baldly?
Rather, labour
over Braille.
George Elliott Clarke
University of Toronto

Organicism
Since the demise of the New Criticism, the word “organic” has fallen into
disrepute on both aesthetic and political grounds. Increasingly removed, as
a dead metaphor, from its context in the life sciences, it has come to signify
a whole greater than the sum of its parts which is totalitarian with respect
to these subaltern parts, as well as a self-developing entity whose unfolding
through a kind of entelechy confers a certain inevitability on the manner
of its growth. Leavis’s valorization of organic communities (cited by Williams), the St.Simonians’ distinction between organic epochs (or periods
of synthesis which are ideologically coherent) and critical epochs (which
are more chaotic but merely transitional), Hegel’s exaltation of the organic
state over an “atomistic” civil society, and Coleridge’s valorization of form
as indwelling over shape as superinduced provide a genealogy for a concept
whose conservative social consequences become entrenched in the midnineteenth century, but whose initial aesthetic elaboration can be traced
to the infamous “Romantic ideology” (as McGann terms it). R. H. Fogle has
described the American version of this ideology, in which an organicism
imported by transcendentalism from (a sanitised version of ) Romanticism
and German Idealism valorizes a concept of “growth” that “discards the old
and leaves its shell behind,” thus underwriting a myth of the United States
as “a growing and potentially perfect democracy.” is myth reaches its
summit in Whitman’s vision of America as the “archetypal organic body”
of society (–). Fogle’s account is particularly interesting because of his
own New Critical affiliations. For it is in the American New Criticism that
the theory of organic form as the reconciliation of opposites, and the notion
of a whole or structure as “parts arranged in their proper order,” receive
their definitive modern restatement. is organic “form,” it should be noted,
conveniently forgets organic “process,” in a supplementation of the organic
with structural metaphors (like the well-wrought urn) that is the reverse of
Kant’s troubled supplementation of the metaphor of the building with that
of the body in his notion of “architectonic” in the first Critique.
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Interestingly Williams himself recognizes that associating organicism
with conservative social and aesthetic structures might not reflect the
term’s full historical complexity. Williams cites Burke’s contrast between
the English of  who acted by “the ancient organized states in the shape
of their old organization,” and the French of  who acted “by the organic
moleculae of a disbanded people” (): an interesting distinction because it
associates the organic with “atomistic” and “disintegrating” forms. But even
here, “organized” is clearly valorised over “organic,” despite the fact that the
verbal proximity concedes that the body itself may not support the fictions
of the body politic built upon it. In taking issue with the received view of
organicism, my aim is not to dispute the attribution to the Romantics of
the theories of organic form described above, though in fact the notion
goes back well before –, to Aristotle’s distinction of totals which
are mere aggregates from wholes. Nor do I mean to question the presence
of an “organicist ideology,” as we can call it, in Romantic political theory:
for instance in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (which was influential on the
Victorians), and Coleridge’s On e Constitution of the Church and State,
which transfers the physiological notion of constitution as the inherence
of parts in a whole to the political sphere. I want, rather, to suggest that
the organicist ideology comes into being as a result of an aestheticization
of the organism that forgets its scientific complexity, and that unlike their
successors, Romantic thinkers such as Coleridge and Hegel who promote
this ideology were sufficiently involved in work on the life sciences to be
constantly brought up against the tenuousness of this ideology. In short,
it is not the case that organicism “naturalizes” what is socially constructed
and is a metatrope for the work of ideology. Rather the notion of “naturalization” is itself a form of what Paul de Man calls “aesthetic ideology”: the
supplementary recourse to standards of beauty troped as natural to validate
ideological constructions of both art and society.
We can approach the greater complexity of an organicism that might
actually be used to deconstruct aesthetic ideology variously, through the
relation between “life” and “organization,” the different kinds of animate
organization, and the location of the border between organic and inorganic,
human and inhuman. Williams links “organism” and “organization,” thus
marking the way a certain aesthetics of the organism is used to validate
social and technobureaucratic organizations whose members must follow
the will of a larger “body.” But how precisely was the relation between organisms and “organization” conceived in the late eighteenth century? Scientists
ranging from the proto-Idealist John Hunter (influential on Coleridge and
his scientific circle), to the materialist Xavier Bichat, struggled with the
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mystery of what constituted life, and often concluded that it existed at a
level well below organic form. For Hunter the “living principle” does not
depend “upon structure or organization” and the least “organized” forms
are the most tenacious of life (.); if so, perhaps one must rethink the
norms of “organization.” For Charles Bonnet the fact that when a polyp
was cut up, the parts remained alive and developed into new organisms
with new “souls,” did in fact compel a decoupling of “organized bodies”
from organic form. Bonnet’s decentering of the Chain of Being through
his provocative statement that an elephant could be a Leibniz is residually
anthropological in its use of a human to transvalue the animal. But his more
radical perception is that organisms that do not meet the criterion of organization as what Williams calls the “functional interdependence” () of
parts within a whole are still valid forms of life. Insofar as art is thought on
the model of an organism rather than a mechanism or structure, the longterm consequence is that Romantic organicism in fact legitimizes forms
of art that are unacceptable according to the criteria of the New Criticism
(the fragment and the “textual abject” for example; see Rajan, “Coleridge,
Wordsworth, and the Textual Abject” and “e Unavowable Community
of Idealism: Coleridge and the Life Sciences”). It also legitimizes ways of
reading textual expressions that are impossible in a formalist aesthetic (for
example as in process, “to come,” etc.).
e consequences for forms of social organization are equally radical.
