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For quite some time, scholarship on the Romantic period has achieved much 
of its critical force by returning to, and revising, the work of M. H. Abrams. 
Marjorie Levinson, for instance, finds in Natural Supernaturalism (1971) and 
other major essays that Abrams’s readings of Wordsworth’s poetry travel only 
within the conscious realm of literary production, resulting in totalized ver-
sions of works that are inattentive to deeply embedded contradictions. But 
Levinson also points out how her own focus on those contradictions does not 
merely oppose Abrams but rather modifies him by way of a “textual interven-
tion” beyond the poetry’s “metaphysically preoccupied surface.” 1 

While in one sense Levinson’s modification aims towards historical cor-
rection, it seems more like an unhistorical gesture, since her complaint with 
Abrams is not about the way he does history, but rather with the way that lan-
guage in general tends to work. In Levinson’s work, even while the critique 
of totalized readings seem to be different from post-structuralist readings of 
Wordsworth, it ends up being very close to those readings, insofar as it credits 
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poetic language with the power to mystify, and insofar as it associates a certain 
trajectory of criticism with an acceptance of mystifications. 

The interest in Abrams’s work continues in still more recent historicism, 
although the direction of the criticism is different. Two superb and elegantly 
argued books on Romanticism and religion, Colin Jager’s The Book of God: 
Secularization and Design in the Romantic Era and Daniel E. White’s Early 
Romanticism and Religious Dissent, are the latest of a whole series of studies that 
have taken issue with Abrams’s account of secularization as it is played out in 
a variety of philosophical and literary contexts. In particular, they take issue 
with Abrams’s central thesis about secularization as internalization: a process 
in which the attention of Romantic writing shifts from the supernatural to the 
natural, the latter of which is united with the mind in a “holy marriage.”2 The 
problem with that argument, both accounts suggest in quite different ways, is 
that it inaccurately represents Romantic writing as participating in a progres-
sive “internalization of the powers of divinity” through which a new world is 
founded upon the powers of the mind (Abrams, 55 – 56). 

What is different about this response to Abrams is not that it shifts to a 
new and specific object of inquiry (the history of secularization rather than just 
history), but rather that it registers a change of theoretical commitment. The 
problem with Abrams is no longer that he considers literary works in terms 
that are too metaphysical to aid the cause of historical scholarship; indeed, 
Jager and White consider the “christological concept” that Levinson believes 
to be a mystification in Abrams’s reading of a poet like Wordsworth to be an 
effort to grasp precisely what the content of a historical reading might be (8). 
In other words, the problem with Abrams is not that his history suffers from 
a delusion perpetrated by Romantic ideology. The problem is that his history 
is wrong. 

Abrams is wrong, both books charge, because he focuses too much on 
secularization as a philosophical accomplishment rather than as a historical 
process of differentiation of religious and nonreligious institutions; he regards 
religion as internalization rather than a highly public and visible feature of lit-
erary and cultural life. As I have said, though, Jager and White arrive at these 
conclusions from quite different directions. Colin Jager’s The Book of God ana-
lyzes Romantic-period writing from the standpoint of natural theology, con-
sidering the positions that poetry and novels assume in relation to arguments 
about design. In his book, writers from Hume to Wordsworth participate in 
an ongoing, and never entirely stable, attempt to situate their writing between 
a teleological commitment to design and inductive reasoning. In many ways, 
Jager’s book revisits Abrams’s claims, but for the purpose of putting them in a 
philosophical and religious context more pertinent to Romanticism’s histori-
cal moment. 
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Jager makes it clear from the beginning of his book what the larger stakes 
of natural religion involve: a reassessment of the very notion of “seculariza-
tion” and its supposed difference from the religious. If secularization has often 
been understood, as in Abrams, as a progressive narrative of internalization, 
Jager—as the introduction and chapter 1 boldly argue—says that seculariza-
tion results from a far more interesting and uneasy division of bivalent discur-
sive practices: empiricism vs. teleology, skeptical inquiry vs. a commitment to 
God’s intentional design (8 – 9). Secularization, as Jager helps us understand, 
occurred not because people stopped believing in God, but because arguments 
from design, while sustained, became dislodged from an explicit theology and 
embedded in a framework of “intellectual and emotional habits,” or “predis-
positions” (11 – 12). He thus argues against a tradition of Romanticist scholar-
ship running from phenomenology to deconstruction that is predicated on the 
assumption that Romanticism’s secularizing achievement is its “break with 
religion” (21). Instead, Jager wants to say that natural theology is the field in 
which all notions of the secular must position themselves.

