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Abstract

William Hazlitt and the Uses of Knowledge
by
Patricia Anne Pelfrey
Doctor of Philosophy in English
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Steven Goldsmith, Chair

While Romantic literature provides ample evidentthe pleasures of knowledge, it also
reveals strong counter-examples of knowledge asnnedming, enervating, and potentially
impoverishing. What inspired this reaction, and veas it channeled through Romantic
writings?

William Hazlitt is a particularly representativetire in the search for an answer to the
guestion of why knowledge became a problem for Rdmavriters because of his highly
articulate awareness of the distinction betweerwkedge as an engine of social progress and its
potentially negative role in the development ofiudlials. Using a range of Hazlitt's essays—
from his early metaphysical treatise on identityfbe Spirit of the Age-as well as the writings
of Thomas Love Peacock, Percy Bysshe Shelley, &odhas De Quincey, this dissertation
analyzes the conflicted Romantic response to knbydeand its result, a variety of efforts to
define the norms and values that should govemrganization, diffusion, and control. It makes
two principal arguments.

The first is that Romantic ambivalence derived frarwomplex of ideas and anxieties
about the potentially damaging effects of certami& of education and learning on the brain,
damage that could diminish cognitive vigor anddatisthe inner experience of identity. The
collision between this image of the individual diggwered by knowledge and Enlightenment
faith in its role as the engine of collective pregg was intensified by the sheer quantity of ideas,
information, opinions, theories, and discoveries thaily inundated the British reading public
and critics alike. Discussions about educationlaathing became entangled in assumptions
about the nature of the self and attitudes towacitaand intellectual progress, all in the context
of the need to bring order into a universe of kremgle that seemed to be expanding at a
breakneck pace.

The dissertation’s second argument is that Romamtigivalence is valuable in giving us
a perspective from a time when acceptance of tkhentrollable character of knowledge was not
yet complete. The Romantic idea that there coulddmeething inevitable, perhaps disturbingly
inevitable, about the growth of knowledge has fabbeit of consciousness in most discussions of



knowledge today. Its unceasing proliferation iselydcelebrated, perhaps especially the
evolving media and communication advances that haaae learning a global enterprise. Useful
knowledge has become the paradigm of all knowledayaering it immune from questions

about what could or should be done about its leess beneficial outcomes. The contrast between
Samuel Taylor Coleridge®n the Constitution of Church and Stéi829) and Clark Kerr'§he
Uses of the Universit§{i 963), discussed in the final chaptdrgds light on the distance between
Romantic attitudes and our own.
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Introduction

| am convinced that economic and cultural affaib@t money and literature and poetry,
are much more closely linked than many people &lifoems, like gold coins, are meant to
last, to keep their integrity, sustained by thdéiythm, rhymes, and metaphors. In that sense, they
are like money—they are a ‘store of value’ overltmg term. They are both aspiring to
inalterability, whilst they are both destined toatilate from hand to hand and mind to mind

| have appropriated this statement, made by Jeand@|Trichet,the man who headed
the European Central Bank during the Great Reces4i@008, as a way of introducing this
dissertation because it reconciles a conflict lexg The distance between poetic and monetary
values was a literary given in the Romantic perasdit is in ours. William Wordsworth brought
about a revolution in poetry because he composethp@bout poor leech-gatherers and
ordinary country people as if they really mattenfilliam Hazlitt celebrated “the People” in
contradistinction to the powerful and wealthy wlomizol society and its money. Yet Romantic
(and many other) poets and critics consistentlyneghpoetry and the other arts with wealth.
“We acquire ideas by expending them,” Hazlitt wrd@ur expenditure of intellectual wealth
makes us rich: we can only be liberal as we hageipusly accumulated the mearfsThe two
kinds of currency seem to have a natural affiragyTrichet says. The serene confidence with
which he bridges the distance between them withrtbdiating termyalue,seems to say that the
differences are no problem at all.

This is a dissertation about another form of vakimwledge, and the many ways it can
become a problem. Like poetry, knowledge is assuma@thabit an entirely separate category of
value than actual money. But unlike poetry, the atenal wealth of knowledge seemed to
evoke a remarkable level of ambivalence in cef®mantic writers. There is ample evidence of
its pleasures in the literature of the period,Wwhat particularly interests me is the counter-
evidence of knowledge that produced a sense ohditoin and impoverishment. What inspired
this reaction, and how was it channeled through &t writings?

Even when you narrow the definition kriiowledgeo education, learning, and
intellectual skills, as | do here, it remains ayeroad term. Romantic writers tended to talk
about knowledge in a similarly broad fashion, hogreand the ambivalence | discuss was
evident in all three domains. Thomas De Quinceyght some intellectual disciplines were
dangerous to study. Hazlitt, even though he oncaitéetl an attraction to academic life,
harbored a deep distrust of traditional universitycation and of professional arts organizations
like the Royal Academy. To an even greater dedrae De Quincey did, he believed certain
kinds of learning could disable cognitive skillotB of them considered Samuel Taylor
Coleridge a man whose wide-ranging erudition hgapted his intellectual power, living proof
of the truth of their views. “He would have dondtbeif he had known less,” Hazlitt snarled in
his review of Coleridge’tay Sermons.

| make two principal arguments. The first is thainkantic ambivalence about knowledge
derived from a complex of ideas and anxieties ablmipotentially damaging effects of certain
kinds of education and learning on the brain, damthgt could diminish cognitive vigor and
distort the inner experience of identity. The @tin between this image of the individual



disempowered by knowledge and Enlightenment faititsirole as the engine of collective
progress led to some inevitable contradictions. W true for persons—that knowledge could
be a threat—was not necessarily true for socielgrge in the longer view of history. Yet there
clearlywereproblems with knowledge at the socid&alel. Benthamite Utilitarianism was one.
The sheer quantity of information and opinion, deshpy the printing presses on a steadily
growing reading public, was another, and the retrdg character of English schooling and
universities was a third. Thus, discussions abaotedge and education became entangled
with convictions about the nature of progress f#ilere of institutions, and warring feelings of
helplessness and hope in the face of the future.

One index of the period’s conflicts is the varionsanings that could be attached to a
commonly used expression at the tineprogress of knowledgé.referred in the first instance
to the vistas of discovery opening in scientifeldis, encapsulated in Humphry Davy’s statement
in an 1810 lecture: “Nothing is so fatal to thegmess of the human mind as to suppose our
views of science are ultimate; that there are neteries in nature; that our triumphs are
complete; and that there are no new worlds to centfut was also employed in a sociological
sense, to indicate the diffusion of knowledge fritva elite to the middle and lower classes—a
source of anxiety about its potential for radidaligthem in the post-revolutionary era. There
were deep divisions over whether knowledge coullarfancultivated natures” more prone to
prudence or to mischiéfFinally, the progress of knowledge could meangali@ and
predictable unfolding of a succession of eventsn déise progress of a disease. A supporter of
greater access to education among the lower classtédged it on the preemptive grounds that
“The time is past when the progress of knowledmyaldbe prevented®

It is this last idea—that there could be somethnayitable, perhaps disturbingly
inevitable, about the growth of knowledge—which feken out of consciousness in most
discussions of knowledge today. Its unceasing expars widely celebrated, perhaps especially
the constantly evolving media and communicatioreades that have revolutionized access to
information and made learning a global enterpfi$e view of knowledge as boundless and
borderless leaves untouched the question of whétkez are norms or values that should govern
it—or if that is now even possible. Its very succespenetrating, and in so many ways
improving, every corner of contemporary life hasdm& immune from questions about its less
than beneficial outcomes and what could or shoalddne about them.

And this leads to my second argument, which is R@hantic ambivalence is valuable in
that it gives us a perspective from a time whereptance of the uncontrollable character of
knowledge was not yet complete. What connects tisauir Romantic forebears is our common
status as heirs of the Enlightenment and its fasion with the creation and diffusion of useful
knowledge, even though the Romantics mingled isteaed skepticism in a way that most of us
do not. Joel Mokyr notes the pivotal importancéhef Enlightenment in establishing the
intellectual infrastructure of today’s knowledgeeomy—scientific method, scientific
mentality, and scientific cultureln the past two centuries, useful knowledge hasive the
paradigm of all knowledge and it is now increasyngidependent from regimens of human
control.

Hazlitt serves as a representative figure in thépect because of his highly articulate
awareness of the distinction between knowledgenasngine of societal progress and its
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potentially negative role in the development ofiutlials. He was a Dissenter, and thus to some
extent an outsider in the dominant culture, whiakieghim the skeptical perspective on
established authority and received wisdom thatidets often have. He was temperamentally
oppositional anyway, a searching critic of claimhswaperior knowledge or assertions of the
sanctity of traditional practices. Hazlitt's sensty to the cultural currents of his time was
remarkably acute, thanks to his wide-ranging irgtiren poetry, drama, politics, political
economy, aesthetics, art, literary criticism, higtghilosophy, and institutions. He provides a
revealing contrast (and sometimes unexpected agm@mvith the other writers | use in
anatomizing attitudes toward knowledge in the gkAd homas Love Peacock, Thomas De
Quincey, and Percy Bysshe Shelley.

The Hazlitt | discuss incorporates recent scholadyk concerning his early
philosophical speculations about the nature oftitlerbut draws some different conclusions and
takes the discussion in a different direction, taan exploration of their influence on his later
writing about knowledge. My initial close focus Blazlitt's metaphysical theory of personal
identity moves into his broadening vision of thgaitive cultural web inThe Spirit of the Age,
then to the larger canvas of Romantic knowledgei@ngaradoxes, and finally to the Romantic
legacy in the emergence of the modern researclersiiy. The structure of the dissertation thus
mirrors Hazlitt's developing account of knowledgelats shaping influence on individuals,
society, and institutions.

What | see as his evolution from philosopher tacpsjogist is marked by two
intellectual discoveries. The first is Hazlitt'sethry of the fictive nature of the self (which he
called his “metaphysical discovery”) in HEssay on the Principles of Human Act{@805),
followed by thel ectures on English Philosopl¥812), in which he elaborates his own version
of empiricism by laying out his agreements andglsaments with the positions of Locke,
Hartley, and Helvétius. The second is his theorthefembodied nature of knowledge, which is
developed in a number of later essays, especrallable-Talk(1821-22).

His concept of identity, influenced by both Hume alocke, posits a fragmentation of
the self along the dimension of time. Hazlitt derconsciousness as locked into the present and
the past; we are essentially strangers to ourdwalves. | differ from most analyses of Essay
by arguing that its real significance derives fralaelitt's interrelated concepts of an unstable
self and its inability to access the future, notrirhis argument about the natural
disinterestedness of the human mind. Did he beietee fractured nature of identity only in the
special case of the metaphysical discovery, or@er@anent condition of the self? In either
case, | argue, it is a theory that had a strorgentce on his podEssaywritings, which show a
marked estrangement from engagement with the fuldtieough a radical who never lost faith
in the principles of the French Revolution, for exade, Hazlitt does not look to a future
perfected by revolutionary reform. His analysigofitical change holds that it is ignited not by
the promise of an idealized future but by existdmage provoked by the consciousness of
political and social oppression. Mark Schoenfieddssa connection between Hazlitt's theory of a
fragmented self and his professional commitmefuaonalism: the constant repetitive need to
feed the daily press traps him in an alienatedepriethat nullifies the future.

It is Hazlitt the psychologist, | argue, who escfrem the dilemma created by his
theory of identity. He turns away from this essahtiempty self to the body and its constant



discourse with everyday experience. His theory lo&tihe calls tacit reason relies on the
cognitive possibilities of bodily feeling and peptien. There are two leading exemplars for him:
the deep mind-body connection of athletic perforoganlustrated in his famous essay, “The
Indian Jugglers,” and the exercise of artisticrttle painting (Hazlitt’s first ambition was to
become an artist). Both require attention focuseditd a specific end, which implies a
connection to the future. But this is a differemtckof future—one that opens effortlessly to the
knower because the pleasure of the moment govieenshiysical or intellectual exertions leading
toward the goaf Tacit reason, Hazlitt's paradigm of ideal knowiigya (perhaps unconscious)
bow to Hartley’'s physiological philosophy in thaemploys a version of his body-based
associationism that is refined and expanded torpurate intentionality. It reveals knowledge as
a skill that dissolves preoccupation with the s@lfl propels us into an active and harmonious
engagement with the environments we encountes.tite only kind of knowledge he did not

find problematic in one way or another.

At the same time, tacit reason as Hazlitt defihésan essentially personal, aesthetic,
and fleeting experience, not a solution to thedagyoblem of knowledge in society and its
institutions.The Spirit of the Age: or, Contemporary Portrgit825), Hazlitt’s intellectual
biography of the political and cultural leadershddf generation, takes us back to the alienated
future of theEssayMost critics agree that its theme is the failurdatish society to meet the
political and cultural challenges of the post-Na&golic era. The interpretive puzZibe Spirit of
the Ageposes, however, is the apparent absence of angifigread linking its two dozen
portraits. TheEssayprovides an answer. It sets the emotional tonesgirdual landscape dfhe
Spirit of the Agewhich is concerned throughout with the nature ehicty. The fragmented
structure of the work, and Hazlitt's self-contradiy portraits of individuals, reflect the
instability of the self and its isolation in theegent. His account of 1820s Britain offers an
opportunity he never takes to envision a diffefanid potentially more progressive) society; it is
portrayed as frozen in an eternal present, estdafigen the possibility of imagining its own
future. Knowledge is constitutive of identity Tine Spirit of the Agé&Ve are what we know, and
this last great work is a brilliant catalogue o thany ways in which knowledge can go wrong.

Hazlitt's sense of societal paralysis was boundvitp his conviction that British
institutions were hopelessly corrupt, including—esplly—Oxford, Cambridge, and the Royal
Academy. His radical views of knowledge instituscare my entry point into theorizing about
universities and knowledge in the Romantic period aur own. Coleridge’®n the Constitution
of Church and Stateontributed the idea that universities should emytandidea, a theory that
persists (in a form very different from Coleridgesginal notion) in modern discussions about
universities. | have usedhurch and Statél829) and Clark Kerr'§he Uses of the University
(1963) as guides to the evolution of the Romauigaiof a university into the contemporary
multiversity that Kerr theorizedoleridge looked inward to find the essential ainthe
university in protecting the unity of all knowledg¢€err looked outward to the demands of
society and saw the prospect of an infinite expgansi instrumental knowledge. And of all the
institutions that create and send knowledge ardbedvorld, none is more central than the
modern research university. It is also one of #ve &reas in contemporary culture where useful
knowledge can be seen as a problem. In the hureandits, and some areas of the social
sciences, it is viewed as a force that has tippedalance of the academic disciplines away
from those devoted to the pursuit of knowledget®own sake.
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Kerr admired the dynamic intellectual energy of Areerican research university but
warned that its productivity comes at a cost. Copigrary knowledge, he points out, is subject
to no standards except those that support itsroaedtproliferation and replication, a condition
that approaches what we mean by the @monomousThis, | conclude, returns us to the
fundamental questions the Romantics asked abouyrtigeess, organization, and control of
knowledge.

Today’'s assumptions about knowledge include itstrig be disruptive—even its
obligation to be disruptive—without any very clédea of what it is to be disruptiver. In
economic terms, of course, the aim is to clear alvaycompetitively weak and the tactically
unprepared. But what both history and the Romaxperience tell us is that most instrumental
knowledge is intrinsically disruptive, and thatinfluence and consequences spread far beyond
market-based pursuits into attitudes about ingigtand values, and even into our conceptions
of the self. Yet it is difficult to imagine any poy, any law, any regulation that could contain the
influence of autonomous knowledge within its appiaie domain. As Kerr put it: what remains
is to adapt. And in this respect, at least, thegsfies of the Romantics can be instructive.

kkkkkkkkkkk

My aim in this study has been to focus on a Hawlito is not often read, even by people
who read Hazlitt—not only thEssay for example, but also hlsectures on English
Philosophy—teo reveal his remarkably original and thought-ptang account of personal and
collective knowledge. In doing so, | have drawrnrecent scholarship into Romantic
perspectives on cognition, education, and learresgecially the work of Jon Klancher (on
reading audiences, Coleridge, and the London legrnistitutions) and Robin Valenza (on the
development of the academic disciplines). My fictzdpter, relating early nineteenth century
attitudes toward knowledge and our own, tad@se speculative risks in connecting two widely
separated historical periods. | do not assume atgrital cause and effect at work—that it is
possible to trace a direct or verifiable line ofed@pment from Enlightenment or Romantic
ideas, including Hazlitt’s ideas, to our own. Yéhink the literary works and perspectives |
discuss reflect something more than the idiosyrmcogtinions of individuals. In the introduction
to her book on georgic poetry and British Romasiigi Kevis Goodman reminds the reader that
Raymond Williams suggested the possibility of aidesational sense of history in what he
called “structures of feeling.” Before the flow mfesent or past experience has been crystallized
into analytical form, what appears to be persosahjective, or merely local from a historical or
sociological perspective is more accurately descriés “’social experiences in solutichif’is
in this sense | consider Romantic ambivalence tode¢ul to us—as a kind of pre-history of our
own experiences of knowledge.

When | was a student in the 1960s, Hazlitt was Ipestisted by critics and professors
as a commentator on other Romantic figures. Asw® fa few iconic essays, such as “The
Pleasure of Hating,” he was not much read or dssulisThat time is long past. William
Kinnaird's engaging 1978 biography went well beyainel life into Hazlitt as a thinker,
including his interest in the philosophy and thggh®logy of the mind. Kinnaird’s sense of the
unity of Hazlitt’s work is reflected in the factahhe was the first to give a critical analysis of
Table-Talkas a whole, not simply as a collection of unconeetssays. David Bromwich’s
1983Hazlitt: The Mind of a Critidbanished the anthologized Hazlitt and createdhaistently
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revealing analysis of his intellectual range andinality. More recently, the 2005 publication of
Metaphysical Hazlitta book of essays commemorating the two hundredilvarsary of his

Essay on the Principles of Human Actiaman acknowledgement of his contributions to the
study of the mind. Though still not widely read,ztit is at last being seen not only as a political
polemicist and literary critic of the works of otBebut as a major Romantic figure in his own
right. One of the rewards of this project has bdenchance to see how much Hazlitt scholarship
has grown—and how much remains to be done.

Any dissertation leaves some relevant topics uroergdl and mine is no exception.
Phrenology is a logical inclusion in a dissertationHazlitt as a cognitive psychologist. It was
enormously popular in the nineteenth century arskdaguestions about whether education
could remedy less desirable intellectual tenderaesaled in a phrenological examination, or
whether the topography of the skull was destinyzlittavas interested in phrenology and wrote
several essays about it. He considered it a psscidoce, although (as he acknowledged) his
disagreement was expressed not on the basis otat@diother physical evidence but on the
grounds of Occam’s razor—that phrenology needlassiliplied entities in the brain. If there is
a bump indicative of poetic talent, he suggestslguhere are separate bumps for each kind of
poetry, from epic to rhymed couplets. He also ladesacute observations on how phrenology
was sold to the public.

Another intriguing topic not covered here is HaAdieducation. His biographer Herschel
Baker called him “a most unlettered man of lettevith “the credo of an anti-intellectual®De
Quincey, admittedly an unfriendly source, said tifdzlitt had read nothing. Unacquainted with
Grecian philosophy, with Scholastic philosophy, anih the recomposition of these
philosophies in the looms of Germany during thé $ayenty and odd years, trusting merely to
the untrained instincts of keen mother-wit—wherewt Hazlitt have the materials for great
thinking?** His friends responded by pointing to his brillianind and the native intellectual
talent that meant he could dispense with educdtiredentials. P. G. Patmore wrote that
“Hazlitt could perceive and describe ‘at sight’ #teracteristics of anything, without any
previous study or knowledge whatever, but by aigseaf intellectual intuition** Charles
Lamb defended him in similar fashion against Der@ey’s criticisms: “| know not where you
have been so lucky as to find finer thinkers thazli; for my part, | know of none such. . . .
But you must allow for us poor Londoners. Hazlghes forour purposes. And in this poor,
little, inconsiderable place of London, he is ofiewar very prime thinkers™®

The question of Hazlitt's education leads diretblyhe subject of its effect on his sense
of social status (he never seemed to have any slalout his intellectual abilities). His scathing
critiques of Oxford and Cambridge are strongly esged but accurate assessments of the
deficiencies of both in teaching and scholarshigt tfiey have been interpreted by more than
one biographer as evidence of his feelings of iofgy and exclusion. His reputation as a poorly
educated journalist, always cutting corners inrtish to a deadline, has helped shape the idea
that the pressures of early nineteenth-centuryngism prevented him from more serious and
substantial writing. Hazlitt would have rejectealsa notion. He believed that productivity—
and those deadlines made him enormously productivas-the mark of a creative mind. “l do
not believe rapidity of execution necessarily iraplslovenliness or crudeness. On the contrary, |
believe it is often productive both of sharpness faeedom,” he wroté? Hazlitt offers many



keen observations about writing as a craft (pagnéis well), and this is a dimension of his
contributions | would like to examine further.

Unsurprisingly, some of my original emphases hdwttesl over the course of
completing the dissertation. One was to look afitilebetween Hazlitt's perspectives on
cognition and twentieth-century cognitive theor@sng the lines of Alan Richardson’s thought-
provokingBritish Romanticism and the Science of the Milthough | discuss what seems to
me a strong connection between Hazlitt's tacit@aamnd Michael Polanyi’s theory of tacit
knowledge, this comparative approach did not be¢@awé first anticipated, a major theme. As
my research progressed, it became increasingly ttlaaeighteenth and early nineteenth-century
philosophy and psychology presented more than dnoaly material for my purposes.

Finally, a brief abstract of each chapter:

e Shadow in the Wateihis chapter analyzes tlssay on the Principles of Human Action
(1805) and its relationship to the British empitizadition, David Hartley’s theory of
association, and what Hazlitt called his “metapbtgisdiscovery” concerning the fictive
nature of the self.

e The Object of Feelingfhe next chapter traces pdstsaywritings, including Hazlitt's
Lectures on English Philosopli¥812) and the ultimate shift of his focus from episteogyl
and personal identity in the abstract to a psyajiodd exploration of the relationship
between the knower and the act of knowing. Hisimgg after 1812 reflect a new
appreciation of the role of the body in knowingttb@nnects him with American Pragmatism
and Michael Polanyi’'s theory of tacit knowledge.

e Cognitive Web: The Spirit of the AgeheEssays influence on the organization, structure,
and meaning of he Spirit of the Agis the subject of this chapter. Hazlitt is gengrall
regarded as a writer who thought ideas were best @ a reflection of personality. | argue
the reverse—that ifhe Spirit of the Agklazlitt presents ideas as constitutive of identitis
unspoken premise is that we are not identities tlnk but thinkers who express our
wavering and uncertain selves through the cogngimectures of the mind. The relationship
of the individual minds oT he Spirit of the Agt the collective cognitive processes of
society and culture is a major theme of Hazlitkpleration of the period’s failure to come to
grips with the challenges of its time.

¢ Romantic Knowledgdn a departure from the previous chapters’ exerifocus on Hazlitt,
this one explores Romantic ambivalence about knahyden the works of three other writers,
Peacock, Shelley, and De Quincey, particularlyghtlof scholarly work on the arts and
sciences in the period. It returns to Hazlitt & émd, however, to discuss his skeptical
response to the era’s attempts to organize andrstize knowledge.



¢ Autonomous Knowledgé&he final chapter contrasts the idea of a univeisithe work of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Clark Kerr, arguing therr's Uses of the Universitig in
some respects a Romantic document in its recognitfiche problems inherent in the
expansion of knowledge. Universities are facing mempetitors and new challenges to their
traditional role in today’s knowledge economy. Tealogy, globalization, and the
imperative of economic growth have contributed ttking knowledge autonomous, raising
new questions about consequences, organizatiorgaaricbl.

! Quoted in Irwin,The Alchemistsl12-13.
2 Complete Works of William Hazlitt2:60.
®Ibid., 7:117.
* Quoted in HolmesThe Age of Wondekiii.
ZEdinburgh Review3, no. 11 (November 1826).
Ibid.
" Mokyr, The Gifts of Athena36—37.
8 Hazlitt's descriptions of juggling and paintingseenble a psychic state that psychologist Mihalk&sintmihalyi
callsflow, a self-forgetful immersion in physical, emotionad,intellectual activity that brings a sense ofarihto
consciousness.
°® GoodmanGeorgic Modernity and British RomanticisB:5.
1% Baker,William Hazlitt, 119, 121.
" The Collected Writings of Thomas De Quina, David Masson, 5:231. Quoted in McFarlaRdmantic
Cruxes 62n27.
12p_G. Patmore\ly Friends and Acquaintance: Being Memorials, Mjrattraits, and Personal Recollections of
Deceased Celebrities of the Nineteenth CentBn§2—63. Quoted in McFarlanBpmantic Cruxe$8n11.
3 The Collected Writings of Thomas De Quineay, David Masson, 3:82—83. Quoted in McFarldoimantic
Cruxes42.
4 Complete Works of William Hazlitt2:62.



Chapter One: Shadow in the Water

I know but two sorts of philosophy; that of thodewelieve what they feel, and endeavor to
account for it, and that of those who only beliedeat they understand, and have already
accounted for. The one is the philosophy of constiess, the other that of experiment; the one

may be called the intellectual, the other the matest philosophy.

William Hazlitt, “Preface,”An Abridgment of The Light of Nature Pursued
I am who | am in spite of the future.

William Hazlitt, An Essay on the Principles of Human Action

Between 1796 and 1812 William Hazlitt wrote a senéessays and lectures that
constitute his critique of British empiricism fronlhomas Hobbes to Jeremy Bentham. These
“metaphysical” writings, besides taking explicitraat the theory of association as articulated by
David Hartley and his followers, join the long eignth-century argument over the possibility
of altruism, pleasure and pain as moral motivesnture of personal identity, and the structure
of the human mind. The most important of thesen€ssay on the Principles of Human Action
and its appendixdkemarks on the Systems of Hartley and Helvdtiushe challenged the idea
that disinterested behavior is either a disguisechfof self-interest or the product of
acculturation, association, and habit. The scaiffigidf his argument involved an elaborate,
Hume-influenced account of personal identity. Imgiest terms, Hazlitt argued that the idea of a
self that endures across time is an illusion, amsltherefore also an illusion to think that our
current self has anything in common with our futone. Our only avenue to the future is the
imagination which, in the scenario Hazlitt has jasd out, finds it as easy to identify with the
interests of other selves as with our own. ThusiHazmonstrated, to his own satisfaction and
“by a continuous and severe train of reasoningily@a subtle and original as anything in Hume
or Berkeley,” that disinterestedness is a fundaaiattaracteristic of the human mihd.

Statements like this suggest high aspiration, aazlitis were very high indeed: to make
an original contribution to the large metaphysmpag¢stions of his time. He once described his
writings as the work of a metaphysician as seewutjin the eyes of an artist; in looking back on
his life, he wrote that “I myself have been a tl@rikwhose ambitions include “some love of
fame, of the fame of a Pascal, a Leibniz, or a Bewk™ He was raised in the culture of Dissent,
which means that he was intellectually connectealrich epistemological tradition represented
by such figures as Thomas Reid and Joseph Pridsilay also wrote about personal identity),
under whom he studied at Hackney New College. Hefasmiliar not only with the British
empiricist tradition but also with the work of suElaropean sensationalist philosophers as
Condillac, Destutt de Tracy, Helvétius, and Bardfatbach. He had a keen interest in the
budding brain science of his day and wrote abotgmqdlogy and the theories of Gall and
Spurzheim; according to Alan Richardson, theiniafice can be seen in his art criticiSAs
Richardson argues British Romanticism and the Science of the Mihd,materialistic, brain-
based psychology of such figures as David Harthel/feranz Joseph Gall threatened long-
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established religious and philosophical convictiahsut the will, the mind, and identity. “One

readily begins to see how high indeed were theestak neuroscientific speculation in the era:

no less than the existence of the soul, the ndgexddi50d, and the integrity of the self were in
L4

question.

But theEssaywas a failure when it was published in 1805, largghored by critics and
the public alike. In what seemed a deliberate edldavid Hume’s valedictory for hisreatise
of Human NaturgHazlitt remarked that thiessay‘had fallen stillborn from the press.”
Nevertheless, he continued with a preface to Abralhacker’sLight of Nature Pursued
prospectus for an ambitious (but never completetpty of English philosophy, and his
Lectures on English Philosophjone brought him closer to his goal.

Not long after completing the 1812 lectures, Hanhibk a job as a Parliamentary reporter
for theMorning Chronicle.This marked the beginning of a journalistic ca@er critic of art,
literature, drama, and politics that ended onhhwitazlitt’'s death in 1830. Although he returns
occasionally to philosophical topics after 1812, #ory goes, the burst of creative metaphysical
energy is over. The view of critics from Hazlittime to ours has been that tBssays value lies
primarily in what it reveals about his biographyhis long-settled judgment has begun to
change, however; tiessayhas received more attention in the past decade thras ever before,
not only from literary critics but from scholars giilosophy, psychology, and sociolody.

This dissertation focuses first on thesaybut proceeds to his other, largely
unacknowledged, contributions to the study of thednlearning, knowledge, and the nature of
the self. A study of Hazlitt the metaphysician—rhblygtranslated into contemporary terms,
Hazlitt the cognitive psychologist—presents sevdifficult hurdles. His formal works on the
mind, consciousness, and personal identity are Hsvpersistent interest in these issues often
emerges in essays devoted primarily to other stsj@bus, in some respects his post-1812
reflections on cognition and consciousness argéaxts but sub-texts, hidden under discussions
of universities, poets, fashionable preacherstipaliturncoats, jugglers, and other seemingly
unrelated topicsThey are buried deepestiime Spirit of the Agayhere they are expressed in
the literary language of metaphor, allusion, amdcstire rather than in the abstract philosophical
vocabulary of thé&ssay.

Yet there is enough evidence in Hazlitt's writingdrace the arc of his psychological
thinking during the twenty years between EssayandThe Spirit of the Agegnd how his
interests in psychological phenomena broadeneactade the idea of culture, in Merlin
Donald’s words, as “a gigantic cognitive web.” yjae that th&ssayandThe Spirit of the Age
can be seen as the two poles of his exploraticgheopsychology of the self, and specifically his
reflections on knowledge in its individual, instittnal, and collective forms. In this context, the
Essayis a both a primary document for understanding ittazlater writings and a companion
document tarhe Spirit of the Ageét supplies the psychological landscape of the latekw
through its theory of a fragmented self, maroomethée past and present and shut off from the
future. And to fully understand what knowledge nmeeaniThe Spirit of the Aget is necessary to
begin with the epistemological foundations laid daw theEssay.
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Origins of the Essay

Hazlitt begamn Essay on the Principles of Human Actidmen he was a schoolboy and
completed it in 1805, after more than a decadatefiittent attempts to wrestle its arguments
into coherence. He did not find it easy going. My*“First Acquaintance with Poets” he
describes his electrifying meeting with Samuel dagoleridge in 1798, and how Coleridge’s
encouragement led him to resume work onBlgsaywhich he had put aside in frustration.
During their conversation, Coleridge recommenderk&ey’sEssay on Visioand Bishop
Butler's Sermons at the Rolls’ Chapelprks that Hazlitt cites approvingly in tlessays
appendix Remarks on the Systems of Hartley and Helvéiitisough it took him another seven
years to complete the two, the meeting was a tgrpoint nonetheless: “[T]hat my
understanding . . . did not remain dumb and brutslat length found a language to express
itself, | owe to Coleridge”

TheEssayhas several sources and several goals. It is, dinseéffort to combat the school
of thought that, as Jeremy Bentham expressedntahuwnature labored under the dominion of
“those two sovereign mastepgin andpleasurelt is for them to point out what we ought to do,
as well as to determine what we shall 8®&ut it is also Hazlitt’s attempt to give a careful
account of the mind’s faculties and its encounti¢h wxperience. He called it the philosophy of
consciousness, and he opposes it to reductionggirieram. A central aim of th&ssayis to
show that empiricism cannot satisfactorily explemgnitive processes, including the
opportunistic way the brain seizes on every avilateans of making sense of experience. The
body is a tool for acquiring knowledge; so areifegd and intuitive perceptions that lie below
the threshold of consciousness. Ideas and sensaierdifferent things, Hazlitt argues, and the
attempt to reduce one to the other, as HartleyHeldétius seek to do, contracts the full range of
experience available to consciousness down torawdrand of what has “already [been]
accounted for"—i.e., what can be easily graspedhaderstood. His own philosophy, in contrast,
has as its starting point the experience of consciess, with all its complexities, redundancies,
confusions, and contradictions.

But the specific focus of thessayis Hazlitt's attempt to describe the nature of titgn
its relationship to voluntary and involuntary acti@nd how his account of these questions
supports his proposition that the mind is “origipalnd essentially disinterested.” In this respect,
the Essaysprings from two distinct but related traditionfielfirst is the debate over the motives
behind human behavior. This debate ranged fromvithves of philosophers such as Thomas
Hobbes, Bernard Mandeville, and Claude-Adrien Helvétius that self-interest is a “mechanical” or
automatic reflex of human nature—"Pity is only ar@tname for self-love,” Hobbes had
written—to variations on the milder theme thatiséifiess, whatever its origins, can be curbed
through the habit of sympathy for others. Hazldes not specify exactly who these advocates of
“a more liberal philosophy” are; David Bromwich spéates that he had in mind Adam Smith,
Lord Shaftesbury, and Francis HutcheSétazlitt's objection to this argument is that it is
grounded in a kind of misplaced identification wittihers, “by which means,” he says, “we
come at last to confound our own interests witlirsté® The specious moral implication of such
a position is that “we ought to cultivate sentinseot generosity and kindness for others out of
mere selfishness* Hazlitt wants to distinguish his argument fromtbtite Hobbesian and the
more benign alternatives by establishing a diffebasis for altruism that will be rooted in the
organization of the mind itself.
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The other focus of thEssayis the philosophy of associationism, derived frahrl
Locke and other British empiricists, in particullhe physician David Hartley. Hartley's 1749
work, Observations on Marsought to combine some “hints concerning the peréorce of
sensation and motion” in ti&rincipia andOpticsof Newton with the empiricism of Locke and
his successor€.Hartley’s purpose was to refute Cartesian duabgrexplaining the mind in
strictly physiological terms, and its operationseafr memory and intellect to the passions,
volition, and imagination—as governed exclusiveptle principle of association. This is the
framework within which Hazlitt makes his argumehtheme to which Hazlitt often returns is
Hartley's aim of reducing abstract ideas to physseasations. Hartley describes his rationale
this way:

One may hope, therefore, by pursuing and perfettiegloctrine of association, we may
some time or other be enabled to analyse all thstt wariety of complex ideas, which
pass under the name of ideas of reflection, aradl@ctual ideas, into their simple
compounding parts.e., into the simple ideas of sensation, of which tbeysist. This
would be greatly analogous to the arts of writiagg resolving the colour of the sun’s
light, or natural bodies, into their primary constint ones?

Understanding how association works is of “the ilghtmnsequence to morality and religion”
because it will enable individuals to foster moralesirable tendencies and to “check and root
out such as are mischievous and immoral.** This is why Hazlitt feels it necessary to deal
with Hartley in making his case for altruism by airgg that all the variations of the flawed moral
theory of innate self-interest are built on an digutawed theory of the nature of the brain and
its operations.

