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Abstract 
 

Felt Thought: Neuroscience, Modernism and the Intelligence of Poetry 
 

by 
 

Matthew Paul Langione 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in English 
 

with 
 

Designated Emphases in Critical Theory  
 

and in 
 

Science and Technology Studies  
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor Charles Altieri, Chair 
 
 
The first decade of the twentieth century was a time of unprecedented 
epistemic polarization in the American academy. The “tender-minded” 
orientation of idealism, to borrow William James’s turn of phrase, was quickly 
ceding ground to the “tough-minded” orientation of scientific materialism on 
the assumption that, before long, all serious consideration of human 
experience, meaning and value was destined to come under the care of newly-
minted human sciences such as anthropology, psychology, and sociology. This 
left traditional humanists resentful of what must have seemed to them a kind 
of epistemic mission creep: the empirical sciences, riding high on the strength 
of triumphs in fields such as radioactivity and electromagnetics, were suddenly 
staking claim to territories that had once been the province of literature, 
religion and philosophy.  
 
One dominant view has been that modernist literature comes into being on 
the hot fumes of this resentment. Frank Kermode, for example, saw 
modernism as “a rapprochement between poet and occultist” so that “magic came, 
in an age of science, to the defence of poetry.” Since modernism is an elastic 
term, there is an element of truth in this view. But many modernists were, 
especially in the early years, anything but eager to indulge in a revanchist 
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mysticism that abstracted away from the vitalizing energy of the modern 
sciences. In particular, T.S. Eliot, whose graduate work in philosophy brought 
him into close proximity to the scientific currents of the day, produced a body 
of criticism that reveals a sophisticated and remarkably coherent cognitive 
structure corresponding with his aim to find in poetry a literary form that 
could unite “feeling” and “thought.”  
 
Felt Thought begins by establishing Eliot’s motivation both to embrace and to 
resist the computational ideal of intelligence that was being codified during 
the period in which he was writing, an ideal that would reach its apotheosis in 
the 1940s and 1950s with the birth of artificial intelligence. In my introduction 
I use A.I. as a contrastive paradigm against which to specify the more subtle 
mode of poetic intelligence that emerges in Eliot’s criticism. It is an ideal that 
implicates what he calls “sensibility” as it mediates between “feeling” and 
“thought” in constructive, writerly activity.  
 
But since this cognitive structure finds expression implicitly in criticism 
written for various purposes, rather than explicitly in philosophy, it must be 
reconstructed with the aid of a robust bank of supplements. I begin with 
Eliot’s literary and philosophical influences in Chapter I, particularly 
Immanuel Kant, G.W.F. Hegel, Henry James and Ezra Pound. I turn to his 
graduate school influences at Harvard in Chapter II, among whom are Charles 
Sanders Peirce, Josiah Royce and Karl Pearson. In Chapter III, I synthesize 
these influences in the effort to flesh out a cognitive structure that unites 
Eliot’s major trilogy of critical formulations—“the dissociation of sensibility,” 
“the doctrine of impersonality,” and the “objective correlative”—and I 
substantiate those formulations with reference to contemporary neuroscience. 
Then in Chapter IV, I make use of this neuroaesthetic cognitive structure to 
interpret Eliot’s first book of poems, Prufrock and Other Observations, as a work 
culminating in a unique mode of expressive activity that I have termed 
intelligent exemplification. My Epilogue begins with a breviary on the ways in 
which the sciences of mind have been called into action in literary study thus 
far. Then I recommend a set of principles that I hope will sustain at once a 
more integrative method of interdisciplinarity, and at the same time an 
increased commitment to the many and intricate ways that the texts 
themselves ask to be interpreted.  
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INTRODUCTION // Poetic Intelligence in the Age of Intelligent Machines 
 

 
“To make two bald statements: There’s nothing sentimental about a 
machine, and: A poem is a small (or large) machine made of words.” 

    - William Carlos Williams, “Author’s Introduction” 
  
 
 
~ The Intelligence of Poetry ~ 
 
 
 

Let’s begin with an assertion about our subject that should be 
uncontroversial: poetry reflects and enables a special kind of intelligence. The 
degree to which a particular culture at a particular moment in its history 
values the “intelligence” of poetry may be remarkably various, but, at least in 
the pantheon of Western culture, the “special” status of poetry has been 
unmistakably secure. Were we to settle on the contents of a time capsule 
intended to represent Western civilization from antiquity to the present, one 
suspects that poetry, hardly a quotidian human experience and never the 
dominant compositional practice, would be overrepresented by far. What 
makes the opening assertion controversial is not the term “special” but the 
term “intelligence.” For though we quote poetry regularly in speeches, and 
though we insist that our children learn to read and to analyze poetry in 
school, we rarely look to poetry as a mode of intelligence, as a way to grasp the 
reality of a state of affairs. For poetry, we are given to understand, is subjective 
rather than objective, expressive rather than scientific. Thus while poetry, in 
our culture, is assigned decorative value (beauty) and pedagogical value 
(ethics), it is almost never recognized for its epistemic value. This is true even 
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in academia, where criticism tends to feature aesthetic, historical and political 
criteria.1 

One suspects that if the canon of poets were roused from their 
slumbers to weigh in on this state of affairs, few would be terribly vexed. For 
most of Western history, poetry was received as historical record (Homer), as 
secular scripture (Dante), as divine inspiration (Donne), as organic 
communion (Wordsworth), as cultural decorum (Arnold).2 It was only toward 
the end of the nineteenth century, amid increasingly powerful institutional 
and cultural preferences for knowledge-producing, “objective” sciences that 
aesthetic criticism began to justify the study of poetry on the ground of its 
unique epistemic affordances. “The first step towards seeing one’s object as it 
really is,” Walter Pater wrote in 1873, “is to know one’s own impression as it 
really is, to discriminate it, to realise it distinctly.”3 This alethetic function was 
increasingly claimed both for poetry and for prose as generic distinctions 
relaxed thanks to the influence of Henry James and Gustav Flaubert.4 
Literature was soon identified as a domain in which otherwise shadowy aspects 
of one’s perceptual register could be illuminated. The writer was to be one “on 
whom nothing is lost,” according to James, in part by being a writer.5 For it 
was his work that would empower him to “see extraordinarily,” as Gertrude 
Stein put it, by calling to action a sensibility that stabilized his otherwise 

																																																								
1 Noting that literary scholars prefer to call what they do “critique” rather than to invoke Paul 
Ricoeur’s preferred term, “the hermeneutics of suspicion,” Rita Felski writes that it all 
amounts to the same thing, and involves: “a spirit of skeptical questioning or outright 
condemnation, an emphasis on its precarious position vis-à-vis overbearing and oppressive 
social forces, the claim to be engaged in some kind of radical intellectual and/or political 
work, and the assumption that whatever is not critical must therefore be uncritical.” Rita 
Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005): 2.  
2 These terms do not refer to the compositional goals of the poets themselves, but to the 
dominant—though not exclusive—way that each poet’s work was taken by its contemporary 
readership.  
3 Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (London: Macmillan, 1893): viii. 
4 In the final preface that he wrote for the “New York Edition” of his novels, James speaks of 
himself as a “poet” and remarks on the adequacy of the term “poetry,” if used in “its largest 
literary sense” as a descriptor of work “addressed to the imaginative, the spiritual, and the 
aesthetic vision; the mind held captive by a charm and a spell, an incalculable art.” There are 
often firm cases to be made for generic distinctions between poetry and prose. But I think that 
a case can be made for treating James’s late fiction as a kind of poetry because of the density of 
the construction, and the often imagistic, painterly qualities that do not rely on narrative 
emplotments. In this dissertation, however, since I examine James’s early work, I mostly 
invoke his work as a preparative for a later “poetry” that was carried out by Ezra Pound and 
T.S. Eliot. All the same, as I will indicate in my first chapter, a case could be made for reading 
The Golden Bowl, The Ambassadors and The Wings of the Dove in the context of the formal 
experimentation that I will shortly describe. Henry James, European Writers and The Prefaces 
(New York: Library of America, 1984): 1339. Cited hereafter as JEU.  
5 Henry James, “The Art of Fiction,” Longman’s Magazine 4 (1884): 510.  
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chaotic impressions, reconciling them with the medium’s demand that he 
attune content to form, and thus to the concepts and grammars that constitute 
form.6 Poets were particularly eager to emphasize that they had not a subject, 
but a “luminous detail” (Pound) or a “medium” (Eliot) to express, and that if 
they did so by “impersonal” means, they might just reveal, if not the structure 
of reality, at least the cognitive structure of our perception of reality. And this 
was thought to be the crucial thing. Poetry was said to possess the power to 
fuse the contributions of the “individual” with those of the “tradition” into a 
manifold so that poetic expression would render legible not only the vision of 
the poet, but the very forces (cultural, historical, cognitive) that structured his 
vision. In broadest characterization, impersonality was a rising tide that 
carried all ships. Within the academy, the New Critics seized on these 
epistemic enthusiasms and sought with some success to codify and 
institutionalize modernist aesthetic criteria so that literary criticism too could 
be regarded as an objective, knowledge-producing science of form.    

It is not difficult to see poetry’s epistemic turn as the result of broader 
intellectual and cultural forces that culminated in the modern 
departmentalization of the American university and in specialization 
imperatives in the culture at large, forces that promoted a Cartesian view of 
cognition which held firm the distinction between intuition and intellection, 
feeling and thought, spirit and science. 7 But by the turn of the twentieth 
century, at least in the United States, there was the sense that the most robust 
challenges to Cartesianism—in particular that of Hegel and his disciples—had 
been successfully fended off.  The contest between idealism and realism was 
quickly being replaced by a thoroughgoing and increasingly ubiquitous 
empiricism powered by the rise of statistical methods and the decline of 
religious authority. Science, Charles W. Eliot informed the poor students at 
the Harvard Summer School in Theology in 1909, was to be the “religion of 
the future.”8 Indeed by the turn of the twentieth century it had begun to look 
as if all serious consideration of human experience, meaning and value was 
destined to come under the care of newly-minted human sciences such as 
anthropology (first department established in 1896), psychology (1883) and 
sociology (1892). This left traditional humanists resentful of what must have 
seemed to them a kind of epistemic mission creep: the empirical sciences, 

																																																								
6 Gertrude Stein, “An Elucidation,” Transition 1 (1927): 72.  
7 Louis Menand isolates the formation of the American Association of University Professors in 
1915 as “the capstone event in the process of the professionalization of the university that got 
under way after the Civil War, and in which Charles William Eliot, Daniel Coit Gilman, and 
William Rainey Harper played leading roles.” Louis Menand, The Metaphysical Club (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001): 414.  
8 Charles W. Eliot, The Religion of the Future (Boston: John W. Luce, 1909).   
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riding high on the strength of triumphs in fields such as radioactivity and 
electromagnetics, were suddenly staking claim to territories that had once been 
the exclusive province of mind and spirit. Before long William James would 
identify a chasm in the intellectual culture between those of the reactionary, 
“tender-minded” orientation of nineteenth-century religion and metaphysics 
and those of the progressive, “tough-minded” orientation of twentieth-century 
empiricism.9  

The latter orientation paved a wide path for the entrance of the 
behaviorist social sciences into both the academy and American intellectual 
life at large. Perhaps because the social sciences and the humanities stand now 
on opposite sides of an all but unbridgeable methodological and philosophical 
chasm, the fact that modernism sailed into being upon some of the same 
intellectual currents as behaviorism has, for the most part, escaped notice. 
Where scholars have been alive to the common tack, they have tended 
understandably to focus on the discontinuities that led one group of 
intellectuals to bracket the cognitive structures that produce human behavior, 
and another group to bring those structures disruptively into view.10 After all, 
it is easy to characterize the two approaches according to William James’ 
tough-tender heuristic, expressive as it is of the two cultures divide avant la 
lettre, and thus to dismiss each in retrospect as much too extreme responses to 
a problematic—namely, what is cognition and how does it work?—that requires 
nimbleness and compromise. But to make such a characterization would be to 
ignore the fact that many of modernism’s central figures were deeply engaged 
with pragmatism, even with those aspects of pragmatism that ultimately set the 
social sciences on their way. Three of the four figures whom I regard as most 
important in the theorization of poetic “intelligence” were directly linked to 
James and to Harvard pragmatism: his brother, Henry James, his lab 
assistant, Gertrude Stein, and a student in his department, T.S. Eliot. It is the 
last of these figures, the one with the most tenuous attachment to James, who 

																																																								
9 William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking (New York: Longmans, 
1907): 12. James produces a table to demonstrate the qualities associated with each disposition. 
Under “tough-minded” he includes the terms: “rationalistic,” “intellectualistic,” “idealistic,” 
“optimistic,” “religious,” “free-willist,” “monistic,” “dogmatical.” Under “tender-minded” he 
includes these terms: “empiricist,” “sensationalistic,” “materialistic,” “pessimistic,” 
“irreligious,” “fatalistic,” “pluralistic,” and “sceptical.”  
10 Michael Levenson, for example, depicts James and Conrad as ushering in the age of 
modernism by effecting a “disintegration of stable balanced relations between subject and 
object and the consequent enshrining of consciousness as the repository of meaning and 
value.” Michael Levenson, A Genealogy of Modernism: A Study of English Literary Doctrine 1908-1922 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986): 22. Modernists were identifying value with 
consciousness at precisely the time that behaviorists were attempting to diminish its 
importance.  
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came closest to embracing a roughly empiricist philosophy of mind in his 
central theorizations, closer than scholars who neglect his early graduate 
student work have realized.11 And certainly far closer than scholars insistent 
on identifying modernism with idealism have been willing to admit.  

The dominant assumption, after all, has been that, for all its rhetoric of 
novelty, literary modernism emerges from the reactionary, and ultimately the 
losing, side in the contest between realism and idealism. But scholars go too 
far when they equate the metaphysics of modernism with a mysticism 
fundamentally opposed to science. Frank Kermode’s view that modernity 
occasioned “a rapprochement between poet and occultist” so that “magic came, in 
an age of science, to the defence of poetry” has outlasted the two cultures 
debate that was its immediate context.12 In a recent history of modernism, 
Peter Gay writes that “mysticism in many guises flourished” during the early 
decades of the twentieth century because modernists “found it repugnant to 
embrace what they thought the chilly, deadening materialism of natural 
science.”13 What continues to emerge in these accounts is the received wisdom 
that modernism takes root in a revanchist mysticism set against increasingly 
universal cultural preferences for empirical forms of knowledge. One of the 
principal arguments of Felt Thought is that a key strand of modernist aesthetics 
is, in fact, animated by a conception of intelligence that embraces at least some 
of the influences that became foundational to the empirical social sciences—a 
conception of which the apotheosis is artificial intelligence—even if the poets 
eventually seek to advance a form of intelligence more supple and dynamic 
than what can be sustained by computationalism.  

Felt Thought begins with the contention that, in the early years of 
modernism, key American writers were, in fact, anything but anti-scientific. 
Henry James, Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot all appealed to the 
ethos of turn-of-the-century science in order to conceive technical experiments 
that would call attention to the mind’s dynamic role in perception and other 
forms of experience.14 What underwrites this early experimental phase is 

																																																								
11 Eliot certainly was exposed to and internalized William James’s distinction between the 
“tough-minded” and “tender-minded” philosopher. In a paper that he wrote while on leave 
from Harvard at Merton College, Oxford, he contrasted the idealist disposition with the 
wooden disposition of “the more tough-minded philosopher [who] sometimes presents the 
aspect of an elderly German mathematician learning to dance.” T.S. Eliot, The Complete Prose: 
Volume I, ed. Jewel Spears Brooker and Ronald Schuchard (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2015): 198. Cited hereafter as ECPI.  
12 Frank Kermode, Romantic Image (New York: Routledge Classics, 2002): 131.  
13 Peter Gay, Modernism: The Lure of Heresy (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010): 28.  
14 Experimentation that deeply engages modern science was not restricted to these several 
figures. Natalia Cecire characterizes Marianne Moore’s “precision” as operating in accordance 
with “protocinematic visual norms” that one would have encountered at the time in the 
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neither reactionary metaphysics nor progressive science so much as an effort to 
display a spontaneous theory of mind that reconciles the scientific critique of 
transcendence with a conception of intelligence involving a recognition of 
mental dynamics that had been previously elaborated only in terms of the 
absolute. While most of the non-literary figures implicated early on in the 
effort to understand intelligence and its enabling structures ultimately gave 
themselves over to the behaviorist conceit that intelligence could be 
understood as a set of tendencies toward behavior, modernists were especially 
keen to resist the reductive discourse that psychology offered as a way of 
understanding intricate modes and states of experience. Indeed much has 
rightfully been made of the “anti-psychological” posture of the modernists—
and in particular, that of T.S. Eliot.15 But opposing psychology is not at all the 
same thing as opposing science. In fact, if some of the modernists in question 
ultimately came to oppose science it is largely because science failed to 
sufficiently oppose psychological theory as it advanced a conception of 
intelligence at odds with both the phenomenology and the neural 
underpinnings of human experience.  

It should come as no surprise that the rise of intelligence testing in 
Europe and the United States directly corresponds with the period during 
which intelligence was defined as a series of behavioral tendencies. While 
Alfred Binet and Théodore de Simon published the first intelligence test in 
1905 in collaboration with the French government, they did so only with 
serious reservations and a wealth of qualifications relating to the elasticity of 
the concept of intelligence.16 The standardization of Binet’s test by Stanford 
psychologist Lewis Terman in 1916 abandoned most of those qualifications, 
and within a year the first “IQ” test was being used by the U.S. Army to 
determine which soldiers were fit for leadership roles. Though he believed 
that intelligence could not be represented by a single intelligence factor (what 
psychologists now call “g” for general intelligence factor), David Wechsler, 
inventor of what remains the most common modern IQ test (the Wechsler 
Adult Intelligence Scale, or WAIS), nonetheless defined intelligence in 1939 in 
increasingly behavioral terms as “the global capacity of a person to act 

																																																																																																																																																					
“exhibition halls of the natural history museum.” Natalia Cecire, “Marianne Moore’s 
Precision” in Arizona Quarterly 67.4 (2011): 99.  
15 For a brisk account of the “critique of psychologism” with Kant as a starting point and Eliot 
as an ending point, please refer to Martin Jay, “Modernism and the Specter of Psychologism,” 
Modernism/modernity 3.2 (1996): 93-111.   
16 Along with their research, Binet and de Simon go to great lengths to try to imagine a 
number of possible objections to their work. “This is all a big business,” they write, “of which 
the principal seems just even if the difficulties in application remain unknown.” Alfred Binet, 
“Recherches de Pédagogie Scientifique” in L’Année Psychologique 12.1 (1905): 235. Translation is 
my own.  
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purposefully, to think rationally, and to deal effectively with his 
environment.”17 He released his test in 1955, the same year that computer 
scientist John McCarthy coined the term “artificial intelligence,” and 
organized a conference at Dartmouth College that would “proceed on the basis 
of the conjecture that every aspect of learning or any other feature of 
intelligence can in principle be so precisely described that a machine can be 
made to simulate it.”18 

The key question for artificial intelligence, then as now, was the one 
Binet and de Simon set out to answer: what constitutes intelligence? The effort 
to answer the question functionally—to equate intelligence with computation—
has a fraught history in the philosophical literature that includes a number of 
public and very damaging refutations.19 But it proceeds apace. The conception 
of mind that grew alongside modernism and culminated in the first generation 
of A.I. research in the 1940s and the 1950s resulted in the computational 
theory of mind (CTM), a view of the mind as an information system and thus 
thinking as form of computing, that still dominates cognitive science and most 
popular and academic discourse on cognition today. 20 For our purposes what is 

																																																								
17 David Wechsler, The Measurement of Adult Intelligence (Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins Co., 
1939): 229. 
18 John McCarthy, Marvin Minksy, Nathaniel Rochester, Claude Shannon, “A Proposal for 
the Dartmouth Summer Research Project on Artificial Intelligence,” A.I. Magazine 27.4 (2006): 
12. Cited hereafter as PDS. Copies of the original typescript, written on 31 August 1955, are 
contained in the archives of Stanford University and Dartmouth College.   
19 The two most well-known and well-regarded critiques of artificial intelligence come from 
Berkeley philosophers operating from quite distinct philosophical positions. From the 
Continental tradition, Hubert Dreyfus used Heidegger’s distinction between “present-at-hand” 
and “ready-to-hand” to suggest that computers may possess the ability to know “that”—in other 
words, they may imitate our conscious, serial problem solving techniques—but they would 
never possess the ability to know “how,” to harness our ordinary way of dealing with things, 
which does not involve conscious symbolic reasoning. From the analytic tradition, John Searle 
advanced what is called the “Chinese room argument” demonstrating that syntax (the 
manipulation of symbols) is not sufficient for semantics (meaning), and that computers 
therefore lack the intentionality that is necessary for consciousness, which is a precondition 
for anthropic human intelligence.  
20 Humanists who do not make it their business to keep up with developments at the 
technological limits of the social sciences may be surprised to discover how strongly the 
position is asserted not just in the field of cognitive science but among like-minded 
philosophers of mind as well. The relation is not metaphorical. “According to this view, John 
Haugeland writes, “the mind just is a computer with certain special characteristics—namely, 
one with internal states and processes that can be regarded as explicit thinking or reasoning.” 
John Haugeland, “What is Mind Design?” in Mind Design II, ed. John Haugeland (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1997): 16. Sometimes this theory goes under different acronyms. In addition to 
CTM, it is sometimes referred to as CCTM (classical computational theory of mind) and 
GOFAI (good old fashioned artificial intelligence). Whether called CTM, CCTM or GOFAI, 
the mind-computer identity is the dominant class of a set of views known as the 
representational theory of mind (RTM).   
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important to observe is that this is an extension of the view of mind and 
intelligence to which Eliot found it necessary to develop an alternative. Thus 
computationalism serves as a background against which to understand the 
unique form of intelligence that T.S. Eliot attempted to describe in his 
criticism, and to instance in his poetry. For under increasing institutional 
pressures to establish an epistemology of literature and literary study, poets 
experimented with literary forms that could engender and produce knowledge 
that was objective in the sense that it presented experience and the 
cognitive/affective structures enabling experience as a manifold. Eliot termed 
the form of intelligence expressed in these poems “felt thought,” and 
proceeded to establish, in his criticism, a cognitive structure explaining how 
such a form of intelligence could come into being, and, in his poetry, implicit 
directives explaining how such an intelligence might be understood.  

If we grant that poems are intelligent, etymology demands that we 
grant that their intelligence is artificial as the Greek poein distinguishes human 
"making" from natural evolution. Though “artificial” is a loaded term, I mean 
it here only in the most descriptive sense of the term, as, for example, when 
David Hollinger distinguishes “the knower” and “the artificer” as two opposed 
personifications of “the ideal of cognition” during the early decades of the 
twentieth century.21 Understood this way, the term “artifice” does not describe 
the effort to escape reality or to draw attention to oneself as opposed to the 
work, but to compel attention to the work’s constructedness. Thus the term is 
intended to follow its use in Wimsatt and Beardsley when they write, “it is 
only because an artifact works that we infer the intention of its artificer.”22 
And the artificiality of poetic intelligence is on clearest view in what Eliot 
called impersonal poetry, which as we shall see, is produced by a series of 
artificializing processes that transpersonalize the sense in which a poem is 
man-made so as to recognize many more "makers" inherent in the poet’s 
formal composition than had been previously acknowledged. One must insist 
on the following distinction: the artificer’s knowledge is not itself artificial 
simply because it is gained by artifice. Instead, artifice is an imaginative mode 

																																																								
21 David A. Hollinger, “The Knower and the Artificer” in American Quarterly 39.1 (1987): 39.  
22 W.K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy” in The Sewanee Review 54 
(1946): 469. Henry Staten, commenting on this passage, notes that “anything that is internal to 
the poem is essentially social or cultural in nature, and therefore external to private, 
psychological interiority.” This reflects the appropriate sense in which the constructedness of 
poetry, at least in Eliot’s reckoning—upon which the Wimsatt and Beardsley apparatus is 
manifestly constructed—reflects much less the “personality” of the writer, than the cultural 
forces (“tradition”) that the constructive activity itself gathers. Henry Staten, “Art as Techne, 
or, The Intentional Fallacy and the Unfinished Project of Formalism” in A Companion to the 
Philosophy of Literature, eds. Garry Hagberg and Walter Jost (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010): 
421.  
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of orienting oneself to the world that yields intelligence, if not “of” the world, 
then of one’s relation to the world. Hence we might refine our opening claim 
so that we now say that poetry reflects and enables a special kind of 
intelligence, and that a certain strand of modernist poetry can itself be read as 
a species of artificial intelligence insofar as its intelligence increases as a 
function of the degree to which it is suffused with human “making.” Thus it 
does not act as intelligence so much as exemplify between what is known and 
what can be identified, through expressive and imaginative effort, as knowable.   

How one regards the relationship between intelligence and 
consciousness will determine whether or not one deems this a particularly 
capacious idea. Those of the computationalist persuasion will find the 
hypothesis preposterously inflated since they identify intelligence with 
consciousness on the model of symptom to cause. So to claim that a poem 
exhibits artificial intelligence is, from this point of view, to maintain that it is 
itself a conscious sentient being by virtue of the “intelligent” behaviors that it 
exhibits. It should go without saying that no such claim is being made here. 
Those of the intentionalist persuasion, by contrast, will find the hypothesis 
simply hum-drum because intentionality maintains that many non-conscious 
objects can be interpreted as exhibiting intelligent behavior—a flower turning 
toward the sun, a stream finding the most expedient way through the woods to 
a source, a planet that orbits the sun at just such a distance to nourish human 
life. Since the form of intelligence represented in these examples has nothing 
at all to do with human making, intelligence captures nothing essential to 
consciousness. For all intentionalists, intelligence may be necessary, but it is 
not sufficient for consciousness. For most, intelligence is simply beside the 
point. So, too, for me.  

But in one sense, amid these extremes, I find myself neither here nor 
there. I wish to put myself at the greatest conceivable distance from both the 
inflationary hypothesis that the poem is conscious in the way that my reader is 
conscious and from the deflationary hypothesis that the poem is intelligent 
only in the sense that its behavior is intelligible by reference to natural law or 
intelligent design. Instead I wish to claim that because impersonal poetry 
represents the fusion of intense personal vision (content/feeling) with equally 
intense self-renunciative erudition (form/thought), it exhibits a mode of 
intelligence unique to aesthetic objects. Like the artificially intelligent 
computer, the poem’s intelligence operates as an aid to human understanding 
rather than as a center of consciousness in its own right. But unlike the 
computer, the poem’s intelligence is non-analytical and singular. What it offers 
to our understanding is not a series of facts but a mode of arranging the facts 
that is neither strictly logical, nor algorithmic (rule-bound) at all. The poet, as 
described in T.S. Eliot’s early poetics, is an arranger of relational intensities 
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available to him in the writing of the poem (techne), which functions to fuse 
what is personal in his vision (feeling and its enabling affective structures) 
with what is inherently transpersonal (thought and its enabling linguistic 
structures).  

To witness the mental operations on display in poetry, then, is to find 
oneself in the presence of an intelligence defined by the capacity for 
attunement rather than analysis, and thus by the presence of cognitive forces—
in particular, the force of relations—otherwise unavailable to him in insistently 
conceptual discourses bound by ordinary syntactical arrangements. Thus while 
the golden carrot for artificial intelligence research was always anthropic 
intelligence at the level of the individual, it became, in Eliot’s poetic ideal, a 
more broadly interpersonal intelligence at the level of tradition. So while A.I. 
research sought to determine what a machine can know by virtue of its 
capacity for logic and calculation, impersonal poetry sought to determine what 
a poem can know by virtue of representational capacities that function without 
logic and calculation cast in their typical structuring roles. This was a 
dangerous gambit. For something must structure thought—even “felt” 
thought—and in the absence of logic and calculation, one worries that the 
parlor would be emptied only for personal bias to come in and start running 
the game. That fear would be addressed in short order by the logical 
positivists, but it appears first in Eliot’s critique of the excess of personal 
“feeling” in romantic poetry. It was a fear that motivated him to conceive, in 
his criticism, a deep cognitive structure capable of depersonalizing the way 
that states of feeling entered into modernist poetry. Feeling was an important 
ingredient according to Eliot, for it carried intelligence beyond mere 
computation, making it “human” in an important sense of the term. But 
feeling was also potentially toxic, for it threatened to denature the mixture 
with overwhelming personal prejudices.  

This worry did not suddenly snap into existence with modernism. In 
“The Poet” (1844), Ralph Waldo Emerson had written that “whenever we are 
so finely organized that we can penetrate into that region where the air is 
music, we hear those primal warblings, and attempt to write them down, but 
we lose ever and anon a word, or a verse, and substitute something of our own, 
and thus miswrite the poem.”23 But whereas Emerson suggests that the process 
of writing paints nature into a devitalized “personal” frame, Eliot—along with 
many other modernists—believes that it is the process of writing that makes us 
“finely organized” enough to grasp the secrets of nature in the first place. 
Rendering intelligible what poetry knows then becomes a matter of 

																																																								
23 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson (London: George Routledge and Sons, 
1897): 83.  
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constructive activity coordinating intuition with the conceptual order by the 
pivot of a sensibility at once one’s own, since it is nourished by feeling, and at 
the same time more than one’s own, since it is nourished by thought—and 
thought, in Eliot’s reckoning, only becomes available by reference to a 
tradition. So Eliot’s model of poetic expression has a complicated but 
complementary relation to realism, one that is mediated by a deep cognitive 
structure that I will summon in this dissertation from Eliot’s reading of his 
literary antecedents (Chapter I), from his study of philosophy (Chapter II), 
from what we now know about human cognition (Chapter III), and from what 
Eliot indicated in his first book of poems (Chapter IV). If this cognitive 
structure has relatively limited applicability in that it characterizes and 
explains the work of a single poet, albeit a singularly influential poet, it has 
much broader applicability in recommending and substantiating a general 
view of how poems complement the work of philosophy. For Eliot’s cognitive 
structure establishes how the mind might be oriented toward the world by 
triangulation with the past (tradition) so that poetry stands neither in a merely 
supplemental nor in a mirroring relation to reality, but in an exemplary 
relation to ideas about the real too intricate for conceptual translation. Poetry’s 
labors in this traffic can be described as paraconceptual since they expand and 
stretch between existing categories of the understanding. When diplomatic 
relations are good, one might say, poetry sharpens the conceptual blade as 
philosophy knifes its way through the epistemic wilderness.  

Yet not all poetry can be enlisted in this errand. And I suspect that 
precious little has been composed to such an end. Eliot himself was never 
conscious of writing poetry for philosophy. But he was committed to addressing 
domains of experience that philosophy, because it is a noetic discourse, was 
bound either to miss or, worse still, to obscure. Eliot, like many modernists, 
was energized by the powers of what the Russian Formalists would soon call 
ostranenie—or, estrangement—as a mode of challenging how concepts orient us 
to the world. The ordinary way of molding meaning to the limited terms 
available in language keeps us at a distance from reality; the poet’s job, 
according to Eliot, was to bring us closer by “dislocat[ing]…language into his 
meaning.”24 “Felt thought” and the “doctrine of impersonality” are terms that 
Eliot used to describe his methodology, “sensibility” and “talent” are those he 
used to describe the cognitive structure subserving his methodology. Louis 
Menand observes that the terms were not exactly original. “The standard of 
the unified sensibility, or ‘felt thought,’” he writes, “was in common use in the 

																																																								
24 T.S. Eliot, The Complete Prose: Volume II, ed. Jewel Spears Brooker and Ronald Schuchard 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015): 198. Cited hereafter as ECPII. 
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nineteenth century to describe the poetry of Keats and Tennyson.”25 Thus I 
dedicate the large part of this dissertation to specifying the uniqueness of 
Eliot’s usage of the terms, and the uniqueness of the cognitive structure that 
enabled those terms to be intelligible as a poetics. Then I extend Eliot’s poetics 
into the domain of epistemology where the central question is: what kind of 
knowing does poetry permit? In answering that question I use notions of 
exemplarity and paraconceptuality that do not, it should be emphasized, 
require reference to Eliot’s cognitive structure. Poets with rather diverse 
intentions and methods have produced expressive works that exemplify in the 
intermediating space between available conceptual frames.  

Then why focus so much attention on Eliot? No other modernist poet’s 
formalism so demands to be read in terms of the quest for alternatives to the 
philosophical bridge intuition and intellection—a gap that Eliot’s mentors in 
the Harvard philosophy department were increasingly inclined to bridge by 
reference to probability. This is not to suggest that Eliot was consciously 
ambitious of making a contribution to epistemology beyond the critiques 
evident in his graduate work. But those critiques suggest that his transition to 
a career in poetry was motivated by a dissatisfaction with contemporary 
discourse in the field—a discourse that was becoming increasingly dependent 
on a functional account of cognitive operations that left no room for Eliot’s 
more fulsome conception of truth and value. The fact that functionalism 
implicitly specifies a definition of intelligence that reduces the mind’s work to 
computation would later become obvious as it grew into the field of artificial 
intelligence. By that time, Eliot was less invested in the project of 
philosophical realism than he had been in the first two decades of the 
twentieth century. But, like many philosophers of that earlier period, Eliot 
seems to have seen its limitations in full view even if he could not have known 
what those limitations would produce. Comparing the form of intelligence 
Eliot identified as characteristic of certain poems with the limited 
computational view of intelligence permitted in functional accounts of 
cognition enables us to see not only what motivated Eliot to produce the 
cognitive structure that subserves his aesthetics of “felt thought” but also how 
exemplification yields forms of imaginative energy that divide into analytic or 
computational intelligence—marked by constitutive exemplification (“example 
of”)—and poetic intelligence, which is marked by aspectual exemplification 

																																																								
25 Louis Menand, “T.S. Eliot” in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism: Modernism and the New 
Criticism, Volume 7, eds. A. Walton Litz, Louis Menand and Lawrence Rainey (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000): 30.  
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(“example as.”) In the former case, intelligence is exemplified; in the later 
case, the example itself is intelligent.26 

Constitutive exemplification is capable of far more penetrating and far 
more “human” feats than those accomplished by computers in the twentieth 
century. Indeed, “example of” carries a certain variety of literary realism 
awfully far. Henry James’s Daisy Miller is the signature case that I take up in 
the next chapter because it dramatizes by constitutive exemplification an 
observational ideal demanding aspectual exemplification. An observer, 
Winterbourne, is committed to categorizing the titular heroine as an example 
“of” some variously specified thing, and thus he “cuts” her down to the set of 
impressions of which he takes her to be composed. But it is not just that she 
does not emerge in Winterbourne’s consciousness as a Kantian singularity, but 
that the novella itself does not emerge as a singularity, a fact of which James 
was conscious, as evident at the time (subtitle: “a study”) and in the decades 
after when commenting on the work in letters and essays. Daisy Miller is 
reflexively an example “of” the dangers of the logic of example “of.” It catches 
James in a moment of transition that he could only articulate negatively at the 
time, even if he ultimately produced a mode of aspectual exemplification on 
his own in the work of his ‘major phase.” Daisy Miller is thus an ideal 
launching point for our discussion of the transition to a logic of aspectual 
exemplification that first Pound and then Eliot sought to bring about by 
different means. But before we can move on to those more energizing points of 
contrast, we must establish a basic sense of the mode of intelligence that 
antagonized T.S. Eliot in the direction of poetry.  
 
 
 
~ The Artifice of Poetry ~ 
 
 
 

There are many obvious reasons why poetry has never been identified 
as a species of artificial intelligence until now, but few, if any, good ones. 
Perhaps the best is that both poetry and artificial intelligence resist definition, 
and when anything resists definition it becomes difficult to bring it into 

																																																								
26 The logic of “example of” and “example as” need not apply to intelligence at all. It simply 
marks the distinction between the representing relation (symbol to thing by virtue of actual 
properties), and the expressive relation (symbol to label by virtue of possible imagined 
properties). This distinction is made in Charles Altieri, “Exemplification and Expression” in A 
Companion to the Philosophy of Literature, eds. Garry Hagberg and Walter Jost (Malden: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009): 491-506. Cited hereafter as AEE.  



	

~14~ 

comparison with any other thing, regardless of how intuitively similar the two 
things may be. It would not exactly strain the imagination to suppose that 
students of poetry and students of artificial intelligence have been so 
preoccupied with questions of definition that to address questions of 
comparison would seem to put the cart before the horse. And yet few objects of 
study have been more prone to comparison over the years than poetry, on the 
one hand, and artificial intelligence, on the other. One might even say that 
comparison is, historically, how students of poetry and students of artificial 
intelligence have defined their respective subjects. The definitions of poetry in 
widest circulation, for example, have featured comparisons to song, to rhetoric, 
to criticism, to prophecy, to history, to feeling, to thought, to ice, to fire, to 
hard-living, to solitude, to freedom, to decorum, to a “piece of dust,” to “a 
naked person,” to a “globed fruit.” The history of artificial intelligence likewise 
features comparisons to calculators, switchboards, neural networks, Chinese 
rooms, bushes, trees, and to Sherlock Holmes’s portly sidekick. But, to my 
knowledge, the two have never been compared. Never has one been 
illuminated by the light of the other.  

There have been near misses. The first recorded dream of something 
that resembles what we now call artificial intelligence turns up, after all, in a 
poem. In the Iliad we learn that Hephaestus, the god of fire, has forged tripodic 
automata to do the gods’ bidding. William Carlos Williams famously remarked 
that “a poem is a small (or large) machine made out of words.” The distinction 
was against prose: “Prose may carry a load of ill-defined matter like a ship. 
But poetry is a machine which drives it, pruned to a perfect economy. As in all 
machines, its movement is intrinsic, undulant, a physical more than a literary 
character.”27 Though Williams was making the comparison as the first 
computers were being developed in Palo Alto, his “machine” metaphor calls to 
mind a much earlier industrial-era technology. But the comparison does touch 
on a fundamental point that should guide any comparison of artificial 
intelligence to poetry: theorists of both insist that the poem or the machine 
operates in some way on its own—that is, over and above, the programming or 
the intentionality of the creator. Poems, in other words, do not reduce to what 
the individual poet is trying to express, nor would any program that performed 
only those tasks explicitly directed by the programmer be called artificially 
intelligent. Both the poem and the program must, by definition, exhibit an 
intelligence of their own.  

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to establish how the kinds 
of intelligence implemented in and imagined for artificially intelligent 

																																																								
27 William Carlos Williams, “Author’s Introduction,” The Wedge (Cummington: The 
Cummington Press, 1944): 2. 



	

~15~ 

computers might serve as a point of comparison and departure for the sense of 
intelligence that Eliot attributed to poems during the shared high-water mark 
for theorizations of both—roughly speaking, the modernist period. As one 
might imagine, the contrast tends to overwhelm the comparison especially 
when we venture outside our period of concern. The foremost difference is one 
of basic ontology: what constitutes a poem, and what constitutes an artificially 
intelligent system? From the very beginning, as far back as Homer’s dream of 
Olympian automata, to the very recent AlphaGo-champion computer, artificial 
intelligence has most often been conceived as having a specific and often 
narrowly circumscribed purpose or use even if, as we will see, this complicates 
its very status as auto-matic. Poetry, by contrast, and the arts in general have 
often been described as distinctive precisely in virtue of their autonomy—the 
absence of a clearly defined purpose or use. Take Aristotle’s ideal of poetry as 
the dream of the possible (philosophy) instead of the description of the actual 
(history), or Hegel’s view that in poetry the mind “determines [its] content on 
its own account and in itself and makes it into ideas.”28 The sentiment recurs 
in pithier form in W.H. Auden’s famous line that “poetry makes nothing 
happen,” or as a general statement about art in Oscar Wilde’s witticism, “all 
art is quite useless.”29 Despite the almost spectacular variety of opinion that 
characterizes the history of poetics, poetry has nearly always been conceived as 
somehow free of any definable and defining purpose. Conversely, however 
loosely or generously we define artificial intelligence, attempts to create it, to 
test it or to theorize it have often been driven by or reduced to highly 
particular functions or use-values.  

In this regard, the period of roughly 1900 to 1960 was exceptional both 
for poetics and for theories of artificial intelligence. Driven by increasingly 
demanding cultural and institutional imperatives for objective knowledge, 
modernist poets attempted to define the unique epistemology of poetry in a 
way that would appear more rigorous and more “scientific” than anything that 
had come before. This led to a cluster of formulations roughly centered on the 
ideal of impersonality that would characterize how the poem produces a 
unique “intelligence” of its own, above and beyond that of the poet who sets it 
in motion. Romanticists and Victorianists will object that this epistemology 
was nothing new, that it is repackaged and reformulated Shelley or Pater. 
Perhaps, but in this case it’s the packaging that matters because it permitted 
the scientification of literary study, which culminated in the broad and 
																																																								
28 G.W.F. Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, Volume I, trans. T.M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1975): 89. Cited hereafter as HAI. 
29 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (Leipzig: Tauchniz., 1908): 6. W.H. Auden, “In 
Memory of W.B. Yeats” in The Collected Poetry of W.H. Auden (New York: Random House, 1945): 
50. 
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unprecedented institutionalization of the New Criticism during the salad days 
of artificial intelligence, where the poem was regarded as the arch-exemplar of 
an intelligence that was uniquely human and yet trans-human as it included, 
via form, the metalanguage of human thought and feeling. This is a legacy 
most readily traced to Eliot and his much-quoted and often misunderstood 
doctrine of impersonality.  

Any tangible “progress” in artificial intelligence almost completely 
postdates our period of concern, but scare quotes must surround the term 
progress because what enabled measurable progress was an unsentimental 
abandonment of the relatively capacious ideal of a “general” anthropomorphic 
intelligence that was developed during the first half of the twentieth century. 
Even if, for example, the Turing test now seems a quaint and insufficient way 
to assess intelligence, it was born of an ambitious enterprise to establish a 
broadly human and fully general—which is to say, functionally unspecific—
intelligence. With few exceptions, research in and theorizations of artificial 
intelligence have advanced only by deprioritizing the general in favor of the 
specific. Thus the history of artificial intelligence is more than a bit dispiriting 
in the sense that it becomes through the years a story of compromise and 
diminished expectations. The ideal of human intelligence has been supplanted 
by one that defines intelligence so narrowly that satellite positioning, search 
completion and message filtering are regarded as “smart” technologies.  

One of the early goals of the present work is to observe that early 
twentieth-century ideals of artificial intelligence arose alongside those of an 
impersonal poetics and from a common, historically specific curiosity in how 
things like perception, cognition, emotion and causation are scripted and 
instantiated in the human brain. No surprise that the emergence of these 
ideals is concurrent with the birth of neuroscience. But because progress in 
neuroscience was slow-moving, hampered then as now by the need for 
advances in brain imaging, and because theories of brain function were needed 
to substantiate definitions of intelligence essential both to poetics and to 
artificial intelligence, theorists of poetry and theorists of A.I. were forced to 
accept what should now be recognized as an outlandishly reductive philosophy 
of brain function called the computational theory of mind. In the previous 
paragraph, I hinted at the effect that the computational theory of mind had on 
the development of artificial intelligence: it led to “progress” in computation at 
the expense of genuinely sophisticated thinking on how intelligence actually 
works in humans. In poetics, it led theorists to ignore “intelligence” as a 
meaningful term by which to describe the epistemology of poetry. In its place 
there was a return to traditional values such as beauty, spirit, wisdom, 
sincerity, authority and verisimilitude, as well as increasing attention to a 
variety of seemingly more worldly psychological modes and moods. But for the 
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brief period between T.S. Eliot’s Harvard coursework and his religious 
conversion, a theory flourished in which the measure of a poem’s greatness 
was determined by not only how much intelligence it manifested but by how 
much artificial intelligence—that is to say, intelligence made by man but which 
was liberated from the intention of the poet. The goal of poetic making, in 
other words, was defined as the liberation of the poem’s intelligence from the 
poet’s intelligence.  

The “impersonal” theory took fullest form in Eliot’s writings both on 
poetry and on philosophy, though it requires substantial reconstruction if it is 
to be made a truly coherent poetics. And even then, it only really hangs 
together when situated in three important contexts. The first context is 
literary-historical. Enlightenment conceptions of subjectivity and authority set 
the stage for reactions among theorists and writers seeking to determine the 
proper compositional role of an author in a poem, play or novel. Thus we 
begin in Chapter I with a genealogy of poetic theories from romanticism to 
Victorianism to the early modernism of Henry James and Ezra Pound, which 
paved the way for Eliot’s conception of the catalytic role of the poet in the 
construction of an intelligent poem. The second context is intellectual. Chapter 
II describes how Eliot was influenced both at Harvard and at Oxford by the 
philosophy and, to an extent not adequately appreciated, the science of his 
time as he groped in search of a vehicle that could contain knowledge that was 
at once objective and yet unapologetically marked by a point-of-view, an ideal 
for which he used the term “felt thought.” The third context is comparative. 
Eliot’s development of an ideal of poetic intelligence from the post-
Enlightenment literary-critical context and from the philosophical currents of 
his graduate school education comes into clearest focus when presented against 
notions of human intelligence and behavior that set the stage for the 
definitions of artificial intelligence that emerged from the Dartmouth and 
CalTech conferences. These notions arise, as I’ve intimated, from a 
computational theory of mind that (1) in its germinal form, Eliot abhorred, 
that (2) contemporary neuroscience has thoroughly discredited, and that (3) 
somehow remains the dominant conception of brain function throughout the 
social sciences, including those most influential in the development of 
cognitive literary studies.  

One of the benefits of situating Eliot’s theory of poetry in the context of 
neuroscience rather than computationalism is that it allows us to use modern 
imaging techniques to determine, within some parameters, the validity of 
Eliot’s antithetical conception of a mode of “knowing” unique to poetry, to put 
the doctrine of impersonality and the ideal of “felt thought” into the magnetic 
tube. This is the principal undertaking of Chapter III. Furthermore, it will 
allow us, in the effort to revive intelligence as a term of value in poetics, to 
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distance ourselves from cognitive literary critics who would prefer to identify 
poetic modes of knowing with a definition of intelligence adapted from 
computer science that abstracts and generalizes about mental phenomena that 
poets were committed to specifying by virtue of the powers unique to their 
medium. To compare poetry to artificial intelligence is not to reduce it to the 
terms of intelligence developed in some foreign discipline for unrelated 
purposes, but to witness how writers themselves sought to articulate and 
exemplify an aspect of intelligence that was both objective and inescapably 
human. This is to say that it is not just that poetry is, in some limited way, 
akin to artificial intelligence as it might have been, but that artificial 
intelligence might recapture some modicum of its original anthropomorphic 
ideal by attending to how these writers conceived of an objective, human 
intelligence formalized in poetry. In other words, modernist poetry has quite a 
bit to say, albeit indirectly, about intelligence and the human brain.  
 
 
 
~ The Philosophy of Intelligence from Aristotle to A.I. ~ 
 
 
 

It stands to reason that for a group of intellectuals to accept a 
philosophy as reductive as behaviorism, there would have to be a substantial 
payoff. And indeed there was. For behaviorism made it at least seem possible to 
render a phenomenon as variable and capacious as intelligence legible at a 
level of description so precise that it could be programmed in the software of a 
computer. This would have and must have weighed heavily with the early 
computer scientists because there were alternatives to behaviorism from the 
very start. While in 1906 C.S. Sherrington advanced a view that the brain is 
largely reflexive, responding to the immediate demands of its environment, 
less than eight years later his student, T. Graham Brown published what is 
now the widely accepted view that brain activity is fundamentally intrinsic, 
relying on the acquisition and maintenance of information to assist in the 
interpretation and prediction of environmental demands.30 The difficulty of 
Brown’s view as a paradigm of intelligence when compared to that of 
Sherrington is that it requires some account of how information is processed 
in the brain, and neuroscience (primarily hematology) was not until the last 

																																																								
30 C.S. Sherrington, The Integrative Action of the Nervous System (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1906). T. Graham Brown, “On the Nature of the Fundamental Activity of the Nervous 
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decade of the twentieth century equipped to make such a mechanism visible. 
While most A.I. theorists during our period of concern recognized the need for 
and attempted to discover such circuitry, eventually A.I. proceeded only by 
doing without. Instead of waiting for advances in imaging that fueled the rise 
of neuroscience at the end of the twentieth century, the need for heuristic 
models of brain circuitry among computer scientists gave rise to and 
legitimated cognitive science as a discipline.  

But there are more than practical factors that led to the adoption of a 
very basic behaviorist account of intelligence. It was, in fact, a long time 
coming. The metaphor of man as machine begins in earnest with Descartes 
and the introduction of property dualism, but the conception of mind that 
makes logic central to intelligence dates much farther back, at least to 
Aristotle’s attempts to codify what he called “syllogistic” reasoning, the process 
by which two stated truths, or categorical propositions, automatically entail an 
implicit third. The classic example is the categorical proposition, “all Greeks 
are mortal,” which is entailed by combining the major premise, “all humans 
are mortal,” with the minor premise, “all Greeks are humans.” What was 
unique about syllogistic reasoning was less the content of the claims that it 
enabled than the form in which those claims were articulated, for Aristotle 
used letters as place holders rather than offering concrete examples. Hence the 
logic could be universalized into four general categorical propositions 
commonly abbreviated as follows: (A) the universal affirmative, (E) the 
universal negative, (I) the particular affirmative, and (O) the particular 
negative. These represent the following judgments: (A) all X is Y, (E) No X is 
Y, (I) Some X is Y, and (O) Some X is not Y. These he considered the primary 
forms of thought. If all human knowledge arose from the apprehension of 
content (X, Y) and the application of these primary forms, it stands to reason 
that intelligence could be automated.31  

But it took nearly two millennia for any such effort to be undertaken 
with the requisite seriousness. In the late seventeenth century, Gottfried 
Wilhelm Leibniz sought to mechanize human reasoning. “It is unworthy of 
excellent men to lose hours like slaves in the labor of calculation,” he is 
remembered to have said, “which could safely be regulated to anyone else if 
machines were used.”32 This may seem a mere continuation of the robot-slave 
fantasy that dates at least to Ancient Greece, but in fact Leibniz had in mind 

																																																								
31 Example adapted from Aristotle, The Organon: or Logical Treatises of Aristotle, trans. Octavius 
Freire Owen (London: George Bell and Sons, 1908): I.154. 
32 This oft-quoted remark appears nowhere in Leibniz’s writings, but is typically dated 1685 
with the context a reflection on his 1673 invention of the calculus ratiocinator. C.H. Edwards Jr., 
“The Calculus According to Newton and Leibniz,” in Mathematics: People, Problems, Results, ed. 
Douglas M. Campbell and John C. Higgins (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1984): 107. 
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full automation of even the most sophisticated aspects of thinking. He set out 
“to bring under mathematical laws human reasoning, which is the most 
excellent and useful thing we have.” He was guided by the belief that the 
almost infinite number of propositions at the highest level—say, “forever is 
composed of nows”33—were constituted at the lower levels of smaller and 
smaller numbers of primitive propositions, which could be collected in a 
characteristica universalis, or “a calculus which would cover all thought and 
replace controversy by calculation.”34 Indeed once one translated propositions 
into the numerical alphabet that made up the characteristica universalis, all that 
was required to automate reasoning was what he called a calculus ratiocinator 
which was “programmed” with Aristotle’s rules of logic. The hope was that 
disputes could be settled by a turn of the crank. 

From the calculus ratiocinator we can trace a clean and unexampled 
lineage forward in the development of logic that powered the first universal 
computing machines in the mid twentieth century. The lineage would include 
the first physical manifestation of Leibniz’s theoretical “calculator,” British 
scientist Charles Stanhope’s Square Demonstrator (1805) which could solve 
numerical syllogisms. It would include the invention of Boolean logic in 1855, 
which showed how certain kinds of logical reasoning could be exhibited by 
constructing equations that represented logical propositions. It would then 
have to include Frege’s important amendments to Boolean algebra, whereby he 
developed a graphical form (Begriffsschrift) that expressed not just atomic but 
molecular propositions that could reveal entities internal to themselves. By 
introducing quantifiers to logic, Frege solved a series of problems that had 
prevented the codification of certain propositions. After Frege, it can be said, 
all of the potential contents of human reasoning could be coded in symbolic, 
numerical form. And once coded, they could be manipulated according to the 
operations allowed by mathematics. Thus logical positivism made its signal 
contribution to the development of artificial intelligence.  

But there is more to intelligence than logic. Indeed, from the 
perspective of what is distinctive about human intelligence, it is less the proper 
manipulation of available—which is to say, conceptual—knowledge that 
interests us than it is the apprehension of intuitions that resist itemization in 
our existing conceptual repertoire. In order to understand how humans come 
to understand and act upon not fully specifiable items of apprehension, we 
require a fuller account of how the brain responds to its environment (even if 

																																																								
33 Emily Dickinson, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. Ralph W. Franklin (Cambridge: Belknap, 
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responsiveness, ultimately, might prove the wrong term). The development of 
various such accounts was, as one would imagine, a driving force in early 
twentieth-century theorizations of artificial intelligence. They emerge from the 
radical divorce that Descartes drove between mind and matter with the cogito 
(1637), a divorce that enabled the classic conception of man as a thinking 
machine.35 We saw with Leibniz how the contents of thought could be 
manipulated, but that begs the following question: How do those contents 
come to mind in the first place if it is true, as Locke claimed in 1689, that the 
mind is a tabula rasa? 

For Hume, the answer was sense experience. In A Treatise on Human 
Nature (1739), he sought to portray all of the sciences as “in some measure 
dependent on the science of Man,” which is to say human experience and 
observation.36 Though there is now some debate as to whether Hume’s 
writings should be read from an epistemological or from a semantic 
perspective, classically the writings are interpreted as a species of proto-
positivism in which all propositions about the external world reduce to 
propositions about one’s own experiences.37 Knowledge then is essentially built 
via association and convention. The most vigorous and systematic objection to 
Hume’s empiricism was developed by Immanuel Kant, whose first critique 
(1781) explains knowledge as a mixture of both a posteriori (experience) and a 
priori (thought) properties. Kant introduced the idea that the mind might be 
active in perception, irreducible to psychological functions describable in 
universal logic. Kant’s “Copernican revolution” involved attending less to the 
object of knowledge than the constituting subject, and on this basis developing 
a “transcendental method” by which one could root out the mind’s 
contribution to cognition that is distinct from a posteriori experience. In the end 
Kant, following Aristotle, produced a set of “categories of thought” 
representing man’s contribution (which he called “pure understanding”) to 
understanding—namely, quantity, quality, modality and relation. Together 
																																																								
35 Rereading the Descartes’ canon, as David Bates has done, one realizes that the divorce was 
not as radical as the legacy would suggest: “While the Cartesian subject to this day is still 
caricatured as a self-possessed entity with clear boundaries separating it from some ‘external’ 
body and world, in fact Descartes believed that the human mind, taken as a whole, was a 
complex liminal activity.” David Bates, “Super-epistemology,” SVEC 1 (Jan 2010): 53-74. 
Nonetheless, for the purposes of this intellectual genealogy, it is the legacy more than the 
letter of Descartes’ thought that matters.  
36 David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1911): 4. 
37 The clearest expression of this view comes from the philosopher and intellectual historian 
Leszek Kolakowski, who calls Hume “one of the most brilliant minds the modern era has 
produced, and at the same time the real father of positivist philosophy—chronologically the 
first thinker we may call positivist without any of the reservations we have to make with 
reference to earlier thinkers.” Leszek Kolakowski, The Alienation of Reason, trans. Norbert 
Guterman (New York: Doubleday, 1968): 31.  
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these form the cognitive apparatus with which the mind is innately endowed, 
and from which the whole edifice of human knowledge is built.  

The a priori status of these four “categories of thought” seems at odds 
with Kant’s wish to entertain the empiricist supposition that knowledge is 
built upward from the raw data of sensory experience. Indeed, ruminating on 
quantity, quality, modality and relation we seem at an impossible remove from 
Hume’s apple. In order to mediate between raw sensory information and the 
“categories of thought,” Kant introduced an intermediate layer, what he called 
schemata, and defined as a “representation of a general procedure of the 
imagination for providing a concept with its image.”38 The schemata was 
intended as a way to concretize the categories so that they could be said to 
provide mediation that is at once intellectual and at the same time sensible. 
The schemata operates similarly to what the contemporary psychologist might 
call the “mental representation,” in that it arises from sensory data and yet 
exists as an interpretation of that data. The schemata are thus simultaneously 
rules corresponding to the pure understanding and at the same time images 
corresponding to the empyrean. They are essential if we are to understand 
Kant (at least the Kant of the first critique) as a cognitivist for they represent 
his effort to produce a set of terms by which knowledge is represented in 
relation both to the physical world and to the cognitive architecture that 
allows us access to that world.  

Kant influenced the development of psychology in the nineteenth 
century in important but indirect ways for he would have regarded a 
psychological science as a contradiction of terms. For one thing, the mind 
itself could not be studied according to scientific standards of objectivity 
because it is not a physical object independent of the reasoning process. Thus 
there can be no objective conclusions about it because it is impossible to 
establish the distance required of aboutness. For another, the mind is not a 
quiescent system describable in the static terms of introspection. It is always 
active, constantly changing. All the same, and quite contrary to his intention, 
Kant legitimated introspection as an analytical practice—and it was the 
dominant practice in psychology until the twentieth century—by identifying 
ordinary perception as a unity of mind and sense. Experimentalists like 
Wilhelm Wundt and Stanley Hall had only to control for sense to establish 
standards for identifying the contributions of mind. Furthermore, Kant’s 
robust challenge to empiricism and the laws of association complicated the 
Humean picture to such an extent that later experimentalists such as Ivan 
Pavlov and Hermann Ebbinghaus were discouraged from seeking to establish 
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a universal structure of mental dynamics at all. Kant came to represent for 
them all of the complications that the effort entailed. Thus they began to ask: 
can we get on without one? And so the ground was cleared for the rise of 
behaviorism.  

Behaviorism has been given a great variety of definitions, many of 
which emerge from efforts to distance the practices of later and contemporary 
psychologists from those of John B. Watson and his generation, but for our 
purposes the following will do. Behaviorism is the practice of characterizing 
externally observable mentation in psychological terms without regard for the 
brain structures that give rise to it. While early psychologists such as William 
James, John Dewey, Hermann von Helmholtz, and Wilhelm Wundt sought to 
evaluate consciousness through introspection, behaviorism eliminated from the 
reckoning all but behavioral manifestations of intelligence. B.F. Skinner 
radicalized Watson’s methodology by asserting that even inner physiological 
processes ought to be excluded. The logical behaviorism of Rudolf Carnap and 
Carl Hempel, expressly influenced by Hume, meanwhile, held that the 
meaning of psychological claims inheres only in their verification conditions 
performed as observable behavior in the subject. Behaviorist psychology in 
assigning primacy to behavior rather than the mind emboldened theorists of 
artificial intelligence such as Turing to bracket the problem of the mind, to 
proceed, that is, in creating behaviorist machines (judged to be such not for 
the inner workings of their “thinking,” but for their observable behavior). 

The behaviorist ideal came into being as a challenge to the dominant 
ideas in epistemology (specifically those of Kant), but before long they were 
validated by the field’s mathematical and logical turn on best evidence in the 
work of Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand Russell. Together these 
Cambridge philosophers successfully expanded Frege’s effort to reduce the 
dependency of mathematics on experience, and to reduce it to logic. Their 
work was expressly positivistic and anti-Kantian. “Modern analytical 
empiricism,” Russell wrote, can “achieve definite answers, which have the 
quality of science rather than philosophy. It has the advantage, as compared 
with the philosophy of the system-builders, of being able to tackle its problems 
one at a time, instead of having to invent at one stroke a block theory of the 
whole universe. Its methods, in this respect, resemble those of science.”39 As 
in, say, thermodynamics, solutions to aspects of the enterprise could be assayed 
without the pressure of correspondence to a unified theory. Logic itself would 
be called upon to ratify each piece of the philosophical puzzle, and to show 
how it all hangs together. 
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Perhaps the first, longstanding achievement that issued from the 
Russellian liberation of philosophy from its tradition of systematicity was the 
linguistic turn set in motion by Wittgenstein in the Tractatus. Though 
Wittgenstein came, more or less, to completely disown his “picture theory” of 
language and the world, its contours are worth tracing not only because of 
their influence on epistemology but also because the theory represents perhaps 
the most sophisticated insights that behaviorism had to offer about a distinctly 
human practice. For Wittgenstein, language offers a picture of the structure of 
facts that is tantamount to a picture of the world. Then the logic is simple and 
sequential: 
 

1. Linguistic propositions are perceptual manifestations of thought.  
2. Thoughts are logical pictures of facts.  
3. Thus there is a positive correspondence between (a) the structure of 

objects in the world, (b) the structure of thoughts in the mind, and (c) 
the structure of words in language.  

 
 
One can immediately witness how Wittgenstein’s linguistic turn imbued 
philosophy with a worldliness impossible under previous conditions. For 
Aristotle, necessity inhered in things; for Kant, it inhered in mental structure; 
for Wittgenstein, it inhered in language. And language was both, in contrast to 
things, relatively finite, and in contrast to mental structures, readily available 
for analysis without the development of further technological instruments. So 
while the activity of philosophy could remain the resolving and elucidating of 
propositions, it could no longer be claimed that the propositions themselves 
were philosophical in nature. Rather, they were pictures of facts about the 
world. 

Philosophy à l’ancienne would never recover. By the 1940s logical 
empiricism’s old guard—among them Carnap, Russell and Tarski—joined 
W.V.O. Quine and Nelson Goodman in subjecting all of the old assumptions 
to intense critique. First, they questioned the very epistemic status of raw 
sensory data as knowledge became increasingly understood as the result of 
propositions and their usage. Second, they questioned the viability of meaning 
and truth as targets of the logical enterprise. Quine’s challenge to Kant’s 
distinction between synthetic and analytic truths revealed how difficult it was 
to disentangle the logical from the empirical components of scientific theory, 
and thus, by extension to establish the proper truth conditions for universality. 
“A boundary between analytic and synthetic statements simply has not been 
drawn,” Quine wrote. “That there is such a distinction to be drawn at all is an 
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unempirical dogma of the empiricists, a metaphysical article of faith.”40 
Quine's intervention functioned to secure the following in the firmament of 
analytic philosophy's central questions: Without a synthetic/analytic 
distinction, how can we determine which truths to attribute to language and 
which truths to shared experience? 

But there were still more strident objections to come. Gilbert Ryle, in 
The Concept of Mind (1949), declared that the whole tradition of Cartesian 
mentalism, which he termed the “dogma of the Ghost in the Machine,” was 
based on a simple but egregious category mistake. Cartesians, he argued, speak 
of the mind as if it were a substance and entity over and above its 
corresponding structures (down to the sub-neuronal level), a “ghost” operating 
somehow independently and legislatively within the “machine” (the physis).41 
But rather than suggest that we attribute greater causal force to the sub-mental 
structures that produce intellect and emotion, Ryle offered a roughly 
behaviorist alternative: that we restrict ourselves to speaking of stimuli and 
dispositions to certain behaviors. Ryle’s eliminativism is essentially Bayesian 
in character. Philosophy should exclude all invocations of internal mechanism 
(“I believe that it is raining because of a perceptual-acoustic apparatus that 
allows me to hear raindrops falling on the roof, and my previous experience 
of…”) in favor of probabilistic, conceptual questions (“Under what 
circumstances is an individual likely to report the belief that it is raining?”) 
Against both Descartes and Kant, Ryle is thoroughly anti-representational.  

Another robust challenge to logical empiricism came from one of its 
earliest exemplars, Ludwig Wittgenstein himself. Unlike in the Tractatus, in his 
later work Wittgenstein distinguished between the work of science, which was 
concerned with the discovery of facts, and the work of philosophy, which was 
concerned with the analysis of concepts rooted in the belief that, for the most 
part, “the meaning of a word is its use in the language.”42 But the private 
language argument means that for Wittgenstein, quite unlike, say, for Locke in 
An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, the analysis of concepts neither 
requires nor entails any account of how perceptions, feelings or sensations 
become concepts in the first place, how, in other words, they assume structure 
in the brain in the movement from mental representation to concept to 
language. Thus, though he went to great lengths to distance himself from 
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behaviorism, it is true that in late Wittgenstein as in his behaviorist 
predecessors, private experience is excluded in favor of an analysis of public 
manifestation, even if—unlike any of his more canonical behaviorist 
predecessors, what interested Wittgenstein, not unlike Eliot, was collective 
behavior.   

This brief excursus into the trajectory of classical epistemology provides 
an immediate intellectual context for the early theorists of artificial 
intelligence, many of whom were familiar with at least its outermost traces. It 
is not that changes and movements in epistemology were more important in 
the development of A.I. than those in technology, mathematics, and 
engineering, but that for our purposes it is important to observe that Anglo-
American philosophy, before taking a sharp turn in the late 50s and 60s, 
seemed to validate the neglect of neurobiology that enabled the proliferation of 
computational forms of artificial intelligence which gave rise, as I will show in 
the next section, to the computational theory of mind that (1) produced the 
field of cognitive science, that (2) continues to lord over the social sciences 
today, and that (3) sets the terms by which contemporary understandings of 
human intelligence are discussed and institutionalized not merely in these 
sciences but in education—primarily in testing—and in employment—mainly 
hiring practices. The damage has hardly been local or insignificant.  
 
 
 
~ The Rise of Cognitive Science ~ 
 
 
 

The typical story goes that behaviorism begins in earnest in 1913 with 
the publication of John Watson’s “Psychology from the Standpoint of a 
Behaviorist,” that it starts to unravel in the 1950s under pressure from George 
Miller, Donald Broadbent and other pioneers of the “cognitive revolution,” 
and that it is finally dealt a deathblow in 1959 with Noam Chomsky’s 
vituperative review of B.F. Skinner’s Verbal Behavior. Taking the place of 
behaviorism following the cognitive revolution is the interdisciplinary field of 
cognitive science formed collaboratively by psychologists, anthropologists, 
linguists, and computer scientists working on artificial intelligence. The field’s 
motivating belief is that no longer must we operate, à la behaviorism, by 
measuring stimulus and response without a model of cognitive function and 
architecture. For we have a model of mind. The mind is a computer. The 
whole tableau of consciousness, in all its richness and variety, arises from 
computations performed in the mind’s digital circuitry.  
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Straight away it becomes possible, on this definition, to understand 
why cognitive science has always had an uneasy relationship with 
neuroscience and brain imaging techniques. While behaviorism bracketed the 
problem of mind, thus implicitly assuming a set of logical operations that led 
from stimulus to behavior, computationalism explicitly constructs a 
hypothetical “logic machine” designed to carry out those operations. With the 
“logic machine,” or computer, as a metaphor for the brain, computationalists 
were able to use the computer (in place of an actual human brain) to conduct 
falsifiable experiments, and thus to reintroduce aspects of cognition that 
behaviorists had deemed beyond their scope because they were thought to rely, 
at least experimentally, on introspection—the only way of accessing such 
characteristics as spontaneity, affectivity and semantics. Computationalists, 
keen on proceeding full steam ahead with the model of mind that they had 
declared adequate to the intricacies of cognition, were hardly interested in the 
findings of neuroscience and biology that would challenge the aptness of the 
mind-computer metaphor. So to put it in briefest terms, cognitive science grew 
out of a dissatisfaction with behaviorism’s neglect of the full range of human 
intelligence—even affectivity—and, in the absence of a physiologically credible 
model of brain function, settled on a metaphor: the mind was a digital 
computer. And to that metaphor, cognitive science remains faithful to this day.  

But to tell the story properly, we must return to the beginning. One of 
the cognitive revolution’s leading lights, George A. Miller maintains in 
Woolfian fashion that cognitive science as a field was born on September 11th, 
1956, the second day of a symposium held at MIT in which two papers were 
presented—one by Allen Newell and Herbert Simon detailing how a computer 
had performed the first complete proof of a theorem, and the other by Noam 
Chomsky that proved that “language has all the formal precisions of 
mathematics.”43 Not coincidentally, the previous summer Newell and Simon 
had been among a group of scholars that had gathered at Dartmouth College 
to set the research agenda for the future of “artificial intelligence” 
programming with the goal of “find[ing] how to make machines use language, 
form abstractions and concepts, solve kinds of problems now reserved for 
humans, and improve themselves.” (PDS 12) But these events merely served to 
consolidate a consensus that was already shifting. The real watershed had 
taken place eight years earlier, in September of 1948, on the campus of 
CalTech where a gathering of scientists from fields ranging from psychology to 
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physics, zoology to mathematics, met to give papers on the topic of “Cerebral 
Mechanisms in Behavior.”  

The first paper at what would become known as the Hixon Symposium 
(since it was sponsored by the Hixon Fund) was a bracing comparison of the 
brain to an electronic computer by John von Neumann that was 
unprecedented in detail. The paper serves our purposes by it perfectly 
representing the miniaturization of behaviorism that is unwittingly adopted by 
the computationalists. Conceding that “natural organisms are, as a rule, much 
more complicated and subtle, and therefore much less well understood than 
are artificial automata,” Neumann develops a logical framework termed the 
“axiomatic procedure” by which the computer could be used as an analogy not 
for brain activity itself but for the building blocks of brain activity—that is the 
discrete systems, perhaps at the level of the neuron, that comprise the 
phenomenon of brain activity. The point was that while the computing 
machine may be much less complicated—contain much less circuitry—than the 
brain, it must be comparable, in complexity, to some subdivision of brain 
architecture so long as brain activity isn’t infinitely complex. Therefore, a 
mathematician, such as he, could build upward toward a comprehensive 
theory of mind from the less complex anatomical unit. But take a closer look 
at the axiomatic procedure, as defined by Neumann: 
 
 

Axiomatizing the behavior of the elements means this: We assume that 
the elements have certain well-defined, outside, functional 
characteristics; that is, they are to be treated as ‘black boxes.’ They are 
viewed as automatisms the inner structure of which need not be 
disclosed, but which are assumed to react to certain unambiguously 
defined stimuli, by certain unambiguously defined responses.44   

 
 
It is not difficult to see how this cognitive structure merely miniaturizes 
behaviorism so that the principle of stimulus and response is applied at the 
level of the cognitive system, or the neuron (which he later refers to as a 
“switching organ” and a “relay”), which connect to one another by “chains of 
reasoning” in the production of full-fledged cognition.  

Epistemologically, Neumann’s cognitive architecture is dead on arrival. 
It commits at least three recognizable fallacies. The first is a circular cause and 
consequence fallacy: since human intelligence is characterized by “reasoning,” 
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Neumann assumes that the mind is organized according to “chains of 
reasoning.” Then there necessarily follows a fallacy of division: the assumption 
that the behavior of the whole (reasoning) must correspond with the behavior 
of its parts (systems, or neurons). Finally, in the effort to reduce all brain 
activity to a single logic, there follows a causal oversimplification fallacy: the 
assumption that logic or reasoning accounts for every link in the chain. But in 
practical and experimental terms, Neumann’s cognitive architecture, which 
roughly approximates what would come to be known as connectionism, 
represents a great advance on behaviorism for it allows empirical analysis of 
aspects of cognitive behavior, such as emotion, that were previously bracketed 
by behaviorism, even though it insists on reducing those behaviors to logic and 
its computational extensions.  

The need to introduce non-reflexive mental activity into one’s account 
of mind was not original to the Hixon Symposium, nor was the effort to 
preempt neurophysiology on these matters by comparing the brain to a 
computer via a complex theoretical scheme. But whereas Neumann 
endeavored to explain higher mental function by beginning at the level of the 
neuron and proceeding upwards, cybernetics, by etymology the study of 
“governance” or “control,” moved in the opposite direction, depicting the brain 
as a goal-oriented agent that organized its constitutive systems according to a 
distinct purpose. Norbert Wiener’s cybernetics, which he developed with the 
vigorous support of Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead at the Macy 
Conferences in New York City between 1946 and 1953, attempted to fold 
social-scientific theory into the universalizing explanation of behavior that he 
first undertook in a 1943 article, “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology.” What is 
now known as first-order cybernetics held that the universal substance of the 
world is information—feedback loops that obtain in and between mind and 
matter. This led Wiener to conclude that there was no reason, given the 
substantive equivalence of mind and matter, that one could not equate the 
human nervous system to a digital computer. In a book published mere 
months before the Hixon Symposium at CalTech in 1948, Wiener argued that 
“the many automata of the present age are coupled to the outside world both 
for the reception of impressions and for the performance of actions. They 
contain sense-organs, effectors, and the equivalent of a nervous system to 
integrate the transfer of information from the one to the other. They lend 
themselves very well to description in physiological terms. It is scarcely a 
miracle that they can be subsumed under one theory with the mechanisms of 
physiology.”45 Cybernetics insists not only on a universal theory of mechanism 
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but on a closed system of causality. Wiener’s concept of circular causality based 
on feedback loops reprises John Dewey’s by-then famous critique of the reflex 
arc in that it challenges traditional behaviorism by locating an effect’s cause 
simultaneously in the past and in the future (depending on where the circle is 
“cut”), therefore demonstrating the epistemic indistinguishability of purpose 
and motive. Yet it makes this challenge not, like Dewey, to privilege mutuality 
and interconnectedness, but to eliminate any ascription of first or efficient 
cause. As such, however it yokes the future with the past, cybernetics remains 
essentially behaviorist in its unwillingness to account for the unique, 
determinative activity of the mind as it engages present experience. It is 
impossible, in other words, for cybernetics to account for intentionality.  

Thus to exemplify the more capacious view of mental dynamics 
characteristic of the early, more expansive definition of artificial intelligence 
we must turn to a paper presented later in the symposium, and to what is, on 
the face of things, a very unlikely source: a relatively narrow research paper 
presented by a former lab partner of the arch-behaviorist John B. Watson. 
Karl Lashley’s conclusions in “The Problem of Serial Order in Behavior,” 
hardly represent a radical departure from the active-mind philosophies of 
Kant, Nietzsche, Bergson, James, Dewey and others. What makes Lashley 
unique is that he presents his ideas as ultimately continuous with the 
overarching aims of the project of artificial intelligence (though the term 
would not be coined until 1956). Lashley frames his call for a dynamic model 
of consciousness as part of a larger effort to attain a more sophisticated, less 
reflexive model of human intelligence. “Our common meeting ground,” he 
writes, “is the faith to which we all subscribe, I believe, that the phenomena of 
behavior and of mind are ultimately describable in the concepts of 
mathematical and physical sciences.” Lashley, however, warns against ignoring 
what he calls “the most complex type of behavior,” namely “the logical and 
orderly arrangement of thought and action.”46 This is hardly a definition of 
human distinctiveness that will bring a lump to the throat, and it is unlikely 
to be one countenanced by most committed humanists today, but it does 
demand at least some account of cognitive architecture that can justify the 
mind-machine metaphor.    

Furthermore, Lashley warns in a Kantian vein against efforts to 
describe the mind, in code or otherwise, that proceed “without explicit 
consideration of what is already going on within the system.” He writes, “My 
principal thesis today will be that the input is never into a quiescent or static 
system, but always into a system which is already actively excited and 
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organized.” (LP 112) The “background of excitation” is fundamental, according 
to Lashley, for understanding the “effects of a given input.” Lashley regrets 
that “the only strictly physiological theory that has been explicitly formulated 
to account for temporal integration is that which postulates chains of reflexes, 
in which the performance of each element of a series provides excitation of the 
next.” Lashley identifies behaviorism as an antagonist when he observes that 
“this conception underlay the ‘motor theories’ of thinking which were 
advocated by several psychologists early in this century.” (LP 114) His critique 
of the “associative chain theory” is in keeping with Dewey’s attack on the 
“reflex arc” concept: “A consideration of the structure of the sentence and of 
other motor sequences will show, I believe, that such interpretations of 
temporal organization are untenable and that there are, behind the overtly 
expressed sequences, a multiplicity of integrative processes which can only be 
inferred from the final results of their activity.” (LP 115) In other words, 
theorizing backward (or downward) from behavioral observation does not work 
once we recognize that the cortex is “a great network of reverberatory circuits, 
constantly active” so that a stimulus produces not an isolated response but 
“widespread changes in the pattern of excitation throughout a whole system of 
already interacting neurons.” (LP 131)  

As we can see, Lashley directs his remarks against those who would 
bracket or avoid the complexity of cognitive processes in their zeal to construct 
models of the brain for experimental use. “Serial order,” he warns, “is typical 
of the problems raised by cerebral activity; few, if any, of the problems are 
simpler or promise easier solution. We can, perhaps, postpone the fatal day 
when we must face them, by saying that they are too complex for present 
analysis, but there is danger here of constructing a false picture of those 
processes that we believe to be simpler.” (LP 134) The problem with 
mechanistic pretensions to a rule-bound serial order is that from a “series of 
movements” they falsify “a chain of sensory-motor reactions” so that while the 
serial order supposes “the existence of generalized schemata of action which 
determine the sequence of specific acts,” the acts themselves “have no temporal 
valence.” (LP 122) Analyzing pronunciation of a series of common, 
monosyllabic English words leads Lashley to conclude that the movements of 
the tongue “have no intrinsic order of association,” that “the order must 
therefore be imposed upon the motor elements by some organization other 
than direct associative connections between them.” (LP 115)  

Lashley admits that common sense indicates that intention determines 
the order of the movements: “the intention to act or the idea to be expressed 
determines the sequence.” (LP 117) But he has “serious difficulties” accepting 
this view so fundamental to behaviorism and functionalism. He prefers the 
company of the proto-behaviorist psychologists of the Wurzburg School, 
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“exponents of imageless thought” who hold “that some organization precedes 
any expression that can be discovered by introspective or objective means.” (LP 
117) Lashley may not accept this Kantian alternative full boar, but he prefers it 
to false attributions of intention. As did James at the end of a chapter entitled 
“The Self” in Psychology, Lashley shifts the burden of agency onto the process of 
thought itself: “Thought is neither muscular contraction nor image, but can 
only be inferred as a ‘determining tendency.’” (LP 117) It is itself active, in 
other words, and must be described in terms of sensation or latency: “At most, 
it is discovered as a vague feeling of pregnancy, of being about to have an 
idea.” In passages such as this, one witnesses how Lashley’s rejection of the 
use of behavioral observation to explain how humans produce and 
comprehend language anticipates Noam Chomsky’s famous review of B.F. 
Skinner’s Verbal Behavior in 1959, in which he argues that language cannot be 
reduced to a series of memorized responses to a set of stimulus events. 

Beyond behaviorism, what is missing from the reckoning even among 
neurologists, according to Lashley, is a recognition of the initial and persistent 
activity of the mind. “Neurological theory,” he complains, “has been 
dominated by the belief that the neurons of the central nervous system are in 
an inactive or resting state for the greater part of the time; that they are linked 
in relatively isolated conditioned reflex arcs.” But “such a view” does not “as 
yet provide any clue to the structuring that constitutes the set or determining 
tendency.” Lashley echoes James when he emphasizes that it is the mind as a 
“selective mechanism” that remains insufficiently understood. Like Nietzsche, 
Bergson, James and Dewey before him, Lashley does not pretend to have a 
model of consciousness. His role at the Hixon Symposium in 1949 was to 
acknowledge both that one was needed, and that no psychologist was, at 
present, anywhere near being able to offer one. Dr. Paul Weiss, a professor 
zoology at the University of Chicago, in the discussion following Lashley’s 
paper was moved to make the following admission: “The great value of Dr. 
Lashley’s presentation lies in the fact that it places rigorous limitations upon 
the free flight of our fancy in designing models of the nervous system, for no 
model of the nervous system can be true unless it incorporates the properties 
here described for the real nervous system. You will recognize that our current 
models are far short of satisfying this condition.” (LP 140) 

What Lashley introduced to the Hixon Symposium, and thereby to the 
debate about artificial intelligence were two questions concerning simile and 
metaphor. The first and most fundamental question was vectoral: should we 
compare the mind to a computer, or the computer to a mind? The answer 
mattered a great deal because only the latter required a more sophisticated 
understanding of neurobiology. The second question concerned the type of 
comparison being made: did the comparison demand a metaphor- or a simile-
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relation? Was the artificially intelligent computer like a mind (in some 
variously salient respects), or was it a mind (in all respects)? The choice seems 
rather simple, but again the stakes were high. For if computers were only like 
a mind in some isolated respects, then artificial intelligence had already been 
achieved. All that was left to do was to round out by a process of gradual 
improvements the existing (essentially ratiocinative or algorithmic) paradigm. 
But if the comparison were metaphoric, computers would only be intelligent 
once human intelligence is understood and computers can demonstrate 
themselves to solve problems in just the same way.  

