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America, to which I shall return in my discussion of Cavell. It is rather the offer of
a new way of inhabiting this place, at this time, a place that Stevens names, in his
last poem and piece of prose, ‘the spare region of Connecticut’ , a place inhabited
after the time when mythology was possible.51 As Stevens puts it:
 

     A mythology reflects its region. Here
In Connecticut, we never lived in a time

     When mythology was possible.
 

Without mythology we are offered the inhabitation of this autumnal or wintry
sparseness, this Connecticut, what Stevens calls ‘a dwindled sphere’:
 

     The proud and the strong
     Have departed.

Those that are left are the unaccomplished,
     The finally human,

     Natives of a dwindled sphere.
(CP 504)

 

‘A dwindled sphere’…this is very little, almost nothing. Yet, it is here that we become
‘finally human natives’.

(c)
Romantic ambiguity

The limping of philosophy is its virtue. True irony is not an alibi; it is a
task; and the very detachment of the philosopher assigns to him a certain
kind of action among men.52

 

Romanticism fails. We have already seen how the project of Jena Romanticism is
riddled with ambiguity. On the one hand, romanticism is an aesthetic absolutism,
where the aesthetic is the medium in which the antinomies of the Kantian system—
and the Enlightenment itself—are absolved and overcome. For Schlegel, the aesthetic
or literary absolute would have the poetic form of the great novel of the modern
world, the Bible of secularized modernity. However, on the other hand, the audacity
of romantic naïveté goes together with the experience of failure and incompletion:
the great romantic novel of the modern world is never written, and the romantic
project can be said to fail by internal and external criteria.
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However—and here we begin to approach the heart of romanticism’s ambiguity—
what the Jena romantics succeed in completing is a new literary genre based neither
on the model of the novel nor the Gesamtkunstwerk (‘total artwork’), nor on that of
the philosophical system or organon that haunts the ‘Systemprogramme’. The
romantic model for the literary absolute, the genre par excellence for romantic
expression, is the fragment. Now, the specificity of the fragment, its uniqueness, is
that it is a form that is both complete and incomplete, both a whole and a part. It is
a form that embodies interruption within itself. That is to say, the fragment fails.
Thus, the success of Jena Romanticism is the development and deployment of a
genre that embodies failure within itself, whose completion is incompletion, whose
structure is essentially ambiguous. As Blanchot writes, romanticism’s greatest merit
is that it has ‘the keenest knowledge of the narrow margin in which it can affirm
itself (EI 522/IC 356). That is, it is self-conscious of the possibility of its own failure.
In what follows, I will approach the romantic fragment by following Lacoue-Labarthe
and Nancy’s discussion in the first chapter of The Literary Absolute, a discussion
which draws heavily from Blanchot’s conception of literature.

However, another kindred trajectory of romantic recovery would trace a lineage
through Benjamin’s doctoral thesis to Adorno’s remarkable piece, ‘The Essay as
Form’ (NL 9–33/NTL 2–23), where the genre of the essay assumes many of the
predicates of the romantic fragment: ‘The essay allows for the consciousness of
non-identity, without expressing it directly’, ‘Its weakness bears witness to the very
nonidentity it had to express’, ‘The essay is…the critical form par excellence…it is
critique of ideology’ (NL 17, 18, 27/NTL 9, 11, 18). However, at one point in
Adorno’s essay, the proximity between the form of the essay and the fragment
becomes explicit:
 

The romantic conception of the fragment as a construction that is not
complete but rather progresses onward into the infinite through self-
reflection champions this anti-idealist motive in the midst of idealism…it
thinks in fragments, just as reality is fragmentary, and finds its unity in
and through the breaks and not by glossing them over.

