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ABSTRACf 

Rhetoricians and literary scholars have commonly accepted the idea that 

there is no "Romantic Rhetoric. It However, a number of theorists (Richards, 

Burke, Berlin, and Bertboff) have speclJlated that Samuel Taylor Coleridge left 

a rhetorica1legacy in his "Essays on the Principles of Method, It Bi<wJlPhia 

Uteraria. ~ and Aids to Reflection. My dissertation develops the 

implications of what they have suggested, explores Coleridge's rhetoric, and 

discusses how that rhetoric might be applied to composition classes in our time. 

Specifically, the key to Coleridge's approach to the composition of knowledge 

centers around the creation of an ~ through language that interprets both 

inner experience and the world of the senses. His methods for establishing a 

relationship between the inner and outer world offer us strategies for 

encouraging students to find personal yet unified views of our diverse society. 
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IN1RODUCIlON 

In the archaeology of knowledge, Coleridge's Notebooks remain 

profitable sites for digging. One unifying theme throughout them is his almost 

desperate attempt to define character and the methods by which we shape 

ourselves. The "I," he says, "is definable as a Subject whose only Predicate is 

itself," but "it is ... Self, only as far as it becomes an object for itself ..... (3 

4186). The ideal of a being capable of experiencing total unity while 

maintaining consciousness of self seems to be his ultimate goal, directed by the 

dialogical principle that "there can be no personality without Unity, or with 

absolute Sameness" (3 4195). It is my contention that Coleridge's recognition 

of this psychological and social truth constituted the attractor around which 

gravitated his system of thinking and, ultimately, his rhetoric. 

When we think of the roots of modem rhetoric, we usually begin with 

Francis Bacon and go on to George Campbell, Richard Whately, and Hugh 

Blair (Contemporaty Perspectives on Rhetoric 8-10). Few mention the British 

Romantics. Yet, Coleridge has a unique place in the development of modem 

rhetoric and our attitudes toward composition: He influenced the American 

Transcendentalists through the Channings, James Marsh. and Emerson, and he 

anticipated much of our current discussions about episteme, Gestalt, cognitive 

process, sign theory, and the personal essay. His works represent a 
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counterstatement to linear theories of composition; not with the zephyr song of 

a Romanticism we commonly believe to be the Romantic ideal, but as a 

theorist and writer who painstakingly earned knowledge by playing on an 

Eolian harp with calloused fingers. 

Coleridge's rhetoric was an epistemic rhetoric, dedicated to enumerating 

and discussing what Michael Foucault calls "the total set of relations that unite, 

at a given period, the discursive practices that give rise to epistemological 

figures (The Archaeolo~ of Knowledge 191). Thus the episteme is defined as 

a cultural paradigm that acts as a template for what we accept as true or what 

evidence we accept in judging truthfulness. Foucault argues that only one 

episteme can be present at anyone time, but certain thinkers, such as 

Coleridge, write in a cultural abyss between epistemes and create or discover 

relationships between them. 

Primarily, Foucault believed our episteme is based on a linear, analytical 

paradigm (56-57). Whether by luck, stealth, or purpose, Coleridge offered the 

counterstatement to compositional designs based on clarity and analysis. In 

The Knowledge that Endures. Gerald McNiece contends: 

Coleridge did advocate clarity and distinctness when 
rigorous analysis was necessary and useful, but he 
also insisted that there were important areas of 
inquiry where certainty and precision were 
unattainable or unprofitable, areas of value, 
creativity, judgment and synthesis in which 
profoundly obscure imaginings must feel and grope 



their way towards large and often less than lucid 
insights. (4) 

Much of Coleridge's theoretical writings are dedicated to helping us claim 

those "large and often less than lucid insights" for our own. 

In Roots for a New Rhetoric. Daniel Fogarty pointed out that a new 

rhetoric may well 

need to busy itself with the analysis ... of the 
internal forum that an individual uses upon himself 
... to suit the actions his biological, psychological, 
intellectual, and aesthetic needs demand. (131) 

The key to understanding Coleridge's rhetoric is understanding that he 
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developed the kind of internal rhetorical system that Fogarty purposed and that 

he also focused on how that internal system works in relationship to civil 

discourse. Enduring knowledge, for Coleridge, was only possible through a 

dialogue between our inner and outer perceptions. This emphasis on personal 

involvement with topics adds historical and theoretical dimensions to the idea 

that separate knowledge lacks the tangibility of connected knowledge 

(Women's Ways of Knowing). 

Coleridge was concerned with the "Communicative Intelligence." He 

believe that without an aesthetic sense working with logic and in concert with a 

mind that knew its "own constitution" the aims of education could not be met. 

Thus, we may recognize in his rhetoric a rhetorical triangle for inner discourse 

(intuition, dialogue, consciousness) that transacts with the rhetorical triangle for 
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public discourse (subject, speaker, audience). It seems reasonable that one of 

the goals of a new rhetoric would be to clarify and enumerate the ways these 

two descriptions of rhetoric's activity interact as we make meaning and 

communicate. The results of such a study would be a reflective rhetoric. 

In a 1982 letter to Jane Blankenship, Kenneth Burke disscussed his 

career long "fascination" with Coleridge. He comments that just "leafing" 

through Anima Poetae or Table Talk should reveal "the quality of Coleridge's 

'usefulness.'" People who ignor Coleridge's works Burke says, "I class as a slob 

(or I'll settle for 'sadly uninformed')." He concludes: "My seven volume of the 

Shedd edition are 'indexed' to the point of morbidity" (The Lega~ of Kenneth 

Burke 145-46). 

For decades scholars and theorists such as I. A Richards, Kenneth Burke, Ann 

Berthoff, and James Berlin have said that Samuel Taylor Coleridge had 

something significant to say about rhetoric. Yet a definitive study of 

Coleridge's rhetoric has not been done. One reason for this is the persistent 

notion that Coleridge was not systematic. AnotJ:~r is the mythic image of the 

Romantic as the writer who writes alone to be alone. Finally, most of what we 

know of Coleridge comes to us through the lens of literary criticism. The result 

is that we have not been looking at the central issues in Coleridge's work from 

a rhetorical perspective. I hope to demonstrate that his system becomes clear 

and cogent when we view it from a rhetorical perspective. In order to do that, 
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I have approached the discussion from four different directions. I begin with 

an introductory chapter describing Coleridge's main rhetorical premise. The 

next two chapters are dedicated to removing the misunderstandings about 

Coleridge that inhibit our understanding of him as a rhetorician. The next two 

chapters explore Coleridge's rhetorical background and theory. In the 

penultimate chapter, I offer a reading of what Coleridge called his 

"Prolegomena" to his future works, "Essays on the Principles of Method." 

Those essays are, according to Coleridge scholars, some of Coleridge's most 

lucid writing on the subject of composition and thinking. The final chapter 

describes a number of ways that Coleridge's rhetoric has practical applications 

for our class rooms. 

In his chapter '''The Splendor and Misery of Rhetoric," Tzvetan Todorov 

highlights what he calls the crisis of modem rhetoric: '''There is no room for 

rhetoric in a universe dominated by romantic values" (81). If we are, in some 

way, to reconcile the ways of the Romantic to our current rhetorical world, we 

must refrain from caricature. We cannot, for example, be content to confine 

Romantic theory and pedagogy to expressionistic forms of writing. I believe 

this study of Coleridge's rhetoric will confirm that expression, as we know it, is 

barely half the truth of an organic and reflective theory of writing. 

But, a study of Coleridge's rhetorical legacy has broader implications 

than a audit of expressive writing theory. In a 1986 article for Rhetoric Review 



entitled "On the Possibility of a Unified Theory of Composition and 

literature," Patrica Bizzell argues that a unified theory is desirable and that 

evidence of our desire includes the way composition theorists and literary 

theorist turn to each other for theoretical munitions (175). Bizzell concludes 

that when literary theorists think of themselves as rhetoricians they gain 

"support from composition studies" and when compositionists focus on the 

rhetorical aspects of literature they gain "a new legitimacy for their larger 

arguments about cultural discursive practices uncoverd first in classroom 

experience" (178, see also Composition and Literature: Bridging the Gap). 

I contend that Coleridge provides us with an essential connection 

between composition and literature. When we remember his ability to 

motivate theorists who are both rhetoricians and literary theorists (Burke and 

Richards for example), we begin to more fully recognize the connections 

between the study of literature and composition. Method, Coleridge says, 

involves a "following after" such visceral recognitions (Selected Letters 254). 

What follows is a following after. 
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Chapter 1 

Coleridge's Rhetorical Motive: The One 

to the Many to the ~ 

A true thinker can only be justly estimated 
when his thoughts have worked their way into 
minds formed in a different school; have 
been wrought and moulded into consistency 
with all other true and relevant thoughts; 
when the noisy conflict of half-truths, 
angrily denying one another, has subsided, 
and ideas which seemed mutually incompatible 
have been found only to require mutual 
limitations. This time has not yet come 
for Coleridge. 

- John Stuart Mill (10) 

Rhetoric as a Mutual limitation 
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Perhaps it is time for us to find the "mutual limitations" Mill challenges 

us to find in his famous essay on Coleridge in 1840. By limitations I take him 
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to mean a perspective on Coleridge that allows us to reconcile the "noisy 

conflicts" that surround his career. To do this we need to adopt a view untried 

in any detail. Coleridge's literary career is well documented, and his 

contributions to philosophy have remained the focus of scholarly interest. His 

logic and religious beliefs have been given considerable attention by those who 

are interested, mainly, in his contribution to literary theory, and Alice Snyder's 

Coleridce on Logic and Learning introduced us at least to the Coleridge who 

was a teacher as well as a critic, poet, and preacher. In addition, there are 

attempts to unify Coleridge's views on politics in works like David P. Calleo's 

Coleridge and the Idea of the Modem State. However, all these views have 

failed in one degree or another to find the "mutual limitations" that would 

allow us to gain a cohesive perspective on Coleridge. 

The efforts have not succeeded partly because scholars have agreed with 

W. G. T. Shedd's assessment in his "Introductory Essay" to The Complete 

Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge that Coleridge never wrote a work that 

unified his "system" (10) and partly because Coleridge's diversity is so attractive 

that it's easy to be dazzled by his variety and overlook his consistency. Then 

again, it's true that Coleridge has become something of a cultural artifact, a 

common-place we may easily set up in opposition to our own views or to 

support them. One of the drawbacks produced by his thoughts having "worked 
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their way into minds formed in a different school" is that we know Coleridge as 

the product of minds often in conflict with him or, perhaps worse, canonizing 

him. 

The Coleridge that we generally know is an author, a genius of 

Romantic thought, the proponent of German Transcendentalism, and the poet 

who took drugs and wrote "Kubla Kban" and 'The Rhyme of the Ancient 

Mariner." The Coleridge we miss is the writer whose works, often dictated but 

still subject to constant textual revision, were expressions of ideas alive for him. 

We miss Coleridge's character, the presence that so awed those who listened to 

his sermons and lectures-the essential Coleridge. 

Revaluing Coleridge is no simple task. We must not only deal with the 

contexts of the criticism against him, but we must also not be too quick to 

place him immediately in our contexts. Coleridge's England is not ours, and he 

was responding to the specific contexts of his society as well as to universal 

concerns. His defense of the King and his conservative attitudes, spawned from 

his reaction to the failures of the French Revolutior., jar us at times and often 

offend our more democratic sensibilities. 

Those ambiguities can be reconciled if we place them in Coleridge's 

rhetorical context and recognize his perceived audience, but the fact remains 

that to do so requires an untying of a knot made up of the interwoven strands 

of social relationships stretching from his time through our own. It's best, 



19 

perhaps, to include these social contexts in a broader perspective and cut the 

proverbial knot, for if we're to see that we are ready for Coleridge we must 

first identify the central purpose motivating him and then have faith that he did 

indeed articulate a system. 

Considering the intense efforts to describe Coleridge's central purpose in 

all the disciplines rve mentioned, and considering those disciplines have not 

found a way of unifying, therefore clarifying Coleridge's purpose and method, it 

follows that we need to take another perspective. I believe the rhetorical 

perspective serves that purpose. It is through the rhetorical perspective that 

the common-place Coleridge may be revalued and his influence recognized as a 

germinal influence in twentieth century rhetorics. 

Coleridge is not known as a rhetorician for reasons I will explore in 

some detail. Also, to suggest he has much to say about composition theory will 

undoubtedly raise objections from those who still see him as the figure head for 

an attitude toward writing that has been termed not only antirhetorical but 

antipedagogical as well. I can only hope to disarm those who are violently 

opposed and encourage those who claim an affinity with Coleridge. Coleridge 

would hold, I think, that opposition is not incompatible with learning, but that 

labeling and complacency are. 

I intend, therefore, to offer a perspective of Coleridge and his works 

based on the "mutual limitations" offered by rhetoric, to trace his attitude 
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toward rhetoric, to clarify his intentions, and to propose how those intentions 

are realjzed in his methods. In preparing the grounds for that offering. it's best 

to roughly sketch his relationship with the sources of the Western-rhetorical 

tradition. Plato and Aristotle are obvious historical figures appropriate to the 

discussion of Coleridge's rhetoric. The other current source of concern in 

rhetorical studies at this time is the Sophists, but Coleridge joined Plato in his 

attacks on them, and the reasons for Coleridge's attacks and their substance 

are concerns for another time. It's clear, however, that Coleridge's rhetorical 

roots are found in the soil of Greece. 

Coleridge's Rhetorical Tradition 

Coleridge's tradition begins with Plato and came to him through 

his education at Cambridge and his training and inclinations as a preacher. We 

sometimes forget that Coleridge was raised to be a preacher and educated to 

be a preacher. The one sustaining influence in his Ecclesiastical education was 

rhetoric. 

That Ecclesiastical rhetoric grows from Platonic rhetoric is difficult to 

prove but impossible to deny completely. George Kennedy in Oassica1 

Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Traditions manages to include both 

Platonic rhetoric and Church rhetoric in a category he describes as 
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philosophicaL and Charles Sanders suggests that the mere fact Coleridge was 

educated., for a time at least, at Cambridge suggests his ties to the Neo-platonic 

school (Colerid= and the Broad Church Movement 14). The rhetorical 

tradition that grew from Plato influenced Coleridge's methods of composition 

and his attitude toward all the acts of thinking. 

We know Plato was not totally antirhetoric. Aristotle taught it in Plato's 

Academy, and we might safely assume he included Plato's views when he 

lectured and his notes were compiled in the Rhetoric. Among Plato's many 

comments on rhetoric, his discussions of the attitude we should have toward 

rhetoric is most appropriate to our understanding of Coleridge's rhetoric. 

This philosophical attitude is clearly defined in Plato's Phaedo. where 

Socrates explains that 

[w]e should not allow into our minds the conviction 
that argumentation has nothing sound about it; much 

rather we should believe that it is we who are 
not yet sound and that we must take courage and be 
eager to attain soundness. ... 

I am in danger at this moment of not having a 
philosophical attitude about this, but like those who 
are not educated, I am eager to get the better of you 
in argument, for the uneducated, when they engage in 
argument about anything, give no thought to the truth 
about the subject of discussion but are only eager that 
those present will accept the position they have set 
forth. I differ from them only to this extent; I shall 
not be eager to get agreement of those present that 
what I say is true, except incidentally, but I shall be 
eager that I should myself be thoroughly convinced that 
things are so. (129) 
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Thus, in Platonic rhetoric, the philosophical attitude about persuasion depends 

upon a desire to discover a state of truthfulness about any given subj~ and 

the test of truth is its ·soundness: or the sense of unity produced in the 

composing of the argument. 

When Coleridge writes about "tru~. he echoes the same sentiments. In 

Biomphia Uteraria he writes of the desire that initiates the process to finding 

truth and states, "Veracity does not consist in saying, but in the intention of 

communicating truth ... " (85). Veracity signifies an attitude toward truth, 

defined in pan by a hunger or desire to know truth and in pan by an activity 

characterized by a circling around the subject to see it from as many 

perspectives as poSSIble. Ultimately, Coleridge champions the idea that any act 

of composition creates a state of truthfulness but not truth itself. Truth is 

something the audience or readers must make for themselves through the 

reflective process of seeing themselves in the subject of the composition. 

In my reading, the veracious attitude toward truth in Plato's rhetoric has 

five qualities that most identify it with Coleridge's. First, the rhetorician seeks 

a wholeness in the act of composition. a sense of "soundness" or substance that 

presents a unified perspective of a subject and signifies a truth. Truth is 

recognized as a state of truthfulness created in the activity of the composition. 

a state of poise between conflicting issues in the dialogue. Second. the only 

one who can create a unified perspective is a composer who views the subject 
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from many perspectives without immediate judgment but with the intention of 

creating or discovering a unified perspective of conflicting points of view. 

Third, the act of composition is an act of ·courage· where the rhetorician must 

have faith that there is in fact a unified perspective that only the composer can 

achieve. Founh, it follows that the emphasis in the rhetorical triangle of 

relationships among speaker, subject, and audience is upon the speaker-subject 

relationship, because the end of the rhetorical act is not to persuade others but 

to deh"berate and discover the interesting possIoilities in the subject and 

reconcile them. The audience is not discounted but "incidental.· Fifth, truth is 

not something ready made and handed over to an audience but something to 

be made through the act of composition. The audience may share in the state 

of truthfulness if they invest themselves in the composition through their own 

efforts. 

Mainly, this type of composition is ~ centered and dedicated to the 

end of enlarging a limited-egocentric view. Plato does not ignore a relationship 

with an audience in his philosopbical rhetoric; the discussion of love in 

Phaedrus is enough to convince us that the speaker-audience relationship was 

important to him. However, dialogue requires a continuing relationship among 

a limited number of people, and this longing for a personal relationship with 

the audience continues to be one of the indicators of a Platonic rhetoric in all 

literatures. 
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Aristotle carried this concern into his lectures on rhetoric at the 

Academy, but his Rhetoric suggests he was more directly involved with the 

speaker-audience relationship and working out ways to include the audience in 

a ~ dialogue. Thus he begins his lecture, "Rhetoric is the counterpart of 

Dialectic" (19). Or, we might say rhetoric is the extension of the logical 

disaJ.ssion that, in the natural movement from private to public concerns and 

back to private again, blends the personal view with the social one. In 

discussing rhetoric Aristotle was not contradicting Plato's views but extending 

his own definition to include a wider sense of audience and a more clearly 

defined social purpose. 

When we test this idea against Aristotle's assertions in Rhetoric. we find 

he is as concerned as Plato with the role of ~ in the creation of a unified 

view of a topic. He takes the issue one step further. however, to suggest that 

the act of creating a speech is not only dependent upon the ~ but that 

~ is the most important part of persuasion as well. Thus, 

[w]e believe good men more fully and more readily 
than others; this is true generally whatever the 
question is, and absolutely true where exact 
certainty is impossible and opinions are divided. 
This kind of persuasion, like others, should 
be achieved by what the speaker says, not by what 
people think of his character before he begins to 
speak. (25) 

The emphasis in the dialectic has shifted from the speaker-
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subject relationship to the speaker-audience relationship. 

Rhetoric as the Result of Philosophy 

Coleridge's attitude was decidedly informed by the tradition so far 

described, and it served as a paradigm for his entire works. Those who claim 

Coleridge was anti-Aristotelian miss his constant references to Aristotle, and 

his veneration of him. In Table Talk he is reported to have commented that 

although he was a Platonist, "Aristotle was, and still is, the sovereign lord of 

the understanding;-the faculty judging by the senses" (336). Plato represented 

Reason to Coleridge, or the "faculty" of judging by means other than the senses, 

and Aristotle the Understandin& (see especially Aids To Reflection 143-56). 

He could not reject either philosopher in his system of rhetoric, for his belief in 

philosophical composition (what he calls "speculative disquisition" in "Essays on 

Method") would not allow him to. In order to think about something, 

Coleridge maintained, the thinker had to recognize that "distinction" is not 

"division"; and where it's necessary to "intellectually separate" in order to 

understand something, the process of separation should lead to a greater 

realization of the integrated whole that the parts represent. This realization 

was the "result of philosophy" (Biowwhia Literaria 171). Thus, he might 

distinguish between Plato and Aristotle, but he could no more divide them than 

he could Reason and Understanding. 
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A summary of the qualities and attitudes that inform. the intentions of 

Coleridge's rhetoric, then, would include that rhetoric is the logical and natural 

extension of an intense, personal involvement with a topic-of a dialogic 

including others and ourselves with a topic. In this perspective of the rhetorical 

situation, the audience is best persuaded when they participate in the struggle 

to compose a unified perspective of the subject and, therefore, join in the 

rhetorician's efforts. In order for this to happen, the rhetorician must 

acknowledge them in the midst of the struggle for unity and include them in 

such a way as to earn their trust. The degree to which this effort is made 

distinguishes the activity of dialect from the activity of rhetoric, but the 

distinction is one of degree rather than of kind. Finally, we are persuaded 

most by our own experience of a subject in the company of those we trust. 

Coleridge spent most of his intellectual energies on a description of how 

it is possible to move from one rhetorical perspective to another. The design 

of the process, the method throughout, binges on the movement from ego to 

~. This method of moving from a limited personal perspective to a wider 

perspective is informed by a rhetorical tradition suggesting that the self is the 

coordinator of knowledge, and the creation of character, or ~ represents 

the ultimate purpose of learning. 

There is probably no single idea in Coleridge that is more powerful in 

defining the way composition and the creation of knowledge works. The active 



27 

relationship between the one and the many, the act that allows us to partake of 

an ~-centric view, is an essential rhetorical act that has implications in 

literary studies as well as rhetorical ones. In order for identification to happen, 

a personal ~ must be created through the act of composition. In order to 

break through the habits of association to thinking, an ~ must be involved 

Coleridge's definitions of Reason and Understanding and his definition of the 

Primary and Secondary Imagination revolve around these central concerns. 

This broad picture of Coleridge's rhetorical theory will be discussed later 

in detail. For now, it's important to note that the roots of his tradition focus 

on the relationship of ego to ~ and that his rhetorical intention was 

epistemic. 

Testimony and the Presence of Others in Text 

Coleridge, as much as anyone, demonstrated and argued for the 

perspective that claims all real communication is based on shared experience, 

and when that experience is not measurable through the senses, we share it 

through testimony. Our faith in the witnesses to this kind of experience is 

essential. First, without the faith that there is someone behind the words, 

someone trustworthy discovering meaning and making the choices, we cannot 

believe that someone's experiences coincide with our own and eventually 

integrate them into our own. Second, there is a difference between someone 
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doing something with us and having something done to us. It follows that we 

may learn from others when we have faith in their testimony. As we alter our 

perceptions to fit theirs we partake of their contexts; and what is unique about 

their experience becomes a part of our own uniqueness. Coleridge's main 

concern was the growth of the individual in harmony with others. The first 

Adam, he suggests in Aids To Reflection. was aware of his uniqueness, and the 

last Adam, the culmination of human kind, is aware of the relationship of the 

whole to that uniqueness; Coleridge believed we could all attain, in some 

degree, the spiritual ~ he named the "last Adam" (242). 

The fundamental act of educating the last Adam consists of an extended 

conversation with others in face-to-face dialogue and in the many dialogues 

offered us in text. For Coleridge text in all its forms was a friend. W. Jackson 

Bate claims that the realization that poetry could be a friend was one of 

Coleridge's great discoveries in his life (10). Coleridge's personal relationship 

with text became a central factor in his theory and methods of composition as 

his friendship with the texts of poetry grew to include his friendship with prose 

texts as well. The key to Coleridge's system was his desire to share experiences 

with his friends. Dialogue with the self and with others, then, was the 

foundation of Coleridge's method, and it was a method directed toward the 

making of an individual ethos as the composer included many others within the 

circle of conversation. 



29 

In Nds To Reflection and his "'Theory of life," Coleridge asserts that 

individuals who take up the most points of view into their own while remainjng 

aware of their uniqueness develop the educated character-the personality that 

at one time represents the concerns of the individual and the concerns of the 

many. But it was necessary to begin with a self awareness. "It is the advice of 

the wise man," he says, to 

"[ d]well at home," or, with yourself; and 
though there are very few that do this, yet 
it is surprising that the greatest part of 
mankind can not be prevailed upon, at least 
to visit themselves sometimes .... 

(Nds To Reflection 2) 

Individuals at home with themselves draw the circle that allows the making of 

an ~ but Coleridge's focus on the individual is to an end more satisfying 

than the simple expressions of ego. In '''Theory of Life" he explains why: 

Finally, of individuals, the living power 
will be most intense in that individual which, 
as a whole, has the greatest number of integral 
parts presupposed in it; when, moreover, these 
integral parts, together with a proportional 
increase of their interdependence, as ~ 
have themselves most the character of the wholes 
in the sphere occupied by them. (388) 

We are the "sphere" Coleridge is concerned most about, and the expression of 

the living power is our character, an ethos constantly renewed by the inclusion 

of others. 

The movement from ego to ethos and back to a new ethos-centered 



view is an act of reflection. Coleridge suggests: 

There is one sure way of giving freshness 
and importance to the most common-place maxirns
that of reflecting on them in direct reference 
to our own state and conduct, to our past and 
future being. (Aids To Reflection 1) 

Whether it's the experience of an idea or a person, we are conscious of the 

"common-place" only as we are conscious of ourselves. The act of reflection 
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means looking at something beyond our "sphere" and perceiving ourselves in it 

as a reflection is cast back. As we partake of that reflected awareness, we 

make it our own and it becomes a part of our character, contributing to a 

wider perspective and shifting our attitudes to include another's views or many 

others'. Therefore, the purpose of Coleridge's method of composition was to 

allow us the instruments of perception necessary to fulfill the promise of our 

uniqueness in relationship to the whole. 

Sometime between July and September of 1809, he jotted down an 

answer to an "awful Enigma," of the discrepancy between our potential and our 

failure to realize it. His answer to that enigma deals directly with the way we 

create and recreate ourselves through the numerous vehicles of composition, 

both literary and nonliterary, and with the way composition allows us a 

reconciliation between warring interests. We should begin to compose, he 

believed, with a faith in composition's ability to reshape our ego into an ~ 

in harmony with many diverse perspectives. His jottings in 1809 suggest his 
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intense desire to describe, for himself, the attitude that allows us to compose 

ourselves through the instruments of the rhetorical imagination, for Coleridge 

believed that it's the imagination which allows us to not only dialogue with 

others but also the presence of others in text. Many of Coleridge's notes to 

himself were in Latin, a common practice for preachers at the time. The 

following he called a "Desiderata of Man." (Coleridge used numbers to outline 

the note, but I have left them out in this translation.) 

We are moral. We are a state or condition of 
intellect and an answer to an action. We are 
modulations, changing voices of the spirit. 

We are components of the ~ presence of witness. 
We are components of any universal decision. 
We are free potential, and components of the 
act that gives permission to the performance of 
opportunity, of the activity of the abundant 
resources goading us to look. We are harbors of 
vital completeness. 

We are the results of witnessing presence, practicing 
an unauditable bonding that follows the release of 
strife and division-ca1m arbiters expecting peace. 
We are the results of many media moving toward an 
end the senses move us toward, and we serve the 
immediate presence revealed in the union that is that 
end. We are the results of a good sense, a purity, 
that is the first cause of service to others. 

We are the names of blessedness, gladness and pleasure. 
(Notebook 2 3553) 

I. A. Richards was fond of saying that Coleridge was an "extreme 

idealist" (see Coleridge On Imagination), and I have introduced nothing so far 
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that would contradict Richards' evaluation. However, while Coleridge was an 

idealist, he was also extremely practical, and much of what I hope to do in this 

discussion of him is to demonstrate how his idealism led him to practical 

considerations and methods of composition. His belief that the foundation of 

education was the creation of character, for example, is founded on the kinds 

of speculations above, while his methods for achieving individual ~ in 

composition are based on the practical activities gleaned from his studies of 

rhetoric, logic, science, psychology, and the arts. Throughout his studies and 

writing, however, he did remain constant to the general process that made 

character possible-the movement from the one to the many and back to the 

one again in order to compose a personal ~. 

The Master Rhetorician: Identification With ~ 

The Rhetoric must lead us through the 
Scramble, the Wrangle of the Market Place, 
the flurries and flare-ups of the Human 
Barnyard, the Give and Take, the wavering line 
of pressure and counterpressure, the Logomachy, 
the onus of ownership, the Wars of NeIVes, the 
War. It too has its peaceful moments: at times 
Its endless competition can add up to the 
transcending of itself. 

- Kenneth Burke (23) 

Coleridge's rhetorical system seeks the ultimate goal of identification, 

the resulting redefinition of character. The limited view of ~ suggests it is 
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the ethical appeal in a speech or any other composition, and we still have 

difficulty understanding the relationship of ~ to character. For Coleridge 

the words were synonymous. 

The source of the word ~ is complex but accessible. The traditional 

view attaches it to the common-place maxims of a society and the communal 

values society wants as a signifier of its character. We might say that if pathos 

is the way we feel about a topic, ~ signifies the way we sense things should 

be. When this sense of things became embodied in a speaker, the audience saw 

in the speech the best of what they could become. As Michael Halloran states 

in "On The End of Rhetoric, Oassical and Mode~" the master of rhetoric was 
the man 

who had interiorized all that was best in his 
culture ... he became the embodiment of 
the heritage, a voice of such apparent 
authority that the word spoken by this 
man was the word of communal wisdom. ... 
(621) 

Halloran's assesment of the "end" of rhetoric is like Coleridge's since "modem 

rhetoric is distinguished by its emphasis on the responsibility of the speaker (or 

writer) to articulate his own world, and thereby his own self' (631). For both 

Coleridge and Halloran the ~ is embodied in the composition and that the 

composition somehow substantiates the abstract values of a society. 

The society that Coleridge embodied in his works was not, of course, the 

same as Aristotle's. and although we cannot assume that there was exact 
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agreement about the values of the Athenian City State, we can accept the idea 

that Aristotle could at least have a sense of those values and that his students 
or the audience listening to a speech would easily recognize them. This was 

not so for Coleridge, and we know that it is not so for us. Inst~ Coleridge 

saw character as a coordinator of knowledge and his goal as an individual was 

to take up into his ~ the many cultures and histories that were available to 

him through education. His goal as an rhetorican was to describe the methods 

whereby others, through their own work, could also create a personal ~ In 

order to do this, the individual had to have the freedom to explore the 

possIbilities of history and society in direct reference to the self. 

For Coleridge, the focus on individual freedom and the rhetoric of self-

discovery placed an emphasis on character that was not only in keeping with 

his Platonic roots but redefined ~ in such a way that it became a lQl2Qi as 

well as an appeal. The individual's reflection upon a subject meant that the 

individual became the center of discovery and invention, and this is a 

fundamental indicator of not only Platonic rhetorics but Romantic rhetorics as 

well. We have, I think, recognized that since the Romantics there has been a 

fundamental shift in those perspectives we call rhetorical. As Richard Ohmann 

says, 

[w]here classical rhetoric, in practice if not always 
in theory, accepts persuasion as its domain, 
writers on rhetoric since the romantic period have 
increasingly strayed from this well-traveled 



province, or at least enlarged its boundaries. 
(18) 

In the same articl~ Obmann proceeds to describe in some detail the 

characteristics of a rhetoric that sound remarkably 

Coleridgean: 

(1) Modem rhetoric sees truth as inseparable from 

discourse. 

(2) Modem rhetoric is self-discovery and depends 

upon "candor." 

(3) Modem rhetoric focuses on personality. 

(4) Modem rhetoric recognizes that "rhetorical 

practice grows out of deep intellectual and 

moral habits. (19-20) 
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It's hard to escape the conclusion that modem rhetoric as Ohmann describes it 

is an ~-centered rhetoric. We may also recognize that a master rhetorican 

is able to identify not only with individuals but with an ~ that embodies the 

best possible sum of may individuals. Coleridge's "last Adam" is such a 

rhetorician. 
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Chapter 2 

Looking for Coleridge and Readjng Coleridge 

Readjng Ambiguous Prose 

In Biompbia Literaria Coleridge says we should express ourselves 

"either mythically or equivocally" (85). We are not used to ambiguous or 

"equivocally" written prose, and we're not familiar with the purpose that is the 

basis of Coleridge's rather enigmatic statement. 

I am reminded that in ancient times, and perhaps even now, Hebrew 

scholars who wanted to discuss God began with a disclaimer that they were 

telling lies (Weizenbaum in conversation; see also History of Jewish 

Mysticism). Such a declaration allowed them the freedom to name and, 

therefore, limit something that is limitless. Also, the declaration made it clear 

that their discussion was fragmented, that truth, like God, is vast enough to be 

unspeakable. Such conversations must have been both "mythical" and 

"equivocal" as the conversationalists spoke poised over the abyss of ignorance. 

The primaIy attributes of such discussions would be those of humility and 

skepticism, and those who recognize this stance in writing develop the same 

characteristics in their style and approach to their topics. Their voice is awe 

filled because it speaks from the foundation of wonder; they are constantly 
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referring to something beyond the words so that the words become signs 

pointing to a presence. IT certainty is gained in such a discussion, it is earned, 

dependent upon the efforts of the dialogue and lasting only so long as the 

declaration to tell lies together lasts. Coleridge said that his "Opus Maximum" 

was to be called, "Travels in Body and Mind, or the Sceptics Pilgrimage to the 

Temple of Truth" (~xlix). It's possible to read his entire body of works as 

this kind of journey. In a world where we have lost the habit of this kind of 

discussion we are not always prepared to declare together that we will suspend 

our disbelief in one another for a moment hoping that we can tell lies in the 

service of truth. 

Reading Coleridge's kind of prose is a difficult habit to acquire. For 

one thing, we've lost the habit of the homiletic style, and for another 

Coleridge's education included a stiff dose of logic. Even those of his time who 

were trained in roughly the same way as he was found him difficult to read. 

Hazlitt, for example, complains: 

If our author's poetry is inferior to his 
conversation, his prose is utterly abortive. 
Hardly a gleam is to be found in it of the 
brilliancy and richness of those stores of 
thought and language that he pours out 
incessantly, when they are lost like drops 
water in the ground. The principal work, 
in which he has attempted to embody his general 
views of things, is the Friend. of which, 
though it contains some noble passages and fine 
trains of thought, proplexity and obscurity 
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are the most frequent characteristics. (55) 

Hazlitt was, as Kathleen Coburn points out, a "disciple turned enemy" (The Self 

Conscious Imuination 31). He believed that as long as Coleridge talked he 

was all right, but that when he began to write he could not organize his 

thinking and be clear. 

Indeed, as a speaker, Coleridge had few equals while he lived. 

