by” (77–8).

Kincaid’s paradoxical love/hate mother–daughter relationship, her 

images of “oneness,” and her refashioning of the romantic-quest motif all 

point to the advisability of reading the novel from a broader perspective 

than only the psychology of object-relations or only the story of an inner 

quest. Indeed, Annie John’s global themes revolve around many common 

paradoxical pairings: love/hate, life/death, questing/bonding, unity/

separation, and security/escape. Annie’s vibrant curiosity into each of 

these confrontations turns each paradox into a dynamic duality. In addi-

tion to paradox, the identical naming of Annie and her mother encour-

ages a romantic reading. This overarching doubling effect lends itself to 

interpretations that are consciously twosided. In this regard, romantic 

interpretations that underscore just such a vital doubling would appear to 

be an appropriate strategy to bring to Kincaid’s novel.

Annie John’s enigmatic opening death scene allows Kincaid to point to 

one of these extreme romantic dualities. The exotic, ritualistic behavior of 
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Annie’s family, who live with magic, bewilderment, and incantation, 

introduces the topic of death. It reminds one of another initiation story-

teller: James Joyce and Dubliners. As with Joyce, this narrative introduction 

of loss suggests the grand organic theme of death as a prefiguration of 

birth, the conclusion of one adult’s world of experience opens to the dawn 

of a child’s world of mortality. The loss of one person allows another to 

grow. The novel’s presentation of death announces the contrary and met-

aphoric consciousness of a new life, Annie John. When Annie goes to the 

funeral parlor to view the dead girl, she is momentarily mesmerized by the 

sight: “I stared at her a long time—long enough so that I caused the line 

of people waiting to stop by the coffin to grow long and on the verge of 

impatience” (11). The clash of opposites, innocence and experience, pro-

duces a renewed consciousness that must redefine the world. Here, then, 

is another example of the romantic duality implied in the quest structure. 

Annie’s initial innocent seeking of knowledge confronts the mortality of 

experience. Her introduction to death foreshadows the many incidents of 

darkness she will face with her journey into adulthood. 

Kincaid mixes these moments of romantic exoticism with Annie’s 

ever-present troubled yet unconditional bond to her mother. As indicated 

earlier, that union cannot be read solely as a female, holistic psychological 

event. Pressure from the quest structure pulls Annie away from only an 

emphasis on oneness and toward the emerging adult theme of individual-

ity. The strain of the quest affects the child-like paradise so much that 

eventually Annie leaves behind the symbiotic bliss of the  mother–daughter 

unity for the divisions of adulthood. Tracking that movement relies on an 

understanding of how the contradictory and doubling force of the roman-

tic symbol helps us understand a child’s development. Just as my previous 

comments have centered on a vital duality intrinsic to Annie’s identity, I 

now intent to show how a similar duality composes the symbol. In so 

doing, I will suggest that vital duality theories form the foundation for 

my romantic reading. Coleridge’s well-established definition of the sym-

bol provides a critic with the basic oppositional positions of just such a 

form of romanticism. Specifically, the symbol’s paradoxical construction, 

its material/immaterial dialectic, closely resembles the contradictory 

pull/push, love–hate relationship expressed by Annie and her mother. 

Here is Coleridge’s description of the symbol from his Statesman’s Manual: 
“[The symbol] always partakes of the reality which it renders intelligible 

and, while it enunciates the whole, abides itself as a living part in that 

unity of which it is the representative” (SM 30).9 

Such “consubstantiation” becomes paradoxical when Coleridge asserts 

in the same passage that the symbol takes on “the translucence of the 

eternal through and in the temporal.” This translucence appears in the 
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relationship between Annie John and her mother. Indeed, the mother/

daughter relationship becomes a symbol itself. The relationship partici-

pates in both Annie’s individual identity (“partakes of reality”) and her 

symbiotic identity with her mother (“enunciates the whole”). This para-

doxical partnership leads to an oppositional yet organic relation between 

wholeness and particularity. In fact, Coleridge states that, like Annie’s 

love/hate experience with her mother, “. . . all symbols of necessity involve 

an apparent contradiction” (BL 1: 156).10 A symbol unites disparate phe-

nomena through its recognition that diversity occurs within a field of 

similarity; that is, the symbol allows individual identities to coexist under 

an umbrella of commonality. This functional contradiction allows the 

symbol to perform a stronger service than other metaphors such as alle-

gory or simile. 

Coleridge expresses the power that arises from these paradoxes in Aids 
to Ref lection by coining the word “tautegorical”: 

The base of Symbols and symbolical expressions; the nature of which is 

always tautegorical, that is, expressing the same subject but with a difference, in 

contra-distinction from metaphors and similitudes, that are always allegori-

cal, that is expressing a different subject but with a resemblance. (205–6)

Here Coleridge again cites the contrast between allegory and symbol as a 

way of highlighting the contradictory nature of the symbol’s construction. 

Allegory, in contrast to the symbol, tends to reify these poles of identity and 

commonality (see chapter four). A metaphor relies on the use of different 

contents (the “subject”) but presents them through similarities (their 

“resemblance”). The Faerie Queene, as an obvious example, would not be 

primarily considered a symbolic work. It evokes a fairly clear one-to-one 

correspondence between the romance story of its characters and their polit-

ical and social counterparts in the “real” world of sixteenth-century England. 

The “subjects,” romance and political history (or, for that matter, fiction and 

fact), are different, but they “resemble” each other because they are both 

tales or narratives. Thus, they express “a different subject but with a 

 resemblance.” 

Coleridge’s definition of the symbol reverses this characterization. 

Here the subjects carry the resemblance (are “the same”) but are pre-

sented through a discourse of dissimilarity (their “difference”). Annie 
John’s symbols can be understood in just such a fashion. For instance, in 

Kincaid’s final scene Annie John departs from Antigua in a small ship and 

listens to the waves lapping against the hull: “They made an unexpected 

sound, as if a vessel filled with liquid had been placed on its side and now 

was slowly emptying out” (148). Kincaid ends her novel with this image 
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of plentitude slowly losing its fullness; the focus moves from completion 

to depletion and discharge. This event of “emptying” comes directly after 

Annie experiences her mother as “just a dot in the matchbox-size launch 

swallowed up in the big blue sea” (148). As the boat pulls out and she 

slowly journeys away from her home, Annie realizes how her past life as 

a child is now like the sound of the waves against the boat’s hull: her his-

tory is being “emptied out.” In particular, she has lost a part of herself, her 

other identity, her mother. The theme or subject of this symbol, deple-

tion, describes the noise of a ship traveling as well as a moment of loss in 

Annie’s life. And yet the elements of the scene, the ship, the waves, and 

the lapping sound, have nothing to do directly with Annie. They are 

only contingently related to each other through their ability to point 

toward the subject of “emptying out.” But such a subject is powerful 

enough to pull in Annie. So even though the language of the scene 

appears “different” or unrelated to Annie, the “subject” of depletion con-

nects her to it. The symbol’s subject transcends the discursive reasoning 

that constructs it. The scene provides Annie with two contradictory 

identities: a person standing away from the sounds of a boat and that same 

person defined by those very sounds.

Moreover, the symbol’s paradoxical structure also implies that the 

imagination can represent a nonmaterial or eternal reality. Kincaid’s ref-

erences to a mythical past of “oneness” or “wholeness” rely on the ability 

of the symbol to be both material and eternal. Coleridge explains this 

logical impossibility in his essay “On the Principles of Genial Criticism 

Concerning the Fine Arts”:

An illustrative hint may be taken from a pure crystal, as compared with an 

opaque, semi-opaque or clouded mass, on the one hand, and with a per-

fectly transparent body, such as the air, on the other. The crystal is lost in 

the light, which yet it contains, embodies, and gives a shape to; but which 

passes shapeless through the air, and, in the ruder body, is either quenched 

or dissipated. (As found in Shaw’s edition, BL 2: 238). 

The crystal shapes without fixing, embodies without being only a material 

event. It suggests the paradox inherent in the notion of something solid, the 

crystal, producing the effect of something immaterial, illumination. The 

finessing here of opacity and light, of shape turning into shapelessness, 

reminds one of other well-known definitions of Coleridge that hinge on this 

illogical doubling effect. The grandest, of course, is Coleridge’s definition of 

the primary imagination, which requires an attached supplementary twin 

enfolded within its larger partner. The “dissolving and diffusing” of the twin 

or secondary imagination is “an echo of the former,” the primary  imagination. 
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The dialectic between the two exists as a repetition of the “finite” world, the 

world of empirical certainty, and the “eternal” world, the world of transcen-

dent truth. Hence, the imagination is both material, of the world, in the form 

of the crystal, and immaterial and otherworldly, in the form of the light of 

the crystal. As the paradoxical emotions of Annie toward her mother, the 

symbol simultaneously communicates contradictory messages.

Such puzzling energy helps to explain Annie John’s love–hate rela-

tionship for her mother. After all, the emotional extremes that Annie 

feels occur as a result of a similar quandary: she experiences both an 

“eternal,” “immaterial” oneness with her mother as well as a “finite,” 

“opaque” sense of her emerging independent self. As I mentioned earlier, 

Kincaid presents these contrasts by calling upon the spiritual and roman-

tic heritage of a paradise free from mortal divisions. In this same light, 

Coleridge uses Christian Scripture; however, this time he views the 

Christian heritage as if it were a discourse about poetry in general. Reason 

becomes a direct path to eternal truth. And yet reason can only be com-

municated through the use of the symbol: “[the] permanence and self-

circling energies of the reason, gives birth to a system of symbols, 

harmonious in themselves, and consubstantial with the truths of which 

they are the conductors” (SM 29). I want to highlight the importance of 

this phrase “harmonious in themselves.” In this quotation the symbol is a 

complete experience; it is a forging of an ahistorical, spiritualized reason 

and the materially constructed ideology of the “conductors.” However, 

these conductors function in harmonious fashion with larger understand-

ings to create knowledge that is not merely discursive but creative and 

imaginatively new. The symbol, then, conducts communication as well 

as embodies knowledge beyond its elemental structure. One might call 

this larger reference to an ultimately unknowable knowledge a beckon-

ing toward the realms of myth and mystery. It is in just such a regard that 

I view Kincaid as a symbolic writer. 

Annie John’s struggle in describing the mythical and spiritual dimen-

sions of her early utopian life with her mother play out this notion of a 

“consubstantial” symbol. In defining paradise as an undifferentiated bond 

with her mother, Kincaid calls upon this same spiritual and romantic 

myth that Coleridge cites as a past moment of integrated wholeness. At 

times, Annie’s early childhood transcends mortality and knowledge. It 

appears equal to what Wordsworth describes in “Intimations of 

Immortality” where children arrive “trailing clouds of glory.” Annie has 

intimations of this pre-birth spiritual unity, a paradise that continues 

with a metaphoric seamless bond between mother and daughter. Even 

though Annie experiences her mother as unconditional and infinite, 

Coleridge’s theories remind the reader that she is also finite, limited, and 
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of the world. For Coleridge, sounding here much like Blake, this is “eter-

nity revealing itself in the phenomena of time” (BL 2: 234). 

Such a romantic theory emphasizes to the reader that the myth of a 

timeless dimension cannot exist without the accompanying knowledge of 

a temporal reality. The two depend on each other in the same way that 

Annie’s love for her mother depends on her contrary recognition of 

hatred. Finally, it is primarily the philosophy of a metaphysical 

Romanticism, and more particularly the theory of the symbol, that pro-

vides a foundation for such paradoxical energy.
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CHAPTER 9

A WHITE EUROPEAN AMERICAN 

PERSPECTIVE: IMAGINING FAMILY AND 

COMMUNITY IN DON DELILLO’S WHITE NOISE

. . . the transcendental philosopher says; grant me a nature having two contrary forces, the one 
of which tends to expand infinitely, while the other strives to apprehend or f ind itself in this 
infinite, and I will cause the world of intelligences with the whole system of their representa-
tions to rise up before you.

Biographia Literaria 1: 2971

Accenting Coleridge’s mania for metaphysical energy and unity, the 

epigraph’s emphasis on contraction and expansion, on infinity and 

finitude, and on the unifying power of opposition broadly composes key 

fundamentals of his overall philosophical imagination. I intend to show 

how these transcendental and dialectical insights can be used as a narra-

tive or “reading” strategy for DeLillo’s White Noise. Let me begin with a 

contemporary advocate of Coleridge’s approach. In Sources, processes (sic) 
and methods (sic) in Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria, Kathleen Wheeler con-

figures Coleridge’s imagination similarly, as a “structural principle” for 

the entire Biographia Literaria (127). Closely reading chapters twelve and 

thirteen, she demonstrates how Coleridge’s discussion about the imagina-

tion is actually an act of the imagination. Interpreting the famously 

incomplete quality of these two chapters as the necessary gap that must be 

filled by the imagination, Wheeler provides an active role for some of the 

interpretative structures of romantic theory that I have been proposing 

throughout this book: 

These missing parts may be alternatively seen as satirical addresses to the 

reader who keeps waiting for and expecting to be provided discursively 
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with a knowledge of imagination. Instead Coleridge presents his reader 

with all that discussion can provide, namely a beautifully designed  occasion 

for imaginative response. (130)

Wheeler sees Coleridge’s literal or discursive meaning relying on the imagi-

nation’s “esemplastic” power to assemble a necessary amount of unity so that 

meaning can congeal (132). The gaps or occasions of emptiness that Coleridge 

ironically produces underline his implicit belief in the failure of the concep-

tual mind to “tell all of it.” For Wheeler, the activity of the imagination unites 

essential ideas that might otherwise be thought of as disjunctive, singular ele-

ments within an incomplete discursive frame. The imagination, then, is not 

only closely linked to narrative form but actually indispensable to it. For 

Wheeler, Coleridge’s imagination prevents the Biographia from becoming 

only a “surface”: “Its inwardness and life are hidden from the inactive mind as 

the inwardness and depth of the ‘material’ world remain outwardness and 

surface to the unreflective” (90). This type of analysis has been called a psy-

chological, non-reflexive hermeneutic (Rajan, Supplement 104), and it is how 

I approach the novels under investigation. Critics such as M.H. Abrams, 

Northrop Frye, Erich Auerbach, and Joseph Campbell have, of course, implied 

as much in their mythopoetic responses to the sacred dimensions of storytell-

ing; human experience unfolds as a narrative in need of human telling. 

Approaching the theory of the imagination by way of this metaphor of nar-

rative strategy, rather than from the more usual standpoint of its conceptual 

definition, I offer a practical function for what might otherwise be thought of 

as a significant but mostly academic facet of perception, one that is selectively 

used in isolated and mostly particularistic, aesthetic ways. Interpreting more 

broadly, Coleridge might state that stories are simply bits of information 

structurally unified and sequenced toward a specific purpose. But what phi-

losophy engenders this commonsense? Coleridge’s famous metaphysical 

imagination provides the basis for why the willful arrangement of disparate 

narrative particulars becomes a form of unity in the process of reading. 

I will detail the specifics of that partnership of reader and text (or sub-

ject and object) shortly; for now, I want to point out the appropriateness 

in the twenty-first century of linking the novel with the operation of the 

imagination as an interpretative strategy. In one letter Coleridge phrased 

this alliance as follows:

The common end of all narrative, nay, of all, Poems is to convert a series 
into a Whole: to make those events, which in real or imagined History 

move on in a strait [sic] Line, assume to our Understandings a circular 
motion—the snake with it’s [sic] Tail in it’s [sic] Mouth . . . (Emphasis in 

original, Collected 4: 545)
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The imagination is like narrative, then, because it strives to recapture the 

perceptive experience of organicity that comes when one converts “a series 
into a Whole.”2 Accepting Coleridge’s approach may initially seem tired or 

outdated, however I endorse it here to make a claim for the strength or even 

violence of a straight ahead transcendental power for romanticism in the 

twenty-first century. My work here echoes that of Slavoj Žižek and Andrew 

Bowie, who, in quite different ways, continually return to the radical 

potency of English and German metaphysics between the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.3 Many of their insights derive from recognition that 

especially in our anti-metaphysical age one needs to move backward and 

reanimate writers such as Coleridge, Kant, or Schelling, writers who refuse 

to feel satisfied with a materialistic consciousness. Or from a different but 

related register, the crucial energy of something like the imagination for this 

age is in its desire to bridge desires for freedom and reason with the accep-

tance that a verifiable and independent personal consciousness cannot con-

fidently arise in philosophical reflection. This conundrum, then, still matters. 

Even though well-known critiques of the imagination, such as Horkheimer 

and Adorno’s, rely on their recognition of a disjuncture between an “instru-

mental” rationality and the supposed “ideality” of Kant’s reason, that rupture 

only begs the question: one still needs to know why finite and instrumental 

“reasoning” is able to project an imagination empty of categorical or con-

ceptual verification. 

Beginning with this deceptively simple characterization of unified 

reading through the imagination is not meant to obviate recent criticism 

that claims this unifying ability to be more interesting as a constructed 

and cultural event rather than a universal and formalistic one. Jerome 

McGann, whom I have commented on earlier, has polemically com-

plained that the imagination must not be read solely as an innocent psy-

chological faculty but should be viewed, instead, as an historical 

phenomenon with a particular social definition. McGann believes it is 

dishonest to portray the imagination as a timeless principle, one that is 

often, in Coleridge, linked to spiritual or ideal inf luences that are indi-

vidual yet internal, and ahistorical. For McGann, such a response is 

unsatisfying since it gathers all its solutions to philosophical questions 

only “in the realm of ideas”: “The manoeuvre follows upon a congruent 

romantic procedure which is to define human problems in ideal and spir-

itual terms. To characterize the romantic period as one marked by ‘epis-

temological crisis’ is to follow Romanticism’s own definition of its 

historical problems” (71).

McGann’s misgivings stand as necessary correctives as long as they do 

not once and for all remove the role of “ideal and spiritual terms.” That is, 

a reader might interpret McGann, and other new historical critics, as 
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 suggesting that one absolute understanding—idealism—should be replaced 

by another—historicism, or in the case of another critic, Forrest Pyle, 

ideology should replace idealism. The point, rather, is to understand how 

such forces operate interdependently.4 Trying to situate the political as a 

remedy to the ideal misreads the necessary dialectic that the two terms 

provide. Both, and more, are required for an understanding that strives for 

completion. Hence McGann is right to cite critical problems when one 

reads idealistic unity only as an uncontested term in Coleridge’s imagina-

tion; however, he fails to recognize how this same unity in the imagina-

tion does, indeed, play a crucial functional role in rendering narrative 

understandable. Of course, the various critical renderings of such overly 

determined terms like “unity” and “idealism” make it difficult to present 

them in any straightforward manner. I instead offer them to the reader in 

their unsettled form, contested tropes, words under protest, but words that 

nonetheless point to specific pivotal areas or concerns of debate. Any so-

called romantic term, and the list here might be quite long, remains vital 

because it refers to a matrix of connotations and associations that, although 

malleable and subject to constant critical disputation, still project radically 

dissimilar associations in relation to their opposites. For example, in spite 

of a useful skepticism, the term “unity” does retain some sort of opposi-

tion to a term like “division.” Even more significant, though, is that no 

single term can be understood in a monolithic, dogmatic fashion; “roman-

tic vocabularies” never stand alone. That is, an interest in metaphysics, 

organicity, liberation, self-knowledge, and creativity may be thought of as 

romantic forms of knowledge, but these same terms double as descriptive 

efforts that express an individual’s “authentically-felt-experience” of the 

world. In other words, it is by way of this continual reference to “lived 

experience,” a world whereby opposites can produce antitheses, the energy 

of opposition, that I propose the imagination as both a structure of percep-

tion and an interpretative strategy. And it is in that realm of romantic 

themes that I will soon discuss White Noise. 
The above philosophical ideas continue to disturb in the twenty-first 

century, hence, I want to be alert to the trap of jettisoning this anxi-

ety through a too hasty retreat toward popular but generally 

 under-demonstrated presumptions or characterizations. That is, without 

thinking much one might easily sympathize with some leading critics, 

such as McGann, whose arguments, salutary but wanting in fullness, 

often persuade readers to ignore structural applications of the romantic 

imagination.5 Especially in light of recent schools of criticism, from 

deconstruction to new historicism, theories such as the imagination, 

which are grounded in an organic, sometimes even Biblical, hermeneu-

tic, seem particularly vulnerable to cries of irrelevance. For example, 
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Richard Rorty would prefer a world where  metaphysics does not exist, 

where imagination can be clearly separated from real “meaning.”6 Not all 

critics are so quick to dismiss that transcendental heritage. Nigel Leask, 

for one, has called for a sophisticated, reanimated placement of the imag-

ination in “a position of accountability in the practical realm, a position 

from which it has long been absolved” (1). Žižek, Bowie, Leask, and oth-

ers understand such post-metaphysical positioning as an implicit accep-

tance of the value the imagination has for solving narrative and “real” 

world problems. It is in their wake that I follow.

