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Romantic Compulsion 

 
Course Description: 
Is there something about freedom that we can only learn from slavery?  Is this especially true of how 
freedom is conceived and pursued in modernity?  It is certainly true that while romantic period 
literature is distinctively preoccupied with the question of subjective freedom--how it feels, what it 
means, how it might be realized--this literature is just as distinctively given to depictions of the 
apparent opposite or even perversion of such freedom:  self-destructive compulsion, whether in the 
form of compulsive passion (for love, honor, knowledge), supernatural compulsion, or more mundane 
natural, social, and even drug-induced forms of compulsion.  Exploring the big six romantic poets and 
among others, in conjunction with a selection of post-romantic, Freudian and Marxian criticism and 
theory, this seminar will examine how and why such representations of unfreedom became 
fundamental to the definition and pursuit of ideal of freedom not just in the romantic period but in 
modernity generally.  This seminar should be appropriate both for students interested in modern theory 
with little background in romanticism, as well as romanticists interested in theoretical approaches to 
the material.  The reading will be organized under six loosely defined subheadings: 

Overgrowth:  Compulsive Life 

 Kant, selections from Analytics of the Beautiful and the Sublime 
 Blake, Jerusalem 
 Coleridge, “Eolian Harp,” “Frost at Midnight,” Theory of Life 
 Schiller, selections from Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man 
 Abrams, selections from Natural Supernaturalism 

Running in Fear:  Compulsive Fleeing 

 Wordsworth, Prelude I, VII 
 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” “The Uncanny,” selection from The Interpretation of 

Dreams 
 Godwin, Caleb Williams 
 Kaufman, “The Sublime as Super-genre of the Modern;” 
 Denise Gigante, selections from Life 
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Killing to Live:  Compulsive Violence 

 Wordsworth, “Nutting,” 
 Coleridge “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” "To  William Wordsworth" ; "Lectures on 

Shakespeare,"  "Biographia Literaria" chaps. 4, 13, 14, 17, and the Lay Sermon on Symbol 
and Allegory from Statesman's Manual. 

 Hogg, Confessions of a Justified Sinner’ 
 Eve Sedgwick, selections from Between Men. 

The Need to Know:  Compulsive Knowledge 

 Blake, Songs of Innocence and Experience 
 Keats, “Lamia” 
 Adorno/Horkheimer, selections from Dialectic of Enlightenment 
 Wollstonecraft: excerpts from 1st Vindication and 2nd  Vindication 
 V. Woolf, "Mary Wollstonecraft," from The Common Reader; 
 T. Reiss, "Revolution in Bounds" 
 Ferguson, "Wollstonecraft Our Contemporary" 
 Byron, Don Juan 
 Jerome McGann, selections from The Romantic Ideology; 
 Bourdieu, selections from Distinction 

Return of the Repressed:  Historical Compulsion 

 Freud, selection from Beyond the Pleasure Principle 
 Burke, selections from Reflections 
 Wordsworth, Prelude VI, XI 
 Mallory, “Burke and Boredom” 
 Chandler, selections from Wordsworth’s Second Nature 
 Wordsworth, "Tintern Abbey" 
 Levinson, Preface, Introduction, and "Tintern Abbey" chapter in Wordsworth's Great Period 

Poems 

Manufactured Compulsion 

 Coleridge, “Kubla Kahn” 
 De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium Eater 
 Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 
 De Quincy, “The English Mail-Coach” 
 Benjamin, “The Artwork in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility” 
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Compulsive Poetry 

 Keats’s odes, “Chapman’s Homer;” 
 Benjamin, “Dream Kitsch” 
 Vendler, Introduction to The Odes of John Keats 
 Levinson, Introduction to Keats's Life of Allegory 
 Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” 
 Marx, “The Commodity Fetish” 
 Shelley “The Mask of Anarchy, “ “Defense of Poetry,” “Alastor” 
 Hegel, “Lordship and Bondage” 
 Wordsworth, “Preface to Lyrical Ballads;” Prelude II 
 Wimsatt, "The Structure of Romantic Nature Imagery" 
 de Man, "Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image” 
 Lukacs, “The Phenomenon of Reification” 

 


