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L

Jonathan Brody Kramnick

Almost ten years ago, Eighteenth-Century Studies convened a special
number to inaugurate its new design and format. Varied though the contributions
were, each shared a desire to complicate the claim for “interdisciplinarity” that
had long been a hallmark of the journal.1  One common theme was a need for
greater sensitivity to the origins and meanings of the disciplines themselves. With
new attention to the emergence of such fields as history and political theory, nat-
ural science and economics, scholars of the eighteenth century ought to become
aware of the advantages as well as the limits of specialization. The goal of the
present essay is to consider how the problem of specialization worked itself out in
literary criticism written in England during the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries.2  I hope to demonstrate that a certain worry over expertise is integral to the
period and forms an important feature of our long history. The now familiar
desire to transcend the confines of disciplinary thinking was an important ele-
ment of the building of disciplines. Criticism is particularly interesting in this
respect, I argue, because it was there that expert knowledge had to defend its
public vocation most vociferously. The procedures of analysis that belonged to
criticism as a discipline appeared to many as a threat to the intended object of
study. Should one person have more to say than another about what is, after all,
a shared culture of literary works? Should criticism become a science? These ques-
tions accompanied the emergence of criticism and gave shape to its methods. To
show this, I’ll begin with the largest context in which criticism had to make its
way as a discipline: the advent of science as a category of restricted knowledge.
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Jonathan Brody Kramnick is Associate Professor of English at Rutgers University and author
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I’ll then turn my attention to the particular institutions of literary study: the trea-
tise, the periodical, the edition, and the university.

I

The problem of expert systems has long been a centerpiece of social the-
ory, where it describes an important point of transition between “traditional”
and “modern” culture.3  On this view, modernity is the name for the historical
condition in which society has differentiated its parts into linked domains of prac-
tice, each with its own aura of technical concentration. In a modern society, one
must cede authority over many areas of knowledge, which then appear as distant
realms of specialization.4  Like Swift’s floating island of Laputa, the expert cul-
tures of science, technology, law, and art drift away from the world to which they
should be anchored. Swift’s is perhaps the most memorable image of this concern,
which roiled learned and popular writing from the seventeenth-century invention
of “science” onward. The disciplines were greeted with anxiety at their birth, as
the languages of prestige untangled themselves from the languages of common
life. One result was a search for forms of mediation that could redirect specialized
knowledge back to the culture from which it had broken. Viewed from this sum-
mit of abstraction, the long-term evolution of disciplinary culture never shucks a
certain ambivalence toward specialists: we entrust others to bring knowledge to
us, but we suspect their distance and authority. This dilemma will be easier to see
if we move closer to the foundation of language use and institutional practice.

In what did the eighteenth century’s establishment of the disciplines of
knowledge consist? Clifford Siskin has offered this answer: “a shift in the ways of
knowing from the older organization, in which every kind was a branch of phi-
losophy, into our present system: narrow but deep disciplines divided between
humanities and sciences.”5  To this succinct thesis I would add that philosophy
was itself the initial occasion for the slender depth Siskin finds in the separate
disciplines. That is, the modern division of knowledge began earlier, during the
seventeenth century, in a revolt against an older system of classification derived
from Scholastic Aristotelianism.6  Modern thought was supposed to be both more
disciplined and less authoritarian than its antique forebear. The modern’s often
steely-eyed account of this achievement centered on methods of detachment, by
which means objects could be differentiated from each other and from their sub-
jects alike. “The first task of true induction,” wrote Francis Bacon in 1620, “is
the rejection or exclusion of all the separate natures that are not found in any
instance where the given nature is present, or are found in any instance when the
given nature is absent . . . Then indeed, after the rejection and exclusion have
been properly made, in the second place (at the bottom, as it were), there will
remain, all volatile opinions vanishing into smoke, the affirmative form, solid,
true, and well-defined.”7  “Now this is quickly said,” Bacon adds, “but is only
reached after many twists and turns” (169). Knowledge is a compound procedure
of separation, of quantities from each other, of the “reaching” consciousness from
external nature. Thinking is arduous and severe—it winds the mind up in things—
but it is also the basis for an order of learning that will topple the idols of the
academy: “Philosophy and the intellectual sciences stand like statues, worshipped
and celebrated, but not moved forward” (8). Only a scrupulous course of division
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and analysis will bring progress to philosophy, by returning its equal footing among
thinking subjects.

It is important to notice how the attack on the Schools aligns precision
with the broader community (of literati, at least) because an important tension
will soon exist between the two. At this point, the rhetoric of opposing the au-
thority of official philosophy—the “authors who set up a virtual dictatorship in
the sciences and hold forth so confidently” (10)—enjoins thought to scour the
world for what has been hidden in Scholastic mystery. The institutions of the
book and the Schoolmen impede learning; “for it is hardly possible at one and the
same time to gaze with admiration upon authors and to excel them, knowledge
being like water which does not rise higher than the level from which it descend-
ed” (11). Only diligent thought will place philosophy ahead of the mark of the
past. Who would think that the rising tide could also sink? Before long, Bacon’s
modernity succumbs to that peculiar fate: the very methods of detachment in-
tended to overcome the idols turn into mysteries in their own right. “The Scienc-
es, are small power,” writes Thomas Hobbes in 1651: “For Science is of that
nature, as none can understand to be, but such as in a good measure have at-
tayned it.”8  Like Bacon, Hobbes reserves his greatest scorn for “the canting of
Schoole-men,” whose traditional categories get in the way of the new philosophy.
But his suspicion of “science” reveals an important adjustment within the intel-
lectual cultures of the seventeenth century. The methods of study peculiar to “the
sciences” belong to a minority culture within the broader community. The intel-
lectual detachment of modern thought requires and attends a related detachment
from the social world.

