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To what extent would you share Karl Kroeber’s view that ‘the romantic position [is] proto-ecological’?

Introduction 
This essay is going to explore the validity of Karl Kroeber’s view that “the romantic position is proto-ecological”.
To do that we need first to investigate what is meant by “romantic position”. Romanticism as movement is going to be considered, and we are going to look closer to some of the most influential poetry of the romantic period such as poems written by Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake. 
Secondly, this essay is going to explore the concept proto-ecological and determine if and to what degree it can be used to define the romantic period.
Frankenstein, written by Mary Shelley, is also going to be touched upon in this context. Her novel belongs to the Gothic genre of Romanticism that was getting hugely popular towards the latter part of the Romanticism. Even if Frankenstein does not at first glance so obviously lend itself to ecocritical reading, it is never the less interesting reading also in the context of this essay.

Romanticism as a movement 
The English period of Romanticism stretches between 1780 and 1830. It developed against the background of the French Revolution, Napoleon wars and following unrest in society. Many of the Romantic poets were socially and politicly conscious but also drawn towards a transcendental spiritual and religious worldview and seeking such experiences.
The romantic period closely followed the era of “Enlightenment”, when reason was seen as an overlord for all human activity and process. Romanticism appeared at a time when also the beginning of Industrial revolution started to manifest itself. Maybe those two things happening simultaneously provided a fertile ground for romantic poetry that expresses such a deep longing to connect with nature.  
Romanticism appeared, it seems, as a reaction to the previous movement that was celebrating “The Reason” as the superior guide in the progress of human affairs and humanity. These two movements were overlapping and co-existed for a period of time. Romanticism promoted the “Imagination” as a superior human ability over the “Reason”.  Romantics saw the reasoning to fall short in their search for profound and deep understandings (feeling knowing) and ultimate sublime experiences. It is the Imagination that makes a human more like the Creator rather than Reason according to their Romantic position. They felt that Fields of Imagination have no limits, and it is from there that anything new and original arises. They believed that the reason is useful, but can only take a person so far. “Newton was a materialist” claims Coleridge – Mind in his system is always passive – a lazy looker-on, on an external world” (S.T Coleridge Letters II).
So how does then this romantic position and putting imagination before reason tie-up with ecological concerns?
Romantics saw Nature, with big N, as a teacher - and not only studying Nature, its laws and experimenting but to join It and to live in harmony with Nature. These were visions the Romantics of that period were driven by. Spiritual aspects were intimately integrated with the idea of Nature for some, but the main shared issue was that we humans had no mandate to destroy Nature for our gain and to do so would be at our peril.

Poets of the Romantic Period
Wordsworth is generally considered to be one of the founders of English Romanticism. He grew up in the countryside and developed a deep sentiment towards all nature. His poetry echoes those sentiments, but not only that; it feels in times nearly like he uses poetic language not only to express his feelings and longings but also to talk himself into states that are more tuned in to nature. He strived to be more able to experience the hidden, enigmatic life of all nature and thereby also feel closer to God. He also longed back to, what he imagined to be, a more natural and innocent state of existence as expressed in the poem “Daffodil”.
[footnoteRef:1]I wandered lonely as a cloud [1:  William Wordsworth: Daffodils; Lyrical Ballads (p.98)] 

That floats on high o'er vales and hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host of golden daffodils;
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.
Continuous as the stars that shine
and twinkle on the Milky Way,
They stretched in never-ending line
along the margin of a bay:
Ten thousand saw I at a glance,
tossing their heads in sprightly dance.
The waves beside them danced; but they
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee:
A poet could not but be gay,
in such a jocund company:
I gazed—and gazed—but little thought
what wealth the show to me had brought:
For oft, when on my couch I lie
In vacant or in pensive mood,
They flash upon that inward eye
Which is the bliss of solitude;
And then my heart with pleasure fills,
And dances with the daffodils.
For Wordsworth, the artistic imagination was a tool given to better understand and connect with nature. He also saw that for us to play our human part, we needed to be far more integrated with nature and live in harmony with other living things, flora and fauna included. Nature was for Wordsworth a forever giving source of creativity, for experiences that provided new feelings, awe and wonder and could also be transcendental and spiritual. Nature was not there for us to exploit it. The merging industrial revolution troubled him deeply, and he saw the “writing on the wall” as he witnessed new technological advances of modern times and the increasing alienation of human life in growing industrial cities. Wordsworth reflected this in his poetry. One of the most known ones is The World Is Too Much With Us: “Little we see in Nature that is ours; //We have given our heart away, a sordid boom!
[bookmark: _Hlk500678915]Wordsworth is seen to be one of the most important romantic poets, if not the most important English poet of that period and as a “poet of nature whose work forms a coherent protest against the dominant ideologies of political economy and industrialism” (qtd. in Kroeber 35). Several Wordsworth’s poems included severe anti-industrial arguments. His poems are passionately defending the vitality of living in the countryside in close proximity to nature, interacting with all life that could be considered natural. 
Wordsworth was idealistic concerning plain and simple living and childhood innocence. He was nostalgic for, what he considered to be, a lost unity with nature—all themes that are broached in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads.
[footnoteRef:2]One impulse from a vernal wood [2:  Wordsworth: The Tables Turned; Lyrical Ballads (p.102)] 