Williams is not incorrect to attribute to Romantic philosophy a valorization
of the organic over the mechanical, as well as a distinction between entities where the whole is everything and the parts nothing, and ones where
“the whole is nothing more than a collection of the individual parts” ().
Yet Williams’s two distinctions do not line up. For the problem faced by
both Coleridge in his eory of Life and Hegel in his Philosophy of Nature
is that the body as integrated whole can be safeguarded only at the level
of animal organisms, while the notion of a structure that is a congeries of
parts is actually characteristic of plants: the plant “differentiates itself into
distinct parts,” and is the “basis” for “a number of individuals”—leaves, buds,
etc.—whereas the body is “a subjective unity of members” (Hegel ). Yet
if the evaluative line is between mechanical and organic, plants with their
more troubling organization cannot be set aside. And whereas Goethe’s
plant is a vertical/spiral structure whose different parts (roots, branches,
flowers) are metamorphoses of the same, Coleridge’s plant is closer to the
rhizome, which even invades the animal kingdom in the form of polypi and
coral reefs: strange hybrids of plant and animal.
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Coleridge would rather forget what plants might mean for social organization, though his writing, in notebooks and fragments, is profoundly
rhizomatic. But organicism’s ramifications for systems and organizations
are pursued by Friedrich Schelling, even at the level of the human body. In
the Freedom essay Schelling thinks about the limits of theorizing bodies
as unities, arguing that while “[t]he individual member, such as the eye, is
possible only in the whole of the organism,” it also “has a life for itself, a
kind of freedom, the proof of which is disease.” Schelling’s concern here,
deriving from Leibniz’s concepts of theodicy and preestablished harmony,
is the problem of evil considered as the resistance of parts to the whole. But
later he will extend this concern to knowledge, in recognizing that just as
the body has separate subsystems—nervous, digestive, etc.—so the body of
knowledge harbours parts that depart from the whole. Importantly, then,
organicism becomes precisely the basis for valorizing a certain difference
(or différance) in ethics, being, and thought. Arguing against Kantian
notions of “architectonic” and teleology that are the (Enlightenment)
basis for a so-called Romantic organicism, Schelling suggests that Kant’s
conception of philosophy is actually based on mathematics, and accuses
him of favouring a crystal over the human body because it never falls ill
(Schelling, Philosophical ; “On the Nature of Philosophy as Science”
–). Significantly, it is the different integrity of the organism that allows
Schelling to rethink terms like “evil” and “disease,” which had been used to
devalue anything at odds with a theodicy or aesthetics of the whole.
e example of Schelling also points to the place of Romantic organicism in a genealogy of contemporary continental philosophy, with its radical questioning of what Heidegger calls anthropology. For organization, as
something attributed to “higher” forms of life, is really an evaluative criterion that is part of this anthropology. Given that the organic is thus invested
“with a decisive strategic function” in domains as disparate as philosophy,
politics, and medicine, it is significant (to adapt Giorgio Agamben) that in
the long Romantic period in particular the living principle is “ceaselessly
articulated and divided” “through a series of caesurae and oppositions”
(Agamben ) that leave us uncertain as to where precisely it resides:
whether in organisms as opposed to minerals, or animals as opposed to
plants. Nor is it clear what “life” is: for Bichat a kind of “bare” life that he
calls “organic” coexists with, but does not coincide with, a higher “animal”
life (Agamben –; Bichat –, –), while for Johann Christian Reil,
who also blazed new paths in the treatment of mental illness, the same
components can be found (differently arranged) in living and nonliving
matter (Richards –). e effect of this uncertainty about the nature
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and location of the organic is, in the longer term, a fundamental decentering of anthropology.
However, after this period (broadly –) the complexity of the
organic analogy is progressively closed down. e later nineteenth-century
transference of organicism into other spheres is still aware of the organism
as connected to a life cycle. J. A. Symonds (who, unlike the New Critics, was
well-read in Idealist science) follows Herbert Spencer in using evolution,
which he defines as “the passage of all things … from simplicity to complexity,” to think about other fields of knowledge. Symonds applies the resulting “biological view of the universe,” wherein the “whole scheme of things
… [is] regarded as a single organism,” to genres, while Spengler famously
applies it to whole cultures. It is notable, however, that the possibilities
for the contingent and singular opened up by Romantic organicism are
here normalized, as the biological model becomes a way of predicting not
only the “growth” of cultures and forms “in obedience to inevitable laws of
self-expansion,” but also the fact that a form runs its course and “comes to
a natural end” (Symonds I.–, , –). Growth is therefore valorized
over a “decadence” that is denied its autonomous creativity. And in our
own time, at least in AngloAmerican thought, the theory of organic form
has become associated with complexly unified structures, and because of
this curious conflation of organism and “structure,” operates in a timeless
oblivion to the fact that organisms are generated, born and die.
Tilottama Rajan
University of Western Ontario

Taste
Taste in a physical sense has been in English since C, though
its earliest meaning was wider than tasting with the mouth and
was nearer to the modern touch or feel. It came from fw taster,
oF, tastare, IT—feel, handle, touch. A predominant association
with the mouth was evident from C, but the more general
meaning survived, for a time as itself but mainly by metaphorical extension. “Good taast” in the sense of good understanding is recorded from .… e word became significant and
difficult … in C, when it was capitalized as a general quality:
“the correcting of their Taste, or Relish in the concerns of Life”
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