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 Moral Imagination: Essays by David Bromwich. Princeton University Press, 2014. £19.95. ISBN 9 7806 9116 1419
 
  Moral Imagination does not purport to be a scholarly book; it has no footnotes and contains a good deal of journalism. But, while not a work of scholarship, it is a book only a scholar could have written. Within the academy, David Bromwich is most well known as a Romanticist, having published authoritative books on Hazlitt and Wordsworth.1 More recently, he has established himself as a formidable political commentator. His trenchant criticisms of the Obama administration appear regularly in the Huffington Post, Dissent, the London Review of Books, and the New York Review of Books. Subtending these two activities is an abiding interest in Edmund Burke as a moral psychologist and prophet against the abuses of empire.2 Along the way, there have been collections of essays on intellectual history and modern poetry as well as a book on the politics of higher education.3 As befits a Hazlitt scholar, Bromwich is a [End Page 83] deeply unprogrammatic thinker whose natural habitat is the essay As a pamphleteer, he has a devastating touch.
 To some the phrase ‘moral imagination’ will sound inescapably quaint. Its aura of respectability and its inviting generalism seem to count against its utility: it neither specifies a course of action nor does it point to a body of experts to whom we may defer in judgement. As Bromwich concedes, ‘[moral imagination] offers to society no equipment for living and no pragmatic measure for its own consequences’ (p. 5). The title essay reminds us of the unlikeliness of the conjunction of these two domains of human sympathy until the nineteenth century when it suddenly seems ubiquitous. For all its shortcomings, the phrase names something familiar – something we moderns believed (perhaps still believe) that certain books, particularly works of realist fiction, are uniquely placed to teach.
 Bromwich locates the germ of ‘moral imagination’ in the ‘radicalism of sympathy’ (p. 8) of Romantic poetry and prose, where moments of fellow feeling escape the pinch of propriety, and human dignity is no longer reliably doled out according to social convention. Shelley provides the precept in A Defence of Poetry and Wordsworth the example in ‘The Idiot Boy’: ‘the more unlikely or remote the path of sympathy, the surer the proof of moral imagination’ (p. 12). On this account, then, Bromwich is concerned not so much with the Burke of Reflections on the Revolution in France (from which the phrase ‘moral imagination’ originates) as the head prosecutor in the impeachment of Warren Hastings, the first governor-general of Bengal; not the anti-Jacobin pamphleteer defending a familiar order, but the inquisitor of imperialism demanding justice for strangers half a world away.
 This poses a challenge to the scriptural status that political conservatives have conferred on the passage in which Burke extols ‘all the decent drapery of life…all the superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral imagination’4. Burke’s sentiments (some would say sentimentality) about the welfare of the French queen were unexpected given the political temper of the last decades of the eighteenth century and the circumstances of his own career (Burke had earlier supported the American cause). Yet as Burke argued in his own defence, there was nothing remarkable about his reaction when seen against the long process of enculturation in the code of chivalry He was claiming for himself what should have been a common sympathy tuned to an uncommon eloquence. [End Page 84]
 For Bromwich, it is only when we get to Burke’s prosecution of Hastings that we arrive at sympathy worthy of ‘moral imagination’:
  To share [Burke’s] urgency regarding the reform of British India, one must break out of the domesticating habits for which the wardrobe served as a metaphor – the socialized forbearance toward neighbors and their fortune, with no questions asked – and recover a natural indignation on behalf of the oppressed of every race.
 (p. 16)
 
 The very things cherished by one aspect of Burke’s mind – the decorous norms of civility and the good of local attachments – become obstructions to the reformist...
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