Although McGann doesn’t explicitly reference Adorno or negative dialectics in his essay in The Politics of Poetic Form, his interpretation of Byron’s significance for Romanticism is crafted in analogous terms. Critical to McGann’s assessment is a principle at the heart of The Ideology of Romanticism, the dictum that Romantic writers should not be critically assessed based on their own self-representations. Taken on his words alone, Byron disintegrates into a quagmire of irreconcilable contradictions. But according to McGann’s reading, stopping here is to miss the point.
McGann explains that “Byron’s work argued that poetry is a discourse not of truth but of illusions and deceits…and he went on to show the social structure, the rhetoric, by which such illusions are maintained” (114). This position clashes with the notion of “sincerity” as a touchstone of Romantic poetry—a mode of consciousness where the poet expresses an unmediated inner vision of truth, which is passively “overheard” by a reader at safe remove. But Byron counters with the understanding that “hypocrisy and the true voice of feeling cannot be separated (even if they can be distinguished” (115). A writer cannot “show things existent” and “be consistent.”
Byron’s poetry is a constant enactment of the very paradox that he locates at the heart of writing, without ever forming an explicit “statement” containing all the elements that make up that paradox. McGann cites, as one example: “The lines enact the contradictions they confront. In this passage Byron at once asserts and denies his self-integrity. His contradiction of himself is a lie, the lines declare, but they also declare that his ‘veracious self’ is a lie, and hence they equally give the lie to his denial of his self-contradiction. The passage, in short, turns itself into an illustration, or an instance, of the problem it is proposing to deal with…. Byron’s verse here proposes such a paradox, but it includes its own activity of making the proposal within the paradox, as yet another face of the contradiction.”

Byron’s alternative to the “illusion of freedom” (117) cast by the rhetoric of sincerity in Romanticism has interesting parallels with Adorno’s negative dialectics, “through which identity becomes reversible, with alienation acknowledged as an integral part of its constitutive process.” In Virtual Americas, Paul Giles continues: “The crucial point…is its capacity to describe an ideological matrix that simultaneously welds together ideological formation and its contradiction, thereby indicating ‘that the concept does not exhaust the thing conceived’” (259). There is never a “totalized system” without remainder in this account, since contradiction remains an integral facet of positive statements in all cases. For Adorno, “Negative dialectic was thus an attempt to criticize the obstacles—real and conceptual—impeding our possible access to the absolute, rather than a claim to have achieved such access” (Adorno: A Critical Introduction 16). In Byron’s “truth in masquerade,” likewise, even negative grounds of truth fail to keep their identities; the purpose is, rather, to test the limits of what the poem is able to imagine without arriving at a homogenous, fixed content. This is why Aloysius Rego writes in Suffering and Salvation that “negative dialectics seeks to be the self-consciousness of the context of delusion” (80). Habermas’s description of Adorno could equally apply to Byron in this sense: “Adorno’s Negative Dialectics reads like a continuing explanation of why we have to circle about within this performative contradiction and indeed even remain there; of why only the insistent, relentless unfolding of this paradox opens up the prospect” of authentic understanding (The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity 119). And equally Romand Coles, in Rethinking Generosity:
“Adorno’s insistence that negative dialectics is most fundamentally a performance, a happening, a textual practice. It is not a practice whose meaning would lie in some transparent presence utterly incommensurable with itself, but rather one whose meanings lie largely in the ways its very movements exemplify ethical engagement…. ‘[T]he text of the turn to nonidentity is its performance; if it remained declarative, it would be revoking itself”…. Given Adorno’s claim that all declarations about the world are nonidentical with that which they seek to identify, thinking must be the endlessly renewed activity of moving beyond one’s current conceptualizations.” (80)

There can never be an “end” to this contradictory performance by either Byron or Adorno, since the purpose is this enactment of contradiction: “the writing will not—indeed, cannot—achieve anything but provisory and limited control over its own materials. It continually enters into contradictions, but the contradictions do not typically emerge out of a structure of their own internal logic” (McGann 130).
When McGann writes that “in Byron’s writing, contradiction is not dialectic, it is asymmetry” (ibid), I believe that he specifically has Hegel’s version of dialectics in mind. In The Romantic Ideology, he specifically attributes the “illusion of freedom” to Hegel’s intellectual tradition: “The idea that poetry, or even consciousness, can set one free of the ruins of history and culture is the grand illusion of every Romantic poet…. In English and American culture, this idea has descended to us largely through the lines of thought which have developed out of the work of Coleridge and Hegel” (137). In The Frankfurt School: Critical Assessments, J. M. Bernstein specifically contrasts Adorno’s position: “If Hegel’s dialectic is the attempt to master the heterogeneous in philosophical concepts, negative dialectic is the attempt to reinscribe the heterogeneous as heterogeneous also in thought…. Thought constitutes itself through its own insufficiency” (89).

Questions to consider:

* Are there important differences between the object and methods of Byron and Adorno? If so, how is this distinction significant?

* McGann begins his essay with the statement, “I will be asking you to rethink the terms of this framework in which Byron and his work have descended to us. And I believe it is important to do so, at this point in time especially, because the contradictions implicit in Byron’s personal and political investments have great relevance to our own immediate circumstances.” What are the political ramifications of Byron’s and Adorno’s projects?