We may find this tension spelled out in the well-known case of Roches-
ter’s Satyre on Reason and Mankind. Rochester’s poem is no less severe than
Bacon in its attack on the Schools, but the terms have changed subtly:

Reason, an Ignis fatuus in the Mind,
Which, leaving Light of Nature, sense, behind;
Pathless and dangerous wandring wayes it takes,
Through Errour’s fenny boggs and thorny brakes:
Whilst the misguided follower climbs with pain
Mountains of whimseys heapt in his own brain;
Stumbling from thought to thought, falls headlong down
Into doubts boundless Sea, where like to drown,
Books bear him up a while, and make him try
To swim with bladders of Philosophy.9

The important word introduced in these lines is “sense,” the basis upon which the
speaker will later define a “right reason” that serves to guide action in the world
of desires (ll. 99–100). The reason of the scholars has elevated itself over the
world designed for study; that world, in turn, is not simply inert nature but the
very material of social life itself, the give and take of sensory experience. The
mind serially cut off from the world devolves into a vertiginous swirl of detach-
ment: winding through paths, climbing mountains, falling to the ocean. The prob-
lem of the bookish scholar is that he has split knowing the world from living
within it: “His Wisedome did his Happiness destroy,/ Ayming to know that world
he should enjoy” (ll. 33–34). This antinomy is of some consequence. Within the



346 Eighteenth-Century StudieS      35 / 3

polite decorum of the couplet, the poem both announces and disavows the split of
thought from action. The subsequent effort to imagine a kind of sensuous learn-
ing, alive to the flux of social experience, must continually run into figures of
intellectual blockage, each of whom elevates reason into disembodied erudition:
the “thinking Fools/ Those Reverend Bedlams, Colledges and schools,” the “mod-
ern Cloystered Coxcombs who/ Retire to think, ‘cause they have nought to do”
and so forth (ll. 82–83, 92–93). The negative image of the scholar in these lines is
familiar from the revolt against Scholasticism, but the meaning has widened con-
siderably. Enspiraled in the warp of thought, falling and rising in turns, Roches-
ter’s scholar illustrates early-empirical culture set against itself. The same detach-
ment and specialization that advances learning also lifts it from the realm of daily
living and so freezes it in the past. The rhetoric avails itself of a type of anti-
intellectualism later common to the enlightenment: in order to build a worldly
philosophy, we must take learning away from the priestly institutions of the col-
lege and out of the esoteric language of the pedants. Yet, the grounding institu-
tions of the Satyre’s complaint strike an important contrast to what will come
next. When Rochester writes, “our sphere of Action is life’s Happiness,” the pro-
noun refers to a small group of courtiers whose behavior forms the world from
which the scholar is sadly removed (l. 96).10  What would befall the task of under-
standing the world once we include in it all those who can read, and all that is
printed, in English?

If by the end of the seventeenth century the trouble with expertise was
seen to inhabit the new methods of detachment and specialization, that trouble
called also for a reconsideration of scholarly work. John Locke begins his influen-
tial Essay Concerning Human Understanding, for example, with a noteworthy
caveat: “I pretend not publish this Essay for the Information of Men of large
thoughts and quick apprehensions; to such masters of knowledge I profess myself
a scholar, and therefore warn them before-hand not to expect any thing here, but
what being spun out of my own thoughts is fitted to men of my own size.”11  The
imagery of size in this declaration of scholarliness is deceptive. The wide girth of
the quick-witted indicates their imprecision. Diminutiveness is, by contrast, the
condition of expertise, the ability to separate and discern by exacting judgment.
The effect of Locke’s language is to turn around the accusation against scholars
by exchanging a vertical for a horizontal image. Scholars are not too far above
society; they discriminate its parts. Wits are not broadly sociable; they are inexact
and sloppy. The difficulty of sustaining this position—a difficulty that will persist
into the eighteenth century—becomes evident as Locke struggles to find a place
from which to say that expertise has a lateral use. The idea of diminutive descrip-
tion implicates the scholar in what seems unavoidably a raising of knowledge out
of the world it is to understand. The lateral metaphor is, at any rate, soon compli-
cated by Locke’s famous account of what he imagines to be the Essay’s utility
within the larger division of knowledge:

