CRITICAL CONDITIONS: COLERIDGE, “COMMON
SENSE,” AND THE LITERATURE OF SELF-EXPERIMENT
BY NOEL B. JACKSON

In the preface to the Lyrical Ballads, William Wordsworth famously wrote of the tendency of his poems to evoke feelings of “more
than common pleasure” in the reader. It is with the aim of delivering
such pleasures that Wordsworth urges the reader to judge “by his
own feelings genuinely,” against what the poet took to be a prevailing
tendency to decide on the basis of “what will probably be the
judgment of others.”1 Few remarks serve as a better reminder of how
fully Wordsworth was committed to refining and reforming common
laws of judgment and understanding. In this aim, of course, the poet
finds common cause with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who insisted
throughout his life on the necessity of elevating common sense
through philosophical thought and rigorous self-reflection: “it is the
two-fold function of philosophy,” Coleridge wrote in the Biographia
Literaria, “to reconcile reason with common sense, and to elevate
common sense into reason.”2 Yet consult, in that same volume,
Coleridge’s critique of Wordsworth’s use of common language, and
you have a notion of how much more openly sworn was the former to
maintaining the distinction (whose formulation we owe to William
Hazlitt) between “genius” and “common sense.”3 If Wordsworth
purports to ground his own reform of common judgment in the
language, scenes, and affections of common life, by all accounts
Coleridge—poet of the supernatural, theorist of the clerisy, and
vigorous advocate of grounding opinion in philosophical thought—
would seem far more committed to a thoroughgoing critique of
existing common sense.
To the extent that Wordsworth in particular seems committed to
reforming common sense while retaining a strong and explicit
connection to it, the issues that his work raises might be compared to
problems raised a century later by Antonio Gramsci. In the Prison
Notebooks, Gramsci lamented the antagonism that typically obtained
between mental and manual laborers, and sought accordingly to
reduce the conflict between the “philosophy of the intellectuals” and
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that popular conception of the world that he named “common sense.”
By way of resolving this conflict, Gramsci conceives a dialectical
approach, at once critical of “common sense” and deeply dependent
on it, with more than a passing resemblance to Wordsworth’s poetics:
as Gramsci argues, “A philosophy of praxis . . . must be a criticism of
‘common sense,’ basing itself initially, however, on common sense” in
order to demonstrate that philosophy itself is the task “of renovating
and making ‘critical’ an already existing activity.” 4 While Wordsworth
and Gramsci may share a commitment to reconciling common sense
with the critical exercise of reason or self-reflection, Wordsworth’s
request that the reader consult his feelings over against the judgment
of others would appear to put the genius of the poet or philosopher
above or at least prior to the common sense of the people, and thus
sharply distinguish his own vision from Gramsci’s call for a revolutionary critical philosophy. Indeed, Hazlitt himself, far from seeing
Wordsworth as a defender of common sense, asserts in the second of
his essays on the subject that the poet’s egotistical genius is wholly
opposed to it. 5 Where Gramsci imagines a philosophy of praxis as a
critique at once aimed at “common sense” and based on it, both
Wordsworth and Coleridge locate the source for the truest commonality not in the multitude but in the individual’s capacity for selfreflection, which they regard as crucial both to the revelation and the
renovation of common sense.
Ironically, it is on account of the view that self-reflection might
serve as the basis for the truest commonality that critics, from Hazlitt
down to the present, have been prone to read the Romantics as
having least to do with common sense precisely where these poets are
most actively engaged in the task of renovating and reforming it. The
transformation that Harold Bloom, many years ago, named the
“Copernican Revolution” of Wordsworth’s poetry—“the evanescence of
any subject but subjectivity, the loss of what a poem is ‘about’”—persists
as a model for understanding the period, perhaps especially in criticism
that takes such acute inwardness as a displacement or occlusion of
historical reality. 6 If the early Romantics too presumptuously aimed to
fit the mind and the world, as Wordsworth put it in the “Prospectus” to
The Recluse, many historicist readings of this period have taken the
opposite approach, attempting rigorously to extract the self-consciousness of Romantic lyric from its social and political engagements.7
Yet what is most obviously overlooked in the identification of
inwardness with historical occlusion is an understanding of the
historicity of inwardness itself, or the social contexts of self-contem118
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plation. Critics have so far failed to register, for instance, how fully
the writers of this period conceive self-reflection as an activity
designed to reveal general, and even universal, laws of mankind. In
fact, this activity was frequently conceived as a means of addressing
some of the most pressing questions confronting the emergent
human sciences. In the preface to the Discourse on the Origins and
Foundations of Inequality among Men, Jean-Jacques Rousseau raised
some of these questions: “What experiments would be necessary to
achieve knowledge of natural man? And what are the means for
making these experiments in the midst of society?”8 While complicated by Rousseau’s assumption that man had forsaken his natural
state, such questions nonetheless capture the chief difficulty generally facing the human sciences in the moment of their emergence—
the problem, that is, of how to determine the basis for commonality
among humans in the first place. One approach to Rousseau’s
problem—indeed, that which we most often associate with human
science—was to turn human subjects into experimental objects. An
alternative to this approach, however, was to make of oneself an
experiment of a similar kind. Of this self-experimental approach
Coleridge provides an instructive example in an early notebook entry:
“Seem to have made up my mind to write my metaphysical works, as
my Life, & in my Life—intermixed with all the other events/or
history of the mind and fortunes of S. T. Coleridge.”9 In his 1803
entry, Coleridge pledges to a mode of philosophizing that finds its
truths, its method, and its evidentiary foundation in “S. T. Coleridge”
himself. As in the canonical Romantic lyric, Coleridge’s entry seems
to admit no subject but subjectivity, and no metaphysics but that
which his own life supplies.
I want to pursue in this essay some of the experimental means for
acquiring, through practices of self-observation, knowledge about
humankind “in the midst of society,” and to focus on the literary form
in which I believe these practices to be concentrated: the experimental lyric. I focus on Coleridge in this context not only because of the
range of his experimentation (in philosophy, natural philosophy, and
medicine, to name a few fields), but also because of his insistence on
attentive self-observation. It is Coleridge, after all, who in a letter
records having performed “a multitude of little experiments on my
own sensations and on my senses” in the course of his studies; far
from representing an aberrant component of his work, such pursuits
were utterly central to it.10 Whereas René Descartes famously vowed to
“turn away all [his] senses” the better to know himself, for Coleridge
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inwardness is necessarily an aesthetic in the broadest sense of that
term—a form of sensuous cognition integrally related to the process
of self-discovery. 11 Following Coleridge, then, I want to ask what
kind of knowledge we acquire when we attend to our own sensations,
and further ask how, through experimental self-observation, early
Romantic literary culture sought to reform common sense.
