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Abstract

Eco-poetics as a “new mythology”? Interrogating Contemporary

Romantic Studies with Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe

My paper comprises three interconnected theses: 1.) Any inquiry into the relationship between
myth and community needs to situate itself vis-a-vis Romanticism. 2.) Therefore, the question
of rethinking community for our present times can and should be enriched via a discussion of
recent developments in Romantic Studies. 3.) To critically engage with contemporary Romantic
Studies and counter possible biases, a frequently overlooked philosopher provides a robust

theoretical toolkit: Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe.

1.) Romanticism is a paradigm. This is because it was during the so-called Romantic period that
myth was first tasked with managing what (at least in Western history) was considered the field
of religion: providing a community with cohesion, structuring it, (re-)presenting its principles
and beliefs.! Whether it’s embraced or combatted, whether it’s reclaimed, historized, or ignored,

any discussion of myth in the 21 century is a discussion of its Romantic legacy.

2.) Contemporary Romantic Studies, thus, can provide a productive foil. For the sake of this
paper, | want to focus on the traction that environmental, ecopoetic approaches have gained in
the last years. For instance, Kate Rigby has made a strong case for reclaiming Romanticism for
“delineating a decolonizing ecopoetics” (Rigby 2020: 3), while Marc S. Cladis developed a
theory of “Radical Romanticism”, as an emancipatory tradition of relating to the “more-than-
human” (Cladis 2025). Additionally, Robert Sayre and Michael Lowy argue that, sociologically,
Romanticism is an environmental Weltanschauung, and, thus, should include Melanie Klein

(Sayre/Lowy 2022). While these are affirmative takes on mythopoesis, they are also acutely

!'To give three historical examples: A.) In the wake of the French Revolution, the so-called “Oldest System-
Program of German Idealism” tasked myth with realizing the principles of an egalitarian, anti-statist society
(Hegel/Schelling/Holderlin 1996: 5). B.) Friedrich Schlegel equated myth-building with creating a new
language, i.e. a central task of all nationalist movements (Schlegel 1963: 394). C.) When confronted with
building a community of liberated individuals in the newly-founded USA, Ralph Waldo Emerson considered this
to be a mythopoetic assignment (Emerson 2014: 251).
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aware of the unsavory aspects of the Romantic tradition, especially its connection to white

supremacy and patriarchy. They grapple with myth’s fundamental ambivalence.

3.) While this ambivalence is paradigmatic in recent discussions of Romanticisms, I suggest
that many of these recent readings lack the critical vocabulary to fully articulate what is at stake.
Therefore, I propose turning to the late Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe. While his collaborations with
Jean-Luc Nancy have gained him some recognition in discussions both of myth and of
Romanticism (Lacoue-Labarthe/Nancy 1978 & 1991), it is in his discussion of Wagner and
Heidegger that he develops the philosophical means of thinking myth vis-a-vis the Romantic
patrimony. Here, he attempts to sketch a “pure paradox” (Lacoue-Labarthe 2007: 32) by which
any redeployment of myth in the 21% century would undermine myth’s autopoetic constitution.
Lacoue-Labarthe, via Benjamin, proposes a conceptual differentiation between myth and the
mythic, i.e. “the internal tension and contradiction of the mythical elements” (ibid., 52). [ will
demonstrate how said differentiation helps not only to articulate the ambivalence present in the
discussion of myth — it also points to how affirmative readings of Romanticism tend disavow

the ambivalence they seek to champion.
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