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The Romantic Other in Three Poets: Revolutionary Fuel or Imperial Poiesis? 
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Strong bodied if ye be to bear 

Intemperance with less harm, beware! 

But if your Father's wit ye share, 

Then, then indeed, 

Ye Sons of Burns! for watchful care 

There will be need. 

Wordsworth, “Address to the Sons of Burns, after visiting their Father's Grave” (1803) 

 

True bard and holy!—thou art e’en as one 

Who, by some secret gift of soul or eye, 

In every spot beneath the smiling sun, 

Sees where the springs of living waters lie; 

Unseen awhile they sleep—till, touched by thee, 

Bright healthful waves flow forth, to each glad wanderer free. 

 Hemans, “To Wordsworth” (1828) 

 

Introduction 

 Central to ourselves is a definition of what we are not. In fact, the need to search for the 

human subject’s opposite is not a mere afterthought, but a foreground to personal meaning and 

civilization. And for millennia, we have grounded this signifier of difference in figures somehow 

not like ourselves: the stranger, the subaltern, or simply, the Other.  

 The Other lurks in the corners of Romantic poetry, out of clear view, sometimes 

welcoming, always watchful, in earth’s far corners or around the next path in the woods. Even 

when the Romantic poets encountered the Other face to face, it was through a veil. The Other is a 

known unknown (Simpson 2013), a recognition of not knowing, and in the thought of Jacques 

Derrida, a prerequisite to self-recognition (Derrida 1967). But since human life contains so many 

interactions with these Others, so many confrontations with the limits of its knowledge and with 

its own opacity, an individual’s or a culture’s treatment of the Other can be an insight into its 

ideology, if not cornerstone for a system of ethics. Judith Butler explains the ethics of othering 
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well: “If the subject is opaque to itself, it is not therefore licensed to do what it wants or to ignore 

its relations to others. Indeed, if it is precisely by virtue of its relations to others that it is opaque 

to itself, and if those relations to others are precisely the venue for its ethical responsibility, then 

it may well follow that it is precisely by virtue of the subject's opacity to itself that it sustains 

some of its most important ethical bonds” (Butler 2001, 22). A true Derridean, Butler 

understands the “opacity” of our most fundamental signifiers—names, nations, identities—

whose meaning we only uphold by categorically setting ourselves apart. Othering is a formative 

process in the search for individual self and ethic but also in a society’s search for national 

identity and ethic; a nation’s informational elites cast the country’s Other, thereby defining their 

own character and ethic, either in contrast to the Other or modeled after the Other or both. The 

British Romantic period witnessed several phases upheaval and transformation of elite class and 

ideology, so a close study of the concurrent shifts in portrayals and attitudes towards the other is 

crucial to any study of Romantic history, literature, and ethics. During the tumultuous decades 

surrounding the Industrial Revolution, American and French Revolutions, Napoleonic Wars, and 

expansion of the imperial economy, encounters with the Other became more frequent, their 

ethical ground grew less solid, and their implications became far greater.  

 The ability of poetry (of all things) to forge a national character and ethic is an example 

of poiesis, what Maureen McLane refers to as “poetic making in the broadest sense” (McLane 

2011). If words are by nature metaphoric, as Derrida asserts, then the overt metaphoric intent of 

poetry (whether identified as poetry or not) exerts considerable hegemony over how its society 

creates and construes words, meanings, and the world they describe. The study of all kinds of 

poetry can identify historic shifts in the terms and tones of a language—and therefore, an 

ideology. 
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The evolving ethic of the Other can be traced through the work and reception of three 

topically similar but generationally and thematically distinct Romantic poets: Robert Burns 

(1759-1796), William Wordsworth (1770-1850), and Felicia Hemans (1793-1835). Here, as an 

extended thesis statement, I will summarize their portrayals of the Other relative to the political 

paradigms of their day, paying specific attention to their representation of the Other’s language. 

Then I will present the evidence. 

First, the Other was a subject of social scientific research. Robert Burns and other 

Scottish balladeers—notably, James Macpherson and his construed Highlands bard Ossian, as 

well as Thomas Percy and Sir Walter Scott—uplifted the poetry of marginalized Scottish 

Highlanders after their virtual annihilation in the second Jacobite Uprising, but did so within the 

increasingly popular and allegedly impartial field of social science. While this raw, unrefined 

dialect did gain recognition and artistic prominence through this balladeering, it was still largely 

recognized as less-developed, which justified the poetry more as an anthropological curiosity and 

example of savage nativity than a civilized art. These ballads’ primordial status in the 

hierarchical “stages of societies”—a concept of the Scottish Enlightenment—was never 

forgotten. But mid-to-late-18th century Brits were willing to accept their island’s less-developed 

inhabitants as symbols of national and territorial strength. Also, after the American Revolution 

diminished British imperial power as a bragging point or source of national poiesis, the 

Highlander was an unthreatening Other, a domestic example of British dominion. Indeed, in this 

self-conscious era, Burns’s ethnographic work was a reassertion of the same hegemony that 

Britain had imposed militarily during the Jacobite Uprisings between 1688 and 1746. 