May teach you more of man;
Of moral evil and of good,
Than all the sages can.
Together with his contemporary fellow poet Coleridge, Wordsworth wrote Lyrical Ballads in 1798.This collaboration of those two like-minded men expresses serious concerns about the destructive elements of industrial revolution and the ever-growing consumption frenzy and greed they witnessed.  Both of their poetry promotes a more holistic view and speaks about the interdependence between all living things. Coleridge, more than Wordsworth, brings the animal world into the picture and introduces animals as sentient, and somewhat mystical, beings rather than robotic creatures existing only there for our usage. He also shows in his poetry how the destruction of one species leads to the destruction of all including us humans.
Coleridge himself did not have a childhood spend in close contact with nature, and often his poetry seems to express more the idea of nature, the longing of experiences that he imagines are available for a human, but he feels he was denied from. In his poem of Frost at Midnight, he writes of longing for the childhood he never had and wanting to give that kind of childhood to his son.
[footnoteRef:3]“But thou, my babe! Shalt wonder like a breeze By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds.”  [3:  S T Coleridge:Lyrical Ballads; Frost at Midnight; Copyright Will Jonson (p.56)] 

His ideas of living in nature and being thought by nature are very romantic indeed and in its way a testimony of how little real experience about living in nature he in reality had. His poetry gives a sense that often Nature is a description of his inner landscape and longing rather than a direct experience within an environment or an encounter with an animal. 
Of course, we are not meant to read a poem like Frost at Midnight as an entirely realistic description of what he wishes for his son. Never the less the aspects of relentless, cruel and raw, that also are part of the real nature, are missing in his poems. They often have natural elements and animals as metaphors and are prone to spiritual and ethical contemplations rather than capturing specific encounters with real animals that some poets, like Wordsworth, was lending his poetry to.
Coleridge’s poetry also has an active Christian element intertwined within it. For him, nature and especially animals presented a doorway or a window to God. He imagined that other living beings had a kind of mystical spiritual life, that, if not entirely conscious in human terms, still had a conscious spiritual intelligence themselves. Therefore, he believed, these animals and natural elements could be instruments for God to teach lessons for sinful and weak humans.
One of his most known poems is The Rhyme of The Ancyent Mariner in Seven Parts. In the poem, the Marineer, at last, learns "what the Albatross came to teach him: that he must cross the boundaries that divide him from the natural world, through unmotivated acts of compassion between 'man and bird and beast'".
[footnoteRef:4]“Farwell,farwell but this I tell [4:  S T Coleridge;Lyrical Ballads; The rhyme of the Ansyent Marinee; Copyright Will Jonson (p.31 p.32)] 

To the, thou wedding guest
He prayeth well who loweth well
Both man and bird and beast.

He prayeth best who loveth best,
All things both great and small:
For dear God who loveth us,
He made and loveth all”.
Wordsworth's and Coleridge's  idealistic pursuit of a community where humans and animals would live in a kind of ecological harmony was not quite working and begun to lose its passionate drive as they both got older. And, as so often is a case, people become more conservative as they grow old and they both returned to more mainstream religious practises, many of which they had previously so strongly questioned and condemned.
William Blake was perhaps, in his way, the most extreme of them and also most prophetic. His visions about future were often very dark. He did many of the illustrations for Milton’s Paradise Lost and those two maybe shared aspects that Wordsworth and Coleridge did not share with Blake. Blake was not very popular amongst his contemporaries and died in poverty. 
Blake, maybe more than any of the other major British Romantics, was an urban poet. He was born in London and grew up there. He only left London once during his whole life, when he spent three-years at Felpham.  He was attached to the city and in all that consisted life of the city, good, bad and the ugly, triggered his inspiration.  Blake witnessed the fast happening changes caused by the Industrial Revolution, and he was incredibly cognizant of the multilayered weave of what constituted the urban life of London.  
Some of his expressions like “doors of perception” have been borrowed widely. Aldous Huxley, another visionary writer, used it as his book title, and a revolutionary rock group during Hippie era got its name The Doors from Blake. 
According to Blake “Imagination is the Divine Vision not of the World, or of Man, nor from Man as he is a Natural Man, but only as he is a Spiritual Man. Imagination has nothing to do with Memory.”
Maybe more than any other of his contemporaries he saw the far-reaching consequences, or rather acquired fatalities of the industrial revolution, man versus nature and the danger of technological advancements that now begun to take place. In his poetry and visual art, the decay of human race was integral with us exploiting the nature. Unless the human race had a will to choose a completely different direction, loving and respecting and loving the sanctity of all life we were all doomed.
Blakes poems like London and Jerusalem clearly state his position about orthodox humanistic views of Newton, Locke and alike. He saw that the alienation and separation from nature would only lead to even greater separation from God. In his poem Songs of Experience he paints indeed a very dark picture:

[footnoteRef:5]I see London blind & age-bent begging thro the Streets [5:  William Blake:Songs of Experience] 

Of Babylon, led by a child. his tears run down his beard
The voice of Wandering Reuben ecchoes from street to street
In all the Cities of the Nations Paris Madrid Amsterdam
The Corner of Broad Street weeps; Poland Street languishes
To Great Queen Street & Lincolns Inn, all is distress & woe. (Erdman 84)

William Blake believed in fundamental and primordial Unity of all things. This belief was reflected in many of his poems. Blake’s view of the human race was very black and white; either destruction and hell or an elevating spiritual unifying principle. 

Blake’s position about the industrial revolution and how he saw the consequences of ignoring environmental issues would qualify him amongst those Romantic poets that can be seen to be “Proto-ecological”.




Proto-ecological
Different dictionaries tell us that the term ecological refers to the interaction of several living organisms. In a standard usage, ecological means that something is good for the natural environment and not destructive or poisonous. 
Proto comes originally from Greek and means “the first one” or a “try on example”. 
Looking at these two definitions, Proto-ecological seems to indicate the first ecological /environmental and holistic considerations and promote a movement away from Anthropocentrism, away from a mindset that human is the centre of the universe and therefore has a right to use everything else as he/she pleases. 
From the psychological standpoint, it is interesting to observe that self-centred mindset is natural in the early developmental stages of the child when a child experiences herself as indeed as a centre of everything and everything else merely exist in relation to her and her needs. 
Maybe in early stages individualistic (me, the other) awareness, a human race (similar to child) had to go through a period this self-centred and narrow perspective. It just seems to be a very long lasting period. Maybe a sign of human evolution could be when we again, but this time out of conscious choice, begin to consider our place as a part of the harmoniously integrated whole? So not return to an unconscious innocent state (return to Paradise) but rather innocence by choice. That seemed to have been a shared dream amongst many of the Romantics.
Several debates have taken place during the centuries whether something like that is at all possible considering how corrupted and corruptible human has evidently always shown to be. Romantics seem never the less believe that, despite the contrary evidence, it could be possible but only if combining, what today would be called ecological awareness together with sublime transcendental spiritual experiences leading to metamorphoses of human consciousness. Doors of Perception opening as Blake did vision it.
One can argue that Romantic position had, what today could be described as “New Age elements” within it and therefore could not be defined as purely proto-ecological although clearly, the ecological concerns were actively present.

Mary Shelley and Frankenstein
To study Mary Shelley’s novel, Frankenstein using eco-criticism as a lens might not seem obvious at first glance. Frankenstein is one of those rare books that have become a concept and image that most people think they are familiar with although very few might actually read the book. There are also several movies; some very far removed from the original book and more people in our current millennia have come in contact with movies about Frankenstein rather than the actual book. As such Frankenstein has been analysed on numerous occasions from many different angles but environmental analyses are not the typical once. Yet in the book, we find ourselves in a remote Alpine location far away from civilisation and newly created monster, called Adam turns even out to be a vegetarian since he can’t bear a thought of killing animals.
The idea of a man creating life is interesting. Man is playing God and using his intelligence to change one of the most fundamental principles of life: women giving birth. Our history is His Story and mainly a story of wars and who is the most powerful. This story has always been a story of destruction even if in the short term it has been seen as progressive: technological advancements, medical advancements, gene manipulation, breaking the atom, concurring Space, Artificial intelligence and the list goes on. 
So even if it is doubtful that Mary Shelley intended to make a strong environmental comment against modern science as a first principle – after all, it was not modern science that Victor used in creating Adam but rather ancient and medieval Alchemy, there still is the aspect of a man playing God. Victor is using his talent without any considerations of what could go wrong. It is clear that his motives are mixed with very personal issues, and he ends up setting a monster free.
Other aspects could also lend themselves to eco-critical reading including how Adam starts as an innocent being just wanting to belong, how his original nature is somewhat protective until it turns to be completely opposite due to constant painful rejection by others, sense of not belonging, alienated and experiencing himself as a repulsive monster.
Mary Shelley placed her novel in the middle of wild mountain environment, far away from civilisation and industrial cities. Instead of Frankenstein being a comment against industrialism it highlighted how we humans are subject to the powers of nature.
The eruption of Tambora volcano in Indonesia in 1815 that killed ca 80,000 people, happened while Mary Shelly was staying in Switzerland and writing her novel. Volcanic dust filtered out the sun and had long-lasting and far-reaching effects both to the weather and temperatures, also in Europe. In Switzerland, the summer rained away, and there were some severe storms. This unusual outplay of weather might have influenced Mary Wollenstone’s writing. 
The clear feminist comment that Mary Shelley’s novel first and uttermost seems to be, does not exclude that it is many-layered and can today also be read as an ecocritical writing.
                                                                                                                       