Although Hazlitt believed that associationism ekpéal much about mental life, he had a
number of objections to Hartley’s version of it¢luding his theory of vibrations. Two are
fundamental. First, contrary to Hartley’s claimtie Observationsassociation is not the only
principle governing mental activity. Hazlitt assetthat reason, abstraction, judgment, and
imagination are independent faculties of the mmat;—as Hartley and his followers would
argue—just other names for certain ways of assagiadeas: “In every comparison made by the
mind of one idea with another, that is perceptibagreement, or disagreement, or of any kind
of relation between them, | conceive that thesoimething implied with is essentially different
from any association of idea%>”

This “something implied” is the power of the miraldrganize its perceptions, not only
its sensations but its reflections on those semsatiWhich leads to his second objection:
associationism cannot tell us anything aboutét&tion between sensations, or between
sensation and reflection. To illustrate, Hazlithpdoys the earthy analogy of a “heap of mites in
a rotten cheese”:

No one will contend that in this heap of living teatthere is any idea of the number,
position, or intricate involutions of that littleyely, restless tribe. This idea is evidently
not contained in any of the parts separately, sidraontained in all of them put together.
That is, the aggregate of many actual sensatiomgeifiere plainly see, a totally different



13

thing from the collective idea, comprehensioncansciousnessf those sensations as
many things, or of any of their relations to eatfeo. We may go on multiplying and
combining sensations to the end of time without eve producing a single thougtit.

Unlike the insentient cheese, the human brain fanstas a “common medium” in which “the
same thinking principle is at the same time consciaf different impressions, and of their
relations to each othet”Hartley had said that stimuli in the environmerstate vibrations along
the nerves that subsequently set up smaller vdmsiin the medullary substance, which then
generate impressions in a specific order in spepdirts of the brain. Hazlitt argues that sensory
data and ideas go to all parts of the brain at omcat least in quick succession; that is theneatu
of consciousness. Hartley’s theory cannot explagnnost basic of mental activities, thinking
and feeling. Both, Hazlitt says, are inseparabtabse the “human mind . . . cannot feehout
thinking.” If Hartley is correct and the brain isngly an organ that mechanically connects one
impression with another according to certain fixelés, neither thinking nor feeling is possible.
Associationism according to Hartley can only leaddgnitive gridlock.

To this point, Hazlitt’s criticisms of Hartley haweuch in common with Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s later critique iBiographia Literaria.Like Hazlitt, Coleridge maintains that
Hartley’s theory eradicates will, reason, and judgtras “distinct powers” of the mind, and
reduces cognitive activity to a division betweeme*tlespotism of outer impressions, and that of
senseless and passive memdf\But in order to prove his theory that disinterdsss is an
inherent possibility of human nature, Hazlitt mdstmore than demolish Hartley’'s explanation
of the brain’s operations. If he is going to reftite Hobbesian position that self-interest is
everywhere and ineradicable, and the view thatdahdency toward self-interest is inevitable but
can be redirected, he must establish an alternatoael of the mind that incorporates the
potential for disinterestedness in its basic stmgct

The “metaphysical discovery”

At the end of th&ssay Hazlitt tells us that he came upon his “metaphysiccovery”
about humanity’s disposition to act unselfishly lehieading a passage from d’Holbac8isstem
of Nature®® This passage, a description of the defiant stahcendemned atheists at the Last
Judgment, led him to speculate on a moral questivonid it be a virtuous gesture to offer to
sacrifice himself to save twenty others from etedannation? His first answer is yes. But it
soon occurs to him that his future self would régreat his present self had done. The two
selves, he reasons, are really one, the same patrsidiferent times—*It is this continued
consciousness of my own feelings which gives meremnediate interest in whatever relates to
my future welfare, and makes me at all times actzhle to myself for my own conduct™

But then he asks himself another and different ipreswhat if the Deity were to transfer
Hazlitt’'s consciousness to another being, or repdiat in a hundred other beings? Are they all
the same person, or is one more representativis gpRcific self than the others?

Here then | saw an end to my speculations aboutatiesself-interest, and personal
identity. | saw plainly that the consciousness gfawn feelings which is made the
foundation of my continued interest in them coubd extend to what had never been, and
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might never be, that my identity with myself mustdonfined to the connection to my
past and present being, that with respect to myduieelings or interest, they could have
no communication with, or influence over my predeetings merely because they were
future?!

This is the linchpin of Hazlitt’s argument aboutwhe potential for disinterestedness is a
structural characteristic of human cognition: “hoat therefore have a principle of active self-
interest arising out of the immediate connectiotwieen my present and future self, for no such
connection exists, or is possible.” We cannot leraatically—that is, involuntarily—self-
interested because our present selves have noatameith our future ones, and thus no way
of knowing what our self-interest would even meathie context of an unknown and
unknowable future. To assume otherwise is a logmopbssibility.

Memory, Hazlitt explains, gives us access to pagegence; consciousness, which he
defines “as literally the same wittonscientiathe knowing or perceiving many things by a
simple act,” relays to us our feelings, impressj@m& sensations as they come and go in the
moment. Memory and consciousness together creataedividual identities. Our sense of self
grows out of contact with others. We learn that ynainour own “impressions, ideas, feelings,
powers” are similar to theirs. At the same timegamparing ourselves to others we also realize
that the “peculiar connection” among our variousufties and perceptions means that our
reactions are not universal but distinctly our dwithis realization extends to our own bodies:
“It is by the impinging of other objects againse tlifferent parts of our bodies, or of the body
against itself so as to affect the sense of tothnat,extends (though perhaps somewhat
indirectly) the feeling of personal identity to aexternal form.?®

But we do not have the same access to our futideéand our future selves. We have
no faculty of the mind that will telegraph in adeanvhat sensations we will experience, say, a
year from now, and how we will feel about them—oaty“indistinct idea of extended
consciousness.” In sum, “A man’s personal idergrtyg self-interest . . . can reach no farther
than his actual existence,” any more than a ria@rflow backwards:

In short there neither is nor can be any principlewhich antecedently gives [the
individual] the sort of connection with his futuseing that he has with his past, or that
reflects the impressions of his future feelingskimaards with the same kind of
consciousness that his past feelings are transhidtevards through the channels of
memory. The size of the river as well as it's tatgpends on the water that has already
fallen into it. It cannot roll back it's course,mcan the stream next the source be affected
by the water that falls into it afterwards. Yet &l both the same river. Such is the
nature of personal identity.

Like Hume, Hazlitt asserts that what we call peadadentity is merely a collection of fleeting
impressions that never coalesces into a self tidires across time. And identity is not only
temporary but fragmentary: “All individuals (or aHat we name such) are aggregates, and
aggregates of dissimilar things,” Hazlitt s&yJhe structure of the self is irreversibly spligr
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We can never attain unity of consciousness—onlig ‘finetended unity of consciousness,” as
Hazlitt calls it, generated by time, reflectionphiaand the imagination.

The imagination and the future

Hazlitt has defined identity in terms of what wedaow, and this domain extends only
to the past and the present. The future is a lobkedo which we have no key. Or do we? He
seems to hold out the possibility of prying opemagy into the future in his concept of the
imagination. “The imagination,” he says, “by meanhsvhich alone | can anticipate future
objects, must carry me out of myself into the fegdi of others by one and the same process by
which | am thrown forward as it were into my futdreing, and interested in it.” Because the
imagination works in the domain of things that hgeeto occur, it is the faculty that makes us
moral actors, by presenting various potential cesif action from which we can choose. The
future is the realm of voluntary action, the exseadf the will.

The imagination can bring this impartiality to auental and moral life because it has no
particular bias in favor of our own interests apaged to the interests of others. One reason,
interestingly, is our physical isolation from othpople, which leaves us unable to penetrate
directly either their physical sensations or thirer experiencé “I can only abstract myself
from my present being and take an interest in miyré&ubeing in the same sense and manner, in
which | can go out of myself entirely and entepitite minds and feelings of others,” Hazlitt
writes. So we must use the same inner mechanistsstess their best interests in pnesenthat
we employ to calculate our own best interests @future: the imagination. Self-interest,
therefore, stimulates the same cognitive facultyetiier the interest in question is mine or that
of my neighbo?’

We may be able to envision our future needs anuedasiore clearly than those of other
people because we know ourselves better. But mgimation may present the plight of another
in such vivid and compelling forms that | may adiwahoose to identify with his welfare rather
than my own, as Hazlitt did in his thought expemin@bout the twenty atheists at the Last
Judgment. This tendency to identify with the wedfaf others can be deflected or submerged by
“habit and circumstances.” Left to its own devidesman nature will pursue the good, though if
we are told often enough that altruism is rare sglttinterested behavior is natural, it is not
surprising if we begin acting as if those statermevere true.

Many Hazlitt critics have pointed out that tBesaycontains the first formulation of his
theory of the imagination as the mental facultyt thakes possible both moral agency and self-
transcendence through sympathetic identificatiath wihers. But Hazlitt also has things to say
about the imagination that suggest a less disti@end less powerful faculty. He does not
oppose the imagination to reason, for examplegasimetimes tended to do in his later
writings, but to sensation (the present) or mengtirg past). And while the imagination liberates
us from the prison of the moment by allowing uptoject ourselves forward into the future, it
can also reinforce our errors about the naturaéeself. David Bromwich writes that the
“imagination . . . gives us our only idea of pelidentity,” but theEssaysuggests it is wrong
idea® The imagination is a potent source (along witheatfon and habit) of the mistaken
impression that our “indistinct sense of contingedsciousness” means that we have stable
identities: “As our actual being is constantly pagsnto our future being, and carries this
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internal feeling of consciousness along with it,sgem to be already identified with our future
being. . .. It is no wonder then that the imagoratonstantly outstripping the progress of time .
.. [should] confer on my future interest a realégpd a connection with my present feelings
which they can never have.” Hazlitt sometimes tallisut “imaginary” ideas in the negative
sense, i.e., illusory notions. The ease with whvehproject memories of past feelings into our
supposed future self, for example, endows them taithapparent reality angresentnest the
imagination, so that the feelings of others carené&e brought home to us in the same degree.”
The point is that it is easy to read thesayretrospectively, from the vantage point of thedate
Hazlitt, as an unvarying celebration of the creatmagination. But it also contains an important
warning about the imagination’s limits.

The imagination envisions the future and buildgleasn the air, even though Hazlitt has
already established that the future is completaknowable, and that the self which moves into
its imaginary castles—assuming this could happeri-aet be the same self that dreams them
up in the present. It is true that Hazlitt underssahe imagination’s powers at several points in
theEssayut that is usually to refute “the advocates ofgbKish hypothesis"—those who deny
the possibility of genuine disinterestedness—whould represent [the imagination] as a faculty
entirely powerless.” Later, in hlsectures on English Philosophye asks the reader to suppose
that we could feel the sensations of others dwelf tvere our own. This is not possible, locked as
we all are in our separate bodies. “But the imagpng’ he says, “though not in the same degree,
produces the same effects: it modifies and ovesrilie impulses of self-love, and binds us to the
interests of others as to our own. If the imagoratyives us an artificial interest in the welfafe o
others, if it determines my feelings and actioms] & it even for a moment draws them off from
the pursuit of an abstract principle of self-instre¢hen it cannot be maintained that self-love and
benevolence are the same,” i.e., that disinterdstadvior is a disguised form of self-inter&st.
The imagination is not powerless, but it is notstreng creative force of Hazlitt's later writings.
And there are signs of doubt even in some of tlhetse writings. The Hazlitt of able-Talk
(1821-22), John Kinnaird writes, while he stillVes and delights in the imagination, no longer
identifies with its powers, but seeks continuatlypenetrate its illusions, as of all other subtle
deceptions of the passional seff.The seeds of this skepticism are already visibkaéEssay.

The model of mental life in thEssayis one in which the mind has access to a rich array
of cognitive experiences, both rational and noreral, and an innate ability to organize and
make sense of its external and internal impressBusit is hemmed in by the temporal
structure of consciousness—that is, by the totdceessibility of the future—and by the intrinsic
instability of personal identity. As tHessayunfolds, the imagination is called in to serve (ago
other things) as a force that unifies the self lakimg it a moral agent through sympathetic
identification with others. Yet his descriptiontbe imagination is inconsistent, alternately
emphasizing its power and its weakness. In the thledmagination complicates rather than
resolves the structural discontinuities in Essays model of mind.

In a footnote to his discussion of David Hartlegistem, Hazlitt comments on the
experience of reading him: “I confess | feel indieg Hartley something in the way in which the
Dryads must have done shut up in their old oalstrefeel my sides pressed hard, and bored
with points of knotty inferences piled up one umother without being able ever to recollect
myself, or catch a glimpse of the actual world withme.®* Hartley, had he lived to read it,
could have said exactly the same thing abouEtsay In virtually every way it is unlike what



17

we associate with Hazlitt's style—its shaky orgatian, its pattern of circling and re-circling its
subject rather than hitting it head on, its strdiaad claustrophobic quality. It is as if Hazlitt
cannot find a place to stand from which he caragdear and comprehensive view of the mind
and its operations—or his argument. Consciousnggs but to be too big, too rich, and too
varied to organize. The three principles of humetioa he cites, with little discussion, at the
end—the love of good or happiness, the love ohfrahd the love of power—may “mix with,
and modify all our pursuits,” but they do not candeder or coherence on inner life.

In attempting to refute the materialist views of Hartley and Helvétius that the will is
driven exclusively by the desire to seek pleasadeavoid pain, Hazlitt hoped to open up an
alternative perspective on the roots of human aclilleEssayenvisioned a boundary between
thought and action lying along the point at whiol tny to imagine the future and the array of
alternatives available to us. At this internal sroads, he argues, we become moral agents by
exercising our freedom to choose. But the odd tésdhat his argument is open to the
interpretation that our ability to act has not begpanded but nullified. How can we choose
when we have no way of penetrating our future idggand whatt would desire, except through
the uncertain avenue of the imagination? Hazlithtwa&o reveal the springs of human action, but
ends by suggesting that even the idea of a urgfoéor is tenuous at best.

The Essayreconsidered

And that—his theory of personal identity—may be t@st important contribution of the
EssayRaymond Martin and John Barresi, a philosopheraapglychologist who have written
extensively on the history of personal identitydihg have argued that Hazlitt's originality lay in
elucidating two issues that his predecessors fram Locke on had insufficiently explored.

The first is his description of how children acguiheir self-concepts through a process
that occurs in stages—something earlier writersfhied to address in any det&IThe second
is his use of fission identity—the thought expeniini@ which he speculates about the
implications of transferring an individual’'s consgsness to another being or beings. Although
Locke may have presented the first example ofdis&dentity in his speculations about the
transfer of consciousness from the body of an idd&l to his severed finger, he did not pursue
very far the ramifications for theories about te.8’ Hazlitt, on the other hand, made fission
identity the foundation for his argument aboutitseality. In Martin and Barresi’s words:

Hazlitt rejected Locke’s idea that each of us hasauitive knowledge of our own
existence as a self, as well as Locke’s commitrteetite reflexive nature of
consciousness. Instead of these, Hazlitt embrdeediéa, as had Hume, that the self is a
fictional construct. . . . [and] then not only ceded but embraced and celebrated the
idea that the self is a fictional construct, sinadjis view, it had the further implication
that people have no special (“self-interested”soeeto value their future selves. ... In a
way that clearly anticipated the work of Derek Rafid others in our own times, Hazlitt
tried to explain how the idea that the self iscéidn, far from being destructive to
theories of rationality and ethics, actually mauen better?
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Given that most discussions of Hazlitt's theoryefsonal identity have downplayed its
importance as a “metaphysical discovery,” Martid &aressi’s reassessment amounts to a
Copernican revolution in the interpretive histofytiee Essay.The shift of emphasis from
altruism to identity as thEssays main event is also consistent with Hazlitt's owew. His later
references to it make clear he considered the yr@fadentity a genuine philosophical
contribution in which he took great pride.

But useful as it was to his case that the mindcatsinally disposed to altruism, Hazlitt
seems to have been more ambivalent about the fdefadional self than Martin and Baressi
suggest. In the “Letter to William Gifford, EsgHazlitt explains his theory of personal identity
in darker terms:

For, how can this pretended unity of consciousnebgsh is only reflected from the past,
which makes me so little acquainted with the futtinat | cannot even tell for a moment
how long it will be continued, whether it will betely interrupted by, or renewed in me
after death, and which might be multiplied in | #dmow how many different beings,
and prolonged by complicated sufferings, withoutlming any the wiser for it; how, |
ask, can a principle of this sort transfuse my gmégto my future being, and make me
as much a participator in what does not at allcaffiee as if it were actually impressed
upon my senses? . .. The next year, the next lminext moment is but a creation of
the mind; in all that we hope or fear, love or hateall that is nearest and dearest to us,
we but mistake the strength of illusion for certgirand follow the mimic shows of
things and catch at a shadow and live in a waknegm. . . . that self which we project
before us is like a shadow in the water, a bubbtbebrain®

Here, thinking about the personal implications igfdonvictions about the self, Hazlitt has
descended from the heights of theory to the reafigxistential dread. The sense of threat in this
passage clearly relates to the future. Eksaydefined identity in terms of what we can know,
and what we can know extends only to the pastlaagresent. The result is that, whether from
personal conviction or the requirements of his arguot, Hazlitt has postulated a mind that is
constitutionally unable to enter into a relatiopstvith the future. He is not only saying what
everyone knows—that the future is unpredictableigtaying that the future, even as a kind of
inner theater for our speculation, anticipatiord &ope, is inaccessible to us. Uncertainty is not
just “a structural fact about the future,” as RhHisher says imhe Vehement Passiotisis a
structural fact about ourselves. “The elementsiwigixperience that are forced to the surface
when we face the open-ended, long-term future fi¢figoes on to say, “are uncertainty and, so
to speak, the cost of uncertainty in inner lifeOne of the costs of Hazlitt’s decision to wall off
the future is to internalize a fear and distrusthef future because it is radically unknowable.
While the imagination reaches into futurity to makeral choice possible for us, it cannot
dissipate the sense of unreality and groundlessmesxperience behind the iron bars of the
present. This is a permanent condition becaustithee exists not only in its long-term aspect;
it is always coming at us, as the present momemtiraaally slips into the next.
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When Hume examined his inner life, he found impoessand sensations but nothing
that added up to a self. Hazlitt's route to a samdonclusion was different, via the notion that
consciousness is inherently unstable becauséat Isast theoretically) portable, not tied to a
particular body. The idea of fission identity, ikeadl to advance the argument for human
altruism, makes Hazlitt's concept of a fragmentelfl more ambiguous and psychologically
dynamic than Hume’s. This is evident in the pasd$ega the “Letter to Gifford” with its
restless, ceaselessly moving, and erratic verdigorsciousness that can be “renewed in me
after death” or “multiplied in I don’t know how mumlifferent beings.” Whatever its force as a
theoretical position, the denial of a permanent &mdentity means that, on the level of actual
human experience, consciousnissdentity, if only by default. Hazlitt says this diqitly at one
point in theEssay:if his account of personal identity is true, hetesi “it will follow that those
faculties which may be said to constitute self, Hraoperations of which convey that idea to the
mind draw all their materials from the past andphesent.?’

And in fact when Hazlitt looks inside, he does fatdeast a version of a self: “I am who
| am in spite of the future,” he writes in tegsay.This time his stance seems more aggressive
than anxious, more determined than passive. Therviqusness of the future to our aspirations
and desires has the potential to consolidate aueu(if impermanent) identities and ground us
in the experience of the moment. We must make looices, moral and otherwise, in an
environment marked by such pervasive uncertairgydHogical reaction is existential defiance.

In his study of the evolution of the modern conagfgelfhood, the philosopher Charles
Taylor describes a broad empiricist trend, begignwth Descartes, toward reifying personal
experience. This trend, especially pronounced ickets writings, encouraged “a new,
unprecedentedly radical form of self-objectificatio . .[which] demands that we stop simply
living in the body or within our traditions or hadbiand, by making them objects for us, subject
them to radical scrutiny and remakintj.Taylor sees a relationship between this extrertie se
disengagement and Locke’s speculations about counswess inhabiting two bodies, or bodies
exchanging consciousness. He considers the idealtiplying or migrating selves an illusion,
whether entertained by John Locke or Derek Pdutit,an entirely logical outgrowth of Locke’s
premise that each of us is an independent conswsaapable of remaking ourselves from the
bottom up. Although there seems to be no such peebehind Hazlitt's theory of identity, it is
one of the curious aspects of his thinking thatlhese a self modeled on Locke and Hume. The
result is a theory of personal identity that maraestrongly self-organizing mind to a
permanently fragmented consciousness.

It is possible that the idea of a constantly chaggielf was suggested to him by Bishop
Joseph Butler’s discussion of LockeTihe Analogy of Religiof1736). Locke’s observations on
consciousness and identity, Butler writes, “haverbearried to a strange length by others,” and
he distills these odd notions as follows:

That personality is not a permanent, but a tramsieng: that it lives and dies, begins and
ends, continually: that no one can any more reroagand the same person two
moments together, than two successive momentsecandand the same moment. . . .
And from hence it must follow, that it is a fallagpon ourselves, to charge our present
selves with anything we did, or to imagine our préselves interested in any thing
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which befell us yesterday, or that our presentwélfbe interested in what will befall us
to-morrow; since our present self is not, in rgalkihe same with the self of yesterday, but
another like self or person coming in its room, amdtaken for it; to which another self
will succeed tomorrow. This, | say, must followr fbthe self or person of today, and
that of tomorrow, are not the same, but only likespns, the person of today is really no
more interested in what will befall the personarhbrrow, than in what will befall any
other persori?

It is tempting to speculate that Hazlitt's “metapital discovery,” as described in the
Essaybegan as a purely intellectual exercise aimedlaing a hitch in his argument: how do
you demonstrate that altruism is, if not exactlyate, such a powerful human tendency that it is
essentially independent of both learned behavidrsaich rewards as a gratifying sense of
virtue? This interpretation might help explain aicus statement of Hazlitt's quoted by David
Bromwich: “Near the end of his life, Hazlitt said believed in the ‘theoretical benevolence and
practical malignity’ of mankind® His radical solution in thEssaywas to reconceive personal
identity as involving a serial self. The passagth@a“Letter to Gifford, written fourteen years
later, reflects a deeper psychological understandirthe disturbing implications of this idea.

A European critic of empiricism, a contemporaryHaizlitt's, could have given him a
different perspective on personal identity. MaimeBiran (1766—1824) was a French
philosopher, a student of Destutt de Tracy. Trasputed Condillac’s conclusion (from his
famous discussion of the statue) that the harttkigtincipal organ through which we come into
contact with the world, arguing that this explaoatomits an important step: we do not
understandexteriority until the hand has actually toucheddject and felt its resistance. This is
a crucial point, Tracy believes, because Cond#l@axplanation of sensations “could never
account for our perception of space and body witsome reference to the willed movement of
the percipient*

Biran embraced Tracy's idea and took it severgdsstarther. One was to assert that the
interior awareness of voluntary effort, togethettwthe physical movement that follows, is a
primary experience fundamental to all human knoggediran’s general point, in opposition to
Locke and Hume, is that our knowledge does novdegxclusively from the kaleidoscope of
perceptions and impressions offered by the extevodd. His specific point is that these
constantly changing sense data must be seen is tffrand in fact imply, an internal center that
receives them, “and this internal experience ‘ighimy but unity amidst plurality.*> He argued
further the impossibility of satisfactorily explang memory and attention without assuming a
self that is permanefit.Our experience of our own persistent, interiofingl amid the flux of
sensation is what gives us our sense of self. Hefamiliar with Kant’'s system and agreed with
him on “the foundational activity of the self,” lattugh he insisted that this activity could only be
known through the bod$/.

Hazlitt went part of the way toward Biran’s positidcHe emphasized the plurality rather
than the unity of inner life, but he also arguedmstiously for the mind’s power to organize
experience, which he called the understandingsndterLectures on English Philosophiyte
also shared Biran’s premise that interior expegasdundamental to human knowledge. From
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Bacon onward, Hazlitt believed, the wagperiencénad been wrongly interpreted by
sensationalist philosophers. “Our knowledge of ralgphaenomena from consciousness,
reflection, or observation of their correspondeghs in others is the true basis of metaphysical
inquiry, as the knowledge ddctsis the only solid basis of natural philosophy. Tgoue

otherwise is to assert that the best method ofrascmg the properties of air is by making
experiments on mineral substanc&sThe difference between them, and the significdoce
Hazlitt's theory, is that Biran anchors the selbur continuing inward sense of the body’s
capacity for action. The body’s awareness of wgllin the present moment is all the proof we
need that the self exists. For the Hazlitt of BHssay the experience of willing is always linked to
choice, and thus to the future, where the body aago. Nor does he use the body as the locus
of experience in the way that Biran does. Hazlghtions the body frequently in tikessay put

in the context of vibrations and fragmentary sapnsat not in Biran’s integrated fashion. Still,
there is one passage in tBssaythat moves obliquely in Biran’s direction by usithg body as

an example ofeal unity of consciousness:

The puncture of a pin causing an irritation in éxéremity of one of the nerves is
sensibly felt along the whole extent of that neavejolent pain in any of the limbs
disorders the whole frame; | feel at the same martienimpressions made on opposite
parts of my body; the same conscious principle gaeg every part of me, it is in my
hands, my feet, my eyes, my ears at the same ¢ina¢,any rate is immediately affected
by whatever is impressed on all these, it is nofioed to this, or that organ for a certain
time, it has an equal interest in the whole sehB8gatem, nothing that passes in any part
of it can be indifferent to me. Here we have aidcstidea of a real individuality of
person, and a consequent identity of inter&sts.

The body can do what the mind cannot: pain maybalized in an arm or leg, but the news that
we have sustained an injury is communicated througthe entire nervous system. It could be
argued that the body unifies consciousness by drgwalt the future, since pain instantly
mobilizes all our mental and physical facultiesléal with the crisis. Yet even when the
circumstances are unpleasant, the body offerieasind cannot, an experience of wholeness—
the “intercommunity of thoughts and feelings” tieHazlitt’s criterion for authentic identity.
Hazlitt’s interest in the role of the body in knmgiemerges in his po&issaywritings, where

his descriptions of athletic prowess, for examptanetimes have as their subtext the inner states
that support movements of the body. But if he wasome way drawing on the work of

Condillac, Tracy, or Biran, | have found no exgligference to them.

Martin and Baressi see Hazlitt's theory of idenéig/facing in two directions at once (a
characteristic that is also true of some of higpthritings, as | will discuss). It is, they writihe
culmination of a line of philosophical thought thnetd been spun out at least since Locke. It is
also the beginning of a new line of speculation,tatier Hazlitt’'sEssayjay dormant for 150
years until the revival of interest in fission idigynin the 1960s. “In sum,” they concludgs’
personal identity theoristlazlitt, like Vico before him, is a fascinating ewple of what is
sometimes dismissed as a romantic fiction: theimalgand penetrating thinker whose insights
and perspectives are so far ahead of his own tinaghey drop through the cracks of histot{.”
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Over time, and in direct and indirect ways, Hazliths to some of the submerged
implications of his theory concerning identity, kvledge, and the futurén his postEssay
work, he asks a different kind of question abouwedge—not just about what we can know,
but about what knowledge does to us. There aresautg especially ifhe Spirit of the Age,
when knowledge itself becomes the symbolic reptesien of the aggressively kinetic
consciousness of the “Letter to Gifford.” The unmexzbnature of identity, “this indefinite unit,
calledme?*® constitutes a vacuum that knowledge can usurpfioge to borrow Bishop Butler's
words, “another like self or person coming in @aem, and mistaken for it.” On these occasions,
however, Hazlitt seems to be saying that the ithenteated by knowledge is not a mistake but
more like a case of possession: knowledge exdetgehof control over the individual that can
make it, in effect, the only identity available. dér these circumstances, knowledge is not power
but subjection. De Quincey, who so far as we knahndt share Hazlitt’s theory of identity,
nonetheless presents his own compelling versidhisfexperience and of the fissured Romantic

perspective on knowledge.

Futurity, one of the anchors of thssays argument, remains distant and largely
inaccessible in Hazlitt's writings. “The future,&hell us, “is like a dead wall or a thick mist
hiding all objects from our view: the past is alsved stirring with objects, bright or solemn, and
of unfading interest® The “ignorant future” is not something Hazlittei to contemplate.
Instead he buries it in the past by brooding, @gelc fashion, on the death of hopes he had once
cherished. Imagining what may come has only onentiatl advantage: the anticipation of
reward is a spur to ambition. But even this advgetaas its limits and emotional penalties.
Visions of futurity rouse the passions, even inghesuit of the arts and sciences, and rob life of
tranquility and contentment. “The ferment of thaibrdoes not of itself subside into pleasure
and soft repose>® The past is a refuge because (unlike the futti@rinot be changed. The
only possibilities it offers have already been @osed, ending the need for struggle.

Hazlitt maintains th&ssays radical disjuncture between the future on the band, and
past and present on the other, in his later analgbthe state of contemporary British society; he
insists that the only engine of social and polltmagress is the consciousness of present anger
engendered by past oppression. In contrast toeSh&lhom recent criticism sees as postulating
a fundamentabreakbetween the past and the present that opens tméadao unpredictable and
apocalyptic futuré! Hazlitt refuses to entertain the idea of transfative futurity. AsThe Spirit
of the Ageand his writings on institutions will make cleaowever, the latent energies of the
future have not permanently disappeared into tisé paey return as a static, furious present.
The image of the portrait gallery, employed in Bssayto represent the directionless fixity of
Hartleian associationism, becomes Hazlitt's modé¢he structural cognitive paralysis of British
society and its institutions.

Hazlitt continued to pursue the question of idgraitd its relation to what we can know.
But he began to write about the relationship bebhitbe self and knowledge less like an
eighteenth-century metaphysician and more likexpeenced observer of human motivation
and behavior in the cognitive web of nineteenthtagnBritish society. Th&ssayis the first
step in his transition from philosopher to psyclgia

! Complete Works of William Hazli®:51.
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Chapter Two: The Object of Feeling

Only a fraction of what goes on mentally is reallgan enough and well lit enough to be
noticed, and yet it is there, not far at all, aneripaps available if only you try.

Antonio DamasioThe Feeling of What Happens: Body and EmotionénMiaking of
Consciousnes4,999

“Dear Sir,” Hazlitt wrote to a London merchant naht¢ardy in the spring of 1811, “I
was obliged to leave London without dischargingpnymise,” which was to pay for a pair of
boots. “If you can defer it until October, wherhiedl be in London to deliver some Lectures, by
which | will pick up some money, | shall esteera flavour, and shall be glad to pay you the
interest from the time | was in London lastThe money-making venture Hazlitt mentions was
his Lectures on English Philosophiste wrote Crabb Robinson a few months later witistaolf
the subjects he proposed to cover over the colirss dectures, beginning with Thomas Hobbes
and concluding with “an argument on natural religid

Lectures were an immensely popular form of edupadiod entertainment during the
Romantic period. The diffusion of useful knowledgas an Enlightenment enthusiasm, and in
the late eighteenth century new venues sprang opetd demand. The Royal Institution,
founded in 1799 at the instigation of Count Rumf(tdt is, Benjamin Thompson, an American
loyalist who had abandoned the colonies for Gredaaia during the American Revolution) and
Sir Joseph Banks, president of the Royal Sociesyg @edicated to informing the public about
the latest scientific and technological discoveri®s1808, as Charles Lamb writes in one of his
letters, there were “ten thousand institutions lsimo the Royal Institution” in London, all
devoted to improving the minds of an eager public.that same letter, Lamb relates how
Coleridge had received a considerable sum foriassef public lectures (although he
characteristically failed to complete the promisednber), adding his conviction that “public
reading-rooms [are] the best mode of educating ganen. Solitary reading is apt to give the
headache.” The Russell Scientific and Literary Institutionhere Hazlitt delivered hisectures,
emulated the older organization in offering itsstribers a library (which ultimately grew to
17,000 volumes), a reading room, and a prograraadfites on various topics.

The idea of a lecture series appealed to Hazlit @ady way to obtain some much-
needed income from the thinking and writing he haedn doing in preparation for a projected
history of English philosophy. It was an enterpigagued with difficulties from the outset,
however, not least because he lacked the estathlispatation that would guarantee a good
turnout. Lectures were free to those with subsiomgstto the Russell Institution but not to non-
members, forcing him to beg his friends to buydisk some were offended by his approach. The
first lecture in January 1812, attended by LamhnJbhelwall, and Hazlitt's brother-in-law John
Stoddart, was a disaster. Robinson records iniary that Hazlitt read the entire lecture in a
monotone, rarely lifting his eyes from the textsigerformance was so bad that Stoddart wrote
him a long letter of unsolicited advice, leavingztith so dispirited that he considered
abandoning the lectures altogetAéte persevered nonetheless, despite occasionaltgesp
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attendance and a brief hiatus in the lectures Wriooig by a scarcity of funds. Robinson’s
criticism modulated into praise as Hazlitt's speagkstyle and ease at the podium steadily
improved over the course of the lectures. The tidtyered in April, was a resounding success.
Robinson relates that Hazlitt concluded it by fajfeeing with Hume’s remark that metaphysics
was “perhaps . . . not worth the study, but hereé are persons who can find no better mode of
amusing themselve$.”

Although he tried to get the lectures publishedyttiid not appear during his lifetime
and were lost after his death until his son resteethem from “an old hamper which many
years ago he stuffed confusedly full of MSS. and wolumes of books, and left in tbare of
some lodging-house people, by whom it was throwm ancellar, so damp that even the covers
of some of the books were fast mouldering whenst fooked over the collectior.As a result,
we have only five of the original lectures, to whie. P. Howe added a separate essay, “On
Abstract Ideas,” in his 1930 edition of the comeletrks®

Besides testifying to the often precarious and tileskecharacter of Hazlitt's personal
life, this story sums up several realities abostdareer as a philosophical and psychological
thinker. He was writing for a limited and demandimgrket (the educated public, in this case
subscribers willing to pay to hear a series ofuext on a highly intellectual topic); he did not
have the entrepreneurial skills to sell himselhgrphilosophical wares, despite his later
standing as a critic of literature and politicsgldms intellectual contributions were obscured—
relegated to a cellar figuratively as well as blg—by having been, of necessity, scattered
throughout the popular essays that were his breddbatter as a professional journalist. The
Lectureswere his introduction to the harsh discipline d titerary marketplace and the last time
he was to make an extended philosophical argunedatéthe public.

Yet the end of Hazlitt’s ambition to spend his lifiemersed in metaphysical questions
was not an entirely unfortunate event. Althougmaeer learned how to make either philosophy
or journalism a profitable pursuit in the early eti@enth-century cultural marketplace, in other
ways he used the limits it imposed to good effé€bte intellectual versatility that made him a
wide-ranging critic also made him sensitive to eats of thought in a culture that was teeming
with new ideas about the body, brain science, @dugamotion, and knowledge. The growth of
new reading audiences, which so concerned Colendge an opportunity to circulate his ideas
in a society in which formal education, confinechkly to the elite, was mostly a private affair,
and periodicals were a powerful political, sociaid intellectual forc&’

As British scholar Tim Milnes points out, “the nagtturing of knowledge” has long been
recognized as a major phenomenon of the Romaratjawdren discussion of philosophical topics
was migrating from books to periodicatsHazlitt applied his exceptional intellectual gifts
the essay form with remarkable success; writing dhiscursive style and on a smaller scale
seemed to agree with him. His works, metaphysicdljaurnalistic alike, are a useful vantage
point for thinking about mind and knowledge in #aly nineteenth century and the tensions,
contradictions, and occasional harmonies of Endightent and Romantic perspectives.

Hazlitt’s contribution to the restructuring of kntmslge in the period begins with a
challenge to Hobbesian materialism and evolvesartteeory of embodied knowledge. In
simplest terms, it is a transition to a view of ththat is more psychological than philosophical,
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more dependent on ordinary experience than onespdogical absolutes, more precise than his
formal metaphysical exercises were about the rbfeading and the bodily basis of knowledge
and meaning. Although we can see hints of it aly easrtheEssayand thelecturesthis

evolution takes place largely in the post-1812ingi and, | will argue, is crystallized in several
of Hazlitt's essays froriable-Talk(1821-22).