According to testimony he could even "entertain" people with Kant's 

metaphysics (Table Talk 528). He often composed as he talked with friends, 

and his talk was recorded to be revised later. Therefore, much of his writing is 

conversational yet formal, and his attempts to keep his "voice" in his writing 

extended even to the issue of punctuation: He suggests that punctuation is 

dramatic rather than logical and that punctuation should represent the voice 

rather than merely demonstrate grammatical relationships (Inquiring Spirit 

106). 

Hazlitt's assertion that Coleridge's prose is "perplexing and obscure" is 

one shared by most critics. He was not concerned as much with simple clarity 

as suggestiveness. In Aids To Reflection he counciled his audience: 

What you have acquired by patient thought and 
cautious discrimination, demands a portion of the 
same effort in those who are to receive it from you 

To obtain your end, your words must be as 
indefinite as their thoughts .... (227) 

Coleridge believed that readers should read ''by recollection of their own state" 
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and that writers should pay more attention to their own understanding than 

attempting to prove something to someone else. We might be reminded of 

Plato's comments about "argument": It's more important that the writer 

convince himself than that he persuade others, for others will, if they exert a 

"portion of the same effort," come to conclusions of their own but harmonious 

with those of the writer. 

The Restless Desire for Unity 

Coleridge's writing and methods of composition encourage a refracted 

image of his ideas and personality if we do not recognize his ultimate end of 

encouraging us to join his efforts in making an~. His prose style 

encourages contradiction, sustains ambiguity, and explores subtle distinctions in 

meaning. Oarity, like certainty, is something to be earned by both reader and 

writer rather than something to be handed over to the reader in a ready-made 

package. In ~ he suggests that composition acts like a kaleidoscope where 

the mind of the composer is like the eye organizing a constantly changing 

image of the world (163), and that clarity comes to us in "flashes" and moments 

of certainty like the way a landscape is lit up by lightning (53). Ultimately 

Coleridge expects the reader to take the time to compose a meaning during the 

act of reading and to tolerate ambiguity and confusion in order to gain a 

personal knowledge of the topic. "Ignorance," he says, "seldom ~ into 
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knowledge, but passes into it through an intermediate state of obscurity ... 

anqyirin~ Spirit 29). 

The sum of Coleridge's style is not unlike the prose style of Kenneth 

Burke. Anne E. Berthoff tells a story about the way people regard Burke's 

style. She asked I. A Richards if he would like to join Burke in a panel for a 

conference. Richards replied "Heavens no, then I should have to read him." I 

can't imagine Richards afraid to read anyone, but Burke's style, like 

Coleridge's, requires some practice, some getting used to, and a degree of 

personal commitment to the text. Such texts proceed in a circle rather than a 

straight line. Rather than beginning with a thesis and demonstrating proofs, 

Coleridge begins with a context and investigates it in relation to himself and his 

changing perspectives as he interacts with the context. The result for the 

reader, he believes, might be a delight in the exploration of the topic. 

The reader should be carried forward, not merely 
or chiefly by the mechanical impulse of curiosity, or 
by a restless desire to arrive at the firull solution, 
but by the pleasurable activity of mind excited by 
the journey itself. Like the motion of a serpent, 
which the Egyptians made the emblem of 
intellectual power; or like the path of sound 
through the air; at every step he pauses and half 
recedes, and from the retrogressive movement 
collects the force which again carries him onward. 
(BiQgraphia Literaria 173) 

We are not taught to read Coleridge's kind of prose no matter how hard 

Kenneth Burke may have been trying to teach us. We are taught instead to 
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expect clarity, a definite logical structure based on a well-defined thesis, and if 

we don't get it we are perplexed and assume that perplexity is a bad thing. As 

teachers we do not want our students frustrated because it creates chaos in our 

class rooms, and we tend too often to solve their problems for them if they 

don't come to an answer quickly enough. As readers we take the same pains 

with ourselves to find an answer quickly or dismiss the writing. Reading 

Coleridge's kind of prose demands that we at times read it without 

understanding and with a faith in our ability to make sense of it later, or that 

the writer will in time remove the obstacle to our understanding. It requires 

that we have a faith in the writer's diversions enough to follow each other out 

and back again to a central concern, to trust in a slow turning back on an idea 

until the composition is complete. 

The tendency has been to let others read Coleridge for us, especially 

when it comes to his prose. If we take the time to read him, we find another 

Coleridge than the one Hazlitt has us looking for in Spirit of the Age. We find 

the Coleridge who is deeply interested in communicating and testing his ideas 

with us, the Coleridge who maintains that "[m]an's first effort in his behoof is 

to render him a social being; capable of communication, and consequently 

capable of understanding and being understood" (~ 9). 
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Fragments and Coleridge's System 

There's a reading of Coleridge that suggests that all his works are fragments. 

Coleridge himself encourages that view. As Thomas Volger suggests in 

"Rhetoric and Imagination," Coleridge is always suggesting that what we're 

reading is a fragment, and 

[t]he reader is invited to "restore" a text 
made up of isolated signs in affect or meaning 
"present" there that comes only from making 
contact with the voice behind the signs. (79) 

If we want to understand Coleridge, we need to search for his ~ as it 

transacts with the topics he is writing about, and learning to read him teaches 

us something of how to trust text. 

Recognizing Coleridge's ~-centric context allows us to pull together 

his texts, and this is true with the body of his work as well as with individual 

essays and poems. If individual pieces can be called perplexing and obscure by 

Hazlitt, the wide range of Coleridge's subjects has been declared just as 

perplexing by even his most dedicated admirers. still, as we look at the 

whole of Coleridge's writings we recognize a system and a method that suggests 

he maintained a steady view of his rhetorical intention to take up diversity into 

himself in order to make an~. In Table Talk he describes that system: 

My system, if I may venture to give it so fine a 
name, is the only attempt I know ever made to 
reduce all knowledge into harmony. It opposes no 
other system, but shows what was true in each; and 



how that which was true in the particular, in each 
of them became error, because it was only half the 
truth. I have endeavored to unite the 
insulated fragments of truth, and therewith to 
frame a perfect mirror. (373) 

Philosophically, his system involves taking an idea in some system of 
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philosophy, religion, or science and then shifting the perspectives of that system 

to view it in relation to other systems of thought. Rhetorically, his system 

depends upon a desire to know something as completely as possible by studying 

its relationship to multiple contexts and then relating those contexts to our 

habitual self-our ~. 

Thus, there is not one complete work that details Coleridge's system, but 

there is the system itself at work in all his writings that finds its beginning in a 

"restless desire to arrive at a final solution." The clearest statement of how 

that system works may be found in "Essays On the Principles of Method," a 

subject I take up in Chapter Six; however, the fact remains that as long as we 

are seeking the finished Coleridge or a finished statement of his philosophy we 

will not find him. We might, therefore, in reading Coleridge take some advice 

from Shedd who, in his introduction to The Complete Works, claims we should 

consider the whole of his works at one time: 

The question for the student in relation to 
Coleridge is not:-What did he believe and 
teach on this point, and on that point, in the 
year 1800-but what did he teach and believe in 
in the fullness of his development? ... 



The question is not:-What can be logically 
deduced, and still less what can be twisted 
and tortured, out of this or that passage of his 
writings, but what is unquestionablely the strong 
drift and general spirit of them as a whole. (13) 

Shedd goes on to suggest Coleridge deserves "large-minded criticism" 
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because he "communicated himself to the world" in so many different contexts 

and from all the perspectives inherent in his personal strengths and weaknesses. 

Coleridge, in other words, often wrote without making up his mind and testing 

his convictions against the strength of the ideas he was working with. He 

speculated as he wrote. He meditated upon the interesting possibilities 

inherent in any situation where more than one truth occupies the same space in 

text. Such a rhetorical stance may be troublesome to us if we read him in the 

same spirit as we read the works of those more sure of themselves and intent 

on persuading us rather than persuading themselves. 

The Chameleon Coleridge 

The first lesson, that innocent Childhood affords me, is-that it is 
an instinct of my nature to pass out of myself, and to exist in the 
form of others .... The second is-not to suffer anyone form to 
into ~ and become a usurping ~ a fixed idea. (InQuirin~ 
Spirit 68) 

It is difficult to describe something in transition, and Coleridge is always in 

transition. In "Essays on the Principles of Method, n Coleridge states that all 
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"Method supposes A PRINCIPlE OF UNITY WI1H PROGRESSION; in 

other words, progressive transition without breach of continuity" (476). As with 

his writing, his life. Coleridge never really gave up on an idea, and sought ways 

of including all that he had read or experienced otherwise in his compositions. 

As he did this, he often adopted the view points of those in conflict with his 

personal beliefs. He encouraged them within his own understanding of the 

subject in order to test the strength of his ideas. The result is that he often is 

able to synthesize divergent perspectives, but the result is also that we 

sometimes are unable to follow his transitions. Thus, unless we keep our 

attention fixed on his rhetorical intention-the creation of the ~-we see a 

Coleridge who is always changing and never himself. 

When we become confused about Coleridge, we often seek the advice of 

others only to find that the critics are just as dazzled by his changes. Some 

offer us the idea that we should have faith in Coleridge and accept him as he 

is-someone who is contrary, a British version of the Whitman who delighted in 

contradicting himself. In Coleridge and the Broad Church Movement. for 

example, Charles Sanders suggests 

[t]hose who would study Coleridge with profit must approach him 
in the spirit of the Greek heros who successfully sought out 
and questioned the Old Man of the Sea They must carry with 
them a confidence that he can answer their questions, that the 
game is worth the candle .... They must be willing to seek him in 
all kinds of queer and out-of-the-way places, and they must not 
recoil from his personal appearance, his mannerisms, his various 



eccentricities. •.. They must even learn to love him, in spite of 
his faults and peodiarities, and constantly remember that he is 
much more responsive to those who come to him with sympathy 
and faith. (20) 
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Almost all our reading is best when we come to it in somewhat the same spirit, 

but the implication here is that Coleridge is a mythic figure, hardly human, and 

when human the worst sort. The Coleridge that should be helpful to us in 

teaching composition, for example, should not be so distant and large. 

The other result of our not understanding Coleridge's rhetorical 

intentions to make ~ is that we see him as a weak-willed individual always 

assimilated by the subjects he studies. In her laudable book The Central Self: 

A Study in Romantic and Victorian Ima~nation. Patricia Ball describes 

Coleridge's ~-centered intentions: 

Both Keats and Coleridge affirm that the nub of Romantic 
creative life is the relationship between the 'larger life' and the 
crucial entity of the experiencing self, as it labours to 
reach the full measure of its 'individuality and uniqueness'. The 
polar tension, egotistical and chameleon, of which they are both 
vitally aware, work together to the single end, the 
achieved identity. (11) 

Bell's observations are on the mark, I think, as she sees Coleridge going about 

the business of msoul-making'" (10). S~ the problem is that people either see 

the chameleon Coleridge or the egotist Coleridge. 

It is tempting to fix our own idea of Coleridge upon the many 

personalities he presents us with in his ~ making. His approach to 
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composition was, as Kenneth Burke says in The Philoso.pJty of Utewy Form.. 

"dramatic" in his constant "dancing an attitude." And Burke goes on, "[d]o we 

not glimpse the labyrinthine mind of Coleridge, and puzzle at its pace ••• " 

(10). It's easy to recognize the chameleon Coleridge becanse he is so dramatiC; 

it is the one that passes out of himself to join an idea or another in empathetic 

bonding, but it's difficult to keep pace with him. H we fail to recognize his 

second lesson about empathy, that we should not let any other form become a 

"usurping self," we often come to conclusions that suggest he isn't suited to our 

needs as writing teachers, or that we shouldn't read him. The first conclusion 

is that Coleridge is weak willed and unable to define himself. The second is 

that he is escaping into others and not willing to accept his own life. Both 

conclusions, however, miss the focus of his rhetorical intent. The chameleon 

metaphor is helpful but not completely accurate is describing the kind of 

Coleridge we are looking for, if indeed any metaphor can be said to be 

accurate. The chameleon does not actually take on the characteristics of its 

surroundings, and its color changes are defensive acts. Coleridge, however, 

seeks to interpenetrate with his surroundings and partake of them. A more 

appropriate natural metaphor than the chameleon might be the act of 

symbiosis where one organism shares both space and self with another 

organism to the mutual benefit of both. Alice Snyder's "The Critical Principle 

of Reconciliation of Opposites in Coleridge" deals directly with Coleridge's 
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desire, through composition's dialectical activity, to allow two separate ideas, 

entities, or personalities to "inter-penetrate- (a word the QEQ attributes to 

Coleridge) in order to create a third. In BiQwwhia Coleridge states that his 

philosophy seeks to allow the generation of life through this process of "inter

penetration- and -self-consciousness: and he is suggesting that this is the way 

ideas are given life (164). Still, the chameleon metaphor describes the way we 

perceive Coleridge as he goes about his task of partaking of the qualities of his 

topics, and he blends with those topics in order to feel at home in them. The 

chameleon Coleridge is attractive. He is dazzling, and his energy attracts us as 

he moves from one perspective to another, and it's often easier to interest 

ourselves in the many Coleridges than to tty to understand the whole Coleridge 

that Shedd contends we should look for. 

Probably the person who knows the chameleon Coleridge the best is 

Kathleen Coburn, whose knowledge of the whole Coleridge seems to be an 

almost tacit knowledge, and her years of studying and editing his Notebooks 

have brought her to an understanding of Coleridge that most of us miss. She 

knows him. intemately, and her conclusion is that where most people think they 

know Coleridge they are wrong. Coleridge is constantly losing his identity to 

find it again in other forms, and Coburn notes in Experience Into Thou~ht that 

the Coleridge everyone thinks they know doesn't exist. She points out that 

there are several Coleridges, "the various dynamos that go by the name 
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'Coleridge" (4). Her list includes the poet, the literary critic, the scientist or 

"so-so chemist" (as Coleridge liked to call himself), the logician, the journalist 

for the Molllin& Post and Courier. the political and social critic of The Friend. 

the psychologist who "anticipated the twentieth cennuy on dreams: the teacher 

and educator, the theologian and preacher, and the philosopher (4-5). What 

she mjsses in her list is Coleridge's testimony that his intention is to describe 

the relationships between all these "dynamos." Who, then, we might ask could 

claim to "know" Coleridge? 

Still, I would argue that there is something in all his personalities that binds 

them together, and that is his purpose. Unless we keep our eye on that 

p~ we become fixed to the chameleon Coleridge and one of his strengths 

becomes a weakness for us as we get lost in the fragments of his personality. 

Coleridge did not want to identify with any one system to the point that it 

became a fixed idea. and remained faithful to the idea that he could take the 

systems into himself and create an ~ from them.. 



The Egotist Coleridge, the Ethotic Coleridge 

Let a young man separate I from Me 
as far as be possIbly can, and remove 
Me till it is almost lost in the remote 
distance. "I am Me," is as bad a fault 
in intellectuals and morals as it is in 
grammar, while none but one-God
can say, "I am 1," or "That I am: 
(Table Talk 495) 
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Coleridge draws his "personalities" back to the central focus of self and self-

consciousness. Whenever the topic of self-consciousness is raised, there is a 

temptation to think of how limiting the ego can be. Thus, we are tempted to 

dismiss Coleridge as conceited and self-indulgent. But, it's a mistake to think 

that Coleridge's ego is the selfish ego that we have come to identify with 

"meism." As Coburn points out in The Self Conscious Imagination. Coleridge's 

ego was an ~ ego, dedicated to including others as he spoke of himself and 

willing to suggest that his "own Heart" was theirs as well. It was an ego that 

was willing to accept responsibility, and Coleridge complained that too many 

writers hide behind a transformation into "the third person" (Coleridge qtd. in 

Coburn 30). Egotism, he maintained should not be offensive in a "kind and 

discerning" person, and in a clear statement of how self-consciousness works in 

relationships he comments that "only by meeting with. so as to be resisted by, 

Another. does the Soul become a ~ (qtd. in Coburn 32). 

Coleridge's writings rotate around the axis of self-awareness, for the self 
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was the one fixed point acceptable to him in order to maintain a constant point 

of reference during the process of thinking and writing. The self at various 

times, however, becomes the mind, the SOu4 spirit, or consciousness depending 

on his context as he writes, and each term in some way represents a spiritual 

~-what Coleridge calls the "Sum or I AM' (BiQWlphia literaria 151). The 

~ is therefore the ground upon which Coleridge takes his rhetorical stance, 

and it is a spiritual ground as well as an ethical one. Such a rhetorical stance 

disallows a disinterested voice and requires that the writer assume a point of 

identification with a reader that is familiar in some way with everyone. This 

point of identification is reached only through deeply understanding the ~

centric self. 

We are familiar in rhetorical studies with this point of identification, but 

we have not, I think, studied carefully enough the methods of composition that 

allow us to help our students write from it. We tend to value the perspective 

and appreciate it without recognizing its usefulness. Kenneth Burke reminded 

us of the ~-centered perspective when he started us looking for a "new 

rhetoric" in "Rhetoric-Old and New." In that familiar passage, he claims that 

the main term for the "old" rhetoric is persuasion and that the new term is 

"identification" (63). We seldom, however, take seriously enough his suggestion 

that "we are now ready for our second stage" of rhetoric where identification is 

not just a goal of joining with a group of people but where it also acts upon 



people's "limitations" and enlarges their perspectives to an ~. 

Here they are not necessarily being acted upon by a conscious 
external agent, but may be acting upon themselves to this end. In 
such identification there is a partially dreamlike, idealistic 
motive, somewhat compensatory to real differences or 
divisions, which the rhetoric of identification would transcend. 
(63) 

Burke is suggesting a Platonic rhetoric and a Coleridgean rhetoric, a rhetoric 
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that demands we do not concern ourselves as much with persuadjng others as 

we do with persuading ourselves. It's also a rhetoric that requires we "act upon 

ourselves" as we write and read in order to reach the point of identification we 

might all share. Burke at various times calls this "point of identification" by 

many names, and much of his work is to familiarize us with its manifestations 

in writing and reading. It is dreamlike, a mystical moment; it is the motive 

prior to all other motives, the "poetic motive" ("1be Poetic Motive" 54). Burke 

is, I believe, familiar enough with Coleridge to recognize Coleridge's kind of 

rhetoric. He was not a disciple of Coleridge. (I doubt that Burke could be 

said to be the disciple of anyone.) However, he did recognize that Coleridge 

offered certain methods of writing and thinking that allowed identification to 

take place. 

There are, of course, many other writers and thinkers whom we have 

read that echo Coleridge's concerns. Most of them we call Romantics or 

Transcendentalists. Probably the writers most familiar to us is these terms are 
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the American Transcendentalists, and Ralph Waldo Emerson often gave 

emphasis to Coleridge's concern for the ~-centric point of identification. In 

"'The American Scholar," for example, he points us in the direction we must go 

if we are to meet others in our writings. Like Coleridge he suggests we need to 

follow the directive to "Know Thyself' in order to partake of the "I AM." 

The poet, in utter solitude remembering his spontaneous thoughts 
and recording them, is found to have recorded that which men in 
crowded cities find true for them also. The orator distrusts at 
first the fitness of his frank confessions, his want of knowledge of 
the persons he addresses, until he finds that he is the complement 
of his hearers;-that they drink his words because he fulfills for 
them their own nature; the deeper he dives into his privatest, 
secretest presentment, to his wonder he finds this is the most 
acceptable, most public, and universally true. The people delight 
in it; the better part of every man feels, this is my music, this is 
myself. (74) 

The suggestion that writers should compose "in solitude" does not meet our 

needs as writing teachers concerned with collaboration. The focus of Emerson's 

concern, however, may not be so much on the process of writing as upon the 

rhetorical stance the writer should take in composition. Coleridge dedicated 

much of his writings to suggesting methods by which that kind of rhetorical 

stance can be useful and practical. Through the rubric of this stance, it is 

possible to acquire an "achieved identity" by losing ourselves and finding 

ourselves in the rhetorical other. 



Chapter 3 

A Rhetorical View of a Romantic: 
Literary Critics and Coleridge's ~ 

But now afflictions bow me down to earth: 
Nor care I that they rob me of my mirth; 

But oh! each visitation 
Suspends what nature gave me at my birth, 
My shaping spirit of Imagination. 

- Coleridge "Ode To Dejection" 

S4 

"Ode To Dejection" demonstrates an imaginative vitality while morning 

the loss of that vitality. Coleridge's argument is that without a way to bring 

knowledge "home" to the thinker, all thought leads to dejection. Therefore, any 

thinker who deals only with obtuse or abstract ideas is destined to be cut off 

from the generative source of ideas-the "shaping spirit of Imagination." 

The idea that the imagination is a birth right, the emphasis on the 

power of the individual, and the belief in '10y" as an indicator of truthfulness 

(Abrams) identifys Coleridge as a Romantic poet. For some time now, 

scholars have been comfortable with Coleridge's image, but once we've learned 

to read Coleridge, we recognize certain half-truths that interupt our 

understanding of him. 

In Aids To Reflection. Coleridge argues that one important tool for 

thinking about a topic is to critically examin those common place ideas and 
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maxims that seem most fundamental to our understanding of the topic. He 

says, "Truths ... are too often considered as m true, that they lose all the 

power of truth, and lie bed-ridden in the dormitory of the soul .•• "(1). The 

most common place ideas about Coleridge center around his literary career 

and his often quixotic nature. In order to claim Coleridge for our time, we 

need to test the veracity of those charges. The three major common-places 

that need to be examined are the myth of the viril poet, the litany of charges 

against Coleridge by Hazlitt, and Coleridge's motives for his famous literary 

debate with Wordsworth. 

The Poetic Power of Youth and The Aged Imagination 

Since all that beat about in Nature's range 
Or veer or vanish; why should'st thou remain 
The only constant in a world of change, 
o yearning Thought! that liv'st but in the brain? 

- "Constancy To An Ideal Object" 

The first common-place that needs examining, concerns the image of 

Coleridge as a poet and how that image influences our willingness to consider 

him a rhetor or writing teacher. The thinking runs something like this: 

"Coleridge was a poet, and even though he was a good one at first, he 

squandered his poetic powers and ended his literary career a dejected failure. 

He believed in the Romantic notion that inspiration was all we need in order 



to write, and, tragically, inspiration failed him." 

Studying Coleridge as a literary figure has its rewards, but one main 

obstacle in claiming Coleridge for our time is our insistence that the literary 

figure is the whole Coleridge. Indeed, poetry was a central concern for him, 

and he found in the poetic process a hub for the processes of knowledge 

making. As Marshall McLuhan points out in "Coleridge as Artist," he "as 

much as anybody ... hastened the recognition of the poetic process as linked 

with the modes of ordinary cognition, and with the methods of the sciences" 

(83). We often confuse Coleridge the poet with the Coleridge who saw the 

poetic process as a mode of cognition. 
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In The Necessmy An~el. Wallace Stevens argues that the Romantic poet 

is 'The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet" (39). Such a poet is not old, of 

course, and such a poet is not a "philosopher." The poet, Stevens suggests, is 

one who involves the imagination but not morality, not judgment, only the 

youthful sense of creation for creation's sake. "The end of the philosopher," he 

says, "is despair, the end of the poet is fulfillment, since the poet finds a 

sanction for life in poetry that satisfies the imagination" (43). Coleridge, 

however, felt no poet can be a good poet who is not a philosopher, and the 

imagination was a means to an end rather than an end in itself. A poet who 

served the imagination rather than that end served the wrong master, and the 

ultimate challenge to the shaping Imagination would be to give unity to the 
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ambiguous and often discordant events of a long life. 

stilI, most prefer to confine Coleridge to his youth and dismiss his 

concerns for a wider understanding of life through poetry and the 

compositional rubric of poetics. I. A Richards, in Colerid~e On TmaiQnation. 

acknowledges that Coleridge's philosophical poetry is important, and then 

suggests that the "guiding image" of Coleridge should not be the old Coleridge, 

the "Highgate spell-binder," but instead "the young man sitting in his room at 

Greta Hall looking out on those views which he is never tired of descnoing to 

his correspondents ... and 'thinking with intense energy'" (22). There is 

something tarnished about the "old" Coleridge. Stevens agrees with Richards 

and judges that 

[a]s poetry goes, as the imagination goes, as the approach to 
truth, or, say, to being by way of the imagination goes, 
Coleridge is one of the great figures. Even so, just as William 
James found in Bergson a persistent euphony, so we find in 
Coleridge, dressed in black, with large shoes and black worsted 
stockings ... a man who may be said to have been defining 
poetry all his life in definitions that are valid enough but no 
longer impress us primarily by their validity. (41) 

Steven's estimate of Coleridge is a curious mixture of praise and denial: 

Coleridge is a "great figure" when it comes to poetry, imagination, truth, and 

~ "by way of imagination," but he fails as a poet, and that failure somehow 

disqualifies him from consideration. Stevens' image of Coleridge is the specter 

of the Anglican Preacher, dressed in black with oversized shoes, because he 



believed Coleridge relied too much on religion at the expense of the 

imagination. A subtler reason for Steven's judgment, however, is that 

Coleridge fails to fit the image of the vital and rebellious poet. 
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As a poet, the "old" Coleridge might not have been someone Stevens wanted 

to contend with, for he was someone who had gone through a lot and come to 

some pretty traditional ideas about how to deal with suffering. However, he 

also used the imagination as an instrument to build an image of himself he 

could live with finally, for by the end of his life he had, according to the 

accounts of friends at Highgate, come to live his philosophy (see Coleridge At 

Highgate). 

Coleridge's answer to 'The Figure of Youth as Virile Poet" was to find a 

way to blend his life experience into the art of composition and to make his life 

in the process. The end of poetry was the ~ and we find this idea 

expressed in his Notebooks. especially in his Latin transcriptions of Petrarch 

whose works reflected an attitude toward spirit, imagination, and age that were 

like his own. 

In one example he records a letter from Petrarch to a friend on the 

occasion of his friend's birthday. Petrarch says that in old age it is "great to 

praise friends" and to recall how wonderful youth was; "Dignity," he complains, 

"burdens old age with a gentle grace." The point of the letter seems to be that 

although youth has its excitement and "licence," we tend to "quickly regret 
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trying to recall" the excesses of youth. Petrarch explains, "Shame may arise. 

Growing old is a tranquil uproar." However, he offers a solution. Although 

our "understanding bristles with fear," we need to return to our youth in old 

age and dedicate a holy place within us. Youth, like spring, is a season that we 

can live in again and receive "a powerful consolation: the presence of friends 

that is ground for wide inhabiting." His advice, finally, is that the secret to the 

power of age is to "gather up the garlic, " the spice of our lives, and use our 

imagination to shape what we desire from our experiences. To do that we 

need to embrace our mistakes; "to live well is to know pain." We should, he 

concludes, "Lament with a sense of the present what we have thrown away" 

(Notebook 4 4178). 

Thus, the answer to the problem of age seems to be an imaginative bonding 

of our memories in order to include what we might have been with what we 

are. The "shaping Imagination" creates an alternate life where we may 

maintain an ambiguous and somewhat ironic vision of ourselves. In such a 

"vision" our past is present to us and our friends co-inhabit our memories. 

Coleridge often locked his most private thoughts in Latin. In translating 

the letter I notice, however, an attitude toward the ends of imagination that are 

harmonious with an attitude found in all his writings. In the main, the attitude 

suggests the poet does not need to be a "virile youth," but that the intricacies 

and richness of a life composed as a poem in old age is worthy of our 



consideration. 

The litany Against Coleridge 

And all who hear should see them there, 
And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 
His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 
Weave a circle round him thrice, 
and close your eyes with holy dread •... 

- "Kubla Khan" 
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On the one hand, Coleridge is considered a failure as a poet because, in 

old age, his inspiration failed him. On the other hand, he is considered a 

failure because he was too much like the mad spector in Kubla Khan. We can 

find both of these charges against him in a traditional litany of complaints, and 

this litany comprises the bulk of the second common-place belief about 

Coleridge. I take the main source of the litany to be Hazlitt's The Spirit of 

The Age Or. Contemporazy Portraits. 

Hazlitt's satire and wit combine with his bias against Coleridge to create a 

portrait of Coleridge that effectively "weaves a circle" around him in. The 

thinking seems to run this way: "Coleridge was a genius who wasted his life on 

drugs and unrequited love. He was at once too much a libertine and too 

religious. Thus, his worth is limited by his lack of character. He was not 

worthy of the gifts he was born with." 

In his portrait, Hazlitt manages to praise his genius while denying his worth 
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as a writer and a human being and in the process not only defines Coleridge as 

a literary freak but also reveals a prejudice toward an alternate approach to 

composing that reverberates all the way into our classrooms. 

Hazlitt's litany against Coleridge begins with his protesting that his 

brilliance focuses on the pas~ the "'dark rearward and abyss' of thought" (46). 

Thus, Coleridge is not interested in progress, and he is too mystical as well. 

Next, Coleridge is "tangenti~" and although he "pursues knowledge as a 

mistress" he cannot "embrace knowledge" (46). Here, I suppose, HazIitt 

manages to remind those who knew about Coleridge's unrequited love for 

Sarah Hutchinson, who would not allow him to "embrace" her either, and in a 

rather common metaphor implies Coleridge could never consummate his 

relationship with knowledge. He's a poe~ Hazlitt continues. but a bad one 

because he's too philosophical, and he "talks" better than he writes. His prose 

is "abortive," and "obscurity" is its "most frequent characteristic" (55). In fact, 

Hazlitt contends, "'The Ancient Mariner" is the only "production" he could "with 

any confidence put into any person's hands ... " (54). The reasons for his 

judgment of Coleridge is that character flaws keep him from flllfil1ing his 

potential. Coleridge's problem is that he 

delights in nothing but episodes and digressions, neglects 
whatever he undenakes to perform, and can act only on 
spontaneous impulses without object or method. He cannot be 
constrained by mastery. (57) 
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All this, of course, could be damaging enough, but Hazlitt also maintains 

Coleridge is not concerned with his readers but instead foaJses on "things 

mightier and more various· (49). Also, Coleridge has turned to drugs as a way 

of keeping the poetic virility that he had as a youth. Drugs, he says, are ·other 

stimulants that "keep up the intoxicating dream, the fever and the madness of 

his early impressions." and because of his failing poetic powers Coleridge has 

not only taken to drugs but has given in to conservative ideas or, "fallen prey" 

to -rile hag legitimacy" (53). 

Hazlitt's witty list of charges is an e:rnmple of what Coleridge would call 

the dangerous half-truths that might excite a reader to -rile most malignant 

passions· (Biowwhia Uteraria 85), and his notes to himself reveal his personal 

reaction to the attack: "Mr. H[ azlitt?] in his list of Slander and in the rampancy 

of his malice first commits a rape upon my words, and then arraigns them as 

unchaste" anqyirin~ Spirit 207). Hazlitt's assertions provide examples of 

Coleridge's contention that fum are not truths. and that they shouldn't make 

an argument. We can confirm. in other words, that Coleridge was addicted to 

Laudanum. that his prose is labyrinthine, and that he was concerned with 

legitimizing tradition. However, for each charge against his character and 

methods there is a factual refutation, based on the testimony of others who 

knew and read him. The facts are not the argument. the argument is Hazlitt's. 

The issue is complicated by Coleridge's own tendency to attack himself 
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on the same grounds, a tendency he found in keeping with his 0Jristian 

principles and supponed by the example of Saint Augustine's Confessions. 

Tnere's no doubt that Coleridge could be harder on himself when it came to 

charging he had failed at poetry or been -seduced into the ACCURSED Habit

of Laudanum hecanse of his physical pain (Selected Letters 173). A1so, one of 

Coleridge's sustained concerns was that he was not underst~ and he knew 

bener than most the dangers of writing prose in the voice he chose. 

But Hazlin's notion that Coleridge had no method or ends suggests an 

ignorance of both Coleridge's intentions and his techniques. Whereas Hazlin 

values a finished product, Coleridge more often values the speculative act of 

composition. and his products were parts of a whole greater than each 

individual composition. Where Hazlin values strict clarity and a linear 

approach to composition. Coleridge revels in ambiguity to the end of creating 

new knowledge through a dialectic and chooses the circle as the metaphor for 

composition's activity rather than the straight line. It is the circle that returns 

to its point of depanure-the self. 

As Hazlin concludes his portrait of Coleridge, he uses the Coleridge of 

his creation as a foil to enlarge the reputation of Godwin. "Mr. Coleridge," he 

says, "has flirted with the Muses as \\ith a set of mistresses. Mr. Godwin has 

married twice. to Reason and Fancy. and has to boast no short-lived progeny 

by each" (57). Thus. he uses the Coleridge of his creation as a contrasting 
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figure to elevate Godwin. In his Portraits. Hazlitt not only establishes a litany 

of charges against Coleridge but establishes a model for belitt1ing Coleridge 

that became the model for Coleridean Psyco-criticism. 

Evidence of this approach to Coleridge is legion. John Ruskin's letter to 

the Reverend Walter Brown in 1843, reprinted in Harold Bloom's edition of 

The Uteraty Criticism of John Ruskin. is a demonstration of how the litany 

against Coleridge gets repeated, handed from Hazlitt to Ruskin to Bloom. In 

the letter, which Bloom entitles "Coleridge and Wordsworth," Ruskin begins by 

praising Coleridge's "Ancient Mariner and Christabel" and then proceeds: 

But after all Coleridge is nothing more 
than an intellectual opium-eater-
a man of many crude though lovely thoughts-
of confused though brilliant jmagination, liable to 
much error ... indolent to a degree, and 
evidently and always thinking without discipline; 
letting the fine brains God gave him work 
themselves irregularly and without end or 
object •.. Coleridge may be the better 
poet, but surely it admits no question which is 
the better man ... his writings are those of a 
benevolent man in a fever. (1) 

Here, added to Hazlitt's list of charges, is the suggestion that Coleridge was an 

inferior man to Wordsworth. A charge Coleridge would probably agree with 

but none the less an added moral dimension to the litany. What Ruskin misses 

of Hazlitt's litany, that Coleridge fell prey to "the hag legitimacy," Bloom 

provides in the introduction to the collection, judging that "it is Coleridge 
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whose criticism is distorted by the claims of conventional morality and 

institutional religion, and not Ruskin" (xxiii). 

Further evidence of the enduring nature of the litany can be found in a 

recent article in The New Yorker. Brad Leithauser's review of Richard 

Holmes' Colerid~: Early Visions suggests how ingrained Hazlitt's image of 

Coleridge really is. After nodding in Holme's direction, Leithauser begins to 

recite the litany: 

One would suppose it now beyond question that he fell far short 
of his artistic promise. Even his stanchest advocates typically 
concede that there are not many top flight poems and that most 
of them were composed early in his career .... Why did 
Coleridge and his Muse enjoy such a short fling? (68) 

Coleridge, we see, is still unmarried to the Muse, still a failed poet. Leithauser 

continues to repeat the litany. He was an "intoxicated youth" who "did some 

spectacular floundering around." Coleridge was not as hard working at poetry 

as Wordsworth. He was prone to mystical wanderings. He was at his best 

when "his passions came forth so pell-mell as to force the poems form to take 

shape around them." He was too much a philosopher. Finally," ... Coleridge 

clung dearly to that touch of divine madness which is the poet's natural 

province and prerogative" (68-73). 