Rather than accept the idea that religion is simply given up in the passage 
from Romanticism to modernity, then, Jager aims to “account for the multiple 
ways that religion inflects modernity” (58). Chapter 2 shows how David Hume 
resolves both religious dogmatism and skepticism by embracing sociability. 
Chapter 3 shows how Barbauld, very much in the manner of Hume, resists 
both spiritual mystery and rational demystification (90), making poetry into 
the advocate of fancy (rather than the transcendent Coleridgean imagination). 
Poetry consists of the somewhat mystical construction of an “analogical space” 
rather than an explicit achieved or failed analogy between human and divine 
creation (93). 

If, as Jager argues in chapter 4, arguments from design, such as those 
in Paley’s Natural Theology (1802), frequently seem based on common sense 
and everyday perception, this invites contrary viewpoints even as it seemingly 
attempts to foreclose them. Those contrary viewpoints, chapter 5 argues, rise to 
the surface in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814), when both Mary Crawford 
and Fanny Price, seemingly opposed figures, actually converge in their cri-
tique of Edmund Bertram’s naturalizing of Anglican Latitudinarianism (136). 
While Edmund defends the Church of England as a naturalized tradition, 
his argument seems weak in response either to Mary’s more rational disdain 
for religion, or Fanny’s more urgently spiritualized quest for holiness (137). In 
the same way, the novel stages arguments against the naturalizing tendency 
of natural theology, exposing the designs that characters find in nature to be 
“always a matter of rhetoric” suited to their particular desires (146).

Aside from referring to the narrator’s tendency to reinforce the private per-
spectives of characters, Jager does not seem to have much interest in describ-
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ing the work of the narrator, which is what so many of Austen’s critics do; this 
is particularly surprising since that hallmark of Austen’s style, as described by 
the likes of D. A. Miller, might provide the necessary link between chapter 5 
and the discussion of Wordsworth’s poetry in the final three chapters, where 
the literary effect of poetry is not merely to separate itself from religion, but to 
emphasize a readerly attention to intentional design.3 From “Peter Bell” (1819) 
and “The Ruined Cottage” (1798) to The Prelude (1805), Wordsworth’s poems 
“narrate literary reading as a reading of design” (161), and enforce a rigorous 
pedagogy of “proper seeing and proper reading” (171). And, in contrast to a 
standard account of the secular as progressive internalization, Jager’s reading 
here proposes the secular as a way of reading that closely observes the natural 
world and finds designs within it, “relying upon design’s aura while referenc-
ing it only obliquely” (181). 

While Jager’s study rarely mentions any particular religious affiliations or 
communities, this subject is at the center of Daniel E. White’s Early Romanti-
cism and Religious Dissent, which insists that it is precisely the denominational 
character of religious communities in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries that stands at the center of Romantic-era writing. The specific ori-
entations of religious groups, he claims, reveal different vantage points on the 
relation between commitments to liberty and pluralism. The first chapter of 
White’s study explores the literary implications of Isaac Kramnick’s claims 
about the association between Protestant Dissenters and the rising middle 
class, an association resulting in a “public sphere” closely allied with the market 
economy. That association, chapter 2 explains, informs Anna Barbauld’s spe-
cific blend of Presbyterian and Unitarian beliefs, resulting in “carefully mod-
ulated emotional responses to aesthetic experiences” (43). And in the same 
chapter, White goes on to show how debates about the validity of particular 
or experimental preaching—spontaneous preaching designed to communicate 
and demonstrate revelation—provide Barbauld an opportunity to temper devo-
tional zeal within her own work (49). This tempered form of devotion, in fact, 
characterizes the entire web of relations within the Dissenters’ community 
in which Barbauld participates, as the following chapter expands the argu-
ment with readings of the collective effort “Joineriana” by Barbauld and her 
brother John Aiken. Ultimately, the domesticated voice of dissent widens out 
to a vision of a middle-class commercial spirit that defines the entire modern 
British nation. 