The Commonwealth of learning, is not at this time without master-
builders, whose mighty designs, in advancing the sciences, will leave
lasting monuments to the admiration of posterity; but every one must
not hope to be a Boyle or a Sydenham; and in an age that produces such
masters, as the great—Huygenius, and the incomparable Mr. Newton,
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with some other of that strain; ’tis ambition enough to be employed as
an under-laborer in clearing the ground a little, and removing some of
the rubbish, that lies in the way of knowledge; which certainly had been
very much more advanced in the world, if the endeavours of ingenious
and industrious men had not been much cumbred with the learned but
frivolous use of uncouth, affected or unintelligible terms, introduced
into the sciences, and there made an art of, to that degree that philoso-
phy, which is nothing but the true knowledge of things was thought
unfit, or uncapable to be brought into well-bred company and conversa-
tion. (10)

Locke’s complicated maneuvering in this important passage is worth taking apart
piece by piece. The passage begins by re-introducing the vertical model he had
been striving to avoid, but with an important difference. The division of knowl-
edge that separates science from the world it studies is recapitulated once more
between science and philosophy. The former is the domain of master-builders and
the latter their under-laborers. Each dwells above the sociable intercourse of “well-
bred company and conversation,” but science is encased in the lofty realm of
monuments, while philosophy labors near the clearing ground of the lifeworld.
Science is the pure domain of expertise, but that means it has accreted a crust of
jargon to its ethereal domain. The impenetrability of its language is the most
visible sign of its closure to the world of ordinary meanings. Philosophy now has
the job to scrub the jargon off expertise and re-introduce it into the give-and-take
of good breeding. Only science produces concepts of the world—Locke was rath-
er unique in arguing this—and that is because philosophy has the critical function
to make sure that specialized knowledge does not run adrift of its grounding
culture.

II

Writing as a scholar, Locke gives one of the period’s more important cri-
tiques of expertise: without the mediation of philosophical under-laborers, knowl-
edge in the pure form of science tends to wall-off the new specialisms in technical
language. Locke is significant also because he begs a question increasingly vital to
turn-of-the-century culture. Why is it the idiom of expert systems—and not sim-
ply their practice or location—that needs to be monitored? One answer is that it
is by virtue of linguistic alienation that expertise most clearly betrays a split from
the practical norms of the everyday. In other words, late seventeenth-century cul-
ture was especially concerned to imagine social harmony by means of shared
habits of speech.12  (Locke’s recourse to “well-bred company and conversation”
is, in this sense, neither ironic nor unusual.) The linguistic dimension to the prob-
lem of intellectual culture is ready to transform dramatically. Modern as Bacon
was, his Latin-reading community (“tiny literate reefs on top of vast illiterate
oceans” in Benedict Anderson’s memorable phrase) was still far from the vernac-
ular public of the enlightenment.13  Rochester’s courtly milieu, with its fixed norms
of proper English, is closer to the national print culture that will face the cognos-
centi of the eighteenth century, but even he would find it hard to imagine the
shape and destiny of a common literary culture. The dilemma will, in certain
respects, be familiar to readers of recent work in eighteenth-century studies. As
many have argued, the early decades of the century saw in England a new sense of
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the public as print-based and commercial, literate and middle-class, vernacular
and democratic.14  One facet of this change was a new specificity accorded to
“literary” works within the broader culture of letters. The exact nature and tim-
ing of this specialization has recently become the subject of spirited debate.15  I’d
like to suggest here that we may appreciate the complexity of the problem by
turning our attention to the discipline of criticism as an arena in which literary
specialization was intensely argued. The weight placed upon the vernacular for
social cohesion meant that literary expertise was particularly troubled: its quasi-
technical language was lifted out of the community precisely where communality
was most instrumental. For this reason, the status of criticism as the expert medi-
ation of the literary remained in tremendous flux, often with an open derision
levied against it. “Poets would grow negligent,” Thomas Rymer wrote in 1674,
“if the Criticks had not a strict eye over their miscarriages.”16  But not everyone
agreed. For many, literary specialists worked in an arcane idiom that was of little
use to a society more and more defined by its shared reading of the national
literature. Once this literature was detached from other realms of discourse, it
seemed to require a custodial profession of experts. Yet, the separation was achieved
with such a measure of regret that almost all its language bore the tinge of jargon.

This predicament received its first great airing during the battle of the
books that raged throughout the 1690s. Joseph Levine’s painstaking reconstruc-
tion of this important episode has revealed for us precisely how much it was
concerned with sorting out the methods of critical detachment.17  For the defend-
ers of the order of classical writing (Temple, Swift and others), the party of the
moderns (Bentley, Wotton and others) were pesky scholars committed to making
the common culture of the ancients difficult and obscure. Modern learning, ac-
cording to the Swift of A Tale of the Tub (1704), expressed only a desire for “a
superior position of place” above traditional and agreed-upon meanings.18  All
modern writers are finally suspect of “erecting certain edifices in the air” and
using “those methods by which they must exalt themselves to a certain eminency
above the inferior world” (28). Intellectual culture expresses an ostensibly pri-
mordial alienation of customary experience. But this is especially the case with
literary-critical expertise insofar as the classics have a distinctive role in building
relations of cultured civility. Since the crime of modern scholars lies in their es-
trangement from traditional culture, Swift’s broad satire on learning returns con-
sistently to the particular institutions of literary knowledge. Criticism gets its
own digression in the original Tale and then a vivid, allegorical treatment in the
appended Battle of the Books where it appears as a “malignant deity” on whose
spleen suckles “Noise and Impudence, Dulness and Vanity, Positiveness, Pedant-
ry, and Ill-Manners” (115).