Leithauser focuses on the image of the radical-romantic poet, and 

forgoes the charge of conservativism. Still, there is no mention in Leithauser's 

summary of Coleridge's character of his speculative writings and his preaching, 
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no suggestion of his hard work as a craftsman, no indication of his struggle to 

unite the disparate passions of his life into a unity. We might assume, of 

course, that Leithauser is simply reacting to Holmes' biography, but the litany, 

in any case, gets repeated, and it's important to note how any biography of 

Coleridge automatically suggests the litany. Even when the writer wants to 

praise Coleridge he condemns him. 

Hazlitt's litany provides us with a kind of pleasure we might get if we're 

interested in side shows. The litany is a diversion and a serious one. It 

becomes problematic for us when we allow the expose of Coleridge's life to 

keep us from recognizing his value as a teacher and rhetorician. For example, 

Coleridge rejected the notion that inspiration was all a writer needed, and yet 

the image of Coleridge as the Romantic poet who desires only to be an "Eolian 

Harp" stays with us. And where literary critics use Coleridge as a foil to 

brighten the reputation of other literary figures, composition theorists use him 

to brighten empirically based composition models. The bulk of Coleridge's 

work emphasizes ways of using inspiration in conjunction with hard work and 

the materials provided for us by our observations, yet because of his literary 

reputation, theorists like linda Flower claim Coleridge's usefulness for us as 

composition instructors ends with "Kubla Kban," that he presents us only with 

"the myth of inspiration" rather than with practical ways of composing 

(Problem-Solving Strategies for Writing 33-35). It's not that Flower is wrong in 
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suggesting that we need more than inspiration in order to compose, and she 

has done much to help us find models for writing, but she's wrong in suggesting 

that the body of Coleridge's writing is limited to that kind of suggestion. Uke 

Flower, most theorists in composition studies have accepted Hazlitt's image of 

the literary Coleridge as the only image. Therefore, we do not look carefully 

enough at his methods and his rhetorical motive from which those methods 

grow. 

The "Other Romantic": Language, Imagination, 

and Coleridge's Habitual Character 

It is not the motives govern the man but it 
is the man that makes the motives: and these 
indeed are so various, mutable and chameleon
like that it is often as difficult as 
fortunately it is a matter of indifference, to 
determine what a man's motive is for this or 
that particular action. A wise man will rather 
inquire what the person's general objects are
What does he habitually wish? 
- Colerid~e on Lo~c and Learnin~ (122) 

The third, major common-place maxim about Coleridge has to do with 

his relationship with Wordsworth and his theory of imagination. His dispute 

with Wordsworth, a dispute that deals with a distinction between his views and 

Wordsworth's on the imagination and language, often focuses our attention on 



his personal relationships and the combative part of his nature. The thinking 

might be phrased in this way: "Wordsworth was a better poet and person 

than Coleridge because while Coleridge is an authoritarian and a 

conservative, Wordsworth takes a more generous approach to writing and 

language, vindicating the language of the poor and disenfranchised." 

68 

The implications of Coleridge's theory of imagination has been the subject 

of consistent scholarly debate and concern. I. A Richards' Colerid~ On 

Imagination. Owen Barfield's What Colerid~ ThouWt. and James Englell's 

The Creative Imagination. Enli~htenment to Romanticism are examples of the 

detailed critiques and explanations of his metaphysical and literary reasons for 

defining imagination as he does. But, while his theory of imagination is 

probably his most famous theory, and while the debate he constructs for 

Wordsworth and himself is probably the most famous literary debate, little has 

been said about the rhetorical implications of either definition or dispute. 

Much of our image of him, comes to us through literary criticism and 

what might loosely be called character analysis. There's a scholarly excitement 

in catching him up in some error, whether it be his philosophical speculations 

or his "failing powers" as a poet. However, we might well ask what he 

"habitually" wished for rather than focus on what is "mutable and chameleon," 

and his consistent motive is not difficult to gather from his works once we 

acknowledge his rhetorical intentions. Throughout his life he repeated his 
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betrothal to certain basic principles. 

In October 1826, for example, he reaffirms his commitment to his basic 

beliefs in a letter to his friend and benefactor James Gmman, Jr., stating that 

his primary concern is with the educational imperative of helping create a 

person who "walks in the light of his own consciousness" (Selected Letters 253). 

His aim, he says, is to offer students an education by giving them the methods 

to ~ the "laws of the human mind" so that they might train "the germs of 

free-agency in the Individual-Educatio quae liberum facit [education, which 

makes one free]" (253). In fact, "all knowledge ... that enlightens and 

h"beralizes, is a form of Self-Knowledge" (254). The letter reaffirms Coleridge's 

prime motives throughout his career, and those motives focus on the 

individual's power to create a self through an involvement with language and 

the constructive power of words. His main concern he confides to his friend is 

"Grammar, Logic, Rhetoric, or the Art of Composition" (254). Thus, 

Coleridge's habitual wish was involved with the methods and structures of 

composition and education, and any system that ran contrary to his assertion 

that an individual needed a sustained and personal involvement with knowledge 

through composition brought him immediately to the defense of his active 

system of thought. 

The distinction between Coleridge and the other Romantics often 

escape us, because he shares the fundamental assertions of Wordsworth, Keats, 
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and Shelly. However, once we focus on the issue of how knowledge is 

constructed, on pedagogy and composition, what is subtle becomes more 

obvious. In "The Sympathetic Imagination in Eighteenth-Century English 

Criticism," Walter Jackson Bate states that the imaginative participation in "the 

other" was a common "mm" for the Romantics. The purpose of writing about 

something was the complete, if only momentary, identification with the subject 

so that the writer lost his identity in the other (144). The important aspect of 

the writing is an "enthusiastic" absorption in the subject, and the quasimystical 

notion of complete identification was an ideal to be strived for. If I might use 

a rather common saying by way of illustration, Bates seems to be suggesting the 

British Romantics wanted us to "walk in someone else's shoes." Coleridge, 

however, would not place the emphasis on a loss of identity in another but 

rather on the renewed identity gained through the act of reflecting on a 

momentary co-mingling with a subject. Coleridge's version of the common 

saying might be, "Walk in someone's shoes. Go home and put on your own 

shoes. Reflect on how both pairs fit. If you find reason enough, buy a new 

pair of shoes or fix your old ones, and remember to thank the other for letting 

you wear his shoes". The illustration is indeed common, but it suggests, I think, 

the tenets of Coleridge's system for rhetorical thinking. 

In the main, Coleridge agreed with enough of the Romantic agenda that 

the tendency has been to lump Coleridge together with the Romantics and then 
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to shove him into a scholarly comer because he does not fit the definition of 

the literary Romantic. William K. Wimsatt Jr. and Oeanth Brooks' Litenuy 

Criticism: A Short Histoty serves as a generic example. The writers suggest 

that Coleridge's debate about language and jmagination with Wordsworth in 

Bio~phia Literaria is basically a debate founded on personality conflicts, 

Coleridge makes "patronizing distinctions," and there is no substantial 

difference between Coleridge's theory of imagination and Wordsworth's except 

that Coleridge's theory is "complicated" by German Transcendental thought 

(390). Such a summary dismissal of the distinctions Coleridge thought 

substantial enough to bring him to write Biowaphia Uteraria suggests the kind 

of popular-academic thinking about Coleridge that is an obstacle for our 

claiming him for our time, and it's important to focus, here, on the rhetorical 

implications of Coleridge's disagreement with Wordsworth in order to clarify 

his worth to us as a teacher and a rhetorician. 

Imagination, Language, and Presence 

We might recall at the start of such an investigation Coleridge's habitual 

concerns (1) the role of the active, imaginative mind in making knowledge and 

character, (2) the significant role of language in creating a link between us, our 

ideas, and the ideas of others, and (3) a belief in the importance of recognizing 

the presence of another in our textual interactions. These fundamental 



concerns are the basis for his dispute with Wordsworth, and he recognized, 

perhaps, a rhetorical opportunity in the dispute with Wordsworth to advance 

his primary arguments. 
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Coleridge's disagreement with Wordsworth, as he sets it forth in the 

BiQWlphia. is his rhetorical opportunity to highlight the role of the active mind 

in the construction of knowledge and in the imagination's power to establish 

relationships, often through the epistemic power of language, that allow the 

composer to create a personal but spiritual~. He argues that the source of 

our knowledge making is not a rustic life or the splintering tendency of 

chameleon vision, but it is the faith in the presence of another co-mingling with 

us in a act of universal dialogue. The distinction is a substantial one, and it's 

true, I think, that he was excessive at times in attempting to draw the 

distinctions necessary to his dialectic. As he later stated in Aids To Reflection. 

Coleridge wanted to suggest that our relationship with language should be one 

that involves not only our active and conscious participation but one that 

requires a considerable education about the nature of words and language as 

well. He quotes Galen, "Confusion in our knowledge of words makes confusion 

in our knowledge of things," and suggests along with Epicetetus that the study 

of words is the beginning of education (183). It's not enough, consequently, to 

simply want to imitate the speech of the rustic or to reach a state of primitive 

emotion where the composer might be inspired enough to write in the right 



kind of language. "The best part of human language," he says 

.•• is derived from reflections on the acts of the mind itself. 
It is formed by a voluntary appropriation of fixed symbols to 
internal acts, to processes and results of imagination, the greater 
part of which have no place in the consciousness of uneducated 
man; though in civilized society, by imitation and passive 
remembrance of what they hear from their religious 
instructors and other superiors, the most uneducated share in the 
harvest which they neither sowed or reaped. (Biwphia 
Uteraria 197). 
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If we disregard, for a moment, the jangle created in our sensibilities by 

the word "superiors," we can begin to recognize Coleridge's arguments for the 

epistemic power of language. He continues to suggest that if the history of a 

particular phrase or word were traced we might well find that it ~ at one 

time, the "exclusive property of the universities and schools" and then passed 

from school to pulpit to farmer. 

Such an approach to language does not ingratiate Coleridge with 

Rousseauians. but Coleridge maintained there was a strong linguistic 

relationship between educational institutions, speculative thinkers, religious 

leaders and preachers, and the rustic that Wordsworth wrote about. Tradition 

and language interpenetrate. Language is one of the primary ways we are able 

to make the past present in our lives. Coleridge's linguistic concern for making 

the past present (and the people of the past who spoke the language) is also 

his primary concern in defining the imagination as he does. In the effort to 

recognize and describe the source of composition's power, Coleridge contrasted 
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his views to theories that suggest writers need to enter the state of innocence 

and then passively transmit what they experience to a reader. Instead, he 

suggests, the unifying source for composition is the active mind of the composer 

in concert with a presence he signifies by the "I AM." 

A Rhetorical View of Coleridge's Imagination, 

Making a Body for Presence 

There are many definitions of presence, and the issue of whether 

presence exists at ~ in text or otherwise, is a significant one. Those who 

define presence usually derive their definitions out of three main views. In the 

first view, presence is an ideal, a Platonic form that somehow embodies truth in 

an abstract and mathematical way and without the use of the senses. This view 

is the foundation of rationalism. The second view considers presence as an 

awareness of another, either the Presence of God or the presence of another 

human being, and this awareness is both temporal and spacial in that we sense 

this presence now and in the space provided by the text. In text, this means 

that the words are signs pointing toward presence and inviting us to recognize 

it; it is the view we most associate with voice. The third view denies presence 

altogether, asserting that since we cannot recognize presence with our senses it 

does not exist, and this means we have nothing in the text but the sign, the 

words. 
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As I understand them. the attacks on presence as an idea and 

experience stem from three basic approaches that roughly coincide with the 

these three views. In the first, presence is denounced as an effort to enlist 

divine authority to the service of whatever group is in power. Presence is 

viewed as a tool that is used by the ruling elite in any community, academic or 

otherwise, to coerce the disenfrancbised. This view equates presence to the 

authority of the church and sees it as one of the "opiates of the masses." The 

second critique suggests we have devalued text by assuming it is only the 

servant of spoken communication. Much of Derrida's agenda, I think, has been 

to suggest that text has at least as much value as the spoken word. Of course, 

Jasper Neel puts it bener in Plato. Derrida. and Writin~ He explains that 

Derrida is against a perspective of writing "in the narrow sense," where "writing 

appears in history only because of speech's inability to remain present in time" 

(112). There is, indeed, a strong relationship between presence and voice, and 

the implication is that this kind of presence, in the rhetorical sense, places too 

much emphasis on style and figures. We see Chaim Perelman's and OIbrechts

Tyteca critique of this view of presence in The New Rhetoric where they 

suggests that the attempt to make '"things future and remote appear as 

present,' that is, to create presence, calls for special efforts of presentation. 

For this purpose all kinds of litenuy techniques and a number of rhetorical 

figures have been developed" (289). Here, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 
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suggestS that presence is style, and writers create it. Thus, the rhetorician is an 

illusio~ tricking the reader with effects. There is little need, in this 

desaiption of presence, for a relationship between the writer and anyone or 

anything else, style makes things happen, and presence is reduced to the 

product of a technique. The third attack on the idea of presence holds that 

any experience of presence is mystical-it may exist but cannot be 

communicated because it is specific to each individual. In this view, defining 

presence is like trying to nail down a puff of air. Many believe the effort is 

doomed to a slow turning on an axis of irrelevanqr. In empirical terms, the 

diCOlssion is simply unimportant or trivial. This does not mean scientists are 

uninterested in spiritual concerns. It means that given the offering of choices 

available to empirical research, those things we cannot measure or count are 

simply not relevant. Since it cannot be audited by the senses, presence is 

something unsubstantiated. 

StiR we all recognize that it's important to deal with 

such subjects in order to give them substance if we are to understand them in 

any way. Much of what we value in the humanist tradition rests on our ability 

to substantiate those values that we can understand mili: through the 

descriptions we give them in language. In order to validate our sense of these 

abstractions, we need confirmation; otherwise our experience is idiosyncratic. 

Therefore. the testimony of others. their \\imessing to the reality of such 
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abstractions, is essential to our undemanding them and accepting them as true 

experiences. 

For Coleridge presence was an experience of another, and although our 

voice or style in writing might invite another to join us, voice does not ~ 

presence. It exists already. As he suggests in his "Desiderata," we are all 

"witnesses to the ~ presence," and "harbors of vital completeness." We are, 

in other words, linked to one another through the consolations of a presence he 

calls the "I AM," and our awareness or consciousness of that link is important 

to our ability to compose. It is, in fact, the difference between an organic and 

mechanistic composition. In "Appendix B" to Shedd's edition of A yY 

Sermon. Coleridge defines the difference in terms of living composition as 

opposed to the composition of "death," and in a "living and spiritual" 

composition two "counter-powers actually interpenetrate each other, and 

generate a higher third, including both the former, ita tamen ut sit alia et 

mcijor" (470). There is a shift, he suggests in Latin, in our perspective. That 

new perspective becomes a new "major" ground for our actions. We make and 

remake ourselves in the process, and in order for this to happen we must have 

an awareness of another in our text so that we might indeed "interpenetrate" 

with the other. Thus, the awareness of the other in the text is a primary 

concern for Coleridge's entire system of composition, and his definition of 

imagination in Biogrnphia is intended to further clarify the activity of presence 
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in the act of composing our knowledge and how we are, as in his "Desiderata," 

all "changing voices of the spirit" (Notebooks 2 3553). 

Thus, as we recall Coleridge's definition of the Primary and Secondary 

Imagination, we also need to recall first that he wants us to distinguish between 

them and not divide them: They are one interactive unit with the imagination 

acting as a bridge between those things we can audit with our senses and those 

things we cannot. Secondly, we should recognize that whenever Coleridge 

refers to the "I AM" he is directing our attention to Presence with a capital f. 

In his ~ he suggests the "I AM" is the spirit of the word and the word as it 

is spoken or written becomes 

an act, a going forth, a manifestation, a something which is 
distinguishable from the mind ... and yet inseparable from it ... 
without the mind the word would cease to be a word, it would be 
a sound, a noise. (82) 

The "I AM" signifies the presence of the speaker and writer, and if we 

are of a spiritual bent we might believe that the word in someway embodies 

the presence of God as well as the composer and makes the character of both 

substantial. We must be aware, he suggests in LQgk, "of the unidividual and 

transcendent character of the reason as a presence to the human mind. .. " (69). 

Considering these things, his definition of the primary imagination is the 

definition of presence and its activity in the act of composing, and it's also a 

description of how reason permeates our perceptions through the awareness of 
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presence. Presence is the body of Reason, the location where our thinking, our 

intellectual intuitions, and our emotions meet. Presence is the bond between 

the primary and secondary imagination; it "echoes" through all our mindful 

activities. Thus, 

[t]he primary jmagination I hold to be the 
living power and prime agent of all human perception, 

and as a repetition in the finite mind of the 
eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM. The 
secondary I consider as an echo of the former, 
co-existing with the conscious will, yet still 
as identical with the primary in the kind of its 
agency, and differing only in degree, and in the 
mode of its operation. (167) 

Coleridge is advancing his argument that there is a transaction between 

Presence and our world and that we are the composers of that transaction. 

Where the "I AM" signifies absolute Presence, the individual character, created 

through the habits and methods of composition signifies another kind of 

presence, and "echo" of the first-our spiritual~. 

What Coleridge is working at in his theory of imagination is the way 

spirit become substantial through our efforts. That act Coleridge claims has 

"practical" implications. For him, a disembodied truth was not truth at all. An 

active mind creates knowledge through our relationship with presence, and we 

are all mediators witnessing to Presence in the world, the "changing voices of 

the spirit. " 

All shared experience is a dialogue. His definition of imagination is 



80 

founded, therefore, on a rhetorical act-the establishing of a communicative 

relationship among the "I AM," human kind, and all experience, including 

nature and Wordsworth's primal state of wonder. The literary focus on 

Coleridge's imagination is often interesting and helpful. However, what we 

learn from viewing Coleridge's dispute with Wordsworth as a dispute over 

pedagogy is that Coleridge's motives throughout the Biomphia Literaria were 

pedagogical and consistent with his motives throughout his career. We may 

recognize, then, the way the imagination, presence, education, tradition, and 

language merge in his works to suggest methods of generative interpretation 

and personal compositions. In an early draft of ~ found in Alice Snyder's 

Coleridge On Logic and Learning. he explains how dialectic and composition 

should work. 

Dialogue he suggests is important to our learning the arts of 

composition or what he calls "Dialogic, or Dialogistic Art" Dialogue teaches 

us, if it is a true dialogue where we are involved in an actual transaction with 

the people in the dialogue and not just acting as a ventriloquist, or "[0 ]ne man 

is speaking all the while, but every now and then he alters his voice into a 

semi-squeak and would fain make it appear to proceed from some doll or man 

of straw ... " (60). Once we learn the process and method of a true 

philosophical dialogue, we gain an ease with the elements of composition, we 

find ourselves at ease with the terminology and "forms of reasoning." We may 



then use Aristotle's approach to rhetoric, he says, "improved" by "more 

illustration." I take his reference to further illustration to be indicative of his 

concern for our personal involvement with the topic; he envisioned a 

composition based on a more personal and speculative voice than Aristotle 

seemed, in his readings, to allow. Coleridge then offers a way to teach the 

dialogic form: 

Remember your own state of mind when the 
subject was new to you-the different passions 
of premature contempt, undue admiration, imaginations 
that you had understood what you had not or had 
imperfectly understood, you objections, your 
difficulties-place these in actual language in 
the mouth of the scholar and answer them as 
naturally in your own character and present state 
of mind and you will have formed a true Philosophical 
Dialogue for the purpose of instruction which does 
not require the representation of different characters, 
but of the same mind in two different states made 
co-present by the natural fiction of two persons, 
one actually in that state which the other must 
formally have been. ... There does not exist a 
more important rule nor one more fruitful in its 
consequences, moral as well as logical, than the 
rule of connecting our present mind with our past
from the breach of it result almost all the pernicious 
errors in our education of children and indeed our 
general treatment of our fellow creatures. (60) 
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As writing teachers we might recognize an outline for a unit on writing 

dialogues. First, we might preface the dialogue with the kinds of heuristics 

Coleridge suggests, where students explore the topic through timed writings, 

free writing, and through the reading of texts related to the topics that interest 
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them. Next, we might organize a formal dialogue for them. They choose a 

setting, two or more characters, engage those characters in conversation until 

they identify a conflict between them, discuss their conflict, and come to some 

kind of resolution or agreement. Then, we might have the students rewrite the 

dialogue in an essay format, "which does not require the representation of 

different characters." In concluding the unit, we might evaluate the kinds of 

arguments and appeals our students used in the process and see if they have 

written an essay that is more logical, persuasive, and interesting than they had 

written when they did not use this process and call attention to the differences 

between their other essays and this one so they might use the approaches that 

are most effective for them again. 

Dialogic writing, or dialogue, is a generative act of imaginative 

interpretation. and for this to happen writers need to have faith that there is a 

possibility to connect with the mind of the other, a faith in a presence that 

permeates not only space but history and cultures as well. The only foundation 

Coleridge could accept for this faith was a commitment to the perspective of 

imagin.ation that allowed us to identify with a source common to all of us, the 

"I AM." For him truth was presence, truth was~. For him imagination 

was a rhetorical imagination involved in the Platonic rhetoric that suggests we 

must know ourselves well in order to argue well and return from our disputes 

to know ourselves better. 



Chapter 4 

Theory and Background of Coleridge's Rhetoric: 

Ecclesiastical Rhetoric 

The tendency of modem scholarship 
to neglect the contribution of pulpit 
oratory to English literary history 
arises from a failure to appreciate the 
importance that sermons once had in 
secular as well as religious life. 
- Downey (1) 

Whatever the reasons, the reputation enjoyed by preachers during the 

eighteenth and even nineteenth century is gone. In England, preachers like 
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Joseph Butler, George Berkeley, Laurence Stern, and John Wesley influenced 

whole generations of writers and thinkers just as John Donne, Jeremy Taylor, 

and John Tillotson had the century before. We recognize a few of these 

"Divines" for their rhetorical contributions, but little has been said about 

Coleridge's influence. Coleridge was by disposition and education a preacher. 

In a recent conversation, Gerald McNiece said his zeal for preaching even 

brought his friends to try to lure him from the pulpit so that his talents might 

be spent on more literary pursuits. They even conspired to pay him to write 

rather than preach through an anonymous benefactor. Coleridge discovered 

their plan. It failed. Throughout his career, preaching remained the consistent 

rhetorical influence. He preached. He studied the English Divines, St. 
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Augustine, and the writings of mystics. He explained religions significant to 

political thought, philosophy, and logic. Preaching was Coleridge's consummate 

joy, and I believe he adopted Ecclesiastical rhetoric to both his system of 

thinking and composing. 

The Spiritual Appeal 

The relationship between rhetoric and Coleridge's system of thinking has 

much to do with his appeal to a spiritual ~. Ecclesiastical rhetoric's success 

hinges on our acceptance of that ethic or, to focus more sharply, on our 

acceptance of the idea that we are somehow bound together by a common 

good or an eternal motive. Rhetoric and religion interpenetrate where 

persuasion becomes a matter of changing an individual's character through the 

creation of a spiritual~. As Coleridge says in Chapter 12 of BioIDAPhia 

Literaria "We begin with the I KNOW MYSELF, in order to end with the 

absolute I AM. We proceed from the self, in order to lose and find all self in 

God" (154). 

Downey claims that the authority of the pulpit was weakened, and its 

functions appropriated by other agencies (1). Still, the desire to appeal to the 

highest common good continues to motivate rhetoricians. In Language Is 

Sennonic. Richard Weaver contends that when we are asking others to 

cooperate with us in anything we should be doing so by "asking in the name of 



85 

their highest good," and that this "quasi-religious metaphysics" finds its 

representation in Western Ovilization "in the language of theism" (212). Thus 

for Weaver, the appeal to an ultimate spiritual good is if not the ultimate 

appeal at least the starting place of all appeals. One succinct description of 

this appeal is found in Simone Well's "On Human Obligations." Well asserts 

that there is a reality outside what is accessible to human faculties and that our 

faith in the validity of that reality is essential to our working together since we 

are all linked to that reality once we acknowledge it: 

It is impossible to feel equal respect for things that 
are in fact unequal unless the respect is given to 
something identical in all of them. Men are 
unequal in all their relations with the things of this 
world, without exception. The only thing that is 
identical in all men is the presence of a link with 
the reality outside the world. (133) 

The desire to find a common ground (something that allows for mutual respect 

in discourse) "links" us to Ecclesiastical rhetoric. The agreement to have faith 

in such a "reality" gives the writer or speaker a warrant to appeal to the 

common good. Whatever the fate of Pulpit rhetoric, we continue to be 

motivated by the spiritual appeal. 

Faith's Rhetorical and Logical Dimension. Coleridge's "Reason" 



The first great Truth which all men hold implicit 
and the knowledge of which it is the highest 
business of education to make explicit" ut sciamns 
nos scire-in other words, to lead the mind to reflect 
on its knowledge and by reflection to bring it 
forward into distinct consciousness-the first great 
Truth is-GOD. This unfolded (-or rendered 
gcite) amounts to-God is: and is self existent 
and a pure Spirit. (Notebook 4 4644) 

Whenever we think of Ecclesiastical rhetoric, the most obvious 

associations we make are those associations evident in religion and faith. 

Although he was a Christian, Coleridge kept a broad view of faith while 

promoting the benefits of a Christian belief. His writings had a religious 

motive, even those writings that seem to deal most directly with subjects not 
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thought to be religious. The reason for this is that Coleridge's entire rhetoric 

and composition system is based on faith. Most of the studies about Coleridge 

and his thinking begin with his self-declared focus for his own thinking and 

writing: the division between reason and understanding. Much of the 

discussion is fruitful. However, the emphasis seems to be upon the distinction 

between the two and not upon their relationship, and Coleridge's main 

theoretical concern was with their relationship. Also, it may be that Coleridge 

himself, in his desire to explore all the interesting possibilities of reason, 

compounded the definition to the point that his primary meaning for reason 

sometimes escapes us. The key to unlocking the riddle is to simply acknowledge 

its religious significance. 



It's entirely possible that Coleridge inherited his definition of reason 

from St. Augustine as much as from Kant. He writes: 

Believe (says Augustine) and to understand willbe 
the result and reward of thy Belief.-In all things 
worth knowing our knowledge is in exact 
proportion to our failIl .... (Notebook 4 4611) 

The basic tenet of knowledge in Augustine's system was fides qyaerens 

intellectum or "faith seeking understanding." For Augustine, there were twin 
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roads to knowledge, the first through simple faith and the second through a 

developed understanding (20); for Augustine, as for Coleridge, true knowledge 

was impossJ."ble without faith. When we look at Augustine's definition of reason 

in The Essential Au~tine. we find that his definition of reason does not differ 

in any great degree from Coleridge's. Fust, reason has a basic logical function 

and simply means "gaze of the mind, or the attention turned toward an abject 

(ratio). This aspectuS mentis is the same logical function as Coleridge's first 

activity of logic-"behold" (see Chapter 5). Next, when the reason is directed 

toward God, the aspectus mentis is transformed into ratio superior or the 

superior reason. At this point, it becomes an ontological principle (the cause 

of being and action); it becomes the rationes aeternae or the divine archetypes 

or patterns. Finally, reason is the source of growth or the living principle, not 

unlike Plato's rationes seminales-the ideal (see "Appendix Ill" of The Essential 

Au~stine). In this formula, it equals "faith." For Coleridge the highest 



knowledge is the knowledge that includes both reason and understanding. or 

the knowledge that follows both of Augustine's paths-simple faith and 

developed understanding. 

Reason and Understanding-the Synthesis 
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For our purposes. we can recognize Coleridge's reason as those things which 

are innritive and unspoken and the understanding as those things which can be 

said Coleridge'S rhetorical system thus is designed to allow for an constant 

enfolding and unfolding of the spoken with the unspeakable. the highest good 

being when the two are in some way joined through the act of composition. 

When we forget Coleridge's ultimate warrant of the highest good, we often fail 

to note how he works to keep both reason and understanding within our view 

at all times in his writing. ~ for e:tample. is Coleridge's hymn to the 

understanding, yet it demonstrates that it is impossible without reason. Even 

the most disciplined Coleridge scholars sometimes miss this. J. R. de J. 

Jackson says in the introduction to the work that. "[t]he ~ like the CritiQlle 

of Pure Reason. restricts its discussion to the limits and procedures of the 

understanding. It does not deal directly with sense experience and the pure 

reason" (ixv). However, Coleridge never wanders far from "pure reason," and 

his references to the "Logos," and the discussions of the verb substantive "I Am" 

allow him to keep his favorite religious ideas within the \-;ew of the reader and 
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within his own view as he composes. Thus, although Jackson claims there is 

little of the ~ that deals with reason, Coleridge indeed includes it in the 

discussion of logic and the functions of logic. There is, in other words, a 

religious motive to Coleridge's ~ Include faith in the logical operation and 

the processes of the understanding. As with his poetry, dealing mostly with 

"sense experiencc," and his philosophical and religious writings that seek to 

invoke Reason.. his ~ expresses a continuum linking the ineffable with what 

can be said 

Faithful composition requires that the thinker feel ideas and think 

deeply about feelings. As, Gerald McNiece points out in The KnQwled~ that 

Endures. Coleridge believed we should meditate on ideas until they become 

feelings. In tum, it seems, we should also meditate on feelings until they 

become ideas. In a letter to John Thelwall Coleridge writes, "I feel strongly, 

and I think strongly; but I seldom feel without thinking, or think without 

feeling" (41). His declaration is not, I believe., an empty boast about his ability 

to think. Rather, it is an indication of the ~ he sees the process of thinking 

working toward a unified perspective of any topic: What we feel we must work 

to make idea, and what ideas we have deserve our emotional participation. 

Coleridge believes faith is the starting point and "staple" in the chain of 

thinking which constitutes the process whereby we make knowledge through the 

union of thinking and feeling. Mainly, he equates intuition with faith. and faith 
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with a state of perception that allows us to focus our attention long enough to 

understand something. In logical terminology, intuition allows us to "behold" 

something: The composer views the contemplated object as "indistinguishable" 

from self and is aware of the object through "a dim half-consciousness" or a 

-relt anticipation" (203). Coleridge believes that it is possIole to -reel an idea" 

and calls upon others to confirm his sense of intuition's meanjng: Hooker'S 

"immediate beholding, Kant's "immediate disclosure." Coleridge argues this is 

also reason, or our experience of it, and the prime necessity for all acts of 

inquiry (152). It is, I think, a shon step from here to recognjzjng the 

imponance of faith in Coleridge's system of thinking and composing. Without 

a faith in intuition, or a willingness to accept the inner "sense experience" of 

that -relt anticipation," personal knowledge is impoSSlole. 

In Coleridge's description of the first act of faithful composition, intuition 

presents us with our awareness of the object of our contemplation. Next, faith, 

like a nearsighted explorer, pushes off that intuition toward grasping an idea in 

order to focus on it. Intuitus. intuito. intueor. each a word for intuition, 

indicates that we are able to look at or on a subject as "to have it present to 

the sight" (152). The second act of faith in the composition of knowledge 

allows us to move through a process of a logical system (analysis/synthesis). 

Our sense of wholeness sustains us during analysis so that we can create a 

synthesis. Synthesis cannot take place without faith that such a unity in an 
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aggregate is possible. The movement through this entire system of thinking is 

the act of composing a unified view of an idea that is visceral and a product of 

a sensation first recognized by the intuition's "felt-anticipation." This "faithful" 

method allows us to bind reasons together, and knowledge in this view is a 

"continuous cycle" moving feeling to thought and thought to feeling in a "chain 

of thought." The chain is held together by a "staple" of faith from which "links 

of the chain ... derive their stability ... " ~ 86). 

Coleridge's Rhetorical Dilemma 

We can now identify two central problems in Coleridge's rhetorical 

system. First, he was faced always with the problem of the ineffable. His 

rhetorical goals included leading himself and his reader somewhere beyond the 

conversant, to interpenetrate with the Reason, or to let Coleridge speak for 

himself, to achieve some "indecomposible union of the mind and an eternal 

agency" (~142). Second, his intention was not merely to change people's 

ideas but to change their character as well. Wendell V. Harris, in "'The Shape 

of Coleridge's 'Public' System" and David R. Sanderson in "Coleridge's Political 

'Sermons': Discursive Language and the Voice of God," discuss these two 

issues, and then both conclude that Coleridge turned to preaching only after 

trying out other approaches to these rhetorical problems. 

Harris's argument runs that Coleridge's allegiance to organic unity 



combined with his need to explain the ineffable led him to reject first one 

genre then another as he sought for ways to unite reason with understanding. 

He concludes: 

Unable to begin from the beginnjng, he begins anywhere. 
Shakespeare's plays, Wordsworth's poems, Leighton's aphorisms, 
a page of another's philosophical or religious work lying before 
him, any point of departure will do, and once given a text on 
which to bring to bear some part of the system he was revolving 
in his mind, he becomes eloquent •••. almost any text on which 
he focuses will strike sparks from some portion of the vast 
structure of thought he was never able ... to reduce to complete 
order. (61) 

In praising Coleridge's "fragmented" method, Harris misses the unifying 
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elements of Coleridge's approach. First, we can recognize the attitude toward 

composition suggested by Plotinus in the Enneads; we should approach the 

"Temple within" and focus on the first thing that comes to our attention and 

then move on to what naturally presents itself (248). Second, Harris draws 

attention to Coleridge's habitual starting place in his compositions-the 

explication of text. This suggests the hermeneutic processes of Ecclesiastical 

rhetoric. 

David R. Sanderson recognizes the main structure of Coleridge's 

rhetorical method, the structure I have called ~-centered. He notes, "In the 

process of writing on political matters, Coleridge will proceed inductively, 

building from his knowledge of man's nature (faculties) a statement of a 

psychological order, directed at the reformation of the individual" (322). 
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Sanderson's reading of Coleridge's career has him turning to the language of 

the scriptures in frustration. Coleridge's problem, he says, was always "how to 

alter his reader's very consciousness instead of merely convincing the 

understanding ••• " (327). Sanderson suggests that in order to solve his 

rhetorical problems Coleridge increasingly turned to scripture, and 

demonstrates how Coleridge more and more advocated preaching: "Talk not of 

Politics. Preach The Gospel" (328). Thus, Sanderson and Harris recognize 

Coleridge'S system but fail to see the sustained motive and methods in that 

system. Where they contend Coleridge turned to preaching after he failed at 

poetry and philosophy, I contend that Coleridge was always a preacher, steeped 

in the Ecclesiastical tradition, and that he applied the principles of 

Ecclesiastical rhetoric to the various genres he worked with: poetry, drama, 

political writing, the essay, pedagogical writings, and philosophical speculations. 