The following chapters on Godwin and Coleridge produce contrasts with 
this model of easy sociability among Dissenters. In chapter 4, White shows 
how Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) reacts to political soci-
eties in the 1790s by reflecting a far more anxious relationship between con-
science and private judgment on the one hand, and the “collective convivial-
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ity of radical communication” on the other (101). While Eaton and Thelwall 
more easily speak to different audiences in order to mobilize political sympa-
thies, Godwin cannot believe in a collective version of “rational judgment” 
(103) without a corresponding “element of coercion” (104). Coleridge, offering 
a still different position, does not simply produce a tension between individual 
and collective. As chapter 5 explains, his blend of Unitarian and Pantisocratic 
sympathies makes him into a critic of the middle-class Dissenting writers like 
Barbauld; he insists on a separation from religious establishment while also 
critiquing the commercialist ethos at the center of Barbauld’s work (139). 

White’s final chapter on Robert Southey’s Thalaba (1801) places Romantic 
orientalism within the context of dissent. The discussion here offers a won-
derfully synthetic account of how Southey comments upon a popular cultural 
equation between eastern religions and various forms of religious and political 
heterodoxy. Southey takes up these equations precisely in order to inflect them 
with a Quaker sensibility. In Islam, he finds “a dissident religion, theologically 
homologous to his own antitrinitarian nonconformity”; it provides a poetic 
vehicle for him to oppose religious orthodoxy while remaining “austere and 
submissive” (169). White makes this claim by reading the lines of verse along 
with Southey’s notes, showing how Thalaba’s highly physical and spontane-
ous expressions of faith are subjected to a “rationalistic impulse” in the poem’s 
“skeptical commentary” (175). Thus, while Romantic orientalism in one sense 
allows White to expand his study of religious dissent, it also allows him to 
bring the reader back to the logic of Barbauld’s mode of dissent as a poetic 
defense of “moderate worship” (160).

Jager’s and White’s books are importantly distinct from each other. Jag-
er’s interest is in the general axis on which Romantic writing stands, between 
observations about the world and presumptions about that world’s designs; 
White’s interest is in the particular places that authors occupy on that axis. 
Jager calls that axis “secularization”; White calls the different locations on 
that axis “belief.” Jager is interested in a philosophical question that extends to 
modernity; White is interested in the specific religious politics of the Roman-
tic age. Still, even phrasing the distinctions in this way points to how the two 
books seem to complement and question each other’s modes of analysis in a 
productive fashion. (The fact that both critics award a central position to Bar-
bauld’s writing invites contrast as well as comparison.) One may easily wonder 
why Jager has very little to say about the dense thicket of differing modes of 
belief during the Romantic period, for instance, just as one may easily wonder 
why White has very little to say about precisely what larger commitments the 
different modes of dissent shared even in the midst of significant disagree-
ment. Or, Jager’s extremely general view of secularization as “differentiation” 
of the religious from the worldly may make one wonder what a differentiated 
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world would actually look like; in White’s account, the idea of differentiation 
as commercialization seems overly restrictive, dependent on a Habermasian 
model of the public sphere that it does not fully examine. It seems to me that 
the most productive advance on previous interpreters (like Abrams) of writ-
ers like Wordsworth and Coleridge lies in the connection between these two 
accounts, both of which are essential reading for anyone interested in inter-
twined histories of religion, secularization, and literature. One name for that 
connection would be a political theory of Romantic literature.
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