A generation later after the balladeers, William Wordsworth and his contemporaries—

including of course his friend and co-writer Samuel Taylor Coleridge, his sister and literary 
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companion Dorothy Wordsworth, as well as other proletarian, ecological “peasant poets” like 

James Hogg and later John Clare—adopted a new practice of Othering. Void of scientific or 

domineering motives, these poets assumed for themselves the vernacular of the rural poor in 

order to preserve folk traditions and rural ways of life, in the looming face of Industrial 

Revolution political ecology. England’s Lake District lit a love of nature in its poet inhabitants—

Coleridge, the Wordsworths, and their friends, who became known as the Lake School—and 

industrialization’s simultaneous threats against natural resources and the people who live on 

them inevitably led Wordsworth and Coleridge to their defense, most notably in their 1798 

collection and treatise Lyrical Ballads, published anonymously due to the age’s anxieties over 

democratic rhetoric. Lyrical Ballads’ beautifying and canonizing of poor, downtrodden voices 

played the dual role of standing up for the socioeconomically repressed and venerating Britain’s 

lost, ideal past. In portraying the Other, Wordsworth did not insert poetry into their language but 

drew poetry out of it, a democratic move meant to bestow dignity and equality on the poor. 

Establishment critics read Wordsworth’s gesture as subversive and outrageous, but his wide 

readership throughout his life—unless true rebels themselves—may have pacified Lyrical 

Ballads by finding its patriotic intent and glorification of what Britain can achieve.  

By the time of Jane Austen, Lord Byron, the Cockney and Satanic poets, and—more to 

my focus—Felicia Hemans, Britain’s glory no longer lived in the rural, native, downtrodden past 

that Burns and Wordsworth evoke, but in the imperial, industrial, and global present. Booming 

British industry, empire, and navy now provided much stronger, more contemporary models for 

British nationalism, a much better display of British power than Highland hoaxes or “Ancyent 

Marineres.” Within this newly reinvigorated imperialist and patriotic context, Hemans bypasses 

the fight for class equality—a threat to British political and economic order—with the fight for 
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gender equality and an uplifting of mothers and wives. Though somewhat controversial, 

Hemans’s feminism conformed to the economic and family structure of imperial Britain and 

therefore garnered respect and credibility. Her poetry’s universalization of proper British English 

melds her feminist poetics with the new, large-scale assimilationist British imperialist project. 

She prescriptively Anglicizes the voices of her Othered subjects in order to support the British 

Empire and (British) women’s status within it.  

 I would also like to note now—though I won’t explore this in quite as much detail as I 

will the points made above—that each of the three poets’ individual financial situation helped 

determine whether that poet was at the mercy of buyers (and, by extension, dominant ideologies 

and perceptions of the Other), or whether they had the financial flexibility to risk unpopularity 

and controversy and defy dominant ideology. Each poet’s financial success—whether necessary 

or accidental—can be read as their conformity to the national paradigms of their time. Burns and 

other balladeers lived in poverty until their ethnographic projects found financial support for 

their projects, support whose ideological sway is worth noting: “Edinburgh literati—moral 

philosophers and rhetoricians—virtually commissioned the young Macpherson to go back to the 

Highlands and return with an epic [Ossian] that would confirm conjectures about that region as a 

residually primitive and poetically fecund locale” (McLane & Slatkin 2011, 690). This same 

money went to Burns, on the presumption that his poetry was ethnographically sound or at least 

performed the poiesis of Britain’s developmental and literary diversity. While his work giving 

voice to the forgotten and downtrodden seem like a democratic gesture, his publishers and 

readers did not frame it as such, and so his late-life sympathies for the early French Revolution’s 

radical social upheaval estranged his friends and readers and reduced his deserved fame and 

fortune (Norton 2012, 165). In France at that time was a young Wordsworth, a university 
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graduate and bright-eyed revolutionary, newly married and fathered, but experiencing the only 

poverty of his long life and pressured to return to England, where he would soon receive a large 

inheritance from his wealthy sculptor friend Raisley Calvert. This made him less at the mercy of 

his buyers and more willing to take radical stances in prose and poetry alike (Norton 2012, 270) 