We speak regularly of literary experiment, of course, and often
credit the Romantics with having pioneered the concept of literary
experimentation in the first place—a usage perhaps best reflected in
Romantic scholarship by the title of Mary Jacobus’s study, Tradition
and Experiment in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads (1798).12 While
such a description generally refers (as it does in Jacobus’s study) to
the innovation of the work rather than to any experimental protocols
per se, I will contend that the experimental lyric has a fuller—and
more fully literal—connection to philosophic and scientific experimentation in this period.13 As I will argue, the experimental lyric at
once addresses and attempts to resolve the question of how, through
self-observation, one determines the basis for common sense. Inasmuch as such poems depict and frequently seek to promote the
activity of self-observation, then, the experimental lyric raises in a
different register questions more familiarly associated in this period
with the philosophical discourse of autonomy—with a “Copernican
Revolution” that is associated most closely with Immanuel Kant. The
Romantic literary experiment thus emerges as an unique instantiation
of the discourse of autonomy, both an expression of and an effort to
overcome the most difficult question raised by that discourse: how
does one acquire a standpoint for making judgments that are shared
and at the same time individual? In stretching the bounds of
convention, the experimental poem is meant to promote self-reflection upon the basis for one’s attachment to those conventions in the
first place. On account of its explicit or implied emphasis on selfreflection, however, the experimental lyric invites charges of solipsism precisely where it seeks to get beyond it. Thus, the problem that
such texts bring to the fore is the difficulty of invoking a “common
sense,” or normative basis of assent, as the preexisting foundation for
aesthetic, ethical, or political relations.
While much recent historicist work has gone no farther than to
identify inwardness with political escapism tout court, or else more
charitably viewed it as something the Romantics themselves managed
to get beyond, my own approach sees the Romantic literary experiment as seeking paradoxically to realize the social uses of solipsism—
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if only by revealing in especially clear terms its own categorical
negation.14 In Coleridge’s work especially, one discerns an experimental aesthetics in which common sense is realized neither through
the formal character of the reflective judgment nor through the
universality of sense-perception. Rather, I suggest that Coleridge
paradoxically sets the condition for invoking common sense as the
seeming violation of commonsensical perception. The activity of
embodied self-reflection, both depicted in and required by such
experiments, is thus of a uniquely self-canceling kind, calling into
question the self-sufficiency and integrity of the individual precisely
where it seems most to assert it. My essay tracks such experimentation from its formulation in Romantic aesthetic theory to contexts in
moral philosophy and medicine. From a consideration of the inevitably aesthetic (both sensory and literary) dimension of experimental
self-observation, I turn to Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight,” a lyric in
which the social uses of self-observation are most tellingly explored.
While Coleridge’s lyric reflects an awareness that there is neither
relief from self-consciousness nor an easy way of invoking community, the poem imagines autonomy not as the endowment of the
isolated, elevated individual, but rather as the capacity for imagining
the conditions of a common sense that is imperceptible but no less
integral to subjectivity in the first place. Far from effecting an
aestheticized flight from politics, Coleridge’s literary experimentation
seeks rather to reconceive the aesthetic as a basis for imagining
profoundly altered conditions for judgment and for communities
based on the same.
I. AUTONOMY, EMBODIMENT, EXPERIMENT

In his 1803 notebook entry, Coleridge expresses a wish simultaneously to embody the work of metaphysics “in my Life” and to
textualize his own life “as” a form of metaphysical inquiry. Kathleen
Coburn is therefore correct to remark in her gloss on that entry that
Coleridge offers “[t]he first hint of the Biographia Literaria, and an
important elucidation of its form” (CN, 1:1515n). Beyond that “hint,”
however, Coleridge gestures towards a momentous revolution in
modern philosophical thought. Underlying Coleridge’s decision to
write his metaphysics in, and as, his life is a shift occurring in this
period towards the role of the self as a legitimate source for such
discoveries, and for the universal validity of principles so derived. It is
a story, in short, of autonomy. Coleridge implicitly posits the autonomous self as the favored basis for metaphysical truth and as the
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normative source for such discoveries. In terms familiar to us from
Michel Foucault, Coleridge establishes himself as at once the transcendental subject and empirical object of knowledge that marks the
founding moment of modernity and the introduction of Man.15
When Coleridge pledges to ground metaphysics in his life, and
Foucault writes of the rupture that brought forth “Man” as the
subject and object of knowledge, both are clearly invoking the
authority of Kant. As is well known, what makes Kant so important to
the history of philosophy is his argument that the universal laws of
judgment, understanding, and morality must be the laws of the
agent’s own will. It is thus with Kant that what Christine Korsgaard
has called “the sources of normativity,” or the basis for the claims that
morality makes upon us, receives a radically new grounding.16 Like
his philosophical mentor, Coleridge is clearly sworn to the notion that
the laws of philosophy must be self-derived; as he puts it in a letter of
1796, “My philosophical opinions are blended with, or deduced from,
my feelings” (CL, 1:41).
Such remarks are familiar to us in part because they so closely
resemble statements made about the normative basis of aesthetic
judgment in this period as well. When Wordsworth, for instance,
requests that the reader “decide by his own feelings genuinely, and
not by reflection upon what will probably be the judgment of others,”
his remark can be read in terms of the Kantian argument that the
normative basis for aesthetic judgment, as for ethical behavior, must
be autonomously derived (LB, 270). Certainly Wordsworth’s request
bears considerable resemblance to Kant’s appeal to autonomy over
against an earlier model (one which Korsgaard herself associates with
David Hume) of “reflective endorsement.”17 Using Korsgaard’s terms,
we can say that the Romantic revolution in aesthetic thought was to
have forsaken such a model of “reflective endorsement” for one in
which the self-reflection of the autonomous agent determines the
normativity of feeling. In one sense, then, Wordsworth’s request, like
Coleridge’s notebook entry, registers what has made the Romantic
period, both in its British and German variants, so generally associated with the emergence of the autonomous modern subject.18
But Wordsworth’s plea to the reader to “abide independently by
his own feelings” (LB, 270) bears a dimension unfamiliar to Kant, for
whom truly aesthetic judgments are distinct from judgments made
on the basis of feeling. It is true that Kant begins the Critique of
Judgment by defining an aesthetic judgment as one based on the
feeling of pleasure, thus distinguishing aesthetic response from
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theoretical cognition. Yet Kant repeatedly insists that in order for
aesthetic judgments to claim any universal validity they must have
their basis for determination in the faculty of reflection and not in
mere sensuous response. So independent is the judgment of taste
from mere sensuous gratification, in fact, that Kant can insist that
“aesthetical art, as the art of beauty, has for [its] standard the
reflective judgment and not sensation.”19 Thus as many critics have
argued, Kant’s aesthetic emerges peculiarly as an anaesthetic, a
theory of aesthetic pleasure paradoxically divorced from sensuous
pleasure of any kind.20 As much as Wordsworth’s plea to the reader to
“decide by his own feelings genuinely” (like Coleridge’s claim to
deduce his philosophical opinions from the same source) echoes
Kant’s argument about the autonomy of judgment, in this crucial
particular they are quite distinct. Both in Wordsworth’s preface and
in many other works of the British Romantic period, the emphasis on
kinesthetic as well as affective feeling suggests a crucial distinction
between Kantian and British Romantic aesthetics—even among
those British writers, such as Coleridge, most obviously influenced by
Kant’s thought.21 In fact, this distinction has just begun to be asserted
by a number of critics investigating the embodied basis of imagination in British Romanticism. Yet these same critics have tended to
bypass the normative question central to the third Critique: namely,
how aesthetic feeling can lay claim to what Kant called “subjective
universal validity” at all (CJ, 49).22
Far from resolving the chief problem of Kantian aesthetics, in fact,
those testimonies to the embodied character of aesthetic judgment
further complicate it. For Kant, the principle condition for the
“subjective universal validity” of aesthetic judgment is precisely its
status as disinterested and reflective, that is its nonreliance on
organic sensation. The assumption of Kant’s aesthetics, moreover, is
that self-reflection yields common laws of judgment. And in the third
Critique, Kant ascribes these laws to the sensus communis aestheticus,
to “common sense” (CJ, 135–38). Yet what is the possibility for
common sense when the senses themselves are the organs of
judgment? What are the experiments necessary to illuminate the laws
of common sense? And how does one establish the criteria for
making such judgments?