In short, Coleridge was involved in an early and private writing- across-the

curriculum program with his religious rhetoric and his preaching as the one 

constant. 

Homily and Sermon 

If preaching has had any original contributions to rhetoric, they are the 

homily and the sermon. Of the two forms of preaching, the homily seems the 

more informal and the more fundamentally spontaneous and oral. The sermon 
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seems to have developed rhetorically along with clergy's interest in classical 

rhetoric. A more studied kind of preaching, it arose out of the preacher's need 

to treat the subjects of the homily in a more complex way and the need to 

respond to the shift from oral preaching to textual preaching. Both terms 

have their linguistic roots in the Greek word for conversation, and according 

to the Short Dictionruy of Qassical Word Or&inins both stem from two Greek 

words meaning "the same crowd" (37). The implication is that both served as 

an informal attempt to discuss a moral question with a congregation. The 

homily, in fact, seems to come closest to this original meaning, where the 

preacher speaks plainly, almost extemporaneously and from the heart, so to 

speak, in an effort to explain the scriptures and tell the Christian story. The 

homily, in this sense, seems closest to the evangelical purpose of Ecclesiastical 

rhetoric. The sermon, however, is not just a longer version of the homily. Its 

more complex form grew from the preacher's need to appeal to a more 

universally educated and a textually oriented congregation. Thus, the sermon 

grows from a need for a more diverse form of preaching that includes a wider 

range of intellectual appeals, including the logical structures an educated 

congregation would recognize. Although both the homily and the sermon come 

from the same linguistic roots, and probably can be used interchangeably to 

preach the gospel, the sermon seems associated most directly with the rise of a 

textual society and a more educated populace; it is, in other words, the more 
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literary of the two kinds of preaching. 

Because it is more literary and more complex, the sermon .is also closely 

associated with speculative and philosophical writing, and there is strong 

evidence that it partakes of the Platonic tradition. Kennedy's history is detailed 

enough to give us an account of the way classical rhetoric intermingled with the 

rhetoric of the Latin Fathers, who saw rhetoric as an instrument to convert the 

masses (Oassical Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition). The 

relationship, therefore, between rhetoric and preaching has always been a close 

one. Thomas M. Conley's Rhetoric in the EurO-Pean Tradition suggests that 

that relationship has at times been strained and at times familial. We can 

readily see why this would be so since the issue of the Church's power and the 

power of the state has always been tied to education, and education has often 

been cradled in the structures of rhetorical studies. Also, W. Fraser Mitchell's 

English Pulpit Craton' from Andrewes to Tillotson explains that much of 

ecclesiastical rhetoric was founded on the basic rhetorical structures found in 

classical studies. Considering Coleridge's background, then, we find that 

rhetoric and preaching were considered the same thing, and the preacher at 

Cambridge could expect a large dose of Aristotle and Cicero along with 

extended studies in scripture, St. Augustine, and the English Divines (see 

Wordsworth's Cambridge Education amd The Scholastic Curriculum at Early 

Seventeen-Centmy Cambridge). Thus, the preacher, along with the other 



students at Cambridge and Oxford, learned the purposes and the methods of 

the rhetorical divisions or branches first made explicit by Aristotle-political 

understand how Coleridge's system is informed by Ecclesiastical rhetoric, we 

need to understand how it differs from the other divisions of rhetoric. 

Edward T. Channing on Pulpit Oratory 

96 

There are at least three good texts we might consult to get a picture of 

Coleridge's Ecclesiastical rhetoric and its qualities. I have already mentioned 

Mitchell's En~ish Pulpit OratOIY. Also, James Downey's The Ei~teenth 

CentUlY Pulpit and Rolf P. Lessenich's Elements of Pulpit OratQJy in 

Eiwteenth-CentUlY En~land (1660-1800) provide a detailed discussion of the 

confluence of ideas and preaching styles prevalent in England during and 

before Coleridge's time. However, Edward T. Channing's Lectures Read to the 

Seniors in Harvard Colle~e seems to offer us the sharpest focus on the 

distinction between pulpit oratory and the other divisions of rhetoric. 

Edward Channing, the brother of William Ellery Channing, was an 

American, but he can be said to be among Coleridge's American disciples (see 

Duffy). According to a Harvard historian, Edward Channing's rhetorical 

methods and instruction "reared most of the well known speakers in America 

during the first half of the nineteenth century," among them Ralph Waldo 
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Emerson, Charles Adams, Andrew Peabody, Oliver Wendell Holmes, James 

Lowell, and Henry David Thoreau (J..ectures xi). However, it is not 

Channing's reputation that interests me here but his succinct description of the 

qualities and characteristics of pulpit oratoI)'. 

He begins his lectures with a description of demonstrative, deh"berative, 

and judicial oratoI)' and then opens his discussion of pulpit oratoI)'. His first 

lecture describes the reasons for preaching, and Channing maintains that 

preaching has had a long tradition in almost eveI)' culture. He then states that 

we should regard preaching as the fourth branch of rhetoric: 

I may say, however, that if Christian preaching have not the 
stamp of absolute originality, yet certainly this fourth department 
of orat0I)', known to us by the name Pulpit Eloquence, has a 
character and importance which distinguish it from other modes 
of religious instruction, and authorize us to consider it as 
peculiarly our own. It is associated with all our modem history 
and improvement. It has its profession of orators, with a new 
system of rhetorical preparation. It has its appointed occasions 
and its peculiar audiences. It has created for itself schools of 
learning never surpassed in other professions. And, finally, it has 
established a distinct and eminent department of literature. (122-
23) 

Channing goes on to discuss the reasons why pulpit rhetoric is unique. 

Mainly, even though its object is the same as any other branch, "to affect 

human conduct," the hearer or reader will not necessarily look to others for 

"agreement and sympathy" but rather the "action contemplated is strictly 

individual" (128). This requires a "public sanction" where "a refined, spiritual 
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exercise is confessed to have weight and value among the pressing engagements 

of common life" (130). The main focus within this spiritual community should 

be the "one great office of preaching," or 

.•. to follow up with every hearer his private meditations and his 
opening affections, and give him motive and aid to carry on by 
himself the work which each one has to do for himself. (131) 

The most common concern for pulpit rhetoric, then, is the "religious 

preparation of the heart" for action in the world or "faith warmed into action," 

and the preacher's job is often to stand as an example of the exercise of faith. 

In his next chapter, "The Preacher and His Audience," Channing lists the 

basic elements of the rhetorical situation for pulpit oratory. First, the 

rhetorical situation includes a "consecrated place," or holy ground dedicated to 

a spiritual purpose. Second, the audience comes to the sermon with a different 

attitude than that which they might approach another speech: They are more 

attentive, he says, more respectful and silent. In general, they are more 

meditative. Third, "party-feelings" are "alien to the purpose of preaching," and 

the usual bonds of group affiliations are given over to the larger affiliations 

necessary for spiritual concerns. Fourth, a member of the congregation listens 

to the end of the sermon to either "confirm himself in his opinion" or find a 

weakness in his position that he "has been slow to acknowledge even to 

himself." In this rhetorical situation, victory or defeat is not as important as 

personal reflection (133-38). 
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Channjng's rhetorical situation seems unique to the pulpit. We can 

assume, for example, the more general audiences do indeed worry about the 

issue of victory or defeat. Or we can acknowledge the difficulty in maintajnjng 

a "spiritual community" in addressing political issues or dehberative issues. In 

short, whenever there is an adversarial situation, there is little time for the 

kinds of reflective thinking that Channjng suggests is so important to the 

success of pulpit oratory. Finally, we recognize the problem of how text can be 

a "consecrated place." Channing's description of Pulpit oratory begins with the 

assumption that literacy requires a new kind of preacher (125). His last and 

culminating lectures deal with the habits of the writer and the importance of 

reading and literature for the preacher. His concerns, in other words, turn 

from oratory to sermonic text, and the thrust of his lectures move from the 

importance of oratory to the blessings and trials of textual preaching. 

Sermonic Text 



No doubt, preachjng •.• is more effective 
than reading; and, therefore, I would not 
prolnbit it, but leave a hberty to the 
clergyman who feels himself able to accomplish 
it. But ... I am quite sure I prefer going 
to church to a pastor who reads his discourse. 

(Coleridge, Table Talk 419) 

Channjng defines the qualities and characteristics of Ecclesiastical 
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rhetoric and suggests that there is a major emphasis upon textual composition 

in an educated society. Although a Platonist, Coleridge was a champion of 

textual discourse. His commitment to text, however, was mitigated by his own 

composing process. Usually, Coleridge dictated to secretaries who then 

presented him with copies to be revised ~ xvi). It's true that he 

sometimes composed his works without dictation, but he seems to have 

preferred it. The one thing that stands out in all this is that Coleridge had an 

ambivalent feeling about the benefits of text as opposed to the benefits of 

speech. 

Coleridge's ambivalence and Channing's concerns for the writer 

emphasize the constant tension in Ecclesiastical rhetoric between Pulpit oratory 

and written sermons. In "The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction," Walter J. 

Ong summarizes the situation that all rhetoricians must contend with: 

Although rhetoric as a discipline began as a study of oral composition and its 

terms are related to oral composition, rhetoric is increasingly concerned with 

text. 
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As Ong states, "there is a large and growing literature on the differences 

between oral and written verbalization" (9). Notable contributors to the 

disatssion are Roland Barth, Jacques Derrida, Paul Ricoeur, and Tsvetan 

Todorov. Much of the di~cnssion about text and orality, in the case of Derrida 

for example, centers upon which act of discourse is primary and which one is 

secondary. Although he isn't explicit about it, Ong's description of the problem 

between orality and text suggests the central issue is not which one is "primary" 

but what our attitude toward the act of discourse itself happens to be. He 

suggests, in "'The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction," in "Voice as Summons 

for Belief," and in The Presence of the Word.. that the important thing in the 

discourse act is not the medium but our belief "in" someone trying to saying 

something to us (see "Voice as Summons for Belief' 90-91). It's no accident 

that an effort to unify orality and written text comes from a practitioner of 

Ecclesiastical rhetoric like Father Ong. Preaching, in all its guises, has always 

been concerned with the relationship between the spoken word and the written 

word because of the close ties between preaching and scripture. 

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, this relationship has been of particular 

concern, and as preachers interpreted scripture, told stories about it, applied it 

to lives, transcribed other copies of scriptures, argued about scripture'S 

meanings, explained scripture, and then wrote their own commentaries on 

spiritual life, they developed a sophisticated and highly interactive relationship 
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with tem. Thus, even before the invention of the printing press, Ecclesiastical 

rhetoric was split between textural concerns and the conc:ems of oratory. With 

the printing press, however, and a more universal education, the importance of 

tat to preaching increased. During the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 

nineteenth cenmries, the sermon became more and more textna1ized until the 

written sermon became more important than its oral twin. 

The effect was the creation of a more complicated sermon form as 

preachers found room for more suggestion, more elaboration, and a fuller style 

in written sermons than they could risk in their homilies. As a result, in the 

decades just prior to and during Coleridge's life, the opponunity for richness in 

style and the more deh"berate revision of written texts created a sermon that 

was, by accounts, literaxy. Downey, for eY3mple, quotes Boswell's Ufe of 

Johnson as an example of how important sermons had become in literary 

circles in Johnson's time. Boswell records Johnson going through a private 

horaxy with companions: 

Mr. WIlkes said., he wondered to find in it such a numerous 
collection of sermons; seeming to think it strange that a 
gentleman of Mr. Beauclerk's character in the gay world., should 
have chosen to have many compositions of that kind. 
JOHNSON. 'Why, Sir, you are to consider, that sermons make a 
considerable branch of Eng1ish literature; so that a horaxy must 
be very imperfect if it has not a numerous collection of sermons. 
(9) 

There was, indeed., a great demand for sermons during the eighteenth 
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century, and according to Downey Dr. Johnson himself was known to have 

written a few for the clergy. Also, sermons were often passed around from one 

preacher to the next, and novice preachers were encouraged to read and 

memorize sermons from the great Ecclesiastical rhetoricians and often 

preached them. Downey even maintains that the sermons of the English 

Divines replaced the works of the classical rhetorician at Cambridge as 

examples of the best rhetoric (7-8). So, by education, culmraI preferen~ and 

inclination, it's possible to recognize how the writers before and during 

Coleridge's time were influenced by Ecclesiastical rhetoric and how that 

influence was easily translated into other kinds of rhetorical situations like 

poetry and the philosophical essay. Also, it's highly possible that Ecclesiastical 

rhetoric was most influential in composition pedagogy. Walter Ong has 

suggested that the movement from oral rhetoric to textural rhetoric has largely 

gone unnoticed and that it has largely been an "unreflective" shift ("The 

Writer's Audience" 9). However, there have been those who not only 

recognized that shift but attempted to discuss its significance and teach 

methods of writing that are different in some measure from the classical 

methods of preparation for oratory. One of the first to do so was 

Bartholamous Keckermann. 

It's difficult to prove Keckermann directly influenced Coleridge's 

rhetoric. However, his works were widely read and discussed at Cambridge 



and anticipate the kinds of considerations that Coleridge addressed in his 

writings, especially the idea that text itself can be a heuristic, and writing a 

form of thinking 

Bartholamous Keckermann's Rhetoricae Ecclesiasticae 
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I take the word of W. Fraser Mitchell that Keckermann was a central 

figure in the rhetoric of his time: 

Keckermann's importance lies in the fullness of his treatment, in 
the fact that he came at a close of along period of homiletical 
experiment and theorizing, and at the opening of an equally long 
period during which the sermon was a major interest of all 
thoughtful men, during which the procedure he recommended 
exercised a wide influence. (98) 

Mitchell suggests that Keckermann's influence is significant for his "procedure," 

but he is most often mentioned in regard to rhetorical history rather than 

rhetorical methods. His influence as a rhetor has stimulated interest, mainly 

about his position in the Ramus versus Aristotle debate. 

Most historians agree that Keckermann's importance lies in his attempt 

to reconcile the Ramist and Aristotlean positions. Frank Graves, for example, 

includes Keckermann in what he calls the "Phillippo-Ramists" school of 

rhetoric, or those who sought to reconcile Ramus by combining "their dialectic 

with that of Malanchthon" (217). Graves concludes that their "new school" of 

rhetoric led to the preservation of Aristotle rather than Ramus. 
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By the late lSOOs, Keckermann's Prussian brand of logic and rhetoric 

had found its way into Oxford and Cambridge as a means, perhaps, of blending 

the Ramist anti-AristotIeanism with the curriculum already in place. Bass 

MuIlinger recorded that Keckermann was Ramus's rival at Cambridge, and that 

Keckermann attacked Ramus for "the meretricious art with which he had 

mingled logic and rhetoric ... " (qtd. in Mitchell 69). Keckermann's approach 

to logic and rhetoric found its way not only into Oxford and Cambridge but 

also into Harvard (see Miller). He was significant, then, in Europe, in 

England, and in America. But while his significance has thus far been 

attributed to his place in a scholastic debate, it's possible that his main 

influence, his "procedure," has been overlooked, or at least not emphasized. 

His main influence may have been that he suggested ways of mixing oratory 

with the demands of text and focused, in the effort, on the rhetoric of invention 

and its place in the composition of sermons and, by extension, its place in 

composition in general. 

Thomas M. Conley notes that Keckermann's Systema Rhetoricae is 

significant for the time because he sought to "reorganize" traditional rhetorical 

methods to serve what he saw as the main goal of rhetoric, "'to move the 

emotions and the wills of men'" (158). The primary emphasis for Keckermann 

is not on teaching in the traditional way of serving knowledge cold but to 

discover the ways to "move the heart" ("morom cordis"). As he worked toward 



106 

that end, Keckermann focused on a rhetoric of invention and discovery rather 

than delivery (158). It's here, at the juncture where the emotions, logic, and 

invention overlap, that we find Keckermann's rhetoric focused sharply. Conley 

ends his discussion of Keckermann by asserting Keckermann has more in 

common with the Jesuits than other Renaissance theorists. W. Fraser Mitchell 

seems to have anticipated Conley's assertion. His comments on Keckermann's 

influence focuses mainly on a work that was widely read in England and 

America but neither translated into English or printed in either country

Rhetoricae Ecc1esiasticae. Sive Artis Formandi et Habendi Conciones Sagas. 

LIbro Duo. The work is a text on the rhetoric of preaching, intended for 

students of the pulpit. In it Keckermann maintains church rhetoric differs 

fundamentally from other rhetorics because the preacher's purpose is fixed-to 

"~" and to "move" the congregation (95). Thus, the religious motive was 

foremost for Keckermann, and Mitchell's reading agrees with Conley's about 

Keckermann's motive and his focus on invention. However, Mitchell's focus on 

Keckermann's Rhetoricae Ecc1esiasticae allows us another perspective on 

Keckermann: He was one of the first rhetoricians to treat textual composition 

separately from oral composition. 

The work is divided into two sections, the first dedicated to invention 

and discovery in composition and the second to delivery. According to 

Mitchell, Keckermann's approach to the composition of sermons differs from 
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more traditional approaches in that he "begins straight away with the text, 

realizing that from the words themselves, or from some circumstance related to 

their context, a suitable introduction could be made" (95). Next, Keckermann 

defines various methods of invention within a rhetorical framework: 

(1) consideration of the text. 

(2) division. 

(3) explanation of the passa~. 

(4) disposition. 

(5) amplification (the body of the sermon), 

(6) embellishment. (95) 

Looking at Keckermann's approach, we begin to see a pattern of composition 

based on hermeneutical principles and logic. He focuses on text, and he 

encourages exploring text through a logical heuristic that includes composition's 

methods-clarity, the use of figures, a focus on language, arrangement. 

It's true that the divisions themselves are not new, and that in some 

ways Keckermann's approach to invention is traditional. Still, given that his 

sections on amplification and embellishment are included in his "Composition" 

section of the Rhetoricae. we can see a shift in intention. The Embellishment 

section includes "Clarity," "Wealth of Language," "Arrangement," and "Figures," 

and the intention seems to be to allow the composer to use these various 

instruments of composition to explore the topic. Thus, embellishment does not 
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simply mean a way of dressing the subject but of exploring it as well. Also, the 

amplification section demonstrates how Keckermann saw logical processes as 

contributing to invention and discovery during composition. Each method of 

amplification in some way establishes a logical relationship between the 

components of the rhetorical s:~uation-individual examples, consequences in 

context, analysis of the parts, description, comparison and contrast (98). 

Throughout the Composition section of the Rhetoricae. therefore, the emphasis 

seems to be on writing to learn about self, subject, and reader. 

Next, Keckermann's overall design for the sermon anticipates 

Coleridge's m.o.s-centered rhetoric, or rather that the sermon may have led 

Coleridge to that m.o.s-centered rhetoric. The design of Keckermann's sermon 

is simple and uses much of the classical structure. Mitchell's snmmary follows: 

First comes praecognitio textus. taking the place ofthe old 
exordium, with its often extraneous matter, succeeded by partitio 
et pro.positio--division and enunciation of theme. Explicatio 
verborum follows, which occasionally resulted in intricate and 
ingenious attempts at "opening the sense" of the passage selected. 
Amplification could cover expatiation, where the subject chosen 
was an obvious one, or confirmation and confutation in the 
familiar sense. Application was more than a mere conclusion, for 
though the word peroration still conveys the idea of a final 
stirring appeal, conclusions had come to be often only artistic 
endings, and the aim of the preacher was not how to conclude his 
address gracefully, but how to drive home his shafts to the hearts 
of his hearers. (96) 

I argue that Keckermann foresaw these parts of the sermon being used as 

heuristics in composition, a version of a writing process. Each division allowed 
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the composer to work with the various techniques of invention Keckennann 

discusses in the work. Also, we can recognize within the framework of 

Keckermann's sermon the movement from a text through stages of 

interpretation to an application. This simple process is also very much like the 

logical process found in Coleridge's ~ where the composer moves from 

fixing his attention to an analysis and finally a synthesis. 

Keckermann's focus on the composition of text gave preachers access to 

the literary domain. Once the homily became a literary event, the sermon 

became more and more an essayistic genre. In addition, poets and writers 

adopted the sermon form to their other works. Mitchell maintains the design 

above is typical of John Donne's sermons, and Coleridge studied those sermons 

carefully. Thus, Coleridge's studies at Cambridge, his inclination toward 

preaching. and his studies of the English Divines all indicate that even if he 

was not directly aware of Keckermann's work, he learned it from those who 

were directly aware of Keckermann, and he habitually used the kind of sermon 

Keckermann recommends as a rhetorical paradigm. We can see how pervasive 

the sermon was in Coleridge's methods of composition by recognizing 

Keckermann's basic structure in one of Coleridge's lyrics. 

"Reflections on Having Left a Place 

of Retirement," a Sermon-Poem 
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Coleridge wrote "Reflections" as a honeymoon poem, and yet it is a 

sermon. The poem follows the structure Abrams describes as the Greater 

Romantic Lyric (see Chapter 5), a structure we may also say follows 

Coleridge's logical plan of moving from a fixing of the attention to an analysis 

to a synthesis. Also, the main action in the poem moves Coleridge from a 

personal view to a social perspective and back to a perspective where the two 

views interpenetrate. Thus, the poem also illustrates the kind of rhetorical 

activity that I argue works toward the creation of a spiritual~. All these 

processes are basically the same rhetorical activity. It's significant that all these 

activities find their rhetorical foundation in the sermon. 

Praecowito textus 

Low was our pretty Cot: our tallest Rose 
Peep'd at the chamber-window. We could hear 
At silent noon, and eve, and early morn, 
The Sea's faint murmur. In the open air 
Our Myrtles blossom'd; and across the porch 
Thick Jasmins twined: the little landscape round 
Was green and woody, and refresh'd the eye. 
It was the spot which you might aptly call 
The Valley of Seclusion! 

Coleridge's praecognito textuS is not a reading the scripture, except in 

the Romantic sense of a reading of Nature as a holy book. However, like 

many of Coleridge's opening lines, the first section of the sermon-poem 

attempts to consecrate the spot where Coleridge wants us to focus our 

attention. It's an invitation into a holy place, and the text is dedicated to a 
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spiritual purpose. Basically, we are asked to join him in a personal place, 

listening in on his conversation with his wife. Within this familial seclusion, 

Coleridge "fixes our gaze" through a blending of sense experiences-we hear the 

sea, the plants refresh our eyes. 

Partitio et pro.positio 

... Once I saw 
(Hallowing his Sabbath-day by quietness) 
A wealthy son of Commerce saunter by, 
Bristowa's citizen: methoughi, it calm'd 
His thirst for gold, and made him muse 
With wiser feelings: for he paus'd, and look'd 
With a pleas'd sadness, and gaz'd all around, 
Then eyed our Cottage, and gaz'd around again, 
And sigh'd, and said, it was a Blessed Place. 
And we were bless'd. 

Coleridge announces his theme with the arrival of a representative of society 

that recognizes the significance of the place. The "secluded" experience 

requires the blessing of society so that the spiritual qualities of the place can 

have an effect upon society. Note, as well, that Coleridge continues to 

consecrate the text. The opening scene presents us not only with the holy book 

of Nature, but it also takes place on Sunday. The basic theme, then, is the 

relationship between a consecrated place and time. 
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&plicato verbomm 

Next, Coleridge "opens the sense" of the theme he has introduced. After 

stating that there is an "Unearthly minstrelsy" at work, Coleridge continues to 

open the sense of the "blessing" by demonstrating a perspective by which the 

works of society and Nature can be gathered together in one view. He climbs 

a mountain and fixes our attention on a scene where civilization interpenetrates 

with Nature: 

Oh! what a Godly scene! ~ the bleak mount, 
The bare bleak mountain speckled thin with sheep; 
Grey clouds, that shadowing spot the sunny fields; 
And river, now with bushy rocks o'er-browd'd, 
Now winding bright and full, with naked banks; 
And seats, and lawns, and Abbey and the wood, 
And cots, and hamlets, and faint city-spire; 
The Channel ~ the Islands and white sails, 
Dim coasts, and cloud-like hills .•.. 

We move, in this perspective, from a simple blessing to the whole world 

blessed as, 

It seemed like Omnipresence! God methougbt, 
Had built him there a Temple: the whole World 
Seem'd ima~'d in its vast circumference .... 

Coleridge has "opened up" the relationship he introduced with the citizen, and 

from this highest perspective possible we recognize the sacred world reflected 

as an image in our minds. 

Amplification 



Ah! quiet Dell! dear Cot, and Mount sublime! 
I was constrain'd to quit you. 

Coleridge's amplification concerns the reasoning that leads him to leave his 

place of seclusion and return to the world "Active and firm, to fight the 
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bloodless fight / Of Science, Freedom, and the Truth of Christ. " Following his 

experience on the moun. he recognizes he would be a "pampered coward" if 

he stayed where he is. Society needs the vision of solitude and peace as much 

as he does. Otherwise, he contends, we are only half alive and do our "duty" 

without feeling. Thus, he argues the heart must be "warmed to action." Ethical 

acts without identification, although better than nothing, are only half ethical. 

And he that works me good with unmov'd face, 
Does it but half; he chills me while he aids, 
My benefactor, not my brother man! 
Yet even this, this cold beneficence 
~ praise it, 0 my Soul! oft as thou scann'st 
The sluggard Pity's vision-weaving tribe! 

It's clear by now that the language of the sermon has taken over as well as the 

structure of the sermon. Coleridge's reference to the Psalms (0 my Soul!) and 

his desire to make something spiritual of ethical acts comes from the pulpit. 

Application 

Coleridge's application is his pledge to bring the "heaven" he 

experienced in his "Place of Retirement" into the social world. This is the 

"bloodless fight" that he must make. We may, if we are participating in the 
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sermon as a congregatio~ learn from his enmple. Coleridge thus ends the 

poem with an assertion that the memory of such places can comfon us during 

the fight, and concludes with a benediction-invoking -"The Lord's Prayer: 

Yet oft when after honourable toil 
Rests the tir'd mind, and waking loves to ~ 
My spirit shall revisit thee, dear Cot! 
Thy Jasmin and thy window-peeping Rose, 
And Myrtles fearless of the mild sea-air ...• 
Ah!-had none greater! And that all had such! 
It might be so-but the time is not yet. 
Speed it, 0 Father! Let thy Kingdom come! 

Of course, there are those who will question why Coleridge found it 

necessaty to preach about his honeymoon. Also, "Reflections" is not one of 

Coleridge's subtler or his most powerful poems. It does, however, illustrate the 

sermonic rhetoric that is also evident in poems like "Frost At Midnight,· where 

the sermon is less obvious but more suggestive. The "Frost performs its secret 

ministry . . . ". 

IT we remember Channing's discussion of the rhetorical situation 

necessary for pulpit orat0I)', we recognize how Coleridge works to make the 

poem match that experience. Much of the poem, as indeed many of 

Coleridge's lyrics. endeavors to create a "consecrated place" in text. Also, 

Coleridge draws on a spiritual but rhetorical warrant: The poem is dedicated 

to the largest good possible. Finally, he frames this argument in personal 

disclosure, and writes from personal grounds where we may in some way feel 



priviIeged to join him as a friend in fami1ial solitude. His rhetoric is ~ 

centered. 
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Dialectic and logic, the spiral that moves from ego to ~ poetics, and 

the sermon-are similar enough in act that we might not need to argue for 

which influence is foremost iil Coleridge's career. What these methods of 

composition indicate is that although he may have written in fragments and 

confounded us with a metaphysical system that is labyrinthine, Coleridge's 

method of composition remained the same throughout his career. He may 

have changed genres. He did not change the design or the intent of his 

composition. If, for the purposes of argument. we are asked to decide which 

influenced his composition more-poetry and literature, philosophy and logic, or 

Ecclesiastical rhetoric-we should consider which of the disciplines seems to 

have been most habitual for him. I contend that it was Ecclesiastical rhetoric. 



Chapter 5 

Theory and Background of Coleridge's Rhetoric: 

Logic, Poetics, and the Mystic Aesthetic 

Coleridge saw the creation of ~ as a transforming process. The 

purpose of his rhetoric is the creation of a spiritual ~ that serves as an 

interlocutor in a text or speech and facilitates personal renewal There are 

four main tenets that create the theoretical foundation for the transforming 

~ The first is "identification," a term Kenneth Burke used as a pivotal 

term in a new rhetoric. The rhetorical purpose of identification was known to 

the Romantics. Coleridge uses many synonyms for what we call identification, 

and Shelley, in his "Defense of Poetry," uses the term as Burke uses it in 

"Rhetoric-Old and New." Shelley's emphasis is on what Burke calls the 

"second stage" of identification. which "includes the realm of transcendence" 

and "dialectic." Transcendence is made possible through a partly "unconscious" 

and "aesthetic" appeal (62-63). 

Second. Coleridge's emphasis on dialogue and dialogic reveals the 

Romantics' central belief about epistemology and rhetoric-the idea that 

dialogue in its many forms is the process that makes personal knowledge 

possIole. For them the act of discourse is the process for all knowledge-making 
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as well as communication. We hav~ I take it, come to recognize that a process 

approach to writing is essential, but we have not recognized as yet how that 

process connects us to knowledge through a "procedure" (see Women's Wil)'S of 

Knowin~ 1(»,23). Coleridge's rhetoric gives us access to such a procedure 

through dialectic and dialogue. 

Third, there is a presence we may recognize, a spiritual ~ that serves 

as an interlocutor in text This is especially imponant in recognizing how 

or,pnic forms of composition work. All knowledge is a matter of shared 

experience, and what he terms "transcendental knowledge" is made possible by 

the sharing of experience through text with a presence both writer and reader 

identify with ~ 147). 

Founh, the design of the text is as imponant as its content. Content 

influences form; form influences content. We might remember Kenneth 

Burke's assertion in Counter Statement that there is an informational 

knowledge and an aesthetic knowledge and that we need to recognize both (29-

44). And, Terry Eagleton stresses the imponance of recognizing how form 

influences content in "Marxism and literary Criticism," concluding that 

although the relationship is complex we need to take time to separate form and 

content in order to recognize the influence one has on the other (546). The 

purpose of Coleridge's primary form, as we have seen, is to allow a transition 

from ego to the other to a spiritual~. The structure of that form or design 
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represents a spiral and is most obvious in what M. H. Abrams calls "'Ibe 

Greater Romantic Lyric," and we have seen how this design is also influenced 

in a large way by Coleridge's rhetorical understandings gained through his 

training and reading in Ecclesiastical literature. 

These four qualities-identification, presence, the spiritual ~ as 

interlocutor, and the spiral design-are the framework for Coleridge's rhetorical 

theory. Most of his works, therefore, represent procedure, methods, and 

explanations of qualities of this epistemological-rhetorical theory. In keeping 

with the traditions of his time, Coleridge turned to the intricacies of logic as 

one instrument to put his rhetorical theory into practice. 

Coleridge's ~ and Its Rhetorical Implications: 

The "Binding Together of Reasons" Through 

Language 

There is no study which is not a 
language study, concerned with the 
speculative instruments it employs. 
(I. A Richards. Speculative 
Instrument$) 

In a letter to Hugh J. Rose in 1816, Coleridge laid out the projects he 

planned to complete in the future. The list includes a reference to his 

"Treatises on the Logos, of communicative and communicable Intellect, in God 
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and man ... [an instrument of discovery that is truly an instrument of 

discovery]" (Selected Letters 98). This description defines Coleridge's focus in 

his ~ and the major characteristics that makes his logic unique and related 

to rhetoric. The note suggests, in other words, his interest in the idea that 

communication and language involve a logic that serves as an instrument for 

invention and discovery within a rhetorical system dedicated to speculative 

thinking. 

Coleridge's ~ focuses on the inner workings of thinking and 

language. It was intended to be a textbook for the study of logic. and the 

project was meaningful enough for Coleridge that he worked on it throughout 

his life. We have only recently had common access to the work, and James 

McKusick's reading of the text, Colerid~'s PhilosQPhy of I .im~a~, suggest 

that it is a "philosophical grammar, n focusing on grammar's role in logic. 

Although I agree with McKusick's reading in general, I believe it is a somewhat 

limited view of the text and that Coleridge meant the work to expand the 

definition of logic to include all the operations of language, including rhetoric. 

He was concerned most with the relationship of the various disciplines of 

language and to finding ways of describing relationships in general. This 

description was, for him, 'The Mother Principle" (Notebooks 4 3575). 

In The Knowledge That Endures. Gerald McNiece points out that 

Coleridge's argument with the Germans was that "they didn't spend enough 
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time on language and meaning" (258). Coleridge's expanding the definition of 

logic to include the heuristic powers of language was, perhaps, his personal 

response to that deficiency. But to what end? Coleridge's motives for his 

~ involve, I believe, the making of a system that encourages a logical 

means for ensuring a personal investment in the subject on the part of the 

thinker. For him ~ was a way of encouraging that personal investment 

through the rigorous acts implicit in treating language as a heuristic. As 

composers work through words to "bind reasons together," they also bind 

themselves to the subject through the communal medium of language. As 

McNiece puts it, in what might be a comment that sums up the pedagogical 

purpose of the ~ 

[t]here must be some dynamic interplay, some sense 
of distinction ... and a considerable and energetic 
personal reference if knowledge is to be what we 
really think of as knowledge, that is, knowledge 
by someone about something. (229-30) 

Thus, Coleridge's ~ demonstrates a foundational commitment to 

individual participation in the making of knowledge. 

Language became the focal point of his system because it was language 

that allowed for the greatest personal expression while maintaining a 

connection to society. First, as he says, "language is framed to convey not the 

object alone, but likewise the character, mood and intentions of the person who 

is representing it" (Shedd 7.2, 142). Next, language is the instrument most 
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suitable in establishing social relationships or making our thoughts social by 

altering and shaping them in a communicative form. The social importance of 

words is that the formula to interpret them also calculates the formula for 

understanding the individual represented by them. The total experience of 

words is an articulated spirit of a people and their spirit-a spiritual ~. 

Thus, language, as logic, binds reasons together with the individual composer 

and the collected spirit those words represent. 

Coleridge's Expanded View of Logic, 

the Communication Paradigm 

Logic and Rhetoric the two basic academic 
arts ... cannot be parted asunder; logic 
without oratory is dry and unpleasing, and 
oratory without logic is but empty babbling. 