His portrayals of the Other were more overtly political and democratic, with a vernacular and 

sentimentality that excited harsh criticism from contemporary thinkers like Francis Jeffrey and 

mockery from other Romantic giants like Lord Byron. Lyrical Ballads did in fact sell well, but it 

was never as profitable as Burns or Hemans, and it may have only sold well because 

Wordsworth’s radical French Revolution sympathies, once so galvanizing, now subtextually 

represented the ideological failures of the French Revolution and the ability of the British to 

reclaim a lost glory. Still, Wordsworth’s enduring wealth kept him from having to write more 

blockbuster poetry, and simultaneously retained his high social status. Now Hemans, who was 

very at the mercy of buyers in order for her poetry alone to support her and her five children after 

he husband abandoned the family (Norton 2012, 884), took special care to evoke new national 

paradigms. Her poems became veritable anthems of Britain, read and recited in Britain’s homes, 

schools, and empire for decades to come.  

So what factors shapes each era’s paradigmatic portrayal of Other? In other words, what 

determines a good Other and a bad Other? In the Romantic period, is the Other’s portrayal really 

as tied to nationalist and imperialist interests as I’ve so far claimed? How did portraying the 

marginalized Other become Burns’s path to success, whereas Wordsworth’s portrayal of the 

Other threatened his career and reputation, and Hemans’s portrayal of the Other again propelled 

hers? In Romanticism’s shifting political climate, when is it okay and when is it not okay to 

stand up for the oppressed, and which oppressed? 
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I will try to answer these questions through a comparative historical reading three 

poets—first the works of Burns and the balladeers in general, then “Harry Gill and Goody 

Blake” by Wordsworth, and finally “Indian Woman’s Death Song” by Hemans—a close textual 

reading of each supported by criticism supporting the poems’ and other contemporary works’ 

interaction with dominant attitudes and shifting paradigms of the day. The themes that sold 

reflect the values of the times, and the treatment of the Other by each poet demonstrates (or 

challenges) late 18th and early 19th century political ethics.  

 

What is the Other? 

Before reading each poet, it is important that we define “the Other” in clear terms. Judith 

Butler is not the first theorist to stress the centrality of the Other to how people or societies 

imagine themselves. The basis of this construction of self aligns with Derrida’s concept of 

différance, that signifiers (words, but also identities) gain meaning from that which they are not, 

through opposition to the other signifiers in near proximity. So when Butler writes “The very 

being of the self is dependent…on the existence of the Other” (Butler 2001, 22), she posits 

recognition of the Other as a prerequisite to recognition of the self. Identity and self are not 

questions of who am I, but rather how am I distinct relative to Others. As a hollow convergence 

of opposite meanings, the Other operates as a sort of shadow-self, all that which we imagine as 

what we are not. Yet there is great precedent for casting this shadow of the Other across lines of 

race, ethnicity, nationality, and gender. These lines usually shape the conversation about 

marginalized, “Othered” demographic groups, but even the framing of the conversation retains 

these groups in Othered opposition, validating the exclusive rule of the Subject. For instance, one 

scholar of American Romanticism recognized “the ways that Anglo-American romantic writers 
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used the racialized Other as a kind of ‘cultural shorthand’ to talk about the American self” 

(Logan 2001, 37). Later, Butler incorporates Lacanian psychoanalysis into the Subject-Other 

relationship. Regardless of whether the Other becomes the little other—the objet petit-a which 

challenges our position relative to the Real and drives us to seal the cracks of our Symbolic 

order—or the Big Other—the omnipresent and immaterial they whom we associate with the Real 

and within whose gaze we perpetually act—we are taunted by the ontological riddle of what does 

the Other want from us? Butler addresses this unanswerable conundrum, framing our encounters 

with the other as circular, never-ending spirals around the Real:  “As we ask to know the Other, 

or ask that the Other say, finally, who he or she is, it will be important not to expect an answer 

that will ever satisfy. By not pursuing satisfaction, and by letting the question remain open, even 

enduring, we let the Other live, since life might be understood as precisely that which exceeds 

any account we may try to give of it” (Butler 2001, 28). The ever-open question of the Other’s 

desire not only creates a hanging signifier that makes impossible the full “real” embodiment of 

national (or personal) identity, it also highlight’s that perpetuating this Subject-Other relationship 

is essential to national and individual existence. Butler continues: “So if there is, in the question, 

a desire for recognition, this will be a desire which is under an obligation to keep itself alive as 

desire, and not to resolve itself through satisfaction. ‘Oh, now I know who you are’: at this 

moment, I cease to address you, or to be addressed by you” (Butler 2001, 28). This need to 

address the Other to preserve the self is equally important in political address and poetic address 

(if the two can even be separated). Therefore, any search for personal and national identity—a 

key mission of British romanticism—relies on this perpetually unfulfilled portrayal of the Other. 