As we are now in a position to see, the questions that British
Romantic aesthetics raises for the fate of “subjective universal
validity” indicate the need for a specifically aesthetic variation on
Rousseau’s problem. Such questions, I submit, receive an early and
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especially powerful formulation in the Romantic period—not least,
indeed, by Wordsworth, who famously labeled his poems “experiments” in the advertisement to the 1798 Lyrical Ballads, and
continued to think of them as such throughout his career (LB, 7). Yet
Wordsworth is far from the only writer of the period to have arrived
at such a conception of aesthetic experiment, or to have understood
its stakes. For Kant, as we have seen, the judgment of taste is
normative, that is, it claims to be valid for all. Yet the problem that
Kant poses for aesthetic judgment is how a subjective response can at
once resist being subsumed under a priori laws and yet still satisfy
the conditions of universal validity. Thus Kant remarks parenthetically, “we cannot determine a priori what object is or is not according
to taste; that we must find out by experiment” (CJ, 28). For want of
a general standard against which to evaluate works of art, one needs
to arrive at a judgment of taste for each individual work. For Kant as
well as for Wordsworth, moreover, such trials are to be “considered as
experiments” designed to test the normative claims of taste (LB, 7).
The question of experimentation is thus raised in Kant’s work precisely
where the autonomy of judgment becomes an issue. And literary
experiment is the name that is given in this period to the object that
confronts, expresses, or attempts to resolve this issue in aesthetic form.
For Edmund Burke, the most pressing problems of aesthetic
common sense were solved simply by referring to the universality of
flesh and blood. As most people share the same senses, Burke
argued, so “the whole ground-work of Taste is common to all.”23 I
confess that I share with Kant, as well as with those literary critics
recently concerned with vindicating him, a sense of the inadequacy of
such a conclusion.24 Yet we are mistaken to assume that Burke’s is the
only position available to an empiricist aesthetics. An alternative
approach to the empirical demonstration of common sense, for
instance, is suggested by Thomas Reid, to whom I will turn below.
And Coleridge and Wordsworth further differ from Burke in seeing
the problem as more constructively approached through techniques
of self-reflection designed, as in Kant, to yield common sense. It is
because aesthetic judgment supposes, and indeed requires, an act of
self-observation—because thinking for oneself (Selbstdenken, the
condition of possibility for critique) necessitates thinking of oneself—
that the history of aesthetics intersects most compellingly with “the
invention of autonomy” in this period. Whereas Kant sought to
distance his own use of “common sense” from the external senses,
however (ascribing it instead to “the effect resulting from the free
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play of cognitive powers” [CJ, 74]), Coleridge—and I believe he is
closer to Reid in this respect—regards common sense as dependent
for its manifestation, and frequently for its very foundation, on the
senses themselves.25 It is on account of this strongly empirical
approach to “common sense” that the experimental character of
British Romantic, and especially Coleridgean aesthetics, finds a
relevant context in the practice of scientific self-experimentation. To
understand how self-experiment became a crucial component of
literary evaluation, then, we must attend to its earliest manifestation
in the fields of natural and moral philosophy.
II. TECHNIQUES OF THE SELF-OBSERVER

As several historians of science have argued in recent years, the
experiment—defined broadly as posing “a specific question about
nature which the experimental outcome is designed to answer”—was
the product of a complex shift occurring through the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, not fully codified in any modern sense until
the age of Newton.26 Not long after this time, the procedures of
collecting, testing, and verifying sensations in an experimental context were analogized with the practices of reading and aesthetic
evaluation, and the literary text began to develop a rhetoric and a set
of protocols for investigating the principles of—as well as commanding—critical judgment by similarly experimental means. Aesthetic
evaluation and scientific self-experimentation were united primarily
through criteria that these two pursuits shared. If the first of these
criteria was the obvious necessity of appealing to the sensations of the
experimental subject, the second condition was that the experience
be subject to replication, both in terms of its communicability to a
broad range of readers, and, increasingly with the Romantic writers,
in terms of its capacity to be reread with the same or a greater degree
of pleasure. Just as natural philosophical and medical research put
vivacity among the key criteria of evidence, and made the replication
of experiment crucial to the determination of its veracity, so too it was
largely upon the basis of the vivacity and reproducibility of sensations
that aesthetic judgments were made.
It is on account of its resolutely antidualist approach to common
sense that Romantic literary experimentation not only suggests the
most thorny problems raised by the third Critique, but also their
concrete instantiation in the practices of scientific self-experiment.
The story of how the body became an instrument and a legitimate
source of critical judgment in aesthetics, and how literature in turn
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was conceptualized as an experiment designed to test claims of taste,
properly begins with the use of the body as an instrument of
knowledge in natural philosophy. In his essay “Self-Evidence,” Simon
Schaffer has demonstrated how crucial this practice was to satisfying
basic criteria for establishing matters of fact in eighteenth-century
science.27 Schaffer’s essay narrates a struggle over the normative
foundations for what would count as evidence in the first place.
Signaling his departure from Ian Hacking’s definition of evidence as
consisting “in one thing pointing beyond itself,” Schaffer highlights
instead the vividness of evidence, or the immediate sensuous appeal
of the fact itself. 28 It was because vividness was such an important
criterion of natural philosophical research, Schaffer contends, that
self-experiment was crucial not only in establishing matters of fact,
but, in numerous instances throughout the eighteenth century, in
estimating the value of the experimental theory itself.29
Schaffer’s narrative concludes with Coleridge and the dawn of the
Romantic period, at a stage at which he believes the culture of selfexperimentation to have departed significantly from the principles on
which it was originally established. Other critics have extended this
history, however, discerning in the self-experimentation of figures
such as Humphry Davy and Johann Ritter a literal embodiment of
Romanticism’s most cherished premises.30 What Stuart Strickland
has called “the ideology of Romantic science,” namely its insistence
upon “the mutual implication of self-knowledge and knowledge of
nature,” clearly holds as true for Coleridge as it does, in Strickland’s
essay, for Ritter.31 A friend and pupil of Davy and an avid reader of
Ritter’s work, Coleridge was the very model of a self-experimental
ideal. Like Ritter, moreover, whose death at the age of 34 was
precipitated by frequent self-experimentation, Coleridge’s researches
were conducted at a price. In the letter to Thomas Poole from which
I have already quoted, Coleridge wrote of the ruinous effects of his
frequent self-experimentation, and of his turn to opium and alcohol
as a consequence: “In the course of these studies, I tried a multitude
of little experiments on my own sensations and on my senses, and
some of these (too often repeated) I have reason to believe did injury
to my nervous system” (CL, 2:731).