(NL 24–25/NTL 16)
 
In this sense, the possibility of non-identity and a certain critique of Hegelianism are
persistently linked to a recovery of the Schlegelian fragment. The fragment is the form
of negative dialectic. Perhaps a meditation on Schlegel provides a pre-Hegelian critique
of Hegel that anachronistically anticipates many post-Hegelian critiques.
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(i)
The fragment

What is a fragment? Obviously, the genre of the fragment was not invented in Jena.
It is inherited from a tradition whose past extends to Chamfort, La Rochefoucauld,
Pascal, and ultimately to the ruins of antiquity, and whose future influences a
tradition bequeathed by the romantics to Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein,
Adorno and Blanchot. In many ways, the virtue of the Jena romantics is not to offer
a theory of the fragment, or even a stable definition, but rather a practice of the
fragment, an enactment of a literary genre. Although the Jena romantics provide no
theoretical definition of the fragment, we might say provisionally that what the form
of the fragment opens up is the possibility of discontinuous writing. An ensemble of
fragments—for a fragment is never written in isolation—is a discontinuous and
uneven field. Texts of varying length and worth are typographically, if not
thematically, organized across intervals and this lends a certain staccato rhythm or
abrupt musicality to their reading. As such, an ensemble of fragments enables a
vast number of topics to be treated, and this would seem to be its relative privilege
in regard to that other fragmentary form, the essay, that is habitually restricted to
the treatment of a single theme, whether one thinks of Montaigne or Emerson. An
ensemble of fragments can treat a potentially infinite number of topics that do not
have to stand in any agreement or constitute any coherent argument but simply
testify to the unceasing alternation and differentiation of thoughts. Fragments are
traces of an intense and agile aphoristic energy, a power of absolutely unlimited
extension and intensity.

However, if the fragment enables a plurality of topics to be treated in a single
text, it also allows the possibility of a plurality of voices and authors. The fragment
opens up the possibility of collective and anonymous writing, the possibility of genius
as a multiple personality (a proposition that should in no circumstances be reversed).
Although evidence suggests that this emphasis on collectivity and anonymity was
essentially Friedrich Schlegel’s ideal conception of the genre, and although only
one set of fragments corresponds to this ideal—the ‘Athenäum Fragments’, as all
the other collections, the ‘Lyceum Fragments’, ‘Ideas’ and Novalis’ ‘Blütenstaub’
have a signature—the romantic aspiration is for a mind ‘that contains within itself
simultaneously a plurality of minds and a whole system of persons’ (AF 121), where
‘several complementary minds create communal works of art’ (AF 125). In the
fragments, this collective, anonymous ideal is often expressed with the notion of
symphilosophy (AF 112), where philosophy would be defined as a communal or
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mutual search for omniscience (AF 344), as an ‘art of amalgamating individuals’
(AF 125). This emphasis on mutuality and communality provides an almost
Pantisocratic vision of community rooted in friendship, which is a theme that haunts
the fragments (AF 342, 359). Friendship is the glue that fixes the social bond of a
properly romantic community.

(A word on Pantisocracy, which was Coleridge’s and Southey’s plan, hatched in
1794, to follow Joseph Priestley and establish an ‘all-equal’ and ‘aspheratist’
community of friends on the banks of the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania. Of
course—for better or worse53—the plan was never realized, although the vision of a
small-scale community rooted in friendship remains determinate for an understanding
of romanticism and for its religious antecedents, descendants and analogues. In
Coleridge’s defence, it should be recalled that what he failed to achieve with Southey
in Pennsylvania was at least partially realized in the Quantock Hills in Somerset in
the company of the Wordsworths.)

The communitarian vision at the heart of Jena Romanticism does not dissolve
the singularity of the individual into the anonymous work of the community. The
virtue of the fragment is that it preserves the idiosyncrasy of the individual within
the collectivity of the ensemble. Collections of fragments might well be, in Schlegel’s
words, merely ‘a motley heap of ideas’, but they are connected together in
 

That free and equal fellowship in which, so the wise men assure us, the
citizens of the perfect state will live at some future date.

(CF 103)
 
The fragment, like poetry, is
 

Republican speech: a speech which is its own law and end unto itself,
and in which all the parts are free citizens and have the right to vote.

