
Preface 

This book describes an enduring moral puzzle and explains how it 
shaped, and was shaped by, a set of dramatic poems. The puzzle arises 
from language's power both to create and to suspend the habits of 
thought sustained by the belief that, on balance, we do more than is 
done to us. Most people will acknowledge, most of the time, that no 
moral calculus can find a just balance between passivity and activity, 
the two ways of understanding one's relation to things that happen. But 
our stubborn belief in such a balance can give us pause; and one name 
for that pause is tragedy. Tragedy, thus understood, binds itself inti
mately to drama because drama asks us-as lyric and narrative do not 
-to take pieces of language for persons, forcing us-out of a puzzle
ment that is inherently moral-to confront the ways in which our 
language grants us agency. The poets we call Romantic saw a moral 
challenge in that confrontation and followed its generic implications 
toward a new kind of poetry. That poetry provides the fundamental 
rationale for this book, which looks to Romantic drama to explain how 
Romantic poetry came to hold a permanent grip on our conceptions of 
moral life. 

Few readers, however, are likely to be drawn to this book by the 
allure of the poetical dramas that form its main exhibits. Let me 
say, then, as succinctly as I can, why these texts matter. Several genera
tions of writers have been led to follow the cardinal rule of freshman 
English-"Never use the passive where you can use the active"
out of a fear captured in George Orwell's "Politics and the English 
Language": 
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When one watches some tired hack on the platform mechanically repeating 
the familiar phrases-bestial atrocities, iron heel, blood-stained tyranny, 
free people of the world, stand shoulder to shoulder-one often has a 
curious feeling that one is not watching a live human being but some kind 
of dummy: a feeling which suddenly becomes stronger at moments when 
the light catches the speaker's spectacles and turns them into blank discs 
which seem to have no eyes behind them. And this is not altogether fanci
ful. A speaker who uses that kind of phraseology has gone some distance 
towards turning himself into a machine. The appropriate noises are coming 
out of his larynx, but his brain is not involved as it would be if he were 
choosing his words for himsel£. 1 

Who would not want to make sure of "choosing his words for himself" 
when the alternative is committing bestial atrocities like "bestial atroci
ties"? Only someone with blank discs where he should have eyes. The 
image seems marked by a hollow assurance characteristic of the World 
War II humanism that had critics of Romanticism deploying fantasies 
of automatism as readily as Orwell's hack marches out his cliches about 
the free world.2 But the anxiety itself is less easily localized. It can be 
glimpsed, for example, in the deathly face of Keats's Moneta, which 
brings both dread and solace: 

But for her eyes I should have fled away. 
They held me back, with a benignant light, 
Soft mitigated by divinest lids 
Half closed, and visionless entire they seem' d 
Of all external things-they saw me not, 
But in blank splendor beam'd like the mild moon, 
Who comforts those she sees not, who knows not 
What eyes are upwards cast.3 

The magnetic allure of Keats's image lies in its gracious condescension 
toward the form of life that knows it is not seen, yet can still take 
comfort in the "blank splendor" of that knowledge. Keats animates the 
"mild moon," using the active voice to make it an agent, dramatizing 
the process by which we grant it the power it holds for us. For the 

1. George Orwell, Collected Essays (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1975) 362-63, 367. 
2. See, for example, Yvor Winters, In Defense of Reason (Chicago: Swallow Press, 

1943) and Albert Guerard, "Prometheus and the Aeolian Lyre," Yale Review 33 (1944). 
3· Keats, "The Fall of Hyperion" 260-61, 264-71; Complete Poems, ed. Jack Stil

linger (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982) 367. 
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power of the image lies in its ability to show us how, and why, we bring 
lifelessness to life, recognizing that life by reflecting upon our own 
power to bestow it. Keats shows us why we need the active voice and 
the belief it sustains, without either urging upon us, or chastising us for, 
our need. 

The Romantic poets sought to understand that need by writing plays 
that explore what underlies our routine beliefs about the moral agency 
that brings us to life. But these plays also stage, with subtlety and grace, 
the anxiety Orwell arouses in attempting to make us feel a connection 
between politics and language. They do so out of political motives 
similar to Orwell's, although the circumstances that shaped those mo
tives were very different. The force of circumstance was indeed acute at 
the two historical points through which this book approaches the rela
tion between politics and language: 1794-97, the political turning 
point in the careers of the first-generation romantics, and r8r9-22, the 
years in which the younger romantics wrote their most direct political 
poetry. And it is the force of circumstance that often triggers anxieties 
about agency. Unlike Orwell, however, who betrays an aversion to 
whatever threatens his beliefs about human freedom, the Romantic 
poets sought to understand the magnetic attraction exerted by those 
blank discs that seemed, just a moment ago, to be eyes. How could 
their dull sheen have been so easily taken for life? Romanticism's best 
answer underwrites Wittgenstein's famous aphorism: "To imagine a 
language means to imagine a form of life." All grammatical sentences, 
active or passive, convey an idea of agency; of, to put it in the passive 
voice, ideas of agency are produced by grammatical sentences. Keats 
taps that awareness briefly in imagining how one might draw comfort 
from the benevolently gleaming visage of a lifeless rock; Romantic 
drama explores it exhaustively. 