It does not take a particularly cynical cast of mind to foresee that 
practitioners of artificial intelligence would eventually choose both the less 
resistant vector (mind to computer) and the less resistant mode of comparison 
(simile). But what happened in the 1960s and the 1970s was even less sensible, 
and even more injurious to research into human intelligence in the most 
capacious sense. Practitioners of artificial intelligence pulled from whole cloth 
a view of the mind that reduced its activity to computation, and thus ennobled 
experiments featuring automated manifestations of computation. This was not 
at all, as we have seen, the direction for the discipline that Lashley had in 
mind when he raised his objections, even if he did leave the door open for 
some form of computationalism. Instead it represents the victory of Neumann’s 
paradigm, where the behaviorist assumption—once applied to the mind—is 
pushed further and further down the explanatory chain so that what seems 
like a solid and testable cognitive structure can be erected on the quicksand of 
still-theoretical “black boxes” whose operations reduce to stimulus-and-
response. Thus computationalism is, in essence, micro-behaviorism. While 
Lashley would have endorsed the re-entry of non-reflexive cognitive 
phenomena into the discourse on human intelligence, he would have rejected 
the experimental conditions according to which they were studied. After all, as 
CTM moved further and further away from practical implementations in 
artificial intelligence and further toward its present status as the central 
framework of cognitive science, it became, as a model of mind, less and less 
responsive to what Lashley warned was needed most: a sound basis in 
neurophysiology. In its quest for a complete model of mind with unlimited 
explanatory range, CTM found it necessary to abandon any real tie to the 
actual human brain and its distinctive structures.47  

																																																								
47 Indeed, the mind-computer metaphor was established as neurophysiologically implausible as 
early as 1967 when Valentino Braitenberg assessed the explanatory worth of the various brain 
models in a review article but concluded that there was good reason that, when it came to 
popular brain theories such as that of Wallach-Pitts (1943), “I am not able to quote an 
example of its exposition in a textbook of neurophysiology, or even an experimental 
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~ The Problem with Concepts ~ 
 
 
 

But what, in the final analysis, is the harm of computationalism? If it 
were restricted to the field of cognitive science, there would be precious little 
indeed. At worst it would be a waste of resources within academia. But the 
need for a theory of how the mind works, and perhaps above all for a theory of 
intelligence, outside academia has meant that computationalism—the idea that 
the mind is a computing machine—has had very broad deleterious effects since 
it first emerged in germinal form in 1943. As one would expect, the worst 
effects are in education where classroom pedagogy and standardized testing 
procedures are designed to identify students who perform rapid and accurate 
calculations even as those abilities, with the ubiquity of modern computers, 
become less and less valuable in the workforce. Computational assumptions 
also belie decision-making in economics, advertising, foreign policy and the 
like. But they have even hampered the development of artificial intelligence 
itself by diverting resources away from long-term projects that require 
neurophysiological granularity in favor of those that automate ratiocinative 
processes in its absence. Hence the sorry state of taste index automation on 
evidence, for many of us daily, in the difficulties Netflix, with its CineMatch 
algorithm, has in making “intelligent” film recommendations.48  

The recognition that there is more to intelligence than ratiocination is 
certainly not original to the modernists. Nor even to the Romantics though 
post-Enlightenment positivism encouraged writers such as Wordsworth and 
Blake, Coleridge and Schiller to emphasize the role of feeling in the structure 
of thought, and thus in the production of many of man’s most cherished 
cognitive achievements. It was, however, the modernists who most notably 
endeavored to objectify in their work those aspects of intelligence that were 
human not because they were ratiocinative—as Lashley supposed—but in virtue 
of the fact that they were not ratiocinative and yet seemed to be guided by some 
regulatory force common to all human minds (at least at the level of culture). 

																																																																																																																																																					
physiological study based on it.” Valentino Braitenberg, “On the Uses of Theories, Models and 
Cybernetical Toys in Brain Research” in Brain Research 6.2 (1967): 202-3.  
48 I choose Netflix here advisedly for the Los Gatos-based company has gone to great lengths 
to refine and improve its recommender-system algorithm over the years, going as far as 
hosting, for several years, an open competition in which $1M would be awarded to the 
individual or team making the most significant improvement to CineMatch. 
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The ratiocinative, after all, requires no human as a guarantor of its validity. 
But the forms of intelligence that modernists sought to express required two 
distinct human guarantors, the individual (feeling) and the common (thought). 
And modernists were more willing to theorize how those two guarantors stood 
in relation to one another than any of their predecessors. They were more 
likely, in other words, to venture an epistemology, even if only T.S. Eliot went 
to any lengths to make the epistemology coherent in his criticism. In part this 
is because his sustained university ties impressed upon him the need to 
distinguish poetic epistemology from that of the statisticians whose assertions 
that intricate relations were governed not by internal logics but by 
probabilities were quickly gaining greater authority in the early years of the 
twentieth century. This is a topic that I will take up in my second chapter. But 
for now we will sketch the contours of the cognitive structure that subtends 
Eliot’s criticism and from his early poetry. For his criticism calls out for a 
structure that can replace the model of mind inherent in behaviorism (where 
there is no intermediary between input and output), in pragmatism (where 
there is a probabilistic intermediary), and in romanticism (where the 
intermediary is a feeling presence).  

Yet it was not just a structure that one needed, but an observational 
ethic as well. This Eliot would borrow both from Peirce’s ideal “man of 
science,” and from James’s novelist “on whom nothing is lost,” for both were 
said to be sensitive to the slightest quiver of the universal, even as for Peirce 
that meant attending to the way that a universal would express itself in the 
form of probability and for James that meant imagining how one’s point-of-
view stands in relation to the mass of points-of-view that cluster around an 
object (often a person or “social occurrence”). For James, holding both the 
former and the latter in the mind at the same time—and yet apart—was the 
source of genuine affinity. In The Wings of the Dove, Kate Croy laments the 
fading of her paramour’s love in terms of the generalization of point-of-view:  
 
 

Whatever he did or he didn’t, Milly knew she should still like him—
there was no alternative to that; but her heart could none the less sink 
a little on feeling how much this view of here was destined to have in 
common with—as she now sighed over it—the view. She could have 
dreamed of his not having the view, of his having something or other, if 
need be quite viewless, of his own; but he might have what he could 
with least trouble, and the view wouldn’t be, after all, a positive bar to 
her seeing him. The defect of it in general—if she might so 
ungraciously criticise—was that, by its sweet universality, it made 
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relations rather prosaically a matter of course. It anticipated and 
superseded the—likewise sweet—operation of real affinities.4950   
 
 

The passage witnesses James’s wholly unique command of free indirect 
discourse as he rattles between an authorial viewpoint and the viewpoint of his 
deputized “center of consciousness” in the novel at the very moment that the 
discourse turns on the degree to which apprehended particulars are devitalized 
by the absence of traffic between one viewpoint (the particular) and another 
(the universal). It is easy to see why so many poets looked to James as the 
model of a new kind of comprehensiveness, and why T.S. Eliot was resistant to 
notions of intelligence that either collapsed the space between particular 
(talent) and universal (tradition), or filled it with an abstraction such as 
probability on the one hand, or intuition on the other. 
 It has seemed to some critics that Eliot cared very little for intelligence 
in the ordinary sense of the term, that he was a poet concerned chiefly with 
the presentation and refinement of the emotions. Eliot’s response in 1926 to a 
dispute between two critics—one French, another English—suggests that, at 
least in Eliot’s reckoning, the two things ought not be held in any clear 
opposition. The debate was about the perception of values, and whether 
intuition or intelligence was the more important. Ramon Fernandez had come 
out on the side of the former; Herbert Read had come out on the side of the 
latter. Eliot reviewed the debate in The New Criterion in response to a review 
that had been previously published in the Times Literary Supplement (unsigned, 
but identified now as having been written by John Middleton Murry). 
Fernandez, Eliot explains, believes in the final power of “personality” so that 
“man [is] the measure of all things” and “psychology seems to take precedence over 
ontology.” Eliot aligns Fernandez with Bergson while he quotes the 
behaviorist John Watson’s famous definition of personality as “the end product 
of our habit systems” to characterize Read’s more “realist” view. (ECPII 838-
9)51 Finding sympathy for both positions, Eliot ultimately elects to criticize the 
reviewer, Murry, for his weak “conception of Intelligence.” Murry had 
concluded that Read had “a bias towards intellectualism” because Read favored 

																																																								
49 Henry James, The Wings of the Dove, Volume I (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1902): 327-
8. 
50 Italics here and throughout this dissertation are, without exception, in the original. No 
emphases have been added.  
51 The fact that Eliot associates the “psychologist” (Fernandez) with Bergson and not with the 
actual  “scientific” psychologist, John Watson, is indicative of how he used the term—still in 
1926—to refer to an idealist cast of mind that discourses on the “nature of truth” rather than 
taking truth’s nature to be self-evident in the manner of scientific materialism.  
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“verse that contains a maximum of explicit conceptual thought” instead of 
“poetry that is mindful of its proper function and excellence—namely, to 
pursue its rhythmic progress through an identity of image and idea.” (ECPII 
839) Murry concludes that intuition, not intelligence, is what is required of “a 
modern mind” that would “increase our knowledge.” But Murry, in Eliot’s 
view, had clean missed the point, that one’s definition of intelligence must 
include “the sense of the texts.” He writes: 
 
 

We only complicate our ignorance by calling it “intuition,” and that for 
anyone who has devoted even a little attention to St. Thomas, or to 
Aristotle, the term “intelligence” is adequate. Intelligibilia se habent ad 
intellectum sicut sensibilia ad sensum: they may be, and sometimes are, 
grasped immediately by inspection; and to insist on another faculty 
“intuition” is merely to demand a more potent and thuriferous ju-ju. 
And I think M. Fernandez, as well as Mr. Read, will be on the side of 
what we call “the intelligence.”   

 
 
By suggesting that appeals to “intuition” are a bad terminological economy, 
and by invoking the senses, Eliot suggests that a fully realized intelligence is 
always pervaded by sensibility. His copy of the relevant book by Fernandez was 
inscribed to him by its author, “to T.S. Eliot, in whom the intelligence 
controls the sensibility.”52 Fernandez seems to identify the former with the 
critical cast of mind, the latter with the poetic so that he is remarking how 
Eliot’s criticism functions as an aid to his poetry.     

It is a distinction that Eliot would have refused, on one register, and 
embraced, on another. For he believed that sensibility simply is intelligence. 
But how does one go about attaining it? Being alive to the intricacies both of 
personal experience and of the laws of thought—being one on whom nothing is 
lost—was a start, but modernists required more of the poet than that he attain 
to George Eliot’s definition of sensibility as a “quivering thing with eyes and 
throbbing heart.”53 Or rather, they required less, for the doctrine of 
impersonality would cast a harsh and suspicious light on the transparency not 
only of the “heart” but of the “eyes” as well. The quiver was to be maintained 
at all costs, but the modernist was, by a process of intense immersion and self-
																																																								
52 The inscription, like the book, was in French: “à T.S. Eliot, / dont l’intelligence maîtrise la 
sensibilité, avec admiration et la sympathie de / Ramon Fernandez” [to T.S. Eliot, / in whom 
the intelligence controls the sensibility, with admiration and sympathy of / Ramon 
Fernandez.] Quoted in ECPII 842. Translation my own.  
53 George Eliot, Felix Holt: The Radical (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1866): 37. 
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denial, expected to rid himself of any aspects of the self that would 
compromise his intelligence of the laws connecting his individual feeling with 
the universal laws of thought. In this sense, what modernists such as T.S. 
Eliot demanded of the poet was that he mind, if not conform to, the objectivity 
standards of the new anti-introspective human sciences. But whereas the tools 
that the psychologist would have at his disposal were entirely conceptual—old 
or new terms by which he might connect phenomenology to the discourse—the 
poet had much more sophisticated “formal” tools that could exemplify 
relations too intricate for conceptual language.  

I take it as an article of faith that the distinction between the 
conceptual mode of expression typical of the human sciences and the sub- or 
intra-conceptual mode of expression typical of poetry need not be explained in 
detail. But what I wish to demonstrate here is that modernism reached for a 
type of expression better described as para-conceptual in that it stretches 
between what is readily available in conceptual discourse and what can be 
understood or intuited but not yet articulated in the terms of that discourse. 
The para-conceptual feature of the poetic mode, I will argue, is the feature by 
virtue of which modernists might have attributed to their work a unique form 
of intelligence, especially if we parse the etymology of the term which 
describes a gathering or picking (legere) between (inter) one thing and another. 
Still we must explain how the poetic “mode” produces a conception of 
intelligence at odds with the conceptual mode that can be canvassed by the 
computational theory of mind. In order to do so, it may prove useful to 
describe how modernist poets opposed the ways in which their literary 
predecessors conceived of the role of the poet in the composition, and thus in 
the task of particularizing the universal, or universalizing the particular. Thus 
I turn to literary history in order to round out my account of what inspired 
Eliot to cultivate an aesthetic, impersonal ideal of the cognitive structure of 
intelligence. Though what matters most is how Romanticism and Victorianism 
appeared to Eliot, I supplement and sometimes correct what Eliot explicitly 
said about his predecessors with what can be gleaned from their fiction and 
poetry. Taking para-conceptuality seriously, after all, means accepting that the 
modernist reaction to Victorianism and Romanticism reveals itself primarily as 
a series of disturbances and disruptions that attain conceptual coherence only 
(if at all) from a critical distance. What I will trace now in kernel form, and 
what I will continue to elaborate in my first chapter, is a genealogy of virtual 
influence—an elaboration of potential motivations and sources of interest to 
modernists, and especially to T.S. Eliot—from their immediate literary history.  
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~ A Genealogy of Modernism ~ 
 
 
 

The usual story goes that the aesthetics of modernism took root in an 
inclination among turn-of-the-century poets both to reject Victorian 
sentimentality and to find new ways to adapt the Romantic will to the task of 
rescuing a culture in increasingly apparent decay. It would indeed be fatuous 
to deny that poets such as Pound and Eliot were eager to distance themselves 
from the terms by which Victorian poets voiced their reaction against 
Romanticism. And yet modernism seems more continuous with Victorianism—
seems less like a rebarbative strand of Romanticism—if figures such as Arnold 
and Eliot are seen to be united in their discomfort with “ensemblism,” a 
theory that Whitman developed from his reading of Hegel which holds that a 
universal is a sequence rather than a sum of particulars. This ensemblist ideal 
is particularly evident in the work of American Romantics who were at once 
intent on representing wholes and at the same time uncomfortable with terms 
of democratic representation such as “majority” and “popular.” Take, as the 
paradigmatic example, the catalogues of Whitman where the poet seems to 
fulfill his duty by carrying out an epic struggle to hold the particular bodies 
and elements of the universe (the expansive “myself” of “Song of Myself”) 
together and in tension without ever allowing them to dissolve into a 
combinatory, abstract universal. The same function applies to the lengthy 
series of “extracts” that precede the famous opening line of Moby-Dick where 
the multiplicity of perspectives on the whale (from Plutarch to the New 
England Primer) compose the narrator by calling him into being with the 
famous opening line, “Call me Ishmael.” 

A simple equation might help clarify both the power of ensemblism 
and the source of its discontents. Though the Romantics would have regarded 
the universe (U) as infinite, let’s pretend for the purpose of illustration that it 
consists of five total particulars (P). Instead of expressing the universe as [U = 
5], Whitman’s poetry demands that it be expressed as [U = P1+P2+P3+P4+P5], 
where the function of the poet is to preserve all of the particulars (the 1’s) by 
preventing the operations (the +’s) from producing an abstraction (5) that 
would eliminate those particulars except as nameless contributions to a whole 
or “mass.” Hence in Whitman we are presented with a seemingly infinite 
string of conjunctive descriptions. Here, for example, are two representative 
passages from “Song of Myself”  
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AND	 	 	 	
	 	

NOR																													 	
	
FIGURE	154	
 
 
Whether through affirmation (“and”) or negation (“nor”), so many particulars 
are subsumed into the body of the poem without being lost as particulars—
without being subsumed into a principle or law. Formally, the matter can be 
expressed as follows: 
 
 

																																																								
54 Reprinted from Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself” in Poems of Walt Whitman (New York: T.Y. 
Crowell, 1902).  
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FIGURE 255 
 
 
Recall that in Whitman’s memorable phrase what is celebrated is that “life 
exists and identity” (italics mine). What separates bare existence (“exists”)—that 
is, the extent of what science can describe—from human “life” is the work of 
the poet who preserves “identity” by exhaustively cataloguing the particulars 
that make up the ensemble of life.    
 Victorian poets did not expressly object to the robust expression of 
personality that this ensemblist ideal requires, but their poetry registers a 
distinct transfer of the burden of representation. Where in Romanticism it was 
the job of the poet to hold the particulars in tension, such dis-operational work 
is carried out in Victorian poetry by “Culture,” which was trusted to shine a 
light on the particulars worth preserving and to reveal their relation to the 
universal. 56 Here the representative figure is Matthew Arnold whose poetry 
and criticism Eliot regarded as a single-minded effort to discover an organizing 
principle by which poetry might correct the drift toward chaos and disorder. 
His reliance on a “genteel” idea of culture leads Eliot to call him the “poet and 
critic of a period of false stability.”57 Needless to say, it would not take much to 
find exceptions to these broad and rather ungenerous heuristics, but the 
purpose of this brief literary history is not to establish a new way of looking at 
																																																								
55 Visualizations my own.  
56 “Dis-operational” refers to the preservation of tension between the particulars by preventing 
the operations (“=” and “+”) from operating in an equation of the following form: ∞ = 1 + 2 + 
3…+ n…. In the Victorian context, “dis-operational work” might simply describe a degree of 
comfort with the concepts that the operations of culture furnish without any attention to the 
operations themselves. This distinction may be important, but not for my argument about 
personality. 
57 T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and Use of Criticism: Studies in the Relation of Criticism to Poetry in 
England (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986): 105. 
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Victorianism or Romanticism so much as to identify the aspects of those 
movements that motivated modernists to formulate alternative compositional 
practices at the turn of the twentieth century.   

Indeed modernist poets vocally rejected this Victorian faith in culture’s 
ability to furnish concepts adequate to the task of linking particular to 
universal. But this hardly warranted a return to Romanticism since they had 
even less faith in the poet’s ability to unite the universal to the particular 
through an expression of his personality (“Song of Myself,” it is worth noting, 
was initially titled “Walt Whitman”). Poetry could respond to accelerating 
institutional and cultural preferences for objective, knowledge-producing 
discourses only if it could escape idealizations both of culture and of 
personality that led to a reliance on what C.S. Peirce disparagingly termed the 
“method of authority” in matters of belief. Hence modernists began to develop 
a poetics that was “impersonal” in the sense that it sought to absent from 
poetry any interpretive guidance by a fully realized expressive personality or by 
the terms of a restorative, compensatory culture. The impersonal, stabilizing 
power that Victorians sought in culture, modernists would seek in form—but 
in an ideal of form radically reconceptualized so that it was understood as the 
cumulus of literary tradition, a virtual repository of the history of literary 
endeavor. Thus conceived, form is impersonal only in the sense that it is 
infinitely interpersonal. Furthermore, if form is, according to Adorno, 
“sedimented content” in that it develops historically according to the demands 
of the various contents that writers have attempted to express, then form 
allows writers to access the stabilizing powers of tradition (the history of 
content) in their efforts to articulate novel and peculiar sensory experiences 
and modes resistant to conceptual categorization.58 So modernism, in an 
important sense, retains culture as a replacement for Romantic personality but 
only as a deep history of cultural contents inaccessible to the individual poet or 
to the reader other than in moments of intense aesthetic experience that result 
from privileged realizations of the impersonal (interpersonal) possibilities of 
form. 

																																																								
58 Where Adorno and T.S. Eliot, to take the most obvious example, would disagree about the 
idea of form as “sedimented content” would be on the matter of historical development. 
Adorno’s point is that in the present, form seems prior to content in that it sets the conditions 
of possibility for expressions of a given content. But historically, the demands of various 
contents set the conditions of possibility for form. Form develops historically, in other words, 
to accommodate the needs of content even if, in the present, it determines the shape that 
content can take. Unsurprisingly Eliot offers a less materialist view, whereby form always 
exists (essentially as a spiritual entity); successive poets merely reveal its contours with greater 
degree of fineness. Adorno refers to aesthetic form as “sedimented content” in Theodor 
Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. Robert Hullot-Kentor (London: Continuum, 2002): 5. Cited 
hereafter as AAT.      
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Eliot is the figure most articulate on the need for a break from the 
standard modes of representation available to turn-of-the-century poets, but we 
turn first to Pound because it is he who seeks to ground impersonal poetry in 
theories of sensation and memory derived from the “new realism” in 
philosophy. Modernist poets inherited the idea that intellection often obscures 
the more fundamental processes of intuition from Henri Bergson who argues 
that accounts of experience separating memory from sensation falsely 
hypostasize the dynamics of perception. The result is an illusion of cause-and-
effect in which consciousness is seen to operate on the model of a camera 
obscura. But human perception, according to Bergson, is neither passive nor 
secondary. Rather it is a “system of nascent acts” in which memory images 
interpenetrate with images in the world, “plung[ing] roots deep into the real” 
until “the reality of things is no more constructed or reconstructed, but 
touched, penetrated, lived.”59 The allure of this insight was that poetry could 
be said to offer compensation for the increasingly evident epistemic failures of 
our worn-out conceptual language (Nietzsche) by dramatizing the rupture 
between sensation and concept. This required that the poet relinquish his role 
as guide in favor of a more impersonal role as curator of sensory and 
mnemonic discord and possibility.  

Models of this authorial role included Flaubert and especially Henry 
James, even if they were both more interested in impressions than in the 
senses. James, in particular, provided modernists with a model of how to 
liberate impressions from extrinsic impositions by “dissociat[ing] consciousness 
from psychology,” according to Sharon Cameron, so that consciousness 
becomes an affair of intricate relations rather than a direct conduit between 
memory and impulse.60 Like Bergson, James sought to distance himself from 
causal, analytical accounts of conscious perception that conflate precedents 
with purposes and thereby derive all intentionality from prior action. But 
because Bergson’s skepticism about psychology was motivated, above all, by an 
interest in dissolving the varieties of dualism offered by realists and idealists—
because, that is to say, he was interested in a discrete philosophical problem—
his appeal to poets and novelists had a hard limit. James, on the other hand, 
was motivated to reject psychology in the interest of bringing to literature the 
rich phenomenology that follows from a “direct impression of life,” one he 

																																																								
59 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul and William Scott Palmer 
(London: G. Allen & Co., 1913): 69.  
60 The point is well-made by Sharon Cameron in Thinking in Henry James, but she fails to 
acknowledge that Pound makes this very observation in his 1918 essay, “Henry James.” 
Sharon Cameron, Thinking in Henry James (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). Cited 
hereafter CTH. 
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believed would arise from a “cultivated sense of aspects.”61 Unlike in Bergson, 
“what is of value” in James, according to Cameron, “is not the apprehended 
object but the transforming apprehension.” (CTH 4) This captures the essential 
self-reflexivity that underwrites James’s practice of dédoublement: one refines 
one’s perceptive capacities by analyzing the apparatus of visual experience 
(ontologically subjective) that offers access to the perceptible world (ontologically 
objective) but in the reverse order through intense focus on the object or state of 
affairs. The experience of reading James’s fiction is that of looking into a 
stereoscope at an image requiring such an intensity of focus that the lens 
comes suddenly and disruptively into view.  

This is the sense of realism that Pound intended to capture when using 
the term “new realism” to describe his early imagiste experiments. Pound 
admired James for revealing point-of-view to be an emergent property of 
perception, and for staging in his fiction objective authorial positions 
conducive to its emergence. In an extended essay published shortly after 
James’s death, Pound lauds him as a protector of “the rights of the individual 
against all sorts of intangible bondage,” explaining that “what he fights is 
‘influence,’ the impinging of family pressure, the impinging of one personality 
on another.”62 The most egregious imposition of personality for Pound is that 
of the author on his readers. He complains, after all, that literature had 
become populated by far too many “poor dears” and “dear olds” (PLE 316), 
which is to say, heavy authorial subjectivities making explicit value judgments. 
What is heavy in James, by contrast, is the artistic process—what we have 
previously called the artificializing process—not the artist: “his scriptorial 
processes became so bulky,” according to Pound, that he could only keep his 
mind on “the authenticity of his impression.” (PLE 299) This leads to an ideal 
of authorial impersonality that Pound describes as follows: 
 
 

I take it as the supreme reward for an artist; the supreme return that 
his artistic conscience can make him after years in its service, that the 
momentum of his art, the sheer bulk of his processes, the (si licet) size 
of his fly-wheel, should heave him out of himself, out of his personal 
limitations, out of the tangles of heredity and environment, out of the 
bias of early training, of early predilections…and leave him simply the 
great true recorder. (PLE 299-300) 

 

																																																								
61 Henry James, The American Scene (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1946): xxvi. 
62 Ezra Pound, “Henry James” in Literary Essays of Ezra Pound (London: New Directions, 1968): 
296n. Cited hereafter as PLE.  
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Pound values James as the author who offers “presence without type.” (PLE 
330) This was, after all, the standard by which it appeared to modernists that 
the Romantics and the Victorians had failed. Their efforts to keep all of the 
particulars in a universal ensemble had required the subsumption of those 
particulars under generalized types. Imagisme was meant to correct this 
universalizing impulse by restoring reference to the level of the particular, or 
the “luminous detail” in Pound’s memorable phrase. It was the detail that 
promised to open up the sensuous domain of literary experience; it was 
luminous because derivations of type or universal would be momentary 
realizations arising from an ideal interchange among active elements of a 
triadic relation—author, work, and reader—rather than the heroic struggle of 
an active author dragging a passive reader along. It should be noted, however, 
that calling the relation a triad is an illustrative heuristic that sells the 
interpersonality effect short since the work’s luminous detail and, as Eliot will 
argue, its form both represent populous and dynamic repositories of literary 
and cultural history.  

It is at this point that T.S. Eliot enters with full force into the 
reckoning, a delayed entrance it might seem given that it is Eliot who gives us 
the umbrella term under which I’ve gathered this cluster of aesthetic 
dispositions. But at least in terms of impersonality, Eliot is better cast in the 
role of the framer than in that of the revolutionary. The principal contribution 
that Eliot makes in the development of impersonality, after all, is to fuse 
Pound’s enthusiasm for the “luminous detail” (around which form develops) 
with James’s insistence on maintaining a “sense of the past” so that the role of 
the poet is to fix contents within a virtual literary and cultural tradition (to 
which form provides the only point of access) rather than to the epistemic or 
conceptual certainties of an expressive author. On this view, the past enters 
into the triadic force field (author-work-reader) that constitutes literary 
experience neither through the psychology of the author nor through that of 
the reader but through the history of literary effort (including linguistic and 
grammatical effort) that implicitly structures the very possibilities available to 
the poet through form. It was not enough for Eliot that a poem be structured 
according to a “luminous detail.” Intensity could be achieved only if the 
structure could be shown to link perception to the laws of thought by setting 
the structure of expressive possibility. The novelty of the detail at the point of 
its expansion into form (which is tradition, but not traditional form) is for 
Eliot a joining of the universal and the particular that precedes, albeit with a 
different set of aims, Adorno’s subsequent discourse on the aesthetic intensity. 
Consider Adorno’s explanation of the power of the detail to contain the totality 
of a work of art: 
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Intensity is the mimesis achieved through unity and ceded by the 
multiplicity to the totality, although this totality is not immediately 
present in such a fashion that it could be perceived as an intensive 
force; the power accumulated in the totality is, so to speak, restored to 
the detail. (AAT 187) 

 
 
The luminous detail itself cannot produce intensity. Rather, it is a 
compositional unity through form that invests the detail with its intensity 
because only a work of superlative constructedness and completion will consist 
of details intensified with the full relational force of both the work as a whole 
and the deep history that renders the idea coherent and expressible. 

What this history of ideas about the aesthetic force of poetry suggests is 
that (1) the desire to link particular to universal is a longstanding concern of 
literary practice and theory, that (2) modernists both built on and were 
skeptical of the linking mechanism suggested by Romantic and Victorian 
metaphysics, and that (3) the “impersonal” method was an attempt to establish 
for poetry something akin to an objective epistemology, or a mode of knowing 
that reduces neither to the history of the poet nor to the regulative concepts by 
which humans come to understand nature. Thus while the computational 
theory of mind (CTM) regards intelligence as the speedy and replicable 
processing of concepts, poetic impersonality identifies as intelligent operations 
of mind that resist, challenge or expose the concepts themselves. Poetic 
intelligence emerges as a sensitivity to the concepts and their provenance 
(tradition) and to the perceptual dynamics by which experience seems to lend 
itself to conceptualization (individual). Intelligence is, in a word, the fusing of 
feeling and thought.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
~ Eliot's Poetic Epistemology ~ 
 
 
 

The primary thrust of this dissertation will be to specify the cognitive 
structure inherent in the modernist aesthetic criteria that T.S. Eliot sought, 
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with some success, to popularize. In particular we will try to specify how 
modernists sought an epistemology that would have at its center a conception 
of intelligence altogether resistant to the conceptual processing ideal that 
drives the computational metaphor of mind. The difficulty of—or perhaps the 
warrant for—this endeavor is that no modernist made any such metaphysics 
explicit in prose. T.S. Eliot comes the closest in his dissertation on F.H. 
Bradley, particularly, as I will argue in my second chapter, when read 
alongside the shorter graduate writings on which it was built. But while Eliot 
hints at “felt thought” as an epistemic ideal, the connective tissue that unites 
feeling with thought must be gleaned from both his philosophical writing and 
his literary criticism, and even then it is, within Eliot’s writing, incomplete. 
Supplements from the following sources as required: (1) from Eliot’s literary 
predecessors and contemporaries, especially from Henry James and Ezra 
Pound, (2) from Eliot’s philosophical mentors and their touchstones, including 
not only William James, C.S. Peirce, Josiah Royce, and F.H. Bradley, but also 
Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, and Karl Pearson, and (3) from the 
competing conception of intelligence that begins with Descartes, filters 
through behaviorism and culminates in the computational theory of mind.  

Having offered a preliminary account of each of these, I will structure 
what remains of the dissertation in the following way. In Chapter I, I will 
elaborate on the literary genealogy that I have only begun to establish here in 
the introduction, paying particularly close attention to the roles that James 
and Pound play in Eliot’s conclusion that poetry stands particularly well 
poised to represent the kind of intelligence that can unite feeling and thought. 
This will require a brief excursus into the history of aesthetics, with close 
attention to the way that Hegel dynamizes Kant’s conception of the sensus 
communis. Then in Chapter II, I will turn to the philosophical atmosphere—
best represented by Eliot’s coursework at Harvard and Oxford—that 
encouraged Eliot to view such a unity as an epistemic ideal worth striving for 
in the first place. In Chapter III, I will attempt to draw out in clear terms the 
dynamics of “felt thought”—that is, the cognitive structure that brings the first 
term into linkage with the second, and to introduce an account of 
neurobiology that refines and specifies its central intuitions. In Chapter IV, I 
will show how Eliot’s first book of poems, Prufrock and Other Observations, gives 
this cognitive structure its most concrete expression by dramatizing an 
observational ideal that puts the powers of sensibility to most productive use. 
This ideal has important ramifications for literary criticism because it entails 
an epistemology of the work of literature in which its status is less 
representative than exemplary. In my brief conclusion, I will discuss how 
Prufrock and the cognitive structure that it yields requires that we make a 
distinction between the imaginative activity characteristic of “example as” and 
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the rational activity characteristic of “example of.” The former I associate with 
literary epistemology, the latter with philosophical. Then I will conclude with 
an epilogue describing the deleterious effects that “cognitive science” has had 
on a growing field in literary criticism, wherein I recommend an approach 
that not only replaces cognitive science with neuroscience, but adopts a more 
discursive model of interdisciplinarity so that literary study based on the 
science of cognition is no longer reduced to terms that reflect extraliterary 
concerns.  

The success of these efforts hinges on producing a coherent cognitive 
structure from Eliot’s criticism and substantiating it with reference to his 
philosophical and literary influences in a way that is continuous with what we 
know about the brain via neurobiology. The conceptual apparatus that we 
require is so various and robust that it is not until my third chapter that I will 
identify how it is that Eliot’s major trilogy of formulations—the “dissociation of 
sensibility,” the “doctrine of impersonality” and the “objective correlative”—can 
be drawn into enough coherence to be called an epistemology at all. So, in the 
interest of giving the reader a sense, in the next two chapters, of what to look 
for as I describe the philosophy and criticism that influenced Eliot, I offer 
here a breviary on Eliot’s poetic epistemology even if it will be difficult to 
evaluate in advance of the genealogies that follow in the coming chapters. The 
diagram below (figure I.2) represents a simplified account of the dynamics of 
the mode of intelligence that corresponds with the expression of “felt thought,” 
and emphatically not an account of ordinary perception and cognition: 

 



	

~49~ 

 
FIGURE 363 
 
 
The first thing to observe about the diagram is that it begins neither with 
feeling nor with thought. Instead it connects feeling and thought’s source 
entities—the individual and the tradition, respectively—by two processes, one 
representing the “idealization of actual personality” (left in blue), the other 
representing the “actualization of ideal personality” (right in red). In more 
general terms, the idealization of actual personality can be regarded as the 
purification of intentionality whereby it is emptied of psychology.64 The 
actualization of ideal personality can be regarded as the degradation into its 
original sensory elements, the concepts of language (and the quasi-concepts of 
culture). These processes are atemporal and mutually constitutive at every level 
so that the diagram should not be read causally on the horizontal plane (i.e., it 
is not that the individual produces the tradition or vice versa), nor on the 
vertical plane (i.e., it is not that emotions produce sensibility which produces 
feeling). They cannot, however, all be described at once, so let’s proceed from 

																																																								
63 Visualization my own.  
64 Eliot often identified psychology and personality in his criticism. He notes, for example, 
that Fernandez is “a psychologist” because “he is interested in personality.” (ECPII 899).  
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left to right with an acknowledgement that the description, for the sake of 
economy, will necessarily seem hierarchical even though that is not intended.  

We begin with the process of idealization which describes how an 
aspect of an individual’s actual personality—defined by experience, history 
and cognitive traits—interacts with perception (or recall) to compose a content 
out of feeling. The individual makes contact with the world via the sensorium 
and the psyche which endows the sensorium with an affective disposition. The 
psyche produces emotion that is accorded value insofar as it resists being 
cognized immediately (conceptualization) or being converted to action 
(autonomic system). What remains is feeling, which identifies a content 
adequate to itself, and thus to the item of experience that initiated the process 
of idealization in the first place. There is no way to call to mind what a 
content would look like at this phase because to do so would require a concept. 
The content is not yet a symbol. The process of idealization is unconscious and 
inarticulable, and therefore, because no concepts mediate any stage of the 
process, can only be described as one beam in the fusion via sensibility that 
culminates in symbolization (syn meaning “together,” ballein meaning “to 
throw”).  

The other beam is the process of actualization which describes how an 
aspect of the tradition—the virtual library of semantics represented by ideal 
concepts and their ideal syntax—comes to an actual state of disaggregation into 
the constitutive contents (logcontents) that produce form. Here the tradition 
validates and establishes the concept that secures thought which is enabled 
and potentiated by grammar. Grammar is the first quasi-material stage of 
form as it arises from the logarithm of contents—or the disaggregated history 
of expressive effort—within the tradition. Here there is again no way to call to 
mind what a logarithm of contents would look like at this stage, not—as on the 
other side of the diagram—because of a lack of available concepts but because 
of a sublimity of scale. The logarithm of contents is a dynamic, nearly infinite, 
repository of images sufficiently concrete to enter into the sort of combination 
that would allow it to be subsumed into form (and then all the way up toward 
conceptualization). The repository is described as logarithmic not only because 
of its scale but because the combinatory influence of each content over time 
decreases to reflect the extent to which the earliest contents (and therefore 
concepts) are retained in vestigial form in all subsequent contents.65  

																																																								
65 This is the basic way that concept formation should be understood, but it can be made 
particularly vivid by turning to the example of literary history. If Shakespeare influenced the 
tradition and also influenced T.S. Eliot, who then influenced the tradition, it's easy to see how 
T.S. Eliot's unique impact on the tradition diminishes with respect to the degree that 
Shakespeare (and other predecessors) influenced him. Hence the relation is logarithmic 
instead of the linear.  
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FIGURE 466 
 
What the “felt thought” diagram purports to show is how the process of 
idealization (blue) fuses with the process of actualization (red) so that a content 
identified as adequate to feeling is inserted into the logarithm of contents that 
sets the parameters by which thought can take place and become 
communicable (via concepts). Thus the centerpiece of this metaphysics—and 
the only phase that represents a conscious or semi-conscious action—is the 
green trapezoid labeled “sensibility,” which marks the poet’s compositional 
activity as he brings the contents determined by feeling into alignment with 
the logarithm of contents that dynamizes form as it becomes concrete in 
thought. This symbolizing activity is how modernists defined intelligence. I 
use the word symbolizing not in the ordinary sense, that is, not to suggest one 
entity representing another of like kind, but, in the sense of French symbolisme, 
where the actual is made to represent the ideal, where, to borrow Jean 
Moréas’s turn of phrase, the poet endeavors to “clothe the Ideal in a 
perceptible form.”67 In the pages to come I hope to show that bringing the 
actual into a unity with the ideal simply is how modernists defined intelligence. 
Indeed it is the intelligence unique to art, though, by definition, not to the 
artist. And it is altogether at odds with any definition of intelligence that can 
be reduced to computation. 

																																																								
66 Visualization my own. 
67 Jean Moréas, “A Literary Manifesto” in Paths to the Present: Aspects of European Thought from 
Romanticism to Existentialism, ed. Eugen Weber (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1960): 206.  
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Then to what, in philosophy, can this modernist ideal of intelligence be 
compared? To nothing directly, or at least to nothing in isolation, but if we 
combine two definitions of the term “attunement” we can at least begin to 
make an approach.  Heidegger characterized the relation between Dasein and 
the world as one determined by attunement, an affective condition that 
establishes the salience of perceptual features—an interpretive disposition.68 
This sense of the term characterizes the activity of poetic intelligence on the 
blue side of the diagram where emotion is purified to the degree of precision 
required to become an ideal content. The other use of the term comes from 
Wittgenstein via Stanley Cavell, who sees Wittgenstein as arguing that the 
relation among people that allows us to understand one another is 
characterized by attunement, or “shared forms of life.”69 So for Cavell’s 
Wittgenstein, attunement is the precondition of the intelligibility of our 
utterances, which operates in the manner of a set of rules, albeit with an 
entirely different phenomenology. This sense of the term characterizes the 
activity of poetic intelligence on the red side of the diagram where contents 
combine to determine the form of thought and thus the concepts by which it 
comes to be represented.  

One of the indirect goals of this dissertation is to encourage a 
combinatory sense of the term “attunement” to supplement computational 
ideals of intelligence. Another is to demonstrate that cultivating the power of 
attunement is necessary if we are to appreciate the non-geometric symmetries 
that are the hallmark of fine art and its interpretation. Such symmetries are 
precisely what artificially “intelligent” computers struggle to apprehend 
because they are not reducible to a set of rules—i.e., an algorithm—that can be 
recognized logically and manipulated computationally. They do not conform to 
the logic of constitution and subreption (“example of”) but to the logic of 
aspect and supplement (“example as”). Thus to be apprehended, they require 
“shared forms of life” which confer the background dispositions that give 
																																																								
68 For Heidegger, one must “awaken” to attunement. It cannot be approached cognitively or by 
reason: “If attunement is something that belongs to humans, is ‘in them,’ as we say; or if 
humans have an attunement, and if this cannot be clarified with the aid of consciousness and 
unconsciousness; then we will not come close to this matter at all so long as we take the 
human as something distinguished from material things by the fact that it has consciousness, 
that it is an animal endowed with reason—a rational animal—or an ego with pure life-
experiences that has been tacked onto a body.” Martin Heidegger, “Description of the 
Situation” in The Heidegger Reader, ed. Gunter Figal, trans. Jerome Veith (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2009): 82.  
69 Cavell argues that “human convention is not arbitrary but constitutive of significant speech 
and activity; in which mutual understanding, and hence language, depends upon nothing 
more and nothing less than shared forms of life, call it our mutual attunement or agreement 
in our criteria.” Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999): 168.  
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shape to intentionality and thus to consciousness. It is not difficult to see, 
then, that attunement represents the most “human” aspect of human 
intelligence, and thus should stand as a benchmark for what John Searle calls 
“strong,” which is to say anthropic, artificial intelligence. The goal of the 
present work is to determine if this special form of intelligence can clarify and 
be clarified by poetry. If so we will be in a position to identify at least one way 
in which the expressive arts exhibit cognitive orientations and capacities that 
allow us to proceed fluidly through situations—often interpersonal situations—
at once too delicate and too charged to be described according to rule or law.  

Before proceeding to the genealogy that I will trace in my next two 
chapters I ought to apologize in advance for the omission of one of the most 
important influences on Eliot during this period—that of the symbolist poet 
Jules Laforgue. It is not enough to excuse myself by saying that so much 
excellent scholarship has already illuminated the path laid for Eliot by 
Laforgue, since that would apply, in equal measure, to Pound and James.70 
Considered in total, Laforgue’s influence on Eliot was no less than theirs, but 
it was prior.71 Laforgue, I maintain, sets up the problematic that Pound and 
James—along with the German idealists and Harvard pragmatists I identify in 
the next two chapters—help Eliot to solve. Eliot described Laforgue as a poet of 
the “school of Donne,” but whereas Donne represented the synthesis of 
“feeling” and “thought,” Laforgue represented the consequences of their 
polarization. Consider the description Eliot gave of Laforgue during the Clark 
Lectures at Trinity College, Cambridge in 1926: 

 
 
The disintegration of the intellect, in Laforgue, had reached a much 
more advanced stage than with Donne: for Laforgue, life was consciously 
divided into thought and feeling; but his feelings were such as required 
an intellectual completion, a beatitude, and the philosophical systems 
which he embraced were so much felt as to require a sensuous 
completion. They did not fit. Hence the metaphysicality of Laforgue 
reaches in two directions. The intellectualizing of the feeling and the 
emotionalising of the idea. Where they meet, they come into conflict, 

																																																								
70 The work most tangent to the present project is Charles Altieri, “Reading Bradley after 
Reading Laforgue: How Eliot Transformed Symbolist Poetics into a Paradigmatic Modernism” 
in Modern Language Quarterly 72.2 (2011): 225-252. But every major work on Eliot, beginning no 
later than F.O. Matthiessen’s The Achievement of T.S. Eliot (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1935), 
makes much of the influence.  
71 Eliot began reading Laforgue in 1909. He had been familiar with James prior to that, but 
only a true admirer when they came to share a common expatriate experience in 1914. That 
was the year that he met Ezra Pound. 
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and Laforgue’s irony, an irony always employed against himself, 
ensues. (ECPII 743-4) 

 
 
The first emphasis falls on the term “consciously.” Because he is conscious of 
the “dissociation of [his own] sensibility,” Laforgue must appeal to irony to 
sate, albeit provisionally, his “innate craving for order.” What I hope to show 
in the pages that follow is that, assuming many of the same cultural and 
historical burdens of Laforgue, Eliot set out to discover how poetry could 
dynamize the point of “conflict” where feeling and thought meet in a way that 
moves beyond ironizing and into a more recuperative, worldly and capacious 
mode of expression that I characterize in terms of exemplarity. This calls for a 
deep cognitive structure explaining how feeling and thought can be sustained 
by sensibility. It is a structure that I have teased out of Eliot’s criticism and 
poetry, and presented in preliminary form already. It will be in the 
background for the next two chapters, before coming into clearest focus in 
Chapter III. Then in Chapter IV, I will call upon this cognitive structure to 
offer a far less ironic reading of Prufrock and Other Observations than is the norm 
in Eliot scholarship. I hope to prove that Eliot was interested in the possible 
contributions that poetry could make to ordinary discourse by demonstrating 
how intelligent exemplification—examples with an aspectual (“as”) rather than 
a constitutive (“of”) logic—could at once disrupt and enrich the conceptual 
reserves of human reason.  
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CHAPTER I // A Geometry of One’s Own 
 
 

“The picture of an intelligence appears for the most part, it is true, a dead 
weight for the English novel to carry, this reader having so often the 
wondrous property of caring for the displayed tangle of human relations 
without caring for its intelligibility…The basis of his attention has been that 
such and such an imbroglio has got started—on the page of life—because of 
something that some one has felt and more or less understood.” 

   - Henry James, preface to The Princess Casamassima72 
 
 
 
~ Introduction ~ 
 
 

T.S. Eliot may have made a closer study of Kant and Hegel than any of 
his contemporaries in modern literature. But that is not saying very much. In 
1912-3, his second year of graduate study in Harvard’s philosophy department, 
he took a course on Kant with Charles M. Bakewell, a professor visiting from 
Yale, for whom he produced three papers—one on Kant’s categories, one on 
his “agnosticism,” and another on the categorical imperative. An essay that he 
submitted the following year for a seminar taught by Josiah Royce makes use 
of Kant’s theory of judgment as a point of entry into a “theory of objects.” He 
refers to Kant with some regularity in the dissertation that he wrote in Oxford 
on F.H. Bradley in 1916, and sporadically throughout the reviews that he 
published in The Monist and elsewhere prior to 1920.73 He seems to have 
absorbed Hegel more gradually because, though Eliot annotated a copy of 
Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of History while at Harvard, he seldom refers to 

																																																								
72 Henry James, preface to The Princess Casamassima (JEU 1089). 
73 By my count, there are seven explicit references to Kant in the dissertation, thirteen in the 
philosophical reviews. 
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Hegel until he arrives at Oxford in 1914. Then, as one would expect of 
someone writing a dissertation on a Hegelian, he appears to have taken rather 
a closer look. Hegel is mentioned in at least one Oxford essay and then 
invoked from time to time in the dissertation and the reviews that followed. 
Eliot clearly viewed Hegel as a romantic failure. “The most successful attempt 
that has ever been made, perhaps the only attempt, to organise history 
(including of course the history of value) into an intelligible process has been 
the philosophy of Hegel,” he wrote in an essay he delivered at the Moral 
Sciences Club in 1915. But “its failure is even more instructive than its 
success,” he concludes, before enumerating various reasons “for rejecting this 
philosophy.” (ECPI 209)  

If Eliot was never expressly Kantian or Hegelian, it is fair to wonder 
why I begin a genealogy of his theory of poetry with these two notoriously 
difficult German idealists. This question is especially appropriate since I will 
be focusing on an aspect of their philosophy—aesthetics—to which neither 
Eliot nor any of his Harvard or Oxford mentors paid particularly close 
attention. How will German idealist aesthetics shed any light on the effort 
undertaken by Henry James, Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot to make literature 
more objective, impersonal and scientific? The answer to that question will 
become clearer if we suspend, at least temporarily, the association ordinarily 
made between idealism and subjectivism, and the corollary distinction between 
idealism and science. What I hope to demonstrate in this chapter is that Hegel 
attempted to develop (from Kant) a science of aesthetic experience that 
attributes value to the characteristic features of artworks in terms of spirit, but 
that those spiritual terms are continuous with the broadly scientific terms that 
modernists used to justify their experiments in impersonality. Thus Kant and 
Hegel earn their roles among the cast of characters that I assemble here as 
progenitors of the modernist sense of what their formal experiments could 
contribute to ordinary scientific and philosophical discourse, but also as 
representatives of what modernists came to mean when using the term 
“objectivity” to describe the observational ideal that I identify as the aspect of 
James’s fiction that Pound was most eager to adapt to poetry.   

 
 
 

~ The Aesthetics of Kant and Hegel ~ 
 
 
 
 Kant must be the only major figure in the history of aesthetics to have 
had essentially no interest in art. His life was Spartan and punishingly 
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regular. He was known to have bothered to display only one work of art in his 
house, an engraving of Rousseau that was given to him by a friend. In writing 
about judgments of the beautiful and sublime, his vivid examples are taken 
almost exclusively from nature. For art, in Kant’s view, is merely second-order 
nature. “A beauty of nature is a beautiful thing,” he writes. “The beauty of art is a 
beautiful representation of a thing.”74 The opposite view is held by Hegel, who 
caused a stir by claiming, in his lectures on art, that there was more spirit in 
the landscape painting than in the landscape itself.75 For what is of value to 
Hegel is not the representation but the representing. This difference shines a 
light on the best way to understand the relation of the aesthetic philosophy of 
these two thinkers. Kant saw aesthetics as the capstone to his entire critical 
system because the existence of reflective judgments marked by “subjective 
universal validity” secured his earlier suspicion not only that the physical and 
moral universes were unified, but that human subjectivity was what unified 
them. The faculty of judgment, in other words, mediates between practical 
reason and the empirical world, and thus aesthetics mediates between ethics 
and metaphysics. For only in aesthetic experience can we behold the relations 
between our cognitive faculties and the natural world that allow us to 
recognize that we are not creators of nature so much as creators of a point-of-
view on nature (and even then we are not fully responsible for the creation). 
According to Kant, aesthetic objects set in motion a process of transcendence 
in which, momentarily standing outside the point-of-view that we have 
created, we glimpse the harmony of a world that makes point-of-view and its 
relations possible.  
 Thus it is not difficult to understand why Kant offers precious little 
description of the individual dynamics of the types of art, and not a word 
about the tokens. Kant does divide the “beautiful arts” into three types—“arts 
of speech” (poetry), “pictorial arts,” and “the art of the beautiful play of 
sensations” (music)—and he accords poetry the highest place. “The art of 
poetry claims the highest rank of all,” he writes, for “it strengthens the mind 
by letting it feel its capacity to consider and judge of nature, as appearance, 
freely, self-actively, and independently of determination by nature.” (KCJ 203-
4[§53]) But, for Kant, even poetry amounts to little more than a thorough 
cognitive workout, valuable as a preparative for the more important exercise of 
the faculty of judgment in the perception of natural beauty. Aesthetic objects 
are thus valuable only insofar as they elicit judgments of the beautiful. They 
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are valuable, in a word—Kant’s own word—as “appearance.” Not so for Hegel, 
whose aesthetic philosophy is more accurately called a history of fine art since 
it aims to describe how the various genres developed over time to reflect stages 
in the manifestation of spirit. Thus, whereas Kant’s critique requires only an 
account of the appearance of the aesthetic object, Hegel’s phenomenology 
requires a more intimate account of the object’s dynamics. It’s a difference that 
the reader cannot fail to notice. Kant devotes ten pages to distinguishing 
between and among the various fine arts in The Critique of Judgment; Hegel, 
nearly 1250, in the Aesthetik. Since Hegel, for the most part, appropriates 
Kant’s aesthetic conclusions for the purposes of his history of movements and 
genres, we can proceed by establishing aesthetic criteria from Kant before 
turning to Hegel to determine what they will allow us to conclude about the 
powers unique to poetry. 
 In the third critique Kant argues that judgments of the beautiful 
involve a distinct aesthetic state that enables what he had ruled out in his first 
two critiques: the unification of the empirical (the senses) and the rational 
(concepts). What allows this unification is a “special principle” characterizing 
“aesthetic” judgments, namely that “nature specifies its general laws into 
empirical ones, in accordance with the form of a logical system, in behalf of 
the power of judgment.” (KCJ 19) So the power of judgment is the power to 
witness, however fleetingly, the laws of nature. Furthermore, aesthetic 
judgments are marked by “subjective universal validity” because they are 
affective and sensuous (subjective) but still determinate and uniquely cognitive. 
By being “disinterested,” they demand that others agree (universal validity). In 
aesthetic judgment, in other words, the senses yield a normative commitment—
an ought. The individual senses are transformed into a sensus communis “that in 
its reflection takes account (a priori) of everyone else’s way of representing in 
thought, in order as it were to hold its judgment up to human reason as a 
whole.” (KCJ 173[§40]) Aesthetic judgment, in other words, can be represented 
by the absolute statement, “this is beautiful,” not by the statement of 
preference, “this is beautiful to me.”  

The practical difficulty that Kantian aesthetics presents to the art critic 
is on evidence in the ambiguity of the demonstrative pronoun, “this,” in these 
two example sentences. In classical aesthetics, the matter would have been 
entirely unambiguous; “this” would have referred to an object in the world 
(i.e., “this snowflake is beautiful”). But Kant departs from classical aesthetics—
indeed, this is the sense in which his aesthetics can be said to be subjectivist—
because the “this” of “this is beautiful” can have no determinate referent other 
than the aesthetic state itself. Though the first-person aesthetic state is set in 
motion by formal features of a natural object in the world, the subject 
experiences himself, in a manner of speaking, rather than those properties in 
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the world. This is because the aesthetic state does not involve the application 
of a concept. It is non-discursive, meaning that there is no determinate 
intentional content for the experience. According to Kant, viewing a snowflake 
might produce an experience of beauty, but what is beautiful is the subjective 
experience that the sensuous apprehension of the snowflake induces, not the 
snowflake itself as an ideal representation of possible properties of snowflakes. 

This is not to diminish the importance of the formal properties of the 
snowflake to Kant’s thinking. In the absence of a determinate content, it is, 
after all, the formal properties of the object that reveal the transcendental 
design. And it is the transcendental design that allows us to overcome the 
limitations of point-of-view—limitations that keep concept and intuition 
separate. But a statement of aesthetic judgment such as “this is a beautiful 
snowflake” cannot mean, according to the logic of the third critique, that the 
particular snowflake is beautiful “as a snowflake” or “for a snowflake,” only 
that it is indeterminately beautiful since beauty is a property of the state-of-
mind rather than of the object. Hence one confronts the robust challenge to 
any kind of practical aesthetics—such as art criticism—that would operate in 
the spirit of Kant. For on a Kantian account, the beautiful cannot be 
articulated in terms of properties of the art object, nor in terms of authorial 
decision-making, and certainly not in terms of production or reception 
contexts. All of the ordinary points of entry, in other words, become suddenly 
off limits.  

None of this would have troubled Kant in the way that it troubles us 
because, according to Kant, art’s value inheres not in its ability to sustain 
intellectual criticism but in its ability to prepare listeners, viewers and readers 
for the aesthetic observation of nature. In nature, questions about design can 
(perhaps must) be bracketed in deference to theology, to the theory of 
evolution, or, in time, to sub-atomic physics. Even one who opposes any such 
explanatory paradigm is compelled to wonder, in the presence of nature, not 
how things ought to be, but how things are—for nature, no matter how one 
chooses to explain it, is a law unto itself. But even if one were to set aside 
Kant’s distinction between nature and art, one still finds in his aesthetics little 
support for the individuating and particularizing discourse of criticism. For 
Kant holds that what induces the aesthetic state is not what is particular about 
an object but what the mind intuits to be general or “ideal” in the perception. 
“The normal idea must take its elements for the figure of an animal of a 
particular species from experience,” he writes. “But the greatest purposiveness 
in the construction of the figure, which would be suitable as a universal 
standard for the aesthetic judging of every individual of this species, the image 
which has as it were intentionally grounded the technique of nature, to which 
only the species as a whole but not any separate individual is adequate, lies 
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merely in the idea of the one who does the judging.” (KCJ 118[§17[)76 Here 
Kant predicts Eliot’s para-statistical sense of the value of tradition for aesthetic 
judgment both requires and enables a mental representation of an “ideal” that 
has some relation to an “average” of the object species. 

It is nothing short of miraculous that Hegel manages to retain so much 
of the structure of Kantian aesthetics while holding such a different view of 
what constitutes an ideal stimulus for the aesthetic state. Why does Hegel 
choose art while Kant chooses nature? And why does Hegel privilege the token 
while Kant privileges the type? The answer to both questions is simple but 
unmovably fundamental to the larger philosophical aims of each thinker. For 
Kant, what is transcendent about aesthetic experience is that it offers 
reconciliation with nature. It allows us momentary insight into how our faculties 
relate to the world that they apprehend, and since the relation is structured by 
reason, we immediately perceive that we are neither authors of the objective 
world nor even, in the fullest sense, of the point-of-view that gives us access to 
the world. The catalyst of aesthetic experience, therefore, is the apperception of 
harmony between our faculties and the objects of nature that are pervaded by a 
like rationality. Thus what is best suited to reveal the harmony is the 
attunement of ideal states of mind (faculties) with ideal states of nature (types). 

For Hegel, by contrast, what is transcendent about aesthetic experience 
is that it offers liberation from nature. It allows us a degree of self-
understanding and will no longer governed by natural law. Aesthetic 
experience, in a sense, humanizes the natural world. Nineteenth-century 
readers were famously scandalized by passages in the Aesthetik in which he 
asserts that a portrait of a person better represents personhood than the person 
himself. (HAI 866-7) It makes sense then that while Kant focuses on nature, 
Hegel focuses on art; while Kant focuses on pure appearance, Hegel focus on 
the dynamics of design; while Kant focuses on what is sensuously immediate, 
Hegel focuses on sensuous mediation. For Hegel believes that man can only 
liberate himself from sensuousness by means of sensuousness.  In a declaration 
that would have puzzled Kant, and even an earlier generation of German 
Romantics such as Schiller and Schelling, Hegel writes that art “liberates 
man…from the power of sensuousness,” and “lifts [him] with its gentle hands 
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out of and above imprisonment in nature.” (HAI 49) Such liberation, however, 
requires a classic Hegelian third term for what mediates between sensuousness 
(nature) and the absolute idea (reason). The term was “inner sensuousness,” 
which becomes a prototype for what Romantics would term the literary 
imagination, what Pound understood as mental imagery, and what Eliot, as we 
will see in the coming chapters, will establish as sensibility.   

But first it is worth observing that Kant would never have produced, 
nor would he have desired or needed, the figure of inner sensuousness 
because, in his reckoning, aesthetic experience is hedonic (even if its unique 
form of pleasure is disinterested). For Hegel, by contrast, aesthetic experience 
is epistemic. It leads to knowledge of the world as a result of man’s liberation 
from nature, not merely to awareness of self-in-nature as in Kant. The superior 
importance of the arts to knowledge for Hegel—and for Schelling and Fichte—
can be explained by the belief that Kant was wrong to separate the 
contributions of Begriff (concept) and Anschaung (intuition) in experience. In 
contrast to Kant’s “mechanical relation of a unity of self-consciousness which 
stands in antithesis to the empirical manifold, either determining it or 
reflecting on it,” Hegel offers an “organic idea of productive imagination” in 
which sensory experience is inherently conceptual.77 So if the “transcendental 
unity of apperception” was made possible by intuitions impregnated with 
concepts, Kant was interested in plucking the pure concepts from the pregnant 
bellies of intuitions, while Hegel believed that keeping the two together was 
the only way to attach the absolute idea (pure thought) to reality (phenomena), 
and thus to capture the manifold in the demonstration of truth. Since the 
work of art is neither a rational judgment nor an object of experience, it is 
asked to perform a mediating function, which Hegel describes as follows:  

 
 
Thereby the sensuous aspect of a work of art, in comparison with the 
immediate existence of things in general, is elevated to a pure 
appearance, and the work of art stands in the middle [Mitte] between 
immediate sensuousness and ideal thought. It is not yet pure thought, 
but, despite its sensuousness, is no longer a purely material existent 
either. (HAI 38) 

 
 
Selecting for the concept alone divorces apprehension from any tie to 
materiality. And yet the “pure appearance,” which would have satisfied 
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Kantian standards of the aesthetic object, is all materiality and is thus divorced 
from thought. The role of the work of art is to hold the sensuous particular 
and the universal idea in tension. It is for this reason that Hegel isolates 
poetry as the supreme art. All works of art are, for Hegel, sensuous 
particularizations of absolute knowledge. Only poetry, however, cultivates the 
proper kind of sensuousness that allows it to mediate between the world and 
the idea in a way that ties thought to external objects. He writes, 

 
 
Thinking, however, results in thoughts alone; it evaporates the form of 
reality into the form of the pure Concept, and even if it grasps and 
apprehends real things in their particular character and real existence, 
it nevertheless lifts even this particular sphere into the element of the 
universal and ideal wherein alone thinking is at home with itself. . . . 
Thinking is only a reconciliation between reality and truth within 
thinking itself. But poetic creation and formation is a reconciliation in 
the form of a real phenomenon itself, even if this form be presented 
only spiritually. (HAII 976) 
   

 
Poetry does not merely serve a decorative or exemplary function for Hegel; it 
binds thinking (“the form of the pure Concept”) to the world (“the form of 
reality”) through its status as simultaneously proto-thought (“not yet pure 
thought”) and epi-reality (“no longer a purely material existent”). Maintaining 
this tension between sensuousness (material) and absolute knowledge (idea) is 
the function of inner sensuousness. But the exclusivity of this form of 
sensuousness to poetry can only be explained with reference to Hegel’s 
historical overview of the progress of the arts, which I will take up in the next 
section.  
 
 
 
~ Hegel and the Progress of the Arts ~ 
 
 
 
 Let’s begin with a word on the organization of Hegel’s Aesthetics. One 
recalls that there had been a tripartite, rather than the typical bipartite, 
division of the Concept in his Logic, where he characterized “actuality,” or 
concreteness, as a mediation between the universal and the particular by a 
third category: the “individual.” The same triptych structures Hegel’s history of 



	

~63~ 

art. The unfolding begins with an idea of the beautiful (universal), which then 
splinters into various art forms, modes and genres (particular), that then 
culminate in concrete works of art (individual). This projects two further triads 
that are refined in relation to one another. The first is the symbolic-classical-
romantic scheme that he identifies with architecture, sculpture, and the 
romantic arts (painting, music, poetry)—an identification that allows him to 
maintain a traditional Aristotelian five-art schema. But for Hegel this schema 
is not static. He sees the five arts as a development from architecture to 
sculpture to painting, music and finally to poetry, which draws nearest to his 
ideal of the self-revelation of absolute knowledge.  
 The story begins with architecture whose construction uses gross 
materials that are manipulable in ways that resemble the organic and 
inorganic forms of nature. Within architecture, there is a progression from 
independent symbolic architecture (Babylonian towers unable to house 
anything), to dependent purposive classical architecture (Greek temples that 
provide an environment for already-realized spiritual meanings), and finally to 
what he calls “purposively independent” romantic architecture which 
combines the independence of the symbolic with the purposiveness of the 
classical. The paradigmatic expression of this synthesis for Hegel are Gothic 
cathedrals which are places of worship even if “their real character lies 
precisely in the fact that they transcend any specific end.” (HAII 684) Like 
architecture, sculpture is limited by its use of gross materials, but it represents 
an advance on architecture because sculptors put those materials into more 
spiritual form. Whereas architecture develops to produce environments that 
accommodate human needs and practices, sculpture begins with 
representations of the human himself. Because of this origin in human 
representation, sculpture does not follow the tripartite division of progress 
from symbolic to classical to romantic. Hegel celebrates as the ideal of 
sculpture not the Egyptian artisan whose practice was governed by 
“mechanical forms and rules” but the Greek artist whose practice was 
governed by seeing “his own individuality in his work as specifically his own 
creation (HAII 781). The apotheosis of Greek sculpture presents “the Ideal 
shaped in a way adequate to itself, remaining in its existence identical and 
correspondent with itself.” (HAII 623)  
 It is worth asking, then, what more Hegel could have wanted from art. 
Why turn to the romantic phase, in other words, to witness art’s self-
completion? Hegel claims that Greek sculpture does not yet yield a 
representation of “the complete, concrete human being” since the Greek ideal 
neglects what is the lifeblood of the romantic arts: awareness of human 
subjectivity and human weakness. Furthermore, just as important to Hegel is 
that the romantic arts represent a progressive relief of material restrictions on 
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the artist. Painting, for Hegel, offers two advantages on sculpture. The first is 
that painting’s chief limitation is the awareness of the painter rather than his 
materials. Whereas “sculpture was not a bare imitation of what was existent in 
nature” because “it stripped away from the figure all those features in natural 
existence which did not correspond with the specific matter to be portrayed” 
(HAII 805), painting has no such restrictions. Its material, according to Hegel, 
is light itself—and is thus nothing less than “subjectivity aware of itself.” The 
second advantage that Hegel attributes to painting might at first seem a 
weakness—namely the move from three-dimensionality to two-dimensionality. 
Because painting is reduced to a surface it has a necessary and binding 
relation to a spectator—as such, perspective matters, which doubles the human 
element in its aesthetic realization. Hegel writes that what “sculpture can 
[present] in a real way, [painting] must substitute the pure appearance of the 
reality.” (HAII 837) Since all human perception is indexical—rooted in place 
and time—painting’s two-dimensionality and the point-of-view that it thus 
manifests represents a humanization of its depicted subject. Sculpture’s 
detachability feature—its unrootedness to a particular point-of-view—holds it to 
non-human ideals of representation, and keeps it a rung further down on the 
ladder toward spirit.  
 The historical unfolding of the arts is a process of humanization, and 
thus for Hegel, spiritualization up from its material origins. So that finally 
with music, the disentanglement with matter is complete: to experience the 
sound of music is to experience the expression of subjectivity. Music, for 
Hegel, is “the art of the soul and is directly addressed to the soul.” (HAII 891) 
It is, in his memorable phrase, “the Ah and Oh of the heart.” (HAII 903) 
Hegel describes the disentanglement with matter as a creative frictionlessness 
afforded the artist who can “expatiate in the theme at will and move hither 
and thither in it.” (HAII 894) This frictionlessness is won for the artist in 
music by the elimination of space as a constraint on the expression of 
subjectivity. But this does come at a cost, according to Hegel, as the constraints 
of space are replaced in music by the constraints of time. Spiritual ideas are 
invested with subjective feeling in music, but constrained by mathematical 
laws. Such constraints, according to Hegel, run the risk of detaching music 
from inner subjectivity (feeling) in the interest of formal development. Without 
feeling, music becomes mere “skill and virtuosity in compilation” (HAII 906)—
or, in more familiar terms, it becomes artisanal rather than artistic. This is 
because notes remain, in a sense, materials, even if they are bound only by 
time (rather than space). They can be divorced from a directly human concern 
and therefore divorced from spirit. This is, as we shall see below, the 
advantage that poetry has over music in Hegel’s system. Just as the flesh-tone 
represented the unity of color in painting, the human voice represents the 
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unity of sound in music. But unlike music, the human voice is inescapable in 
poetry—it is the art’s very medium.  
 What makes poetry the paradigm of a universal art, however, is that its 
true material is not language, nor even speech, but imagination. Thus it is as 
plastic as the human spirit. Hegel writes that “it is the universal art which can 
shape in any way and express any subject-matter capable at all of entering the 
imagination, because its proper material is the imagination itself, that 
universal foundation of all the particular art-forms and the individual arts.” 
(HAII 967) The advantage of poetry over the other arts is its autogeny; every 
poem is “an inherently infinite organism” which emerges “freely from its own 
resources” rather than from any particular content (HAII 996). But this too is 
reflected in the historical development of genres. The epic required a 
“universal world situation” as the stimulus of action whereas in drama it is a 
quality or event of a character’s own making that determines his fate. The 
centrality of human voice in poetry also encourages Hegel to prioritize drama, 
the art in which a real human on stage (the actor) voices the work of another 
real human behind the stage (the dramaturge) who has produced in imaginary 
space a fictional human voice (that of the character). In such a presentation 
the human element—and thus the action-toward-spirit—is trebled. 
 Given the almost unforeseeable richness and variety of experimentation 
with genre in the last two centuries, it might be a mistake to make too much 
of Hegel’s genre theory. After all, the principal point seems to be that inner 
representations produced by humans with minimal material restrictions are 
the key action that moves us toward spirit. The trebling effect produced by 
drama is a tidy extension of this point, but the key is that poetry, because its 
medium is human language, represents the final stage in the development of 
an art that can mediate between sensuousness and a kind of purified 
philosophy. Poetry is paradigmatic because it signals a move from external 
sensuousness (matter) to inner sensuousness (imaginative projection). Hegel 
describes this process as follows:  
 
 

For sound, the last external material which poetry keeps, is in poetry 
no longer the feeling of sonority itself, but a sign, by itself void of 
significance, a sign of the idea which has become concrete in itself, and 
not merely of indefinite feeling and its nuances and gradations…Yet 
this sensuous element, which in music was still immediately one with 
inwardness, is here cut free from the content of consciousness, while 
spirit determines this content on its own account and in itself and 
makes it into ideas. To express these it uses sound indeed, but only as a 
sign in itself without value or content. (HAI 88-9) 
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There is sensuousness in poetry—namely the music in “versification” whether 
read silently or recited aloud—but the fact that it is coded in a symbol system 
frees the mind to produce a post-retinal projection of the state-of-affairs 
depicted that is, in essence, its true content. Poetry is thus the ben-ben on the 
Hegelian aesthetic pyramid that points up toward abstraction. Robert Pippin 
writes “the basic narrative direction in Hegel’s history of art is toward what 
could be called something like greater ‘abstraction’ in the means of 
representation—‘from’ architecture and sculpture ‘toward’ painting, music, and 
finally poetry.”78 Representation is sacrificed in poetry for what Hegel would 
identify as the characteristic feature of abstraction, “concreteness,” which he 
defines as closer attunement to the dynamics of spirit rather than the 
appearance of pictorial or sensuous materials.   
 Neither Hegel nor Pippin quite put it this way, but this is where—in 
the interest of modern poetics—Hegel’s theory might be refined by that of 
Edmund Burke, who believed that it is impossible to “shew in a clear light the 
genuine face of nature.”79 Like Hegel, Burke held that human passions 
produce bonds that hold society together, especially in taste. “The passions are 
of a complicated kind,” he writes, “and branch out into a variety of forms 
agreeable to that variety of ends they are to serve in the great chain of society.” 
(BPE 40) The more affective an object is, the more potential it has to unite 
observing subjects—the more universal, in other words. Hence, in Hegelian 
terms, the human becomes the ideal affective object of contemplation. Burke is 
less interested in the ostensive object than the means of producing 
contemplation. In his genre theory, literature ranks highest because of the 
abstractness (and deep human history) of the symbol system that has developed 
as written language. In contrast to the “single, simple line” that Thomas Paine 
revealed to be the characteristic styling of enlightenment rationality, Burke 
prefers the “mess of human passions” embedded in the characters of language 
because the process of representation involves the mind in a way that ordinary 
perception does not. “We find by experience that eloquence and poetry are as 
capable, nay indeed much more capable of making deep and lively impressions 
than any other arts, and even than nature itself in many cases,” he writes, 
since “the word affects the mind more than the sensible image.” (BPE 137-8) 
The form of the word, for Burke, in a manner analogous to literary form for 
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T.S. Eliot, is suffused with humanity in virtue of the fact that it contains the 
history of human symbolic effort. Linguistic characters and their composites 
(words) are “tokens” of the presence of others that lift us beyond the “defects of 
our naked, shivering nature.”80 To use them for expression, or for 
understanding, is to wrap ourselves in a cloth of human expressive endeavor 
that has been threaded together throughout history.    

And yet there is—to return to Hegel—a material determinant that binds 
aesthetic experience in literary reading with the world through sensuousness. 
This is what exalts poetry over philosophy in his reckoning. Hegel writes that 
thinking “results in thoughts alone; it evaporates the form of reality into the 
form of the pure Concept [so that] thinking is only a reconciliation between 
reality and truth within thinking itself.” (HAII 976) For Burke this was the 
problem with pure rationality—it does nothing to enlist the passions that bind 
us to human relations and human history, and is thus limited to “naked 
reason,” the purely conceptual. Poetry, according to Hegel, is on the other 
hand able: 

 
 
to work its way out of the abstractions in the ordinary way of putting 
things into the concrete life [so that] if it attains its aim, not only is it 
liberated from that separation between thinking, which is concentrated 
on the universal, and feeling and vision, which seize on the individual, 
but it also at the same time frees these latter forms of consciousness 
and their content and objects from their servitude to thinking and 
conducts them victoriously to reconciliation with the universality of 
thought. (HAII 1006)  

 
 
Both Hegel and Burke are trying to bind the concept to distinctly human 
practices, the former to reconcile it with the world, the latter to reconcile it 
with history even if human practices come to matter for reasons distinct to 
each philosopher—because of their entanglement with imagination for Hegel, 
and because of their entanglement with passion for Burke.  

The important point for modernist aesthetics is that abstraction is 
produced by the mediating work of inner sensuousness between external 
sensuousness (the immediate apprehension of symbols; versification) and the 
rational, classifying mind (which reveals the Absolute through pure concepts). 
The art of abstraction then in this sense is a form of concreteness (Hegel’s 
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preferred term) not because of what it “captures” but because of what it knows 
too much to pretend to capture. It captures neither the raw data of perception 
nor the rational categories of classification—whether they appear in isolation 
or in the illusory appearance of unity that is the result of the immediate 
subreption of sense to concept. Absent any effort to capture or reify such 
things, it exercises our otherwise atrophying capacity to suspend the 
subreption of sense to concept by holding thing and action apart in the 
materialist matrix, by holding thing and emotion apart in the psychological 
matrix, and by holding thing and concept apart in the intellectual matrix. 
Such suspensions force us to mind the way that we mind the world, which, as 
we will see in the next section, is precisely the accomplishment of Henry 
James’s fiction, dédoublement, that Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot singled out for 
praise. Indeed, modernist abstraction dramatizes the aesthetic gaze so that we 
are momentarily aware of the intentionality of perceptual experience—it allows 
us, in a sense, to see the seeing, to witness, that is, the aboutness feature of 
human experience that binds the perceiving mind to the materials of the 
world, which then become observable as the relations that objects produce in 
the grip of human apprehension. 
 One may enter into a discussion of German idealism with the best 
intentions, but one always exits having been a bit less precise than one ought 
to have been. Please allow me to restate as transparently as possible the 
positive contributions that Kant and Hegel made to modernist aesthetics lest 
they become lost in the tangle of their many differences. (1) Kant endowed 
aesthetic experience with significant epistemic consequence by identifying it as 
the only sort of experience that allowed a person to glimpse the relations 
between the mind and the world. (2) Hegel identified aesthetic experience 
with art, rather than with nature, and differentiated the two by “inner 
sensuousness” which he claimed to be a feature characteristic of all art. (3) 
Hegel defined poetry as the best exemplar of an “inner sensuousness,” 
mediating between matter (external sensuousness) and mind (thought), that 
can attune to purposive imaginative projections much more subtle and fluid 
than any conceptual discourse. These are hardly ordinary or inevitable ways of 
looking at the typical subjects of aesthetics (beauty, nature, art, sense), so while 
modernists seldom invoked Kant’s Critique of Judgment and Hegel’s Aesthetik 
directly, our ability to trace the contours of these ideas in their poetry is an 
unmistakable sign of the legacy.  
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~ Dédoublement and the Dynamics of Observation ~ 
 
 
 

To proceed from Hegel’s celebration of poetry’s unique powers to Ezra 
Pound is a move that seems to make a great deal of sense. For no major poet, 
perhaps in the history of the genre, has produced a body of work more 
insistently anti-prosaic than Pound. From Personae to the Pisan Cantos his poems 
offer readers nothing by way of narrative investment, temporal sequence, or 
characterological stability (where there are characters at all). It may therefore 
surprise many readers to discover that one of Pound’s first motivations as a 
poet was to bring the directness, and the concreteness of prose to modern 
poetry. “I think that only after a long struggle will poetry attain such a degree 
of development, or, if you will, modernity,” he wrote in 1912, “that it will 
vitally concern people who are accustomed, in prose, to Henry James.”81 For 
James’s fiction dramatized what one critic has called dédoublement, a recursive 
doubling in which a perceiver is thrust into a sudden awareness (second order) 
of the perceptual and cognitive relations that allow him to harmonize his 
awareness of the world (first order) with the disposition of his mind. 82 It was a 
feat that James achieved, as we will soon see, by dense constructions that 
foreground, in Hegelian fashion, the dynamics of the work itself (form) at the 
expense of investments in narrative pace and depth of character more typical 
of Victorian fiction. For James set out to depict persons, objects and states-of-
affairs threaded together by such a dense web of relations that the object of 
attention necessarily became attention itself.   
 No poet of the twentieth century more perceptively appreciated what 
Jamesian dédoublement could do for poetry than Ezra Pound, who called James 
in the year of his death “the greatest whom we’ve seen living.”83 Had only 
more Americans read James, Pound wrote his mother in an unmistakably 
Jamesian turn of phrase, America might prove “a far more possible habitat.”84 
Literary history is fortunate to have a detailed record of this appreciation in 
the form of a lengthy memorial essay that Pound published in The Little Review 
in 1918, for it reveals the extent to which James’s fiction catalyzed the 

																																																								
81 Ezra Pound, “Prolegomena” in Pavannes and Divisions (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1918): 104. 
82 The term seems to me to function best untranslated. I adapt it from Didier Anzieu, Le corps 
de l’œvre: essais psychanalytiques sur le travail créatur (Paris: Gallimard, 1981).  
83 Ezra Pound, Personae: The Shorter Poems of Ezra Pound (London: New Directions Publishing, 
1990): 258. 
84 Ezra Pound, The Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907-1941, eds. D.D. Paige and Mark Van Doren (New 
York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1962): 391. Letter of 23 May 1915. Cited hereafter as PLET.  
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sensibility that led Pound to formulate the imagiste principles that Eliot would 
later remember as the “point de repère” of modernism. For what could Pound 
have had in mind when he praises the “emotional greatness in Henry James’ 
hatred of tyranny” (PLE 297) if not a sensibility that undermines the cognitive 
determinism against which Kant offers the consolations of aesthetic judgment? 
One senses in Pound’s rhetoric the presence of World War I just over the 
shoulder as he describes literature as an inducement to peace—“peace comes of 
communication”—and criticizes eliminative cognitive frameworks with an 
inflection characteristic of the anti-Teutonism of the period: “Kultur is an 
abomination; philology is an abomination, all repressive uniforming education 
is an evil.” By contrast, literary “communication is not a levelling, it is not an 
elimination of differences, of the right of differences to exist, of interest in 
finding things different.” (PLE 298) This, we discover later in the essay, is 
because James’s fiction holds up as exemplary a Kantian form of attention that 
permits “presence without type.” (PLE 330) 
 But if we are to understand “presence without type” as the solution, 
what are we to understand as the problem that it promises to solve? With only 
the vague and inflated terms above in Pound’s memorial essay, we must repair 
to the fiction itself for a clear answer. For though the key phrase was lifted 
from James’s 1913 memoir, Small Boy and Others, it describes an observational 
ideal that James had begun to establish in his early fiction by dramatizing the 
dangers of at least two seemingly opposed modes of judgment that would wreak 
havoc if they were to come out of balance. The first is what he called 
“chopping logic”—the rough, classificatory thinking that Millicent Bell calls 
the “typological compulsion,” in which the particulars of an object come too 
abruptly and forcefully under the sign of a concept. The second—this one not 
ordinarily associated with the fiction of Henry James—is the desiderative 
compulsion, in which the relation (interest) between the observer and the 
observed (object or person) is structured by desire. Both of these modes of 
judgment are reductive. Reason reduces the object of experience to a concept 
that it can process according to its own limited operations; desire reduces the 
object to what can be possessed by a desiring subject. Both are eliminative of 
the object as such. In the case of reason, the object becomes a concept; in the 
case of desire, it becomes identical with the desirer. Thus both fall short of the 
standard that Kant established for aesthetic judgment. The first features a 
crude subsumption of experience under a category of the understanding; the 
second lacks “disinterested interest.” And both are on clearest evidence in the 
novella, Daisy Miller: A Study (1879), a work that Pound rightly characterizes as 
James’s first “big hit and one of the best.” (PLE 312)  
 Ostensibly a story about an American ingénue swept up and then 
devoured by the wiles and temptations of Europe, Daisy Miller is, on closer 
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inspection, less a cautionary tale of its titular character’s misadventure than it 
initially seems. The novella ends, after all, not at Daisy’s graveside “beneath 
the cypresses and the thick spring flowers” of Rome,85 but back where it all 
began, in the gardens of Vevey, with an interview between Winterbourne, the 
story’s “central consciousness,” and his aunt, in which he concedes that he had 
been “booked to make a mistake” the nature of which he could not have 
understood “before [Daisy’s] death.” (JNT 93) That the story concludes with 
Winterbourne rather than with Daisy has encouraged a number of critics to 
maintain, rightly, that the principal object of “study,” to borrow the crucial 
term from the work’s subtitle, is as much Winterbourne, the sophisticate who 
has been “studying” in Europe all these years, as it is Daisy, the innocent who 
fails to survive her first grand tour. Thus the observer becomes the observed, 
and the final object of contemplation in the novella is nothing less than 
observation itself. If Daisy’s failure as an observer is a failure from a lack of 
knowledge (American innocence), so the usual story goes, Winterbourne’s is a 
failure from an excess of knowledge (European savoir) such that his “mistake” 
is a narrow, hyper-categorical approach to the study of his fellow human 
beings, which can be interpreted into his attempt to find the “formula” for the 
“class” to which Daisy belongs. 
 This typological reading of the novella gets so much right that it has, 
until now, seemed scarcely worthwhile to make a fuss about those few matters 
that it happens to get wrong—or better yet, those questions which it asks us to 
ignore. But tracing to modernism a distinctive epistemology that passes 
through Henry James requires us to specify the compulsions that most 
complicated his ideal of observation as a mode of knowing. Scholars have 
recognized in Winterbourne the typological compulsion but have suppressed or 
ignored the desiderative, which has prevented them from answering a basic 
question about the plot of the novel: why must Daisy Miller die? The answer 
would be straightforward enough if Daisy’s death were offered as a sort of 
melodramatic final word. The year was 1879, still at least a decade or two from 
the day when such a dramatic ending would be to the embarrassment of a 
serious novelist.86 But instead we are left with Winterbourne’s saturnine 

																																																								
85 Henry James, The Novels and Tales of Henry James, vol. 18 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1922): 91. Cited hereafter as JNT. This refers to what is called the “New York edition” of 
James’s novella because he edited it, along with most of his other novels, as part of a 24 
volume collection of his works published in New York by Charles Scribner’s Sons. To “Daisy 
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Daisy Miller: A Study, An International Episode, Four Meetings (Leipzig: Tauchnitz, 1879), and cited 
hereafter as JDM. 
86 One is tempted to use Virginia Woolf’s chronology—“on or about, December 1910”—to mark 
the period of transition, but the typical marriage plot dénouement began to go out of fashion 
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reflection on the nature of his role in her death. If Winterbourne’s “mistake” 
were merely a failure of categorization Daisy’s death should occur on the 
novella’s final page, for she would have been dead as a vital object of 
experience the moment she was subjected to Winterbourne’s typification. But 
the fact that the tale concludes at the scene of Winterbourne’s first encounter 
with Daisy suggests she existed, with her “mystifying manners,” for the sole 
purpose of staging a “study” of his consciousness that the reader has been 
called upon to witness. I maintain, indeed, that she has. My contention is that 
Winterbourne’s centrality to the narrative following Daisy’s death complicates 
the typological interpretation of the novella by inviting the reader to 
understand Winterbourne’s “mistake” as a failure of judgment rooted not in 
fulfillment but in disappointment of Kantian standards of reflective 
judgment—namely the perhaps-only-aspirational standard of “disinterested 
interest.” Winterbourne’s “mistake,” this is all to say, is not merely an excess 
of rationality, but an excess of desire or some infelicitous admixture of the two. 
Desire, in any case, is the catalytic element. Thus James must stage a last 
postmortem encounter between Daisy and a reflective Winterbourne because 
only when she returns to him as incorporeal memory, only when she is 
sufficiently removed from the matrix of desire, can he recognize the nature of 
his “mistake.” Daisy’s death is therefore what completes the second-order 
observation of Winterbourne’s consciousness that is the true object of “study” 
in the novella. 
 The reason that the typological interpretation of Daisy Miller has gone so 
long unchallenged is that its essential conclusion is not only supportable but 
supported by a wealth of textual and extra-textual evidence. Bell rightly claims 
that “categorical judgment…is the object of major scrutiny in ‘Daisy Miller,’” a 
conclusion on which the novella virtually showers evidence.87 Daisy is an 
American of  “so pronounced a type” that Winterbourne expects to find the 
“formula that applied to [her].” (JNT 17) When his efforts are frustrated by her 
idiosyncrasies, he becomes “angry at finding himself reduced to chopping logic 
about this young lady.” (JNT 81) The words “type,” “class,” “kind,” and “sort” 
accompany the preponderance of Winterbourne’s judgments throughout the 
novella. Daisy is indeed the victim of Winterbourne’s “chopping logic.” This is 
nothing that I wish here to dispute. The correction that I wish to make to 
Bell’s representative argument concerns not the conclusion of the above claim 
but what I perceive to be a crucial missing link in its causal structure—namely 
																																																																																																																																																					
long before modernism. In fact, James himself was one of the transitional figures in this 
regard. Just two years earlier, he published a novel, The American, that concludes in dramatic 
fashion with an incriminatory note going up in flames.    
87 Millicent Bell, Meaning in Henry James (Cambridge: Harvard, 1991): 56. Cited hereafter as 
BMH. 
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that Winterbourne’s hazardous classificatory impulse becomes fatal only when 
its proper function is disturbed by desire. What is fatal in Winterbourne, in 
other words, is the admixture of the typological and the desiderative 
compulsions—the bonded compound rather than either of the elements in 
isolation. If it is “logic” that does the fatal “chopping” in the end, it is desire 
that brought the axe to the hand in the first place.  