And the mode of this portrayal is vulnerable to both international affairs (as outlined earlier with 

the American and French Revolutions, the Napoleonic Wars, and the Age of Imperialism) and 
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domestic ones, economic and demographic shifts that determined who exactly was the Subject in 

Romanticism’s Subject-Other. One political theorist quotes German philosopher Carl Schmitt’s 

reading of the Romantic subject in Political Romanticism: “The bearer of the romantic 

movement is the new bourgeoisie. Its epoch begins in the eighteenth century. In 1789, it 

triumphed with revolutionary violence over the monarch, the nobility, and the Church. In June of 

1848, it already stood on the other side of the barricades when it defended itself against the 

revolutionary proletariat” (qtd. in Rosenstock 2006). Romantic poetry is embedded in the 

bourgeoisie, whose shift from revolutionary defiance to monarcho-imperial compliance during 

this period radically transformed its paradigm, its Other, and its mode of portrayal. 

 

The Other in Research 

 The Romantic Subject was born in bourgeois British and Scottish academia, whose 

growing interest and funding of ethnography and social science came with empirical and 

rationalistic Enlightenment values. The social scientific method that we now take for granted was 

actually quite contemporary to Burns and other balladeers, who worked with methods and 

models recently created by their fellow Scot and foundational empiricist, David Hume. 

Therefore, in balladeering “we encounter a species of authority more familiar perhaps to the 

discourse of twentieth-century social science and critiques thereof” (McLane, “Authority” 192). 

However, the jump from empiricist thought to “Address To A Haggis” was not some natural 

logical progression, but actually the result of political motives. In a brilliant essay about the 

position of Homer in 18th century British literature, Maureen McLane and Laura Slatkin detect 

the political subtext to the balladeering movement: “eighteenth-century Britain saw a remarkable 

upswell of interest in ancient bards, ancient poetry, and a newly compelling vernacular antiquity. 
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Lurking behind this ballad revival [was] ‘bardic nationalism’” (McLane & Slatkin 2011, 692). 

Indeed, with the late-18th century’s embarrassing imperial defeat in America and the crisis of 

monarchy in France, Brits were more apt to look inward, not outward, for moral models and 

validation. Consequently, Britain’s native bardic tradition (and a study thereof) became an 

attractive object of nation-building poiesis: “a broader sociological-cultural turn in British 

intellectual life: literary antiquarians, scholars, and poets were re-evaluating the status of poetry, 

conceiving poiesis (poetic making in the broadest sense) as a mode of cultural production with a 

long history, inflected by major changes in sociopolitical organization and communications 

technologies” (McLane, “Authority”). In this national poiesis, Highland Scotsmen do become an 

exotic and underdeveloped Other, but they are an Other after whom the British Romantic Subject 

should model himself, albeit as a more developed version.  

 Many Burns poems capture these ideas well—connecting readers back to British soil and 

legendary Highlands heroes—but when Burns invokes Scottish bravery against English 

repression, it is not to strike back at England but to call for British unity and to include Scotland 

in foreign exploits to come. In poems like “To a Mouse” and “To a Louse,” Burns quite clearly 

draws readers back to the British earth, which they can rightfully claim as theirs (Burns 1786; 

Norton 2012, 171-173). However, pervading both of those poems is a sense of separation from or 

betrayal by nature: to the mouse, Burns declares “I’m truly sorry Man’s dominion/ Has broken 

nature’s social union…Still, thou art blest, compar’d wi’ me!/ The present only toucheth thee” 

(Burns ln. 7-8; 43-44), and the louse Burns observes on a woman’s fine dress is cast as a blight. 

But rather than a condemnation of British civilization, Burns’s poems can also be read as a 

lament of Scotland’s temporary, unnatural condition of repression. His invocation of Robert 

Bruce and William Wallace in the poems “Robert Bruce’s March to Bannockburn” and “Such a 
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parcel of rogues in a nation” suggest that a revival of Scottish power—and therefore, a more 

natural relationship to the land and its creatures—is achievable, if not imminent (Burns 1792-94; 

Norton 2012, 179-181). In this view, more in line with Scottish Enlightenment philosophers and 

publishers than with the Highlanders themselves, Burns does not criticize British imperialism so 

much as English exclusion of Scotland, asking that London not forget the military and cultural 

strength it can summon from the north. While I find it difficult to read “Such a parcel of rogues 

in a nation” as anything less than a brutal critique of England—“What force or guile could not 

subdue [Scotland]/ Thro’ many warlike ages,/ Is wrought now by a coward few [Englishmen]/ 

For hireling traitors’ wages./ The English steel we could disdain,/ Secure in valor’s station;/ Bur 

English gold has been our bane,/ Such a parcel of rogues in a nation!” (Burns ln. 9-16)—it was 

also possible to spin this poetry as a criticism of British division and a call for British political 

union. Burns, increasingly leftist, probably resisted this reading as much as possible, and 

consequently, died in poverty. 