The romantic orientation or interpretation I invoke sees language 

referring and helping to create experience, but it does not conf late itself 

with experience: physicality or history retains its resistance to and dis-

tinction from textuality.7 This awareness is decisive because it under-

scores the fundamental relational quality of romanticism. Romantic 

themes exist only insofar as they are accepted within the context of, or 

opposition to, something else. The imagination identifies the provisional 

boundaries to definitions by articulating differences in some significant 

fashion. Not “essentialized” but strategically constructed, Coleridge con-

tested any singularly or reified linguistic or textual application for his 

romantic thoughts. Foregrounding relation and process as crucial guide-

lines, Coleridge claimed no single set of terms could be privileged as 

being more suitable for “romantic” themes than any other: idealism does 

not preclude the insights of nominalism; Christian miracles do not replace 

Pagan mythologies, and the English empiricists do not foreclose on the 

German rationalists. Coleridge might respond to McGann, for example, 

by charging that an economic, historical, social, and material account of 

the symbol is not wrong, just incomplete. Romantic theorists are able to 

recognize the material, particular, and ideological as much as they are the 

immaterial, universal, and disinterested. No one set of terms is essentially 

more romantic than any other; rather, the issue revolves around how these 

terms interact and are used in conjunction with each other.8 It is in this 

relational usage that one comes to be known as a romantic.

Characterized as describing an inclusive environment where opposites 

generate each other instead of prescribing a particular ideology or doc-

trine, Coleridge’s riddle of a “both-and” world where self/other and like/

unlike self-implicate but still retain their individual identities can best be 

initially understood in a historical context.9 In 1794, Coleridge had 

accepted much of Rene Descartes’s and John Locke’s notions regarding a 

static account of consciousness, a materialistic philosophy. He announced 

in a letter to Southey that he had become “a compleat [sic] Necessitarian-

and understand the subject as well almost as Hartley himself-but I go 

farther than Hartley and believe in the corporeality of thought” (Collected 
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1: 137). Coleridge was so enthused about the type of realism attached to 

this “associationist” philosophy that he even named his first son Hartley. 

Under the conceptions of Descartes and Locke (which empirical science 

in general helped to advance) the mind seemed more of a machine and 

less of an imaginative creation. After reading Ralph Cudworth’s True 
Intellectual System of the Universe and other Platonic writers such as Jeremy 

Taylor and George Berkeley, however, Coleridge began to have second 

thoughts about this materialistic view of reality. By the early 1800s he 

was thoroughly disheartened about any static dualistic explanation of 

consciousness. Chapters five through seven of the Biographia detail the 

insufficiencies that arose from that rethinking.10 Creation of his vital 

imagination theory, consequently, came as a response and repositioning 

of the unsatisfying mechanical theories of Hartley, Descartes, Locke, and 

others. This is why, in an often quoted letter written to Thomas Poole in 

1801, Coleridge announced this overthrowing of the doctrine of associa-

tion as taught by Hartley. Instead, Coleridge began his first volume of 

Biographia Literaria in order to coordinate scores of philosophers and 

visionaries who could provide evidence for his dialectical assumptions 

about the inventiveness of perception. Subsequently, this inventiveness 

and enthusiasm for polarity helped to form both the primary and the 

secondary imagination’s profoundly creative, converse powers that ener-

gized each other much like the electrical force of the opposite yet neces-

sary poles in a magnet.

I figure the imagination as a partly unconscious operation; however, I 

am not, once and forever, foreclosing any ideological or cultural 

 understandings of this aspect of the imagination. Sociological or political 

interpretations of Coleridge’s primary imagination11 are certainly useful; 

however, they may be inappropriate to the spirit of the definition. It is 

similar to giving an ideological description for falling in love: fascinating, 

daring, perhaps even fruitful, but probably not representative of the vis-

ceral or “lived” experience. In the same vein, nothing prevents a critic 

from giving ideological readings of how the unconscious inhabits the 

primary imagination. Something like this is certainly what Fredric 

Jameson has in mind with his The Political Unconscious and Forest Pyle 

with his The Ideology of the Imagination. Ideological interpretations are 

appropriate for these two critics because their use of the unconscious in 

the imagination is fundamentally historical and only secondarily mytho-

logical. Instead, I am presenting the imagination as distinct from those 

tropes; Coleridge’s notions, for my use, rely on something more like 

 un-self-consciousness, an acknowledgment of some larger sphere of 

 consciousness unrelated to the culturally bound, Freudian ego.12 J.R.de 

J. Jackson depicts the unconscious for Coleridge as something beyond the 
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historicism of cultural studies: “[It is] a region of the mind, half-sensed, 

half-understood, for which [Coleridge] had profound respect as a reposi-

tory of fundamental if largely inaccessible power. He identified it with 

Revelation and the infinite mind of God” (87).13 These concerns can 

operate as a part of a particular cultural or political moment; however, 

they can also be defined apart from and resistive to those definitions. A 

realm of awareness not generated by psychological repression and anxiety 

but more akin to an Emersonian or Jungian Collective Unconscious, 

Coleridge’s primary imagination arises as a “romantic invention” 

(Thorslev, Romantic 89).14 This is the type of energy I bring to my discus-

sion of White Noise. With such a faith in this “readerly” imagination, 

themes and subjectmatter related to Romanticism reveal themselves. By 

reading with an imaginative eye toward these romantic themes, White 
Noise becomes much less a postmodern novel and more an imaginative 

novel about postmodernity.

A critical exploration of this type of romanticism in Don DeLillo’s 

eighth novel White Noise15 may initially seem misguided or odd. And yet, 

some of the values and topics famously associated with popular notions of 

romanticism, such as authenticity, sympathy, unity, and an interest in the 

“unknown,” do emerge in this supposedly postmodern novel. They 

emerge not from overarching themes but rather from the common 

thoughts and desires associated with the novel’s viewpoint character, Jack 

Gladney. By judging such thoughts as romantic, that is, among other 

things, supportive of broad transhistorical values, I find a deeply qualified 

postmodernism within White Noise.16 Still, in spite of my claims, most 

reader responses to DeLillo’s fiction are probably not romantic; after all, 

his novels frequently show contemporary society struggling with a nos-

talgic palimpsest of old-fashioned values that have been layered over by 

the textual, semiotic materialism of marketing, commodification, and 

computer codes. Cited as quintessentially postmodern, DeLillo report-

edly writes a novel of simulacra with an endless regress of mediation. 

Most of the academic response to White Noise revolves around these ideas 

rather than the potential that its characters might be considered romantic. 

An early reviewer called DeLillo that “rarest of birds, a novelist on fire 

with ideas” (as found in Lentricchia, New 12). A New York Times reviewer 

described the book’s tone as “icily intelligent” (as found in Lentricchia, 

New 13). Bruce Bawer, in a highly unfavorable review, considered the 

novel more a tired philosophical debate than a story about feelings: “White 
Noise is . . . a piece of argumentation . . . There is hardly a natural moment 

in the whole book. Characters do not think, they cogitate; they do not 

talk, they engage in dialectic and deliver endless monologues about the 

novel’s major themes” (37). Although a few early reviews took a contrary 
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stance, claiming that the novel’s concern with a family in the middle of a 

disaster made for a “warm” novel (Lentricchia 12), most did not. Instead, 

major reviewers noted that, for DeLillo, character and emotion never 

occur in isolation or as an autonomous event. These psychological con-

cerns are always in relation to institutions, codes, class structure, and 

technology. In fact DeLillo, to these critics, was less a psychological writer 

and more a philosophical thinker concerned with the mixture of tech-

nology and popular culture.

This distinction, between an interest in ideas rather than an interest in 

character, situates White Noise within this large debate as to what his 

novel is about, what meanings one gives it. In answer to that question 

most critics have cited DeLillo’s thematic concerns: popular culture, tele-

vision, technology, the blended family, or to summarize in a couple of 

words, contemporary society itself. Critics who accept the novel on such 

broad terms inevitably stress its ideas rather than its characters. Even 

though Frank Lentricchia calls the story both “an ecological” and a 

“domestic” novel (New 7), he nonetheless claims the novel’s “true set-

ting” is “the environment unintentionally produced by advanced tech-

nology, the effects of technology, the byproducts, the fallout” (Raritan 

99). Thus, rather than a conventional setting of urban or rural America, 

Lentricchia believes the setting to be the idea of technology itself. Such 

concern over the novel’s contemporary and ideational content lends itself 

to the more general observation that this is a novel about something other 

than the “modern.” In whatever fashion they may disagree on the finer 

points, the majority of critics appear united in recognizing that the nov-

el’s primary thrust deals with something called the idea of postmodern-

ism. Much of such unanimity surfaces in a collection of essays edited by 

Frank Lentricchia, New Essays on White Noise. Although each essay cen-

ters on a different topic (family, Hitler, technology, and the image of a 

new self ), they all agree that White Noise concerns itself primarily with 

the constructing forces of contemporary culture, a large component of 

any definition of postmodernism. In other words, these essayists would 

agree that the term postmodernism most aptly describes White Noise 
because it refers to how popular culture and technology has redefined 

how we think of the family and the self. 

This critical-cultural approach to White Noise deserves to be the dom-

inant force in any DeLillo discussion. And yet, if one relies only on that 

position, other issues might become lost or forgotten. In fact, a close 

reading of most DeLillo criticism shows that some lesser themes, regard-

ing character motivations, emotional responses, and personality traits, do 

occur; critics, however, only recognize them as subplots or secondary 

arguments. These minor or inferior themes, then, are actually not lost but 
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submerged in the dominant cultural debate. For example, the majority 

feel that White Noise represents the “new” type of novel that no longer 

emphasizes psychological or existential issues, but, instead, highlights the 

ability and power of business and corporate interests to construct the 

imagery of America. Perhaps the most visible advocate for such an aes-

thetic direction is Fredric Jameson. He has recently written that the 

“hundred-year-old modern movement,” that is, modernism itself, is 

moving toward its “extinction.” What we called the psychological has 

been replaced by the f lat descriptive force of the “nouveau roman.” This 

replacement means that “existentialism in philosophy [and] the final 

forms of representation in the novel [are] spent and exhausted” (1). 

Jameson’s identification of a break away from modernism gives legiti-

macy to a postmodern aesthetic. Although my response to White Noise 
will not follow Jameson’s lead and instead will focus on those less visible 

modernist issues of character and psychology, his direction is justifiable 

and pertinent. Moreover, my position is that no aesthetic divide exists 

between character and idea. I hope to show how each approach depends 

on the other. The emphasis on cultural criticism relies on the relation 

between character motivation and the psychological concerns of desire, 

dream, anxiety, fear, and nostalgia. But before giving this contrary view 

of an interdependence of forces, I will sketch some of the more recent 

arguments that give this popular, primarily cultural interpretation of 

White Noise. 
Indeed, almost all of the contributors to New Essays on White Noise 

approach the novel in the Jameson fashion outlined above. For instance, 

Thomas Ferraro’s essay “Whole Families Shopping at Night!” concerns 

itself more with the hegemony of corporate interests rather than the 

internal musings of any of the characters. Ferraro focuses on how con-

sumerism has transformed the nuclear family into a loosely organized, 

trivial relationship. Shopping, not love or sincere caring, is the group 

activity that bonds a family. The ultimate classification of “family” comes 

from the conglomerate merchandising industry of Walt Disney; attend-

ing any of his international corporate amusement parks automatically 

gives a group of people the name “family”: “Marketed as a place for 

families, Disney World provides the opportunity to have the experience 

of ‘being family’: for individuals to glow in the mirror of ‘relatedness’ 

erected by the park . . .” (36). Ferraro places the blame for this transforma-

tion on the inf luence of consumer and capitalistic interests. The park’s 

imagery of forever joyful, always young cartoon characters evokes an 

imaginative romantic landscape free of generational conf lict. Parents find 

temporary relief from familial stress and pressure and acquire an identity 

of the “happy family” within the Disney walls. The troubles of society 
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are not resolved but masked over by brilliant marketing strategies. This 

dream of unity and consistent happiness that advertising executives give 

the public becomes the weak glue holding the family together.

In a different manner Paul Cantor’s “Adolf, We Hardly Knew You” 

emphasizes some of these same concerns for the imagistic veneer of con-

temporary society. By concentrating on the Hitler department at Jack’s 

college, Cantor shows how academic institutions turn the horror of war 

and dictatorship into a comic show of petty politics and inf lated egos. 

For example, Jack treats the subject of Hitler much like his colleague 

Murray Jay Siskind presents Elvis Presley in his popular culture classes. 

For both, the media representations and advertising executives deter-

mine the meaning of the past. Both Elvis and Hitler transcend their 

physical and historical meaning to become media events or star attrac-

tions to the students. Cantor claims that the contemporary, postmodern 

valuation of the image allows these students to see a connection between 

a dictator and a rock star: “Both touch similar chords in their audiences, 

both are in fact performers in the age of mass media, both fill a void in 

the everyday lives of common people, both appeal to primitive emo-

tions, both fascinate crowds by the image, and reality, of violence” (52). 

The concern with spectacle and media manipulation generates such a 

pairing. The historical facts of annihilation and genocide lose their hor-

rif ic pain when students, instead, focus on the mesmerizing effects of a 

charismatic leader. Cantor suggests that the postmodern fascination with 

the veneer of celebrity and imagery devalues the content, the fact of 

historical events: “In the midst of the postmodern f lattening of distinc-

tions, people need to look up to something, and their media celebrities 

become a debased version of an aristocracy they can worship” (53). Thus, 

Cantor points to a dangerous element of postmodernism: when people 

are described only as media events, the effects of their actions become 

deemphasized, “f lattened.”

But Cantor realizes that this absurd combination of Elvis and Hitler 

must also act as a critique of postmodernism. DeLillo’s stress on Hitler 

and Elvis as cultural spectacles at the same time suggests the thin and 

inauthentic quality of contemporary society. Surely commonsense should 

warn us against such extreme comparisons. And yet, Cantor seems to ask, 

how can the highly suspect and subjective terms of commonsense and 

authenticity be used to determine whether one concentrates on image or 

event. “To be able to call contemporary culture inauthentic, one ought 

to be able to contrast it with an earlier culture that was authentic” (58). 

Cantor senses that a search for authenticity will inevitably take a linguis-

tic turn and become a discussion of representation rather than more exis-

tential concerns. Perhaps, Cantor intimates, authenticity has always been 
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a fiction and only the quest for it a reality. At this juncture Cantor 

 positions the discussion near the psychological, into an exploration of 

emotion and character. This search for the authentic is another way to 

speak of the nature of desire. DeLillo’s presentation of postmodern inf lu-

ences, then, merges here with a concern for something like human nature: 

“Part of DeLillo wants to say that we have lost touch with everything that 

was authentic in our world and in our culture. But I sense that part of 

DeLillo wants to say that nothing has really changed; things have always 

been this way” (59). Cantor’s sense of a universal appreciation for human 

motivation moves his critique toward a romantic understanding of the 

novel. However, in order to have this romantic approach, the reader must 

at times take seriously Jack Gladney’s search for values. That search 

appears throughout the novel, from Jack’s frustrated desire to understand 

his family to his violent attack on Willie Mink. It generates the following 

passage in White Noise regarding Attila the Hun: “I want to believe . . . [he] 

said brave cruel things to his aides and retainers. No weakening of the 

spirit” (99). Although perverted, Cantor is right to see it as an effort for 

meaning, significance, and value.

These and the other critics are, of course, right to stress their mostly 

postmodern issues. In the process of articulating these and similar themes, 

however, the personalities of the principle characters, Jack and the 

Gladney family, are left either unexamined or insufficiently discussed. 

For example, John Frow portrays DeLillo’s curiosity here about simula-

tion and iteration as “a world of primary representations which neither 

precede nor follow the real but are themselves real” (421). Bruce Bawer 

has gone so far as to claim that DeLillo merely presents “one discouraging 

battery after another of pointless, pretentious rhetoric. [DeLillo] does not 

develop ideas so much as juggle jargon” (40). Cantor directly calls sec-

tions of White Noise “self-ref lexive” and “mediated;”(42) a bit later, he 

claims White Noise transforms the “autonomous self” into the “inauthen-

tic self”(43).

Clearly such declarations portray DeLillo as uninterested in 

 old-fashioned romantic notions like a mysterious unknown, authenticity, 

and sympathy.17 But such centering on DeLillo’s cultural critique, his 

novel’s meta-message, disregards the possibility of any romantic “human 

nature” in his characters. For instance, John Kucich makes this mistake 

when he quickly looks past the psychology of DeLillo’s male characters 

by stating only that they “persist” in the outdated belief that “opposi-

tional stances can be differentiated and justified” (337). Kucich, in other 

words, sees DeLillo’s characters naïvely embracing the tired belief that 

cultural difference can be adjudicated, that a truth system of correspon-

dences can still order the arbitrary nature of reality. Such views by these 
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characters must be devalued, according to Kucich, because DeLillo’s 

larger  postmodern message denies the possibility of truth statements; the 

supposed overarching idea of White Noise is that a romantic, nostalgic 

character like Jack Gladney is only deceiving himself. The novel fore-

closes on a character’s romantic desires as it erects a technological society 

where metaphysical truth is replaced by the materialistic codes of media 

and capitalism. The hard truth for DeLillo, Kucich and others seem to 

say, is that Gladney’s romantic belief in a unified, shared definition of 

cultural truth no longer exists.18

What such an argument misses, though, is that DeLillo’s romantic 

characterizations actually turn what might otherwise be thought of as an 

already clearly developed ideological position into a complex problem. 

Kucich is certainly right in stating that Gladney does believe in the unfash-

ionable notion of an orderly universe; however, such a belief operates in 

healthy opposition to the postmodern anxiety within White Noise. 
Gladney’s romantic assumptions regarding family unity and sympathy 

must be analyzed on their own merits; such views are more than mere foils 

for the novel’s worries about mediation and representation. In effect, I am 

contesting Frank Lentricchia’s observation that DeLillo is a political writer 

who “stands in harsh judgment against American fiction of the last couple 

of decades, that soft humanist underbelly of American literature . . .”(New 

5). This “humanist” tradition that DeLillo supposedly critiques is, among 

other things, a tradition that invokes transhistorical notions of conscious-

ness (thus, romantic as well as humanist notions are being maligned here). 

According to Lentricchia, DeLillo’s mind is made up; the novelist advo-

cates a contemporary political position that dismantles the mystified rhet-

oric of universals and timeless values about human nature:

But the deep action of this kind of fiction [the non-DeLillo, old-fashioned, 

transhistorical kind] is culturally and historically rootless, an expression of 

the possibilities of “human nature,” here, now, forever, as ever. This is 

realism maybe in the old philosophical sense of the word, when they 

affirmed that only the universals are real. (New 6)

Lentricchia presents DeLillo as already convinced, the problem of the 

romantic (i.e., transhistorical beliefs) and the postmodern having already 

been resolved; DeLillo becomes a cultural worker writing within a skepti-

cal, antinomian tradition that prevents “readers from gliding off into the 

comfortable sentiment that the real problems of the human race have always 

been about what they are today” (New 6).