What | hope to accomplish in this chapter is aryamaof his developing account of
knowledge from several different perspectives.tk&rshelectureswhich presented Hazlitt with
the opportunity to revisit some of the epistematagguestions he had raised in Essay on the
Principles of Human Actiohy going deeper into their roots in seventeentk-eighteenth-
century philosophy. After a brief excursion inte tielationship between empiricism and
idealism in thd_ecturesand Hazlitt's general philosophical approach, tdss the evidence for
his journey toward a more pragmatic view of knowgledexpressed in his fascination with how
individuals extract and distill insights from evday experience. And although | see connections
in Hazlitt to American Pragmatism’s concern witle tielationship between thought and action as
articulated by William James and John Dewey, tleetist | draw on—perhaps surprisingly—is
the twentieth-century philosopher of science Midliraadanyi. Polanyi (1891-1976) was
influenced by the work of Merleau-Ponty and Gegialtchologists. | have used his theory of
tacit knowledge for two reasons: it has implicatidhat go beyond scientific paradigms of
knowledge, and it throws some light backward onlittazintuitions about cognition: that we
know more than we can say, that what we have ldahreugh this process is a reliable guide to
experience, and that it has a deep connection &3 persons. An equally important point of
connection to Hazlitt lies in his conception of kiiedge as a skill, a topic | also discuss briefly
in terms of Enlightenment ideas about work andtsnaénship.

Although this approach is admittedly eclectic, lidee it is generally consistent with
trends in cognitive literary theory as it is praetl today. It is also consistent with a pronounced
tendency among Hazlitt critics to trace intelletfparallels between his thought and that of later
philosophers and psychologists. Raymond MartinJotth Barresi are not the only scholars to
find Hazlitt relevant to modern thinkers. Roy Padw commonalities between Hazlitt’'s
“experiential” philosophy and the writings of LudyWVittgenstein; David Bromwich cites
similarities between Hazlitt and William James,@fieally but not exclusively in James’s
treatment of self-interest; William Kinnaird obseswthat there are aspects of Hazlitt's writings
that mark him as “a distant forerunner” of James dwhn Dewey?

But this is getting ahead of the story, which begmn1812 with thé.ectures on English
Philosophy.

Questions of mind

Hazlitt’s intent in the_ecturess straightforward: to rescue mind from the tyramhy
matter. He begins by condensing “the materiahodernphilosophy”—essentially, empiricism
as it had developed since the time of Francis Badato three sweeping claims: that “all
thought is to be resolved into sensation, all miyraito the love of pleasure, and all action into
mechanical impulse'® Although Bacon had done “nothing but insist onrieeessity of
experience,” the powerful influence of the matesial ideas had, in essence, narrowed
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philosophy’s horizons to this small handful of fledvassumptions. His plan of attack is to
demonstrate how profoundly they fall short of déBng the real nature and activities of mind.

Despite this confident beginning, Hazlitt is awaféhe powerful intellect he is up
against: Thomas Hobbes, the father of modern piplog, who was “too original and
comprehensive to be immediately understood, witpasgsing through the hands of several
successive generations of commentators and interprd* Berkeley ranks with him as one of
“the two men of the greatest ability in modern tinas metaphysicians, that is, with the greatest
power of seeing things in the abstract, and ofyagsa principle into all its consequences”;
Hume and Hartley come next—though even Hartley’ssive dissection of the association of
ideas adds nothing truly substantive to Hobbesayais> Locke, on the other hand, is
presented as little more than a dutiful discipldnéné Hobbes is bold and systematic, Locke is
cautious and practical. He was “a lover of trutddzlitt writes, but in fact most of Locke’s
philosophy is either implicit or better stated inltbes, the Leviathan who contains all the
nascent germs of materialist empiricism.

At one point in the_ecturesHazlitt pauses to list the ten leading ideas of b&ss
system that Locke and others embraced, and whiehtHatends “to oppose to the utmost of
my ability”:

1. That all our ideas are derived from external olsjeloy means of the senses alone.

2. That as nothing exists out of the mind but matter @otion, so it is itself with all its
operations nothing but matter and motion.

3. That thoughts are single, or that we can thinkrdy @ne object at a time. In other words,
that there is no comprehensive power or facultyraferstanding in the mind.

4. That we have no general or abstract ideas.

5. That the only principle of connexion between ormutfht and another is association, or

their previous connexion in sense.

That reason and understanding depend entirely@m#thanism of language.

and 8. That the sense of pleasure and pain itaespring of action, and self-interest the

source of all our affections.

9. That the mind acts from a mechanical or physicaéssity, over which it has no control,
and consequently is not a moral or accountabletagdine manner of stating and
reasoning up on this point is the only circumstapicdenportance in which modern
writers differ from Hobbes.

10.That there is no difference in the natural capesitif men, the mind being originally
passive to all impressions alike, and becoming exreatit is from circumstances.

No

“[Hobbes’s] strong mind and body,” Hazlitt explaimsa striking image, “appear to
have resisted all impressions but those which wer&ved from the downright blows of
matter. . . . The external image pressed so clpsa his mind that it destroyed the power of
consciousness, and left no room for attention othimg but itself.*’

Against this assault on consciousness, Hazlitt myamwith his own conception of mind:

The principle which | shall attempt to prove isattideas are the offspring of the
understanding, not of the senses. . . . by anlidezan the conception produced by a
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number of these [sensations] on the same consprousple. . . .[mediated by] a
common principle of thought, a superintending faguhich alone perceives the
relations of things and enables us to comprehegid ¢dbnnexions, forms, and masses.
This faculty is properly the understanding, and by means of this faculty that man
indeed becomes a reasonable soul. . . . That weckeek . . . namely, the nature of the
mind and laws by which we think, feel, and act,must discover in the mind, or not at
all.'®

In response to the three fundamental premisesefittaterial or modern philosophy”

Hazlitt proclaims three of his own: the reality antegrity of inner experience; the active nature
of the mind and its faculties; and the abstractatter of all our ideas. THeecturesare

structured around the errors Hazlitt believes lethlbes and his sensationalist descendants
astray. The most important are the following siris:

The supremacy of language in defining triflobbes had asserted that language was
constitutive of truth. “For True and False areibtttes of speech, not of things,” he wrote.
“And where speech is not, there is neither truthfalsehood”:

The first truths were arbitrarily made by thoset fivat of all imposed names upon things,
or received them from the imposition of others. s true (for example) thahan is a
living creature,but it is for this reason, that it pleased memipase those names on the
same thing?®

Hagzlitt denies this premise in his sixth objectiomaterialist philosophy—*" That reason and
understanding depend entirely on the mechanismngfuage.” What makes individuals men, he
responds, quoting the Bishop of Worcester, is netarbitrary assignment of a collective name
but the fact “that the true and real essence ocda isin every one of themd>

A narrow definition of “experience.Hobbes and his followers “confined [experienceihe
knowledge of things without us; whereas it in faciudes all knowledge relating to objects
either within or out of the mind, of which we haamy direct or positive evidence. We only
know that we ourselves exist, the most certainldfhs, from the experience of what
passes inside ourselves.”

A conception of the mind as inherently pasdbespite the title of his treatise on the human
mind, Locke includes “not really a word about tizume of the understanding” in’ft.Locke,
for example, “speaks of ideas as existing in th#eustanding like pictures in a gallery, or as
if the whole process of the intellect were resolgabto the power of receiving, retaining,
carrying, and transposing the gross materials $bed by the sense$™

The assumption that ideas and objects are fundatigisimple.Locke plunges off in
another wrong direction by assuming that ideasadopeicts are at bottom simple, distinct,
and isolated—"each impression shut up in the nagelof its own individuality.” As a
result, Hazlitt says, “having laid in a certainct®f ideas without the necessity of the
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understanding, it was thought an easy matter tio logp the whole structure of the human
mind without it, as we build a house with ston&sThis is the result of the building-block
character of empiricism, which assumes that ideasliacrete things first drawn from
experience and then put together, in mechanicsgnalsly-line fashion, in the brain.

The position that abstract ideas are derived frartipular imagesin the dispute over
whether ideas are images of sensations or have siatus of their own, Hazlitt takes the
position that all thought is inherently abstrace t¢jects the nominalism of Locke and others
that holds general ideas are created by abstraobimgnon characteristics from individual
examples: “as these writers affirm that all abstideas are particular images, so | shall try to
prove that all particular images are abstract idédss seeming paradox is due, he says, to
the intrinsic limits of the human mind. Locke assahthat we could perceive objects one at
a time. Hazlitt argues that even objects we regarsimple—the house across the road, for
instance—are bristling with attributes beyond duitity to absorb. In a famous example of
the impossibility of taking in the virtually infite details of our perceptions, he draws on his
experience as a painter:

Those who have consigned this business of absiractier to the senses with a view to
make the whole matter plain and easy, have not a&@ne of what they have been

doing. . . . These spectators have no thoughtleytsaw as much of a landscape as
Poussin, and knew as much about a face that waselisiem as Titian or Vandyke

would have done. This is a great mistake; . . . &&bgician, or any common man, and

he will no doubt tell you that a face is a facepae is a nose, a tree is a tree, and that he
can see what it is as well as another. Ask a paamté he will tell you otherwisé®

Nonetheless, we doave a working knowledge of our world, however mex “All particulars
are . . . nothing but generals, more or less défimecircumstances, but never perfectly so; in
this all our knowledge both begins and ends, amekithink to exclude all generality from our
ideas of things, we must be content to remain ifepeignorance.°

Although Hazlitt presents his theory of abstraeiisl as evidence of human cognitive

limits, his explanation also implies the mind’s movto sort through sensory experience and
impose coherence and meaning. His defense of ab&teas is not simply a rebuttal of Locke
but also part of his argument on behalf of the pizjag powers of the mintl. The very
limitations he describes force us to be selecthmuaireality and are the agency through which
we learn to master experience.

A neglect of the mind’s self-organizing powers how they also generate ideasicke, of
course, includes the mind’s reflection on its ovpermtions as an internal sense and (along
with sensation) as a source of ideas. But Haabigschot consider this to be an improvement
on Hobbes’s more reductionist view:

Not sensation and reflection, but sensation anapleeations of our own minds are more
properly the source of our ideas, that is, theseftunishmaterialsfor our reflection. . . .
for in consequence of separating the operatiotiseomind in a manner from the mind
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itself, and making them exist only as objects fercontemplation, Mr. Locke has been
satisfied with considering those operations asigaipon the mind like external things,
not as emanating from it. Thus, by a general foanall of our ideas of every kind are
represented as communicated to the mind by songetbieign to it, instead of growing
out of, and having a part of its own nature aneess. [emphasis addéd]

And here Hazlitt gets to the heart of his argumértie mind alone is formativep use the
words of a great German writer [Immanuel Kant]itos that alone which by its pervading and
elastic energy unfolds and expands our ideasgilias order and consistency to them, that
assigns to every part its proper place, and fiktdgere, and that frames the idea of the whole.”
Hazlitt believes Locke’s oversimplification of thelationship between mind and experience to
be the source of most of his misconceptions irE$&ay on Human Understandirfie knows
that the mind is aware of relations, but not thhis‘principle is at the bottom of all ideas
whatever’

Locke is correct that there are no innate ideastfaumind contains its own laws
governing the ways we organize experience. Thes&ganeral principles or forms of thinking,
something like the moulds in which any thing istcascording to which our ideas follow one
another in a certain order, though the knowledgeperception of what these principles are, and
the forming them into distinct propositions is tiesult of experience. . . . The long controversy
between Locke and Leibnitz with respect to inndeas turned up the distinction here stated,
innate ideas being thus referred not to the aatuatession of objects, but to the forms or
moulds existing in the mind, and in which those riegsions are cast.” The difference between
Locke’s and Leibnitz’s positions is like the difégrce between “a piece of free stone” that can be
sculpted into any shape whatever, and “a pieceasbla strongly ingrained, with the figure of a
man or other animal, inclosed in it, and which sbalptor has only to separate from the
surrounding mass¥

This discussion reads very much like a gloss oritdazarlier statement that “the mind
alone is formative,” with all its Kantian reverbgoas. But the connection, though real, is
limited. InEmmanuel Kant in Englan®René Wellek concludes that Hazlitt's agreement with
Kant rests largely on two fundamental points: ‘@ognition of the creative and combining
activity of the mind and its central unity combineidh the implied rejection of the mosaique
psychology of associationismi*The “mosaique” character of associationism derfi@s its
assumption that the idea or image is the basicaimitental life*?

Errors and assertions

TheLecturesread very much like an introductory course in ptolohy: a brisk march
through several centuries of major thinkers byagssor with strongly held, even nationalistic,
views (French philosophers, especially Condillacndt come off well). Hazlitt's review of
empiricism’s errors, with some brief excursion®iBerkeley’s idealism, was intended to clear
the ground for a conception of mind quite differéotn Enlightenment paradigms: less
reductive and subordinate to sensation, more agsatiout the mind’s ability to perceive not
just things but “the relations of things,” andtire moral domain, strenuously opposed to any
theory of human choice and action that relied esiekly on the principles of pleasure and pain
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(I have not gone into Hazlitt's discussion of dismestedness in theecturesbecause it tracks
closely his analysis in thHessay)

The Hazlitt that emerges from thecturess—Ilike Maine de Biran—predominantly a
“reformer” of empiricism who wants to correct it3ssteps even as he acknowledges the utility
of associationism to explaining mental processes.tiveLectureswith their discussion of the
“moulds” of the mindalso suggest why it is not always easy to categdnm as an entirely
empiricist thinker. Recent scholarship has chakehiipe longstanding idea that when Hazlitt
rejected Kantianism (one explanation being thatirfgpabsorbed Coleridge’s version of Kant,
he considered the philosopher too “mystical”) temakjected idealist philosophies wholesale.
Uttara Natarajan, for example, argues that whilelittaoften writes in the language of
empiricism, his ideas are frequently “startlinglgse” to positions expressed by such German
philosophers as Schiller, Schlegel, or Kant. IndNaan’s account, the traditional critical
contrast between Hazlitt’s realism and Coleridgeééalism has been overdone. Hazlitt's
philosophy represents “a particularly rich hybraf’empiricism and idealisrt

Tim Milnes asserts that idealism is a latent dinmmsf Hazlitt's primarily empiricist
theory of knowledge. Hazlitt embraced the Lockeiwy he says, that knowledge consists in “a
relation between persons and objects rather thiavelea persons and sentences,” and that
“[d]irect acquaintance with objects forms the foatidn of thought for Hazlitt. . . ** In the
Lecturesat least, Hazlitt has Hobbes in mind when, in ikgh2f his ten objections to modern
philosophy, he denies that truth is a matter @trehs between persons and langu&ye
Milnes’s larger point is that this denial createdimportant epistemological conflict for Hazlitt:
“the object must be mastered, but there ismoiori basis for the veracity of the mind’s
projections.” This philosophical dilemma led him*gokind ofimmanenidealism, an
intensification of Hume’s notion of the projectigewer of the mind which nonetheless
struggled to ‘ground’ itself.?®

Milnes writes from the general position that HazBilong with other Romantic prose
writers interested in philosophical questions, wasking in an environment troubled by the
attack on knowledge embodied in Humean skepticismparticular, Hume’s argument that
statements of value could be neither proven nqrdigen threw into question the very
foundation of social and religious belief about mlqrinciples and responsibilities. The results,
he says, were twofold. The sheer difficulty of askkng a convincing refutation of Hume was
so formidable that it led Hazlitt, Wordsworth, a@dleridge to internalize a kind of approach-
avoidance attitude toward the whole enterprisgpedtemology. Their works reflect an
alternation between intense involvement in thengabout knowledge and an “erasure” of that
knowledge, a flight from philosophizing toward—iraHitt's case—“epistemic theories of
common sense, association, and the self-verifyaglfy of reasoning imaginatiof™”

The instrumentality of feeling

While | agree that Hazlitt's empirical and ideabstains enhanced rather than
contradicted each other, his writings also offeplsupport for Milnes’s claim that the object
was indeed his starting point. Yet | think what Vit sees as Hazlitt's abandonment of formal
epistemology is better seen as a redefinition efpfoblem of knowledge. What primarily
interests Hazlitt is not a rationally based assteaf “the veracity of the mind’s projections” but
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the potential of the object to open into a new elgmee of knowledge. The outlines of this way
of thinking are faintly visible even in tlessaybut it really takes shape in the years after the
Lecturesas he begins to look at knowledge not simply imgeof empiricism or idealism but in
the context of the body.

For Hazlitt, the road to the object is often nabtigh the intellect but through the
feelings. In theeEssayfor example, Hazlitt makean unflattering contrast between the English
and the French, who (he writes) tend to have arfojaé grasp of things because the “sensitive
principle” is weaker in them than in the Englisfi]t“is characteristic of the French that their
feelings let go their hold of things almost as sasrthe impression is made. . . . The English on
the other hand . . . are in the habit of retainntjvidual images and of brooding over the
feelings connected with them. [The French] wanthegifeeling nor ideas in the abstract; but
there seems to be no connection in their mindsdxatvithe one and the other . . . . Their feelings
do not grapple with the object.”

Implicit in this observation are the cognitive pbgdgies of the body as the locus of
feeling. “Brooding” over a felt reaction is a walystimulating mental processes that bring the
feeling’s cognitive implications to consciousndgsan essay frormtable-Talk for example, he
describes a portrait of Cromwell as revealing high-reaching policy and deep designs.” How
do we know this? “First, by feeling it: and howitithat we feel it? Not by pre-established rules,
but by the instinct of analogy, by the principleaskociation, which is subtle and sure in
proportion as it is variable and indefinit& Hazlitt rejected phrenology as a pseudo-scienae, b
believed the body has a language that the mindtisrally attuned to read.

John Kinnaird expresses this body-based aspecamnitts thinking through a similarity
and a contrast with Coleridge. “[T]hey both ingstlife-intuition as the principle of all
knowledge: Coleridge’s ‘primary imagination’ corpesmds to ‘the conscious principle’ which
Hazlitt sees as ‘the common sense’ of the bodihges,” but unlike Coleridge, “Hazlitt does not
let the dualism of body and mind develop into atistinction of opposed tendencies; for him
the mind has organic intuitions not merely becatssactivity is distinct from the bodily senses
but because it always aetsthe mind of an individual body*®

And in emphasizing the cognitive potential of tloely, Hazlitt moved toward an idea
that becomes central to his concept of knowledus:the process of knowing involves a crucial
personal dimension. As his example of French veEnggish sensibility suggests, he has a deep
interest in the process of acquiring knowledge—Itdeels to begin to grasp something, the
“feeling of knowing” that cognitive scientist AntmnDamasio says is inseparable from our
ability to have a sense of selfhood and an oriemtabward our environment. Knowledge must
be patiently assimilated into the knower’s conssimss as the body assimilates a shock to its
physical integrity. It cannot simply be a mattetirert memory; it must be integrated into the
personality and its relationship to other knowledgeonsciousness understood. Hazlitt
frequently emphasized the linkages among the vamperations of body and mind—that these
linkages are as much a part of what we know andwewnow it as sensory data.
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The Indian Jugglers

Many of these strands come together in “The Indiagglers,” an essay frofrable-Talk,
published in 1821-22n this seminal essay, Hazlitt explores the knolgéeof the body and its
claims.

William Bewick, a painter and friend of Hazlitt'glls a story that may illuminate the
genesis of “The Indian Jugglers.” Hazlitt had niet &anatomist Sir Anthony Carlisle at the home
of Basil Montague and was struck by a comment Slarinade on “the uselessness of poetry.”
Curious to learn more of him and his opinions, Hawlent with Bewick to a talk on anatomy
Carlisle gave at the Royal Academy. Earlier lecturad included performances by “Indian or
Chinese jugglers” to demonstrate “what supplenasésing may produce in the frame of man.”
It is not clear from Bewick’s account whether thgglers performed on the evening Hazlitt
attended, but in any event he was unimpressedSuitAnthony and concluded that such a
person was incapable of understanding the valpeetiry*® “The Indian Jugglers” takes up the
issue raised by Carlisle’s dismissal of poetry—hp@xtension other kinds of creative
accomplishment—and discusses it in the contexte@bbdy andts capacities.

On the face of it, “The Indian Jugglers” arguestfar superiority of artistic and
imaginative achievement. Despite his admiratiortliernear-magical agility of the human body
displayed in the jugglers’ performance, Hazlitt @maown firmly on the side of artistic creation
as a far more difficult enterprise. He does thimprily by suggesting that the difference
between juggling and writing or painting is analogao the difference between training and
education. Training is directed to specific andoaty defined ends, while art requires much
more elusive and open-ended abilities: “But thestindertakes to imitate another, or to do what
nature has done, and this it appears is more dgliffiziz.,to copy what she has set before us in
the face of nature or ‘the human face divine,’ renéind without a blemish, than to keep up four
brass balls at the same instant; for the one is #bgrthe power of human skill and industry, and
the other never was nor will be.” As a result, itashys, he admires the artist Joshua Reynolds
more than the famous rope-dancer Richer.

Artistic power “is indifferently called genius, irgeation, feeling, taste: but the manner
in which it acts on the mind can neither be defibgdbstract rules, as is the case in science, nor
verified by continual unvarying experiments, athis case in mechanical performances.” The
essay does not conclude with this grand staterhemtever, but with a tribute to John Cavanagh,
the famous fives-player (fives was a version ofdieatl)—a point | will return to

Herschel Baker sees “The Indian Jugglers” as “cateiy merit” in both its physical and
intellectual manifestatiori¢.Roy Park argues that the essay is a rejectiobsifact system-
making in favor of an existential openness to eignee, defined as “the poetic response [which]
alone possesses ‘the trembling sensibility whichwake to every change and every
modification of its ever-varying impressions’ (vi#3).” David Bromwich writes that “The
Indian Jugglers’ offers Cavanagh as a test casgistinguishing the artistic from the mechanic.
The truth is that only Hazlitt’s ability to see tlepth of art in the surface of mechanical skill .
has made the question an interesting dile.”
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There is another way of reading the essay, howewach assumes that Hazlitt had a
different aim in mind. It presents a line of spatiadn that grows out of the essay’s origins in a
medical view of the body as a machine.

Hazlitt plunges immediately into his subject:

Coming forward and seating himself on the grounkisnwhite dress and tightened
turban, the chief of the Indian Jugglers beginhiwoessing up two brass balls, which is
what any of us could do, and concludes with keepimdépur at the same time, which is
what none of us could do to save our lives, narafwere to take our whole lives to do it
in. Is it then a trifling power we see at work,i®it not something next to miraculod$?

In its combination of suspense (will he drop on¢hef balls?), physical grace, and ease of
execution, expert juggling dazzles and delightzlittahen goes on to lament the awkwardness
and lameness of his own essays in comparisontéfieatual work, “[t]here is no such power or
superiority in sense or reasoning. There is no det@pnastery of execution to be shewn there:
and you hardly know the professor from the impugeatender or the mere clown.” But that, it
turns out, is the key to the greater importancenafginative accomplishment. The poet or artist
must create without specific rules to guide heore$for indisputable criteria by which the
excellence, or lack of excellence, of what sherhade can be judged. There is also the question
of enduring significance. However difficult it is say what great art consists of, the process of
time winnows the meretricious from the meritorioad;speaks to us over the course of
generations, while the achievements of the livingybare necessarily fleeting. Hazlitt's
meditation on the nature of creative accomplishméiimhately leads him to the conviction that
“greatness is great power, using great effectsgreat results springing from great inherent
energy.”

Yet he ends the essay not with artistic creatianAbln an account of the athletic prowess
of an Irish handball player—actually an obituarydohn Cavanagh he had written earlier for the
Examiner The discussion of Cavanagh returns to the thedrtteedody’s capabilities, but this
time Hagzlitt radically narrows the gap betweenliet#ual and other kinds of accomplishment.
“It may be said that there are things of more ingnace than striking a ball against a wall—there
are things indeed which make more noise and dittlasgood, such as making war and peace,
making speeches and answering them, making vensielslaiting them; making money and
throwing it away.” Moreover, Cavanagh'’s bodily $ksl inseparable from arresting qualities of
mind: “His eye was certain, his hand fatal, hissprece of mind complete. . . . He saw the whole
game, and played it. . .. He had equal powerskill quickness, and judgment. As it was said
of a great orator that he never was at a loss veora, and for the properest word, so Cavanagh
always could tell the degree of force necessabgetgiven to a ball, and the precise direction in
which it should be sent. . . . Cobbett and Jurdgsther would have made a Cavanagh.”

The section on Cavanagh is a process of readjustenglace of athletic prowess on the
scale of significant achievement; it is no longdegated to the lowly position of a striking but
ultimately trivial skill. The link between creatiahievement and athletic success is that both
require and generate a particular kind of attentible who takes to playing at fives is twice
young. He feels neither the past nor future ‘inittgant.’ . . . He has no other wish, no other
thought, from the moment the game begins but thsiriking the ball, of placing it, ahaking
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it.” The alienation from the future, prominent metEssay has vanished because there is no
future; only the moment matters. Cavanagh’s seljdtfulness and concentration, his relaxed
alertness, are nothing more (or less) than thé&yhl organize attention toward a goal, and that
process is as important in intellectual as in ptaistndeavors. Hazlitt's description of Cavanagh
in action, even though he says it was written “apptly between jest and earnest,” suggests that
he is still unsatisfied with his sweeping conclusaibout mind versus body. It is as if there is a
nagging something about the body and its capachetshas escaped the net of his earlier
argument.

This something is revealed in his analysis of théybin motion. In the clarity of its
standards, mechanical agility is more rigorous tiating, say, because failure is instant and
obvious; if a juggler drops a ball, there can bdaifi@rence of opinion on whether he has
mastered his task. The goal of juggling, or anyaéphysical skill, is to perform certain
movements in a particular way. Success dependsioih cquired through faithful practice that
unfolds in a series of steps: “There is then is Hart of manual dexterity, first a gradual aptgud
acquired to a given exertion of muscular powenmnflanstant repetition, and in the next place,
an exact knowledge how much is still wanting andessary to be supplied. The obvious test is
to increase the effort or nicety of the operatemd still to find it come true”:

The muscles ply instinctively to the dictates abihaCertain movements and impressions
of the hand and eye, having been repeated togath@finite number of times, are
unconsciously but unavoidably cemented into claser closer union; the limbs require
little more than to be put in motion for them tdldav a regular track with ease and
certainty; so that the mere intention of the willsamathematically, like touching the
spring of a machine, and you come with Lockslelvanhoe, in shooting at a mark, “to
allow for the wind.”

The body is an exquisitely tuned feedback mechan@mee we have acquired the habit
of juggling, fully incorporated its various physiclemands into our minds and our musculature,
“the mere intention of the will acts mathematicallige touching the springs of a machine. . . .”
The body is not like consciousness, debating itsogls amid the messy ambiguity of competing
goods; will has been entirely subordinated to gpirements of action. It is the automatic
character of physical acts, the precise calibratioexertion to outcome, that accounts for
“mechanical excellence,” in stark contrast to “thefficacy and slow progress of intellectual . . .
excellence.”

“Mechanical” had been a negative term in bothEksay on the Principles of Human
Actionand in the_ectures on English Philosoplygcause Hazlitt used it as a shorthand way of
representing the fallacious argument that our wéftexively gravitate toward whatever serves
our interests and that mind is entirely governednayter. In the context of the body, however,
“mechanical” acquires a more positive connotatidme automatic character of certain physical
acts—the total absence of conscious thought orrevplanning—is the foundation of
extraordinary athletic achievement. The body “knblamw to do it, and the mind comes limping
after. Somehow the body is able to integrate theyndifferent demands of the task—balance,
timing, dexterity—in a way the mind cannot easilypticate in intellectual work.
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The philosopher Michael Polanyi called this kindredtinctual cognitive act “tacit
knowledge.” He points out that there are two teronglements, in every instance of tacit
knowing: a set of particulars, and a larger meadgved from them in a way we cannot
explain. One example would be how we recognizee, faven though we cannot define exactly
what it is that makes one face so instantly distisigable from another. Polanyi cites another
example, an experiment in which individuals werespnted with a large number of nonsense
syllables and given an electric shock after a paldr syllable or syllables were spoken. After
several repetitions, the subjects learned to cthyrassociate certain syllables with an impending
shock. However, they could not identify the preagiables that telegraphed this information to
them—hence their knowledge was “tacit” or incapaiflarticulation. In this particular example
of tacit knowing, the first term is the relevaninsense syllable or syllables and their association
with an imminent shock; the second term is the khiiself. Polanyi explains that tacit knowing
is a process in which we use the first term to $oour attention on the second: “We know the
electric shock, forming the second term, by attegdo it, and hence the subjecsecifiably
known. But we know the shock-producing particulamy by relying on our own awareness of
them for attending to something else, namely tketat shock, and hence our knowledge of
them remaingacit. . . . Such is théunctional relationbetween the two terms of tacit knowing:
we know the first term only by relying on our awaass of it for attending to the second
[emphasis in text]*®

This kind of knowing, which Polanyi described asdband subsidiary awareness, is the
foundation of the Indian Jugglers’ performance. BDhdy can attain the necessary speed,
precision, and physical agility only by suppressingsciousness of the minute adjustments of
muscle, hand, and eye and focusing on the goathnkikeeping the balls moving through the
air in a given order and at a regular speed. Afogrieio become conscious of a particular
movement—say, whether the hand is correctly pogticto catch the nearest ball—is counter-
productive; it could bring the entire process tlisastrous halt.

We could say that the phenomenon Polanyi descisbeprocess of knowing by not
knowing (he later uses the example of riding a dey-try to think about how you do it and you
cannot). For all his passion in defending the gneedmplexity and significance of artistic labor,
Hazlitt seems to sense that there are ways in whielacit knowledge of the body is not at all
inferior to its intellectual or imaginative courpart. First, there is something in the
accomplishment of the Indian Jugglers that goesmeéyhe merely mechanical and habitual: “It
is skill surmounting difficulty, and beauty triumiply over skill.” The triumph of beauty over
skill in the mundane act of juggling takes it ofitlee narrow category of training and into the
realm of the aesthetic and creative. The juggleesformance is a model of self-mastery, which
helps account for the tone of admiration and womdétazlitt's description of them. Second,
and even more important, it can be argued thaabilgy of the body to attend from particular
sensations to a larger goal offers a model ofled&lal insight, as in Hazlitt's famous
observation from “On Genius and Common Sense”:

It is asked, “If you do not know the rule by whiahhing is done, how can you be sure of
doing it a second time?” And the answer is, “If yamnot know the muscles by the help
of which you walk, how is it you do not fall dowhevery step you take?” In art, in life,

in taste, in speech, you decide from feeling, astdnom reason; that is, from the
impression of a number of things on the mind, whinapression is true and well-
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founded, though you may not be able to analyse@ownt for it in the several
particulars®’

There are certain forms of knowledge that the miikd,the body, can only acquire by
not concentrating attention too narrowly or specifigalloo much consciousness hobbles the
amazingly complex physical movements required inyrfarms of athletic performance; too
much rational clarity blocks insight. The mind st$eparticulars from its welter of impressions
and in some unarticulated but cognitively coheveay comes to a conclusion about them. In the
same essay—"On Genius and Common Sense’—Hazlittides this process in terms of the
theory of association:

Once more | would say, common sense is tacit reqkpis the just result of the sum-
total of . . . unconscious impressions in the adproccurrences of life . . . By the law of
association, as laid down by physiologists, anyregagion in a series can recal any other
impression in that series without going throughwimle in order: so that the mind drops
the intermediate links, and passes on rapidly anstdmlth to the more striking effects of
pleasure or pain which have naturally taken thenggest hold of it. By doing this
habitually and skillfully with respect to the van®impressions and circumstances with
which our experience makes us acquainted, it famaries of unpremeditated
conclusions on almost all subjects that can bedibbefore it, as just as they are of
ready application to human life; and common sesdld name of this body of
unassuming but practical wisddth.

Hazlitt is trying here to incorporate the empir@ssociationist perspective into a
broader and more active theory of perception. phassage also harks back to his theory of
abstract ideas. We do not even try to distinguighsivarms of particular impressions stimulated
by the senses, but our minds are nevertheless edgagunconscious sorting of their potential
meaning for us. Consciousness selects the signaeds to meet the demands of life from the
minutiae of our daily rounds. In this passage gheciple of association and the experience of
pleasure and pain are no longer the defining arctute of the mind but its tools. As we saw in
“The Indian Jugglers,” he begins to look at at@mt-how we direct our mental energies and the
physical and cognitive states the act of attendiilgulates—as an entry point into the mind’s
ability to know. His concentration on athletic $kdl significant. It centers on the mind/body
connection without becoming enmeshed in explanatanimental events at the level of micro-
movements of the nerves—Hartley’s vibrations—thatexsimply beyond the ability of both
introspection and the experimental capabilitiesaty nineteenth-century science to explain. In
terms of Hazlitt’s thinking about how we know, tiissan advance from tHessayand the
LecturesHe has gone from attacking the mechanical log@ssbciationism to postulating a
view of knowledge that depends on a fluid and camtsf self-adjusting balance between the
knower and what he knows.

When Hazlitt describes how we create our storadtf teason by combining the
unconscious experience of everyday life with thetaldaws of association, the two most
important words arbabitually andskillfully. *° In this definition, knowledge is the product of
action. It grows out of the lived experience of Hoely as a repetitive practice and a skill. “One
great proof and beauty of works of true geniushésease, simplicity, and freedom from
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conscious effort which pervades them,” he wrotarrl820 essay on Sir Joshua Reynolds. In
Hazlitt’s (not always consistent) usage, the opeas this form of unconscious knowledge is
learning, defined in one of its eighteenth-centmganings as an ornament intended to burnish
an individual's social image or persona. As thentéornament” implies, learning in this
definition is an embellishment quite separate ftbmindividual, an intellectual add-on.
Knowledge, as Hazlitt discusses it in this essayiariThe Indian Jugglers,” is neither external
nor acquired wholesale, but something that emdrgasthe individual's own experience of
exercising a skill. Polanyi’'s concept of knowledgeelevant: “I regard knowing as an active
comprehension of the things known, an action thqtirres skill,” he wrote ifPersonal
Knowledge “Clues and tools are things used as such andbsarved in themselves. They are
made to function as extensions of our bodily eq@ptand this involves a certain change in our
own being.? In this respect, knowing-as-skills resembles sraénship, which points to yet
another dimension of Hazlitt's contrast betweeellattual and bodily accomplishment.

This is evident in Hazlitt’'s descriptions of thepexience of painting, a profession he had
once aspired to. When he thinks about the cultwatif talent, he gravitates toward painting as a
model. “There is a pleasure in painting which nbogepainters know,™ is the opening sentence
of Table-Talk.“The mind is calm, but full at the same time. Tlamth and eye are equally
employed. In tracing the commonest object, a pdatihe stump of a tree, you learn something
every moment, you perceive unexpected differeranas discover likenesses where you looked
for no such thing.” This combination of peace ampletion occurs, he says, when you leave the
battleground of writing and verbal combat. Paintstigngthens the sense of self by offering
surprising opportunities for perception. Paintiagne of the fine arts, but here Hazlitt discusses
it almost as a craft, the training of the hand ape to produce a tangible and beautiful object. In
an essay about the relationship between learnidgeactice—“On Application to Study’—his
delight in painting spills over into a discussidnwiting. The feeling of struggle that marks his
occasional complaints about a life of constantingiis nowhere to be found in this essay,
replaced by images of abundance as he explainsritustry develops skill and skill encourages
industry: “[W]e acquire ideas by imparting them.r@upenditure of intellectual wealth makes
us rich: we can only be liberal as we have pre\noascumulated the means.” And he returns
continually to the sense of power and vigor adistork opens up to its practitioners. The old
masters of painting, as prolific as they were t@dncontinue to enrich those who follow and
learn from them: “The stream of their invention gligs the taste of successive generations like
a river.” Through their works, their skillful coordinatiori @/e and hand with imagination, the
great artists instruct us in the canons of tasteeM/ words fail, the image gives life.