(AF 65)
 
Thus, the very form of an ensemble of fragments constitutes a field irreducible to
unity, where the latter is continually referred back to the chaotic singularities that
make it possible—republican speech, republican space. The form of the fragments
provides an image of an ideal romantic community, where collective expression and
communal production would exist in a creative tension with singularity and
individuality. In the vocabulary that Jean-Luc Nancy borrows from Blanchot and
Bataille, a perfected romantic society would be une communauté oeuvrée et
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désoeuvrée, a community worked and unworked, where the being-in-common of
individuals is irreducible to fusion, unity or totality.54 This thought might be placed
alongside Cavell’s suggestion in This New Yet Unapproachable America, that the
very form of Wittgenstein’s Investigations is an image of a philosophical culture as
a multiple weave of voices: sceptical voices, philosophical voices (NYUA 75). Once
again, the American context is illuminating at this point, for one might relate the
republican speech of the fragments to the image of American democracy one finds,
say, in Whitman, where the United States is ‘not merely a nation but a teeming
nation of nations’, and again, ‘Great is the greatest nation…the nation of clusters of
equal nations’.55 In this idealization, the United States is a collectivity of fragments
or leaves of grass, a union of that which resists unity. This is why, for Whitman, the
United States ‘are essentially the greatest poem’.56

As Rodolphe Gasché has pointed out, the literary fragment does not exist in
simple opposition to the philosophical system, nor does it acquiesce in the existential
pathos of the individual against the system; rather the fragment is the romantic thought
of the systematic.57 As Benjamin writes:
 

The fact that an author expresses himself in aphorisms will not count
for anyone of late as proof against his systematic intentions…. Schlegel…
never confessed himself simply and plainly the enemy of systematic
thinkers.58

 
Within Jena Romanticism, the systematic is always viewed as taking on an individual
form, as being expressed in a singularity that is irreducible to unity. As Schlegel
writes, in a tone strongly reminiscent of Pascal:59

 
It is equally fatal to the spirit to have a system and not to have a system.
It will simply have to decide to combine the two.

(AF 53)
 
The fragment is at once both systematic and anti-systematic, and this constitutes its
essential ambiguity, or what Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy call ‘romantic equivocity’.

I would now like to try and pinpoint this ambiguity in more detail. On the one
hand, the fragment aims at completion: it should be an entirely autonomous artistic
droplet, a self-sufficient and self-referential micro-system isolated from the
surrounding world, like the celebrated romantic hedgehog:
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A fragment, like a miniature work of art, has to be entirely isolated from
the surrounding world and be complete in itself like a hedgehog.

(AF 206)
 
On the other hand, paradoxically, although the fragment turns in on itself like a
frightened hedgehog, such fragments do not and perhaps should not exist. This can
be seen by turning to Schlegel’s definition of a project, which initially seems to
echo the hedgehog fragment. He writes:
 

A project is the subjective embryo of a developing object. A perfect
project should be at once completely subjective and completely objective,
should be an indivisible and living individual.

(AF 22)
 
Thus, a perfect project, like a completed fragment, would be at once completely
subjective and objective, it would be a product of individual freedom and genius
and yet objectively realized in sensuous form. That is, it would be the sensuous
evidence of freedom discussed above in relation to Kant. However, what must be
noted is that the project is only the embryo of a developing or becoming (werdende)
object; that is to say, the project does not exist, which is why Schlegel goes on to
define projects as ‘fragments of the future’: they are thrown towards the future but
are perhaps incapable of being realized in the present. This is compounded by a
later fragment, where, after claiming that
 

A dialogue is a chain or garland of fragments. An exchange of letters is
a dialogue on a larger scale, and memoirs constitute a system of
fragments,

 
Schlegel writes:

But as yet no genre exists that is fragmentary both in form and content.
(AF 77)

 
That is, the kind of fragment that would reconcile form and content or subject and
object does not exist. Thus, the ‘Athenäum Fragments’ are not themselves fragments,
they should not be fragments, they are merely indications or forewords for future
fragments, promissory notes for an infinite work yet to be written. And, as we have
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already seen, there is no guarantee that the work will be written. As Blanchot puts it,
romanticism is ‘rich in projects’ but ‘poor in works’ (EI 517/IC 352).