Lentricchia is wrong here; DeLillo’s novels question rather than endorse 
this historicist stance. The transhistorical perspective entangles the 
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 historical; their supposed separate spheres, I intend to demonstrate, rely 

on each other as they compete with each other.19 Jack Gladney the naïve, 

sentimentalist foil of the postmodernist (who still insists on universals, 

the realm of the natural, human nature, and the mythology of arche-

types) recognizes but mourns the emergence of a constructed political 

postmodern culture (which rejects any universal subjectivity and sees all 

knowledge as interested and ideological). In appreciation of this conf lict, 

DeLillo maintains a romantic uncertainty throughout White Noise. 
The next scenes I offer present a collision between these two broad 

forces, forces that motivate and compose the character of Jack Gladney. 

On the one hand, he is a traditionally unified character: a romantic who 

might not fit into society but all along deeply values his personal relations 

and family. A communal person who desires to tell a simple story about a 

man trying to understand the eternal questions of life, Jack is “a reason-

able and inquiring voice—the voice of a man who seeks genuinely to 

understand some timeless human riddle” (194). Colliding with that, how-

ever, is another growing awareness: his recognition that the world is 

turning him into a post-industrial, computer-generated individual, 

someone who is slowly gaining a “self” that is socially constructed, essen-

tially valueless, and enveloped by an unstable matrix of material goods. 

This becomes clear to him when the SIMUVAC attendant reminds Jack 

that he is only “the sum total of [his] data. No man escapes that” (141).

I will begin in the same fashion that DeLillo begins: with a conf licted 

Jack Gladney who is trying to resist any easy acceptance of an arbitrary 

and essentially valueless world. In his nostalgic desires for the opposite, 

for a traditional life of harmony and unity, Jack legitimizes possible 

romantic counter-interpretations of the earlier cited “postmodern” ten-

dencies of this novel. Investigating this split allegiance of Jack Gladney 

reconfigures the initial “orderly or arbitrary” eternal question into three 

broader inquires: How is any “self” both authentic and culturally con-

structed? Do any transcendent, non-contingent values exist? And, how 

does “truth” differ from perception?

My opening portrayal of Jack Gladney as a double-self, a self both 

materially constructed by a commercial community and one authentically 
constructing a metaphysical community, ref lects the movement of the nov-

el’s introductory scenes into these questions of selfhood and truth. 

Although the first paragraph appears to be simply about the possessions of 

a college student, the deeper issue concerns what, if anything, essentially 

composes a student’s identity. DeLillo’s initial vision of cars as a stream of 

machines slowly weaving through a pastoral landscape implies that these 

students are products of an assembly-line culture. This long procession of 

station wagons twists into the novel like a mechanical pilgrimage or 
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industrial wagon train (3). Similar to a metallic snake sliding and easing 

itself into the center of the university, the focus here is the mechanical 

operation of residue and traces from the Industrial Age. Indeed, even the 

students appear to be machine-like as they “spring” out of their vehicles. 

Moreover, these students and parents seem not to stand in opposition to 

their possessions but, instead, to be themselves erected by these very same 

objects. Accenting their hard opacity, DeLillo refuses to give these stu-

dents emotional and personal details; instead they are defined by the 

things that surround them. A college student seems, in this scene at least, 

to be a constructed product, not a transcendent being: “The stereo sets, 

radios, personal computers; small refrigerators and table ranges; the car-

tons of phonograph records and cassettes; the hairdryers and styling 

irons . . .” (3). And on and on. Eighteen lines of clothing, sporting equip-

ment, electronics, grooming aids, and junk food, from nondescript 

“books” to specific “Kabooms” and “Mystic mints,” the student becomes 

another commodity built from commodities. Even the parents seem 

propped up by this commercial world. They have “conscientious sun-

tans” and “well-made faces” (3). 

These families, however, do not simply add up to the products of an 

empty consumerism. DeLillo complicates the social constructivism of 

this scene with traditional, community matters; he sees the current obses-

sion with materialism as ironically satisfying a deeper, spiritual urge. 

DeLillo completes the scene by brashly joining this consumerism with a 

unity provided by spiritual and communal rhetoric: “The conscientious 

suntans. The well-made faces and wry looks. They feel a sense of renewal, 

of communal recognition . . . they are a collection of the like-minded and 

the spiritually akin, a people, a nation” (3–4). DeLillo here folds into the 

scene a dimension of spiritual identity. Our transcendent sense of who we 

are, the romantic desire to experience ourselves as part of a greater whole, 

strives for identity within the dynamics of capitalism. Even though the 

earlier emphasis on machinery would appear to devalue spiritual issues, 

DeLillo’s combined use of religious and communal terms at the end of the 

scene reinstates these more metaphysical concerns. Instead of reading this 

mixture of social construction and spirituality as an ironic comment on 

the inferior position of religion in a postmodern world, one should inter-

pret the scene as emphasizing the undying force of spiritual and commu-

nal urgings, whether fashionably inferior on not. 

As things and students spill out, parents feel both renewed in a super-

sensible manner and materially affirmed; on the one hand, the virtuous 

and almost sacred gestalt of children and parents separating translates 

itself into the terms of material goods. Parents and students objectify this 

exalted moment. The parents are commodified by financial interests. 
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DeLillo claims “something about them suggesting massive insurance 

coverage” (3). Their money and things blend with all the other station 

wagons until they “earn” a sense of spiritual collectivism. And yet, on the 

other hand, students and parents do not uniquely accept this elite position 

of “buying” a college education; they also experience it as a celebratory, 

communal moment. The gathering of the wagons becomes almost a reli-

gious ceremony: “more than formal liturgies or laws” (4). The upper-

middle class has cashed in their material possessions for a taste of something 

that might have been denied them without the money to buy it: com-

munity and spirituality. The romantic desire for community may exist 

only ironically, only in this tainted capitalistic and privileged fashion; 

however, it still exists, resisting commodification and vying for its own 

legitimacy. 

In the same manner of sensing metaphysical desires among material 

possessions, DeLillo presents his viewpoint character, Jack Gladney, as 

being both essentially authentic and culturally constructed. Jack’s narra-

tive role as the storyteller infuses his cultural observations with a personal 

authority that makes it impossible to separate society’s ills from Jack’s 

personality. That is, DeLillo recognizes the inf luence of a unified, psy-

chological ego, but often sends it to the edges; in its place a constructed, 

commodified lead character stalks center stage. Jack Gladney speaks of 

himself only at the end of this first scene. His voice, seemingly of a single 

consciousness, feels subordinate, inferior to the grand reporting of the 

materiality of common things that preceded it. Indeed, even the descrip-

tion of the town takes precedence over any desire to humanize the ego of 

the only interior voice of the novel. In fact, the town itself is depersonal-

ized, divested of any depth or particularized character; this dreary city 

called Blacksmith is home to a narrating voice as f lat and common as the 

city itself. 

Nothing seems very remarkable in Blacksmith. What details DeLillo 

gives are the details of sameness, of any small, college town: “There are 

houses in town . . . There are Greek revival and Gothic churches. There is 

an insane asylum with an elongated portico, ornamented dormers and a 

steeply pitched roof . . . There is an expressway . . .” (4). Not only does the 

town seem boring and sleepy but the method of using “there is” and 

“there are” is equally gloomy and uninspired. And yet such arid prose 

belies a deeper issue. DeLillo counters this deadness with a brief, almost 

hidden recognition of the possibility of a mysterious, spiritual unknown. 

As the expressway traffic speeds by, it develops into “a remote and steady 

murmur around our sleep, as of dead souls babbling at the edge of a 

dream” (4). Here the dead are mythically revived, muttering and rippling 

at the edge of consciousness. Their voices belong to past storytellers who 
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have refused to be silenced. They represent an imaginary over-soul that 

resists culture’s particular ideologies. The reference to souls and dreams 

babbling suggests an unknowable world of rivers and voices that refuses 

to be reified by the marketplace ethics of station wagons and stereos. The 

socially constructed world of commodification meets the myth of a uni-

versal consciousness that will not die. 

This is the introductory conf lict between matter and metaphysics that 

prepares the reader for Jack Gladney’s presentation of himself. The imme-

diate introduction of this viewpoint character is not spiritual, philosoph-

ical, or even psychological but occupational: he is the chairman of Hitler 

studies. DeLillo offers a practical, materialistic definition of this narrator: 

he is what he produces; we are what our jobs say we are. However, like 

before, this recognition of material reality does not stand alone. DeLillo 

undercuts it with a closing sentimental, one might say “romantic,” para-

graph regarding lost dogs and cats. The concluding image in Jack 

Gladney’s introduction arises in the crude, primitive vision of innocent 

youth. As the mechanized police in their “boxlike vehicles” prowl the 

streets, children cry for the intimacy of domestic animals: “On telephone 

poles all over town there are homemade signs concerning lost dogs and 

cats sometimes in the handwriting of a child” (4). DeLillo ends this first 

scene with one of the many romantic collisions that will erupt through-

out the novel. In this particular configuration the question is as follows: 

how can the desire to live in an innocent world persevere while at the 

same moment we experience ourselves as isolated, socially constructed, 

economic units? DeLillo retains this question, along with the others, in 

order to inject a haunting mystery into White Noise.
A version of this same conf lict reappears a few pages later when Jack 

and Murray visit the most photographed barn in America. Jack accompa-

nies Murray as a student to a teacher. They approach the barn after seeing 

several signs declaring this barn to be “the most photographed.” Only 

the teacher talks; Jack listens silently to Murray’s explanation as to why 

no one sees the “real” barn. For Murray, the commercial interests of 

marketing have replaced any natural, original, or unique qualities that 

the barn may have had: “Once you’ve seen the signs about the barn,” 

Murray instructs, “it becomes impossible to see the barn” (12). Speaking 

like a McLuhan disciple, Murray claims that one can never see the barn; 

one can only experience it as a consumer. Its marketplace representation 

as a commodity overrides any hopes of seeing the original, unaffected, 

unadulterated “barn.” Murray’s declaration that perception is predicated 

on economic forces links the viewer to that collective consciousness of 

consumerism. As with the students and parents in the previous scene 

above, forms of mass-marketing construct how we experience the world. 
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And yet this selling and buying motif continually collides with Jack’s 

spiritual desires. 

In the anti-metaphysical era, we religiously embrace whatever image 

popular culture devises for us; in this case, DeLillo’s characters see them-

selves as consumers. They are financially essential, not only targeted but 

coveted by business strategists. Our objectified, exchange-value lives are 

sacred in the world of commerce. And that world of profit-and-loss com-

modification becomes the world from which they define themselves, 

according to Murray. It is one’s Information Age identity. Murray glories 

in this obscene recognition of a capitalistic spirituality: “Being here is a 

kind of spiritual surrender. We see only what the others see. The  thousands 

who were here in the past, those who will come in the future. We’ve 

agreed to be part of a collective perception. This literally colors our 

vision. A religious experience in a way, like all tourism” (12). Business 

and tourist interests merge into a spiritual and collective recognition of 

consumerism: “We’re not here to capture an image, we’re here to main-

tain one. Every photograph reinforces the aura. Can you feel it, Jack? An 

accumulation of nameless energies” (12).

Murray’s “nameless energies” are the combined forces of spiritual 

desire and advertising expertise. The barn represents a New Age mix of 

spirituality, media, and cultural constructions. Murray accelerates his 

pitch until his voice becomes that of a postmodern preacher; he basks in 

his realization that the contemporary consciousness has been manipu-

lated and formed by advertising executives. We are what advertisements 

have made us: “ ‘We can’t get outside the aura,’ Murray exclaims glee-

fully. ‘We’re part of the aura. We’re here, we’re now.’ He seemed 

immensely pleased by this” (13). The economic representation has itself 

become the object. In fact, the conventional ontological object, the barn as 

a romantic object, dissolves. Jack is left only with perception. Frank 

Lentricchia contends that this scene presents a “strange new world where 

the object of perception is perception itself. What they view is the view 

of the thing” (8). The experience of a correspondence between an object 

and its mental image has been altered; a single representative activity has 

faded into a fascination for an endless egress of images that forever occlude 

the original object. 

Murray’s upbeat mood regarding these disclosures underscores by 

contrast Jack’s silence. Rather than jubilation, Jack registers caution and a 

death-like voicelessness. After all, this play involving the real versus the 

simulation also implies a loss, a kind of moral fall. For Murray, the pri-

macy of simulation brilliantly bankrupts any urge to locate an original, 

romantic object. For Jack, however, the moment is less celebratory. His 

reticence implies a resistance to this contemporary account of a world 
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empty of stable realities and non-commodified experiences. Jack’s 

 behavior later in the novel will confirm that, for him, the commodifica-

tion of culture’s self-referring systems of codes and arbitrary signifiers has 

not replaced or destroyed the spiritual myths of community and authen-

ticity. Indeed, it is Jack’s recognition of the potential divine loss involved 

with Murray’s analysis that propels the narrative toward these romantic 

themes.

Finally, I want to use a scene to highlight how the romantic and com-

munal base of Jack’s personality defies any totalized vision of a postmod-

ern relativistic universe. In this third scene, DeLillo moves to his largest 

question: How can one communicate in a radically indeterminate world? 

Jack’s exchange with his son Heinrich demonstrates the strife around 

such a crucial contemporary question. Jack begins this scene in the role of 

an empiricist. The world can be known and trusted, he seems to say; it is 

not fundamentally a theoretical construct but, instead, a knowable and 

physical environment displaying somewhat predictable natural laws. He 

enters into a confrontation with his son in an effort to answer a simple 

question: Is it or is it not raining? The replies lead to a comic, and some-

times absurd, interchange while Jack drives Heinrich to school:

“It’s raining now,” I said.

“The radio said tonight.”

“Look at the windshield,” I said. “Is that rain or isn’t it?”

“I’m only telling you what they said.”

“Just because it’s on the radio doesn’t mean we have to suspend belief in 

the evidence of our senses.” (22–3)

Heinrich’s responses are deeply skeptical and distrustful; his answer to 

the question depends not on what he can see or assume but on the mete-

orologist speaking through the radio: an expert who clearly claims that it 

will rain later, not now. Thus, Heinrich defers his answer to Jack’s ques-

tion as to whether or not it is raining at that exact moment: “I wouldn’t 

want to have to say” (23), he demurely replies. Heinrich’s non-answer 

frustrates Jack. His desire to gain assent from his son in regards to this 

ingenuous and banal question represents a common fatherly effort to 

meet with his son in conversation. For Jack, the question has little to do 

with rain but more to do with his romantic desire to join with his son in 

an appreciation of an intimate and shared physical event. Heinrich, 

instead, plays the mixed role of relativist, materialist, and pure suspicious 

empiricist. He views the question not as a social, communal event but as 

a request for exact information, for verifiable data. Jack, however, pushes 

him to affirm the rain in order to achieve a simple, everyday, familial 
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union; Jack desires recognition of their common ground. Why not meet 

through the faith in our universal human situation, our shared physical 

senses, Jack seems to ask. Heinrich answers as a doubtful contemporary 

critic, not as a son: “Our senses? Our senses are wrong a lot more often 

than they’re right. This has been proved in the laboratory” (23). 

The dialogue continues in this vein; Heinrich meets each of Jack’s desires 

for affirmation and community with the well-known skepticism and unde-

cidability of the postmodern theorist. In the age of deconstruction, all we 

can know is our inability to know. Even the common social bonding implied 

in a father and son conversation about the weather has been subverted into 

an academic debate about the principle of uncertainty:

You’re so sure that’s rain. How do you know it’s not sulfuric acid from 

factories across the river? How do you know it’s not fallout from a war in 

China? You want an answer here and now. Can you prove, here and now, 

that this stuff is rain? How do I know that what you call rain is really rain? 

What is rain anyway? (24)

Heinrich denies Jack the romantic bond of community between a father 

and son. This great theme of romance, the dialectic of love and union 

between a father and a son, becomes a nostalgic, outdated dream for a naïve 

world that no longer exists. And yet Jack’s hunger to experience this com-

mon ground never dies in White Noise; it, in fact, only gains authority as the 

novel progresses to its tragiccomic ending.
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CONCLUSION

FEELING ROMANTIC, THINKING 

POSTMODERN: LAST WORDS ON FORM 

IN A MULTICULTURAL AGE

Writing in a multicultural and oftentimes anti-metaphysical age, I 

have tried to illustrate various organic relations between opposing 

forces that, at first thought, seem incommensurate. Much of this opposi-

tion reconstitutes itself into an aesthetic dialectic when viewed in terms 

of the formal elements of a post-metaphysics. For example, the temporal 

entities that construct the symbol remain distinct even as they paradoxi-

cally combine to suggest formal values that transcend their own local 

definitions. Of crucial note, however, is that such idealism emerges from 

within the temporality of the material conditions which construct the 

symbol. There is no basis for an either/or, one-or-the-other choice. 

Coleridge suggests a dialectical striving or productive conf lict between 

an interested, ideological world and a disinterested, aesthetic idealism. In 

other words, the symbol’s paradoxical form enables it to beckon towards 

this ideal, disinterested perfection while never losing the interested par-

ticularity of its worldly structure.1 

So despite cries to the contrary, one cannot choose ideology over aes-

thetics or a “hard” political reading over “soft” romantic one; they are 

inevitably linked. Even though the ideological approach to literature has 

gained so much prominence that one frequently hears reductive logic like 

“the literary and the political should have nothing to do with each other” 

(Introduction, Levine, George 1), such a terminal split is not possible. 

And even if one could hurdle that barrier to claim a kind of separatism for 

each, other problems would arise: “Constantly trumping the aesthetic by 

the ideological and political—making the aesthetic simply a mask for the 

ideological—risks losing a sense of the functional role played by the 
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 aesthetic within human existence” (Brooks 160). Indeed, it is this 

 “functional role” of idealism that the metaphysics of aesthetic form offers 

the multicultural canon.2 Formalism actively struggles to represent a 

socio-historical world as it registers its desire to reach for the beyond, for 

the unattainable realm of the ideal. Since form embodies the clash 

between history and idealism in terms of the temporal and the eternal, it 

can operate as a bridge between diverse ideological cultures. In fact, it is 

this very radical ability of formalism to cross cultures and produce a form 

of cultural relativity that worries many of the so-called cultural critics on 

the “right.” For example, E.D. Hirsch complains that when the theory of 

formalism is applied to America’s schools, it has resulted in a recognition 

of equal value for all cultures. In Hirsch’s mind this would inevitably lead 

to “an apparent increase in cultural fragmentation” (54). Sensing that an 

attention to form might suggest all cultures carry equitable value, Hirsch 

has fretted about formalism fragmenting our unique American identity. 

When all cultures are equal, American simply becomes a container of 

variety without any particular signification. The nation exists as only a 

troubling “concord with the characteristic American ideals of diversity 

and pluralism” (54).

Such worries are misleading. The multicultural goals of diversity and 

pluralism are indeed examples of profound symbols or ideals that refer to 

a shared fictional “outside,” but this does not foreclose on identity as 

much as composes the identity. The container, then, becomes the entity 

itself. Such a body suggests possibilities that can unite rather than frag-

ment specific canons or communities. For one, an attention to form pro-

vides an explanation for why those universal but impossible ideals like 

justice, disinterest, and equality continually summon us. The ideal world 

that offers these “perfect” goals beckons us not from within our concep-

tual, ideological, and textual discourses but from a symbolic resonance 

that moves beyond the page, one that cannot know itself. That is, even 

though the perfection of justice is unattainable because no concepts exist 

for it, its formal existence as an unknowable symbol still suggests princi-

ples that organize our lives. In other words, my positing of an ideal, 

symbolic “exterior” to language’s intentionality reveals the pressure 

exerted on any totalized ideological textuality. Plotting such exteriority 

is not to give the impression that a formal appreciation to art gives elite 

access to a lofty domain where eternal truth resides. Coleridge specifies 

that the form of the symbol is never transparent, only “translucent.” 

These ideal symbols are inaccessible, “transcendental” in that, at one 

cognitive level, they are “outside” experience. We can have no consis-

tently clear, concrete grounding for ideals because they are not organized 

through conceptual understandings. Therefore, the notion of truth, for 
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example, cannot be embraced by only one culture over and above any 

other. But, conversely, truth’s unavailability is also what links all  cultures. 