Among the items on this list, “pedantry” was a particularly important
and lasting accusation. The experts of vernacular culture were pedants because
they endeavored to make criticism into a science and so to encrust their language
with a suspicious argot. Criticism was a most beleaguered specialty. Consider the
exemplary fate of John Dennis.19  Among early-Augustan writers, Dennis was
perhaps the most vocal in claiming the title of critic, yet his career begins and ends
on the defensive: criticism is “not an invidious ill-natur’d thing” or a “vain and
successless attempt,” he writes in 1696; it does not tend “to the certain diminu-
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tion of the happiness of the reader.”20  Rather, criticism is the name for the order
of writing that provides “rules” for poetry and drama: it is the expert discourse of
literary judgment. We are now especially in need of this expert discourse because
the sphere of literary production and reception has so markedly expanded: “as
there never was more occasion for a just and impartial Criticism on account of
the generality of the Writers,” Dennis writes in 1702, “so, there never was more
necessity for one on account of the Readers and the Spectators.”21  Literary cul-
ture apparently calls out for criticism to become a specialist practice: “We begin
then with a Criticism upon poetry in general; in which we endeavour to shew its
Nature, and its End, and the means which it ought to use for the attaining that
End” (1: 331). The trouble was that the same proliferation of reading and writing
that provided for Dennis a grounds for expertise provided for others a reason to
worry about a discipline that claimed so much authority. When Dennis wrote, as
he often did, that “the taste of both the Readers and the Spectators was never so
debauch’d as it is at present” he seemed to represent criticism as chuntering ped-
antry (1: 328).

And so Dennis felt the lash of public scorn.22  Writing to a friend near the
end of his life, he reflected on the oft-levied “accusation of ill-nature” in interest-
ing terms.23  “As this accusation is brought against me by those who are utter
strangers to me, it must proceed from the books which I have publish’d, and
particularly from the books of criticism” (2: 412). The bemusement ranges wide-
ly. Dennis’s professional title grows from the new culture of print; this same cul-
ture assembles his audience into a public of hostile strangers—hostile because
they, too, feel estrangement but as a kind of censorious distance. The critic’s re-
course is to find in publication and rebuke a lonely solace: “if in my Criticism I
am in the right, my very being so must be sufficient apology” (2: 412). The pub-
lic’s resentment signals the critic’s success. It means that Dennis has carved for
himself the space of precise rule-making that constitutes literary criticism as a
discipline. The result is a curious oscillation between detachment and anguish:
the place of criticism within the division of knowledge is a cultivated and unhap-
py solitude: “I knew very well and foresaw, that by this very endeavor to serve
them, I should draw upon me the hatred of a great part of my countrymen, and by
consequence a thousand different slanders. They have given me distempers of
body, and defects of mind.” (2: 413). The pathos Dennis accords to himself is the
pathos of rigor, the desolate science of hard thinking that serves a public who
know only to abuse. “I can proceed no further,” Dennis closes, “tho’ I have many
things to say” (2: 213). What sets the rigor of critical science against its audience?
Dennis leaves an important clue in this same letter: “For what does the good critic
design? He designs the advancement of a noble art, and by it the interest and
glory of his native country, which depend in no small measure upon the flourish-
ing of the arts” (2: 213). Tied by birth to the vernacular print market of the early
eighteenth century, the discipline of criticism takes authority and uneasiness at
once. Its dilemma may be understood as a question of rationale. If each new
discipline needed a pretense specific to its field, that which belonged to criticism
was quite vexed: the particular rationale of literary rule-making performed the
general rationale of guiding the national literature, which, in turn, resisted its
particular experts.