While attention to the role of desire in James’s fiction has long been a 
mainstay in the criticism, less attention has been paid to how the fiction 
depicts an epistemic relation between desire and reason.88 That this relation is 
the central drama of Daisy Miller is something to which James provided hints in 
his critical writings. The problem with the logico-categorical approach to 
knowledge is that life and experience are made up both of “the real” and “the 
romantic,” according to James in his preface to The American, where “the real 
represents...the things we cannot possibly not know, sooner or later, in one way 
or another,” while “the romantic stands…for the things that, with all the 
facilities in the world, all the wealth and all the courage and all the wit and 
all the adventure, we never can directly know; the things that can reach us 
only through the beautiful circuit and subterfuge of our thought and our 
desire.”89 So where Kant might have required that Winterbourne empty 
himself of desire entirely, James seems to suggest that having “lived too long 
in foreign parts” (JNT 93) has stifled his capacity to synthesize knowledge and 
desire. For James the richness of life is reached not through the diremption of 

																																																								
88 The landmark volume in this literature is Leo Bersani’s A Future for Astyanax: Character and 
Desire in Literature (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1976) in which he claims that desires 
represent a “negative of one’s individuality: they implicitly define the self by explicitly 
defining what it lacks.” (181) Bersani identifies in James “a notion of human character” that 
“limits the imagination of desire.” (146) James, in Bersani’s view, is exemplary for presenting 
deconstructed subjects stabilized around something other than desires that assume a stabilized 
psychological singularity. In this chapter, I take erotic desire to be a figure for “interest,” 
James’s preferred term, so that the epistemic relation between desire and reason takes center 
stage. In other words, unlike Bersani’s, my study of desire is not characterological—I’m not 
interested in specifying the kind of desire—so much as the presence of “disinterested interest” 
in an observational context. By being a “study,” Daisy Miller stages, to my mind, an important 
basis from which the perils of observation are established. Those perils are a, if not the, key to 
understanding much of his later fiction. Thus, I am not trying to specify characterological 
desire, like Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in Epistemology in the Closet (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2008), who reads “The Beast in the Jungle” as a story of the liberation of the 
protagonist’s “potential for homosexual desire.” Nor am I trying to merely identify desire, 
which is omnipresent—albeit often sublimated—in James’s fiction. What I am trying to do 
here is to contextualize the role of desire (interest) in the dynamics of observation (“study”).    
89 Quotes from James’s critical or prefatory work—outside the preface to Daisy Miller—will be 
taken from the standard scholarly editions published by the Library of America. In this case, 
we refer to Henry James, Literary Criticism: French Writers, Other European Writers, The Prefaces to the 
New York Edition (New York: Library of America, 1984): 1063. Cited hereafter as JEU. 
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desire but through some fine ideal of symbiosis in which desire and knowledge 
interpenetrate in the process of synthetic judgment. 

The trajectory of Winterbourne’s desire for Daisy follows five 
recognizable, if not always distinct, stages proceeding from (1) repression to (2) 
admiration to (3) fantasy to (4) possessiveness and finally to (5) regret. Let’s 
take these stages in order. We learn in the opening passages of the novella that 
Winterbourne is “extremely devoted” to a married “foreign lady—a person 
older than himself” with whom he is said to be “studying,” (JNT 4) a word 
that suggests that it is from her that he has learned the nuances of European 
taste and custom. The result of this study is that he loses “a good deal” of his 
inherited knowledge to the point of becoming “dishabituated to the American 
tone.” (JNT 16) It is for this reason that though he is “impatient to see [Daisy] 
again,” he worries that, “by instinct, he should not appreciate her justly.” (JNT 
26) But the implicit suggestion is that the high standards of Winterbourne’s 
“clever foreign lady” from Geneva has stifled the exercise of his romantic 
desires regardless of their object. James implies winkingly (“at the risk of 
exciting a derisive smile from the reader”) that the fault lies in Winterbourne’s 
relationships with severe, sexless society women in the image of his aunt and 
his “clever foreign lady.” “I may affirm that with regard to the women who 
had hitherto interested him,” he remarks, “it very often seemed to 
Winterbourne among the possibilities that, given certain contingencies, he 
should be afraid—literally afraid—of these ladies” whereas “he should never be 
afraid of Daisy Miller” because “she would prove a very light young person.” 
(JDM 87) “Young” is a word as operative in this context as “light,” for it is the 
older women of Europe who have frightened him with a social nous that 
emphasizes categorical knowledge above experience. His aunt’s “picture of the 
minutely hierarchical constitution of the society of [New York], which she 
presented to him in many different lights,” for example, “was, to 
Winterbourne’s imagination, almost oppressively striking.” (JNT 23) If desire 
is kindling to the fire of experience, knowledge here becomes the damper. 
These fearsome ladies of Europe have run roughshod over Winterbourne’s 
romantic-imaginative impulses such that when confronted with Daisy’s beauty 
(“the most charming nose he had ever seen”), he cannot help but wonder 
“what were the regular conditions and limitations of one’s intercourse with a 
pretty American flirt.” (JNT 17) A feature of his “study” in Europe has been 
the repression of his romantic impulses such that his very capacity to act on 
his desires has atrophied. When we are introduced to Winterbourne, the 
student of Europe, we are meant to understand that he has chosen to privilege 
knowledge and observation over desire and experience. 

The reader is nonetheless privy to a certain share of his impulses 
thanks to the focalization of the third-person narration around his 
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consciousness, which permits us to witness the transition from repression to 
admiration. His encounter with Daisy Miller stages an opportunity for an 
awakening of his “great relish for feminine beauty,” which he is “addicted to 
observing and analysing.” (JNT 16) “Winterbourne had not,” we learn, after 
all, “seen for a long time anything prettier than his fair countrywoman’s 
various features.” (JNT 11) It might be possible to take these statements as 
evidence of the scientific observational nature of his gaze, as though 
Winterbourne were writing a study of aesthetics and Daisy was to headline the 
chapter on “feminine beauty,” but Winterbourne is “decidedly charmed,” 
(JDM 22) by her to the degree that his aunt insists that he is bound “to make 
some great mistake.” (JNT 26) And indeed he does, first by boldly inserting 
himself into her plans to visit Chillon recognizing full well that it would be an 
impropriety to accompany her alone. When Daisy’s mother unwittingly 
acknowledges her daughter’s looseness by saying, “it seems as if there is 
nothing she wouldn’t undertake,” Winterbourne’s desire is all the more 
provoked: “He desired more and more to make it a certainty that he was to 
have the privilege of a tête-à-tête with the young lady.” (JNT 34-5) As the two 
stand together in the Castle at Chillon, we are meant to understand that 
Winterbourne is content because “the subjective element decidedly prevailed” 
(JDM 50) in their conversation. This description comes on the heels of a 
passage in which the narrator observes that Daisy’s conversation was at times 
objective and, at other times, subjective, elements of which form a “queer 
mixture” in Winterbourne, according to Daisy. The episode at Chillon suggests 
that subjective desire, that which propels Winterbourne toward Daisy rather 
than that which by categorizing her keeps her at a distance, has begun to win 
the day at this early stage of the novella. The excursion itself happens, after 
all, only because his desire for the “subjective element” in Daisy overcomes his 
sense of propriety. 

Nowhere is the “subjective element” in freer report than in fantasy, 
long the stock psychoanalytic example of the revelation of desire. What better 
evidence, then, of Winterbourne’s desire for Daisy than his romantic vision of 
their elopement? “Winterbourne was a man of imagination and, as our 
ancestors used to say, of sensibility,” James writes. “As he looked at her dress 
and, on the great staircase, her little rapid, confiding step, he felt as if there 
were something romantic going forward. He could have believed he was going 
to elope with her.” (JDM 47-8) Sensibility, here, means the opposite of what it 
has come to mean in contemporary idiom—roughly, level-headedness. Here it 
denotes the ability to allow desire to mingle with belief, a mixed-blessing 
because it renders one alive to the aspects of reality that require imagination 
in order to be intuited, but it also renders one susceptible to their temptations. 
The best evidence of Winterbourne’s desire for Daisy shows itself in the light 
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of Lacan’s definition of fantasy as a hypothetical response to the question 
posed by desire: che vuoi?90 In fantasy, that is to say, one imagines what it is 
that the Other desires. If indeed Winterbourne’s fantasies represent an attempt 
to imagine the content of Daisy’s desire, the results are tellingly reflexive. For 
in each case he imagines himself to be at the center of her romantic 
meditations. As they discuss the voyage to Chillon, the narrator remarks that 
“to the young man’s ear her tone might have indicated that she had been 
uttering his name all her life.” (JNT 32) Later, upon arriving in Rome, 
Winterbourne bristles at “the news that Daisy Miller was surrounded by half a 
dozen wonderful moustaches” because “he was annoyed at hearing of a state of 
affairs so little in harmony with an image that had lately flitted in and out of 
his own meditations; the image of a very pretty girl looking out of an old 
Roman window and asking herself urgently when Mr Winterbourne would 
arrive.” (JNT 46) Fantasy expresses, according to Lacan, the subject’s very 
essence because it emerges at the limits of consciousness, outside the 
delimiting laws of articulation: “fantasy is really the ‘stuff’ of the I that is 
primally repressed, because it can be indicated only in the fading of 
enunciation.” (LE 691) It is at the moment of his ascent into fantasy that 
James effects a narrative distancing from Winterbourne’s consciousness—he 
becomes something distal, a “young man,” a “man of imagination,” a man over 
whose shoulder the narrator can wink, a man, in short, whose presence must 
be described rather than felt—so that in the muteness we may witness what he 
is attempting to repress. 

Fantasy also provides a structure by which to understand his eventual 
possessiveness of Daisy. In 1958, Lacan appended upon standard Freudian 
theory the principal that if the fundamental female desire is being (the 
Phallus), the fundamental male desire is having (LE 279). Thus, in this view, if 
Winterbourne regards Daisy as an object of desire, it follows that he would 
seek to possess her. True to form, Winterbourne’s sense of his own centrality 
in Daisy’s imagination and his indignation at the news that she has been 
flirting with other men in Rome boils over to the point that he remarks: 
“You’re a very nice girl, but I wish you would flirt with me, and me only.” 
(JNT 71) It is when he realizes that he cannot possess her that he famously 
“cuts” her. The story’s rationalist interpreters rightly regard this “cut” as a 
matter of categorical judgment as much as social snobbery. But they see it as 
an act not of possession but of desertion. The typical explanation is that 
Winterbourne must find a category for everything, and since Daisy is, in her 
basic humanity, infinitely complex, he cannot find a category for her. He 
becomes frustrated and gives up the endeavor. But surely this strains belief. Is 
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Daisy really so complex? Nobody else in the novella seems to think so. James 
himself called her a “light, thin, natural unsuspecting creature” when the 
story was published and then regretted the “flatness” of her “typical” character 
decades later when it came to prefacing the story for the New York Edition. It 
seems, then, far more credible that it is Winterbourne’s desire that stimulates 
his continued “interest” in Daisy Miller, and it is his failure to possess her 
(she flirts with other men) that leads him to make the fatal reduction, which 
follows his discovery of her assignation with Giovanelli in the shadows of the 
Coliseum: “Winterbourne stopped, with a sort of horror; and, it must be added, 
with a sort of relief. It was as if a sudden illumination had been flashed upon 
the ambiguity of Daisy’s behavior and the riddle had become easy to read. She 
was a young lady whom a gentleman need no longer be at pains to respect.” 
(JDM 100) The “cut” is a reduction indeed, but it is an act not of desertion but 
of the sort of possession which, because it demands reduction, amount to much 
the same thing. And so the “cut” is the despairingly inevitable telos of 
Lacanian desire because only through such a reduction can one person possess 
another. The “cut” does not involve Winterbourne divorcing himself from 
Daisy Miller but shelving her among his library of social types; he 
incorporates her not as an “honest and fresh” vitality but as a lifeless item of 
the understanding. Else he would lose her altogether. 

This is likely how Sartre would have read the story. In Being and 
Nothingness he begins a lengthy discourse on desire by drawing an essentially 
Kantian analogy between the “desiring consciousness” and “troubled water” (as 
opposed to “transparent water”), where he claims that “its translucency is 
‘troubled’ by an inapprehensible presence” that threatens one’s clear picture of 
the world. 91 It is likely for this reason that Winterbourne struggles to find 
“the formula that applie[s] to Miss Daisy Miller” (JNT 17), and comes to 
lament that “the unexpected in her behavior was the only thing to expect.” 
(JDM 86) It is hardly Daisy’s dynamic individuality—over and above the 
constitutive dynamism characteristic of all humans—that troubles 
Winterbourne. Rather it is Winterbourne’s own desire that muddies the 
waters. Daisy troubles him to the point that, once he’s “cut” her, he becomes 
“angry with himself that he had bothered so much about the right way of 
regarding Miss Daisy Miller” (JDM 100) in the first place. His aunt and the 
rest of the Anglo-American society are outraged but, after all, untroubled by 
her.  

Most germane in Sartre’s account of desire, however, is the insight, 
continuous with that of Lacan, that the telos of desire is an objectifying 
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possessiveness. He writes, “Such is the impossible ideal of desire: to possess 
the Other’s transcendence as pure transcendence and at the same time as body, 
to reduce the Other to his simple facticity because he is then in the midst of my 
world but to bring it about that this facticity is a perpetual appresentation of 
his nihilating transcendence.” (SBN 394) Winterbourne’s “typological 
compulsion” is, however, inimical to “perpetual appresentation,” so with the 
rather felicitous possibility of an ever-renewing appreciation of the Other’s 
“transcendence” foreclosed, “facticity” is left to gain the day even in the case of 
a moving target, a dynamic stimulus such as a human being. Thus Sartre 
helps us see how Winterbourne’s typological compulsion combines with desire 
to perform the fatal reduction. His classifying mind is a hazardous 
epistemological attitude to have in the first place, and of the two, it may pack 
the strongest punch, but it is desire that keeps Winterbourne in the ring long 
enough to deliver the knockout blow. Ultimately, it is desire’s imperative to 
possession that finally sets the stage for the reduction that consigns Daisy 
Miller to her death, and Winterbourne to the state of regret with which the 
novella closes. If the classic interpretation of the death of Daisy Miller views 
Winterbourne’s culpability as consisting in a final categorical reduction, our 
interpretation does much the same. But our reading expands the sense of the 
famous phrase—“he cuts me”—by recognizing that a causal structure that 
weighs both rationality and desire allows its double sense to flourish so that 
the “cut” is seen to be at once distancing (rationality’s imperative to bounded 
categories) and at the same time incorporative (desire’s imperative to 
possession even at the cost of mere “facticity”). Thus the symbiosis involving 
desire and rationality at work in Winterbourne’s attention to Daisy Miller. 
And though James would fain propose a precise balance between the two, one 
thing is certain: rationality serves the needs of desire and vice versa. The 
ontology is simple. Desire provides the will to proximity with the Other that 
rationality requires to make the categorical observation, while rationality 
provides the logic of facticity that desire needs to possess the Other. Sartre 
helps us see how James stages a paradox in the Kantian model of rationality 
by showing desire to be both hazardous and essential to the functioning of 
judgment even if he does so in a case of judgment gone awry.  

Once desire combines with rationality to constitute the causal force 
behind Winterbourne’s “mistake” in judgment it becomes evident that Daisy 
must die at the end of the story to bring about James’s intended effect. Her 
death removes the possibility of romantic desire from the equation so that the 
“troubled water” becomes clear again, and Winterbourne recognizes “that he 
had done her injustice.” (JNT 93) He regains the requisite degree of 
disinterestedness only once Daisy is removed from the matrix of desire, only 
once she can no longer be obtained and possessed. Were Winterbourne’s 
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mistake a matter of disinterested rationality tout court then there would be 
neither an objective likelihood nor an interpretive need for the regret that 
Winterbourne expresses during the concluding interview with Mrs. Costello. 
One needs the final interview only if the novella represents an attempt to 
understand the obscuring effect of desire on observation. Or the goring effect 
of rationality on possessiveness. Or, in the case of Daisy Miller, both.   

It makes sense then to reaffirm in more thorough and explicit terms 
James’s commitment to producing in the story a phenomenology of 
observation. A trove of textual and extra-textual evidence supports our belief 
that the basic mode of the novella is an experiment designed to measure the 
cognitive effect on Winterbourne of Daisy Miller’s appearance as an object of 
“study.” Daisy becomes, in the terms of perceptual psychology, the distal 
stimulus to Winterbourne’s proximal sensory register. When penning the 
preface to the New York Edition of the story, James responded to charges that 
her character is not realistic enough, by admitting to “a certain flatness in [his] 
poor little heroine’s literal denomination” (JNT vi), but also asserting that this 
was the motivation behind his decision to call the story a “study.” As a 
catalytic component of the experiment, in other words, her roundness is 
neither here nor there. It becomes clear then that when James says that Daisy 
is “pure poetry,” and that she was made not in “critical” but “in poetical 
terms” (JNT vi), he has in mind the Greek sense of the term, poesis, which 
means making or fabrication. She is artfully composed by his “helpful 
imagination” for the purpose of inducing not “stirring scenes” for the reader 
but “mere concentration” for Winterbourne. She is the ideal test case for the 
unique value that James places on suspended experience because she both 
excites Winterbourne’s desire and frustrates the imperative to possession that 
is its result.  

The changes that James made to the New York Edition of the text 
thirty years after its original publication are reflective of his effort to 
emphasize in his descriptions of Daisy a certain catalytic insubstantiality over 
and above her “literal denomination.” He emphasizes, in other words, the 
cognitive value of her effect on Winterbourne above the moral value of her 
example on readers. Thirty-six times he deletes the descriptor “young,” nearly 
always in reference to Daisy (he retains “young” as a descriptor of 
Winterbourne), and often replaces it with “little.” In some contexts the two 
words might seem almost interchangeable or, at least, complementary. But the 
Preface and the context of an exchange James had with Eliza Lynn Linton in 
1880 in which he claims that “the whole idea of the story is the little tragedy 
of a light, thin, natural unsuspecting creature being sacrificed as it were to a 
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social rumpus that went on quite over her head”92—encourage readers to 
understand “young” to carry moral or social considerations because different 
rules of conduct apply to persons of different ages (Winterbourne, for example, 
deems her flirting unacceptable among “young unmarried women”). Replacing 
“young” with “little” ensures that readers will no longer overburden her 
character—much less, the story—with the sort of moral interpretations that he 
complained of as the “original grossness of readers” (JNT viii) in his Preface. 
James takes care to insist in his revision that Daisy appears nothing more than 
“an elegant image of free light irony.” (JNT 37) The slightness of “little” and 
“light” is part of a comprehensive revision effort to de-emphasize her body, her 
“literal denomination,” in favor of her effect as a stimulus on Winterbourne. 
Thus when, in the original text, Winterbourne retrieves Daisy to take her to 
the Castle of Chillon, “he looked at her dress, and on the great staircase, her 
little rapid, confiding step,” (JDM 47), in the revision, it is simply that “he 
took in her charming air” (JNT 39). James adds seven tokens of “charm” 
variants in the revision, none more telling of his efforts to discorporate Daisy 
than when he exchanges “young girl” for “charming apparition” as 
Winterbourne struggles to determine whether she is, indeed, a “coquette” or 
not. It is clear enough in the original that she operates as a stimulus to 
Winterbourne’s fancy when James writes that it would “simplify matters 
greatly to be able to treat her as the object of one of those sentiments which 
are called by romancers the ‘lawless passions.’” (JDM 70) But in the revision 
“object of one of those sentiments” is replaced by “subject of one of the 
visitations” (JNT 59), which is an important shift not only because of its 
invocation of the supernatural, and not only because, through his brother, 
James would have been well aware of the physical effects of the “sentiments,” 
but above all because Daisy’s “object”-ive reality is once again deemphasized in 
favor of her “subject”-ive influence. She is, as an ancillary character implies in 
the revision, a “dangerous attraction” (JNT 53) precisely because she is 
“charming,” “light” and “little.”  

The more airy and insubstantial James makes Daisy, the more he 
emphasizes Winterbourne’s role in fleshing her out. She comes to life for the 
reader, after all, thanks to his “troubled interest” in her, a phrase added to the 
revision that recalls Sartre’s metaphor for the effect of desire on perception. 
Highlighting Daisy’s apparitional charm encourages the reader to scrutinize 
the nature of Winterbourne’s “study,” which then becomes the content of the 
reader’s own. That Winterbourne’s study is indeed the study of observation and 
judgment is made explicit in the altogether much-too-explicit play adaptation 
that James published in The Atlantic in 1883. In the play, the mysterious “clever 
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foreign lady” with whom Winterbourne is whispered to be “studying” is 
mysterious no more as she becomes a major player in the dramatis personae. 
James confirms Madame de Katkoff to be the mistress of Winterbourne’s 
“foreign education,” of his “excellent training” as a “spectator” of culture and 
character.93 And though the novella is not reducible to the play, nor the play 
to the novella, it’s worth noting that, through Katkoff, James hints that he did 
not intend Winterbourne to be as cool as some interpreters would have him. 
“Though most people think [Winterbourne] very cold,” Katkoff maintains that 
he is in fact “like one of those tall German stoves, which present to the eye a 
surface of smooth white porcelain, without the slightest symptom of fuel or of 
flame. Nothing at first could seem less glowing; but after you have been in the 
room with it for half an hour you feel that the temperature is rising—and you 
want to open a window!” (JDMC 81) Winterbourne ultimately turns the 
warmth of his desire toward Daisy in the play and they wind up making plans 
to marry back in America as the curtain falls. 

The play, mawkish and crude as it is, reveals how the story of Daisy 
Miller shines first light on what would prove an enduring Jamesian 
illumination—the insight that knowledge and desire, the respective wellsprings 
of judgment and experience (or life, as James would put it in The Ambassadors) 
can be toxic to one another. Finding a safe mixture takes some doing, as 
Winterbourne discovers in the novella only too late, after he has made the 
“mistake” in his judgment of Daisy that comes from having “lived too long in 
foreign parts.” (JNT 93) This has traditionally been interpreted to mean that 
he has had too much society—too thorough an inculcation in the classificatory 
imperatives of European savoir—to appreciate certain dynamics of character 
too fine for matrices of type, class and category. Such a view certainly responds 
to the demands of the typological interpretation. And when the final interview 
between Costello and Winterbourne is mentioned at all by exponents of such a 
view, this statement of regret is typically presented as the novella’s last word. 
Only it isn’t, as we have been at great pains to emphasize. For in the final 
paragraph we learn that Winterbourne goes “back to live at Geneva” where he 
is “‘studying’ hard” under “a very clever foreign lady.” (JNT 94) Whatever 
regret he expresses to his aunt in Vevey about his “foreign education” carries 
too little weight to persuade him to cut it short anytime soon. 

Taking Winterbourne at his word when he claims that he has “lived 
too long in foreign parts” behooves the typological interpreter who insists on 
Daisy’s special dynamism because the remark can be taken to mean that his 
social training compromises his ability to wrap his mind around a character so 
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much a law unto herself. But might not the inverse of Winterbourne’s 
concluding remark be equally true? Might not he have been “booked to make 
a mistake” because he has not lived long enough in foreign parts? Those who 
have had a more complete “foreign education” than Winterbourne, after all, 
have managed to avoid making a comparable “mistake” in their dealings with 
Daisy. Mrs. Costello is the paradigmatic example. So stuffed is she with social 
nous that she need not be troubled by desire and the experience that it 
catalyzes. She remains in her hotel suite with her French novel and her 
smelling bottle, perfectly capable of judging Daisy Miller from her window 
without the interview that the young girl requests. Her social knowledge 
obviates the need for the sort of sustained engagement with Daisy that makes 
Winterbourne complicit in ruining her. Whatever he tells his aunt, 
Winterbourne is not unaware of the root cause of his failure. Were it an excess 
of knowledge, he would not remain in Europe “‘studying’ hard” under the 
tutelage of a “very clever foreign lady.” Had he felt sincerely that he’d “lived 
too long in foreign parts,” he would have returned to America. Instead, he 
stays in Europe, a final gesture that suggests that, as far as Winterbourne is 
concerned, if he is indeed a “queer mixture,” it is because the mixture is light 
not heavy on social knowledge and the “typological compulsion” that it 
sponsors. 

One risks too much in venturing a single explanation of James’s 
complex “international theme,” but with respect to the phenomenology of 
judgment that he initiates in Daisy Miller, it might be fair to generalize to the 
point of concluding that Europe represents rationality (driven by knowledge) 
while America represents experience (driven by desire). The drama for so 
many of his transatlantic heroes and heroines becomes how to balance 
rationality and experience, knowledge and desire in the calculus of judgment.  
James is not, as some have suggested, attempting to exempt desire from the 
calculus but rather to dramatize its at once corrupting and enabling role. I 
hope to have shown that, in James’s metaphysics of judgment, desire, however 
much it troubles the water, is at once the source of experience. And 
experience’s dialectical relationship with knowledge—in which experience 
leads to knowledge just as knowledge guides experience—is what endows life 
with its richness, is what, to take the famous example, compels Lambert 
Strether to encourage Chad Newsome to “live!” when confronted with the 
prospect of concluding his European education for an early return to a plush 
career in American industry. And it is none other than Winterbourne himself 
who reminds readers, in the play, that for an American, a “foreign education” 
is itself a form of experience. “The best education is seeing the world a little,” 
(JDMC 51) he declares. And yet, reading the play, one almost wishes to 
complete the thought for him: for seeing the world a little requires the best 
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education. This, I argue, is the realization that compels Winterbourne to 
remain in Europe in the aftermath of his “mistake” for the education is the 
sine qua non of rich experience even if the hyper-rigidity of its application 
with respect to Daisy Miller has led to disastrous consequences. The whole 
affair has been a kind of laboratory experiment. And the cruel reality is that 
one hardly gives up the science simply because the rat is dead. 

The death, after all, results from a flaw not of the science but of the 
scientist. This is the principal point on which my interpretation is 
distinguished from that of the typologists, and it marks an important nexus of 
influence for modernists such as Pound and Eliot, especially the latter whose 
“impersonal” theory of poetry stands on the shoulders of a scientific ethos 
modeled in fiction by James, and in the human sciences by James’s brother 
and, as I will demonstrate in the next chapter, by Charles Sanders Peirce. At 
issue in Daisy Miller is not judgment tout court—nor even categorization—but the 
contamination of the testing environment by the experimenter. Mrs. Costello 
commits no such error and makes, in her own key, a harmless judgment. 
Winterbourne, on the other hand, allows his desire to enter like a noxious gas, 
and his judgment suffocates Daisy. Once one identifies desire as the pollutant 
in the Daisy Miller experiment, James’s commentary on the importance of 
literary experience becomes clear: fiction produces ideal test conditions for the 
practice of social knowledge. In literary experience, the reader’s interest in a 
character exists unpolluted by desire. It then becomes a domain in which one 
can practice judgment without the consequences that one encounters in life 
where desire is inevitable and the testing environment, therefore, is never 
completely sanitary. James seems to recapitulate the Kantian sense of 
literature as a gymnasium for the exercise of the faculty of judgment. But for 
James, the recursive, mutually sustaining relation between art and “real” life 
endows art with a normative value that Kant would have restricted to the 
aesthetic apprehension of nature. This is how James balances a belief that “he 
live[s] intensely and [is] fed by life,” against the simultaneous belief that “it is 
art that makes life, makes interest, makes importance.” 94   

Literature’s contribution to our understanding, that is to say, consists of 
its ideality as a medium of experimentation. The common thread in James’s 
appreciation of writers as diverse as George Sand, Story, Tennyson and 
Browning is a shared commitment to “life rendered with large liberty and free 
experiment.” (JEU 746) Thus for James it is a delight to read Robert Louis 
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Stevenson, “and he renews this delight by a constant variety of experiment.”95 
This is so because the “very essence” of the “artistic life,” James explains in 
Picture and Text is, “variety of practice, freshness of experiment.”96 “Art lives 
upon discussion, upon experiment, upon curiosity, upon variety of attempt, 
upon the exchange of views and the comparison of standpoints,” James 
maintains in The Art of Fiction, before going so far as to equate “literary 
conduct” with “experiment” in the chapter on “Criticism.” (JEA 44-5) The 
writer’s duty is to execute these experiments with the greatest faithfulness his 
sensibility will permit him: “The execution belongs to the author alone; it is 
what is most personal to him, and we measure him by that. The advantage, 
the luxury, as well as the torment and responsibility of the novelist, is that 
there is no limit to what he may attempt as an executant—no limit to his 
possible experiments, efforts, discoveries, successes.” (JEA 50) James’s own 
successes he describes as effective experiments. Of “The Aspern Papers,” he 
writes, “if the artistic value of such an experiment be measured by the 
intellectual echoes it may again, long after, set in motion, the case would make 
in favour of this little firm fantasy which I seem to see draw behind it today a 
train of associations.” (JEU 1185) The successful experiment, however, absents 
the “executor”—or in the idiom of today’s laboratory, the principal 
investigator—so that the results show themselves with a degree of impersonal 
objectivity. In the preface to Daisy Miller, James defines the “saving sanities of 
the dramatic poet’s always rather mad undertaking” as follows: it is “the rigour 
of his artistic need to cultivate almost at any price variety of appearance and 
experiment, to dissimulate likenesses, samenesses, stalenesses, by the infinite 
play of a form pretending to a life of its own.” (JNT xiv) The novel form’s “life 
of its own” consists of its capacity to proliferate relations among characters 
over and above those intended by the writer, and yet also over and above those 
proscribed by natural or social laws. Hence Charles Feidelson’s well-known 
conclusion that “James clearly assumed that his work lay in a realm of 
meaning equally distinct from his own ego and from the world of objective 
experience.”97 When both the ego and objective experience prove empty, what 
remains is careful observation. At some point, once the preparations have been 
made, like the laboratory scientist, all one can do is observe.  

Or so it seems. But we recall the passage in The Wings of the Dove 
describing Kate Croy’s fear that her lover’s “view” of her will become one with 
“the view” of her. She laments that she and Densher might continue to “see” 
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each other, but cease to see the “operation of real affinities” that structure the 
“relation” between them. For love, she implies, is the unique form of desire 
that sustains reverberation between the particular (“view”) and the universal 
(“the view”) by holding the quieting logic of identity at bay. Extrapolated from 
the consciousness of Croy, James might have preferred to express these 
sustaining dynamics in terms of interest rather than love. Mere observation 
may have a deadening effect if—as in science and philosophy—its telos is 
generalization. For then interest—like desire in the absence of love—becomes 
instrumental and it ends when the particular is united with the general. But 
the deadening effect is not inevitable. In his prefaces James suggests that the 
traffic between the particular and the universal can be revitalized if the aim 
shifts from observation to exhibition—and in particular, to a form of exhibition 
that operates in an aspectual rather than a constitutive mode, that holds off 
genitive logic (“of”) in favor of conjunctive logic (“as”). In an aspectual mode, 
expressive effort is not a matter of establishing an identity between an object 
and a concept or between a token and a type because the object’s features are 
not detachable. Thus there is no basis for any constitutive rules to determine 
the object in relation to a general kind. On such conditions, Winterbourne 
cannot make his fatal “cut” because the object must be taken as a whole. 

This dread of the “cut” is why James, in his critical prefaces, repairs to 
so much talk about relations and so little about features when describing the 
“impressions” of his subjects. For relations emanate from an object without 
division. A now famous line from the preface to Roderick Hudson sees James 
concede that “really, universally, relations stop nowhere, and the exquisite 
problem of the artist is eternally but to draw, by a geometry of his own, the 
circle within which they shall happily appear to do so.” (JEU 1041) In a preface 
written a year later James would use a similar metaphor to explain that only 
by severing the relations does a state-of-affairs become intelligible: “though the 
relations of a human figure or a social occurrence are what make such objects 
interesting, they also make them, to the same tune, difficult to isolate, to 
surround with the sharp black line, to frame in the square, the circle, the 
charming oval, that helps any arrangement of objects become a picture.” (JEU 
1123) By the time he wrote the preface to The Golden Bowl, the final preface that 
he wrote, James was to concede, from two years spent under the crush of 
revision, that even after a great distance of time, he remained attached to his 
characters, scenes and impressions. So that what had seemed, at one time to be 
“a play of representational values,” was, in fact, presentational, what had been 
undertaken as an effort at revision, was revealed to have been a continuum of 
vision. The compositional term that he used to describe this practice of 
keeping in “touch” with his scenes is “exhibition”: 
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One has but to open the door to any forces of exhibition at all worthy 
of the name in order to see the imaging and qualifying agency called at 
once into play and put on its mettle. We may traverse acres of 
pretended exhibitory prose from which the touch that directly evokes 
and finely presents, the touch that operates for closeness and for 
charm, for conviction and illusion, for communication, in a word, is 
unsurpassably absent. All of which but means of course that the reader 
is, in the common phrase, “sold.”  

 
 
For James, impersonality is an effect created by the density of an author’s 
presence in the work not by his absence. “For if he is always doing,” James 
writes, “he can scarce, by his own measure, have done.” (JEU 1341) The final 
ideal of observation becomes a mode of exhibition defined by an indefinite 
triangulation between the particular, the ideal and the constructive activity of 
the observer himself. As we will see shortly, T.S. Eliot would adapt this ideal 
to more noetic purposes so that the “feel” elicited by this triangulation was of 
concepts rather than of characters. Thus the effect would no longer be defined 
in terms of exhibition but of exemplarity.   

Pound’s imagisme, on the other hand, retained the exhibitive quality 
that James described in his prefaces. But as with James, the exhibit was not 
primarily outward. Or at least, it was not outward first of all. For Pound, the 
constructive activity of writing—constrained as it is by formal demands—began 
as an affair of self-witnessing. So too for James who is clear that the writer, as 
much as the reader, becomes an observer even in a tale of his own telling. 
Thus in the preface to The Princess Casamassima, James notes that “the teller of a 
story is primarily, none the less, the listener to it, the reader of it, too.” (JEU 
1089) Though it might seem natural to associate the observer with the reader 
in James’s fiction, if we recall his famous dictum that the novelist be “one 
upon whom nothing is lost,” it becomes clear that the observer figure is 
instead a prototype for the author. The insight into the nature of perception 
that this position yields is stunningly progressive. For unlike the objectivists 
and the empiricists who dominated the science of perception in his day, James 
seems to recognize that knowledge and disposition literally influence what it is 
that we see. A great effort of education, adaptation and attunement is required 
in order to become “one on whom nothing is lost.” Every instance of right 
perception is a kind of successful experiment in which the perceiver-
experimenter makes the necessary adjustments to the test conditions. That 
Winterbourne fouls up the experiment by letting desire obtrude on his “study” 
of Daisy Miller is an offense, therefore, not to Daisy Miller but to those who 
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would be educated in judgment, those who would fashion themselves students 
of observation. It is an offense, in a word, to the very kind of poet that Ezra 
Pound desired to bring into being with imagiste principles. 
 
 
 
~ Ezra Pound and the Power of the Image ~ 
 
 
 

James may have modeled for Pound an ethic of authorial 
impersonality, but the young poet would put it to a use that was entirely his 
own. While James was content merely to display the presence of the mind in 
perception, Pound wanted to specify its activity so that poetry could be seen as 
mobilizing the empirical sense of the term sensation. This required a move 
that would have simply been impossible for a novelist: it required Pound to 
establish a poetics whereby the poet could refuse the reader any traditional 
form of narrative absorption (plot, action, character empathy) in the poem. For 
only when an individual “moment in time”—an “image,” to use Pound’s 
preferred phrase—was isolated from the serial order by which we experience 
the continuousness of reality could the dynamics of apprehension come into 
full view. Pound seemed to intuit rightly that investments in narrative conceal 
the discrete flickers of apprehension. While subjective experience seems to us 
to be continuous—hence Kant’s famous argument that pits the “transcendental 
unity of apperception” against Hume’s associationism—psychophysical data has 
long suggested that it may in fact be composed of discrete images. Cortical and 
thalamocortical oscillations in varying frequency bands indicate a discrete 
“perceptual ‘frame’” in which the brain organizes and subjectively interprets 
temporally successive stimuli as a single event.98 The work that the brain must 
do to connect these stimuli into what we perceive as unity actually makes us 
less attentive to the elements of the discrete image and—importantly for 
Pound—to our role in constructing those elements. A psychocinematic study in 
which participants were asked to identify film edits (jump cuts, axials, cross-
cuts) revealed that viewers of cinema were much more likely to notice an edit 
when the film was shown without volume, in a foreign language, or upside-
down.99 Furthermore, affective neuroscientists such as Francisco Varela and 
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Antonio Damasio have argued that the major reason that we feel experience to 
be continuous and unified is that even in ordinary experience, there are brain 
mechanisms that produce a master narrative of which we are the 
protagonist.100 Narrative, in other words, unifies our experience of the self.  

One of the interventions that can be made in literary experience—
Pound seems to realize—is an interruption or hypostasis of this narrativizing 
imperative so that the ways in which the brain “edits” experience can come 
fully into view. The ability of an image to galvanize attention around a 
“luminous detail” is on clearest evidence in what is Pound’s most well-known 
imagiste poem, “In a Station of the Metro”: 

 
 

 
FIGURE I.1101 
 
 
The absence of a clear subjectivity invites the reader to participate in a 
figurative extension that is engaging without any moralizing or pretensions to 
sincerity. Here externalities are processed through a subjectivity that does not 
occupy a narrative position in the poem, which thus offers both an extrinsic 
image and an image of the poet’s consciousness. With no central subjectivity, 
the onus of expression is on the poem itself so that what is dramatized is the 
operation of sensibility, or what Hegel called inner sensuousness. In this case 
external sensuousness (“apparition”) reaches inward for conceptualization that 
the mind delivers (“petals”) but not without leaving what James would call a 
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“train of associations” (“wet, black bough”) tracking the provenance of the 
concept to the associative, conceptualizing powers of the mind. In this case, 
those associative powers—and thus the poet’s mind—appear to be structured by 
myth (Persephone’s chthonian vegetation).  

The key term for my reading is “apparition” not only because it marks 
perception as the point of contact between the mental and physical worlds, but 
because it suggests that it is ultimately the basic perceptual features of an 
object that mediate between and thus render co-extensive the public world of 
concepts and the private world of sensation. That the word apparition is 
singular alerts the reader to the fact that the first line refers both to a single 
image, that is, as a point of view, and to a general phenomenon: the 
phenomenon of apparition (appearing). Pound suggests that apparition always 
necessarily calls for a point of view, an “as” that indicates directedness or 
aboutness. If the colon at the end of the first line represents the “as” of 
intentionality, then the two parts of the composition do not constitute a 
metaphor in which two distinct phenomena are held to be analogous. 102 It is a 
simile. The “as-ness” of the simile neither reduces the ontologically subjective 
visual experience to the ontologically objective state of affairs in the world, nor 
does it hold them apart as two isolated worlds (as of mind and object), because 
the “petals on a wet, black bough” is not the subjective visual experience but a 
literary analogue for the intentional content of perception (the raw feel of a 
correspondence) reaching toward an intentional object (faces in the crowd), 
whose basic perceptual features cause the subjective visual experience to set 
the object as its conditions of satisfaction. The petals are not the raw sense data 
in and available only to the subjective mind, but rather, an evocation of the 
potential lushness of the pre-conceptual visual experience (“the apparition of 
these faces in the crowd”) available to the mind as inner sensuousness. 

This reading is strengthened if we conceive of the poem as having 
three lines rather than two, which is justified by several formal features that I 
will address, but most immediately by the very typography of the poem with its 
spaces indicating that Pound has a triadic structure in mind (see figure I.1). To 
make three lines, of course, we fold the title into the poem proper. The three 
lines then can be seen as moving from least to most abstract, from the 
conceptual to the sensuous. The word “station” in the title recalls the “static” 
order, which is how one of Pound’s most explicit influences, the philosopher 
Henri Bergson, differentiated the conceptual realm from the dynamic realm of 
intuition. If the first line establishes stasis but sets the scene by promising 
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motion (that of the metro car), the second line sets up the visual experience as 
the neutral domain between subject and object, mind and world. This is 
represented formally by the equipoise of the lilting pattern of iambic 
hexameter. We proceed from stasis in the first line to flux in the second. The 
pace quickens in the third line following the initial pair of trochees (an abrupt 
tonal change from the iambs of the preceding line) and concludes with three 
stressed syllables, further accelerated by alliteration. This signals that we have 
moved into the realm of the active mind, active in the proto-conscious 
dynamics of perception.  

The final three stressed, monosyllabic words mirror the trajectory of 
the three lines (that is, as moving from static concept to dynamic experience) 
but in reverse. We begin with “wet”—the fuzzy, sensuous material of 
consciousness; we move to “black”—the apparition of a color; and we conclude 
with “bough”—a nominal concept on the same register as “station” or “metro.” 
Pound’s mirroring gesture suggests that once the moment of perception has 
passed we return to the conceptual world after having left it for the “instant of 
time” in which the image was subsumed in the visual field. To put it in 
intentionalist terms, “petals on a wet, black bough” is not a representation of 
the faces in the crowd, but a presentation issuing from an active, intentional 
mind—the background of which is constituted by myth, among other things. 
The persona is neither having a hallucination nor juggling two 
representations, but reaching out, in the instant of perception, to the objective 
world through a subjective conscious component of experience caused by 
neurobiological processes in the brain that are themselves caused by an object 
in the visual field.  

The poem neither metaphorically equates “faces” to “petals” or “crowd” 
to “bough”, nor does it hold faces/crowd and petals/bough as an object in the 
world in the first pairing and as “sense data” in the second, but gestures 
toward a fundamental correspondence between the character of experience—that 
is, how it feels as a kind of basic internal connection typical of evolutionary 
biology—and its basic perceptual features. That is to say that it is not that the 
faces look like the petals in that they represent similar shapes or colors, but 
that the faces look like the petals in the way that they produce the same 
primitive feeling. Thus this is a good place to mark what I’m calling Hegelian 
in the poem from what is Kantian. Whereas the poem’s value, for Kant, would 
have been restricted to an analysis of the poem’s effect on the reader, Hegelian 
aesthetics recommend that we attend to how the poem’s formal features reflect 
a characteristic of mind—the mind of the poet—as it attunes nature (“external 
sensuousness”) to reason through the production of “inner sensuousness.” By 
using intentionalist language to describe how the mind of the persona in “In a 
Station of the Metro” matches “petals” to “faces” I have tried to suggest that 
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embracing “inner sensuousness” as a characteristic feature of modernist poetry 
does not mean that one must embrace property dualism—the separation of 
mind and matter. Far from it. As I will explain in my third chapter, mapping 
the concept of “inner sensuousness” onto intentionalist language may, in fact, 
help us to explain features of mental life—such as imagination—which 
typically complicate realist accounts of perception. 
 One suspects that a similar mechanism is operative in Pound’s decision 
to single out Daisy Miller and The Portrait of a Lady for appreciation in his 
memorial essay on James in 1918. Portraiture, after all, circumscribes 
narrative—it hypostasizes the impetus of attention so that the viewer is 
transfixed on a single object (the human) of a complexity commensurate to the 
task of reversing the vector of the gaze onto observation itself. The portrait, 
according to Charles Altieri, takes the measure of “the demands the person 
imposes on the resources of the medium and on the artist’s ability to transform 
that pressure on the medium into a kind of gravitational field, where the 
distortions define and balance competing forces.”103 It is not a coincidence that 
four major modernists—Pound, Eliot, Williams and Stevens—wrote poems of 
the approximate title of James’s novel (Pound’s is in French; Stevens’s is in 
Old French). To read Eliot’s “Portrait of a Lady” (1917)104 and Pound’s 
“Portrait d’une Femme” (1912) is to realize that these modernists were alive to 
the distinct potential of portraiture to dramatize the shift from traditional 
literary representation to literary presentation made impersonal (and 
sensuously textured) by phenomenological density. The touchstone in this 
realization may have been Cubism with particular reference to Picasso but 
they would hardly have been untouched by the influence of what Robert 
Pippin identifies as the extreme characterological relationality of the typical 
James novel in which “all the major characters are walking a high wire with 
lots of normative turbulence but without any safety net, dependent wholly on 
each other and their own talk and negotiations and perceptions for balance.” 

105 The effect of this sort of fiction, according to Pound, was to have “various 
reactions and interactions of characters” so that “the hinge of the thing is not 
to be the effect of A. on B. or of B. on A.; nor of A. on C. or of C. on B.; but is 
to be due to an effect all round, of A. and B. and C. working on each other.” 
(PLE 334) What James depicts then is a manifold in which the relations are 
too intricate to be represented by a traditional authorial presence. Ideals of 

																																																								
103 Charles Altieri, Painterly Abstraction in Modernist American Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989): 242. 
104 Dates reflect first publication. There is evidence, however, that the poem was composed in 
something near its final form by 1912.  
105 Robert B. Pippin, Henry James and Modern Moral Life. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001): 35. 
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representation give way to an impersonal presentation of the manifold and its 
situation so that the reader may become complicit in a virtual representation 
built up through an interactive construction of relations emanating from the 
subject. Because a portrait demands minimal interpretation on the level of 
meaning and minimal narrative unfolding, it allows the viewer/reader to 
attune to its formal construction and the appropriateness of its subject. The 
way that the portrait traditionally wards off meaning-mongering (what Eliot 
famously called the “lemon-squeezer school of criticism”) is not a trivial matter 
for it defines this variety of modernism against the traditional association with 
symbolism that was grist to the New Critical mill. For Pound is not interested 
at all in interpreting symbols or even in producing new symbols since symbols 
point to “something that moves beyond the senses.” (PLE 110) He is interested 
in details, in the constructive activity of rearranging pre-existing details in 
novel tensions and dynamics so that what emerges is an “impression as hard 
and definite as a tin-tack.” (PLE 119) 

This understanding of the author as a convener of relational intensities 
is precisely what James admired in Turgenev, whom he quotes in the preface 
to The Portrait of a Lady: “I seem to myself to have as much [story] as I need—to 
show my people, to exhibit their relations with each other; for that is all my 
measure.” (JEU 1072) James thus imagined his own role as that of privileged 
observer. Since the moral sense of a work of art is commensurate to “the 
amount of felt life concerned in producing it,” the artist is a “watcher”, whose 
vision is his “consciousness”: “Tell me what the artist is, and I will tell you of 
what he has been conscious. Thereby I shall express to you at once his 
boundless freedom and his ‘moral’ reference.” (JEU 1075) Turning to Isabel 
Archer, the heroine of The Portrait of a Lady, he writes that she is “vivid, so 
strangely, in spite of being still at large, not confined by the conditions, not 
engaged in the tangle, to which we look for much of the impress that 
constitutes an identity.” (JEU 1075) His resistance to assigning value 
judgments, or even the restrictions of a static identity, allows Isabel to enter 
into the relational field of the novel as an autonomous, liberated subject, a 
personality, as it were, of her own. She exists, in other words, prior to the plot 
and prior to any investment that the reader might have in her, certainly prior 
to any moralizing concerns of the novelist. It is her freedom from such 
determining constructs that makes her commensurate to the aesthetic attention 
that James demands that we pay her.  

Pound’s resistance to moral discourse in “Portrait d’une Femme” 
follows from the non-determinative practice that we witness in The Portrait of a 
Lady. One cannot help but observe that, for a poem advertising itself as a 
“portrait,” there is no direct, expressive rendering of the subject. Instead, the 
elaborate figure of the Sargasso Sea establishes a field of relations organized 
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around the femme but to which she cannot ultimately be reduced. The poem’s 
final line, “yet this is you,” obviates any such reduction because it represents 
the femme as a subject worthy of direct address. By refusing to reduce the femme 
to the terms of moral discourse, the persona frees not only the subject of the 
portrait, but the portraitist himself; moral discourse would deny the persona 
(acting as portraitist) his freedom by committing him to a circumscribed set of 
general values. Pound’s unwillingness to judge the femme from a stable moral 
position is distinctly Jamesian: “I catch the character I happen to be interested 
in at the moment of song, self-analysis, or sudden understanding or 
revelation…I paint my man as I conceive him. Et voilà tout!”106 Thus neither the 
speaker nor the subject is fastened to value commitments that form the basis of 
moral judgment. I use moral terms because the transference from James to 
Pound was likely received as an admonition against moral categorization, but 
the logic can be generalized to categories of any kind, and in particular to 
aesthetic judgment. What the poet has drawn out is a manifold—a dense web—
so that the reader is left to parse the threads and anchors of which it is 
composed. 
 
 
 
~ Eliot and the Obstructions of Psychology ~ 
 
 
  

One finds a similar principle at play in Eliot’s own “Portrait of a 
Lady,” and, as I will demonstrate in Chapter IV, especially in the more 
expressly painterly “La Figlia che Piange.” But the differences are enough to 
demand that we spell them out. For while Pound read some philosophy, Eliot 
was very nearly a philosopher, and thus while he received from Kant and 
Hegel many of the same impulses and anxieties that Pound did, he received 
them as tributaries to a much deeper epistemic reservoir. In the next two 
chapters we will dive down to sound the depths in an effort to demonstrate 
how Eliot’s own philosophical and critical writings yield a coherent model of 
mind, continuous with neurobiology, that answers to the demands that he 
makes of the poet in his impersonal theory of poetry. Once we have 
established a philosophical, literary and neurobiological basis for the model of 
mind that allows Eliot’s central critical triptych—the “dissociation of 
sensibility,” the “doctrine of impersonality,” and the “objective correlative”—to 

																																																								
106 Henry James, The Complete Letters of Henry James, 1876-1878 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2012): 179. 
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cohere, we will be in a position to return to some early poems. Those will 
allow us to witness how Eliot, with his conception of “tradition” and “talent,” 
puts even more pressure on the mechanisms of sensibility, and thus “inner 
sensuousness,” than Pound, with his imagiste directives and his “luminous 
detail.” For Eliot, I will claim, makes inner sensuousness a barometer for what 
counts as “significant emotion,” and thereby what is of value in literature.  

But if we are to understand Eliot as taking the influence of this great 
triumvirate—Kant, Hegel, and James—further than Pound, we ought to make 
plain exactly what the influence consisted in. So let’s delay no further in 
scooping the marrow from the bones. (1) Kant identified “disinterested 
interest” as the quality of aesthetic attention that allows us to transcend point-
of-view, momentarily and paradoxically, by an intensification of point-of-view. 
(2) Hegel identified the intensifying quality (“inner sensuousness”) as inherent 
in the dynamics of the work of art rather than in the mental state of the 
reader/listener/viewer. (3) James dramatized the perils of judgments that do 
not aspire to a standard of “disinterested interest,” and established an 
observational ideal characterized by “presence without type.” (4) Pound 
translated James’s observational ideal to poetry, emphasizing the hypostatic 
image as the best vehicle for the “luminous detail” that calls the relevant 
powers of mind into action. It may seem unduly reductive to append Pound’s 
influence on Eliot to an item at the end of a list. Needless to say, there were 
many other ways in which Pound influenced Eliot—most notably by editing 
The Waste Land with a strong enough hand to ensure that it became a 
masterpiece but with a deft enough touch to convince Eliot that he was merely 
“help[ing] one to do it in one’s own way.”107 It may be impious but it is not 
implausible to suggest that without Pound there may have been no Eliot.    

Yet filtering Pound’s influence on Eliot through the lens of idealist 
aesthetics and Jamesian relations has, for all that it excludes, at least one 
signal advantage. It reveals the extent to which, even at such a remove from 
the discourses surrounding the objective sciences, impersonal observation was 
a common target for ambitious intellectual and artistic enterprise of all kinds. 
For unlike, say, the work of Théophile Gautier, Pound did not introduce Eliot 
to the work of James and yet they both took the Jamesian inheritance in 
roughly the same way. Eliot’s first book of poems is titled Prufrock and Other 
Observations, after all. And it begins with a set of lines that foreground 
observation by foreclosing the possibility of narrative investment so that the 
reader is compelled to attend, in the manner of imagisme, to the dynamics 
that the simile and metaphor relations will permit: 

 

																																																								
107 D.D. Paige, “Letters of Ezra Pound” in The Hudson Review 3.1 (1950): 53. 
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Let us go then, you and I, 
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherised upon a table. 108  

 
 
The first two lines stage a possible adventure in which the reader might be 
implicated in significant (perhaps even romantic) narrative investments. But 
the third line abruptly denies that possibility with the famously morbid simile 
that signals the advent of a new world order in which all investments must be 
indexical, captured in the frame of the moment so that the poet can record 
what “inner sensuousness”—what “minding”—might yield in the space between 
the object and cognition. But “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” doesn’t 
seem to get nearly as far as Pound did in “In a Station of the Metro.” There is 
a balancing of forces in “Prufrock”—“you and I,” “evening” and “patient”—but 
there is no obvious “train of associations” leading up toward cognition (or, as it 
were, down toward myth) as there had been with “wet, black bough.” This was 
a hallmark of Pound’s efforts to transpose one image (physical) upon another 
(mental). Thus the alliterative, almost-monosyllabic train of associations recurs 
in another of Pound’s most successful imagiste experiments, “April” (1912): 
 
 
 Three spirits came to me 
 And drew me apart  

To where the olive boughs  
Lay stripped upon the ground: 
Pale carnage beneath bright mist. 
 
 

Again the possibility of adventure is nullified by a simile that collapses time 
and thus the promise of narrative. The speaker of the poem (“me”) seems to 
exist only to facilitate the balancing of the real-world visitation (“three spirits”) 
against the cognitive-mythic counter-pulse (“beneath bright mist”), which 
represents the “minding” of the scene—with “olive boughs” the obvious 
alliterative mirror.  
 Where is the representation of “minding” or “inner sensuousness” in 
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”? Where is the “train of associations” 
that follows the balancing of forces? The answer is that these Hegelian 
features have been sublimated, or at least rendered more diffuse in the formal 
																																																								
108 T.S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” Poetry 6, no. 3 (June 1, 1915): 130. 
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and grammatical constructions that motivate the poem. There is no pair of 
images transposed upon each other. There is no archaeology of the mind as it 
responds to the world. For unlike the “me” of “April,” Eliot’s persona is not 
content to be merely a fulcrum between the world (“evening”) and the mind 
(“patient”). Prufrock is engaged in a struggle to assert his own substantiality 
through a series of provocations that are intended to compensate for his 
inability to render images as a point of access on the world. The opening lines, 
after all, express not an indexical (now) but a hypothetical future state 
(“when”) and the phrase “spread out” signals a metaphorical relation between 
“evening” and “sky” that precedes the simile in the third line. So what we 
have, in these opening lines, is a comparison to a comparison to a 
hypothetical.  

This seems to take us a tremendous distance from Pound’s quasi-
scientific effort to intuit the kinds of images that can be attuned to the 
perceptual images affording us access to the world. And yet Pound wrote a 
letter persuading Harriet Monroe to publish “Love Song” in Poetry for it was 
“the best poem [he had] yet had or seen from an American.” Pound seemed to 
understand that he and Eliot had set out on a common trajectory, only that 
Eliot had started from much further back. For while “In a Station of the 
Metro” and “April” hypothesize the kinds of “inner sensuousness” that might 
correspond with sensation, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” seeks to 
establish, largely by irony, what kind of mind one must have to attune to the 
world, and therefore what kind of psychological obstructions must be cleared 
out of the way. For while Pound came, under the seduction of science, to 
believe that impersonality was a matter of matching retinal images with post-
retinal images, Eliot recognized that psychology would prove a much more 
formidable intermediary. As we will see in the coming two chapters, 
impersonality is not for Eliot the mere absence of an intermediating 
psychology but the intricate processes by which psychology can be come to be 
extinguished without, to borrow James’s phrase, losing “touch” with one’s 
images and impressions. The “observations” in Prufrock and Other Observations are 
mere “preludes” to a form of observation that extends to the world in a way 
that is impersonal in the sense that it is broadly interpersonal. But staging the 
proper conditions in poetry for a social or cultural vision required concepts of 
“tradition” and “talent” that were still, in 1915, very much on the wing. 
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CHAPTER II // Probability, Pragmatism and the Problem of Personality 
 
 

“To reduce the world to a set of formulae is to let it slip through our fingers 
in a fine dust; but to fly into an emotional orgy or retire into a sunlit stupor 
is to let the world slip through our fingers in a thin smoke. Between the two 
extremes is found the subject-matter of conversation, upon which 
intelligence feeds. Philosophy, as I apprehend it, is a hybrid compound of 
the three, science, orgy, and conversation; though I fear that we are apt to 
overlook the third in the violence of our rushes from pole to pole.”  

- T.S. Eliot, “The Relativity of Moral Judgment” (1915)109 
 
 
~Introduction~ 
 
 
 If, in the previous chapter, I explained that an “impersonal” theory of 
literature sat ripe and heavy on the vines during the first decades of the 
twentieth century, in this chapter I explain why T.S. Eliot was the one to 
pluck the fruit. Eliot was, after all, hardly the sole inheritor of the 
philosophical and literary dynamic that I describe in Chapter I. Much to the 
contrary, by 1919 the aesthetics of Kant and Hegel, the criticism of James and 
Pound had become fixtures of a literary culture that was diffuse among poets 
in Europe and in America. What distinguishes Eliot from the likes of William 
Carlos Williams and Wyndham Lewis is that, having been a graduate student 
in philosophy at Harvard, he was singularly well-positioned to situate idealist 
aesthetics and realist poetics in the evolving context of Western epistemology. 
His own Harvard mentors had established pragmatism as an alternative to 
extreme forms of realism and idealism that led, on the one hand, to a 
ratiocinative bias (intelligence as reason) and on the other, to a transcendental 
bias (intelligence as spirit). The doctrine of impersonality enabled Eliot to plot 
a middle course, recognizing in poetry a form of intelligence that would prove 
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as resistant to the algorithmic conception of mind soon to dominate American 
psychology as it was to the Romantic conception of genius that had dominated 
philosophy. Poetic intelligence would be more than the application of reason 
and yet less than divine inspiration for while it relied on the activity of 
intuition, so too did it rely on a transhistorical community of inquirers and the 
rigorous application of certain aspects of the scientific method. It would 
approach truth by aligning feeling with thought, individual with tradition, 
present with past through an operation of mind that Eliot variously called 
“talent,” “intelligence” and, perhaps most appropriately, “sensibility.“ Even if 
Eliot himself was never a pragmatist, it is impossible to understand the 
doctrine of impersonality without understanding it first as a complex response 
to the probabilistic form of pragmatism that took hold at Harvard during 
Eliot’s graduate school years.    

Yet most scholars seeking the intellectual foundations of 
“impersonality” stop digging once they reach the doctoral dissertation that 
Eliot wrote in 1916 at Oxford on the work of the idealist philosopher F.H. 
Bradley. Not without good reason. “Knowledge and Experience in the 
Philosophy of F.H. Bradley” was written only three years before “Tradition 
and the Individual Talent.” It offers philosophical equivalents to many of the 
hallmarks of Eliot’s early literary criticism—including the doctrine of 
impersonality and the objective correlative. And it was, until recently, the only 
piece of his graduate school writing readily available to scholars. Not 
coincidentally, it is quite good. Compositionally, it holds to Eliot’s high 
standards. Indeed, one inducement to publishing it nearly a half-century after 
it was written was, according to Eliot, to observe “how closely [his] own prose 
style was formed on that of Bradley and how little it has changed in all these 
years.” (ECPII 125) Philosophically, it holds to Harvard philosophy’s high 
standards. The dissertation was passed enthusiastically, with Eliot’s advisor, 
Josiah Royce, calling it “the work of an expert.” But for all that, the 
dissertation provides only a superficial, and perhaps distorting, intellectual 
genealogy of Eliot’s concept of impersonality, one more prone to the 
temptations scholars have had to characterize impersonality either as a belated 
Romantic ideology or as an intricate expression of cultural elitism.110 This 
dissertation holds that there is much of value in Eliot’s conception of 

																																																								
110 Impersonality is, of course, presented as a critique of Romanticism, but many scholars 
precede and succeed Harold Bloom in the claim that “Despite himself, Eliot always remained 
a High Romantic lyric poet.” Harold Bloom, T.S. Eliot (Troy, NY: Infobase, 2011): 2. 
Meanwhile the claim that Eliot uses impersonality to promote an elitist cultural program is so 
pervasive that it is difficult to trace a single root. The most articulate and detailed version of 
this view is given in Maud Ellmann, The Poetics of Impersonality: T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987).  
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impersonality both as an analytic instrument for scholars of modernism and as 
a more general theory of poetry, even if certain modifications must be made 
for either use. But to give a proper account of its value and to make the proper 
modifications, we must dig down much deeper into impersonality’s intellectual 
rootstock. 

One would be tempted to dig even if impersonality were a dead cause 
for Eliot’s intellectual roots are entangled with those of the most provocative 
and durable ideas and movements of the period. Indeed it is difficult to 
imagine three better institutions for a young scholar of Eliot’s temperament 
than the Harvard, Oxford and Sorbonne of the first two decades of the 
twentieth century. There Eliot encountered all of the leading figures in the 
period during which they were establishing foundations in philosophy and in 
the human sciences that stand in recognizable form today. For the purposes of 
this essay, however, I must limit myself not only to those germane to the 
development of the concept of impersonality, but to those that scholars have 
either neglected or mischaracterized. Eliot’s search for a humanist discourse 
not limited to the terms of psychology, for example, has been well-covered.111 
So too have readers of the dissertation made note of his use of Bradley to 
cultivate an awareness of the problem of relativism.112 In this chapter I argue 
that Eliot was Bradleyan only in the sense, as he was with Bergson, of a brief 
and “temporary conversion.”113 What remained from Eliot’s graduate study in 
philosophy by the time he wrote “Tradition and the Individual Talent” was 
not, in other words, the idealist orientation toward the problem of relativism 
that appears in the dissertation but the intellectual parameters of the problem 
itself. Those intellectual parameters were established for Eliot during his 
undergraduate and graduate years at Harvard where Eliot engaged seriously 
with and then partially rejected pragmatism. Eliot’s doctrine of impersonality 
is shaped by three important pragmatist contributions to his thinking: (1) the 
development of a scientific method, (2) the primary role of intuition and 
																																																								
111 Because Eliot was perfectly clear in his opposition to psychology, when I say that the matter 
is “well-covered” I don’t mean that there are any monographs or even many articles on the 
subject per se, but that his opposition to psychology is taken for granted in the standard 
accounts of impersonality. Most recently, Omri Moses notes that “Tradition and the Individual 
Talent” is “directed against a set of intractable psychological schemas,” and that Eliot’s 
“hostility to such psychological interpretations is clear.” Omri Moses, Out of Character: 
Modernism, Vitalism, Psychic Life (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014): 34.  
112 The most succinct explanation of how Eliot incorporated Bradley’s thought into his own is 
contained in Richard Wollheim, “Eliot, Bradley, and Immediate Experience,” New Statesman 52 
(March 13, 1964): 401-2. 
113 Even that might be too generous a concession to the influence of Bradley, for Eliot would 
later remark that the only “real conversion, by the deliberate influence of any individual, was 
a temporary conversion to Bergonism.” T.S. Eliot, A Sermon Preached in Magdalene College Chapel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1948): 5.  
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sensibility in that method, and (3) an epistemology of science that limited the 
status of science’s claims to description rather than explanation. Eliot’s 
rejection of pragmatism, his turn first to Bradleyan idealism and then to 
poetry and poetics, came about as he sought alternatives to two aspects of the 
pragmatist program: (1) the consensus method of establishing truth, and (2) the 
use of probabilistic statistics as a connective or causal principle. Understanding 
these parameters is the key to reconciling Eliot’s primary epistemic objective, 
the doctrine of impersonality, with his primary aesthetic objective, the wish 
that modern poetry could attain to the condition of what he termed “felt 
thought.” 
 
 
 
~Between Realism and Idealism~ 
 
 
 

We begin with the central preoccupation of American philosophy in 
the decades surrounding the turn of the century: the contest between realism 
and idealism. When Eliot entered Harvard as an undergraduate in the fall of 
1906, idealism was the default position among American philosophers. At a 
symposium held at Berkeley in 1895, four professional philosophers, among 
whom was Eliot’s future Harvard mentor Josiah Royce, could agree on the 
following statement: “Our common philosophy is Idealism—that explanation of 
the world which maintains that the only thing absolutely real is Mind; that all 
material and all temporal existences take their being from Mind, from 
Consciousness that thinks and experiences.”114 At Harvard during Eliot’s first 
semester of graduate study, Hugo Münsterberg wrote a letter petitioning 
President Lowell to oppose the appointment of the anti-idealist A.O. Lovejoy to 
the philosophy department. He wrote that “Harvard ought to ask not only 
whether a man handles philosophy skillfully, but also what kind of philosophy 
he handles. Harvard’s tradition has been a distinctive leaning toward 
idealism.”115 But this tradition was coming increasingly under attack. By quite 
some margin, the most important topic of the day was how to balance 
idealism, which seemed best suited to replace religion as an arbiter of values, 
with realism, which seemed best suited to render philosophy continuous with 
																																																								
114 The organizer of the symposium was Berkeley philosopher, G.H. Howison. Quoted in 
Josiah Royce, Sidney Edward Mezes, Joseph LeConte and G.H. Howison, “The Conception of 
God” (Berkeley: Executive Council of the Union, 1895): 53.  
115 Letter of 9 November 1912 from Hugo Münsterberg to Arthur Lawrence Lowell. Harvard 
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the scientific conception of truth. With so much at stake, it is little surprise 
that pragmatism, the most productive and lasting philosophical movement 
from this period, attempts to bridge the gap. 

The rise of pragmatism is, of course, naturally associated with William 
James. But James died the year before Eliot entered Harvard as a graduate 
student, and his death prompted both idealists and realists to scramble to 
bring his legacy over to their side. Reading the essays that James published in 
the Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods between 1904 and 1905, 
one understands why each side felt it had a rightful claim. In “Does 
‘Consciousness’ Exist?” for example, James take a stand against the “absolute” 
idealism of his colleague, Royce, but argues that “there is only one primal stuff 
or material in the world, a stuff of which everything is composed.”116 He 
declines to indicate whether this “stuff” is mental or physical. Indeed, this is 
the sort of statement on which two philosophers as different as the idealist 
Harold Joachim, Eliot’s future Oxford mentor, and the eventual father of 
cybernetics Norbert Wiener, Eliot’s future Oxford classmate, could be seen to 
agree. At Harvard, the campaign to secure James’s legacy for realism was led 
by his colleague, Ralph Barton Perry, who sought to repurpose James’s 
thinking in the “construction of a scientific pragmatism, with James at its 
center.” By the time Eliot returned from La Sorbonne to pursue his doctorate 
at Harvard, Perry had already successfully “promoted a view of James as a 
utilitarian, humanist thinker who had rejected romantic idealism.”117 If 
James’s pragmatism was caught between Royce and Perry, it was the latter 
who worked harder to bring James over to his side.  

But what exactly was Perry’s side? It is not too much of a stretch to say 
that it was nothing less than the germ of analytic philosophy in its 
recognizable contemporary form. For Perry “advocated a more scientific 
philosophy, a more technical vocabulary, and the separation of philosophical 
studies from the history of philosophy.”118 Called the “new realism,” it was a 
movement, as Eliot would soon discover, that shared much in common with 
the developing program of Oxford philosopher Bertrand Russell who had 
begun to call for pluralism, to oppose psychologism, and to seek to introduce 
science to the study of philosophy. In 1912, the very year that Münsterberg had 
urged against the appointment of an anti-idealist to the Harvard Philosophy 
Department, two of his colleagues—Perry and E.B. Holt—contributed to a 
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volume, The New Realism, that established an American front in the war against 
idealism that Russell and G.E. Moore had begun in England. The goal of both 
sides was to establish realism as the default philosophical position, even if the 
realism of the Americans was to be of a more naturalistic variety. In the 
preface to The New Realism, its six authors call for “a return to that naïve or 
natural realism” that could be easily distinguished from Cartesian dualism. 
Naïve realism, after all, is the spontaneous philosophy of scientific empiricism.  

But by 1912 even empiricists recognized that they couldn’t be as naïve 
as they had once been. The philosophers acknowledge that “the first and most 
urgent problem for the new realists is to amend the realism of common sense 
in such wise as to make it compatible with the facts of relativity.”119 Einstein 
had published his theory of “special relativity” only seven years earlier. His 
more ambitious theory of “general relativity” was four years away but already 
the impact of his thinking was being felt among those wishing to revive the 
fortunes of empiricism (empeiros) in the face of new concerns that the peira, or 
experiments, of science could no longer be confirmed according to ordinary 
“common sense” observation. So while the new realists profess to be invested 
in developing a philosophy that will prove continuous with the vanguard of 
science, their chief commitment is really to policing the boundary between 
philosophy and science in the effort to make sure that none of the “facts of 
relativity” could be used as evidence in favor of the “subjectivist” assertions of 
the idealists. In this duty, the new realists bring a very diverse array of 
contemporary figures—supplementing the standards, Kant, Hegel and 
Leibniz—together in opprobrium. Idealists such as Josiah Royce and F.H. 
Bradley come in for particularly rough treatment but so too do pragmatists 
such as John Dewey and Durant Drake as well as proto-positivists such as the 
German physiologist, Johannes Mueller, and the Austrian physicist and 
philosopher Ernst Mach. Vitalists such as Henri Bergson and Hans Driesch 
are seen as the biggest threat, but even mathematicians such as W.K. Clifford 
and Karl Pearson are suspected of contributing their authority to the 
“biological attack” on realism. Eliot encountered both sides of the debate—and 
nearly all of the above figures—at Harvard in courses taught by Perry, Royce 
and others. He also read and heavily annotated a copy of The New Realism in the 
year of its publication.  

But lest we oversimplify Eliot’s philosophical options during graduate 
school, it is important to note that there were many internal disagreements 
and hopeful alternatives to the extremes of idealism and realism represented 
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by the 1895 Berkeley symposium and by the 1912 publication of The New 
Realism. In fact, amid these extremes, Eliot’s three most influential 
undergraduate mentors, Irving Babbitt, William James and George Santayana, 
were neither here nor there. Babbitt opposed idealism on the grounds that it 
led to religion; he opposed the “new realism” on the grounds that it was 
nothing more than an intellectualization of voguish science, and as such, could 
not serve the needs of humanism after the decline of Christianity. James 
imagined pragmatism as an attempt to reconcile “tender-minded” idealism 
with “tough-minded” realism. Santayana’s case is more complicated. Both 
Babbitt and Santayana were inveterate opponents of Harvard President 
Charles W. Eliot’s elective system, which had as an ideological basis the 
promotion of scientific progress via specialization—in contrast to classical 
ideals of breadth. But like James, Santayana saw that the tide was turning in 
favor of materialism, and he did not wish to be left behind. He assented, in 
large part, to the presentational realism of the “new realists,” even if two of 
them—Perry and Holt—were hired in his department in the name of 
specialization imperatives that he opposed. Little surprise then that Holt, who 
was on the way to becoming a full-blooded psychological behaviorist, would 
question how Santayana’s use of terms like “spirit” and “psyche” were 
consistent with a genuine realism. And that Perry would worry years later 
when Eliot’s name came up for appointment to the Harvard philosophy 
department that he would prove to be “an attenuated Santayana” who would 
push undergraduates away from “economic and political” interests and towards 
“literary applications of philosophy.”120  

James, Babbitt, Santayana. It seemed that everyone was trying to 
mediate between idealism and realism. Even at the ends of the spectrum, 
philosophers had begun to inch toward the center. Perry briefly married his 
new realist cause to the critical realism of Santayana, which held what is now 
known as the representationalist view that something mediates between real 
objects and perceivers. Meanwhile Royce, after stating in 1899 that “no first-
rate thinker” could entertain realism, had begun calling himself an “absolute 
pragmatist” by 1908. By this he meant to replace the Absolute of Hegelian or 
Bradleyan idealism with a view of reality as a cosmos of ideas subject to an 
infinite process of interpretation by an indefinite “community of minds.” In 
order to sustain such a belief, one must find a complex structuring principle 
that binds both the individual to the collective and the present to the past. 
Royce, who began by believing that philosophy should be grounded in pure 
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mathematics (algebra), was ultimately persuaded that a structuring principal 
was likelier to emerge from applied mathematics—namely statistics, the branch 
of mathematics fundamental to the pragmatism of C.S. Peirce. It was at this 
point in Royce’s development as a philosopher that Eliot encountered him in 
the seminar of 1913-14 on the logical foundations of the scientific method.  

 
 
 

~The Royce Seminar~ 
 
 
 

There are two good reasons to isolate the Royce seminar if we are to 
obtain a clear view of Eliot’s engagement with Harvard philosophy during his 
graduate years. The first is that Eliot valued the course deeply. Following the 
seminar, Eliot chose Royce to be his dissertation adviser. He wrote about the 
course, about his work in the course and about Royce many times throughout 
his life. And he didn’t lose a single paper that he wrote for the course. Though 
he took fourteen courses in philosophy as a graduate student at Harvard, 
nearly half of what remains is from this one course. The second is that, by 
1913, the course had become the widely acknowledged centerpiece of the 
Harvard philosophy curriculum, and Royce’s “most notable contribution to the 
teaching of the university.”121 The course’s importance meant that it was 
offered over two semesters with students taking only one other elective course 
alongside it in their final year of study (earlier in the program, by contrast, 
Eliot typically took four or five courses per term), presumably when students 
were at the peak of their intellectual maturity. Eliot, for example, was 
president of the “Philosophy Club” during the year 1913-14. So it was both the 
centerpiece of the curriculum and something of a capstone to a Harvard 
Philosophy student’s classroom years.  

But Royce hardly used the distinguished status of the seminar as a 
platform for his own ideas even if he was given to lecture at the beginning of 
each meeting, and even if, by all accounts, his students held him in worshipful 
reverence. In fact, though the seminar was taught by Royce, and attended by a 
number of senior scholars from various disciplines, the mind that lorded over 
proceedings was that of Charles Sanders Peirce, whose work was a point of 
reference in nearly every meeting, and whose correspondence with Royce was 

																																																								
121 Quote from an unsigned memorial of Royce, credited to “the faculty of arts and sciences, 
Harvard University” and published as “Josiah Royce,” Science, XLIV (1 Dec. 1916), 773. Cited 
hereafter as JR. 



	

~105~ 

the seminar’s central text. So much did he value this correspondence that 
Royce made sure, when Peirce died in the spring term of the seminar, that he 
was the one to make funeral arrangements and to take possession of Peirce’s 
papers. As he moved away from absolute idealism, Royce had begun to see 
himself as the inheritor and rightful exemplar of Peirce’s philosophy. It had 
been the example of Peirce that had encouraged Royce’s interest in the 
scientific pursuit of objectivity, and in his late-career transition to a unique 
form of “absolute” pragmatism keyed by statistics, the crucial but little 
acknowledged engine of Peirce’s own pragmatism.122 The prevalence of chance 
(stochastic processes) in nature was seen as a robust challenge to realism in the 
nineteenth century. So, on the heels of nineteenth-century statisticians such as 
Laplace, Quetelet and Venn, Peirce developed in the early 1880s innovations 
in frequentist statistics, probability and regression that would recharacterize 
scientific realism as the search not for lawful explanations but for law-like 
descriptive probabilities, established by a scientific “community of inquiry,” 
that would “carve nature at its joints” rather than falling into extremes of 
mechanism or of vitalism.  