Multiculturalism needs to be reminded of this negatively “rooted” uni-

versalism as it justifies, supports, and encourages a diverse canon. Without 

offering this negative grounding, a grounding of absence that denies any 

culture’s monolithic or exclusive use of its culture’s concepts, multicul-

turalism would only be a paratactic, disparate collection of lonesome 

entities, each apart from the other. 

Formalism’s fictional “outside,” then, is another way to rethink that 

difficult and vexed term, “the commonality of the human condition.” 

Even though the knee-jerk reaction to those words is often, rightfully, 

skeptical and suspicious, I hope that I have demonstrated the careful but 

crucial part it plays in any historical or aesthetical interpretation. This 

book has tried to suggest that the formalism of the “human” does not 

need to simply or reductively replay the idealization of the Enlightenment 

cogito. That approach clearly is haunted by Western essentialism and the 

shambles that still remain of its efforts to claim a much too reified and 

prescriptive notion of “common” traits and properties among peoples. 

The ideal commonality that my specific romantic theory uncovers, how-

ever, is an “empty” one that, nonetheless, never leaves the practical, polit-

ical world. Giles Gunn has commented on this relation through his work 

with Hannah Arendt’s interpretation of Kant’s romanticism. He recog-

nizes that “aesthetical” thinking, which is built in an indeterminate and 

unconceptual manner, ultimately becomes “decidedly social, even polit-

ical” (69). What is called “taste” and “judgment,” even though they have 

“always traditionally been thought of as the most private and idiosyn-

cratic of senses, [are] in fact the most public and political of human facul-

ties” (70). As Gunn elaborates on Arendt’s recognition of a similar 

relational mix between aesthetics and history, he notes that Dewey’s form 

of pragmatics also accepts this inevitable duality and writes that it “not 

only presupposes community but actually generates it” (71). 

All of these observations, then, generally support the contention that 

the “old-fashion” claim of an oppositional partnership between the meta-

physics of aesthetics and the politics of history, when discussed contextu-

ally, can still offer robust, explanatory benefits for a multicultural, global 

community. One more example may help. Idealistic “human rights” are 

often ignored by literary critics. And yet they are aesthetical in that they, 

on one level, exist as “fictions,” unfulfilled dreams; however, at the same 

time they must be considered incomplete until and unless they are “filled” 

with political and social realities. References to this shared, metaphysical 

realm of “empty” idealisms in need of political “content” can help unite 

local cultures with diverse others. Recognizing how cultures are ideally 
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involved with each other produces the possibilities or conditions for an 

earned respect for everyone. This formal appreciation arises in literature, 

for instance, when critics encourage discussions, like the above, about the 

essential role of aesthetics in ideological interpretations. Only with our 

attention on such a paradoxical dialectic can the acknowledgment of an 

authentic or complete consciousness arise. How this specifically occurs 

has been the ambition of this book.
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NOTES

Introduction: Romancing the Canon and the 
Broad Argument for a Post-Metaphysics

1. My provocative beginning recalls either Baudrillard’s notorious statement: 

“The gulf war did not take place” or Jameson’s citing of Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s statement about the reality of Italy that “[n]ot Italy itself is 

given here, but the proof that it exists” (as found in Žižek, Tarrying 2). 

Such statements help us understand or question “how . . . what we encoun-

ter as actual [is] also possible” (2). They are useful as reminders that defini-

tions shift; what was once thought of as a war or a country a few decades 

ago, e.g., no longer exists. If you believe in a more or less stable American 

canon, you might be silencing whole groups of voices. Consequently, the 

statement, “America does not exist” reminds one that no static representa-

tion will ever by adequate to the experience of America as a “container” 

of a literary canon.

2. Current sentiment often suggests distrust over the interpretative inno-

cence of dialectic and narrative canonicity. Candace D. Lang summarizes 

these suspicions when she claims the “post-’68 French critical theory” 

condemned “dialectics” for their “ruthless sublation of all differences.” 

She cites Jean-Francois Lyotard’s distrust over “master-narratives” and his 

rejection of traditional realist f iction as examples of a shifting critical pref-

erence from a dialectical narrative form to “fragmented, discontinuous 

forms” (151), the inf luence of Friedrich Nietzsche.

This logic seems highly reductive and represents a misreading of the 

 general case for Romantic dialectic. At various times throughout this book 

I will outline how Lang’s portrayal of dialectic, although representative of 

the academy, amounts to a reification of the f luid qualities of Romantic 

theory. See also my concluding remarks on Paul de Man (chapter 4 in 

this book). 

3. This simple scheme is reminiscent of Martha Nussbaum’s “concentric cir-

cles.” Calling upon the Stoics, Nussbaum sees the local spiraling out to the 

global (9). For my purposes, I see these relations as conf lictual but no less 

interdependent. For a refreshing blend of Nussbaum’s universalism and the 
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 political Left, see Robbins’s chapter, “Root, Root, Root—Martha 

Nussbaum Meets the Home Team” (147–68). 

 4. The above dialectic of expanding and contracting identities matches a 

similar operation even within the individual works themselves. On a 

simple level, a supposed feminist novel, for instance, struggles both to 

portray particular, even exclusive, qualities of “femaleness” while at the 

same time attempting to express an aesthetic story that might appeal to 

any reader. A struggle for identity, then, brings this two-fold desire to 

fruition as it legitimizes both a particular novel’s historical moment (its 

small-group affiliation) and its critical position among all other stories 

ever written (its large-group affiliation).

 5. See, e.g., Altieri’s “Idea and Ideal.” Altieri cites many conf licts that appear 

to be part of a larger dialectic between both a self with “emancipatory 

interests” (an aesthetic, universal value) and one that is culturally con-

structed (the forces of social representation) (49).

 6. Hegel, e.g., pushes this insight to its extremes: “In the phenomenology of 

Spirit each moment is the difference of knowledge and Truth, and is the 

movement in which that difference is canceled” (491). Hegel desires to 

“know” this in-between space; he wants to recognize and sustain the 

f luid range of significations between all oppositions, between thing and 

thought, difference and similarity, in and out, et cetera. And, of course, 

the title The Phenomenology of Spirit reveals this desire. As I will indicate 

later, this exaggerated understanding of dialectic is not how I will approach 

Romantic theory.

 7. Forrest Pyle discusses how Coleridge helped form “social and cultural 

thought” by theorizing his understandings of the imagination in politi-

cal, philosophical, and ideological ways (58).

 8. I will detail versions of this dualistic orientation in my discussions of 

symbol, imagination, and polarity in, respectively, Annie John, White 
Noise, and Ceremony. 

 9. See his Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin, 289–341.

10. For an example of a balanced (and rare) appreciation of this move, see 

Rey Chow’s Ethics after Idealism. For a more typical (and limited) analysis, 

see the interview with Richard Rorty where he suggests that the ahis-

torical and transcultural elements of metaphysical inquiry “[have] dried 

up and blown away” (Interview 59). His desire is to “de-metaphysicize” 

the culture generally (59). This is almost a commonplace in current criti-

cal thinking.

11. For some answers to these questions, see my article “ ‘Let’s Be Reasonable’: 

Justifying Multicultural Borders and Cosmopolitan Crossings.” I also 

respond generally to these issues in the conclusion. My approach is to 

interrogate the concept of “reason” that determines value. 

12. I am aware of the work being done in the area of the “universal” and how 

it applies to theories of community, especially by Bruce Robbins, Satya 

P. Mohanty, Seyla Benhabib, and Ernesto Laclau. Rather than rehearse 

those arguments, I will, instead, progressively present my own romantic 
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definitions of this term. A few comments at this point, however, might 

help orient my reader. A romantic expression of the “universal” will 

 suggest at least the following: advocacy for forces that are not constituted 

by experience, recognition of commonalities in arenas of radical disputa-

tion, respect for a shared “human condition,” and acceptance of a mini-

mal model of rationality for history. 

13. The exchange between Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, and Slavoj Žižek 

in the “Phronesis” series Contingency, Hegemony, Universality helps define 

these issues. I will comment on them occasionally; however, my views 

tend to run more or less parallel to Žižek. A particularly poignant exam-

ple is Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous phrase that incidents of injustice 

anywhere are threats to justice everywhere. But as a counter to that uni-

versalist vocabulary, Governor Wallace suggested that the justice in 

Georgia was not the same justice that arose in Alabama. If one believed 

only in truths that were locally constructed, Wallace’s claim to “diver-

sity” should have been “honored.” But here King’s transhistorical and 

universalist approach was necessary to overcome the bigotry and oppres-

sion that local truths can create. Hence, both approaches are always 

 necessary.

14. See George Levine’s introduction “Reclaiming the Aesthetic” for another 

version of this same idea. He provides an example by referring to “free art 

in totalitarian countries” (15). 

15. The Romantic fetish for duality can be seen in Haney’s description of 

various Coleridgean critics who have portrayed assorted “betweens” (as 

Haney terms it) that characterize Coleridge’s desire to have a complete 

understanding of the self/other dialectic (174). Although there is always 

an effort for duality to produce some sort of “absolute” monism, the iden-

tity for each pole generally remains robust (a notable exception is F.W.J. 

Schelling).

16. I will be placing a fair amount of weight on the complexity of the oppo-

sitional quality in such dualisms throughout this book. Of course, that 

orientation has been challenged and refined throughout the course of 

philosophy. My approach is to broadly honor the intellectual heritage that 

composes much of this mostly Western tradition. Efforts to disable dual-

ity through decentering the subject, dismantling totalities, and resituat-

ing anything “essential” are, for the most part, strategies rather than 

revelations. Perhaps the strongest current alternative model to my dualis-

tic vocabulary, however, resides in “neo”-Nietzschean writers who pro-

pose a radially fragmented, randomly grouped notion of “history.” Gilles 

Deleuze’s efforts to restage this problematic in his Nietzsche and Philosophy 

by valorizing difference without relying on subject–object pairings may 

be the most robust challenge. He valiantly tries to define an autonomous 

“difference” while facing long odds that suggest such projects are doomed. 

I will not have space to adequately defend myself specifically against his 

project; however, I will generally discuss how romantic dualism can 

 survive in an anti-metaphysical, poststructural age. 
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17. F.R. Leavis declared in 1940 that to cite Coleridge “as an academic classic 

is something of a scandal” (see his essay “Coleridge” in The Importance of 
Scrutiny 86). However, Stanley Edgar Hyman claimed that next to 

Aristotle’s works, Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria was “almost the Bible of 

modern criticism” (see page 11 of his The Armed Vision).

18. See Kathleen Wheeler’s introduction to her Sources, processes (sic) and meth-
ods (sic) in Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria. She makes a case for Coleridge’s 

diversity as “the impression of fragmentation and miscellany” that actu-

ally grows from “a single metaphysical and aesthetic foundation . . .” (1).

19. Among the scores of essays and books detailing the connection between 

Coleridge’s literary theories and the political practices of a community, 

Negel Leask’s The Politics of Imagination in Coleridge’s Critical Thought prob-

ably veers closest to my intentions. Leask proposes to return the imagina-

tion “to a position of accountability in the practical realm, a position from 

which it has long been absolved” (1). 

20. Bowie goes on to state that the metaphysical concern over something like 

“pantheism” in Coleridge’s time (an issue that deeply informs Coleridge’s 

views) “involves many of the questions that eventually lead both to post-

structuralism and to some of the dilemmas of contemporary analytical 

philosophy” (From 3). 

21. There exist so many essays that attempt these rereadings of Coleridge that 

it could perhaps be stated without citation. Most consider Coleridge’s 

merged philosophical-spiritual vocabulary as evidence of an universalist 

aesthetic; words such as “truth,” “first causes,” or “God” appear out-

dated, less useful than recognition of how those terms are culturally con-

structed. For example, Jerome McGann’s argument in The Romantic 
Ideology, one that I will come back to at various times, suggests that all 

literary production remains forever locked within its social conditions. 

McGann continually reverts all language back to the political, the eco-

nomic, and the ideological. Given such an orientation, the metaphysical 

terms listed above exist only as social commodities rather than as critiques 

of that very same social environment also, as I assume Coleridge 

intended. 

My approach accepts the validity of such ideological interpretations 

but claims their singular fascination incomplete. Similar to what Michael 

Cooke calls “the paradoxes of inclusion” (xii), I read romantic theory as 

deeply comprehensive, a “both-and” theory that continually warns us 

against the either-or thinking of history versus aesthetics. Of course, the 

political looms ubiquitously but not forlornly. It requires the realm of the 

non-political in order to legitimize itself. Identifying how these domains 

implicate themselves, the ideological and the transcendental, remains elu-

sive, provisionary, and speculative. Romantic theory emerges as the story 

that makes such attempts. 

22. See “The Rhetoric of Temporality” (1960) in Blindness and Insight as well 

as the related essay “Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image” (1969) 

in The Rhetoric of Romanticism. Stephen Copley and John Whale select 
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Paul de Man as “the dominant force in American Romantic criticism in 

the 1970’s and early 1980’s.” Because of de Man no critic could now 

“write innocently or confidently” about any of the formally accepted 

“unified verbal icons” (3). As I mention in chapter 4 in this book, 

Tilottama Rajan asserts that de Man has “exercised his earliest and most 

seminal inf luence” in the field of romanticism.

23. This characterization shows up variously throughout the literature. See, 

e.g., my discussion of Shusterman’s “Organic Unity: Analysis and 

Deconstruction” in chapter 1 in this book. Here the materialist approach 

tries to shed itself of organic notions but “at a much deeper logical level, 

it is itself fundamentally committed and inextricably wedded to one cen-

tral (originally Hegelian) sense of organic unity” (64). Paul Ricoeur 

responds similarly to Jacques Derrida in Rule of Metaphor. He asks that one 

consider the paradoxical role of “being” in a metaphor rather than join 

with Derrida’s interest in the “thingness” of nouns. And Fredric Jameson 

construes most deconstruction to be a form of nominalism. He calls de 

Man “an eighteen-century mechanical materialist.” One may juxtapose 

de Man “with the cultural politics of the great Enlightenment philoso-

phes: their horror of religion, their campaign against superstition and 

error [or ‘metaphysics’]” (Postmodernism 246).

24. Please see David Haney’s The Challenge of Coleridge for a book-length 

presentation of Coleridge in this manner.

25. I will detail this “discovery” or literary “construction,” depending on 

your viewpoint, later in this introduction. The authors often cited are 

Charles Feidelson, R.W.B. Lewis, Richard Chase, Harry Levin, Leslie 

Fiedler, and Joel Porte.

26. The danger here resides in the temptation to see any idea as only eternal 

and outside the inf luences of history and politics. It is the mistake I 

believe J.A. Appleyard commits by believing one could write so purely 

and essentially about Coleridge that no statements about economic inf lu-

ence or political bias need enter the text: “The idea or organizing insight 

ought to be internal to his thought, so as to see what that thought is and 

not merely what it is like or unlike” (2). 

27. I am here thinking of the critics whose best work encourages the reader 

toward a belief in the possibility of a “univocal” or radically constricted 

meaning for a text. Arthur Lovejoy, E.D. Hirsch, and John Searle are 

often cited in this regard. Even though I frequently find their arguments 

about determinate meanings useful and corrective, I am still sometimes 

just as much troubled at their firm belief in the adjudicating powers of 

etymological and denotative meaning.

28. This remark is taken from Lovejoy’s essay “On the Discrimination of 

Romanticisms,” as quoted by Rene Wellek in his “The Concept of 

Romanticism in Literary History.” 

29. Tilottama Rajan has noted this phenomenon. In her Dark Interpreter she 

cites Frye as deriving his notion of romanticism from the “spiralling 

movement” of Blake’s plot-form. Frye “uses Romanticism as a way of 
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explaining the philosophical underpinnings of romance, and thus implies 

that romance can provide us with a way of understanding Romanticism.” 

In the same passage she also notes that Abrams similarly analyzes 

 romanticism as “a philosophical version of the archetypal romance jour-

ney from night to day” (40–1, n29).

30. See Olderman’s Beyond the Wasteland, Bruffe’s Elegiac Romance, and 

Schug’s The Romantic Genesis of the Modern Novel.
31. I do not want this literary disclaimer to stand alone as the only rationale 

for an arbitrary choice of Coleridge as theorist. There are other reasons to 

pair Coleridge with the American novel. I should only remind my reader 

of numerous critical observations regarding romanticism’s inf luence on 

American philosophy, perhaps most apparent in transcendentalism and 

Unitarianism. In fact, George Dekker has particularly pointed out that 

Coleridge’s reaction to eighteenth-century genteel sensibility developed 

into “the master spirit of Romanticism, including its American wing” 

(vii). Dekker, in his The American Historical Romance, recognizes Coleridge 

as a principal inf luence on American romanticism. Moreover, his inter-

pretative method resembles mine in that he uses an English model, Sir 

Walter Scott, as a paradigm from which to evaluate such diverse American 

writers as Cooper, Wharton, and Faulkner.

32. There are numerous sources that support Krieger and refute the overly 

generalized claim that romantic theory leads to closure through a 

 transcendent resolution. For example, Peter Thorslev claims Coleridge’s 

descriptions of a dialectical process give priority to Heraclitus’s ideas of 

“Becoming” rather than the “oneness” theories of Parmenides and the 

Eleatics (106). Thomas McFarland makes a similar, though subtler, point in 

differentiating between the absoluteness of Hegel in comparison to the 

continual movement of Coleridge: “The close similarity of these formula-

tions [of dialectic], however, can be misleading if taken as an indication of 

a generalized congruence in the mental styles of Coleridge and Hegel” 

(294).

33. Other critics such as Dana Heller (The Feminization of Quest-Romance), 
Catherine Keller (From a Broken Web), Murray Krieger, and H.M. Abrams 

seem sympathetic to this viewpoint.

34. Although Henry Knight Miller in his essay “Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones 
and the Romantic Tradition” appears to disagree, his central point only 

cautions the reader from proposing a single, direct evolution from 

romance to romanticism. He, in fact, seems to suggest that some inf lu-

ences between the two terms might be a reasonable assumption. In par-

ticular, see where his discussions of transcendence imply a link between 

romance and romanticism (16, 21).

35. Such doubleness will recur continuously as a kind of frame for romantic 

consciousness. Bloom writes:

The poet takes the patterns of quest-romance and transposes them into 

his own imaginative life, so that the entire rhythm of the quest is heard 

again in the movement of the poet himself from poem to poem. (5) 
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 The poet (or any literary artist) transposes romance into various psycho-

logical truths that are often both individual and universal. 

36. Northrop Frye considers the communal values of the romance part of the 

“Fourth Phrase” of romance:

The fourth phase corresponds to the fourth phase of comedy, in which 

the happier society is more or less visible throughout the action instead 

of emerging only in the last few moments. In romance the central 

theme of this phase is that of the maintaining of the integrity of the 

innocent world against the assault of experience. (200–1)

The knight or quester must “defend” her “social” world (201). He or she 

becomes the representative or ambassador of the community, an exten-

sion of the values of a leader or ruling class.

37. Gerald Graff refers to this historical presentation in Professing English. He 

cites Yvor Winters in Maule’s Curse (1938) as an early critic who wrote 

about this aesthetic of consensus. Graff notes that Winters declared 

American literature to be a “conceptual unity” and “collective struggle” 

(217). Graff goes on to view the majority of major pre-1950 American 

literature critics as working from a position of “thematic dualism,” a 

theme similar to what I have been presenting. 

38. For a single account of this long history, please see George Dekker’s essay, 

“Once More “ 69–83.

1 Dialectical and Transcultural Contexts: Otherness, 
Subjectivity, and Coleridge’s Vision

 1. Hereafter BL will be used to refer to the first volume of the 1983 Engell 

and Bate Biographia Literaria. 

 2. For more on this, see Haney’s chapter, “Oneself as Another: Coleridgean 

Subjectivity” (174–226).

 3. It may seem odd to immediately bring forth Adorno in relation to 

Coleridge, given his anti-metaphysical stance in most of his works. And 

there are plenty of ways that he would have to be considered a very harsh 

critic of romantic definitions for established terms such as organicity, 

imagination, polarity, etcetera. But I hope to show that with an inclusive 

dialectical approach, even such “anti-romantics” will be seen to have 

some ideas that supplement rather than dismantle a “post-metaphysical, 

romantic” interpretation of consciousness. 