Notwithstanding the occasional complaint, Coleridge was deeply
steeped in a philosophic and scientific tradition that believed sensuous vivacity to be a crucial criterion for the legitimacy of evidence
and the veracity of a truth-claim. Though Coleridge was critical of
those who mistook the “sensualized Understanding” for “the true
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principles of an Experimental Philosophy—that is, Philosophy suggesting and dictating Experiments,” and therefore insisted upon
approaching self-experimentation from the direction of philosophy
and not the other way around, it is important to remember that these
philosophical pursuits were themselves described and commonly
understood as forms of sensuous self-experimentation. Thus, “feelings,” as Coleridge put it in his letter, remained in a real sense the
source of “philosophical opinions.” 32 As early as 1711, Anthony, Earl
of Shaftesbury’s Characteristics likened the science of the mind to
the “practice and art of surgery”—and then promptly added that the
obvious difference is that instead of having the “meek patient” before
us, “we have each of us ourselves to practise on.” Anticipating by
nearly a century the metaphor that Wordsworth would later immortalize, Shaftesbury remarks that the activity of self-exploration is thus
better likened to “the business of self-dissection.”33
III. THOMAS REID AND THE SENSUS COMMUNIS

Shaftesbury’s analogy between self-observation and self-experimentation is a typical example of the tendency of moral philosophers
at once to assert the relationship between these practices and to draw
attention to the fictionality of that relationship. In fact, self-experiment in philosophical writings was much more often an analogical
than an actual procedure. In The Rhetoric of Empiricism, Jules Law
has shown that empiricist writing more frequently mimics than seeks
faithfully to duplicate the procedures of natural philosophy. Its much
remarked upon emulation of natural philosophical method is less
uncritically positivist than has been asserted: as Law argues, “empiricism does not proceed so much by experiment as by examples and
analogies presented as reproducible experiments. Thus classical empiricism offers us example and analogy (and thus rhetoric) precisely in the place where modern empiricism would expect experimental procedures.”34
However, Law does not discuss the philosopher who did seek to
bring a genuinely experimental moral philosophy into alliance with
the tenets of common sense, namely Reid. Not only did Reid’s pupil,
Dugald Stewart, credit his mentor with being the first to apply the
experimental methods of Baconian induction to the science of the
mind, still more recently, philosophers of science have credited Reid
with being “the first major British philosopher to take Newton’s
opinions on induction, causality, and hypotheses seriously.”35 The
very title of Reid’s first major work, An Inquiry into the Human Mind,
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on the Principles of Common Sense (1764), underscores how fully
“common sense” is meant to serve as the presupposed ground of
inquiry. Yet there are moments in Reid’s text where what one critic
has called the author’s “aggressive hyper-inductivism” causes him
further to inquire into the foundations of “common sense” itself, even
at the risk of raising doubts as to the sturdiness of those foundations.36 Reid thus offers an example of a strong empiricism which,
unsettling the very commonality it would assert, reflects an emergent
tension and apparent conflict between inwardness and “common sense.”
As is well known, Reid’s philosophy is expressly meant to correct
the damaging conclusions of philosophers, George Berkeley and
Hume foremost, who mistake the images of external objects for the
objects themselves, thus falling into positions either of idealism or
skepticism. In his experiments, however, Reid seeks paradoxically to
disprove these positions by invoking in the reader perceptual effects
most likely to confirm them—effects, as he writes, “most contrary to
the common rules of vision.”37 That we do not “see things always in
their true place and position” Reid is more than willing to grant (I,
151); yet our firm belief in their “true place” is one of the most basic
and incontrovertible laws of our physical and mental constitution. In
support of this hypothesis, Reid gives a series of experiments that
require one to observe an object at varying distances, and from
perspectives or through media (such as pinholes in a card) that will
produce a duplicate or even triplicate visual image of the object. The
simplest of these experiments requires one to observe a candle or
similar object at a distance, obtrude a finger into your line of vision,
and then focus alternately on the finger or the candle. In this act of
attention, Reid points out, the other object will appear as two.
Though doublevision is easily produced through such exercises,
Reid argues, it is not, under normal circumstances of vision, present
to the mind, for the simple reason that no such doubling appears in
the world. To adopt the terms of Reid’s important distinction, the
experience of doublevision is a sensation, but not a perception, in
having for its object only the feeling itself. It is in falsely conflating
sensation and perception, Reid argues, and in thus mistaking the
chimera of sensation for indications of a chimerical real, that the
errors of metaphysics have been perpetuated. Therefore it is only by
separating these synthesized components of our perception that we
may understand how the very synthetic character of consciousness
conforms to constant and recognizable laws of nature. Experiment, in
Reid’s understanding, thus relies on a two-stage process in which one
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first dislodges common sense—violates the common rules of perception—in order to reaffirm it. Reid’s experiments call for the violation
of “the common rules of vision” so as to bring home to the reader how
common in fact these rules are. In experimentally demonstrating the
bifurcation of the visual field—a peculiarity of sensation not so much
overcome as overlooked in everyday perception—his experiments are
designed to avoid the trap into which he believed the metaphysicians
to have fallen.
Yet one must note how Reid’s experimental procedures seem to
jeopardize the conclusions to which his experiments are supposed to
lead. His technique of experimentally replicating an aberrant sensation in order to affirm a basic truth about “common-sense” perception obviously requires one to attend to a sensation that would
otherwise go unnoticed. Yet in turning the attention to this new
sensation—in converting sensation into perception, in Reid’s own
terms—there is a greater likelihood that the perception will remain
in the brain, and thus through habit or custom determine future
perceptions.38 Is the phenomenon of doublevision a sensation which,
once perceived, will render common-sense vision itself aberrant?
And if not, by what covert laws does this sensation manage to escape
notice? The questions to which Reid’s experiments inevitably give
rise explain why the only scholars to attend at any length to Reid’s
account of doublevision acknowledge its conceivable “outrage against
the common sense which it was the general purpose of his philosophy
to confirm.”39 Experimental self-observation in Reid’s work can be
seen as alternately supporting and unsettling the foundations of
“common sense,” exposing the synthetic character of reality even
while it purports to establish it as normative. In so revealing the
aberrance of our natural (though occulted) sensations, such experiments open the possibility that our common sense is the result not of
a natural order but is rather the product of a prior act of construction.40 The mental operations on which Reid stakes his experimental
demonstration of common sense thus conceivably endanger as much
as they confirm those essential laws of belief.
IV. MAPS OF MISREADING

As Reid’s examples make clear, experiments designed to explain
the laws of belief that structure common-sense perception aim
precisely to disrupt common sense in order to better understand its
occulted processes. Through the momentary violation of vision, in
other words, the experiment is designed to call attention to the
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otherwise imperceptible conditions that make seeing possible in the
first place. Reid’s commitment to the easy reproducibility of these
procedures further explains why such experiments involve the most
common objects. Thus it may not surprise us to learn that the object
most frequently invoked in records of self-experiment is the book
itself. In the Inquiry, for example, Reid bids the reader to “look upon
any familiar object, such as a book, at different distances and in
different positions” (I, 96), in support of the most commonsensical
claims (here, that the same object will appear differently to the eye).