 

The Other on Land 

William Wordsworth, however, was not a balladeer; he was not paid by any institution to 

do ethnographic work, nor did he need to; he was a poet through and through, giving poetic and 

political ground to Othered cultures—particularly England’s poor—based on his own beliefs. 

The very title of Lyrical Ballads signals a shift, both in verse and politics, from an honored past 

of establishment ethnography, making an unapologetic and controversial statement about class 

oppression and revolutionary upheaval. Since Wordsworth’s Other embodies a class struggle 

absent from the ethic of balladeering, it is worth reemphasizing Wordsworth’s socioeconomic 

situation. Unlike Burns (and later, Hemans), Wordsworth rarely had to worry about making ends 
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meet through poetry: he was college educated, found time before graduating to walk through 

France and Wales, and when the first (and only) true financial stress pressured him in 1792 to 

return to Britain from France, abandoning a lover and newborn child, “At this crucial point, a 

friend [Raisley Calvert] died and left Wordsworth a sum of money just sufficient to enable him 

to live by his poetry” (Norton 270). Without the pressure to write widely marketable poetry and 

support a family, Wordsworth had the freedom to engage his more transgressive, radical 

thoughts in poetry with his partner Coleridge. He had an eye for the common people, having 

witnessed their marginalization by the Industrial Revolution, the British enclosure movement, 

and the French monarchy, and indeed, “During his year in France (November 1791 to December 

1792), Wordsworth became a fervent supporter of the French Revolution” (Norton 270), perhaps 

further piqued by his own brief struggles with money on the continent. The sum of this was his 

poetic devotion not just to documenting the Other, but to capturing and welcoming the Other’s 

voice and style for poetry’s sake rather than science’s: “Coleridges ‘Ancyent Marinere’ (to use 

his original antiqued spelling) was, as Wordsworth wrote and announced to the new reader, 

‘professedly written in imitation of the style, as well as of the spirit of the elder poets’” (McLane 

2011, 186). Coleridge’s famed rhyme was just one of many marginalized style imitations in 

Lyrical Ballads, their controversial collection published anonymously in 1798, not planned for 

success but which ended up selling quite well. Readers recognized in Lyrical Ballads “verse 

anecdotes drawn from the lives of the rural poor…[that] make evident the debt, announced in the 

very title of Lyrical Ballads, that Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s book owed to the folk ballads 

that were being transcribed and anthologized in the late eighteenth century by collectors such as 

Thomas Percy and Robert Burns” (Norton 271). We can see that Lyrical Ballads, though it had 

revolutionary effect, had ideological and stylistic precedent and therefore a market; however, 
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many of its readers may have read the text simply as that, an echo of Burns’s ethnography. What 

actually sets Wordsworth apart is the consistent conscious creation of ballads rather than their 

simple recording, which comes with political baggage: “Ballads may be seen as a mode of 

‘speech at the barrier’…but also as a mode of crossing beyond, or at least confounding, barriers: 

between classes, genders, generations, nations, but also between historical period (say, 

fourteenth- versus eighteenth- versus twenty-first-century poetries) and medial realizations 

(‘orality’ versus, say, ‘print’)” (McLane 2006). Establishment intellectuals like Francis Jeffrey 

who noticed this border-crossing, Other-naturalizing side of Lyrical Ballads critique it most 

harshly, especially for its base, proletarian language. In this light, Lyrical Ballads can be seen as 

an anti-establishment poiesis, the founding of a subversive bourgeois identity à la 1789. 

Wordsworth’s poem “Goody Blake and Harry Gill” from Lyrical Ballads confronts class 

disparity and the consequences of the enclosure movement head-on, in the very voice and form 

of the rural lower class, concluding with a divine, vengeful curse against the greedy elite 

(Wordsworth 1798; Norton 2012, 272-275). The poem’s form—true to Lyrical Ballads’ folkloric 

influence—is composed of very musical octets in sing-songy rhyming tetrameter. This meter, 

perhaps now more evocative of children’s verse, would certainly have stood out as base and 

folksy when compared to the elevated pentameter or Homeric hexameter of the day. The poem’s 

diction also expresses a low-brow voice: abbreviations and contractions pervade the poem, as 

well as apostrophes that imply an audience to an oral performance. This it the poetic language 

and form that garnered Lyrical Ballads harsh criticism for abasing the role of poetry, which 

Wordsworth defended in his “Preface to Lyrical Ballads” as a successful experiment to 

determine “how far the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes is adapted to 

the purposes of poetic pleasure” (Wordsworth 1801; Norton 2012, 292). But it is the plot of the 
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poem, even more than its form, which conveys Wordsworth’s controversial class-consciousness. 