In The Craftsmansociologist Richard Sennett explains how that icd&nlightenment
work, Denis Diderot'€€ncyclopediaywas aimed (in Diderot’s words) at elucidating “ooty the
fields already covered by the academies, but eadlegery brand of human knowledge,”
including the field of skilled workmanshi3.The purpose of thEncyclopediavas to “get its
readers out of themselves and into the lives efartcraftsmen . . . to enter into a realm in
which contentment with ordinary things made welgns.” The illustrations, which show
glassmakers, printers, typesetters, craftspeoptepther workers in lowly occupations plying
their trade with apparent satisfaction, were neargdsecause of a difficulty Diderot encountered
early on: the workers he spoke to could not firelwlords to accurately describe what they did
and, despite his interviews and investigationgheeicould Diderot or his collaborators. This
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was the case because work requiring physical moneaften relies on tacit knowledge.
Together, the descriptive text and the evocatiasvdrgs of the body at work encouraged an act
of imagination involving the kind of eighteenth-tery sympathy described by Adam Smith and
others. This strategy, Sennett goes on, suppdrtancyclopedias running contrast between
the idleness of the privileged and the demonstrasééulness of those who labor for a livifd.

But he also points out that—quite apart from tipeaiseworthy industriousness—the
Encyclopedi& artisans and craftspeople encouraged an imagenaordering of the traditional
hierarchy of knowledge. To bridge the cultural gp@pween the refined leisure of upper-class
living and the seemingly dull, repetitive, mechahiasks of lower-class work is to see beyond
the usual relegation of craft or mechanical skilatiower level of value. It reveals that the
body’'s knowledge possesses an inarticulate auyhamgvailable through the processes of
abstract reasoning alone. Through the instrumeyaifeeling, through “grappling with the
object,” Hazlitt’'s meditation on Cavanagh leads hinthe creative dimension of mechanical
processes and their power to illuminate new domeafirexperience. His essay on the revelatory
nature of exercising the skill of painting leadsib see the best part of writing as residing in
the skillit requires, which demands but also rewards focudedtain. Painting released, as
nothing else in Hazlitt’'s professional life did, erperience of the union of “the laborer and the
thinker.” | have taken this phrase—"the laborer #malthinker"—from the introduction to
Joanna Picciotto’kabors of Innocence in Early Modern Englamdhere she writes that “[1]f the
modern concept of intellectual labor promotes atiulynexclusive conception of intellectual life,
its early modern ancestor did exactly the reverselntellectual labor was first conceived not as
the province of a restricted class of people butragleal encounter between the self and the
world.” For Hazlitt, the act of painting sets ugttonditions for such an encounter by presenting
a realm of thought and action that opens into nesveffortless experiences of learnitig.

“The Indian Jugglers” was concerned with an ideahtony of mind, body, and
knowledge that individuals can experience, underright circumstances. Bliable-Talkalso
includes several essays on knowledge that are amm@ous in tone. “On the Ignorance of the
Learned” and “On Corporate Bodies” are stingingdtrdents of the corrupting effects of
institutions on individuals and knowledge. Thessags are the prelude to a work Hazlitt wrote a
few years later that is the subject of the nexptéra his searching examination of the fate of
knowledge in the social and political worldTfie Spirit of the Age.
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Chapter Three: Cognitive Web: The Spirit of the Age

They are not, then, so properly the works of ammauby profession, as the thoughts of a
metaphysician expressed by a painter. They ardesaht difficult problems translated into
hieroglyphics.

William Hazlitt, speaking of his later, poEssaywritings

Imaginative projection is a principal means by whtbe body (i.e., physical experience and its
structures) works its way up into the mind (i.eental operations).

Mark JohnsonThe Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meanintgagination, and Reason

[Hlumanity might be defined as the only speciegarth that combines individual with
collective cognitive processes and in which theviddal can identify with and become part of a
group process. We can see this in our corporatams other institutions. The life of the human

imagination oscillates between these two polarares, individual and corporate.

Merlin Donald,A Mind So Rare

In The Spirit of the Age: or, Contemporary Portraltazlitt turns from the timeless
universals of th&ssayand the philosophical clashes of thexcturesto the everyday world of
politics, literature, and the cultural wars of 18 &ritain. It is Hazlitt’s attempt to describe the
literary, political, and philosophical temper oétheriod, a collective intellectual biography of
his generation. Published twenty years afteigbgaythe portraits of twenty-four writers,
politicians, philosophers, and other leaders ofi@risociety and culture are the work of his
maturity, written at the height of his powers ah@ anoment when time had given him
perspective on individuals and issues that had teestudy of a lifetime.

The first challenge readers have facedine Spirit of the Ages finding the thread that
knits its two dozen essays together. Hazlitt givesnultiple variations on a definition of the
spirit of his age; if the title is intended as afying concept, it is an elusive one. Annette
Wheeler Cafarelli sums up a variety of attemptdisgern an aesthetic structure in the work:

Considerable critical energy has been devotedterméning a univocal meaning dhe
Spirit of the Ageunder the assumption that artists impose a distmeind personal
design on cultural history. But what is that desigiiazlitt? David Levin claims the term
“the spirit of the age” is usually invoked to daberthe most progressive aspects of an
era, but Hazlitt juxtaposes liberals and Torieact®naries and revolutionaries. M. H.
Abrams believes Hazlitt designed an exploratiothefimpact of the French Revolution.
Roy Park says the text thematically demonstratesthe crushing force of the age
suppressed the imaginative spirit. Patrick Stoteles the series shows how the
effeminacy of the arts lost out in the war betwa®thanistic logic and creative
originality. Conversely, Ralph M. Wardle, René Wellek, and George Levine argue that
Hazlitt failed to produce any coherent unificatieither from laziness or inability.
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These critical difficulties have led to what cotbilel called the aerial view dhe Spirit of the
Age—attempts to focus on the collective significanceéhef essays without devoting much
analytical attention to specific ones. An oppoaitd perhaps more common strategy is to ignore
the question of a “univocal meaning” altogethed amne the individual essays for insights
about their subjects. This is a productive approgoten Hazlitt’s intellectual acumen and keen
eye for the telling detail, but one that tells wghing about the overall structure and shape of the
essays. And as Cafarelli also points out, Hazhited about the design of his work: “More than
any of his contemporaries, Hazlitt was concerndt Wwow form constitutes meaning in

collective narrative, and he came to use the icproperties of discontinuous sequential
narrative to frame epistemological questions.”

The apparent lack of a unifying themeTihe Spirit of the Agpoints to an even more
fundamental question. What kind of literary arttfecit? lan Jack suggests thafline Spirit of
the AgeHazlitt invented “a new kind of ‘character’ writihgerived from seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century sketches of types or classaaf but one in which “the subject is neither
the author as an individual nor his writings regarth themselves, but the author as an author,
in his works, and as a representative ofZbitgeist.” The most obvious forebear ©he Spirit
of the Agehowever,s Samuel Johnson’s exercise in collective biogyaplves of the Poets.
Brief biographies of literary and other figures & immensely popular in the Romantic period
and beyond for both cultural and financial reasong, of which has direct relevance to Hazlitt:
many brief lives appeared first in newspapers orrjals before they were organized into a
collection and republished as a bdokbout a half-dozen of the portraitsTine Spirit of the
Age,including the one on Jeremy Bentham that beginséhies, were published first in
periodicals. So the episodic charactemlbé Spirit of the Agewes something to Hazlitt’s
profession as a journalist and to the business lmadearly nineteenth-century publishing.

But the term “collective biography” fails to capéuthe feelingrhe Spirit of the Age
engenders that Hazlitt wrote it with a larger irit@em in view. Herschel Baker describes it as
“Hazlitt’'s Prelude,for it shows the shaping of his mind.” Baker iserging to “the men, the
values, and the books that had stirred his geweratout there is another similarity between the
two that he fails to mentichwordsworth was self-consciously writing a new kifeepic, one
focused on the inner life of one poet rather thahe traditional epic themes of heroic physical
struggle and the clash of armies and civilizationg.he Preludeve see everything from within
Wordsworth’s consciousness and everything is réledenis idiosyncratic intellectual
development. Hazlitt does not put himself, as Wiatth does, at the center of the drama, nor is
it his aim to chronicle the growth of a single mikte tells his story obliquely, through other
minds. Nor doe3he Spirit of the Ageeflect the same slow but assured sense of dastirtsiat
marks Wordsworth’s poetic autobiography. The enmatidone ofThe Spirit of the Agis set by
the present and the past; the future is absenthape for future improvement barely exists.

Hazlitt’s prose epic begiria medias restakes an entire generation as its subject, and
like Paradise Loshas at least one larger-than-life villain—arguaddyeral. There is no single
expression of a spirit of the age and no obvioog@ssion in the portraits, only (asTihe
Waste Landa much later but also highly ambitious wogkgollection of fragments. As befits a
modern epic, it has no towering protagonist. ks are, at best, diminished versions of their
earlier selves. But unlike T. S. Eliot, who hintglee end offThe Waste Landbout a path out of
the spiritual vacancy that pervades the poem, Hazaes no such release from the growing sense
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of absence that accumulates in the readinghef Spirit of the Agede refuses to bring his epic
to a conclusion or to predict what future shapesetp will take, but he is sure of his starting
point, which is that the problems of his age alateel to the fundamental problem of human
cognition.

The Essays influence onThe Spirit of the Age

Yet determining exactly how “form constitutes mewnin collective narrativein The
Spirit of the Ageas Cafarelli puts itis like solving a puzzle: some assembly is requituke
piece of the puzzle is tHessay on the Principles of Human Actiamich makes an indirect
appearance at the outset, on the title p@ige: Spirit of the Age; or, Contemporary Portraits
Hazlitt had already used the image of the porgallery several times to represent a particular
theory of mind: David Hartley's associationist misibphy, along with the Lockean empiricism
that is one of its principal sources. The pointhef analogy is the state of helpless intellectual
passivity Hartley’s theory implied, as if “ideas wd exist in the mind, like tapestry figures or
pictures in a gallery, without a spectatér.”

This cognitive model, so central to the argumenheEssay,s emblematic of the
mental space we enterTine Spirit of the Ag&.he portrait gallery is marked, first of all, by an
absence. Art is a visual medium that implies atspecwho can see (literally) and perceive
(intellectually or symbolically) what the designgrsfy. The mind Hazlitt intends to explore is a
collective one, with many ideas on display, but apparently unequipped with a guide—
someone who can translate the hieroglyphics omvtik separately and in relation to each other.
If we think of Hazlitt's society as analogous tbwaman brain, it is one whose faculties are
unable to come together in an act of understanding.

The second clue Hazlitt gives, the epigraph he eliasthe title page, leads back to the
Essays focus on the nature of identit{To know another well were to know one’s self.”. .
Howe, the editor of Hazlitt's collected works, delked it as the “motto” fol he Spirit of the
Age) This slightly altered quotation frortlamletintroduces the idea that we come to know
ourselves not by the time-honored practice of Ingkwvithin but by looking outward, at other
people and other mindsiVe will encounter ourselves in what we are abou¢arn regarding
the twenty-four subjects. Yet a readingldfe Spirit of the Agdoes not suggest Hazlitt’s point is
that, at bottom, we are all alike. He takes greagto demonstrate what is distinctive about
each of his characters. And while thesaydid not hesitate to make sweeping statements about
human nature and the human mind, Hazlitt insistitd @qual vigor that we are all isolated
within our own nervous systems, whose sensationgetes, pleasures, and anticipations are
essentially closed to others.

In any case, how does knowledge of others yieldkseiwledge? Jacques Khalip writes
that in theEssaythe two are related because the self “is theoreebst pragmatically as a
structure through which one can provisionally oigamlata about oneself and othétfatais a
term referring to “facts or statistics used forereihce or analysis,” and is indeed consistent with
the almost quantitative way tlessaydiscusses the self. “All individuals . . . are aggates, and
aggregates of different things,” Hazlitt says, #mel“only true and absolute identity which can
be affirmed of any being . . . is that combinatudrdeas which represents any individual
person.” The portrait gallery is itself a “structure thréugyhich one can provisionally organize
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data about oneself and others.” We come to knowedvegs by knowing others because, through
the process of charting these other minds, we dorgeasp the invisible cognitive web that
society weaves around us all.

And like the self of th&ssaythe world ofThe Spirit of the Ages locked out of the
future; Hazlitt confines himself to the societyhi$ day, a world frozen in tim@.We again
encounter the instability of consciousness, nat literal but in a psychological sense, in
Hazlitt’s depiction of the inner life of some ofshtharacters. Knowledge—Ilearning, education,
and cognitive skills—is not something we possessbmething that comes to inhabit us.
Brougham, for example, despite his intellectuargp@nd industry, is nonetheless described as
being “led away by the headstrong and overmastexttigity of his own mind. He is borne
along, almost involuntarily, and not impossibly exg& his better judgment, by the throng and
restlessness of his ideas as by a crowd of peoptetion.™ Coleridge’s compulsive
intellectual wanderings are presented as a figeddll from a great height, like the biblical fall
of the angels—consciousness migrating, without@anticular sense of direction, through a
series of mental stateéBhe Spirit of the Ageeenacts the disruptive, essentially uncontrodabl
nature of consciousness.

In sum, theEssayis like an underground streamTihe Spirit of the Agenvisible but
formative. It supplied the theory of an unstablié, s& impenetrable future, and an analysis of
mental processes as foundational ideas for thevaiek. Hazlitt’'s unspoken premise is that we
are not identities who think but thinkers who exgsreur wavering and uncertain selves through
the cognitive structures of the mind. He reimaginissheory of the self as a theory of
knowledge: inThe Spirit of the Agaye are what we know. But he also adds elements fiism
evolving grasp of human psychology, the role oftibdy in knowing, and—in terms of the
society of his day—what would probably now be ahliee sociology of knowledge. Trhe
Spirit of the Ageknowledge can be individually empowering (in tlase of Brougham),
overwhelming (in the case of Coleridge) or destmecto society (in the case of Bentham). The
knowledge we choose to embrace and endorse reflegtsthing fundamental about us, and our
society, that transcends our ever-shifting selves.

Spirits of the age

The modular quality of he Spirit of the Age-the mental gaps between the essays—
suggests that a unified point of view is not on¢hef possibilities available within the rules that
govern the work. The individual portraits replicéte larger disorder of the collection. Some
cross-references and comparisons crop up in tiessar the essay on William Godwin, for
example, Godwin’s industry is contrasted with Ciolge’s indolence, and in the essay on
Malthus Hazlitt points out that Malthussssay on Populatiowas stimulated by Godwin’s
Political Justice but by and large the essays stand on their owih, @aeparate creation in a
closed space. There is a profound sense of pratéss work—that people change, things
change, perceptions change—nbut this sense is maush elegiac as cognitive: it is the way the
mind works. We begin anew with every portrait. Ee@fuires a process of orientation, a map of
the particular mental space we are in.

The molecular structure dihe Spirit of the Ages one way in which Hazlitt suggests the
fragmentation of individuals and of culture. Anatieethe multiple definitions of the spirit of the
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age. Each definition is contextual; what appliesnie essay may not apply in another. The spirit
of the age is as provisional as the architectutb®ftelf. The essay on Godwin, for example,
begins with the statement that the spirit of the isgts “dastard submission to prejudice and to
the fashion of the day.” The genius of William Wsnbrth, on the other hand, with its refusal to
bow to the poetic prejudices and fashions of the @&'a pure emanation of the Spirit of the
Age”; indeed, “had he lived in any other periodaadrld, he would never have been heard of.”
The leading and oft-repeated characteristic op#réod is the crushing power of Legitimacy
(usually written with a capital L)—the forces oflizural reaction and governmental suppression
massed against the liberating march of French véeolary ideals. Against this Hazlitt opposes
the courage of Francis Jeffrey, editor of Bdinburgh Reviewwhose talent in articulating its
liberal editorial positions, “and . . . the tonens&nly explicitness with which they are delivered .
. . are eminently characteristic of the Spiritloé tAge.”

At other times, Hazlitt suggests that the spirithedf age is the cultivation of chatter, not
action, as in the famous passage opening the ess@ypleridge:

The present is an age of talkers, and not of deeéthe reason is, that the world is
growing old. . . . The accumulation of knowledge baen so great, that we are lost in
wonder at the height it has reached, instead efrgdting to climb or add to it; while the
variety of objects distracts and dazzles the loakeWhatnicheremains unoccupied?
What path untried? What is the use of doing angthimless we could do better than all
those who have gone before us?

Contrast this with a passage from the essay ondbram:

[Brougham] is a striking instance of the versatiihd strength of the human mind, and
also in one sense of the length of human life,afmake a good use of our time. There is
room enough to crowd almost every art and sciemiceit. If we pass “no day without a
line,” visit no place without the company of a boale may with ease fill libraries or
empty them of their contents. Those who complaithefshortness of life, let it slide by
them without wishing to seize and make the mo#isajolden minutes. The more we do,
the more we can do; the more busy we are, the ra@e we have. . . . Itis not
incapacity, but indolence, indecision, want of inmagjon, and a proneness to a sort of
mental tautology, to repeat the same images aad tre same circle, that leaves us so
poor, so dull, and inert as we are, so naked afiieeepent, so barren of resources!

Coleridge, the endless procrastinator and wastrallent, fails to put his immense intellectual
gifts to productive use and is at last buried uriderweight of his own learning; his vast
knowledge saps his ambition and his mental fodds.Would have done better if he had known
less,” Hazlitt says in his scathing review of Calge’'sLay SermonsBrougham, the
representative of the Protestant ethic and entnepiréal investor in his own much slighter
abilities, creates through ambition and energykthd of world in which such increase in

cultural capital is possible. The two men are amsting examples of how knowledge expands or
diminishes the self, and while Hazlitt attributhe tifference between them to how we choose to
direct—or diffuse—our attention, he also points thatt other cognitive shortcomings are
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involved—"indecision, want of imagination, and apeness to a sort of mental tautology, to
repeat the same images and tread the same circlé .

The coarctive imagination

When Hazlitt envisions the representative mindshad Spirit of the Agdne does so in a
way entirely consistent with tHessay$ provisional vision of identity. At the outsetatypical
portrait, Hazlitt identifies with the subject, sehe world as he sees it, full of expanding
intellectual horizons and remarkable talents. Ahegoint in the essay there is a reversal toward
a more distant and distinctly more critical stantdarrage of compliments at the beginning is
later drastically offset by a long list of vividlescribed deficiencies—inflation followed closely
by a correspondingly deep deflation. We tend nataiice the oddities and inconsistencies of his
portraits inThe Spirit of the Agbecause Hazlitt organizes our responses so wedl détails of
characterization are often memorable—the imagbephilosopher Jeremy Bentham turning
wooden utensils on a lathe, for example, the penfeage of the uninspired workman—and yet
they do not quite jell into a final portrait. An partant reason is Hazlitt’s consistent use of
superlatives in both praising and criticizing hibgects, which leaves no middle ground for
assessing them; there is no ready way for the réadetegrate their positive and negative
gualities, or to balance their achievements withrtfailures.

Thomas McFarland explains this stylistic tendercyive strikingly different
assessments of the same person in the span afla essay, or in separate essays, as a product
of Hazlitt's “coarctive imagination”:

By the phrase “coarctive imagination” is designaagdndency, restricted to Hazlitt
alone, to express his sympathy or antipathy wighdlaims or merits of others in two
different and discrete ways rather than in one ensial way. . . . The coarctive
imagination, one surmises, is generated by theepoes on the one hand, of the extreme
clarity of Hazlitt’s vision allied to the immediateemands of the topics addressed by his
journalistic commitment, and, on the other, byphesence of all the reservations,
ambiguities, second thoughts, and recognitionsib$isliary or alternative possibilities
that naturally occupy the attention of anyone asaexdinarily intelligent as Hazlit?

In other words, Hazlitt perceived more about higjscts than he could coherently organize in a
writing life beset by endless submission deadliBeg.as McFarland himself points out, the
coarctive imagination appears in Hazlitt's writiregene, and so presumably not in those of
other, equally harried journalists. James Charsligs that “For most of these figures, it is
alleged that their strength lies in their weakn€xsleridge’s procrastinating talkativeness, for
example, is just the underside of his ability te a# sides of a question-® Few of the portraits
reflect so neat a formulation, however.

A different way of looking at Hazlitt's coarctivenagination is to see it as a technique
derived from his experience both as a theorishefself (“All individuals . . . are aggregates, and
aggregates of different things”) and as an aifiggmund Freud called the ability to access the
thoughts and feelings of others through empathgentation, imitation, and other kinds of
insight a brain function all humans share as s@oiahals. A field of cognitive science known as
theory of mind explores how we attribute mentalestdo others and draw conclusions from
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them. This skill is especially important to undarsting artistic creations, which also require the
ability to enter into the mental landscape of atheard to infer inner states from external
situations:*

The individual portraits follow this model—imagimnat identification first, critical
judgment afterward. This is the way in which Hazitreading minds ifhe Spirit of the Age,
by interpreting his subjects as if they were a fagnor a poem—-subtle and difficult problems
translated into hieroglyphics.” James Engell hagtevr that Hazlitt regarded the imagination as
an “associatingprinciple,” and as a result “the object . . . bees the center of a whole
intellectual world.*® His tendency to give primacy to the object wastamental to his entire
philosophical approaclf.Hazlitt presents his portraits as if each is asttastic object he holds in
his hand, turning it round, surveying it carefuilgm all sides. The order in which we come to
know each of the characters follows the order ifctviiazlitt, as observer, perceives the facets
of his personality—one by one, over time, as tlee@ss of noticing first one thing and then
another unfolds. As we get to know the subjectamheessay gradually, step by step, we must
continually go back and integrate the new thingdeaen with what we already know. It could
be argued that the process of reading descriptivgerequires us to do this, or something like it,
all the time. The difference in Hazlitt is that tth@ta we are given about a character as the essay
progresses are not always so easily reconciledweitsions of the same character earlier in the
essay. What we know about them keeps changingy cdtically. Hazlitt treats his characters as
if they were a jumble of personal, intellectualdathical qualities held together by little more
than a stance on political or literary or economssties. His meticulously described subjects
never emerge from their buzzing variety of pers@mal intellectual traits into a single, clear
image.

But what does emerge is each subject’s idiosyrcpaiticess of cognition, so that by the
end of each portrait we know what is distinctiveathow he constructs a mental picture of the
world. Hazlitt had a visual, almost tactile feelifog individual minds. “Men’s opinions and
reasonings,” he says Hospectus of a History of English Philosoptdepend more on the
character and temper of their minds than we aréoapelieve. Not only their prejudices and
passions, and the light in which they have beenstomed to view things, influence them much
more than the nature of things themselves; bueatgteal depends on the very cast of their
understandings, disposing them to imbibe certagjudices, and confining them to a certain
range of thought® An intellectual style, a tendency to think in atjzadar way, can be
malleable like a heated metal (“the very cast”) &lsb porous; liable to be attracted to—drink
in—specific intellectual biases; and constrictedhia (mental) space it occupies. He once wrote
that minds have “texture,” almost as if they weoelies and mental qualities, physical qualities.
Minds, like bodies, have certain definable shapekaae subject to certain limitations that
determine their capacities and the scope, wideoow, of their cognition. Two of the best
examples fronThe Spirit of the Agare the portraits of Jeremy Bentham and Edwaradyvi

Jeremy Bentham

Hazlitt's rebuttal of Bentham’s utilitarian philgsley, according to Roy Park, is to be
found in four essays, one of which is the essaBemtham irThe Spirit of the Ag¥ “Hazlitt’s
moral theory,” he adds, “found its most mature egpion in his opposition to Bentham’s
Utilitarianism.™® Hazlitt's argument, however, is made not on mbtalon intellectual grounds.
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And it is a straightforward one: Bentham has chdeerwrong perspective on his subject. In
examining the broad question of human morality laaopiness through the narrow lens of
utility, Hazlitt writes, Bentham has made a fatagjoitive error. Knowledge is like a map, and it
leads us astray if it is not drawn in correct pmipo to the terrain.

Thus, metaphors of space, distance, perspectidediagction dominate the Bentham
essay. Hazlitt introduces the idea of perspectitheaoutset, when he refers to the ambitious
scope of Bentham’s philosophizing on human natackeiastitutions. “It is in moral as in
physical magnitude. The little is best seen néargreat appears in its proper dimensions, only
from a more commanding point of view, and gainergith with time, and elevation from
distance!”

The essay begins by describing Bentham as a preptietut honor in his own country,
but one whose influence beyond the confines ofBriis, quite literally, global. He is a
philosopher “little known in England, better in Bpe, best of all in the plains of Chili and the
mines of Mexico,” a correspondent with Russian liyyaho is known to “the tawny Indian”
and the citizens of “Paris or Pegu.” His intelledtteach bridges time as well as space: “He has
offered constitutions for the New World, and legisd for future times.” This sounds, and is,
hyperbolic, but Bentham himself had said as mugctyoe who understands the underlying
principles of legislation, he observed, “might Egim to the attributes of universality and
eternity.” Having lifted “his contemplation to thelevated point from which the whole map of
human interests and situations lies expanded teiéwg’ such a person understood principles
which “will be so everywhere, and to the end ofdifrHazlitt devotes the essay to proving how
wrong Bentham’s implicit self-advertisement is.

John Stuart Mill points out ihisessay on Bentham that the “generalities” of hisomot
of utility as the foundation of morals were notginal. Utility had a long philosophical pedigree
going back to the Greeks. Bentham identified Hélgéhs the immediate source of his theory,
however?® The sensationalist philosopher, Hazlitt's old eyémtheEssay,s indeed the figure
lurking behind the scenes in the Bentham portBeaititham credited Helvétius in particular as
the inspiration for his own conviction that pairdgrieasure are the ultimate arbiters not only of
theories governing legislation but morals as w&listems which attempt to question it [the
principle of utility], deal in sounds instead ohse, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness
instead of light,” he writes iffhe Principles of Morals and LegislatiotBut enough of
metaphor and declamation: it is not by such melaaismhoral science is to be improved.”
Bentham objected to metaphorical reasoning bedadssracted from the search for general
principles that could guide sound thinking. RatlBantham focused his energies, in Hazlitt's
words, on the pursuit of “abstract and generahsyitand the appeal of this project explains his
remarkable international celebrity. It is Benthammiexibly systemizing mind that bothers
Hazlitt, and his unrealistic projection of humanedial for engagement with others far beyond
its natural range.

Hazlitt’s response to the calculus of Utilitarianiss to bury Bentham in metaphors,
torrents of them, coming so fast one after anatieeffect is sometimes dizzying. Images of the
body—in most cases, of Bentham’s own body—as rigintoordinated, frozen, or
immobilized—reflect the peculiar inertness of Hiedries. Hazlitt variously describes him as an
“able and extraordinary man . . . a beneficentitSpitho nonetheless “regards the people about
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him no more than the flies of a summer.” He is aldvoenowned philosopher devoted to “the
pursuit of abstract and general truths” who hagislated for future times” but who has also
“reduced the theory and practice of human life taput mortuunof reason, and dull, plodding,
technical calculation.”

But then Hazlitt immediately shifts our perspectigghe physical and intellectual
claustrophobia of Bentham’s personal life. Bentlteirhome presents a vivid contrast to the
expansive geographical spread of his reputatiorhasdived in the same Westminster house for
four decades, “like an anchorite in his cell, radgdaw to a system, and the mind of man to a
machine.” He is, in other words, constantly repdg his cramped physical space in his mental
one, by shrinking—*“reducing”—both law and philosggb their smallest possible unit of
meaning, information. He “listens to nothing buttfg” Hazlitt says, which he believes are the
strong foundation of Utilitarianism. The very thdui@f his favorite topic energizes him:

When anyone calls upon him, he invites them to takan round his garden with him
(Mr. Bentham is an economist of his time, and aptat this portion of it to air and
exercise)—and there you may see the lively old rhanmind still buoyant with thought
and with the prospect of futurity, in eager conaéics with some Opposition members,
some expatriated patriot, or Transatlantic Advesrtuirging the extinction of Close
Boroughs, or planning a code of laws for some “Istend in the watery waste,” his
walk almost amounting to a run, his tongue keepiace with it in shrill, cluttering
accents, negligent of his person, his dress, amdhanner, intent only on his grand theme
of UTILITY—or pausing, perhaps for want of breatidawith lack-lustre eye to point out
to the stranger a stone in the wall at the endsofiarden (overarched by two beautiful
cotton-trees)nscribed to the Prince of Poetshich marks the house where Milton
formerly lived.

This paragraph illustrates Hazlitt's techniqueayfdring and cross-cutting perspectives.
Bentham—-“lively” and “buoyant”—is driven by his vim of a future perfected by utilitarian
energies. His accelerating pace around the gasdine iphysical expression of his excitement
about what he sees as the unstoppable force phii@sophy. But the people he is talking to do
not have their hands on the levers of power. Theyaathe periphery rather than the center of
society, members of the political minority, expaties, or tourists from the New World to whom
Bentham’s grand schemes are nothing more than aseanent or an opportunity for personal
enrichment—they are, after all, “adventurers.” Tdngs he is so eager to fashion will not govern
future civilizations but small knots of maroonedianity, stuck on a “lone island in the watery
waste.” Bentham is going around in circles, Haaitplies, and his philosophy, for all its grand
unifying concepts, isolates for two reasons: liased on the same principle of individual self-
interest as those espoused by Helvétius, and it fails to account for the fact that lamperspective
is not global but local:

Could our imagination take wing (with our speculatfaculties) to the other side of the
globe or to the ends of the universe, could ousd&ghold whatever our reason teaches
us to be possible . . . . we might then busy oueselo advantage with the Hottentots, or
hold intimate converse with the inhabitants of tt@on; but being as we are, our feelings
evaporate in so large a space—we must draw thie cfour affections and duties
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somewhat close—the heart hovers and fixes neareeho. . It is, indeed, the fault of
this able and extraordinary man, that he has cdrated his faculties and feelings too
entirely on one subject and pursuit, and has wok&d enough abroad into universality.’

Hazlitt draws the idea of perspective across timeall, signaled by the reference to
Milton. Almost everything we associate with Miltorthe grandeur of his moral vision and the
architectural beauty of his epic poetry—is the regeof what Bentham stands for. The gigantic
presences that domind®aradise Loshave no equivalent in Bentham’s experience, inflate
though his ambitions are; Milton fashioned imagynaorlds, Bentham wooden utensils on a
lathe. Bentham may live in Milton’s house, but fas Imo conception of the Miltonic universe
that still lingers in this physical space:

To show how little the refinements of taste or fapoter into our author’s system, he
proposed at one time to cut down these beautiéeltrto convert the garden where he
had breathed the air of Truth and Heaven for natirahcentury into a paltry
Chrestomathic Schoahnd to make Milton’s house (the cradle of Paratest), a
thoroughfare, like a three-stalled stable, forithe rabble of Westminster to pass
backwards and forwards to it with their cloven foof

The irony of Bentham’s plans to turn the place wehdilton wrote his Christian epic into a
school for fledgling Utilitarians is yet anotherfld¢ing perspective on the philosopher. This is
the essay’s most symbolically charged moment, iickvtwo things happen simultaneously. In
making Milton’s home a stable for “idle rabble”—andt just rabble, but rabble with “cloven
hoofs"—Bentham is transforming a sacred spaceadartontemporary underworld. This
particular hell, however, is not a place of fallergels and everlasting loss but of anonymous
crowds with nothing much to do with their time. Tih&oven hooves are obviously emblematic
of the demonic, but they also suggest a transfoomatto creatures that are both less than
human and banal—an image that encapsulates thequmrsces of Bentham’s philosophy in real
life, which are to grind the meaning out of eveny@aperience and to project altruistic impulses
far beyond their natural range.

The two bodies in this passage, the clumsy Bentaahthe hybrid, vacant crowds of
Westminster, are an inverse image of the seamlex¥mody integration of Hazlitt's athletes
and jugglers. The whole strange complex of imagdwiiten’s house and garden, the trees
(which of course evoke the tree of knowledg@aradise Lost)Bentham’s disordered energy
and uncoordinated movement, the devils, nineteeatidry London—creates an effect like a
palimpsest, the emergence of the past into theepteslazlitt has shifted our perspective from
the spatial and visual to the temporal, and thelevpoint (as usual in this essay) is Bentham’s
disconnection from the very realities his philospgbkeks to explain and control. The religious
past that Bentham would like to bury is far fronader inert; his rush to the future has been
suddenly blocked by an eruption of energy from heotentury and another imaginative world.
The passage has a disturbing, subterranean tanep#hot of which is to establish the chasm
between Milton the visionary and Bentham the unimatve planner of prisons and
philosophies.
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And yet Hazlitt is not finished with Milton. Justhen his drift seems clear, he suddenly
remembers something Milton and Bentham have in commililton, like Bentham, was a
schoolteacher: “Let us not, however, be gettingoanfast—Milton himself taught school! There
is something not altogether dissimilar between Bémtham’s appearance, and the portraits of
Milton, the same silvery tone, a few disheveled$)a peevish, yet puritanical expression, an
irritable temperament corrected by habit and dlswyg’ 2 The ways in which the two men
resemble one another continue to diminish Bentlmaour eyes. He has gone from “lively” and
“buoyant” and “eager” to “peevish,” “puritanicaldhd “irritable.” Bentham the world-spanning
philosopher and Bentham the energetic reformer baea reduced to Bentham the cranky old
man. But so has Milton, for all his genius a mathwine same kinds of temperamental knots as
Bentham and the rest of us and, in his own sevatitezentury context, possessed by the same
ambition to press a black-and-white morality onwweld. After leading us to think that the gulf
between the two is impassably huge, Hazlitt cutéaddidown to Bentham'’s size. The
boundaries between the past and the present hes@\d in this passage, and along with them
our sense of dramatic contrast between the visygmaet and the dry social engineer.

What Hazlitt has done in this passage is to muyltipé filters through which we see
Bentham. The first demonstrates the dramatic csnbreiween Bentham and Milton, to
Bentham’s disadvantage. The second reveals themidond between them: the philosopher of
pleasure and pain and the Puritan poet are naffsoemt after all. Milton’s body, like
Bentham'’s, reveals a secret aspect of his charat#etitt is laying image on image, figuratively
(in the literary “portrait” of Bentham we are inetimidst of reading) and literally (by
“reading”—interpreting—Milton through a real paing). In the process, their separate
identities—their relative virtues and vices—begrdissolve. The mutating Bentham/Milton
comparison is a small paradigm of Hazlitt’s strgtdgoughoutThe Spirit of the Agayhich is to
force the reader to come to terms with the anrtibiteof identity, even when it comes at the cost
of undermining his own argument. In the weaker ysdhe ultimate effect is unsettlingly
kaleidoscopic. In the stronger portraits, thisteyg becomes an act of creative destruction.