350 Eighteenth-Century StudieS      35 / 3

III

It is this paradox that explains the regular appearance of the critic as a
figure of abuse during the early decades of the eighteenth century. In the repeated
singling out of criticism as the loneliest and most abject of sciences, however, lies
a further complication: many of the loudest accusations came from within the
profession, from “critics” who made a great deal of refusing expertise and choos-
ing instead the path of sociability. According to this refusal, criticism should be
the name for a worldly philosophy open to all cultivated readers. Consider the
very familiar case of Addison and Steele. We often look their essays to find the
beginnings of a periodical based, professional criticism. Yet it is instructive to
consider the lengths to which they went to dissolve literary commentary into an
idea of a shared culture. The effort was to value the language of social integra-
tion. Here is Steele writing in the Tatler: “In conversation, the medium is neither
to affect silence or eloquence; not to value our approbation, and to endeavour to
excel us who are of your company, are equal injuries. The great enemies therefore
to good company, and those who transgress most against the laws of equality,
(which is the life of it) are the clown, the wit and the pedant.”24  The crime of the
pedant is that he claims that he knows more than the rest of us. In a community
defined by the modest deferral of one’s merely personal opinion, the pedant warns
readers of the temptation of expertise. The pedant also allows Steele to model his
exemplary figure of how criticism can adhere to the “laws of equality” among
good company: “Urbanis,” he writes, is a “man one might live with whole years
. . . His great good will to his friends has produced in him such a general defer-
ence in his discourse, that if he differs with you in his sense of any thing he intro-
duces his own thoughts by some agreeable circumlocution . . . In a word, there is
no man more clear in his thoughts and expressions than he is, or speaks with
greater diffidence” (3: 250). In its idealized sense of itself, then, criticism sets
terms for urbane conversation and so remains close to the world it serves. The
consistent emphasis on language—the proper syntax for equable dialogue, the
dangers of false eloquence—allowed criticism to claim an essential use within
polite society as the very epitome of good manners. But the emphasis also allowed
for the accusation of pedantry. Too much attention to language could make it
seem less like the spring of social cohesion and more like the occasion of blockage
(recall the frequent and otherwise puzzling hostility toward the merely verbal wit
of anagrams, acrostics, and puns).

The problem of linguistic blockage was especially pronounced in the new
textual science, where the derivation of words and the history of works focused
the reader on the particulars of time and place. Textual criticism had been a source
of controversy since the first volleys of the battle of the books and soon grew to
crystallize around the figure of Richard Bentley, Cambridge’s eminent scholar of
the classics.25  “Modern” scholarship like that practiced by Bentley provided a
convenient foil to diffident conversation, as it supposedly asserted the singular
knowledge of the critic above the public of readers.26  “Profit and Pleasure,” wrote
George Berkeley in his 1713 Guardian paper on the varieties of knowledge, “are
the Ends that a reasonable Creature would propose to obtain by Study.”27  “There
are nevertheless certain Criticks,” he continues,
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who, seeing that Greek and Latin are in request, join in a Thoughtless
Pursuit of those Languages, without any further View. They look on the
ancient Authors, but it is with an Eye to Phraseology, or certain minute
Particulars, which are valuable for no other Reason but because they
are despised and forgotten by the rest of Mankind. The divine Maxims
of Morality, the exact Pictures of Human Life, the profound Discoveries
of Arts and Sciences, just Thoughts, bright images, sublime Sentiments,
are overlooked, while the mind is learnedly taken up in verbal Remarks.
(285)

Berkeley’s version of this familiar complaint is worth our notice because it reveals
some of the important points of tension in the resistance of the Enlightenment to
expert cultures. The “men of deep learning without commonsense,” as Addison
put it, block the circulation of literature to a nation ready for its perusal (Tatler, 1:
386). They have no other goal but to preserve works in the official mausoleums
of literary science. (“Some on the leaves of ancient authors prey, / Nor time nor
moths e’er spoil’d so much as they” was Pope’s formulation in the Essay on Crit-
icism.) Critics should make authors enjoyable and profitable to present-day read-
ers of the vernacular language. The effort to distinguish this undertaking from a
textualism that had little of what Berkeley calls “Publick spirit,” in other words,
makes final recourse to a doctrine of the aesthetic: the “divine Maxims,” “bright
images,” and “sublime Sentiments” that please and educate the common (285).
The result is of considerable importance for the history of criticism, especially
after it makes its way into the modern university: expertise disavows aesthetic
pleasure and instruction, while aesthetic pleasure and instruction gratify the public.

Addison’s famous proclamation in the Spectator to “have brought phi-
losophy out of closets and libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs and
assemblies, at tea-tables and in coffee-houses” ostensibly declares a commitment
to the democratic culture of the reading public.28  We may now see precisely how
unstable this confident declaration was. The voyage from school to coffeehouse
narrowed the cleft of expert mediation, while also claiming for it a vast role in the
building of national culture. In this way, the critics who set norms for polite read-
ing in English could at once claim that they were doing no particular labor—that
they were merely reading and talking like the rest of the community—and also
that they were ushering in a new age of enlightened, public culture. “I take upon
me absolutely to condemn the fashionable and prevailing custom of inveighing
against critics as the common enemies, the pests and incendiaries of the common
wealth of wit and letters,” wrote Lord Shaftesbury in his influential treatise Char-
acteristics (1711): “I assert, on the contrary, that they are the props and pillars of
this building; and that without the encouragement and propagation of such a
race, we should remain as Gothic architects as ever.”29 Like Dennis, Shaftesbury
launches a defense of criticism that takes recourse in an idea of national culture,
but he does not see the critic as that culture’s expert; rather, the bond to national
identity allows criticism to make strong claims on its own behalf without drifting
into the esoteric dialect of the sciences. Criticism need not worry about being
separate from polite conversation because it is the same as that conversation. It
has brought the vernacular idiom into being. Jargon henceforth was no mere
annoyance; it was for some (and again without irony) a form of treason.30
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IV

