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Abstract 
The Poetics of Labor argues for a reconsideration of how manual labor functions within 

poetic texts in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England. As scholarship over the last forty 

years and onward has demonstrated, eighteenth-century poetry illustrates widespread changes 

in the way that poets and artists choose to situate labor and laborers in their work, as well as 

the increasing presence of plebeian authors. However, scholarship often fails to consider the 

central aesthetic role that labor plays in a text, especially as poets experiment with the 

perceived boundaries between manual labor and intellectual or artistic creation. I argue that 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century laboring-class poets and authors use writing as a way of 

re-imagining their experiences of manual labor, simultaneously exposing the practices of 

labor in an emerging capitalist market while also advocating for seeing labor from local, 

communal perspectives. Within the fields of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literary and 

ecocritical scholarship, I also contend that the revival of laboring-class poets, and their 

inclusion into the canon, remains dependent upon scholars seeing these poets for their 

aesthetic capabilities, rather than merely their socioeconomic status.   

 The introduction investigates the formal and socioeconomic changes in early- to mid- 

eighteenth-century England that result in attempts to make labor appear more authentic 

poetically. I define what this project means by “labor”, and provide a background for popular 

poetic forms, such as the pastoral and georgic, and how labor has traditionally related to 

poetic representations prior to the eighteenth century. My first chapter sketches out a portrait 

of the emergence of laboring-class poetry and literature in the latter half of the eighteenth 
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century. Comparing and contrasting the depictions of labor that emerge in both laboring- and 

middle-class poetry, I interrogate whether the scholarly focus upon class perspective matters 

when discussing labor and economics. I argue that rather than pitting class perspectives 

against one another, scholarship should examine the literary discourse about labor that is 

emerging in the century, and how it imagines a form of labor that relies upon human 

dependence rather than monetary profit. Close readings of Stephen Duck, John Clare, and 

William Wordsworth, among others, provide the literary foundation for my arguments.  

 My second chapter considers the conclusions drawn in the first chapter through the 

lens of women laboring writers, whose laborers were often deemed unworthy of “useful” 

employment. My chapter positions a reading of these women from the perspective of shadow 

labor, investigating how Mary Collier, Elizabeth Hands, and Ann Yearsley develop formal 

and structural parallels between their poetry and their thematic content, mimicking the 

hidden realities of their work. While all these women advocate for new definitions or 

practices of labor that would permit their labors to be recognized, their vision fall shorts of 

enumerating how such communities could be envisioned.  

 My final two chapters analyze literary works that directly attempt to demonstrate an 

alternative to capitalist-driven agricultural life through fully developed, imagined 

communities. My third chapter examines The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), a poetic 

collection by the rural laboring-class poet, John Clare, whose work embodies both a kind of 

rural idyll and a harsh realism. Analyzing the rhythms of the seasons against the aesthetic and 

formal patterns in his collection, I argue that Clare’s focus upon habit and ritual life 
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challenges economic approaches to labor equality that emerge in the eighteenth century, 

specifically reading Clare’s poems against the work of Marx, Engels, and British socialists. 

My final chapter further considers the influence of socialism upon labor and community in 

William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890), a socialist utopian prosaic romance.  I read 

Morris’s text as an attempt to bring into fruition the rejection of capitalist principles and 

communities that poets have been hinting at throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. However, this chapter also queries what happens when a perspective of labor 

conflates labor with other activities, particularly pleasure and art, so that neither of these 

activities can distinguish themselves from one another. Considering the delicate balance 

between nightmare and paradise that exists in utopian visions, I argue that Morris’s highly 

aesthetic forms of labor place unequal demands upon men and women, threatening the 

equality of person and occupation that socialism demands.  

 While my research responds to important trends within the fields of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century scholarship, especially the revival of laboring-class poets and the turn 

toward ecocriticism, my project attempts to portray a comprehensive view of labor that 

assesses both the degrading and redemptive qualities found in the work of laboring poets. As 

opposed to the division between manual and intellectual labor that often appears in criticism, 

I attempt to demonstrate poetic depictions of laboring experiences that bring the imagination 

and body together. Seeing manual labor as an experience that can influence both the body 

and the mind allows, in turn, for laborers to be seen as multi-faceted authors worthy of 

serious scholarly critique, beyond the implications of their socioeconomic status.  
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Introduction 
At the end of the seventeenth century in England, a figure emerges that is both ridiculous 

and arresting. It is the image of a man, a poet, flinging manure around him as he writes, at 

once – if it can be believed – both grand and graceful. That, at least, is how Joseph 