 4. For a quick review of these, see John F. Post’s Metaphysics: A Contemporary 
Introduction ( especially 15–41).

 5. For a similar judgment but in a more political vein, see McCarthy. He 

reviews Derrida’s supposed political texts and realizes an ontological gap 

between the discourse of deconstruction and the rationality needed for a 

global conversation on topics such as human rights. McCarthy concludes 

that Derrida “has in effect deprived himself of the means he needs to 

enter that debate” (157). Although useful in noting the necessity for a 
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minimal model of reasoning in politics, McCarthy’s opinion seems to 

require a rather literal reading of Derrida. I would note the same disjunc-

ture but claim, along with most romantic thinkers, that a theoretical 

 position may truthfully suggest the conditions of reality and also appear to 

conf lict with instrumental or material outcomes in reality. In other 

words, Derrida points to problems in language while aware that com-

munication continues: they are not necessarily paralogistic positions.

 6. Hegel has been generally accepted as seeing everything in nature as a part 

of everything else.

 7. In this regard Eric Wilson’s adventurous Romantic Turbulence (Caton, 

Review of romantic Turbulence) might be of use. In it, he claims romanti-

cism can also be viewed in an anti-Platonic, but Heraclitean fashion that 

links chaos with organicity.

 8. For Altieri, and myself, the use of dialectic is something of a given. What 

“seems internal depends on external factors.” And once we accept that 

somewhat common sense position of dialectics, then “we understand why 

it is so difficult without dialectics to agree on any single set of verbs by 

which to argue that what we say about texts displays significant relation-

ships to the world beyond the text.” (“Can We,” 52)

 9. Several philosophers and critics could be mentioned in this context. The 

ancient notion of a “polar logic,” as one of the many precursors of 

romantic dialectical thought, was practiced by Heraclitus, Giordano 

Bruno, and Jacob Boehme. A more analytical side of dialectics shows up 

in Marx, Sartre, and such contemporary thinkers as Marcuse, 

Horkheimer, and Jameson. Perhaps three of the most inf luential uses of 

dialectic for the purposes of this study might be G.W.F. Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of Spirit (an extreme idealist system), Immanuel Kant’s 

rigorous use of a “transcendental dialectics,” and Samuel Coleridge’s 

dialectical structures of symbol, imagination, and polarity. These last 

three writers position dialectics as a logic of process, the approach I 

undertake as this study progresses.

10. A colleague at a previous institution refused to teach a required world 

literature survey course that he had been assigned. His argument to the 

administration was that the concept of nonexperts teaching highly ethnic 

material at a college level was “fraudulent.” Apparently his position was 

honored: he was never required to teach the course.

11. I am thinking here of the difference between choosing a point of view to 

help analyze a novel’s specific cultural texture (its ethnicity, conventions, 

values, etc.) and feeling compelled to embrace the novel’s point of view in 
order to explain it. Arnold Krupat refers to that parochial tendency early in 

his The Voice in the Margin. He cites M. Scott Momaday as one inf luential 

critic who advocates for this type of “insider’s” criticism. Momaday has 

become well-known for his belief that his “Indianness” exists as “mem-

ory” in his blood and that Indian perception has a “genetic” component 

(Margin 13). It follows from this point of view that only Indians could 

understand an Indian text. Geary Hobson has lamented that some whites 
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who try to adopt Indian ways end up as “outsiders [who] presume to 

define Indian people and lifeways in an authoritative way” (103). 

12. This conf lict of interpretative methods arises throughout the academy. 

Paul Armstrong reasons that many assumptions, by definition, produce 

irreconcilable convictions. For example, he claims that a critic cannot 

simultaneously believe that “human nature is both universal and radically 

historical” (344). Any attempt at justifying this type of paradox would 

amount to the unacceptable claim that meaning arises from “reconciling 

opposing positions in the conf lict of interpretations” (345). Although 

Coleridge would agree that not all polarities generate further meanings 

(he cited “contraries” as a general term for these cases), legitimate oppo-

sites do generate meaning. Moreover, Armstrong’s position relies on a 

literal and materialist reading of the concept of reconciliation rather than 

the more dynamic notion that Coleridge intended. Paradox for a  romantic, 

after all, creates a “both/and” vision of consciousness where historical 

contingencies must exist alongside philosophical universals.

13. For a good overview of this clash, see Betty Craige’s Laying the Ladder 
Down: The Emergence of Cultural Holism, especially the first chapter. Her 

sense of “holism” is very close to my understanding of a “vital” dualism 

that tends to make these “simplistic” views more viable.

14. I will take this up in more detail as this chapter progresses. In general, 

cultural critics have complained that nineteenth-century romantic the-

ory is not political or “rich” enough to arbitrate the deep differences 

between cultural groups. The argument is often framed as follows: rather 

than examining relations of power and dominance, romanticism offers a 

vision of “non-alienated labour,” a “transcendental scope” that is revolu-

tionary only in terms of the individual imagination (Eagleton Literary 

19–22). Or, in the terms of Jose Saldivar, a romantic story’s emphasis on 

extraordinary moments and archetypes (138) detracts from the attention 

that should be paid to a story’s practical historical injustices. JanMohamed 

has referred to romantic interpretations simply as a collection of “stereo-

types and archetypes” (91) that “mystif[y]” power relations by expressing 

stories in “metaphysical” terms (92).

15. Of course, the acceptable assumption that a minimum accumulation of 

certain facts and skills prepares one to question an idea is not being chal-

lenged here. Instead, I am objecting to the notion that a critic needs either 

a storehouse of immutable shared conclusions or a membership into an 

ethnic group before she is allowed to enter particular academic debates. I 

discuss this in greater detail in my discussion of Ceremony. If this is the 

case, then these same entry-level assumptions that permit questioning can 

never themselves be critically examined.

16. See my conclusion for a brief note on this problem. Literature is always 

“impure.” The recognition that a romantic interpretation rests on uto-

pian “disinterest” does not correspondingly suggest that such “idealism” 

nullif ies the impurity of a historicized account. Granted, the irrational, 

utopian goal of viewing the world as divorced of the political is an  idealist, 
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though ultimately futile, endeavor. On the other hand, such striving 

for a purely aesthetic moment represents a transcultural move that does 

not have to succeed in order to be effective. All artistic appreciation 

 contains strains of this purely theoretical goal of detachment and only 

in rejuvenating elements of romanticism do those strains appear. This 

occurs in spite of our current mania for a “demystified” and unstable 

 self-consciousness. 

17. See my discussion of White Noise (chapter 9 in this book) that explains 

this idea in more detail.

18. I discuss a version of the topic of “otherness” throughout this manuscript. 

In terms of the primary imagination, I stress the “human” element of 

“Perception” in Coleridge’s famous definition. I claim the primary imag-

ination both connects us to nature as well as separates us; we are imme-

diately and un-willfully different from nature due to this primary 

“human” perception that helps define us as different than the “conscious-

ness” of nature.

19. Coleridge uses the word “prejudice” in this section without any contem-

porary pejorative connotations. For Coleridge, prejudice points to any 

natural experience that tends to be self-evident, thus not requiring exam-

ination or questioning. I offer a longer commentary on this problem in 

chapter 3 in this book. 

20. My use of the qualifier “negative” comes from a heritage of theories that 

underscores the constructive uses of absence or unknowing. Many of 

these approaches in the field of religion, e.g., have been labeled, “negative 

theology.” In the literary and philosophical field I might include Sartre’s 

“nothingness,” Kant’s “disinterest,” Eliot’s “depersonalization,” and 

Keat’s “negative capability.”

In terms of the latter, this well-known phrase is taken from a letter to 

George and Tom Keats, December 28, 1817, as found in Maurice Burton 

Forman’s edition of John Keats: Selected Letters. In it Keats discusses his desire 

to experience something like “a negative capability.” It is this thrust toward 

a sacrifice of the ego or social “self” that I see as included in the recognition 

of the limits of rationality. Here is Keats: “. . . that is, when a man is capable 

of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching 

after fact and reason” (77). See my discussion of this idea throughout, but 

especially at the start of, chapter 6 in this book.

21. The terms Coleridge employs may be of some concern. He uses 

“OBJECTIVE” to correspond with “NATURE, confining the term to 

its passive and material sense, as comprising all the phenomena by which 

its existence is made known to us” (BL 174). I include the abstract and 

contemporary term “otherness” or “the other” within that category. In 

the initial confrontation with another, only the self can realize its own 

“consciousness,” its own activity. Even though such positions are 

“instantly” changed during the act of knowledge, they still begin with 

this provisional and theoretical separation. More on this in chapter 3 in 

this book.
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22. The act of knowing is willed, of course, but the consequences that follow, 

in terms of necessarily identifying ourselves with another, have unwilled 

aspects. It is from within this unwilled moment that negative acceptance 

emerges. Discussed further in chapter 6 in this book.

23. Coleridge reasserts this notion throughout the public and private works. 

Here are two typical examples from The Notebooks:

I make a duplicate of I, and combining it with It or Not-I—I have the 

notion of a Spirit He, or She—Then I again modify it by I—and I have 

Thou—. (3: 4426)

Not for myself but for my conscience—i.e. my affections & duties 

toward others, I should have no Self—for Self is Definition; but all 

Boundary implies Neighbourhood—& is knowable only by 

Neighbourhood, or Relations ... Without a Thou there could be no 

opposite, and of course no distinct or conscious sense of the term I. (2: 

3231)

I would agree with Coburn’s gloss here, which suggests that these jot-

tings are an attempt to quickly replay some of the arguments from chapter 

twelve of the Biographia.

24. As Lockridge has written: “The self [for Coleridge] is defined not by 

some “romantic” pursuit and inf lation of private consciousness, but by 

social awareness that locates the self within a community of other selves, 

the greater organism of society” (Coleridge 157).

25. See his The Creative Imagination: Enlightenment to Romanticism, especially 

chapter eleven. Engell has done all my work for me in detailing how the 

imagination came to be regarded as a positive sympathetic faculty. I will 

only brief ly refer to principle ideas that complete my dialectic involving 

a negative acceptance and a positive sympathy. 

26. For more on how sensibility and sympathy interact see Chris Jones’s 

Radical Sensibility: Literature and Ideas in the 1790’s. 
27. Chris Jones rightly points out many of the social problems that came with 

this advancement. Adam Smith, for one, tied sympathy to class issues stat-

ing that people should naturally “admire and almost worship the rich” (as 

found in Jones 31). His is an “interested” sympathy that carries quite clear 

moral, cultural implications. My point, though, is to show, in addition, 

how the term slowly evolved into Coleridge’s unifying positive force. For 

more examples of this proactive element of sympathy and the imagina-

tion, see chapter 3 in this book regarding Coleridge’s primary and sec-

ondary structures.

28. See Orsini (95–100). He refigures this similarity into a “ref lective” 

romantic approach rather than an “innate” Platonic one.

29. This is, of course, the prime concern of one wing of modernist poetics. 

Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot both assumed that concepts used instrumen-

tally alienated one from the direct experience of life. Whether or not 

something like “immediate experience” exists in an empirical fashion is 

a question I will investigate in more detail in chapter 2 in this book.
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30. One’s ability to register and process sensation is partially a priori, not based 

on experience but already “predisposed” in the structures of the mind. 

Romantics call these elements “forms,” “categories,” or simply “intu-

itions.” See Orsini’s fascinating discussion of this problem (90–2) where 

he, too, sees it as related to transference of Platonic philosophy into a 

romantic appreciation for the conditions of experience.

31. Critics and cultural anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz and Charles 

Taylor have agreed broadly that something like the “human” or the “per-

son” exists in recognizable form among all social groups. Conceptions 

vary sharply; however, there is enough commonality to claim a shared 

category of interest.

2 Historical and Ideological Contexts: 
The Burden of F.O. Matthiessen’s 

American Renaissance

 1. It is this “political” interpretation that has led to Matthiessen being 

thought of as the father of American Studies. As Jonathan Arac notes, 

“both as Harvard professor and as a private citizen, [Matthiessen] was 

widely and visibly active in the leftist politics of the 1930s and 1940s” 

(90). This is the image fostered by the New Critics: Matthiessen as some-

one more interested in determining the essential character of American 

life than exploring the aesthetics of a work” (Dickstein 137). Matthiessen 

himself contributed to this view by his cautionary note regarding the 

New Critical methods: “. . . its devices and strategies and semantic exer-

cises, can become as pedantic as any other set of terms if they are not 

handled as the means to fresh discoveries but as counters in a stale game” 

(American 19). 

 2. In this current twist, Matthiessen is considered not a sociological critic 

but a New Critic. For this interpretation, his identity is formed by the 

apolitical poetics of the time. Matthiessen, in this group-think approach, 

would be categorized with all critics from the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. 

Since the dominant tendency during this “age” was New Critical think-

ing, Matthiessen and Hicks must also have been some sort of New 

Critics.

Of course, Hicks is more usefully thought of as a Marxist critic. I link 

him with Matthiessen here in that he is also often wrongly accused of just 

being narrow-minded, as being only a political critic, in the same manner 

that Matthiessen is seen as being only an early New Critic. 

 3. Throughout this essay, I will be conf lating ideology, history, and politics 

as crucial terms for the cultural interpretation of literature. For my pur-

poses, they are all examples of the mediated and interested notions that 

reveal how social processes affect our thoughts and imaginations. My 

effort in combining them is not to suggest that they are transparent, non-

problematical terms. I hope, instead, to show how they share an interest
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 in signification that is routinely expressed in largely material, economic, 

and physical ways.

Moreover, an ideological vocabulary partly intrigues, as it has for gen-

erations, due to its classic opposition to the vocabulary of aesthetics. In 

aesthetics, of course, we have the contrasting and largely mythical terms 

such as immediacy, disinterest, immaterialism, and translucence. Although 

this recognition is old news, my concern is in discovering how this ancient 

clash takes on a renewed pertinence given the goals of an inclusive multi-

cultural canon. As roughly demonstrated by Hicks and Matthiessen, this 

clash can provide explicit vigor for a canon highlighting both diversity and 

excellence.

4. My use of “ideal” and “idealism” will become more nuanced as I proceed. 

For now I only want to hint that the social utopian implications of 

Coleridge’s Neo-Platonic aesthetic theories play an integral role in canon-

icity. I will soon show how.

5. Matthiessen concluded American Renaissance by stating that a great writer 

fulfills “what Coleridge held to be the major function of the artist: he 

brought the whole soul of man into activity” (656).

6. Contrary to the popularized opinions, Ruland (210–11) and White (482–3) 

are examples of a few critics who do recognize a distance between New 

Criticism and Matthiessen. For a more carefully arranged argument on 

this subject see Cain, especially 17–42.

7. If anything, America’s literary critics in the middle to late 1930s were 

more political than aesthetic in their leanings. In writing about that time, 

Trilling remembers that “ ‘everyone’ was involved in radical politics in one 

degree or another . . .” This was a time when Edmund Wilson was asking 

the intelligentsia to consider joining the Communist Party: “the progres-

sives or liberals—should take Communism away from the Communists” 

(qtd. in Chace 47). 

8. Although Morris Dickstein’s Double Agent: The Critic and Society gives only 

a popularized account of pre–World War I criticism in America, he does 

accurately ref lect my point:

In book after book, starting with V.L. Parrington’s Main Currents of 
American Thought, Constance Rourke’s American Humor, and F.O. 

Matthiessen’s American Renaissance, critics and historians set out to 

determine the essential character of American life. Avoiding the diag-

nostic, polemical vein of Spingarn, Santayana, Mencken, Brooks, and 

Mumford, they set out to construct a central core of American mas-

terpieces that would differ strikingly from the canon of the genteel 

critics and their radical successors. (137)

Wendell claims in his Literary History of America that it “was almost an 

admission, in a great many words, that there is no American literature” 

(qtd. in Ruland x). Of course, other critics, such as Vernon Parrington, 

had already countered that view. And it is true that Matthiessen wanted his 

collection to be more aesthetic that Parrington’s; however, Matthiessen
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 never considered using a purely “belletristic” (ix), European approach, 

which might subvert the historical or ideological.

 9. Twelve Southerners, I’ll Take My Stand.
10. John McWilliams notes that critics such as R.W.B. Lewis, Charles 

Feidelson, and Lionel Trilling had recognized that the American empha-

sis on a rugged individualism and a “classless national innocence” prob-

ably lent inf luence to Matthiessen’s text: “Behind the claims of Lewis, 

Feidelson, and Trilling lay the authority of F.O. Matthiessen’s American 
Renaissance, in which Emersonian self-reliance had been advanced as the 

controlling ideal of America’s great literature . . .” (72) 

11. These sample writers were selected from the 1994 Fourth Edition Norton 
Anthology of American Literature and the 1990 Heath Anthology of American 
Literature.

12. See Verhoeven for more details regarding these issues, especially 

233–44.

13. For a somewhat more focused appraisal of this problem, see the conclu-

sion to my book review of Satya P. Mohanty’s Literary Theory and the 
Claims of History (102–4).

14. I will describe Coleridge’s method shortly. Kant, of course, uses this same 

opposition to produce his “Dialectic of the Aesthetical Judgement” in his 

Critique of Judgement. 
15. Steven Watts echoes my worries regarding authentic diversity of debate 

in American Studies:

But the most troubling issue undermining modern American 

Studies . . . is . . . political marginalization. [W]ork in the humanities 

and social sciences is political from the word go. So you will not hear 

from me any indignant calls for objective, non-politicized research 

and teaching. But what you will hear is an appeal for true political 

diversity and genuine debate among political viewpoints, something 

which is sadly lacking at present in the field of American Studies. 

(emphasis in original, 90) 

16. This edition of the Biographia will be referred to in the text as BL.
17. This is consistent with Coleridge’s assertion in “Dejection: An Ode.” 

There he describes how he can experience or “see” a particular “beauty” 

in his mind’s eye that he cannot “feel”: “I see them all, so excellently 

fair! / I see, not feel how beautiful they are!” 

18. Perhaps the most well-known example of this ideological anxiety is 

Jerome McGann’s The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation. For 

McGann the aesthetic exists as a sham that masks crucial relations; a 

responsible critic must “expose” the aesthetic’s idealization to reveal it as 

only one more mystified but “particular socio-historical position” (1–2). 

If one fails in this regard, so McGann believes, then the aesthetic will 

continue to shield “the truth about social relations: that the rich and the 

ruling classes dominate the poor and the exploited” (8).
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19. I would like to express my debt to Jane Tompkins. Some of these ideas 

arose after reading her essay “ ‘Indians’: Textualism, Morality, and the 

Problem of History.” 

3 Multicultural and Postcolonial Contexts: 
Philosophy’s Self and Other

 1. For the purposes of this essay I will be using ideology as JanMohamed 

defines it: as a general rubric for all of the social processes that work on 

and through people. Ideology questions the trustworthiness of ideas and 

discloses their cultural roots. Culture, historical narrative, ethnicity, race, 

and various other terms useful in describing societies I take to be all forms 

of ideology. 

Opposed to these more specific notions of ideology is the whole dis-

course of metaphysics, existentialism, subjectivity, authenticity, and indi-

viduality, terms that have always figured importantly as not exclusively 

defined by specific cultures. They can, of course, be thought of as mysti-

fied efforts to escape history, ideology, and local contextual definitions. 

However, in fact, they have more often been used as particular pressures 

on ideology, as forces that have often historically arisen in pointed resis-

tance to specific cultural definitions.

Selfhood and otherness, my other two important terms, are, on the 

one hand, obviously discursive and cultural constructs. But here too his-

torical ideological definitions are not enough. Both terms can be tied to 

understandings of subjectivity or consciousness that are not exclusively 

ideological. In other words, otherness and selfhood should be historicized 

but not essentialized as only products of culture. Their analysis depends 

on a subjectivity or consciousness that looks into the ontological problem 

itself. I discuss this in more detail below with regard to David Hume and 

apperception.