Peirce would always see himself as a realist, while Royce would always 
present his ideas under the name of idealism, but in vitalism and mechanism 
they had a pair of enemies in common. The extent to which Royce’s thinking 
on these matters was influenced by Peirce can be seen in a paper that he 
published in the spring term of 1914, while Eliot was taking his seminar. In 
“The Mechanical, the Historical and the Statistical,” Royce writes that “the 
actual knowledge of vital phenomena which science possesses is, in the main, 
a statistical knowledge.”123 He makes clear that by scientific knowledge he 
means not a circumscribed set of contents, but a generalizable methodology—a 
“scientific” method involving what Peirce calls a “community of inquiry” and 
Royce calls a “community of minds.” The objects of analysis under the 
statistical view were so indefinite that “they may be molecules or stars or cells 
or multicellular organisms or members of a society or observations of a 
physical quantity or proposals of marriage or homicides or literary compositions or 
moral agents or whatever else you will.” (MHS 563, italics mine) Royce’s 
point—and the summary point of his seminar—is that statistics could be used 
to address the imprecision of nature (its stochastic processes), the imprecision 
of human interchange and interpretation, and above all, following Einstein’s 
1905 paper on specific relativity, the problem of relativism. He presents the 
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impersonality of statistics as a promising tool not only for addressing 
instrumental concerns (such as randomness in the stock market—Bachelier, 
1900) but also problems in epistemology and ethics. Whether from the side of 
idealism or from the side of realism, as Theodore Porter puts it, “the reverence 
of social scientists for statistics enshrined a vision of personal renunciation and 
impersonal authority in the name of higher truths and public values.”124    

One of the purposes of showing how compatible Royce’s idealism and 
Peirce’s realism came to be is to suggest that pragmatism effected a 
diminishment of the contest between realism and idealism that set the human 
sciences on their way, free of the ordinary philosophical freight that had 
belabored such pursuits in the past. In this sense pragmatism delivered on its 
promise of “hav[ing] practical bearings” derived from the study of “general 
modes of rational conduct.”125 Royce’s seminar became at once the chief outlet 
for Peirce’s philosophy in the United States, and at the same time a “veritable 
clearinghouse of science” that brought the methodology of the sciences to 
previously speculative domains of humanist inquiry (JRS 773). At the bottom 
of everything was applied mathematics. It is not an exaggeration to say that in 
Royce’s seminar attention was paid to nearly every major figure in 
mathematics from the time of Euclid to the time of Einstein. Those who used 
statistics to resolve problems in various scientific fields—Ludwig Boltzmann 
(mechanics), Robert Brown (botany), James Clerk Maxwell (physics), D.F. 
Comstock (electrodynamics)—came in for special praise. They were seen as 
positive models for the use of statistics in what had been almost exclusively 
discursive areas of inquiry such as genetics (Francis Galton and Gregor 
Mendel), sociology (Émile Durkheim), psychology (Raymond Cattell) and 
history (J.A. Woods). In the effort to show that statistical methods could 
extend to the most recalcitrant problems of philosophy, Royce made repeated 
reference in the course to these figures as well as to statisticians working in 
the fields of relativity, probability and kinematics, such as Michel Chasles, 
W.K. Clifford, Ernst Mach, and Karl Pearson. Exposure to these thinkers 
forced Eliot to take ideas about scientific method, statistics and causality 
seriously enough that though he came to reject certain aspects of the scientific 
method and the use of statistics, his thinking on impersonality was 
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unmistakably shaped by certain others. While he rejects the communitarian or 
“consensus” imperative of the scientific method, he embraces its ideal of 
ascetic self-removal. While he ultimately rejects the idea that science can be 
simultaneously realist and interpretive, he accepts the premise that science is a 
matter of description rather than explanation. Both the grounds on which he 
rejects and those on which he accepts this roughly pragmatist conception of 
science form the basis for his later conceptions of impersonality and “felt 
thought.” 
 
 

(a) The Scientific Method 
 
 
Since Royce used the seminar to canonize Peirce’s thought, it is safe to 

conclude transitively that nobody did more to influence Eliot’s thinking on the 
“scientific method” than Peirce. But this may have been true even if Eliot had 
never set foot in Cambridge. For no thinker in American intellectual life was 
more directly responsible for the development and promotion of the “method 
of science” than Peirce. His influential 1877 essay, “The Fixation of Belief,” 
was written at the height of a period of cognitive demystification initiated by 
Darwin’s evolutionary biology and Charles Augustus Briggs’s “higher 
criticism,” which promoted an active, hermeneutic approach to the bible. 
Peirce identifies four methods of resolving doubt: the “method of tenacity,” the 
“method of authority,” the “a priori method,” and the “method of science.” 
Following any of these methods could, of course, result in belief, but Peirce set 
out to determine which was most likely to lead toward “true belief.” He rules 
the first two out with little fuss. The “method of tenacity” essentially amounts 
to digging one’s heels in, to holding to one’s inherited or common sense 
position in matters of doubt irrespective of evidence to the contrary. The 
“method of authority” is essentially the opposite: it requires relinquishing 
one’s will-to-knowledge to an external authority such as God or the State no 
matter what contrary evidence personal experience or reason yields. The third 
method, the “a priori method” typical of German philosophy, though “far 
more intellectual and respectable from the point of view of reason” (CSP 
V.383) than either of the previous, ultimately reduces to a version of the 
“method of authority,” where God or the State is replaced by a cult of taste in 
which those who have cultivated and refined the faculty of judgment become 
cultural authorities. Their authority became a proxy for God or the State 
because the “a priori method” tended to leave matters obscure and rarely led to 
consensus.  
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Peirce concludes that only the “method of science” would assure that 
our beliefs be “caused by nothing human, but by some external permanency.” 
(CSP V.384) Peirce’s definition of the scientific method is an early formulation 
of objectivity imperatives that would come to dominate the sciences and 
ultimately philosophy and the human sciences in the early twentieth century. 
His “fundamental hypothesis” is that “there are real things, whose characters 
are entirely independent of our opinions about them; whose realities affect our 
senses according to regular laws, and, though our sensations are as different as 
our relations to the objects, yet, by taking advantage of the laws of perception, 
we can ascertain by reasoning how things really are and any man, if he have 
sufficient experience and reason enough about it, will be led to the one true 
conclusion.” (CSP V.384) What is particularly noteworthy here is that though 
this is a formulation of objectivity, it is quite distinct from that of the 
subsequent logical positivists in that Peirce does not claim that reason is a 
default state, but rather one that requires laborious cultivation and self-
sacrifice—in effect, a process of impersonality developed through a “long and 
difficult art.” (CSP V.359) But even that was not enough. Genuine 
impersonality, for Peirce, required both consensus and variability. It required, 
in a word, a community. A decade earlier, in a passage on the “spirit of 
Cartesianism,” he had acknowledged that pursuing the “ultimate philosophy” 
was a job not for the individual but for the “community of philosophers.” He 
wrote that “philosophy ought to imitate the successful sciences in its 
methods…to trust rather to the multitude and variety of its arguments than to 
the conclusiveness of any one.” (CSP V.265) “Method” or methodology, the 
implied or explicit grammatical subject of these statements, shifts as we move 
from the 1868 essay on Cartesianism to the 1877 essay on belief, from that of 
the collective (philosophy) to that of the individual (philosopher). It is a 
counterintuitive shift given Peirce’s belief that the philosophical community 
alone has access to the “ultimate philosophy.” But it does correspond with 
Peirce’s anxiety, one that increased as he matured, about the provenance of 
scientific ideas. Given that the unguided observation of nature would yield an 
almost infinite number of possible hypotheses, it would be statistically unlikely 
that scientists and philosophers would have arrived at so many useful ones—
even despite the long history of human thought. Once we have the hypotheses, 
one can give an account of how we test them, combine them and disseminate 
them. But how do we arrive at the hypothesis in the first place? 
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(b) Intuition of Nature 
 
 

This was the topic of discussion when Royce, Eliot and a dozen others 
gathered to discuss “The Fixation of Belief” in the seminar on scientific 
method in the fall of 1913. Royce began by reading a letter that Peirce had 
written to Frederick Adams Woods, a histologist who had published a 
historiometric study of heredity in 1906, and was assisting Royce with the 
seminar. Though Peirce wrote to praise Woods and his “mastery of the 
methods of inductive reasoning,” he objected to his “use [of] logical principles 
as a premise.” The class then considered the problem of Peirce’s 
communitarian ideal of impersonality. It was possible—even commonsensical—
to conclude that an individual operating on facts according to the scientific 
method was more likely than by other means to come to an objective 
conclusion, and a community of such individuals more likely still. But how 
does the individual, and thus the community, come to possess those original 
facts from which the rest are derived? According to the course secretary, Harry 
Costello, Royce claimed that Peirce believes in “a mysterious harmony 
between the mind of the scientist and the order of nature.”126 Since chance 
would never have yielded the hypotheses—and thus the facts—adequate to 
explain the successful progress of science, Peirce concludes that man must be 
endowed with an intuitive faculty attuned to nature. He believes, according to 
Royce, that “that to which we owe the existence of science is not so much 
deductive thought, as it is the discovery of a relatively small number of good 
hypotheses, and this discovery seems due to a sort of instinct in the human 
mind which brings it into harmony with the world about us.” (JRS 42)  

Costello’s notes downplay the degree to which intuition of nature 
requires the development of a sensibility tantamount to a purification of the 
mind by repeated application of the scientific method. It is true that Peirce 
claims in an essay of a later period that the “very bedrock of logical truth” is 
the fact “that man’s mind must have been attuned to the truth of things in 
order to discover what he has discovered.” (CSP VI.476) He also concedes that 
“modern science has been builded after the model of Galileo, who founded it, 
on il lume naturale.” (CSP VI.477) But according to Peirce, Galileo’s claim that 
“of two hypotheses, the simpler is to be preferred” has been mistaken to mean 
“logically simpler,” when in fact, what Galileo meant to encourage was simpler 
“in the sense of the more facile and natural, the one that instinct suggests” to 
the “well-prepared mind.” (CP VI.476) Thus if intuiting the natural is a matter 
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of impersonality for Peirce, it is only because impersonality is the end-state of 
a process of personal cultivation—not a turning away from personality but the 
fulfillment of a properly cultivated personality. Or in the terms by which Eliot 
would praise Henry James, a refined sensibility. But intuition of nature alone 
could not explain the progress of science because it is, by definition, singular 
and uncommunicable. Peirce was thus forced to develop an account of how 
intuition could be written into rational systems of communication.   

Today logicians distinguish between two modes of reasoning, deduction 
and induction. The former proceeds from the general to the specific: theory to 
hypothesis to observation to confirmation. The latter moves in the opposite 
direction, from the specific to the general: observation to hypothesis to theory. 
Peirce objects that neither touches nature without either an act of 
interpretation (induction) or a stroke of luck (deduction). So science must have 
proceeded by some other means, which Peirce termed retroduction (also 
abduction) and which he distinguished from induction and deduction because 
it begins somewhere in between observation and hypothesis, and can never be 
taken to confirm a conclusion. Now exclusively called abduction by 
philosophers, it is equivalent to an inference to the best explanation. To 
retroduce a hypothesis (H) from an observation (O) is to determine that H may 
be true because then O would follow logically. Thus to retroduce H from O is 
to determine that H is sufficient but not necessary for O, and crucially for 
Peirce, that H is the most economical explanation of O. Peirce values 
deduction—deferring to Kant on its logical structure—as a propeller of the 
scientific enterprise. But neither deduction nor induction can get a toe-hold on 
reality in the “first stage of inquiry.” He writes of science that “every plank of 
its advance is first laid by Retroduction alone, that is to say, by the 
spontaneous conjectures of instinctive reason; and neither Deduction nor 
Induction contributes a single new concept to the structure.” (CSP VI.475) In 
sum, for Peirce, science must begin with intuition.127 Then the scientific 
method processes intuition by a method of depersonalizing and communizing 
rationality so that the progress of science can ultimately be explained as the 
intricate processing of personal instinct. 
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(c) Statistics 
 
 

The scientific method, built up from the intuition of nature, may 
explain the genesis and circulation of facts about nature, but there must be 
some organization internal to nature that renders it knowable to intuition in 
the first place. Evidence was gathering that nature did not organize according 
to fundamental and unexampled laws. There were stochastic variables, and 
increasing variances in physical measurement that escaped explanation at least 
until Einstein’s theory of relativity in 1905. So Peirce put his faith in 
frequentist statistics. If the depersonalizing nature of the scientific method was 
the most persistent subject of discussion in Royce’s seminar, the authority of 
statistics was a close second. This may seem surprising in a course that was 
intended as the “chief cornerstone” of the doctoral program in philosophy but 
for two considerations. The first is that statistical thinking had begun to 
dominate the intellectual landscape surrounding the sciences so that it was no 
longer a matter, as it had been in the nineteenth century, of determining how 
statistics could subserve the sciences, but of asking, according to Theodore M. 
Porter, “What should be the role of science in an age of statistics?”128 Statistics 
had become the master discourse of the human sciences, and it was becoming 
an increasingly indispensable tool of the hard sciences as well. The second 
consideration is that Royce, as he moved from idealism to a form of 
pragmatism, abandoned his search for an algebra that could yield apodictic 
certainty for a statistics that could yield approximation and consensus. 
Appending a long essay, “The One, the Many, and the Infinite” to the 1901 
publication of his Gifford Lectures, titled The World and the Individual, Royce 
wrote that “nobody amongst us can pretend to fathom the value for concrete 
science, and for life, that has yet to be derived from advances in the Theory of 
Numbers” whose task is nothing less than “finding what Order means.”129 By 
the time Eliot encounters him as a student, Royce is of the opinion that “life 
may be a case of mechanism; but its phenomena are best known to science in 
terms of statistical averages, of laws which hold approximately true regarding 
these averages, and of probabilities which are definable in such terms as are 
used when the insurance value of a life-policy is computed.” (MHS 558) The 
capital vocabulary is likely down to William James’s influence, but the 
statistical underpinning is unmistakably that of Peirce.  
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In “The Mechanical, the Historical, and the Statistical,” Royce calls 
Peirce’s Monist essays of the late 1870s the “classic statements of the limitations 
of the mechanical view of nature, and of the significance of the statistical view 
of nature.” (MHS 562) Eliot read those essays in the fall of 2013 in Royce’s 
seminar. And he would likely have encountered more, not only because Royce 
read from correspondence with Peirce at the start of many meetings, but 
because Peirce had become “a legendary figure among Harvard graduate 
students” in the new century thanks to the influence of Royce and James, to 
Peirce’s lectures in Cambridge from 1887 to 1904, and perhaps even to his 
reputation for rebelliousness and immorality. (HPA 145) Because Peirce was a 
polymath, because he sampled equally from the techniques of realism and 
idealism, and because historically his philosophy has been co-opted in defense 
of very various, even opposing, subsequent movements, many scholars neglect 
the systematicity and architectonic consistency of his work. But once his use of 
statistics is properly understood, the initial system that he proposed in an 1867 
paper, “On a New List of Categories,” can be seen to obtain through the rest of 
his career. Indeed, these categories, which he later calls “cenopythagorean” to 
emphasize their “connection with numbers,” form the principal subject of his 
final series of lectures in Cambridge—the Lowell Lectures of 1903-1904.  

Peirce’s categories arose initially from a dissatisfaction with Kant’s 
relation of the categories of judgment to the function of judgment, which, 
though of paramount importance to the Kantian system, were examined with 
“a most astounding ignorance of traditional logic.” (CSP I.506) By 1904, Peirce 
would concede that his cenopythagorean categories are “doubtless another 
attempt to characterize what Hegel sought to characterize as his three stages of 
thought.” (CSP VIII.329) Corresponding with the ideas of induction, 
deduction and retroduction, the three universal categories are firstness, 
secondness and thirdness. Firstness is a “purely monadic state of feeling.” 
(CSP I.303) It describes a quality of immediate feeling where there is reference 
to a ground or a pure abstraction of a quality that carries a monadic valence. 
To imagine it, according to Peirce, we must think of “a pure nature, or quality, 
in itself without parts or features, and without embodiment.” (CSP I.303) It is 
what contemporary philosophers might call qualia. Secondness introduces the 
“element of struggle,” (CSP I.322) in which “the idea of other, of not, becomes 
a very pivot of thought.” (CSP I.324) It is the “conception of being relative to, 
the conception of reaction with, something else.” (CSP VI.32) It describes a 
process of individuation where there is a relation between a correlate and a 
relate that carries a dyadic valence. It is what contemporary philosophers 
might call brute facts or actuality where “two subjects [are] brought into 
oneness.” (CSP I.326) Thirdness is “the medium or connecting bond between 
the absolute first and last.” (CSP I.337) It is “an original, elemental tendency 



	

~113~ 

of things to acquire determinate properties, to take habits.” (EP I.243) It 
describes a process of mediation that results in a representation carrying a 
triadic valence because it refers not only to a sign and an object but also to an 
interpretant. Specifically it refers to the mediating function of a sign between 
its object and its interpretant. It is what contemporary philosophers might call 
a law or generalization but only in a passive modality. Peirce writes that “Law 
as an active force is second, but order and legislation are third. Sympathy, 
flesh and blood, that by which I feel my neighbor’s feelings, is third.” (CSP 
I.337) For the purpose of clarity, let’s offer an illustrative example. The 
observation of the throwing of a stone into a pond would be an example of 
firstness. The fact of the rippling effect created on the surface of the pond 
would be an example of secondness. The law by which the rippling effect is 
governed is an example of thirdness.  

But while this example provides clarity it does injustice to the 
explanatory power of thirdness by identifying it with physical law when the 
final imperative of Peirce’s categories is to set thirdness free in the domain of 
epistemology. Thirdness is, in other words, meaning. Peirce regrets that “we 
are too apt to think that what one means to do and the meaning of a word are 
quite unrelated meanings of the word ‘meaning,’ or that they are only 
connected by both referring to some actual operation of the mind.” (CSP I.343) 
But, with reference to Royce’s The World and the Individual, Peirce declares that 
“in truth the only difference is that when a person means to do anything he is 
in some state in consequence of which the brute reactions between things will 
be moulded [in]to conformity to the form to which man’s mind is itself 
moulded, while the meaning of a word really lies in the way in which it 
might, in a proper position in a proposition believed, tend to mould the 
conduct of a person into conformity to that to which it is itself moulded.” (CSP 
I.343) In other words, meaning draws the mind into identity with brute facts 
about the world that culminate in a sign; the sign draws conduct into identity 
with the mind. Thus words and objects of thought are really, for philosophical 
purposes, actions in the domain of epistemology. The consequences of this 
insight are worked out, though without explicit connection to Peirce, in the 
speech-act theory of J.L. Austin and John Searle. But in this context it is 
worth noting that more than that of William James, the variety of pragmatism 
expounded by Peirce—here in the Lowell Lectures of 1903-4—is a philosophy 
of conduct pervaded with semiotics where the questions are how meaning 
becomes conduct and how conduct, in turn, reinforces meaning. Peirce’s final 
point of view is articulated in a proto-Wittgensteinian vein when he says that 
“not only will meaning always, more or less, in the long run, mould reactions 
to itself, but it is only in doing so that its own being consists.” (CSP I.343) 
Meaning, in other words, just is conduct, and vice versa. 
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At first glance, this looks almost indistinguishable from behaviorism. 
And Peirce has been interpreted along those lines. But as with Wittgenstein, 
to claim Peirce as a behaviorist is to confuse epistemology for ontology, 
description for explanation. If pragmatism is, for Peirce, a method of 
determining meaning, it requires a statistical determination of the formal 
conditions of the truth of symbols. Firstness begins with the sui generis 
individual feeling; secondness generalizes feeling into a discrete class; 
thirdness articulates the concept or law that regulates the generalization. In 
thirdness, Peirce uses the term “interpretant” rather than “interpreter.” An 
interpretant might be a symbol or a state-of-affairs, and would only be a 
person in the very limited sense in which a person’s name can become 
associated with a sensibility, a point-of-view or a scientific breakthrough. A set 
of events may appear to hang together, for example, only if one approaches 
them from a Shakespearean sensibility or from the perspective of Newtonian 
physics. But in these cases, neither the person of Shakespeare nor that of 
Newton is thirdness. Rather Shakespeare and Newton have intuited an aspect 
of thirdness with such broad or penetrating applicability that it comes to 
appear factual or lawful—it presents itself as secondness. This idea, as we will 
see, becomes crucial for Eliot in his quest to understand how the individual 
stands in relation to tradition—if tradition is the process of the manifestation 
of mind in the world.  

For Peirce the relation between individual and community (tradition) 
is bidirectional. The individual genius produces symbols and formulas 
characterized by thirdness because his mind is attuned to nature, which 
expresses itself in habits that can be concretized into symbols. But the 
legitimation of those symbols (as science or philosophy) requires a widespread 
feeling of assent and intelligibility. Peirce writes that “the one intelligible 
theory of the universe is that of objective idealism, that matter is effete mind, 
inveterate habits becoming physical laws.” (CSP VI.25) But the manner in 
which personal habits become generalized into impersonal laws is expressible 
only by probabilistic descriptions of tendencies. Consider Peirce’s description 
of the “law of mind.” He writes that “the one primary and fundamental law of 
mental action consists in a tendency to generalization. Feeling tends to spread; 
connections between feelings awaken feelings; neighboring feelings become 
assimilated; ideas are apt to reproduce themselves. These are so many 
formulations of the one law of the growth of mind.” (CSP VI.21) If mental 
action corresponds with the intuition of nature, science can only hope to 
obtain knowledge of what Mill called the “moiety of nature” or what Peirce 
will call its ordinary course. He writes, “Science is from the nature of its 
procedure confined to the investigation of the ordinary course of nature. I do 
not mean that it cannot investigate individual objects, such as the earth. But 
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all its explanations of such objects must be limited to the supposition that they 
have come about in the ordinary course of nature. A statistical result may be 
obtained.” (CSP I.87) Laws, in other words, can be arrived at by frequentist 
statistics. He writes that “Probable Deductions, or more accurately, Deductions 
of Probability, are Deductions whose Interpretants represent them to be 
concerned with ratios of frequency. They are either Statistical Deductions or 
Probable Deductions Proper. A Statistical Deduction is a Deduction whose 
Interpretant represents it to reason concerning ratios of frequency.” (CSP 
II.268) Thus the reality of nature is itself statistical, and true conclusions can 
be drawn from statistical inference.  

But the involvement of the community, in Peirce’s system, is a second-
order phenomenon. For the individual scientific genius internalizes a “talent” 
for intuiting the kind of consensus required to establish truth in the absence 
of mechanical links between the contents of firstness (feeling/impression) and 
those of secondness (brute facts). Only then, once the individual has produced 
a hypothesis or formula, is the scientific community called into action for the 
purpose of verification. Royce was of a somewhat different mind. For Royce, 
since nature produced “law” as a statistical entity, and since the scientific 
community produced “reason” as a statistical entity (consensus), a true 
intuition of nature was much likelier to be a community phenomenon than it 
was to be an individual phenomenon. Just as the average of multiple 
recordings of an observed phenomenon was said to hew closest to the law 
governing the phenomenon, so too the average of human thinking was said to 
hew closest to human reason. And nature is constituted to accord with the 
most rational form of human interpretation. For Royce, this meant that its 
“laws” were singularly legible to the community of scientists. 

It’s worth pausing here for a moment to observe how Eliot incorporates 
and rejects certain aspects of this thinking when he characterizes how poets 
produce meaning in “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” On the one hand, 
Peirce’s categories map neatly onto Eliot’s schema for relating the individual 
(in feeling) to the tradition (in thought):  
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FIGURE II.1130 
 
 
Firstness corresponds with the conversion of a particular emotion into pure 
feeling; secondness with the struggle to reconcile pure feeling with a concrete 
content; thirdness with the discovery of a form that can translate the content 
into a concept of thought. But the difference is that, for Eliot, neither firstness 
nor secondness precede thirdness. The sensibility of the poet (secondness) is, 
after all, structured by his exposure to the tradition which yields a library of 
concepts and proto-concepts that aid him in reconciling pure feeling with 
content. Moreover, exposure to tradition (thirdness) also expands one’s capacity 
for feeling (firstness) according to Eliot.  

Eliot operates from a Peircean construct when he suggests that “talent” 
consists in the ability to intuit from feeling an “objective correlative” (for 
Peirce, a hypothesis or formula), and that intuition consists in the ability to 
internalize community assent, or consensus. But the community that was 
important to Eliot was transhistorical and even virtual. It was not made up of 
his fellow poets in the year 1919, but of poets who had operated and who 
would operate in a given tradition over time. Thus he rejects as much too 
egalitarian Royce’s ideal of “community” intuition for something akin to what 
the post-pragmatist W.V.O. Quine would call a “tribunal of scientific 
hypotheses” that was “intersubjective” and thus “supra-scientific.”131 For 
similar reasons, despite its initial appeal, he must reject statistics as a binding 
principle in the end. The use of statistics was attractive to Eliot, as it was to 
																																																								
130 Visualization my own.  
131 W.V. Quine, Quintessence: Basic Readings from the Philosophy of W.V. Quine, ed. Robert F. Gibson 
Jr. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004): 272, 305.  
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Peirce, because it involved holding all elements of a set together in a single 
complex that rendered a multiplicity of unique events digestible and 
practicable in individual analysis or theory. But the use of statistics was bound 
to prove a dead end for Eliot because it required weighting all elements of a 
set equally, irrespective of their unique character or unique affective valences. 
This is to say that for Peirce, using the language of the schema above, 
sensibility consists in aligning the mean of observations (probabilistic “laws”) 
with the mean of reasoned interpretations (the internalized voice of the 
scientific community) in the creation of a formula or hypothesis. For Eliot, 
sensibility meant holding observations (feelings) together in a complex and 
aligning it with the complex of traditional interpretations (thoughts), but 
neither complex could be represented statistically by a mean. Eliot was moved 
by Peirce’s recognition of the need to determine relations on both ends of the 
epistemic equation—observation, at one end, interpretation, at the other—but 
he was skeptical of Peirce’s efforts to make the determination statistically. 
Peirce’s was an “impersonal” approach, there is no question, but one that 
obliterated the values organic to the elements of each set.  
 
 

(d) Description vs. Explanation 
 
 

Of this possible objection Peirce was hardly unaware. Drawing out the 
epistemic consequences of his statistical approach to the scientific method, 
Peirce concluded that the claims of science must be restricted to statements of 
description rather than of explanation. Royce, not wholly convinced, made this 
the central preoccupation of the seminar, and Eliot, concurring with Peirce, 
was the student most preoccupied with the subject. But his interest in the 
epistemic status of scientific claims would not have come solely, or even 
primarily from Peirce. Eliot, who was reading Husserl at the time, would have 
been familiar with the idea that empirical science falls short of apodictic self-
evidence. Furthermore, by the time of Royce’s seminar, Einstein’s experiments 
in relativity only reinforced the belief that science was more like curve-fitting 
than it was like abstract geometry. As it attained more and more data points, 
the curves could be fit with ever greater precision, but they would always be 
heuristics rather than lawful explanations of nature. This statistical notion of 
scientific fact which culminated first with the publication of Einstein’s theory 
of special relativity (1905) and then general relativity (1915) was presaged in 
philosophy not only by Peirce but by another statistician that Royce assigned 
early in the semester, Karl Pearson. Pearson is known less for his lasting 
innovations as a statistician—though he did achieve advances in distribution 
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and the chi-square test—than as a promoter of statistical thinking. Indeed he is 
often referred to as the father of not only mathematical statistics, but of the 
social vision of scientific impersonality. His biographer writes that “he pursued 
with selfless enthusiasm a vision of the modern State, to be organized around 
the knowledge and impersonality of the rational scientist, the persona of the 
Pater, that he increasingly recognized as the core, and not only the shell of 
himself. This was the form of impersonality that, after 1890, gave meaning and 
purpose to his career.” (KPS 177) 

Pearson’s The Grammar of Science (1892), the book that Eliot read in 
Royce’s seminar, does nothing less than to equate science with impersonality. 
According to Pearson, science just is impersonality. It is the scientific method 
of attaining impersonality applied to an unlimited range of subjects and 
materials. The inquisitor adopts the “scientific habit of mind” by “striv[ing] at 
self-elimination in his judgments” so that those judgments are “independent of 
the idiosyncrasies of the individual mind.”132 Then, according to Pearson, “the 
field of science is unlimited: its material is endless, every group of natural 
phenomena, every phase of social life, every stage of past or present 
development is material for science.” (PGS 12) With statements such as these, 
made as early as 1892, it is not difficult to see why Pearson, far more than just 
the founder of mathematics, became a powerful spokesman for the whole 
enterprise of the human sciences. By the time Eliot encountered The Grammar 
of Science it was in its third edition. In the preface, Pearson celebrates the 
mainstreaming of his ideas over the past two decades: “Reading the book again 
after many years, it was surprising to find how the heterodoxy of the ‘eighties 
had become the commonplace and accepted doctrine of to-day.” (PGS v) The 
doctrine to which Pearson refers is the doctrine of relativism, which, if 
followed logically, reveals that science can yield descriptions only, and not 
explanations: “Nobody believes now that science explains anything; we all look 
upon it as a shorthand description, as an economy of thought.” (PGS v) To get 
from individual descriptions to an economy of thought—which is to say, a 
group of law-like formulae that give close approximation to physical behavior—
requires statistical modeling. As we see a year later with the publication of The 
New Realism, it may overstate the case to say that by 1911 “nobody” believed in 
the naïve realist or “explanatory” view, but it is certainly true that the 
descriptivist conclusions of The Grammar of Science formed the core of Royce’s 

																																																								
132 Karl Pearson, The Grammar of Science: Third Edition (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1911), 
6. Cited hereafter as PGS. I cite from the third edition rather than the 1892 original because 
it appears, based on the content of Eliot’s work for Royce during the seminar, to be the copy 
that Eliot read. Furthermore, the preface to the third edition contains reflections on how the 
book had been received in the twenty years since its publication.  
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seminar, and therefore penetrated to the bedrock of Harvard’s philosophy 
curriculum.  

So much was evident in the syllabus. Though Royce allowed each 
student to write his major paper on a topic of his choosing, he required that at 
least one of the student’s five required presentations address the distinction 
between explanation and description. Like everyone else, Eliot dutifully wrote 
a presentation on that subject, but as the course secretary notes, Eliot let the 
matter dominate his thinking throughout the year (though he sometimes 
referred to explanation as interpretation, a matter which we will take up 
shortly.) Costello notes that “he had been reading Durkheim, Jane Harrison, 
and Frazer, and wanted to know what is ‘interpretation’ as opposed to 
‘description’” and that “his year’s work circled around this question of the 
truth of interpretations.” (JRS 193-4) In this work there is a clear, though not 
unexceptioned, debt to Pearson. Like Pearson, Eliot concludes that “in general 
one can say that description is the function of science, explanation (or 
interpretation) of metaphysics.” And like Pearson, he identifies personality as a 
weak point of metaphysics since “metaphysics involves personality more than 
does science—and explanation is explanation comprehended by a point of 
view.” (ECPI 125) But while Pearson recognizes the inadequacy of description 
to the lawful truth of nature, Eliot makes it a point of emphasis. He writes 
that description “is always more than description, for it involves a point of 
view” while “explanation never really explains, because it involves the 
maintenance of one point of view (an act of will, so to speak) and this 
maintenance is impossible.” (ECPI 122) Explanation, in other words, obtains 
only if an “internality” is maintained “which makes the subjective and 
volitional more real to us than anything else.” (ECPI 123) This is, of course, 
anything but value- or interpretation-free. So too description. Eliot writes that 
“to have significant description, you must arrange data in a new whole, in an 
order which was not strictly given in the data as data. Take any simple object 
you will, give an account of it, and you will find that you have given a 
valuation and an interpretation.” (ECPI 124) So for Eliot both description and 
explanation redound inevitably on processes of interpretation that reflect the 
values of the interpreter.  

Hence his focus on the “truth of interpretations.” Most scholars who 
have addressed the contents of Eliot’s capstone essay in Royce’s seminar, “The 
Interpretation of Primitive Ritual,” have attempted to cull from it early 
evidence of a mind that was leaning toward religious conversion. This is not 
the wrong way to approach the essay, per se, but it should be noted that Eliot 
chose religion as a topic because it provided a stock example of an historical 
social phenomenon pervaded by intentionality but without any possibility of 
direct verification. Ancient worshippers are not available to explain their 
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religious behaviors. And yet religious practices are built upon earlier religious 
practices, so that the whole edifice is suffused with facts which are really just 
interpretations. Nowhere is the “truth of interpretations” more important in an 
epistemic sense and less important in an ontological sense than in religion. As 
Costello notes, Eliot “thought the case of comparative religion especially good 
to bring this out, for here interpretation has succeeded interpretation, not 
because the older opinions were refuted, but because the point of view has 
changed.” (JRS 78) Religion is therefore a composite human artifact that tests 
our interpretive capacities. In retrospect we might see it as a ground for his 
analysis of literature and how it is interpreted, always in light of modern 
questions built upon previous interpretations. Given that we have no access (or 
limited access) to authorial intentions we must take a behavioral approach. 
Since “the purposes of the people examined can never be taken on faith,” Eliot 
writes, we must derive intentionality “from an external point of view, as part 
of the fact. We must translate it into behavior, that is, into as nearly 
mechanical terms as we can. In other words, conscious purpose melts into 
behavior, and behaviors into mechanism.” (ECPI 112) Since the topic of 
discussion is religion, Eliot speaks of purpose and behavior, but were it 
literature, we might assume, mutatis mutandi, that he would refer to intention 
and form. In either case, the logic is the same: any “science” is complicated by 
the act of translation from purpose/intention to behavior/form. He concludes 
his essay with the following equivocation: 

 
 
I do not think that any definition of religious behavior can be 
satisfactory, and yet you must assume, if you are to make a start at all, 
that all these phenomena have a common meaning; you must postulate 
your own attitude and interpret your so-called facts into it, and can this 
be science? And yet there is the material, and there must be a science 
of it. But if you take only the relations, is this anything more than a 
chronicle? You cannot assert a causal relation; you cannot describe 
them in terms of practical need; you cannot dissolve the imaginative 
and emotive element in any invariable terms. The advance in 
knowledge, in this field, is not so much an accumulation of new facts, 
as a transmutation of the questions we put to these facts. (ECPI 115)  

 
 
In the next sub-section, we will observe how this logic is a precursor to Eliot’s 
thinking on the relation of the interpretant to the canon of literature. But first 
it is worth observing how the passage reflects Eliot’s digestion of the basic 
intellectual influences of the Royce seminar. Specifically, Eliot embraces a 
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conception of the scientific method as a process of depersonalization with an 
unlimited material scope, but he rejects the idea that knowledge of social 
phenomena (religion, literature) can be said to progress in a manner that is 
scientific. Eliot’s concern that identifying religious behavior, which requires 
“postulat[ing] your own attitude and interpret[ing] your so-called facts into it,” 
is at odds with “science” reflects his understanding that impersonality is the 
core of the scientific method. And his belief that since religion yields 
“material…there must be a science of it” reflects the idea that science is a 
methodology unlimited in scope. Yet since interpretation—a shifting point of 
view—is necessary, description is impossible (“you cannot describe [the 
relations] in terms of practical need”) and the absence of “invariable terms” 
means that there can be no transcending point-of-view, only an impoverished 
form of retroduction (which Pierce sometimes called “hypothesis”)—namely 
fitting “facts” to contemporary questions. 
 
 

(e) Religion and Art 
 
 

Religion was an ideal subject for Eliot because it allowed him to 
distance himself from Royce and Peirce’s pragmatism in two important 
regards. The first was retroduction, which had been introduced as an engine of 
scientific progress. Royce’s central contention was that human and social 
concerns could be studied and addressed by those same methods. But Eliot 
demurs. Since “the imaginative and emotive element” of worship does not 
reduce to “practical need,” retroduction will not “assert a causal relation” that 
could become, to borrow Peirce’s phrasing, a plank of knowledge in scientific 
progress. The reason is that the divorce of social phenomena such as religion 
(and literature) from “practical need” renders the scientist’s “intuition of 
nature”—the vehicle of retroduction—all but irrelevant. The second way that 
religion became a platform on which Eliot could distinguish himself from 
Peirce and Royce was on the nature of community. Eliot had struck out the 
following passage in “The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual”: “The question is 
whether these forms of social behavior can be interpreted, or even described, 
without reference to the individual fact, and whether we are able to conceive 
of a chain of causality and a formulation of law in regard to these facts without 
using language which can have meaning only when applied to the individual.” 
(ECPI 118 n.22) Eliot’s relativism was not to be dissolved by Royce’s idea of a 
“community of minds,” which Royce, in fact, brings up once Eliot has finished 
reading this essay in the seminar. “An interpretation could, in everyday life, be 
tested,” he objects, “by asking questions until mutual understanding was 
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attained.” But Eliot rejects this method of securing the truth of an 
interpretation, arguing that “no interpretation helps another,” but rather “adds 
to and thus falsifies the facts.” (JRS 78) This was a point that Peirce had made 
in response to Woods’ book on heredity. The point is that no post-facto 
interpretation can be the foundation for future interpretations. But Eliot takes 
it further to conclude that consensus was no way of resolving doubt on matters 
of historical social behavior because it involved illegitimate manipulations of 
point-of-view—minimally, a kind of presentism. There could never be, as 
Peirce, Royce and Pearson would have advocated, even a statistical 
approximation of a “view from nowhere” when it comes to “facts” suffused 
with intentionality.  

Then how can we give a scientific account of social phenomena such as 
religion and art? Eliot quotes Durkheim when he explains that we must keep 
the search for “efficient cause” and the search for “the function which [the 
social phenomenon] fulfills” separate since “all questions of intention are…too 
subjective to be treated scientifically.” (ECPI 114)133 The problem is that 
excluding intention leaves us with only behavior. Eliot concedes that “we must 
treat the subject in terms of social behavior” since “the purposes of people 
examined can never be taken on faith.” But the behaviorist attempt to “take 
[purpose] into account from an external point of view” is bound to fail since 
“conscious purpose melts into behavior, and behavior into mechanism” while 
“social phenomena (and ultimately, I believe, all phenomena) simply cease to 
exist when regarded steadfastly” by the light of mechanism. In other words 
mechanism dissolves the separation between cause and function that Eliot 
began by declaring necessary. Religion ceases to be religion from the 
mechanist or functional—the external—point of view. And yet it ceases to be 
material subject to scientific analysis from the religious—the internal—point of 
view. Since Pierce, Pearson, and Royce take it as an article of faith that all 
material—hard, human or otherwise—must be subject to scientific analysis (a 
view from nowhere), and since meaning is implicit for each individual 
participating in a social phenomenon (a view from somewhere), the question 
becomes: what mediates between the individual somewhere and the scientific 
nowhere?  He asks: “What, in short, is the scientific status of a description 
which is the description of the meaning of other agents, and in the case of 
religious and other social phenomena, a meaning which hovers between the 
social and the individual?” (ECPI 112)  

The question was and is a profound challenge to the social sciences, or 
to any mode of inquiring into “facts” suffused with meaning that is conducted 

																																																								
133 The original quote is from Émile Durkheim, Les Règles de la method sociologique (Paris: Alcan, 
1895), 117-8. I reproduce Eliot’s very unobjectionable translation of the French.   
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exclusively from an external point of view. By asking about the “scientific 
status” of external observations processed by statistical probability and 
approximation, Eliot is asking about the assignment of causal and therefore 
explanatory status. Even though “behaviorism” was still a few years on the 
horizon, this is the basic challenge to its methodology, a methodology that 
Eliot saw pragmatism—not the experiental pragmatism of James and Dewey, 
but the statistical pragmatism of Peirce and Royce—endorsing: to what extent 
can behavior be explained without any way of confirming the cause of the 
behavior? And even with access to the subject whose behavior we are studying, 
there are at least two problems. The first is that, with respect to complicated 
behaviors, self-report is almost categorically unreliable. One would have to 
know oneself perfectly to assert the motivations that caused a certain behavior. 
The second is that, with respect to simple behaviors, it may be impossible to 
determine, in a given motivation, where external or social pressures end and 
where individual will begins. Discussing Émile Durkheim’s Suicide (1897), he 
writes that “the behavior of individuals traceable to social causes is social 
behavior in one sense. Thus statistical methods can be applied to suicide, and 
‘causes’ assigned for variations. But in just what sense is the relaxation of 
religious restraint in the nineteenth century instanced by Durkheim the cause 
of any particular suicide—and where are we to draw the line between social 
and personal causes?” (ECPI 112) There are two problems here. The first is 
distinguishing between the “case,” or any particular event, and the “law,” the 
single explanatory mechanism. In his required essay on explanation and 
description, Eliot writes that “we become so habituated to think of the case 
and its law together, that we no longer feel the illumination of transition.” 
(ECPI 124) Statistics, of course, is the attempt to subsume any distinction 
between case and law because the law is simply a function of all cases—it has 
no existence outside of the set of cases.  

The second problem that Eliot raises here is distinguishing between 
the social and the personal.  That Eliot was troubled by the problem of 
determining the line between the social and the personal has obvious 
implications for his thinking on how the “tradition” (social) and the 
“individual talent” (personal) could be mediated by a process of impersonality 
that put the one in objective—which is to say, causal—relation to the other. In 
his required paper on explanation and description, he writes that “so far as 
cause and effect really can be said to explain (and hence to be really causal), it 
is not simply cause and effect, but tends to become a relation of particular to 
universal.” (ECPI 123) And because empiricism is just the arrangement and 
establishment of data sets in new combinations, science does not provide 
anything like a completely objective relation between the particular and the 
universal. In fact, it “achieve[s] nothing better than a description.” Meaning 
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becomes a feature of the arrangement, not of the data. Thus he writes that “to 
have significant description, you must arrange data in a new whole, in an 
order which was not strictly given in the data as data.” (ECPI 124)  And 
arrangement is really just an interpretation because “with given facts, we can 
do one of two things; we can either interpret them by reference to a ground or 
cause, or we can endeavor to hold them before the attention and describe them 
as given.” (ECPI 122) This descriptive ideal is the “function of science,” but it 
is also recognizable as the “presentational” standard to which Pound sought to 
hold himself as an imagist. Eliot writes that “If you did describe the thing as it 
really is, the whole truth about it, you would not be describing, you would be 
presenting: described and description would be identical.” (ECPI 124-5) 
Needless to say, this is not what science does when it makes claims about the 
“thing.” Eliot had less faith than Pound in the possibility of pure presentation 
even if he thought it an admirable standard. And he had less faith than 
scientists, and even conciliatory pragmatists such as Peirce, Royce and 
Pearson, about the ability of science to maintain a descriptive mode that does 
not circle back to an explanatory principle that can be revealed to be an 
explanation. Though “description is the function of science, explanation (or 
interpretation) [is the function] of metaphysics,” any science claiming to be 
lawful, to be objective, to unite cause and effect, is, finally just interpretive 
because the scientist “never remains at one point of view.” (ECPI 125)   

While Eliot establishes metaphysics as the rightful domain of 
explanation, he distinguishes “us,” meaning those involved in the Royce 
seminar, from the “metaphysically inclined” who “would intimate that in the 
Absolute, explanation and description meet.” (ECPI 125) This ought to 
resonate with readers familiar with the dissertation that Eliot submits to 
Harvard two years later in 1916, in which he accepts the bulk of F.H. 
Bradley’s philosophy but goes to great lengths to divest it of its basis in any 
kind of Absolute. The key takeaway, with respect to impersonality, is that 
while Eliot holds that description is not possible epistemologically, and thus 
that presentation is not possible expressively, he likewise refuses to embrace an 
Absolute that would dissolve the problem by asserting a first explanatory 
principle. So that while he rejects statistics as an orienting principle for the 
truth claims of pragmatism, he likewise rejects the idealist alternative. He 
acknowledges that the arrangement of facts—itself an interpretation—will 
always constitute the basis from which the reality of any state-of-affairs can be 
articulated. If explanation is the only way to discover the laws of the universe, 
and metaphysics is the domain of explanation, the following remark seems an 
item of unexampled skepticism:  “relatively, metaphysics involves personality 
more than does science—and explanation is explanation comprehended by a 
point of view.” (ECPI 125)  
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It is not difficult to see why Eliot ultimately turned away from 
philosophy. And easier still to see why he turned finally to religion. But 
between turning away from philosophy and turning toward religion, Eliot 
produced a poetics that sought to resolve this problem in a way that is 
unmistakably inflected by pragmatism. Since description and presentation are 
impossible, and since arrangement and interpretation are inevitable—since, to 
use the key term, personality is an inescapable feature of explanation—Eliot 
emphasized in his poetics the process of refining personality to make the 
inevitable “maintenance of one point of view” as “significant” as possible by 
exposure to as much experience and to as much tradition as possible. As with 
Peirce’s scientist, then, Eliot’s prototypical poet would transcend personal bias 
by cultivating personality, by becoming “one on whom nothing is lost,” by 
amassing enough data individually (in experience) and socially (by exposure to 
the tradition) that the “point of view,” while inescapably personal, is as 
expansive and as impersonal as can be. Hence Eliot’s appreciation of Pound 
not when he is at his most direct, but when he is at his most “archaeological,” 
which is to say, when he unearths so much from the tradition that the 
imaginary curve of the data set necessarily hews closest to the reality of things. 
If personality was inevitable, the poet could come closest to reality not by 
directly presenting his material but by developing a sensibility, by exposure to 
the tradition of contents, that would serve as a refining selective mechanism 
when, in expression, he was called upon to arrange the so-called facts under 
the aspect of a single point of view, and to see how they relate to each other. 
Eliot’s ideal of the poet is that of the arranger of relational intensities available 
in the history of culture according to a principle that diminishes personality by 
infinite expansion until impersonality is really a function of infinite 
interpersonality. Understanding how a poet might accomplish this seems to 
involve intellectual somersaults down byzantine semantic corridors until we 
discover the Eliot is really using two distinct but related senses of the terms 
“personality” and “mind.” We will disambiguate those senses in the next 
chapter as we address “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” “The 
Metaphysical Poets” and other hallmarks of Eliot’s early criticism. 

 
 
 

~The Dissertation~ 
 
 
 

But it would be irresponsible to pass directly from Eliot’s graduate 
work at Harvard in 1914 to his emergence as a significant poet (1917) and as a 
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significant critic (1919) without at least acknowledging that, in the interim, he 
wrote a dissertation on the idealist philosopher, F.H. Bradley, that was 
subsequently submitted to Harvard, and approved enthusiastically by Royce 
who called it “the work of an expert.” If I don’t pay as much attention to the 
dissertation as I do to the earlier essays it is only because it has been the object 
of thorough and uninterrupted attention since it was published in 1964. Not so 
in the case of its intellectual foundations. Perhaps because the dissertation was 
readily available no less than fifty years before the Royce essays and the rest of 
Eliot’s graduate work, it has not traditionally been interpreted as the reaction 
to pragmatism, to statistics, and to the social sciences that it is. Instead, it has, 
in large part, been regarded, not without justification, as endorsing an idealism 
tantamount to, or at least co-extensive with, that of Bradley. When, as in 
Walter Benn Michaels’ “Philosophy in Kinkanja: Eliot’s Pragmatism” (1980), 
Eliot’s dissertation has been seen as a species of pragmatism, it is a 
pragmatism of a different kind altogether than the one to which Eliot was 
exposed at Harvard. When Michaels and others, such as Donald Childs and 
Richard Shusterman, turn Eliot into a “pragmatist,” the pragmatism is that of 
Rorty, Dewey and the linguistic turn.134 As we have shown, Eliot, by personal 
allegiance, should indeed have been inclined to accept pragmatism. The bulk 
of his undergraduate and graduate mentors had. In a book review in 1917, he 
characterized William James as heroically trying to fend off the “oppression of 
idealistic philosophy” from the one side and the “oppression of scientific 
materialism” from the other.135 But as Louis Menand has remarked, Eliot’s 
“strongest suit” as a thinker was “scepticism.” He defaulted to “an attitude of 
seeing through everything,” such that while he celebrated pragmatism’s role in 
weakening both the idealist and the realist bulwarks at either end of the 
philosophical spectrum, he could not embrace the positive arguments that 
James—or Peirce, Santayana or Royce—could sustain to build out of 
pragmatism a philosophy commensurate to the needs of a culture that had 
seemingly abandoned religious values forever. As such, “the dissertation is an 
attack on, first, epistemology and psychology, and second, philosophy itself,” 
according to Louis Menand. “Its argument is purely destructive.”136 Put 
another way, for Eliot, pragmatism served the precise opposite function that it 
																																																								
134 See Walter Benn Michaels, “Philosophy in Kinkanja: Eliot’s Pragmatism,” in Glyph 8, ed. 
Walter Benn Michaels (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), 170-202, Donald 
Childs, From Philosophy to Poetry: T.S. Eliot’s Study of Knowledge and Experience (New York: Palgrave, 
2001), and Richard Shusterman, “Eliot’s Pragmatist Philosophy of Practical Wisdom,” The 
Review of English Studies 40 (1989): 72-92.  
135 T.S. Eliot, “William James on Immortality,” New Statesman (8 Sept. 1917): 547.  
136 Louis Menand, “T.S. Eliot” in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, Vol. 7: Modernism and the 
New Criticism, eds. A. Walton Litz, Louis Menand and Lawrence Rainey (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000): 19, 22. Cited hereafter as MTSE.  
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had been designed to serve. It became not a bridge between realism and 
idealism but a wrecking ball that, if properly calibrated, could take the top off 
of both.  

Such a destructively skeptical disposition might seem unlikely to 
produce a serviceable literary criticism, but it succeeds because Eliot, in the 
dissertation, shows a willingness to build (or praise) a theoretical system built 
up not from first principles but from a background of assumptions that must 
be shared essentially on faith. In other words, he accepts the philosophy of 
F.H. Bradley—its conclusions and practical results—while rejecting out of hand 
the basis on which it is established. In publications in The Monist that followed 
from the dissertation, Eliot makes it abundantly clear that he will not accept 
any conception of the Absolute as a valid philosophical first principle. And yet 
he concludes the published version of the dissertation with the following: “If I 
have insisted on the practical (pragmatic?) in the constitution of the meaning 
of objects, it is because the practical is a practical metaphysic. And this 
emphasis upon practice—upon the relativity and the instrumentality of 
knowledge—is what impels us toward the Absolute.” (ECPI 381) The original 
dissertation—submitted to Harvard in 1916—ended with the above followed by 
a sentence fragment: “For if all objectivity and all knowledge is relative…” 
(ECPI 240) The sentence can be completed in a number of ways, but 
regardless, it suggests that the Absolute enters into Eliot’s thinking as the telos 
of an epistemic principle, acknowledged both to be imaginary and to be of 
practical use in the realm of metaphysics. In other words, either we accept the 
relativity of values to mean that the world is utterly valueless—from which 
anarchy—or we act as though something within man, some “sensibility” can be 
harnessed that gestures toward an “absolute,” impersonal organizing 
principle—from which culture. It is little surprise to discover that in a letter to 
his Harvard and Oxford colleague, Norbert Wiener, he wrote at the time that 
“I am quite ready to admit that the lesson of relativism is: to avoid philosophy 
and devote oneself to either real art or real science,” for the dissertation will 
“attack first ‘Reality,’ second ‘Idea’ or ideal content, and then try to show 
sufficient reason for attempting to get along without any theory of judgment 
whatsoever.”137 Eliot spurns philosophy for literature—he admits in the letter 
above that for him “philosophy is chiefly literary criticism and conversation 
about life”—because judgment was not something that could be built up from 
rational foundations as a theory, but something that could be witnessed in 
practice via great works of art and great feats of science. Judgment is the work 

																																																								
137 Letter to Norbert Wiener from T.S. Eliot, dated 6 January 1915. T.S. Eliot, The Letters of T.S. 
Eliot: Volume I: 1898-1922 eds. Valerie Eliot, Hugh Haughton (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2011): 89. 
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of sensibility that refines the personal into the impersonal; in art, emotion into 
feeling. The contours of sensibility—the human manifestation of what can be 
called an aspirational Absolute—emerge when art attains to a standard of felt 
thought in which sensibility refines emotion into feeling, and judgment 
attaches feeling to an object. Felt thought is thus the rationale behind the 
objective correlative.  

Perhaps it is a symptom of the “two cultures” rhetoric dominating 
academic culture, in various guises, for the past century that it has become 
natural to think of the quest for objectivity as a preoccupation exclusive to the 
sciences. Whether this is justified today is a matter of debate. Whether it was 
justified during Eliot’s student years is not. Though the nascent field of 
sociology had begun to ask whether the quest for objectivity (even in the 
sciences) was after all a mug’s game, it was a given, both on the side of the 
realists and on that of the idealists, that philosophy should be motivated by the 
quest for objectivity.138 In fact, the principal point of contention between 
realists and idealists was—and is—the question of which philosophical 
approach more directly isolates the represented object from its subjective 
presentation. Realists, believing in a world of accessible objects largely 
unaltered by their representation (or presentation) in consciousness, advocate 
an outward-looking approach. Idealists, believing in a world of representations 
with no (or limited) accessible things-in-themselves, favor an inward-looking 
approach that holds that studying the representing relation is the best way to 
reproduce the pure object in itself. If we take the representing relation, i.e. the 
mind-to-world relation, to be a single entity applicable in all cases of 
judgment, it is easy to see why idealists called it the Absolute.  In such a case, 
the representing relation is the key to unlocking the unrepresented world.  
Hence the quest for objectivity and the quest for the Absolute become 
identical. Or as Eliot puts it in an essay that he wrote for Royce, “For those 
who are metaphysically inclined, I would intimate that in the Absolute, 
explanation and description meet.” (ECPI 125) The objection from science is 
that there is no single representing relation, but many—nearly infinite, 
according to Eliot—representing relations in various aspects of perception and 
judgment. Even if the idealist could object that the sum of these relations 
amounts to the Absolute, the realist would appeal to Occam’s Razor: if one has 
all of the explanatory relations, why posit the existence of an Absolute? If the 
Absolute is really a sum of representing relations, then it possesses no 

																																																								
138 For a history of role that the concept of objectivity played in the formation of the discipline 
of sociology, see Robert C. Bannister, Sociology and Scientism: The American Quest for Objectivity, 1880-
1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987).  
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explanatory power when it comes to the ordinary problems of philosophy or to 
those of life. 

But efforts to take one object of Eliot’s skepticism as evidence that he 
had begun to adopt the opposite position are rarely rewarded. Eliot’s 
dissertation may be an unexampled critique of the Absolute, but it is equally 
critical of the realist alternative: psycho-physics. Much of the dissertation is 
dedicated to rescuing aspects of idealism—above all, the focus on the 
representing relation as the key to isolating the object from its subjective 
components—from the Absolute, which he came to consider an embarrassing 
first principle of idealism, and from psychology, which he came to consider an 
embarrassing final configuration of the data of experience.  The dissertation, 
he promises, “will occupy itself with the development of subject and object out 
of immediate experience, with the question of independence, and with the 
precise meaning of the term ‘objectivity.’” (ECPI 243) As in his Royce essays, 
he is keen to preserve aspects of non-classical logic and rationalism. “Out of 
absolute idealism,” he writes, “we retain what I consider its most important 
doctrines, Degrees of Truth and Reality, and the Internality of Relations; we 
reject the reliance upon ‘consciousness’ or the ‘work of the mind’ as a principle 
of explanation.” (ECPI 368) Here Eliot seems to endorse idealism’s focus on 
inner relations without accepting either the Absolute—or the psyche—as an 
explanatory principle.  

How is this not inconsistent? We distinguished between the outward-
looking approach of realism and the inward-looking approach of idealism. We 
may now observe that the distinction mirrors that of externalism and 
internalism in contemporary philosophy of mind, even if internalism is no 
longer the exclusive province of idealists (Frank Jackson and John Searle are 
prominent realist internalists). Internalism, however, does not imply 
psychology. To make that connection is to confuse ontology for epistemology. 
Internalism invokes the mind not to explain how knowledge comes to 
consciousness (thought), but how objects come to consciousness (thought 
content). How being rather than knowing is established. The principal point is 
that in perception, for example, neither externalists nor internalists argue that 
we can, in the manner of psychology, “see” the seeing. We only ever see 
objects. The internalism-externalism debate simply refers, as a matter of 
ontology, to how we see the objects.  

Amid the extremes of internalism and externalism, Eliot was neither 
here nor there, but the debate frames his critique of psychology. He writes 
that “with regard to mental activity, I conclude that we find only physiological 
activity or logical activity, both independent of, and more fundamental than 
what we call the activity of mind.” (ECPI 368) To parse this statement, it 
seems that Eliot regards cognition as containing hard science (“physiological 
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activity”) and rationality (“logical activity”), elements that subtend the 
operations of the psyche (“the activity of mind”). Given this belief that physics 
and logic are beneath what we call psychology, it is little surprise that Eliot 
concludes that the “activity of mind” is finally mechanical.  “If you will find 
the mechanical anywhere,” he writes, “you will find it in the workings of 
mind; and to inspect living mind, you must look nowhere but in the world 
outside.” (ECPI 368)  

These statements could be interpreted to make Eliot align with 
behaviorist psychology when in fact what he means is the opposite. For one 
thing, the behaviorist asserts positive knowledge, but Eliot’s curious brand of 
empiricism demands the opposite: “what it is that we know for most certain 
(and this method deserves the name of empiricism as much as anything does), 
we find that we are certain of everything, relatively, and of nothing, 
positively.” (ECPI 371) The reason that positive knowledge is impossible—that, 
to take the point further, “no knowledge will survive analysis”—is that, for 
Eliot, “all objects are non-mental.” Thus there must be a theory of how objects 
come to mind. There must be a psychology. And here we encounter all of the 
old problems of realism and idealism, the first of which yields “psycho-
physics,” the second of which yields “rational psychology.” Both positions 
require replacing objects with “half-objects” (presumably cognitive states, on 
the one hand, representations, on the other) that are not “wholly 
apprehensible” and “depend for their existence upon apprehending two points 
of view at once, and pursuing neither” so that the “’mental’ would have no 
place in a ‘real’ world such as the scientist intends, and the real world would 
consist in the relations of points whose entire existence was relation: whose 
reality consisted in their external relations.” (ECPI 373) So we might conclude 
that when Eliot says that to understand the mechanisms of the mind, one 
must “look nowhere but in the world outside,” he does not mean that we look 
at the objects of the world, but that we look at the looking, that we look at the 
relation of the mind to the object.  

Little surprise to discover that he had been reading Husserl. But his 
position is not exactly that of phenomenology because it does not hold out 
hope for a prepredicative Lebenswelt that is the a priori ground of all scientific 
thought. Eliot shares with Husserl the belief that if impure psychological 
events and atemporal ideal truths can be bridged, they can be bridged by 
intentionality—the directedness of mind toward its objects—but he has much 
less faith than Husserl that the bridging could ever become articulate in 
ordinary discourse. “While we can to a certain extent treat relations as if they 
were terms,” he writes, “we find with such entities as ideas that to treat them 
so is almost a step backward rather than a step forward, inasmuch as we can 
only apprehend their reality by putting ourselves in the place of an obscure 
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world and abandoning a clear and scientific one.” (ECPI 373) One intones in 
statements such as these the early signs of a mind ready to abandon the 
terminological battlefields of early analytic philosophy for the more robust 
expressive domains of poetry, and, in particular, the role that grammar and 
sound will play in Eliot’s early verse. 

Already it’s clear that the key for Eliot was not asserting an a priori 
ground for science, but of managing to see how the resources of language 
could help one get a toe-hold on reality. Eliot had objected in the Royce 
seminar that ordinary language was a major impediment (pardon the pun) in 
communication for it required maintaining two perspectives at once, the 
private (or immediate) and the public (or conceptual), and translating between 
the two. One wonders, had Eliot enrolled in the seminar after the so-called 
linguistic turn in philosophy, whether he would have dropped this objection, 
reasoning as many realists now do, that private thoughts are always already 
structured by language. In any case, according to Eliot, the problem with 
objectification—whether mathematical, or linguistic-rational is that it requires 
the creation of a new world, and the identity of the new world with the real 
world requires an “act of faith.” He writes that “a theory which reduces reality 
to mathematical relations of simples is continuous with our ordinary tendency 
toward objectification, and hence is not less ‘true’ in the usual sense, than any 
other; inasmuch as objectification is the creation of a new world, and the 
assertion that the two worlds are the same is an act of faith, only to be 
contrasted with another act of faith to the effect that the two are not the 
same.” (ECPI 374) Such a view makes philosophical proof impossible when 
the materials under consideration are not materials derived from the contents 
of experience. But Eliot can embrace such a philosophy of experience as far as 
he does because he is interested in philosophical knowledge only to the extent 
that it can justify poetics—the immediacy of poetic knowledge—as its rightful 
successor. Eliot, according to Louis Menand, “does not attempt to replace 
epistemology and psychology with a better vocabulary for understanding the 
relations between the mind and the world, and he does not suggest some ways 
in which philosophy might take a more useful turn.” (MTSE 22) Instead, his 
commitment to a philosophy of experience extends only so far as necessary to 
undermine both realist and idealist epistemology. “Immediate experience 
subverts the effort of the epistemologist to understand the relation between the 
mind and the objects it contemplates because it refuses to recognise the 
existence of an object separate from the mind that perceives it” (MTSE 23) 
because, in Eliot’s words, “there is certainly no such thing as consciousness if 
consciousness is to be an object or something independent of the objects which 
it has.” (ECPI 302-3) Thus Eliot’s critique of epistemology doubles as a 
critique of psychology with its talk of mental content and half-objects.  
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For Eliot, as for many of today’s realists, there are real objects and 
there are points of view. Eliot and contemporary realists part company on the 
matter of how such points of view—viewpoints on real objects—can be said to 
come into being. Eliot does entertain what might today be called an 
intentionalist picture of reality when he claims that whether universal or 
particular, “the thing is analysable into intended objects (qualities) and the 
intention (or moment of objectivity).” But it would be difficult to imagine a 
contemporary realist accepting Eliot’s conclusion that such analysis “involves 
an interpretation, a transmigration from one world to another,” a “pilgrimage 
[that] involves an act of faith.” (ECPI 376) Even if Eliot’s doctrine of 
impersonality merits consideration under the terms of contemporary 
intentionalist realism, an undertaking which I pursue in the following 
chapter, what is most important to observe in Eliot’s dissertation is the 
conviction with which he asserts his view that philosophy must, at the most 
fundamental level, reduce to non-propositional beliefs that are, in essence, 
matters of faith. Having rejected the statistical foundations of Peirce’s 
pragmatism and the Absolute of Bradley’s idealism, he is left to conclude that 
“a philosophy can and must be worked out with the greatest rigour and 
discipline in the details, but can ultimately be founded on nothing but faith.” 
(ECPI 376) For “any assertion about the world,” he claims, giving voice to the 
bête noir of his Harvard philosophy days, “will inevitably be an interpretation.” 
So he reverses and slightly modifies Eucken’s famous dictum about private 
truths. “All significant truths are private truths,” he writes, “as they become 
public they cease to become truths; they become facts, or at best, part of the 
public character; or at worst, catchwords.” (ECPI 377) Just as the measuring 
device corrupts the particle in subatomic physics, so too language (and perhaps 
even reflection) denatures the object in perception.  

What Eliot’s dissertation confirms, above all, is his growing sense of 
the need for a new use of language that could present the enabling conditions of 
perception rather than re-present the perception itself, thereby suspending the 
passage from object of perception to subject of description, from pure feeling to 
pure thought. In retrospect, it seems obvious that the chapter which concludes 
Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F.H. Bradley could only be written by 
someone who had chosen to abandon philosophy in favor of poetry. It was, in 
point of fact, sufficiently obvious to those members of the Harvard Philosophy 
Department who sought to block Eliot’s appointment on the ground that 
students deserve a philosophy professor more dedicated to the cause than one 
about whom it could be said that “his poetry is now the most typical thing 
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about him.”139  But Eliot’s engagement with philosophy, now a dense tangle of 
pragmatism, realism and metaphysics—all rejected—had done him more than 
just a bit of good. For it determined in him the importance of an “emphasis 
upon practice—upon the relativity and the instrumentality of knowledge” that 
would motivate his search for the “meaning of objects.” (ECPI 381) He may, in 
other words, have used philosophy only to establish a poetics, borrowing 
heterogeneously and even haphazardly from various, sometimes, opposed 
schools of thought. But the “practice” of poetry, he seems to promise, will 
fulfill the aims of philosophy at least insofar as they can be fulfilled without 
any reliance on stable concepts.  
 
 
 
~Conclusion~ 

 
 
 
Thus far I have offered a breviary on the sources of Eliot’s philosophy 

leading up to the publication of “Tradition and the Individual Talent” and his 
decision to reject a provisional job offer from the Harvard Philosophy 
Department in favor of a career as a poet, editor and critic. As one would 
expect of any good and thoroughgoing skeptic, the path that led toward Eliot’s 
rejection of philosophy was paved by a sequence of rejected philosophies. Eliot 
begins, after William James, by rejecting extreme forms of idealism and 
realism (defined as scientific materialism), embracing instead the pragmatist 
middle course best represented by Royce’s “absolute pragmatism.” But Eliot 
rejects pragmatism as it becomes more inescapably governed with statistical 
thinking, prompting him to exit for Oxford. Once in Oxford, he rejects 

																																																								
139 One interpretation of the objections of Ralph Barton Perry and George Herbert Woods is 
that they feared that Eliot was a homosexual. Perry worried that Eliot had become “too rare 
and overrefined,” “a sort of attenuated Santayana” (who was under suspicion of homosexuality 
throughout his time at Harvard), while Palmer feared that he had succumbed to a “weak 
aestheticism” and “a certain softness of moral fibre.” This interpretation is not impossible, and 
certainly not beyond the pale, but it is also not substantiated by a preponderance of the 
evidence. For one thing, Perry and Palmer had purely intellectual reasons to resent the 
influence of Santayana, who was increasingly dismissive of the New Realism. And it is worth 
noting that it is not Santayana who is described as “attenuated,” but Eliot, perhaps in the 
sense that a facsimile is bound to be an attenuated version of an original. For another, it was 
not uncommon for terms of rebuke and renunciation to be so heavily gendered at the time (see 
Kim Townsend, Manhood at Harvard [Cambridge: Belknap, 2003]). Finally, Eliot was already 
married to Vivien Haigh-Wood at the time of these discussions, and there is very little 
evidence that questions about his sexuality were widespread (with Hart Crane’s interpretation 
of his sexuality a notable exception).      
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idealism finally after a substantial effort to rescue Bradley’s philosophy from 
its reliance on the Absolute. “Tradition and the Individual Talent” along with 
a select few essays of the period, I intend to show in the next chapter, were 
written to establish for poetry an alternative epistemology that could respond 
to the various dissatisfactions that his study of philosophy had engendered in 
him.  
 The nature of each dissatisfaction determines, in some way, the shape 
that Eliot’s theory of impersonality will take. So in order to make 
impersonality clear we must summarize these dissatisfactions as concretely as 
possible. (1) Against realism he objected that there is no such thing as objective 
“description” because all description occurs under an aspect, or point-of-view. 
(2) Against idealism, he objected to the use of the Absolute, the psyche, or the 
“work of the mind” as an explanatory principle in human (individual or 
group) behavior—as a proxy, in other words, for point-of-view. (3) Against 
statistical pragmatism (and the many social sciences that pragmatism enabled), 
he objected to the idea that a “view from nowhere” based on “retroduction” via 
an “intuition of nature” could be established to characterize social phenomena 
(such as religion) that were divorced from “practical need.” Each of these 
objections is an objection from epistemology, subserving a general skepticism 
about what a subject can claim to be able to say about an object. So they are 
suspicions about claims to objectivity that seek to avoid the problem of point of 
view. For Eliot, as we shall soon see, “felt thought” offered an alternative kind 
of objectivity that not only included but privileged point of view as that which 
tied an observation to its enabling context.  
 But first a brief restatement of the aspects of each philosophy that 
appealed to Eliot. He was, after all, by turns absorbed with realism, idealism 
and pragmatism. And the various sources of appeal shape his theory of 
impersonality as much as the eventual dissatisfactions. (1) He valued realism’s 
tendency to begin with objects as the key to understanding mind (rather than 
the other way around). (2) He valued pragmatism’s emphasis on the 
development of a scientific ethos, requiring commitment, self-sacrifice and 
experience, that he would adapt when developing a concept of “sensibility.” (3) 
He valued idealism’s tolerance for degrees of reality and its focus on inner 
relations, intuitable only to sensibility in aesthetic experience. It is important 
to observe that these sources of appreciation are not themselves mutually 
exclusive in the way that other aspects of idealism, realism and pragmatism 
are from one another, which allowed Eliot to unite them for the specific 
purpose of describing the effects of poetry and the operations of the poet's 
mind. We will see, in discussing Eliot’s literary critical essays, how he 
manages to unite these sources of appeal in a metaphysics that, though far 
from seamless, has an impressive degree of internal consistency especially 
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when considering that it was not intended or presented as a philosophical 
system (even if I have reconstituted it as such) but as a “practical metaphysic” 
that would prove useful in the development of a poetics of “felt thought.” 

Revisiting Eliot's education in philosophy is not sufficient for a 
genealogy of “felt thought,” but if the doctrine has three features—feeling, 
sensibility and thought—many of the components of each are traceable to 
Eliot’s mentors at Harvard and Oxford across the spectrum of philosophical 
positions. The belief that feeling is a transpersonal phenomenon can be traced 
to the pragmatism of Royce; that sensibility is intuitive and relational, to the 
pragmatism of Peirce and the idealism of Bradley, respectively; that the 
expression of thought is descriptive rather than explanatory, to the realism of 
Pearson. These are not inheritances in the classic sense since Eliot often 
accepted only a part of the whole idea, or made modifications that would have 
led to an impasse with the original thinker. Take the view of feeling as a 
transpersonal phenomenon that Eliot “inherited” from Royce. For Eliot, the 
“persons” can be internalized and must be historical or virtual—they are, thus, 
interpreted and projected personae, the voices of literature’s past and future. For 
Royce, they are flesh-and-blood contemporary thinkers operating as a 
“community of inquirers.” But we are motivated to depict Royce as the 
“source” of the idea not out of a duty to intellectual property or priority, but 
out of an interest in how the idea emerged and was transmuted in Eliot’s own 
thinking. Surely Eliot contributed ideas untraceable to any of his mentors—
most notably, the insight that the shape of feeling is aspectual and that 
presentation must be exemplary rather than representational—but more than 
any other poet of his generation, he was conscious of an epistemological 
background against which his philosophy of poetry might come into focus. The 
motives of this dissertation, however, are not finally historical. In order to 
generalize a critical practice from Eliot’s conception of “felt thought” I must 
prove first that it can be mapped onto the coordinates of contemporary 
neurobiology and philosophy of mind, and second that it can be turned to good 
use in practical criticism. Thus my agenda is set for the next two chapters.    
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CHAPTER III // The Science of Sensibility 
 
 

“The inner freedom from the practical desire, 
   The release from action and suffering, release from the inner 
   And the outer compulsion, yet surrounded 
   By a grace of sense, a white light still and moving, 
   Erhebung without motion, concentration 
   Without elimination, both a new world 
   And the old made explicit, understood.” 
     -T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets (1943)140 
 
 
~ Introduction ~ 
 
 

The time has come to tie the threads together. The first business of this 
chapter will be to offer, at long last, a full-blown synthesis of Eliot’s early 
poetics. It is indeed a poetics and not merely a critical program for Eliot held 
that the critical faculty was inseparable from, perhaps even a precondition for, 
the creative faculty. To the “usual objection” that his “programme for the 
métier of poetry” requires “a ridiculous amount of erudition,” Eliot responds 
that “when one creative mind is better than another, the reason often is that 
the better is the more critical.” (ECPII 108, 296)141 Erudition, for Eliot, was 

																																																								
140 T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems (New York: Harcourt, 1963): 177-8.   
141 This is hardly a unique feature of Eliot’s program. In fact the isolation of an operation of 
mind that applies in equal measure to the “audience” as to the “author” is a standard both in 
poetics and in the more practical strands of philosophical aesthetics, even when the theorist is 
not explicit, as Eliot was, about the double-application of the theory. Consider, for example, 
how Keats’s “negative capability” is intended as a description of the poet’s mind-frame, but 
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the sine qua non of criticism, and criticism that of sensibility. He regrets in 
“Modern Tendencies in Poetry” that the contemporary poet is advised that “he 
ought not to require of his public, erudition—that is, trained sensibility or 
subtlety of feeling—that is, concentrated attention,” (ECPII 212) or, to take a 
phrase from the epigraph, “concentration without elimination.” For Eliot, 
readerly and writerly virtues are not just complementary; they come to an 
identity in the nourishment of “sensibility.” This is indeed the key term not 
just for this chapter but for the dissertation as a whole because it identifies a 
mode of intelligence at odds with the algorithmic conception that rose to 
prominence with advances in artificial intelligence that institutionalized the 
computational theory of mind. If we have waited until now to assert the 
qualities and operations of mind involved in sensibility, it is only because 
Eliot’s critical essays were so vague on the mechanics of those qualities and 
operations that a robust bank of supplements from his literary (Chapter I) and 
philosophical (Chapter II) influences is required to make a reconstruction at a 
level of detail fine enough to render them intelligible at the register of analytic 
philosophy and then neuroscientific analysis, which will be the final 
occupations of this chapter.  

Let us be reminded of those influences briefly before proceeding. 
Eliot’s university years were marked by profound and unprecedented changes 
in the academy—the formation of disciplines, the specialization of knowledge, 
a shift of emphasis from teaching to research—tantamount to a process of 
scientification. The process entailed a deflated conception of the role of the 
inquisitor in the scientific enterprise. Gone was the model of heroic self-exile 
represented by Wordsworth’s memorial to Newton with his “mind for ever / 
Voyaging through strange seas of / Thought, alone.”142 Taking his place was an 
ideal of the scientist that enshrined dutiful study and ascetic self-removal as 
his cardinal virtues. The scientific community—rather than the individual 
scientist—was increasingly seen as the source of genius and the engine of 
scientific progress. Eliot imported this anti-heroic ideal of genius to his theory 

																																																																																																																																																					
doubles as a description of the ideal reader’s mind-frame. The reason to bring this up now is 
that while it may be standard in philosophical aesthetics, it is not at all standard in empirical 
aesthetics where a particular stimulus and psychological mode must be specified. 
142 It is worth noting that the “Romantic” conception of the scientist as a man of genius did 
not, all of a sudden, go up in smoke. Alfred North Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World 
(New York: Pelican, 1925) gives a worshipful account of figures such as Newton and Darwin, 
and as late as 1945, books such as Vannevar Bush’s Science—The Endless Frontier, which depicts 
scientists as the rightful successors to mythological figures like Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett 
and Natty Bumppo, were written, published and well-received. But with Peirce, the 
communitarian ideal begins to dominate—especially within the academy—becoming more 
concrete with Robert K. Merton’s essays of the 1930s and Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962).  
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of poetics. Romantic poetics had yielded a conception of the poet as a hero of 
the present, capable of uniting particular and universal together in a flash of 
his own genius. For Eliot, by contrast, the business of unification must be left 
to the transhistorical community of poets whose voices had a logarithmic 
structuring effect both on the sensibility of the poet and on the form of 
language. The poet was thus a conduit between the present and the past, tied 
to the former by emotion (and feeling therefrom), tied to the latter by language 
(and thought therefrom). The best that the poet could do, in the effort to bring 
particular (feeling) together into unity with universal (thought), was to build 
up his sensibility by erudition so that, when the crucial moment arrived, he 
could step aside and let his sensibility determine the form of thought 
appropriate to the contents of feeling with minimal interference from his 
“personality” and maximal reference to the tradition as a structuring principle. 
Then an exemplary relation between concepts could be established by 
triangulations among concept, ground and constructive activity.  
 The explicit goal of this dissertation has been to gather Eliot’s three 
major critical formulations—the “dissociation of sensibility,” the “doctrine of 
impersonality,” and the “objective correlative”—into a unified poetics whose 
operations can be captured by the phrase, “felt thought.” The assumption has 
been that the reader is familiar enough with what Eliot meant by all three to 
follow the genealogies of influence offered in the previous two chapters. After 
all, much has been made of each of them since they entered into the critical 
firmament with the publication of “The Metaphysical Poets” (1921), “Tradition 
and the Individual Talent” (1919) and “Hamlet and His Problems” (1919) 
respectively. But if we are to unite these formulations under a single theory of 
poetry, it may be worthwhile to draw out the implications of each in 
propositional form so that we can be as clear as possible about how the whole 
thing hangs together, and so that we can clear the field of any disorienting 
misinterpretations. In kernel form, the relationship is not terribly difficult to 
state. An event in the intellectual history of the West, known as “the 
dissociation of sensibility,” occurred in which thought became divorced from 
feeling. Thereafter feeling became the province of the individual; thought the 
province of the culture or tradition. But genuine knowledge requires uniting 
thought and feeling. The resources of poetry can produce genuine knowledge 
so long as the poet adheres to a “doctrine of impersonality” that brings 
significant erudition, on the one hand, together with significant emotion, on 
the other, via the operation of the poet’s sensibility. The result is an “objective 
correlative,” which renders the description of a state of affairs equivalent to 
the emotion that it evokes so that thought and feeling come into a spontaneous 
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unity.143  
 If this relationship is not difficult to articulate, it has been difficult for 
critics to accept. For one thing, the scope of these claims is fabulously 
immodest. They not only identify a broad epistemic regression at just the time 
and place almost universally identified with an unprecedented leap forward in 
human knowledge—Europe during the Enlightenment—but they declare an 
outsized role for poetry in setting things aright.144 For another, the key terms 
are seldom, if ever, defined. How “feeling” and “emotion” differ, for example, 
is never made articulate in the essays themselves. Nonetheless, among literary 
critics, the most damaging objections to Eliot’s theory have been objections 
about how he interprets the evidence. Literary critics have struggled to accept 
the harsh judgments of, say, Romanticism or Hamlet, which are the basis for 
Eliot’s positive assertions about poetry and criticism. But one mustn’t accept 
Eliot’s judgments about poets and schools of poetry in order to accept his 
judgments about poetry itself. That is to say that one may accept his assertion 
that more refined language correlates with cruder expressions of feeling 
without accepting Milton or Dryden as particularly good examples. Eliot’s 
temperament was, by nature, critical, and literary criticism was in all 
likelihood the liveliest and most memorable way for him to transmit his 
theory of poetry. But one wonders if he might have sidestepped quite a bit of 
criticism and misunderstanding had he offered his formulations in 
propositional rather than in critical form. 
 In this chapter, we begin by rendering his three central formulations—
the dissociation of sensibility, the doctrine of impersonality and the objective 
correlative—propositionally. The aim is not to produce an analytic of Eliot’s 
trilogy—for the propositions are not atomistic and logically sequential—but to 
offer in the clearest possible terms the positive formulations unburdened of 
their underlying critical judgments. Then we will show how those three 
formulations, against the background of the literary and intellectual influences 
																																																								
143 Though, perhaps more than many critics, I believe Eliot’s usage of the term “objective 
correlative” to be unique to his criticism, it is worth acknowledging some possible sources of 
genesis. The most plausible is George Santayana’s use of the term “correlative objects” in a 
book titled Interpretation of Poetry and Religion (New York: Scribner, 1900) wherein he remarks 
that emotions “must at all hazards find or feign their correlative objects.” Outside the context 
of poetry, Husserl had written in Logische Untersuchungen (1900) of “objektives Korrelat” and 
John Henry Newman had used the term in English in one of his Sermons Preached before the 
University of Oxford (1884).    
144 After Horkheimer and Adorno, it became commonplace to identify the Enlightenment with 
unwelcome political developments caused by a decline in sovereign, personal identity. But this 
line of argument, typically associated with what is today called critical theory, accepts the basic 
epistemology of the Enlightenment even as it presents a sociology of the collateral effects. 
Eliot, by contrast, wanted to challenge the epistemology itself alongside what he regarded as 
its chief consequence: Romanticism and the culture of personal emotion.    
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described in the previous two chapters, combine to form a makeshift poetic 
epistemology of modernist poetry. Showing how the epistemology hangs 
together requires me to turn to neurobiology since ordinary psychological 
understandings of the faculties in question are too crude and reductive to 
characterize the operations of mind that Eliot associated with the creative and 
critical activities involved in poetic intelligence. We conclude this chapter by 
explaining how neurobiology can go beyond, say, cognitive science, by 
specifying those operations without giving them over to ordinary psychological 
conceptions of emotion, thought, and content that would depict the mind as a 
physical computer, on the one hand, or a metaphysical soul, on the other.  
 
 
 
~ The Trilogy ~  
 
 
 

Since the three formulations came into being in literary criticism, and 
not as a philosophical system, they were written out of logical order. Eliot’s 
diagnosis of the problem with modern poetry—“the dissociation of sensibility” 
described in the essay, “The Metaphysical Poets”—came two years after his 
solution to the problem—“the doctrine of impersonality” in “Tradition and the 
Individual Talent”—and its exemplary effect, “the objective correlative” which 
he described in “Hamlet and His Problems.” Here, in an effort to systematize 
Eliot’s thought, we put the formulations in logical order, and thus begin with 
the “dissociation of sensibility.”  
 