Yet if we take seriously Law’s contention that empiricist thought
engages dialectically with the relation of perception to language, we
will see that the experimental use of the book also serves as an
occasion to examine and compare the exercise of innate faculties and
acquired traits. Through the use of the book in scenes of experimental self-observation, in other words, issues of psycho-physiological
perception slide ineffably into issues of cultural and even aesthetic
perception, and these are revealed to be fundamentally related
registers of cognition. The importance of the book in the experimental scene is not only due to the fact that it is a familiar object, but also
that reading is a process occurring—in the case of those Britons of
the polite ranks to whom such texts were written—without a conscious act of reflection upon the conditions that make that activity
possible. By making an alteration in perception precipitate a failure
of reading, then, such experiments estrange the common activities of
seeing and reading in order to call attention to the internal conditions
that make these activities possible—or impossible—in the first place.
For an example of what I mean, consider the following passage
from a medical text of the late eighteenth century, Alexander Monro’s
Three Treatises on the Brain, the Eye, and the Ear (1797). A member
of an influential medical dynasty (his father, Monro primus, was
Edinburgh University’s first Professor of Anatomy) and himself a
practitioner of self-experimentation, Monro secundus offers this
easily reproducible experiment with visual perception:
In a closet, lighted by a small single window, I sat on a chair, with my
back to the window, and fixed a Book, with Small Print, on the
opposite wall. I then brought my Eyes so near the Book, that the
Letters became indistinct. I then made an Exertion to read, without
contracting the Orbicularis; or, I opened the Eyelids wide, by acting
with the Attollens Palpebram Superiorem; or, I held the Upper and
Under Eyelids with my fingers at a distance from each other, and
then repeated my effort to read the Book; but found I could not do it.41
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I think that one needn’t be able to identify the “Attollens Palpebram
Superiorem” in order to conduct the sort of experiment that Monro
describes here—and of course this is partly the issue. In its appeal to
objects of immediate accessibility and qualitative indistinguishability
(the only criterion for the book itself, after all, is that it have small
print), it is a form of experiment committed to easy replication and
therefore to a publicness fitted to what Steven Shapin has determined as “the audience for science” in eighteenth-century Scotland,
an audience consisting mostly in landholders with little or no formal
background in science.42
Like Monro, Coleridge (who was at least minimally familiar with
the physician’s work) was invested in conducting experiments designed to illuminate familiar structures of perception.43 Moreover,
like Monro’s, Coleridge’s experiments frequently employ the book as
an experimental object, and reading as an activity to be disrupted
through a perceptual alteration. Consider the following experiment,
recorded in a notebook entry of 1803:
Morning/Just rolled bits of paper, many fine little bits of wick, some
tallow, & the soap together/the whole flame equal in size to half a
dozen Candles did not give the Light of one/& the letters of the Book
looked by the unsteady Flame, just as thro’ Tears, or in dizziness.
<Every line of every Letter dislocated into angles/or like the mica in
crumbly Stones.> (CN, 1:1771)

Coleridge’s inference from this experiment, that motion “is presence
and absence rapidly alternating” in our consciousness, has its roots in
his reading of Kant and will be worked out at greater length in the
Biographia Literaria.44 In a style more richly sensuous than Monro’s,
Coleridge records the perceptual effects produced through his
experimental use of the book—effects which, as he argues, occur in
us constantly without our awareness. As in Reid’s experiments,
Coleridge calls attention to the presence of two discrete phenomena—“presence and absence rapidly alternating”—that we experience under normal circumstances as unified. His experiment attempts to disrupt in order to more adequately apprehend an
overlooked phenomenon of consciousness.
It will be clear that such experimental uses of the book are
designed to produce an aesthetic experience even if the text itself is
not considered more narrowly aesthetic or literary per se. Moreover,
such experiments ask, for scientific purposes, questions just as central
to eighteenth-century aesthetics: what are the conditions for reading,
Noel Jackson

131

and for construing that activity as a common sense? While for Reid
the experiment provides an example of how metaphysicians fall into
error, for Coleridge the activity of experimental reading becomes a
subject not exclusively for scientific reflection, but rather for aesthetic perception itself. Through the use of the book, Coleridge
indicates, in terms we often associate with Kantian thought, how the
project of philosophy effectuates and completes itself in the aesthetic
domain.45 It is in defamiliarizing the activity of reading that one is
allowed to experience a simulation of the many conditions—of
physiology, psychology, and environment—that make a conventionally aesthetic experience possible. Perhaps it is that the failure to read
the book under controlled conditions will persuade us, as Reid’s
experiments are clearly meant to do, of the triumph of common sense
when such conditions obtain. But to say as much is to underestimate
the degree to which the failure of reading is a highly ambivalent
phenomenon, at once an enabling and disabling condition for the
assertion of a sensus communis in the first place.
In fact, I want to argue that a version of the scenario I have just
described functions crucially in Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight.” I
refer to lines in this acclaimed conversation poem, where the speaker
recollects the visions that sustained him during his childhood in the
city. As is well known, that poem tracks the speaker’s thought as it
ranges from the present-tense observation of the fluttering “stranger”
in the fireplace grate, to recollections of his childhood triggered by
his observation of the “stranger,” and then in the final movement of
the poem to an anticipation of Hartley’s future development away
from the city and its harmful influence (“F,” 26).46 The scene that I
want to call experimental occurs in the second of these movements,
when as a child he gazed at the grate, day-dreaming
till the soothing things, I dreamt,
Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams!
And so I brooded all the following morn,
Awed by the stern preceptor’s face, mine eye
Fixed with mock study on my swimming book.
(“F,” 34–38)

The failure of reading in this passage is obviously also a scene of
failed pedagogy. Yet it is not the simulation of attention in “mock
study” that makes this scene of instruction a failure. In fact, Coleridge
does not depict a state of inattention so much as one of excessive
attention, figured by the “unclosed lids” and “[f]ixed” gaze of the
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speaker (“F,” 27, 37). The child’s attention is fixed so exclusively on
the hope “to see the stranger’s face” (“F,” 41), however, that his mind
neither rests upon the book nor upon his own sensations. It is this
high degree of concentration, coupled with a “most believing mind”
(“F,” 24), that makes the book appear to swim.The attention fixes on
the immediate objects of perception only insofar as they portend of
“things to come” (“F,” 33).