The figure of the pedant allowed writers like Addison or Berkeley to
imagine a type of literary knowledge that would stay close to the world from
which it had been taken. As we’ve seen, theirs was not the only model of expertise
during the period, nor was the scholarly enemy entirely fabricated. These writers
also engaged the period’s real practice of textual reading. Eighteenth-century tex-
tual scholarship grew out of classical philology and biblical hermeneutics, in such
works as Bentley’s essays on Phalaris (1699) and edition of Horace (1711), Rich-
ard Simon’s Critical Histories of the Old and New Testaments (1682, 1689), and
Robert Lowth’s Lectures on Hebrew poetry (1753).31 As early as Patrick Hume’s
“annotations” of Paradise Lost (1695), a scholarly approach was taken to ver-
nacular works as well.32 The method neither disguised its desire to be a specialism
nor attempted to get beyond jargon. Hebraic scripture and the literary works of
Greek, Roman, and English antiquity had grown corrupt with the passing of time.
A proper scholar should collect manuscripts, emend corruptions, gloss obscure
diction, and describe metrical patterns. Criticism of this variety strained to distin-
guish the past from the present, by drawing attention to antique meter and dis-
tant references, or by dwelling on the difficulties of transmission and attribution.
In their rhetoric of modest and methodical scrupulousness, textual scholars came
closest among the schools of criticism to imitating the procedures of experimental
science. The result was an important paradox: the most traditional bodies of
knowledge—scripture and classics—were made to serve the most secular and
modern ends.

“How is his genuine text to be discovered and retrieved?” asked John
Upton of Shakespeare in 1746: “how but by consulting the various copies of
authority? by comparing the author with himself?” and by “knowledge in ancient
customs and grammar”?33 The method was deliberately tedious. In fact, tedium
was a sign of rigor, of a method placed at a safe distance from the bright fanfare
of the public’s taste. Scholarliness was not entirely without its own enthusiasm,
however, which could appear in the most revealing of ways:

We are to proceed with caution, with doubt and hesitation . . . ‘Twere
well therefore if a careful and critical reader would first form to himself
some plan, when he enters upon an author deserving a stricter inquiry:
if he would consider that originals have a manner always peculiar to
themselves; and not only a manner, but a language: if he would compare
one passage with another; for such authors are the best interpreters of
their own meaning: and would reflect, not only what allowances may be
given for obsolete modes of speech, but what a venerable cast this alone
often gives a writer. I omit the previous knowledge in ancient customs
and manners, in grammar and construction; the knowledge of these is
presupposed; to be caught tripping here is an ominous stumble at the
very threshold and entrance upon criticism; ’tis ignorance, which no
guess-work, no divining faculty, however ingenious, can atone and
commute for. (135–138)

It is difficult to imagine a more brusque assertion of disciplinary prerogative or a
more complete wrenching of literature from the realm of common meanings. Critics
possess a technical knowledge of language and history alike. The split of the liter-
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ary from the everyday language of readers yields a corresponding rift on the axis
of time. Texts are shorn from the present and lodged in the past: “originals have
a manner always peculiar to themselves; and not only a manner, but a language.”
Textual science thus proceeds as a series of detachments—from the reader, from
present culture—which together establish the literary as an object of knowledge.

Still, it would not be entirely correct to say that this variety of disciplin-
ary knowledge secludes literature entirely from public meaning; rather, the ascetic
severity of the model leads to a different sort of mediation. For scholars of the
Bible, a belief in the literal truth of scripture had enjoined a technical method
designed to pin down the circumstances of transmission and to restore as far as
possible the original text. This procedure was adapted by the scholar of secular
material, who still behaved in the manner of a cleric approaching a sacred work.
Upton’s system of reading Shakespeare, for example, repeats strictures he learned
not just as an editor of Arrian but also from Protestant exegetics. Compare his
language to Matthew Poole’s influential Annotations upon the Holy Bible, pub-
lished over sixty years earlier: “our design, good reader, was not to tell thee, how
the Fathers interpreted Texts . . . nor yet to tell thee what conclusions of Truth
may be raised from the verses . . . Our work hath been onely to give thee the plain
sense of the Scripture, and to Reconcile seeming Contradictions where they oc-
curred, and as far as we were able to open Scripture which is its own best Inter-
preter.”34 With this transfer of method from the Bible, the literary text accrues a
persistent religiosity, a “venerable cast” often elaborated as a theory of the sub-
lime. This connection was drawn with greatest virtuosity by Robert Lowth, Pro-
fessor of Poetry at Oxford from 1741 to 1751. Lowth’s Lectures on the Sacred
Poetry of the Hebrews (1753, English translation, 1778) tied textual obscurity,
historical distance, and divine subject-matter into a comprehensive portrait. “I
bring, if no other accomplishment, at least industry and inclination,” Lowth be-
gan his lectures to his colleagues: “I receive this appointment as an honour, for
which the utmost exertions of labour and assiduity will be but a very inadequate
return.”35 Scholarly labor procures an aesthetic of lasting weight: “While the imag-
ination labours to comprehend what is beyond its powers, this very labour itself,
and these ineffectual endeavours, sufficiently demonstrate the immensity and sub-
limity of the object . . . Here the mind seems to exert its utmost faculties in vain to
grasp an object, whose unparalleled magnitude mocks its feeble endeavours” (1:
353). With the turning of textual study into a profession—“a particular depart-
ment of science” (1: 4) in Lowth’s words—we thus witness an interesting wrinkle
in the oft-remarked transition to a secular culture, wherein literary and other
aesthetic monuments occupy the place previously held by religion. Literature is
like scripture both in the method of its interpretation and the aura of its presence.
The effort to bring literature back into the fold of common experience casts it
with the nimbus of the sacred. So wrenched out of the public and encased in
difficult language, textualism can only re-introduce literature into the everyday
world in alienated—or, if one prefers, sublime—form as hallowed artifacts. Over
the long term, the supersession of religious by literary meanings takes form in a
canon of national writers, whose very separateness from the world that reads
them expresses their transcendent value.36