 

(a) The Dissociation of Sensibility 
 
 

The positive claims of “The Metaphysical Poets” come into clearest view if 
we abstract them from the essay’s problematic historical claims and literary 
judgments. Its central claims reduce to the following nine precepts: 
 

1. The work of the poet is to unite heterogeneous ideas together via an 
operation of mind. (“But a degree of heterogeneity of material 
compelled into unity by the operation of the poet’s mind is omnipresent 
in poetry.” [ECPII 376]) 
 

2. Heterogeneity is defined at the most fundamental level by two distinct 
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types of ideas: “feelings” and “thoughts.” The operation of mind 
involves uniting them in experience. (“In the mind of the poet these 
experiences are always forming new wholes.” [ECPII 380]) 

 
3. The specific mechanism by which the operation of mind functions is 

called “sensibility.” (The greatest poets “incorporated their erudition 
into their sensibility: their mode of feeling was directly and freshly 
altered by their reading and thought.” [ECPII 379])  

 
4. The mind/sensibility of the poet is, at least in part, inseparable from 

the mind/sensibility of his or her civilization. (“The difference [among 
poets of different eras] is not a simple difference of degree between 
poets. It is something which happened to the mind of England between 
the time of [the first poet versus the second].” [ECPII 380])  

 
5. But the individual poet is capable, through experience and erudition, 

of refining his sensibility. (Though “it is not a permanent necessity that 
poets should be interested in philosophy…the more intelligent he is the 
better; the more intelligent he is the more likely that he will have 
interests: our only condition is that he turn them into poetry, and not 
merely meditate on them poetically.” [ECPII 381])  

 
6. In expression, simplicity is preferred, but complexity, especially 

structural complexity, is acceptable so long as it comes from fidelity to 
the unity of “feeling” and “thought.” (“The structure of the sentences, on 
the other hand, is sometimes far from simple, but this is not a vice; it 
is a fidelity to thought and feeling.” [ECPII 378]) 

 
7. Sensibility functions to balance feeling and thought. When poetry 

becomes too oriented toward thought, the language becomes too refined 
(artificial), and the feeling that the language expresses becomes too 
crude. (“But while the language became more refined, the feeling 
became more crude.” [ECPII 381]) 

 
8. When poetry, by contrast, becomes too oriented toward feeling, the 

language becomes too reflective (self-regarding), and the thought that 
the language expresses becomes impoverished. (“The poets revolted 
against the ratiocinative, the descriptive; they thought and felt by fits, 
unbalanced; they reflected.” [ECPII 381])  

 
9. Absent the effects of the “dissociation of sensibility” on the poet, poetry, 
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in its ideal state, can express thought as concretely and immediately as 
feeling. (Poets “feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a 
rose.” [ECPII 380])  

 
 
Reading these quite well-known precepts unburdened of Eliot’s sweeping 
historical claims and summary literary judgments, one is struck by how little 
the essay is committed to periodization and categorization—he questions even 
the use of the term “metaphysical”—and how much the essay is committed to 
establishing how a poet of any age and kind must be intellectually voracious. 
Latent in every sentence of the essay is the lapidary Jamesian idea that the 
author must be “one on whom nothing is lost.” As much as the heart, Eliot 
writes, the poet “must look into the cerebral cortex, the nervous system, and 
the digestive tracts.” (ECPII 382) Indeed, it is the undeniable fact of the 
accumulation of knowledge, along with the poet’s duty to integrate it all, that 
renders modern poetry difficult by necessity: “Our civilization comprehends 
great variety and complexity, and this variety and complexity, playing upon a 
refined sensibility, must produce various and complex results. The poet must 
become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order 
to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning.” (ECPII 381) It is 
in this context that one ought to understand the despair of Pound’s speaker 
who crumbles, in the final canto, under the pressure to weigh “Disney against 
the metaphysicals,” complaining that he “cannot make it cohere.” (PC 796)145  

The complaint serves as a reminder that there is more to being a poet 
than being “one on whom nothing is lost.” There is craftsmanship, a matter to 
which Eliot devotes remarkably little attention in his major critical essays. It is 
true that Eliot speaks of poets “turn[ing interests] into poetry” and “put[ting] 
the material together in a new unity,” but the poet’s own role is almost passive 
in Eliot’s formulation. It is as if, in the initial compositional phase—
observation—his job is to get out of the way so that the mind can do the work. 
The desired effect is hortatory. For Eliot had very definite ideas about poetic 
making—ideas that become clear not only in his poetry but in previous critical 
essays. The constructive activity is indeed crucial to my argument for it is the 
primary way that the powers of exemplification come to hand in Eliot’s theory. 
The emphasis in this piece on mind over manipulation reflects Eliot’s sense 
that, since much of the intelligence of the poem comes to expression in the 
transition from the content of the poet’s mind to the form of the poem itself, 

																																																								
145 Pound’s speaker is almost certainly referring to Eliot’s essay with references both to the 
“metaphysicals” and to “Jules Laforgue,” the exemplar in Eliot’s essay of the contemporary 
“school of Donne.” (ECPII 290) 
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the whole thing required especially delicate handling. Indeed Eliot objects to 
Johnson’s remark that in metaphysical poetry “the most heterogeneous ideas 
are yoked by violence together” because it implies a lack of natural unity 
(“yoked”) but also because it implies a much too assertive compositional role 
for the poet. Johnson’s judgment is only acceptable when Eliot rephrases it in 
the following way: “a degree of heterogeneity of material compelled into unity 
by the operation of the poet’s mind is omnipresent in poetry.” (ECPII 376) 
Eliot universalizes the claim (“omnipresent”), tempers its rhetoric of violence 
(“compelled”), and specifies the “poet’s mind” as the agent of creation. Indeed 
for Eliot, the process of creation is almost technocratic. The poet does his best 
to refine the mind, to make it “perfectly equipped for its work”; and sensibility 
does the rest. Hence it is little surprise that Eliot’s essay focuses mostly on 
perceptual-cognitive operations—“a direct sensuous apprehension of thought,” 
“a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any kind of experience,” 
“transmuting ideas into sensations,” “transforming an observation into a state 
of mind”—than explicitly writerly operations. Reading this essay in isolation 
one might think that where there is a culture that can sustain an artist (mind 
of civilization), where there is an artist devoted to the rigorous and disciplined 
pursuit of intellectual knowledge (mind of the poet), and where there is depth 
of feeling in experience, poetry will follow. But this is only because Eliot had 
already, in essays to which we turn now, incorporated writerly activity into the 
mind’s operations. The fusion that takes in sensibility, we come to find, takes 
place with pen in hand.  
 
 

(b) The Doctrine of Impersonality 
 
 

Being a successful poet required making a swift exit so that poetry 
could run its course. But not only that. Eliot writes in “Tradition and the 
Individual Talent” that “there is a great deal, in the writing of poetry, which 
must be conscious and deliberate,” but that the mark of the bad poet is that he 
“is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious, and conscious where 
he ought to be unconscious.” (ECPII 111) This is, as one will recall, directly 
analogous to Peirce’s concept of “intuition of nature,” developed as one aspect 
of the “method of science,” whereby, after submitting oneself to a rigorous 
process of self-discipline via erudition and experience, the scientist then did 
best to step aside and allow instinct to set him on the path toward the true 
hypothesis. While this seems in both cases a passive modality, it points to an 
ideal of continuous labor in the form of erudition not only as reading, but as 
writing. For the formal demands of writing, Eliot seems to suggest, put the 
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writer in intimate contact with other writers via tradition. What Peirce asks of 
the scientist and what Eliot asks of the poet is impersonality from one vantage 
and a very robust assertion of personality from another. For while the poet or 
the scientist absents himself at the crucial moment—in the sense of an 
“unconscious” cognitive absence—he is responsible for conditioning his mind 
to perform correctly in his “absence.” And the conditioning is what Eliot 
regards as “conscious and deliberate” in the poet’s creation of the poetry (or of 
the mind that creates poetry). So that the oft-quoted formula—“poetry is not a 
turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression 
of personality, but an escape from personality”—must be followed up by the 
less well-traveled remark that “only those who have personality and emotions 
know what it means to want to escape from these things.” (ECPII 111) Those 
who do not gloss over the remark typically regard it as little more than a bit of 
chest-puffing, which it may be, but it also corresponds to the Peircean strand 
in Eliot’s thought. If emotion and personality constitute the will to knowledge, 
and knowledge requires at least a modicum of objectivity, only those with 
emotion and personality will be sufficiently obstructed (or perhaps in a more 
psychological reading, disgusted) by them to wish to escape. If escaping into 
knowledge seems an odd or unlikely formulation, it is worth noting that it 
was, in various forms, a favorite of Peirce. In his writings we read of escaping 
doubt, escaping illogic, escaping false motives, escaping error, even of 
“escap[ing] the percept by shutting one’s eyes.” (CP 7.627) Both Peirce and 
Eliot are clear that, at times, a conscious, perceptive “personality” is a 
detriment to the sensibility that intuits a state-of-affairs or an ideal state of 
relations. 

But what gap does a refined sensibility allow the “impersonal” scientist 
or poet to bridge? For Peirce, the gap was epistemic. For any given state-of-
affairs in the world, reason suggested a wealth of plausible explanations, too 
many to be evaluated and tested by a scientist or even by the scientific 
enterprise. Science thus primarily develops truthful hypotheses (on which the 
whole subsequent edifice is built) by the grace of an intuitive selective 
mechanism, the accuracy and efficiency of which is determined by the 
sensibility of the scientist. On the Peircean account, any scientist given 
infinite time would have discovered the third law of thermodynamics, but 
Walther Nernst’s sensibility was such that he managed to do it in a mere six 
years. Of course the unspoken contributor to sensibility in this case is what we 
ordinarily call genius, and what Eliot calls “talent.”  Let’s review the 
eponymous essay with an eye firmly fixed on how Eliot regards sensibility, or 
intelligence, as the ability to discipline oneself to the point that one is 
positioned to intuit truths latent in tradition. The salient fact about Eliot’s 
cognitive scheme is the following: the individual contributes feeling; the 
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tradition contributes thought. The poet unifies them.  
But because that is not obvious when reading “Tradition and the 

Individual Talent” apart from the pragmatist and metaphysical contexts of 
Eliot’s graduate work, many scholars have misread impersonality to reflect a 
great variety of different things from cultural conservatism to post-human 
aesthetics.146 Possessed as we now are of at least the rudiments of these 
contexts, let us try to avoid similar mistakes by restating the major claims of 
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” in eleven precepts: 

  
1. The notion that the power and meaning of a work of art is 

reducible to the mind of the artist who creates it is a fallacy. (“No 
poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone.” [ECPII 
106]) 

 
2. The fallacy derives from a wish to regard genius as an individuating 

activity. (We “insist, when we praise a poet, upon those aspects of 
his work in which he least resembles any one else.” [ECPII 105]) 

 
3. In fact, genius (hereafter, talent) is collectivizing. It is tantamount 

to the ability to synthesize great stores of cultural knowledge so 
efficiently that one’s ability to feel and receive directly from 
experience remains uncompromised. (“While, however, we persist 
in believing that a poet ought to know as much as will not encroach 
upon his necessary receptivity and necessary laziness, it is not 
desirable to confine knowledge to whatever can be put into a useful 
shape for examinations, drawing-rooms, or the still more 
pretentious modes of publicity. Some can absorb knowledge, the 
more tardy must sweat for it. Shakespeare acquired more essential 
history from Plutarch than most men could from the whole British 
Museum.” [ECPII 108]) 
 

4. Historical or cultural knowledge, not individual perception, 
provides the substance of thought. (“Every nation, every race, has 

																																																								
146 There are too many misreadings to characterize, so I will try to characterize them as two 
basic strands. The first strand is essentially political. Impersonality becomes a fancy form of 
escapism, elitism and conservatism. This is best exemplified by Maud Ellmann, The Poetics of 
Impersonality: T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1988). The 
second strand is essentially epistemic. Impersonality becomes an early expression of the “exit 
author” ethic (when, in fact, what Eliot means is that the author is especially present only in a 
rather more diffuse way). This is best exemplified by Matthew Hart, “Visible Poet: T.S. Eliot 
and Modernist Studies,” American Literary History 19.1 (2007): 174-89. 
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not only its own creative, but its own critical turn of mind.” [ECPII 
105])147 
 

5. Such knowledge is called tradition, but using the resources of 
tradition takes a great deal of effort since the cultural mind is 
difficult to characterize and is never merely inherited. (Tradition 
“cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great 
labour.” [ECPII 106]) 

 
6. The resources of tradition are accessed through a “historical sense,” 

which amounts to bringing the whole history of literary 
achievement into view simultaneously. (“The historical sense 
compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his 
bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe 
from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own 
country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous 
order.” [ECPII 106]) 

 
7. Because meaning is a function of relating the present to the past, 

and because both are beyond the ken of any individual author, the 
relation cannot be brought about by an act of genius, traditionally 
defined, which involves a robust deployment of “personality.” The 
key is to absent one’s personal cognitive powers and instead to allow 
the “consciousness of the past” to engage freely with a feeling of the 
present. (“What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is 
at the moment to something which is more valuable. The progress 
of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of 
personality.” [ECPII 108])  

 
8. The mind is a catalyst for the merging of “feeling” (the present) and 

“thought” (the past). (“The more perfect the artist, the more 
completely separate in him will be the man who suffers and the 
mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind digest and 
transmute the passions which are its material.” [ECPII 109]) 

 

																																																								
147 Since it seems so counterintuitive as an intellectual claim, critics have tended not to focus 
on this technocratic ideal in which Eliot seems to relegate thinking to another discourse. But 
when parsed it makes perfect sense. The distinction is between explicit and implicit thinking. 
The poet only relinquishes the former. The latter emerges in the poetry itself, the product of 
constructive activity. The point is that thought enters formally, and thus by attunement with 
the tradition.   
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9. But feelings are not immediate in the way that emotions are. They 
are not unmediated responses to a situation, but products of a 
combinatory sensibility that has the power to process experience in 
unique and novel ways. (“The poet’s mind is in fact a receptacle for 
seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, which 
remain there until all the particles which can unite to form a new 
compound are present together” [ECPII 109] and “The business of 
the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the ordinary ones 
and, in working them up into poetry, to express feelings which are 
not in actual emotions at all.” [ECPII 111])  

 
10. This sensibility, never perceptible (even to the poet) except in the 

poetry, is in essence the author of or genius of the poem as it 
manifests itself in writerly activity. (“The poet has, not a 
‘personality’ to express, but a particular medium, which is only a 
medium and not a personality, in which impressions and 
experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways.” [ECPII 
110]) 

 
11. If the sensibility is given free reign to bring “thought” and “feeling” 

together with minimal interference, the poem is said to be 
impersonal and good. Else, to be personal and bad. (“The bad poet 
is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious, and 
conscious where he ought to be unconscious. Both errors tend to 
make him ‘personal.’” [ECPII 111]) 

 
 
What these precepts make clear is the degree to which impersonality is a 
virtue not pro se but because it nourishes an interpersonality facilitated on the 
one hand by the workmanlike pursuit of erudition, and on the other, by talent, 
defined as the ability to retain perceptual sensitivity in the face of conceptual 
knowledge through writerly processes. Then, the particular intelligence 
characteristic of the mind of the poet comes into view as a capacity to regulate 
his perceptions (feeling) according to an inarticulable structure determined by 
the perceptions of countless others who precede him within his tradition 
(thought). But this is the description of a cognitive capacity, even an ethic. The 
question remains: how is it represented in poetry?  
 
 

(c) The Objective Correlative 
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Eliot developed the “objective correlative” to answer that very question. 

While some of Eliot’s formulations—including many of his claims about 
impersonality—have, after some time, come into bad odor, none offended as 
immediately and decisively as the objective correlative. There are several 
plausible explanations. The first is that whereas the “dissociation of 
sensibility” and the “doctrine of impersonality” implied a readerly ethic (from 
the explicit writerly ethic to which those concepts are addressed), the 
“objective correlative” is presented as a framework for judgment that puts 
constraints directly on readers since it offers something for which readers 
might search in the text (rather than something that exists in the mind of the 
poet). And, of course, all literary critics are readers; only very few are also 
poets. The second is that, while the first two formulations are built upon 
critical judgments that now seem ill-tempered and insecure, at the time, those 
judgments went against a much softer grain. The status of much Romantic and 
Victorian literature was not as firmly established as it is now. Shakespeare was 
another matter entirely. In the essay that introduced readers to the “objective 
correlative,” Eliot claims that “Hamlet is a failure” on the heels of a 
widespread and thoroughgoing institutional effort to establish its author as one 
of the primary “rallying-signs” of English culture, and one of the bulwarks of 
the university curriculum.148 Thus perhaps even more than the first two 
formulations, the “objective correlative” might benefit from restatement 
outside of its original context. The third explanation is simply that the 
“objective correlative” formulation, since it provides a criterion for critical 
judgment is, by nature, more exposed than its logical predecessors to cross-
examination and counter-examples.149  

																																																								
148 Thomas Carlyle imagined that Shakespeare would unite colonial Britain under a single 
cultural framework: “From Paramatta, from New York, wheresoever, under what sort of 
Parish-Constable soever, English men and women are, they will say to one another: ‘Yes, this 
Shakespeare is ours; we produced him, we speak and think by him; we are of one blood and 
kind with him.”  Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1869): 133. In “Shakespeare and the Department,” Thomas Dabbs 
describes the legitimation of Shakespeare as tantamount to a legitimation of literary study in 
the university context, in James C. Raymond, English as Discipline, or Is There a Plot in This Play? 
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1996): 82-98. 
149 The most ready and self-evident criticism of the “objective correlative” is an objection to 
Eliot’s use of Hamlet to make his case (David L. Stephenson, “An Objective Correlative for T.S. 
Eliot’s Hamlet,” JAAC, 13 (1954): 69-79), but this objection is rarely made. Instead, and quite 
remarkably, the usual objection among the New Critics was that Eliot makes too much of 
emotion, in a manner out of keeping with the “doctrine of impersonality.” This critique was 
made most forcefully by Yvor Winters in “T.S. Eliot: The Illusion of Reaction,” The Kenyon 
Review 3.1 (1941): 7-30. But it was made, with slight modification, by others such as John 
Crowe Ransom (1941), Murray Krieger (1956), René Wellek (1956), and Eliseo Vivas (1944), 
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Since the purpose of this chapter is to establish the neural correlates 
for the mind-state necessary, according to Eliot, to manifest poetic intelligence 
(and not to the manifestation of poetic intelligence itself), we needn’t make as 
much of the objective correlative as we did of the dissociation of sensibility and 
of the doctrine of impersonality. All the same, it is worth observing how the 
“objective correlative” functions as a description of the expressive powers that 
the poet can marshal when in possession of the enabling mind-state, for the 
objective correlative allows a concreteness of expression facilitated by the very 
fact that the poet does not express emotions directly. Thus in the famous 
phrase from the essay “Hamlet and His Problems,” Eliot writes: 

 
 

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 
‘objective correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a 
chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; 
such that when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory 
experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked. 
 

 
In other words, emotion communicates concretely and directly only if it 
communicates without appeal to conceptualized emotion, without appeal to 
sincerity and other hortatory rhetorics that require dressing up the poet’s 
descriptive powers in a false authority. To represent emotion in psychological 
concepts entails sacrificing specificity in favor of communicability. And once 
specificity is sacrificed, it is not difficult to see why poets would be inclined to 
take refuge in rhetorics that endow their work, for lack of epistemic 
originality, with a salutary or decorative function if nothing else. This is 
essentially the charge that Eliot levies against Victorians such as Tennyson 
whom he calls “a very fair example of a poet almost encrusted with opinion.” 
(ECPII 188)  
 But if Victorians were faulted for simply decorating the thought 
available to them by virtue of acculturation, the Romantics were faulted for 
trying to produce thought wholly of themselves. In Blake, for example, 
“emotions are presented in an extremely simplified, abstract form” that 
militates against “the acquisition of impersonal ideas which obscure what we 
really are and feel, what we really want, and what really excites our interest.”  
(ECPII 188) Whereas Tennyson was entirely obscured by such ideas, Blake, 
with his “capacity for considerable understanding of human nature,” was not 

																																																																																																																																																					
who wish to use the “objective correlative” as evidence that Eliot was not as classicist as he 
claims.  
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“controlled by a respect for impersonal reason, for common sense, for the 
objectivity of science.” Instead, “what his genius required, and what it sadly 
lacked, was a framework of accepted and traditional ideas which would have 
prevented him from indulging in a philosophy of his own, and concentrated 
his attention upon the problems of the poet.” (ECPII 190-1) The result is that 
Blake’s poetry is marked by “formlessness.”  
 Concentrating one’s attentions on the “problems of the poet,” meant, 
for Eliot, allowing the idea (thought) to be conferred on poetic vision (feeling) 
by tradition under ideal conditions of erudition. It is important for Eliot that 
“form” and “formula” share an etymological root because it explains how his 
thinking about intelligence squares with computationalism, on the one hand, 
and undermines it, on the other. He seems to grant that form operates, in 
essence, algorithmically from one direction. There are combinations of inputs 
that produce particular sensory experiences and thus emotions as outputs. But 
a combination is a formula, and thus, in this context, a literary form. 
“Finding” an objective correlative requires operations of mind infinitely more 
complicated than what could be described algorithmically for emotions play 
two roles in the equation. They are both what is evoked (output) and what, 
throughout time and across persons, structures the evocation (input). For 
emotions, as we will see in the next section of this chapter, are instrumental in 
poetic vision (feeling) which secures the contents that, over time, establish 
what forms of expression are available to the poet. Let’s turn now to a schema 
that will help us to see how these important terms, and the formulations that 
generated them, cohere.  
 
 
 
~ A Pair of Schema ~ 

 
 
 

First we would do well to acknowledge that there may be a good 
number of reasons to resist the temptation to schematize Eliot’s thought. For 
one thing, his thought emerges in the form of criticism—often for specific 
purposes that complicate generalization. For another, Eliot was not a 
thoroughly systematic thinker at least by the standards of those thinkers most 
commonly schematized—philosophers, scientists, etc. There are further reasons 
to resist visualizing Eliot’s thought. A visual scheme much too confidently 
asserts coherence. Visual cues suggest a serial order absent Eliot’s view of the 
interrelation of the mental processes involved in imaginative creation. Worse 
still, it suggests that Eliot’s vision of how his critical formulations hang 
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together took a simple shape at a single moment in his mind when they 
almost certainly did not. Instead they assumed the shape that I give them in 
the schema that follows as the result of modifications that recommended 
themselves to him on a case-by-case basis in his reading. But even then, 
because Eliot never explicitly discussed the role of, for example, grammar, I 
require a bank of supplements to make the structure cohere.  

So why schematize “felt thought” visually? For one thing, I believe the 
schema to be in keeping with the spirit of Eliot’s thinking. In part because of 
the medium through which we receive so much of his thinking—criticism—
and in part because of the great variety of discourses he sought, in the spirit of 
the metaphysical poet, to devour, he did not himself produce a systematic 
explanation of his literary theory. But his reading and lecture notes reveal 
Eliot to have been an aspirationally systematic reader and student. And 
indeed, he begins his Clark Lectures with the following claim: “My purpose in 
these lectures is to arrive if possible at a systematic description of the common 
characteristics of the poetry of the Seventeenth Century in England commonly 
known as metaphysical, and further to seek for a definition of the nature of 
metaphysical poetry in general.” (ECPII 610) These are hardly the words of 
someone who relishes philosophical obscurity. In fact, one of Eliot’s signal 
criticisms of F.H. Bradley and the idealists is that their efforts to maintain 
precision leads to byzantine discourses that have no practical import and that 
require “putting ourselves in the place of an obscure world and abandoning a 
clear and scientific one.” (ECPI 373) It is not that Eliot was after analytical 
clarity at all costs. He criticizes French philosophers—ironically, now, in the 
wake of deconstruction—for their “superficial clarity which only cloaks 
obscurity or ambiguity.”150151 But he wrote to Pound as editor of The Criterion, “I 
recognise the need for a small, concentrated and distinct corpus of criticism,” 
noting that it “should be published in book form concentrated to the greatest 
brevity compatible with clarity.”152 The letters pertaining to Eliot’s substantial 
editorial career reveal a philosopher’s mania for simplicity that a reader of the 
poetry might not anticipate. 

																																																								
150 Valerie Eliot and John Haffenden, The Letters of T.S. Eliot, Vol. 5: 1930-1931 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2015): 443. Cited hereafter as LETV.  
151 This does not apply to all French philosophers. In “The Possibility of a Poetic Drama,” he 
complains of admirers of Bergson, Claudel and Maeterlinck that they admire “precisely what 
is not clear, but what is an emotional stimulus,” which encourages the philosophers in the 
wrong direction: “And as a mixture of thought and of vision provides more stimulus, by 
suggesting both, both clear thinking and clear statement of particular objects must disappear.” 
(ECPII 281) 
152 Valerie Eliot and Hugh Haughton, The Letters of T.S. Eliot, Vol. 2:1923-1925 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2011): 50. Cited hereafter at LETII. 
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Whether in the spirit of Eliot’s critical wishes or not, there is another 
more practical reason to schematize his thought visually—namely, the need to 
impose coherence on what is an otherwise unwieldy body of work consisting of 
criticism across five decades, graduate work in one philosophical tradition and 
a dissertation in another. Add to that what we have inferred from a great 
variety of literary, philosophical, scientific and intellectual influences on Eliot. 
In order to establish a plausible neural substrate for the processes central to 
Eliot’s cognitive structure we must articulate that structure at a level of 
description that can sustain conditions of falsifiability. This need not be true of 
all of the stages or processes that we characterize in the passage from 
individual to tradition, feeling to thought, but it must be true of those for 
which we wish to establish neural correlates.  
 Let’s begin with a detailed schema (figure III.1), for the purposes of 
illustration, even if we will move to one that is more architectonically 
expressive (figure III.3) at a later stage:  
 

 
 
FIGURE III.1153 
 
																																																								
153 Visualization my own.  
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The basic logic of the schema should be self-evident. If “felt thought” is a 
manifold, it consists of a contribution from the “individual,” feeling, and a 
contribution from the “tradition,” thought, as fused together by the operation 
of “sensibility.” A non-obvious but important feature of the schema is that it 
does not depict a move from the “real” world to the “mind” that is mediated by 
sensibility. Rather, the whole apparatus describes operations interior to the 
mind as concepts enter through tradition (poetry) and the psyche enters 
through the individual (body)—although it should be specified that concepts 
and psyche occupy a liminal space.154155 But the schema is not meant to 
represent an order of operations (things don’t necessarily proceed, for example, 
from left to right), nor does it represent a hierarchy of metaphysical entities (as 
with “psyche” or “concept” on the top). Nor do the boxes represent modules. 
Feeling, for example, has the role to which Eliot assigned it in his criticism as 
it relates to poetic creation. It is not a description of the activity (nor of the 
neural correlates) of feeling in general. The boxes of the schema represent a set 
of interrelated activities that constitute three central processes—(1) on the left, 
in blue, the process of idealization by which the individual’s emotion is 
purified, (2) on the right, in red, the process of actualization by which the 
tradition’s concepts are disaggregated into their constitutive contents, and 
finally, (3) in green, the process of sensibility in which the two are fused 
together. The blue process represents a move from the particular to the 
general, while the red process represents a move from the general to the 
particular even if those terms are relative to their respective processes, for they 
come to equivalence when they meet in sensibility.  
 For the sake of legibility, we may begin by describing the entities and 
activities that constitute the three processes and thus the epistemology of “felt 
																																																								
154 This, as we shall see, requires that we accept the James-Lange theory of emotion whereby 
body-states become psychological states by a process of somatic interpretation. This will be 
discussed in greater detail later in the chapter, but here it is well to acknowledge that there is 
manifest textual justification for adopting the James-Lange theory. Eliot wrote in “Modern 
Tendencies in Poetry” that “we might almost work out the James-Lange theory of emotion for 
poetry: an emotion is the physical equivalent.” (ECPII 220)   
155 Eliot waffles considerably in the dissertation on whether concepts are “real” or “ideal.” “The 
concept,” he writes, “while it may in a sense loosely, as I think—be called ideal, is not to be 
confounded with the ideality of the idea, and indeed in contrast with the idea had much better 
be called real.” But then he claims that he is “not confident that these definitions are valid 
ones,” and are offered only to “avoid Bradley’s confusion of concepts with ideas, and Moore’s 
confusion of ideas with concepts.” But he is clearest on what he means several pages later 
when he writes: “I define concept as that which a word denotes, and idea (or general idea) as 
that to which a word refers in reality, this reference being contingent.” Thus a concept “is a 
thing-in-itself,” that “of which the word is properly the sign or symbol.” (ECPII 269) This is 
the set of stabilized referents that tradition yields, first through a common language, and then 
through paraconceptual features—one of which, exemplification, is the mode that I identify 
with Eliot’s early poetry in Chapter IV.  
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thought” from left to right. The individual is defined by a psyche that yields 
emotion(s) as the body comes into contact with the world. These three entities 
are, in Eliot’s reckoning, purgative stages necessary for the expression of poetic 
intelligence, but necessary only insofar as they must be overcome. This is what 
critics mean when they describe the doctrine of impersonality as an anti-
psychological literary theory; the “individual,” the “psyche” and its 
“emotion(s)” must be “extinguished” if the poet is to achieve a standard of 
impersonality rather than personality. The key stage in this process is the 
move from emotion to feeling, which filters the former according to its 
somatic value or interest. Value is defined as the degree to which somatic 
response (emotion) resists elimination, which can come about by being 
cognized immediately (brought under a conceptual sign) or by being converted 
directly into action. Feeling is what remains of emotion once those two 
eliminative processes have run their course. The content, or object in the 
world, that sets the whole “process of idealization” in motion—that evokes, in 
other words, the emotional response—is then revealed to sensibility as a 
phenomenon free of the demands contents ordinarily make of human need 
(action) and understanding (concepts).  
 Sensibility fuses this content into a crucible of contents that, taken 
together, represent the whole disaggregated history of human feeling within a 
particular tradition. These contents (of felt phenomena) are structured 
logarithmically (as a logarithm of contents) because their relation to one 
another is not a case of atemporal and equal influence, but of an unfolding 
into sensibility whereby earlier feelings, because their vestiges are contained in 
each subsequent feeling, have an outsized influence.156 This crucible of 
contents becomes manifest in form, which is equivalent, in the Adornoan 
phrase, to “sedimented content” in that it coagulates as a history of perceptual 
effort struggling to become expressive effort. Thus form is not the first point of 
contact, but the first point of agreement between a writer and the tradition, as 
contents are made to accord with one another. Form itself becomes concrete, 
or describable, in grammar, which establishes the structure by which objects 
or states-of-affairs can be thought. The cumulus of cognitive effort—of these 
diverse ventures into thinking—settle into concepts by which one might, 
through erudition, exhibit mastery of the tradition. 
 The diagram does not depict a vectoral process, which I have tried to 
signal by two-way arrows. This is to say that in order for concepts to become 

																																																								
156 Thus formal construction works like memory, where contents have a structuring influence 
on subsequent contents that mathematically favors the earlier contents given their immanence 
in so many derivative contents to follow. The point is illustrated in my introductory chapter 
(figure I.3). 
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operative in “felt thought,” they must endure a process of disaggregation into 
their enabling sub-structures—thought, grammar, form, and finally a 
logarithm of contents—so that the concreteness of feeling is re-established 
despite the individual poet’s use of the resources of the tradition. In this way, 
“felt thought” operates not at all like ordinary epistemic situations whereby 
one learns a term unique to a discourse—say, “outlier” in statistics—and 
proceeds to “think” according to a discursive definition of the term. Such a 
situation describes the operation of ordinary analytic intelligence whereby 
“thought” matches “object” to “concept” by assessing to be non-salient those 
features of the object that challenge the validity of the concept as a descriptor. 
Examples of this phenomenon are ready to hand in philosophy and perceptual 
psychology, perhaps most famously in the Kanizsa square (figure III.2), which 
we perceive to be a square despite the absence of so many qualifying (and 
constitutive) features.  
 

 
FIGURE III.2157  
 
 
“Felt thought,” by contrast, harnesses the powers of sensibility or poetic 
intelligence so that “concepts” don’t play any such eliminative or additive role. 
Instead the breakdown of concepts into their enabling structures furnishes the 
poet with a crucible of felt phenomena tantamount to a case-by-case 
reconstruction of the original evocative circumstances rendered together with 
the mind that absorbed them. In this sense, the poet is aided in his labors by a 

																																																								
157 Self-created image based on the work of Gaetano Kanizsa in Gaetano Kanizsa, Organization 
in Vision (New York: Praeger, 1979).  
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virtual correlate to what Royce called the “community of minds” as he 
endeavors to insert the particular content of feeling into the logarithm of 
contents that constitute form. There are other aspects of the schema with an 
evident provenance in Eliot’s philosophical and literary influences. We 
observe, for example, Peirce’s sense of the role of intuition in establishing how 
a content can be inserted into the history of contents. Sensibility is a poetic 
correlate to Peirce’s belief that the mind of the scientist is finely tuned 
through nature to the minds of other scientists. And the whole enterprise, 
describing as it does, a process of depersonalization is in keeping with the 
desire to objectify human observation by a communalizing scientific method.  
 Yet the schema attains greater simplicity if we render implicit some of 
its processes:  
 

 
 
FIGURE III.3158 
 
 
There are several compelling reasons to depict the processes that culminate in 
“felt thought” in this simpler form. For one thing, Eliot invoked many of the 
intermediary states that we now make implicit only for the purpose of 
dramatizing their extinction. The “psyche” is the obvious example, but “value” 
too, in figure III.1, mediated between emotion and feeling only in the sense 
that the movement from the former to the latter could be interpreted as value. 
Value, in other words, has no separate and determinative presence. On the 
other side of the diagram, we have removed the logarithm of contents and 
grammar. The former is removed due to equivalence. The logarithm of 
																																																								
158 Self-created image.  
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contents just is form so that its role in the initial schema was merely 
illustrative: it represents how sensibility joins content and form together. 
Grammar, by contrast, has a mereological relation to form. It is one of several 
manifestations of form that would also have to include syntax and other less 
systematic aspects of expression, even if grammar is by far the most 
fundamental to Eliot and to the operations of semantic processing. Taken as a 
whole, these come to an equivalence with form.   
 Another reason to simplify the structure is to render more evident the 
classic oppositions that “felt thought” is meant to bring to reckoning. The 
subsumption of “emotion” under “concept” is, for example, suspended—and 
thus directly opposed in the schema—while “feeling” and “thought” are joined 
by their corollaries in “content” and “form.” Sensibility is seen to carry out the 
hallmark poetic role: form-giving. Indeed, fundamentally, the schema is meant 
to depict how point-of-view can be impersonal in Eliot’s Adornoan sense, if it 
is the culmination of these processes of “felt thought,” if it comes into being as 
the poet’s sensibility unites form and content. The unity is brought about by 
two atemporal processes, one leading from the individual (left in blue), the 
other from the tradition (right in red). The individual experiences emotions 
which are generalized into feelings that attach to ideal contents (the pre-
expressive state of what Eliot will call the “objective correlative”). So the poet’s 
actual “personality,” which expresses itself in terms of emotional responses to 
the world, is idealized by the refining process of “feeling” until he is left with 
a content ready to be given form by sensibility. The “personal” poet lacks the 
purifying mechanism of feeling; he is guided by “personal” emotion to select 
contents that accord with a readily available idea, which dictates the forms 
available for expression. The “impersonal” poet delegates these operations to 
“feeling,” in the first case, and “sensibility,” in the second.  

On the other side of the schema, we have tradition, to which the poet 
must become attuned through “erudition” if he is to have access to the library 
of concepts that tradition yields as the cumulus of human thought. Sensibility 
is not, however, enriched by the concepts themselves—these are merely public 
ways of making ideas articulate—but by the way that those concepts arise from 
thought, which arises from form (grammar, syntax, etc).159 Whereas the 
movement from “individual” to “content” describes a process of idealization—
Hegel would have called it “spiritualization”—the movement from “tradition” 
to “form” describes a process of actualization in which a universal (or ideal) 

																																																								
159 In “A Prediction in Regard to Three English Authors,” Eliot suggests that even in 
philosophical reading, the effect on sensibility of one’s ideas can be greater than, even 
altogether unrelated to, the ideas themselves: “With their ‘ideas’ I have not been concerned; 
but with their influence upon sensibility through the intellect.” (ECPII 516) 
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concept is broken down to reveal the particular form (appropriate to the 
particular content) from which it was built. Then the operation of “sensibility” 
comes into play, uniting “content” to “form” through an act of intuition that is 
both cognitive and emotional—cognitive in the sense that it is the actualized 
form of erudition (thus concepts), emotional in the sense that it is the 
idealized form of the individual psyche (thus emotions). So while the personal 
poet moves directly from emotion to idea, choosing out of that complex an 
appropriate content and form, the impersonal poet nurtures his sensibility 
through erudition, maintains a sense of vigilance in the moment—Eliot calls 
this “concentration”—and lets feeling and language do the rest as he enters 
into a mode of expressive activity. Thus in poetic intelligence, emotion and 
concept are both omitted as such, but retained as vestiges in content and form.  

We are now prepared to make four descriptive claims about sensibility 
as a mode of intelligence that will help us to determine if there is an enabling 
neural substrate: 

 
1. Sensibility is a “talent” that can be developed and nurtured via 

erudition.  
2. Sensibility operates below the level of consciousness.  
3. Sensibility joins form to content, feeling to thought.   
4. Thus, sensibility is a form of non-propositional intelligence 

(attunement). 
 
 

The first proposition essentially reduces to the central claim of “Tradition and 
the Individual Talent.” Realizing that the “usual objection” to his “impersonal 
theory” is that it “requires a ridiculous amount of erudition,” and that 
erudition often “deadens or perverts poetic sensibility,” Eliot responds that this 
is where talent plays a role. “Some can absorb knowledge,” he writes, “the 
more tardy must sweat for it.” These latter, one is meant to understand, are 
not destined to be poets for their knowledge is not absorbed spontaneously into 
sensibility so that it “will not encroach upon his necessary receptivity.” (ECPII 
108) The sensibility of the poet “devours” the experience of literary history. 
Hence Eliot’s praise, in “The Metaphysical Poets” of the poets of the 17th 
century who “possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any 
kind of experience.” (ECPII 380) To possess the mechanism of sensibility 
might be a matter of talent; to continue to feed it is a matter of hard work. 
Carlyle, we learn for example in another essay, “had a unique and precious 
sensibility, which he exploited but did not train.” (ECPII 448) Thus Johnson 
and Chapman come in for praise in that essay as “men who incorporated their 
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erudition into their sensibility: their mode of feeling was directly and freshly 
altered by their reading and thought.” (ECPII 379) 

Support for our second proposition is also most ready in “Tradition and 
the Individual Talent” where Eliot speaks of poetic intelligence as “a 
concentration which does not happen consciously or of deliberation.” Against 
Wordsworth’s famous formulation, Eliot writes that “experiences are not 
‘recollected,’ and they finally unite in an atmosphere which is ‘tranquil’ only 
in that it is a passive attending upon the event.” (ECPII 111) This is not to 
suggest that poetry reduces to the operations of the unconscious. In fact, as our 
first descriptive claim suggests, erudition—the development of sensibility—is 
very much a matter of being maximally conscious. We are reminded of Eliot’s 
claim that good poets know when to be “conscious and deliberate” and when to 
be “unconscious.” (ECPII 111) What Eliot means by “conscious and deliberate” 
is suggested by his use of an inversion of this phrase when describing the 
“method” of Ezra Pound as “deliberate and conscious,” before describing the 
“historical method” as follows:  
 
 

Most poets grasp their own time, the life of the world as it stirs before 
their eyes, at one convulsion or not at all. But they have no method for 
closing in upon it. Mr. Pound’s method is indirect and one extremely 
difficult to pursue. As the present is no more than the present 
existence, the present significant, of the entire past, Mr. Pound 
proceeds by acquiring the entire past; and when the entire past is 
acquired, the constituents fall into place and the present is revealed. 
Such a method involves immense capacities of learning and of 
dominating one’s learning… (ECPII 142) 
 
 

Consciousness inheres in the development or enlargement of sensibility; but in 
the heat of the moment, consciousness is muted, as “the constituents fall into 
place.” This preparatory consciousness is what Eliot meant when he wrote, in 
a review of an anthology of Amerindian songs and chants, that “the artist is, in 
an impersonal sense, the most conscious of men.” (ECPII 138) 

The third proposition is that sensibility is what binds “feeling” and 
“thought” in the modality of mind that Eliot valued most, “point of view.” 
That uniting “feeling” and “thought” is the central desideratum of Eliot’s 
critical program is most explicitly stated in “The Metaphysical Poets” where he 
complains that during the seventeenth century a “dissociation of sensibility set 
in” whereafter feeling and thought became estranged. The Romantics, for 
example, “thought and felt by fits, unbalanced.” (ECPII 381) The Victorians 
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too “are poets, and they think; but they do not feel their thought as 
immediately as the odour of a rose.” Donne, by contrast, possessed the 
unifying sensibility: “A thought to Donne was an experience; it modified his 
sensibility. When a poet’s mind is perfectly equipped for its work, it is 
constantly amalgamating disparate experience.” (ECPII 380) And as the poet 
“devours” more experience, both individual and of tradition, his sensibility is 
enlarged—it tracks with human sensibility—which converts thought into 
feeling. In the first of his Clark lectures delivered at Trinity College 
Cambridge in 1926, Eliot notes that “it is obvious that in certain periods the 
revolution of the sphere of thought will so to speak throw off ideas which will 
fall within the attraction of poetry, and which the operation of poetry will 
transmute into the immediacy of feeling. It is these moments of history when 
human sensibility is momentarily enlarged in certain directions to be defined, that I 
call the metaphysical periods.” (ECPII 615) In the eighth of those lectures he 
states the matter clearly: “it is the function of the metaphysical poet to 
transform thought into feeling and feeling into thought.” (ECPII 749)  

Evidence supporting the fourth proposition—that sensibility is a highly 
valuable and alternative form of intelligence—is on best evidence in his praise 
of Henry James and Turgenev, the former of whom Eliot called “the most 
intelligent man of his generation” by virtue of his cultivated sensibility. But 
evidence is also plentiful in the eighth Clark lecture, where Eliot proclaims 
that “humanity reaches its higher levels of civilisation not chiefly by 
improvement of thought or by increase and variety of sensation, but by the 
extent of operation between acute sensation and acute thought.” Those 
operations, as we have seen, are operations of sensibility in poetry under ideal 
conditions—which Eliot often terms “metaphysical poetry.” For Eliot, most 
poetry, of course, falls short of these conditions. That of the eighteenth century 
“developed a petty intellect uncriticised by feeling, and an exuberant feeling 
uncriticised by thought.” (ECPII 749) Since thought is provided by the 
tradition, feeling by the poet, and since the two are united only in the finely 
perfected sensibility, Eliot deplores all circumstances in which poets are 
required to do hasty thinking and philosophers hasty feeling. Since “sensibility 
is always reaching after thought, and thought after sensibility,” Eliot writes, 
“for a perfect art to arise, there must be a kind of cooperation between 
philosophy and poetry.” (ECPII 750) Thus the apotheosis of the dissociation of 
sensibility was the nineteenth century wherein there was no such cooperation. 
“The philosophies of the nineteenth century,” Eliot writes, “whether of Kant, 
or Fichte, or Hegel, or Schopenhauer, or James, or Bradley or Russell are 
corrupted by feeling; the poetry of the nineteenth century, whether of 
Wordsworth or Shelley, or Tennyson or Browning, is corrupted by thought.” 
(ECPII 749)  
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Eliot saw himself standing at the end of this trajectory of dissociated 
sensibilities. It was his inheritance as a graduate student in philosophy at 
Harvard; and as a poet in England. Most scholarly attention to this fact has 
rightly turned on the poetry itself: how does Eliot address this dissociation in 
his own poetry? How does modernist poetry repair sensibility? Those are 
indeed the central questions. But before they can be answered, we must render 
clearer what Eliot meant by sensibility. I have thus far used the term 
“attunement” only sporadically and by hints as we have kept to one side of 
Eliot’s formula or the other—the individual, that is, or the tradition. As we 
begin to describe how they are brought together in the mind of the poet, 
attunement will be recognized as the principal end of sensibility as it operates 
in a writerly mode to secure the ideal content of feeling with the actualized 
contents of tradition. Indeed, as Peirce imagined the scientist’s intelligence to 
consist of attunement with a transhistorical community via intuition of nature, 
Eliot imagined the poet’s sensibility to consist of the same via intuition of 
form:  
 
 

The mature poet, in the operations of his mind, works like the chemist. 
He is aware, not that he wants to say something, but that there is 
something to be said. He is aware of a great number and variety of 
elements which can be combined into new and important compounds; 
his training has given him knowledge of what the elements have been 
made to do already, and has made him exceptionally sensitive to what 
they can be made to do. He is in tune for perceiving new relations, as 
the scientist is. And just as a scientist may excel more in the analytic, 
the observing, or the constructive work of science, so a poet may be 
more gifted either in analysis or in construction. But for either or for 
both, his is a trained sensibility. (ECPII 214) 
 
 

Such “training,” which Eliot often called erudition, would be put to work as 
the poet sought the proper relations through which a particular content of 
experience (feeling) could be tuned to a general form (thought) in expressive 
activity, of which I will argue in the next chapter that exemplification is 
Eliot’s signature mode. According to Eliot’s epistemology, the attunement of 
feeling and thought is a function of the poet’s sensibility. In the coming pages, 
we will present evidence in favor of a neural architecture equipped to handle 
such a function.  
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~ How the Schema is Realist ~ 
 
 
 

But first we must describe how the most important features of Eliot’s 
structure of “felt thought”—namely the passage from emotion to feeling, and 
the fusion, through sensibility, of form and content—are consistent with a 
realist picture of mental operations. Let’s begin by acknowledging that the 
epistemology rests on largely metaphysical foundations. There’s no denying 
that both “the individual” and “the tradition” are now and will remain for 
quite some time metaphysical entities. It’s true that there is a science of 
individuality (genomics), but to call our use of the term scientific would 
require a science not of the individual but of consciousness down to the level 
of physics, and despite the best efforts of Christof Koch, Giulio Tononi, 
Antonio Damasio and the like, no such science is forthcoming. Our sense of 
the term tradition would seem even less apt to come under scientific 
description since it amounts to the full and expanding library of concepts, real 
and virtual, available to the individual consciousness for reasoning. It’s fair to 
wonder, if our ideal of intelligence, “felt thought,” merely mediates between 
two metaphysical entities, how we have come closer to identifying an aspect of 
human intelligence. Humans, after all, exist in the real, physical world.  

There are two answers. The first is that neither the “individual” nor 
the “tradition” are metaphysical entities by necessity. Unlike, say, “spirit” or 
“the soul,” they are not placeholder terms whose purpose is merely 
explanatory. It is perfectly reasonable to assume—and frankly unreasonable to 
doubt—that consciousness is a product of physical structures in the world that 
will one day be understood with some precision. Likewise, the tradition may 
be vast, various and ever-changing, but it does, in the final analysis, reduce to 
a set of texts that contain the history of expressive effort however 
circumscribed according to the demands of each individual author and reader. 
The second answer is that there are physical brain structures, understood at 
varying degrees of precision that correspond with most of the mediating phases 
that we have diagrammed between the individual and the tradition. As one 
might imagine some are less apt to come under physical description than 
others for various reasons—because of scale (“psyche”) or because of the lack of 
a settled definition (“sensibility”), for example—but in the case of many of our 
red and blue boxes, neuroscience can describe the mechanisms by which they 
operate. As such, unlike CTM and computational intelligence, we will be able 
to substantiate (or at least supplement) our account of attunement via 
sensibility with neurobiological evidence that will not, at this point, claim to 
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validate the model but provide the falsifiability conditions by which it might 
one day be validated or amended. 

All the same, in order to substantiate the theory without toppling its 
metaphysical retaining walls, we must demonstrate it to be at least 
aspirationally realist. This requires us to establish how Eliot’s sense of poetic 
intelligence—which we atomize for the purpose of illustration to poetic 
“seeing,” our dominant cultural metaphor for intelligence or understanding—
can be harnessed to a realist ontology. How, we ask, can poetic “seeing” be 
described in terms of ordinary seeing? I have tried to pave the way for an 
answer to this question by finessing some of the terms that Eliot uses in his 
critical essays into a contemporary analytic lexicon. Some terms that I have 
used appear seldom in Eliot’s critical writings, and others, such as “medium,” 
“genius” and “mind” appear seldom in my recounting. My primary concern 
has been disambiguation. When Eliot refers to the “mind of Europe,” on the 
one hand, and then to the “mind that creates…digest[ing] and transmut[ing] 
the passions that are its material” he is using the term, “mind,” in senses that 
are—for the purposes of the diagram—perfectly opposed to one another. In the 
first case, the “mind of Europe” refers to the library of concepts available to 
reasoning by virtue of erudition in Western thought. In the second case, and 
by contrast, when he refers to the poetic “mind that creates,” he is referring to 
the sensibility that unites thought with feeling via a non-logical process of 
attuning content to form. He is referring to writing. If, for Eliot, there are two 
contributing forces in poetic creation, the poet’s tradition and the poet’s 
intelligence, the latter (“mind that creates”) consists in absorbing and 
dynamizing the former (“mind of Europe”). Thus the “mind that creates” is the 
subject; the “mind of Europe” is the object. They cannot be one and the same 
until the poet’s constructive activity brings them into a unity. 
 This is not to say that Eliot was incautious with his words. Rather that 
he thought he could demonstrate how poetics complicated both the emphasis 
on “objectivity” and the terminological economy of the New Realists by 
exploiting certain classic oppositions. The best example is his use of the term 
“personality” in the critical essays. The ordinary passage from observation to 
truth in science and in philosophy proceeds from the personal (observation) to 
the impersonal (fact). This seems to be how the logic works in Eliot’s essays as 
well. We are given to understand by direct statement or by apposition (“…quite 
a negligible part in the man, the personality”) that by “personality” Eliot is 
referring to the individual and his emotions. And that what is valorized is the 
familiar “process of depersonalization” that one associates with the scientific 
method. Good poetry, one takes Eliot to mean, is, like good reasoning, a 
matter of extracting what is universal from a particular observation and then 
cutting the ties.  
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 Not so. For Eliot insists that the initial extent of personality is an 
important variable. He offers a hint in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” 
when he remarks that “only those who have personality and emotions know 
what it means to want to escape from these things.” But the more telling use 
of the term comes in an essay that he wrote several years later, “Four 
Elizabethan Dramatists,” in which he writes, “No artist produces great art by a 
deliberate attempt to express his personality. He expresses his personality 
indirectly through concentrating upon a task which is a task in the same sense 
as the making of an efficient engine or the turning of a jug or a table-leg.” 
(ECPII 507) What Eliot values in poetic creation is not impersonality per se, 
but the “process of depersonalization” by which the unique powers of the 
artistic “medium” are expressed (“the poet has a medium to express”). So that, 
in the impersonal theory, what makes poetry great is the extent of 
depersonalization, which is maximized by the initial size of the poet’s 
personality. In this way, poetry both is and is not an expression of personality. It 
is not a direct expression of personality in the sense that the poet’s personality 
should not be manifestly legible to the reader. What is legible to the reader is 
a series of distancing processes that become increasingly intricate with the size 
of the personality. Eliot is right to say that what is expressed is finally a 
“medium” and not a personality, but the character and extent of the medium 
is determined by the poet’s personality. We will explore in the next chapter 
the techniques Eliot uses to “extinguish” personality by calling on the powers 
of the medium to offer an “exemplary” rather than a conceptual vehicle for 
content. 

What becomes clear is that while philosophy, science and 
representational art foreground impersonal truths abstracted from the process 
of depersonalization, poetry, for Eliot, renders visible the processes by which 
we secure our perceptions, emotions and thoughts for reflection (sometimes 
turning them into truths). So between poetry and science, we might say, there 
is an inversion of what is concealed and what is revealed. Poetry, in a sense, 
abstracts the truth (at least insofar as it is established truth) and presents the 
truth’s enabling conditions. Science endeavors to validate the seen; poetry 
endeavors to make concrete the seeing. In order to understand how this works 
we must first understand seeing at a propositional level—in effect, 
scientifically—so that we might appreciate how the alternative effect of poetic 
seeing can come under description according to what is known in 
contemporary analytic philosophy as a direct realist account of perception.  

By far the most complete and neurobiologically sophisticated account is 
John Searle’s intentionalist theory of perception from his recent book, Seeing 
Things as They Are.  
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FIGURE III.4160 
 
 
Needless to say, the intricacies of the theory would expand beyond the space I 
am able to allow it at present, but in kernel perception boils down to the 
following (figure III.4): an “ontologically objective object” or state of affairs 
causes a perceiver to have an “ontologically subjective visual experience” (left 
directional line: “causation”) the intentional content of which presents as its 
conditions of satisfaction the “ontologically objective object” or state of affairs 
(right directional  “intentionality”). These conditions of satisfaction are set by 
intentionality, which is structured according to a “network” of beliefs, desires 
and other psychological modes, that is itself subtended by a “background” of 
non-propositional abilities or dispositional capacities of the brain.161 The 
perceiver never sees the “ontologically subjective visual experience” because 
that is itself the “seeing.” To introspect is not to see the visual experience but 
only to access the “ontologically subjective visual experience” as it presents the 
“ontologically objective object” as the conditions of satisfaction for its 
intentional content. If those conditions are fulfilled, the perceiver can be said 
to have had direct access to the world because the “ontologically objective 
																																																								
160 Self-created visualization based on John Searle, Seeing Things as They Are (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015). 
161 Searle’s concept of the background shares certain affinities with Wittgenstein’s “ungrounded 
ways of acting” and with Bourdieu’s concept of the “habitus.” He elucidates these affinities in 
John R. Searle, “Wittgenstein and the Background,” American Philosophical Quarterly 48.2 (April 
2011): 119-128. For our purposes here, the background refers to ways of getting by without 
propositions even if some of these ways of getting by are culturally specific.   
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object” caused him to have the “ontologically subjective visual experience.” 
 Whether one accepts Searle’s theory or not is flour from another bag. 
We’ve certainly not provided enough detail here for one to make up one’s 
mind either for or against. But the schema above allows us both to see what is 
minimally required for a theory of perception to be called “realist” and to 
understand how literary “seeing” relates to ordinary “seeing” according to 
Eliot’s epistemology. Let’s begin with realism. To satisfy the minimum 
conditions of realism, the object must exist outside of the mind of the 
perceiver, and it must “cause” the seeing (left-pointing line). But it is not 
necessary to maintain that uniformity of causation (a common stimulus) 
produces uniformity of perception because visual perception is ontologically 
subjective. It may be mitigated by a number of factors some of which are 
physical, some psychological. Any realist theory of perception must deal with 
these mitigating factors in some way or other. Searle explains these factors 
according to a process of intentionality that originates in the background, 
works its way up through a network of beliefs, and then reaches out to the 
object to determine its conditions of satisfaction.  

What is seen in ordinary perception is the “ontologically objective 
object” or state-of-affairs out in the world. By contrast, adapting the theory to 
Eliot’s poetics, what is seen in poetry is the intentional apparatus—the 
mitigating factors that structure perception not according to propositional 
knowledge but according to background capacities that legislate beliefs on the 
most basic level. These emerge through the writerly activity of the poet in the 
form of what I call intelligent examples, which extend the work of the poet’s 
mind into an epistemic domain without requiring a determining vehicle such 
as a concept. For Searle, one does not have direct access to one’s background 
capacities (for they are non-propositional), but background capacities can be 
transformed and expanded by experience. The same is true of the equivalent 
phenomenon in Eliot’s poetics, which he calls at various times “sensibility,” 
“genius” and “mind.” For Eliot, it is the sensibility that legislates the 
connection between “feeling” and “object.” In the Hamlet essay, he writes: 

 
 
The intense feeling, ecstatic or terrible, without an object or exceeding 
its object, is something which every person of sensibility has known; it 
is doubtless a subject of study for pathologists. It often occurs in 
adolescence: the ordinary person puts these feelings to sleep, or trims 
down his feelings to fit the business world; the artist keeps them alive 
by his ability to intensify the world to his emotions. (ECPII 126) 
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Searle’s “background” is never described in such active terms because he is 
describing perception rather than imagination. In perception the “direction of 
fit” is “world-to-mind.” But in imagination the “direction of fit” is reversed so 
that the pressure is on the background to produce an intentional apparatus 
adequate to the world, not as it is, but as it can become when intensified by 
the mind. And in poetic expression, the intensification is made explicit. 

Though Searle’s theory of perception aims to address cases of 
perception under ordinary conditions whereas the poet attempts to produce 
imagined objects and scenarios under a variety of sensory and psychological 
modes, the operative activity of sensibility in Eliot’s poetics can be drawn into 
a profitable comparison with the activity that Searle characterizes through 
intentionality. The idea of imaginative intensification as a matter of reversing 
intentionality’s direction of fit helps us to characterize the two central mental 
operations that we require to establish a neural substrate for poetic 
intelligence. The first is the conversion of emotion into feeling according to 
non-cognitive somatic values. To put it simply, emotions (in the way that Eliot 
describes them) have no intentional content. Feelings, by contrast, have 
intentional content—they are directed toward specific objects, states-of-affairs 
or ideas.  And directedness, as we shall see in the coming section, is the 
minimum requirement for the assignment of value, which manifests itself in 
the affective-perceptual faculty as salience. Thus feeling, defined minimally as 
directedness, is the first plank in the progress toward impersonality.  

The second mental operation is the fusion of content and form. What 
Eliot calls the “process of depersonalization” I have separated into two 
simultaneous processes, a process of idealization and a process of actualization. 
In the first, the poet’s actual personality (“the individual”) is idealized (and 
thus universalized) via a process of refining emotions of what is “personal” in 
them until all that is left is a feeling directed at a concrete content. This I 
have just characterized, at the most basic level, as directedness or 
intentionality. In the second process, the tradition’s ideal personality (as a 
“mind of Europe”) is actualized (and thus particularized) via a process of 
breaking concepts down first into the thought that generated them, and then 
into the forms that structure thought (grammar, etc.). Sensibility links these 
processes by inserting the content realized by feeling into the form determined 
by thought. Sensibility is then the operation of mind that one typically 
associates with literary aesthetics; it unites “content” and “form” in the 
creation of an aesthetic object, in this case, a poem. Searle’s perceptual scheme 
informs our notion of sensibility by making a strong distinction between 
representation and presentation. The latter reflects the complex (“ontologically 
subjective visual experience”) formed in the mind by both the intentionality 
line and the causal line in figure III.4. Absent intentionality, views of 



	

~168~ 

perception always require positing some form of mental representation that, 
beyond the philosophical problems that it creates, also restricts, from the view 
of literary aesthetics, the role that imagination can play in intensifying our 
perception of the real world.  

No philosophy is adequate from top to bottom when it comes to 
characterizing the dynamics of literature. To succeed in stating those dynamics 
propositionally, after all, would be to attenuate to insignificance all but 
literature’s most decorative powers—and to leave for dead those powers Eliot 
sought to specify with his ideal of “felt thought.” I have turned to philosophy 
in this chapter not in order to explain Eliot’s claims but in order to sharpen the 
conceptual repertoire by which we might understand the ontological status of 
Eliot’s claims, thereby witnessing how those claims cohere logically. I have 
turned to Searle in particular because his central position—biological 
naturalism—allows us to use the same conceptual repertoire in order to 
understand how Eliot’s claims cohere biologically.162 At the end of this chapter 
I will elaborate further the general benefit of making statements about literary 
production and experience biologically coherent.  

But I should note from the first that, at the time that he formulated 
this trilogy of concepts, the matter was important to Eliot himself.  In a paper 
that Eliot read before Bertrand Russell and other members of the Moral 
Sciences Club in March 1915, entitled “The Relativity of Moral Judgment,” 
Eliot writes that “the task of philosophy, it appears to me, is largely one of 
simplification: to disentangle the riddling oracles of the world, to paragraph 
and punctuate them and insert the emphases; a work of great but certainly of 
only relative value, our pride in which must ever be corrected by the reflection 
that what is explained outlasts any of its explanations.” (ECPI 197) Eliot had 
discovered himself to be a realist only when he confronted Oxford idealism. 
“While the idealist, on ascending to heaven, pulls his ladder up after him,” he 
wrote, “I prefer to return to lay my head upon a stone.” (ECPI 198) That was 
not to mean that Eliot was suddenly sympathetic to the rampant scientism of 
the day. “I do not mean to guide conduct wholly by cheap phrases torn from 
Spencerian biology,” he wrote. “I do not maintain that biology can ‘explain’ 
value.” But changes in values, and the feelings that enshrine them, are “to be 
explained, if at all, in terms of biology and physiology. To these sciences, and 
to the physical universe, the feeling is relative, just as value is relative to 

																																																								
162 I say “central position” here not to indicate that his work primarily focuses on the validity 
of biological naturalism against its alternatives, but to suggest that, as one is to call Hegel an 
idealist, Hume an empiricist, and Hilary Putnam is a realist, it is appropriate to call Searle a 
biological naturalist. For a straightforward account of how he uses the term to describe his 
philosophy, please consult John Searle, “Biological Naturalism,” in The Blackwell Companion to 
Consciousness, eds. Max Velmans and Susan Schneider (Malden: Blackwell, 2007): 325-34.   
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feeling. The feeling looks forward to the value, and backward to the physical 
change.” (ECPI 200) Feeling, in other words, may be instanced in poetry, but 
it must be approached by philosophy, from one side, and by physiology, from 
the other. Thus, having philosophized for a time, we turn to the 
neurophysiology in order to understand the two operations central to “felt 
thought”: the refinement of emotion into feeling, and the union of content and 
form in sensibility.   
 
 
 
~ Emotion to Feeling ~ 
 
 
 

Eliot’s conception of impersonality rests on a firm distinction between 
emotion and feeling, even if the latter is sometimes called “art emotion” or 
“significant emotion” in his criticism. The distinction was popularized by 
William James who characterized emotion as the body’s physical response to 
an environmental stimulus, feeling as the interpretation of that somatic 
response. Antonio Damasio, the contemporary neuroscientist working most 
explicitly in the Jamesian paradigm, notes that “James inverted the traditional 
sequence of events in the emotion process, and he interposed the body between 
the causative stimulus and the experience of emotion. There was no longer a 
‘mental affection’ called the emotion ‘giving rise to the body effects.’ There 
was, instead, the perception of a stimulus causing certain body effects.”163 
Damasio adds that “this was a bold proposal, and modern research entirely 
supports it.” (SCM 120) Because there is substantial scientific consensus on the 
validity of this aspect of the James-Lange theory of emotion, there is no need 
to make the case again here. Instead I will describe only those aspects of the 
transformation of emotion into feeling required to understand what is perhaps 
the more original scientific insight of this chapter: a plausible neural substrate 
for “sensibility” as it unites form to content.  

But first we must be reminded why it is crucial that Eliot make the 
distinction between emotion and feeling in the first place. The former, we are 
told, leads to “personal” poetry, while the latter leads to “impersonal” poetry. 
How so? If, according to the James-Lange theory, emotion is the involuntary 
pre-cognitive somatic response to the environment, and feeling is the 
interpretation or perception of that response, it would seem that feeling is the 

																																																								
163 Antonio Damasio, Self Comes to Mind: Constructing the Conscious Brain (New York: Random 
House, 2008): 120. Cited hereafter as SCM. 
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first site of valuation or judgment as the world comes to consciousness. (It 
may, of course, be a fiction that perception can be atomized in such a way—but 
a fiction used here only for illustrative purposes.) Once an emotion is realized, 
for Eliot—and this is where his account is quite different from James and the 
later neuroscientists—there are two subsequent pathways, only one of which he 
labels feeling (he does not label the other at all). Either the emotion is 
transformed by feeling, and thus it enters the process of becoming a concrete 
content, or it is immediately given conceptual interpretation, becalmed and 
then eliminated as an emotion.164 In this latter case, the transforming process is 
bypassed: 
 
 

 
 
FIGURE III.5 
 
 
Here, of course, one must add that the passage from emotion to “concept” is 
again only illustrative of the fact that the transformational processes are bypassed 
in ordinary emotional situations not given depth by expressive activity. It’s 
true that concepts intervene to becalm the emotions, but these concepts are not 
derived (as in the schema above) from the tradition, as Eliot meant it. They 
are not actualized down into form so that they can enter into combinations 
with feeling in an attempt to “appeal to your senses.” (ECPII 219) They are, 

																																																								
164 Eliot criticizes Hamlet for being driven by “an emotion which can find no outlet in action.” 
The implication is that the play’s action and its quirks are symptomatic rather than deliberate, 
“a form of emotional relief.” (ECPII 126) Hamlet was thus an “artistic” failure in the sense 
that it aspired to serious art. In “Modern Tendencies in Poetry,” Eliot criticizes another kind 
of  poetry that does not even aspire to “making” but only to “telling,” where the poet “gives 
you some idea of what he means.” (ECPII 220) This is what the figure III.5 tries to capture: 
the “telling” mode of poetry that does not involve constructive activity in Eliot’s special sense.  
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more often than not, merely folk psychological concepts. Thus the emotion 
that inspires the poem makes it “personal” in the sense that the emotion 
proceeds untransformed—subject to no processes of idealization or 
universalization, what Hegel would have called “spiritualization”—from the 
personal body state to the concept through which the emotion (and thus direct 
contact with the world) is established. In art “the emotion is the resultant 
activity of the combination of what are ultimately sense-data,” Eliot writes. 
Simply identifying an emotion with a name denatures what powers it has to 
yield sensuousness—as I have suggested, an interpersonal process—through its 
formal properties.  

“Impersonal” poetry, by contrast, requires a certain “negative 
capability” in which the mind of the poet suspends the chaos of the disturbed 
body state—and it takes quite an effort to do so since the brain (and all 
biological organisms) seek homeostasis—so that the emotion can be interpreted 
and evaluated by feeling. Then feeling can be said to model pre-cognitive 
interpretation because it establishes values (even if only as features of salience) 
without the (direct) use of pre-established concepts, and is thus reductive 
without reducing to what is already available. So defined, the centrality of 
feeling to any theory of originality and imagination should be quite obvious. 
But for Eliot it is just as central to the goal of poetry to communicate 
“immediacy,” which Hegel perhaps more aptly phrased, “concreteness.” This 
captures the sense in which modernism began by striving for a mode of 
representation that was more real than realism. Available concepts, in the 
ordinary sense, are heuristics. Since available concepts structure ordinary 
perception, it’s not just language that must be made strange to draw closer to 
the “way things are,” but perception itself. The strangeness—what I have called 
body state chaos—must be suspended if feeling is to reduce emotion to a 
“concrete” content that can be given form through sensibility.   

In this light it becomes obvious that the enabling structure that we 
must identify in the brain, if we are to defend Eliot’s theory of poetry, would 
have to permit a suspension of ordinary emotional interpretation that James, 
Damasio and the majority of contemporary affective neuroscientists associate 
with feeling. This is to say that while Eliot implicitly sides with the James-
Lange theory of emotion avant la lettre—in the belief that body state precedes 
mental representation—merely providing an account of how the James-Lange 
theory functions in neurobiology would do little good, since “felt thought” 
arises from a pathology rather than an ordinary case of body-state 
interpretation. We require an account of the neurobiology of emotion supple 
enough to permit disruption in special cases of “concentrated attention.” So I 
will describe the internalization of emotions with a view toward establishing a 
plausible neural substrate for a suspension of the immediate passage from body 
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state (emotion) to either mind state (thought/concept) or body response 
(action). Such a state would qualify as “concentration without elimination.” 

Since the early 1930’s, scientists have been attempting to isolate a 
neural pathway (typically called a “system” in neuroscience) that corresponds 
to the sense we have of experiencing an emotion.165 These early efforts were, as 
one would expect, complicated by a localization imperative that we have 
already characterized as a recalcitrant leftover of phrenology. All the same, 
James Papez identified Broca’s limbic lobe, a series of cortical areas 
surrounding the brain stem, as an “emotion system” that formed a circuit 
(figure III.6). Primarily by examining patients with lesions, Papez concluded 
that activity in the neocortex “colored” the experience of emotion but that the 
primary source of the experience was instantiated in what we now call the 
limbic system. Activity in the cingulate cortex was thought to project to the 
hippocampus, and then to the hypothalamus via the fornix. Hypothalamic 
activity then stimulates the cortex by relay in the anterior nuclei of the 
thalamus. Papez was working under the assumptions of the Cannon-Bard 
theory of emotion, but because the feedback between the cingulate cortex and 
the hypothalamus is bidirectional, his circuit is equally consistent with the 
James-Lange theory.  

 
 

 
FIGURE III.6166 

 

																																																								
165 J.W. Papez, “A Proposed Mechanism of Emotion,” Arch Gen Psychiatry 67.9 (2010): 955-964. 
Originally published in 1937. 
166 Self-created image based on J.W. Papez (see previous footnote).  
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Recent fMRI data suggests that this account of the limbic system tracks 
quite well with observed emotional response, with two major exceptions.167 The 
first is the role Papez assigned to the hippocampus. Since the hippocampus is 
primarily implicated in the memory system—is, indeed, the beating heart of 
the memory system—it stands to reason that if the Cannon-Bard theory were 
to hold in the Papez circuit, the hippocampus would structure a remembered 
response to an emotional experience (cingulate cortex) that would become 
manifest as emotional expression in the hypothalamus. Once the hippocampus 
is removed from the reckoning, it becomes impossible to justify a circuit that 
moves from experience to expression because there is no intermediate 
cognizing brain activity (memory, for instance) that would structure emotional 
expression in accordance with emotional experience. If, however, one begins 
with the body-state changes that incite hypothalamic activity, the circuit closes 
again, and the short duration of emotion (without the sustaining mechanism 
of memory) becomes intuitive.  

The second major exception to the Papez circuit/limbic system model 
of the emotion pathway is that it neglects the crucial role that the amygdala 
plays in the processing of emotions. In the last two decades no component of 
the human cytoarchitecture has received more attention in research on the 
neuroscience of emotion than the amygdala. There is, however, little consensus 
about the precise role that it plays in relation to the limbic system. At one end 
of the spectrum is the eliminative view that the functions once associated with 
the limbic system are in fact all carried out by the amygdala. This view, 
generated in the work of Joseph LeDoux, can be illustrated by contrasting the 
Papez model (from Dalgleish, figure III.7) against that of LeDoux (figure 
III.8). 

   
FIGURE III.7168          FIGURE III.8169 

																																																								
167 Tim Dalgleish, “The Emotional Brain,” Nature Reviews Neuroscience 5 (2004): 583-9.  
168Image from Dalgleish, “The Emotional Brain” (op. cit.).  
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In the former, the input into the system is the exteroceptive “emotional 
stimulus” (bottom left orange), and the outputs are constituted by the 
autonomic or “bodily response”  (bottom center) from the hypothalamus and 
the experience of conscious “feeling” (top center) from the cingulate cortex. In 
LeDoux’s model, the circuit constituted by the cingulate cortex, the anterior 
thalamus, the hypothalamus and the hippocampus is replaced by the 
amygdala. Mastering the particulars of LeDoux’s model is less important than 
to observe that the circuit that “processes” emotion is internal to the amygdala, 
and that no role is assigned to the hypothalamus or to the anterior nuclei of 
the thalamus. Most affective neuroscientists, however, accept a model that 
integrates the activity of the limbic system and that of the amygdala (figure 
III.9). 
 
 

 
FIGURE III.9170 

																																																																																																																																																					
169Image courtesy of Jean-Marc Fellous, <http:// 
http://emotion.psychdept.arizona.edu/Emotion/EmoRes/Neuro/Circuit/LeDoux.html.> 
170 Image my own.  



	

~175~ 

This model preserves the integrity of the Papez circuit by essentially replacing 
the hippocampus in the original conception with the amygdala so that 
afferents to the thalamus are processed in the amygdala before entering the 
hypothalamus and the limbic system proper. Replacing the hippocampus with 
the amygdala in the schema is a natural development for several reasons. The 
first is that Papez’s justification for including it in the first place was weak: he 
reasoned that it must be involved since the hippocampus is affected by the 
rabies virus, and rabies causes emotional disturbance. The second is that 
because of the proximity of the structures (figure III.10), early measurements 
of neural activity with low spatial resonance (i.e., EEG, PET, etc.) might have 
confused activity in the one for activity in the other.  
 

 
 
FIGURE III.10171 

 
The third is that two significant pathways connect the amygdala to the 

hypothalamus—the ventral amygdalofugal pathway and the stria terminalis.  

																																																								
171 Image my own.  
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Once the circuitry is illuminated (figure III.11) we stand in a position to 
determine where a suspension might meaningfully obtain. We begin with 
exclusions.  
 
 

 
FIGURE III.11172 
 
 
The suspension cannot occur in any part of the complex that relays signals 
from the cognitive networks of the brain since the point is that a pre-cognitive 
suspension allows feeling to enact a non-cognitive interpretation of the body 
state instantiated in emotion. Thus we can eliminate the association cortex and 
the prefrontal cortex. Likewise we can exclude any part of the system that 
brings body state directly to body response. Since the hypothalamus integrates 
the autonomic systems (bodily response), that too can be eliminated.173 

																																																								
172 Image my own.  
173 The mammillary body depicted here is, for our purposes, part of the hypothalamus. Some 
neuroanatomists make a distinction, but none would argue that the distinction here is relevant 
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Otherwise we would be committed to a suspension of the somatic expression of 
emotion—which is not only empirically implausible, but it would not suspend 
(or prolong) but merely delay the interpretation that we are calling feeling. 
The same is true of the amygdala, which receives the sensory inputs. Any 
suspension there would result in delay rather than prolongation. We are thus 
left with the anterior thalamic nuclei and the cingulate gyrus.  

These are not, given our aims, inauspicious brain structures to be left 
with for they are implicated in alertness and attention. In particular, afferents 
from the hypothalamus to the cingulate cortex via the anterior nuclei of the 
thalamus are active in unconscious—thus necessarily pre-conceptual—attention. 
Let’s consider the very simplified case in figure III.12:  

 
 

 
 
FIGURE III.12174 
 
 
This reflects a two-tiered model of emotional response, whereby according to 
the indirect pathway, “complex” emotions (like sadness) are colored by the 
cortex and its conceptual reserves before culminating in an emotional 
response, and according to the direct pathway, “simple” emotions (like fear) 
proceed directly to the amygdala in order to facilitate immediate response. For 

																																																																																																																																																					
except perhaps to distinguish between integrative activity (hypothalamus) and relay activity 
(mammillary body).   
174 Image my own.  
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our purposes, neither of these pathways will suffice since we wish neither to 
dispose of emotion by proceeding directly to response (direct pathway) nor to 
dispose of emotion by cognitive elimination (indirect pathway). The latter 
mode is depicted in figure III.5 as conceptual subreption. Thus we settle on 
the cingulate cortex as something of an intermediary between the two—capable 
of attention without conceptual subreption.  

Glancing at its position in the Papez circuit between the neocortex and 
the so-called emotion pathway, it should come as little surprise that the 
cingulate cortex (figure III.13)—in particular the anterior cingulate cortex 
(ACC)—has often featured in efforts to uncover the neural correlates of 
consciousness. The anterior cingulate cortex receives traditionally cognitive 
inputs on the dorsal side from the prefrontal cortex, parietal cortex and frontal 
eye fields; it receives traditionally affective inputs from the amygdala, nucleus 
accumbens, hypothalamus (as in the Papez circuit) and the anterior insula. If 
there were to be a “subreption” area where affective and sensory input comes 
under the sign of a particular concept on its way to the “processing” areas of 
the cerebral cortices—associated with analysis—it would be the ACC.  

What permits the rapid association of neural signals in the ACC is its 
unusually high concentration of spindle cells. Spindle cells are rare and 
relatively recent-to-develop in evolutionary terms. Observed in only a small 
number of mammals with particularly large brains, their function is to relay 
neural signals at distances much too far for ordinary synaptic communication. 
Thus in the ACC, they allow “direct” or “immediate” connection between the 
amygdala and the pre-frontal cortex—necessary, for example, for fear responses 
associated with fight-or-flight. Thus to use our simple model above, we can 
observe that these spindle cells facilitate the “direct pathway” indicated by the 
bottom arrow between the thalamus and the amygdala, the pathway that 
corresponds with robust emotion demanding immediate cognitive address.  

Most inputs to the ACC are conveyed via spindle cells, and thus, 
rapidly. The remarkable exception are inputs conveyed via the limbic system 
from the hypothalamus through the anterior thalamic nuclei, which are 
surprisingly devoid of such cells.175 Thus neurons that proceed according to our 
model above (figure III.11), which is to say, neurons that take neither the 
direct pathway from the amygdala to the cingulate cortex, nor the indirect 
pathway to the prefrontal cortex, convey information (via synaptic 
transmission) that is suspended longer than in either of the other two 
hodologies. To say that this suspension allows the information to be “beheld” 

																																																								
175 D. Pare, M. Steriade, M. Deschenes, G. Oakson, “Physiological characteristics of anterior 
thalamic nuclei, a group devoid of inputs form reticular thalamic nucleus,” Journal of 
Neurophysiology 57.6 (June 1987): 1669-1685. 
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longer than in either the direct or indirect pathway would be to misstate the 
case; for it is not the “information” that is beheld, but the object. The 
suspension of the information is precisely what allows the object to be beheld 
without concept (indirect pathway) and without action (direct pathway). The 
characteristic pathway that we are isolating allows no opportunities for 
synaptic connections that would add conceptual information. That’s not to say 
that there is no mnemonic information at all, only that there is no declarative 
memory—semantic or episodic, and that there is thus an enabling substrate for 
the suspension that Eliot and other modernists hold to be so essential to poetic 
intelligence.  
 One might object that I’ve taken the relevant phrases in Eliot’s 
criticism out of context, that he intended by them to signal high-level 
cognitive operations rather than basic perceptual processes so that one must 
distinguish between the physical and the mental. It is, of course, true that I 
take the statements out of their original context since brain science was still 
very much in its infancy in 1919. But Eliot was sanguine about the possibility 
of the physical sciences establishing relations necessary for clarifying 
metaphysical questions, and as such that none of the above objections would 
have held much purchase for Eliot himself. “I cannot recognize,” he wrote in 
one of his Harvard essays, “any essential difference between the nature of the 
physical world, for science, and the world of introspection.” (ECPI 70) In 
another, he objects to the tendency of idealists to neglect the implications of 
observable physical reality. “Leibniz,” he writes, “conceiving his monads on 
the analogy of physical organisms, forgets the fact, and denudes them of 
physical reality, while retaining the implication.” (ECPI 125) And in a 
philosophical review published in 1917, he rejects Bergson’s notion that the 
“absolute dependence of mind upon brain is only the dependence of the 
workman on his tool.” Consciousness, he argues, is nothing “apart from its 
actualisation through the brain into thought and words and acts.” (ECPI 503) 
With this ground for the identification of underlying brain states with 
previously or otherwise metaphysical aspects of conscious life, we proceed to an 
explanation of how sensibility fuses content and form.  
 