Harry Gill’s material wealth is made clear from the outset, particularly through warm body 

imagery. First we see his abundant clothing—“Of waistcoats Harry has no lack,/ Good duffle 

grey, and flannel fine;/ He has a blanket on his back,/ And coats enough to smother nine” 

(Wordsworth ln. 5-8)—and then his healthy body and youthful glow—“Young Harry was a lusty 

drover,/ And who do stout of limb as he?/ His cheeks were red as ruddy clover,/ His voice was 

like the voice of three” (Wordsworth ln. 17-20)—his physical warmth just one of many comforts 

and excesses wealth has afforded him. In the same stanza, the poem introduces the incredibly 

poor and cold Goody Blake, formatically emphasizing Harry and Goody’s geographic proximity 

and stark class contrast: “Auld Goody Blake was old and poor,/ Ill fed she was, and thinly clad;/ 

And any man who pass’d her door,/ Might see how poor a hut she had” (Wordsworth ln. 21-24). 

Goody suffers her abject poverty not despite Harry’s wealth, but due to it: the hedges that 

enclose Harry’s land exclude Goody from social standing and from basic necessities like 

firewood, and tearing down the hedges answers both of these problems. It is only desperation 

that forces her to act, thinking “never had she, well or sick…A pile before-hand, wood or stick, 

enough to warm her for three days. // Now when the frost was past enduring/ And made her poor 

old bones to ache,/ Could any thing be more alluring/ Than an old hedge to Goody Blake?” 

(Wordsworth ln. 53-60). Goody has enough human dignity to take a bit of much-needed wood 

from a hedge that serves no other purpose than to exclude and impverish her, so that when Harry 

goes out of his way to catch her in the act and apprehend her, she appeals to a class-conscious 

God to curse Harry with coldness, and God listens. 

In this light, Wordsworth appears akin to the “peasant poet” John Clare (McLane 2011, 

192), a radical and a revolutionary through and through—but the two poets divergent career and 
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life trajectories may point to Wordsworth’s crucial distinction. In “Harry Gill and Goody Blake,” 

Wordsworth uplifts tale-telling voice and style of the rural poor, at a time when “the agricultural 

ecology sustaining such tale-ridden winter nights was fast fading—and not because of the work 

of invisible hands but rather the all too visible enclosures pauperizing the population” (McLane 

2011, 194)—but those are words that McLane uses to describe Clare, not Wordsworth. Indeed, 

they well reflect Clare’s “Lament of Swordy Well,” a poem that undoubtedly defies the 

enclosure movement and the powers of industry and empire it represents. But Wordsworth’s 

poetry is open to a less radical reading, sowing the seeds of his success, as Clare (1796-1864) 

descended into poverty and madness (Norton 2012, 869). A less radical, more ideologically 

acceptable reading of Wordsworth might explain his tremendous success, late-life tenure as 

Britain’s Poet Laureate, and his enduring canonization. An establishment publisher or purchaser 

may have read Wordsworth as they would later read Hemans—in that Wordsworth’s Other does 

not represent all oppressed and marginalized people, but the current position of a Britain that has 

fallen on hard times but was once great and can be great again, a dormant Britain. The French 

Revolution, whose proletarian ideas Wordsworth once admired, had come to represent not 

democracy but its exact opposite by the 1798 publication of Lyrical Ballads. Wordsworth, whose 

views become firmly conservative in his later life, may not have been siding with the revolution, 

but only proposing a political-philosophical ideal that would soon be viewed as embarrassed and 

impossible. Indeed, if Lyrical Ballads was “the romanticism that, as Schmitt argues, bears within 

itself, as the legacy of the French Revolution, the fantasy of fascist dictatorship” (Rosenstock), 

then the doom of French Revolution ideals already apparent by 1798 rendered Wordsworth’s 

politics rather harmless, perhaps just a constructive criticism of Britain that readers and 

publishers might cast as patriotic. The hope in Wordsworth’s poems may be for a regaining of 
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British power rather than a revolution of the proletariat. For instance, in Wordsworth’s 

“Resolution and Independence,” the leech-gatherer’s extreme old age suggests an Other (and by 

example, a Britain) that was once great but now may look weak (Wordsworth 1802; Norton 

2012, 330-334). In the poem’s last lines—“And soon with this he other matter blended,/ 

Cheerfully uttered, with demeanour kind,/ But stately in the main; and when he ended,/ I could 

have laughed myself to scorn to find/ In that decrepit Man so firm a mind./ ‘God,’ said I, ‘Be my 

help and stay secure;/ I’ll think of the Leech-gatherer on the lonely moor!’” (Wordsworth ln. 