Conclusion 
[bookmark: _GoBack]So was Romanticism, in fact, the birth of ecological and environmental awareness, a Proto-ecological movement heralding times we are living now, but able to read the signs already then. In many ways that seems absolutely evident. One could say that it was a birth and an early childhood necessary awareness that has been largely ignored for short-term material gain for some. 
Of course, it had its childhood problems and many blind spots, fantasies and assumptions.
Romantic poets, in their longing to connect with animals, tend in times fall into the trap of humanising animal species and imaging them having human-like emotions, melancholy, joy and alike and even imaging animals acting as a tool for God’s teaching lessons to morally weak and selfish humans.
Today we do know that animals are sentient beings with deep and rich emotional lives, but they are not humankind; they don’t have the same kind of consciousness of self. 
This urge to mirror animals to ourselves, identify with them in order to be able to connect to them seems more like an extension of an anthropomorphic bias. 
They were not perfect, but one can’t deny the nearly prophetic quality of their poetry. Already in ancient Greek and Rome poets were considered to be prophets, seers of a kind. Maybe it is imagination more than a reason that allows a person to have visions of the future? Perhaps reason really can take us only so far, and it is our visions that can bring new elements from the fields of imagination? Poets like Blake with his very apocalyptic images as well as his vision of the new Jerusalem can be more truly appreciated in our time than in his own time. Today, we can see the writing on the wall screaming loud to us, and the extinction of different species of flora and fauna is exponential and expansive. Today, when we seem to be determined to go over the cliff like lemmings not able to stop ourselves.
What the romantic poets were able to vision ca 300 years ago has become bitingly real today. Industrial Revolution marked the point, and since then we have changed the face of this earth to unrecognisable. The invention of plastic, as an example, was once celebrated hugely because it made our lives so much more comfortable, now the very thing is killing our seas and inevitably us too if we are not able to change our direction. Same with thousands of other issues, from bees to polar bears to global warming and pollution of the air. And that list gets longer every day.
It is quite wonderous that those poets whose voice so strongly has spoken to us over centuries and maybe louder now than 100 years ago, could perceive the direction we were heading already at the beginning of Industrial Revolution. It marked a change that so dramatically came to change everything, not just our lives but all life on this earth has been affected.
These Romantic poets, no way perfect, were full of petty concerns, self-importance and all those aspects that many call “A Human Nature”. Wheatear that kind of selfish pettiness is unavoidable or not could be departed, but the evidence thus far says that trying to escape our circumstance to create something different and better is mostly doomed because we are not able to escape ourselves. Plato’s Utopia, Blakes New Jerusalem, Hippies in 70ies or any other ideas of humans living an uncorrupted life together and in harmony with everything else has thus far fallen short.
We are now living a time of significant fatalities, and facing inevitable changes. Romantic Poets like Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake, writers like Mary Shelly, warned us about it. They all, in their unique voices urged us not to exploit and use nature, but to seek ways to leave in harmony with all living things, learn and evolve without being a destructive element upon the “only home we have”. Their high ideals never got realised, not even by these poets themselves, but definitely, they were the first ecological voice urging us to stop and change our direction.
Marxist environmental critics sometimes claim that because there was an urge to retreat from materialistic society into more integrated existence that included spiritual aspects and ideas of transcendental experiences Romanticism was escapism. In hind side, it rather seems that their vision was more holistic and an attempt to find a way that would enable the human race to live far more integrated way in this world. 
Yes, in many ways their proto-ecological position could be seen to be naïve and overly romantic. On the other hand, in this late hour and looking backwards in time, would it not have been less of an inveiglement and illusion and a far saner and sober to take on board those issues then? Our seas, forests, the artic, they all have their testimony to add to the argument. Maybe those Romantic poets were indeed prophets, and rather than people celebrating them as a latest trend and entertainment, if they had been actually listened we might not be now going off the cliff like lemmings, unable to turn and change our course. Then there still was time.
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