 
 
~ Sensibility between Content and Form ~ 
 
 
 

There must be something unique about the biology of the poet’s brain 
for Eliot’s theory to hold (in the context of scientific realism). This elicits an 
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instinctual recoil, for it seems highly improbable, on the face of things. But in 
fact it is often observed that repeated performance of certain tasks—even 
intellectual tasks—has an impact on neural structure and cytoarchitecture. The 
classic example is a study of London cab drivers, shown to have uniquely 
shaped hippocampi on account of their memory-specific labor.176 Even still, 
until very recently, the accepted wisdom was that cell proliferation, known as 
neurogenesis, ceased in adolescence. This is one of the reasons, for example, 
that children enjoy much higher rates of recovery from brain trauma than 
adults. There is, however, now evidence to suggest that new neurons are 
generated continuously by “neural precursor cells” that line the ventricles of 
the adult brain.177 What stimulates neurogenesis in adults is an enriched 
cognitive environment that allows ventricular cells to migrate through the 
brain’s “white matter” to the neocortex, where those cells differentiate into 
neurons and glia. Some of those neurons are added to the association cortex of 
the temporal and frontal lobes, as well as the hippocampus.178  
 

 
 
FIGURE III.13179 

																																																								
176 E.A. Maguire, K. Woollett and H.J. Spiers, “London taxi drivers and bus drivers: a 
structural MRI and neuropsychological analysis,” Hippocampus 16.12 (2006): 1091-101. 
177 J.A. Paton and Fernando Nottebohm, “Neurons Generated in the Adult Brain are 
Recruited into Functional Circuits” in Science 225.4666 (1984): 1046-1048.  
178 Elizabeth Gould, Anna Beylin, Patima Tanapat, Alison Reeves and Tracey J. Shors, 
“Learning enhances adult neurogenesis in the hippocampal formation,” Nature Neuroscience 2 
(1990): 260-5. 
179 Image from Mark F. Bear, Barry W. Connors, and Michael A. Paradiso, Neuroscience: 
Exploring the Brain (Baltimore: Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, 2006). 
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FIGURE III.14180 

 
You’ll observe in figure III.13 a lateral view of the human brain with 

sensory areas in green, motor areas in red. All the rest is dedicated to 
association. Now see, in figure III.14 how it compares with the brain of a cat 
and a rat. What distinguishes the human brain is not the growth of sensory 
but of association areas. In this case, ontogeny does recapitulate phylogeny: 
where the adult brain produces additional neurons is in the association areas 
as well. This is significant in the effort to establish a substrate for the 
processes that culminate in “felt thought” because the very areas that benefit 
from adult neurogenesis are those involved in “higher order association,” 
which is to say wedding sensations (contours, colors, clarity, etc.) to concepts 
(trains, tables, text). The adult brain adds no new neurons in areas devoted to 
emotion (somatosensory) and concept (declarative memory), but under the 
right conditions, new neurons might be added to the processes that obtain 
between feeling and thought. Certain environmental stimuli (say, reading) can 
amplify the quantity of neurons devoted to associational tasks of the kind Eliot 
imagined in wedding form to content via a process that makes trace mnemonic 
demands operative in sensibility. 181  

One area of the hippocampus, the dentate gyrus, exhibits particularly 
robust morphological and physiological flexibility.182 As with most of the 
hippocampus, the dentate gyrus is involved in memory-related activities; it has 
a particular role as a “pre-processing unit” implicated in the breakdown of 
incoming information into features and details associated with storage for 

																																																								
180 Image from Mark F. Bear, Barry W. Connors, and Michael A. Paradiso, Neuroscience: 
Exploring the Brain (Baltimore: Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, 2006). 
181 Tracey J. Shors, George Miesegaes, Anna Beylin, Mingrui Zhao, Tracy Rydel and Elizabeth 
Gould, “Neurogenesis in the adult is involved in the formation of trace memories,” Nature 410 
(2001): 372-6.  
182 G Kempermann, HG Kuhn, FH Gage, “More hippocampal neurons in adult mice living in 
an enriched environment,” Nature 386 (6624): 493-5. 
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maximally efficient retrieval. As such adult neurogenesis in this area is 
associated with “fine discrimination” among details and features of salience at 
a post-sensory level.183184 In only the past several weeks neuroscientists 
established that these “adult-born” cells are not only more active than 
“mature” cells, but they are also less “tuned,” which means less purpose-
specific.185 Envision a more “tuned” cell as one that responds to a more specific 
stimulus. Say, it fires at the sound of C-sharp. These can be extremely specific, 
with the most famous example being a single neuron in a man’s brain that 
exclusively fired at the sound of the name “Jennifer Aniston” (or any 
presentation of the name across sensory modalities). A less-tuned cell has a 
lower discriminatory threshold: say, it fires at the sound of a musical note, or 
the name of any actress. What this suggests is that these “adult-born” cells 
might play a crucial role in maintaining one’s discriminatory capacity late in 
life—that is, after the onset of most of the conceptual repertoire that 
determines our capacity for knowledge. They suspend, in a sense, the efficiency 
of the categorizing work of the dentate gyrus to allow for novel representations 
that have yet to attain conceptual structure. Because literature makes its bread 
on the proto- or para-conceptuality of words—we’re reminded of William 
James’s claim that “the name is a prison”—this flooding of the dentate gyrus 
with new neurons is significant.   

So we have availability of cells. The question is: what does that do for 
synaptic activity? The traditional view of memory storage is that memories are 
reflected in patterns of synaptic change. In fact these so-called “patterns of 
firing” are actually constituted by an increase in synaptic effectiveness (known 
as long-term potentiation) in certain connections combined with a decrease in 
synaptic effectiveness (known as long-term depression) in other connections. 
The brain is constantly evolving to maximize efficiency, best represented by a 
process known as synaptic pruning—whereby inefficient (or unused) neurons 
are pruned to minimize the response times in cell assemblies. But there’s a 
cost to this efficiency—namely novel, or secondary associations. Robust 
synaptic assemblies can be envisioned like rivulets in sand on a beach. The 
deeper the rivulet, the faster and more efficiently (i.e. with minimal loss), the 

																																																								
183 C.D. Clelland, M. Choi, C. Romberg, G.D. Clemenson Jr., A. Fragniere, P. Tyers, et al, “A 
functional role for adult hippocampal neurogenesis in spatial pattern separation,” Science 
325(2009): 210–213. 
184 C. Vivar, M.C. Potter, J. Choi, J.Y. Lee, T.P. Stringer, E.M. Callaway, et al., “Monosynaptic 
inputs to new neurons in the dentate gyrus,” Nat. Commun. 3:1107. 
185 Nathan B. Danielson, et. al., “Distinct Contribution of Adult-Born Hippocampal Granule 
Cells to Context Encoding,” Neuron (2016), available online as a “corrected proof,” 10 March 
2016: doi:10.1016/j.neuron.2016.02.019. 
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water will flow. This is necessary for associating things like the sound of a 
horn with the advent of a fast-moving automobile immediately. 

But there are at least two drawbacks to these aspects of neural 
development and connectivity that are devastating when it comes to sustaining 
a poetic intelligence. The first is that the faster the water flows down the 
rivulet, the less opportunity there is for particularizing attention. The less time 
a thing is beheld sensorily. Take the doorknob. When you enter a room, you 
look at it in a limited sense. But you don’t pause to wonder or marvel; its 
salient features are quickly subsumed for the purposes of non-declarative or 
functional memory. Its evocative powers are muted. There is little overflow 
into other synaptic connections or cell assemblies. The same is true of how 
classification works in declarative memory; cognition works in large part by 
ignoring the particular features of an observation in favor of features salient to 
its subsumption under a much more readily cognized sign. 

The second drawback is that the “deeper” these rivulets become—the 
more efficient their assemblage, to use the Hebbian vocabulary—the less it is 
likely that secondary associations might form. The less likely the stream is to 
be derailed or misdirected, as it were. These insights are essentially intuitive. 
It’s obvious, for example, that children will have shallower rivulets, or none at 
all, and are thus prone to robust imaginative or creative associations, and that 
we tend to lose such capacity for imagination. Furthermore, the basic 
psychological literature suggests that difficulty formulating stable, normative 
cell assemblies—specifically, in cases of synesthesia—correlates with creativity. 
But what the neurobiology that I have described here is uniquely positioned to 
witness is the very novel insight that the formation of deep neural pathways 
can be disrupted by the proliferation of adult-born cells that are more active 
and less-tuned than mature cells. This is not neuroscientific proof of Eliot’s 
conception of sensibility as a mode of intelligence in opposition to the more 
familiar analytic mode that we associate with the prefrontal cortex. Rather it is 
a recognition of a plausible neurobiological substrate for a non-propositional 
intelligence nourished by erudition, which guides the operation of sensibility 
through which feeling and thought may be said to enter into unity. 
 
 
 
~ Conclusion ~ 
 
 
 

In this chapter I have tried to isolate the two operations of mind most 
critical to the poetics of “felt thought”—namely feeling and sensibility. Then I 
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have tried to establish for both a plausible neurobiological substrate. But I 
anticipate at least three objections to my methodology. The first is that I have 
left, for the most part, unchallenged the entire right side of the schema. For 
all of the attention I have paid to emotion, feeling, content and sensibility, I 
have taken the passage from concept to form essentially for granted. The 
second objection is that I may have established a plausible substrate but 
nothing like scientific proof of the existence of a pathway corresponding to 
feeling or sensibility. The third and most important objection might come in 
the form of the following question: even if one accepts the schema and its 
substrate, what good will it do when it comes time to interpret the poems of 
Eliot or any other modernist? 

Let’s address these objections in order. There are several reasons to 
dedicate the majority of our attention to the left side of the schema. The first is 
that the operations described on the right side are well-established—even 
patently obvious—without any reparation to neuroscience. It seems clear, for 
example, that form takes shape according to the contents that man has needed 
to express throughout history—that content, in other words, is prior to form. 
Likewise it seems clear that form consists of grammar, syntax and less formal 
(or codified) constraints on how thought can be expressed. How form consists 
of these things is not obvious at all. In fact, it is the subject of lively debate 
and analysis in linguistics, as a general problem, and in literary study, as a 
problem of literary form. But the mechanics of form’s inner structure is not 
essential to establishing a general cognitive structure like the one with which I 
am concerned here. All the same, once these precepts are acknowledged, one is 
in a position to see how thought can be described as the ability to 
operationalize these formal structures, and then how concepts are the “having 
operationalized” of some prior thought. Even if one objects to these precepts, it 
is dubious how much—with such clearly defined analytic terms—neuroscience 
could do to intervene, as it might intervene on the other side of the schema to 
bring the sensuous properties of emotion and feeling under less opaque 
description.  

The second charge is readily admitted. Indeed one of the features that 
distinguishes neurobiology from cognitive science is a recognition of the 
difference between theory and fact. A major impediment to valuable 
neuroscientific work in the arts—despite an efflorescence of interest in and 
funding for empirical aesthetics—is the absence of cognitive theory based on 
the specific metaphysics implied by a text, author, or movement. In the 
absence of such, cognitive literary studies (CLS) proceeds with ordinary 
computational or psychological definitions of, say, emotion when the poets and 
writers in question are precisely attempting to assert a singular or alternative 
operation of mind that comes into being as a function of powers unique to the 
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medium. For a further elaboration of this argument, please refer to the 
epilogue to this dissertation. In this chapter I have attempted to combine what 
we know about the molecular chemistry of the brain so that one will have a 
basis from which to conduct the functional experiments that might establish 
aspects of Eliot’s epistemology as factual, even if I foresee many technical and 
even remaining theoretical challenges to conducting these experiments 
successfully.  

The third objection must be taken very seriously. It can be restated as 
follows. Suppose we were to discover that everything that Eliot had to say 
about aesthetics and the epistemology of literature were true. What practical 
good would such knowledge do us? After all, plenty of work in the field has 
already been conducted on just such an assumption. The answer to this 
objection will have to earn its validity in the next chapter when I turn my 
account of Eliot’s epistemology to the task of helping us to interpret specific 
poems. But here I will try to be more explicit. In general I agree that 
neuroscience is at best a faulty evaluative mechanism for literary theories, 
which, like many conceptual apparati, succeed as far as they do precisely 
because they do not rely for explanatory power on verification down to the 
cellular level. All the same, analysis of the cytoarchitecture can put us in 
possession of facts about how higher-order mental processes interrelate and 
unify in ways that can enrich and modify the spontaneous philosophy of mind 
(or the folk psychology) on which our theories typically supervene.  

In the case of this chapter, I have constructed a synthesis of Eliot’s 
central formulations that would not hang together without links between, for 
example, memory (concepts) and perception as they are instantiated in the 
dentate gyrus. Of course it may have been possible to make such claims 
without repairing to neuroscience, but after nearly a century since the 
publication of Eliot’s major critical writings, nobody has done so. Exploring 
two important contexts—literary history via idealist aesthetics, and Harvard 
pragmatism—encouraged certain refinements to the ways that scholars have 
tended to receive Eliot’s concepts of sensibility, feeling and tradition, but 
neurobiology allowed me to articulate how these formulations in a descriptive 
cognitive structure of felt thought. Thus, in this chapter, neurobiology serves 
less of an explanatory than an aletheic function: for it reveals connections that 
might otherwise remain under veil. In my final chapter it falls to me to prove 
that these connections can help us understand how certain poems command a 
form of intelligence unique to poetry’s delicate yet plastic exemplary capacities.  
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CHAPTER IV // Prufrock and the Poetics of Observation 
 
 

“The memory throws up high and dry    
A crowd of twisted things.” 

    -T.S. Eliot, “Rhapsody on a Windy night” (1915)186  
 
 
~ Introduction ~ 
 
 
 This is where the bills come due. We have shown that Eliot’s 
motivation to develop an “impersonal method” for poetry was far from 
idiosyncratic, that it reflected objectivity ideals characteristic of the intellectual 
culture of the turn-of-the-century period.187 We have shown that in Eliot’s 
mind these ideas issue from a thoroughgoing critique of his immediate literary 
predecessors, and from a wish to extend the efforts of Henry James and Ezra 
Pound to offer, through formal experimentation, certain correctives. We have 

																																																								
186 The source used for this reference, and all others in the chapter, to Prufrock and Other 
Observations from T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems, 1909-1962 (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 
1991).  
187 The clearest source for understanding the suddenly accelerated pursuit of objectivity during 
this period as it pertains to literary culture and academia in broad contour is Louis Menand, 
The Marketplace of Ideas (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010). But there are a variety of sources that 
address how the pursuit influenced the development of specific domains. For the influence of 
the period’s objectivity ideals on the American research university, see Laurence R. Veysey, 
The Emergence of the American University (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), on 
departments of literature, see Gerald Graff, Professing Literature: An Institutional History (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987), on the social sciences, see Robert C. Bannister, Sociology and 
Scientism: The American Quest for Objectivity, 1880-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1987), on the field of history, see Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” 
and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). For the 
most authoritative account of how ideals of objectivity came to be articulated across the 
spectrum of human inquiry, including the sciences, during this period, see Lorraine Daston 
and Peter Galison, Objectivity (Cambridge: Zone Books, 2010). 
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shown that Eliot’s pursuit of a path toward the ideal of “felt thought” was laid 
out by a range of philosophical pathstones, from German idealism to Harvard 
pragmatism. We have shown that upon these motivations and influences Eliot 
produced a body of criticism that entails an unexpectedly coherent cognitive 
model of the poetic mind, for which there exist plausible neural correlates. 
But Eliot was, at last, a poet. So the most important question remains to be 
answered: how does his poetry give concrete expression to the theoretical and 
scientific insights that we have drawn from his criticism and from his 
intellectual history? That is the question to which I address this final chapter. 
 The most secure method of approach would be to establish a contrast 
between the poetry that Eliot wrote before these influences crystallized in his 
mind and the poetry that came after. For this purpose, the publication 
circumstances of Prufrock and Other Observations prove miraculously 
serendipitous. Exactly half of its twelve poems were written prior to the end of 
Eliot’s first year at Harvard (1912) and half were written the year after he left 
for Oxford (1915). In the intervening years, he attended the Royce seminar 
(1913-1914), was introduced to Ezra Pound (1914), and completed the tutorial 
with Harold Joachim (1914-15) on F.H. Bradley that would set him on the 
path to writing his dissertation.188 A review essay that Eliot published in The 
Harvard Advocate in 1909 reveals that he had encountered Henry James before 
our period of concern, but neither Kant nor Hegel until the spring of 1913.189 
Thus, with the exception of James, all of the major influences that we have 
discussed in the previous chapters can be said to have influenced only half of 
the poems at the time of their composition. Furthermore, there are basic 
formal characteristics of each set of poems—those written before 1912, and 
those written in 1915—that suggest distinct compositional priorities. The early 
poems are considerably longer on average than the later poems (520 words to 
109).190 Half of the early poems begin with an epigraph; only one of the later 
poems does. All but one poem of the early set feature some form of rhyme 
scheme; and only one poem of the second set does. The titles of the first set 
promise drama and adventure—“Love Song,” “Preludes,” “Rhapsody on a 

																																																								
188 Eliot wrote to L.B.R. Briggs, the relevant dean at Harvard, that in the tutorial with 
Joachim he would be “dealing with some of the questions considered in the thesis which I 
hope to present for the degree of Ph.D. at Harvard.” T.S. Eliot, The Letters of T.S. Eliot, Vol. 2: 
1923-1925, ed. Valerie Eliot and Hugh Haughton (London: Faber, 2009): 92.  
189 As discussed in Chapter I, Kant took the course on Kant with C.M. Bakewell in the spring 
term of 1913. This, I suspect, is when he purchased and annotated Hegel’s Lectures on the 
Philosophy of History.  
190 An average could be misleading with such a small sample because of the weight of an 
outlier. And there is indeed, with the length of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and 
“Portrait of a Lady,” some such effect but the median of the 1912 poems is still 373 words, 
compared to 96 for the poems written in 1915.   
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Windy Night,” “La Figlia Che Piange”; the titles of the second, suffocating 
banality—“Morning at the Window,” “The Boston Evening Transcript,” “Aunt 
Helen,” “Cousin Nancy.” These are merely the differences readily evident at 
the most cursory glance. 
 But the division within Prufrock hardly tells the whole story. For one 
thing, Eliot edited the poems for publication at various times prior to their 
collection as a volume in 1917. For another, one can never be certain when 
and how ideas “take” in the mind, and still less in the mind of a poet. We 
have thus far used a body of critical writing appearing between 1919 and 1921 
as evidence that Eliot had absorbed the philosophical and literary influences 
that we describe in the first two chapters of this dissertation. There is no way 
to be certain that the ideas crystallized in his mind at any prior point. There 
is, in fact, some reason to doubt it. For often philosophical ideas are best and 
truly understood only when one makes an effort to put them to use in one’s 
own writing. And when the last poem of Prufrock and Other Observations was 
written, Eliot had still not completed the dissertation on Bradley in which he 
elaborates the importance of “feeling” in experience, nor had he begun to 
write the critical essays in which he establishes how “sensibility” mediates 
between talent and tradition. Finally, it’s worth noting that the T.S. Eliot of 
1917 took stock of what he’d written between 1909 and 1915 and deemed it 
current and coherent enough to be a worthy first book of poems for a poet 
keen to make a name for himself. Indeed, he was not at the time anything 
near a literary celebrity. There would have been no interest in poems 
reflecting the progress or maturation of his style, nor did he arrange them in 
an order that would carry off that effect. The volume, as we will discuss later, 
is bookended by early poems, with the poems he wrote in 1915 occupying the 
middle. Thus, while we will not ignore its divided composition circumstances, 
I maintain that Eliot presented Prufrock to the public in a way that suggests 
that it represented the best of what was current in his poetry at a time when 
the key influences had already made their mark.191  
 Yet there is, if we return to the concerns with which we concluded 
Chapter I, one trustworthy method of securing the claims that we have made 
about what Eliot learned at Harvard and Oxford, from the philosophy of Kant 
and Hegel, and from the work of James and Pound. There I made a 
distinction between Pound’s use of an impersonal technique to render the 

																																																								
191 One might object that, even in 1917, he had not written the important critical essays that 
reflect the crystallization of his thinking on impersonality. The objection is fair. But he had 
written the dissertation, the Harvard essays, and at least thirty-six published philosophical and 
literary reviews. “Tradition and the Individual Talent (1919) and “Hamlet” (1919) were close at 
hand, close enough to suppose that conceptual ideas in the essays might have expressed 
themselves pre-conceptually in the poems.   
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clashing of images at the intersection of mind and world, and Eliot’s more 
stepwise and retrograde use of an impersonal method of intensifying an 
awareness of the psychological and intellectual obstructions on the mind’s path 
toward contact with the world. Both had set out on the same trajectory. Both 
were committed to specifying how poetry could dynamize a realism that 
brought mind and world together without deadening conceptualizations. But 
Eliot wished to carry his impersonal technique further. Whereas the Pound of 
“April” or “In a Station of the Metro” sought to characterize the deep 
structures of perceptual awareness, Eliot would not settle for anything less 
than cultural awareness. If Eliot was never an imagiste, it is because he 
recognized that as one moved beyond perception—and perhaps even in 
perception itself—the obstructing forces of psychology could never be fully 
eliminated without falling into what he considered the vanities and blind spots 
of contemporary realism. While both Pound and Eliot can be described, in the 
early years, as realists, theirs was a realism that sought vividness rather than 
transparency. Thus the focus on writerly activity. Removing the “persona” 
from the picture in “In a Station of the Metro” shifts attention to the scene’s 
constructedness—it is not transparent report but vivifying presentation. In the 
domain of perception, writerly activity can emerge, I have tried to 
demonstrate, by a process of exhibition with an aspectual rather than a 
constitutive logic. Eliot’s more cognitive objectives, his wish to appropriate the 
“feel” of concepts, requires that the expressive mode shift from exhibition to 
exemplification. Marking that shift will be the first purpose of this final 
chapter.    
 To that end I will make a close study of T.S. Eliot’s first volume of 
poetry, Prufrock and Other Observations. The explicit goal will be to describe how 
it succeeds in establishing a mode of impersonal observation, first by 
dramatizing the at once enabling and distorting force of imaginative energies, 
then by staging the volume as a series of experiments in which speakers 
endeavor to turn those energies to productive use. It is, in the end, modernist 
poetry. So what success there is will necessarily be partial, conditional, and 
regularly subverted. But when the individual poems are read as a volume, one 
glimpses a continuous, layered effort to specify the conditions according to 
which vision and insight could be said to issue from a densely transpersonal 
source as long as observation never hypostasizes in a receptive (or reflective) 
mode. For as the poet’s sensibility labors to balance competing imaginative 
energies, only his constructive activity—made consummate in the poem itself—
can reveal, by formal means, the unique intelligence that can be realized in a 
poem. The traffic between the sensibility of the poet and the intelligence of the 
poem yields, if one squints through its dense skein of psychological fragments, 
an ideal of cultural vision that supervenes on the power of the poetic image to 
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fuse the cognitive dimension of sensation with the sensuous dimension of 
thought. Then the examples that emerge from these images might flesh out 
the conceptual repertoire available to reasoning just enough to put some meat 
on the meager bones of scientific realism.  
   
 
 
~ Il miglior fabbro ~ 
 
 
 

But first we must have a more vivid account of Pound’s imagisme if we 
are to make of it a point of departure for Eliot. Then we will be in a better 
position to witness how Eliot’s model of the poetic mind could be used to 
advance Pound’s presentational ambitions into more stubbornly psychological 
domains of experience where exhibition would have to be supplanted by 
exemplification. Though the distinction would eventually become less 
pronounced, in their early careers, Pound was initially more committed to 
correcting the psychology of perception, Eliot to the psychology of 
conceptualization. As Charles Altieri has observed, Pound was influenced by 
what he calls the “new realism” in science, which “challenged rigid materialist 
causal models,” and shaped “the more fluid notions of matter and cause 
governing contemporary thinking.” (AAT 11-12)192 Pound’s principles of 
imagisme evidence an unmistakable debt to Henri Bergson, even if he 
absorbed the philosopher only second-hand through T.E. Hulme.193 Bergson’s 
claim that “consciousness of matter”, or perception, “is not subjective, for it is 
in things rather than in me”194 becomes for Pound the imagiste demand for 
“direct treatment of the ‘thing,’ whether subjective or objective.” (PGB 83) Out 
of Bergson’s skepticism of the “fixed terms of language” comes Pound’s 
directive “to use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the 

																																																								
192 For an account of the general influence of scientific thinking on Ezra Pound, see Ian F.A. 
Bell, Critic as Scientist: The Modernist Poetics of Ezra Pound (Methuen: Taylor & Francis, 2000). 
193 Bergson’s early career as a rather technically-oriented “realist” philosopher is often 
obscured by his later career as a public man of letters, an anti-scientist who defended 
spiritualism, debated Einstein and deconstructed Darwin. But the books to which Altieri 
refers in recommending the influence of Bergson and the “new realism” on modernist poets 
are Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (1889) and Matière et mémoire (1896), which were 
translated into English as Time and Free Will (1910) and Matter and Memory (1911).    
194 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer (New 
York: Macmillan, 1913): 306. Cited hereafter as BMM.  
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presentation.” (PGB 83)195 Bergson’s concern with sequence—“the confusion of 
succession and simultaneity, duration and extensity, quality and quantity”196—
correlates to Pound’s final directive, that rhythm be “compose[d] in sequence of 
the musical phrase, not in sequence of the metronome.” (PGB 83) Bergson’s 
theory of “pure duration” like Pound’s theory of imagisme ultimately aspires to 
replace abstract dichotomies between the signifier and the signified with “pure 
perception,” or intuition. “The ‘image’ is at the furthest possible remove from 
rhetoric,” Pound writes, defining it, instead, as “that which presents an 
intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time.” (PGB 83, 86n) The 
former he would call “description,” the latter, presentation or “evocation.” 
(PLE 380)  

In our discussion of Pound in Chapter I, we emphasized that his 
imagiste poems have very little to do with providing a picture of the world. In 
“April” and “In a Station of the Metro,” the mental images (“petals on a wet, 
black bough,” and “pale carnage beneath bright mist”) do not represent their 
ostensive real-world correlates (“faces in the crowd,” and “olive boughs”), but 
the clashing of images establishes the set of relations (“intellectual and 
emotional complex”) that structure the poem’s speaking presence “in an 
instant of time.” Thus, in neither poem, do we encounter a narrative speaking 
presence with a psychology of its own, apart from what is generated in the 
clashing of images. The formal consequences of these twin strategies—
emptying the poem of narrative, and placing image upon image to witness 
what sensation creates rather than represents—are on best evidence in one of 
Pound’s translations, “Liu Ch’e,” which I pause to consider here because it 
takes Pound to the interpersonal fringe of imagisme, and thus to the threshold 
that Eliot wished to cross. It is again necessary to reproduce the poem in full 
so that we might attend to the typography: 

 

																																																								
195 Though Pound relies on language in a way that might have made Bergson uncomfortable, 
he does claim in Gaudier-Brzeska that “the ‘image’ is the further possible remove from rhetoric.” 
(PGB 83) 
196 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will, trans. F.L. Pogson (New York: Macmillan, 1913): 240.  
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FIGURE IV.1197 
 
 
The poem’s concluding mental image is not as powerful as those of “April” and 
“In a Station of the Metro,” but since it gathers more potentially affective 
material, it better demonstrates Pound’s sense of the power of impersonality to 
structure evocative displays of sensation in a way that appealed to Eliot. If the 
modality of “In a Station of the Metro” was perception, and that of “April” was 
dream vision, the modality of “Liu Ch’e” is harder to place. For the synthetic 
observations attempt to witness a state of mourning. The speaker is haunted by 
the death of a woman whose memory, like a “wet leaf,” simply will not blow 
away. 
 It was Poe who wrote in “The Philosophy of Composition” that the 
death “of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the 
world” and that the “lips best suited for such topic are those of a bereaved 
lover.”198 But if Pound is of a like mind it is only because the death of 
beautiful woman, since it sets up an expectation of a highly charged affective 
state, provides the ideal conditions by which to dramatize the powers of mere 
observation. He may have had, as a point of departure and contrast, Thomas 
Hardy’s “The Voice,” written a year prior to “Liu Ch’e,” in which the speaking 
subject comes to accept the fact that he will be haunted by the ghost of a 
“woman much missed” 199: 
 

																																																								
197 Reprinted from Ezra Pound, ed., Des Imagistes (New York: A. and C. Boni, 1914): 44. 
198 Edgar Allen Poe, Essays and Reviews (New York: Library of America, 1984): 19.  
199 Pound was a great admirer of Hardy. He wrote in a letter of 1934 that “nobody has taught 
me anything about writing since Thomas Hardy died.” Ezra Pound, letter of 1934 to W.H. 
Rouse (PLET 264).  He was likely to have read “The Voice” when it was first published in 
1914, but as that was the year of the composition of “Liu Ch’e” it is difficult to know for 
certain whether he read it in advance of writing his own poem.  
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FIGURE IV.2200 
 
 
In the final stanza of “The Voice,” distance from the persona is effected by the 
caesural rupture of the semi-colon in the first line. The effect is an 
unmistakable demand that the reader pause to pity the speaker whose 
tormented psychology is on display in earlier stanzas (“Can it be you that I 
hear?...Or is it only the breeze”). The final lines mark an effort to move 
outward from the speaker’s interior, to witness the pitiful figure from without, 
but even the exterior scene is focalized around the speaker’s grief (“leaves 
around me falling”), until the conjunction (“and”) of the last couplet implies 
that the speaker no longer needs any real-world stimulus (“wind”) to hear the 
haunting call of the “woman much missed.” His vision of the world is so 
consumed by grief that grief comes to structure his vision of the world.  
 Such self-indulgence was precisely what Pound set out to exclude from 
the imagiste lyric. Observe how differently mourning is handled in “Liu Ch’e,” 
a poem, like “April” and “In a Station of the Metro,” in which the psychology 
of the speaker makes no appearance at all as a traditional speaking presence. 
Grief is forced into the language of observation unindexed to a “me” or an “I,” 
and it centers on an affective stimulus (the woman) that makes no literal 
appearance in the poem until the penultimate line. Instead, the woman is 
rendered negatively through a series of observations that offer presence only by 
implication. Some action is “discontinued”; some space gathers “dust”; some 
“sound” is muted. But the register changes with the enjambed clause appended 
to the third line, a line that—to that point—had closely mirrored the second, 
syllable-by-syllable, through to the hyphenated words. “And the leaves” is the 
pivot of the poem. The preceding clauses stage a successful mask of 
indifference. There may be movement, but the movement is respectful—a 
rustling, a drifting, a negative copula that registers absence. The succeeding 
clauses bring the speaker close to the verge of crack-up. Bitterness enters into 
the description of the dumb liveliness of the leaves daring to “scurry” in the 

																																																								
200 Reprinted from Thomas Hardy, Satires of Circumstance: Lyrics and Reveries with Miscellaneous Pieces 
(London: MacMillan and Co., 1914): 109. 
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absence of their sweeper. The anaphoric repetition of “and” reads like an effort 
to avoid breaking down into emotion. The hasty insertion of description 
prevents the speaker from indulging in the kinds of sentimentality that 
defined the speaker of “The Voice.” But the descriptions are less and less 
scientific. The leaves are personified, and the woman is described as a “rejoicer 
of the heart,” a phrase that simply cannot signify with any precision. Thus 
enunciation is degenerating. Public description is giving way to private lament.  

But just as the crack-up is at hand, we encounter the distancing simile, 
marked by the colon (“as if”)201 and by an empty line in the typography. 
Unlike that of “In a Station of the Metro,” this image is not noetic. It is not 
offered to give a sense of the powers that the mind can summon in order to 
substantiate its generalizing faculty. Instead the simile dramatizes the power of 
the image to keep a claw in reality even in the face of tremendous affective 
forces seeking to dislocate the subject into psychology (in this case, a form of 
grieving that Pound clearly views as much too romantic), or into becalming 
discourses featuring abstract commentary on the nature of life, death, love, and 
loss. And the effort is successful. If there is an affective resonance in the final 
line, it is the expression of a minor emotion—perhaps the most minor of 
emotions: irritation.202 Pound dangles the possibility of something much 
grander. The evanescence of the scurrying leaves, arranged into a tomb-like 
heap, could conceivably produce an Ozymandian sentiment. Instead there is 
no reflective distancing in “Liu Ch’e.” For in Pound’s imagiste poems, distance 
on the world is not yielded by psychology and its quieting correlative 
discourses. In fact, distance is not a primary desideratum at all. For Pound is a 
realist. He seeks connection with the world, and connection is established by 
finding a figurative structure that can hold the brute facts of experience in 
tension. It is established, in other words, by finding and presenting an image 
that does not describe a state of affairs so much as exhibit the vibrancy of an 
aspect of a state of affairs.  

The fact that Prufrock and Other Observations begins with a speaker who 
fails at every turn to accomplish what the speaker of “Liu Ch’e” accomplishes 
is indicative of the principal difference between Eliot’s sense of the value of 
impersonality and Pound’s. Prufrock is a leaf that simply cannot cling to the 
threshold, and thus blows about from posture to posture in the hope that in 
one or another he will eventually find some form of recognition. But before we 

																																																								
201 In his memoir on Gaudier-Brzeska, Pound indicated that the colons in his imagiste poems 
should be translated “as if.” 
202 The poem would have been a great candidate for inclusion in Sianne Ngai’s chapter on 
“irritation” in Ugly Feelings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005): 174-208, in which she 
describes, among other things, the “Bartlebyization” of the character Helga Crane in Nella 
Larsen’s Quicksand.   
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return to “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and to the interpretation that 
we teased at the end of Chapter I, it is now time to make the distinction 
between Eliot and Pound plain, and thus to identify exactly what we will be 
looking for in the interpretations that follow. I have claimed that Pound began 
from a more optimistic position on the question of one’s ability to grasp the 
world by means of matching the formal details of imaginative projection with 
those of ordinary perception. But I have also devoted quite a bit of time to the 
task of establishing from Eliot’s criticism and the vast array of his influences a 
model of mind tuned to accomplishing something awfully similar—the 
reconciliation of form and content by virtue of the powers of sensibility. Both 
Eliot and Pound recognized psychology as the great impediment. But because 
Pound, in his imagiste phase, was interested in dramatizing mainly perceptive 
and affective modalities, while Eliot was interested in exploring cultural and 
social modalities, Eliot was more keenly aware not only of the formidable 
challenge of eradicating psychology but of the equally formidable threat posed 
on the other side of the schema by conceptualization. Thus whereas Pound is 
eager to simply absent psychology from the reckoning in his imagiste 
experiments, Eliot proceeds more cautiously, recognizing that complex 
psychological structures (“significant emotion” and feeling, for example) are 
required to prevent a state-of-affairs from dissolving into an immediate 
intellectual approximation. Pound ultimately came to this realization as well—
perhaps as early as his turn to vorticism later in the same year that he wrote 
“Liu Ch’e.” The pressures of sustaining such an intimate perceptual-cognitive 
apparatus may explain why both Pound and Eliot gave themselves over in the 
end to doctrinaire political and religious belief-structures. But in Prufrock we 
recognize the effort in all the enthusiasms of its infancy, as Eliot sought to 
determine what kind of imaginative orientation could produce an 
observational ideal of “concentration without elimination,” and what kind of 
writerly activity could sustain it.    
 
 
 
~ The great true recorder ~ 
 
 
  
 Prufrock and Other Observations would be recognizable as a study of 
observation even if the word were not in the title.203 Little surprise given 

																																																								
203 Needless to say, one accepts without irony Eliot’s descriptors at this stage in his career only 
at the risk of great peril. But embracing the fullest irony, in this case, does nothing to 
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Eliot’s immediate influences. We have explored the influence of Harvard 
pragmatism—and in particular the influence of Charles Sanders Peirce—on 
Eliot’s sense of what constitutes valid observation. We have also suggested that 
Eliot was influenced in this regard both by Pound and by James, whom Pound 
praised for offering an aspirational ideal of “presence without type.” But Eliot 
had his own words of praise for James. He wrote, in a Vanity Fair article in 
1924, that James was—alongside James Frazer and F.H. Bradley—one of three 
writers who “though masters of thought, are likewise masters of art.” (ECPII 
513) Those who complain about James’s characters, according to Eliot, have 
missed the point. For “had James been a better hand at character, he would 
have been a coarser hand altogether, and would have missed the sensibility to 
the peculiar class of data which were his province.” His sensibility, Eliot 
continues, led him to an essentially Kantian model of observation in which an 
ideal is held simultaneously in the mind against an object or datum. “His 
romanticism implied no defect in observation of the things that he wanted to 
observe,” Eliot writes, “He was possessed by the vision of an ideal society, he 
saw (not fancied) the relations between the members of such a society.” (ECPII 
514) Sensibility, on the model given by James, is the absorption of judgment 
into vision itself. One sees in this assessment a major point of confluence with 
many of the figures that we have discussed. For if this ideal of sensibility is 
Kantian, it is also Peircean, and when combined with the subsequent claim 
that James’s “vision [is] so exacting” that it “throb[s] at a higher rate of 
vibration with the agony of spiritual life,” it comes quite close to reprising 
Hegel’s introduction of “inner sensuousness” as a mediating force between 
mind and world. “James did not provide us with ‘ideas,’” Eliot writes, “but 
with another world of thought and feeling.” (ECPII 514) Thus he calls James, 
in an essay of several years later, a “‘metaphysical’ novelist.” (ECPII 1845)  

The observational ideal that emerges from these remarks seems to 
stand in conflicted relation with the phrase from which Pound drew 
inspiration, “presence without type.” Surely on the Kantian model there is the 
presence of a type—an ideal against which the real emerges. But the 
transference of James’s influence from Pound to Eliot does not so much derail 
the objective as it does demand that one emphasize the degree to which 
“presence without type”—and its humbler corollary, “concentration without 
elimination”—are aspirational. For maintaining even something as concrete as 
an image in the mind beyond its immediate apprehension requires some form 
of typology, even if one is only interested in rendering it back to oneself in 
memory. But what James allows Eliot to articulate is that the more complete 

																																																																																																																																																					
diminish the point. Irony only intensifies one’s sense of the need to establish conditions of 
possibility for “true” observation.  
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the typology, the more evocative rather than descriptive, the expression. Thus 
the more concrete. The value of James’s ability to see the “relations” that 
constitute a perceived situation is that it allows him to reproduce those 
relations as an actuating force in their own right. Then perception can be 
rendered rather than described. Pound may have made a better economy of 
exhibition, but James featured a more fulsome view of the relations that 
dynamized social life. And yet Eliot was more skeptical than either of them 
that observation could attain even the basic transparency required for an 
aesthetic of exhibition. So the feel of concepts would have to be transmitted in 
an expressive mode, a mode that I have characterized as aspectual 
exemplification.   

But Eliot seems to have come quite some way in his thinking about 
observation by the time of Prufrock and Other Observations. In “On a Portrait,” 
one of the poems that he published in The Harvard Advocate during his 
undergraduate days, he describes a subject depicted in a portrait: 
 
 

No meditations glad or ominous  
Disturb her lips, or move the slender hands; 
Her dark eyes keep their secrets hid from us, 
Beyond the circle of our thoughts she stands.  
 
The parrot on the bar, a silent spy,  
Regards her with a patient curious eye.204 
 
  

As in Daisy Miller, the subject of the portrait is less the subject of the poem than 
observation itself. The speaker betrays manifest anxiety both about interpreting 
the subject of the portrait and the worthiness of the subject of the portrait to 
be interpreted. These are the two registers on which the final line of the 
penultimate stanza signifies. Thus in the last couplet, another more worthy 
observer enters the scene: a porcelain parrot who runs no risk of obscuring her 
with restless thoughts or “immaterial fanc[ies]”.  

The poem represents a deflating inversion of the basic premise of 
Wallace Stevens’s “The Snow-Man” (1921). Where Stevens’s speaker seems to 
honor the mental adjustments that one must make in order to “see,” Eliot’s 
speaker offers an ironic shortcut: if one wishes to be objective, the best way to 
do so is simply to be an object. Of course, with the “doctrine of impersonality” 
as perhaps Eliot’s chief critical legacy, we understand that the irony in this 

																																																								
204 T.S. Eliot, “On a Portrait” in The Harvard Advocate 86.9 (26 January 1909). 
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poem is only partial. Indeed, Eliot, clearly troubled by certain aspects of 
scientific materialism, was initially not nearly as troubled by the model of 
observation that emerged from the Royce seminar. In fact, he seems to have 
been inspired by it. Years later in a review essay, he affirms the praise that 
one critic makes of Hawthorne—“that he was really the questioner, the 
detached observer, that other Transcendentalists thought they were.” Eliot 
notes that Hawthorne “was a realist” who had “the firmness, the true coldness, 
the hard coldness of the genuine artist” that brings observation to the level of 
“criticism.” (ECPII 23)205 But one of the major points of emphasis in the 
Royce seminar that Eliot retained was the sense of how difficult an art it was 
to possess the requisite coldness. Balzac, we learn in a later essay, was a failure 
because he “united imagination with observation.” Instead of using 
imagination as “a fine and delicate tool for an operation on the sensible 
world,” he used it to create an obscuring atmosphere that ran counter to the 
artist’s sacred duty: “But the patient analysis of human motives and emotions, 
and human misconceptions about motives and emotions, is the work of the 
greatest novelists,” Eliot writes, “and the greatest novelists dispense with 
atmosphere.” (ECPII 51) This seems to bring Eliot into closer agreement with 
at least the most superficial interpretation of what the speaker of “The Snow 
Man” means when he concludes that “one must have a mind of winter” if one 
is to avoid the typical vanities that issue from romantic interests and 
enthusiasms. But the wintering of the mind is not merely a matter of 
dirempting desire. It is also about attuning oneself to the constitutive features 
of the object under observation. In “The Snow Man” it is not that “one must 
have a mind of winter” tout court. It is that one must have a “mind of winter” to 
see winter itself: “to regard the frost and the boughs / Of the pine-trees crusted 
with snow.”  

  Thus we return to Eliot’s praise of James whose “great integrity” is 
attributed to the fact that he is the observer who “saw (not fancied) the 
relations.” It is similar to a phrase that he had used in a much more popular 
and influential essay, “Modern Tendencies in Poetry” (1920), to praise the 
fifteenth-century French poet François Villon. “What constitutes the terrible 
authenticity of Villon’s testaments is that he saw his feelings, watched them, as 
coldly as an astronomer watches a comet,” Eliot writes. “And without this cold 
and scientific observation he could never have given his feelings their 
permanent intensity.” (ECPII 214-5) Villon’s Le Testament, a collection of 21 
poems written in 1461, describes the persona confronting the prospect of 
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execution—a confrontation that, spanning more than 2000 lines, and nearly as 
many stages in the transition from rage to regret, consists of direct and yet 
unsentimental appeal to the reader’s emotions. Villon is cited in an essay on 
William Blake as a poet in possession of the “peculiar honesty” that is the 
“peculiarity of all great poetry.” (ECPII 187) But the honesty is not an 
emotional honesty, for in a later essay, Eliot celebrates Villon’s “reticence.”206 
Eliot must repair to the “peculiarity” of poetry in order to explain how 
“reticence” and “honesty” can be paired without paradox in these descriptions. 
For “one is prepared for art,” he writes, “when one has ceased to be interested 
in one’s own emotions and experiences except as material.” Then one is in a 
position to recognize technique as the important thing, to recognize “that not 
our feelings but the pattern which we may make of our feelings, is the centre 
of value.” (EPCII 561-2) Thus honesty, returning to the Blake essay, is not a 
matter of expressing emotion but of “exhibit[ing] the essential sickness or 
strength of the human soul,” to use the appropriate Nietzschean terms, “by 
some extraordinary labour of simplification.” (ECPII 187) Eliot’s praise of 
Villon is an ideal point of entry into Prufrock because it exemplifies his sense of 
poetry as a critique of “the metaphysical theory of the substantial unity of the 
soul.” (ECPII 110) If the self is pervaded by undifferentiated cultural forces 
that cluster in the perceptive faculties, then only by rearranging those forces 
can the way be cleared for access to the world. But these forces are attached to 
feelings and thus rely on an ethic of attention to the self—an ethic of self-
observation—that seeks to identify the postures by which personal psychology 
obscures the world. For Villon those postures were were easily overcome. He 
was operating in advance of the “dissociation of sensibility.” The same cannot 
be said for Eliot’s first persona, Prufrock, and the modernist personae that he 
engenders. Thus we appreciate in a new light Eliot’s explanation of why “poets 
in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult.” “Variety and 
complexity” had to be effected through “technique” if the images and 
situations presented in Eliot’s poetry were to achieve the “intensity” required 
of intelligent examples that could compete with concepts in the domain of 
understanding. (ECPII 381) We return now to the neuroscience of memory 
and emotion to put our grasp on how that might have been achieved.  
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~ The Neuroscience of Aspectual Exemplarity ~ 
 
 
 We begin by acknowledging that, from the purview of neurobiology, 
the simultaneous demand for vivid examples and emotional distance paints 
Eliot into something of a corner. For in the memory system there are 
significant “emotional retention advantages” that have been observed in both 
animals and humans.207 To put the matter simply, heightened affectivity 
produces more durable memories, or to keep with our littoral metaphor, 
emotion produces deeper rivulets in the sands of memory. And aspectual 
exemplarity requires immediate and concrete memory retrieval if it is to 
operate in the domain of semantic and declarative memory (concepts) rather 
than visual or epispodic memory. The effort to bring feeling and thought 
together in literature thus begins from a significant deficit in relation to the 
more externally sensuous arts (painting, cinema, music, etc.) because those arts 
present vivid and immediate images that are encoded in regions of the brain 
that do not put them in direct competition with concepts. The theory of the 
engram, or memory trace, begins in the first decade of the twentieth century 
with the work of Richard Semon, is advanced in the 1920s with Karl Lashley’s 
experiments on mice, and emerges in its present form with the publication of 
Donald Hebb’s The Organization of Behavior in 1949 that made the case for 
“synaptic plasticity.”208 What the work of these pioneering neuroscientists have 
in common is the assertion that remembered experience is the synaptic 
reinstantiation of the original pattern of firing during perception. Since 
literature can only produce sensation through language—the basic materials of 
which are words, and thus, at least on some register, concepts—synaptic 
reinstantiation (memory) implicates the same brain regions as in discourse (the 
ordinary use of language) where there is a mediate conceptual subreption. If 
aspectual, or what I call “intelligent,” examples are to enter disruptively into 
the conceptual repertoire, they must do so before concepts can subsume the 
underlying sensations of a given experience. 
 This is needlessly abstract. Let us say that if we want Hamlet-likeness 
to operate within our perception of a behavior or state-of-affairs in the world, 
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we need Hamlet-likeness to be re-encoded prior to the quasi-constitutive 
concepts into which Hamlet-likeness might be broken down. Then Hamlet-
likeness would be resistant to those quasi-constitutive concepts, and thus we 
could be said to have the ability to “see more” by virtue of our para-concept of 
Hamlet-likeness. Here it becomes evident why medial distinctions are crucial 
in a neuroscience of the arts. On the one hand, poetry is at a great 
disadvantage in relation to, say, painting for, in memory, a single image can be 
called to mind immediately by virtue of its encoding in the visual areas. But, 
on the other hand, poetry is at an all-significant advantage in terms of 
paraconceptuality because, unlike the visual arts, it operates in the same 
regions as conceptual encoding, and thus it has the power to disrupt the neural 
correlates of conceptual subsumption, to suspend or prevent the conferral of 
names on objects and feelings through ordinary language. That examples 
would have such a power becomes especially plausible given that abstract 
concepts, which activate the left inferior frontal regions of the association 
cortex in addition to the left lateral temporal lobe, have much longer 
reinscription latencies than concrete concepts.209 Thus it would be hard to beat 
a concrete concept such as the word “stone” to the punch, but much more 
plausible that Hamlet-like, given the right conditions, might be able to be 
inscribed prior to an abstract concept such as “moroseness.” All the same, due 
to Hamlet-like’s greater degree of abstractness, it would still lag behind more 
common conceptual terms—even relatively abstract ones. Those terms are 
simply more deeply encoded, and therefore both more determinative and more 
rapidly retrieved. But psychological research suggests that emotion is a 
substantial factor in the depth of engram encoding. The perception of affective 
faces, for example, tends to produce a much more accentuated brain response, 
and thus a much more deeply encoded engram, than the perception of non-
affective faces.210 So if emotion is required for para-conceptuality, and 
forbidden for impersonality, how was T.S. Eliot to proceed?  
 The variously invoked presence of music in Prufrock and Other 
Observations—both explicit (“preludes”) and implicit (syllabics)—endows the 
constructive activity in the volume with the deep affective charge required for 
deep encoding. There is, after all, robust empirical evidence that music 
reinforces memory encoding.211 But it is not simply that Eliot calls on 
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sonorous or musical effects throughout the poems. He does so proleptically so 
that ordinary conceptual situations are invoked, only to be subverted formally 
or with reference to musicality—a “love song,” for example, that terminates in 
discordant “human voices” that become garbled and distorted in the “chambers 
of the sea.” This has the effect of giving the observational experiments at the 
core of Prufrock a sensuous analogue that endows them with the force and 
immediacy required of the paraconceptual. One might be conscious, for 
example, of trying to avoid a Prufrockian orientation to a situation before one 
would be conscious of the terms by which that Prufrockian orientation could 
be described. It may seem natural then to assume that the volume fills the 
void left by the prolepted concept with an inner sensuousness marked by 
musicality. But it doesn’t quite work out that way. The volume must be read as 
a whole to perceive the various roles that sound, sense and silence play in 
carrying forward a Jamesian legacy of observation. In the first four poems, 
explicit references to music abound (in three of four titles, for example), and 
then the music goes silent in the poems that Eliot wrote in Oxford in 1915, 
only to return in a symphonic but sublimated chord in the final poem, “La 
Figlia che Piange,” where musicality moves from explicit reference to 
technique as forms a multimodal fusion with painterly gesture. The result is a 
profoundly affective appeal to the sensorium that has substantial implications 
for memory encoding.  
 
 
 
~ Prufrock’s Perseverations ~ 
 
 
 

Eliot published Prufrock and Other Observations in June of 1917 with the 
assistance of Dora Marsden who was editor of a small press on Bloomsbury 
Street in London called The Egoist Press. But though each of the poems had 
been published previously, eight of them in Harriet Monroe’s Poetry, the 
volume represents, perhaps more than any other chapbook of modern verse, a 
unified artistic vision. So much, in retrospect, was to be expected. In an essay 
published just two years later, Eliot criticized both Swinburne and Kipling for 
producing work unmarked by internal coherence. “The volume in hand, at 
least, ought to be consistent with itself,” he writes. “But the poems no more 
hang together than the verses of a schoolboy.” (ECPII 35) Prufrock, by contrast, 
is scrupulously coherent in image pattern, subject and theme as it stages and 
subverts its speakers’ efforts to bring objective distance to recalcitrantly 
subjective orientations. Because the volume consists of a series of experiments, 
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the seemingly evident “progress” from the addled obstructions of the opening 
rhetoric (“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”) to the studious composure of 
the final descriptions (“La Figlia che Piange”) is hardly linear. Nor is it made 
without concessions. So though the demands of the poems require that we 
keep in intimate proximity to their formal details, I will try to signal where 
those details contribute to the larger ambitions of the volume. 

I mentioned in Chapter I that the first poem in the collection, “The 
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” begins with the promise of significant 
adventure, a traditional Romantic invitation—“Let us go then you and I”—only 
to devolve quickly into a correlative (“when”) followed by two comparisons, a 
metaphor (“evening is spread out”) and a simile (“like a patient”). Never has 
an antecedent seemed less likely to be affirmed by a consequent. Romance is a 
non-starter. For what is less romantic than a graceless, thudding hospital 
allusion, marked off as one of only two unrhymed lines among the couplets in 
the first stanza? The harp is badly out of tune. But the persona—presumably J. 
Alfred Prufrock—is undeterred. He spends the rest of the poem (at least until 
the final stanza, and perhaps even then) trying to establish a sense of 
substantiality bouncing between rhetorical and compensatory defensive 
postures. But the gestures and snatches of phrase—torn from their context—
cohere only by contiguity and surface patterns. The effect is that one moves 
through the poem not with the romantic sweep of the opening line but with 
the crustaceous scrabble of the lobster, his “pair of ragged claws / Scuttling 
across the floors of silent seas.”  

The poem that composes Prufrock takes as its materials the undigested 
chuck of Victorian and Romantic lyricism, which has a single virtue: it flows 
from Prufrock just freely enough that the poem keeps crawling along. 
Consider, after all, what happens to him when things slow to a halt. He 
bristles at the thought of being stalled long enough to be depicted directly: 

 
 
And I have known the eyes already, known them all— 
The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase, 
And when I am formulated, sprawling on a pin, 
When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall, 
Then how should I begin 
To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways? 
 And how should I presume? 

 
 
If Eliot’s early poetics, as we’ve suggested, is pulled from one end toward 
science and from the other toward reverie, evidence issues from the middle 



	

~204~ 

line of this stanza, in which two types of observation are dramatized. Most 
obviously, scientific observation is called to mind with the image of an insect 
“pinned and wriggling.” But so too is aesthetic observation, for what is pinned 
and wriggling is, like the subject of a portrait, pinned “on the wall,” and like 
the subject of a poem, “fix[ed]…in a formulated phrase.” The ordinary framing 
mechanisms by which we understand and communicate about the world—not 
just language, but science and art—threaten to denature the lively objects of 
contemplation by “fix[ing]” them according to frames that do not permit a full 
view of their relations that, according to Henry James, “end nowhere.” 
“Chopping logic” seems inevitable, a point that Eliot made rather forcefully in 
his essay on “The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual” in the Royce seminar. 
But here it is presented with some irony, for tracing the relations that 
constitute Prufrock seems to yield not a picture of a subject, but a string of 
loosely bound defensive postures. If fixed, Prufrock worries, “Then how should 
I begin / To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways?” The 
epistemological concern that compels Pound’s interest in “presence without 
type” and Eliot’s interest in “concentration without elimination,” roughly an 
ethic of non-reductivist attention, is ironized. Prufrock is never asked to 
present (or to answer) his “overwhelming question.” But consider where such 
latitude takes us. There are comparisons to St. John the Baptist (with his head 
“brought in upon a platter”), to “Lazarus,” and, apophatically, to “Hamlet.” 
There is false humility: “Am an attendant lord, one that will do / To swell a 
progress, start a scene or two.” There is insufferable mundanity: “Shall I part 
my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?” There is, in other words, a horrid 
but frighteningly familiar tangle of consciousness to which one must be 
exposed while Prufrock himself remains locked in his room, and in the 
haunted corridors of his own fragile psychology, unwilling to venture out.  

The journey into Prufrock’s tortured consciousness dramatizes the 
perils of James’s imperative to be “one upon whom nothing is lost.” The 
phrase calls for an implied “of value” after the word “nothing.” But how do we 
determine what is of value, so that we might avoid being drawn down blind 
alleys and into locked rooms with figures such as Prufrock singing abortive 
love songs? This seems to be the question to which Eliot essays a variety of 
responses in the rest of the volume, which delivers a polyphony of haunting 
voices—among which, one that clamors for stale romance (“Portrait of a 
Lady”), that blusters with cosmic indifference (“Preludes), that deflates 
(“Rhapsody on a Windy Night”), that speculates (“Morning at the Window”), 
that strains to avoid moralizing (“The Boston Evening Transcript”), that fails to 
avoid bitterness (“Aunt Helen”), that borrows judgments (“Cousin Nancy”), 
that misplaces praise (“Mr. Apollinax”), that laughs grotesquely (“Hysteria”), 
that inquires directly (“Conversation Galante”), and finally one denied any 
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speaking presence at all (“La Figlia che Piange”). The transcendental authorial 
presence behind the volume thus seems to find itself confronting, from an 
admittedly much less cowardly purview, the awful presence of “human voices” 
that Prufrock confronts at the end of his love song: 

 
 
We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown.  

 
 
At issue here is not, as some have suggested, authorial misanthropy for 
Prufrock, the would-be-lover, is still speaking. The implied critical subject of 
Prufrock is neither “I” nor “you” but the faulty relation structuring a “we” that 
only becomes coherent when, in drowning, the “I” and the “you” are brought 
together by a shared fate. The poem began—and is suffused—with a 
hypothetical and sometimes latent “you” that exists to establish an “I” defined 
by something other than the snatches of stolen rhetoric that function to put off 
the work of true self-regard. The first-person plural thunders onto the scene. It 
signals the end of Prufrock’ ability to string together a song from the 
metonymic fragments of his vertiginous literary imagination.  
 A poem by George Oppen is often interpreted as isolating this stanza as 
the place that things went wrong for Eliot. Oppen revises Eliot’s final line so 
that it reads: “till other voices wake / us or we drown.”212 Sociality, Oppen has 
been taken to suggest, is not what drowns us; it is what keeps us afloat—hence 
the pregnant line break. But the final stanza of “Prufrock” seems to orient the 
speaker to sensation as much as to the social world. At the most literal level—
that is, taking the “you” of the opening line of “Prufrock” to implicate the 
reader—the “human voices” that follow in the subsequent poems do prove fatal 
to the “we” formed by the reader’s “you” and Prufrock’s “I”—a relation that is 
strung together by the effort to produce song. Even in the penultimate line 
“mermaids” becomes “sea-girls” to effect an interlinear alliteration with 
“seaweed.” The sonorous effects of the rhyme, the alliteration and assonance 
come to a halt in ordinary discourse (“human voices.”) But there is a literal 
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aspect to the drowning of the “we.” The reader, after all, turns his attentions to 
the next poem in the volume. Then the confinement to the “chambers of the 
sea”—a nod to Prufrock remaining in his own room—is self-reflexive, referring 
to the messy domain of his fragmented psychology, a ramshackle structure 
built up from the discarded slag of myth and miscarried erotic fantasy (“sea-
girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown”) that has a sonic corollary in the 
garbled and discordant voices that can neither echo nor cohere in Prufrock’s 
submarine world. If Prufrock’s role is preparative (“to swell a progress, start a 
scene or two”), then the metonymizing impulse of the psyche must be drowned 
for something else—the world of human voices—to emerge. But will that world 
yield? Will its sense be able to sustain Prufrock’s sound?    
 A final note about how the drowning might be interpreted to structure 
the rest of the volume. In the reading above, a “we” drowns in order that a 
“you” might have access to the world. Whether this “we” consists of Prufrock 
and the reader (“you and I”), or whether it simply refers to the many 
disaggregated voices that give Prufrock a collective presence is immaterial. 
There is, all the while, a third provenance for the turn from the first-person 
singular to the first-person plural in the poem’s final stanza. The poem’s 
epigraph is drawn from Canto XXVII of Dante’s Inferno, from a speech in 
which Guido da Montafeltro, appearing as a shaking flame, explains that he is 
in hell’s eighth circle, like Ulysses and Diomedes, for committing fraud. The 
lines quoted in the epigraph of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” are 
accompanied here by a linear translation (my own): 
 
 
S’i credesse che mia risposta fosse             If I thought that my response were 
  a persona che mai tornasse al mondo,      to a person who’d ever return to the world  
  questa fiamma staria sanza più scosse;     this flame would shake no longer; 
ma però che già mai di questo fondo          but because from this depth never 
  non tornò vivo alcun, s’i’ odo il vero          has anyone returned alive, if what I hear is true, 
  sanza tema d’infamia ti rispondo.         I will respond to you without fear of infamy. 
 (Inferno XXVII 61-66)  
 
 
Guido, we learn, has advised Pope Bonifacio to commit fraud (“consiglio 
frodolente”) by promising amnesty to a rival family and then reneging at the 
crucial moment. He explains that he thought that he was going to be among 
the “saved” because he cleverly received absolution from the Pope prior to 
giving his fraudulent counsel. But at the moment of his death, he is snatched 
by a demon who tells him that one cannot repent prior to willing something 
(“né pentere e volere insieme puossi” [XVII.119]). This context permits us to 
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acknowledge that the “we” in the poem’s final stanza might refer to some 
combination of Prufrock, Guido, Bonifacio, Diomedes, and Ulysses (who 
drowns).  
 But what matters is not settling on a positive specification of the “we” 
in the final stanza so much as a negative specification: it does not implicate a 
universal “we” (whereby one is drowned by human voices) nor does it 
implicate the reader (whereby “you” are drowned) nor does it implicate the 
transcendental consciousness of the volume (whereby the author is drowned). 
Negative specification allows us to witness the inflection that the passage from 
Dante gives to the way that the poem orients itself to the volume as a whole. 
If, the drowning enables an escape from the twisted rootstock of a single 
psychology up into a vast and various world of human voices, the epigraph 
sounds a note of caution. One goes on but not without circumspection, for 
from such Kurtzean depths (“di questo fondo”) nobody has re-emerged. 
Perhaps the attempt to escape personality—of which psychology is the 
centrifuge—is a doomed enterprise, and the suggestion a species of fraudulent 
counsel. Then Prufrock is not only the point-of-entry into the book of poems, 
but an admonitory telos of the book’s central diegetic occupation: observation in 
the form of listening to voices. He is tradition without talent, for he does not 
possess the kind of sensibility that “devours” any experience. He hears but he 
cannot convert his hearing into form-giving constructive activity. He can make 
vibrant sounds but not music. He is Pound’s final speaker in Canto 116 who 
“cannot make it cohere.” So he is devoured. He drowns.  
 
 
 
~ Another portrait, another lady ~ 
 
 
 
 But Prufrock floats hauntingly through the rest of the volume. In 
distinguishing Eliot from Pound, we have claimed that Pound was committed 
to removing subjectivity in order to lay bare the impressions of which it is 
composed, while Eliot was interested in the task of removal—the magnitude of 
the task—itself. Thus Prufrock’s echo resounds through to the volume’s final 
stanza. All the same, if the epigraph recommends that we approach the book 
of poems from the perspective of Stygian progress, the transition from “The 
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” to “Portrait of a Lady” lifts us out of the 
inferno but no further than purgatory. For having shaken free of the 
rhetorical cobwebs of Prufrock’s fragmentary consciousness, where no voice 
could remain sure of itself for more than a snatch of verse, his reward is that 
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he finds himself in the mire of a single, insufferable voice only too sure of 
itself. That is at least what the poem exhibits on the most basic level. There is, 
as in “Prufrock,” an immediate and immediately strange second-person 
implication: “You have the scene arrange itself—as it will seem to do— / With 
‘I have saved this afternoon for you’.” By beginning and ending the second and 
third lines with the second-person pronoun, Eliot is cashing in, as he did in 
the first poem of the volume, on the fact that “you” is the most elastic pronoun 
in the English language (as “on” is in the French). It can refer: (1) to a single 
or composite addressee (“what do you think?”), (2) to a universal (“you just 
don’t talk loudly in a movie theater”), and often (3), by virtue of the former, to 
the speaking subject himself (“I did this because you just do this”). This final 
example is telling, especially in the context of the pair of lines bookended by 
“you,” because it establishes the basic structure and emotional tone of the 
poem. While the “lady” addresses the speaker directly (second “you”), the 
speaker will implicate the audience in a collective subjectivity whose job it is 
to offer moral guidance—or merely reassurance—as he deals with the questions 
that observing this woman calls to mind. “How can I make a cowardly amends 
/ For what she has said to me?” “Are these ideas right or wrong?” “Would she 
not have the advantage, after all?” “And should I have the right to smile?”  

Whereas the first poem of the volume opened in the hortative or 
cohortative mood, the second poem opens in the imperative. And while the 
title and the first line seem to promise description, possibly ekphrasis, the 
second line makes it clear that a scene is being constructed for us. The 
observer is very much a Winterbourne, as one might expect given that the 
poem’s title refers to the James novel, but one who has remained in the room 
with Mrs. Costello instead of venturing down into the garden with Daisy. He 
is one whose interlocutor elicits from him no desire at all. She is an older 
woman who seems to adore him but of whom he fundamentally disapproves. 
And why wouldn’t he? She repeats herself; she exhibits poor taste in music; 
she presumes intimacy; she lectures on the meaning of friendship; she 
nostalgizes about youth; she condescends; she sentimentalizes; she invites pity. 
Hers is hardly the first voice one hoped to encounter on emerging from 
Prufrock’s psyche. And yet the speaker insists on recording the voice no matter 
how insufferable: “The voice returns like the insistent out-of-tune / Of a 
broken violin on an August afternoon.” So the voice is not merely recorded, 
but transformed into a vivid, portable acoustic image with the sonority of 
rhyme, and an alliterative punctuation.  

The only one of the first four poems not to refer to song in the title, it 
more than compensates with a continuous string of explicit music references 
in the poem itself—more, in fact, than in any other poem in the volume. As in 
“Prufrock,” the references are to weak, abortive or miscarried musicality 
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(“attenuated tones of violins” and “cracked cornets”), but whereas Prufrock 
wishes to be implicated in song and thus to enter into a matrix of desire, the 
speaker of “Portrait of a Lady” wishes just the opposite, and tries to resist the 
emotional pull of music at every turn: 

 
 
I remain self-possessed 
Except when a street-piano, mechanical and tired 
Reiterates some worn-out common song 
With the smell of hyacinths across the garden 
 
 

These are highly particular sensory conditions that stretch across two 
modalities: acoustic and olfactory. But even in their absence, the speaker 
cannot help imagining romantic situations in the presence of music for as “a 
dull tom-tom beings” in his brain, “absurdly hammering a prelude of its own,” 
he reprises a Prufrockian love song: 
 
 
 Let us take the air, in a tobacco trance, 
 Admire the monuments, 
 Discuss the late events, 
 Correct our watches by the public clocks. 
 Then sit for half an hour and drink our bocks. 
 
 
The imagined excursion may be a “definite ‘false note’” but it discloses the 
presence of a romantic sensibility subverting the objectivity imperatives of the 
speaker.   

Thus whereas most critics interpret the poem to be a typical 
misogynistic set-piece told by a slightly less callow Prufrock disgusted in the 
presence of a human voice, I take the speaker to be one who recognizes an 
ethic of detached listening to be the dull but necessary first stroke on the 
course toward mastering a constructive use of voice.213 Thus I take the opposite 
view of Hugh Kenner who regards the theme of the poem to be “self-
sufficiency threatened.”214 For there are hints that the reader has set out in the 
																																																								
213 Grover Smith Jr., for example, claims that the speaker’s problem “is above all to save 
appearances, and to do so he injudiciously protracts his acquaintance with the lady until he 
cannot go free without embarrassment and cruelty.” Grover Smith Jr., T.S. Eliot’s Poetry and 
Plays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956): 11.  
214 Hugh Kenner, T.S. Eliot: Invisible Poet (New York: Harcourt, 1959): 30.  
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first place to make of this woman a character study. Hence the double 
meaning behind his fear that she “should die and leave [him] sitting pen in 
hand.” But I also take a view quite apart from those critics, such as A.D. 
Moody, who claim that the speaker attempts and fails at “presenting a 
subjective state as an object for detached contemplation.”215 Instead the 
primary thrust of the poem seems to be to compare two observational styles—
that of the “lady” and that of the speaker. Thus the poem can be seen as a 
portrait in the sense in which one looks at a portrait, but the portrait always 
looks back—paradigmatically, the “Mona Lisa” to which the poem offers a 
wink in the final line. For, from the beginning, the question for the speaker 
has always been: what does the lady know in relation to what I know? He 
presumes that her knowledge is shallow. She merely piles sensation upon 
sensation from her observations, attaining a kind of shallow eloquence that 
one registers in her rhymed speech patterns while he stutters into a 
breakdown of his figurative powers:  

 
 
And I must borrow every changing shape 
To find expression…dance, dance 
Like a dancing bear, 
Cry like a parrot, chatter like an ape.         

 
 
Self-doubt seems a consequence of self-scrutiny for this falsely exteroceptive 
speaker who imagines how he would react to the lady’s death: 
  
 
 Well! and what if she should die some afternoon, 
 Afternoon grey and smoky, evening yellow and rose; 
 Should die and leave me sitting pen in hand 
 With the smoke coming down above the housetops; 
 Doubtful, for a while 
 Not knowing what to feel or if I understand 
 Or whether wise or foolish, tardy or too soon… 
 
 
The transition between from the additive to the alternative conjunction—“and” 
to “or”—signals a move inward, from hypothetical description to hypothetical 
feeling. That seems obvious enough. But the key is when the transition is 

																																																								
215 A.D. Moody, T.S. Eliot, Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980): 22. 
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made. The speaker is hardly discomposed by the idea of the “lady” dying. 
Indeed, the word that carries the first line into the second is “afternoon.” The 
anadiplosis has the effect of emphasizing how quickly the speaker has moved 
past the death of the “lady,” on further evidence in the composure, the 
caesural balance, of the line that follows—“Afternoon grey and smoky, evening 
yellow and rose”—a line that, in reflecting the poem’s beginning (“among the 
smoke and fog of a December afternoon”), dangles the prospect of closure. But 
the transition to “or,” and thus to self-doubt, comes when the subject—our 
observer—realizes that her death will foreclose his artistic ambitions, leaving 
him “sitting pen in hand.” 
 There is a way to interpret the “doubtful” turn in the final stanza as an 
extension of Prufrockian evasiveness. If the lady were to die, the speaker 
would be forced to look inward. And indeed the adjectives conjoined by “or” do 
seem to have at least a self-reflective double entendre: “wise or foolish, tardy or 
too soon…” The first two may refer to the lady or to the enterprise of observing 
her; the latter two to her death or to the study that he is making of her life. 
But the speaker of “Portrait of a Lady” is not nearly as unwilling to reflect on 
himself as Prufrock. He demonstrates somatic awareness (“inside my brain a 
dull tom-tom begins”), and he recognizes the rising and falling fortunes of his 
“self-possession.” The context of this recognition is particularly significant. 
When the lady proposes that he write to her, his “self-possession flares up for 
a second” for “This is as [he] had reckoned.” Perhaps this simply refers to his 
wish to let the lady down easily. He had imagined doing so in writing.216 But 
perhaps it has to do with the self-composing nature of composition. The 
speaker of “Portrait” is most composed when he is writing, not because, as 
when Prufrock is speaking, he can offer a continuous series of deflections, but 
because he can direct his own focus on an object of observation as it is given. 
That is, for Eliot, the primordial stage of art. In his third of the Clark lectures 
that Eliot delivered in 1926, he called “perceiving and recording accurately the 
world—of both sense and feeling—as given at any moment” one of “two ways in 
which poetry can add to human experience.” (ECPII 649) The problem that 
the speaker of “Portrait” confronts is that the lady does not seem to justify his 
intense scrutiny until he recognizes, in the final few lines, that observation 
itself, not the object of observation, is the important thing. The word 
“advantage” in the line—“would she not have the advantage, after all?”—is 
revelatory not because it indicates that that there had been a bit of one-
upsmanship—that should be sufficiently obvious—but because it constitutes an 
admission of his competitive vulnerability.  

																																																								
216 On this reading, his breakdown “dance, dance / Like a dancing bear” refers to the charade 
that he will have to perform for her in writing “love” letters instead of a break-up letter.  
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Her advantage is the access to her emotions that the absence of any 
genuine self-reflection allows. J.C.C. Mays calls the “lady” in the poem “a 
female version of Prufrock,” but it seems to me that nothing could be further 
from the case.217 For while Prufrock spins rhetoric in an effort to avoid self-
regard, the “lady” uses stock phrases and clichés in an unsuccessful attempt to 
convey genuine emotions, even if they ultimately prove solipsistic. Hence we 
turn to the final lines: 
  
 

This music is successful with a ‘dying fall’ 
 Now that we talk of dying— 
 And should I have the right to smile? 

 
 

Quotation marks signal the fact that “dying fall” is a phrase spoken by the 
lady, but they also mark it as an echo of the opening speech of Twelfth Night in 
which the Duke of Orsino, ostensibly in love with Olivia, but in fact simply in 
love with being in love, says: 
  
 
 If music be the food of love, play on, 
 Give me excess of it; that, surfeiting, 
 The appetite may sicken, and so die… 
 That strain again! it had a dying fall218 
 
 
At one register, of course, the persona of “Portrait of a Lady” fears that the 
lady is in love with him and that he will be forced to address the matter 
directly. This keys the misogynistic interpretation for which there is, 
admittedly, no shortage of evidence. But the deeper point that demands 
consideration, with this intertextual reference, is the possibility that the 
persona suddenly realizes that he is being regarded much less closely, and with 
much less generosity than he had imagined—that he is just an empty harbor in 
which the lady anchors romantic sentiments that require him structurally but 
not personally. 

																																																								
217 J.C.C. Mays, “The early poems” in The Cambridge Companion to T.S. Eliot, ed. A. David Moody 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994): 112. 
218 Ellipsis in original. Text from William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night: or, What You Will, eds. 
Arthur Quiller-Couch and John Dover Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1971): 3 [I.i.1-4]. 
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Some critics suggest that the “smile” to which the speaker refers in the 
final line is a bit of morbid humor—that the lady’s imagined death actuates a 
derisive or méchante grin. But it may be a moment of genuine self-reflection. 
The speaker has been smiling with some self-satisfaction at the lady and her 
manners since she remarked that “youth is cruel, and has no remorse / And 
smiles at situations which it cannot see.” When the lady assures him that he 
“will find so much to learn” as he travels and grows older, his smile is meant 
to signify ironic condescension. The fact that his smile is described as “fall[ing] 
heavily among the bric-à-brac” identifies smiling as a kind of observation—and 
a counter-ideal to the virtues of observation that the speaker means to 
celebrate. It is a condescending judgment of her condescending judgment. 
Thus the final line returns us to the moment in the poem where his smile 
loses its integrity. The lady had remarked:  

 
 
‘I have been wondering frequently of late 
(But our beginnings never know our ends!) 
Why we have not developed into friends.’ 

 
 
Then the speaker’s response: 
  
 

I feel like one who smiles, and turning shall remark 
 Suddenly, his expression in a glass. 
 My self-possession gutters; we are really in the dark.   
 
 
Having just told us that he remains “self-possessed” except under highly 
specific sensory conditions (“street-piano, mechanical and tired…smell of 
hyacinths across the garden”), he comes undone. “We are really in the dark” 
contains an important ambiguity. Does it refer to the lady and the speaker? 
Does it mean, in other words, that they simply don’t understand one another? 
Or is it a more universal reference to the dissonance between one’s interior 
and one’s exterior?  
 If the latter, then the adjective pairs in the final stanza—“wise or 
foolish, tardy or too soon”—can be said to rightly refer both to the object of 
observation (“lady”) and to the observer (the speaker). And unlike the ideal of 
observation represented in “The Snow Man” where mastery is a matter of 
adequating the mind to its materials, here, to use a distinction that Walter 
Lippmann had made popular just several years earlier, the observed and the 
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observer are brought together not by mastery but by drift.219 The speaker 
wished to use an older lady in order to exercise his capacity for objective 
detachment only to discover that she was likewise using him to exercise her 
(perhaps diminishing) capacity for romantic idealization. The speaker fails not 
just because his “self-possession gutters,” but because the enterprise was built 
on a false initial premise. The lady was right. Observation does not cultivate 
ideals of ironic detachment. It does not operate by smiling (“[youth] smiles as 
situations which it cannot see”) nor does it wield smiling like Winterbourne’s 
“chopping logic” (“my smile falls heavily among the bric-à-brac”). For the 
smile is not a metaphor for wisdom and knowingness, as it is supposed to be in 
T.S. Eliot’s least favorite portrait, the Mona Lisa.220 The smile is yet another 
obscuring posture that keeps one “in the dark.” Thus the allusion to the Mona 
Lisa in the final line intensifies the suggestion that it is not the lady but the 
speaker who is in the frame of the portrait, wondering what all of this 
observation allows him to do if not to smile. And yet the self-doubt never 
threatens to reduce the speaker to the inwardness of a Prufrock. The final line, 
after all, witnesses a return to the additive conjunction (“and”) and to the 
interrogative mood where the question is no longer, “how should I presume” 
to speak, but what attitude is required to speak with “self-possession.”  
 
 
 
~ An interlude before the “Preludes” ~   
 
 
 

We might pull back for a moment to appreciate how these poems 
dramatize progress through Eliot’s epistemology of felt thought. “Prufrock,” 
the gargoyle at the gate, was very evidently confined to the psyche. “Portrait” 
offered some release from the psyche but no pull in the direction of feeling, so 
the judgments that it features are immediately subsumed under shallow 
conceptualizations. The two most important remaining poems are “Preludes,” 
which is next, and “La Figlia che Piange” which is last. The former is the first 
poem in the volume that emerges from psychological and emotional shallows 

																																																								
219 Walter Lippmann had written, in a phrase that might have provoked Eliot, that “tradition 
will not work in the complexity of modern life.” Walter Lippmann, Drift and Mastery: An Attempt 
to Diagnose the Current Unrest (New York: Mitchell Kennerley, 1914): 265.  
220 The relevant judgment comes in the “Hamlet” essay in which Eliot compares the painting 
to the Shakespeare play: “And probably more people have thought Hamlet a work of art because 
they found it interesting, than have found it interesting because it is a work of art. It is the 
‘Mona Lisa’ of literature.” (ECPII 124)  
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into a presentational mode in which sensations demand the kind of 
consciousness that can give them value. But what kind of consciousness is 
that? “Rhapsody on a Windy Night” suggests that romantic reverie must be 
converted into the more workaday enterprise of investing ordinary experience 
with adequate vividness. So the task is taken up in the next six poems—those 
that Eliot wrote in Oxford in 1915—titled “Morning at the Window,” “The 
Boston Evening Transcript,” “Aunt Helen,” “Cousin Nancy” and “Mr. Apollinax.” 
These poems provide a conceptual repertoire for cultural judgment—a set of 
negative examples—so that hasty dismissals like the one in “Portrait of a Lady” 
might be avoided. But there remains the problem of remaining proximate to a 
subject without being absorbed, so two extreme approaches are essayed, one in 
which a speaker is literally swallowed by his interlocutor (“Hysteria”) and 
another in which his interlocutor is hardly given a chance to speak 
(“Conversation Galante”). To these extremes, “La Figlia che Piange” represents 
something of a reconciliation. So the volume closes with a poem that 
dramatizes how sensibility can convert observation into the constructive 
activity of creation. Earlier we mentioned that Eliot considered “perceiving 
and recording accurately the world” to be one of “two ways in which poetry 
can add to human experience.” The other is “by extending the frontiers of this 
world.” (ECPII 649) This latter was the manner of the metaphysical poets. 
And it is the signature effort of Eliot’s poetry to come—most significantly with 
The Waste Land. It gets its start, I argue, in “La Figlia che Piange.”  
 But there remain quite a few poems in the way. Since we will be 
moving at a somewhat quicker pace through them, I offer the chart below so 
that the relevant information is ready to hand:  
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Order Poem Date of 
Composition 

Date of First 
Publication 

Venue of First 
Publication 

1 “The Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock” 2/1910 – 8/1911 6/1915 Poetry 

2 “Portrait of a Lady” 10/1910 – 
11/1911 9/1915 Others 

3 “Preludes” 10/1910 – 1912 7/1915 Blast 

4 “Rhapsody on a Windy 
Night” 3/1911 7/1915 Blast 

5 “Morning at the 
Window” 1915 9/1916 Poetry 

6 “The Boston Evening 
Transcript” 1915 10/1915 Poetry 

7 “Aunt Helen” 1915 10/1915 Poetry 

8 “Cousin Nancy” 1915 10/1915 Poetry 

9 “Mr. Apollinax” 1915 9/1916 Poetry 

10 “Hysteria” 1915 11/1915 Catholic 
Anthology 

11 “Conversation Galante” 1909 9/1916 Poetry 

12 “La Figlia che Piange” 1911 9/1916 Poetry 

 
FIGURE IV.3221 
 
 
 
~ “Preludes” and “Rhapsody on a Windy Night” ~ 
 
 
 
 The fact that “Preludes” races nearly to completion in the indicative 
mood—only to fall at the final hurdle—places it in striking contrast with the 
first two poems. Both “Prufrock” and “Portrait” begin with strong implicative 
gestures, the former in the hortative mood, the latter in the imperative. In 
“Preludes” there is no implication of a second person (“you”) until the twenty-
fourth line, and even there it has a descriptive distance that sets it apart from 

																																																								
221 Chart my own.  
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either of the previous poems.222 There is no “I” until the forty-eighth line of 
the poem (out of fifty four total). The obvious explanation is that, after 
attempting to drown one speaker (“Prufrock”) only to find him exposed in 
another (“Portrait”), Eliot is prepared to test a mode that is descriptive in what 
seems, at first glance, the manner of old-fashioned realism. Here is how the 
poem begins: 
 
 
 The winter evening settles down 
 With smell of steaks in passageways. 
 Six o’clock. 
 The burnt-out ends of smoky days.  
 And now a gusty shower wraps 
 The grimy scraps 
 Of withered leaves about your feet 
 And newspapers from vacant lots; 
 The showers beat 
 On broken blinds and chimney-pots, 
 And at the corner of the street 
 A lonely cab-horse steams and stamps. 
 
 And then the lighting of the lamps.  
 
   
Measured. Realist description seems to require that one be remarkably 
tentative about what one says. In the first four lines, there are three periods 
and only one verb. The barking curtness of the third line—“six o’clock”—
corrects the fluidity of the enjambed iambic tetrameter of the opening couplet, 
as if the speaker has to remind himself that he had planned to try his hand at 
realism this evening. It is manifestly out of place in the rhyme scheme—A B C 
B D D E F E F E G G—where everything forms at least a pairing. And while 
it purports to correct the seeming vagueness of the first temporal referent 
(“evening”), it is, in fact, the only idealization in an opening stanza that 
studiously avoids idealizations of any kind (the only implication of a person, 
for example, refers to the person’s feet). Clock time is, after all, the most 
artificial way of describing time, one of the two fundamental forces of physical 

																																																								
222 In the first stanza there is a second-person possessive (“your feet”) but it is not an 
implication against which a speaking presence takes shape. If anything it serves as a weak 
mode of implication that accentuates the contrast against the strong implications in the first 
two poems of the volume.  
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life. It is a faulty mechanism, requiring countless corrections and adjustments 
to have any descriptive force—which, even then, only obtains locally. But it is 
also a good analogue for the kind of realism that Eliot is trying to avoid, one 
that shrinks the world until it fits an unyielding conceptual order. Consider, 
for example, how much more the ostensibly vague subsequent line manages to 
express about the time of day.  