134-140)—Wordsworth not only curses himself for his prejudgments about the Othered old man, 

but also for having little hope in an old, decrepit England. The leech gatherer proves that Britain 

still has fight left in her, at least enough to inspire young poets like Wordsworth to fight on her 

behalf. This less-transgressive reading of Wordsworth, even if it was not Wordsworth’s intent, 

was what enabled his entrance into the British literary market and what informed hopeful 

narratives of a rags-to-riches Britain moving into the Napoleonic Wars. 

 

Britain at Sea 

While not the topic of this essay, Jocelyn Harris’s essay on the portrayal of naval officers 

and gender in Jane Austen’s Persuasion illustrates the artistic, representational implications of 

Britain’s victory in the Napoleonic Wars. Harris makes the case that the Napoleonic Wars and its 

naval heroes transformed British gender roles and paradigms. With Waterloo, revolutionary 

ideals were vanquished, a fact not lost on Austen: “The fact that Sir Walter's son was born and 

died on 5 November 1789, a conflation of two revolutionary dates, suggests that he is on the way 

out” (Harris 2006, 199). Ironically, this might actually fare well for a land-based revolutionary 

like John Clare, because Persuasion places the seat of British power an empire at sea or 
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overseas, emasculating centuries of British enclosers and landlords: “When Austen opposes the 

disciplined, professional activity of naval men to the feminizing vanity of the landowner, Sir 

Walter Elliot, she redefines Britishness—or rather, Englishness—in masculinist and imperial 

terms, thereby contributing to the new national identity” (Harris 2006, 201). A patriot through 

and through and inspired by her brothers’ success as Navy captains, Austen makes the essential 

point of placing British imperial wealth outside of Britain, which portrays the history of land-

grabbing and exploitation as a national failure, a greed endemic to an old, penny-pinching elite. 

This further supports reading “Harry Gill and Goody Blake” as evidence of a failing Britain that 

drives Brits to exploit other Brits, as opposed to a successful imperial Britain, whose naval 

heroes can exploit others overseas. In fact, the British imperial economy relied entirely on naval 

officers and other men of the sea, whose long absences enabled British prosperity—but 

threatened its families. For this reason, Austen poses Wentworth as moral example for Britain’s 

next century, young, full of life, and faithful to family, country, and empire: “At a time when the 

cult of military heroism was at its most powerful, she merges Wentworth's chivalry, courage, and 

fraternal solidarity with the sensibility and attachment to home and family that would 

characterize Englishmen in a post-war, post-Romantic age. Gender both inflects and alters 

national identity in Austen's ultimate praise of the navy, ‘that profession which is, if possible, 

more distinguished in its domestic virtues than in its national importance’” (Harris 2006, 202). 

Wentworth and other naval officers from the Napoleonic War—like the deified Admiral Nelson, 

remembered for the Battle of Trafalgar but sparsely criticized for his scandalous adulterous 

affairs—represent the new British example, an Other among us, whose loyalty is of the utmost 

importance, not only for maintaining the British economy and its family structures, but also for 
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giving pure and honest material to the poets of the day, who no longer needed to explore the 

Scottish Highlands for the national poeisis’s fertile ground. 

 

The Other at Empire 

More than a decade after the war—and a generation after Lyrical Ballads—Felicia 

Hemans joins Austen in her celebration of empire, the naval power that sustains it, and its 

steadfast sailors. In her poem “Casabianca,” oft recited in homes and schools across the Isles and 

colonies, the heroic young sailor does not leave his post even as his ship is engulfed by the 

waves (Hemans 1826; Norton 2012, 886-887). Encouraging blind fidelity is the new ethical goal 

of British Romantic poiesis, the increasingly far-flung empire raising the level of loyalty required 

for British patriotism, imperialism, industrialism, and family life. Note here the distinctions 

between Macpherson’s Ossian and Hemans’s young sailor, two characters treated as exemplary 

Others and instruments of national poiesis: whereas Ossian heralds the past, the Britain that once 

was, signifying Britain’s earliest stages of development in order to continue the development 

narrative, the sailor of “Casabianca” represents the here and now, the contemporary peak of 

British achievement, not rooted in the land but spreading to distant seas, speaking and spreading 

the language of the empire. Or perhaps, for different readers, the Other in “Casabianca” is more 

hidden, not the young sailor but the indigenous people of whatever land the ship is sailing to. In 

either reading, an ethic of military and imperial power shines brightly through. 