The Bentham essay is a prime example. His ideasits thinker emerges just as his
identity as a person recedes and eventually disappato the welter of contradictory
perspectives Hazlitt constructs around it. Oncemaglae imagery relies on the idea of misplaced
perspective:

Mr. Bentham’s method of reasoning, though comprsiverand exact, labours under the
defect of most systems—it is tompical. It includes everything; but it includes
everything alike. It is rather like an inventorigah a valuation of different arguments.
Every possible suggestion finds a place, so the msidistracted as much as enlightened
by this perplexing accuracy. The exceptions seemmpsrtant as the rule. By attending
to the minute, we overlook the great; and in sungnup an account, it will not do merely
to insist on the number of items without considgtimeir amount. Our author’s page
presents a very nicely dove-tailed mosaic paverogleigal common-places. We slip and
slide over its even surface without being arresiggwhere. Or his view of the human
mind resembles a map, rather than a picture; thmeuthe disposition, is correct, but it
wants colouring and relief.
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It is crucial to be standing in the right placdndy grasp what is out there, literally and
figuratively. This seems to be an orienting remagkptaining to us how we should go about
judging the significance of Bentham’s theory—buttbg end of the essay it has a deeply ironic
ring. Hazlitt uses perspective to create a seffieswersals in our point of view about the
philosopher that ultimately demolishes our flatigrfirst impression. Is Bentham a philosophical
genius or a plodding cataloguer of facts? It afiefeds on where you stand. In fact the Bentham
portrait consists of a series of overlapping perspes, close-up, mid-range, and distant, that
does not add up to a coherent point of view. Tipesspectives are, in effect, smaller closed
worlds within the larger closed worlds of the esangl the collection. Bentham’s philosophy
takes only one point of view, the “pursuit of abstrand general truths.” His tunnel vision at the
end of the portrait, for example, is strikinglyoatds with the wide horizons suggested at the
beginning. His thought has neither depth nor cettiend that is why—contrary to his reputation
for having made morality clear and simple by appudyihe yardstick of pleasure and pain—his
mental universe is empty. Anyone who tries to esplowill discover, as Hazlitt has tried to
show us, that it is impossible to traverse. Thigaperspective is complemented by our mini-
view of Bentham as a person. His physical bodytsinigidity and gracelessness, is a metaphor
for his philosophy. We experience it as a body otion because of the demonic energy of
Bentham’s ideas, which summon up Miltonic monséstesn as they flatten and deaden
contemporary life. Bentham stays home, but hisatefl notions about human perfectibility and
the possibility of controlling human passions tlgbwabstract reason do not. They travel to the
farthest reaches of the world like a virus, inflegtother minds. In the case of influential
individuals—thinkers like Malthus and creative wrig like Sir Walter Scott—the written or
spoken word releases knowledge from the confinessnfigle brain to become part of the
cultural cognitive web. It is this passage, scamét the distortions and transformations
imposed by the limits of both individual and cotige minds, that Hazlitt charts in this and other
portraits.

Behind Hazlitt’s attempt at a detached analysiBeritham and his philosophy lies a deep
and visceral dislike. In an essay titled “The Nes&l of Reform,” Hazlitt describes
Benthamite Utilitarianism as marked by “a sinidi&rs of mind.?® Despite the shower of praise
that opens the portrait, and the efforts to preBemtham as a pleasant enough fellow, Hazlitt
ultimately makes it clear that he is a species ofister. He has no idea of the small human body,
only the gigantic body politic; yet his prefererfoethinking on a grand scale gives him no
insight into the full range and complexity of humexperienceThis is a long way from the
fluid, integrated exercise of mind and body exefrgdiby the performance of the Indian
jugglers, and in fact Hazlitt draws an explicit@éel. In the earlier essay, he had observed that
the jugglers’ mind and body worked in such closej@oction that “the mere intention of the will
acts mathematically, like touching the spring ehachine, and you come with Lockesley in
lvanhoe, in shooting at a mark, ‘to allow for thae:™ This tacit understanding is exactly what
Bentham lacks in his thinking about human life,ading to Hazlitt: “He has carried . . . [his]
single view of his subject too far, and not mad#cant allowance for the varieties of human
nature, and the caprices and irregularities ohtimaan will. ‘He has not allowed for thand.”

The Reverend Mr. Irving

The body in Hazlitt is both an instrument and a imedof knowledge, a relationship
strikingly illustrated in the contrast between deyeBentham and the Reverend Edward Irving.
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In different ways, both are studies in the bizafitee essay on Bentham tacked back and forth
between rebutting Bentham'’s intellectual systemsriding to give a balanced view of him as a
basically good man, while also steadily shrinkimgihtellectual stature through analogies that
center on bodily rigidities and awkwardness. Themo such motive in the essay on Irving, but
the body is, if anything, even more central in anmg identity than it is in the Bentham
portrait.

The backdrop of the Irving essay is rhetoric, ptireDissenting circles and beyond as
an indispensable skill for an educated person.pEssionate Parliamentary debates of the late
eighteenth century, sparked by the political crisiethe revolutionary period, stimulated a
greater emphasis on educating young people inrttaf public speaking? It was also a skill
with moral and philosophical underpinnings. In thiel- to late eighteenth century, views on
rhetoric were evolving toward a more natural speglstyle that argued the primary importance
of the body—facial expressions, gestures, and vemeer reliance on classical rules and
stylized language. Persuasive speaking flows froating ideas and emotions, not simply
articulating them. “By insisting that the univeisabf language lay less in the features of
language than in the features of delivery and cenanice,” writes Jay Fliegelman, “the body of
the speaker and its attitudes, not the body artddes of the text, become the site and text of
meaning.”® In his 1777 treatise based on his lecture notesteacher at several Dissenting
academiesA Course of Lectures on Oratory and Criticistoseph Priestley says much the same
thing. But he also points out that figurative laagea is the natural vehicle of expression for
heightened emotional states:

Figurative speech, therefore, is indicative of espe’s real feelings and state of mind,
not by means of the words it consists of, consdlassigns of separate ideaand
interpreted according to their common acceptat;ascircumstancesaturally
attending those feelings which compose any stateiod. Those figurative expressions,
therefore, are scarce considered and attendedwords,but are viewed in the same
light asattitudes, gesturesndlooks,which are infinitely more expressive séntiments
andfeelingsthan words can possibly B&.

Words can stand for the body by functioning asnéslium. Priestley consistently
describes rhetorical devices in bodily terms: thietent and method of a speech equal the bones,
muscles, and nerves of a composition; the styledsequivalent of “the covering of this body, to
describe the external lineaments, the colour, tmeptexion, and graceful attitude of ft’’But
Priestley had another purpose as well, which waketonstrate the connection between those
principles and David Hartley’s theory on the asaton of ideas. Understanding this theory, he
says, introduces the student to “the striking ¢fééd&xcellencies in composition, upon the
genuine principles of human nature.”

This is the context in which Hazlitt presents lgyias an example of the perversion of
rhetoric. A tall, handsome, and charismatic spedkéng was a Calvinist preacher who
captivated fashionable London with his thunderarsm®ns about the corruptions of urban life.
Thomas De Quincey considered him “unquestionabiynbny, many degrees, the greatest
orator of our times?® Yet Hazlitt depicts him, with a mixture of fasciimm and loathing, as a
fraud of biblical proportions. Everything about hisnoversize. Hazlitt returns constantly to
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Irving’s physical attributes, in particular his pbt, as the secret of his appeal. His “talents and
acquirements [are] beyond the ordinary run of exdaty preachers,” Hazlitt says, but by
themselves they “would never have launched himtiméoocean-stream of popularity, in which
he ‘lies floating many a rood.” The reference he newly fallen Satan frofaradise Lost
suggests, as it did in the Bentham piece, a mancakts a long and perhaps ominous shadow.
Hazlitt used biblical analogies to convey Irvinggputation and prowess in other contexts as
well. In an obituary he wrote of Joseph Priestlyreputation a solid thinker but not a showy
orator, he imagines the pleasure of watching atddietween Priestley and Irving, “the great
Goliath of modern Calvinisn#®

The ostensible theme of the Irving portrait is ¢éingptiness of celebrity and how a
charlatan, through skillful rhetorical manipulatja@an mesmerize an audience into thinking he
actually has something to say. Hazlitt's ambivaéeabout both spoken and written language—
more precisely, the uses to which they are put—earring thread iiThe Spirit of the Agdde
writes about each in a distinctly different tonevoice.

One is as the detached expert on rhetorical teakragd former chronicler of
parliamentary oratory, who can analyze why speadlfiedirto communicate and admire the force
of well-constructed arguments shored up with agthrlases. He points to Francis Jeffrey, for
example, as someone who combines the best of bydtis-s-the fluidity and informality of
spoken communication and the precision and thoubbifanization of print.

The other Hazlitt writes as the critic of the spes ends that eloquence often serves,
especially in its spoken form. “Mr. Canning’s sugg@s an orator,” he says in the essay on the
politician George Canning, “and the space he o@uipi the public mind, are strong indications
of the Genius of the Age, in which words have attdia mastery over things, ‘and to call evil
good and good evil’ is thought the mark of a sugresind happy spirit.” Here he is clearly
speaking of language as no longer just an expressiva performative act: by its very nature, it
makes things happen. As Angela Esterhammer writégi study of philosophies of language in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centufi@sRomantic speech-act theory considers
utterance as an event that before all else shhpesibject’s consciousness, determines the
subject’s relationship to the world and the heaard changes the environment that surrounds,
and includes, the one who speak8.0Once again, Hazlitt envisions thought as occupgivare.
The proportion of “the public mind” colonized by i@ang’s persuasive words is so large that it
leaves no room for contrary views. Language istargdorce driving the “collective cognitive
processes” that impose limits on what can be thbagt said.

Hazlitt seems to be heading toward the idea thateaplanguage has a special power that
makes it more dangerous than the printed wordadesiinfluence is not as insidious as
Canning’s because, as Hazlitt recognizes, he &ssipg phenomenon, a shooting star that will
soon fall below the horizon. Had Irving’s sermopg@ared only in print, Hazlitt says, without
the patina of his self-confident, aggressive, dtrdetive persona, he would never have become
a public sensation. In this respect, Irving isradkof reverse image of Bentham. Bentham is an
influential man of ideas whose disconnection frambdody mirrors the narrowness and
inflexibility of his thought. Irving is a man withothing to offer but a performance. Hazlitt
presents Bentham as a man possessed by his ideasach their victim as their perpetrator. He
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sees Irving as the exemplar of an oddly magneéintity of body and thought: “He himself is
the onlyideawith which he has yet enriched the public mind!”

Hazlitt’s discussion of language in the Irving &anning portraits centers on the
dangerous potential of eloquence, united with gmosmg physical presence, to arouse and
channel collective emotion. He implies that thiagker springs at least in part from the nature of
language itself in his period; it is the “Geniugloé Age” that “words have attained mastery over
things.” But in the portrait of Sir Francis Burddie seems to see the printed word differently.
Liberty is “a modern invention,” he writes, created“the growth of books and printing"—a
tribute to the liberating societal role of techrgploHe does not extend this Enlightenment
perspective to authors like Bentham, however, witea his doctrines not as an orator but as a
writer of books. Even the language Bentham usezlitHsays in a phrase he will repeat in other
contexts, tlarkens knowledge.Spoken or printed, words have a hidden power tataunto
action.

Metaphorical Hazlitt

If we take theEssayas marking Hazlitt's first venture into intellectuiée, the puzzle that
is The Spirit of the Agkas at least an entry point. Associationism, thigbphy he both
opposed and half-embraced, was a body-based ancticdst view of human cognition, a
forerunner of behaviorism. Hazlitt recognized thggyé role the association of ideas and
sensations plays in mental life, but he also stedygp escape from the reductionist implications
of Hartley’s theory (just as he sought to escapmfBentham’s moral reductionism). During the
twenty years separating tEssayandThe Spirit of the Age{azlitt's thinking about knowledge
shifts its center of gravity from efforts to comlaastrictly sensationalist—and thus
physiological—epistemology to exploring knowledgeagprocess and as a relationship between
the act of knowing and the knower. In doing sodbeeloped a more complex perspective on the
role of the body in cognition that departs from siebematic and fragmented view of thesay.
It had framed the body as a collection of physiaallties under the control of a changing and
unstable consciousness. In “The Indian Juggless|"r@ave argued, Hazlitt begins by asserting
the superiority of mental over physical skill bads by blurring the bright line he had drawn
between the two at the outset of the essay. Iste@toward the idea that bodily experience and
creative mental experience have something in comitmatnis more fundamental than their
differences. Among these commonalities is attenfimellectual insight depends on the
knower’s bringing to bear a certain kind of attentivhose most accurate analogue is knowledge
acquired by the body.

The body is the link between Hazlitt and some efriburologically based research and
theorizing about cognition in our own day. Antolamasio, Francisco Varela and his
colleagues Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, Gealgdf and Mark Johnson have all
contributed insights regarding the process of imaigye projection of bodily and environmental
experience into cognitive structures. “[M]any ofr enost fundamental concepts, including those
lying at the heart of ethics, politics, and philpkg, have their roots in movement and other
bodily experiences at a pre-reflective level,” Jadmwrites inThe Meaning of the Bodjy{W]e
do not have two kinds of logic, one for spatial-typdoncepts and a wholly different one for
abstract concepts. . . . Instead, we recruit baed, image-schematic logic to perform abstract
reasoning.”! Within this body-to-mind perspective, metaphors-aédarstanding and
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experiencing one kind of thing in terms of anothedre neither ornamental nor incidental
linguistic attributes, but a fundamental charastariof human cognitiof? “The most sweeping
claim of conceptual metaphor theory,” accordingabnson, “is that what we call abstract
concepts are defined by systematic mappings frodydbased, sensorimotor source domains
onto abstract target domairs.”

This analysis gives a new dimension to Hazlitte aEmetaphor, particularly ifhe
Spirit of the AgeRené Wellek described him as “an artist who gitsrthe task of translating a
work of art into a completely different set of m@tars. At times the result seems only a
superfluous duplication . . . . at other times ltaattually succeeds . . . [in creating]
metaphorical analogies which it would be wrongitmiss asnereanalogies.* Hazlitt's
somewhat cryptic description of his writings asbide and difficult problems translated into
hieroglyphics” echoes Wellek’s view of him as anstator, but with an important distinction.
Wellek sees him as a mediator between author ateravho employs metaphors and analogies
to reproduce, with uneven success, what has alieaely written. Hazlitt's self-description
suggests he is up to something more than skildwhphrase. Figurative language, the verbal
form of images, is a technique that permits hirarteculate a new and different level of
perception regarding inner experience. The Benthadhlrving portraits, each in a different way,
are examples.

In fact metaphor is the most important techniquelittaises as a way of representing
cognitive functioning generally. The mind operates,learn, by a process of unending
transmutation. Everything we think we have learaledut his subjects is likely to be reversed,
only to be reversed again. Nothing is simply wia.ildeas congregate like crowds and carry
off minds, faulty analysis becomes a featurelesgipeent that causes the thinker to slip,
corporeal bodies become abstract concepts, Miltoorglon house shifts its location to a suburb
of hell. Cognitive issues are translated into tieedylyphics of metaphor—visual images
expressed through words—and then need to be ttadsftat again in the reader’s mind in an act
of interpretation. At the same time, Hazlitt's ntars manipulate us by scattering our attention
all over the cognitive landscape of his characterains, and that becomes part of the challenge
of interpretation.

Yet they also givd he Spirit of the Ageome of the structure it otherwise lacks. To read
it is to experience the loop-like process of comistaetaphorical translation—“understanding
and experiencing one thing in terms of another”tthas like a through-line in every portrait.
His coarctively imaginative style is part of a s#gy of disturbing our usual expectations about
biographers as responsible for presenting a compled coherent account of the mind and
character of their subjectfhe Spirit of the Ageequires a more than usual act of imaginative
participation on the part of the reader to decioe these fractured portraits come together,
individually and as parts of a whole.

In this highly centrifugal work, nothing seems tmeerge toward a center. The multiple
minds ofThe Spirit of the Agare aggregates of different things, nodes in afacgltural
consciousness of which, as individuals, they angelgt unaware. Neuroscientist Merlin Donald
sees the tensions between individual brains and éaalls “collective cognitive processes” as
a force for human progress: “Now the [individualjwhleads with gestures and words to push
one way, and now the culture pushes back in andihection, perhaps one that no one would
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have predicted® But in The Spirit of the Aggroup processes are dominated by the politically,
socially, or economically powerful, and the infleerof the intellectually powerful is generally
malign. Hazlitt was more likely to see the relatibip between individual and culture in his
period as oppositional rather than reciprocal.

An idea common to most interpretations is that H&zprincipal goal was chronicling
the inability of the age to address its collecfiveblems, variously defined—coming to terms
with the political reality of the French Revolutigoreserving the vigor of the arts in a
mechanistic age, defending the possibility of &truagainst Malthusian economic determinism.
At the heart ofThe Spirit of the Agdyowever s a larger, causal failure that underlies the isthe
a failure of mind. Hazlitt’s critique of Utilitarrdsm’s exclusive focus on instrumental
knowledge is only the most extended example. Tiseatso Coleridge, for whom an excess of
learning was an obstacle to intellectual achievenesrd Mackintosh, “one of the ablest and
most accomplished men of the age,” for whom it wésrrier to direct experience. He “might
like to read an account of India; but India itseith its burning, shining face would be a mere
blank.” These and other portraits dramatize Brisishiety of the 1820s in terms of the
knowledge it values, the knowledge it denies, ddiberating or corrupting effects of
knowledge on individuals and institutions. Hazl@tognized the growing importance of
knowledge to society and on more than one occasietigated Oxford and Cambridge for their
resistance to any branch of study less than segendiliries old. But he also believed that
knowledge was not an unalloyed good. It can be@eftor liberation but also for division and
oppression, at both the individual level and thel®f culture.The Spirit of the Agis an
extended meditation on this disturbing propositemdifferent from our optimistic faith in
unlimited human progress through learning. The ates¢hat haunts the portrait gallery and this
last great work is the uncertain gulf between tbeptial and the reality.

! Cafarelli,Prose in the Age of Poets33.

2 |an JackEnglish Literature, 1815-183®xford, 1963), 269. Quoted in Uphaiilliam Hazlitt, 94.

3 Cafarelli,Prose in the Age of Poet33

* Baker,William Hazlitt, 434.

® Hazlitt mentions th&ssaydirectly on two occasions, first in the essay anldwyer and judge James Mackintosh,
where he relates how Mackintosh, stationed in ladié lonely for home, welcomed the chance to rea&ssay,
described by Hazlitt as “that dry, tough, metaptgisthoke-pear’ In the portrait of William Gifford, the vitriok
editor of the conservativ@uarterly ReviewHazlitt tells how he once countered Gifford’s @igim of his “flowery
style” by referring th&uarterly editor to theEssays spare prose and extended philosophical argurfffiord’s
response: “It is amusing to see this person, gittke one of Brouwer’s Dutch boors over his girdabacco-pipes,
and fancying himself a Leibnitz!”

® Quoted in Wellekimmanuel Kant in England.68.

" Hazlitt changed the quotation in the second euliibThe Spirit of the Agt conform to the text of the play: “To
know a man well, were to know himself.” In the aexttof the play, Osric has just said that Hamletdguainted
with Laertes’s great skill as a duelist. Hamletlieepthat he cannot admit knowing that, because teewould be
claiming equal skill for himself, since only exagice can understand excellence. Yet, he addslgagrue that
“To know a man well, were to know himself,” meanthgt we only truly understand others by knowing
ourselves—i.e., self-knowledge is the basis okadiwledge. | am indebted for this interpretatiorstephen Orgel,
J. Reynolds Professor in Humanities, Stanford Uit

8 Khalip, Anonymous Life40. Khalip is speaking of “the epistemologicalpgimess of identity as such” in Hazlitt,
and goes on to say (p. 40) that because “thesalféady thought of as a necessary fiction, Hambisits disinterest
as the expression of a subjectivity that is alwaysporally unfastened—what Derrida calls theri-
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contemporaneity with itself of the living preséand which presumes that the ‘question’ of justmedneself and
others depends upon interrogating the alterityhefdelf.”
° Essayjn Complete Works of William Hazlitt:33—34.
1 There are two exceptions: Sir Walter Scott andrigrBentham. In the first case, however, the pisistimply to
define where Scott’s literary imagination works togise past) and in the second it is to illustiBémtham’s
tendency to intellectual overreach.
1 Complete Works of William Haz|itt1:137.
2 McFarland Romantic Cruxess5.
13 ChandlerEngland in 1819181-82.
4 Kandel, The Age of Insigh#06—-9.
15 Engell, The Creative Imaginatiqr201.
'8 «strange as it may seem, to learn what any oligethe true philosopher looks at the object itseltead of
turning to others to know what they think or sayhave heard of it, or instead of consulting theades of his
vanity, petulance, and ingenuity, to see what easdid against their opinion.” “On Paradox and Cam+Rlace,”
Table-Talk,in Complete Works of William Hazlit8:147.
" prospectus of a History of English PhilosopimyComplete Works of William Hazli:113.
18 The other three are “On Reason and Imaginatiofe“New School of Reform,” and “On People of Setak,
from The Plain Speaker.
9 park,Hazlitt and the Spirit of the Agd5.
20 Mill, “Bentham,” in Mill's Essays on Literature and SocieB52.
2L Bentham;The Principles of Morals and Legislatip?.
2 Hazlitt's views on portraiture reflected a shifirihg the Romantic period from an emphasis on anrate
likeness of the sitter to an expressiveness thateyed “the fullest representation of individuatura.” Thus his
comment on Robert Lefévre’s portrait of Napoledhhias . . . the appearance of being what is utaiedsby a
faithful likeness, and only wants that full devetognt of the workings of the mind, which every paittought to
have, and which, in a portrait like the presentuldde invaluableComplete Worksl8:89. See Tscherny,
“Likeness in Early Romantic Portraiture,”193—-99.
2 “The New School of Reform,” iComplete Works of William Hazlitt2:179.
24 Rothblatt, Tradition and Change in English Liberal Educatj@8.
% FliegelmanPeclaring Independencds3.
% priestley A Course of Lectures on Oratory and Criticisfi. Priestley includes some excellent practidaice
for speechwriters as well: do not attach too muepartance to first drafts; minor lapses are lesdent in speaking
than in writing. And he reminds writers that theawh a useful device unknown to the ancient Grep#ls a
Somans—the footnote, which allows them to incorponacidental matter outside the main text.

Ibid., 72.
% Quoted in MorrisonEnglish Opium-Eater226.
29 Quoted in BromwichHazlitt, 6.
30 EsterhammeiThe Romantic Performatiyé3.
31 JohnsonThe Meaning of the Bodg6, 181.
32 Lakoff and JohnsorMetaphors We Live Bp.
3 JohnsonThe Meaning of the Bod{77.
3 Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism 1750-195@9l. 2, The Romantic Age97-98.
% Donald,A Mind So Rarg285.
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Chapter Four: Romantic Knowledge

In the course of acquiring all this so-called kneddje, I've lost something. I've lost contact with
something that | had. | wonder about myself nomaven’t shouted “Hallelujah!” for a long
time, you know? Can | do it once more? | would tikéelieve that.

Athol Fugard, interview, March 27, 2014

It should be no surprise that knowledge was a praldbr Romantic writers because
knowledge was a problem for their age. The liteeatf the period is rife with clashing visions
of knowledge as power and knowledge as overwheln@ngrvating, and potentially
impoverishing. Wordsworth warned that “We murdedigsect” in the_yrical Balladsand
aspired to “knowledge not purchased with the |dgsoaver” in The PreludeShelley asserted
that his era had no dearth of knowledge but “Wetwaa creative faculty to imagine that which
we know.™ Coleridge (along with many others) worried abdet future of the British state
absent a clerisy of learned men to restrain thesseas of an undereducated electorate vulnerable
to political radicalisnf. The founding of the Dissenting University of Lomdia the 1820s,
dedicated to making education serve useful endslectyed the intellectual traditions of Oxford
and Cambridge even as it heralded a new day f@etBoitons long excluded from English
universities. Education reformers of all kinds wenenersed in improvement schemes for
schooling the lower classes. If the motive behirahynof these efforts was a desire to ensure an
appropriate reverence for the ruling classes aa@stablished church, it was a sign of social
progress, as Hazlitt observed, that in 1820s Enlgldie meanest mechanic can read and write.”

For individuals and institutions, the multiplicatiof new paths to knowledge bred a
disorienting blend of optimism and anxiety. Edugatinevitably became a major battleground
for these issues. “The characters of men are datedhin all their most essential circumstances
by education,” William Godwin wrote in his influgat Political Justice(1793)> The question of
schooling and advanced learning flowed into thgdadebate sparked by the French Revolution
over what societal progress means and what forregdwéation advance it. James Chandler sees
Wordsworth’s critique of contemporary pedagogiaalgtices inThe Preludefor example, as
centered on the overly abstract and child-contrgltheories of Rousseau and French Ideologues
such as Destutt de Tracy, and thus as much corttaiitte politics as with educatichAlan
Richardson’s 1994 study of schooling in the Rontapériod Literature, Education, and
Romanticismgemonstrates how much of the school reform effoEngland was entwined with
ensuring social control, and the central role ditgiworks, from poetry to political broadsides to
novels, played in reflecting and shaping Britisk@ation from 1790 through the mid-nineteenth
century.

More recent scholarship has extended Richardsaplemation of literature and
education in a different direction: higher educatamd the era’s multiplying venues for
intellectual work in the arts and sciences. Robatte¥iza’s account of how poets like
Wordsworth and Coleridge argued for poetry’s sdgatace in the economy of knowledge in
Literature, Language, and the Rise of the IntellatDisciplines in Britairelucidates how
literary works became part of a “larger, culturedeidebate about the connections among
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disciplinarity, language, class, and audierité&dh Klancher'sransfiguring the Arts and
Sciences: Knowledge and Cultural Institutions iea Romantic Agtakes this developing

account into the realm of the arts and sciencegutiens of the early 1800s, and shows how the
debate over knowledge was spurred by these orgamza—among them the Russell Institution,
where Hazlitt delivered his lectures on Englishiggophy.

At the heart of Romantic ambivalence over knowledgs a sense that perhaps the age
had too much of a good thing. Changes in copytmlis and improvements in production
techniques in the eighteenth century had incretisedvailability and stimulated the promotion
of literary works of all kinds. The circle of readesteadily expanded in a trend that was marked
by two groundswells, the first in the 1730s andQs/ith the proliferation of popular magazines
and novels, and the second in the 1780s and 17@0sflood of inexpensive political
pamphlets and religious tracts aimed at combattdégals like Thomas PaitieChe invention of
the steam press in 1810 caused another upsurgmirppduction. Thomas De Quincey found
the deluge of new books “the presses of Europstdrdisemboguing [pouring] into the ocean
of literature” a cause for despair—because of itipgoissibility of reading even a fraction of
them—and was convinced this phenomenon had cotgdlio the spread of a profound
cognitive peril: the disproportionate attentionegivto the study of foreign languages,
encouraged by the easy availability of elementaayngnar textbook§He compared the
pernicious effects of language study to “dry ratttee mind and, in a reversal of Kant’'s famous
dictum “Dare to know,” exhorted the young to “Daéoebe ignorant of many things your mind
craves” because many of those things “are not false to the ultimate ends of knowledde.”
The invisible hand might guide the economy of matevealth to merge the pursuit of personal
interest with the common good, but what forces waantrol the distribution and uses of
knowledge in the economy of intellect?

Literary writers of the period were largely opposeditilitarian and mercantilist theories
of knowledge as a commodity like any other, andeutadn about the societal and political
implications of educational reform movements airaedpreading new knowledge to the masses.
Enthusiasm for the discoveries of experimentalrs@evas tempered by an awareness that the
new scientific disciplines represented a potemroachment on poetry’s—and by extension,
literature’s—claim to be a privileged form of knaalge. The prevailing cognitive theories of
associationism and phrenology raised intriguingdmmetimes unsettling questions about how
best to stimulate the brain and thus intellectwalwgh. The restructuring of philosophical
knowledge in the Romantic period, to which HaAitihreadssayandLectures on English
Philosophywere silent testimonyvas accompanied by an equally intense interest in
reconceptualizing other forms as well, motivatedhsydrive to organize knowledge and thus
find a vantage point from which its various maniéi®ns could be understood and controlled.

The Romantic period was not unique in its alarnts lasitations about what the
exponential growth of knowledge would mean for ealusocial organization, and literature. But
the authors | discuss in this chapter are instracxamples of its struggle to articulate the
psychological disequilibrium created by a new ansitable intellectual landscape. Thomas Love
Peacock’s satirical history of the arts and scisrssts one of the terms of the Romantic debate
over knowledge in its utter rejection of poetryimany way central to the future of intellect. De
Quincey’s intensely personal and quasi-paranoinisf books and education differs strikingly
from Shelley’s ecstatic sense of the unity of albWwledge, but has something in common with
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Hazlitt’s struggles over the dangers of reading wedpain of a life spent dealing in words. All

of these authors reflect the Romantic attempt tbrane an optimistic and expansive view of
knowledge. For De Quincey, Hazlitt, and Shelleywbwer, this attempt was held in check by the
desire to assert the intellectual and experientible of literature, as well as to protect emotion
and feeling from the potentially corrosive effesiertain forms of education and learning.

Knowledge, literature, and language

Valenza points out that Diderottncyclopediancluded a diagram, based on Bacon’s
Advancement of Knowledgbat shrank “the realm of the imagination, whickesin poetry and
its sister arts, to a conspicuously small compasaretp a sixth of the space allotted to the
‘reasoning’ disciplines of theology, ethics, mattatics,” and the sciencésleremy Bentham'’s
1817Chrestomathia-the title is derived from two Greek words meaniogriducive to useful
learning"—includes a “Synoptic Table” that orgargzbe disciplines according to their utility in
securing human happiness. From Bacon onward, tieetarclassify the various branches of
human knowledge in visual form rested on the cdioncthat it could be captured and made
more visible—“seen” in a new and more coherent Wéyst used the mental faculties exercised
by the disciplines as the organizing principlen@s the Scottish moral philosopher Dugald
Stewart who pointed out that this approach was@ther unsatisfactory” to devising a
convincingly coherent explanation of the relatiansong the arts and sciences, and likely to
remain so)’ Bentham’s quantitatively pleasure-centered woddvupended traditional ideas of
a hierarchy of knowledge crowned with theology ahdosophy. In his Synoptic Table, literary
studies are represented by grammar (classifiet@®bthe “intellectual-faculty-regarding”
disciplines) and rhetoric (designated as one oflassion-exciting”) and are grouped under the
general heading of Nooscopic Pneumatology (“intélial-faculty-regarding”), while aesthetics
appears as one of the “mere-sensation-regardisgipdines under Pathoscopic Pneumatology
(“sensitive-faculty-regarding”). This Utilitarialble, intended primarily as a supporting
framework for his proposal to establish school$waitcurriculum designed to meet the practical
needs of the middle classes, is generally congidesainsatisfactory as its predecessors.
(Despite its shortcomings, however, Klancher arghasBentham’s views of the arts and
sciences were less schematic and more nuancethigtable suggests. He believed, for
example, that clear distinctions between the twenaally become more difficult to make
(“over time, artbecomescience, sciena@vealsits internal art.*}

The interest in new visual maps of knowledge, idizig Bentham’s, was inspired in part
by the emergence of new disciplines. The severtteand eighteenth-century tradition of
grouping works on virtually any subject under tmeda rubric of “literature” gradually yielded
to the triumph of intellectual specialization (wkagility was celebrated, appropriately enough,
by Adam Smith). As Valenza notes, the progres<ieingific knowledge meant that by roughly
the 1820s the use of “literature” as an umbrelmttr writings devoted to general learning of
all kinds was breaking down.

A parallel development was the invention of spéxgal vocabularies as intellectual
disciplines evolved into smaller and smaller upitéocus. These developing vocabularies,
especially in the newer disciplines like chemistng physics, had an influence beyond the
sciences themselves. Hume had aspired, withoubleosaiccess, to write about complex
philosophical questions in language any educatesbpecould comprehend. By 1823, De
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Quincey was endorsing philosophy’s use of techrigrahs as a way of introducing more
precision into imperfectly realized ideas, and king the analogy of the physical sciences to do
it. “The terminology of Kant then is not a rebaptisf ideas already existing in the universal
consciousness: it is, in part, an enlargementeitiderstanding by new territory. . . . Itis on
this principle that the nomenclature of chemissrganstructed: substances, that were before
known by arbitrary and non-significant names, are known by systematic names$?De
Quincey’'s defense of specialized language andoisnpial analytical power was a recognition
that there were ways in which science could be dehimr humanistic disciplines. (According to
Valenza, Wordsworth and Coleridge responded, iaress by arguing that while poetry does
not employ a specialized vocabulary, it uses laggua a specialized way)

The growing use of technical terms was only onthefways in which language figured
in the cultural discussion of knowledge and edweatF-rom early schooling through university,
students were immersed in classical languagesghrthe study of Greek and Latin.
Reservations about the value of this practice hpeldagree in eighteenth-century critiques of
education. Adam Ferguson, a major figure of thett®toEnlightenment, expressed a version of
this sentiment in his 1767 workn Essay on the History of Civil Soci€tyhe parade of words,
and general reasonings, which sometimes carry p@aagnce of so much learning and
knowledge, are of little avail in the conduct é€liThe talents from which they proceed,
terminate in mere ostentation, and are seldom aedevith that superior discernment which
the active apply in times of perplexity; . . . Mare to be estimated, not from what they know,
but from what they are able to perforif.The rule-books of culture, transmitted to the eded
classes through intense focus on immersion in ahtaeguages, had compromised the ability to
exercise initiative and take decisive action.

Several decades earlier, David Hume had madeiadalish between the learned and the
“conversible’ worlds that echoes something of Feamyuss call to praxis. In Hume’s view,
conversation is a form of practice for living, treig in self-expression disciplined by exposure
to a wide range of ideas and refined by attendiritpé conversation of others. It is not
traditional forms of education that sustain cultoe the kind of social experience that puts
learning in touch with life. “The Separation of thearned from the conversible World,” Hume
lamented in 1742, “seems to have been the greaicDef the last Age. . . . By that Means, every
Thing of what we calBelles Lettredbecame totally barbarous, being cultivated by M@haout
any Taste of Life or Manners, and without that kipeind Facility of Thought and Expression,
which can only be acquir'd by Conversation. . ndAndeed, what cou’d be expected from Men
who never consulted Experience in any of their Be&gs, or who never search’d for that
Experience, where alone it is to be found, in comrife and Conversation” A common
corollary in the period was that too much applimatio study isolated and rendered young men
physically passive and disinclined to action, whsrthe education of a gentleman should
encourage an energetic stance toward his respbiisgand a sophisticated sense of how to
present himself in society.

Criticism of cloistered learning was reinforcedrfranother direction—Ultilitarians and
Dissenters. Priestley described the typical unitseliberal-arts curriculum as sadly out of date
in the 1760s, given the rapid globalization of &#ade recommended adding the systematic
study of laws, government, manufacture, and comentencgentlemen “in active life” to meet
the threat to English interests from growing inggional competitiort® In 1808, an anonymous
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author in theedinburgh Revieilumed about the classical curricula taught by Efgtions and
force-fed to English students:

A learned man!—A scholar'—a man of erudition! Upghom are these epithets of
approbation bestowed? Are they given to men actgahinith the science of
government? Thoroughly masters of the geographitdlcommercial relations of
Europe? To men who know the properties of bodied their action upon each other?
No: this is not learning; it is chemistry or patai economy—not learning. . . . The
picture which a young Englishman, addicted to thespit of knowledge, draws—his
beau ideabf human nature—his top and consummation of maovegps—is a
knowledge of the Greek language. His object issmoéason, to imagine, or to invent;
but to conjugate, decline and deriVe.