Otherness arises in the broad sense of alterity, strangeness, or hetero-

geneity. The ideological world is thought to be filled with otherness—

sexual deceptions, cultural differences, uncertain language games, and 

strangeness all the way down. What is the role of authenticity, individual 

subject-consciousness, or reason in this environment? Radical alterity 

may seem to pull from under us the common ground of cognitive and 

evaluative reasoning needed to understand otherness itself. How does one 

attempt communication at such a point? That is the major focus of this 

chapter.

 2. Hume confesses his inability to theorize this aspect of subjectivity. Near 

the end of his Treatise of Human Nature he admits that he can find no sat-

isfactory way to unite perceptions with consciousness or selfhood: “For 

my part, I must plead the privilege of a sceptic, and confess, that this dif-

ficulty is too hard for my understanding” (636).
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3. This “social progress” might easily be challenged. My point, though, is in 

sensing how relativism leads to social equanimity, which is basically an 

improvement over colonialism. As has been said, a cultural relativist, at the 

very least, “has never hanged a person.”

4. These convincing claims are made in Mohanty’s chapter “Political 

Criticism and the Challenge of Otherness” (Literary 116–48). The chapter 

focuses on four representative and inf luential critics: Michel Foucault, 

Helene Cixous, Ernesto Laclau, and Chantal Mouffe. 

5. It may seem baff ling at first to realize that Mohanty’s discussion about 

cultural relativity has led us to comments on rigidity and reification; how-

ever, such inf lexibility occurs when what is relative attempts communica-

tion. At the point of communication, social identities, which were earlier 

freed from evaluative judgment, must now “declare” themselves. Since 

distinct identities are often needed in such instances, differences rather 

than commonalities frequently arise. 

Mohanty gives reasons for the popularity of this type of relativity:

My view is that for many literary theorists cultural relativism of some 

sort is sanctioned by a deeper epistemological relativism or skepticism. 

And such an epistemological view (or attitude) is supposed to derive 

from the genuine antipositivist insight of modern thought that all 

knowledge is contextual and mediated by theories and paradigms. 

(Literary 142–3)

These mediated “theories and paradigms,” if based only on such differ-

ences, frequently become rigid orthodoxies that distort communication 

between diverse cultures.

6. Mohanty chooses a universalist vocabulary from Kant that has clear 

romantic implications. For more on this, see my review of his book Literary 
Theory and the Claims of History: Postmodernism, Objectivity, Multicultural 
Politics.

7. Bhabha’s referencing of “unity” should be read in the context of his many 

other articles where he does carefully demonstrate the “value” of such a 

term. I cite the sudden friction here between Bhabha and JanMohamed 

because it indicates both the variety in postcolonial criticism and the more 

or less accepted def lated status of the concept of “metaphysical unity” 

(according to JanMohamed). 

8. Presenting the powerful as unable to profit from their efforts to under-

stand the powerless, JanMohamed profoundly qualifies the possibility of 

communication between different cultures. Of course, in a highly theo-

retical vein, he does admit that one should still attempt the deep knowl-

edge of another. But even this action is hardly worth undertaking since, 

remember, it “is possible only if the self can somehow negate or at least 

severely bracket the values, assumptions, and ideology of his culture” 

(“The Economy” 84). We are left with individuals who are unable to 

deeply commune with the ones who most deserve our understanding: the 

oppressed.
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 JanMohamed does suggest some exceptions. In “symbolic” literature he 

states that “[symbolic fiction] offers evidence of a dialectical, mutually 

modifying relation between self and Other” (100). Even in this literature, 

however, the writer is “unable to achieve some ‘genuine’ or ‘objective’ 

understanding of the Other . . .” (100).

 9. JanMohamed also emphasizes this blockage in the conclusion to his book 

on Manichean aesthetics: “[The] ideal dialectical relation between self 

and other is in practice petrified in a colonial situation by the assumed 

moral superiority of the European which is reinforced at every turn by his 

actual military supremacy” (Manichean 265). 

Postcolonial critics such as JanMohamed rely on theories of a psycho-

analytic consciousness for both the oppressor and the oppressed. These 

theories suggest that everyone is profoundly conf licted and will succumb 

to temptations of power and domination. Most postcolonialists agree 

with Benita Parry’s portrait that “the colonized as constructed by colo-

nialist ideology is the very figure of the divided subject posited by psy-

choanalytic theory to refute humanism’s myth of a united self” (29).

10. At this point I should reassure my reader that Mohanty’s fears represent 

general tendencies; postcolonial theory is, of course, too varied and com-

plex a discipline for any single encapsulation. But even considering the 

very real theoretical diversity within the field (e.g., see Bhabha’s survey 

essay “Postcolonial Criticism”), the widespread acceptance of radical 

alterity, cultural determinism, and a devalued universalism seems indis-

putable. For more on the capital success of these three tenets and the need 

to rethink them, see Norris.

11. Theories of romantic perception and subjectivity under these new, 

heightened acknowledgments of diversity alter the stakes of the debate; a 

renewed discussion will show how determinism and relativism develop 

through a relationship with a minimally rational subjectivity. In other 

words, romanticism formulates the problem of otherness without sacri-

ficing crucial, even radical notions of individuality, rationality, and com-

munication.

12. Coleridge’s use of the term prejudice deserves some explanation, as does 

the rhetorical strategy surrounding it; both of these prepare the reader for 

the ten theses of chapter twelve. First, the word prejudice. Coleridge uses 

the word without any contemporary pejorative connotations. For 

Coleridge, prejudice points to an experience that we take to be 

 self-evident, thus not requiring examination or questioning: “original 

and innate prejudices which nature herself has planted in all men (sic).” 

However, the philosopher must show that these are neither “the first 

principles of knowledge . . . [nor] the final test of truth” (BL 1: 258). They 

are acceptable, though, as long as they are viewed as provisional and 

incomplete statements. Their completion occurs when the philosopher 

shows if and how they are related to principles of truth and knowledge. 

In fact, Coleridge’s argument embraces the inevitability of prejudice. 

In preparing the reader for how “being” can unite with “knowing” 
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(BL 1: 247–64), he plays out the roles of the natural and transcendental 

philosopher. As I note in chapter 1 in this book, both philosophers inher-

ently accept a prejudice that cannot be verified, only assumed. This is 

confusing because at one point Coleridge claims the sense of “I am [for 

the transcendental philosopher], cannot so properly be entitled a 

 prejudice” (1: 260). However, this is probably the more generalized 

notion of “I am,” the upper case, ontological enterprise for all philoso-

phers. For a more personalized, lower case “I am,” the investigation does 

include the term prejudice. See Sara Coleridge’s edited Biographia Literaria 
for a  marginal reference to the I am as “the absolute prejudice” (qtd. in 

BL 1: 260, n1).

I hold that both the transcendental and the natural philosopher’s 

“prejudices” should be accepted as provisionally necessary before a more 

complete understanding of knowledge occurs. In this same conciliatory 

light, both approaches offer insights to the individual; neither is complete 

by itself.

13. Future references to the Biographia Literaria will be indicated in the text 

by BL.
14. A broad premise so overarching and common as to be thought of often as 

not “rich” enough for theoretical debate, this “universal concept of per-

sonhood” still provides:

a moral notion that carries a great deal of political force, for the most 

powerful philosophical ally of modern struggles for equality and social 

justice is the universalist view that individual human worth is abso-

lute: it cannot be traded away, and it does not exist in degrees. 

(Mohanty, Literary 199) 

15. I have addressed this problem in more detail in chapter 5 in this book. See 

especially my discussion of the “paradox of literary understanding.” 

16. Mohanty states that “discontinuity, the celebration of difference and het-

erogeneity, and the assertion of plurality” is now the “general tendency in 

contemporary criticism” (Literary 120). This prevalent definition of oth-

erness can become so radical that its separation from reason cannot be 

clearly articulated. All that one can be assured of is the excessive identity 

of difference: “The other is not us, [these critics] insist, and is quite pos-

sibly not even like us” (emphasis in original, Mohanty, Literary 120–1). If 

the world lies detached, forever divorced from reason, how do we know 

the specific qualities of various forms of otherness when we experience it? 

This is a, if not the, major dilemma facing multiculturalism today.

17. Goldberg goes on to say that the operating premises for a strong form of 

multiculturalism must be involved with questioning “the grounds of the 

knowledge claims and truth values being advanced, and with challenging 

the dominant interpretation and underlying structures of institutional and 

ideological power represented in prevailing pedagogical narratives” (17). 

The problem, though, is that strong forms of anti-foundational think-

ing, by definition, can legitimately deny “basic formal principles of 
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 thinking” (16) and even the “thin set of common rules of logic and basic 

inference” that Goldberg believes “underpin” even radical versions of 

multiculturalism. I do not see how critics like Goldberg can have it both 

ways.

18. Often absent of helpful qualifications such as “willed” or “unwilled,” 

contemporary theories of multiculturalism tend to fetishize this recogni-

tion of difference until its polar opposite, commonality, appears as a use-

less, overly generalized, abstract term. Henri Giroux, among many others, 

desires a self that is only “historical and cultural . . . shaped in complex, 

related, and multiple ways through its interaction with numerous and 

diverse communities.” In addition, he has advocated for the end of race 

“as a universalizing norm” or “essentialized notion of subjectivity” (38). 

Although I would agree that essentialism and universalism by them-
selves are the sources of many social problems, such terms in conjunction 

with more particular examinations can be quite helpful. I’m not con-

vinced from theorists such as Giroux that explaining how universal 

notions of subjectivity operate in society could necessarily discredit or 

devalue the opposing “truths” of local cultures. After all, a dialectic 

always exists between historical contingencies and transcultural 

 principles.

4 Poststructural Contexts:  Paul de Man’s 
Uncertainty Anxiety and the Allegory of Division

 1. The abbreviation BL will refer to the 1983 Engell and Bate Biographia 
Literaria. 

 2. Although in this chapter I have only space to critique de Man, in my 

article “Arguing for All It’s Worth: The Aesthetics within Ideology” I 

give a more extensive interpretation of allegory/symbol in light of 

Coleridge’s aesthetics.

 3. Krieger goes on: “De Man’s stalwart attack upon symbol in the name of 

allegory is a climatic moment in the theoretical turnaround against the 

long and impressive development of organic poetics” (“A Waking” 

1251).

 4. This approach carries a legacy that goes back at least as far as J. Hillis 

Miller’s “Steven’s ‘Rock’ and Criticism as Cure II.” There Miller states 

that deconstructive and (what he calls) constructive criticism have a 

“symbiotic” relationship (334). Others through the years have agreed and 

also resisted Derrida’s early extreme position in “Structure, Sign, and 

Play” that polemically recognizes only a static duality between interpre-

tations committed to “truth” and those committed to “free play” (292).

 5. The term poststructural evokes, of course, multiple meanings. In this 

essay I will focus primarily on how it signifies an anti-foundational 

stance. That is, the differential quality of a linguistic system based on a 

signifier–signified relationship (its “foundation” or “structure”) becomes 
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radically altered in most “poststructural” systems. A poststructuralist 

would emphasize the extreme indeterminate nature of meaning through 

its infinite regressive search for an originary definition. This profound 

skepticism, our “alienation” from nature, replaces postulates of “truth” 

with a system of signs estranged from their sources. 

In structuralism, sign and meaning have the theoretical foundation 

necessary for coincidence. Thus, communication can result from lan-

guage. In many poststructural theories, however, communication can 

only be a conventional effect of language. Hence, those proponents (de 

Man among them), would underline the fundamental inadequacy of lan-

guage to experience by suggesting an alienation between subjectivity and 

the world.

 6. In his chapter on de Man (283–317), Lentricchia portrays de Man as a 

lapsed metaphysical existentialist: “My argument . . . is that de Man used 

to be thoroughly metaphysical in the existential mode” (287). By this he 

means de Man believes that “existence and essence coincide” (285), 

granting “perfect stability of being” (286) to nature. De Man can be 

thought to be existential here because his thoughts “are not fueled by the 

poststructuralist belief that all talk of origin is deluded . . .” (287). 

 7. For example, Martin McQuillan’s recent book-length study of de Man, 

Paul de Man, presents no discussion of his existentialism.

 8. References to de Man’s essay “Time and History in Wordsworth” will be 

cited as “THW” 

 9. References to the “Rhetoric of Temporality” will be cited as “RT”.

10. In fact, de Man himself signals his awareness of this unstable structure 

when he writes early in the “Rhetoric of Temporality” about romantic 

analogy. Here he admits that a “seamless metaphoric continuity” is an 

unrealizable utopian dream. No critic should claim that “this degree of 

fusion [i.e., the aforementioned seamless quality] is achieved and sus-

tained, at most that it corresponds to Coleridge’s desire for a unity toward 

which his thought and poetic strategy strive” (emphasis added, 195). The 

symbol represents the “desire” for a perfect unification, not its 

 culmination.

11. Coleridge repeats some of these thoughts in an early notebook entry (see 

Notebooks 2: 2540).

12. Citations to this essay will be given as RR in reference to The Rhetoric of 
Romanticism, the text from which it is taken.

13. Like Wordsworth, Coleridge uses words such as “eternal” to speak of 

mystery. The larger question, though, is how can these transcendent ref-

erences be contained or even directed by the materiality of language? For 

de Man, the transcendent can always be demystified; the mediation of 

language always refuses immediate intuition. For Coleridge, however, 

immediate presentation, immediate genius can still occur, in spite of the 

mediating function of language. That is, Coleridge recognizes 

 meta-linguistic powers, the imagination, which enlarge the signifier–

signified system. If language points to and functions as more than 
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 materiality and mediation, then references to mystery challenge de Man’s 

insistence on the radical referentiality of language.

14. J. Fishe Solomon in his “Annotating the Annotations: A Philosophical 

Reading of the Primary and Secondary Imagination” claims Coleridge 

wanted a unified triad that posited knowing and being through the imag-

ination: “. . . the success of Coleridge’s dialectical union of knowing and 

being through the imagination finally relies less upon logic than faith . . .” 

(144). Coleridge’s refusal to sift his linguistic suppositions through the 

empirical sieve of logic points to a major difference between him and 

poststructuralists such as de Man.

15. Much has been written on Coleridge’s desire to express the tension inher-

ent in his coupling of mystery with the finite. For my purposes, however, 

I would conservatively claim only that his theories on the imagination 

suggest how perception or “naming” (and, therefore, an important aspect 

of language) depends on a “vital” and relational activity that surpasses the 

semiotic notion of metaphor, where signs are isolated words in a lexical 

code. Catherine Wallace, one among many critics, would agree with my 

claim. She believes that Coleridge generally refused to understand words 

in de Man’s mostly materialistic manner. For Coleridge,

Words signify neither things, nor ideas, but rather the mind’s activity 

in perception, ref lection and meditation. Words reveal the creative, 

active mind as it distinguishes between real things and mere artifacts 

of sensory receptors. (95)

16. Language, then, incorporates volition. The individual “will” involved in 

constructing metaphors and analogies has an importance equal to de 

Man’s belief that language mostly “speaks us.” Catherine Wallace dis-

cusses these issues in her book, The Design of Biographia Literaria. See espe-

cially the chapter entitled “Poetry” (99).

17. Thomas McFarland tracks much of this fascination for Coleridge in his 

Coleridge and the Pantheist Tradition. In it, McFarland identifies these poles as the 

“I am” (being) and the “It is” (knowledge) (191). I think that it is fair to also 

see them as generally representing the spheres of ontology and epistemology.

18. For more on how this heritage inf luenced de Man (and most other post-

structuralists), see Tiottama Rajan’s “Displacing Post-Structuralism: 

Romantic Studies after Paul de Man,” especially 456–9.

19. This characterization is seconded by Lentricchia who believes “de Man 

does not argue in any formal sense; [he carries] certain prepackaged con-

sclusion, not arguments, and . . . intends to put across his interpretation 

mainly by crafty rhetorical maneuvers” (293).

20. Citations for this claim of radical division are probably not necessary; 

however, for a concise summary of the problem, see my discussion of 

Satya P. Mohanty in chapter 3 in this book. By using Jonathan Culler, 

Gayatri Spivak, and Francois Lyotard, Mohanty builds a strong case that 

the current skeptical critical climate often transforms cross-cultural 

exchanges into “wonderment” or an “impossible” event: “In all these 
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gestures and claims, what emerges is an overly generalized and unquali-

fied suspicion of objectivity and explanation” (113). I owe many of the 

insights in this study to Mohanty’s insights.

21. I do want to recognize important work begin done here by a large collec-

tion of critics, notably Nancy, Habermas, Deleuze, Laclau, Mouffe, and 

many others. Still, the best of these use a dialectic of experience and lan-

guage in a much more robust fashion than de Man does.

5 A Southwestern Laguna Native American 
Perspective: Western Eyes and Indian Visions in 

Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony

 1. All references to Ceremony will be cited by page number only.

 2. The list of authors who advocate for versions of this separaticism is, of course, 

too long to cite. Krupat’s references to Momaday, Schubnell, and Sangren in 

the first chapter of his The Voice in the Margin gives a balanced, if short, por-

trayal. As an example of the force of their arguments, Momaday has written 

that a Native American carries a “genetically based” estrangement from the 

Euro-American heritage (qtd. in Krupat, “Voice” 12–13). I will use Paula 

Gunn Allen as my representative for this widespread point of view.

 3. Jarold Ramsey’s Reading the Fire suggests that teaching the authentic 

Native American culture should be a struggle with the demands of inte-

gration. It must be taught as a convergence; after all, post-contact Indian 

life necessarily defines itself as a mixture of European and Native 

American culture (172). For example, a Salish tribe incorporated Jesus 

into an oral tale (as found in Ramsey 227; originally in James Teit, 

“Folktales of the Salish Tribes,” Memories of the American Folklore Society 11 

1917: 80–3). Certain versions of the Adam and Eve story even appear in 

Northern Paiute Indian tales (Ramsey 227).

Kenneth Lincoln in his introduction integrates much of Euro-American 

aesthetics with contemporary American Indian mentality. He writes of 

the inf luences of Olson, Schlegel, Plato, Coleridge, and more (253, n25). 

Lincoln notes that as Native Americans were being inf luenced by Western 

modernists (such as Creeley, Ginsberg, Wakoski, and Rich), “non-Indian 

modernists had been discovering native (sic) art forms” (7). The trading of 

inf luences leads him to conclude that the “Native ground may well be 

terra firma for literary tradition in any culture” (8). Krupat agrees when he 

states that Indian and Euro-American aesthetic questions should be read 

together—“under the sign of sameness”—as parallel projects—erecting 

and breaking down extreme separatist identities (The Voice 8).

 4. All references to Paula Gunn Allen, unless otherwise noted, will be from 

The Sacred Hoop.
 5. I am guessing that here Allen is claiming a particular notion of organicity 

that apparently diverges considerably from the Western concept. Gordon 

Brotherston, for one, disagrees. In his Image of the New World he claims a 
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ground of commonality in the very term of the “organic” (260–88). 

Lincoln points to Brotherston’s work and asserts that “organic con-

cepts . . . are embedded in Native American literatures many centuries 

old” (253, n25).

 6. Allen presents an analogous position in her essay “Special Problems in 

Teaching Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony.” Here she sincerely questions 

how a writer or critic can ethically use sacred oral traditions and/or stories 

as material for publication. The conundrum forces Allen to retreat into a 

form of paralysis: “I have gone so far as to learn as little ritual or myth as 

possible in any particular detail to further buttress my defense against eth-

ical violations” (385). A little later on the same page she admits complete 

frustration: “At this point I don’t have any solutions or resolutions in 

mind.” Although I do not directly approach the ethical dimensions of 

revealing sacred texts, I do suggest that Romantic theory can help explain 

why anxiety over competing “truths” occurs, if not offer some solace.

 7. For a somewhat naïve, dated, but heartfelt attempt at such a project, see 

Carl Starkloff ’s The People of the Center (especially 117–30).

 8. She could also be referring to some of the writings of Rene Descartes, 

John Locke, or other pre-empiricists.

 9. I am thinking of Jurgen Habermas, Jacques Derrida, or even William 

James or Charles Peirce. The question might, in fact, be better phrased as 

which significant Western philosopher, if any, promotes a static duality? 