No single work of textual science realized every element of this project,
and it would be difficult to say, in hindsight, that the eighteenth century managed
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to finish building a national philology on the ruins of religious faith. Yet, in works
like Thomas Tyrwhitt’s 1775 edition of the Canterbury Tales, even the simple
attempt to read historically Chaucer’s idiom and meter tied manuscript learning
to scholarly detachment and national culture formation alike. How should a crit-
ic read Chaucer?

He would first, I presume, enquire whether all the irregularities were in
the genuine text of his author, or only the mistakes of copyists: he
would enquire further, by comparing the genuine text with other
contemporary writings and monuments, whether many things, which
appeared irregular, were not in truth sufficiently regular, either justified
by the constant practice, or excused by the license of the age: where
authority failed, he would have recourse (but soberly) to etymology and
analogy; and if after all a few passages remained, not reducible to the
strict laws of metre by any of the methods above mentioned, if he were
really (as I have supposed him) a sensible critic, he would be apt rather
to expect patiently the solution of his difficulties from more correct
manuscripts, or a more complete theory of his author’s versification,
than to cut the knot by demanding presumptuously, that the work was
composed without any regard to metrical rules.37

Here is a most intoxicated defense of critical sobriety. Patient erudition returns
Chaucer to the language world of the fourteenth century and so protects him
from the meddlesome expectation that the iambs sound modern. It is at this point
of supreme retreat from polite society, however, that textualism goes farthest to-
ward mediating expertise in the direction of something like a public culture, as
that takes one shape in the idea of a national literature. For in the transposition of
method from the Bible and the classics to the vernacular lies the recovery of En-
glish monuments and the reverential bond to that nation’s past: “that Norman-
Saxon dialect, which I suppose to have prevailed in the age of Chaucer”—“the
language of our ancestors”—“in substance, remains to this day the language of
England” (29, 42).

V

This program had gained a certain institutional footing by the 1770s.
While the syllabus at Oxford and Cambridge was still entirely dominated by works
in the classical languages, the vernacular had begun to make important inroads in
English dissenting academies and, as Robert Crawford and Clifford Siskin have
shown us, in the Scottish Universities as well.38 Even the official English universi-
ties paid new attention to the national literature. William Warburton noted with
sly mockery in his 1747 edition of Shakespeare that “The famous University of
Oxford . . . which hath long so justly held, and, with such equity, dispensed, the
chief honours of the learned World, thought good letters so much interested in a
correct Edition of the best English writers, that they, very lately, in their Public
Capacity, undertook one of this very Author, by subscription.”39 Warburton re-
fers here to Thomas Hanmer’s 1744 Shakespeare. The following decade Thomas
Warton, Oxford’s Professor of Poetry from 1756 to 1766, published his two-
volume study of Spenser (1754, 1762). Eventually, he would release his magiste-
rial History of English Poetry (1774–1781). Yet, mid-eighteenth-century textual-
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ism was not without resistance—Warton’s Spenser study was reviewed as “a vo-
luminous farrago of impertinence and pedantry!” a mere “bedroll of quota-
tions” useful only for “meditative fumigation” or time spent sitting on “the Clo-
acinian offertory”40—nor was it without alternative in the attempt to reconcile
expertise. Periodical criticism had always stood conveniently at the interface of
intellectual and public culture. By the middle decades of the century, however, it
had begun to assume a relation to its readers quite distinct from the relation that
marked the moment of The Spectator.41 This is perhaps easiest to detect in the
emergence of publications like The Monthly Review (1749) and The Literary
Magazine (1756), journals that catalogued, sifted through, and evaluated the new
works of the press. Insouciant chattiness here gave way to a new temperance. The
Monthly represented itself as “a periodical whose sole object should be to give a
compendious account of those productions of the press, as they come out, that
are worth notice; an account, in short, which should, in virtue of its candour, and
justness of distinction, obtain authority enough for its representations, to be ser-
viceable to such as would choose to have some idea of a book before they set out
their money or time on it.”42 The point was not so much that the public lacked
discrimination as the new dispersal of reading and writing left that public in need
of a custodial hand to select products worth its attention. Criticism of this variety
relied on the perception of specialized knowledge, yet its authority rested also on
the realization of its selections by a nation of readers. A great weight fell on the
mediation of expertise and laity, whereby criticism chooses certain works to write
about and to offer the public as worth reading. For the Literary Magazine, the
process of selection became the central instance of precisely this sort of media-
tion: “It is not to be expected,” the editors wrote in the first number, “that we can
insert extensive extracts or critical examinations of all the writings which this age
of writers may offer to our notice. A few only will deserve the distinction of
criticism, and a few only will obtain it. We shall try to select the best and most
important pieces, and are not without hope that we may sometimes influence the
public voice, and hasten the popularity of a valuable work.”43 The problem of
expertise is resolved by a procedure of valuation: intellectual and lay cultures
reunite at the instance in which critical selection itself constitutes the public and
its literature.