Although De Quincey would have made learning Giaelexception because of the
unrivalled power of its literature, he saw eduaaicemphasis on foreign languages in the same
negative light. Language study has an invertebnéédlectual structure; it “yields no reason why
it should be this way rather than that, obeyindhemry or law . . . its lifeless forms kill and
mortify the action of the intellect® Learning a science, on the other hand, requieesxkrcise
of the intellectual faculties of “comparing, cominig, distinguishing, generalizing, subdividing,
acts of abstraction and evolution, of synthesisamalysis, until the most torpid minds are
ventilated, and healthily excited by this introversof the faculties upon themselvesrilike the
Edinburgh Revievauthor, De Quincey’s complaint does not rest olitarian objections—what
is all this eruditiorfor?—but on cognitive grounds. Adam Smith had note@ ‘tileauty of a
systematical arrangement of different observatammnected by a few common principlé8.”
Language study offers no such principles, De Quimoaintains, and virtually no organization;
everything about it is arbitrary. Science and samdisciplines are superior because “Wherever
there is a law and system, wherever there is oglatnd correspondence of parts, the intellect
will make its way.®°

Besides its contribution to individual cognitivevééopment, science seemed to offer
practical lessons in organizing a wider discoufdenowledge. Barriers between the learned and
the less educated were coming down, aided by expetal science. By the time Joseph
Priestley was performing his historic experimentshemistry and electricity in the 1760s and
beyond, theory and practice were beginning to egesminate. Educated men and
practitioners—farmers and manufacturers, weaveisers, and other craftspeople—were
having scientifically and economically productivengersations with each other. The eighteenth
century saw a more than tenfold increase in ineenincluding the innovations of such
craftspeople as weavers and instrument-makéfke percentage of lower-class men who
succeeded in becoming scientists rose as¥Bltiestley found time between fundamental
scientific contributions to serve as a consultarthe china manufacturer Josiah Wedgewood and
to discover the carbonation process, an advantevimlater successfully (and profitably)
applied by a Swiss entrepreneur named Johann Jadwateppe. “The politeness of the times,”
Priestley wrote, “has brought the learned and tilearned into more familiar intercourse than
they had before®®
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Science’s ability to create a spontaneous communitglent in pursuit of a common
goal, even across class lines, was a much harslenii¢hin literary culture. Hazlitt considered
its “feuds and jealousies” impediments to progtessard liberty and equality, and “no class of
persons so little calculated to actiorpsas literary men* De Quincey wrote that literature
reflected few of any nation’s intellectual conceamsl that “literary people are, in a large
proportion, as little intellectual people as ang oneets with?® The great journals of the early
nineteenth century, like tiedinburghand theQuarterly, attracted large middle-class audiences
for writers and raised the compensation of joustslio new high&® But the competitive
demands of the market also worked against cooperaiiithough, as Mary Poovey writes, poets
like Wordsworth attracted willing acolytes and paisits like De Quincey, presenting a unified
front was difficult to accomplish among authors anitics:

Literary writers were not able to establish enfafde boundaries around their work.
Their work never really constituted a “disciplingtiring the nineteenth century, much
less a “profession,” partly because the definitithres were adopting to distinguish
Literary merit made them either ambiguously posit helpmates, as De Quincey was
to Wordsworth, or rivals with each other, as reveesmvere to writers, instead of
consistent allies embarked on a common fask.

In contrast, the confidence of scientists in thienited promise of their disciplines was
spilling over into broader questions. Jon Klanatedasites how Humphry Davy’s 1802 inaugural
lecture at the Royal Institution not only inspited listeners with the potential of experimental
science but excited them with an even more amlstprospect: the eventual binding together of
“the great whole of society . by means of knowledge and the useful artkis Tiew and
knowledge-born unity was to include humanists apetg as long as they were willing to
employ a “language representing simple facts,’lib#er to ‘destroy the influence of terms
connected only with feeling.®® This statement was an implicit denial of literatarclaim to a
universal window on the human condition and theeefts claim to a privileged place in culture.
Where did this leave poetry, the emblematic imagreaart, among the emerging order of the
disciplines?

Left behind

Thomas Love Peacock, a poet and novelist himsadf,am answer iithe Four Ages of
Poetry(1820). His breezy satire is remembered chieflyiar things: its attack upon the Lake
Poets (Wordsworth, Southey, and Coleridge) anavtiidwind it provoked, Shelley’#& Defence
of Poetry,written in 1821. But Peacock’s diatribéso sheds a searching light on the tensions
surrounding the debate over knowledge and poethttair relation to progress. He combines a
playful wit with moments of scornful indignation bhe skewers the dissension of the literary
world, the struggle among the disciplines, andtkeats to literature’s standing posed by
science and Utilitarian and Dissenting advocataeasifumental education.

The framework he uses—the theory that history prdsen cycles—dates back to
classical times. But he grafts onto it aspectsgtiteenth-century Scottish philosophical
histories, such as those of Hume and Ferguson hvdapict “an inexorable historical process,
often periodized in the four great stages that mdte in commercial society”Peacock
employs this dual perspective to mock Romanticamstiof poetry as an exalted form of
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knowledge by placing them firmly in a Utilitariamé mercantilist scale of values, beginning at
the preliterate dawn of human society:

The successful warrior becomes a chief; the suidedsef becomes a king: his next
want is an organ to disseminate the fame of higegelments and the extent of his
possessions; and this organ he finds in a bard,isvalvays ready to celebrate the
strength of his arm, being first duly inspired bt of his liquor. This is the origin of
poetry, which, like all other trades, takes itefiis the demand for the commodity, and
flourishes in proportion to the extent of the marKe

At this first stage—the age of iron—poets “are astiie only historians and chroniclers of their
time, and the sole depositories of all the knowéedfitheir age.” In the succeeding age of
organized institutions and civil societies, poetijl reigns supreme: “The whole field of
intellect is its own. . . . Poetry has now attaiitsgerfection: it has attained the point which it
cannot pass: genius therefore seeks new formadareéatment of the same subjects.” This—the
age of Homer—is when its decline begins. “Purearasd dispassionate truth” demand more
rigorous and objective forms of articulation—a s®eit that recalls Davy’s 1802 inaugural
address. First history emancipates itself fromcti&ins of poetic myth and legend, followed by
philosophy and the early glimmerings of sciencethfse disciplines mature with the emerging
dominance of reason, poetry “leaves them to advalwee. Thus the empire of thought is
withdrawn from poetry, as the empire of facts hadrbbefore.”

Peacock finishes with an abbreviated history offthie ages omodernpoetry (thus
extending his account to eight ages of poetry, itke$ys title) that ends with the Romantic
period, an uninspiring age of brass. He has fuh Rivmantic self-absorption and worship of
nature, in one instance, by imagining the Lake $#oEasoning with themselves as follows:
“Society is artificial, therefore we will live outf society. The mountains are natural, therefore
we will live in the mountains. There we shall béngiig models of purity and virtue, passing the
whole day in the innocent and amiable occupatiogoarig up and down hill, receiving poetical
impressions, and communicating them in immortased¢o admiring generations>* But his
account is remarkable principally for the Romaptets’ inexhaustible infatuation with
themselves and their embrace of a ridiculous—bexanscientific—return to nature.

Writing at a time when the Republic of Letters wiasolving into a collection of smaller,
intellectually autonomous states, Peacock madgkihiaps not entirely) tongue-in-cheek
dissection of poetry’s pretensions a history ofitftellectual disciplines. His theory of the
development of these disciplines starts from tlseii@ption that poetry’s role was always—and
only—to serve as a primeval Gaia of intellect, gdformless mass from which continents of
knowledge detached themselves over time. The nwdrspecialization, as the disciplines one by
one asserted their independence from—indeed thparmrity to—their mother continent, has
reduced poets themselves to “semi-barbarian[sjanibzed community” and poetry to “the rant
of unregulated passion, the whining of exaggerggeling, and the cant of factitious sentiment. .
Lt cglzn never make a philosopher, nor a statasn@ in any class of life an useful or rational
man.’

Peacock’s deterministic account ultimately mergéh & different and non-cyclical kind
of history, the endless upward climb of knowledgd progress envisioned in Enlightenment
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dreams of perfectibility. As “the great and permanaterests of human society become more
and more the main spring of intellectual pursunti@dernity shakes off poetry into the cyclical
world of classical history and medieval superstitichere it belongs. His argument turns to this
point in one final, Herculean, massively subordedagentence:

Now when we consider that it is not the thinkingl atudious, and scientific and
philosophical part of the community, not to thodsose minds are bent on the pursuit
and promotion of permanently useful ends and atinad,poets must address their
minstrelsy, but to that much larger portion of teading public, whose minds are not
awakened to the desire of valuable knowledgenvhen we consider that the great and
permanent interests of human society become matenane the main spring of
intellectual pursuit; that therefore the progrelsaseful art and science, and of moral and
political knowledge, will continue to withdraw atigon from frivolous and unconducive,
to solid and conducive studies: that thereforepthetical audience will not only
continually diminish in the proportion of its nuntlie that of the rest of the reading
public, but will also sink lower and lower in themparison of intellectual acquirement:
when we consider that the poet must still pleasehdience, and must therefore
continue to sink to their level, while the restloé community is rising above it: we may
easily conceive that the day is not distant, wihendegraded state of every species of
poetry will be . . . generally recognized . . ..

ThroughoutThe Four Ageghe standard for poetry is the size and composdafats audience;
poetry falls because rising disciplines becomedasingly efficient in annexing its educated
patrons and ultimately the more talented of itcptianers. Poetry’s quality must therefore
inexorably continue to erode as more and moreefdhders it attracts either do not care about,
or are incapable of understanding, the superiarevaf more serious pursuits. In contrast to
Wordsworth, who argued that truly original poetsstntreate the taste by which they are to be
appreciated, Peacock sees no such elevated plaosver for future poets; they will be forced to
write down to the lowest taste of their times:

.. . intellectual power and intellectual acqudsitihave turned themselves into other and
better channels, and have abandoned the cultivatidrthe fate of poetry to the
degenerate fry of modern rhymesters, and their Qignudges, the magazine critics,
who continue to debate and promulgate oracles ghmeity, as if it were still what it was
in the Homeric age, the all-in-all of intellectymbgression, and as if there were no such
things in existence as mathematicians, astronorokesnists, moralists, metaphysicians,
historians, politicians, and political economisto have built into the upper air of
intelligence a pyramid, from the summit of whicleytsee the modern Parnassus far
beneath them, and, knowing how small a place itipies in the comprehensiveness of
their prospect, smile at the little ambition and dircumscribed perceptions with which
the drivellers and mountebanks upon it are contenftir the poetical palm and the
critical chair®®

Thus, poetry’s final and most devastating loss kgllthe best minds of future
generations. He leaves imaginative literature tedlan a noisy Parnassus of ill-educated readers
and squabbling critics, far below the carefully sioacted “pyramid” that science and other
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contemporary pursuits have built “into the upperdintelligence” through the steady and
collective accumulation of useful knowledge.

With this concluding thunderbolt, Peacock makesedliption about poetry’s future. Its
marginalization derives not just from the shattgi its early monopoly on knowledge. It is
also the result of the growing number and soplasta of the audience for truly useful and
“conducive” knowledgeThe Four Agess the verbal equivalent of Diderot’s tree of knedge:
poetry hangs at the precarious edge of the outeronasch of the tree of knowledge, while more
solid and productive disciplines are safely anctidcethe trunk.

Shelley strikes back

A Defence of Poetrgompleted in 1821 but not published until 1843glaifter Shelley’s
death, is not so much a blow-by-blow refutatioriPeicock’s arguments as an evocationhed
Four Ageghat rarely comes into direct contact with it. 3&ebdmitted as much: “[A]though
devoid of the formality of a polemical reply; ifaltview [these pages] contain be just they will be
found to involve a refutation of the doctrines lné tFour Ages of Poetry* Its 1843 editor
removed most of the scattered references to Peac@lkelley’s draft. So for many modern
readers it can seem to spring out of nowhereriggns no longer a part of its meaning.

My interest in Shelley’s retaliatory polemic is lted and specific: Shelley’s strategies
for defending poetry’s ascendency in the contexhefour Agess hierarchy of the
disciplines® In contrast to Peacock’s straight line of argum#meDefencetakes its time,
circling its topic in a way that disarms too-lodicaticism. Its loosely organized construction
serves Shelley’s purpose, which is to create dlphnamaginative history in which the threats to
poetry articulated iThe Four Ageare nullified, dismissed, or submerged from viaw striking
instances of near-ecstasy are completely foreighedrisk energy of the other work. But one
quality it shares witfThe Four Agess a tone of bold confidence that matches Peasock’

The Four Agesised the historical crystallization of the disaigls and professions to
explain poetry’s devolution and predict its permarexlipse. Among other things, Utilitarian
visions of newer and possibly more dynamic disogsi displacing those devoted to imaginative
experience challenged Romantic conceptions of titg of knowledge and the unity of human
experience. Shelley’s strategy, to adopt and adgb’s definition ofpoieinas the “general
name” for “the exercise of every inventive art,foals him to absorb the other disciplines (and
professions like architecture and law) into poediryd then to subject them to its generalizing
power3® He achieves this by capitalizing on what, as Vadepoints out, made poetry different
from other intellectual fields: it seemed to hawecontent. For that very reason, it can function
in Shelley’s account as the universal solvent,alvésg the differences among the disciplines
and conferring order upon them.

A Defence of Poetrgresents poetry as an intellectual force powerifolugh to
reconstruct knowledge as a single entity, unifiggbbetic skill and subordinated to the
discipline of human nature in its most general se(Mordsworth had done something similar
when he described poetry as “the breath and fipieit sf all knowledge” and “the impassioned
expression which is in the countenance of all Si@erbut Shelley elaborates the same idea on a
much larger canvas.) Only poets hear the rhythrap deexperience and bring an answering
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harmony themselves, Shelley says early on, whigrigpoetry functions as “the center and
circumference of knowledge . . . the root and Was®f all other systems of thought.”

At the same time, thBefenceposits history as Platonic, self-creating, and aigdd
something that must be unveiled (as the frequdeatarces to veils suggests)—though
“unveiled” does not imply anything like a transparand complete understanding. The words of
poets “unveil the permanent analogy of things bgges which participate in the life of truth,”
but these poetic unveilings are only intermittergiiynpsed, suggesting the fundamental
resistance of history—and of poetic knowledge—tm¢peinderstood. Shelley’s recasting of
Peacock’s cycles of power and decline into a hystaairked by an “indestructible order” of
beauty that poets “imagine and express” safely r@spoets from the time-bound judgments of
reading publics and the quantitative standard pufar esteem that dominal@e Four Ages.

The threat of the disaffected audience is nullified

Bruce Haley suggests that in thefenceShelley was engaged in writing a new kind of
history, “not critical and analytic, but poeticiatuitive, inviting a special kind of reading”
Shelley had reaihe Statesman’s Manuahd might have been influenced by Coleridge’s
contrast between conventional historical writingthwits retrospective investigation of chains of
causation, and Biblical history, which enfolds “tReason in Images of the Sense.” Shelley’s
cycles of society rising, falling, and rising agaie a counterpoint to the relentlessly upward
progression of history—in many ways our view oftbig—that Peacock espouses at the end of
The Four AgesWhile history may appear linear, it looks very difnt, as M. H. Abrams
explains, from a Coleridgean perspective, whichceores past, present, and future as part of
one great circular journey of the “One back to@re by way of the many® Shelley’s cyclical
version of time recalls Coleridge’s image of theatouros, the snake biting its own tail, which
Coleridge saw as emblematic of the imagination:

The common end of atlarrative,nay ofall, Poems is to convertseriesinto aWhole:to
make those events, which in real or imagined Hyshoove on in atrait Line, assume to
our Understandings@rcular motion—the snake with it's Tail in it's Moutff.

Poets are important creators of this unity, Shalesaying, but—as critics have pointed out—
their primary characteristic is not their agency tneir uncomprehending subordination within a
closed and self-perpetuating historical ciréfeVhether shapers of institutions—which Jon
Klancher sees as central to Shelley’s concept—an@sers of events, poets are the instruments
of invisible forces. Shelley’s tendency in his pgdb identify with irresistibly powerful forces
that overwhelm the sense of self strikes a simmitde. The best-known is the symbolic storm, the
“Destroyer and Preserver,” of Hixe to the West Windike that poem, th®efenceand
especially its soaring conclusion, derives itsaheal impact from the same building sense of
union with mysterious powers, barely glimpsed, #r@tmate human life and death. This is
consistent with the mystical tone Shelley adoptdiscussing the role of poetry which, he says,
“compels us to . . . imagine that which we know.[and] creates anew the universe, after it has
been annihilated in our minds by the recurrendenpfessions blunted by reiteration.”

In her classic study of ecstasy, Marghanita LagkscShelley’s use of ruins in his poetry,
in which images of transience invoke by contrastféeling of underlying permanence that is
frequent in ecstatic statés Among the inventory of triggers that produce esgtahe includes
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the inner sense of discovering knowledge. Suchvitedge-contact ecstasies” are
“characteristic of inspirations . . . that the nielwa or purpose feels as if it had arrived
independently of the creator’s volition and oftenifat were communicated by someone or
something else* This description suggests Shelley’s poets, armalsy theDefencegdespite

its sometimes confusing leaps and vague proseg\ahsuch an exciting cumulative impact at
its climax. Shelley’s most effective answefTioe Four Agess not his complex argument or his
sometimes elusive logic, but his powerful rendeohg transcendent discovery: the ecstatic
experience of knowledge. It makes a rhetoricallgpvocing case that poetic knowledge is self-
validating, the wellspring not merely of seculaogmess but also of a profound inner experience
of unity with the world.

Woven into Peacock’s and Shelley’s competing argusare three unifying versions of
history—the cyclic, the linear history of progreasd the Coleridgean circular journey. Bentham
also had a unifying theory about yet another kihbistory, that of the course of an individual
life. He conceives it as a linear account, but greeinded in “expectations,” which looks to a
future shaped by the economy of material success:

It is by means of [expectations] that the successioments which form the duration of
life are not like insulated and independent pautsiecome parts of a continuous whole.
Expectation is a chain which unites our presentamduture existence and passes
beyond us to the generations which follGtw.

Bentham’s version fits within conventional hist@yhain of causation, except that it is
not a retrospective but@ospectiveset of linkages from the present to the futurendludes no
room for a past that is important to Shelley’s evice-based case for poetry and its unifying
role. Yet it almost seems, like Shellefpgfenceto be envisioning history as a work of art that
incorporates balance and order. “Expectations” takeplace of the ecstatic contact with
knowledge in the present and the poetic creatidntafity. They are the counterpart, for the
individual, of Peacock’s hopeful projection of tthisciplines into a future of steady, reliable
accomplishment, with a productive denouement webeaconfident will occur. We gain the
sense that our individual lives have meaning, tthey are a “continuous whole,” by
contemplating the security promised by our proj@eecumulations. Expectations, in this sense,
are not the expression of fragile hope in the fafican unpredictable world. Their function is to
tame surprise by reassuring us about the strondsloetween us and our future well-being.

Thus Peacock’s claim—nhis expectation—that the megof the disciplines means the
best minds will no longer gravitate toward poetrymaginative literature. He receives some
support from an unexpected source: Thomas De Qyimtetters to a Young Man whose
Education has been Neglecteditten just a few years aftdihe Four AgesndA Defence of
Poetry.

De Quincey: Knowledge and terror

De Quincey’s remarks about technical vocabulanedram theletters,a work known
almost exclusively for the distinction, which DeiQeey credits to “many years’ conversations
with Mr. Wordsworth,” between what he calls thei#ture of knowledge and the literature of
power. De Quincey’s famous division of literatungoi two parts evinces his awareness that,
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even if the sciences could at times hold lessonetfeer kinds of intellectual work, there was
also a disciplinary competition at stake:

All that is literature seeks to communicate povedirthat is not literature, to
communicate knowledge. Now, if it be asked whahéeant by communicating power, |,
in my turn, would ask by what name a man wouldgtestie the case in which | should be
made to feel vividly, and with a vital conscioussiesmotions which ordinary life rarely
or never supplies occasions for exciting, and wiiati previously lain unwakened, and
hardly within the dawn of consciousness—as myr@daodes of feeling are at this
moment in every human mind for want of a poet gaaize them. | say, when these inert
and sleeping formare organized, when these possibilitiase actualized, is this
conscious and living possession of mimaver,or what is it?**

The utility of these two categories, he says, ilethe way they help clear up the confusion
engendered by the older definitionlidérature as anything published in a particular language.
He reserves the literature of power to the narravaéegory obelles lettresor, as he writes later
in theLetters,“a body of creative art.” The literature of knowtge, on the other hand, “is either
science or erudition"—examples of the latter ine€wahtiquities, geography, philology,
philosophy, and theology. Everything that falls enthis category can be translated from one
language to another without “one atom of loss"—timep words, a denotative body of
knowledge uncomplicated by tone, feeling, or irdtéty fine and therefore untranslatable
connotation.

As Mary Poovey notes, this partition of literatuméo two opposing camps seeks to
assign a superior place to imaginative over “aihfe of informational writing,” including
scientific writings™ As | have argued, Shelley uses a similar strate@gsert poetry’s
dominance over other forms of intellectual activitynisDefence of PoetryjDe Quincey makes
his case for the primacy of imaginative literathyea significant parallel: “science or
erudition”—the literature of knowledge—may help anize the mind, but poetry organizes the
emotions, the “modes of feeling” that would othesgvlie deep and unrecognized in the psyche.
The “inert and sleeping forms” it awakens possessipilities that aractualizedfeelings that
are brought to life, by the very process of beirgpaized. In other words, the literature of power
deserves its name because it causes things tormapien the mind that can be stimulated in no
other way. These cognitive changes occur througlvithifying force of language when it is used
with the skill only poets possess. (De Quinceysing the ternpoetto stand in for a broader
class of literary practitioners.) And in a way th#o recalls Shelley, he is claiming that when
poets exercise their art, the conventional separdtetween thought and action begins to
dissolve (organizing = actualizing). The literatofgoower, figuratively speaking, explodes off
the charts when it comes to agency.

So it is significant that in thieettersDe Quincey advises the young man of the title to
embrace the literature of knowledge, not the liteaof power, in building a strong educational
foundation. In part this is because he wants td lem to the study of philosophy and to an
appreciation of the extraordinary originality of itaNonetheless, De Quincey'’s glorification of
the literature of power in this passage—literamgbelles lettres-s remarkably at odds with his
assessment of its value elsewhere inLthiters.



73

This shift occurs when De Quincey turns from litara in the abstract to literature’s
effect on the brain. The advantages of the liteeatd power become disadvantages in the realm
of mental training. Pure literature inspires enthsis and excitement, but presents a serious
challenge to the student because—unlike the sciearog mathematics—it does not proceed in a
logical sequence of equally demanding steps:

[T]he difficulties and resistances to our prognesthese investigations are not
susceptible of minute and equable partition (as@thematics), but are either of
necessity tumultuary arger saltum{by leaps], or none at all. . . . The dilemma,
therefore, to which a student of pure literaturedsstantly reduced . . . is this: . . . his
understanding must find a daily want of some masedxercise to call it out and give it
play . . . [l]f (as too often it happens) he has awdtivated those studies (mathematics,
e.g) which present such difficulties as will bend teeaolute effort of the mind, and
which have the additional recommendation that tmeyapt to stimulate and irritate the
mind to make that effort, he is often thrown by tieey cravings of an unsatisfied
intellect, and not by passion or inclination, upamme vulgar excitement of business or

pleasure, which becomes constantly more necessiynt*®

What the literature of power lacks is the innatgdal order that makes consistent application to
study congenial and creates an encouraging sensegress. In fact it is so dangerous to
intellectual agency—the ability to think in an orgeand purposive way—that it must be
regularly offset with the study of disciplines frahe literature of knowledge. Otherwise, the
study of imaginative literature invites dilettamtisand addiction.

There is a potent example, De Quincey tells uth@itonsequences of failing to balance
pure literary studies with bracing masculine diBogs. It is “an eminent living Englishman,
with talents of the first order” who followed nogamnized plan of study, did not understand that
“mathesis must furnish the master kéyAnd therefore never experienced the “perpetulixnf
of pleasure, from the constant sense of succesditfitdilty overcome.*® As a result, he ended
up chronically dissatisfied with himself and hisxtamporaries. This eminent Englishman is, of
course, Coleridge, who was doomed to appear irt @sifnis generation’s favorite cautionary tale
about how not to live life. He haunts thettersas its negative role model (in contrast to De
Quincey himself), turning up several other time®&Quincey’s account as a poor
metaphysician and a worse explicator of Kant, dliengh (De Quincey says) he had a better
grasp of Kant’'s system than other contemporary centators. According to Jonathan Bate, the
organization of th&ettersmimics that of thdBiographia,and the primary question at stake
“where De Quincey stands in relation to Coleriddigsary life and opinions® especially
Kant’s philosophy and its reception in England. iettee device of imaginary correspondence
echoes Coleridge’s in ithirteenth chaptet’ (Another Coleridgean touch, it might be added, is
De Quincey’s promise to write seven letters whitddyalelivering five.)

Yet theLetters’smost compelling moments are those that reveal fmw)e Quincey,
the acquisition of knowledge is laced with the #tref losing control to some intense craving.
The dangers of devotion to foreign languages, fangle, can be dealt with only by strictly
limiting such studies to the level necessary t@pl@awith a worthy foreign literature or
philosophy, such as the German. The most formidabkcause unavoidable—threat that
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knowledge poses, however, is presented by bookssitlges. Although De Quincey states early
on in theLettersthat the best possible plan of study is the pogsess a good library, his later
discussion of the allure of books is one of theagreonuments to the terrors of bibliomania.

The rise in readership during the early nineteestitury coincided with a wave of
popular fears about the obsession for collectingkbpboth antiquary and modern. In more
extreme cases, bibliomania was considered a metimzase>’ De Quincey was a prime
example of this compulsios.In theLetters the otherworldly fecundity of books becomes
entangled with his warnings about languages, becaesees them as related addictions. He
begins by calculating the number of books it isgilde to read in one lifetime and concludes
that even with intense application it would taketyhyears to read ten thousand. If someone
were unfortunate enough to live to be eighty, hddoaise that figure to twenty thousand, he
goes on—nbut estimates that this is barely five gratrof the mass of books Europe alone would
produce during those same thirty years. (It isic@hat De Quincey uses the mentally
stimulating tool of mathematics to elucidate exabttw wretched a love of books can make
you.) “All this arithmetical statement you must moihceive to relate to any fanciful case of
misery. No; | protest to you that | speak of a$ aeease of suffering as ever can have existéd.”
This suffering might be bearable to a man who lives small town, where books are few; but it
becomes unendurable if you take the same man tddmwith its “wagon-loads of unused
stores which he is at liberty to work up.” No longjee master of books, “he is degraded into
their slave.”

From here, De Quincey extrapolates from his inb&difust for books to a bottomless
craving for art, music, and finally people, whoeafall can be read like books if you have the
skill. But then he recalls that if books are avalgain the hundreds of thousands, people exist in
the millions. Even the living will not suffice. Whgood would it do him to meet the great
thinkers of the seventeenth century, he wondelg fannot meet the giants of the twentieth
century as well? He envisions himself trapped oaraow “isthmus” between past and future,
isolated from both.

He explains away this plunge into a “midsummer nesdhas a warning to the young
about the dangers of intellectual life, which canavoided only by consistent self-control and
adherence to a strict plan of mental hygiene. Tteea@ extraordinary disproportion, however,
between the prescription and the disease. If tisapae thing this cautionary tale has made clear,
it is that books are the agents of a terrible admhe—much like the opium habit De Quincey
battled unsuccessfully throughout his life. Theatpbf study,” which largely involves logic, the
arts of memory (not much discussed), and minimatat with languages—i.e., words—is
pathetically unequal to the threat intrinsic in #u of reading. It is impossible to know when to
stop because it is impossible ever to know enolighLettersbegin as a pedagogical treatise on
needful knowledge and morph into a nightmare ofviag in it.

De Quincey tells us that his leading claim to iastithe young about learning rests on his
lifelong success in mastering solitude, which hieelbed was indispensable to intellectual
development: “If there has ever lived a man whohiaaim the privilege of speaking with
emphasis and authority on this great question,—Bgtwneans shall a man best support the
activity of his own mind in solitude?—I probably @hat man; and upon this ground, that | have
passed more of my life in absolute and unmitiga@dude, voluntarily, and for intellectual
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purposes, than any person of my age whom | hakeraitet with, heard of, or read of This
gualification is nonetheless undermined by his uogesveal his own sense of frantic
helplessness in the face of the perils of readihg. eager young student, whom we are to
imagine reading these advice-laden missives, eargisin De Quincey’s mind. We are left with
his inner monologue about an impossible dilemmacation can only be achieved through
study, yet study awakens dangerous hungers, whiidhde and loneliness can only reinforce. In
the world of the_etters,solitude is the last thing to recommend for a nandfronted with the
irresistible temptations of reading.

The epistolary structure of thettersas a primer for inducting the younger generation
into the secrets of learning allows De Quinceystasticing framework for articulating his
approach-avoidance attitude toward Coleridge, dnisetime mentor and friend. His criticisms of
a brilliant but underachieving Coleridge perfornoter function besides score-settling,
however, which weaves them into his case for thlegbagy of reading: the futility of self-
assertion and self-control. Coleridge is the mad& mind that has not been well-armed for its
encounter with books, which function as metonymtii@ exponentially expanding universe of
knowledge. De Quincey opposes the mind’s healthiedsure in scientific and mathematical
“difficulties overcome” to the lure and menace afiguage and other intellectual domains of
power. Which will the virtuous student choose? &bbDe Quincey’s self-reassuring pedagogical
counsel, théetterssuggest that it is useless to resist.

Hazlitt: The consequences of reading and writing

While De Quincey’s ambivalence about books is endabth nightmarish fantasies,
Hazlitt’s is analytic and discursive. There is, é@ample, his contrast between the role of
reading as a force for general human progresstamdle in the lives of individuals. James
Chandler shows us one side of this dichotomy whequotes Hazlitt’s oft-stated argument that
the spread of reading and writing at the end ofeéleal period was indispensable to the spread
of liberty: “Books alone teach us to judge of traiid good in the abstract. . . . Our impressions .
.. united in public opinion, and expressed byghblic voice, are like the congregated roar of
many waters, and quail the hearts of princSThis process ultimately creates a common
awareness and sense of what constitutes justicergadtiality, Chandler writes, and concludes
that b005k75, because they teach us to be “fully myfreae Hazlitt's “paradigm for education and
culture.’

Yet the same Hazlitt quotes approvingly Hobbesiseshent that, had he read as much as
other men, he would be as ignorant as they. Hagd#t even further:

It is better neither to be able to read nor wii@ntto be able to do nothing else. Such a
one . .. is afraid of venturing on any train aigening, or of striking out an observation
that is not mechanically suggested to him by pgrkis eyes over certain legible
characters; shrinks from the fatigue of thoughticlwhfor want of practice, becomes
insupportable to him; and sits down contented waitlendless, wearisome succession of
words and half-formed images, which fill the voidtlee mind, and continually efface
one another.*®
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Here he associates reading with Ferguson’s contplabout the passivity-inducing quality of
much that goes by the name of education, as walithshe kind of mental disarray De Quincey
sees inflicted by the study of literature undisciptl by mathematical or scientific disciplines. In
this essay, “On the Ignorance of the Learned,” itaglreferring to the trained incapacity of
scholars, whose learning has hobbled the springstain and self-motivation. They have failed
to master the cognitive skills that bring order amavement into “the void of the mind” (Hazlitt
often speaks of cognition as movement through gp@dassical education’s emphasis on
language and memorization bred the mental lazioketge conventionally learned: nothing they
had been taught involved an active or thought-amyag process or the acquisition of
intellectual skill.

We would expect books, because they enable thdlfneeof knowledge from mind to
mind, to enrich the intellectual capacity of indiuals, just as we would expect the literature of
power’s arousal of unconscious senses to stimalate complex and nuanced thinking than the
literature of knowledge alone could afford. In heitinstance is this the case. Hazlitt could
imagine illiteracy as a better fate than intell@ttassitude for the same reason De Quincey
could envision catastrophic consequences flowiaghfan unsound plan of study—because the
prevailing psychology encouraged an image of tlanbas a system of faculties vulnerable to
damaging over- or underdevelopment. This psychotwppuraged the idea that a carefully
balanced cultivation of mental dispositions anditds was essential to right thinking and right
living. ThelLettersuse this set of cognitive assumptions first toldsth, but then to undermine,
the superiority of creative literature over othemfis of knowledge. Like a selective virus, the
literature of power is disempowering to all inteligal life outside its own domain. Thetters
testify to the period’s cultural unease about Wwiggipens when an inexperienced student is
allowed unregulated access to learning.

But there is, in addition, a more directly psyclypal—as opposed to cognitive—
dimension to both De Quincey’s and Hazlitt's ambewnae about knowledge. Rae Terada, in
writing about De Quincey’s shocked reaction todister’'s death, his emotional state “after one
declares hope dead,” quotes Freud:

One of Freud’s main ways of discussing trauma retoark that excitations brought on
by catastrophe are “unbound” (he does not saydheyncomprehended). Freud’s notion
of “binding” is notoriously abstract and metaphoiait if “binding” organizes energy to
shape and limit it, psychological pathologies refffeinbound” energies by the fact that
one has not been able to catch the energy befbes iseeped through and through, so to
speak. To put it another way, unbound energy mestersts, and so structures the self by
affecting each part of i

Behind De Quincey’s and Hazlitt's portrayal of beand reading is a sense of trauma—of the
impossibility of managing their transformative cdge and psychological effects. For Hazlitt,
and for the De Quincey of theetters knowledge is a form of “unbound” energy that escape
control by the self. Hazlitt's unsympathetic degtian of the scholar who is too frightened to
risk an original thought, too exhausted to graspr@ument, whose anxiety is relieved only by
“a wearisome succession of words and half-formeabies, which fill the void of the mind and
continually efface one another” represents a ntiadl has been traumatized. Or one that has
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regressed almost to the mental state of an intdnitth, as Locke saw it: “void of all characters,
without any ideas.”

Hazlitt's analysis of books and educations thatasga paralyzing dominance over the
brain, in the process disabling its critical andtbgsizing faculties, takes the Dissenting critique
of conventional classical education a long stethir; into a darker and more pessimistic
emotional register. Miseducation forces open ttiegaf the mind to more information,
learning, or knowledge than it can take in, organand, use, an experience that resembles an
unwilled and violent nullification of the self.

The treachery of audiences

Hazlitt sometimes expresses a revulsion towardsisvitrat seems odd for a professional
writer, as if a mathematician were to take a daslkd to numbers. He does not relish the life of
an essayist, he says; re-reading something he tidsnifor the sake of ensuring cogency or
reassuring the printer dulls the sense of achiemgné problems resolved. The only way to
enjoy something you have written is to have forgothat you ever wrote it. And this is not so
hard to do, thanks to the evanescent nature ofsvbAdter | have once written on a subject,”
Hazlitt tells us, “it goes out of my mind: my fesdis about it have been melted down into words,
andtheml forget. | have, as it were, discharged my menadnys old habitual reckoning, and
rubbed out the score of real sentiment. In futiirexists only for others.”

Putting pen to paper involves a strange alchentigss. Feelings are melted down into
words, like gold into bullion, only the wealth thasated is not available to the one who writes
but only to the one who reads. All that remainth®writer is a psychic debt discharged, a
memory scoured clean, and a persistent sense eflania. The act of writing is a gift to the
future that involves no pleasure or sense of sganithe present; what is real—i.e., directly felt
and experienced—accrues to the reader becauseowisinreal to the person who felt it.
Reading, so vital to public life, has predatoryweees when it becomes a transaction between
author and reader.

Mark Schoenfield connects the working conditionsioeteenth-century journalism to
Hazlitt's sense of self-alienation, and specifigadi his theory of a continually shifting self. “&h
repetitions of periodical production constitute k&g identity,” he writes, “rendering him unfit
for everything else, yet also estranging him framgelf.” The constant demands to feed the
journals and the press “entailed the productionrapdoduction of one’s names—until, as
Hazlitt points out, the writer’s identity becomasextension of his textual productions.” As a
result:

Once, Hazlitt argues in tHexaminer this situation directed the writer toward posterity
and future fame, one could imagine becoming coaxterwith one’s works and living
through them. But, he argues, the periodical imgasin which his own writing thrived,
and in opposition to which he produced much sudokg®rk—has co-opted the

function of the future: ‘The spirit of universaliticism has superseded the anticipation of
posthumous fame, and instead of waiting for thearevof distant ages, the poet and
prose-writer receives his final doom from the nexinber of the ‘Edinburgh’ or
‘Quarterly Review *°
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In a way that also suggests Hazlitt's theory ofdsmtity strictly bounded by the past and the
present, Schoenfield refers to the reiterative attar of periodical culture as representing “a
continual present, in which history and futurite dost.®*

Hazlitt’s bifurcated view of the public power ofaging and writing and the private pain
they inflict is a mirror image of his sometimes kg, sometimes bleak view of the audiences
for whom he wrote. In the last year of his life,élished a review of Godwin’s recently
published novelCloudesleyin theEdinburgh ReviewHe did not like the novel very much, but
it leads him to ponder the plight of the profesaicauthor. The writer in the early nineteenth
century, he says, faces an impossible task: toysedonstantly at a high level of quality. Only
one contemporary author—unnamed, but almost cétéalter Scott—had achieved this
extraordinary combination. The average writer igiddten by the public if he falters in his
publication rate and ridiculed if he fails by ati@mg to write beyond what his talent allows.