Indeed Eliot’s speaker is able to achieve only a very inconsistent—and 
largely formal—manner of restraint, for the passage is richly sensuous, and the 
descriptors offer much more than transparent report. The almost synesthetic 
comparison of dusk to steak tips has a strange literalness. And the stanza 
accelerates with the additive conjunction that begins the fifth line as if the 
speaker were emboldened by the facility of the comparison or perhaps the 
countless alliterative s’s that carry through from the first four lines. Then, in 
contrast to those overly punctuated lines, most of what remains is enjambed. 
All five senses are called to action, beginning with the olfactory (“smell”), the 
gustatory (“steaks”), the haptic (“grimy”), the auditory (“beat”) and to a 
diminished extent, the visual (“smoky”). In part because so much of the brain 
is dominated by neural structures dedicated to vision, suppressing vision is 
known to heighten the other four senses, not to mention the proprioceptive 
and kinesthetic senses.223 The effect of suppressing visual cues here is to 
heighten the degree to which what emerges in the first stanza is felt sensation 
rather than content already given over to simple conceptualization. Take, for 
example, the word “lonely” in the penultimate line of the stanza. It is one of 
the most affectively charged words in the English language not only because of 
its denotation but also because of its intra-alliterative sonority. And yet here it 
is used only to mark that there is one “cab-horse” on the street rather than two 
or more. The use of the term is apophatic for it signals that, despite all its 
sensuousness, the “realism” of the opening stanza offers up a precisely 
described but disenchanted world. For while there is intensification, it is, until 
the final line, only a fragmentary heap of observations unbound to any 
actuating mind.  

The “lighting of the lamps” marks the entry of a “consciousness” that 
then suddenly invests the concrete descriptors with intentionality. The feet on 
the “sawdust-trampled street” now “press / To early coffee-stands.” And then 

																																																								
223 It would be difficult to identify an originating source for this canonical insight from the 
field of perceptual psychology for it far predates modern experimental techniques. It was first 
noted as a pathology: the blind, for example, experience heightened audition. Recently, 
however, there have been some experimental results suggesting that this claim might only 
apply to bi-sensory combinations. David Hecht and Miriam Reiner, “Sensory Dominance in 
Combinations of Audio, Visual and Haptic Stimuli,” Experimental Brain Research 193 (2009): 307-
14.  
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the universal or generic person of the second prelude (“one”) gives way to a 
more specific “you” in the third. But instead of the presence of a “you” 
requiring that the speaker engage in some staging of desire (“Prufrock”) or the 
aversion to desire (“Portrait”), what emerges in the fourth prelude is, at least 
initially, a mild ironizing of the observational ethic on display in the first 
three sections. Whereas idealizations were studiously avoided in the first 
prelude, the fourth begins with an idealization (“his soul”) that “fade[s]” and is 
“trampled.” There is a sly indicator that the repressive formalism of the verse 
is what does the trampling, where “insistent feet” are metrical abstractions 
(Eliot regarded vers libre as the “starting point of modernism”) that abstract 
from natural rhythms in the same way that time abstracts from natural 
experience: “At four and five and six o’clock.” Then “newspapers” can be seen 
to represent the tyranny of the actual (against an Aristotelian background in 
which poetry represents the possible), and “eyes / Assured of certain 
certainties,” the tyranny of the visual (the most cognitive of the senses). For 
what could be a better enchanted counterpart to the disenchanted description 
of the first stanza than “the conscience of a blackened street / Impatient to 
assume the world” where particulars seem to press for recognition in the 
absence of signification?  

That pressure gives voice to an aspect of the speaker suppressed in the 
opening sections of the poem:  

 
 
I am moved by fancies that are curled 
Around these images, and cling: 
The notion of some infinitely gentle 
Infinitely suffering thing. 

 
 
On the one hand, this sentiment seems continuous with the basic philosophy 
of imagisme. One must be finely tuned, it seems to suggest, and one must 
avoid all abstracting concepts in order to register and exhibit the “gentle” 
things of the world that otherwise suffer beneath the weight of our clunky, 
awkward discourses. And yet on the other, its pathos is all wrong. Pound 
would have suffered no talk of “curl[ing].” For Pound the image was a direct 
register of the thing in the world. The relation was metaphoric; the 
transference was direct. The value of the image was that it permitted no 
romantic excess or remainder.  
 So the observational excesses summoned by the “conscience of the 
blackened street” must be corrected. But again it is not the speaker who 
corrects this new “I.” Instead the poem concludes in the imperative mood:  
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 Wipe your hand across your mouth, and laugh; 
 The worlds revolve like ancient women 
 Gathering fuel in vacant lots.  
 
 
It would be impossible to imagine an audible human voice with this much 
impersonal authority. Indeed the final two stanzas are impossible to speak in 
one’s own voice—to read aloud, even to oneself, without distortion. The register 
is non-human, which suggests, among other things, that a prosocial 
orientation is not yet modeled if it will be at all. Here it is as if poetry itself 
demands that we take the final two stanzas as non-inclusive ends of the 
human spectrum, and that we find some position intermediate to the Jainist 
interpretive ethic of the penultimate stanza and to the cosmic irony of the 
final simile. And yet there is, on the face of things, nothing inconsistent about 
the two sentiments, or at least nothing that renders them discontinuous with 
aspects of the human orientation toward nature. For subjective universality 
and cosmic indifference are the polar and yet complimentary modes by which 
man understands his situation—in the first case, as the subjective value-
conferring author of the world (as experienced), and in the second, as an 
objective piece of matter in a valueless world subject to sublime and 
apocalyptic forces such as time and space. It is impossible to “pin” the speaker, 
to carry Prufrock’s phrase forward, to any particular point in between these 
extremes. 

In “Rhapsody on a Windy Night,” the oscillation continues. As in 
“Preludes,” the poem seems to waffle between a desire for analyticity, even if 
only by artificial precision (“Twelve o’clock.”), and a desire for synthesis, even 
if only by romantic reverie (“a lunar synthesis / Whispering lunar 
incantations”). There is what seems at first glance a straightforward attack on 
the conceptual order as it is sustained by memory, for the moonlight 
“incantations”: 

 
 
Dissolve the floors of memory 
And all its clear relations, 
Its divisions and precisions.  

 
 
The syllabics effect a dissolution. The second line of the poem (“along the 
reaches of the street”) prepares us for a romantic return to iambic tetrameter 
parallel to the one that follows the line—“six o’clock.”—in “Preludes.” But 



	

~221~ 

“held in a lunar synthesis” simply does not scan, and “whispering lunar 
incantations” is trochaic. In order to render the line, “dissolve the floors of 
memory,” in iambic tetrameter, one must place an unnatural emphasis on the 
“o” in the final word. And that seems to be the intended point of emphasis. 
For the poem is about the contributions of memory to true observation. And 
yet, after “Prufrock,” one would hardly call the contributions of memory 
“clear,” nor any of its “divisions” precise. So the reference in this genitive 
construction seems to fall on the modifier (“floors”) rather than on the 
dependent noun (“memory”).  
 Eliot may well have received the conflicted stance about the role of 
memory in the context of realism from Henri Bergson whose Collège de 
France lectures he attended in 1910-11, while he was writing “Rhapsody on a 
Windy Night,” and whose Matter and Memory influenced his intellectual 
development.224 In a standard realist account, memory functions to provide 
access to the conceptual order by making what we have learned available to us 
in thought and in the sensory modalities. But Bergson was intent on using 
memory to prove that that both realism and idealism prove inadequate to the 
task of accounting for consciousness because they mistakenly take for granted 
that “to perceive means above all to know.”225 By placing the epistemological 
function in the mind (idealism) or in the object (realism), nineteenth-century 
philosophical and scientific discourses rely upon an instantaneity that falsely 
abstracts consciousness from duration. In both cases, time is subordinated to 
space, according to Bergson, in order to emphasize the divide between mind 
and matter—a divide that is collapsed in Bergson’s philosophy by memory. 
Given the complexity of human consciousness, human perception is mediated 
by a zone of indeterminacy in which memory produces images that 
interpenetrate with those images in the material world. Bergson’s innovative 
unit is the “image” rather than the “thing” because images can demonstrate 
the relationality and interdependence of the material and the mental worlds. 
He writes, “Images themselves cannot create image; but they indicate at each 
moment, like a compass that is being moved about, the position of a certain 
given image, my body, in relation to the surrounding images” (BMM 4). 

Bergson uses the figure below (Figure IV.2) to illustrate how this 
theory functions. The cone (SAB) represents the totality of recollections 
accumulated in memory, where the base (AB) is the pure memory of the past, 

																																																								
224 Eliot wrote in the Nouvelle Revue Française in 1923: “Je peux témoigner de l’importante 
influence qu’ont eue sur mon développement intellectual…sans doute, à une certaine époque, 
Matière et Mémoire” [I can attest to the important influence that [certain books] had on my 
intellectual development…without a doubt, at a certain time, Matter and Memory]. (ECPII 489) 
225 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer 
(London: George Allen, 1911): 17. Cited hereafter as BMM.  
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always static, while the summit (S) is bodily memory, always dynamic. S is to 
be regarded as a moving point, advancing in time. It contains the image of the 
body, which can do no more than receive and return the actions that develop 
from all of the images emanating from each point on the plane of potential 
experience (P). Thus if there were no base—and accordingly, AB and SAB (the 
cone) were collapsed into S (the dot)—the interactions of S along P would 
represent a determinist, realist model of experience. But AB (pure memory) is 
active; it inserts S (pure perception) into the shifting plane of experience. 
Conversely, S supports AB in that only pure perception can cause a memory to 
become embodied in AB. This “double current” is the dynamic circuit of 
perception and memory that leads Bergson to define (1) an increase in 
attention as an expansion of the scope of memory images that come into play 
in perception so that the deeper the memory (toward AB) we exploit, the more 
we actually perceive of the objective world by penetrating deeper into P. And 
likewise, (2) the richer our field of perceptions (P) and the richer our contact 
with the field (SP), the deeper the memories we will form (ultimately to be 
exploited for the purpose of perception). That is the virtuous cycle. In analytic 
terms, we might say that P is the ontologically objective state of affairs in the 
world, SP is the ontologically subjective experience of the world, and ΔSAB 
represents the background faculties hierarchized upward toward the 
unconscious (AB) that enable a subject to reach out toward the world through 
intentionality.  
 
 

 
FIGURE IV.4226 
 
 

																																																								
226 Image from Henri Bergson, Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (Paris: Félix Alcan, 
1889). 
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When we take “floors of memory” to refer to the figure above—or to the 
conception of memory that it depicts—and thus to the “moving plane P of 
[one’s] actual representation of the universe” (BMM 196), the poem’s 
description of the function of “incantation” in relation to memory becomes 
clear. For “shak[ing[ the memory” loose of its tie to a represented world yields 
an undifferentiated expulsion of background elements, “a crowd of twisted 
things,” with no image in the world to compose it, to give it organization. But 
as in “Preludes,” the “lighting of the lamps” effects a gradual “com[ing] to 
consciousness” this time in a metaphoric register with the approach of 
consciousness “beat[ing] like a fatalistic drum” as the distortions of memory 
become less and less “twisted.” At “half-past one” the lamp points the speaker 
to a woman “the corner of [whose] eye / Twists like a crooked pin.” Already at 
“half-past two” we are in the presence of something far more mundane: a cat 
that “slips out its tongue / And devours a morsel of rancid butter.” Then at 
“half-past three” the moon is personified as “a washed-out smallpox cracks her 
face.” And we return briefly to a series of crisp and sensuous but somewhat 
lifeless images of the kind we encountered at the opening of “Preludes.” Here 
the distinction between “reminiscences” and what Bergson would call “pure 
memory” is important: the former uphold a conceptual order, the latter 
discomposes the conceptual order.  

Thus, after the series of “reminiscences,” a lamp makes one final 
appearance but this time it is not a “street-lamp” and it is not “half-past” 
anything. The hour is here. The time is announced, not as before, by the 
speaker, but by the lamp, which now illuminates a doorway and then a 
nighttime interior. How different the invocation of “memory” in the first 
stanza from the exclaimed “Memory!” in the last as the speaker is urged to 
look for his keys, and the transition is made between implicit memory and 
explicit memory. The final passage reads as follows: 
 
 

‘Memory! 
You have the key, 
The little lamp spreads a ring on the stair. 
Mount. 
The bed is open; the tooth-brush hangs on the wall, 
Put your shoes at the door, sleep, prepare for life.’     

 
 The last twist of the knife.  
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The lamps had previously spoken in the imperative mood, but the imperatives 
were soft. The speaker was asked to “regard” and to “remark.” Here the 
speaker is told to “mount.” It is an inversion of the ordinary metaphoric 
relation between illumination and knowledge. And indeed, we seem to be at a 
distance from any Bergsonian halfway stage between mind and matter. The 
lamp pushes the speaker toward new sources of illumination that will 
“prepare” him for genuine experience (“life”), in what might be a perverse 
echo of one of Eliot’s favorite Henry James novels, The Ambassadors, in which a 
young man is famously ordered to “live!” But here the speaker regards it as a 
kind of murder, with “the last twist of the knife” a pun on the turning of the 
key. The whole thing is a quite inverted expression of the carpe diem sentiment 
because the speaker is being urged not to rise for the day, but to sleep for the 
night—and it does not promise to be a restorative sleep, beginning, as it does, 
no earlier than four in the morning. But it makes more sense when we regard 
the whole phrase (“Mount…for life”) to be a “twist[ing] of the knife,” with 
“last” referring not to the imperative to “sleep” but to the subsequent imperative 
to “prepare for life.” For the next six poems reflect a push toward a kind of 
life-like realism—a mode of presentation or exhibition—that Eliot seems to 
offer as a counterpoint to the conflicted idealism of the first four poems.  
  
 
 
~ The Oxford Six ~ 
 
 
 
 One unmistakable sign of transition in the poems that Eliot wrote in 
Oxford in 1915 is that the music dies. Three of the first four poems make 
titular references to music, and the one holdout—“Portrait of a Lady”—
contains more explicit internal music references than any other poem in the 
volume. The persistent stream of allusions to “mermaids singing,” to 
“attenuated tones of violins,” to “preludes” to “lunar incantations” runs 
suddenly dry when we reach “Morning at the Window.” Then the sonic 
register is filled with cacophony (the “rattling [of] breakfast plates” in 
“Morning at the Window”), with unreciprocated laughter (“Mr. Apollinax,” 
“Hysteria”) or with “silence” (“Aunt Helen”) until we reach “Conversation 
Galante,” a poem that Eliot wrote as early as 1909. And again, until that 
penultimate poem, the verse studiously refuses rhythm and rhyme. It is as if 
Eliot emerged from his acquaintance with Pound insistent on a mode of 
presentational realism, and that he had absorbed the imagiste directive that 
poetry mustn’t be composed according to the rhythm of the “metronome.” But 
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nor is the poetry composed according to the rhythm of the “musical phrase.” 
(PGB 83) It is as if Eliot, having liberated himself from the stale chambers of 
his ancestral New England, set out to depict a series of judgments so 
delimiting that they could not be afforded the sonority of music. All of these 
poems are, indeed, written within a year of Eliot’s departure from Harvard.  
 Whereas the first four poems made explicit reference to music, and the 
last poem will bring music into symphony with the visual arts—thus best 
representing what I will call aspectual or intelligent exemplification—these 
poems present scenes and situations so prosaic that they finally devolve into a 
stuttering, self-conscious prose (“Hysteria”). They are, in stark contrast to the 
preceding four, slight vehicles in which modes of observation and judgment 
are tested and presented. As we have seen, it is not that the first three poems 
were mute on the subject of observation. Far from it. Modes of looking are 
given in all of the pre-1912 poems. But the polyphony in those poems suggests 
a groping that cannot help but draw attention to the central speaking presence 
rather than his object of attention. The poems that Eliot wrote in Oxford in 
1915 reflect an awareness—one which would have been illuminated during the 
Royce seminar—of the urgent need to diagnose the symptoms of the 
interpretive drift typical of realist description. Taken as presentations, one 
glimpses not a consistent trajectory in the movement from one poem to the 
next so much as a set of (mostly rejected) ways of understanding subjects. 
“Prepar[ing] for life” has clearly not meant, for Eliot, returning to the 
fragmentary images with which he opens “Preludes,” nor does it involve 
retreating into one’s own perceptual apparatus (which includes background 
features such as psychology). Instead it involves an effort—perhaps, in the end, 
unsuccessful—to test modes of address that would allow one to fix one’s gaze 
upon highly charged subjects without subjecting them either to the lifeless, 
discontinuous frames of scientific realism or to the inflated, unworldly frames 
of romantic idealization. But, as we will see, when Eliot transitions to 
“Conversation Galante,” there is no satisfaction in the space between. 

“Rhapsody” ends with sleep. The Oxford poems begin with awakening. 
“Morning at the Window” is a poem about observation in the absence of any 
genuine visual stimulus. Indeed awareness is awoken by the “rattling [of] 
breakfast plates in basement kitchens,” but even this cannot be taken as 
something literally heard unless we imagine an implausible effort of 
coordination. The awareness of “Morning at the Window” is a non-
observational awareness. It must be if it is to take as its objects surrealist 
figurations such as “damp souls of housemaids / Sprouting despondently at 
area gates,” “twisted faces” tossed up from the street by “brown waves of fog.”  
“Damp souls” is one of Eliot’s most explicit salutes to imagisme with its high 
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affective charge earned by sound (“ah”/“oh”)227 and syllabics (a trochee in the 
middle of the line) rather than by the idealization that it purports to represent. 
If it is Eliot’s most Poundian phrase in the volume, what follows is the most 
typical of Eliot’s own poetic imagination: “sprouting despondently.” Because 
Eliot is the poet of observation and listening, his signature grammatical 
feature is adverbial: he is an observer of manner and modification. But the 
phrase itself also registers a paradox typical of his style—the style of one 
determined to suffuse matter with mind and mind with matter, for it subverts 
the ordinary way that one receives “sprouting” whether in metaphor or in 
literal speech. And yet it predicts the sense of being doomed to birth that Eliot 
expresses, in The Waste Land, when he asks: “What are the roots that clutch, 
what branches grow / Out of this stony rubbish?” The second stanza suggests 
that the title of the poem must be revisited, for the fog does not obscure but 
enables what meager visuals the poem affords. Thus one can assume that the 
poet remains in bed, having been just lately woken. The title then does not 
suggest that he is spending some part of the morning at the window, but rather 
that morning itself is at the window as darkness gives way to “brown waves of 
fog.” 
 Another type of observation is signaled in the title of the poem that 
appears next in the volume, “The Boston Evening Transcript.” The poem is very 
evidently a slight on the lifeless rhetoric of newspaper discourse, but the term 
“transcript” signals as a particularly dull form of observation. That it is the 
lifeless register against which “Preludes” recoils is made explicit:  
 
 
 …Evening quickens faintly in the street, 
 Wakening the appetites of life in some 
 And to others bringing the Boston Evening Transcript 
 
 
We learn in the final line of the poem that “Cousin Harriet” is among the 
lifeless.228 But the speaker is the one who brings the “transcript,” and thus 

																																																								
227 There is no recording of T.S. Eliot prior to 1933, when Frederick C. Packard Jr., Professor 
of Rhetoric at Harvard, used the opportunity of his year-long stay in Cambridge as the Norton 
lecturer, to begin a record label called the Harvard Vocarium. Nonetheless, in the uncertainty, 
I think it fair to assume a British pronunciation in these matters because Eliot was writing in 
England, for a British publisher, and for a largely British readership.   
228 Archival research recommends an additional, more literal interpretation. The Boston Evening 
Transcript was famous for its genealogical column that ran at the time. Couched as the poem is 
among “cousins” and “aunts” in Eliot’s ancestral New England, there is an unmistakable satire 
of those who would take comfort not in what is destabilizing in the observable present, but 
what is stabilizing in the legible past. This insight should serve as a reminder that tradition, 
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registers (with full irony) his tragic complicity in the transmission of dull 
reportage. For as he brings the paper to her he notes that he turns “wearily, as 
one would turn to nod good-bye to La Rochefoucauld, / If the street were time 
and he at the end of the street.” Eliot refers to the eighteenth-century French 
moralist again in an essay of 1919 in which he invidiously compares him to 
Marivaux as respective examples of a literary-historical phenomenon in which 
“moralists were replaced by observers.” While Rochefoucauld, “an implacable 
moralist” is chided for “persist[ing] in measuring men by an invisible standard, 
fundamentally a Christian standard,” Marivaux is praised for operating from a 
very different set of cultural expectations: his “world is a very stripped world; 
there is no moral earnestness, and no sentimentality. It does not deny the 
emotions; it analyzes them.” (ECPII 2) The speaker in “Cousin Nancy” 
registers an awareness of the need for a Marivaux to break through the 
Rochefoucauldianism that comes more naturally to him. 
 Eliot seems to commit his next poem to testing observation in that 
spirit. Thus “Aunt Helen” begins in the fashion of a “transcript”: 
  
 

Miss Helen Slingsby was my maiden aunt, 
 And lived in a small house near a fashionable square 
 Cared for by servants to the number of four.   
 
 
The lines are essentially prose. In fact, the word “fashionable” is so syllabically 
flat and ill-fitting that it would be difficult to imagine it finding its way into 
any scanned line. It is cotton in the mouth. And it forces the reader note that 
Helen does not live in a fashionable square but “near” one, and thus the term 
has no natural place in the poem just as it has no natural place in any 
description of her domestic life, which falls to a shambles after her death. 
Hyperbaton in the third line is meant to signal an abortive effort at elegy for 
the line rhymes twice but in both cases with homophones (“before,” “for”). 
One is to understand that she had been moralizing and punctilious in her life, 
so that if there is “silence in heaven” after her death, there is also “silence at 
her end of the street,” a silence that registers not the respect of her neighbors 
but the absence of one vexatious old woman. Even, after her death, the 
undertaker takes no chances, “wip[ing] his feet” on the way into the house, for 
fear of a scolding visitation: “He was aware that this sort of thing had occurred 

																																																																																																																																																					
for Eliot, is not a force that brings one’s own past into the present but that allows one, 
through “erudition,” to make a break from a particular past, to re-genealogize oneself 
according to one’s present needs.  
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before.” It would be impossible to imagine a less poetic object of contemplation 
than poor Aunt Helen. And yet Aunt Helen’s unpleasantness makes her an 
impossible target for pathos to reach. She seems, for example, to have 
inherited the dogs who are “handsomely provided for” rather than her family, 
so that there is a hint of vengeful amusement in the report that the moral 
order she dedicated herself to maintaining comes so fatally and irreparably 
undone that the footman now sits “upon the dining-table” dangling “the 
second housemaid on his knees.”  
 A similar theme is carried over into “Cousin Nancy,” which describes 
its protagonist, a free-spirit prototype of the flapper, from two very different 
viewpoints marked by subtle changes and represented in the first two stanzas 
of the poem. The first is an effort to describe her without moralizing. Hence 
the opening line of the poem reads, simply, “Miss Nancy Ellicott,” unqualified 
and unmodified. Two galloping lines of trochaic tetrameter depict her riding 
roughshod over a “barren” New England landscape that is meant to recall a 
dry post-spiritual Puritanism. Thus we have, in the second paragraph, a point 
of contrast when family voices make their presence felt. The first line of the 
poem is repeated, except this time with the word “smoked” appended to the 
end. Thus if the first stanza sought to capture “Nancy Ellicott” with a 
copulative logic—it is her—the second seeks an accusative logic—it is about her. 
Surely phrases such as “danced all the modern dances,” “not quite sure how 
they felt about it,” and “knew that it was modern” do not reflect the 
unaccompanied voice of the speaker of the first stanza. “Cousin Nancy” is a 
warning against moralizing discourse. Thus Eliot makes reference to what 
might have seemed to him three auntish, “glazen” authors in the final stanza. 
The first, “Matthew,” is presumably Matthew Arnold, whom Eliot labeled a 
“moralist” on the syllabus for a course he was teaching at the time.229 The 
second, “Waldo,” is quite evidently Ralph Waldo Emerson, a transcendentalist 
of the very “barren New England hills” that are the underlying subject of 
scorn in the poem. The third figure is least obvious, but most important. The 
poem concludes with the line “the army of unalterable law,” which seems at 
first glance merely to describe both Arnold and Emerson, but is, in fact, a 
reference to George Meredith, who concludes a poem about Lucifer’s demise 
with those very words.230 It cannot be true, as Northrop Frye suggests, that the 
references to Arnold and Emerson reflect sources of Nancy’s “self-reliance” 
and freedom for they are on the same “glazen shelves” with Meredith, not, for 

																																																								
229 Eliot was teaching a tutorial class at Southall in Middlesex on “Modern English 
Literature.” (ECPI 479) 
230 George Meredith’s “Lucifer in Starlight” in The Oxford Book of English Verse, 1250-1900, ed. 
Arthur Quiller-Couch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1919).  
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example, on the bedside table. And it would be entirely out of keeping with 
the representational ethic of a volume in which access to character motivations 
is universally denied unless it can be revealed through voice.231 The stanza is 
meant to represent both the ill effects that a moralistic literary culture can 
have on prudish “guardians” of cultural norms and the mawkish sentiments to 
which those guardians are prone—Nancy’s dancing is seen in the light of the 
devil. If Henry James was Eliot’s model of the observational ideal, Meredith 
was the obverse. In the memorial essay in which Eliot claimed that James 
“had a mind so fine that no idea could violate it,” he identified Meredith, by 
contrast, as one who “was fertile in ideas,” noting that “his epigrams are a 
facile substitute for observation and inference” (ECPI 650). By calling 
Meredith to mind, here, Eliot is attempting not only to negate an 
observational practice but to witness, in the contrast between the first stanza 
and the second, its deadening, suffocating effects.  
 If the aunts in “Cousin Nancy” miss out on what would have been 
available to them in the poem’s first stanza because of a “glazed” morality, the 
pseudo-intellectuals of “Mr. Apollinax” represent what one misses if one only 
looks (“‘his pointed ears…he must be unbalanced’”), if one only listens (“‘he is 
a charming man’—‘But after all what did he mean?’”), if one only thinks 
(“‘there was something he said that I might have challenged’”) according to 
established patterns—that is, without feeling. The poem is typically read as an 
invocation of Bertrand Russell’s visit to Harvard—during the year in which 
Eliot was enrolled in the Royce seminar. The epigraph from Lucian’s Zeuxis or 
Antiochus I might guide our interpretation of the poem. It reads, “O the novelty! 
By God, what a tale of wonder! An ingenious man,”232 describing Zeuxis, an 
innovative Heraclean painter, who is showered with praise for all the wrong 
reasons. Indeed, the poem suggests that narrow praise can be as delimiting as 
narrow judgment. For, according to the speaker, what there is to praise in Mr. 
Apollinax is, somewhat like Nancy, not so much his intellect but the free 
spirit that his intellect affords him. His “laughter” is the occasion for 
significant mythical comparison as the speaker attempts to contextualize his 
novel sexual energy—first with a comparison to Fragilion, the shrinking violet, 
then to Priapus, the god of male genitalia and lust. Mr. Apollinax’s manner of 
laughing flouts Brahmin convention to such an extent that it becomes not the 
laughter of an irresponsible child but that of an “irresponsible fœtus,” which 
word sends the speaker on an excursus once again into mythology, this time to 
																																																								
231 Frye writes that Nancy “smokes and dances, and impresses her aunts as modern, an fulfills 
‘Waldo’ Emerson’s doctrine of self-reliance and ‘Matthew’ Arnold’s individualised culture.” 
Northrop Frye, T.S. Eliot (New York: Grove Press, 1963): 14. 
232 I insert “God” for Ηρακλεις, literally translated, “Hercules,” in order to capture the more 
idiomatic sense of the epigraph.  
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the myth of the “old man in the sea” whose wisdom, we learn in The Odyssey, 
can be captured only if one can hold onto him while he morphs into different 
forms. So, in the second stanza, rhetorically marked off from the first in that 
the actions of the speaker are initiative rather than responsive, the speaker 
tries to put on Mr. Apollinax’s knowledge with his power only to hear “the 
beat of centaur’s hoofs over the hard turf, / As his dry and passionate talk 
devoured the afternoon.” Mr. Apollinax dramatizes, first of all, the 
observational failures of Mrs. Phlaccus and Professor and Mrs. Cheetah, 
whom the speaker will remember only as yet another tea (“a slice of lemon, 
and a bitten macaroon”). But it also dramatizes those of the speaker by 
recapitulating the dangers not only of the metonymizing mode of relation that 
undid Prufrock, but of the hyper-attention to manner (and the inattention to 
matter) that kept the speaker of “Morning at the Window” at such a distance 
from the world.  
 Perhaps that is why Eliot turns to prose in the final poem of the 
Oxford six, “Hysteria.” The most obvious formal influence would have been 
Baudelaire but the poem that Eliot wrote in 1915 was much more discomposed 
than any of the poèmes en prose. Thus it seems that the formal transition is 
organic to the flow of poems rather than indicative of the wish to borrow 
energy from a separate tradition. Indeed, things have been trending in this 
direction. The carryover from “Mr. Apollinax,” is, of course, laughter, but this 
time the woman’s laughter literally swallows the speaker up so that the titular 
reference to hysteria is a double reference to the woman’s laughter and to the 
speaker’s psychological distress. Hysteria had been revived as an object of study 
in the late nineteenth-century by Jean-Martin Charcot, who used hypnosis 
both to induce and to cure hysteria in women, giving public demonstrations at 
the Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris. His efforts were carried forward by Josef 
Breuer and his protégé Sigmund Freud, who published in 1895 an accessible 
work on the subject, Studien über Hysterie. Though Eliot would have been 
unlikely to have encountered that work in the German, he might have 
encountered glosses on the ideas in English translations both of The 
Interpretation of Dreams (1913) and Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1915), published 
earlier in the year that Eliot wrote “Hysteria.”233 Certainly by 1916, he was 
making comparisons to Freud and Freudians, and by 1919, he would write that 
it was “necessary to know something about Freud” (ECPII 201).234 Freud had 
continued from Charcot and Jean Piaget the dissociation of hysteria from 
																																																								
233 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. A.A. Brill (New York: MacMillan, 1913) 
and Sigmund Freud, Psychopathology of Everyday Life (New York: MacMillan, 1915). 
234 The first published reference that Eliot makes to Freud is in a book review of Group Theories 
of Religion and the Individual by Clement C.J. Webb. The review appeared in the International 
Journal of Ethics 27 (October 1916): 115-17.  
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hereditary diagnosis and instead suggested that it was caused by repressed, 
affective memories that required catharsis, or to use his term, entledigen (“to 
empty oneself of”). It’s also worth pointing out that as hysteria moved away 
from medieval pathologies that would associate it with demonic possession, it 
also moved away from its etymological identification with the female (hystera 
means uterus in Greek).  
 Thus the poem reveals two registers. On the one hand, the speaker 
describes a common symptom of hysteria, intense laughter (“short gasps,” 
“momentary recovery”), as it manifests itself in the woman. And it is seen as a 
kind of demonic possession that he tries to deflect at first with humor (“her 
teeth were only accidental stars with a talent for squad drill”), before he is 
swallowed up in a surrealist terror in which he is “bruised by the ripple of 
unseen muscles.” On the other hand, his reaction to her laughter might be 
regarded as the true hysteria, for it reflects a repressed memory (of  the erotics 
of Apollinax) that he seeks to keep “collected” along with the “fragments of the 
afternoon” by getting her to stop laughing (“I concentrated my attention with 
careful subtlety to this end”). There is a sublated expression of desire in the 
synecdochal reference to the shaking of the woman’s “breasts,” as though her 
laughter is a threat to his ability to make of her a disinterested study.235 A 
remark that Eliot later made about Dostoevsky, who was suffering from 
epilepsy and what was then called hysteria, puts a fine point on the goals of 
what presentational realism emerges from the Oxford Six. “Epilepsy and 
hysteria,” he wrote, “cease to be the defects of an individual and become—as a 
fundamental weakness can, given the ability to face it and study it—the 
entrance to a genuine and personal universe.” (ECPII 413) Combined with the 
earlier comment on Marivaux’s ability to analyze the emotions, one gets a 
sense that Eliot regards all emotions as pathologies that provide access to the 
world if processed in the right spirit. But, of course, hysteria is a psycho-
pathology, and this speaker is no Dostoevsky. He may be engaged in an 
observational enterprise—“fragments of the afternoon might be collected”—but 
putting into operation a sensibility that would mediate between feeling and 
thought requires much more than the promise of “careful subtlety.” 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
235 It is possible that the description of the “shaking of her breasts” is not figurative. Then it 
becomes clear that the speaker is, above all, a prude and that the issue with the laughter is its 
sensual, bodily element (in a public place). But that does not seem to correspond to “fragments 
of the afternoon” as a figure for recollection, nor does it explain the lack of circumspection in 
the opening lines as he is being drawn in.  
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~ “Conversation Galante” and “La Figlia che Piange” ~ 
  
 
 Here is the place to address the historical question. Why does Eliot 
begin the volume with three poems written before 1912, fill the middle with 
poems of 1915, and then return to “Conversation Galante” (1909) and “La 
Figlia che Piange” (1912)? There is no way to answer without acknowledging 
what merely posing the question implies: that Eliot saw Prufrock and Other 
Observations not as a retrospective on his own accomplishments, but as a 
forward-looking expression of a coherent vision. In the age of the anthology, it 
may not seem natural to take a book of poems this way, but the self-conscious 
ordering of the poems demands that we do. The placement of “Conversation 
Galante” in this position suggests a definite but not undeviating teleology: the 
speaker’s movement through the poems reflects a quest not only for the 
attitude but for the sensibility—as both a way of orienting memory toward 
sensation and as a way of orienting a mind toward the world—that will yield 
concrete art. And the speaker’s white whale is an observational ideal marked 
by the kind of impersonality that enables him to produce a constructive poetic 
voice that is neither lifeless (first stanza of “Preludes”) nor self-indulgent 
(“Prufrock”), neither withdrawn (“Morning at the Window,” “Rhapsody on a 
Windy Night”) nor implicated (“Hysteria”), neither rootless (“Rhapsody on a 
Windy Night”), nor rooted (“Cousin Nancy,” “Aunt Helen”). “Conversation 
Galante” does not deliver a final reconciliation of these aims, but it does 
prepare the way for the partial reconciliation that Eliot will offer in “La Figlia 
che Piange,” the volume’s final poem.  
 The very title, in French, signals a departure from the staleness of New 
England that had reduced the last speaker to a prosaic hysteria. It also signals 
an ambiguity that recurs throughout the volume, for “Conversation Galante” 
can mean both “polite conversation” and “seduction.” The consequent adjective 
perfectly conveys Eliot’s sense of the uncomfortable proximity between chivalry 
and tawdriness not just in the modern world, but in the shift from subjective 
interior to interpretable exterior. The shift that this form of social behavior 
entails is precisely what troubled Eliot in the critique of historical 
interpretation that he addressed to Royce in his paper on “The Interpretation 
of Primitive Ritual.” The poem begins with a phrase that, absent our 
theoretical concerns, might seem innocuous: “I observe.” But it demands 
attention not only because it is the only poem in the volume that begins with 
the first-person singular pronoun that Eliot so mocked in Romantic poetry, but 
because it is itself militantly unpoetic. It is an awkward, triple-stressed foot 
preceding an otherwise fluid line of iambic tetrameter. One is meant to mind 
the divorce between the seductive rhetoric in quotes, and the transcriptual 
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rhetoric outside, as if, when not seducing his interlocutor, the speaker is still 
in the prose world of “Hysteria.” And yet the opening phrase is ironic. For “I 
observe” may be a conventional mode of identifying a speaking subject, but it 
also marks, with no other main verb (outside of the quotes) in the poem, the 
back-and-forth as a series of exchanged observations. The irony does not just 
fall on the terms “conversation,” for it is quite one-sided, and “galante,” with 
its equivocation between politeness and seduction, but also on the term 
“observation,” which refers here not to looking or listening to but to indulgent 
rhetorical flights of fancy (speaker) and natural puzzlement about how one is 
thereby implicated (she).  
 The speaker, in what is internal to the conversation, does whatever he 
can to deflect the ineluctable sentimentality of the situation—presumably a 
date—through inaniloquence. Regard the proleptic mention of the moon, and 
the speaker’s nervous attempts to metaphorize it out of the picture: 
 
 
 I observe: ‘Our sentimental friend the moon! 
 Or possibly (fantastic, I confess) 
 It may be Prester John’s balloon 
 Or an old battered lantern hung aloft 
 To light poor travellers to their distress.’   
 
 
The significance of the allusion to Prester John, a medieval Christian 
monarch who sends a bird from Africa to London by balloon, is that the 
speaker is reaching deep into his mythic reserves. Recognizing that there is no 
chance that the comparison will land (and it doesn’t, for she rhymes “how you 
digress!” with “confess”), he offers a simpler comparison that evokes, again 
proleptically, his “distress.” There is an unmistakable attempt to avoid what 
Donne called “dull sublunary lovers’ love,” but instead of removing himself or 
his interlocutor, the speaker attempts, like a Romantic hero confronted with 
the sublime, to remove first the moon (first stanza) and then the affective 
associations that “curl around” the moon (second stanza). In this second stanza 
music is relied on not to heighten the affective register but to “frame,” 
“explain” and thus diminish it. 
 The final stanza witnesses the inanity of the speaker coming undone, 
though it may not seem so at first glance—that is, if not for the poem’s position 
in the volume. The speaker begins with his typical grandiloquence, calling the 
woman “the eternal humorist.” It is, of course, impassable sarcasm. There is 
no “air indifferent and imperious” about this woman who struggles in vain to 
understand the speaker’s meaning and his insistence on metaphor. And yet the 
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dominant mode of this poem is an affective prolepsis—the presence of truths 
and facts are stated so that they needn’t be felt. Merely by being another 
person present to hand, she becomes an “enemy of the absolute.” This is a 
Kantian insight: that rational creatures are always ends in themselves and 
never means. Thus they “confute” not only our ordinary categorical and 
descriptive predicates but the “mad poetics” by which less dynamic objects 
might be given representation in art. It has thus far gone without saying that 
the volume is marked by a troubled portraitist aesthetic that strives for an 
ideal of observation capable of framing the most recalcitrant and complicated 
of subjects—not just, in Kantian fashion, a human, but specifically a woman. 
Quite a bit has been written about these poems as satiric set-pieces typical of 
the misogyny of the period.236 But it seems to me that Eliot needed to take the 
male-female relation as his subject for a number of reasons, including the wish 
to distance himself from and at the same time to call to mind a certain poetic 
tradition in which female beauty was the expressive ideal. Above all, he 
needed to add desire to the picture—even if just situational desire—in order to 
dramatize its potential to disorient true observation. The poem seems to 
acknowledge both the inevitability of desire, and the necessity of desire for 
describing scenes suffused with vitality, but also its damaging impact on 
impersonality. If the volume features failures of observation, some are marked 
by Winterbourne’s excess of desire (“Priapus”), others by Mrs. Costello’s frigid 
absence of desire (“Fragilion”) that sets her on a perch above the world, 
“indifferent” to its various, new materials. 
 Amid these extremes, “Conversation Galante” is neither here nor there. 
Social circumstances outside his control may explain how the speaker and his 
interlocutor wound up on their sublunary date, but there is too much obvious 
fear of romance to suggest a complete absence of desire. There is the volume’s 
most explicit reference to the role of invoked musicality now brought into the 
diegetic speech rather than just the consciousness of the poem’s speaking 
presence:  
 
 
 And I then: ‘Someone frames upon the keys 
 That exquisite nocturne, with which we explain 
 The night and moonshine; music which we seize 
 To body forth our own vacuity.” 
 

																																																								
236 See Maud Ellmann, The Poetics of Impersonality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 
and several of the essays collected in Gender, Desire and Sexuality in T.S. Eliot, eds. Cassandra Laity 
and Nancy K. Gish (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
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The role of explicit reference to music in the poem thus far has been to allow 
speakers to avoid discomfiting self-regard. Explicit references to music in the 
volume tend either to induce mere emotion without any organic production of 
emotion—through constructive activity, for example—that could become 
concrete as feeling that attaches to thought. When music enters the volume in 
explicit form, it enters as an inducement to the kind of emotion that 
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” demands that the poet lay aside. And a 
formal feature in the final stanza suggests that the woman’s presence does 
penetrate even his most evasive posturing. At first, the dash at the end of the 
penultimate line seems playful, a typographical representation of the “stroke” 
expressed verbally: “At a stroke our mad poetics to confute—.” But then a dash 
cuts the speaker off again in the final line as his eloquence sputters. Human 
presence in this volume, where it can be stood, always seems to “confute” 
eloquent evasiveness. Thus the formal feature is carried over into the final 
poem, “La Figlia che Piange” where the first four lines end in a dash, a 
painterly gesture to be sure, but one which cannot but be interpreted, in light 
of “Conversation Galante,” as the effort to hold “mad poetics” in abeyance 
while the speaker transitions to a fully constructive mode. Then imaginative 
energies can seize on a range of sensations that attach to a scene—even if only 
an imagined scene—which no longer requires the cheap distance afforded by 
irony, nor the cover of esoteric myth. At least within the confines of his 
imagination, the speaker is no longer a Fragilion “among the birch trees.” He 
emerges as a voice capable of directing his amazement not on the composing 
self, and not on the composed subject but on the power of art to balance those 
forces in intricate renderings much too subtle for the mythic imagination sans 
an enabling poetic form. 
 The fact that the volume consummates, in “La Figlia che Piange,” its 
efforts to move from the domain of myth as a point of departure from the 
world to the domain of myth as a point of access on the world is signaled in 
the poem’s epigraph, taken from the first book of the Aeneid, in which Aeneas 
encounters his mother, Venus, disguised as a Carthaginian huntress and asks 
her: “O virgin, how should I address you?” But the verb is pregnant with 
double-meaning here for memorem can be translated either “call” (address) or 
“recall” (remember), which thereby points to the fact that memory is always 
latent in description. But unlike before, most notably in “Prufrock,” memory is 
not allowed to gain the day in this final portrait of the “crying daughter,” a 
title that suggests that a an instinctive affective energy will have to be 
repressed if we are to achieve impersonal description. Repression is expressed 
in the form of dashes at the end of each of the first four lines that echo the 
stressed syllables at the beginning: 
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 Stánd on the highest pavement of the stair— 
 Léan on a garden urn—     
 Wéave, weave the sunlight in your hair— 
 Clásp your flowers to you with a pained surprise— 
 Flíng them to the ground and turn 
 With a fugitive resentment in your eyes: 
 But weave, weave the sunlight in your hair.  
 
 
The series of imperatives renders a scene in which the role of the poet is clear: 
he is the mise en scène, implicated not by romantic attachment but by the odd 
mix—perhaps unique to creative endeavor—of witnessing, arranging, and then 
witnessing the arranging. The unity of the scene as a composite image is 
suggested by the intricacy of a very binding rhyme scheme—A B A C B C A—
which presents the stanza as a manifold that one does not have, as it were, until 
the final line. 
 But the verbs—“stand,” “lean,” “weave,” “clasp,” “fling”—reflect a 
progression that requires us to take each imperative in order. The move seems 
to follow an increase in affective charge. The first line, after all, is what in 
stagecraft is called blocking—situating an actor at a particular position on the 
stage. The second line is far more vivid and inviting, for it indicates a pose 
that demands that one envision how she is leaning, and how she is orienting 
herself in relation to the urn. Imagine, for a moment, a photographer asking 
you to lean against a garden urn. It is not a directive that one would follow 
unthinkingly, for the manner in which one leans under such circumstances 
cannot escape being richly communicative. And yet what is communicated 
here is not a manner or an emotion, but a compositional sensuousness—a 
revelation in the ability of lines of poetry to suspend the kind of descriptive 
commitments that visual arts often must betray at a glance.237 The repetition of 
the imperative verb in the third line is an enactive gesture that heightens 
attentiveness to manner by intensifying the powers of description so that 
physical gestures assume a mythic dimension (“sunlight in your hair”). The 
next three lines feature emotional states realized in psychological terms—
“pained surprise,” “fling [the flowers] to the ground,” “fugitive resentment”—

																																																								
237 Modern painters produced many ingenious formal methods of establishing depth and 
deferral. The point here is simply that in the pictorial arts achieving those modal effects 
requires ingenuity because, at least under ordinary circumstances, the whole work of art is 
presented immediately. 
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but only to sharpen with contrast the return to the sensation in the final line 
that structures the scene: “But weave, weave the sunlight in your hair.” Here 
sensations exist outside a mereology that would confine them to emotional 
states and the ordinary ways we have of observing and judging such states with 
psychological concepts. 
 If the poem dramatizes imaginative projection as a compositional 
practice, it does so in a way that is counterintuitive for here composition 
precedes intentionality as if to suggest that sensation is always out in front of 
semantics, that there is an intelligence in sound that is original to sense. The 
description of the speaker’s intentionality is rendered in painterly terms with 
studiously preserved anaphora at the beginning of the lines that finally endow 
the verse with Pound’s postulated “musical phrase.” Witness how the sixth 
line (“I should find”) is abbreviated to permit (1) the partitioning of the stanza 
into units of three, (2) the anaphoric “some” in lines seven and eight, and (3) 
the alliterative “s” at the start of both the first three and the last three lines of 
the stanza. The construction is almost obsessive in its detail as it radiates 
around that simple-seeming “I should find,” which reads as the conclusion to 
an interjective—it is the only unrhymed line in the stanza and in the poem—
between lines that cohere not only by anaphora and alliteration, but by rhyme 
scheme with “deft” picking up where “left” ends and couplets (“leave”/”grieve” 
and “understand”/”hand”) on either side. It is as if the process of “find[ing]” 
the right compositional forms forestays the descent into figuration (“As the 
soul leaves the body torn and bruised, / As the mind deserts the body it has 
used”) from carrying the speaker too far into psychology. Thus the final word 
in the penultimate line of the stanza, “understand,” plays off the poem’s 
opening word (“stand”) in a way that suggests a two-way relation between the 
composer and the composed. Both are composed by the composing.  
 Here music enters the frame multimodally to give the stage directions a 
particular affective shape because it is evoked rather than invoked. Thus it 
operates neurologically below the threshold of conscious thought, proceeding 
not through the visual word form area (VWFA) in the left fusiform gyrus 
directly to the prefrontal cortex, but to the auditory cortex where encoding is 
deep, immediate—primed for more efficient retrieval. The combination of 
explicit visual imagery, and implicit syllabic and tonal configurations produces 
a richly ideophonic integration that produces a highly accentuated brain 
response with a robust hemodynamic flow to the posterior parietal cortex 
which neuroscientists identify as the site of the imagination, in the literal sense 
of image-processing: it is a multi-sensory convergence zone.238 Where semantic 
satiation reduces brain activity, synaesthetized music not only invokes emotion 

																																																								
238 Arthur Shimamura, Experiencing Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013): 19.  
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but it invokes what psychologists call aesthetic rather than utilitarian emotion. 
(SAE 108)239 The density of the stanza’s constructedness allows it to emerge as 
a mode of orienting to an object that cannot be characterized according to an 
explicit concept, but must be given reference by attention to its formal 
features. And its sensuous properties endow it, neurobiologically, with the 
sensuous immediacy of a perception that can be processed in advance of 
conceptual subreption. Thus this mode of orientation can function as not as an 
“example of” a mode of observation, but as an “example as” a mode of 
observation, to borrow Charles Altieri’s distinction. 240 Because “we cannot 
reach inside the example and quantify over parts of it without doing serious 
harm to what holds it together,” we must read the orientation as a whole 
rather than to divide it and characterize it in the way that we were able to do 
with the “Morning at the Window” type of looking, or the “Cousin Nancy” 
type of looking.   

But while the stanza marks progress, it should not be taken as a 
depiction of unqualified success in the movement out of the speaker’s 
obstructing psychology. For the indicative mood gives way to the conditional as 
he describes his own constructive role. His implication in the scene—even an 
imagined scene—can only consist in indicative reflections or hypothetical 
actions. Thus in the third stanza, which brings us back to the figlia’s “turn” in 
the first stanza, we are privy to an item of the speaker’s consciousness as if the 
imagined actions of the second stanza had never happened: 

 
 
She turned away, but with the autumn weather 
Compelled my imagination many days, 
Many days and many hours: 
Her hair over her arms and her arms full of flowers. 
And I wondered how they should have been together! 
I should have lost a gesture and a pose. 
Sometimes these cogitations still amaze 
The troubled midnight and the noon’s repose. 

 
 
The interpretive revelation in the final stanza is that the third person plural 
pronoun in the fifth line does not refer to the dramatic grieving described in 

																																																								
239 Marcel Zentner, Didier Grandjean and Klaus R. Scherer, “Emotions Evoked by the Sound 
of Music: Characterization, Classification and Measurement” in Emotion 8.4 (2008): 494-521. 
240 Charles Altieri, “Exemplification and Expression” in A Companion to the Philosophy of Literature, 
eds. Garry Hagberg and Walter Jost (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009): 501. 
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the second stanza. The “they” does not refer to the “he” and “she” but to the 
“hair,” the “arms” and the “flowers.” Thus what “trouble[s]” the speaker about 
the scene is not any pathos for the characters involved but for the possibility of 
“los[ing] a gesture and a pose.” In this poem, impersonality is not a matter of 
cruelly refusing to acknowledge emotions or to feature them in description, but 
a matter of being so absorbed in the technical components of constructive 
activity that emotions can only be rendered and not cognized (“cogitations”). 
This, after all, is the essential aesthetic feature of James, Pound and Eliot—
that all intellectual activity should be devoted to an intense focus on formal 
activities that take the place of thinking, as traditionally conceived, for the 
artist. The artist, in other words, thinks through form. So what carries the artist 
in the direction of his subject—the way, that is, in which the artist must be 
oriented toward his subject—is feeling, which comes to a unity with thought 
(form) in the construction of the poem’s images.  
 If this seems an unlikely surrender of cognitive control for a poet who 
spent so much time training himself in philosophy, one must be reminded of 
just how clear Eliot made himself, in his critical writings, on a technocratic 
constructive ideal in which tradition contributes thought to the mix while the 
persona of the poet contributes feeling and brings them to a unity in 
sensibility. Poets unite feeling and thought, in poetry, but not as poetry and 
philosophy.  
 
 

A poet who is also a metaphysician, and unites the two activities, is 
conceivable as an unicorn or a wyvern is conceivable: he is possible like 
some of Meinong’s Annahmen; but such a poet would be a monster, 
just as (in my opinion) M. Valéry’s Monsieur Teste is a monster. Such a 
poet would be two men. It is more convenient to use, if necessary, the 
philosophy of other men, than to burden oneself with the philosophy of 
a monstrous brother in one’s own bosom. (ECPII 21-2) 

 
 
There is, in fact, no surrender of cognitive control in what Eliot identifies as 
the ideal scenario. Eliot’s argument, as we have previously discussed, is not 
that poetry doesn’t communicate philosophical ideas, only that the poet does 
not communicate them without the poetry—that is, without the formal 
mechanisms by which poetry frustrates and challenges, refines and alters the 
conceptual terms that, in philosophy, must always remain stable. In Eliot’s 
reckoning, poetry and philosophy stand in a complementary relation for poetry 
sharpens and expands the conceptual repertoire that philosophy brings to use 
in discursive reasoning.     
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On a thematic level, one cannot but take notice of the temporal 
markers in the final line of the poem. For previously in the collection, terms 
such as “midnight” had been “troubled” by endless metonymic ricochets 
(“Prufrock”) and “lunar incantations” (“Rhapsody”); and the light of noon had 
required countless forms of ironic deflection. There have been, in other words, 
precious few moments of “repose.” “La Figlia che Piange” suggests that the 
speaker has found, in constructive activity, a mode of purifying desire and thus 
of stabilizing the use to which he might put his still “mad,” mythic and 
hyperactive sensibility. But if there is a note of triumph in the final poem, it is 
tempered by an unmistakable concession to the inevitability of inward retreat. 
The speaker successfully composes himself only in relation to a subject whose 
presence is reduced to what the speaker’s imaginative projection affords her. 
And that is a very narrow presence indeed, for she is given neither voice nor 
agency. Thus even at the volume’s zenith of reciprocity, the speaker cannot 
break the confines of solipsism. For while the figlia is granted two indicative 
verbs in the final stanza, she can only be said to have “compelled” the 
imagination of the speaker insofar as he has compelled her every “gesture” and 
“pose.” 

Eliot would not have been more than temporarily satisfied with a telos 
of observation that settles on inwardness. For it is culture, he remarks in an 
oft-quoted phrase, “which makes life worth living.”241 And there is very little 
chance that Eliot would have abandoned a promising career in philosophy 
simply to dramatize in verse a philosophical problem—solipsism—that had 
been widely acknowledged and debated among the pre-Socratics. Eliot saw his 
poetry as part of a worthy effort to go beyond philosophy by establishing 
relations between observed and observer that challenged standard epistemic 
taxonomies pervaded by implied and unacknowledged values. He reasoned that 
the first and most difficult stage in exposing those values was to establish an 
alternative mode of observing that brought the elements of personality into 
view. Then one would be in a position to observe not only an object in the 
world but the psychological forces that produce interest in it by nourishing 
sensibility on one side with feeling, and on the other with thought. Prufrock and 
Other Observations points by exemplification to the various operations according 
to which Eliot would establish an intricate model of mind to account for this 
fusion. It was a model of mind for which Pound, in his imagiste phase, would 
have had no need. For while Pound had established, in the emphasis on the 
image, novel circuits and flows of traditional formal energies, Eliot developed 
a structure by which those redistributions could be reintroduced into the 
conceptual discourses from which he had turned away when he decided not to 
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sail back to Harvard in 1916 to defend his dissertation. Prufrock and Other 
Observations then is a rearmament and a belated return. For there was a war 
that had to be fought on two fronts—on one, against scientific realism, and on 
the other, against romantic idealization. Observation may seem a terribly 
minor casus belli. But in Eliot it becomes a quasi-ethical (ob: over, servare: watch, 
protect) commitment to the vividness not just of the objects in the world, but 
of the modes and concepts by which we intend toward those objects. 
Observation was, for Eliot, a matter not only of ministering to a delicate yet 
omnivorous sensibility, but of refining a constructive mode that could sustain 
in exemplification both a complex play of relations and the imaginative 
activity that worked the whole constellation into a single aspect. Thereby the 
intelligence of poetry becomes its power to initiate a cognitive transference in 
which interpretive observation (seeing in) gives way to aspectual observation 
(seeing as). So defined, a volume of poems with hardly a single example of 
intelligence might move, by the sensuousness of its constructive activity, 
toward an ideal of intelligent example in its final poem. 	
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CONCLUSION // Intelligent Examples 
 

“The poem must resist the intelligence 
Almost successfully.”  

  - Wallace Stevens, “Man Carrying Thing” (1946)242 
 
 
 
 One might argue that my use of the term “intelligence” in this 
dissertation has been a bit coy. For while it is true that the term is seldom 
invoked in literary scholarship, it is also true that literary scholarship goes on. 
Why, one might ask, would scholars continue to return to works of literature if 
they did not implicitly believe them to exhibit some unique form of 
intelligence? To answer that question we must repair to a distinction that we 
made only at a glimpse in the introduction. It was a distinction among objects 
that exhibit intelligence behaviorally (a stream of water finding the fastest route 
down a mountain to a source), objects that exhibit intelligence representatively 
(a shirtwaist that reflects changing fashions in the Gay Nineties), and objects 
that exhibit intelligence by exemplarity—that is, by no virtue of our 
interpretation of their surfaces (behavior) or of their depths (representation). 
In my introduction, I reframed an old argument that A.I. exemplifies the first 
type of intelligence. Thereafter I have made what I hope is an original 
argument that literature—at least in the case of modernist poetry—exemplifies 
the last type. But most scholars insist on confining literature to the middle, as 
if it earned its cultural status primarily as a reflection of the hidden mores, 
modes and manners of its period, of its author, of its protagonist’s identity, etc. 
Literature, on this view, is inherently seen as being marked both by 
concealment and belatedness.  

It is a bit late to heave myself onto the scrum of scholars now piling up 
on the scattered limbs of deconstruction. If it were a football game, I would 
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risk fifteen yards for unnecessary roughness. So as I make the case for a more 
recuperative mode of criticism, I will allow others to clear the ground for me. 
In the last decade there have been no shortage of plowmen. Ellis Hanson, in a 
recent issue of New Literary History, fulminates against criticism “in its more 
ideological mode, where its typical will to mastery over a work of art, its 
imperative to expose and demystify, to intervene and interrogate, loses most, 
ironically, in the firmness of its grasp, the unsentimentality of its aim, and the 
devastation of its hit.”243 Hanson joins a chorus of recent critics swaying 
against the decades-long predominance of a “hermeneutics of suspicion” 
encouraging readers to resist the absorptive pull of works of literature. Rita 
Felski, for example, complains that materialist criticism is often “propelled by 
a deep-seated discomfort with everyday language and thought, a conviction 
that commonsense beliefs exist only to be unmasked and found wanting.”244 
Derek Attridge is perhaps the most forceful critic of the dangers of 
“instrumental” uses of literature that proceed without attention to what he 
calls the “singularity” of literature. He worries that most scholars approach 
literature “as a means to a predetermined end,” as part of a larger project that 
“may be political, moral, historical, biographical, psychological, cognitive, or 
linguistic.”245  
 Despite surface appearances to the contrary, the role that I have asked 
literature to play in this dissertation is quite apart from any extra-literary 
project of which Attridge might disapprove. For I have implied that the poems 
of Prufrock and Other Observations display an impersonal mode of observation well 
in advance of the doctrine of impersonality that would become articulate in 
Eliot’s subsequent critical writings. And furthermore, that Prufrock makes such 
an intricate and compelling case for the value of that mode of observation that 
Eliot’s critical writings rise to the expressive level of the poems only, if at all, 
with the aid of a robust array of supplements both from intellectual history, 
and from contemporary neuroscience. By capturing aspects of intuition and by 
holding them in delicate tension with existing concepts, poetry, I have tried to 
suggest, can harness a para-conceptual intelligence that exists in a 
supplementary relation to concreteness. It can display ideas before those ideas 
can be codified in ordinary language, which is to say, language that does 
prevail on the formal manipulations identified in Chapter IV, and in 
particular in “La Figlia che Piange.” Literature does not pave the way for those 
ideas—that would be protoconceptuality—but it displays ideas that philosophy 
cannot yet make concrete. In that sense, it fulfills the etymology of the term 
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intelligence, by picking out (legere) what is between (inter) available facts or 
ideas, and giving the relation a formal structure that might not be reducible to 
any of the individual components of which it is constructed. Thus the efforts I 
have made to describe and codify the impersonal mode of observation 
exemplified in Prufrock and Other Observations, those descriptions must yield for 
concreteness, in the final analysis, to the poems themselves. 
 To be clear, so much in the canon of literature remains unreduced and 
perhaps irreducible. Like Elizabeth Bishop’s imagined knowledge, poetic 
intelligence is “dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free.”246 Its freedom of 
movement is a freedom both from the ordinary constraints that one puts on a 
speaking subject (insight and sincerity) and those that one puts on physical 
objects (muteness and stability). Once we regard poetry’s intelligence not in 
terms of the transparency of insight but in terms of the vividness of as-sight, 
we begin to feel its communicative potential, as when Adorno remarks that 
“artworks are alive in that they speak in a fashion that is denied to natural 
objects and the subjects who make them.” (AAT 5) I have tried to suggest, in 
this dissertation, that aspectual exemplification is one of the most powerful 
and intelligent ways in which Eliot’s poetry speaks, that it reaches out to the 
world with an irreducibly verbal logic of savoir rather than a nominal logic of 
connaissance. But savoir requires that details, images, and impressions be 
restored—even if only virtually—to the level of discourse where those details 
can interact with concepts. Hence the importance of exemplification. Tyrus 
Miller celebrates the ability of certain avant-garde works of art to “elicit from a 
given background of artistic materials and context a new quality or concept of 
which the work itself is the singular example.”247 The novelty imperative, 
while important for avant-garde art, could easily be removed in the interest of 
generalizing Miller’s theory. Indeed, one possible measure of the value of a 
“singular example” might just be its endurance through time, for powerful 
ideas seek with great impatience to be conceptualized. An enduringly singular 
example would testify to the scale of the conceptual abysm across which it 
stretches. Charles Altieri, adapting Nelson Goodman’s discussion of the role of 
the two-place predicate, has written of the possible adverbial force of literary 
examples so that, “Hamlet-like,” to take one example, signifies in a way that 
even the sum of the descriptives that we might use to characterize Hamlet 
would not.   
 This may seem a backhanded and ill-timed slight on Prufrock and thus 
on the limits of my own ambitions in this dissertation. For it is true that I 
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have attempted to hold what it means to act in a Prufrockian way or to observe 
in a “Cousin Nancy”-like manner within the discursive ballasts of intellectual 
history, philosophy and neuroscience. But Prufrock and Other Observations was 
chosen not because it reduces easily. Far from it. Instead the volume 
recommends itself to the type of analysis that I feature here because, more 
than any other text at least in modernist literature, it is bookended by rich and 
robust critical embankments that allow one to witness how it swells between 
them by virtue of its exemplary powers. There is no question that without 
Eliot’s undergraduate work and his subsequent critical essays, I would have 
had no way of gathering the appropriate discursive supplements that I needed 
to fill out the picture. The combination of Eliot’s substantial graduate record 
and his prodigious output as a critic renders Prufrock the ideal test case for 
poetry’s para-conceptual intelligence, as its position in Eliot’s career allows a 
scholar to identify what features unique to poetry allowed him to move from a 
premature discourse to and beyond a mature one. Those features, which take 
many individual forms in the poetry itself, were identified early on in Eliot’s 
intellectual development for their capacity to attain the condition of “felt 
thought,” and they soon came to be gathered under the umbrella term, 
“impersonality,” in his criticism.  
 It is a term that buoyed Eliot’s reputation for half a century, and that 
has burdened it ever since. For after the New Critics seized on aspects of the 
doctrine of impersonality to justify the “theological exercise” of close reading, 
just about everyone else cited those same aspects in order to expose the self-
centralizing conservatism that it apparently enshrines.248 But in the last 
decade, the term “impersonality” has enjoyed a dramatic reversal of fortunes. 
Its rescue has come from what might once have seemed the unlikeliest of 

																																																								
248 Franco Moretti justifies his own practice of using technology to read over a vast swath of 
literary texts by claiming that “at bottom, [close reading] is a theological exercise.” Franco 
Moretti, “Conjectures on World Literature” in New Left Review 1 (Jan/Feb 2000): 57. But most 
critiques of impersonality attack it as an elaborate excuse for a cultural escapism that seeks to 
mask the voices that have not historically been allowed to become part of the “tradition.” See, 
for example, Maud Ellmann, The Poetics of Impersonality: T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1987). I believe this conception of what Eliot meant by tradition, 
and how it ought to be used, to be much too un-sophisticated philosophically. Not only does 
the essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” fail to hang together if one takes tradition to 
mean the canon, but it becomes impossible to reconcile Eliot’s own poetry with his critical 
essays. But I believe that the misunderstanding starts with critics who mistook Eliot’s 
“doctrine of impersonality” in an effort to praise it—specifically the New Critics. In this I 
believe Eliot to be a victim of misplaced enthusiasms in the way of I.A. Richards who, as 
Joseph North argues, is at best a reluctant “founder” of American New Criticism because the 
New Critics replaced his scientific psychology with Kantian aesthetics. Joseph North, “What’s 
‘New Critical’ about ‘Close Reading’? I.A. Richards and His New Critical Reception,” in New 
Literary History 44 (2013): 141-157.  
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sources, a cluster of broadly posthumanist approaches to literature that include 
affect theory, ecocriticism, object-oriented ontology, thing theory, and vital 
materialism. But when, for example, Jane Bennett speaks of an “impersonal 
sympathy” or of an “impersonal affect,” suffice it to say that she has something 
rather different in mind than T.S. Eliot. She expresses a desire to “branch out 
to an ‘affect’ not specific to human bodies” whose “power is not transpersonal 
or intersubjective but impersonal,” which is to say, “intrinsic to forms that 
cannot be imagined (even ideally) as persons.”249 Even Sharon Cameron, 
whose criticism falls neatly into none of the above approaches, invokes the 
term impersonality to support a critique of anthropocentrism that was far 
from—perhaps antithetical to—Eliot’s critical objectives. She shares Eliot’s 
sense that “personality and impersonality do not stand in a binary relation,” at 
least not in an easy binary relation, but prizes the latter term because it 
“disrupts elementary categories we suppose to be fundamental to specifying 
human distinctiveness.”250 To take Cameron’s search for “non-dualistic 
ontologies” in American literature to its logical extreme, Branka Arsić argues, 
in a Deleuzean vein, that impersonality can be mapped onto the concept of 
immanence, which “def[ying] the distinction between exteriority and self-
conscious interiority” is nothing less than “the pure personal.”251 What inspires 
these critics to turn to the language of impersonality is not, as for Eliot, a 
defense of the epistemology of literature (how literature can open up new 
modes of knowing), but a defense, via literature, of a radically reconceptualized 
ontology of embodiment (how human bodies relate to the rest of nature).  

To say that Eliot would have found this materialism and anti-
anthropocentrism strange and, perhaps unwelcome, to his original conception 
of impersonality is hardly a slight on the new materialists for Eliot is not the 
progenitor of this use of the term. In fact, whenever Eliot features in this 
criticism—and he does feature significantly in the work of Sharon Cameron—
great pains are made to distinguish the contemporary from the historical use 
of the term “impersonality.” But this serves as a reminder that impersonality, 
in Eliot’s original sense, perhaps because it was never particularly well 
understood in the first place, is in danger of becoming dismissed as a much too 
easily assimilated aesthetic ideology. Take Sharon Cameron’s chapter on Eliot 
in Impersonality in which she critiques the view that perception is freed from 
“personality” in Four Quartets only by being tied to orthodoxy. She writes that 
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Cited hereafter as CI. 
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“phenomena are liberated from personality not because they are bound by 
orthodoxy, but because they are bound by nothing—because they are mobile, in 
a vertigo that undoes the possibility of foundation.” (CI 176) Where once Eliot 
was taken to be a belated Romantic—Harold Bloom is the critic most insistent 
in this opinion—here Cameron takes him to be the prevenient postmodern, an 
arch-relativist like Schopenhauer who believes “that there is a global force 
which negates individuality, rendering everything in essence like every other 
thing.” (CI 184) It is true that Eliot confessed, for a time, to being a relativist 
but his poetic response was not to indulge, like Schopenhauer, in demolishing 
subjectivity, but to draw out the intricate ways in which subjectivity is both 
constitutive of and constituted by the “force” of tradition, which is to say, the 
deep history of human particularity. But it is dangerous to pursue too far how 
reflections on the nature of subjectivity, whether idealist or realist, influenced 
Eliot’s theory of impersonality because Eliot’s theory is not a work of ontology. 
Nor is it, in any strict sense, a work of epistemology. Eliot may have been 
interested in what poetry has to say about the ontology of man, but his theory 
of impersonality reflects the more modest effort to bring his substantial 
philosophical reading to the task of determining what unique modes of 
knowing poetry makes available. 

More modest, however, is not always particularly modest. Eliot may 
have done more than any critic of the twentieth century to illuminate the 
relationship between poetic discourse and ordinary discourse. And yet much 
more remains to be done. Felt Thought has been an attempt to throw my 
shoulder into the endeavor first by supplementing Eliot’s often impressionistic 
critical positions with antecedent and proximal influences that allow a 
cognitive structure to emerge from his criticism, and then by demonstrating in 
his poetry how this cognitive structure enables an ethic of observation 
sustained not by the writer’s mute absence but by his constructive presence. 
Prufrock helps us to specify the virtues of a mode of writerly activity wherein 
the objective is to display the powers of language by identifying the writer not 
as an organic expressive source but as an arranger of relational intensities 
available to the imagination by virtue of their immanence in language. Then 
disruptions of form and grammar might allow those intensities and energies to 
enter into new paraconceptual complexes that, following the logic of 
exemplification, can supplement our meager banquet of concepts with more 
nourishing imaginative fare.   
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EPILOGUE // Minding the Gap: The Value of Neuroscience to Literary Criticism 
 

“Speaking in a broad, rough way, it may be said that the sciences have grown 
out of the useful arts, or out of arts supposed to be useful…Among the 
theoretical sciences, while some of the abstract have sprung straight from the 
concretest arts, there is nevertheless a well-marked tendency for a science to 
be first descriptive, later classificatory, and lastly to embrace all classes in 
one law…On the other hand the physiologist may be aided by a fact or two 
here and there drawn from taxonomic biology; but he asks but little and that 
little not very urgently of anything that the taxonomist can tell him and that 
he could not find out for himself.” 

   -C.S. Peirce, “A Detailed Classification of the Sciences” (1902)252  
 
 
 
~ The Science of Literary Study ~ 
 
 
 Literary criticism made its debut in the American academy on a stage 
that had already begun to tremble underfoot. The efforts of college presidents 
such as Charles W. Eliot (Harvard) and Daniel Coit Gilman (Johns Hopkins) 
to reshape what were then provincial denominational colleges into 
cosmopolitan research universities had caused the plates to shift beneath the 
foundations of American higher education. “Science,” declared Eliot at the 
turn of the century, has “transformed the world as the scene of the human 
drama.”253 Departments were forming and collapsing; teaching expectations 
were giving way to research opportunities as young, German-trained American 
scholars began to swell the ranks of the professoriate. All of a sudden the old 
philologists and belletrists were caught wondering what roles they were 
expected to play among this new dramatis personae. As late as 1906, former 
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(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1903): 47. 



	

~249~ 

president of the MLA, Albert S. Cook, would complain that “English has been 
thrust forward with a rapidity almost alarming in view of the fact that most of 
us who represent it have been brought up with a lower conception of our 
responsibilities, and with a more restricted view of our opportunities than is 
indicated by the present exigency.”254  

That same year, in the Lowell Lectures at Harvard, William James 
observed that the study of human experience was tilting from what he called 
the “tender-minded” orientation of nineteenth-century religion and 
metaphysics toward that of “tough-minded” twentieth-century empiricism.  
The “exigency” felt by Cook and other leaders of the first American 
departments of literature was thus a matter of deciding where to cast one’s lot. 
One could resist the tilt and make a place for literary criticism among the 
metaphysicians filling the void created by the decline of religious belief. Or 
one could ride the momentum of the scientific spirit and recast literary 
criticism according to broadly empiricist—which is to say, value-neutral—
methods of analysis.255 Cook and company smarted beneath the weight of the 
decision. For it must have seemed a choice between body and spirit, between 
impulse and idea, between fact and interpretation. No wonder then that the 
subsequent history of literary criticism in the United States can be told as an 
almost schizophrenic effort to come to terms with it.  
 Such a story has been told—or at least it can be cobbled together from 
various institutional histories and sociologies of the discipline.256 What the 
present essay adds to the record is an account of how this history of vacillation 
between extremes of scientism and metaphysics culminates in a recent 
movement known as cognitive literary studies. Yet this is hardly a paean. For 

																																																								
254 Albert S. Cook, “Aims in the Graduate Study of English” in The Higher Study of English 
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255 Andrew Jewett, in Science, Democracy and the American University: From the Civil War to the Cold 
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University Press, 1998).  



	

~250~ 

cognitive literary studies (CLS) turns toward the light of a false sun that 
dissolves the intricacies of literary tradition and literary value in its tropic 
rays. The terms by which texts ask to be valued, and those by which texts have 
traditionally been valued, are replaced in cognitive literary studies by terms 
adapted from evolutionary psychology. It is an historically bad trade, not only 
because of the insecurity of evolutionary psychology’s status as a science but 
also because of the model of interdisciplinarity that it demands. Thus after 
comparing CLS with neuroaesthetics, a new field of research in neuroscience 
that shares the ambition of making an empirical study of the arts, I argue that 
two major changes are necessary if things are to come good in cognitive 
literary studies. The first is a reevaluation of the epistemology of 
interdisciplinary exchange. Cognitive literary critics must banish the 
“consilience” model whereby naturalizing literary criticism means relegating 
its terms and concepts to epiphenomenal status while ceding explanatory 
power to the ill-fitting vocabularies of the various human sciences. This is not 
a criticism that is restricted in its target to CLS, nor to the intersection of the 
sciences or the humanities. For this model of interdisciplinarity and its 
variants have been the chief source of countless and various reductions and 
overreaches of all kinds in literary study.  

But some fields and discourses are more rapacious than others. So even 
with a proper structure of interdisciplinary exchange, reductions and 
distortions seem inevitable if cognitive literary critics continue to put their 
faith in “bridge” disciplines such as evolutionary psychology, sociobiology and 
cognitive science—disciplines, in other words, that aim to bring an impossibly 
vast and various array of human materials into the gears of a single 
explanatory mechanism. Thus the second change that I recommend is to make 
a strong distinction between neuroscience (which is inductive) and cognitive 
psychology and its variants (which are deductive). This will disappoint those 
cognitive literary critics who appeal to “science” in order to put an end to 
theorizing. But they are bound to be disappointed, in any case, when they 
come around to the realization that evolutionary and cognitive psychology just 
are theories. Moreover, they are theories that redound upon an autarchic 
computational theory of mind that reduces semantics to syntax, and thus puts 
significant constraints on the ways that meaning can be attributed to the 
intentional mind.257 Neuroscience has the advantage of measuring chemical 
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Posthuman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), the neglect of embodiment and the 
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interactions in the absence of any such predetermined and determinative 
theory. Because it can register neural responses in the absence of psychological 
concepts, neuroscience has a far better chance of proving coextensive with 
rather than substitutive of the conceptual apparatus of contemporary literary 
criticism. In interdisciplinary exchange, in other words, it might allow literary 
theory to be left to the literary theorists. Preserving a measure of autonomy 
over the conceptual vocabulary that we use to describe literary works and their 
effects is imperative, it goes without saying, because a major source of 
literature’s unique epistemic value is the capacity that each text has to produce 
a spontaneous metaphysics of its own. Literary discourse is resistant to the 
terms of these various “theories of everything” by virtue of the fact that each 
text attempts to produce a unique way in which one must relate to it—a unique 
cognitive orientation. I argue in this essay that neuroscience is better equipped 
than cognitive science to help the critic honor the latent demands of the text. 
It is, I hope to show, in all ways a less pushy and wood-footed dance partner.  
  
 
 
~ Attraction and Repulsion ~ 

 
 
 

 We began with a word about the early days of academic literary 
criticism in the United States. Let’s return to those turbulent times. For the 
specialization imperatives that led to disciplinary formation in the academy 
form the primary background against which the complicated relationship 
between literary study and the sciences took shape. What follows is a brisk 
account of literary criticism told as a series of attractions and repulsions to and 
from the vogue science of a given time. While it may seem that these 
vacillations have at either extreme a progressive scientific method and a 
retreating bulwark of cultural elitism, those easy characterization conceal the 
true dynamics at play. For what has persistently re-emerged in the face of 
efforts to “correct” literary criticism via the scientific method is a serious 
commitment to one or another aspect of metaphysics for which science is 
incapable, at least at the time, of producing a coherent or satisfactory correlate. 
That is to say, literary critics are rarely so constitutionally anti-scientific as 
some would have us believe. Instead their various responses to the 
scientification of academic life often reflect a wish to focus attention on 
humanistic values that they believe to inhere either in the texts themselves or 
the modes of attention occasioned by those texts. Thanks to careful historical 
accounts by René Wellek, Gerald Graff, Michael Warner, Robert Scholes, 
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Louis Menand and others, most readers will be familiar with the general 
contours of the story of disciplinary origins and progress that I tell now, so I 
will give it here only in brief. 

It may nevertheless surprise some readers to discover the extent to 
which literary scholars of the late nineteenth century regarded their work as 
part of a scientific enterprise. In 1883, A. Marshall Elliott founded the MLA 
around what had become a familiar rallying cry: “Here [in literature 
departments], as in other departments of learning, the demands of Institutions 
should be such that no one, except a man of scientific training, could enter the 
profession, and in this way, the incompetent would naturally be shut out, and 
the departments would rise in the esteem and consideration of the public.”258 
The ostensible target of the purge is, of course, dilettantism but the mention of 
“scientific training” suggests that “incompetence” is a thinly veiled reference to 
belletrism and the genteel tradition.259 The larger mission, it seems, was to 
rescue literary study from its diminished status in the new epistemic climate. 
Hence the shift from belletrism to philology was asserted on grounds of 
disciplinary status. “The conception of literature has to be transformed as the 
conception of language has been transformed,” A.R. Marsh would write in 
1896 in one of the first issues of the PMLA, so that a “new literary science” 
could emerge now that “the honored locations ‘eloquence’ and ‘belles-lettres’ 
[have begun] to fall into disuse.”260 The application of the scientific method to 
aspects of literary study was imagined, from the beginning, not just as a way to 
produce valuable results internal to the enterprise but as a way to increase the 
appearance of disciplinary rigor in contest with other departments in the eyes 
of the university administration and even the greater public.  

But changes in the epistemic climate that had diminished the status of 
literary criticism in the late nineteenth century would only accelerate in the 
twentieth. Already at the turn of the century, some of the most stubbornly 
subjective aspects of human life were coming under the microscope. In a 1902 
address to the American Association for the Advancement of Science, the 
anatomist Charles Minot argued that “the time has come to take up 
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consciousness as a strictly biological problem.”261 If the late nineteenth century 
had seen a Teutonic turn in American higher education, by the twentieth, 
Americans had become more “German” than the Germans themselves. 
Laurence Veysey observes that “scientific Americans, unlike most scientific 
Germans, identified scientific specialization with the entire purpose of the 
university.”262 There was to be no quarter for those belated evangelists of 
Victorian culture among new institutional demands for objective, knowledge-
producing intellectual labor. Furthermore scientific empiricism was governed 
by the belief that principles of human behavior would be tested and codified 
on the same basis as the principles of electromagnetic waves (1887, Hertz), 
radiation (1893, Wien), and radioactivity (1896, Becquerel). Even philologists 
were increasingly unsure of their place within the sweeping “campaign to turn 
the science-centered university into a tool for building a new culture.” (SDA 1) 

Perhaps the New Humanists were the first to adopt what is now a 
default position in departments of literature: the embrace of an atavistic 
outsider position. What was “new” about the New Humanism of Irving 
Babbitt, Norman Foerster and Paul Elmer More was not just that it marked a 
break from the romantic humanism of Rousseau but that it defined itself 
against the scientific pretension of “social” scientists such as Ernst Haeckel 
and Henri Bergson. The key New Humanist concept, “intuitive voluntarism,” 
maintains that culture and tradition sharpen man’s capacity for intuition, 
which provides access to a “light beyond science” by honing the frein vital 
(“inner check”) that counterbalances the élan vital (“vital impulse”) in human 
intuition. This may seem consistent with I.A. Richards’s famous contention 
that literature offers something like a coenesthetic therapy, “a resolution, 
inter-animation and balancing of impulses.”263 Yet there is a crucial 
distinction. For the New Humanists, culture and tradition proceeded by 
engendering a distinctive “aesthetic state” that empowered a metaphysical will 
to overcome mere impulse; for Richards, by contrast, there was nothing but 
mere impulse. He believed in naturalizing aesthetic experience with the tools 
of empirical psychology so that criticism could take up the task of establishing 
the powers literature could bring to bear in the effort to correct the 
imbalancing effects of modern, industrial life. The moral imperative of 
criticism was to support literature’s therapeutic function, which followed from 
the essentially Aristotelian belief that with well-ordered minds we become 
happier and healthier. 
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What worried the American New Critics about this theory is that it 
placed value under the auspices of science. For critics like Cleanth Brooks and 
John Crowe Ransom, value was essentially theological—a privileged artifact of 
aesthetic experience pointing not toward impulses and drives but toward 
metaphysical unities and absolutes. They thus turned Richards’s close reading 
on its head by shaking it free of its psychological bedrock and setting it atop 
the foundation of Kantian aesthetics.264 Even if many of its practitioners would 
not have wished to regard their labors in this way, it is fair to say that the 
New Criticism occasioned a great deal of “normal science,” to borrow a term 
from Kuhn—namely work that submitted the vast canon of novels, plays and 
poems to a series of close readings and refinements. It is perhaps for this 
reason that the next major attraction to science was, in structuralism, a meta-
organizer. Northrop Frye’s The Anatomy of Criticism sought to correct the drift 
away from science by replacing the romantic belief in “natural taste” that 
undergirded the New Criticism with a syncretic theory of archetypes that he 
developed from the psychology of Carl Jung. “What if criticism is a science as 
well as an art?” Frye asks, before suggesting that it is the “scientific element in 
criticism which distinguishes it from literary parasitism on the one hand, and 
the superimposed critical attitude on the other.”265 Frye helped swing the 
pendulum suddenly back toward science as the canon became a great evidence 
bin of psychological dispositions and tendencies that awaited classification.  