(Hollsworth qtd. in Costello 55) 

Coleridge's view of logic was influenced by his readings of rhetoricians 

of his time and the period immediately preceding his career. We can 

recognize, for example, a tacit agreement with Ramus about the importance of 

logic in making meaning, and Coleridge's few references to Vico (Table Talk 

391) indicate his agreements with Vieo's mythopoetic approach to the subject 

of logic and rhetoric. As Jackson points out in his "Introduction" to the ~ 

Coleridge wrote the work while engaged in a sustained "mental dialogue" with 

authors important to him (lvi). Those authors included many who were a part 
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of his religious training, including the English Divines, the German 

Transcendental thinkers, and the Neo-platonists. Coleridge was reading these 

sources along with the classical authorities on logic, including Aristotle. The 

result is that Coleridge's system of logic has an aesthetic, religious, and 

classical foundation, and the ~ represents his attempt to synthesize these 

diverse perspectives into a textbook. 

Coleridge's commitment to communication as a paradigm for thinking is 

an obvious feature of the work. It is apparent that he intended not only to 

include language in his logical structures but also that he intended to suggest 

that discourse itself is the structure for logical thinking rather than the 

syllogistic paradigms popular at the time. He states, for example, that our only 

social purpose is "to give us a justifiable confidence" in "the coincidence of our 

individual perceptions with the average perceptions of our fellow creatures" 

(137). He also notes that the purpose of education is to "drawforth" or "educe" 

our individuality and that we do this through the act of communication. "Man's 

first effort in his behoof," he says, "is to render him a ~ being; capable of 

communication, and consequently capable of understanding and being 

understood" (9). Thus, for Coleridge, the study of relationships, through 

composition, represented the structure of logic's working on the micro level, 

focusing distinctly on the human element in logic through a study of language. 

As Costello says in The Curriculum At Seventeenth-Centmy Cambridge, the 
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tradition Coleridge inherited maintained "that the knowledge inculcated by 

rhetoric in alloying, quieting, and cbanging the passions is, in a certain way, 

ethical knowledge" (55). Rhetoric's purpose is to socialize knowledge and to 

bring personal passions and intuitions into harmony with the ~ of society. 

The goal of such a tradition continued to be a good man (person) speaking 

well and, therefore, naturally, in harmony with self and society. Or, as John 

Shermon summarized at the time in A Greek to the Temple. "Rhetorick is an 

inartifical goodness of the speaker: goodness in the speaker is inartifical 

Rhetorick" (qtd. in Costello 56). 

In keeping with this ethical tradition, one of Coleridge's definitions of 

logic is "the translation of the dialectic into the organic" ~ 87). This 

coincides with his ~-centric intention to allow the composer to partake of 

the object of contemplation through a process that involves communication; it 

is only through expressing our thinking that we can "understand" our thoughts 

(98). Thus, the ~ is intended to describe the procedures and processes of 

methods to this end. 

The process includes logic in a broader perspective that includes a 

spectrum of the language arts and sciences: 

(1) Grammar-"the fitting together of letters"; 

(2) Rhematic-"the arrangement of words"; 

(3) Rhetoric-"the putting together of persuasions"; 
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(4) Logic-"the binding together of reasons. (87) 

Here, rhetoric and logic are closely allied, with logic serving as an invention 

and discovery activity and rhetoric serving a social function. Language 

connects the two activities. "Rhematic" study focuses on the interaction of 

words with each other and with thinking. 

The Logical Instruments of Discovery and Invention 

Transcendental knowledge is that by which 
we endeavour to climb above our experience 
into its sources by an analysis of our 
intellectual faculties, still, however, 
standing on the shoulders of our experience 
in order to reach at truths which are above 
experience. (~147) 

Logic, Coleridge says, is "the art and science of discoursing conclusively," 

and as discourse, it is always in motion. It is also the instrument that allows us 

to "weight" things and to "ponder them" (22-23). It includes fables since fables 

were used "in speeches on delicate or hazardous subjects, addressed to kings or 

unruly popular assemblies" (27). Thus, fables are part of the rhetorical act. 

Also, Coleridge's logical instruments are often rhetorical. In his chapter on 

logical acts, he contends they constitute the activity of understanding made 

whole by the power of Reason in a conscious effort to unite a multiplicity (61). 

The instruments for making a multiplicity ''whole" have certain identifiable 

characteristics, and he describes them in 'The Premise of All Logical Thinking" 
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and elsewhere in the l&ik- A summary of those characteristics includes the 

following: 

(1) Something cannot be understood without being expressed (98-99); 

language is a heuristic as well as a communication medium that provides us 

with a foundation for logical thinking (see Bertboff). 

(2) Our social identity is related directly to logic. We need to test our 

inner perceptions against the perceptions of others in order to gain a 

"reasonable confidence" in their reality (137). 

(3) "No knowledge could be acquired without subjective influence" 

(136). Thus, there is no knowledge without personal involvement. 

(4) Logic begins when we fix our attention on something through an act 

of "beholding" (135). It is through the act of "beholding" something that we 

first establish a relationship with it, and the more intense our relationship the 

more we will explore the topic. Right attitude, therefore, is an attitude of 

wonderment and awe, and we shall see how this relates to the philosophy and 

aesthetics of Plotinus. 

(5) Common (syllogistic) logic fixes our attention on the subject but is 

inadequate for describing the relationships between ideas (136). 

(6) There are two basic functions of logic that follow the act of 

"beholding." They are analysis and synthesis. In analysis we get the "resolution 

of a thing," or more plainly, we see the subject through contrast In synthesis 
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we add "one knowledge to another." Coleridge concludes, "[b]y analytic process 

we know things ~ by the synthetic we know~" (174). 

(7) We need to have an understanding of the "instrument itself, without 

which we cannot certainly distinguish" the effect the instrument is having on 

our thinkjng The principal instrument in logic is the mind and all its logical 

and psychological functions. (This indicates Coleridge's h1>eral mixing of 

psychology and logic.) Other instruments include the operations of formal logic 

(141). 

(8) The mind's relation to the external world is important and must be 

studied, and this is facilitated by a transcendental aesthetic that must proceed 

any investigation into the understanding. Such an investigation must, focus on 

the reflective act between the "inner" and "outer" perceptions (147-48). 

(9) Logic proceeds by a process of shifting perspectives, and we must 

learn to find ways of shifting our perspectives according to our needs as 

composers. Each idea is an act brought about by the shifting of perspectives 

and not a static object (74-80). 

Two instruments Coleridge offers as illustrations of composing by 

perspective are the kaleidoscope and the four-sided pyramid. In discussing the 

kaleidoscope, Coleridge says: 

at every motion that we make there arises some new 
and distinct form of beauty in endless succession, 
the number inexhaustible and all beautiful, though not 



all equally delightful. We find the same difference 
and the tastes of persons differently affected, as 
in a series of beautiful flowers ... presented to 
the same person and to different persons. (163) 
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The kaleidoscope stands as a metaphor for the activity of the mind in relation 

to aesthetics and taste. The individual perceiver recognizes the worth of the 

perceived. The forms of ideas are endless, but each has a relative value 

according to the individual. Coleridge suggests we imagine Medelssobn's four

sided pyramid suspended with "eight or nine spectators in different positions" 

observing it (117). Our task as thinkers is to adopt those various perspectives 

for ourselves as we speculate on a subject and use logic as an instrument of 

discovery. In any case, the purpose of thinking by shifting perspectives is that it 

"unites multiplicity" (61) through the office of a logical interlocutor he calls a 

"logical entity" (68). It is possible to recognize the "logical entity" as the ~ 

of our present discussion since in serves the same purpose in logic as the ~ 

serves in rhetorical activities, i.e .. it is the "presence" that coordinates the act of 

communication. 

Throughout Coleridge's discussion of his instruments of logic, we can 

detect the influence of rhetoric on his thinking and the general influences of 

the language arts and sciences-aesthetics, audience analysis, fables, etymology, 
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linguistics, descriptions, speeches, poetry, history, c:aJJSI!/efI~ 

likeness/difference, grammar, foreign languages, and metaphor join the usual 

logical instruments of mathematics and syllogistic thinking His aiterion for all 

logical thinking is dialectic, and its social equivalent is dialogue (see ~ 

Olapter Two). This, I take it, is what he meant when he suggested that 

teaching the "philosophical dialogue" allows a student to learn logic. 

All the instruments of logic are part of a process that moves from the 

act of "beholding" to an act of analysis to a willful act of synthesis, where the 

subject of logical speculation is transformed into the understanding and 

character of the thinker. Thus, the system runs through a process of awareness, 

to reflection, to synthesis. Although the system is in constant motion, we might 

visualize the stages, or "landing places," in the process in the following manner: 

Lo&icaI Visual Rhetorical 

Beholding 

Analysis 

Synthesis 

o 
o 
@) 

ego 

the other 

the~. 

Looking at Coleridge's logic this way, we can recognize the way classical 



logic entwines with the ~~ntered view. Oassicallogit; taught at 

Cambridge before, during, and after his enrollment there, gave Coleridge a 

logical foundation for an activity that came to mean a spiral for ~ where 

simple apprehemion, judgment, and the Hnking of arguments come alive 

through the presence of an ~ and the methods of poetry turned to a 

rhetorical purpose. 

Coleridge's Theory of Rhetoric and 

The Greater Romantic Lyric 

It seem'd like Omnipresence! God, methought, 
Had built him there a Temple: the whole World 
Seem'd jrnag'd in its vast circumference: 
No ~ profan'd my overwhelmed heart. 
Blest hour! It was a luxury,-to be! 
-Coleridge "Reflections on Leaving A 

Place of Retirement" 

It's fairly easy to see how the first logical operation, "behold," has a 

place in poetics. Also, the relationship of logic to argument is clear enough. 
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However, the dynamic relationship of poetty, logic, and rhetoric often eludes 

us. Coleridge's ~ is not a rhetoric, but its primary focus is on dynamics of 

composition. We could, therefore, see it as half a text on rhetoric that allows 

us access to processes of composition through a system of invention and 

discovery. 
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Probably the most well-known artide on Coleridge's lyric design is M. 

H. Abrams' "Structure and Style in The Greater Romantic Lyric.· Abrams 

points out that the lyric structure he is describing is not unique to Coleridge 

and that indeed it is the central lyric structure of the British RomantiCS; Byron 

is the only one who didn't write in the mode (527). Abrams goes on to 

describe the paradigm for the structure, stating that the poems 

... present a determined speaker in a partiaIlarized 
and usually a localized, outdoor setting, whom we 
overhear as he carries on, in a fluent vema.cular which 
rises easily to a more formal speech, a sustained 
colloquy, sometimes with himself or with the outer 
scene, but more frequently with a silent human auditor, 
present or absent. The speaker begins with a 
description of the landscape; an aspect or change of 
aspect in the landscape evokes a varied but integral 
process of memory, thought, anticipation, and feeling 
which remains closely intervolved with the outer scene. 
In the process of this meditation the lyric speaker 
achieves insight, stands up to a tragic loss, comes 
to a moral decision, or resolves a ... problem. Often 
the poem rounds upon itself to end where it began, at 
the outer scene, but with an altered mood and deepened 
understanding which is the result of the intervening 
meditation. (527-28) 

The form, as Abrams describes it, follows the same circular journey implicit in 

Coleridge's movement from ego to the other to~. The outward scene 

symbolizes the ideas that a speculative discourse might involve, and the tenency 

to use an outward scene to suggest an inward state is a trademark of the 

Romantic style and Coleridge's style in particular. The ability to locate internal 
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states in the outer world suited Coleridge's "reflective" kind of thinking and 

writing. In "Romantic Psychology and the Inner Senses: Coleridge," Judson S. 

Lyon points out that Coleridge not only knew the history of "inner-sense" 

figures (a history that includes the works of Plotinus) but also that he adopted 

the externa! senses as a conceptual model for "intellectual powers," so that he 

was "creating a second, parallel world, with a parallel set of senses in the mind 

to communicate with it" (246-47). Lyon points out that Coleridge was the 

"germinal" influence in creating a set of senses for the mind 

As he was the germinal influence in establishing the reflective idea and 

the use of "inner-sense" terms in the poems, Coleridge was also, according to 

Abrams, the germinal influence in establishing the form of the Greater 

Romantic Lyric: 

In this investigation Coleridge must be our central 
reference, not only because he had the most to say 
about these matters in prose, but because it was he, 
not Wordsworth, who inaugurated the greater Romantic 
lyric, firmly established its pattern, and wrote the 
largest number of instances. (530) 

Abrams, following Coleridge's lead in Biographia. attributes Coleridge's interest 

in the "pattern" to his desire to find a conversational style and a local subject 

matter that could sustain his philosophical speculations. He found the pattern, 

Abrams argues, in the neoclassic poems of Sir John Denham ("Cooper's Hill"), 

Grey ("Ode On a Distant Prospect of Eton College"), and Bowles' sonnets. 
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This he says explains Coleridge's interest in Bowles' "slim talent." In the main, 

I would surmise, Bowles offered Coleridge the example of someone who could, 

through the power of characterization, create an ~ that allowed the poet to 

conduct an intimate conversation with his surroundings and yet invite the 

reading into that conversation. Abrams calIs this conversation an "interior 

monologue" (543), but, as I have suggested, the experience may be more a 

dialogue between speaker and subject with an stylistic invitation to the reader 

to join the discussion. 

Where Abrams attributes the Greater Romantic Lyric to Coleridge's 

literary study, W. Schrickx suggests the lyric was a product of Coleridge's 

relationship with the Cambridge Platonists, and in "Coleridge and the 

Cambridge Platonists" details that relationship in order to establish that the 

Romantic Lyric is founded on the attempt to create a "record of deep religious 

disturbance," and that poems like "Reflections on Having Left a Place of 

Retirement" represent "flights into Neo-platonic idealism" (87). Schrickx's 

description of the process and design of the poems matches Abrams in that he 

sees the lyric as a movement from immediate surroundings to an internal 

musing and then back to the immediate surroundings. 

I agree with both Abrams and Schrickx in their contentions. Coleridge's 

lyric structure is a product of his literary concerns and his Neo-platonic 

philosophy. However, it is entirely possible that the central influence on the 
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shape of the lyric is a rhetorical one. First, however, we should explore more 

fully the implications of what Schrickx is suggesting about Coleridge's approach 

to composition. 

The Mystic Aesthetic as Rhetorical Warrant 

Knowledge must either be an endless 
Cycle, a perpetual Interfusion of all 
particular Positions, each with each & 
each with all, in a common Chaos: that is, 
it must be without reality, therefore, 
not knowledge-Or there must be some ultimate 
Point of Reality, on which all else depends, 
which separates the Elements of Knowledge and 
prescribes to each its own Sphere of action 
in the System of Science. (Notebook 3 4265) 

We don't have to look far to recognize Coleridge's interest in Neo-

platonic thinking and especially to what he felt was the force behind them-

Plotinus. In BiQ~aphia Literaria. for example, he claims that his theory of 

imagination "holds the same relation in abstruseness to Plotinus, as Plotinus 

does to Plato" (166). We cannot mention the Neo-platonists, or Plotinus, 

without opening up the issue of mysticism and, in our discussion, its 

relationship to composition. In fact the key structure of Coleridge's rhetoric 

can be represented by the "mystic spiral" found in Plotinus' Enneads. Abrams 

states: 

Romantic Philosophy is ... primarily a metaphysics 
of integratio~ of which the key principle is that 



of the "reconciliation, " or synthesis, of whatever 
divided, opposed, or conflicting. (Natural 

SupematwaUsm 182) 

134 

The structural metaphysics of integration finds its sources in Plato and in the 

writings of Plotinus. Coleridge's logical instruments are dedicated to synthesis, 

and those instruments fit into a structure that Abrams calls the "romantic 

spiral," where individuals go out of themselves and return again "as in the 

school of Plotinus," to discover a new self on their return since they find their 

new self "incorporates the intervening differentiations." Abrams describes this 

whole process as an "ascending circle, or spiral." The Romantic ideal, 

therefore, he concludes, is not a primitive unity, but "an ideal of strenuous 

effort along the hard road of culture and civilization," and the highest goal is 

"inclusion of all realities" or Coleridge's "multiety in unity." The program is a 

program of "progressive self-education" (183-87). Using the terminology of our 

discussion, when ego and non-ego are brought together in a conscious synthesis, 

it follows that they exist together in a state of awareness we may define as a 

spiritual ~. 

The combined effect of the form and philosophy of the "Romantic 

Spiral" can be called a mystic aesthetic. This aesthetic is the foundation for 

Coleridge's system of composition, and the form into which the intricate 

classifications of his logic fits. 
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As we have seen, both Abrams and Schrickx acknowledge Coleridge's 

indebtedness to the mystic aesthetic as a basis for his design for composition. 

We find further evidence of this in l A Richards, discussions about Coleridge, 

especially in his collaborated work with Ogden and Wood, The Foundations of 

Aesthetics. where the authors ascribe the term Mystic Aesthetic to Coleridge's 

works and then introduce the major problem with such an aesthetic: 

Let us consider the only other of these five 
views which requires attention, namely that of 
Coleridge. Having been stated as a mystical view, 
it can evidently only appeal in this form to those 
who adopt the special attitudes involved. (37) 

Here, we may infer that the authors are describing the problem associated with 

mystic thought that William James describes in The Varieties of Reli~ous 

Experience. namely, that mysticism is something that cannot be given to 

another-it is something that must be experienced (380). However, the author's 

reference to "the special attitudes" may also suggest a specific doctrine of 

mystical thought, and one that l A Richards was very familiar with-Plotinus's 

system. In order to understand what Richards, Ogden, and Woods mean by the 

label "special attitudes," it is helpful to discuss Plotinus's mystical aesthetic. We 

can then discuss Coleridge's unique solutions to the rhetorical problems the 

aesthetic presents and its place in his theory of rhetoric. 



Plotinus and the Foundations of Mystical 

Aesthetics 

God is a circle, the center of which 
is everywhere, and the circumference 
nowhere. The Soul is all in every part. 
-Coleridge, Table Talk 
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One attribute of Plotinus's system is that it focuses on the relationship of 

"lbe One to the Many" (Ennead N). The optimum attitude that establishes a 

relationship between the one and the many is a contemplative or meditative 

attitude wherein the mediator has established a relationship with "the One." 

Therefore, the necessary step in establishing relationships is to recognize and 

invoke God. The result is that the meditating individual gains access to a 

perspective of unity and proceeds to recognize the objects in view through the 

influence of that relationship. Plotinus explains: 

[i]t is necessary, therefore, that the beholder of him, 
being in himself as in the interior part of a temple, 
and quietly abiding in a eminence beyond all things, 
should survey the statues as it were which are 
established outwardly, or rather that statue which 
first shines forth to the view, and after the following 
manner behold that which is naturally adapted to be 
beheld. (Smith 284) 

This state of awareness coincides with Coleridge's first stage of logic-the 

necessary act of fixing our attention on the object of discussion. It does not 

explain how synthesis is possible in such a state of meditative ''beholding." 

However, Chapter IV of the Enneads provides us with what might be 
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called the Magna Carta of mystic aesthetics, the belief that Richards, Ogden, 

and Woods say we must share if we are to participate in Coleridge's system. 

Plotinus first establishes that the main principle in knowing is 

"Intellection," or our conscious awareness of ourselves in relation to "the other," 

or "the One." He proceeds to describe the "Problems of the Soul," one of 

which is to give our perceptions substance through our ability to make images 

and recognize we are doing so. 

The soul is unfailingly intent upon intellection; 
only when it acts on this image-making faculty does 
its intellection become a human perception: 
intellection is one thing, the perception on an 
intellection is another. We are continuously intuitive 
but we are not unbrokenly aware; the reason is that 
the recipient in us receives from both sides, 
absorbing not merely intellections but also 
sense-perceptions. (MacKenna 286) 

One problem of the soul, then, is to be conscious of the chtinction 

between our inner and outer perceptions while recognizing their integral 

relationship. The main "problem" of the soul is characterized by the soul's 

desire to return to a spiritual unity through various ascending stages, and the 

grand mystic symbol for describing the movement through these stages is the 

spiral. Plotinus's spatial representations, I think, are intended mainly to suggest 

a distance. Thus, a lower soul is farthest away from the source and a higher 

soul closer. The soul circles around the source seeking to be united with it, 

and the Christian mystics who followed Plotinus found in man's expulsion from 
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Eden and the journey toward a new Eden an allegorical representation of this 

Platonic journey (see Abrams' Natural SqpernatyraUsm). The soul is exiled but 

even in exile connects with the common source, and this connection serves as 

the aesthetic warrant for empathy and identification. Plotinus states in the key 

passage of the chapter: 

[n]ow nothing of Real Being is even annulled. 
In the Supreme, the Intellectual Principles 

[souls] are not annulled, for in their 
differentiation there is not bodily partition, 
no passing of each separate phase into a distinct 
unity; every such phase remains in full possession 
of that identical being. It is exactly so with souls. 

By their succession they are linked to the several 
Intellectual Principles, for they are the expression, 
the Logos, of the Intellectual Principles, of which 
they are the unfolding; brevity has opened out to 
multiplicity ... they are attached each to its own 
Intellectual original ... thus they keep, at once, 
identification and difference; each soul is permanently 
a unity (a self) and yet are, in their to~ one 
being. (MacKenna 286) 

This statement represents the article of faith by whic~ in Coleridge's system, 

the mystical aesthetic gains a warrant for rhetorical activity: We are united in 

a common purpose, to recognize the one in the many, and participate in a 

constant unfolding of a single source in order to manifest itself through variety. 

Such a spiritual warrant, once recognized and even adopted, presents a 

rhetorician with particular problems, problems that Coleridge was well aware 

of and sought through his career to address. Although he accepted the belief 
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as Plotinus describes it here, he drew careful distinctions between the various 

kinds of mystics and the importance of their influence on society. 

The Social Implications of Mystics and Their 

Relationship to Coleridge's Rhetoric 

The question of how a mystic aesthetic might influence the composition 

of knowledge in general and writing practice specifically is a significant one. It 

has a particular rhetorical signature, as we have seen with the Greater 

Romantic Lyric, and there seems to be procedures that promote the aesthetic 

during composition. Also, the mystic aesthetic acts as a rhetorical warrant for 

a particular attitude toward the communication process, and when logic as a 

discipline fails, it provides a connection between reasons through a faith in its 

validity. Understanding Coleridge's view of mysticism and mystics allows us 

access to his rhetorical design. 

Coleridge's most sustained discussion of mysticism is found in "Mystics 

and Mysticism," an essay published in On The Church and State Accordine To 

the Idea of Each. in Confessions of an Enquirin2 Spirit. and mentioned in Aids 

To Reflection. I refer to Bloom's edition of Aids To Reflection here. 
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Coleridge's purpose in the essay is to defend mysticism as a necessary 

check to the "mechanism or Corpu.ccn1ar Scheme" of Descartes. He aIigns 

mystic thought with organic form and composition, claiming that unless we 

recognize spirit in thinking we are left with "a lifeless machine whirled about by 

the dust of its own grinding •.• (269). His purpose in the essay, he says, is to 

discuss "the use of the word [JIlYSticj in a good or bad sense" (261). 

Fust. mysticism has a general definition. Generally, mysticism is 

[w]hen a man refers to inward feelinBS and emerienres 
of which mankind at large are not conscious ..• such 
a man I call a Mystic: and the grounding of any theory 
or belief ... for the purpose of expressing these 
idiosyncrasies ... I call mysticism. (261) 

We may note that Coleridge's definition does not suggest idiosyncracies are 

unreal or that they cannot be shared, only that others are not "conscious" of 

them. There are certain intuitive experiences that we may all share. It is those 

experiences that Coleridge seeks to confirm. 

There are three kinds of mystics according to Coleridge's categories. 

One kind of mystic becomes a fanatic because "by ambition or still meaner 

passions" or "self doubt" the mystic attempts to enforce the vision or faith "as a 

duty" upon everyone. In certain states of "public mind," such a mystic is 

dangerous. The next two species he calls "enthusiasts." 

The grand mystic symbol is the spiral (see Purce). The grand mystic 

allegory is the journey. Coleridge uses the allegory of the journey to suggest 
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the experience of the next two kinds of mystics with society. The first 

-enthusiast- is described as someone who is crossing a desert at night--a poor 

Pilgrim benighted in a wilderness or desert, and perusing his way in a starless 

dark with a lantern in his hand" (262). 

TII'ed and hungry, the traveler comes to an oasis or a garden and 

discovers a fountain and ripe fruits surrounding it. The light from his lantern 

causes the scene to glow, and he is impressed, deeply, by what he sees in the 

-scanty circle of light,- but something frightens him, and he leaves quickly. 

Once back on the desert, the images of the oasis "blend with the past and 

present- until the mystic's sight is modified, and he transfers the forms of his 

dreams to -real objects,- giving an -OUtness" to those dreams. Next, the 

enthusiast meets a caravan. His memory of the oasis compels him to descn.be 

his experiences to the members of the caravan. He tells his story in order to 

"recall, connect, and piece out his recollections." But, he is received as a mad 

man and "retires within himself.- Since he cannot find a community to accept 

him, he turns to writing to appeal to more "abstract auditors." Because he is 

not educated as a writer and because he does not have a community that 

shares his purpose, he is forced to barrow language and comfort from the only 

community he can find-"the sacred books of his religion." With this 

description, Coleridge says, "I shadow out ... honest Jacob Behmen" (262-63). 

The first enthusiast, then. is socially ineffective because, first, he fails to 
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sustain the vision, because of luck or lack of courage, second, because he 

cannot find a commnnity that shares his purpose, and third, because he is not 

"educated" to be a writer. 

The next species of enthusiast is of a "higher order." This mystic has 

the same natural gifts as the first but is fortunate enough to have gained the 

"skills of the writer's trade" through education and study. The second mystic 

also has gained, it seems, a sense of history and a knowledge about his society. 

He is in a company of fellow pilgrims, made up of merchants and others who 

not only represent society but also share the spiritual purpose of his journey. 

This mystic sees the same landscape as the first, and the vision this time is not 

a hasty glance but a sustained meditation by moonlight. The mystic discovers 

"statues" (here we might recall Plotinus's "temple statues"), "spots of greenery, 

and refreshing caves." The moonlight and the "tender visionary hue" softens 

the distinction between dream and reality. Coleridge claims that Fenelon is 

such a mystic (264). 

It is left unsaid what the second enthusiast's reception will be when he 

talks with his companions, but Coleridge continues by suggesting we are those 

companions and that when we have observed such a landscape for ourselves by 

"steady day-light," and "mastered its proportions," we will know for ourselves 

that both enthusiasts have been there where "truth mingled with the dream" 

(264). 
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Coleridge's classification of mystics, then, begins with the fanatic who 

might be dangerous to society and proceeds to describe the character or ~ 

of the enthusiasts that offer society a vision of the spiritual world-the first 

being the recluse and the second being a social mystic. The mystic he most 

identifies with is the social one, and his argument is that the way a mystic 

becomes social is through the disciplines of education and the company of 

those who share a community motive. 

There is a common attitude toward mystics that runs contrary to this 

argument, and, historically, it's not diffiaIlt to see why. Plotinus, for example, 

exhJ.l>its an almost fanatical distrust for society and the body; we must retire to 

the "alone" in order to approach the "alone," and Plotinus seems ashamed 

somehow of the body that ties him to the physical world. Also, St. Augustine, 

who in his Confessions details the habits and excesses of his physical life, 

suggests by his example that spiritual beings had best remove themselves from 

the physical world. 

Probably the best-known discussion of mystics and mysticism is found in 

William James' The Varieties of Reli~ous Experience. where James 

summarizes the typical attitude toward the mystic experience and its aesthetic, 

and his views support the examples of Plotinus and Augustine. 

(1) The experience is ineffable. It cannot be "imparted 

to others," and must be "directly experienced." 



(2) The experience has a "Noetic Ouality." meaning 

it carries a sense of "authority" that changes 

the mystics sense of the world through a knowledge 

beyond the reaches of the intellect. 

(3) The experiences are transient They cannot be 

sustained, and "they fade into the light of 

common day." 

(4) In order to have the experience, the knower 

must be passive. The mystic is "grasped 

and held by a superior power". (38~1) 
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H we pause to reflect on these qualities for a moment, we can recognize much 

of the same attitudes as is commonly held about expressive forms of 

composition. The writer, in the commonly held view, is expected to "give in" to 

the experience of writing, and the writing comes through flashes of inspiration 

that are also transient and unexplainable. If there are those who want to 

criticize Coleridge for encouraging such a vitalistic view of composition, they 

should remember that this view of mysticism, and composition, does not 

compare directly to his own. 

As we have seen, although Coleridge would agree with much of James's 

definition, he differs in the following ways. First, he argues that although 

someone must experience the mystical themselves, that experience can be 
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sugested to another through the mystic aesthetic. Second, it follows that there 

is a community capable of recognizjng the experience and that this community 

is important not only to the mystic but to the rest of the world as well, and the 

mystic has an ethical responsibility to society. Third, he argues that we must be 

receptive but not necessarily passive in encouraging the experience: As his 

story of the second enthusiasts suggests, he believed that through effort, 

experiment, observation, and faith we can realize the mystic experience in the 

world The conclusion is that Coleridge may be the most social mystic, 

determined to bring the mystic aesthetic into the grasp of a composer through 

education and a community that shares a spiritual motive. 

The modes and operations of the mystic aesthetic make up the 

substance of Coleridge's rhetoric. The main purpose, again, is to expand the 

individual ego to include both the spirit and the contexts of society-both 

present and historical. The result is a spiritual ~ that speaks in a discourse 

with the authority of an ~-centric voice. That voice is a harmony of many 

voices, a controlled polylogue, and the IQ~cal synthesis made personal. The 

spiraling act of composing creates a place in text where the reader is invited to 

join in the experience of knowledge making and the rhetorical activity we call 

identification. 

The methods and operations of the process are indeed classically logical 

in Coleridge's definition of the tenn. They are also poetic and rhetorical. In 



fact, the success of the methods depend largely upon all of these aspects of 

discourse, thinking, and communication being included in any act of 

composition. The text must encourage a fixing on the subject, a simple 

beholding. It must allow analysis so the reader and writer can distinguish 

between themselves and the object beheld It must offer a plausible and 

believable synthesis so that identification can happen. At the same time, the 

inner workings of composition's spiral allows for the act of constant reflection 

between our inner and outer reality, connecting them as we compose ourselves. 

The whole model might be conceived as a wheel of the composing self, with 

the ego and ~ as hub, the various operations in composition as spokes, and 

society as the rim. 

(see figure) 
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Summary Comments: The Rhetorical Wheel 

In order to understand the essential feature of Coleridge's system, the 

power of the ~ that drives the rhetorical wheel, we must recognize that the 

~ he proposes as the center of the composing self is an unstable unity. Its 

functions are to suspend the various fragments of a composition in a 

momentary stasis, held together by the personality of the composer, and to 

locate both composer and auditor within the field of that stasis. It is a transient 

experience, based on a "willing suspension of disbelief, for the moment, which 

constitutes poetic faith" (Biomphia Literaria 169). 

Coleridge's act of composition focuses on the processes so far described 

toward the end of community building. We often think of the Romantic ~ 

as being one that encourages rebellion and isolation, but as Northrop Frye 

points out in 'The Drunken Boat," the difference between radical Romantics 

and conservative ones is the degree they perceive the potential of the 

individual fulfilled and realized in society (310). Coleridge was a conservative 

Romantic, intent upon realizing an entire society that was more than the 

aggregate of its individuals, and he focused on the positive influences of not 

only the current society but also an historical society of friends. Such a society, 

he must have believed, allows for the communion and communication 

necessary for confirming personal insight and expounding on it. Yet, each act 

of composing the self in harmony with such a society, represented perhaps by 
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the spiritual ~ requires personal effort. Thus, the methods and 

characteristics of his rhetoric promote a constant interpenetration, through 

reflection, of the "inner" personal experience and a shared experience with the 

"outer" world. 

The rhetorical wheel, as I have described it, works toward that end, with 

each spoke representing an "inner" directed and "outer" directed activity 

working together to make the~. In order for the inner and outer 

experiences to be jointed, certain shared assumptions need to be made. ~ 

is the hub, and so is ego since the process moves from ego to ~ again and 

again. Dialectic and dialogue form one spoke of the wheel, connecting the 

inner dialogic to the social rim. The elements of logic, so much a part of 

Coleridge'S dialogue, may also be seen as an overall example of the process of 

composition since the whole system works from a ''beholding," through analysis, 

to a synthesis-a new~. It is therefore possible to see each spoke of the 

wheel following the same process. 

The main purpose of the combining of the methods described is to 

create a personal, and subsequently, heightened experience of the subject 

beheld, whether that subject be an idea, an experiment, or an observation. 

Coleridge maintained throughout his career that such a heightening of 

perception is something we can produce as composers and share as readers. 

Another assumption that drives the rhetorical wheel is that we may be 
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at once both aggressive in seeking "knowledge" and receptive at the same time. 

The heightened experience that comes with knowledge making cannot only be 

an accident (although accidents, like miracles, are welcome). The personal 

effort of the composer is the central feature here; it is our desire to persuade 

ourselves in the company of those we trust that drives the rhetorical wheel It 

may be, as Richards, Ogden, and Woods suggest, that Coleridge's aesthetic 

requires a belief in his system. But it is also true that through the methods of 

an ~-centered composition we can create a state of awareness that at least 

encourages a willing suspension of disbelief long enough to allow for a personal 

involvement on the part of either a skeptical composer who willfully uses them 

or a skeptical auditor. 

Coleridge's methods, along with his distinction between species of 

mystics, focused on his life long argument with "mechanistic" forms of 

composition. His main argument against the commonplace understanding of 

mystics is a strong echo of his argument against Heartly's Associationalisrn, an 

argument he pressed as early as Bio~aphia Uteraria. In chapter seven, he 

attacks the passivity of Associationalism stating, "[i]n Heartley's scheme, the 

soul is present only to be pinched or stroked. while the very squeals or purring 

are produced by an agency wholly independent and alien" (Shawcross 81). 

Thus, Associationalisrn, like the common understanding of mysticism, negates 

the "absolute-self' that is "co-extensive and co-present" with the power that 
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animates the world Associationalism, Descartes' "du,distic" hypothesis, and the 

notion that the mystic experience is only passive, all negate the self and our 

conscious participation in the act of creation or composition. The composer, 

Coleridge suggests, must maintain an "armed vision" that allows for an active 

and conscious participation in the process; otherwise, we are "mere quick-silver 

plating behind the looking glass"--or, "the poor worthless I" (Shawcross 82). 