As criticism became the expert mediation of the literary, its practitioners
had another means of arguing for their utility besides polite speech or exegetical
training. As we’ve seen, the dilemma of criticism in the modern period expressed
with particular vigor the larger unease bred by the division of knowledge: the
discovery that various forms of understanding were both separate from each oth-
er and from their objects of study. This division rested on a correspondence (some-
times tacit, sometimes explicit) with the division of labor, the separation of tasks,
classes, and values. For The Literary Magazine, the future of criticism lay in drawing
out and exploiting this correspondence. Selecting, reading, and evaluating the
diversity of literary products required a skilled and assorted staff: “We shall la-
bour to attain as much exactness as can be expected in such a variety, and shall
give as much variety as can consist with reasonable exactness; for this purpose a
selection has been made of men qualified for the different parts of the work, and
each has the employment assigned him, which he is supposed most able to dis-
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charge” (i). To the differentiated order of literature fits a differentiated order of
critics; each has a role to play in the making of a modern literary culture. As they
guard against transforming that role into a specialism, periodicals like the Liter-
ary Magazine endeavor to explain the work of the critic as a kind of labor. Criti-
cal expertise wards off pedantry by invoking the market, whose means-ends ra-
tionality secures a practical integration of knowledge into the social whole.
Expertise in this case represents a skill with a specific function, not simply posi-
tive knowledge but knowledge linked (and so generalized) to consumption. Peri-
odical criticism still finds its legitimacy as a public enterprise, but now forswears
diffident politeness for economic assiduity. Here is how one frequent contributor
to the Monthly described this change:

There is a species of assurance in men of real knowledge . . . As critics
by profession, they must necessarily either display their assurance by
insisting on their own merit, or, in fact, confess themselves bunglers, or
impostors. And indeed why should they not? . . . Why should a critick . . .
be thought too assuming in laying publick a claim to that merit, which
they actually possess? What should we think of an artisan or manufac-
turer, who should, in his advertisements and shop-bills, modestly affect
a diffidence of being able to give his customers satisfaction?44

The complaint is unusually candid in drawing out both the difference between
older and newer modes of periodical expertise and in making the analogy be-
tween criticism and commerce. Modest disavowals of authority fail to offer the
public the satisfaction of a well-made product, while periodical expertise manu-
factures good readings. The analogy to manufacturing should be taken, of course,
with a grain of salt. One suspects that criticism is not really understood to be a
workshop so much as it is defended within the language of economic utility. The
long-term importance of the argument is to imagine that periodical criticism is
one profession among an array of professions, each offering a specific expertise
to the laity. With the benefit of hindsight, we can see that this model eventually
led to the review culture of the nineteenth century.45 My point in closing with this
example, however, is not to suggest that the model of professional journalism
achieved a dominant position during the period with which we’ve been concerned.
Diffident amateurs and writer / critics still proliferated in the market of letters.
My point here is, rather, to show how one model of criticism joined the division
of knowledge with that of labor and thus, like other models, staked its claim to
offer a specific type of knowledge—its claim to be a discipline—on its ability to
solve the problem of disciplines themselves.

VI

 The path from origins to the present is never direct. Still, tracing criti-
cism to its beginnings does provide insight into its special role as a discipline.
Several years ago, I argued in The Modern Language Association’s Profession
(literary criticism’s journal of disciplinary self-reflection) that present-day attacks
on critics repeat old patterns, that criticism still makes people anxious about ex-
pertise.46 Looking back, I am more convinced now by how much has changed
with time. Eighteenth-century debates over whether criticism should be a disci-
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pline were set against a common understanding of the importance of literary study
in a modern society. It would be difficult today to make that claim. Criticism
woke from its project of building a national culture to find itself one specialism
among others. Viewed from the eighteenth century, this so-called crisis of literary
study is more chronic than acute and is unlikely to be remedied in the near or long
term. If there is a crisis of literary study, it lies deep in the structure of the disci-
pline. Surely it would be gauche to argue that criticism should aspire to be a
science, yet the question of knowledge will abide any consideration of the field.
Few disciplines claim to be without method, object or knowledge. As we have
seen, these gave shape to the contretemps over criticism in its formative years.
The past decade has witnessed a lively and fruitful discussion of the relation be-
tween criticism and its public. Let’s look forward to an equally lively consider-
ation of its disciplinary rationale. We may begin by returning to a question first
posed by our predecessors: What is the object of literary study today and where is
its place in the division of knowledge?
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