But the attraction to science would not last long. Almost immediately 
metaphysics struck back. Poststructuralists such as Jacques Derrida and Paul 
Ricoeur objected to the absence of a “transcendental subject” in the 
structuralist effort to “solve the problem of man” by turning to empirical 
sciences such as linguistics (Saussure) to explain what seemed distinctive 
human capacities in terms of nature. Derrida’s subject may have been 
“decentered,” but it was, at the same time, an irreducible “presence” between 
self and object. It may seem a touch premature to blow the whistle on the 
game of poststructuralism—just as it would be glib to suggest that structuralist 
criticism stopped attracting adherents after Derrida’s remarks at the Science of 
Man symposium in 1966—but it is true that since the late-1980s 
poststructuralism has had to defend itself against countless attacks on this 
theoretical “presence,” none more vituperative than those of Literary 
Darwinists such as Joseph Carroll and Brian Boyd whose hopes for a 
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“consilience” with evolutionary biology rest on the dream that the profession 
can be persuaded to trade the “transcendental subject” of poststructuralism for 
the social animal of Dawkinsian sociobiology. Such a trade would require 
treating works of literature as registers and indices of biological impulses and 
determiners.   

Let’s pause for a moment to appreciate the regularity of these 
vacillations between science and metaphysics. The dynamics play like a tennis 
match. Philology serves up a scientific alternative to nineteenth-century 
belletrism. The New Humanists volley back with a metaphysical solution to 
the reductivism of the “social” sciences. The next stroke falls to Richards who 
seeks to rid literary criticism of its immobile relativism by inventing a science 
of form. Then the New Critics respond by embracing the attention to form and 
the authority of the knowledge claims, but rejecting Richards’ behaviorist core. 
Structuralism then calls on anthropology and psychology to replace Kantian 
aesthetics. But poststructuralism fires back almost immediately with the idea 
of a decentered subject. What Literary Darwinism wants more than anything 
now is to deliver the backhand smash that ends the back-and-forth forever by 
hollowing literary criticism of any metaphysics at odds with sociobiology. I 
begin by laying out the contours of this pattern of attraction and repulsion not 
to suggest that literary criticism has been running in place all this time, but to 
demonstrate that for all its variety and progress over the last century, the 
original dilemma persists. Literary criticism remains tempted in one direction 
by the rigor and authority of the sciences, in the other by the more robust 
explanatory power of metaphysics. I have also wished to demonstrate that one 
inveterate method of addressing the gap between metaphysics and empiricism 
has been to use one human science or another as a bridge between the two 
cultures—from linguistics (A.M. Elliott) to empirical psychology (Richards) to 
cultural anthropology (Frye) to evolutionary biology (Carroll).  

The problem with “bridge” sciences is that they risk, by virtue of their 
willingness to extrapolate into human affairs, the very institutional authority 
that was the source of their appeal in the first place. This is to say that while 
physics enjoys prime status as the model of scientific authority, it offers very 
little to humanistic disciplines. While psychology offers quite a bit to 
humanistic disciplines, it does not enjoy the same elevated status among 
scientists. Thus a “scientific” literary criticism that appeals to evolutionary 
psychology is suddenly not so scientific at all.266 And those cognitive literary 
critics wishing to use any such science to wash the humanities clean of its 
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metaphysical residue will likely find themselves with empty hands. For they 
will have done nothing more than to trade the purposive metaphysics of the 
humanities for the accidental metaphysics of the human sciences. Nearly all 
cognitive literary critics, knowingly or otherwise, either approve of this trade 
or regard it as inevitable. I do not. But before I recommend a critical approach 
that can accommodate the inescapably metaphysical foundations of literary 
criticism with a genuine, hard science—neuroscience—it makes sense to review 
the contemporary state of the field of cognitive literary studies with a view 
toward identifying not only how the various methodologies propose to stretch 
across the two cultures divide, but also what reductionist risks they are willing 
to run.  
 
 
 
~ The Varieties of Cognitivism in Literary Study ~ 
 
 
 
 But first it is worth putting things in their proper context. Since 
literary study enjoys precious little attention in the popular press under 
ordinary circumstances, the recent spate of features on Literary Darwinism in 
the likes of The New York Times, Nature, The Nation and NPR might be interpreted 
as evidence that such approaches have managed to capture the mainstream in 
English departments across the country.267 Not so. Literary Darwinists are 
currently operating and have always operated from the fringes—even from the 
fringes of the already marginal subfield of cognitive literary studies. In her 
introduction to The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Literary Studies (2014), for 
example, Lisa Zunshine characterizes Literary Darwinists as “a small but vocal 
group of critics who practice scientism in the name of ‘scientific’ literary 
analysis.”268 It’s a harsh but not altogether inaccurate assessment, unfair only 
because it could extend to quite a few of the approaches that Zunshine’s 
anthology celebrates. The chief purpose of this section is to map and assess 
this new field that Literary Darwinism has been taken to represent, not only 
																																																								
267 It is impossible to track all of the features on evolutionary approaches to criticism in the 
popular press, but here is a small sampling from the last decade: D.T. Max, “The Literary 
Darwinists,” New York Times 6 Nov. 2005, pp. G74-79; John Whitfield, “Literary Darwinism: 
Textual Selection,” Nature 439 (26 January 2006): 388-9; William Deresiewicz, “Adaptation: On 
Literary Darwinism,” The Nation 8 June 2009, pp. 26-31;  Patricia Cohen, “Next Big Thing in 
English: Knowing They Know That You Know,” New York Times 1 April 2010, pp. C1; Jonathan 
Gottschall, “How Fiction Changes Your World,” Boston Globe 29 April 2012, pp. K1. 
268 Lisa Zunshine, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Literary Studies (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014): 2. Cited hereafter as OCLS.  
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to sift through the scientism for the science, but to see how a future cognitive 
literary studies (CLS) might bring the sciences into more intimate contact with 
the metaphysical root structures of the humanities. The ability to conjoin with 
those foundations is necessary if CLS is to earn at least a measure of the 
significance in the field that they have been mistaken to have in the popular 
press. Since CLS is an elastic term that encompasses a great range of methods 
and approaches, it may be more approachable if we divide the field into three 
basic orientations—the evolutionary, the cognitive, and the historicist—even if 
the individual critics themselves move, at times, freely between them.  
 
 

(a) The Evolutionary Orientation 
 
 
 We begin with Literary Darwinism not because its adherents play an 
outsized role in the field of cognitive literary studies but because they 
represent something of a limit case. If the two sides, humanism and science, 
were seated across from one another at the negotiating table, Literary 
Darwinism would represent an audacious initial offer from the scientists—one 
that offers virtually no concessions. Fisticuffs might be in the offing.269 For 
most Literary Darwinists wish to reject the entire trajectory of twentieth-
century criticism. Indeed, Literary Darwinism finds its cause in the belief that 
what has traditionally passed for literary criticism and what presently passes 
for theory is, in fact, no more than “inspired amateurism,” the “hodge-podge, 
hit-and-miss character” of which fails by E.O. Wilson’s “consilience” standard 
whereby “all knowledge should be assessed by universal standards of empirical 
validity.”270 What is desired is not a dressing of the wounds in literary 
criticism but a disembowelment of the organs of criticism. The final aim is to 
make room for a new physiology cut from the bones of evolutionary theory. 
 Even the spatial metaphors that Literary Darwinists use to describe the 
alliance between the humanities and evolutionary psychology betray a model 
of “vertical integration” rather than a bridging of the gap. In the “new 
alignment among the disciplines,” according to Joseph Carroll, Literary 
Darwinists “envision an integrated body of knowledge extending in an 

																																																								
269 In which case, one would be wise to put money on the Darwinists, one of whom has 
brought his dissatisfactions with the state of literary study into the cage, and has begun 
training as a mixed martial artists. His memoir of the conversion is detailed in Jonathan 
Gottschall, The Professor in the Cage: Why Men Fight and Why We Like to Watch (New York: Penguin, 
2014). 
270 Joseph Carroll, Literary Darwinism: Evolution, Human Nature, and Literature (London: Routledge, 
2004): 34. Cited hereafter as LD.  
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unbroken chain of material causation from the lowest level of subatomic 
particles to the highest levels of cultural imagination.” (LD 5) Evolutionary 
biology is to be the “pivotal discipline uniting the hard sciences with the social 
sciences and the humanities,” (LD 5-6) so that literary study, according to 
Jonathan Gottschall, finally rests upon “the bedrock of evolution by natural 
selection.”271 Literary Darwinists argue that literature and the arts, given their 
origin in the biology of human intelligence, represent the epiphenomenal tip 
of a pyramid that stretches down to the firm ground of science. Thus they are 
to be treated as emergent properties of evolution, explainable only in such 
terms. As E.O. Wilson puts it, “the only way either to establish or to refute 
consilience is by methods developed in the natural sciences.”272 Consilience, 
therefore, should not be understood as interdisciplinarity in the ideal sense of 
the term—to wit, a two-way traffic between modes of inquiry that have equal or 
complementary explanatory power—but the application in one discipline of a 
critical apparatus constructed and refined in another.  
 So evolutionary criticism in literary study rests upon the critical 
scaffolding of evolutionary psychology, where the guiding belief is that the 
imagination can be naturalized—that is, treated in biological terms—in the 
same way as the senses and the emotions. Literary Darwinists view literature 
(mostly storytelling, and thus fiction) as a natural expression of the biological 
traits that allowed man to survive during the Pleistocene Era. The 
paradigmatic example of this variety of criticism is Brian Boyd’s On the Origin of 
Stories: Evolution, Cognition and Fiction (2009). Boyd, like most Literary Darwinists, 
enlists evolutionary psychology to argue that art is a specifically human 
adaptation that offers advantages for survival—among which are social 
cognition, cooperation and creativity. He writes that  
 

Art in this broad sense is a human adaptation, its chief functions being 
(1) to refine and return our minds in modes central to human cognition—
sight, sound, and sociality—which it can do piecemeal through its 
capacity to motivate us to participate again and again in these high 
intensity workouts; (2) to raise the status of gifted artists; (3) to improve 
the coordination and cooperation of communities, in our very social 
species; and (4) to foster creativity on an individual and social level.273  

 
 

																																																								
271 Jonathan Gottschall, Literature, Science, and a New Humanities (New York: Palgrave, 2008): 13. 
272 E.O. Wilson, Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Vintage, 1999): 9.  
273 Brian Boyd, On the Origin of Stories: Evolution, Cognition and Fiction (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2009): 381. Cited hereafter as OOS.  
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With all the talk of advantages in this passage, one naturally wonders what 
advantages the evolutionary framework offers the critic if viewing art as a 
human adaptation yields nothing more than a list of functions so traditional 
that Matthew Arnold would have found little cause for objection. The 
advantage, according to Boyd, is negative. Without anything more than an 
intuitive understanding of human nature, the spontaneous philosophy of the 
critics is ripe for the seductions of theory, which “has isolated literary criticism 
from the rest of modern thought and alienated literary studies even from 
literature itself” by implicitly regarding literature as “a peripheral indulgence 
justifiable only by making it a stalking-horse for political reform.” (OOS 384) 
Evolutionary biology, in other words, promises to rid literary criticism of 
literary theory that “cuts literature off from research by eschewing empiricism, 
the testing of ideas against factual evidence.” (OOS 385) This must seem an 
odd charge coming from an evolutionary critic. After all, one factor 
compromising the status of evolutionary psychology among scientists is that it 
relies on deductive-theoretical operations rather than on inductive-empirical 
research. We have, after all, no access to Pleistocene brains.274  
 Setting that aside for a moment, Boyd may be right that literary theory 
over the last century has been inimical to empirical research programs, but 
this is not a necessary state of affairs, and one worries about the risk of 
throwing the baby out with the bath water. While it is true that metaphysical 
foundations cannot be tested empirically—else they would be physical 
foundations—terms and concepts that issue from metaphysical postulates can 
be subject to testing. Empirical science proceeds by testing theories regardless 
of their provenance. In fact, historically, most theories tested in the human 
sciences began as intuitive or folk-psychological theories. The most important 
part of scientific research—the precondition that is the best predictor of success 
in the sciences—is taking the time to develop the proper theory. This is 
precisely why giving the heave to the entire history of criticism is so ill-
advised. If it is the case that literary criticism has produced the most refined 
and productive categories and theories of literature, it stands to reason, even by 
a kind of Darwinian selection method, that the history of criticism would 
select those concepts and theories that hew closest to the unique epistemic 
value and sensuous appeal of literary experience at least insofar as they have 
inspired the attention of the greatest number of committed scholars and 

																																																								
274 The behavioral ecologist, Ernst Mayr, a defender of many aspects of “the adaptationist 
program,” makes the point that evolutionary biology has a different epistemic status than the 
physical sciences. He writes that “the explanation of the history of a particular evolutionary 
phenomenon can be given only as a ‘historical narrative,’” which “can be done only by 
inference.” Ernst Mayr, “How to Carry out the Adaptationist Program,” The American Naturalist 
121.3 (1983): 325.   
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readers. It is, therefore those concepts—the concept of free indirect discourse, 
for example—that should be taken into the laboratory.275 This is impossible on 
the “consilience” model because evolutionary biology puts constraints on the 
concepts valid in psychology and psychology puts constraints on the concepts 
valid in literary criticism so that there is at least a two-step remove from the 
deductive theories developed in literary study (by whatever method) and the 
inductive methods of the empirical sciences. 
 One avoids this two-step remove on the consilience model only by 
bringing the terms of evolutionary psychology directly to bear on literary texts. 
This is a path mostly avoided by Joseph Carroll and Brian Boyd whose 
voluminous tomes—On the Origin of Stories is 550 pages long, and Carroll’s 
Evolution and Literary Theory is 518 pages long—are devoted primarily to polemics 
against Freudianism, Marxism and poststructuralism. It is pursued most 
successfully by William Flesch whose Comeuppance: Costly Signaling, Altruistic 
Punishment, and Other Biological Components of Fiction (2007) is worth mentioning 
here not only because it lets the concepts of evolutionary biology loose in 
specific readings of literary texts but also because it corrects the assumption 
that all Literary Darwinists regard art as an adaptation. Some merely explain 
its effects in terms of adaptations. Flesch, for example, puts evolutionary 
psychology to the task of explaining narrative phenomena that satisfy our 
biologically inherited desire to see good vindicated and evil punished 
(“comeuppance”). Though “narratives are capable of a very large variety of 
subject, form, theme, and presentation,” he argues, “our interest in narratives 
will nevertheless always depend on our emotional recognition of motive and 
desert among characters.”276 
 Flesch’s book is original, often compelling, and sharp. It is worth 
noting straight away, however, that what is under investigation is not 
literature per se—that is, it is not literature necessarily—but storytelling, an 
aspect of some literature that is chosen, one suspects, because it is pre-literary. 
Because it was etched into the cave-walls during the shaping of the Pleistocene 
mind. I hope it is obvious that this is a poor selection method when it comes 
to choosing a critical framework. Even if it were true that our “skulls house 
Pleistocene brains,” it is also true that we have put those brains to the task of 

																																																								
275 One might justifiably take concepts of criticism rather than concepts of literature into the 
laboratory. Natalie Phillips, for example, conducted a study of the neural correlates of close 
reading at the Stanford Humanities Institute. The results were published as Natalie Phillips, 
“Literary Neuroscience and History of Mind: An Interdisciplinary fMRI Study of Attention 
and Jane Austen,” in Lisa Zunshine, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Literary Criticism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014): 55-81.  
276 William Flesch, Comeuppance: Costly Signaling, Altruistic Punishment, and Other Biological Components 
of Fiction (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007): 73.  
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refining literature over the course of the last several millennia so that it is at 
once storytelling and yet more than storytelling. What compel so many serious 
critics to study literature are those aspects of the literary that go beyond mere 
storytelling—that differentiate it from the news cycle and from the domain of 
ordinary discourse. Even if it produces interesting results about the 
ontogenesis of certain features of literature, one should worry that evolutionary 
criticism, with very few exceptions, demands that we ignore the aspects of the 
literary that have been held in highest regard by writers since Homer and by 
critics since Aristotle. One of the tradeoffs that the work of scholars like 
Flesch must make is that by focusing on fundamental and mostly unasked 
questions about our biologically-determined original interest in pre-literary 
aspects of literature, it cuts itself off from what interests critics about literature 
now.  
 
 

(b) The Cognitivist Orientation 
 
 
 This same dilemma imperils the second variety of criticism that I 
survey here as well—that of the cognitivist orientation. The titular “we” of Lisa 
Zunshine’s Why We Read Fiction (2006), for example, does not refer to literary 
critics or to avid readers but to humankind, namely anyone who has evolved to 
have basic cognitive capacities. It is little surprise then, given how few of these 
humans actually do read fiction in the present day, that Zunshine’s subsequent 
works—Introduction to Cognitive Cultural Studies (2010), Getting Inside Your Head: What 
Cognitive Sciences Can Tell Us about Popular Culture (2012)—deal with more popular 
media. When so much of one’s argument hinges on the universality of drives 
(evolutionary critics) or of cognition (cognitive critics), the declining popularity 
of literature leaves such critics with quite a lot to answer for. This is why 
cognitive and evolutionary critics must appeal to pre-literary phenomena 
(story, the visual arts, language, empathy) rather than to either strictly literary 
phenomena or to specifically literary manifestations of those pre-literary 
phenomena.  
 The phenomenon of most concern to cognitivist critics is, naturally, the 
phenomenon of cognition. Such critics seek to explain how one element of 
literary experience or another reflects or refines universal human cognitive 
processes. This might seem at first glance nothing more than a second-order 
Literary Darwinism because of the survival value of cognition (and rationality), 
but while evolutionary criticism seeks to explain the development of literature 
as a product of human biology, cognitive criticism endeavors to explain the 
present-day appeal or the epistemic value of literature based on what we know 
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about properties of the mind, Pleistocene or otherwise. This has the sound of a 
better gap-shooting approach because it puts fewer constraints on the 
categories that readers might take to the interpretation of literary works. Gone 
is the “consilience” model that demands that all findings have their root in 
evolutionary biology. Taking its place is a less restrictive model of 
interdisciplinarity that allows for the co-existence of humanist and scientific 
paradigms.  
 But since literature is epistemically implicit (it yields its knowledge by 
gesture and implication) and science is epistemically explicit (science just is the 
knowledge and the processes by which it is attained), cognitive literary critics 
have tended either to bring a scientific philosophy of mind to bear directly on 
literary works or to use work in the philosophy of mind as a bridge between 
science and literary experience. Take, for example, Ellen Spolsky’s Gaps in 
Nature: Literary Interpretation and the Modular Mind (1993), in which she argues that 
biological materialism is, along with culture, a “co-legislator of human life and 
understanding,” so that “the inevitable slippage that we have come to 
acknowledge between words and the world has at least an analogue, and 
presumably also a source, in the workings of the human brain.”277 Well-
established examples of the brain’s gap-filling response to the spaces between 
its modules are not arbitrary, Spolsky argues, but critical in the evolution of 
our ability to innovate and transform the world. Literary interpretation, in this 
reckoning, becomes the training ground for this ability as she demonstrates 
with readings of Hamlet, among other texts.  
 Like nearly all cognitivist criticism, the so-called science to which 
Spolsky’s work appeals brings it nowhere nearer the two cultures gap than 
Freud’s reading of Sophocles. Her theory of the “modular mind” comes from 
Jerry Fodor via Ray Jackendoff who writes: 
 
 

The apparent heterogeneity of mental life is supported by a genuinely 
heterogeneous collection of psychological mechanisms…Seeing, 
speaking a language, thinking, and remembering, for example, are not 
simply diverse uses of a single general psychological mechanism (be it 
association, stimulus-response connections, generalized problem-
solving, or whatever). Rather there are specialized mechanisms, or 
modules, that subserve each function, each with its own characteristic 
task-relevant adaptations.278   

																																																								
277 Ellen Spolsky, Gaps in Nature: Literary Interpretation and the Modular Mind (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1993): 3. Cited hereafter as GN.  
278 Ray Jackendoff, Consciousness and the Computational Mind (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987): 260.  
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Spolsky cannot be blamed for the fact that the modularity thesis has been 
widely discredited both by neuroscientists and by philosophers of mind in 
favor of a neural network approach, but she and subsequent cognitive literary 
critics are at fault for adopting critical frameworks that endeavor to give the 
slip to the mind-brain debate in the interest of establishing a groundwork for 
the value of literary interpretation.279 That groundwork was always stand on an 
icy glade since the modularity thesis simply recapitulates reflex-arc psychology 
now underwritten by the computational metaphor of brain activity 
(“specialized mechanisms” by “function”) that is not only, to use John Searle’s 
term, “anti-biological,” but also at odds with the rich phenomenology of 
literary experience. It is little wonder, then, that Spolsky found so many “gaps 
in nature.” 
 Cognitive psychology may be empirical but it is deductive, built up 
from theoretical concepts (such as modularity). It is not inductive science. But 
because it offers an epistemically explicit philosophy of mind, it has appealed 
to critics of the cognitivist stripe seeking to connect literary understanding to 
other cognitive behaviors—often those that have more widely-recognized social 
value such as empathy. Lisa Zunshine, for example, equates empathy or “in-
feeling” with what cognitive psychologists call “theory of mind” (ToM)—our 
inherent capacity to attribute mental states such as beliefs, intentions, and 
desires to others—in an attempt to claim that fiction exercises our capacity for 
the often attenuated faculty of empathy. There is nothing wrong with this line 
of analysis provided that it does not present its findings as scientific (most 
often, it does). But the emphasis on cognition tends to lead to unwelcome 
reductivism. In How Authors’ Minds Make Stories (2013), for example, Patrick 
Colm Hogan argues that literature is the product of the counterfactual and 
hypothetical imagination that cognitive scientists call “simulation.” This is 
how it unfolds in his introduction: 

 

																																																								
279 A group of neuroscientists signed the following letter to the New York Times in 2007: “As 
cognitive neuroscientists who use the same brain imaging technology, we know that it is not 
possible to definitively determine whether a person is anxious or feeling connected simply by 
looking at activity in a particular brain region. This is so because brain regions are typically 
engaged by many mental states, and thus a one-to-one mapping between a brain region and a 
mental state is not possible.” Adam Aron et. al., “Letter: Politics in the Brain,” New York Times 
(14 November 2007). Likewise Patricia S. Churchland has said that “mental modules are 
complete nonsense. There are no modules that are encapsulated and just send information into 
a central processor. There are areas of specialization, yes, and networks maybe, but these are 
not always dedicated to a particular task.”  Michael Shermer, “The Brain is Not Modular: 
What fMRI Really Tells Us,” Scientific American (21 April 2008).  



	

~264~ 

 
Perhaps we currently lack a fully adequate explanation, or even a fully 
adequate description, of simulation. Nonetheless, it is valuable to 
identify the literary process of imagination with the quotidian process 
of simulation. This is valuable because it follows the general cognitive 
scientific principle of understanding specialized, literary operations as 
cases of broader, quotidian operations. More simply put, we now have 
only one process to describe and explain (simulation), not two 
(simulation and literary imagination).280 

 
 
Value here is defined as that which reduces to a form most expedient for 
interdisciplinary translation, and that which follows standard procedures in 
cognitive science, not that which yields the richest insights into literary texts. 
Surely there is more to the literary imagination than what it shares with 
simulation. To conflate the two is to erase at a stroke quite a bit of the best 
scholarship in the field. Doing so in support of the perfunctory claim that “the 
human brain operates using the same structures and processes regardless of 
whether it is addressing literature or life” (HAM 3) strikes me as a fairly bad 
trade.  
 But such trades are a hallmark of cognitive literary criticism. Take 
Mark Turner’s opening description of browsing the shelves of a bookstore in 
The Literary Mind (1996), in which scenario we are supposedly “using principles 
of mind we mistakenly classify as ‘literary’—story, projection, and parable.”281 
Turner then sets out to prove that “the literary mind is not a separate kind of 
mind,” that it is, in fact, “the fundamental mind,” by demonstrating that we 
use story, projection and parable in ordinary non-literary circumstances. On 
those counts, Turner is quite interesting and compelling. But by Turner’s own 
admission, the phenomena he identifies can only be “mistakenly classif[ied]” as 
literary; they are universal features of cognition. So the term “literary” is 
universalized beyond any conceivable relevance to the study of actual texts. 
Even if we are to accept that literature puts “on display” ordinary cognitive 
modes, surely what interests us as literary critics is how literature manipulates 
those modes to produce something like a unique phenomenology—one, say, 
that privileges the feel of a mind that otherwise operates beneath the threshold 

																																																								
280 Patrick Colm Hogan, How Authors’ Minds Make Stories (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013): 3. Cited hereafter as HAM.  
281 Mark Turner, The Literary Mind: The Origins of Thought and Language  (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1996): v. Cited hereafter as TLM.  
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of consciousness.282 There may indeed be something unique about the kind of 
cognition that literary experience occasions even if it makes use of only 
quotidian cognitive capacities. Consider, for example, the heightened 
attunement that Wallace Stevens describes in a “A Duck for Dinner” where 
viewers in the presence of art see: 
 
 
 The metropolitan of mind, they feel 
 The central of the composition, in which 
 They live. They see and feel themselves, seeing 
 And feeling the world in which they live.283  
 
 
Stevens’s verse captures the sense of doubling beyond oneself via aesthetic 
absorption such a particular and peculiar mode of attention. It is a mode, I 
have tried to suggest in the preceding chapters, that not only has a unique 
phenomenology but a unique and identifiable cognitive structure.  
 But instead, at the end of Turner’s introduction, we are left with only 
this to look forward to: “We imagine realities and construct meanings. The 
everyday mind performs these feats by means of mental processes that are 
literary and that have always been judged to be literary.” (TLM 11) Whereas 
story and projection were a mere several pages earlier only “mistakenly 
class[ified]” as literary because they are universal features of cognition, here 
they become literary by their implication in parable which is a “universal” 
mental process. The remainder of the book is dedicated to showing how 
parable is fundamental to everyday thought. While reductivism is the byword 
associated with scientific literary criticism, universalization is every bit as 
eliminative. Whether by universalization or by reduction, the concept of the 
literary loses both autonomy and causal efficacy in cognitivist scholarship that 
has shaken off the foundationalist impulse of evolutionary criticism but has 
retained the eliminative ramifications of a universal “we” (Zunshine), a 
modular mind (Spolsky), and various departicularizing taxonomies of literary 
experience (Hogan, Turner). It is as if literary critics are being asked to 
proceed according to the stipulates of “normal science” but without an object of 
study, without a paradigm and without a community that might confer 
consent.   
																																																								
282 This has been a staple of cognitive aesthetics since Alexander Baumgarten’s famous 
definition of aesthetic experience as “scientiam sensitive quid cognoscendi,” or the science of 
the sense of knowing, in Alexander Baumgarten, Meditationes Philosophicae de Nonnullis ad Poema 
Pertinentibus (Halle: Grunert, 1735): §cxv, p. 39. 
283 Wallace Stevens, Opus Posthumous: Poems, Plays, Prose (New York: Knopf Doubleday, 2011): 64.  
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 (c) The Historicist Orientation 
 
 
 The newest and perhaps the fastest-growing division of cognitive 
literary studies—the historicist orientation—avoids the pitfalls of reductionism 
and universalization by staying, in large part, outside the fray. Historicist 
scholarship tends to preserve existing literary-critical categories by holding 
them in discursive relation to the concepts and methods of science. Historicist 
critics aim, for example, to demonstrate how authors or audiences aligned with 
the brain sciences of the day, or in some cases, how authors explicitly or 
implicitly predicted future developments in brain science. Work of this kind 
has provoked a much gentler reaction from mainstream literary critics 
because, for the most part, it simply adds to the existing discourse. Gertrude 
Stein, we learn, poked at brains for a year while at Johns Hopkins Medical 
School. Coleridge was interested in learning as much as he could from the 
neurologist David Hartley. Shakespeare might just have intuited cognitive 
tendencies that square with what today’s cognitive scientists claim to know 
about the brain. The scholarship, in other words, is largely descriptive.    

The particular work that has perhaps attracted most attention in recent 
years is Nicholas Dames’s The Physiology of the Novel: Reading, Neural Science, and the 
Form of Victorian Fiction (2007). Dames seeks to answer a simple question—how 
did Victorians read novels?—by analyzing previously undiscovered nineteenth-
century theories of the novel that accounted for human physiology during the 
act of reading. This largely follows the example of Alan Richardson, whose 
British Romanticism and the Science of Mind (2005), explores points of contact 
between British Romanticism and the brain science of the time during which 
it was established that the brain is the organ of thought. Richardson argues 
that the work of Romantic pre-neuroscientists such as Erasmus Darwin and 
F.J. Gall is being revived by the likes of Patricia Churchland and Francis 
Crick, and even that Coleridge should be seen as a precursor to modern 
theories of the “embodied mind.” This last claim is similar in kind to Mary 
Thomas Crane’s argument in Shakespeare’s Brain (2000) that the bard’s later 
plays reveal a preoccupation with how the embodied mind attempts to 
understand its physical and social environment.  
 Where works of this variety are theoretical at all, it usually takes the 
form of a radical new historicism that contends that literary theory’s 
unwillingness to embrace contemporary scientific facts (universals) leads to an 
underhistoricized and thus overly relativized philosophy of human history, 
culture and achievement—including literary achievement. “To construct 
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culture,” Alan Richardson and Francis Steen argue in the introduction to a 
special issue of Poetics Today on cognition and literature, “human beings 
intimately rely on immensely complex bodies, nervous systems, and sensory 
systems; these structures have a history that is neither identical to nor separate 
from the culture they make possible.”284 Therefore, “issues in literary history, 
far from being occluded by approaches that recognize the validity of human 
universals and species-specific cognitive mechanisms, can be productively 
reopened in ways that have eluded criticism that relies on purely constructivist 
notions of the subject.” (“LCR” 5) This is all to the good. Though it should be 
noted that naturalism and constructivism are not necessarily opposites, any 
genuine constructivist should welcome the additional perspectives of the 
natural and theoretical human sciences so long as they are presented in 
discursive relation with existing perspectives.285 
 They are not, however, always presented that way. And like other 
historicist undertakings, historicist cognitive criticism runs the risk of 
presentism. Among the aims of the special issue of Poetics Today was “to 
‘historicize’ literary subjectivity in a revisionist manner,” and to 
reconceptualize “the cultural significance of the natural in contemporary 
terms.” (“LCR” 3) The problem is that when historicist cognitive criticism 
abandons the constraints of description and endeavors to historicize according 
to “contemporary terms,” we re-encounter all of the pitfalls identified with 
both the evolutionary and the cognitive orientations. To claim, say, that Walt 
Whitman’s ideas about cognition agree with those of Steven Pinker is one 
thing. To claim that his poems have value in virtue of the agreement is quite 
another—for such a claim takes for granted that Pinker’s ideas about cognition 
are valuable. Though it is at times avoided, there is a tendency in historicist 
CLS to equate modern science—even highly theoretical modern science—with 
value.  
 
 
 
~ Review ~ 
 
 
 

																																																								
284 Alan Richardson and Francis Steen, “Literature and the Cognitive Revolution: An 
Introduction,” Poetics Today 23.1 (2002): 3. Cited hereafter as “LCR.”  
285 Against this binary, we might call attention to John Searle’s “biological naturalism” or, in 
another vein entirely, Georges Canguilhem’s vitalism. See John Searle, The Construction of Social 
Reality (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010), and Georges Canguilhem, La Conaissance de la vie 
(Paris: Hachette, 1952).  



	

~268~ 

 Running briefly down the list of essays included in that special issue of 
Poetics Today is a convenient way of enumerating the problems that I have 
mentioned in this overview. (1) We began with evolutionary criticism and the 
problem of the “consilience” model of interdisciplinarity that constrains 
literary interpretation according to the framework of evolutionary psychology. 
Thus Paul Hernadi, in the issue’s second essay, reduces the “dynamics of 
literary experience” to a dynamic of “seduction leading to consummation” in order 
to argue that “protoliterary experiences of early humans may have enhanced 
their biological fitness.”286 (2) This invocation of the “protoliterary” leads to my 
second criticism of the evolutionary approach—namely that its insistence on a 
consilience between biological universals and human behavior requires it to 
equate literature with pre-literary, post-literary and non-literary phenomena. 
In the opening essay of the volume, for example, Mark Turner introduces 
“conceptual blending” as a “routine workaday process,” a “mainstay of 
children’s literature” that may explain how literature developed from ordinary 
cognitive processes.287 But precisely because those processes are ordinary, they 
have limited explanatory power in the domain that most interests literary 
critics: how literature developed to attain its richest and most extra-ordinary 
dimensions.  

(3) The cognitive strand of criticism runs into a similar problem in its 
insistence on cognitive universals that eliminate any reference to the 
attainment of taste or expertise—to a scholarly community. The “we” in Lisa 
Zunshine’s “Why We Read Fiction,” as I mentioned, could not therefore be 
restricted to literary experts whose reading practices have been validated by 
communal processes of evaluation and refinement. This is minimally a 
problem of appeal or applicability to literary critics, most of whom are less 
interested in the evolution of narrative or of reading than they are in highly 
evolved forms of the same. Reuven Tsur’s contribution to the volume gives us 
a telling example of this problem. He argues that cognitive universals 
regarding short-term memory and gestalt rules of perception explain the 
development of certain poetic conventions. He quotes the cognitive 
anthropologist Roy D’Andrade’s authoritative conclusion that “in the process 
of repeated social transmission, cultural programs come to take forms which 
have a good fit to the natural capacities of the human brain.”288 Beyond the 

																																																								
286 Paul Hernadi, “Why is Literature: A Coevolutionary Perspective on Imaginative 
Worldmaking,” Poetics Today 23.1 (2002): 25-6.  
287 Mark Turner, “The Cognitive Study of Art, Language and Literature,” Poetics Today 23.1 
(2002): 11-2.  
288 Reuven Tsur, “Some Cognitive Foundations of ‘Cultural Programs,’” Poetics Today 23.1 
(2002): 63. I should note that this is likely an innocuous misquotation. In the published 
manuscript of the speech, D’Andrade writes that the forms are a “good fit to the natural 
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troubling denial of causal force to contingent factors such as taste, power and 
creativity, it seems worth asking how this would be useful to the student of 
literature marveling over the remarkable diversity of metrical forms, or to the 
literary critic committed to variations within a specific period. On the one 
hand, it seems inescapably true that whatever pleasures poetry affords, it 
affords based on the cognitive architecture of the human brain. On the other 
hand, it seems both that this has always been an implicit assumption of the 
critics and that it represents an unnecessary constraint on those seeking to 
analyze—which is to say, to individuate—specific poems or poetic forms.  

There are two further issues that I identified with CLS. (4) The first is 
that a commitment to psychology—in the form of cognitive psychology, 
cognitive anthropology, evolutionary psychology or the modularity hypothesis—
not only endows it with a conceptual apparatus that is quite clumsy when 
applied to literary criticism, but one that keeps it estranged from what is 
accepted in the hard sciences. On these grounds all of the articles in this 
volume cast their lot with the human sciences—in order of appearance, Mark 
Turner (cognitive psychology), Paul Hernadi (evolutionary psychology), Ellen 
Spolsky (modularity), Reuven Tsur (cognitive anthropology), Francis Steen 
(cognitive psychology), Lisa Zunshine (cognitive anthropology) and Alan 
Richardson (cognitive theory).289 This is not to say that any of these works are 
wrong-headed or even diminished by their use of the human sciences; it is 
only to say that they do not—in some cases they make no claim to—cross the 
two cultures divide.  

(5) The last issue that I identified with the cognitive strand of CLS is 
that it universalizes or reduces aspects of the literary in the effort to make 
them translatable to cognitive science either from the standpoint of evidence 
(all story is literature) or from the standpoint of process (the literary 
imagination is reducible to simulation). There is some of this in the volume, as 
when Turner reads literary representation as a species of conceptual blending, 
but what is more noteworthy is how an inverse reduction becomes apparent in 
the entry by Francis Steen. By way of preface to his reading of Aphra Behn’s 
Love-Letters between a Nobleman and His Sister, Steen identifies a seventeenth-
century politico-cultural shift from “subject to citizen” that “required new 
																																																																																																																																																					
capacities and constraints of the human brain” (italics mine). I allow that this may have been 
added after the speech that Tsur cites. See Roy D’Andrade, “The Cultural Part of Cognition,” 
Cognitive Science 5 (1981): 182.   
289 Richardson must be distinguished here because he makes reference to work that is 
neuroscientific rather than psychological. But since it remains speculative (a theory) rather 
than a fact or theorem, it holds the same status in relation to the sciences-humanities divide. 
It is, in other words, unfinished science. This is not a criticism. The overall claim of my third 
chapter has the same status, after all, even if the neuroscience on which I draw stands on 
firmer footing. 
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cognitive organization, a new economy of imagination.”290 One wonders what 
kind of work the word “cognitive” is doing in this sentence. Surely it would be 
absurd to suggest that there was a biological (which is to say, neurological) 
change underway in the seventeenth century. So what cognitive must mean 
here is psychological in its most non-scientific sense—that is, the sense of a 
collective psyche, a zeitgeist. In any case, what becomes clear is that 
reductionism is a two-way operation: if “cognitive” means simply psychological 
or dispositional, we need refer to no science—hard, human or otherwise—to 
make the stated point. 
 This last criticism begs the central question of this review. Given the 
many drawbacks listed above, what does the critic gain by turning to cognitive 
or evolutionary science? If the answer is that literary criticism seeks traffic 
with the sciences for the purpose of securing its standing in the academy, that 
would be small beer indeed. For the losses are too many to count. After all, in 
what sense is literary criticism “literary” if it is tied to objects (such as story), 
methods (such as classification) and theories (such as theory of mind) that are, 
by definition, pre-, post- or extra-literary? Heterogeneity and pluralism are 
virtues both in literary criticism and in scientific research, but so is autonomy. 
And yet with the exception of some exemplary works of the historicist 
orientation, cognitive literary criticism is, in large part, willing to give it up.   
 
 
 
~ The Problem with Computationalism ~ 

 
 
 

 Cognitive literary studies is rife enough with problems of a strictly 
humanist and interdisciplinary flavor that it has thus far not been necessary, 
except in passing, to make too much of the science into which it clutches its 
roots. Even here, as I move to make a robust distinction between cognitive 
science and neuroscience, I will leave any matter of assessing the legitimacy of 
evolutionary psychology and cognitive anthropology to the experts.291 But I do 

																																																								
290 Francis F. Steen, “The Politics of Love: Propaganda and Structural Learning in Aphra 
Behn’s Love-Letters between a Nobleman and His Sister,” Poetics Today 23.1 (2002): 94.  
291 Jonathan Kramnick offers a lengthy refutation of the science behind Literary Darwinism in 
“Against Literary Darwinism,” see footnote 10. For more extensive coverage of the sociobiology 
debates, see Stephen Jay Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary Theory (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 
2002), and Richard Lewontin, It Aint’ Necessarily So: The Dream of the Human Genome and Other 
Illusions (New York: New York Review of Books, 2000). The works listed above give anti-
sociobiological positions. For a more impartial history of the conflict, see Ullica Segerstrale, 
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wish to call attention to several features that distinguish neuroscience from 
any of the sciences described in the previous section—features that 
dramatically increase its chances of entering into a less forceful 
interdisciplinary relation with literary criticism. What complicates the task is 
that much of what passes for neuroscience among cognitive literary critics, and 
among scholars throughout the humanities and social sciences turns out, in 
fact, to have nothing to do with the recording of neurons at all. Much of it is 
simply mislabeled cognitive science or cognitive psychology. For there is a 
terminological border that nobody seems willing to police.  
 But there’s no excuse for failing to make the distinction clear here. For 
there are many good reasons to be confused about what is cognitive science 
and what can properly be called neuroscience. It does not help the cause that 
obfuscating terms such as “cognitive neuroscience” and “computational 
neuroscience” have recently come into being. But the major difference between 
neuroscience and cognitive science can be put in deceptively simple terms: 
neuroscience is the study of neurons while cognitive science is the study of 
cognition. This is what is meant by the claim that neuroscience is inductive 
while cognitive science is deductive. While neuroscience proceeds from low-
level entities (neurons) to high-level phenomena (thoughts), cognitive science 
moves in the opposite direction. This is analogous to the legal distinction 
between direct and circumstantial evidence. Direct evidence requires that a 
conclusion can be drawn from the evidence with no intervening inferences. 
Since circumstantial evidence, by definition, permits more than one 
explanation, it requires an inference or a theory to link the higher-level 
conclusion to the lower-level fact. So too cognitive science comes to us 
prepackaged with a theory of cognition. Since cognitive science grew out of 
computer science, typically the theory reflects “a longstanding investment in 
the view that the mind is some kind of computer.”292  

The survival of the computational theory of mind in cognitive science 
cannot be explained by the absence of credible threats. It has been 35 years, 
after all, since John Searle’s Chinese room argument demonstrated that syntax 
(the manipulation of symbols) is not sufficient for semantics (meaning).293 But 
the problems with the computational theory run deeper still because 
																																																																																																																																																					
Defenders of the Truth: The Battle for Science in the Sociobiology Debate and Beyond (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000).   
292 Jesse Prinz, Gut Reactions: A Perceptual Theory of Emotions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004): vii. 
293 The place to go to read the argument in full, and to glimpse some of the criticisms of the 
argument from cognitive scientists and philosophers is John Searle, “Minds, brains, and 
programs” in The Behavioral and Brain Sciences 3 (1980): 417-457. At this stage, Searle argues that 
syntax is not sufficient for semantics. In subsequent work, most notably The Rediscovery of Mind 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), he argues that physics is not sufficient for syntax.  
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computationalists are obligated not only to show that syntax is sufficient for 
semantics but also (and first) that syntax is intrinsic to physics. Only then 
could the theory be said to connect observer-independent facts of nature 
(physics) to observer-relative social facts (like money). And yet it is abundantly 
clear that syntax is not intrinsic to physics. There are no physical properties 
that ipso facto identify symbols—say, ones and zeros—as symbols. A thing 
becomes a symbol relative to some observer who assigns it a symbolic 
interpretation. Syntax is, thus, observer-relative while physics is observer-
independent. To say that physics is sufficient for syntax is to provide an 
intervening inference. Thus the mind-computer metaphor should be properly 
recognized not as a metaphor but as a simile. The mind is like a computer. 
Then any discourse on the mind as a computer would be obligated to recognize 
that the computational theory of mind is the effort to describe one thing (the 
mind) in terms of another (the computer), and, importantly, that the relation 
is not one of identity.  

Lest this seem a gratuitous excursion in the philosophy of mind, it is 
worth noting that the simile-relation invites discourse while most cognitive 
literary critics prefer the metaphor-relation precisely because it puts an end to 
discourse—it puts an end to theorizing about the mind. The assumption is that 
if we know how the computer works, and the mind is a computer, we know 
how the mind works. This is what enables cognitive scientists to reduce 
experimentally resistant biological organisms to sets of comprehensive 
explanatory rules as, for example, David Marr has done with vision and Noam 
Chomsky has done with grammar.294 Critics then feel liberated to use what we 
“know” about the mind to begin correcting the wrong-headed history of 
literary criticism that proceeded according to false intuitions about cognition. 
But what the simile-relation exposes is that the computational theory of mind 
is just another “theory”—itself an interpretation, not a solid foundation for 
subsequent interpretations. It is not, for example, accurate to point to David 
Marr’s account of vision and to say “this is how vision works,” in the way that 
we would point to a schematic with organelles and chloroplasts in a biology 
textbook and say “this is how photosynthesis works.” To stand any scrutiny, 
Marr’s claims must be rephrased to read like this: “if the mind were a 
computer, these are rules describing one feasible way that it would handle 
visual tasks.” They are, of course, not put this way because then the theoretical 
core of the work would be exposed at every extremity.  

																																																								
294 Marr and Chomsky offer computationalist renderings of vision and language-processing 
respectively in a number of different places, but most notably in David Marr, Vision (San 
Francisco: W.H. Freeman, 1982) and in Noam Chomsky, Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin 
and Use (New York: Praeger, 1986).  
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That cognitive science is theoretical is too major a concession to make 
for those who appeal to the realism of science precisely in order to keep the 
hermeneutic wheel of the humanities from endlessly spinning. Such a desire is 
the obverse of and likely a counterreaction to the dominant position in literary 
study leading up to the Sokal Hoax whereby humanist critics on the left felt 
compelled to identify themselves with a radical skepticism about the natural 
sciences.295 Indeed it would take a much more involved sociology of the 
disciplines than I can give here to explain why views about science must 
assume one of the following epistemological polarities: either (1) the 
hermeneutic view that science is just another interpretation that has no realist 
authority on the world, or (2) the naturalist view that science is not 
interpretive at all, but a realist underpinning of all interpretation. Were 
matters of professional and political identity not at stake, it might seem rather 
possible to chart a middle course whereby natural science could be seen as the 
effort to get a hold on reality by “carving nature at its joints,” but doing so 
always within various interpretive frameworks. Instead, the polarization of 
these epistemologies encourages critics to appeal to a furtively interpretive 
“science”—such as cognitive science—to put an end to interpretation.  

This may seem an indictment of cognitive science, but in fact, what I 
propose is that, at least in one (somewhat restricted) sense, literary criticism 
should stop borrowing from cognitive science and become more like cognitive 
science. There is no need to enumerate the many ways that the computational 
theory of mind is inadequate, perhaps even inimical, to the rich 
phenomenology of literary experience. Little surprise that it should be ill-
fitting for the aims of literary criticism. It took root in the field of computer 
science for the purpose of developing a language to describe the behavior of 
machines performing, by human standards, numbingly simple tasks. Literary 
critics operate using sophisticated intuitive or folk psychological theories of 
mind much better attuned to important concepts such as affect, beauty, 
imagination, power, etc. What I propose is that literary critics cut out the 
middle-man by appealing directly to neuroscience. If there needs to be an 
intervening inference, in other words, better that it be a literary-theoretical 
intervention than a computer-scientific one. This is not to claim that the 
literary theorist would be right more often than the cognitive scientist—though 
I fancy his chances—only that, when right, the results would produce better 
literary scholarship. I hope that this last point is obvious. At least implicitly 
what cognitive literary critics currently ask of themselves is that they interpret 
literary texts using only those terms and concepts that the computational 
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theory of mind has yielded. Can a similar constraint operating in the reverse 
direction even be imagined? Imagine asking an evolutionary psychologist or a 
computer scientist to analyze his subject matter using only those terms 
available to him in The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms. 

Perhaps the best way to state the critical intervention that this review 
of cognitive literary studies makes is to say that the methods of evolutionary or 
cognitive psychology do not obviate metaphysics. Quite the contrary: because 
syntax is not a physical property of the world, those methods just are a version 
of metaphysics, however implicit. And they are a version of metaphysics that is 
fundamentally inorganic to the literary phenomena that they have been asked 
to explain—to wit, beauty, imagination, empathy, et alii. I suppose that they 
have thus far appealed to critics because it is less daunting to put to use in 
literary criticism an already interpreted brain state or module than it is the 
raw data of neural activity. But this is, I hope to have shown, a deal with the 
devil. For evolutionary psychology bullies both brain science and literary 
criticism out of the picture—first by constructing a theoretical entity, mind, 
that merits analysis over and above the underlying neural activity on which it 
supervenes, and then by insisting that all human phenomena proceed 
according to principles therefrom. It is theory masquerading as science, bent 
on banishing all other guests from the party. Even if it did not have this 
bullying tendency, the very act of appealing to a “bridge” discipline is a 
concession by cognitive literary critics that they ought to leave the bridging 
between the two cultures to someone else.  
 
 

 
~ The Specific Arts ~ 
 
 
 
 What I ask of literary critics interested in the brain is that they take 
back the bridge. This will not require years of formal training in neuroscience 
for what we lack is not experimental nous but a set of bridge principles fitted 
to topics of distinctly literary concern. In some cases these may be readily 
available. This is what Paul Armstrong suggests is true of phenomenology and 
hermeneutics. In How Literature Plays with the Brain (2013) he brings neuroscience 
to bear on phenomenological and hermeneutic accounts of reading that have a 
built-in theoretical apparatus connecting techne and reception. He argues that 
“phenomenology and hermeneutics provide a variety of useful bridges to 
connect aesthetics and neurobiology across the explanatory gap dividing these 
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fields.”296 If Armstrong is right, taking back the bridge might not necessarily 
mean abandoning influential theories whether from philosophy or elsewhere 
so long as the source of their appeal is critical usefulness, and so long as they 
can be shown to be consistent with the biology of the brain.  
 Armstrong makes a convincing case that the evidence from 
contemporary neuroscience rejects the computational model of mind that 
translates inputs to outputs in favor of “a ‘bushy’ model of the brain as a 
decentered, multidirectional ensemble of parallel-processing operations.” (HLP 
54) He argues that this model is “completely congruent” with the 
“epistemological paradox” of the idea of a hermeneutic circle in which “one 
can understand a text (or any state of affairs) only by grasping in advance the 
relation of a specific part to the whole in which it belongs, even if one can 
only arrive at a sense of the whole by working through its parts.” (HLP 54) 
Armstrong is remarkably well-versed both in contemporary neuroscience and 
in the twentieth-century intellectual history of interpretation. He navigates the 
philosophical implications of a “bushy” model of the brain away from charges 
of mysticism and from the increasingly unfashionable atomic theory of 
causation, toward the framework of hermeneutics where the “to-and-fro 
movements of interpretation can make it an unpredictable activity,” one that is 
“always guided by an anticipatory understanding that projects a range of 
meanings that the state of affairs in question may have.” (HLP 56)  
 But as Armstrong’s phrasing in the above quotations suggests—“or any 
state of affairs”—he wrestles with the same universalizing tendency, albeit on a 
much smaller scale, as the cognitive literary critics. Indeed it is much the 
same question that faced proponents of reader-response theory in the 1970s: 
what is distinctly literary about interpretation? According to Armstrong, his 
“central argument is that”: 
 
 

Literature plays with the brain through experiences of harmony and 
dissonance that set in motion and help to negotiate oppositions that are 
fundamental to the neurobiology of mental functioning—basic tensions 
in the operation of the brain between the drive for pattern, synthesis, 
and constancy versus the need for flexibility, adaptability, and openness 
to change. (HLP ix)  
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Armstrong’s argument that literature presents a particularly robust challenge 
to ordinary cognitive operations is undermined by his unwillingness to further 
specify how the challenge morphs across various modes, genres and 
periodizations. His focus on using neuroscience to prop up hermeneutics 
compels him to treat literature as a monolith. It would be impossible, in other 
words, to imagine a hermeneutics that distinguishes between the type of 
reading elicited by poetry in contrast to the type of reading elicited by fiction, 
drama or non-fiction. It would therefore be difficult to imagine hermeneutics 
incorporating reading practices that deemphasize interpretation in favor of less 
explicitly cognitive ends. This is why Armstrong’s subtitle—The Neuroscience of 
Reading and Art—is revealing vague and anti-medial. Neuroscience may support 
the claims of hermeneutics, and hermeneutics may bring critics close to the 
varieties of cognitive organization typical of at least a certain kind of literary 
experience, but it remains to be seen whether it can retain the categories and 
concepts—even the medial divisions—most important to humanist scholars who 
care to distinguish between poetics and, say, cinematic experience, let alone 
between metonymy and metaphor.  
 This might be an appropriate baseline litmus test for any set of bridge 
principles from neuroscience to the arts: can it sustain medial distinctions?  
The experience of reading an epic poem and a short story are similar in many 
ways—but not in many ways that are of concern to literary scholars. So if a 
conceptual apparatus must describe the brain at a level of description that 
cannot differentiate between hearing a sound, for example, and reading about 
hearing a sound, it can be safely ruled out. The case for strong medial 
distinctions flies in the face of what Daniel Albright calls a “panaesthetic” 
approach to the arts, the guiding principle of which is that “no artwork has a 
habitable form.”297 Albright concludes that the phenomenon of synesthesia is 
proof that “every medium is intimate with every other because the senses 
themselves are only weakly segregated,” and that “no matter what the medium 
of its original presentation…all art is inscribed on the brain [so that] what 
lights up the visual areas will also light up the faculties of hearing and 
touching.” (PUD 280)  

The practical instantiation of this theory of art is best represented by G. 
Gabrielle Starr, who has, in Feeling Beauty: The Neuroscience of Aesthetic Experience 
(2013), produced the most original and ambitious book that brings evidence 
from neuroscience to literary theory. Starr argues that understanding the 
neural underpinnings of aesthetic experience is the key to understanding the 
links between the various artistic media. Focusing on the sister arts (poetry, 
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painting, music), she asks why “works that address different senses, using 
different means, seem to produce the same set or class of feelings.”298 Using 
research (some conducted herself) into the distribution of our neural 
architecture, she argues that emotion, perception, imagery, memory and 
language emerge from complex networked interactions that form a flexible 
apparatus for developing arts that allow us to see the world around us 
differently according to the effects of those arts.  

Starr’s emphasis on the relations among the arts would lead one to 
believe that her first commitment is to mediality, to understanding the neural 
correlates of sensory demands specific to each artistic medium. What one 
discovers, however, is that though Starr talks about “dynamic interrelations” 
(FB 21) among the arts, the primary business of Feeling Beauty is to use 
neuroscience to collapse the perceived distance between the three media in 
question. Starr’s first chapter explores “the ways the neuroscience of emotion 
and reward show links between music and visual art”; her second “posits that 
the neuroscience of imagery can form a basis for understanding not just music 
and painting but also poetry, by integrating emotion and reward processes 
across the senses.” (FB 31) In that chapter she proposes that “imagery moves 
us across the arts, and that it does so in part because of its relation to default 
modes of cognition.” (FB 70) Ultimately she argues that “a neuroscientific 
account of aesthetic experience” can help “to explain the relations among the 
Sister Arts and the idea of aesthetics as a coherent discipline.” (FB 21) What 
motivates this coherence imperative is not just a matter of reducing aesthetics 
to what can be tested in an fMRI machine, though Starr admits that focusing 
on the coherent triumvirate of the sister arts allows her “to model the 
problems of aesthetics in small” (FB 2) for the purpose of experimentation. 
Starr is also motivated, one suspects, by the fact that the history of aesthetics 
itself tends to sublimate medial specificity. Since claims about the power of art 
tend to lose their general force by referring to the specific sensory mechanisms 
invoked in each medium, philosophical aesthetics has typically left it to the 
critics working in the various modalities to sort out the dynamics of each art 
form and the particular responses that its dynamics evoke.  

Starr evokes Aristotle as an early philosopher of intermediality: 
“Aristotle argued that while the tools of imitation differ in some of the 
arts…both form and content ultimately work to unite the arts, because we use 
the arts as extensions of and tools for our understanding of the world.” (FB 13) 
She might have just as easily referred to Albright, who claims that an 
artwork’s medium is incidental to our aesthetic experience because “each 
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artwork is already present in the mind as a painting, a poem, a piece of 
music.” (PUD 280) Sensory pathways, it would seem, are irrelevant to our 
experience of art on Albright’s view. Interpretation renders art always already 
translated into all of its potentially latent media. “I believe that every attempt 
to interpret, to find meaning, pushes the artwork into some medium other 
than the one in which it states itself,” he writes, so that “the aesthetic 
phenomenon is most strongly felt when art is liberated from itself, a condition 
that can happen only through the act of forcing it, more or less against its will, 
into an alien medium.” (PUD 277) Though operating at a different critical 
register, this statement inverts E.D. Hirsch’s famous contention that all 
interpretation is, in essence, a construction of genre.  

There are scientifically and aesthetically valid reasons for pursuing the 
panaesthetic course. On the one hand, those that motivate Starr are 
pragmatic—an effort to link up with the physical sciences. Neuroaesthetics, as 
currently constituted, has almost entirely ignored literature in favor of arts 
that are more immediately sensuous—film, painting, and music—and thus 
more easily linked to ordinary sensory modes such as vision and audition. In 
order to get in on the claims of neuroscientific research into the arts, one must 
be willing to adapt findings about mostly visual art to literature via some 
theory of intermediality or panaesthetics. On the other hand, those that 
motivate Albright are largely emancipatory—an effort to remove art from the 
domain of the physical. He concludes Panaesthetics with the following claim: “It 
seems that the artwork appeals not only to all the senses we already have, but 
to senses as yet undiscovered. To learn to see with the epigastrium and to hear 
with the elbows is part of the mission of the artwork: to read with the skin and 
all that is beneath the skin.” (PUD 286) Albright is right that one of the 
enduring values of art is that it allows us—perhaps forces us—to “see more,” to 
borrow a well-worn modernist dictum, but to my mind, that is all the more 
reason to insist on mediality so that we might better understand the mechanics 
of artistic effects that occur, at least initially, under specific modalities. 
Neuroscience is best equipped to advance our understanding of the arts if it 
attends to those medial and conceptual distinctions that govern the practice of 
art scholarship across the humanities. 

 
 
 
 

~ Neuroaesthetics ~ 
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 At the end of my review of cognitive literary studies, I identified five 
problems with the field. Though those problems are each epistemically unique, 
they fall under the umbrella of two practical concerns. The first is the concern 
that what is distinctly literary gets lost in the reckoning. The second is the 
concern that the science to which these methodologies appeal is not, in fact, 
science in the sense that the critics wish to use the term. It is not a factual 
basis from which to extrapolate further theories. The scholarship in 
neuroaesthetics that I review in my last section dodges the latter holdup, but 
can’t help getting caught up in the former. While the hermeneutic approach 
(Armstrong) and the panaesthetic approach (Starr) keep all of literary 
criticism’s retaining walls standing, they both leave the important follow-up 
question unanswered: what does neuroscience specifically illuminate about 
literature? Not interpretation. Not art. But literature. 
 It stands to reason that having an answer to this question should be a 
baseline requirement for any purported entry into the mainstream of literary 
criticism. That is not to say, however, that this has always held up as a 
requirement in the past. If deconstruction shows that one can “read” just about 
anything as a text ripe for unmasking, it imputes special status not to the 
object so much as to the objector—the critic who has assembled the vocabulary 
and attitude required to loose a “hermeneutics of suspicion” on a literary object 
to which suspicion may not be an organic mode of approach at all.299 And yet 
deconstruction achieved mainstream status not—as with the New Criticism—
because it led to a proliferation of original readings of texts but because it 
provided a frame through which critics could assert the social and political 
value of their reading practices. Deconstruction helped them show that such 
reading practices weren’t, in fact, restricted to literature. That the “literary 
disposition” could be extended into the real world. It is difficult to imagine a 
cognitive or neuroscientific literary studies having the same effect because 
unmasking hidden power and identity relations is a byproduct of scrutinizing 
inessential differences not essential biological similarities. 
 The larger point is that it was the political prerogatives of the critics 
rather than anything basic to the theory underlying the criticism that led 
deconstructionists to regard interpretation as a universal practice in contrast to 
New Critics who thought it more appropriately bound to literary texts. In a 

																																																								
299 It is a point worth making that the totalizing claims of many critical theories run the 
reductionist risks that I am claiming of cognitive literary studies. And yet that is not to deny 
their value in a narrower purview. For example, the same “hermeneutics of suspicion” that 
would do irreparable damage to The Wings of the Dove might be precisely the right approach to 
take to The Crying of Lot 49. I don’t deny that there may be DeLillos somewhere demanding a 
CLS framework, only that the case would have to be made from the text rather than from the 
field of cognitive science.   
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sense, deconstructionists can be seen as operating in the best spirit of the 
interpretive ethic derived from a history of Western aesthetics that, for the 
most part, does not observe medial differences. The major problem with 
neuroaesthetics in literary criticism is thus tantamount to the problem with 
aesthetics at large—namely that critics have almost always operated from a 
tradition that pays insufficient attention not only to how different forms 
mediate the experience of art, but how different forms set constraints on the 
production of art.  

I would like to claim that our aesthetics are too Kantian when they 
should be Hegelian. For, as I describe in the first chapter of this dissertation, 
it was Hegel who accounted for the development of spirit as a feature of the 
medial differences basic to the various forms of our art.300 Perhaps the more 
familiar medial distinctions can be found in the pioneering aesthetics of 
Edmund Burke. One of the distinguishing features of A Philosophical Enquiry into 
the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757) is that Burke sought to 
make a philosophy of the different sensory modalities that each medium 
brings into play. Though intent on proceeding in the scientific spirit, he was 
limited to what Gustav Fechner would call a century later, an “outer 
psychophysics,” which is to say a direct leap from physics (sensation) to psyche 
(reports of sensation). What a genuine aesthetics would need, according to 
Fechner, was an “inner psychophysics” that would derive bridge laws 
connecting physics first to physiology (the neural processing of sensation) then 
to psyche. (It should be noted, however, that Fechner’s use of the term 
“psyche,” because it refers to self-report, is closer to what we might call 
phenomenology.) While admitting that his own work was also restricted to 
“outer psychophysics,” Fechner anticipated in 1860 that a future “inner 
psychophysics” was on the horizon. He could not have anticipated that its 
arrival would be delayed so long by behaviorism, which, in various guises, 
would outlast the subsequent century. 

We stand finally at the precipice of the “inner psychophysics” that 
aesthetics has been lacking. The vital work comes not from cognitive or 
evolutionary psychology in which the basic unit of analysis is the mind, but 
from neuroscience where the basic unit of analysis is the neuron and 
therefrom, the brain, its architecture, systems and hemodynamics. There are, 
in fact, neuroscientists currently responding to Fechner’s call. The field is 
known as neuroaesthetics. I will give an account of its basic contours here not 
																																																								
300 Hegel’s aesthetics provide the richest vocabulary for describing how the dynamics of works 
of art across history and across a variety of media convert a materialist “external sensuousness” 
into a spiritual “inner sensuousness” that he calls a “purified philosophy” because it represents 
a register of understanding that is non- or not-strictly conceptual. For the purposes of this 
essay, however, Burke’s attention to mediality will suffice.  
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because it achieves the ideal synthesis between science and art criticism that 
we are looking for but because its shortcomings might suggest a more fruitful 
way of proceeding. Currently it offers three methods of exploring the 
physiology of aesthetics: (1) the pleasure model, (2) the instinct model, and (3) 
parallelism.  

The first two methods are self-explanatory and closely related. The 
pleasure model seeks to discover what elements or features of art experience 
engage neural circuitry most often linked to pleasure. The guiding question is 
what it is about art that triggers the hedonic response. Arthur Shimamura in 
Experiencing Art (2013) explores specific properties of visual art that activate, for 
example, the default mode network. Exemplary of the instinct model is Anjan 
Chatterjee’s The Aesthetic Brain (2014), which examines how judgments of the 
beautiful are instantaneous, perhaps even pre-cognitive, which raises the 
possibility that we are endowed with a faculty for art, or in his terms, an “art 
instinct.” This conclusion demonstrates how closely allied the pleasure model 
and the instinct model can be. Chatterjee uses neuroscience (mostly fMRI 
studies) to posit the existence of an “art instinct,” then he uses evolutionary 
psychology to try to answer the obvious follow-up question: why have we 
adapted to posses such an instinct?  

It is commonplace for neuroscientists to rely on evolutionary 
psychology when it comes to time to account for higher-level mental behavior. 
In relation to the arts, that path was paved by V.S. Ramachandran whose 
peak-shift phenomenon has been offered as an explanation for the aesthetics of 
abstract art. He draws on the observation that sea gull chicks who typically 
demand food from their mothers by pecking a red area near the tip of her 
beak give an even more robust response to an artificial stimulus with three red 
areas. Ramachandran hypothesizes that neural responses that evolved for 
certain visual stimuli are amplified (thus shifting their peak response) to 
primitives of that stimulus even when the viewer has no conscious awareness 
of the primitives in question. Ramachandran thus explains abstract art as the 
manipulation of such pre-conscious primitives to elicit a hedonic response. 
This naturally leads one to wonder: whither aesthetics in all of this? 
Neuroaesthetics represents an advance on cognitive literary studies by 
attending to matters of sensuousness and physiology, but by allowing the 
linkage to psyche to be mediated by evolutionary psychology, it cuts itself off 
from the more sophisticated vocabularies that have been developed to explain 
the experience of art in its various forms. Where aesthetics comes into play—
and indeed it does feature prominently in the work of Shimamura and 
Chatterjee—it is merely an anti-medial aesthetics that can subserve the 
conclusions of evolutionary psychology.  
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This is not the case with parallelism, the most promising venture in 
neuroaesthetics to date. Parallelism radically neglects any generalized 
aesthetics by seeking to draw parallels between properties of art and principles 
of neural organization in the brain. The common practice of this approach is 
to correlate artistic experimentation with idiosyncrasies of sensory processing. 
Semir Zeki, for example, observes that various painters call attention to aspects 
of color, motion and luminance that correspond to the ways that those aspects 
are counterintuitively decomposed in the nervous system. Patrick Cavanagh 
has likewise studied the ways that painters violate physical laws of shadow, 
reflection, color and contour in an effort to emphasize the shortcuts that brain 
systems take in sensory processing rather than the unified appearance of a 
typical visual field. Since knowledge is produced in the brain through the 
resolution and ambiguities that produce micro-consciousnesses at disparate 
“essential nodes,” Zeki argues, we gravitate toward works of art that stage 
occasions for such resolutions by enabling discrete micro-consciousnesses of 
aspects of the objects, scenes or states-of-affairs depicted. Art, on this view, 
becomes a kind of gymnasium for the exercise of less mysterious cognitive 
faculties. 

This points to the basic problem with neuroaesthetics as currently 
constituted. Neuroscience traditionally proceeds by establishing a plausible 
physiology connecting a concrete stimulus to a basic phenomenon. The 
experience of coldness, for example. There is an identifiable temperature range 
whereby nerve-endings when exposed communicate with the brain to produce 
a universally recognizable feeling of coldness. The physiology connects two 
virtually stable entities—the stimulus and the response. But literature offers 
such stability on neither end. Critics have never been able to establish a stable 
ontology of literature.301 And one of the features that we celebrate about 
literature is the variety of its effects. Much the same can be said about the 
arts—primarily visual—that neuroaesthetes have thus far taken under 
consideration. It is little surprise that they are keen to naturalize its effects in 
the name of well-understood faculties such as vision (parallelism) or 
theoretical faculties that have far-reaching explanatory potential such as that 
of self-preservation (pleasure, instinct). For these are convenient ways of 

																																																								
301 Most critics, myself included, would argue that it’s a mug’s game. There can be no all-
encompassing definition of literature, and there is no need for one. Most critics operate with a 
tacit definition implicitly structured according to Wittgenstein’s principles of “family 
resemblance.” But some persist in the struggle.  Surely the most indefatigable critic is Terry 
Eagleton who acknowledges the difficulties of the challenge in the opening chapter of Literary 
Theory: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), but is still undiscouraged thirty years later. See 
Terry Eagleton, The Event of Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012).  
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reducing the phenomenology of literary experience to what can be understood 
conceptually.  

But they are indeed unmistakably reductive in ways that few literary 
critics could possibly accept. Literary Darwinists might charge that this is 
because literary critics are invested in preserving the mystique of the literary. 
If that happens to be true, it is nonetheless a much too premature conclusion. 
For there are other good reasons. After all, genuine neuroscience—which is to 
say, the attempt to describe physiology—is equipped at present to give an 
account of few if any higher-order cognitive or affective behaviors. This is, in 
fact, why cognitive literary critics and neuroscientists themselves turn to 
evolutionary and cognitive psychology for explanations of sophisticated mental 
behavior. What makes neuroaesthetics worth rescuing—in contrast to cognitive 
literary studies—is that it turns to psychology as a second-order explanatory 
move, that is, only for want of an alternative. By contrast, CLS begins with 
psychology and abstracts down into the literary. The former is bottom-up; the 
latter is top-down.  

So my recommendation is that we take the top off neuroaesthetics—that 
we marry its descriptions of physiology to aesthetic constructs that are specific 
to a set of texts, to a period, or to an author. In other words, I recommend that 
we add to existing and traditional practices in literary study what insights 
neuroscience can yield about physiology. In many cases, this will be nothing at 
all. In some, it may seem that physiology introduces unnecessary constraints. 
But in others it might have the opposite effect. In this dissertation, for 
example, I consider a certain strand of Anglo-American modernist poetry as 
being defined by aesthetic properties for which the poets did not, at the time, 
have an adequate vocabulary—though one could imagine a hypothetical 
scenario in which the problem was simply that a group of poets did not share 
a common vocabulary. In the absence of the neuroscience that I introduce in 
Chapter III, I might have been left with the incomplete and relatively free-
floating cognitive apparatus that emerges from Eliot’s critical writings. But I 
wouldn’t have been able to flesh out the picture that allowed me to extrapolate 
a plausible account of the poetics. The neurophysiology allowed me to make 
the connections between cognitive faculties that I might not have otherwise 
noticed.  

The reason that this is such a common situation in literary criticism is 
that one of the major epistemic advantages of literature is that it is not tied to 
ordinary conceptual vocabularies, which lag behind reality in the way that 
description lags behind observation. Literature is often, in rich and varying 
ways, paraconceptual (covering the space between existing concepts) or perhaps 
even protoconceptual (stretching toward concepts that do not yet exist). These 
are virtues that traditional approaches in cognitive science cannot acknowledge 
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because of the pervasive belief that the mind is a computer with the basis of 
all possible concepts installed in the software from the very beginning. 
Cognitive science can produce no account of genius—and, in the final analysis, 
only the most restricted account of fresh discovery or of originality. But 
neuroscience, as I’ve argued in this epilogue, comes with no such preordained 
theory of mind. As a result, it can be used to test whatever spontaneous 
metaphysics the text suggests to the reader. In the same vein that E.D. Hirsch 
argued that all interpretation is a construction of genre, I would like to claim 
that all interpretation constructs a metaphysics. And every metaphysics carries 
an implicit philosophy of mind. But whereas Hirsch construes the interpreter 
as one who brings something extrinsic (ideas of genre) to the text, I see the 
interpreter as one who reveals something intrinsic. The best criticism exposes 
the philosophy of mind that is immanent to the text. I have, in this 
dissertation, for example, tried to establish the cognitive structure that a 
reading of Eliot’s early poetry not only makes possible but recommends. The 
poetry is the originating and the sustaining point of reference. 

But a major impediment to any such exposition is again the limits of 
our conceptual language—our ordinary ways of speaking about mental activity. 
If it is the critic’s duty to discover more refined terms for the phenomenology 
of literary experience, neuroscience can be used to test and to square those 
terms with universal aspects of an enabling physiology.302 Thus a 
neurophenomenology of literature would bring us closer to achieving that 
elusive but basic aim of poetics: the unification of writerly and readerly 
activity.303 Where literary criticism establishes how the writer might fashion a 
work of literature from the intellectual, imaginative and cultural resources 
available to him, neuroscience establishes how the reader might realize the 
same work via his cognitive, affective and sensory resources. If it is not the 
aim then it is at least a felicitous consequence of this approach that it will 
restore the intentionality of the writer to a primary position in literary 
criticism. Writers have always, on some level, intended that their formal and 
aesthetic decisions produce affective, sensory and cognitive consequences. But 
they have had to base those intentions on aesthetics, psychology, philosophy, 

																																																								
302 Phenomenology has become a much too elastic term. I use it here following the Husserl of 
the Logische Untersuchungen (1900)—to refer to the effort to identify how mental acts are directed 
simultaneously both toward real (noesis) and ideal (noema) objects. The hope is that a reading 
practice that demands that both types of objects be kept in mind at the same time would 
produce a reader who is particularly sensitive the latent metaphysics of the text.   
303 The term “neurophenomenology” is often used to describe research in neuroscience that 
proceeds according to the philosophy of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. It was first used by 
neuroscientists such as Francisco Varela and Antonio Damasio who sought to respond to 
Hubert Dreyfus’s critiques of the ontological assumptions of computationalism. My use of the 
term here has different aims but proceeds in roughly the same spirit.  
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intuition, or—most often, and in the best case scenario—some admixture of the 
four.  

A phenomenology of literature informed by neuroscience will allow 
critics to honor such decisions without being tied to the rationale that they 
suppose to have inspired them. It will amount then to a science of literary 
instinct—one that might provide a corrective to our opposed tendencies either 
to lionize or to patronize the writers that we study. In the first case, we render 
them architects of an impossibly sophisticated conceptual edifice upon which 
the intention of their work can be established. In the second, we imagine 
ourselves to be the belated architects that the work demands. Attention to the 
physiology invoked by aesthetic decisions might prove just what we need to 
plot something of a middle ground where literary criticism becomes a response 
to literary craft, to techne or to art—to “making,” if we take the etymology of 
the three terms. This endows us with a fuller sense of the intentionality of the 
author, one that recognizes various registers of awareness and self-discipline 
characteristic of the lives and practices of novelists and poets. 

One way to gauge the value of such an approach, which I have tried to 
model in this dissertation, is to imagine if I had been somehow compelled to 
write the dissertation using a cognitivist framework. Let’s imagine that I am at 
some halfway stage in my writing. I have established my critical vocabulary for 
“felt thought,” but I have not been able to produce an account—a picture—of 
the deep structure. Cognitive science would demand that I shrink my 
vocabulary to what would fit neatly within the computational theory of mind. 
Evolutionary psychology would demand the same. My reading of Prufrock and 
Other Observations would have been restricted to talk of modules, instincts, 
spandrels, and adaptations. Neuroscience, by contrast, allowed me to test or 
confirm my critical concepts according to their own merits. Thus the volume 
of poems—which produced the philosophy of mind from which I derived my 
conceptual repertoire—retained ultimate explanatory force. It was indeed 
Prufrock’s implicit philosophy of mind in the sense that it was Eliot’s instincts 
about the mind (colored by various influences) written out as philosophy that 
is itself underwritten by science. The intentionality of the writer is the first 
and final arbiter here, even if intentionality includes forces beyond his 
immediate cognitive control.   

The value of neuroscience to criticism, therefore, will correspond 
directly with its ability to perform some or all of the following functions:  

 
 
 
(1) to yield a physiology not just of reading, but of literary reading,  
(2) thereby to offer a basis for insights into a phenomenology of literary  



	

~286~ 

 reading, 
 (3) to provide a data set by which existing literary-critical concepts and  
  theories or faculties immediate to those theories (memory, for  
  example) can be evaluated, and  

(4) thereby to revitalize traditional methods of attending to literary  
 meanings and effects.  

 
 
The example that I provide in this dissertation has endeavored to cover all 
four functions even if staying to the example of Eliot always meant that the 
phenomenology (function 2) would be kept quite implicit. This may not be 
such a bad thing. For it is difficult to imagine a “theory” of literature 
emerging from Eliot’s criticism with much applicability beyond his own work, 
and the work to which he was attached creatively (Pound) and critically 
(Donne). In the past this was considered a weakness in one’s criticism, as 
when Wayne Booth criticized M.H. Abrams for being “extraordinarily free and 
easy in tracing what poets and critics and philosophers have said” only to be 
“reticent, even when pushed, about what he is as he does the tracing.”304 
Perhaps it still is. But, as I have suggested in this epilogue, I believe the drive 
toward generalization in literary criticism as a whole—and especially at the 
intersection of literary criticism and the sciences—to do more harm than good. 
For, in the end, one must always take what the text gives.   

Undoubtedly, if we divide them into pairs, the first two potential values 
of neuroscience to criticism represent the more ambitious program. Functions 
three and four are easier to conceive, and more perfunctory. Let’s consider 
enjambment. We have a definition of enjambment that is—barring a few 
marginal cases—non-controversial. We also have some intuitions about what 
the effects of enjambment might be on the reader. As such, enjambment is lab-
ready—neuroscience should either confirm our intuitions about enjambment’s 
effects, or it should help us to better understand them. But because 
enjambment relies so fundamentally on attention and memory, it is likely that 
we can learn about it without setting foot in a lab. There is, in this case, as in 
many others, an at least partly relevant existing data set. This is the path that 
I have followed in this dissertation, taking readily available knowledge—mostly 
of the cytoarchitecture—and using it to assert possible sites of contact and 
continuity among brain functions that have an established history in the 
experimental literature. I have not had to set foot in a laboratory (even if I did 

																																																								
304 Wayne Booth, “History as Metaphor: Or, Is M.H. Abrams a Mirror, or a Lamp, or a 
Fountain…?” in High Romantic Argument: Essays for M.H. Abrams, ed. Lawrence Lipking (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1981): 87.  
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so, and was delighted to do so, in my efforts to learn more about neuroscience 
and the difficulties of experimentation).  

The connectivity that I have asserted in Chapter III of this dissertation 
would be difficult to test experimentally not simply due to experimental 
limitations (and with fMRI, there are many), but also because of the discursive 
fragility of the conceptual edifice itself.305 In cases such as these, plausibility is 
the most appropriate evidentiary standard. The existence of plausible 
connective neural structures intervenes in a literary argument of this kind as a 
way of grounding intuitions, and suggesting possible further hypotheses—not 
as a way of asserting scientific certainty. But there are uses of neuroscience 
that require—and that call out for—experimental testing. The most important 
is our first value: establishing a physiology of literary reading. The 
neuroscientist Stanislas Dehaene has established a very rigorous and well-
respected account of neural activity that corresponds with reading, of which 
the results were published for a general audience in Reading in the Brain (2009). 
But literary critics would maintain, I think rightly, that literary reading makes 
particular and perhaps radically different demands on the brain—a claim that 
seems obvious phenomenologically. Perhaps the most urgent point of 
intersection between literary scholars and neuroscientists might be an attempt 
to specify both in theory and in experiment exactly what demands literary 
reading makes. Ideally, this would be neither a matter of merely testing what 
we have already theorized in, say, hermeneutics, nor a matter of merely 
observing what information brain scans yield, but of a conversant effort to 
produce a new theory based on the exchange of information and ideas. Some 
work that leans in this direction is already being undertaken (see footnote 221.)  

																																																								
305 There are two common ways of recording neurons under conditions of functional response. 
I will not explain how they work, but I will explain their weaknesses so that one might have a 
sense of why experimentation is so difficult. The first, and the most widely known, is called 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI).  functional experiments. It has high spatial 
resolution, but low temporal resolution.  Electroencephalography (EEG) has low spatial 
resolution, but high temporal resolution. The first tells you where something is happening 
with great precision; the second tells you when something is happening with great precision. 
Many of the best-funded experiments combine the two technologies so that, on overlay, there 
is an image of the brain that is both spatially and temporally resolute. But since, for the most 
part, fMRI and EEG cannot be conducted simultaneously, many complex behaviors simply 
can’t be tested. Say, for example, I put you in an fMRI and had you read “In a Station of the 
Metro,” then moments later, I set up the EEG and had you do the same. Surely the 
phenomenological experience, and thus, one suspects, the underlying substrate would be 
rather different for you would have been primed by the first reading of the poem. This is to 
say nothing of the difficulties of conducting an experiment on someone who is, say, playing 
basketball. A third method, optogenetics, might be the solution. It is a method of 
neuromodulation that uses light-sensitive proteins as a reagent, and promises to bring clarity 
to a number of functional dynamics that have remained beyond the grasp of researchers due to 
the limits of fMRI and EEG. 
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One of the major objectives of this epilogue has been to argue—
guardedly—for the collaborative value of the physical descriptions that 
neuroimaging can yield. We began by acknowledging that “scientific” literary 
criticism is nothing new, but also that most previous and contemporary efforts 
have been either pragmatic or moralistic in intent: they have been efforts to 
correct literary criticism by the light of science. Such an enterprise is bound to 
fail. But even when critics have had the best intentions, they have failed thus 
far because of either insufficient attention to the structure of interdisciplinary 
exchange, or because they have relied on sciences that deal in rigid discourses 
of impulse and behavior. Such critical paradigms have the effect, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally, of divesting literature of its metaphysics—
namely its spontaneous, often implicit, philosophy of mind. They have 
suckered cognitive literary critics into making an historically bad trade: the 
spontaneous metaphysics of the text for a one-size-fits-all theory of the mind 
and literature that cannot distinguish between the experience of reading Daniel 
Deronda and the experience of reading Danielle Steele. Neuroscience demands 
no such trade. In a word, that is its value.   

But I must conclude by asserting that neuroscience will not have a 
“general” value to literary criticism in the same way that semiotics or Kantian 
aesthetics did. Since neuroscience is not a theory, it will not be a mechanism 
for producing readings and re-readings of texts in its name. At least on my 
model, there will be no neuroscientific reading of The Turn of the Screw in the 
way that there has been a Freudian one or a post-structuralist one. This is 
because neuroscience is a critical tool rather than a critical theory. In this it is 
more like syntax. All writers make use of syntax, some in ways that might 
encourage a critic to argue that attention to syntax could go a long way toward 
explaining certain textual effects. But it would be hard to imagine a purely 
syntactical reading of Ulysses. It doesn’t offer anything like the whole story. Nor 
will neuroscience. For while all writers are make appeals to affective, sensory 
and cognitive structures that arise from neurobiological properties of the brain, 
the extent to which any particular effect can be illuminated by insight into, 
say, the cytoarchitecture or into hemodynamics will have to be evaluated on a 
case-by-case basis. Neuroscience does not explain mental phenomena on its own 
just as syntax does not explain literature. For explanation requires 
interpretation. And the most secure basis for literary interpretation will always 
issue from the single and singular source that sets the whole hermeneutic 
flywheel in spin: the work itself.  
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