Thus, in Coleridge's system we earn our way to knowledge through 

observation, attentiveness to our intuition, and faith. Indeed, his tenency to use 

metaphor and symbol in his prose, by way of explaining ideas, seems to activate 

the reader's conscious participation in the experience he is describing. We 

must, he maintains, be at once passive or receptive and active in imaginative 

thinking. He explains, 

[l]et us consider what we do when we leap. 
We first resist the gravitating power by an act 
purely voluntary, and then by another act, voluntary 
in part, we yield to it in order to light on the 
spot, which we had previously proposed to ourselves. 
Now let a man watch his mind while he is composing; 
or, to make a still more common case, while he is 
trying to recollect a name; and he will find the 
process completely analogous. (Shawcross 85) 

We should notice Coleridge's invoking a memory of a motor response 

coupled to a mental activity. He moves the reader into the idea through 

participation in that memory. Next he offers a detailed observation as a 

metaphor for the experience. 



Most of my readers will have ObselVed a small 
water-insect on the surface of rivulets, which 
throws a cinque-spotted shadow fringed with 
prismatic colours on the sunny bottom of the 
brook; and will have noticed, how the little 
anjma) mm its way up against the stream, by 
alternate pulses of active and passive motion, 
now resisting the current, and now yielding to 
it in order to gather strength and a momentary 
fulcrum for further propulsion. This is not 
an unapt emblem of the mind's self-experience in 
the act of thinking. There are evidently two powers 
at work, which relative to each other are active 
and passive; this is not possible without an 
intermediate faculty, which is at once both 
active and passive ... the IMAGINATION. 
(Shawcross 85-86) 

We can see in this passage the whole of Coleridge's rhetorical wheel 
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And his emblem suggests the way each composition is in itself a "fulcrum for 

further" composition. In order to argue his point, he includes definition, direct 

address to the reader, an appeal to the reflective activity of the "inner and 

"outer world," a detailed and personal observation, a direct attempt through 

language and invocation to "fix" the reader's attention (the detailed image, and 

the invocation to "observe" and "notice" things), an analysis, a synthesis where 

these things come together under the heading of "IMAGINATION," a focus on 

language, the involvement of memory and symbo4 and an appeal to the 

reader'S motor memory. Finally, we may note that the entire passage is an 

example of composition through motion. It is not by chance, I think, but rather 

by practice and discipline that Coleridge seeks in such a passage to instill in us 
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a heightened sense of an idea that can be equated with the mystic experience 

we've been discussing It's an example of the second species of enthusiast at 

work. 
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Chapter 6 

"Essays on the Principles of Method": 

A Prolegomena to Coleridge's Rhetoric 

The work generally known as the "Essay On Method" has been singled 

out not only as a statement of Coleridge's rhetoric but as, perhaps, the best of 

Coleridge's prose. In his Philosophy Of Rhetoric. L A. Richards states that 

Coleridge's "Essay on Method •.. has itself more bearing on a possible future 

for Rhetoric than anything I know of in the official literature" (6). Kathleen 

Coburn's letter to I. A. Richards, reprinted in the introduction to Richard's 

Colerid&e On Ima~nation. suggests the same kind of veneration for the 

"Essays." She writes to Richards: 

I should like to put in a word here for the "Essay 
on Method" in EncyclO-Paedia Metropolitana edition, 
or the third volume of The Friend. For one thing 
this is one of the freshest signs of that resurgence 
of creative power that came with his finding a haven 
at Highgate; and it provides also the clearest way 
out of the metaphysical muddle of the undigested 
Schelling passages in the Bio~phia. in fact 
celebrates his abandonment of Schelling altogether. 
The "Essay on Method" I find a most useful and 
significant document. (xvii) 



It's bard to imagine Coleridge totally abandoning any useful idea, Schelling's or 

oth~ but I agree with CobUJ1l, that by the time he wrote his essays on 

Method Coleridge bad indeed .digested" much of the metaphysical ideas in 

Biwaphia and had integrated them into his ·system: James Berlin in WOflle 

Rhetoric of Romanticism: The Case for Coleridge,· states that along with the 

Biewaphia Uteraria the "Essays. in The Friend are the texts he found "most 

relevant" to explaining Coleridge's Rhetoric. Among other things, Berlin claims 

Coleridge's rhetoric is Platonic, dialectical, and based on the poetic process 

(69-70). Coleridge himself singled out the "Essays. as being the best of his 

prose works (see Rooke's "Introduction· baxiv), and Ruskin commented in his 

diary that the essays in The Friend gave him a WWgher notion· of Coleridge 

than his poeny had ("Introduction" cv). 

The most sustained discussion of "Essay On Method" is Dudley Bailey's 

"A Plea for a Modem Set of Topoi. It like Berlin's article, Bailey's uses the 

"Essay On Method" as a way of descnbing Coleridge's rhetoric, but he also 

suggests, like Richards' comments in Philosophy of Rhetoric. that the work 

might provide us with a rhetoric for our times. After stating that the "most 

badly needed textbook in College English today is a good rhetoric," (111) 

Bailey continues: 

The modem rhetoric, when it is developed, will 
probably make considerable use of the ancient 
system. Indeed, a modem rhetoric may differ 



from it rather less than most people think. 
There seems to be a fairly wide agreement that a 
modem rhetoric will stem from Coleridge, I 
assume that this means from Coleridge's essay 
on method, written as a preface to the 
En01o.paedia MetropoUtana and included in 
large part in the revision of The Friend. (112) 

In the main, Bailey sees Coleridge's intentions in the "Essay On Method" as 

1) "rounding up the patterns that Wl inform the 

coherent use of our language, to place them in some 

sensible order, and to discuss their logical 

implications"; 

2) discuss the "relations of writer and the reader 

to things in question and to one another-the problems 

of point of view and of tone"; 

3) address "the heart of rhetoric," which has always 

been '"invention' and 'discovery'" (113-14). 
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In concluding, Bailey suggests that a modem rhetoric should not be a "textbook 

on writing" or "a book for freshman English" or "a screen for an introduction to 

literary study" (116). He seems to be suggesting, in other words, that the kind 

of rhetoric that Coleridge offers us in "Essay On Method" is the kind of 

rhetoric we need for modem times. Thus, Bailey sees the "Essay On Method" 

at the heart of a new rhetoric that partakes of the old rhetoric. 

It is not surprising, however, that Coleridge's versions of "Essay On 
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Method" have not provided scholars of rhetoric with the kind of specific 

instruction comments like Richards' promise us they might contain. The 

versions of that "Essay" are not a definitive statement of Coleridge's system. 

Instead, they represent the metaphorical, logical, and philosophical foundation 

for a Coleridgean system, addressed to the audience Coleridge fashioned for 

himself-a congregation of friends. The versions are "Essays" on principles that 

might inform personal and individual methods for making meaning. 

Considering what we now know of Coleridge's system in the ~ we can see 

how those principles form a foundation of a "way" to make meaning, and how a 

new rhetoric for our times, like the one Bailey is calling for, might come from 

a study of that foundation as we apply it to our particular needs. 

The Three Versions of "Essay On Method" 

There are three versions of essays referred to as "Essay On Method." 

The first version is the introduction to The EnQ'Clopaedia Metropolitana. or 

the "Preliminary Treatise On Method." The second version is I. A Richards' 

"Essay On Method" found in his edition of The Portable Colerid~. and the 

third version is the "Essays On The Principles Of Method" found in the 1818 

edition of The Friend. Of these three versions, the last seems to be most 

representative of Coleridge's philosophy and most descriptive of his rhetorical 

system. 
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The stormy history of Coleridge's relationship with the editors of 1k 

EnQrlo.paedia Metro.polit3p3 the editors he called "the Etcetri Club (Snyder 

xxii), stands as a good example of how a failed collaboration can lead to 

something good. His "Treatise On Method" was the general introduction to the 

work, and as Alice Snyder points out, he originally was in charge of the overall 

structure of the Ency1o.paedia. His plan, however, did not meet with approval 

from editors or critics or backers, and the major complaints seem to be that his 

approach was too "poetical" and "unpractical" (xiii). Also, the editors did not 

trust Coleridge to complete his part of the project on time (xiv). Thus, 

Coleridge's reputation and his "system" troubled both editors and financial 

backers. 

His "system" was basically to organize the encyclopedia on the principles 

of "trichotomy." Snyder's discussion of his plan reveals how this led to the 

eventual dissolution of the collaborative effort between Coleridge and the 

editors. It seems the editors were concerned that an encyclopedia organized on 

dialogical principles would be too "bold." 

But Coleridge, full of enthusiasm for the principles 
of "trichotomy" and eager to reconcile the 
philosophies of Plato and Bacon by its means, was 
undaunted. He proposed a scheme that was 
trichotomous not only in its main divisions but in its 
subdivisions as well, and however seriously one may 
respect the truths he was trying to express it is 
impossible not to smile at the ingenuity of his 
detailed applications. (xx-xxi) 
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Although his applications to an encyclopedic knowledge may at times been 

knowledge under one unified system of thinking. He was in fact arguing for 

what he called a "Unitrine division" of the EnQrlo.paedia. He contended that 

we "arrange" things habitually in the same basic way-" A, and the opposite of A 

(say, B) and that in which A and B co-exist" (xxi). Each time we "arrange" 

knowledge in this way we are creating a "unit" of thinking-a unified view of the 

topic. What he was arguing for, then, was an organization based on his main 

logical and philosophical tenets-the synthesis of seeming opposites and the 

idea that opposites should be "distinguished" but not separated" (xxi). 

Thus, from the table of contents to the Introduction to the entire plan 

for the work, Coleridge's views were contested, and when it came time for the 

Introduction to go to press, the general editors took over the project. 

According to Snyder, Coleridge had accepted and given his approval to the 

editors cutting much of his metaphysical and metaphorical illustrations. 

However, he was outraged by Green's rearrangement of his arguments (xxiii). 

Barbara E. Rooke's account of what happened highlights the conflict. 

Coleridge was not given a copy of the proofs and complained: '"If they mean 

openly to insult me, it is time, Morgan! that I should know it'" (lxxxiv). Rooke 

continues: 

When he finally read the introduction in the first 



volume of the EnRYclgpaedia.. he found it "so be 
devilled, so interpolated and topsy-turvied", such 
"a complete Huddle of Paragraphs, without sub- or 
co-ordination", that the work, which he had "valued 
more than all [his] other prose writings", was 
now disreputable to him as a scholar and dishonourable 
to him as an honest man. (lxxxiv) 
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Coleridge demanded his manuscript in order to publish his own version in ~ 

Friend. The editors refused, claiming it was "purchased goods." After several 

months he managed to get it back only to find it was "cut up into snips so as to 

make it almost useless" (lxxxiv). 

Thus, Coleridge rewrote the "PreIirninary Treatise On Method" for 

inclusion in the 1818 version of The Friend. and although the "collaboration" 

can be considered a failure, it led him, I believe, to an even more careful 

revision of the essay, making the "Essays On The Principles Of Method" 

possibly his most carefully revised and polished prose work. 

That work went largely unnoticed, perhaps because of the critical 

attention BiQ~aphia Literaria received. However, I. A Richards included the 

"Essays" in his edition of The Portable Colerid&e. first published in 1950. But, 

Richards left out part of the "Essays," most notably the first three essays in 

Section Two, perhaps because he wished to ignore Coleridge's unfortunate 

defense of George ill in the first essay and because they are not specifically 

titled "Essays On Method." The result is that most scholars have not 

recognized Coleridge's overall rhetorical design. Note, for example, James 



Berlin's contention that Essay XI "suddenly cnlmjnates in an elaborate 

statement of principles of Coleridge's idealism, a statement which cannot be 

said to follow from what has come before" (72). However, if we recognize 
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Coleridge's "tricrotic" approach and his circular design, the concluding essay in 

the series of essays entitled "Essays On The Principles Of Method" does indeed 

follow from "what has come before." My conclusion is that the 1818 version of 

the Essays (including the first three essays in Section Two) gives us the most 

complete description of Coleridge's rhetoric. 

The Groundwork for the "Essays": Section One 

of The Friend 

Each Essay will ... be found complete 
in itse~ yet an organic part of the 
whole considered as one disquisition. 
- Coleridge, The Friend (150) 

Habits and~ 

Coleridge's plan for the "Essays On The Principles Of Method" included a well-

designed preparation for those essays. The purpose of Coleridge's method is 

the creation of a spiritual ~ and the 1818 version of The Friend allowed 

him to revise the entire collection in order to make a sustained argument for 

the virtues of that spiritual ethos. The entire first section of The Friend 
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prepares the reader for the second section and "Essays On The Principles Of 

Method." Essay V in the first section, for example, begins with a quote by 

Harrington: 

Man may rather be defined a religious than a 
rational character, in regard that in other 
creatures there may be something of Reason, 
but there is nothing of Religion. (154) 

Coleridge adds that he wants us to substitute the word "Understanding" for 

"Reason" and the word "Reason" for "Religion." This, he says, will completely 

express "the Truth for which the Friend is contending" (154). 

Coleridge's subsequent assertion leaves little doubt that he is intending 

his work to change the reader's consciousness and to create a spiritual ~. 

He equates Reason with that spiritual~: "But Reason is wholly denied, 

equally to the highest as to the lowest of the brutes ... and with it therefore 

Self-consciousness, and personality. or Moral Being" (155). Thus, all the virtues 

of human kind reside in our ability to exercise a "discourse of reason" (156), 

and the instruments (or faculties of mind) that allow that discourse to happen 

are "reflection." "comparison." "suspension of the mind" (or a willingness to 

suspend judgment), "the power of acting from notions. instead of mere images 

exciting the appetites (or the ability to act on ideas)," and from "motives. 

not mere instincts" (160). 

These qualities of mind are instruments contributing to the active 
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making of not only meanjng but to the making, through habitual practice, of a 

personality as well. Coleridge may well have added the quality of habitual 

identification to the list. Much of his argument claims that without our ability 

to identify not only with others but with our "other selves" we lack unity and 

"Moral Being." "Men are ungrateful to others," he writes, "only when they have 

ceased to look back on their former selves with joy and tenderness. They exist 

in fragments" (40). To be whole, he says, we must not speak "verbal" truths 

only. We must speak with our whole character, and communicate those 

"!llQW" truths that "involve the intention of the speaker" (42). Those intentions 

are the sum of our acts and thoughts, forming a habitual personality-our 

"Integrity, the moral character of [our] Moral Being" (45). A sustained motive 

throughout the Essays, therefore, is the creation of a social and spiritual 

character, a personality, which might be Coleridge's friend, and it is the kind of 

personality Coleridge wants his "method" to lead people to. Much of the 

Essays preceeding "Essays On The Principles Of Method" illustrate, define, and 

'ntroduce us to the idea of this spiritual as the end of his "method." 

The Writer-Reader Relationship 

Much of Coleridge's Essays before the "Essays On Method" work to 

define his intended readers and to teach them how to read his dialectical prose. 

Section One therefore consecrates text, creates a congregation of friends, and a 
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gives directions to help the reader follow his prose style. Since the language of 

the Essays borrows from the nomenclature of literature, religion, logic, myth, 

science, philosophy, ethics, politics, and psychology there is little well defined 

discourse community. Instead, Coleridge gradually leads the readers into his 

point of view or state of perception in order to create a place in the text where 

both reader and writer might co-exist His main approach to all this is to 

describe his process of composition while he is composing and then explain 

how he got to where he is in the text. We see not only the product of his 

thinking but his process of thinking as well. He states in justification: 

The musician may tune his instrument in private, 
ere his audience have yet assembled: the architect 
conceals the foundation of his building beneath the 
superstructure. But an author's harp must be tuned in 
the hearing of those, who are to understand its after 
harmonies; the foundation stones of his edifice must 
lie open to common view, or his friends will hesitate 
to trust themselves beneath the roof. (14) 

How much Coleridge'S oral approach to composition contributes to this view is 

a matter of speculation. It is possible, however, that because he dictated his 

work that he was constantly aware that an audience was with him as he 

composed. Even his drafts were, thus, performances. 

At any rate, within the edifice of his texts, a friend is to be treated as a 

guest and is to act as one (15). In the case of The Friend. any guest under the 

roof of the text is expected to join in the host's work: "No real information can 
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be conveyed, no important errors rectified, no widely injurious prejudice rooted 

up, without requiring some effort or thought on the part of the reader" (22). 

The writer may be like a child who needs to write in order to get stronger (20), 

but the writer must be content to know he has written "innocently, and for wise 

purposes" while the rest of "the event lies with the Reader" (52). 

The general idea of all this is that Coleridge spends much of his first 

section creating the mood that allows the reader to work through his "Essays 

On Method" in a spirit of participation. He invites the reader to become part 

of a "class" of readers who recognizes the work of composing knowledge is a 

shared work: 

Alas! legitimate reasoning is impossible without 
severe thinking, and thinking is neither an easy 
nor amusing employment. The reader who would follow 
a close reasoner to the summit and absolute principle 
of any important subject, has chosen a Chamois-hunter 
for his guide. Our guide ~ indeed, take us the 
shortest way, will save us many a wearisome and 
perilous wandering, and warn us of many a mock road 
that had formerly led himself to the brink of chasms 
and precipices, or at best in an idle circle to the 
spot from whence he started. But he cannot carty us 
on his shoulders: we must strain our own sinews, 
as he has strained his; make firm footing on the 
smooth rock for ourselves, by the blood of toil from 
our own feet. (55) 

Coleridge noted in a marginal note that the above was the "finest passage in 

the Friend." That it may not be, but it is a fit metaphor describing the working 

relationship he wanted with his friends under his roof, or those who would 
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follow his guide on his own thinking expedition. 

The Essays leading up to the "Essays On The Principles Of Method" are, 

thus, dedicated to declaring the importance of the spiritual ~ and the 

establishing of a writer-reader relationship-Coleridge's congregation of friends. 

The Intention and Design of Section Two 

The Sermon 

In my reading, the Essays in Section Two are a sermon because they 

fulfill Channing's description of the unique qualities of pulpit oratory: 

(1) The audience is a congregation rather than a pre-defined interest group: 

Coleridge makes the readership into a congregation. (2) The Essays focus on 

personal action and reflection, leading the reader to recognize the need for a 

personal method for knowledge making. Coleridge states, "If ever there were a 

time when the formation of just I2llhlk principles becomes a duty of private 

morality ... the time is now with us" (263). (3) The ethical appeals to 

identification and tolerance focuses our attention on the fact that there is no 

room for division within the congregation. Coleridge maintains a rhetorical 

stance that claims "Truth ... will not enter a malevolent spirit" (488). (4) 

Finally, the essays are dedicated to the creation of a spiritual ~ brought 

about by a focus on the "mystic aesthetic" (in a word. God). The main 

principle of Coleridge's method is to establish and maintain a relationship with 



the Reason, and to keep our attention on that which we ·contemplate ••• 

exclusively an attnbute of the Supreme Being, inseparable from the idea of 

God. ... Alienated from this (intuition sball we call it? or steadfast faith?) 

ingenious men may produce schemes ..• but no scientific system· (459-60). 

The Organization of the Sermon 
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The design of the Essays follows a classical rhetorical pattern. The 

structure is intended to lead us from the private world through the social world 

to a mythos created through the act of composition. The subject matter, or the 

ideas, start on a social level and move to a spiritual leveL 

The first three Essays in Section Two constitute an exordium declaring 

the importance of speculative minds to society. The founh Essay announces 

the theme by describing the character of someone who has made method a 

habit. The fifth and sixth Essays give a division of principles: Law and Theory. 

The relationship of these two principles becomes the body of the composition, 

which seems to answer the question: How does the relationship between the 

principle of Law and the principle of Theory create a spiritual ~ and make 

knowledge possible? In Essays seven, eight, and nine Coleridge "opens the 

sense" of the distinction while reconciling the Platonic method with Bacon's 

method and demonstrating how their method contributes to society through 

education. In Essays ten and eleven, Coleridge "drives his point home" and 
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attempts to further 'Warm the heart to action" by refocnsing our attention on 

the mystic aesthetic, suggesting that where individuals create a personality or 

an ~ societies have a personality of their own, a mvtbos made up of the 

character of the individuals in that society. 

The Inner Workings: Poetics and Dialectics 

H the editors of the Encyclwaedia were concerned about the poetic 

nature and the boldness of Coleridge's "Treatise On The Principles Of 

Method," they would find more fault with the 1818 version in The Friend. 

Coleridge's personal method of composition includes not only direct assertion 

and illustration, but appeals to the intellect, emotions, and senses through the 

methods of poetty in order to "warm" the reader's "bean to action." One 

notable example is his reference to Bacon's tree metaphor in Essay V, where 

Bacon states that "It is with science as with trees" (458). Coleridge uses the 

quotation to discuss how we must transplant the entire tree, roots and all, if 

knowledge is to take root in the minds of others. The tree metaphor is then 

dropped until the conclusion of the Essays, and in Essay XI, Coleridge argues, 

"From the indemonstrable flows the sap, that circulates through every branch 

and spray of the demonstration" (523). I have no doubt that Coleridge was 

aware of the subtle metaphoric connection between the tree in Essay V and the 

suggested tree in Essay XI. It's a subtle connection, an intellectual appeal, and 
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at the same time makes an idea sensual. 

There is ~ of co~ many examples of poets and many times verse is 

included as an illustration of Coleridge's method. There is, in fact, a studied 

delight in the music and intricate workings of language throughout the Essays. 

This delight in the workings of language finds its most constG&lt 

articulation in Coleridge's linguistic dialectic. His main way of arguing is 

through definition and dialectic, and dialectic is both a way of composing while 

at the same time, in Coleridge's rhetorical system, a means of involving the 

reader in the process of thinking about how opposing terms might be 

reconciled. In this sense, Coleridge's linguistic dialectic is a way of reasoning, a 

poetic process where imaginative language play is encouraged, and a rhetorical 

appeal ~) to the reader as well. The reader is constantly invited to 

complete the dialogical conversation-to think along with Coleridge. 

Thus, within the superstructure of a classical argument and along with 

the sermonic motive there is a spiraling dialectic leading the reader on what 

Coleridge might call an "upward road" towards a recognition of the "mystic 

aesthetic" and the spiritual~. The basic dialectical structure ("A, and the 

opposite of A [say, B) and that in which A and B co-exist.") is the foundation 

for Coleridge's way of arguing in the Essays. In his own description, it is his 

rhetoric, or "the binding together of persuasions," as well as his logic, or "the 

bringing together of reasons" (~87). Coleridge's intentions seems to be to 



convince himself that what he has to say is true through the activity of the 

composition. At the same time, he is leading the reader to his conclusions. 

Dialectic(s) 

It's best to remember that although Coleridge's basic dialectical 

structure is triadic (two opposing ideas synthesized in a third) that he often 

uses four different opposing ideas or even uses a pentad as a dialectical 

instrument. There are, therefore, dialectics in Coleridge's system and not a 

dialectic (see Aids To Reflection 117-19 for Coleridge's "Noetic Pentad"). 
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Thus, where I am simplifying his approach for the sake of explanation, a reader 

can expect any number of seeming digressions in his prose, digressions he felt 

contributed to a full description of the relationships he was working with by 

adding several (often subtle) levels of dialogical tensions. 

At any rate, it is easy enough to see Coleridge's dialectical process in 

The Friend because he is constantly opposing terms commonly regarded as 

synonymous and constantly "desynonymizing" terms thought to be synonymous. 

A representative list follows: 

Reason and Understanding 

Thought and Attention 

Arrogance and Presumption 



Virtue and Knowledge 

Principles and Actions 

Law and Theory 

Cultivation and Civilization. 

The discussion of these terms involves acts of linguistic dialectic, and the 

arguments about the terms proceed by definition, illustration, personal 

comments, metaphor, and examples from literature and science in order to 

create a renewed relationship between the terms. 
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Besides this linguistic-poetic approach to dialectic, however, Coleridge 

also uses the same approach with people, focusing on either their personalities 

or their methods of thinking and composing: Charlemagne and Bonaparte, 

Luther and Rousseau, and Plato and Bacon. As Snyder points out in her 

introduction to the "Treatise," one of Coleridge's main purposes in the "Essays 

On Method" was to demonstrate that Plato and Bacon used the same method. 

Coleridge writes, "we shall not only extract that from, which is for all ages, and 

which constitutes their true system of philosophy, but shall convince ourselves 

that they are radically one and the same system ... the science of Methodn 

(487). His argument is that both Plato and Bacon believed in the integrity of 

faith as the principal ingredient necessary for the making of knowledge and 

that both believed truth existed but could only be understood through a faithful 

relationship with the intuition. 
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The Short Way and the long Way 

It may have been easy enough for Coleridge to serve up this assertion 

cold, as it were, by simply pointing out important quotes by Bacon that 

illustrated his point. The following quotation from the Advancement of 

l&Moip& is an example. Bacon, like Coleridge, is discussing the difference 

between two kinds of knowledge and two kinds of method and seeking a 

synthesis of the two: 

Let the first difference of method be ... 
betwixt the doctrinal and initiative. By this 
we do not mean that the initiative method should 
treat only the entrance into the sciences, and the 
other their entire doctrine; but borrowing the word 
from religion, we call that method initiative which 
opens and reveals; so that as the doctrinal method 
teaches, the initiative method should initimate, the 
doctrinal method requiring a belief of what is 
delivered, but the initiative rather that it should 
be examined. (171) 

In short, we should not accept knowledge cold, but should examine our 

intuitive sense, and follow that sense through a process of observation and 

experiment to confirm or deny our "initiative" or, in other words, our intuitive 

sense of something. Thus, like Coleridge, Bacon maintains the sciences should 

be based on the same "speculative principle" suggested by Plato, and empirical 

systems of thought get their foundation from the intuitive sense of things. 

Without faith and "intuitive reason" knowledge is impossible-we would never 

actively try to confirm our inner sense of something. 
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This is Coleridge's case made the short way. Coleridge, of course, takes 

the long way around hoping first to Jasl the readers to make their own 

discoveries about this relationship between faith and knowledge and, second, to 

keep his own terminology and arguments in view. 

Starting with an extended discussion of Bacon's "initiative," therefore, 

Coleridge begins comparing the two thinkers, adding illustration and 

comparison to example in order to make his case and concluding that while 

Plato represents the intellect in his treatment of the method, Bacon represents 

the same method in terms of the senses (492-93). In doing so he intimates that 

~ where Piato represents Reason, Bacon represents Understanding. Both 

thinkers are looking for truth "manifested," one in the intellect and the other in 

truth's signature in nature. 

What Coleridge gains in going the long way around, is the opportunity 

to blend his own terminology and his own arguments with Plato's and Bacon's 

and to set up corresponding pairs of dialectical terms: ~tiative/dogma, 

law/theory, reason/understanding, speculative intuition/observation. The 

reader is offered the opportunity to establish an imaginative relationship 

between the two groups of terms and becomes the third part of the dialectic, 

the "agent" that synthesizes the oppositions or distinctions. By going the "long 

way," Coleridge involves the reader in the dialectic while working through the 

dialectic himself. 
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With the superstructure of the Essays in mind and Coleridge's intentions 

in view, we can recognize how his argument for the principles of method works. 

A Summary Reading of Section Two, 

Which Includes "Essays on the Principles 

of Method" 

Despite the references by Richards, Coburn, Berlin, and Bailey, there 

has been no summary reading of "Essays On Method." Considering Coleridge's 

claim that they represent the prolegomena to all his future work and the fact 

that they also introduce much of his thinking on composition, I offer one here 

in the hopes that it will lead others to do their own readings on their own 

terms. 

My snmmary reading of Section Two focuses on what I take to be 

Coleridge's main argument in the Essays. His personal method of composing 

involves many digressions, none of which are extraneous to his argument, but 

many of which are not always germane to his main concerns. His defense of 

George ill in the opening essay, for example, emphasizes a need for a 

sympathetic attitude toward royalty and a need to identify with royalty. 

Although his defense is "time bound" and subject to criticism, it is still related 

to his over all argument that society needs a unifying element in government as 
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well as in religion. On the other hand, the defense is extraneous to his main 

purpose-the defense of speculative thinkers and a description of the principles 

that are the foundation for their thjnkjng I will, therefore, allow myself to 

ignore those illustrations and examples that are intended to add tone and 

dimension to the dialectic and concentrate on the main thread of the "Essays 

On Method," which I take to be the creation of a spiritual ~ through the 

activity of speculative composition and the place of that ~ in society. In 

this way I will try to follow his own wishes; he agreed to the cutting of some 

illustrations when dealing with the editors of the Encylopeadia but wanted his 

argument to remain complete. Following each division of the composition, I 

will make a few comments that I hope will focus on the meaning of that section 

of the composition. 

Essays I, II, III, and IV: The Exordium, 

Introducing the Topics, and Announcing the Theme 

The first four Essays in Section Two of The Friend work to establish the 

character or ~ of the speculative mind and suggests what that ~ has to 

do with the well-being of a society. Essay I, Speculative Minds," begins with 

Coleridge stating that politics, morals, and religion are bound together. Next, 

Coleridge quickly establishes his own rhetorical stance in the text by claiming 

that he fears "no party," and is "reconciled to all" because he is speaking from a 



point of view concerned with the common good of all: 

But we being enlarged into the largeness of God, 
and comprehending all things in our bosoms by 
the divine spirit, are at rest with all, and 
delight in all: for we know nothing but 
what is, in its essence, in our own hearts. (414) 

In this spirit he begins. We might wonder at how anyone would attempt to 
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sustain a discourse from this rhetorical stance for eleven essays. Still, it's from 

this perspective that Coleridge introduces his main theme-the importance of 

speculative minds to society and the importance of involving the whole being of 

a thinker in speculative activity. Speculative thinkers may be rare, he says, but 

"[a]t all events a certain number of speculative minds is necessary to a 

cultivated state of society, as a condition of progressiveness •.. " (416). Also, in 

Essay I, Coleridge introduces the idea of "initiative" and relates it to "Genius, " 

in a metaphor that makes the mind a "republic." 

If Genius be the initiative, and Talent the 
administrative, Sense is the conservative. 
branch, in the intellectual republic. 

Coleridge, thus, equates sense with the "&eneral mind" of the country, what we 

would traditionally call an ~ a socially agreed-upon ethical code. 

Essay II, "Spiritual Truths and the Understanding," begins with the idea 

that a true speculative mind is known by its personal involvement with 

knowledge, and such personal knowledge is the only ethical knowledge. When 

people come up with a general scheme of ethics that is based on "utility," he 
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says, "its place is soon challenged by the spirit of HONOR" (425). H we forget 

this, we are on the "road downward," or on the way to social disintegration. 

Also, honor "implies a reverence for the invisible and supersensual in our 

nature ••• " (426). In certain individuals, like St. Paul, the spirit of honor 

becomes "the realization of this fair ideal in his character." 

Coleridge traces the historical development of the "reverence for the 

invisible," and includes Socrates, Plato, and Cicero in his list of those who 

believed the invisible is the "ground" upon which all real knowledge is based. 

He also introduces a "second class ... of fractional truths": "fancy, accident," 

and "memory" (429). Here he introduces the principal distinction between law 

and theory that is to become the subject of the body of the composition. His 

main argument maintains that spiritual truths include the understanding but 

that those truths must "derive their evidence from within" (431). Therefore, the 

purpose of method is to bring truth to the understanding-to discover "the 

bridge of communication between the senses and the soul," the spirit and our 

intellect (431). 

Essay III, "On The Origin And Progress Of The Sect Of Sophists In 

Greece," is an attack on the "downward way" and the influence of the Sophists, 

or at least the influence of the Sophists that Coleridge was familiar with in 

Plato's writing. Much of his argument, here, may well be traced to the 

Gorgias. The Sophists are "rootless," "wisdom-monger[s]," and unethical (436-



37). They demonstrate that the understanding can "be corrupted by the 

perversion of the reason, and the feelings through the understanding" (439). 

The main thrust of his argument, therefore, is that the Sophists, as "Hirelin& 
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hunters of the Youn& and rich." divided the invisible, or spiritual, from ethics: 

The first attempt of the sophists was to separate 
ethics from the faith in the Invisible, and to 
stab morality through the side of religion-
an attempt to which the idolatrous polytheism of 
Greece furnished too many facilities. (441) 

Once this happened, there was no longer a focus on a common good in society 

other than a popular view of ethics. The effect is that this popular view, a 

version of social construction where generalized ideas of ethics become systems 

of morality, leads society to simply build popular ethics on popular ethics. 

Such social constructions are, in Coleridge words, "in truth nothing more than 

the old books of casuistry generalized" (445). This, is the "downward way." 

History, society, and the individual are left with nothing more than the 

snmmary of the society they live in. 

People, Coleridge believes, cannot tolerate the separation of the 

spiritual from the ethical, and morality cannot be reduced to a system without 

belief and faith. At this point, Coleridge summarizes his purpose and presents 

what we might recognize as a thesis statement, not only for the "Essays On 

Method" but for his future work as well: 

Yet that I may fulfil the original scope of the 



Friend, I shall attempt to provide the prepatory 
steps •.. in the following Essays on the Principles 
of Method common to all investigations: which I here 
present, as the basis of my future philosophical and 
theological writings, and the necessary introduction to 
the same. And in addition to this, I can conceive no 
object of inquiry more appropriate, none which 
commencing with the most fami1iar truths, with 
fads of hourly experience, and graduaIly winnjng 
its way to positions of the most comprehensive and 
sublime, will more aptly prepare the mind for the 
reception of specific knowledge, than the full 
exposition of a principle which is the condition 
of all intellectual progress, and which may be said 
even to constimte the science of education, alike in 
the narrowest and in the most extensive sense of the 
word. (446) 

Thus, in Coleridge's testimony. the "Essays On Method" are to be a 

prolegomena to his future works. He intends to move from the "familiar 

truths," or our normal perceptions on an "upward road" to the "mystic 

aesthetic," and he will focus on the way knowledge is made-"the science of 

education. " 

Essay N is untitled but begins the actual "Essays On Method." The 

essay describes the "composed" character, personality, or ~ of a man of 

method. Coleridge explains that there is nothing particular in the words or 

phrases a "composed" person uses that suggests method. Then asserts, 

[t ]here remains but one other point of 
distinction possible; and this must be, and 
in fact is, the true cause of the impression made 
on us. It is the unpremeditated and evidently 
habitual a.rran~ement of his words, grounded on the 

179 



habit of foreseeing, in each integral part, or 
(more plainly) in every sentence, the whole of 
that he then intends to communicate. (449) 

Therefore, method is a habit, a part of the personality of the speaker, and it 
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leads him to organize his conversation so that each thing relates to each other 

thing in the discourse. 