Godwin, Hazlitt writes, is a particularly apt exampf this untenable position. He
represents one of two categories of genius: theoautho writes primarily out of his own inner
experience. (The other category includes writdwes Walter Scott, who draw the materials of
their art from nature and the external world.) Atravert author like Godwin, simply as a result
of his “constitution of mind and operation of [higlulties,” cannot create original works
indefinitely because, in effect, he cannot go @raducing himself indefinitely. Godwin’s great
achievement, given the kind of thinker he was, =ted of writing two strikingly different but
equally remarkable works, the treatRalitical Justiceand the noveCaleb Williamslt is unfair
for such an author to be evaluated in light oflaiest work, Hazlitt argues; he deserves to be
judged by his best. This, however, is exactly vihatpublic will not do. “Had Mr. Godwin been
bred a monk, and lived in the good old times, heldassuredly either have been burnt as a
free-thinker, or have been rewarded with a miwe gftenth part of the learning and talent he has
displayed. He might have reposed on a rich benedite the reputation he had earned.” But
Godwin and every other author writing for the maikees in a harsher reality. “[T]hough
condemned to daily drudgery for a precarious stdrsi®, [he] is expected to produce none but
works of first-rate genius. No; learning unconstmtaunincorporated, unendowed, is no match
for the importunate demands and thoughtless ingdatiof the reading public® (Writing
sixteen years later, De Quincey was equally negatleclaring that the reading public had
grown in size but not in “intellect and manners &amste.®?)

The surprise in this passage is that the texomsecrated, corporatendendowedll
carry deeply negative overtones for Hazlitt in tiinty describe the kind of clerical and upper-
class monopolies on knowledge that the inventioprisiting did so much to shatter. The Hazlitt
optimistic about social progress can observe thhae‘reading public—laugh at it as we will,
abuse it as we will—is, after all (depend uponatyery rational animal, compared with a feudal
lord and his horde of vassaf¥ Hazlitt the practicing writer reverses the imaigethe Godwin
review, learninginconsecrated, unincorporated, unendovgedt the mercy of its contemporary
audience, stripped of its protection from the hesslignorance of the modern reading public.

Hazlitt’s inner conflict over writing and audien¢c&e Quincey’s existential fears about
books, connect with their culture’s attempt to abgbe new and sometimes threatening
possibilities of the upsurge in reading, writinggdditerary production in light of its assumptions
about how the mind works. Clifford Siskin compati@is phenomenon to the task of adjusting to
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a novel technologyin The Work of Writinghe employs the termvriting as “shorthand for the
entire configuration of writing, print, and siler@ading . . . not only something people do, more
or less often and more or less well; by callingtéchnologyl am acknowledging it as

something other, something to which people musptadamething that can, in a sense, be done
to them.®” In De Quincey and Hazlitt, we see this processeclap.

The organization of knowledge

Hazlitt was well aware of the issues of “disciplityg language, class, and audience”
looming in the British discourse about knowledgke harrow Benthamite influence in this
environment is one—»but only one—of the reason®bk & generally skeptical stance toward
the period’s unproductive enthusiasm, as he sdarigrganizing and systematizing knowledge.

He claims, for example, that a fault of German evgtis their mania for intellectual
systems. “They are universal undertakers, and caempincyclopedists, in all moral and critical
science. No question can come before them buthheg a large apparatus of logical and
metaphysical principles ready to play off uporaitd the less they know of the subject, the more
formidable is the use they make of their apparatusTruth, in their view of it, is never whiat
but what, according to their systeaught to beThough they have dug deeply in the mine of
knowledge, they have too often confounded the daogsthe ore, and counted their gains rather
by their weight than their quality®

Unlike the creators of grand generalized systemstspmust organize the knowledge
they offer on the basis of “the aggregate of wellffded particulars; to embody an abstract
theory, as if it were an actual part of natur@rismpertinence and indecorurf”’Poetry, in
contrast, represents “nature moralizing ahehlizingfor us; inasmuch as, by shewing us things
as they are, it implicitly teaches us what theyhdug be; and the grosser feelings, by passing
through the strainers of the imaginary, wide-exéehdxperience, acquire an involuntary
tendency to higher object&The ideal emerges from the real through the agmsibn of
beauty; it is only when we allow the aesthetic pption of things to fill our minds that we can
begin to grasp the ideal potential of objects, expees, or ideas. It is not the content of poetry,
the literal or metaphorical significance of whasgatys, that matters, but the cognitive strategy
poetry employs. Poetry is not prescriptive anck like other fine arts, “does not undertake to
unfold mysteries and inculcate dogma.” This seelyipgssive process effects an inner and
empowering shift in perception marked by three estafjrst perception, then understanding, and
finally conceptualization of an implicit ideal forrdve do not teach nature by imposing our
deductive intellectual systems or moral theorieseatity. Nature teaches us through the
example of poetic induction.

But—and this is the second thrust of his attackystem-building—coiled in his
argument is a direct question about motive. lysgeamatizing German philosophers and so-
called people of sense who “darken knowledge,"ays sby “setting up their own blindness and
frailty as the measure of abstract truth, and taedard of universal propriety.” The portrait of
Bentham inThe Spirit of the Ages directed at just this kind of error. Hazlitttaized Bentham’s
reformist drive to inventory intellectual and mordéas, like so many pieces of furniture in a
warehouse, as the sign of a weak reasoning powest, ctearly revealed in the peculiar opacity
of his style: “He writes a language of his own tttiarkens knowledge{emphasis in originalf®
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Bentham’s determined pursuit of an ideal result-wbét “ought to be”—endowed his
speculations with a premature and artificial coheee

In a move that at first seems odd, Hazlitt inclu8bslley among systemizing writers like
Bentham. Citing Shelley’'Brometheus Unbouras an example, Hazlitt says that he “is not a
poet, but a sophist, a theorist, a controversidkewin verse. . . .[who] gives us, for
representations of things, rhapsodies of wordsdé#s not lend the colours of imagination and
the ornaments of style to the objects of naturepbints gaudy, flimsy, allegorical pictures on
gauze, on the cobwebs of his own brain. . . . lBermags certain doubtful speculative notions,
and proceeds to prove their truth by describingtiredetail as matters of fact®Although
Hazlitt would not have read ShelleyPefencehe recognizes the affinity between Utilitarian
abstraction and Shelley’s idealizing intell&tt.

Hazlitt uses the phrase darken knowledgia several different contexft$ Its appearance
in “On People of Sense” is relevant to a whole stlod thinking, of which Bentham is just one
representative. P. P. Howe sugg€dtsat it is a variation on the lines from the Baxfklob:

Who is this who darkens counsel

By words without knowledge?

Now prepare yourself like a man;

| will question you, and you shall answer Me.

Where were you when | laid the foundations of theghe (Job 38:2—7)

God's response to Job’s questioning of his wisdemo ipoint out how small Job is in relation to
the enormous reality he confronts. Hazlitt's substn ofdarkens knowledg®er darkens
counselretains this implication, but also underscoresmigssage of the last two lines: the
mistaken arrogation of authority by people who pms to make grand and experientially
unfounded pronouncements. As a result, they deprnealedge of the light of truth and empty
words of meaning by subordinating both to the pitiiuself-aggrandizement or political gain.
This is Hazlitt’s point in “On People of Sense’ns® of humanity’s most retrograde fallacies
and errors, from the Divine Right of Kings to thegdhatic quarrels of religious sects, have
sprung from the self-regarding instincts of the pdwl and the theorizing brains of the learned.

The third dimension of Hazlitt’s skepticism aboniiellectual systems helps explain his
sense of the “burden” of knowledge. The long acdatian of knowledge from the past to the
present, in Hazlitt's view, can overwhelm perspecaind sap the vigor of the intellectual
faculties. This is, for him, an inescapable pant©burden. Our knowledge of the past involves a
balance of rewards and penalties:

History, as well as religion, has contributed ttaege the bounds of imagination: and
both together, by showing past and future objetcéanterminable distance, have
accustomed the mind to contemplate and take aresita the obscure and shadowy.
The ancients were more circumscribed within ‘theoigint present time’—spoke only
their own language—were conversant only with tbein customs,—were acquainted
only with the events of their own history. The mkxgse of time, then, aided by the art of
printing, has served to accumulate for us an esdtesss of mixed and contradictory
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materials; and, by extending our knowledge to atgrenumber of things, has made our
particular ideas less perfect and distinct.

The paradox is that our historically expanded imations, while giving the mind a greater
refinement and aptitude for generalization, alsdewmine our ability to organize knowledge
into some coherent order. This historical procesgihich the invention of printing plays a role,
has rendered “our particular ideas less perfectdsstahct.” It is not only the sheer mass of
knowledge in the aggregate that inhibits ambitidte. are less abli@tegrate it, a specifically
cognitive loss inflicted by the immense distanctveen ourselves and all past knowledge:

The constant reference to a former state of mararetditerature, is a marked feature in
modern poetry. We are always talking of the Greseids Romans-theynever said
anything of us. This circumstance has tended te gieertain abstract elevation, and
etherial refinement to the mind, without strengihgnt. We are lost in wonder at what
has been done, and dare not think of emulatiffy it.

This psychic gulf between us and knowledge enesvéiie mental faculties, and it is this
cognitive depletion that creates our hesitatiormuadaring to scale the mountain of knowledge
or compete with the giants of the past. The GreeksRomans were fortunate in knowing
nothing of us. Their smaller world was one in whiictellectual mastery was still possible,
unencumbered by “a mass of mixed and contradict@terials.” Living in the modern world
imposes mental disabilities that argue for a kesss of our limits and the vanity of building
elaborately formal yet empty intellectual strucgire

But are these structures really empty? Hazlitttggiarent on behalf of poetic induction
and against deductive theorizing is consistent wishconception of knowledge as largely tacit,
personal, and dependent on skillfully applied . It is not a particularly convincing case
against organizing knowledge or disciplines aroarset of principles, however. Poetic induction
could conceivably generate its own version of uniyideas and taxonomies of knowledge,
although this process does not seem to be eaaiigfarable to the construction of grand
intellectual visions. Poetic induction, being deghemt on individual aesthetic experience, risks
yielding a system that might not be meaningfulngane except the person who produced it.
Poetic thinking, in his account of it, substitutesabstract intellectual ordering because it cffer
a way of metabolizing knowledge within the indivadunot projecting it outward into
generalized paradigms.

In a culture divided by conflicting views on knowge, Hazlitt played the familiar role
of critic and lover of contradictions. His coar@iimagination—the tendency to express
diametrically opposing views in different essay®een in the same essay—is never so much in
evidence as when he talks about knowledge, readimjbooks. Peacock’s extraverted optimism
about intellectual progress and Shelley’s conversicknowledge into ecstasy set them apart
from Hazlitt and De Quincey alike. In one sensdeast, Peacock’s argument has prevailed.
“Pure” literature is no longer as central in oueltectual world as it was in theirs. This sense of
impending displacement is evident in some of thiéivgs discussed her®ne reaction, | have
suggested, was a constellation of fears, anxidimgses, and ambitions centered on finding a
rationale for knowledge that gave due weight &réiture’s place and contributions. By the
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1880s, the discourse about the arts and sciendesaneowed to the all too familiar clash of the
humanities versus the sciences. Matthew Arnolgharding in his 1882 Rede Lecture at
Cambridge University to Thomas Huxley’s critiguehofmanistic education, was still defending
the unique educational power of the Greek languglge.earlier Romantic discourse about the
arts and sciences was broader than its succesgucs) include the twentieth-century example
of C. P. Snow'sThe Two CulturesAnd it still holds valuable perspectives for up@sally in
considering the role of what Clark Kerr called thedern “cities of intellect,” American
research universities. This is the subject of e chapter.

! Shelley,A Defence of Poetr8—69.

2 Francis Jeffrey wrote in 1819 that “We take thestrarming signs of the times to be, that sepamaif the upper

and middle classes of the community from the lowdrich is now daily and visibly increasing. The dant of all

parties, and of every branch of society, has douteid more or less to produce this unhappy estraegebetween

the two grand divisions of which the population sigts.” Jeffrey, “State of the CountryEdinburgh Reviev@2

(1819): 294, quoted in Klanchéfhe Making of English Reading Audiencé3.

® Godwin,Enquiry concerning Political Justicd11.

* ChandlerWordsworth’s Second Natyrg3—119, 216-34. Although both Rousseau and Wandkwlaim to

champion an education premised on an appeal tormatChandler argues, Wordsworth’s definition o term is

“closer to Burke's sense of (second) nature” (®)11Le., use, custom, and habit.

® Valenzaliterature, Language, and the Rjsik6.

® Lowenthal Literature, Popular Culture, and Socie§5-56.

" De Quincey, “Letters to a Young Man whose Educatias been Neglected,” iretters to a Young Man and Other

Papers 43-44. In addition to the proliferation of foraidanguage grammar books, De Quincey attributes the

enthusiasm for foreign-language study to four otfzerses (pp. 40—46). First, vanity—“commonplacedsiirare

impressed by skill in speaking a foreign languagepnd, national fashion, as evidenced in the poiylbof

French, even though France was England’s “etemag” (he also notes that at the outset of the 4808

Peninsular War “the provinces teemed with editiohSpanish books, dictionaries, and grammars”jdtHevity—

the “liability to casual impulses” resulting fromet failure to have a sound purpose or plan of stadg fourth, the

close relationship between addiction to books atdiction to foreign languages—"Many of those wheegi

ghemselves up to the study of languages do so uhdevame disease [i.e., bibliomania] which | hdescribed.”
Ibid., 52.

° Valenzaliterature, Language, and the Rjsk89.

%pid., 11-12.

M Klancher Transfiguring the Arts and Sciencd$6, 168.

2 De Quinceyl etters to a Young Ma8-89. Coleridge definguedantryas “the use of words unsuitable to the

time, place, and company,” meaning that specialiaeguage is appropriate in some contexts butmothiers:

“The mere man of the world, who insists that nceotierms but such as occur in common conversaktionld be

employed in a scientific disquisition, and with great precision, is as trulypedantas the man of letters, who

either overrating the acquirements of his auditorsnisled by his own familiarity with technical scholastic

terms, converses at the wine-table with his mirddion his museum or laboratory . .Bibgraphia Literarig 97.

13«The real language of men’ enacts the very pred&rdsworth describes: it selects from the Endésiton but

configures these choices in such a way that theyda a new signification, apart from conversatiama

representational uses of language. Thus, what Wardls describes is not a separate language, it

specialized use of language.” Valenk#erature, Language, and the Rjskb6.

4 FergusonAn Essay on the History of Civil SocieBl—33.

15 David Hume, “Of Essay-Writing,” ifEssays Moral, Political, and Literar$34—35.

16 priestley Lectures on Historyl:3-5, 10.

"“Review of Essays on Professional Educatitay, R. L. Edgeworth, esq.,Edinburgh Review5, no. 29 (October

1809): 46.

'8 De Quinceyl etters to a Young MadO0.

19 Smith,An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the WealtNations 434.

% De Quinceyl etters to a Young Mar34.



83

2 Hans,New Trends in Education in the Eighteenth Centlig-13.

2 bid., 35. Dissenting scientists like Priestleyrevalso active in promoting adult education ingkeond half of
the eighteenth century (p. 59).

% Quoted in MokyrThe Enlightened Econom§7.

24 Complete Works of William Hazlitf:146.

% De Quinceyl etters to a Young Mart5.

% CoserMen of Ideas78.

2" pooveyGenres of the Credit Econon$93.

2 Klancher,Transfiguring the Arts and Scienc&g.

*%pid., 190.

%0 peacockThe Four Ages of Poetry.

*Hpid., 14.

32 \Walter Scott expressed a somewhat similar sentimdhris letters: “A taste for poetry . . . is aptoo much
indulged, to engender, a fastidious contempt ferdfdinary business of the world, and graduallyriéit us for the
exercise of the useful and domestic virtues.Cultivate, then, sir, your taste for poetry andlileles lettres, as an
elegant and most interesting amusement, but conitbivith studies of a more serious and studious.tastters of
Sir Walter Scottyol. 2, ed. H. J. C. Grierson (London: Constab832), 278. Quoted in Lowenthaliterature,
Popular Culture, and Societ@6.

% peacockThe Four Ages of Poetr{9—21.

34 Shelley,A Defence of Poetry,7—78. Shelley planned on a second part that woaraplement his discussion of
poetry’s elements and principles with a discussibfan application of these principles to the pressate of the
cultivation of Poetry, and a defence of the attetoptlealize the modern forms of manners and opsjiand
compel them into a subordination to the imaginatind creative faculty.” The second part was nevétem,
however.

% For some scholarly views on Shelley, see BloBhelley’s MythmakingPaul De Man, “Shelley Disfigured,” in
Harold Bloom et al.Peconstruction and CriticisirKeach,Shelley’s StyleHogle,Shelley’s Procesdaley,
“Shelley, Peacock, and the Reading of History”;IHalhe Divine and the Dispassionate Selves.”

% Shelley’s translation as quoted in IngpBHgto’s Banquet80.

3" Haley, “Shelley, Peacock, and the Reading of ijstel57.

3 Abrams,Natural Supernaturalispy271-72.

394To Joseph Cottle. 7 Mar. 1815Collected Letters4:545. Quoted in M. H. Abramslatural Supernaturalism
271.

0 Recent Shelley critics have argued for a diffeietarpretation: that thBefenceas well as some of Shelley’s
poetry) embraces a view of history that is notréeseof self-enclosed cycles but one that opermsant
unpredictable, creative futurity. Examples inclitaufman, “Legislators of the Post-Everything Worl&halip,
Anonymous Lifeand Kuiken,magined Sovereignties.

1 aski, Ecstasy 237.

*2|pid., 305.

3 Jeremy Benthan®rinciples of the Civil Codeyol. 1. Quoted in RobbinsThe Theory of Economic Polic§3.

*4 De Quinceyl etters to a Young Marb5-56.

> PooveyGenres of the Credit EcononB821.

“° De Quinceyl etters to a Young Marl5-16.

" Mathesisis a Latinized version of a somewhat vague Gregkession that implies two different meanings: (1)
learning/knowledge/science, with mathematical avers—henceniversal scienceand (2)universal
mathematical science, narrower definition that, despite the implicasaf the term “universal,” refers to the
discipline of mathematic8echtle, “How to Apply Modern Concepts,” 129-3MeTfifteenth-century philosopher
Marsilio Ficino believed “that the perfect divineder of the universe gets mirrored in the humandndue to
mind’s mathematical insights; thus mathematics gsaapable of the role of an universal key toknowledge;
hence the denomination mathesis universalis.” Qumélarciszewski, “The Principle of ComprehensidR5—
26. De Quincey appears to have aspects of bothingsaim mind in the_etters:mathematics as a key entry-point to
knowledge and the study of mathematics as a stertoluigorous analytical thought.

8 De Quinceyletters to a Young Mari8.

9 Bate, “The Literature of Power,” 139.

*%1pid., 138.



84

*1 Josephine McDonagh, “De Quincey and the SecretdfiBooks,” in Morrison and Roberts, edehomas De
Quincey: New Theoretical and Critical Directiqri25—29.
2 McDonagh writes that De Quincey’s preoccupatiothfie image of books multiplying uncontrollablygaa
early. InSuspiria de Profundi§l845) De Quincey relates a story about ordering a histbnavigation when he
was seven years old and being told by a teasingdatler that the work might run to four or five lirad volumes.
He was too young to understand the joke, which ginbon a guilt-fueled fantasy of (among other disitog
images) a huge mountain of books being depositéaim of his family’s home (McDonagh, quoted in Meon
and RobertsThomas De Quincy: New Theoretical and Critical Bifens 123—-24. De Quincey’s compulsive book-
buying was lifelong and contributed to his chroimdebtedness.
>3 De Quinceyl etters to a Young Ma@4.
> Ibid., 47.
%5 |bid., 14-15. De Quincey biographer Robert Momisaites that De Quincey “liked to portray himsa#f a
solitary” and that during his time as an Oxforddemt he tended to exaggerate the extent of hiatienl Morrison,
English Opium Eater95.
*5 ChandlerWordsworth’s Second Natur&46.
*"bid., 147.
%8 Complete Works of William Hazl|i®:70.
¥ Terada, “Living a Ruined Life.”
2(1’ SchoenfieldBritish Periodicals and Romantic Identjty19, 122-23.

Ibid., 15.
62 Complete Works of William Haz|itt6:395-96.
83 Quoted in MorrisonEnglish Opium Eater348.
6 Complete Works of William Hazlitt 7:326.
%5 Siskin, The Work of Writing31.
€ Complete Works of William Hazlitt6:58.
®7 bid., 12:246.
%% bid., 12:245.
% Tim Milnes challenges Hazlitt's criticism that Beam’s language “darkens knowledge” by arguing that
Bentham's efforts to create a “new ‘phraseology’-sdzhon the sound ontology of a hedonic registentbald
translate abstract statements into the lexiconezqure and pain” signaled “a critical shift in \Wéza thought
towards prioritizing the ‘conceptual’ over the ‘donal’ in philosophy and recasting the ‘problenfitouth as a sub-
category of the question of meaning” [in contrasitfzlitt’s realist position that truth requires@respondence
between what exists in the mind and in the woilith Milnes, “Darkening Knowledge: Hazlitt and Beath on the
Limits of Empiricism” inMetaphysical Hazlitt: Bicentenary Essagsl. Natarajan, Paulin, and Wu, 131-32.
0 Complete Works of William Hazlitt2:246.
" Philip Connell cites several connections betwekellS8y and Bentham as political reformers, pointig
Shelley’s praise of Bentham’s philosophyArPhilosophical View of Reforfor offering “an important corrective
to economic inequality and the spirit of commerdedmanticism, Economics, and the Question of ‘Celt@19.
More generally, Connell argues that in terms offibktical context of early nineteenth-century Biit, both the
philosophical chasm between Bentham and the Huelecind the opposition between poetry and scientiee
period have been overstated. He sees ShelleydJtilitarian stance in th®efenceas a shift away from an earlier,
more sympathetic view of Bentham, and notes (pf—33) that Hunt “responded coolly to Hazlitt's aktan the
‘eminent and venerable’ Bentham, and perseverdisibelief that the apparent estrangement of ditee’ and
‘science’ was a temporary by-product of the ongagfgrm crisis.”
2 0One of those contexts is the status of knowledigel@arning in institutions, which will be discudse the next
chapter.
3 Complete Works of William Hazlitt2:414.
" Ibid., 16:66.



85

Chapter Five: Autonomous Knowledge

Let us make the most of the spirit of our timesnvag direct, but we cannot arrest the progress
of knowledge.

William Hazlitt, 1828

The interplay of mind and books discussed in teedhapter reflected the struggles of
individuals to come to terms with the cumulativeigi® of reading and writing in mental life.
The theories, models, and paradigms of knowledgeBbntham and others created (and a
critical Hazlitt opposed) were directed to a diffier end, an abstract and collective
reorganization of knowledge to align it with theipd’s intellectual advances and the goals of
reform—political, social, and educational.

These struggles and speculations took place outsegdeonfines of Oxford and
Cambridge universities. London was the heart ofliEhgntellectual activity. In any case,
academic quality and enrollment had been in dediribe two universities since the early
eighteenth century; neither encouraged faculty gegeent with new scholarly discoveries or
with science: Oxford and Cambridge in the late eighteenth amly @meteenth centuries were
out of date, out of touch with contemporary schHgland scientific trends, and eclipsed by the
brilliant Scottish universities to the north. Wondsth is the most famous of a cohort of unhappy
undergraduates in the Romantic era, thanks todeisumt of his Cambridge educationTihe
Prelude,but he was by no means unique. Most of the futma&htic poets and writers who
matriculated at Oxford and Cambridge were unim@edss/ the quality of the faculty and the lax
moral and academic tenor of the two universitispgeially the neglect of teaching. Coleridge
lamented that “The Education, which Dissentersivecamong Dissenters, generates
Conscientiousness & a scrupulous Turn/will thigyamed at the Wine Parties in Cambridde?”
Southey was informed by his Oxford tutor that “fagl fittle or nothing to teach him,” and later
wrote that “all he learned at Oxford was how to rwd swim.® Shelley’s fellow-student and
future biographer, Thomas Jefferson Hogg, acknogdddis disappointment but tactfully
limited himself to observing that Oxford gave stude‘the same opportunity gblitary study as
in other places* Although Wordsworth shouldered some of the resibdlitg for his
unsatisfactory undergraduate education (“I wasforothat hour/Nor for that placa)’his
experience of teachers who did not teach and &alum mired in the past was typicaln 1808
and 1809 th&dinburgh Reviewlevoted several articles to blaming the two unitiessfor a
variety of national woes, among them the supeyiaitContinental to English mathematicians,
even though mathematics had been taught at Canebsidge Newton’s timé.

The university as an idea

Oxford and Cambridge were part of a discourse attmutailure of English institutions
that, as Mark L. Barr writes, dates to the 179a$igmsedition and treason trials in the aftermath
of the French Revolution. Coleridge’s last proseky®n the Constitution of Church and State
(1829),was devoted to the proposition that Britain cowddéscued from the turbulence of
politics by reimagining the relationship among tiaion’s major institutions—the state, the
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church, and the classes of British society. Baralysis concentrates @hurch and State’
contribution to the debate over “the capacity arehpacity of legal institutions to produce
justice.”® But Coleridge also introduced a concept that taasan enduring influence on thinking
about higher education: the notion that institisishould embody an idea. This assertion was
implicit in Edmund Burke’s political writings, exgssed most famously in Heflections on the
Revolution in Franc€1790); Coleridge’s articulation gave it curreneyanspired Cardinal
Newman’sldea of a Universitandmany other writings about higher education as v@iurch
and States thus a useful starting point for consideringvensities as an idea, as corporate
bodies, and as a ground for theorizing about unstits and knowledge in today’s global
economy.

Coleridge’s discussion of institutions turns oreatcal distinction, the difference
between a conception and an idea. He illustratdstive example of Rousseau’s social contract
theory as the foundation of government legitim&gnsidered as a conception—a historical fact
or a generalization derived from agreements betwsiwiduals and treaties between nation-
states—the notion of a social contract enteredahpme specific time in history strains
credulity. But to consider the social contract asd®a—a mental construct consisting of “the
knowledge ofts ultimate aim™is to attain an entirely different level of instigbne created not
by the understanding but by the higher facultysafson. In this Coleridgean sense, the dubiously
empirical conception of a social contract beconaséver-originating social contract . . ., so
certain and so indispensable, that it constitutesathole ground of the difference between
subject and serf, between a commonwealth and e-glawtation.? In a footnote he underscores
its potency: “[T]he constitution itself is an IDEAje says, not to be confused with a mere
“fancy,” but “the most real of all realities, antlail operative powers the mosttual [emphasis
in original].”*° The thread of Coleridge’s reasoning can sometapesar tangled, but Sheldon
Rothblatt provides the following summary guide:

We gather the purpose of an institution from iteeaedent idea, we know its antecedent
idea from its ultimate aim, we deduce its ultimaita from a great many pieces of
historical information, but the method requiresasnaintain at all times a careful
distinction between an idea, sometimes calledrciple, and a conception. Ideas may be
embedded in certain institutions—liberty in theiabcontract—but the latter is false,
only the former is true.

Foreign as this logic may appear to us today, lus,atiresembles in spirit such modern
disciplinary practices as looking for patterns on@ples beneath recurring phenomena in the
social sciences; creating artificial laboratory iemwments to study the natural world in physics;
or—most interesting in light of the Kantian and ldkgn foundation of Coleridge’s thinking—
“economic forecasting that also incorporates aotelgical aspect and invariably evaluates the
present according to an ultimate airt.”

John Stuart Mill rea€hurch and Statérom the perspective of Coleridge’s German-
influenced philosophical stance, a rebellion agdieske and various eighteenth-century
Continental philosophers whose extreme influenckduatributed to the sweeping destruction
of long-established institutions. The Germano-Gdtgran school, he says, was the first to
identify, and to clothe in a philosophy of histotlye three characteristics of successful nations: a
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system of lifelong education that, “whatever etsmight include, one main and incessant
ingredient wasestraining disciplingdemphasis in original); a feeling of loyalty to thiate,

which requires Somethingvhich is settled, something permanent, not todbked in question,”
whether this sense of permanence is entwined arawychbolic person or enshrined in political
principles such as liberty and equality; and a bohcommunity and common interest among
those who share the nation with each other. GratiB possesses these characteristics, Mill
holds, but with changing circumstances, the passagme, and the growth of knowledge come
the need for institutional reform. The politicaldaimtellectual tumult of the eighteenth century
yielded only two alternatives—either the destruttod ancient institutions and creeds, or the
reassertion of those aspects of old institutioas tétain their living essence: Bentham or
Coleridge™® Mill consideredChurch and Stata primer on how to revitalize existing institutions
so they could mediate change.

Particularly noteworthy was its insight into thepiantance of national education to any
society, a source of both its permanence (to thenéxhat “education operated as a system of
restraining discipline”) and its openness to chafigg the degree to which it called forth and
invigorated the active faculties*j.Coleridge’s reasons for an education designecharrthe
idea of restraint needed no elaboration. Polistalbility and social harmony required that
hierarchies of rank and privilege be maintainedreggdhe upward ambitions and revolutionary
ideas that unrestrained education would kindldéearts andhinds of the poor. Mill singled
out for special praise Coleridge’s idea of a natlanurch whose mission is to advance
knowledge, and of the clerisy, whose mission iadibas a far-flung community of the learned,
drawn from throughout the arts and sciences, fasbfthroughout every parish in England the
kind and quantity of knowledge necessary for theestmn of society.

Barr sees a close resemblance between Coleridigeisys the legal notion of trusteeship,
and the historical role of British judges, whichsata draw on precedent and tradition “as a
member of an institutionalized community that donesinnovate so much as gradually perfect
the expression of a supposedly complete and sgabiend of justice* Without attempting to
convey the detail and subtlety of Jon Klancheralgsis of the clerisy, | want to note that he
connects it first to Coleridge’s thinking about pgeas a text that is “organized from within™
and then to his interest in organization as a $sifieeoncept in the vitalist/materialist debates
over living organisms that took place around 1&8dh led him to consider social organization
in the same inner-directed w&/The clerisy would be central to this inner orgamizprocess in
at least two respects. First, by serving in locahmunities as authoritative guides to a mode of
interpretive reading that, while open to criticiftam within, reflects common values important
to the orderly functioning of society. Second, lnybedying in themselves a deep and collective
sense of the Idea of the British constitution, a®t conception of the understanding but as a
creation of the higher faculty of reastiThe Idea cannot be conveyed in words and is fecef
ineffable.

There are ways in which the clerisy seems to rekembistributed network, like a
human brain, with active and presumably intercomicating faculties unified by the organizing
power of what Hazlitt (but not Coleridge) would leasalled the understanding. But as
individuals who protect and cultivate the arts angnces, guarding their integrity and
encouraging them to grow, the clerisy can alsode®m &is a living paradigm of the unity of the
knowledge itself, which Coleridge had described816 as having “the manifest tendencies . . .
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at present, from the most purely intellectual eteethe labours of the common mechanic, to lose
their formerly insulated character, and organizsntbelves into one harmonious body of
knowledge.’ It is a short step from here to theorizing uniitées as institutions that evolve
organically around the arts and sciences, congzttatfree intellectual exchange and academic
freedom, overseen by a dedicated, clerisy-likedguil

The university as corporate body

The university that Wordsworth and Coleridge kneaswseen as a corporate body,
defined in the 1785 editioof Samuel Johnson’s dictionary as “A body politeakhorized by the
king’s charter to have a common seal, one headesftir more, and members, able, by their
common consent, to grant or receive, in law, amgtivithin the compass of their charter: even
as one man may do by law all things, that by lavusheot forbidden, and bindeth the successors,
as a single man binds his executor or heir.” Adanitisdescribes universities as “corporate
bodies” in a section oFhe Wealth of Nationdgevoted to higher education. One of the few Scots
to attend Oxford in the 1740s, Smith thought trerdil education the university offered its
undergraduates was the reason many English paneteid to send their sons on the grand tour
instead. “In the university of Oxford, the greattpa the public professors have, for these many
years, given up altogether even the pretence ohteg,” he wrote'® How could such a
dereliction of duty go unpunished, even unremarkédWed from the perspective of the free
market, English universities were academic monegolbrganized to serve the needs of faculty
rather than those of students. That students fidificult to obtain an education in the sciences
is scandalous, he says, because “it is the busaieksse incorporated bodies to teath.”

Teaching at Oxford, he was convinced, had beereduoy endowments, which made
professors far too comfortable and insulated. Endents freed the faculty from competitive
pressures, ensured their control of the work emwirent, and left any standards of teaching
unenforced® Smith’s proposal was to shift faculty support Eygto student fees, a step that
would align the faculty with market forces and gililem a much more powerful incentive to
attend to their pedagogical duties. “In every pssien . . . where competition is free, the
rivalship of competitors, who are all endeavoutiogustle one another out of employment,
obliges every man to endeavor to execute his wattk avcertain degree of exactness.” This did
not happen in the corporate environment in whiclfio@kand Cambridge dons operated. If one
person refused to take teaching seriously, he nligltensured. But if everyone agreed “to be all
very indulgent to one another, and every man teeonthat his neighbor may neglect his duty,
provided he himself is allowed to neglect his owthgre is no penalty. Thus Smith contributed
one of the first economic models of university nggraent and shed light on a certain dynamic
in the behavior of corporate bodies.

Whether by accident or design, Hazlitt employeddsdwme dynamic almost fifty years
later in an essay written for the 1825 Paris editbTable-Talk.The occasion of “On Corporate
Bodies” was George Canning’s famous speech of Ma8&®. The Peterloo massacre had
occurred in August 1819; Canning had been reeldot@arliament in November 1819, after a
campaign that leaned heavily on the need for &d@en on public assemblies. He devoted his
remarks in March of 1820 to praising Parliamentgam in outlawing large public
demonstrations which, he says, had raised thergpefdiawless mobs roaming the streets and
destroying property (“Do | exaggerate when | shgt there was not a man [in November 1819]
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who did not tremble for his possessions? That thea®not a man of retired and peaceable
habits, who did not tremble for the tranquility aseturity of his home?”). Canning argues that
mass demonstrations are, by their very nature,eatho the peace and order of the local
community. Organized by strangers and operatingideithe formal hierarchy of local authority,
they have neither standing nor interest in the canities they incite to riotous behavior.

In contrast, the “spirit of the law,” he says, &finently a spirit of corporation,” by
which he means that public meetings should be agdrand run only by local residents and
overseen by local officials. Those who know eadtepshare “that mutual respect which makes
the eye of a neighbor a security for each man’sigmmduct.” The leaders of mass meetings—in
the context of Canning’s speech, the equivalemutdide agitators—are motivated by the same
goals that led to the calamity of the French Revmfu “the first work of the Reformers was to
loosen every established political relation, edegal holding of man to man, to destroy every
corporation, to dissolve every subsisting classaziety, and to reduce the nation into
individuals, in order, afterwards, to congregagnthinto mobs !

Canning’s speech, reprinted as a pamphlet and ywdall, was perfectly calculated to
elicit a counter-blast from Hazlitt. “On Corpord&edies” is a virtuoso performance in using
Canning’s logic to dismantle his argument. Sailowgr Canning’s opposition of conservative
versus reform values, the right to protection afparty versus and the right to free public
speech, Hazlitt uses the legal concept of corpdraties to make a scathing critique of three
civic and cultural institutions: municipal governmgeuniversities, and fine-arts societies.