At the very least, then, the history of Western dualism has operated in a 

much more vibrant, animated fashion than Allen allows. 

10. In discussing Ceremony, Lincoln notes that the Pueblos are a dualistic 

tribe: “everything both ways” (235). On the same page he quotes Edgar 

Hewett: Pueblo dualism is a “belief in the unity of life as manifested in all 

things, and in a dual principle of all existence, fundamentally, male and 

female.” Moreover, Silko herself has given a dualistic spin to her discus-

sion of Ceremony. She claims Ceremony is about two forces: “The feminine 

force of the universe and the mechanistic death force of the witchery” 

(119). Both of these forces seem directed by the overarching power of 

Spiderwoman: “All tales are born in the mind of Spider Woman, and all 

creation exists as a result of her naming” (119). Thus, even witchery 

comes under her sway; she is the enigmatic force of creation, perhaps 

similar to the mystery of God in the Western tradition. 

11. My discussion of Ceremony will center on how instances of paradox help 

the reader interpret Tayo’s irrational journey toward health. These con-

tradictory moments arise in my discussions of polarity, self-knowledge, 

organicity, and temporality. Although paradox may seem a clumsy term 

to describe a Native American consciousness, it has been employed by N. 

Scott Momaday in just such a fashion. In reply to a question about Indian 

perception and the environment, Momaday claims he can “paradoxi-

cally”. . .“invest” and “incorporate” the land simultaneously (Seeing 80). 

12. Duality theories provide an orientation for discussing how a plurality 

of voices can be organized within a single community. A quick 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


N O T E S228

 example: Critics have routinely referred to the general notion that in spite 

of their pantheistic myths, Indian traditions still manage to support the 

view of a single underlying principle or power that unifies all their beliefs. 

Irwin phrases this conviction as follows:

The existence of an overarching unity, a synthesis or potency that 

encompasses within itself all powers and manifestations is also wide-

spread. The various concepts of the holy or the sacred held by Plains 

communities also express a profound belief in a single, dynamic prin-

ciple inherent in the religious topology and maintained through the 

types of agency manifested in natural events and visionary experience. 

(69–70)

The effort here to locate a single power within a polyvocal landscape 

resembles many of the philosophical and spiritual notions of other cul-

tures, including monotheism (especially in the Neoplatonism of St. John’s 

Gospel). 

13. Mary Slovick states that Tayo resembles the generalized “hero of medi-

eval romances [who] must overcome a series of obstacles and perform a 

number of physical feats to overcome Witchery, find his cattle, and save 

his people” (111).

14. See American Indian Quarterly, 5.1 (1979), which is devoted to Ceremony; 

virtually every essay presents the pattern I have outlined.

15. See the introduction to Irwin’s Dream Seekers and Capps’s collection of 

essays, Seeing with a Native Eye for more detailed reasons for this  hesitation.

16. For more on these issues, see Krupat’s balanced introduction in his 

Ethnocriticism, especially 42–5. 

17. Owens deficiency here resembles other commentators who assume a 

seamless relationship between lived and visionary experiences. For exam-

ple, Lee Irwin in his The Dream Seekers reminds readers that Indian cul-

ture easily links everyday consciousness with the extraordinary: “In the 

Native American consciousness there is no distinct separation between 

the world as dreamed and the world as lived” (18).

I appreciate this portrayal and yet wonder how a Native American 

who literally accepted this description could function in her society. In 

other words, the dream vision loses its ability to transform if it simply 

merges into everyday consciousness. Some distinction is surely necessary 

for discussion and valuation.

18. Silko may indeed intend this to be primarily a comment about the 

“Westernized” Rocky conf licting with the more “Indian-like” Native 

American Tayo. However, the reality of the war would seem to suggest 

that Rocky’s more conventional interpretation of what a Japanese soldier 

looks like is well placed. 

19. My discussion of Ceremony will center on how instances of paradox help 

the reader interpret Tayo’s irrational journey toward health. These con-

tradictory moments arise in my discussions of polarity, self-knowledge, 

organicity, and temporality. Although paradox may seem a clumsy term 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


N O T E S 229

to describe a Native American consciousness, it has been employed by 

N. Scott Momaday in just such a fashion. In reply to a question about 

Indian perception and the environment, Momaday claims he can “para-

doxically” “invest” and “incorporate” the land simultaneously (Seeing 
with a Native Eye 80).

20. Even though Silko often disappoints in choosing not to articulate the dia-

lectic involved in organicity, other writers have not been so reticent. In 

fact, Irwin expresses this duality in much the same fashion as Coleridge:

The visionary language of belief and experience is part of a holis-

tic relationship between the visionary and the world of explicit 

 phenomena—the sky, the earth, this tree, that butte, this rock, that 

feather—all of which embody varying degrees of the visionary world 

and help unfold the potential of a world-revealing process. It is the 

experienced dreamer’s role to explicate that world, to show how the 

part expresses the whole and how the visionary experience is the door 

into the hidden order of potential and personal empowerment. (25)

21. McFarland documents the rush of intellectual enthusiasm toward the 

“pull/push” structure of polarity in the early nineteenth century by not-

ing a mania of excitement in the writings of Franklin, Galvani, and Volta. 

For example, in 1809, Schelling proclaimed that “there is no other life 

force than galvanic polarity” (qtd. in Coleridge 299).

22. Most critics agree with this assessment. Ruppert is typical when he 

declares that Tayo “gathers strength at this point from a unified vision of 

the interweaving of all life” (83).

23. Coleridge’s reference to the copula of consciousness underscores his atten-

tion to relationship and reminds the reader of Thought-Woman, the weaver 

of webs, who begins Ceremony. Both tropes, the copula and the weaver, 

emphasize how perception connects rather than what is being connected.

24. The truth, freedom, and authenticity associated with an absence of cul-

tural boundaries mentioned throughout Ceremony also, in fairness, echoes 

a popular disconcerting observation often heard in the late 1960s and 

attributed to R.D. Laing: “Schizophrenics are suffering from the truth.” 

25. Ruppert notes that beliefs in the artif icial divisions of time must “fall 

away” for Tayo to regain his health:

As the false boundaries of time, distance, truth, and individuality fall 

away, Tayo and the reader are left with the fused story/reality unifying 

all experience, defining time, event, and identity. (80)

26. Ruppert feels f lashbacks, hallucinations, and dreams represent a “frag-

mented” experience whereas “the novel is a simultaneous, unified 

moment . . .” (80). However, Ruppert also sees fragmentation and unifica-

tion working together: 

When the pattern of the narrative is analyzed, this concern with the 

unity of experience and fusion of story and reality is seen ref lected in 
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the way the Silko uses a fragmented story structure which does not 

make clear distinction between past and present. (80) 

For Ruppert, fragmentation can represent both the shattered emotions of 

Tayo as well as a devaluation of the arbitrary categories of time. However, 

if fragmentation offers both views, then why must Tayo’s improved men-

tal health be associated only with the “more standard, linear fashion” (81) 

of time? Without a paradoxical explanation here the reader’s sympathies 

are left in a somewhat confused state. 

Ruppert is certainly right to worry about how the narration of linear 

and disrupted time should be interpreted. And associating health with 

Western, “normal” differentiations also makes sense; but it must also 

make room for the health of, what Ruppert calls, unified time. There is 

a dialectical basis for believing in both. I interpret the disrupted phenom-

ena of dream and hallucination as holistic because they are closer to 

visionary moments than they are to the constructed but “normal” notions 

of past, present, and future. However, my desire to embrace both in a 

romantic paradoxical fashion supports the principle thrust of Ruppert’s 

argument. 

27. When Western and Indian categories lose their essentialism, the novel 

becomes more complex. For example, Tayo’s vomiting, nausea, and cry-

ing should not be viewed as the expiation of Western culture but, rather, 

as the cleansing of an already fully bicultural psychic. Clearly, Tayo’s 

recovery depends on how he uses and understands his illness, not on try-

ing to locate a single cultural source for it.

6 A Korean American Perspective: Tolerating Truth 
and Knowledge in Chang-Rae Lee’s Native Speaker

 1. Like this one, all references to Lee’s novel will be cited in the text via 

parenthetical page number.

 2. Discussions regarding the concept of tolerance are voluminous. I can only 

hope to suggest a few applications and workable definitions in this essay. 

My central concern internalizes J.S. Mill’s “one very simple principle” for 

society—that individuals must tolerate various notions of “the good” as 

long as it does no harm to others (68)—to a toleration of the “goodness” 

in each individual’s imperfection. In other words, I seek to turn Mill’s 

social issue into a psychological issue. This internalization of the concept 

retains a core principle of toleration: one should not condemn or rebuke 

experiences of alterity, difference, or arbitrary consequence since one 

cannot fully understand them.

 3. This recognition also duly belongs to the German romantic tradition, 

one that Whitman favored. Schelling, for example, comments: “For it 

will be presupposed as undeniable that the representation of a succession 

of causes and effects outside us is as necessary to our spirit as if it belonged 

to its being and nature” (qtd. in Snow 77).
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4. Negativity here is, among other things, the realization that the complete 

truth is never available to anyone at any one particular time. The com-

monsense information that “facts” provide is always partial. Moreover, 

truth has within itself its own negativity, its own opposition. Hence, the 

famous Hegelian notion (one that Whitman endorsed and Henry will 

come to implicitly understand) that “all things are contradictory in 

 themselves” underlies my use of negativity as an unwilled acceptance of 

the world. 

5. My use of tolerance should not suggest the conventional definition of 

enduring something while repressing a more forceful repugnance or dis-

taste. What I am calling negative tolerance, in contrast, is a somewhat 

subconscious or implicit recognition and acceptance of another due to the 

mental and physical limitations we share with all humanity. Although it 

could devolve into a form of indifference or neutrality, I will use it as a first 

step toward authentic self-awareness in an arbitrary world.

6. The key rationale here is that the human is primarily imperfect and must 

tolerate the uncertain. By understanding tolerance in this way I continue 

some of the ideas of philosophers like Immanuel Kant who investigated 

the concept of tolerance and tried to move Voltaire and Locke’s emphases 

on “rational-natural law” into a more progressive liberalism that recog-

nized the limits of reason rather than reason’s potentiality. For instance, 

Kant’s “indeterminate concepts”—which help show the impossibility of 

complete understanding—reassert the need for public toleration. I will 

write much more on uncertainty and tolerance shortly. For more on toler-

ance as this type of skepticism, see Fotion and Elfstrom (32–5) and Mendus 

(75–9). For more on how Kant’s “indeterminate concepts” are related to 

tolerance, see Benjamin, especially (36–7).

7. For more on how the theme of invisibility and ethnic marginalization fits 

closely with the detective or spy elements of this novel, see Chen.

8. Most critics have been rather straightforward and unapologetic in their blan-

ket approval of Henry’s ability to “find himself.” Kim represents the major-

ity when she compliments Lee for giving the reader a Korean (Henry) who 

is able to create a composite personality “according to the truth” (147). 

9. Literary and social critics frequently struggle to define the importance of 

unknowing and difference in asserting values. One would think, then, 

that the concerns over tolerance that I am outlining here might arise in 

these conversations. After all, the liberal mandate of the Enlightenment 

(according to Mill) suggested that tolerance would encourage diversity 

and difference. And Walzer reminds us “toleration makes difference pos-

sible; difference makes toleration necessary” (xii). Surprisingly, though, 

tolerance rarely receives much philosophic attention in these literary, cul-

tural debates. Perhaps like generosity, respect, and acceptance, toleration 

appears to many to be a simple, unambiguous virtue. Yet a close look at the 

issues around this word, as I hope this essay provides, demonstrates that 

complexity not complacency underlies its usage. 
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10. My emphasis on linking one’s inability to know with an acceptance of an 

imperfect world in Native Speaker is in contradistinction to critics such as 

Engles who tend to see the Whitman inf luence representing an erasure of 

history. For Engles, Henry’s self-forgiveness and toleration of an unfair 

world promotes “a warm, fuzzy White-man-ian [read Whitman as a white 

man] embrace of immigrant masses [that overlooks] the historical and con-

temporary density of . . . the struggles of various immigrant groups” (45). 

This is, of course, the traditional complaint against Whitman, Coleridge, 

and almost all metaphysical philosophers. And Engles is right to point to 

this complication; however, I believe one can be globally forgiving and 

historically sensitive, aware of a transcendent unity of tolerance and polit-

ically astute. That said, it does seem that Lee uses Whitman to indicate 

how Henry needs more of an oceanic appreciation of the world of woe 

rather than a specific history lesson in ethnic relations. For a theoretical 

approach similar to Engles, see the historical reading of Song. 

11. I do not want to imply that these writers were relativists or in favor of the 

irrational over the rational. They all knew that one needed to be rational 

in order to be tolerant; however, their views also romantically implied 

that truth is served in the process of toleration, rather than in the embrac-

ing of one specific view. For instance, Mill’s theories have been called 

romantic for their sweeping endorsement of the different, the marginal, 

and the minority among us (Dunn 53).

12. “Thus, the debate on toleration moved over the centuries from religion 

to politics to society” (Fotion and Elfstrom 80). In this regard, Mill is 

famously known for pushing tolerance toward an acceptance of the alter-

ity implied in “eccentricity,” “genius,” and “diversity” (132–3).

13. For a view that counters this notion of toleration’s steady evolution from 

a religious virtue to a philosophical concept, see Wolfson.

14. I am, again, indebted here to some of McGowan’s comments on Kant’s 

Critique of Pure Reason. McGowan states: “While reason will inevitably 

lead all who employ it properly to the same conclusions, one of those 

crucial conclusions is that large areas of human concern actually lie 

outside reason’s purlieu. In such cases, the only rational response is to 

respect different preferences, since no legitimate grounds exist for 

asserting the superiority of one preference to another” (34). This epis-

temological predicament, the via negativa approach, necessitates an 

unwilled tolerance.

15. My modulation here from intellectual uncertainty to a liberal pluralism 

generally follows the philosophical path that Mendus details in sections 

from her Toleration and the Limits of Liberalism. My negative romantic 

 tolerance does tend to grow out of the broader skeptical position that she 

notes: “there is no moral truth and therefore no one can properly presume 

to impose it” (76). My more careful articulation, though, emphasizes the 

uncertainty aspect. That is, there may indeed be moral truths; however, 

they are impossible to prove with a finite mind. Thus, the best strategy is 

to initially accept whatever is not immediately harmful or understood. 
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16. I use reason and understanding in a conventional manner throughout this 

essay. I do not mean to suggest Coleridgian definitions.

17. “[U]niversal tolerance is possible only when no real or alleged enemy 

requires in the national interest the education and training of people in 

military violence and destruction. As long as these conditions do not pre-

vail, the conditions of tolerance are ‘loaded’ ” (Repressive 84). For Marcuse, 

the reality of an authoritative state apparatus (police, national guard, 

“swat” teams, state troopers, etc.) that, when necessary, can crush any 

opposition that opposes the current order means that forms of negative 

Romantic toleration will be counterproductive of any “real” liberation. 

18. For more on this, see Webber (24–5, 36–7). Also, useful here is 

Horkheimer, especially his “The Concept of Man” (1–33).

19. On why this overarching organic dialectic best exemplifies a romantic 

approach to world-knowledge and self-knowledge (and why it can often 

disappoint), see Haney’s chapter “Oneself as Another: Coleridgian 

Subjectivity” (173–226) and Thorslev. That said, the notion of an organic 

dialectic should not be understated as a principle of romanticism. My 

desire to theorize on how unknowability liberates does not eliminate the 

core romantic realization that “human beings and natural objects inter-

penetrate in an ‘interactive responsiveness’ ” (Peer 2). That is, seeing the 

world as ultimately unintelligible only highlights the imperfection of the 

human observer. One is still intimately connected to that same incom-

prehensible world. The two ideas, finite limitations and organic relation-

ships, can and must exist harmoniously in romantic theory.

20. For a brief cross section of just a few of the notable writers who have used 

Coleridge in this way, see Haney, Lockridge, and Perkins.

21. A well-known advocate of this position is McGann (see chapter 5 in this 

book). According to him, the romantic’s reliance on a miraculous theo-

logical aesthetic is no more than a mystified “particular socio-historical 

position” (1–2). Romantic theories simply shield “the truth about social 

relations: that the rich and the ruling classes dominate the poor and the 

exploited” (8).

22. For more on how romantic concepts offer political and social liberation 

today (played out in terms of Kant’s universalism and poststructuralism), 

see Mohanty’s book (199) and my review.

23. Future references to this book will be as follows: BL.
24. See Kristeva and Levinas for two representative examples.

25. In general terms, this romantic approach to relationship theory antici-

pates Whitman and the above-mentioned criticism of Engles. In addi-

tion, see Song’s worries over the “typical liberal-humanist habit of 

reading” that only finds “deracinated themes.” For Song, such an approach 

may, intentionally or unintentionally, replace Lee’s “unique” concerns 

for “Korean American self-representation” (80). I am not convinced, 

however, that transhistorical theories must always erase or replace his-

torical theories. For some examples and explanations of why some critics 

feel otherwise, see chapter 2 in this book.
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26. My reader may want me to fret a bit more on this point. My emphasis on 

perceptive and rational limitations perhaps links Coleridge too easily with 

contemporary notions of uncertainty and relativity. Is not this the same 

Coleridge who had periods of close adherence to Christian values and doc-

trine that would seem to be anything but relative and uncertain? My response 

is to point toward the questioning “Coleridge” of Kathleen Coburn’s edited 

Inquiring Spirit rather than the more sermonizing one projected within On 
the Constitution of the Church and State and other more dogmatic writings. My 

“Coleridge” is the one who Coburn in her introduction to Inquiring Spirit 
calls “a questioner rather than a systematizer, provocative rather than dog-

matic.” He has “the kind of not-rigidly-compartmentalized mind that asks 

questions that are more important than the answers” (20).

27. By calling on these speculative structures, I suggest that dialectic defines 

large areas of romantic theory and is useful in understanding how the 

idealism of tolerance and self-forgiveness arise. I consider the term not 

only helpful in sensing a “subject-in-process,” but also ref lective of a 

broad collection of interdependent relations that unify the world and the 

subject. It is a concise way to speak of the organic nature of knowing and 

unknowing. Bowie, commenting on Schelling’s thoughts, phrases this 

Romantic dialectic between the mind and the world as follows: “The 

basic structures of the world . . . are nothing but a lower form of structures 

of the mind.” Without this modest but essential idealism, one might 

wrongly believe that one is isolated, alienated, and apart from all others. 

Without this relational dynamic “the world [comes] to be felt and thought 

of as [only] other . . .” (48), that is, as separate and essentially unavailable 

to us. This was Henry’s ailment.

28. An important exception, Engles claims Henry fails to achieve autonomy 

because the “resolution of his identity crisis” culminates in his assimila-

tion into America’s pervasive white culture (29). In some ways ref lective 

of Marcuse’s analysis, Engles portrays Henry as more or less trapped by 

“the effects middle-class white culture has had on him” (28). Perhaps 

given that, as Engles admits, Henry, like all Americans, is “[e]mmersed . . . in 

a sea of undeclared whiteness” (28), he obtains about as much autonomy 

as any Korean American is allowed. But also given that Henry does suffer 

such extreme emotional hurt throughout the novel, even Engles’s quali-

fied autonomy must still at least minimally satisfy one’s desire to see 

Henry as uplifted at the end of the story. 

29. This is the “standpoint” criticism that cautions one from maintaining a 

“view from nowhere” interpretation. The “wall-to-wall” ideological 

critics who follow such warnings do not allow a discussion of, say, self-

hood that is distinct from the local political and social representations of 

that same self. By contrast, romantic critics maintain that selfhood can be 

discussed, as can consciousness, as an autonomous idea that generates a 

philosophical appreciation of the world.

30. Engles is quite useful here in his discussions of Korean realities such as 

social silences, nunch’i, and Ahjuhma (see especially 43–4).
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31. I would like to cite my appreciation of Dasenbrock’s article. Many of my 

closing thoughts are closely tied to his. 