Next, in a seeming digression that may contain some of Coleridge's best 

prose, he explains that his intention to stay focused on speculative thinking 

rather than the "economy of action or domestic life." Before he continues, 

however, he describes the ~ of the English worker: 

From the cotter's hearth or the workshop of the 
artisan, to the palace or the arsenal, the first 
merit ... is that even thin& is in its place. 
Where this charm is wanting, every other merit 
either loses its name, or becomes an additional 
ground of accusation and regret. Of one, by whom 
it is eminently possessed, we say proverbally, he 
is like clock-work. The resemblance extends 
beyond the point of regularity, and yet falls short 
of the truth. Both do, indeed, at once divide and 
announce the silent and otherwise indistinguishable 
lapse of time. But the man of methodical industry 
and honorable pursuits, does more; he realizes its 
ideal divisions, and gives a character and 
individuality to its movements. If the idle are 
described as killing time, he may be justly said to 
call it into life and moral being, while he makes it 
the distinct object not only of the consciousness 
but the conscience. He organizes the hours, and 
gives them a soul: and that, the very essence of which 
is to fleet away, and ever more to have been. he 
takes up unto his own permanence, and communicates 
to it the imperishableness of a spiritual nature .... 



His days, months, and years, as the stops and 
punctual marks in the records of duties performed, 
will survive the wreck of worlds, and remain 
extant when time itself shall be no more. (449-50) 
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I indulge myself in quoting so much, here, because this particular passage 

demonstrates the kind of social mysticism that is characteristic of Coleridge and 

because the text concentrates on actually creating an ~ that strives to be 

mythic, one of the qualities of spiritual ~ Coleridge continues by stating 

that as important as these "social duties" are, the practical implications of 

method to daily life are obvious. He wants to discuss the implications of 

method's practicality in speculative thinking 

Meth~ in speculative thinking, "becomes natural to the mind when we . 

. . contemplate not thinis only ... [but] chiefly the relations of things .•. ". 

His description of that study of relations seems to be, roughly, a study of a 

rhetorical triangle between speaker, subject, and audience: "either their 

relationships to each other, or to the observer, or to the state and apprehension 

of the hearers. To enumerate and analyze these relations ... is to teach the 

science of Method" (451). 

Next, Coleridge uses Shakespeare's characters as illustrations of those 

who demonstrate a lack of method. Shakespeare himself, however, synthesizes 

these characters, and is an example of how the individual makes meaning or 

unity from many separate parts. 
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A methodical mind like Shakespeare's requires a -~ or a &anini-post.. 

in the narrator himself"-an "INI11A'IlVE" (454-55). The purpose of method is 

to give -mdividuality, - or personality to incidents and ideas, to allow the 

composer to make meaning through a "prnw;s-sive transjtion- from the 

"initiative- to a unified view of the subject that is personal and unique, yet 

partakes of the universal. This is the -interpenetration of the universal and the 

particular, which must ever pervade all works of decided genius and true 

science- (457). 

Coleridge concludes, 

But as, without continuous transition, there can 
be no method. so without a pre-conception there 
can be no transition with continuity. The term, 
Method. cannot therefore, otherwise than by abuse, 
be applied to a mere dead arrangement, containjng in 
itself no principle of progression. (457) 

Essay IV is probably the most quoted of the "Essays On Method." It is 

also probably the most useful in descnbing Coleridge's philosophical approach 

to rhetoric and the composition of knowledge. Coleridge sees method as nil 

way. or path of Transit" (457) between the spiritual and sensual world, and 

although he places the intellect in the realm of the Understanding, it seems 

that the "faculties" of the intellect, their sum being the Mind, are meant to 

serve as the substance of this bridge. It is the individual mind of the composer 

that makes meaning and reconciles the spiritual to the material world. 
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It's also important to note that Coleridge's focus on genius is and great 

thinkers is not meant so much to be elitist as it is meant to provide a 

foundation for recognjzjng what is possIble for a thinker. If Coleridge's system 

is in any way "organic," his system focuses on the growing tip of society, much 

as Abraham Maslow's works (see Toward A J\ycholoe.,v of Being Motjyation 

and Personality. The PsycholoiY of Science). 

Finally, the first division of Coleridge's "Sermon" establishes the 

groundwork for his more detailed arguments to follow: 

(1) Speculative thinking is important to society. 

(2) All thinking requires the "initiative." 

(3) The study of method is the study of relationships. 

(4) Method means a transit from the spiritual to the 

material world and back in a "progressive" dialogue 

where the particular and the universal interpenetrate. 

(5) All meaning requires personal participation and effort. 

(6) The result of our habitual application of these things 

to our own thinking is a spiritual ~. 

(7) A spiritual ~ can renew society's relationship with 

the spirit. 
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Essays V and VI: The Division 

It could be said that most of Coleridge's writing has to do with divisions 

and the kind of classification found in Essays V and VI. The Essays distinguish 

between two ways of thinking, much like Bacon's "initiative" and "Doctrinal" 

distinction ( see above). Also, the distinction Coleridge makes between Law 

and Theory is a version of his Reason/Understanding distinction. 

Essay V begins with a quotation from Bacon regarding the transplanting 

of knowledge. Like the transplanting of trees, the transplanting of knowledge 

requires moving the roots: "But if you wish to transfer it into another soil, it is 

then safer to employ the roots, than the scyons" (458). Next, Coleridge 

introduces what he believes to be the roots of education. The study of 

relations is the prime material of Method, and there are two kinds of relations 

"in which the objects of mind may be contemplated" (458). The first 

relationship is the relationship of "Law," or the principle of unity, which holds 

that there is a unified view implicit in any relationship. Mainly, it is a "truth 

originating in the mind and we know it "not by generalization but by its own 

plenitude." In order to recognize this relationship, the composer must focus on 

the mystic aesthetic, or in Coleridge's words, an "attribute of the Supreme 

Being" (459). Like Reason and the Primary Imagination, Law is a creative idea 

first sensed as an intuition. With a focus on "Law" it is possible to have a 

"progressive transition"; without that focus, thinking is reduced to association or 
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schemes. 

Law, therefore, is truth. Such a truth is realized only in the mind of the 

individual composer; it cannot be deduced from observation. Also, we cannot 

prove that this "law" exists, but we have the testimony of others who have 

experienced its organjzjng power. "'The authorities are such that my only 

difficulty is occasioned by their number," Coleridge says (460). As before, 

Coleridge goes to the Greeks as the prime examples- Aristocles, Socrates, 

Aristotle, and Plato. Plato, he says, dedicated his entire teaching to 

demonstrating that there is a consistent "self-contradiction" in approaching 

things from their parts rather than their unity (461). The point of the "law" for 

Plato was to "find a wrund that is unconditional and absolute. and thereby 

reduce the a~~~ate of human knowled~e to a system" or a "common sphere of 

subordination" (461). Such a sphere allows us to compose a unit of thought 

that may be related to other units in the process of thinking. 

Essay VI begins with a quote from Theophrastus stating that those who 

seek reason from ''without" "preclude reason" (464). Coleridge proceeds to 

state that the "second relation is that of TIffiORY, in which the existing forms 

and qualities of objects, discovered by observation or experiment, suggest a 

given arrangement of many under one point of view ... " (464). The purpose 

of this arrangement is to make knowledge-to remember, to communicate, to 

understand, but mainly to control and use the knowledge we make for 
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ourselves. The "Fine Arts" offer us a bridge between Law and Theory and 

"constitute a link connecting the second form of relation with the first" (464). 

Writing in general, and poetry in particular, offers a thinker the means to 

connect the observable with that which cannot be seen but must be 

acknowledged. The poet, he says, has ideas that "originate in the artist," 

materials from observation, and the music of language to blend law and theory. 

Next, Coleridge repeats his assertion that the mental initiative is the 

thing we must pay the most attention to and offers an example of how the 

initiative works when we begin to arrange things into theory. The example he 

chooses is the distinction between botany and chemistry. Botany, he says, is a 

huge catalogue, and "innocent amusement, II an "ornamental accomplishment" 

where people catalogue species without getting involved in the organic laws of 

nature. He concludes, 

[t]he terms system, method, science, are mere 
improprieties of courtesy, when applied to 
a mass enlarging by endless appositions, but 
without a nerve that oscillates, or a pulse that 
throbs, in sign of Wlffih or inward sympathy. 
(469) 

Chemistry, on the other hand, offers us an example of how "chemical 

philosophers" are "instinctively labouring to extract" the "exponents of a law" 

(470). This, he says, is why Chemistry holds a strong imaginative attraction for 
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people throughout history. He concludes the Essay with a quote from Milton: 

"By Some connatural force,/ Powerful at greatest distance to unite/ With secret 

amity things of like kind" (471). 

Essays V and VI not only introduce the two kinds of knowledge 

Coleridge is calling the principles of method, but they also descnbe the 

relationship of the thinker to those principles. The thinker's first task is to 

recognize the initiative, and then to follow it to the unity it promises. This is, 

of course, a willful act of faith. To compensate our faith, there is a delight in 

"a principle connection given by the mind, and sanctioned by the corresponding 

connections of nature" that keeps us moving through an act of composition 

(471). 

The relationship between art, science, and religion may seem a more

than-usual ambitious undertaking, but Coleridge, as a poet, philosopher, 

chemist, and preacher was suited to the task. IT we have a tendency to criticize 

him for discussing these things, we might remember how interested we are in 

the scientists who write about literature and ethics, J. Bronowski's Science and 

Human Values. for example, or how many scientists, especially in the field of 

physics, sound rather like Coleridge (see David Bohm's Wholeness and the 

Implicate Order. Stephen Toulmin's The Return to Cosmology. Paul Davies, 

Other Worlds: Space. Superspace and the OUantum Universe.) 
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As Coleridge says, from the perspective of method, the mind is a 

"LABORATORY" (471). We follow our intuition through various experiments 

to find connections between things. Where the scientist has skepticism, the 

kind of philosopher Coleridge desaibes has "soft vision," where ideas and 

objects blend together, often finding substance only in language ••. "hence 

proceeds the striving after unity of principle through all the diversity of forms, 

with a feeling resembling that which accompanies our endeavours to recollect a 

forgotten name •.. " (471). This striving after unity, then, is faith's version of 

scientificskepticisDL 

Essays VII, vm, and IX: Plato, Bacon, and 

Dialectic 

Essay VII reintroduces us to Plato's method, and establishes Plato as the 

"A" part of Coleridge's dialectic. Coleridge begins by reminding us that Plato's 

habitual motive was not to establish any particular truth but rather to remove 

obstacles to a personal recognition of truth. Plato's dialogues may seem 

"tortuous and labyrinthine" but proceed, 

... with clear insight that the purpose of the 
writer is not so much to establish any particular 
truth as to remove the obstacles, the continuance 
of which is preclusive of all truth .... (472) 

It's interesting to note, in passing, that Coleridge makes Plato a writer, and 
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calIs him a "poetic-philosopher." This aside, Coleridge uses the discussion of 

Plato to assert that the main function of education should follow from his 

example. 

Plato's object, he says, was the "EDUCATION of the intellect, by 

awakening the principle and method of self-development," and his method was 

focused upon the individual not "any specific information that can be conveyed" 

from without (473). Coleridge reinforces this assertion, that the only true 

knowledge is personal knowledge or knowledge we make for ourselves, through 

a metaphor. The "human soul" is not a "mere repository or banqueting-room" 

where people are fed ideas. Instead, knowledge should excite a "germinal 

power" that allows individuals to produce "fruits" of their own (473). The 

metaphor would, I think, please Paulo Freire (see his "banking theory of 

education" in PedaeQ~ of the QRpressed). 

Throughout Essay vn Coleridge continues to reinforce his main 

premise: "Method supposes A PRINCIPLE OF UNITY WI1H 

PROGRESSION" (476). Further, there is no progression possible without a 

focus on the "initiative" that leads us through the "philosophical experiment." 

The progression often proceeds, in his personal approach, by a metaphor that 

extends into an analogy. This is, in effect, a "proof" by extension, where we are 

asked to follow an image into an analogy and back again in an imaginative act 

that unites an idea with a sensual image with something with which we're 
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already familiar with. In the transit between metaphor and analogy we 

establish a relationship with an idea that is visual, emotional, sensual, 

intellectual, and spiritual. Also, the idea of the system, so far presented, seems 

to be that we recognize a "central phenomenon.." and begin relating other 

things to it (475) through the instruments of logic, poetry, and rhetoric until we 

get as complete a description of the central phenomenon as pOSSIble. 

Essay vm introduces the "B" part of the Dialectic-Francis Bacon. 

Coleridge begins the essay with a description of the common attitude toward 

Plato and Bacon. Plato's method, to approach knowledge from ideas alone, 

was not looked upon with favor by The Royal Society. The scientific or 

empirical method, to approach knowledge through observation and the senses 

alone, had already become the preferred way of approaching the composition 

of knowledge. Coleridge comments: 

it is strange, yet characteristic of the spirit that 
was at work during the latter half of the last century, 
and of which the French revolution was, we hope, the 
closing monsoon. that the writings of PLATO should be 
accused of estranging the mind from sober experience 
and substantial matter-of-fact ... and still more 
strange that a notion so groundless should be entitled 
to plead it its behalf the authority of Lord BACON. 
(482) 

Instead, Coleridge asserts that Bacon's method is "Platonic throughout" and 

"applied to the contemplation of nature" (482). 

Although I have excluded most of Coleridge's digressions, it is difficult, 
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for this Essay, to ignore Coleridge's comments on other scientists (Robert 

Hooke, Tycho Brache, and Johann Kepler), especially his discussion of Kepler. 

Bacon's personality, or his ~ in his texts, differs from Kepler's, for example, 

as "gloom to sunshine" (485). By dicQlssing Kepler's personality, Coleridge 

keeps our focus on the character of the scientist, maintainjng his underlying 

argument that the personality of a writer effects the message. like all 

Coleridge's "digressions" we are left to make this conclusion on our own. Thus, 

in his personal method, what often appears as a digression is often a rhetorical 

appeal, an attempt to make a logical appeal and encourage the readers' 

participation in the argument. Where Kepler treated his peers and his teachers 

with respect and was "affectionate" and reverent, Bacon was "cold" and 

"invidious" (486). Such "digressions" are dialogical loops, extending out of the 

central issue to include parts of Coleridge's larger argument and are attempts 

to keep the "whole" argument in view. He returns to the central point of 

reference, here, by returning to the methods of Plato and Bacon, maintaining 

Bacon's greatness lies in his method, a method which is "radically one" with 

Plato's (487). 

Thus, while Bacon might be adopted by science (especially the Royal 

Society) as a representative of the empirical approach and therefore seems to 

be dialectically opposed to Plato's method, Coleridge intends to reconcile the 

two thinkers' systems in order to find out where A and B co-exist. Coleridge 



ends the Essay with the claim that "we will convince omselves that they are 

radically one and the same system •.. the science of Method" (487). 

Essay ~ therefore, is the synthesis in the Dialectic. The Essay is 

prefaced with a quote by Robert Stapleton, It ••• few things give a wise man 
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more delight than to reconcile two great authorities, that had been commonly 

but falsely held to be dissonant" (488). Coleridge calls Bacon the "British 

Plato, It and then summarizes his grounds for reconciliation, the grounds, in fact, 

that he has repeatedly argued for throughout Section Two of The Friend: 

... Lord Bacon equally with ourselves, [Coleridge and 
Plato] demands what we have ventured to call the 
intellectual or mental initiative, as the motive and 
guide of every philosophical experiment; some 
well-grounded purpose, some distinct impression as 
the ground of the "prudens Q.11aesto" (the forethoughtful 
query), which he affirms to be the prior half of the 
knowledge sought .... With him, therefore, as with 
us, an idea is an experiment proposed, an experiment 
an idea realized. (489) 

Rooke notes that the QEI2 credits Coleridge with the earliest use of 

"forethoughtful," and continues to note Coleridge's statement that, "'Put a 

question well and you already know half the subject"'( 489). 

From this snmmary assertion, Coleridge continues to demonstrate 

Bacon's belief in an "intellectual intuition" that serves the experimenter as a 

guide throughout the experiment. This "intuition" is found in every "rational 

being." It is "spirit." In its workings we find "the indispeDSlble conditions of all 
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science, and scientific research, whether meditative, contemplative, or 

experimental ••. W (491). The distinction between Bacon and Plato is not their 

method, but their "modew (488). While Plato uses method to focus on ideas 

(meditative and contemplative), Bacon uses method to focus on nature through 

experiment (492). 

Coleridge's synthesis is an attempt to remove "prejudices founded on 

imperfect informationw (488). His identification with Plato leads to his 

identification, through their shared method, with Bacon, and this allows him a 

system, or a philosophical basis for a system., that unites the spirit with the 

senses. His own interest in science, in detailed observation, and his desire to 

unite the universal and particular requires him to make a reconciliation 

between Plato's ideaJiSm and Bacon's experimental approach to knowledge. 

His method is based on both systems of thinking where the "law," the initiative, 

finds its expression in the world of the senses, "1beory," and the world of the 

senses finds unity in the individual intuition, which is the bridge to the mystic 

aesthetic. 

"We are now," Coleridge concludes, "as men furnished with fit and 

respectable credentials, able to proceed to the historical importance and 

practical application of METHOD ... "(493). Thus, the Essay ends by 

introducing us to the application of Method. and that application will be to "the 
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science of EDUCATION: which is the "nisus formativus, ~ or the vital 

foundation, of "social man, as the appointed PROTOPLAST of true humanitY' 

(493-94). The distinction to be made, Coleridge adds, is between a "cultivated· 

and a ·civiIized· society. Our desire to learn is the sign of a cultivated person 

and is the "point of union with, our moral nature· (494-95). It doesn't matter, 

from this perspective, what a person's standing is in society, but only the 

person's relationship with "the master-light" (495). 

Application and Benediction, Essays X and XI 

Essay X begins with a description of the "mystic aesthetic" and its 

relation to "Law" and 'Theory: The description is compact, even compressed, 

and an example of how poetry and logic become the same thing when the 

writer focuses on the mystic aesthetic: 

All method supposes a union of several things to 
a common end, either by disposition, as in the works 
of man, or by convergence, as in the operations and 
products of nature. That we acknowledge a method. 
even in the latter, results from the religious 
instinct which bids us "find tongues in trees; books 
in the mnning streams; sermons in stones: and good 
(that is. some useful end amSwerine to some eood 
purpose) in everything. In a self-conscious and 
thence reflecting being, no instinct can exist, 
without engendering the belief of an object 
corresponding to it, either present or future, real 
or capable of being reaJiud: much less the instinct, 
in which humanity itself is grounded: that by which, 
in every act of conscious perception, we at once 



identify our being with that of the world without us, 
and yet place ourselves in contra-distinction to that 
world (497) 
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As we look at this passage we can notice, first, that Coleridge suggests the 

primary place of metaphor and analogy as a "bridge" between the world of the 

senses and the spirit and as a way of focnsing our attention on the mystic 

aesthetic, where spirit is found in everything. Second, the act of method 

requires us to nurture a habit of tolerance for and even to encourage ambiguity 

-our ability to see ourselves as united by and at once separate from the object 

beheld Third, this tolerance is dependent upon an act of faith by which our 

mind can indeed recognize both our unity and our individuality. This, he 

suggests, is the force that drives us to include ourselves in something else and 

yet allows us to remain an individual-the will. Fourth, the end of this willful 

act of faith is a composition, a "whole," which is our "intention" from the start. 

We are able to compose a unit of thought that includes us. 

Next, Coleridge explains how we establish a personal and even familial 

relationship with an idea. A composer should see ideas as children, and in an 

extended metaphor Coleridge suggests the kind of relationship with ideas that 

allows us to actually nurture an idea. 

We are aware, that it is with our cognitions as 
with our children. There is a period in which the 
method of nature is working for them; a period of 
aimless activity and unregulated accumulation, 
during which it io; enough if we can preserve them 



in health and out of harm's way. Again, there is 
a period of orderliness, of circumspection, of 
discipline, in which we purify, separate, define, 
select, arrange, and settle the nomenclature of 
communication. There is also a period of dawning 
and twilight, a period of anticipation, affording 
trials of strength. And all these, both in the 
growth of the sciences and in the mind of a 
rightly~ucated individual, will precede the 
attainment of a scientific METIlOD. (499) 
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This is, I take it, another view of Coleridge's "organic" theory of composition. 

Education, he says, has failed to provide the kind of nurturing of ideas 

that leads to actual knowledge. Students are "be-schoolmastered, be-tutored, 

be-lectured, anything but educated"; they are "varnished and "perilously over 

civilized, and most pitiably uncultivated" (500). All true knowledge, or "living 

knowledge," must come from "within" the student and that knowledge should be 

"trained, supported, fed, and excited," but it can never be "impressed" through 

outer stimulation. 

Next, Coleridge engages in a rather Vico like description of historical 

epochs, where the Hebrews are described as providing us with the "first lessons 

in the Divine School" and where those lessons remind us that there is a 

knowledge beyond our senses that we owe homage to. This ability to recognize 

the reaIity of the invisible is what is "truely human" in us. The lesson is that we 

should nurture and develop that sense until "the time should arrive when the 

senses themselves might be allowed to present symbols and attestations of 



truth, learnt previously from deeper and inner sources" (5~1). Here, 

Coleridge advances his argument against the Sophists in Essay m, and the 

separation of the "invisible" from ethics. Historically, he argues, we became 

rapidly civilized when we ignored the invisible, but we did not cultivate 

ourselves. As with individuals, with "races." 

.•• [E]ach different age requires different 
objects and different means: though all dedicated 
by the same principal, tending toward the same 
end, and forming the consecutive parts of the 
same method. (504) 
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He sees a dialectic in history between the opposing poles of the Hebrew, 

Greek, and Roman Cultures, ending in a Christian synthesis, which refocuses 

our attention on the invisible (505-06). Thus, histOIY provides and example of 

a composition of an idea, first suggested by the Hebrew worship of the 

invisible, explored through the ideals of the Greeks and the "material" 

realization of those ideas in the Romans, and leading to the creation of a new 

~ where the focus on the invisible is given a physical form in the Christian 

ideal. Thus, as with individuals, whole civilizations move in a circular journey 

to complete an idea that begins with the intuition and the unseen. Where 

individuals have a spiritual ~ the spiritual ~ of a culture is its mythos. 

In Essay XI Coleridge attempts to invoke a social mythos corresponding 

to the spiritual ~ in the individual. As Berlin points out, the Essay is a 

statement of Coleridge's extreme idealism (72). It's the kind of essay, if taken 
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on its own, that can ovelWhelm a reader with its enthusiasm for religious 

principles, but that when read in the context of the argument seems more 

reasonable. Rhetorically it corresponds to a benediction an a sermon, where 

the minister tries to imbue the congregation with the spirit necessary to act on 

the "lesson" of the sermon. The Essay presents the idea that individuals who 

make method habitual may create a more spiritual world and a mythic society. 

Mainly, Coleridge moves from the injunction to "Know Thyself' (509) to the 

assertion that we must know ourselves as separate and at the same time part of 

the great "I AM" (519). This movement from self to spiritual ~ by 

educating a whole society, can create a new social mythos. 

Essay XI begins with a new set of oppositions that follow from the 

"cultivated" and "civilized" distinction in the last Essay-"Trade and literature" 

(507). Coleridge maintains that without a "commingled" trade and literature 

there can be no nation and no "commerce" between nations. This recalls his 

veneration of the English worker in Essay N and his description of the 

blending of trade and literature in method. There must be a social relationship 

based on a shared spirit, and "things utterly heterogeneous can have no 

intercommunion" (511). Thus, the speculative thinker, or the social mystic who 

focuses our attention on the "idea of a common center, n is necessary so that 

"enlightening inquiry, multiple experiment, and at once inspiring humility and 

perseverance will lead. . . [us] to comprehend gradually and progressively the 
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relation of each to each to the other, of each to all, and of all to each" (511). 

The task, therefore, of the speculative mind is to focus our attention of the 

mystic aesthetic, to "awaken the principle of method" in individuals through 

education, and thereby awaken the "soul." Once awakened, Coleridge 

maintains, the soul will not ignore "the outward and conditional causes of her 

growth. ... " (513). 

At this point, the benediction begins in ernest. Knowledge is not a mere 

knowing, but an act of "Being." We must recognize the living power of such 

knowledge. Each individual plays a part in the making of meaning, so "the 

head will not be disjoined from the heart, nor will speculative truth be 

alienated from practical wisdom" (519). We must recognize the "I AM I THAT 

lAM," and in doing so see our relationship to the whole. Faith and personal 

involvement is necessary, for without them "science itself is but an elaborate 

game of shadows, [which] begins in abstractions and ends in perplexity" (520). 

In a description of the spiritual ~ or that experience that comes 

when we "truely possess ourselves, as one with the whole," Coleridge gives his 

final definition of the relationship between Law and Theory: 

The ground-work, therefore, of all true philosophy 
is the full apprehension of the difference between the 
contemplation of reason, namely, that intuition of 
things which arises when we possess ourselves, as one 
with the whole, which is substantial knowledge, and 
that which presents itself when transferring reality 
to the negations of reality, to the ever-varying 
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framework of the uniform life ...• (520) 

This final description of the activity of Law and Theory comes closest, I think, 

to Plotinus' description of the mystic aesthetic. 

The spiritual ~ created by our participation in this principle of 

method is "an etemal2!ld infinite self-rejoicing" (521). It "distinguishes without 

dividing" (522). It allows us a faith "which passeth all undemandine" (523). 

When we focus on the ineffable, our intuition, we partake of this ~ and 

"From the indemonstratable flows the sap, that circulates through every branch 

and spray of the demonstration" (523). 

Thus, Coleridge's benediction ends with the subject he started with but 

seen from a different, he would say higher, perspective-the place of the 

invisible in our making of knowledge and in the nurturing of society's well 

being. He ends, he says, with "one vast MYTIIOS (i.e. symbolic 

representation)" that cannot be "implanted by the disciplines of logic ... or 

excited or evolved by the arts of rhetoric" (524). He demonstrates, however, 

that it is the arts or rhetoric and the disciplines of logic that nurture and 

strengthen the intuitive sense that makes us human. 

Although he ends the "Essays On The Principles Of Method" with this 

mythos. Section Three of The Friend continues his argument. He gives a 

"sketch" of the life of Sir Alexander Bell, and his purpose seems to be to 
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describe the personality of someone who represents his method. Whether or 

not Bell truely fulfills this mythic dimension of ~ is, of course, open to 

debate. 

The Essays in Section Two of The Friend do describe the foundation of 

Coleridge's Method of thinking, and the "Essays On Method" come closest to 

being the single statement of his philosophy and of his rhetorical theory. They 

are a prolegomena to his future works. They do not, however, give us a 

detailed Rhetoric in a linear way. Still, we can describe a rhetoric that stems 

from them. Further, Coleridge's subsequent works, most notably Aids To 

Reflection and his Lo~c. seem to round out both his educational principles and 

his personal rhetoric. Where ~ is Coleridge's hymn to the Understanding, 

the "Essays On Method" give his explanation of how Reason works in 

composing and how an organic life for logic is possible. 

Besides this, the Essays on Method provide us with a philosophical basis 

for personal composition and a personal knowledge. They articulate the 

workings of a system that demonstrates there is no cold knowledge and that 

without our interpenetrating the universal with the particular through our own 

efforts knowledge cannot endure. Finally, they provide us with images, 

arguments, and metaphors that encourage us to develop our own relationship 

with ideas and texts. 



Chapter 7 

Coleridge's Rhetorical Legacy 

Put an idea into your intelligence and 
leave it there for a hour, a day, a year, 
without ever having occasion to refer 
to it. When, at last, you return to 
it, you do not find it as it was when 
acquired. It has domesticated itself, 
so to speak,-become at home,-entered 
into relations with other thoughts, and 
integrated itself with the whole fabric 
of the mind. 
- Oliver Wendell Holmes (qtd. in Lowes 53) 

It is no accident that Lowes included Holmes' quote in a discussion of 

Coleridge. Note, for example, his advice to his readers in ~ that a reader 

should not try too hard to "understand." It may not be necessary, he says, and 

besides "it is most probably that as so often happens with names it will start up 

of its own accord when you are not thinking of it" (231). For Coleridge 

enduring knowledge, or organic knowledge, was personal knowledge-an act of 

the individual mind whereby the thinker made intuition distinctly conscious by 

the evolutionary act of dialectic. Coleridge's legacy for rhetoric centers around 

individual acts of composition in concert with the logical methods we associate 

with dialectic. 
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The desire to include personal knowledge iit rhetorical method has deep 

tap roots. M. H. Abrams writes in The Mirror and The I amp. 

[w]ithin its pragmatic design, ancient rhetorical theory 
incorporated a number of elements which can be traced, in 
a straight line of descent, to central components of 
romantic theory: the attention, for example, to 'nature,' 
or innate capacity in the orator and poet, in addition to 
his art and acquired skills; the tendency to conceive of the 
invention, disposition, and expression of material as 
metal powers and process, and not only as the overt 
manipulation of words; and the common assumption that 
irrational or inexplicable occurrences, such as inspiration, 
divine madness, or lucky graces, are indispensable 
conditions of the greatest utterance. (71) 

Coleridge, following Plato, Plotinus, and in agreement with the German 

Transcendentalists sought to vindicate the power of personal insight in the act 

of thinking and the methods of composition. In the process he found himself 

involved in one of the oldest philosophical debates: the conflict between 

rational and empirical modes of thought. 

We often trace the beginnings of scientific method to Bacon. However, 

the conflict over the source of ideas is obviously much older. Simply, the lines 

of the debate are drawn between those who see knowledge as coming from the 

mind and impressing itself upon the world of the senses (rational) and those 

who see knowledge as coming from the senses and impressing itself upon the 

mind (empirical). The distinction between the two ways of approaching 

knowledge has always been a part of our intellectual debates; the distinction 
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between Plato and Aristotle is evidence of that. However, in Coleridgean 

terms, the distinction was made a diyisiQn by Descartes, then emphasized by 

the emergence of scientific method through the works of Bacon, Locke, and 

Hume. Thus both rational thinking and empirical methods contributed to a 

shift in perception that allowed an atomistic view. 

like Kant, Coleridge sought to reconcile the two methods of thinking. 

However, where Kant focused more on the categories that could define the two 

modes of thought and counted on 

super-adding a third category to solve the problem through a "bridge" like 

dialectic, Coleridge sought to solve the problem through a more organic 

method-the power of the individual imagination and the heuristic opportunities 

implicit in language. The methods of creating the link between the inner world 

of rationalist thought and the outer world of the senses constitute Coleridge's 

rhetoric, and Coleridge chose to use dialectical methods rather than scientific 

methods of inquiry. 

In Coleridge's "system" we progress through a logical process where we 

first fix our attention on a subject. Second, we move to "understand" the topic 

through a process of abstraction. Third, we reintegrate the abstracted parts 

into a whole (a generalization) in order to recognize a new meaning, or a more 

personal meaning since the most practical truth is the one we make for 

ourselves. It is the only truth we can grasp as an instrument (see Aids To 
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Reflection 149). Coleridge attempted many times to define this logical -system 

of composition.· It stands as a rhetorical framework wherein the intricate 

workings of dialectic function. In his ~ he states: 

A generalization involves noticing essential likenesses 
without ceasing to be aware of accompanying differences 
.•. abstraction, by contrast, requires that the 
differences be left out of accounL An idea is prior to 
either of these. (319) 

Sometimes abstraction is seeing likeness only. At other times, Coleridge says it 

is seeing differences only. Here, at any rate, we see the same logical 

framework disaIssed from the perspective of a finished procedure. If we 

reverse the process, as I did above, we recognize the same pattern of thinking: 

idea to analysis to generalization. Again, analysis is the way we bring the topic 

of our composition into high resolution while generalization (or synthesis) is an 

"adding of one knowledge to another." In analysis we know something better 

while in synthesis we know more about something (~174). Coleridge uses 

dialectic to move through the logical stages of the composition process in order 

to impress the idea upon the sensual world. 

At each stage, or "landing place," Coleridge offers instruments to fix our 

attention through alternating exercises upon either the subject at hand or the 

relationship of that subject to other subjects. His system is a proliferation of 

dialectics: a "dialogic" that, unlike Bakhtin's, involves only "pure ideas" (the 

noetic pentad) and where the writer relates opposing ideas without the help of 
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sensual information; a dialectic where the writer relates ideas to each other 

and to sensual information (often detailed observation); and a dialogue where 

the writer involves the ideas of others in a conversation about the subject. 

(Whenever Coleridge wants to understand ideas, he writes about the writers 

who expressed those ideas.) We might say that Coleridge's "dialogic" is closest 

to what we commonly hold to be a logic based on mathematics and the last two 

forms of dialectic the ones we most commonly associate with rhetoric, scientific 

observation, and hermeneutics. 

Throughout this system dialectic acts as a heuristic where the senses are, 

as in Wordsworth's Prelude. "Underpowers, Subordinate helpers of a living 

mind." In his "Essays On The Principles Of Method," Coleridge argued that all 

knowledge must begin with an "initiative." In his ~ he insisted that in 

composing we follow a "perplexity," an "obscure sense," or a "dim half

consciousness" that manifests itself in a "felt anticipation" (203). Thus all 

knowledge begins in the personal intuition and becomes a composition only 

when "the duty and tendency of self knowledge is felt and allowed" (124). 

Coleridge's commitment to personal knowledge and the intuitive is his central 

commitment. It is the choice upon which he bases all his other choices. In 

keeping with Coleridge's dialectical system of inquiry, we need to identify his 

ignorance. 

Ignorance, in his meaning of the word, is defined by what we choose to 



ignore. In Biommhia Uteraria. he explains that understanding someone's 

ignorance is understanding lhal. 

In the perusal of philosophical works I have 
been greatly benefitted by a resolve, which 
in the antithetic form and with the allowed 
quaintness of an adage or maxim, I have been 
accustomed to word thus: 'Until you understand 
a writer's ignorance, presume yourself ignorant 
of his understanding.' (134) 

A thinker's ignorance reveals the writer's criteria of choice- the belief all other 

choices are based upon. Or, in Coleridge's words, "[t]he Understanding in all 

its judgments refers to some other Faculty as its ultimate Authority"' (Aids To 

Reflection 148). The "Faculty"' that all judgments refer to is what L A 

Richards caIls "troths· (Sl>eculative Instruments 141). We are "betrothed· to 

ideas, and any betrayal of those ideas is a betrayal of self and of our 

community. In Coleridge's case his betrothal is to the rational belief in the 

sanctity of the intuition as the indicator of universal truths. As Berlin points 

out in "A Case For Coleridge," he "begins with positing the freedom of the 

individual as an agent apart and separate from the material world" (64). 

Therefore, although Coleridge studied scientific method (Bacon, Locke, Davy), 

be ignored scientific methods in favor of dialectic. 