The concentrated fury of “On Corporate Bodies”irected to the corruption of the
individual by what Hazlitt calls thesprit de corpsreated by corporate membership. Smith’s
use of the terncorporate bodyhad been simply descriptive. Hazlitt uses it toy# the idea of
bodies, corporeal and incorporeal, to demonstrata Wwappens to the moral sense when
individuals come together as a group. With only ereeption, the answer is: it disappears.

The epigraph at the head of the essay, “Corpommtiave no soul,” refers to a
seventeenth-century legal opinion that corporat@msgd not be subpoenaed because “they were
invisible, immortall, and that they had no souleg dherefore no Subpoena lieth against them,
because they have no Conscience nor sGal&ésnsequently they could not be held
accountable—called to testify “sub poena,” or urttieeat of pain by legal authority—for their
actions. So corporations—Iike miniature versionslobbes’s Leviathan—are composed of
other, smaller bodies that, through the processdafction into the corporate body, are hidden
from view as well. The key word about corporatiansl their members iavisible.Corporations
cannot be seen, not just in a legal sense buirateoms of their moral influence and
responsibility for their actions. Their exemptioorh legal and regulatory constraints gives them
significant power over their individual members,onh turn are protected from ending up “sub
poena”’ because as parts of the corporate body atteepvisible too.

Corporate bodies, Hazlitt says, exploit the diffex@ between individual and group
behavior. Once a member of the corporate bodyintfieidual becomes “a cypher . . . a mere
numerical unit” that must subject itself to theailidine of the whole. This is why corporate
bodies are more prone to wrongdoing than are iddals:” they have more power to do
mischief, and are less amenable to disgrace osparént,” he writes. “The principle of private
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or natural conscience is extinguished in each iddad . . . and nothing is considered but how
the united efforts of the whole (released from glteuples) may be best directed to the obtaining
of political advantages and privileges to be shasdommon spoil. Each member reaps the
benefits, and lays the blame, if there is any, uperrest.*

Corporate discipline is enforced by ostracizingarg/who deviates from the
fundamental code of corporate life—that any acétalky the body, or on its behalf, must serve
its collective self-interest. In a process simitathe faculty behavior described by Smith,
individual resistance melts under peer pressuresaad reluctant individuals ultimately join in
corrupting everyone else. Municipal government, ide, and the Royal Academy radiate
outwards in concentric circles of self-dealing amalfeasance. All corporate bodies do: “Circle
within circle is formed, amimperium in imperioand the business is to exclude from the first
circle all the notions, opinions, ideas, intereats] pretensions, of the second. . . . it becomes a
habit . . . in those who are ‘dressed in a littiefoauthority,” to thwart, annoy, insult, and hssa
others on all occasions where the least opportumifyretext for it occurs. . . .tle#ficial takes
the place of thenoral sense.”

His case against Oxford and Cambridge is that tiaey failed to adapt to change and to
rival providers of knowledge that have emergedmgrevious two centuries, whom they cannot
acknowledge without losing their own sense of atithand control:

All that has been invented or thought in the la&t hundred years they take no
cognizance of . . .. Yet in that period how muels been done in literature, arts, and
science, of which (with the exception of mathenatimowledge, the hardest to gainsay
or subject to the trammels of prejudice and bansipse dixits)scarce any trace is to be
found in the authentic modes of study, and legitemaquiry, which prevail at either of
our universities! The unavoidable aim of all cogterbodies of learning is not to grow
wise, or teach others wisdom, but to prevent areyedse from being or seeming wiser
than themselves; in other words, their infallidadency is in the end to suppress inquiry
and darken knowledge, by setting limits to the nohdhan, and saying to his proud
spirit, Hitherto shalt thou come, and no farthér!

Therestraining disciplinghat Mill had identified as essential@hurch and State
educational program is imposed here to stifle talward off change, and pervert learning.
Canning claimed that the “spirit of corporation” le@dded in English law protects the public
from the menace of mob rule. Hazlitt reverses libggc when he declares that mobs, which
operate outside corporate discipline, are more $tahan corporate bodies. Passers-by on a
street who witness another citizen being robbedexample, may spontaneously join in
pursuing the thief, perhaps inflicting some pairewlhey catch him. This re-formation turns the
corporate dynamic upside down because (1) the mmsnolhéhe mob do not know each other;
and (2) this fact guarantees that they are dragether not by self-interest or self-dealing but by
a spontaneous goal of stopping a crime. If thegesif the mob is rough and rendered outside
the institutional structures of the law, it alsesisgs from the kind of sincere and spontaneous
cooperation that marks Godwinian anarchism.

Mobs, unlike corporations, are actually motivatgdadiving sense of the public good:
“They have no other clew to guide them to theiregbjput either the dictates of the heart, or the
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universally understood sentiments of society, meitf which are likely to be in the wrong. The
flame, which bursts out and blazes from popularatmy . . . is not kindled by sparks of wit or
sophistry, nor damped by the cold calculationsetftisiterest.”> Using a logic that is, he says,
as loose as Canning’s, he makes the case that mbls carry ominous connotations and
corporations do not, the negative charge shoufddanbe reversed. It is municipal officials,
university faculty, and cultural leaders who areein by “the cold calculations of self-interest.”
The only class of people that cannot be chargeld suich motives is “that body of individuals
which usually goes by the name of theople! The two bodies—the Corporation and the
People—are in a state of perpetual enmity.

Hagzlitt unwinds the bonds of the corporate bodg mfooser and more natural form of
organization. Once liberated from the crushingigisee of self-interest, individuals are free to
rediscover their own innate sympathy with otheitseifl collective action is therefore entirely
different from the lockstep of corporate behavieet the mob also represents a contained
explosion of revolutionary anger, symbolized by $heft justice it deals out to those who violate
human norms of ethical behavior. In celebratingrttod’s instinctive morality, Hazlitt is
dismissing any idea that the institutions of hisetican be reformed. All are monopolies, whether
of wealth, authority, knowledge, or power. Instéadurns to “the People” as the engine of
progress, although he does not assume they wihgithing about institutiorS. The People and
their institutions are on separate tracks that newaet. There is no sense in this essay of a future
that could be better, only an urgent sense thmugtbe better.

Hazlitt returns to Canning’s Liverpool speech intrerTable-Talkessay titled “On
Paradox and Common-Plac®.Here he takes it on in the context of the thedyistory that
underlies his refusal to propose a future shape@foymed institutions. Canning had
condemned reform because, he claimed, he wouldrmd#nger the British state by sacrificing
“the fruit of centuries of experience . . . forigisary schemes of ideal perfectibility, for doulbtfu
experiments even of possible improvement.” Hadkties that calls for reform are driven by
any prospect of future good or Godwinian visionsey draw their impetus from the visceral
knowledge of past oppression: “It is the knowled§the past, the actual infliction of the
present, that has produced all changes, all infmatand all improvements—not (as is
pretended) the chimerical anticipation of possdnlgantages, but the intolerable pressure of
long-established, notorious, aggravated, and gmwabuses.” Political action, therefore, is
always a reaction.

This hydraulic conception of the history of sograprovement imagines that the pent-up
pressures of the past leave no room for visiorie@future. Institutions are the embodiment of
these malign pressures and become their flashpbian revolutionary rage is strong enough to
counteract the obstructive phalanx that is the @@fe body. “I do not see how institutions can
for ever exist at war with opinions; and no ond,wishould think, maintain that existing
institutions are the growth of existing opinionsur@resent opinions and the prevailing tone of
society are the result of light and convictionthod free communication of mind with mind; our
institutions (as bottomed on the old, ‘time-hallafeundations’) are the result of darkness and
force, of systematic wrong and individual aggrardient.?® The difference between Hazlitt
and Coleridge is that Hazlitt sees no redemptivasitdity in English institutions. The only
socially creative act possible for him is to degtittem in a defiant rupturing of bonds, a release
of tension rather than an imposition of discipliis strategy unleashes the desire to seek the
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good and make the experience of others our ows alfogic straight out ohn Essay on the
Principles of Human Actioand its faith in the natural disinterestednes$iefrtuman mind

Divergent as they are, bo@hurch and Statand “On Corporate Bodies” address the
guestion of the disordered relationship betweetidBrinstitutions and the British people. Where
Coleridge wants to bind the nation together throaglystem of clerical teachers who model the
skill of enlightened reading for civic and religolife, Hazlitt wants to liberate individuals from
all institutional control. Against Oxbridge’s comate grip on knowledge, Hazlitt opposes the
concept of a public and collective intelligencetthdvances human progress in the face of
“Legitimacy,” his term for the socially, political] and culturally dominant. As Jon Klancher
points out, Hazlitt celebrates the sweeping vie®of the “popular intellect,” however
obstructed by the power of Legitimacy:

All discoveries and all improvements in arts, iresce, in legislation, in civilization, in
every thing dear and valuable to the heart of rhaie been made by this intellect—all
the triumphs of human genius over the rudest bemathe darkest ignorance, the
grossest and most inhuman superstition, the mastitigated and remorseless tyranny,
have been gained for themselves by the pedple.

Klancher sees this 1819 essay—"“What Is the Peopta®™an intense, indeed a well-
nigh sublime moment adducatedadical rhetoric in these heated years of polititzdate.” But
he also calls attention to what Hazlitt's rhetanias directed against, “the increasingly straitened
collective intellect taking shape in the 1820s.isTémerging public consensus was defined, in
its thinking about progress, by the growing domg®af Benthamite efficiency and
pragmatisni’ If a strategy could have been devised to counténé&tiominance, Hazlitt never
believed it would come from institutions.

Theorizing the university

By the time Hazlitt was denouncing Oxford and Caudue in the 1820s, they had
already embarked on reform. The academic experieheedergraduates, unremarked and
essentially invisible in the eighteenth centurygdreto change when the shock of the French
Revolution settled in and demonstrated the fordeeds in shaping the yourbln an ironic
reversal, Dissenting academies, once describedibgtlRy as fivers. . . [which] fertilize a
whole country,” were beginning a decline of theimo*

Those excluded from Oxford and Cambridge foundltmraative in the University of
London, established by Dissenters and charteré836 for “the promotion of useful
knowledge, to . . . all classes and denominatidhAlthough Bentham himself played no part in
its sponsorship or creation, he was one of itsitagpns, and his mummified body found its
final resting place there (his head now rests énuthiversity’s safeJ? Two of its early advocates
were the poet Thomas Campbell, who had been imgutdssthe success of the metropolitan
Bonn University in Germany, and the reformer HeArgugham (Hazlitt wrote portraits of both
in The Spirit of the Agelt was deliberately intended as a universitytfa sons of the rapidly
expanding middle class, and was an alternativeamoimpetitor, to Oxford and Cambridge.
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The University of London was new to English highducation because it was built on
the Scottish model. Scottish universities, leadetsgher education since the mid-eighteenth
century, were forward-looking, committed to teachand teaching reform, and utilitarian in
spirit. They welcomed new scientific and philosagathiknowledge and recognized its
implications for teaching; the demonstration leetwas introduced by Scottish medical school
faculty and a broad range of scientific subjectsenetegrated into the curriculum. Scottish
university faculty were active in applied sciemtifvork aimed at furthering the nation’s industry
and economic competitiveneSs.

In England, such a model was bound to be contr@atetswas nonsectarian, urban,
decentralized, oriented to professional educatod,intended for middle-class students,
primarily from Dissenting backgrounds—all thingskidixige was not. The most shocking
aspects of the new university were that it had axtigular religious affiliation and required no
religious observance, it offered the possibilitydefyrees on the basis of examination, and it was
located in a city. (Hazlitt had satirized the p@sutlea that physical locations evoked a stream of
associations to past traditions and personagesiaaée certain spots specially fitted to the
education of the yount§.An 1823 essay about a visit to Oxford begins egp&urous tribute to
the beauty of the university. It concludes witha@mng that Oxford’s associative magic lasts
only as long as the visitor avoids actually talkinghe inhabitants, “for if he does, the palace of
enchantment will melt from his embrace into thin"af)

An 1826Edinburgh Revievauthor defended the new institution’s forerunnerividrsity
College London, from charges of irreligion and dssed the idea that London offered
temptations that young male students would be en@blesist-or that a city environment was
inherently unconducive to study. He praised itsagrgion of access to education as affording
social and political protection. “If ever the di§ion of knowledge can be attended with the
danger of which we hear so much, it is in Englantth@ present moment,” he wrote. “And this
danger can be obviated in two ways only. Unteaelptior,—or teach those who may, by
comparison, be called the rich. The former it il impossible to do: And therefore, if those
whom we are addressing be consistent, they wilttekemselves to do the latter; and, by
increasing the knowledge, increase also the pofven extensive and important clasé And
like Adam Smith, the anonymous writer believestthe established universities would be
improved in curricular offerings and performanceabghallenge to their monopoly position:
“Like manufacturers who enjoy a monopoly, they watlsuch an advantage, that they can
venture to work ill.”

Newman, whose Oxford education had taught him teeviberal, not instrumental,
knowledge found the educational ethos of the University ohtlon so repellent that he was
moved to protest:

[1]f I had to choose between a so-called Universitych dispensed with residence and
tutorial superintendence, and gave its degreesytgparson who passed an examination
in a wide range of subjects, and a University whiad no professors or examinations at
all, but merely brought a number of young men togefor three or four years . . . if |
must determine which of the two courses was theeraoccessful in training, moulding,
enlarging the mind . . ., | have no hesitatiogiiing the preference to that University
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which did nothing, over that which exacted of itsmbers an acquaintance with every
science under the sdh.

Thus, as Rothblatt notes, it was the Universitiaidon—the first such institution to be
born in the nineteenth century—that set Newmarherpath to writing his defense of traditional
English educatiorThe Idea of a Universif}f

The University of London is rarely mentioned in fhedigree of the American research
university, which is usually described as a hylefidEnglish undergraduate education and
German graduate-level research. But the Scottistetan which it was built has been a
significant strand in American higher educatioreritered first of all through the influence of
Scottish Enlightenment figures who came to themel®in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries and served as college faculty and pressitfeln a larger sense, the Scottish university
tradition, much more hospitable than the Englismstrumental knowledge and public service,
played a role in establishing universities as pagmnd participants in society’s problems and
prospects. When the Morrill Land-Grant College #ets signed by President Lincoln in 1862, it
entered history as the quintessential “idea” ofAhgerican public research university. The
ineffable Germano-Coleridgean Idea did not take nothe pragmatic American context,
although it persisted as a reminder that instihgishould be more than mere organizational
frameworks. What did flourish was a university comted to the liberal arts and sciences and to
forms of knowledge that served societal ends. & amidea that owed a great deal to Scottish
conceptions of education.

Still, the research university remains an “undemtiized institution” in the words of
Simon Marginson. It has found few convincingly lagerspectives that attempt to see it whole.
We would have to go back fifty years, to the woflJaiversity of California president Clark
Kerr, for a fully realized view of the researchwanisity. His 1963 Godkin Lectures, published as
The Uses of the Universityptroduced the concept of the multiversity as gq@esentative
institution of postwar American higher educatiorrkhelpfully, and with characteristic
conciseness, explains the multiversity by contngsiti with the visions of two major theorists
who preceded him, Cardinal Newman and Abraham [Elexn

The “Idea of a University” was a village with itsigsts. The “ldea of a Modern
University” was a town—a one-industry town—with iitéellectual oligarchy. “The Idea

of a Multiversity” is a city of infinite variety. @ne get lost in the city; some rise to the
top within it; most fashion their lives in one ¢ many subcultures. There is less sense
of community than in the village but also less seoisconfinement. There is less sense of
purpose than within the town but there are moreswayexcel. . . . As against the village
and the town, the “city” is more like the totaldy civilization as it has evolved and more
an integral part of it; and movement to and from $hirrounding society has been greatly
accelerated?

The premise of the lectures was that American lighacation was in the midst of a
great expansion (with what came to be called tHeyH@oomer generation) and a great
transformation. This transformation was causedey‘knowledge industry,” which was
beginning to influence government, business, ayditd, and would produce, for the first time,
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“a truly American university” that would serve asnadel for the world. “What the railroads did
for the second half of the last century and themuabile for the first half of this century may be
done for the second half of this century by thevdedge industry: that is, to serve as the focal
point for national growth. And the university istae center of the knowledge proce$s.”

Kerr had Harvard in mind when developing his concéphe multiversity, and later
wrote he was misunderstood by those who thoughtdgereferring to multicampus systeffis.
Yet the term he uses to describe modern researcharaities—"cities of intellect’—suggests
scale, extension, and ambition: something likeols institution, the University of California,
the nation’s first university to be organized gsualic multicampus system with multiple
campuses and thousands of faculty and studentsi@grthe student protestors of the 1960s
understood the multiversity that way, as a larggiarpersonal institution. After all, in the
Godkin Lectures, delivered the year before the Bmsech Movement, Kerr had described it as
a lonely experience for many students, a place evtigre walking wounded are many.”

In later years, Kerr was puzzled by the way hioaot of the multiversity was read—as
a celebration of its triumphs, when in fact whairftended was a sober assessment of its
disturbing proclivities as well as its strengthsit B his aim was to detach and observe, his style
said otherwise. His criticism is consistently mixeith sympathy and often slides into
admiration. In the opening paragraph of the fiestlire, for example, he writes that the
multiversity, unlike earlier institutions of leang, is a “great transformation [that] is regretted
by some, accepted by many, gloried in, as yeteby'f> The “as yet” implied that greater
familiarity might bring approval, and Kerr’s langgethroughouthe Uses of the University
animated by the excitement of revealing a remagkablv institution in the world:

“The ldea of a Multiversity” has no bard to sing firaises; no prophet to proclaim its
vision; no guardian to protect its sanctity. It litascritics, its detractors, its transgressors.
It also has its barkers selling its wares to albowthll listen—and many do. But it also has
its reality rooted in the logic of history. It is @amperative rather than a reasoned choice
among elegant alternativés.

Kerr wondered what gave this historical imperattganternal coherence. It did not
resemble an organism because parts of it coulditéedaor eliminated with little discernible
effect Although he described the multiversity as “a whedeies of communities and activities
held together by a common name, a common goveboagd, and related purposes,” his
ultimate conclusion was that it has no central ided no single organizing principle except
knowledge:

What is the justification of the modern Americanltiversity? History is one answer.
Consistency with the surrounding society is anotBeyond that, it has few peers in the
preservation and dissemination and examinatiorteshal truth; no living peers in the
search for new knowledge; and no peers in all hisaimong institutions of higher
learning in serving so many of the segments ofduasacing civilization. Inconsistent
internally as an institution, it is consistentlyguctive. Torn by change, it has the
stability of freedom. Though it has not a singlaldo call its own, its members pay their
devotions to truth’
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In his last lecture, Kerr turned to the challengethe future. The cities of intellect, he
said, can be imagined not just as universitiesabuhe collective intellectual wealth of society,
and even as “the force of intellect as the cetrale of a society—its soul. . . .” It is a soul
possessed by the constant need to add to knowl€ldge organized intellect is a great machine
that has gained extraordinary momentum since tleelargot it going 2500 years ago. It turns
out its countless new pieces of knowledge but litile thought for their consequences.” Its
gigantic productivity “cannot be stopped. The resahnnot be foreseen. It remains to ad&pt.”

Where Coleridge’s idea of the university looks imavto its ultimate aims, the Idea he
claims is both actual and powerful, Kerr’s looks¢veard to the demands the university must
fulfill. Coleridge’s Idea was never realized, buisi doubtful he would consider that a telling
objection to its truth or its value; Kerr is stifdad for the lucid accuracy with which he describes
a new kind of institution. Both are theories of timeversity, both recognize its social context,
but the obvious difference is that Kerr’s theorystmeet a different standard—does it describe
a university as it actually functions today? Nekeltss—and although Kerr does not mention
Coleridge but his disciple, Cardinal Newmamhe Uses of the Universiity its various editions
is, in spirit, a Romantic document in several respe-irst of all (like Newman’s famous work)
it owes its organizing framework—the universityamsidea—to a distant echo Ghurch and
State Kerr's concerns about knowledge’s growing significa and unintended consequences
repeat, in a contemporary context, the motivatingase behind Coleridge’s work: the need to
channel expanding knowledge in a way that protiesnterests of society. It is hard to tell
whether enthusiasm or resignation predominatessibrief allusion to knowledge that cannot be
stopped and the human imperative to adapt.

Over time, as new editions ®he Uses of the Universiiyere published, Kerr added
scrupulously honest postscripts on how well histh®f the multiversity had fared in light of
events. His reservations about the future of thescof intellect grew. In the 1963 lectures, the
multiversity’s negative aspects were describedelgrgs potential threats or challenges, virtually
all coming from the changing external environménit,in 2001 he characterizes them as
“pathologies” reflecting the modern university’ sitierent diseases’—its reliance on federal
contracts and grants, for example, despite thélirance on the research agenda; the imbalance
between the sciences on the one hand and the hiigsaamd social sciences on the other,
between the “rich’ and the ‘not so rich’ particiga” in the academic enterprise; the declining
attention to undergraduates and increasing attetdioesearch and service; the migration of
faculty loyalty from the university as an institutito academic disciplines and outside activities
of various kinds.

Ultimately, he saw the research university was beag more and more a captive of the
politics of scarcity. The multiversity was sustair®y a social contract between the state and
higher education in which the university servediblig good by cultivating the talents of the
state’s citizens. Thus, it was assumed that the steould bear about a third of the costs of
educating students, public universities a thirdl parents and families the remaining third. Over
the past three or four decades, however, educhésrnncreasingly come to be perceived as a
private rather than a public good. As many schadatggher education have noted, the social
contract has become a thing of the past; contempeoiety regards education as essentially a
private good (as record levels of student debifygst
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Kerr summed up the consequences for higher edudayicuggesting that university
presidents can be divided into two categories—hiealge and foxes. Hedgehogs, according to
the Greek fable, know one thing well; foxes knownm#hings His point was that contemporary
presidents and chancellors must scurry, fox-likeyad the landscape finding resources to keep
the academic enterprise afloat; he and other fateupresidents like him in the 1960s, on the
other hand, had the public understanding and fiaheapport to indulge in visions of what a
university should be—and to act on those visioresr¥ public research university was open to
talent, meritocratic, perhaps even able to offedants a small-college, village-like experience
here and there in the midst of the cities of ief&ll Yet his allegory could just as easily be read
not only as a description of presidents but alsa psrtrayal of the multiversity’s changing
environment in which public resources were dwingliamd "movement to and from the
surrounding society has been greatly accelerdted.”

The multiversity was a creative adaptation to tha&racter of knowledge as Kerr saw it. It
sacrificed internal coherence to comprehensivengsty, to openness to new ideas, activities,
and possibilities. Like Hazlitt's mob, its very kaof a tight organizational credo was intended to
allow for “the free communication of mind with mikéalthough Kerr never expected this
would be accompanied by a blossoming of disintecebehavior. Writing in 1997, Sheldon
Rothblatt explains the multiversity as “the univeref the Benthamites. Its utility is established
on the basis of the calculus of pleasure, its dapax satisfy the greatest number, to provide the
greatest number of positional goods for the gréatesber of people>

Innovation

Since Kerr wrotéhe Uses of the Universitiyyo forces have combined to shape the idea
of the contemporary university: the knowledge ecoyp@and the technologically globalized
world. The concept of knowledge as a commodityldesen around since the time of Adam
Smith, Jeremy Bentham, and Thomas Love Peacocka Bwgory of what kind of commodity it
is, and how knowledge actually works in the econpimyelatively recent.

In a 1990 paper called “Endogenous Technologicalngh” economist Paul Romer asks
why productivity in the United States has grownrabe past century when traditional economic
assumptions would have predicted a decline. Hizvansn simplest terms, is the role of
knowledge in the evolution of technology:

The raw materials that we use have not changedydatresult of trial and error,
experimentation, refinement, and scientific invgstion, the instructions that we follow
for combining raw materials have become vastly nsofghisticated. One hundred years
ago, all we could do to get visual stimulation frooon oxide was to use it to make a
pigment. Now we put it on plastic tape and use inake videocassette recordings.

The constant improvement in these instructiongtdting raw materials together
constitutes technological change and “lies at #gerthof economic growth.” It occurs mostly
through the actions of people who, Romer saysresmonding to the market. Even in the case of
faculty conducting basic research at universitg) no idea of profit in mind, market
incentives play a role when private companies tea@sheir findings into marketable goods.
Thus, while economic thinkers from Adam Smith omiviaad considered knowledge
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“exogenous,” or outside the economic system’s ti@ail trinity of land, labor, and capital as
factors of production, Romer argues that it islyg@ndogenous,” or integral to it.

But knowledge is “inherently different from otheramomic goods.” Once the initial
investment of time or energy or materials has made, knowledge can be thought of as a set
of instructions that are endlessly repeatable atdubtional cost, whether in the form of a
videocassette tape, directions for assembling &, G&poem, an idea, or a mathematical
equation. All are “nonrival goods” because theindfés do not accrue to one person alone—a
single user who can exclude everybody else. Nolnowa knowledge can be shared and used
widely by many people at the same time.

Romer concludes that nations with a larger proportif human capital—people and
ideas—and thus a greater potential for produciraptedge-based improvements, will
experience greater economic growth than stateuitihose advantages. (In 1995, the
President’s Council of Economic Advisers conclutleat some fifty percent of American
economic growth since World War Il was the res@ithdvances in knowledge.) And since new
knowledge can be created indefinitely, this groistho longer hedged in by the limits of land,
labor, and capital (some economists have addedptreurship to the factors of production).

His explanation of the role of knowledge in stintilg economic growth—which
emerged from a subfield of economics known as Nesw® Theory—gave a theoretical basis
to Kerr’'s 1963 observations on the spreading imibgeof the “knowledge industry,” whose
ultimate effect was to bring the marketplace i@ tiniversity. It also reinforced Kerr’s
statement about the unstoppable character of kiagwlaNithin thirty or forty years of the
Godkin lectures, we were no longer living with #treowledge industry but inside the knowledge
economy.

One of the many consequences is that technologtelnces in media and
communications have sent knowledge around the vattin the process engendered new
theorizing about the role of universities. Marginsaho studies the effects of globalization on
higher education, believes that we now live in labgl knowledge economy” that is also “social
and cultural, taking the form of a one-world comiitpmediated by the wel? It is marked by
burgeoning relationships among knowledge institgiaround the world, the rise of new
universities, especially in China and east Asial, e proliferation of new technologies of
learning. The global dimension of education conmeational systems of higher education but is
a separate domain from them:

Any theorisation of this global higher educatiomdon must account for two elements.
One is cross-borddlows: flows of people (students, administrators, acaddauulty);
flows of media and messages, information and kndgédeflows of norms, ideas and
policies; flows of technologies, finance capitati@tonomic resources. . . . Global flows
constitute relatively visible lines of effect. Thther less explicit element is the
worldwide patterns odifferenceghat channel and limit global flows: lateral divigysn
language, pedagogies and scholarship, and in @@tgonal systems and cultures;
vertical diversity including competitive differeation, hierarchy, inclusion, exclusion,
and unequal capacity. Global higher education isarlevel playing field>
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This new world, he says, is more like a field ofyeo relationships than the traditional
marketplace of economics (or of ideas), and he nates Bourdieu as its theoretician.
Universities, each with its own particular habi&umsl within the structural limits of the field,
seek to increase their relative position. In thabgl dimension, U.S. universities prevail in
virtually every competitive category: resourcezesand quality of the research enterprise,
proportion of citations in the top scholarly andesdtific journals, English as the language of
science and (increasingly) scholarship, attracegsrto foreign students (who often choose to
stay in the U.S. when they finish their studiesneékican hegemony in global higher education
does not consist in a military-style, top-down miaafedomination, however. Along lines
suggested by aspects of theorizing in Foucault@uadnsci, it rests on “the ‘spontaneous’
consent given by the great masses of the populaditre general direction imposed on social
life by the dominant fundamental grout. Thus, American leadership is sustained primanly b
the concentration of intellectual talent from thgbout the world in its universities, and by the
export of American knowledge, “a gift no one cafuse.” Elite U.S. research universities—
principally the Ivy League, but also top publictigions like Michigan and Berkeley—
ultimately function as the high-end exemplar toahhother nations aspire: the global Idea of a
university.

But Marginson sees cracks in American dominanceatenot accounted for in
Bourdieuian terms. These are due not only to thddmental changes wrought by globalization
since the 1960s but also to Bourdieu’s view of fagefreedom, self-determining identity, as
bounda priori by the stratification of class power lodged in timeonscious.” As Gramsci
understood, Marginson says, there are other comdithat affect agency freedom, among them
the “creative imaginatiorof governments, universities, disciplines, groupd sdividuals.” As a
result, the global field offers opportunities faragining and constructing identity that can
enable escape from the existing American monopbknowledge. The global dimension,
currently organized by hierarchical rankings, isistate of continual flux that makes it
unpredictable. Given the proliferating possibiktie offers, rankings can be reordered and
hegemony can be subverted or simply worn out, lsscaunust be continually renewed. In the
global field, “any structural dynamic must be calesed partial, relativised by the other parts of
the field, provisional, and in continual transfotioa.”

In its pessimistic/optimistic way, Marginson’s gailfield theory validates a point that
emerges from both Kerr and Romer: the transformatfcknowledge into an artifact of the
economy means that it cannot be subordinated t@esgignen of control unconnected with the
pursuit of knowledge itself. Or, as Jon Klancheite® in speaking of the transfiguration of the
arts and sciences during the Romantic period, we bBebraced a conception of knowledge
“that appears unencumbered by the conditions tlwatyzed it. Our modern word for that
condition isautonomy . .[emphasis in original]>® While technology has been a condition of its
creation, the belief in the inevitability of knowlige as progress has taken on a life of its own,
quite apart from how we feel about the technoldwt enables it. Knowledge today is
everywhere, constantly moving across physical atellectual borders in “quicksilver flows,” as
Marginson puts it. Its ubiquity has contributedtsogrowing independence from human
intentions. Knowledge to which we must adapt, kremgke that is fundamental to a global
economy through the incessant generation of neasids essentially autonomous. It cannot be
subjected to any values that do not support theitions of its endless expansion.
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This idea is not inconsistent with theories of kienlge as a path to status or a tool for
domination. But it suggests that knowledge itsethie starting point, not the uses to which it can
or may be putNew Growth theory, for example, is a hopeful pagadof a world in which
knowledge is a potentially inexhaustible resouarepbor and ricltountries alike. The
knowledge economy has brought indispensable benéfithe same time, it has also brought us
a world marked by a continual rupture of establisimstitutions, a fact that seems to be not just
accepted but welcomed. As Lee Felsenstein, an sadywator in computing during the 1960s,
put it: “We wanted there to be personal computerthat we could free ourselves from the
constraints of institutions, whether governmentanporate.®® The current enthusiasm for
“disruptive innovation” is an indicator of the aatiganization spirit of our time. Described by
Harvard business school professor Clayton Christenshis 1997 book,he Innovator’s
Dilemma disruptive innovation refers to the business pheenon by which smaller, more
entrepreneurial companies take down establishedsggilndustry leaders tumble because they
have been insufficiently entrepreneurial themseliresufficiently alert to enemies from below.
(Christenseias since written about its application to univesi) According to historian Jill
Lepore, disruptive innovation, in which annihilatistrikes by stealth and without warning, is a
“competitive strategy for an age seized by terrand its rhetoric “a language of panic, fear,
asymmetry, and disordet”"She is criticizing what she calls “the gospelrofdvation,” which
she considers to be really a theory of change:itba of progress stripped of the aspirations of
the Enlightenment, scrubbed clean of the horrote@twentieth century.”

Disruptive innovation theory is the product of ademation with markets as the
foundation for thinking about organizations. Theant triumph of capitalism, symbolized by
the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, has encouchtes trenc® In the past thirty years or so,
analyses of the university, in the form of admmaise models and practices, have come
increasingly from business professional schoolserathan from political science, sociology,
philosophy, or other traditional academic discipinThese analyses center on management and,
increasingly, on local control. As the withdrawélpoiblic support forces administrators to
search for new sources of revenue, recent thegraout university organization in large public
multicampus systems has tended to recommend inicgeasgrees of campus independence, on
the assumption that universities need to become mesponsive to the market in order to
survive. In a recent paper on the development 8f University systems, Berkeley Chancellor
Emeritus Robert Berdahl summarizes the growing \oéhigher education as a private good,
the increasing need for public universities to gga private fund raising, the constraints of
centralized governing structures, and states’ i@ of public research universities as engines
of economic growth. In light of these shifts, heséhe future of the research university lying in
the direction of the “entrepreneurial universitytih, “to be truly entrepreneurial . . . needed to
be liberated from state and system controis.”

Universities are already in the midst of anotheagtransformation: adaptation to the
knowledge economy. One of the accomplishments @f 8eowth theory, Joel Mokyr tells us in
his history of the knowledge economy, was its realiery of the importance of institutions for
the diffusion of knowledge—a rediscovery becausestcial and economic utility of spreading
knowledge through academies, societies, inform@avarks of scientists, and learning
institutions like those of early nineteenth-centuondon was a project of the Enlightenment.
The knowledge economy is about instrumental knog#ednd, as Mokyr observes, its growth,
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“like the growth of living forms, has . . . a grefal of autonomy to it?® It is raising new
guestions about forms of organizing knowledge udrig intellectual property, education, and
societal policy. Commenting on the implicationdRafmer’s version of New Growth theory,
David Warsh observes:

[T]he special ‘copying’ property of knowledge—thiatould be used by the same person
over and over again, or by any number of persotiseatame time—was not [from an
economic perspective] an inconvenient fact thatacbe assumed away simply by
assigning property rights. . . . [W]ho could sayhnany certainty what should be
regarded as appropriable and what should not? Whibdnadvocate giving Newton or
Leibniz a patent on the calculus? Or Einstein ayagpt on the formuld&=mc? . . .
How broad should such protections be? How long lshsuch state-sanctioned
monopolies last? What alternative institutions rhigé set in motion, educating the
workforce, producing new knowledge, and diffusit®yThese were among the most
important policy questions of the new economickraiwledge. But there were no pat
answers to them. They required a policy, just asrakbanking required a monetary
policy, or stabilization required a fiscal poli&Yy.

Michael Peters and Tina Besley, who see creatipempnities for the humanities and
arts in the global field, believe that answers ettierge as part the unfolding of the new
globalized knowledge economy itself:

[T]he creative (and knowledge) economy is unquestidy also an ethical economy: it
involves thecultivation of normsas part of its own underlying social infrastruetur. .
This question should turn analysis away from theu$oon the firm towards a better
understanding of knowledge institutions, particilaniversities, but also research
institutes, libraries, museums and galleries, aptimary ideas institutiorfs.

The idea of a university in the new world of knodgde is still a work in progress. It
seems destined to encompass closer integratiorsattiety, and more disaggregation internally,
than even Kerr would have expected. It will adaptéw competitors, new forms of instruction,
and new kinds of organization. But first the ungrgr must survive austerity. Beyond that, as
Kerr saw, the inequalities between the poorer hadither disciplines remain to be bridged if it
hopes to continue representing the unity of knoggeith all its incarnations. Perhaps the nascent
knowledge economy will evolve into a new stagetfa unfolding of the creative imagination
throughout the arts and sciences, even thoughréilaéve importance of knowledge for its own
sake has declined relative to knowledge that mayéeped into better techniqués.It is too
soon to tell.

As Mark Kipperman has written, a debate about eicgliknowledge in the Romantic
period was never just about its truth or its soubce about “the sociandsof such knowledge
and from where the repbwerto guide and change an emerging technical-indlisir@awould
come.® In an era of autonomous knowledge, the questiarhizther this is any longer a
realistic possibility. Hazlitt thought the progresfsknowledge could not be stopped but it could
be directed. Let us hope that, for once in his hfewas not being too optimistic.
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