If this view seems odd, then one only has to turn for confirmation to the most
quoted of the ‘Athenäum Fragments’, the passage where Schlegel defines romantic
poetry. One’s suspicions might be aroused by a preceding fragment, where he writes
that ‘A definition of poetry can only determine what poetry should be, not what it
really was and is’ (AF 114). That is, definitions of poetry are not descriptive but
prescriptive; they are promissory notes for something in the process of becoming.
We might think of the latter, with Schlegel, as ‘the categorical imperative of genius’
(CF 16). Keeping this problem of definition in mind, Schlegel writes:
 

Romantic poetry is progressive, universal poetry. Its aim isn’t merely to
reunite all the separate species of poetry and put poetry in touch with
philosophy and rhetoric. It tries to and should mix and fuse poetry and
prose, inspiration and criticism, the poetry of art and the poetry of nature;
to make poetry lively and sociable, and life and society poetical.

 
So far, so good. Such claims for aesthetic absolutism are already familiar to us from
what I said above. However, Schlegel continues:
 

Other kinds of poetry are finished and are now capable of being fully
analyzed. The romantic kind of poetry is still in the process of becoming;
that, in fact, is its real essence: that it should forever be becoming and
never be perfected. It can be exhausted by no theory and only a divinatory
criticism would dare to try and characterize its ideal. It alone is infinite,
just as it alone is free; and it recognizes as its first commandment that
the will of the poet can tolerate no law above itself. The romantic kind
of poetry is the only one that is more than a kind, that is, as it were,
poetry itself: for in a certain sense all poetry is or should be romantic.

(AF 116)
 
Thus, the real essence of romantic poetry, that which distinguishes it from all other
definitions of literary genres and which gives it the status of not being a kind of
poetry but the only kind, is that it remains constantly in the process of becoming. Its
unfinishedness is evidence of its infiniteness. Thus, the romantic fragment or project,
defined as the synthesis of form and content or subject and object is the self-
consciousness of the perpetual lack of this final synthesis.60 Such is the ambiguity of
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romanticism. Romantic writing—the practice of the fragment itself—is the
exploration of this lack of final synthesis of subject and object, a continual process
of self-creation and self-destruction. In other words, romantic writing is always written
in the promise of romanticism, a promise that might not be kept. To use Deleuze and
Guattari’s terminology, it is the writing of a becoming-romanticism.61

Romanticism does not exist, there is no such thing as romanticism, or a romantic
work. All the fragments offer is a practice of writing—a speculative, critical,
interrogative, limitless field or ensemble—that opens onto the promise of
romanticism. This is what we might think of with Blanchot as ‘the non-romantic
essence of romanticism’ (IC 357).

(ii)
Wit and irony

Of course, in saying this we have already taken sides in a crucial critical debate
about the meaning of romanticism. In his seminal essay, ‘Friedrich Schlegel and
Romantic Irony’, Peter Szondi argues—with a pathos that we have already glimpsed
in Lukács—that Friedrich Schlegel ‘s situation is tragic, and that romantic writing
results only in a solipsistic longing for an absent reconciliation.62 Against Szondi,
the position I will defend is similar to that offered by Paul de Man in ‘The Rhetoric
of Temporality’ , where de Man argues that rather than resulting in a tragic longing
for absent reconciliation, the lack of synthesis and endlessness of romantic writing
is a permanent parabasis; that is, a stepping forward, or stepping aside, originally
designating the parts of ancient Greek comedy sung by the chorus. In this sense, the
infinition of romantic writing would be the very vertiginousness of freedom.63 But
in order to understand these claims aright, we have to add two more pieces to our
picture of romanticism, two concepts that are generative of its essential ambiguity:
wit and irony.

First, wit: if you will excuse the bad manners of a little etymology, the German
Witz is related to Wissen, providing a Schlegelian jokey double for Hegel’s absolutes
Wissen. The same etymology is available in English, where wit refers back to the
Middle English witan (to know), a form preserved in Joyce’s references in Ulysses
to the agenbite of inwit as a synonym for conscience or conscientia, a kind of inward
sense or knowledge (in German, Ge-wissen). Indeed, a cross reference for con-
scientia as both ‘conscience’, ‘consciousness’ or ‘mind’, might be found in the
relation in French between esprit and spirituel, that is, between ‘mind’ and being