On the one band, we may fault Coleridge's system for not being 

complete. Although he acknowledges science and experimental method as 

being a way for the soul to study the "outward and conditional causes of ber 
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growthW (Friend 513), he still does not discuss in any detail the virtues of a 

method we find so important to knowledge building. StilI, he was a good critic 

of the scientific method of the time. Alice Snyder points out in Colerid&e On 

Coleridge's insistence that fertile thinking involved 
more than induction, and experience more than what 
it commonly meant to empiricists; that the premises 
are the critical part of reasoning, and that they 
depend on something other than the understanding
on a power that brings into play the total man,-
these principles of thought and method were formulated 
through his contacts with many philosophical minds, 
but to no smalI extent through their use in 
physiological and chemical controversies in which he 
took part. (31) 

Coleridge wanted to be involved in science. He planned to make Humprey 

Davy his Wordsworth in science and learn through scientific experiment to 

empathize with scientific methods. The collaboration failed, however, because 

Coleridge felt Davy had become too much an atomist, and his "theory" of how 

knowledge worked would not allow him to accept an atomist philosophy (see 

Snyder 23-32). 

As a theorist, Coleridge translated the seeming foreign languages of 

rational and empirical thinking. However, because he was a rhetorical theorist, 

much of his system has been ignored. As Louise Weatherbe Phelps maintains, 

"composition has not nurtured" its theorists. Writing theory, she says, is 

"damnably hard .... It is self not as static, autonomous entity, but ... self as 
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stream of thought interpenetrating others" (xi). When we see Coleridge in this 

light, he is probably one of the most mole theorists in the art and science of 

composition. The pathways of the imagination are seldom open to our 

investigation. Yet Coleridge's constant probing of the mind-body relationship 

(and his constant "interpenetrating" of others with his thought) through 

language initiates us into the society of imagination and language, a society that 

offers a way to build a comprehensive or synoptic view of knowledge and at the 

same time recognize the inner dimensions of linguistic activity. 

What Coleridge offers us is a rational system of composition that 

matches in its rigor and fine-grained approach empirical methods. It is a 

system that can include science and scientific method but only when the 

composer begins with the personal, the "initiative," and proceeds to work 

through a dialectic using experiment and observation as part of that dialectic. 

It is possible for rational views and empirical views to work together in 

Coleridge's system, as long as the goal of both is the creation of an ~. 

Kenneth Anderson and Theodore Qeaver, Jr. have surveyed over one hundred 

scientific experiments on ~ and conclude the link between ~ and 

message is so strong that they may constitute a single unit (79). Their survey 

demonstrates that science is curious about ~; Coleridge's system reveals 

how the ~ can be curious about science. 

In the main, Coleridge's rage for order and his love for what Abrams 
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calls the "irrational" led him to emphasize a kind of composition where the way 

we communicate is our means of unifying not only our character but society as 

well. He believed that instead of trusting in ideas we needed to trust more in 

methods by of investigation. Indeed, if we could share the process of learning 

we could create a new community altogether. Coleridge writes in The Friend: 

[w]ere but a hundred men to combine a deep conviction 
that virtuous habits may be formed by the very means 
by which knowledge is communicated, that men may be 
better, not only in consequence, but hI the mode and 
in the process of instruction: were but an hundred 
men to combine that clear conviction of this the 
promises of ancient prophecy would disclose 
themselves .... (103) 

Convinced that the only way to share ideas was through a method, Coleridge 

focused his efforts on creating processes writers and speakers could share. 

When we share a method, he reasoned, we can identify with one another and 

help each other to remove the errors in our thinking. 

The Social Purpose of Discourse 

The focus on a shared method was Coleridge's answer to the problem of 

how a society can survive and even encourage, diversity. The Friend. perhaps 

Coleridge's most sustained effort to describe his views on society and discourse, 

begins with a commentary on 'The Fable of the Madning Rain." (Coleridge 

first read Benedetto Stay's fable as a freshman in Cambridge.) The fable 
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concerns a wise man who escapes a rain that makes everyone mad. He 

emerges to find a world where everyone acts "under the influence of a hideous 

frenzy" (509). Next, he attempts to console and help the crowd that surrounds 

him only to discover they believe he is crazy. The crowd is about to lock him 

away when he dives into a pool of rain water left over from the rain. He 

emerges as mad as the rest and is "welcomed by the cheering assembly of 

fools." In concluding, Stay observes: 

A kind of violence instantly entered our hearts, 
and by that we are swept along. AIl things that 
stand in our way we hurl asunder with a great 
crash. We do not avoid them, nor move them 
aside with skill. (510) 

In commenting on the fable, Coleridge says that the plan of The Friend 

is to response to the issues raised there. He wants to know how he "can 

benefit the largest number possible of my fellow-creatures" (9), and he 

concludes that we have to help one another understand when we are in error, 

that it is possible to help one another through discourse. Some people claim 

we are all mad and blind to the truth. 

To such objections it would be amply sufficient, 
on my system of faith, to answer, that we are not 
all blind, but all subject to distempers of "the 
mental sight," differing in kind and degree; 
that though all mc;:t are in error, they are not 
all in the same error, nor at the same time; and 
that each therefore may possibly heal the other, 
even as two or more physicians, all diseased in 
their general health yet under the immediate 



action of the disease on different days, may remove 
or alleviate the complaints of each other. (10) 
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Thus, Coleridge's idealism is grounded on a belief in the necessity of discourse 

and teaching, and his rhetorical system is based on our need for each other. 

We are to heal one another "bl the mode and in the process of instruction." 

The Mode and Process of Instruction: 

Foundations for a Curriculum 

In Experience Into Thou&ht- Kathleen Coburn asserts that Coleridge is 

"irritating to certain tempers, perhaps especially to the curriculum-making 

academic mind" (67). Her statement is ironic. Coleridge was always working 

on curriculum. His rage for a system that included the "irrational" and "lucky 

graces" led him to discover ways of unifying the processes and instruments of 

discourse. 

This has not gone unnoticed in this century. 1. A Richards gleaned 

Coleridge's fields of vision and applied those gleanings to rhetoric and 

linguistics in Richards' own terms. He says in the preface to From Criticism to 

Creation: 

... I let Coleridge lead me out of literary 
criticism, upon the minute design of the invitations 
to exploration and exercise therein presented to the 
learner .... better to tum from criticism to 
a more remedial way of serving its cause, to 
tum from appraisal to construction, specifically, 



to attempts to construct more effectiv~ becanse 
more carefully designed, instruments of instruction. 
(6-7) 
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Richards took Coleridge seriously as a rhetorician. His PhilosophY of Rhetoric 

includes more references to Coleridge than to Aristotle while his Colerid&e On 

Tma&ination tests the boundaries of jmagination's ability to blend literature and 

rhetoric. 

like Richards, Kenneth Burke often acknowledges Coleridge's influence 

in relation to dialectic and rhetoric. In The Rhetoric of Reli&ioD. for example, 

Burke directs us to Coleridge's noetic pentad in Aids To Reflection and 

confides that the terms of dramatism are discussed there (31). Burke's 

discussion of the relationship of mystic aesthetics to rhetoric in A Rhetoric of 

Motives (329-32), his emphasis on the way rhetoric moves from persuasion to 

identification when we add the motive of "instruction" (77), and his own 

"dialectical" mode of composition suggest that he is empathetic with Coleridge's 

methods if not "influenced" by them. 

Those familiar with Richards' rhetoric and those affected by Burke's are 

already introduced to the basic tenets of Coleridge's rhetoric. In spite of this, 

we must recognize that Coleridge's rhetorical legacy comes to us, mainly, 

through the considerable influence of literary criticism on the rhetorical frame 

of mind. The result is that Coleridge is generally considered to be a minor 

influence in rhetorical theory if he is considered at all. James L Kinneavy, for 
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example, mentions Coleridge only once in his TheolY of Discourse. Coleridge 

is offered as an example of how the Romantics were "objectivist," meaning that 

the Romantics were concerned with creating objects of art in thier writings 

(337). If we are to move from criticism to creation, we need to look at the 

features of Coleridge's system that might apply to curricula rather than confine 

his entire system to a space reserved for literary icons. It wouldn't be 

wise to suggest a single curriculum based on Coleridge's system. Any 

curriculum must be responsible to the specific context of a campus. However, 

Coleridge's system begins with certain over-arching tenets about the nature of 

composition. Those tenets may be applied to specific contexts according to 

need: 

(1) We create an ~ through the acts of composition: 

All knowledge begins with the individual, 

progresses to a dialogue with others, and culminates 

in a synthesis of the two-an ~. 

(2) All knowledge is personal knowledge. (There is no 

separate knowledge.) 

(3) Logic is a frame work wherein dialectic can operate. 

(4) Discourse is the foundation of social cohesion. 

Bio~hia Literaria. "Essays On The Principles Of Method," Aids To 

Reflection. and ~ present a consistent rhetorical system where the 
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individual's use of the instruments of poetics, logic, and observation mediates 

between inner experience and the outer world Those instruments are the 

practical applications of Coleridge's rhetorical system, and the entire system of 

composition rotates around the gravitational center of the ~. 

~: Composition's Center of Gravity 

The concept of ~ is crucial 
to rhetoric because the object of 
rhetoric is man speakin&. The end 
of rhetorical analysis is to 
discover a man in his words, whether 
that man is the Oceronian Orator or 
the Lonely modem anti-hero. 

- S. M. Halloran (631) 

The place to begin and end a discussion of Coleridge's rhetoric is with 

the ~ the distinct character created hx and in the process of composition. 

Coleridge claims that if we are to judge anything we need to carry our measure 

with us (Table Talk 443). Each act of composition asks us to weigh our 

character against the weight of other possibilities. Like Michael Halloran, 

Coleridge would contend that the purpose of rhetoric, as a study, is to discover 

the writer behind and in the words. Coleridge, and perhaps Halloran too, 

would go further and say that the use of words shape and inform the writer. 

~ is not something we have, not something society hands us ready-made. It 

is something we grow or make for ourselves. Thus, there must be an emphasis 
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on speculative writing that has practical social as well as personal applications. 

The writer is renewed and transformed through the evolutionary act of 

discourse. The sum of those transformations makes up the character of a 

society. 

In speculative text the philosopher and orator mingle. The notion that 

the relationship to truth is problematic in text opens the possibility for an 

exchange between reader and writer and the various voices implicit in any 

textual exchange. Thus to involve a student in text is to involve that student in 

an exchange with the historical maps language provides. 

Exposition, description, and narrative are high forms of argument if we 

allow for the rich intertextuality they offer rather than rely on a super-added 

objective in our discourse. The initiative is something we follow through our 

wanderings within the text and with language. It goads us. We enter a world, 

as it were, without maps except for the maps that language provides. Our 

language leads us to a place to make a stand. Argument, from this view, arises 

from true wandering-it emerges from our quest for a place to take a stand, 

and unless it is the product of such a quest we cannot make a claim to a 

personal stance (see Corder, "Argument As Emergence, Rhetoric As Love"). 

There may be those who will argue that this wandering is not necessary 

and urge us to assume we have a foundation in our discourse for argument 

based upon socially accepted and agreed- upon commitments. Indeed these 
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places to stand may be a place to begin our journey. But unless we accept that 

such starting places are built upon someone else's wanderings, we cannot move 

from them. We will, instead, simply repeat the words others have uttered 

rather than transform those utterances into words we speak. The reasonable 

course for any teacher seems to be to encourage the lost and confound the 

sure. What we engender by such an act is revolution on a personal level, 

revelation through individual insight, and confrontation in the spirit of mutual 

self-interest. In order to do all this, we must first recognize ~ in textual 

relationships. 

The recognition of in a text is the recognition of another. Coleridge's 

rhetoric, focused as it is on presence, asks us to treat text as friend and to 

constantly renew ourselves in text. As there are multiple levels of dialectic in 

Coleridge's system. there are multiple levels of~: personal ~ social 

~ historical ~ textual~. Each of these finds its highest expression 

in a spiritual ~ dedicated to an aesthetic sense of unity. In Coleridge's 

system, the poetic motive (Burke) and the recognition of presence combine to 

make a spiritual ~ that allows us to recognize our personal identity while 

simultaneously recognizing our unity. The mode and process of instruction in 

composition is, therefore, directly related to our understanding of the evolution 

ofthe~. 



Synoptic Education: Personal Writing, 

Collaboration, and Writing-Aaoss-the-Curriculum 

After a time, then, at the age of twenty, 
some of them will be selected for promotion, 
and will have to bring the disconnected subjects 
they studied in childhood and take a comprehensive 
view of their relationship with each other and with 
the nature of reality. 

- The ReJlUblic (350) 
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Like Plato, Coleridge believed that the purpose of higher education was 

to allow students to relate seemingly disconnected subjects together in a 

synoptic view. The comprehensive view is, therefore, the ~-centered 

perspective, where the various studies are brought together through the 

personal composing process. We have seen how Coleridge's entire system is 

fundamentally a "writing-across-the-curriculum." He used writing as the way of 

organizing the diversity of thought that was so characteristic of his entire 

career. Each composition, with its cycle of composing and its ethotic center, 

served as mediator between diverse interests like poetry and chemistry. 

Also, Coleridge agrees substantially with Cicero about the nature of the 

orator and the results of the composition process. There is an essential 

relationship between the individual and knowledge-between composition's 

ability to gather together diverse knowledge and create, at the same time, a 

personal synthesis of that diverse knowledge. What Cicero did for the orator in 

De Oratore: or On the Character of the Orator. Coleridge does for the writer 
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in BiO£Dmhia Uterarla. In both cases the writers examine the arts of rhetoric 

from the perspective of practice. Cicero finds that weloquence is the offspring 

of the accomplishments of the most learned menw (7), and Coleridge claims 

that 1t)be poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul of man into 

activity .... (173). Both eT3mine the role of the communicator and find that 

the activity of composition creates a better human being: For each, rhetoric 

makes an ~ during the process of making meaning from multiple contexts. 

Cicero comments: 

[i]n my opinion, indeed, no man can be an orator 
... unless he has attained the knowledge of 
everything important, and of all hl>eral arts, 
for his language must be ornate and copious from 
knowledge, since, unless there be beneath the 
surface matter understood and felt by the speaker, 
oratory becomes an empty and almost puerile 
flow of words. (11) 

Both Cicero and Coleridge note that although the orator should know 

everything it is impossIble. As Coleridge says in Biolroiphia Literaria "Non 

omnia possumus omnes." [Not all of us can do everything.] (16). Thus, on the 

one hand we are respoIlSlble as composers to make knowledge our own, and on 

the other we are inherently dependent upon others to help us acquire 

knowledge. 

In Coleridge's system it was not enough to just know the innermost part 

of ourselves and there find, as with Emerson in "'The American Scholar, II the 
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seaet music that is famj1ja r to every man. Coleridge's commitment to dialectic 

was his warrant for collaboration, and whenever Coleridge wanted to know 

more about something he sought out someone who could help him understand. 

His life's work was an act of collaboration. He collaborated with Wordsworth 

on poetry; he wanted Davy to be his Wordsworth in science. His failed 

contract with the editors of the encyclopedia led him to a substantial revision 

of the "Essays On The Principles Of Method-He collaborated with "literary 

advisors-; he dictated most of his works. Fmally, his approach to reading was 

collaborative: His belief in seeking out the presence of the writer led him to 

address not ideas as he read, but to challenge and engage the writer who chose 

the words. Coleridge sought, in his writing as well as his reading, to establish 

the same kind of personal relationship with his readers. He wanted to 

experience their presence in the act of writing. Richards notes in "'The 

Vulnerable Poet and The Friend" that, "[t]hose who have read oftenest in The 

Friend must feel the pendiar appropriateness of its title: the intimate, if 

occasionally mixed, responses it can summon" (128). I believe one of the 

reasons we have "friendship" in The Friend is becanse Coleridge was never 

really far from considering, if not having a conversation with, his audience. He 

conversed with his text whether he was reading or writing. For him, every act 

of dialectic was an act of collaboration. 

All this evidence of collaboration seems to contradict the mythic image of 
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the Romantic writer, the image (often Gothic) of the writer who isolates 

himself in a room, writes by candle light, and ignores the world The Hermit 

muse. The Romantic character has always been associated with isolation and 

meditation, of inspiration and expression without any conscious regard for 

particular audience. In Coleridge's case the regard for the reader was a habit 

formed by constant conversations in text. Coleridge's career encompasses both 

the dialectic and the Romantic ideal of a meditative voice. His system is 

complete, ranging from the details and musings of his private notebooks to his 

most formal writing. Coleridge was always moving from the most private to the 

most public in his rhetoric, always making the spirit substantial. 

Coleridge was one of our farthest-ranging rhetoricians. Yet he managed 

to complete a cycle of theorizing that gives us access to the intricate workings 

of composition. Saturated by Coleridge's system, L A Richards argued that 

Rhetoric must not accept the terms of its criticism "ready made from other 

studies" (23). Other sciences, like psychology, use words "to address themselves 

to" the questions they ask. He concludes: 

The result is that a revived Rhetoric, or 
study of verbal Understanding and Misunderstanding, 
must undertake its own inquiry into the modes 
of meaning net only, as with the old Rhetoric, on 
a Macroscopic scale ... but also on a Microscopic 
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scale. • .. (PhilOSOJPAY of Rhetoric 24) 

Richards, as much as anyone, has contnbuted to our understanding of the 

microview of rhetoric. However, in terms of Coleridge's rhetorical system, the 

macro view still needs clarification. 

In Natural SypermUpraUsm M. H. Abrams discusses the process and 

history of the Romantic spiral. He suggests that if we define rhetoric to be, in 

any way, the rules by which the game of composition is played, one of the main 

criteria for judging something Romantic would be that the composition moves 

in a cycle, or a spiral, where the beginning point of that composition becomes 

its end as well. The cycle is the means by which the composition takes a series 

of ideas and fashions a unified whole from them (see Abrams' discussion of 

Coleridge and Hazlitt 271). We tend to see this cycle of logic and of 

composition as mystic or mythic. We can often overlook its practical 

implications. 

It's true that the cycle from birth to death to rebirth has a mythic 

dimension. (See, for example, Joseph Campbell's "bero's adventure" in The 

Hero With A ThOUSand Faces 30.) However, the narrative of rebirth also has 

a logical counterpart: The logical progression from the initial act of focusing 

on a topic (behold), through analysis (separation), and finally to synthesis 

(initiation/synthesis) is the logical form of the myth. Also, the structure follows 

Coleridge's idea of how our character is made, defined, or grown. As we move 
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from the ego to the other to the ~ we follow a spiral path arriving at the 

end of the composition not at the exact same spot where we began but with the 

same idea transformed to another level of understanding. 

Coleridge would suggest that the first lesson in the system is that we have an 

"instinct ••• to pass out" of ourselves and "to exist in the form of others." The 

next lesson is that we cannot let any other usurp our own self so that we 

become a "fixed idea" OnQuirin2 Spirit 68). 

The entire writing process acquires an ethical dimension in this view. In 

Coleridge's system the purpose of analysis is not division. Instead, its purpose is 

to clarify a subject and ensure that no single being accept a single view of life. 

Through a constant and active "distinguishing" between one thing and another, 

we gain the possibility of change as we "initiate" new perspectives into the 

society of our personal ~. 

Coleridge's perception of this process suggests we build a more complete 

description of ourselves with each act of composition. Each cycle creates a 

more complete character. The metaphor of the ascending spiral, with each 

stage of the cycle beginning with a renewed sense of our own character, stands 

as the central metaphor for Coleridge's system. Within this circular framework, 

the writer is free to employ any essay design. The sermon, the exposition, the 

literary essay, the narrative, the report, and the argument all work toward the 

same end: to create as complete a description of the topic as possible, clarified 



through understanding of the individual writer. 

Logic as Framework, Dialectic Within 

This circularity of form does not 
account itself, of course, for the 
essay's art. It only provides a 
general plot or contour for the 
particulars of the work. 

- William Zeiger (209) 

Coleridge's system of composition is a method of ensuring an 
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interpenetration of the universal and the particular. He maintains that we all 

think with the logical structure. Sometimes, of course, writers may focus more 

intently on one part of the cycle than another, or they might not even move 

from fixing their attention to an analysis and then a synthesis. In Coleridge's 

system these kinds of essays would be considered fragments and ~ of an 

attempt to describe the whole. They may be useful and interesting, but the 

completion of the three stages of thinking still represents the cycle of thought 

and therefore represents the universal mode of thinking. The dialectic that 

occurs within each stage and between each stage represents the particular, 

individual perspective. Together, the two forms of thinking represent an 

interpenetration of universal method and individual perception. 

Whenever we think of Rhetorics, we often think of those texts that 

provide us with handbooks for composition. Other rhetorics serve to give us 
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categories through which we might understand the discipline better, like James 

Kinneavy's A TheolY of Discourse. Even Stephen M. North's The Mak;in& of 

Knowled" in Composition serves the same kind of purpose; we need to have 

things in categories in order to use them as instruments. 

What we often lack, however, are the ways and modes of relating the 

various categories to one another. One answer is to see discourse as a series of 

epistemic tasks t;at "lead the writer from one stage of growth to another. 

Probably the best example of this kind of rhetoric is James Moffett's Teachin& 

the Universe of Discourse. But, as Moffett says, "This whole theory of 

discourse is essentially an hallucination. Heaven forbid that it should be 

translated directly into syllabi and packages of serial textbooks" (54). Still, 

Teachin& the Universe of Discourse is probably the most ambitious and 

complete attempts to unify the acts of composition to date. 

Coleridge's theory of discourse is at once simpler and more complex 

than Kinneavy's or Moffett's. The simple acts of logic described above allow us 

to concentrate on intricate inner-workings of discourse while staying on a 

circular, logical pathway. His entire system may be seen as a dialogue Elhin 

the logical framework of behold, analysis, and synthesis. His speculative 

techniques provide the vehicle for that dialogue and allow him the way to 

negotiate a continuous progression throughout the composing process. 



The Rhetorical Wheel 

As soon as you have affirmation and 
negation, "this is picking and choosing, " 
"this is clarity." As soon as you have 
understood this way, you have already 
stumbled past. When you're riveted down 
or stuck in glue, what can you do? 

- The Blue CJiff Record (11) 
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The problem with analysis, as the Chinese monk so apply points out, is 

that once we have clarity we tend to stop looking. Coleridge's emphasis on 

suggestion and stylistic complexity serves to remind us that all writing is a 

search for clarity but that we must resist it at times. If we do not resist that 

clarity, we are stuck in the writing process and unable to invent or discover the 

transitions from one stage of the process to another. 

H we accept the ~ cycle, the spiral, or the logical process as the 

framework for discourse, we still need to account for how the writer moves 

from one stage in the process to another. How does the writer maintain a 

"continuous progression" throughout the logical process? My description of the 

discourse wheel in Chapter Five was a rough attempt at describing the internal 

workings of Coleridge's system. Those internal workings allow the writer to 

transverse between inner and outer perceptions through the agency of a third 

component that serves as a meeting ground for the two. 

The problem with such a description is obvious. We must admit 

together that any picture of the process stops the process and records it only 
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for a moment. When that happens, the description should be considered what 

Coleridge calIs a "landing place," or a moment where we stop to reflect on the 

process as it is happening. What is occurring in the rhetorical wheel is a 

dialectic between inner and outer perceptions. It represents the ag of 

composing while the logical cycle is the vehicle within which the ag takes 

place. 

One of Coleridge's favorite maxims was "Extremes meet." Where those 

extremes meet and how they meet seems to be the constant point of interest in 

Coleridge's system. When we take Coleridge's writing as a whole, we find that 

he is constantly suggesting that any act of composition is finding the triadic 

"third" element engendered from the conflict implicit in a "two- fisted" dialectic. 

Thus, the imagination mediates between reason and understanding, theory 

mediates between our intuitive sense and our observations, and the fine arts 

mediate between religion and science. On the one hand, we can recognize that 

we might create dialectic bridges using Coleridge's categories. This would be, 

it seems, Kant's answer. Coleridge, however, would insist that we do not know 

what the sum, generalization, or synthesis might be. We must begin the act of 

composition with a belief that we will find a synthesis between extremes 

through the dynamics of dialectic rather than simply build a hasty bridge 

between those extremes. Therefore, simply knowing that there needs to be a 

third element in the discussion is important, but having faith that we will find 



that third element through the processes of composition is essential to an 

organic approach to composition. 
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The main purpose of the rhetorical wheel, as a descriptor of a process, 

is to demonstrate Coleridge's idea that there needs to be a mediator between 

the inner and outer perceptions. It is both a mirror and a lamp (Abrams) in 

that it is a reflector for the inner perception and something that sheds "light" 

on the outward perceptions. The main idea is that no perception" can be 

complete without its reflection. We can arrange the wheel into three columns. 

The first represents the inner perception-Coleridge's starting place for 

composition. The middle column represents the mediator between the inner 

and outer perceptions. The third column represents the world of the senses. 

Inner: Mediator: Outer: 

Intuition Theory Observation/Experiment 

Heuristic Language Communication 

Noetic Aesthetics Social Ethics 

Symbol Myth Allegory/Story 

Imagination Faith Association 

Metaphor and Analogy 

There does not seem to be any inner or outer corollaries for metaphor and 

analogy. They are mediators and nothing else, and the inner and outer 

perceptions are included in them. In this sense, neither one can reasonably be 
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considered to be simply "figures" that "adorn" any piece of writing. They are 

always speculative instruments and couple the inner and outer world 

Ultimately, any metaphor or analogy is an act of synthesis. 

The list is not comprehensive. It is admittedly abstract. Still, it describes 

the way the triadic works in the composition process. Also, any item in the 

Mediator column can work as a mediator for anything in the inner or outer 

columns: Mysticism to Myth to Social Ethics; Symbol to Metaphor to Allegory; 

Noetic to Faith to Observation. The wheel in this sense is a heuristic as well 

as a description of the system. If we were to imagine the linear representation 

of the system in motion, where the items in each column are constantly moving 

(something like the three windows in a slow machine), we could see how the 

mind in its constant activity is always relating the inner and outer world I 

could imagine ca)]jng the rhetorical wheel a prayer wheel, or a pinwheel where 

the various categories are colors and while it's spinning all we see is white. In 

composition, however, we must distinguish. The first step is fixing our attention 

on a symbol, for example, and then to discover its extreme or outer perception. 

Then, we can, through experiment and/or deliberate selection, use something 

in the middle column that might serve as the meeting ground for the inner and 

outer perception. 

The rhetorical wheel seems mechanical as I have presented it. What 

makes the process organic is the fact that none of this works without the active 
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~ and the individual's desire to compose meaning from the initiative. We 

may map the cognitive processes, as Linda Flower and John Hays have done, 

but we cannot as yet understand the way we use language to aeate the 

synoptic maps that make up our habitual selves. 

Cross-Genre Approaches and The Benefits of 

the Open Essay Format 

One obvious feature of Coleridge's personal writing process was the way 

he worked with different essay genres, often within a single composition. I do 

not want to suggest that anyone copy Coleridge's personal writing style since, in 

general, the easiest things to imitate are mistakes. I do want to suggest that we 

recognize what worked for him within the structures of his system. Cross-genre 

approaches allow writers the opportunity to think in different modes while 

composing. Finding personal ways of thinking about a topic involves shifting 

formats as well as ideas, and an ~-centered composition removes the 

structural tyranny of essay design. Mainly, by focusing on individual motive, 

the composer is free to select those designs and formats that appeal to a wide 

range of needs within the process of composition. Thus, any single essay may 

be written using alternating modes of composition where the writer speculates 

with lyrics, experiments, arguments, and dialogues. Each essay genre 

(narrative, argument, report) adds a dimension to the topic. Also, each literary 
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genre (poems, fictive illustrations, dialogue or drama) changes a writers 

perspective as well and rontributes to the substance of the composition on an 

"imaginative" level The divisions between genre, so important to many 

departments in EngJisb and Composition, are blurred in Coleridge's system. 

What this means is that at some point during the teaching of 

composition students should have the opportunity to work with an "open essay" 

format where various genres of exposition, argument, and creative writing are 

included in the process of writing and even in the final product. Often this 

kind of approach is saved for "advanced" writing classes. However, as Kun 

Spellmyer suggests, beginning writers may need this kind of writing even more 

than advanced writers since they need the opportunity to experiment with essay 

formats to find a rommon ground between all the disciplines of rollege or 

university life (see "Common Ground: The Essay in the Academy"). The idea 

that beginning writers need to learn only those forms ronsidered "successful" by 

practitioners in academic writing forces those students to see writing as just 

another way to fragment their knowledge; to divide one discipline from 

another. Encouraging an "open essay" format moves the student from analysis 

to synthesis, not only in their own knowledge making but in their view of the 

various disciplines in the academy as well. Open essay formats enrourage the 

synoptic view of knowledge. 

Perhaps what we neec to do is evaluate what we mean when we suggest 
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rhetoric is "self-defense: One of our more consistent tasks as teachers of 

composition and rhetors is to teach our students to defend themselves. We get 

this idea naturally, and we inherit it from the sophists as well as Aristotle, who 

says it's absurd to claim a man should be able to defend himself "with his 

limbs" but not be able to defend himself with speech (23). The purpose of 

speculative writing, as Coleridge saw it, was to allow the composer to know the 

self that is to be defended. In this perspective we need to take more time with 

speculative kinds of writing. We owe our students an understanding of the 

gemes available to them in their defense and in keeping with the needs of their 

discourse communities. We also owe them the chance to use other gemes in 

an open and active discussion with themselves and others so that they can 

constantly identify and define their ~ the self that is always changing 

The Function of Language as Speculative Instrument 

1 A Richards' famous contention that language is a speculative instrument 

echoes one of Coleridge's primary beliefs about the nature and purpose of 

language. Coleridge's constant emphasis on the importance of language, both 

personal language and historical language, is based on the position he argued 

for in Biomphia Uteraria and in the ~ Mainly, language is the key to 

understanding our inner and outer world. It is the expression of reason in 
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conjunction with our understanding. As such, it provides us with a link, 

through etymology, to our past. It offers us a way to test our insights against 

the insights of others as they too use language to describe their world Where 

we agree in language we can experience truth. 

In his Philoswby of Rhetoric. Richards suggests that the key to Coleridge's 

contribution to rhetoric was to be found in language study: 

Not until Coleridge do we get any adequate setting of 
these chief problems of language. But Coleridge's 
thought has not even yet come into its own. And, 
after Coleridge, in spite of the possibilities which he 
opened, there was a regrettable slackening of interest 
in the questions. (103) 

Coleridge saw that language is not magic or simply a sign. Language is a 

synoptic map. In Richards' phrasing it is not a "mere signaling system. It is the 

instrument of all our distinctively human development, of everything in which 

we go beyond the other animals" (131). 

In Coleridge's ~ we find that to consider words only "signs" is to 

accept an atomistic view of our world. Words do not have single meanings 

accessible to everyone-they are private expressions, private experiences, even 

private worlds. In Bio~hia Literaria Coleridge complained of Wordswonh's 

use of the term "real meaning" in regard to words because 

[e ]very man's language varies according to the 
extent of his knowledge, the activity of his 
faculties and the depth or quickness of his 
feelings. Every man's language has, first, its 



individuaIities; secondly, the common properties 
of the cIass to which he belongs; and thirdly, 
words and phrases of universal use. (198) 

Thus, instead of being signs pointing to real things, words are more like 
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synoptic maps that imprint us and our perceptions with a ~ in a reality. By 

changing the words, we create a new point of reference, a new place to stand 

and to make a stand against the encroachment of unconsciousness. As Burke 

points out in the Rhetoric of Reli&ioll.. as we change our words we name a new 

world and that world has consequences, the new reality radiates out from our 

point of departure (9). Simply, we make a new world each time we adopt a 

new set of terms as our own. As we become conscious of the implications of 

our stance, we change ourselves and our lives with our changing perceptions of 

things. 

Language, in the Coleridgean perspective, is the medium whereby 

writers and readers meet to make meaning together. The very complexity of 

language, ranging as it does from simple sign to the ~ offers us the 

opportunity to make connections to one another on multiple levels of meaning. 

Coleridge was keenly aware that the suggestiveness of language keeps us 

returning to a topic to renegotiate meanjng between levels of understanding. 

Thus, he championed an approach to writing that was speculative as well as 

suggestive. Language is the medium through which and by which education 

and instruction is made personal. It is also the vehicle that allows us to meet 
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in Vygotsky's "Zone of Proximal Development," where we can meet and assist 

one another in order to learn (86). 

The degree to which we agree with this idea is the degree to which we 

call ourselves writers. William Carlos WiUjams, writing in support of Kenneth 

Burke, summarized the way writing is successful It begins, he says, with a 

recognition that writing "is made of words and nothing else." 

These have a contour and complexion imposed 
on them by the weather, by the shapes of men's 
lives in places. This combined effect is 
not sculptural; by their characters they are 
joined to produce meaning. By this success with 
words, the success of composition is first realized 
(132) 

Although Williams might hesitate to suggest that any success with writing 

guarantees a truth, Coleridge held no such reservations. Success with words 

means that we partake of truth. Truth is for him, "[t]he coincidence of the 

word with the thought with the thing" (Loi;k 110). 

Metarhetoric and ~ 

According to Michael Myer, Perelman's title for his synthesis of rhetoric 

was to be From Metaphysics To Rhetoric. In his forward to a selection of 

essays by the same title, Myer comments that 

[i]n its genesis as well as in its ambition, 
ontology opposes itself to rhetoric. That the 
two coexsist with Aristotle is owing to his 



lucidity concerning the services that dialectics 
can render-services which Plato, obsessed as he 
was by the Sophists' manipulative intellectual 
games, could not discern in argumentation. (1) 

Myer contends that modem rhetoric must return to logic-to a rational 

perspective-if it is to move from metaphysics to rhetoric (7). 

It's significant that Perelman, a proponent of the idea of a New 

Rhetoric, wanted to end with the synthesis of metaphysics and rhetoric. 

Coleridge began there. His "system" has the same organizing principal: the 

movement from ontology to communication. Coleridge's generative, logical 

order allows for the movement from one perspective to the other and back 
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again. However, instead of focusing on logic as the center of the composing 

activity, Coleridge sees logic as an instrument of the composing mind-as a tool 

of the~. Besides order, his ~-centered approach allows for the 

invigorating impulses of the "irrational": The individual perception finds itself 

caught up in the intuitive that moves to initiative that initiates the act of 

dialectic that is moved by dialectic to a dialogue that seeks the social 

equivalent of the personal ~. 

When Dudley Bailey made a "Plea For A Modem Set Of Topoi," he 

opened up the possibility that Coleridge offered us a way to unify our thinking 

about rhetoric's twin purposes of invention and communication. Like I. A 

Richards and Kenneth Burke, Bailey points us toward Coleridge's system of 
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relating and unifying our metaphysical and rhetorical perceptions in order to 

make meaning and personal knowledge. What most have missed, however, is 

that although Coleridge does not use the term ~ he does see "character" as 

the beginning and end of the composition process. Thus, ~ in Coleridge's 

system, becomes ~ topoi, the common place we meet during the act of 

invention and communication. Elbm is the conceptual center of gravity around 

which the ever- varying framework of the understanding orbits. 
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