Analyses of “Frost at Midnight” have tended to read this episode
as significant only insofar as it represents a “before” to the “before
and after” portraits that the poem most obviously offers.47 Thus in
most critical readings of the poem, the scene of failed instruction is
itself considered instructive only as a cue to recognizing that the
pedagogical experience therein depicted is to be redeemed in the
future. In his sensitive reading of Coleridge’s poem, for instance,
Reeve Parker has argued that the significant movement of the poem
tracks “from the willful and superstitious solipsism of a depressed
sensibility . . . to the apprehension of a regenerate companionship” in
Hartley and the world of nature.48 Following the logic of Parker’s
argument, we can say that the boy’s superstitious cast of mind
prefigures the solipsistic “musings” of the speaker in the opening of
the poem (“F,” 6), and thus both represent states of mind that must
be replaced by the apprehension of a companionship founded upon a
more substantial basis. The knowledge that comforts the speaker,
therefore, is the possibility that his son “shalt learn far other lore, /
And in far other scenes!” (“F,” 50–51). Not surprisingly, we learn that
this new and more effective lore will entail, through interaction with
nature, a stronger and more permanent relationship to objects of
sense: “so shalt thou see and hear / The lovely shapes and sounds
intelligible / Of that eternal language, which thy God / Utters” (“F,”
58–61). The education that the child will receive will redeem the
failed education that is imaged in the speaker’s “swimming book.”
Coleridge thus invokes the scene of failed reading to express his
anticipation of a future that Hartley himself will come to embody.
Described in this manner, “Frost at Midnight” offers a straightforwardly diachronic solution to the problem it presents: the sound
education that was wanting in Coleridge himself will be realized in
Hartley, who will come to have a more solid grounding in common
sense. The poem reaches its conclusion when the speaker’s consciousness reflects an awareness of this “regenerate companionship,”
in Parker’s words, and so learns to rejoice in it. Parker is certainly
correct to discern the most significant movement in the poem as one
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of consciousness towards this apprehension. Yet “Frost at Midnight”
is also, and just as obviously, an exploration of the mechanisms of
consciousness. Coleridge’s poem, in other words, is not solely designed to record a moment of consciousness; just as crucially, it is
intended to shed light on the mental operations that account for this
state of consciousness. In a symbiosis typical of the age—think of
Wordsworth’s daffodils poem—the activity of the mind not only
constitutes the action of the poem (the movement from superstition to
substantial belief, as Parker describes it in the case of “Frost at
Midnight”), but the action of the poem also seeks to explain something about the activity of the mind.
“Frost at Midnight” provides an exemplary instance of such
reciprocity between internal and external action in often keeping this
double purpose in view. For example, the celebrated lines in which
the speaker finds a “companionable form” in the fluttering stranger
evince both a consciousness of their likeness and a commentary on
the nature of the comparison itself (“F,” 19). As a simple instance of
analogical thinking, the speaker’s comparison is described as a “toy of
Thought” (“F,” 23) not unlike that which Reid excoriates in his
philosophical contemporaries. In the earliest published version of the
poem, Coleridge is even more explicit in calling such analogies
“curious toys / Of the self-watching subtilizing mind.”49 Indeed, the
peculiar construction of the lines in which Coleridge introduces the
comparison between himself and the “stranger”—“Methinks, its
motion in this hush of nature / Gives it dim sympathies with me who
live” (“F,” 17–18)—at once suggests and linguistically reproduces
such a state of “self-watching.”50
In Parker’s reading of the poem, and in many readings since, it is
precisely this state of “self-watching” that represents the tyranny of
the solipsistic mentality over the consciousness of regenerate companionship. Indeed, there has been considerable critical consensus
that the poem depicts the process by which one overcomes selfconsciousness, or at least attempts to do so.51 Yet this interpretation
fails to account for why Coleridge’s poem would itself be represented
as a toy of the self-watching mind, a reflection on the activity of selfreflection itself—why, in other words, the narrative of socialization
that Parker rightly describes as central to the poem is itself embedded within an account of the poet’s own mental activity. A more
adequate interpretation would read “Frost at Midnight” as a meditation on the very conditions of self-consciousness, or the processes by
which one reflects upon the “film” (as the “stranger” is first intro134
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duced in the poem) that structures consciousness in the first place
(“F,” 15). As in those experiments involving the failure of reading, the
speaker’s self-exploration is meant to illuminate the conditions of
perception, mental bearing, and environment that make a common
sense possible. It is undeniable that, by the turn to Hartley in the
final movement of the poem, Coleridge wishes to indicate the
ultimate necessity of socializing these “[a]bstruser musings” (“F,” 6).
Yet while, on the one hand, “Frost at Midnight” seems to advocate
abandoning the preoccupations of the “self-watching subtilizing
mind” for the consciousness of a regenerate companionship, on the
other, the poem suggests that it is only within and through such selfobservation that one may establish those more permanent connections in the first place. 52
My argument, then, is that it is not by overcoming so much as by
intensifying self-consciousness that the speaker of “Frost at Midnight” comes to experience a “companionable form” in Hartley. The
revelation of a “common sense” or shared purpose with his son
depends paradoxically upon the speaker’s thoroughgoing turn inward
to his own senses. Yet this dialectic bears little resemblance to the
journey in and through self-consciousness once described by critics
such as Geoffrey Hartman and Harold Bloom, and rather far more
closely resembles those experiments in which, by the seeming
violation of “common sense,” one experiences the conditions for
imagining a sensus communis in the first place. In fact, Coleridge
explicitly invokes “common sense” in lines revised for the Poetical
Register of 1808–1809 (not published until 1812). Coleridge represents such toys of thought as momentary disruptions of “common
sense” by the living spirit which projects itself into “all things,”
sometimes with deep faith,
And sometimes with a wilful playfulness
That stealing pardon from our common sense
Smiles, as self-scornful, to disarm the scorn
For those wild reliques of our childish Thought,
That flit about, oft go, and oft return
Not uninvited.53

Coleridge’s lines draw an explicit parallel between these “reliques” of
childish thought and the “superstitious wish” of his childhood, but
without the opprobrium that critics often believe to be attached to
these incidents.54 Indeed, the motions of the “self-watching subtilizing
mind” that first seem inimical to the apprehension of a “companionable form” are instead revealed as crucial to that apprehension. As in
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those experiments where reading breaks down in order to reveal the
conditions that make reading itself possible, Coleridge demonstrates
how one violates common sense in order to reveal a new basis for
imagining a sensus communis in the first place. In Coleridge’s
dialectical approach, common sense is debilitated and rejuvenated—
renovated and made “critical,” in Gramsci’s terms—in the same stroke.