"Agency" is a notoriously slippery term in contemporary theory, and 
it would be well to be clear about how and why I use it in this book. 
Paul Smith has set a standard for scrupulous usage in Discerning the 
Subject, but his abstract conception of agency as the locus of conflict 
within subjectivity "from which resistance to the ideological is pro
duced" does little to suggest the historical variability of the problem the 
term will name here.4 "Agency" is a term for which Coleridge had a 

4· Paul Smith, "Note on Terminology," in Discerning the Subject (Minneapolis: Uni
versity of Minnesota Press, 1988) xxxv. 



XII Preface 

hyperbolizing affection: his "Critique of Bertram, refers to "the super
human entireness of Don Juan's agency," and his early contribution 
to Southey's joan of Arc bore the subtitle "Preternatural Agency." 5 

Coleridgean usage can hardly stand as a model of clarity, but even those 
who see Coleridge as a philosophical cuttlefish must admire the utility 
of a term that can bring him together with two of the period's plainest 
speakers: Thomas Reid, whose "common-sense" philosophy culmi
nated in Essays on the Active Powers of Man, and William Hazlitt, who 
began his career with an Essay on the Principles of Human Action. 
Reid and Hazlitt inherit a problem Hume had posed in his analysis "Of 
the Idea of Necessary Connexion," where he addresses the difficulty of 
defining terms: "I begin with observing that the terms of efficacy, 
agency, power, force, energy, necessity, connexion, and productive qual
ity, are all nearly synonimous; and therefore 'tis an absurdity to employ 
any of them in defining the rest." Hume argues that the idea of agency 
(under whatever name) originates not in reason but in particular experi
ences; but his awareness that we cannot perceive "the connexion be
tween an act of volition, and a motion of the body" leads him to 
conclude: "We never therefore have any idea of power." 6 It remained 
for Hume's readers to explain their habitual recourse to the terms he 
lists. 

I have given a privileged place to the term "agency" because Hume's 
other terms, in the usage of the Romantic period, all bear connotations 
that distract from the exploration of human action in the work of poets 
who were more famously concerned with "power" and "energy." Critics 
have turned from those terms and toward "agency" less on account 
of its currency in contemporary analytic philosophy than because its 
relatively colorless range of usages promises fewer distortions in map
ping our concerns onto those of the texts we read.? If the revival of 
interest in agency can be understood as a reaction against Marxist and 
Structuralist critiques of the autonomous subject, the pervasive interest 

5. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, in The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Cole
ridge, vol. 7, ed. James Engel! and W. Jackson Bate (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1983) 2:216 (subsequent references give volume, part, and page numbers); Robert 
Southey and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Joan of Arc (New York: Woodstock, 1993) 37· 

6. Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. Ernest C. Mossner (New York: Penguin, 
1985) 206, 21I. 

7· Probably the most prominent among innumerable works of analytic philosophy 
employing the term is Donald Davidson's "Agency," in Essays on Actions and Events 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1980). 
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throughout the Romantic period in the question of what can be known 
(or believed) about human action may have originated in a similar 
reaction against eighteenth-century materialism: the eighteenth-century 
fear that we are (only) our bodies has been replaced with the postmod
ern fear that we are (only) our words. Poststructuralism has given us 
critiques of the subject, of identity, of autonomy, even while its advo
cates have felt compelled to stake political agendas upon such terms as 
"performativity," "resistance," and "solidarity." These terms put a limit 
to the critique of the subject by calling upon us to say what, aside from 
our bodies and our words, allows us to think of ourselves as political 
beings who can be empowered or disempowered. "Agency," used to 
indicate the set of beliefs people hold about their relation to things that 
happen, thus serves to focus attention on the consequences of critiques 
of the subject for those who retain a sense of moral and political re
sponsibilities that must be accepted or denied. Unlike Hume's "power," 
"force," and "energy," all of which have been tinted by aesthetic, eco
nomic, and other discourses, "agency" allows us to trace contemporary 
debates and anxieties to their origins in very different historical circum
stances, and so to reflect on the genealogy of the beliefs by which we 
come to accept our places in history. 

I am grateful for financial support I have received at Yale in the form 
of yearlong Lurcy and Morse Fellowships, and for research grants from 
Yale's Council for West European Studies, Enders Foundation, and 
Griswold Foundation. I also thank the staff librarians who have helped 
me in the libraries at Yale, the Olin Library at Cornell, Harvard's 
Houghton Library, the New York Public Library, and the Bodleian 
Library at Oxford. Parts of Chapter I appeared in ELH as "The Fall of 
Robespierre and the Sublime Machine of Agency," © I996, The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, and are reprinted by permission; parts of 
Chapter 2 appeared in Studies in RomaJZticism as "Action in The Bor
derers," and are reprinted by permission of the Trustees of Boston Uni
versity; parts of Chapter 4 appeared in Texas Studies in Literature and 
Language as "Strange Flesh: Shelley and the Performance of Skepti
cism," and are reprinted by permission of the University of Texas Press. 

Many people have helped with the troubles this project has given me. 
My first debt is to Birgit Baldwin. Early versions of this book benefited 
from the advice of Alan Bewell, Leslie Brisman, Peter Brooks, Nora 
Crook, Paul Fry, Cyrus Hamlin, Geoffrey Hartman, David Kaufmann, 
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Alan Liu, David Marshall, Reeve Parker, and Donald Reiman. In its 
final stages, the project was sustained by generous criticism from Kevis 
Goodman, Alison Hickey, Victor Luftig, and Blakey Vermeule. The 
book might never have been finished without the support of my wife, 
Margaret Homans, to whom I dedicate it with love. 

WILLIAM jEWETT 

Guilford, Connecticut 






