
    

KNOWLEDGE AND INDIFFERENCE IN
ENGLISH ROMANTIC PROSE

This ambitious study sheds new light on the way in which the
English Romantics dealt with the basic problems of knowledge,
particularly as they inherited them from the philosopher David
Hume. Kant complained that the failure of philosophy in the
eighteenth century to answer empirical scepticism had produced
a culture of ‘indifferentism’. Tim Milnes explores the way in which
Romanticwriters extended this epistemic indifference through their
resistance to argumentation, and finds that it exists in a perpet-
ual state of tension with a compulsion to know. This tension is
most clearly evident in the prose writing of the period, in works
such as Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Hazlitt’s Essay on the
Principles of Human Action and Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria. Milnes
argues that it is in their oscillation between knowledge and indiffer-
ence that the Romantics prefigure the ambivalent negotiations of
modern post-analytic philosophy.

  is Lecturer in English at the University of Edinburgh.
He has published articles in the Journal of the History of Ideas, Compar-
ative Literature, Studies in Romanticism and European Romantic Review.
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This series aims to foster the best new work in one of the most challenging
fields within English literary studies. From the early s to the early s
a formidable array of talented men and women took to literary composition,
not just in poetry, which some of them famously transformed, but in many
modes of writing. The expansion of publishing created new opportunities for
writers, and the political stakes of what they wrote were raised again by what
Wordsworth called those ‘great national events’ that were ‘almost daily taking
place’: the French Revolution, the Napoleonic and American wars, urbaniza-
tion, industrialization, religious revival, an expanded empire abroad and the
reform movement at home. This was an enormous ambition, even when it
pretended otherwise. The relations between science, philosophy, religion and
literature were reworked in texts such as Frankenstein and Biographia Literaria;
gender relations in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and Don Fuan; journalism
by Cobbett and Hazlitt; poetic form, content and style by the Lake School and
the Cockney School. Outside Shakespeare studies, probably no body of writing
has produced such a wealth of response or done so much to shape the responses
of modern criticism. This indeed is the period that saw the emergence of those
notions of ‘literature’ and of literary history, especially national literary history,
on which modern scholarship in English has been founded.
The categories produced by Romanticism have also been challenged by

recent historicist arguments. The task of the series is to engage both with a chal-
lenging corpus of Romantic writings and with the changing field of criticism
they have helped to shape. As with other literary series published byCambridge,
this one will represent the work of both younger and more established scholars,
on either side of the Atlantic and elsewhere.

For a complete list of titles published see end of book.
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For my parents, Les and Audrey Milnes

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521810981 - Knowledge and Indifference in English Romantic Prose
Tim Milnes
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521810981
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Acknowledgements page viii

Introduction: Romanticism’s knowing ways 

 From artistic to epistemic creation: the eighteenth
century 

 The charm of logic: Wordsworth’s prose 

 The dry romance: Hazlitt’s immanent idealism 

 Coleridge and the new foundationalism 

 The end of knowledge: Coleridge and theosophy 

Conclusion: life without knowledge 

Notes 
Bibliography 
Index 

vii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521810981 - Knowledge and Indifference in English Romantic Prose
Tim Milnes
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521810981
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgements

Among the many debts incurred in the course of researching this book,
by far the greatest single one is owed to Roy Park, whose invaluable
advice and support during my time as a D.Phil. student at St Hugh’s
College, Oxford, continued even into his retirement. My postgraduate
work also benefited at various times from the input of Robert Young,
Isabel Rivers, Lucy Newlyn and Sir Peter Strawson. Susan Bruce got
the whole thing started long ago through her encouragement and belief
in an uncertain undergraduate, while Paul Hamilton provided valuable
counsel on the initial direction of my postdoctoral work.
Oxford University eased the penurious pains of my final year as a

D.Phil. studentwith a grant from itsHardship Fund,whileChristChurch
University College, Canterbury, generously arranged a year’s leave of
absence during my Lectureship in order to complete my dissertation.
The appearance of the work as it stands, however, would not have been
possible without the British Academy Postdoctoral Research Fellowship
which I held for three years at University College, Oxford, where I was
given further support by Jon Mee and Helen Cooper. During this time I
also received welcome guidance from John Beer and Elinor Shaffer, as
well asMarilyn Butler and JamesChandler, series co-editors ofCambridge
Studies in Romanticism, and Cambridge University Press’s two anonymous
reviewers.
Every bit as important as professional and institutional backing is that

of friends and family. My parents, Les and Audrey Milnes, to whom this
book is dedicated, have been unflagging in their patience and encour-
agement over the years. For support both intellectual and emotional, I
owe a huge debt of gratitude to Sara Lodge, Uttara Natarajan, Lesel
Dawson, Jo Wong and Liz Barry. Special thanks are also due to Ken
Lomax, Michael John Kooy, Murray Satov, Anne Vasey, Dyan Sterling,
Andrew Palmer, Liz Brown, Jules Siedenburg, Criana Connal, Jessica
Schafer and Alison Sale. To this list I cannot resist adding the name of
Plecostomus, the friendliest, cleverest and laziest fish in the tank.

viii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521810981 - Knowledge and Indifference in English Romantic Prose
Tim Milnes
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521810981
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