I have been suggesting that “Frost at Midnight” not only depicts
scenes of experimental self-observation, but that it devotes those
scenes towards exploring how common sense comes into view as well
as the ground upon which it might be asserted. While generally not
regarded as an explicitly experimental work, the poem does offer a
template for understanding how such experiments are carried out.55
But there is another sense in which we can read the experimental
scene of Coleridge’s poem, namely as a reading lesson itself. The
references to books and reading serve as a reminder, should any be
needed, of how clearly “Frost at Midnight” is intended to be an
allegory about the reading experience: in Coleridge’s account of the
“swimming book,” that is, we read an appeal to how one might best
approach the book presently in hand. Yet if we follow the experimental logic of the poem, the reading that “Frost at Midnight” prescribes
will be found to be of a highly unusual kind. It is not uncommon for
the literature of the period to insist upon a state of fixed attention
that would inhibit the “mock study” that Coleridge describes. In the
dedicatory preface to The Deserted Village, for instance, Oliver
Goldsmith declared that “I want [the reader’s] unfatigued attention,”
and indeed most writing on the subject—Wordsworth’s included—
makes similarly stringent demands on its readership.56 Yet Coleridge
may gesture to a use for that experience of “mock study” that does
not devalue but rather functions as the very condition of valuation. In
its appeal to the activity of readerly self-observation, “Frost at
Midnight” gives a different kind of support to the more modern
notion that the strong reading is necessarily a misreading.57
V. SOLIPSISM AND SOCIALITY

The conditions that Reid elaborates for the illumination of common sense—the activity of attentive self-observation, resulting in the
violation of commonsensical perception—have proven similar to
those which Coleridge imagines as the condition of a regenerate
apprehension of community in “Frost at Midnight.” In both cases,
self-observation is meant to lead beyond itself to the firm faith in a
common sense. Yet I have been arguing that we can best understand
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“Frost at Midnight” and other poems of this kind not as efforts to
overcome self-consciousness so much as attempts to dramatize the
conditions that must obtain in order to apprehend a common sense in
the first place. As in “Tintern Abbey,” a poem whose indebtedness to
“Frost at Midnight” is well known, Coleridge’s conversation lyrics
often culminate in a moment of virtual conversation or address to an
otherwise absent audience. Yet the critical view that the speaker of
these poems turns to another, out of a need of the imperial consciousness at once to extend and secure its domain—a reading to which
“Frost at Midnight,” like “Tintern Abbey,” would appear particularly
vulnerable—seems to me fundamentally mistaken.58 For these conversation poems imagine conversation itself neither as the product of
overcoming self-consciousness nor as the extension of its powers; rather,
such poems conceive community as the very medium of self-consciousness (its “film,” in Coleridge’s idiom), as a constitutive outside that
structures perception imperceptibly from within. The revelation of a
sensus communis (an aesthetic or social community) in these poems
thus depends crucially upon the seeming violation of a common
sense (a normative structure of perception) that erroneously trusts to
the integrity and self-sufficiency of one’s perceptions in the first place.
The apprehension of commonality in these poems is arrived at by
such circuitous means, then, in part because these experiments entail
solitary acts of self-contemplation. The processes that Reid and
Monro elaborate for acts of experimental self-reflection, and which
Coleridge and Wordsworth develop for aesthetic experience, set the
conditions of judgment not only in a state of altered perception, but
conceive such acts of judgment as taking place, at least figuratively, in
privacy. Coleridge’s representation of the scene of self-observation in
the opening lines of “Frost at Midnight”—of a “solitude, which suits
/ Abstruser musings” (“F,” 5–6)—thus anticipates a still more insistent depiction of lyrical solitude, John Stuart Mill’s “What is Poetry?,”
which famously defines poetry as “feeling confessing itself to itself, in
moments of solitude” and compares lyric utterance to “the lament of
a prisoner in a solitary cell, ourselves listening, unseen in the next.”59
It is obvious that Mill’s account produces a reductio ad absurdum
of autonomy figured by the image of the poet’s total (though arguably
unwilled) self-enclosure. Indeed, neither Coleridge nor Wordsworth
were free of a similar tendency to valorize that condition as the
normative model of subjectivity. In 1801, for instance, Coleridge
writes about his wife, Sara Hutchinson, whom he suspects of having
“an habitual absence of reality in her affections”:
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Sara’s . . . coldness perhaps & paralysis in all tangible ideas and
sensations—all that forms real Self—hence . . . she creates her own
self in a field of Vision & Hearing, at a distance, by her own ears &
eyes—& hence becomes the willing Slave of the Ears & Eyes of
others.—Nothing affects her with pain or pleasure as it is but only as
other people will say it is. (CN, 1:979)

Coleridge attempts to distinguish between the thoughts and sensations constitutive of “real Self” and those which, having their point of
reference “at a distance” from oneself, have their source more in the
“Ears & Eyes of others.”60 Where Sara’s perceptions are intelligible
only in relation “to some distinct separate, visible part of some other
Body,” he insists that his richness of “tangible sensations” is necessarily present in “the Life of the whole man” (CN, 1:979). As an obvious
assertion of perceptual autonomy over what Korsgaard names the
method of “reflective endorsement” (which locates the normativity of
a given claim in the probable response of others), Coleridge’s entry
bears a strong resemblance to Wordsworth’s contemporaneous assertion of the autonomy of aesthetic judgment, over against that
reflective mode of criticism that the poet so excoriates in the preface
to the Lyrical Ballads.
There is not much to surprise us in Coleridge’s conclusion that
“real Self”—that is, autonomous subjectivity—is preferable to the
reflective self that he attributes to Sara. Nor can or should we
overlook the obvious sexism of Coleridge’s remark, not only as it
privileges his own perception (and identifies it as masculine), but as it
raises the more troubling question of whether autonomy is an ideal
that is universal in theory but exclusive in practice. In showing how
the discourse of autonomy can lapse into an egregious sexism, that is,
Coleridge’s entry also indicates how persistently this discourse produces a universal ideal whose very parameters are implicitly defined
by criteria such as gender or class, for instance, which include an
elect few and exclude others. Nor does Coleridge provide the only
instance of this problematic assertion. One can trace a similar
expression of this contradiction in Wordsworth’s caveat to his assertion of the autonomy of aesthetic judgment: “[A]n accurate taste in
poetry . . . is an acquired talent, which can only be produced by
severe thought, and a long continued intercourse with the best
models of composition” (LB, 8). Though Wordsworth, having appealed to the reader’s feelings over against “our preestablished codes
of decision” only sentences before, is fully capable of perceiving the
difficult position he has struck with respect to the autonomy of
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judgment, he is less able to escape this difficulty. His effort to resolve
the contradiction necessitates the impossible task of persuading “the
most inexperienced reader” of the inaccuracy of his or her own
judgment without actually disqualifying the judgment itself (LB, 8).
Neither in their writings nor in their poetic careers did Wordsworth
or Coleridge manage to provide a fully satisfactory account of how a
radical inwardness might square with the demand that poetry be read
by an audience of more than one; nor, I think, have such difficulties
proved easier to resolve today. To see the full force of this problem
expressed, however, one could do worse than to turn to an overtly
experimental poem such as Wordsworth’s “Simon Lee.” That poem
reverses the trajectory of “Frost at Midnight,” at first invoking and
then repudiating a straightforward community through sympathy
with the eponymous figure. “Simon Lee” courts only to reject an
unreflective sympathetic response, and then insists, in the poem’s
famous apostrophe, that it is only the reader who takes pains to
“think,” (79) who will be able to make meaning of the incident.
Romantic experiments such as these demand that the reader turn
inward and thus reproduce the condition of inwardness that is so
often their implied subject. Implicitly or explicitly, they refuse the
self-evidence of the sensus communis, complicating the notion that
one may invoke a preexisting community of taste, sympathy, or
doctrine as the ground for aesthetic, ethical, or political relations. In
so insisting on the priority of inwardness, however, such experiments
expose the limitations of the very category of individuality that
supposedly underwrites them. Thus, one apprehends the conditions
of possibility for a common sense, when through introspection the
normative presuppositions of consciousness are found to be in error.