7 A South Los Angeles Mexican American Perspective: 
Empty Hope and Full Sensuality In Luis Rodriguez’s 

Always Running: La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A.

 1. Kant’s Critique of Judgement, trans J.H. Bernard. All future references to 

this work will be in parentheses noting the section first and then the page, 

as in CJ, section 17, page 68, for this quotation.

 2. I read Rodriguez as a novelist although probably most of what he relates 

actually did happen. The category of “autobiographic novel,” as 

Rodriguez calls this work, gives the critic some leeway in how she 

approaches the work. Because my interest is in determining the force of a 

romantic aesthetic on the political content of the story, a “novelistic” 

rendering seems most appropriate.

 3. Kant details much of this in sections eleven and twelve of Critique of 
Judgement. For someone to enjoy only the workings of the mind, Kant 

claims “an inner causality”: “. . . the play of the subject’s cognitive pow-

ers . . . is the pleasure itself ” (12:58). 

 4. For more on this notion, please see Unger (143).

 5. For Rorty, please see “Nineteenth-Century Idealism and Twentieth 

Century Textualism”: “Both [poststructuralism and idealism] rest on a 

phony contrast between some sort of nondiscursive unmediated vision of 

the real and the way we actually talk and think” (155). For Jameson, 

“Ref lections in Conclusion”: “[There exists] a repressed and unconscious 

danger of idealism within Marxism itself ” (200–1). For Lazarus, 

“Doubting the New World Order”: “Idealism here consists in the relent-

less reduction of the social to discourse” (124). Although these writers 

focus on the problems of an idealist vocabulary, their comments still indi-

cate the pervasive quality of idealism. What is particularly striking here is 

that poststructualism, Marxism, and constructionism are three philoso-

phies that, on an obvious level, should be as far from idealism as possible. 

That these critics note the omnipresence of idealism suggests its possible 

use in discussing twentieth-first-century, ethnic-specific American 

 novelists.

 6. My approach extends some of Herbert Marcuse’s opinions in his chapter 

“The New Sensibility,” from An Essay on Liberation. In it he claims Kant’s 

third Critique “obliterated the frontiers between sensibility and imagina-

tion” to “the extent to which they [the senses] have a share in producing 

the images of freedom.” That recognition, according to Marcuse, leads to 

“freedom as a biological necessity” (28). It is the promise of this type of 

idealistic renewal that I want to bring to the discussion of ethnic-centered 

writings.

I am aware of the deep mistrust attached to the liberal’s discourse of 

emancipation; however, one can recognize the historical irresponsibility 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


N O T E S236

of the autonomous individual without invoking it as a reason for a 

 complete jettisoning of individual subjectivity itself. The checkered his-

tory of “individual agency” does not mean that all moments of liberation 

must be completely discounted. Certainly, the subjugation and oppres-

sion associated with “rationality” must be admitted; “the power of truth” 

at times must bend to “the truth of power.” And yet, there are other times 

when the power of an idea can break the abusive truths of the powerful. 

This essay explores the philosophy and aesthetics of the latter. 

 7. Of course, recognitions of idealistic individual moments appear regularly 

in almost all character presentations, including those in ethnic-specific 

narratives. Critics frequently discuss such moments in terms of quasi-

theological epiphanies. More recently, however, these interpretations 

have been assigned textual, psychoanalytic, and materialist vocabularies. 

In contrast, I will track how this movement from the sensual to the intel-

lectual (from the modernist notion of immediacy to non-conceptual 

ref lection) should be viewed as idealistic, especially for the  ethnic-specific 

narrative. Although my concerns are only related to Always Running, 
comparable discussions would be possible for a range of ethnic-centered 

texts, including the following and their specific scenes: Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved (258), Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn (185), Maxine Hong 

Kingston’s Woman Warrior (204), Tomas Rivera’s Y No Se Lo Trago la 
Tierra (111), and Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (322). 

 8. For more on how the aesthetic acts as a radical non-concept for emanci-

patory political projects, please see Cascardi (especially 175–212). Cascardi 

claims that because high-profile, poststructuralist critics of radical 

democracy concentrate on “contingency,” “dislocation,” and “opacity,” 

they “overlook the way in which the indeterminacy of such [ref lective] 

judgments is crucial to the possibility of political transformation” (179). 

In addition, Hannah Arendt, the “poet” of political theory, discusses con-

cerns related to this at various points in her Lectures on Kant’s Political 
Philosophy. Her aestheticization of the polis relies on Kant’s third Critique 
and funds her liberation politics. For more on this, see Curtis. 

 9. Rodriguez, Always Running, La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A. References 

will be noted only by page numbers in parentheses.

10. This imposition of the term “foreigner” on those who should have more 

rights than the natives is underscored by the necessity of a glossary of 

Mexican terms at the end of the work. That is, Rodriguez rightfully 

organizes his book so the reader who does not understand Spanish 

becomes the real “foreigner.”

11. All translations are mine; the quotations are from Robbe-Grillet’s collec-

tion Pour un nouveau roman: “Il y a aujourd’hui, en effet, un element nouveau, 
qui nous separe cette fois radicalement . . . c’est la destitution des vieux mythes de la 
‘profondeur.’ ” 

12. “Que ce soit d’abord par leur presence que les objets et les gestes s’imposent, et que 
cette presence continue ensuite a dominer, par-dessus toute theorie explicative.”
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13. “Decrire les choses, en effet, c’est deliberement se placer a l’exterieur, en face de 
celles-ce.” 

14. “A chaque instant, des franges de culture (psychologie, morale, metaphysique, etc.) 
viennent s’agouter aux choses, lear donnant un aspect moins etranger, plus compre-
hensible, plus rassurant.” 

15. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith. All future 

references to this work will be in parentheses, noting the section and 

page: (CPR, B:408, 369).

16. Wellek and Brooks have famously stated in their Theory of Literature that 

art should be about the “cosmopolitan” rather than about the “local” or 

“provincial.”

17. For this one quotation I use Meredith’s translation of Kant instead of Bernard’s.

18. This approach comes from a long line of idealist philosophers. A classic 

rendering of this position is Coleridge’s well-known comment in “The 

Art of Poesy”: “For all we see, hear, feel, and touch the substance is and 

must be in ourselves . . .” (259).

19. I am not suggesting that the urban nightmare of barrios and gangs can be 

completely resolved with “aesthetic” and “imaginative” thoughts. Here, 

I agree with Maria Herrera-Sobek who states that Rodriguez’s “triumph 

over gang life” does not mean that anyone can simply “ ‘pull themselves 

up by their own bootstraps’ ” (56). On the other hand, an idealistic aes-

thetic imbued in politics may, indeed, offer some help.

20. For more on how the biological generates notions of universality, see 

Brown (especially 59, 70–2, and 143–9).

21. Moving from the particular to the universal always risks losing the indi-

vidual for the benefit of the all-encompassing “idea of the other.” Many 

critics have commented on this problem that idealism’s advocacy for non-

conceptual ref lective judgments sacrifices the “otherness” of another for 

the appearance of empathy. I discuss variations of this throughout this book 

but see especially chapters 4 and 5. As a minimal response, I would also 

endorse Julia Kristeva’s dialectical-Freudian dynamic in her Strangers to 
Ourselves: “The foreigner is within me, hence we are all  foreigners” (192).

22. See Watson (59) for more on this.

8 An Antigua Caribbean American Perspective: 
The Quest for Empowerment in Jamaica 

Kincaid’s Annie John

 1. All quotations from Annie John will be given in the text by page numbers 

only.

 2. The following essays represent this general trend: Patricia Ismond’s 

“Jamaica Kincaid: ‘First They Must Be Children,’ ” Wendy Dutton’s 

“Merge and Separate: Jamaica Kincaid’s Fiction,” Helen Pyne Timothy’s 

“Adolescent Rebellion and Gender Relations in At the Bottom of the River 
and Annie John,” Donna Perry’s “Initiation in Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie
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 John,” and Roni Natov’s “Mothers and Daughters: Jamaica Kincaid’s 

 Pre-Oedipal Narrative.” 

3. I adapted many of these ideas from Jerome Hamilton Buckley (17–18). 

4. Obviously, the vast majority of feminist criticism must deal with interpre-

tation in this more or less separatist fashion in order to locate a specific 

language for only female identity. This approach relies upon a fairly firm 

belief in the cultural and natural distinction between the sexes. Elaine 

Showalter, for instance, has claimed that since the 1970s, women have 

been concerned with “the comparative study of sexual difference” (qtd. in 

Warhol 7). Robyn Warhol declares that “feminist aestheticians have tried 

valiantly to establish grounds for evaluating female styles that would not 

be bound by masculine critical assumptions . . .” (8). Lauter and Rupprecht 

have noted that critics need to investigate how the genders divulge since 

“new questions renew our belief in sex differences” (220–1). In a similar 

vein Marianne Hirsh calls her recent book on the mother–daughter plot to 

be “about Woman and about women, about the constructions of feminin-

ity in discourses of motherhood and daughterhood” (8). And Deborah 

Cameron sees the explanation of sexual difference as “an honorable femi-

nist tradition” (29). 

On the other hand, some critics, like me, suggest that enough separatist 

work has been done; I reach for the critical latitude that allows for integra-

tive readings, which redefine difference in less constricting, less rigid, 

binary terms. My concern centers on how theories of difference must 

incorporate recognition of similarity. Even patriarchical structures, like 

the Bildungsroman, can be blended into discussions around feminine iden-

tity. Other critics are working on similar projects. For example, Stephen 

Paul Martin writes: “. . . when I use the term ‘feminine,’ I am referring to 

a quality that is not exclusively found in women . . .” He even expands this 

notion by claiming that “feminine energy” has a “universal importance” 

(56). It is in such a spirit that I interpret Annie John.
5. In fact, Marianne Hirsch, in her review essay “Mothers and Daughters,” 

claims that feminist psychoanalytic interpretations about mothers and 

daughters has generally drawn more or less directly on neo-Freudian the-

ory, Jungian studies, and the writings of Jacques Lacan. None of these 

approaches advocate for a mixed reading of male romantic structures and 

feminine experience.

6. By using the term “bonding psychology” I am referring to the popular and 

quasi-scientific notion that close contact between a mother and a child in 

early infancy leads to emotionally strong individuals. In 1972 Marshall 

Klaus and others wrote an article for The New England Journal of Medicine 
which alleged that mothers who were given extra hours with their infants 

tested better in mothering skills; moreover, these same babies performed 

better at certain developmental levels.

However, not all child psychologists agree with these conclusions. 

Diane Eyer, professor of Developmental Psychology at the University of 

Pennsylvania, states several misgivings about this theory in her book, 
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 Mother–Enfant Bonding: A Scientific Fiction. Many of the findings of Klaus 

et al. seem premature and sketchy, according to Eyer. She feels that even 

thought the term “bonding” has received a positive and popular recep-

tion, an empirical and objective recognition of its benefits have yet to be 

achieved. Her sense is that the word itself predisposes an advocacy that 

makes adequate outside collaborative data difficult to evaluate.

 7. For this same characterization, see also Ross, “Romantic Quest and 

Conquest” (28).

 8. Annis Pratt, Archetypal Patterns in Women’s Fiction, Missy Dehn Kubitschek, 

“Paule Marshall’s Women on Quest,” Marlon B. Ross, “Romantic Quest 

and Conquest: Troping Masculine Power in the Crisis of Poetic Identity,” 

and Anne Mellor, ed., Romanticism and Feminism are some of the authors 

and works currently questioning combined readings of male structures 

and female subjectivity.

 9. Future references to the Statesman’s Manual will be indicated by SM.
10. Future references to the Biographia Literaria will be indicated by BL (the 

1983 Engell and Bate edition).

9 A White European American Perspective: 
Imagining Family and Community in 

Don DeLillo’s White Noise

 1. All page citations for Biographia Literaria, unless otherwise noted, will be 

from the Engell and Bate edition and parenthetically indicated in the 

text.

 2. Coleridge felt that this “arrangement” leading to “wholeness” marked the 

“man of letters”: “It is the unpremeditated and evidently habitual arrange-
ment of his words, grounded on the habit of foreseeing, in each integral 

part, or (more plainly) in every sentence, the whole that he then intends 

to communicate” (Friend 1: 449).

 3. Žižek’s mostly underappreciated essay “The Deadlock of Transcendental 

Imagination, or, Martin Heidegger as a Reader of Kant” in his The Ticklish 
Subject: the Absent Centre of Political Ontology emphasizes the radical madness 

or violence implied by the Kantian imagination. Even though Kant, accord-

ing to Heidegger, tried to “ ‘retreat’ from the abyss” that the imagination 

forms, its almost ungovernable power remains stewing under the surface of 

discursive reasoning (41–2). Bowie has championed German romantics, and 

especially Schelling, for most of his career. His fidelity to metaphysics has 

enlivened the contemporary debate. As he writes about the importance of 

this research on “being,” he indicates why it is so powerful: “. . . some of the 

most interesting developments in contemporary American philosophy” owe 

their notoriety to early-nineteenth-century romanticism (From 2).

 4. McGann also implies that spiritual and idealistic discourse does not con-

tain an inherent self-critical difference. In other words, he seems to read 

the internalization of romanticism as a final resolution to the  problematics 
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of consciousness. My response would be to claim, along with numerous 

others (Abrams, Bloom, Rajan, etc.), that nineteenth-century English 

romantic theory carries ample evidence of a self-critical vocabulary that 

continually posits the idealism of consciousness against the critical and 

finite quality of the political world. 

A recent essay takes a stance similar to mine by countering McGann 

through an understanding of the dialectics of romantic theory as already 

self-critical:

My aim here is to show the dialectical strength and instability of the 

romantic response, which would be that to see an idealist continuity is 

not to fudge or lose a critical difference: in fact, as I have been arguing, 

critical difference constitutes the idealist continuity (Hamilton 16).

I will detail more of how this corrective approach operates in my dis-

cussion of Paul de Man in chapter 4 in this book.

 5. Anthony John Harding, in a recent essay, proffered the wager that in the 

distant future the imagination will “take a minor place as a paragraph in the 

history of the Romantic movement.” Despite the large claims made for it, 

the ‘imagination’ has rarely if ever been applied, as a working critical term, 

to literature other than that of the Romantic movement itself, and the 

works to which Coleridge himself applied it. Meanwhile literature itself has 

moved on” (138). Also, see Pyle who bemoans the fact that “[t]he imagina-

tion is often taken without question by the journalist or critic or teacher to 

be the guiding principle of literary production” (vii). Leask and I, among 

others, agree that a higher role for the imagination can be invoked because 

it clearly and rather broadly operates in this fashion that Wheeler has iden-

tified as the rhetorical trope for a creative completion of a composition 

activity. That is, the imagination completes and creates meaning in much 

the same manner as one might say an author narrates and creates a story.

 6. For Rorty, see Essays on Heidegger and Others (Philosophical Papers 2: 13). 

 7. I go into much greater depth and detail regarding this point in chapter 4 

in this book.

 8. In fairness to McGann, he seems to be much more aware of the pivotal 

role of relationship in an essay published six years after The Romantic 
Ideology. In his “The Biographia Literaria and the Contentions of English 

Romanticism,” McGann reminds us that Coleridge always envisioned 

the poet as entangled in the mediations and contingencies of an ideologi-

cal world: “In contemporary terms, Coleridge’s is a theory of poetry as a 

process of revelation via mediations—indeed a poetry whose subject is 

the arts and processes of mediation” (241). Coleridge’s gaps and inconsis-

tencies should be read as “shifts in emphasis and in the relations estab-

lished between the several topics” (234).

 9. See Michael Cooke’s Acts of Inclusion, especially his introduction: “It is 

obvious that Coleridge’s definition of the imagination makes a principle 

of the act of inclusion” (xv).

10. In short, Coleridge objected to any philosophy that viewed consciousness 

as the result of phenomenal reality rather than, also, an active creating 
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force of that same reality. This element represents the “participatory” 

quality of Coleridge’s notion of consciousness. His turn from an associa-

tionist theory to a participatory theory has been documented in most 

accounts of his life from 1795 through 1805. For example, see Leask 

(22–4), Lefebure (101–5), or Orsini (25–9).

11. Coleridge’s definition:

The imagination then I consider either as primary, or secondary. The 

primary imagination I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent 

of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the 

eternal act of creation in the infinite I am. The secondary I consider 

as an echo of the former, coexisting with the conscious will, yet still 

as identical with the primary in the kind of its agency, and differing 

only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, 

dissipates, in order to re-create; or where this process is rendered 

impossible, yet still at all events it struggles to idealize and unify. It is 

essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and 

dead. (BL 1:304)

 In the primary, the imagination operates below, above, or apart from the 

conscious level. At an initial confrontational, we unconsciously external-

ize the world by “naturally” opposing it to our inner notion of self- 

consciousness, which gives one the impression, misleading at times, that 

we only exist “apart from” the world, different from nature. However, 

this same primary function of the imagination simultaneously points to 

humanity’s association with something “a part of” the individual ego: the 

mysterious “infinite I am.”

12. Other critics have commented on how a romantic understanding of the 

unconscious varies from Freud’s definitions. Geoffrey Hartman, toward 

the end of his essay titled “Romanticism and Anti-Self-Consciousness,” 

phrased the distinction as follows: 

The Romantic emphasis on “unconsciousness” and “organic form” is 

significant in this light. Unconsciousness remains an ambiguous 

term . . . referring to a state distinctly other than consciousness or sim-

ply to unselfconsciousness. (Emphasis in original, 55). 

13. Jackson notes that Coleridge thought one might tap into this repository: 

“[Coleridge] was not satisfied just to admit the existence of he uncon-

scious; with him, to recognize a source of power was to investigate the 

possibilities of tapping it” (Method 87). Also see Coleridge’s letter that 

Jackson uses for support: “[God] has furnished a glimpse only, though 

either the medium of inspiration, or by the exercise of those rational fac-

ulties with which he has endowed us” (Collected III:482).

14. See Peter Thorslev’s Romantic Contraries, “The Organic Universe” 

 (especially 89–93).

15. All unlabeled textual page citations, unless otherwise noted, will be from 

White Noise.
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16. I believe only Paul Maltby and I have written on this tendency in White 
Noise. Maltby states that DeLillo is aligned “so closely with a romantic 

sensibility that [one] must radically qualify any reading of him as a 

 postmodern writer” (73).

17. This postmodern desire to undercut any stable definitions of the “real” 

and the authentic I claim are themselves already undercut by the romantic 

desires of Delillo’s viewpoint character, Jack Gladney. 

18. Posing the romantic against the postmodern also suggests a commonsense 

antagonism. For example, Kathy Acker has noted, “I might not know 

what the postmodern means but I know it isn’t romanticism” (Personal 

conversation, May 4, 1993).

19. Lentricchia does admit that since DeLillo “insists . . . upon a comprehen-

sive cultural canvas . . . there remains . . . a space for the poetry of mystery, 

awe, and commitment.” His caveat, though, also demands that these pos-

sible universals die rapidly; they are, according to Lentricchia, quickly 

“laid to waste by contemporary forces” (New 7).

Conclusion: Feeling Romantic, Thinking 
Postmodern: Last Words on Form 

in a Multicultural Age

 1. For more evidence for this position, see M. Swiatecka Jadwiga O.P. who 

comments on Coleridge’s belief that “both facts and persons must have a 

two-fold significance . . . a temporary and a perpetual . . . (49). Jadwiga 

claims that, according to Coleridge, a temporal “history” and a transcen-

dental “symbol” require each other in much the same dialectical fashion 

as I suggest.

 2. Some cultural critics have recognized the importance of this quality. 

Satya P. Mohanty, after calling for more creative definitions of theory and 

knowledge within multicultural research, asks for examinations that 

include my emphasis on idealism:

Beyond that, it seems to me, we need to be ready to countenance the 

possibility of legitimate “metaphysical” inquiry in many areas. In the 

post-positivisit realist perspective, for instance, plausible and empiri-

cally grounded theories about human nature or aesthetic and moral 

value are indeed attempts to explain the variety of causal relations and 

dependencies that define human reality (Literary 252).
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