It is then no coincidence that the title speaker in Hemans’s poem “Indian Woman’s Death 

Song” speaks the same language as the young sailor, nor that she is also on a boat destined for 

doom (Hemans 1828; Norton 2012, 894-895). Not only does the Indian Woman represent the 

same British ideals of courage and fidelity, she also represents the output of those ideas, the 
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assimilation of imperial subjects and the indoctrination (or annihilation) of the Other. It is also—

and this is Hemans’s somewhat subversive side—an appeal for gender equality, materialized by 

casting the sailor’s fidelity and steadfastness as female traits, and by making family-based 

feminism another aspect of the British imperial assimilationist project. She begins to achieve this 

in her two epitaphs. The first, a lament against living with a broken heart, translated into French 

from the German original, evokes an inherent cross-culturality to the movement towards female 

self-determination (even in the form of suicide) in the face of untrustworthy men, as if to say to 

the Indian woman the Western world is on your side. And the second epitaph, a spokeswoman of 

Indians (speaking through the white, male pen of James Fenimore Cooper), agrees with Britain’s 

more worldly feminists about the harsh reality women face: “Let not my child be a girl, for very 

sad is the life of a woman.” With this universalizing caveat, the Indian Woman goes on to sing 

her Death Song, with nothing particularly Indian or Othered about it: “The voice that spoke of 

other days is hush’d within his breast,/ But mine its lonely music haunts, and will not let me rest” 

(Hemans ln. 24-25). She grieves the same double standards that Hemans and female readers 

suffered back in England. Even the poem’s descriptions of female domestic duties—“Will he not 

miss the bounding step that met him from the chase?/ The heart of love that made his home an 

ever sunny place?/ The hand that spread the hunter’s board, and deck’d his couch of yore?—/ Hi 

will not!—roll, dark foaming stream, on to the better shore!” (Hemans ln. 28-31)—are only 

Indian enough to retain the Romantic reader’s attention, their primary purpose being to parallel 

British female struggles to North American Indian ones and universalize (or export) the struggle 

for women’s rights. Hemans stages her call for female empowerment in the ideological arena of 

empire-building. Simpson argues that Hemans “presents a quite different example of the 

‘translation’ of American, one that seems almost entirely to avoid any staging of translation at 
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all…This strikingly transparent English accords with the language of the rest of Hemans’s 

poetry, where a heavy use of monosyllables and a reliance upon the most familiar words and 

phrases…produces what is tempting to call a global poetic English” (Simpson 2013, 174-177). 

Hemans’s portrayal of the Other in “Indian Woman’s Death Song” is familiar yet exotic enough 

to both garner a wide readership and to present feminist thought as a universal experience. She 

supports the imperial project by universalizing the English language, but asks as recompense that 

a feminist ethic be brought with it. That it was the Indian Woman’s disloyal husband who drove 

her to suicidal lengths recalls the familial feminist ethic Austen invoked, an ethic that was a 

distinctly British consequence of its naval expansion. The Indian Woman’s precise mode of 

feminine self-determination, from many angles, appears as an enforced imperial import. 

 Hemans’s feminism, taken to its furthest point—lauding women for their loyalty, work 

ethic, and steadfastness even in the face of oppression, asking for more recognition of women’s 

current lot—was still much more compatible with British nationalism than any class-conscious, 

proto-socialist poetry. (Whether Wordsworth’s poetry is sincerely class conscious depends on the 

reader, but it’s worth noting that his status and wealth grew alongside his conservatism). From 

the mid-18th to the mid-19th century and beyond, British poetry construed as a call for socio-

economic upheaval grew increasingly unacceptable, since the growing forces of empire and 

industy relied on cheap labor at home and abroad, and since these forces’ hegemony on state 

poeisis swelled to unprecedented levels. Subjects of the industrial market, poets would then and 

ever forth be held against its whims. Hemans, with her professed awe and respect for 

Wordsworth, could not quite imitate Lyrical Ballads because she lacked Wordsworth’s financial 

flexibility: needing to support herself and five children, she played the game of imperial poeisis 

and won big. It is to her credit that within her support of British imperial ideology, she found 
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space to advocate for women’s recognition and empowerment, long before the Suffragette 

movement seriously began. But remember: unlike when poetry is purported to uplift peasants 

and laborers—which chased Burns into poverty, Clare into madness, and Wordsworth out of his 

youthful leftism—Hemans’s uplifting of female strength and resilience garnered her widespread 

acclaim because patient, hardworking women kept the wind in the sails of the British Empire. It 

was this breed of feminism—familial, industrial, imperial, capitalist—that institutionalized the 

household division of labor into separate gender spheres, one of the textbook traits of a period 

that stretched the empire and intensified global economic disparity—the Victorian Era. 
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