While historicist readings of Romanticism frequently discern a
political dimension of lyric emerging largely despite its self-conscious
subject (in both senses of that word), I am more inclined to see these
poems as questioning the notion that consciousness is truly private at
all, and thus as efforts to articulate the ground for politics in the first
place.61 In “Frost at Midnight,” the speaker’s solitude initially appears
to be a condition for the ensuing meditation, with Hartley’s presence
barely more than an afterthought. Through the course of the poem,
however, it becomes increasingly clear how central Hartley’s presence is to the speaker’s thoughts. The meditation that first seemed to
depend so much upon isolated subjectivity turns out to have depended all along upon the presence that fills up “the interspersed
vacancies / And momentary pauses of the thought” (“F,” 46–47).
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Through self-reflection, in other words, the speaker becomes aware
of the intervening medium of a “stranger” that is revealed to be the
essential supplement to his own consciousness. Whereas “Simon
Lee” more explicitly violates the sensus communis as a means of
establishing—or at least establishing the need for—a new basis for
community, “Frost at Midnight” moves towards the speaker’s apprehension that his isolated consciousness is neither thoroughly isolated
nor truly his at all. The standpoint of autonomy in such poems is not
that of isolated, elevated selfhood so much as it is the capacity for
revealing and transforming the conditions for imagining community
in the first place.
VI. CONCLUSION: THE EXPERIMENTUM CRUCIS

In his review of Stewart’s Account of the Life and Writings of
Thomas Reid, Francis Jeffrey punctured the ambitions of so many
would-be Newtons who had claimed to have reduced the study of
mind to a science. The general charge of Jeffrey’s argument is that
the much touted analogy between natural and moral philosophy is
ultimately false. In contrast to the former, Jeffrey maintained, moral
philosophy allows us to observe but not to alter the operations of
mind: “we cannot subject them to experiment, or alter their nature by
any process of investigation.” It is on account of this paucity of
psychological inquiry that the Whiggish Jeffrey is led to conclusions
quite opposite to the so-called “Whig interpretation of history”: “In
reality, it does not appear that any great advancement in the
knowledge of the operations of the mind is to be expected . . . or that
the condition of mankind is likely to derive any great benefit from the
cultivation of this interesting but abstracted study.”62
Yet having bluntly asserted that the philosophy of mind was
incapable of experimentally establishing the principles of common
sense, and thus that this branch of study was unlikely ever to
materially benefit the world, Jeffrey capitulates on this point only
paragraphs later. The key to proving or disproving an epistemological
common sense, he suggests, might be obtained through an analysis of
altered states of consciousness: “The phenomena of Dreaming and of
Delirium . . . appear to afford a sort of experimentum crucis, to
demonstrate that a real external existence is not necessary to produce
sensation and perception in the human mind.”63 An unregenerate
skeptic, Jeffrey saw the case against Hume as far from closed, and
thus calls for a new direction in psychological research. Yet Jeffrey’s
remark also serves as a reminder of how far the writers of his own
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generation pursued this new direction of inquiry and explored the
possible consequences of such an experimentum crucis in imaginative
as well as scientific form. For evidence of such experiments we might
turn, as has Jennifer Ford in her recent study, to Coleridge’s
reflections on dreaming as a mental state suspended between mind
and body; to Davy’s record of his own self-experimentation with
nitrous oxide and other gases; or somewhat later in the nineteenth
century, to the experimental record of dreaming and delirium offered
up by that most famous epigone of the early Romantics, Thomas de
Quincey. De Quincey’s wish that his Confessions would be “useful
and instructive” is well known, as is his frequent insistence that his
considerable experimentation with opium makes him well-qualified
to speak as an expert on the subject.64 What De Quincey self-consciously
suggests is how the literature of this period might count, both in ways
that we have long explored and ways that we have just begun to
register, as a contribution to the theory and history of knowledge.
Yet there is another sense in which De Quincey might offer an
experimentum crucis—not for the science of mind, however, but for
aesthetic judgment itself. For De Quincey’s narrative of dreaming
and delirium exploits more rigorously than any Romantic period text
the fundamental similarity between the practices of self-experimentation and the formal conditions of aesthetic judgment. I have traced
in these pages how the activity of experimental self-observation
frequently produces a distortion of common sense—an experience of
doublevision, a relic of childish thought—as the condition of invoking
a sensus communis. Such narratives as the Confessions, with its
anxious opening address “To the Reader,” embody this experimental
act and so compel its readers to encounter it in similarly embodied
form. Underlying De Quincey’s pleading and his nervous sensitivity
to reproach in those pages, perhaps, is the recognition that the
critical judgment is subject to the same distortions. The Confessions
thus brings the rule of aesthetic judgment into contact with the
cognitive procedures that it mimes.
I am interested in De Quincey as a limit-case for aesthetic
judgment, however, only as he may raise in especially clear terms a
question often raised in this period concerning the social form of
aesthetic experience. When Kant attempts in the third Critique to
explain why “the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good,” he
attributes this correspondence to the normative disinterestedness of
both morality and aesthetics, and thereby highlights their mutual
“elevation above the mere sensibility to pleasure received through
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sense” (CJ, 198–99). The freedom of the subject from his or her
senses may indeed be the shortest way to realizing that principle of
“similitude in dissimilitude” which Wordsworth identified not only as
central to aesthetics but to sexual and ethical relations as well (LB,
265). But there is little to prevent the possibility that such communion remains either a mere projection of the self onto the other, or the
simplistic inference of my own likeness from yours. To maintain a
conception of sympathy as the capacity to “put [oneself] in the place
of another and of many others,” after all, presupposes a rigid
differentiation between self and other that can be seen as dooming in
advance such an effort, however well-intentioned.65
There is an alternative to this scheme, however, which is suggested
not so much by the flesh-and-blood universalism of Burke as by the
activity of self-observation that is required by the literary experiment.
Such works conceive a common sense not founded on the nonsensuous recognition of the self in the other, but rather upon a
moment of self-communion that forces the sensuous encounter with
one’s otherness. In the experimental aesthetics of Romanticism, I
believe, we may begin to grasp the import of a gnomic statement
from Theodor Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory: “Art is the
historicophilosophical truth of a solipsism that is untrue-in-itself.”66 I
take Adorno to mean that the untruth of solipsism, inasmuch as it is
disclosed in art, is neither revealed through any overt commitment to
intersubjectivity, nor through the coalescence of the object and the
subject, but rather is disclosed as an effect of inwardness—by which
means art provides, at least in theory, the conditions for making
“critical” consciousness itself. Where a condition of critical judgment
is the self-observation of one’s own “critical condition,” so to speak,
the task of an experimental art may be to estrange one’s immediate
relation to the manifold conditions that make possible one’s reading,
one’s standard of taste, or one’s conception of autonomous self hood
in the first place—and in the distortion of “common sense” produced
thereby, to indicate the possibility for radically transforming those
conditions. If the literature of Romanticism does not itself fulfill that
role, it leaves at least a map of misreading towards its possible
realization. For the Romantics, after all, it is not simply that in
reading we read ourselves, but that in reading we read ourselves as
changed.
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