Addison describes Virgil in “An Essay on Virgil’s Georgics” (1697), which had recently 

been translated by John Dyer: “He delivers the meanest of his precepts with a kind of 

grandeur, he breaks the clods and tosses the dung about with an air of gracefulness.”1 The 

praise is meant to be comedic, but it is also in earnest. For Virgil accomplishes what 

Addison deems the true purpose of georgic poetry, putting “some part of the science of 

husbandry…into a pleasing dress, and set off with the Beauty and Embellishments of 

Poetry.”2 Here, the familiar tension between reality and art is at play: the desire to engage 

with the “science” of agriculture and country life, as it is, alongside a belief that such 

subjects should adhere to principles of beauty and propriety when put into art.  

Although spreading manure is a practical and unmemorable task in the 

countryside, for Addison its placement in poetry necessitates a didactic purpose, the 

contrast between the lowliness of the action and the high achievement of the poet 

demonstrating Virgil’s genius. Poets are not meant to engage with the “low phrases and 

terms of art” in agricultural life and labor, Addison instructs, unless they are able to place 

                                                   

1 Joseph Addison, “An Essay on Virgil’s Georgics”, The Miscellaneous Works of Joseph 
Addison, ed. A.C. Guthkelch. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1914: 9.  
2 Ibid., 4.  
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such objects “in the pleasantest dress that Poetry can bestow upon it.”3 To create a 

distinction between “low” and “high” tasks also implies a distinction between labor, 

especially manual and agricultural labor, and other forms of human activity, particularly 

art. Although Virgil’s poem may celebrate lowly agricultural acts, for Addison the 

creative work of writing proves distinctly different from the toils of spreading manure.  

This dissertation queries how eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poets encounter 

manual labor as both inspiration and experience within their texts. As scholarship from 

the 1980’s and onward has shown, eighteenth-century poetry proves a particularly rich 

period to draw from, due to widespread changes in the way that poets and artists choose 

to situate labor and laborers within their work. As John Barrell has influentially argued, a 

transformation in the “social constraints” that govern social and artistic depictions of the 

poor occurs, a shift that he claims can be seen more advantageously in poetry. Unlike the 

majority of political writers, Barrell writes, poets “were involved in the continued effort 

to adapt conventional pastoral imagery to make it reflect more of what they wished to 

believe was the actuality of rural life.”4 Note Barrell’s choice of words: what poets 

wished to believe was the reality of rural life and labor. This study will grapple with the 

question of authenticity in poetry, for although poets declared themselves to be more 

representative of rural people and places, the creation of an imaginative text involves 

reshaping that reality into a form that is more appealing.  

                                                   

3 Ibid., 8.  
4 The Dark Side of the Landscape. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980: 23.  



 

 

3 

  The conventional imagery that artists rebel against derives from both modern 

derivations of pastoral and georgic poetry, as well as the critical approaches embodied by 

critics such as Addison, who emphasize portraying labor as “pleasantly social” and 

“cheerful” occupations.5 Simultaneously, the makeup of publishing authors in England 

rapidly evolves: the latter half of the eighteenth century sees an unprecedented rise in 

“plebeian” authors, or authors who participated in either rural or urban/artisan modes of 

employment for their livelihoods. Thus, there is not only a shift in the poetic tastes of 

polite audiences – what they are willing to see and believe about their laboring 

counterparts – but also in the authorial perspective shaping the discourse around labor.  

I wish to make three distinct claims about how labor is represented poetically 

within the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts I will examine. First, I shall argue that 

labor is portrayed as a dynamic and multi-faceted experience that is present in the writing 

of the text. By this, I mean that critical approaches to labor should not relegate labor to 

the background of these texts, as a past action reflected only in the object or theme of the 

work. Nor should labor be described in uniformly negative terms, or visions of rural labor 

dismissed as mere nostalgia. Rather, these poems often reveal an interplay between forms 

of manual labor and intellectual creation through the structure and technical movements 

of the text. Furthermore, the portrait of labor many of these poets draw reveals both its 

inherent difficulty, and the manner in which modern systems of labor prove exploitative, 

alongside a narrative detailing how the habitual practice of labor connects human beings 

                                                   

5 Ibid., 21.  
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to one another and the earth. The poems of John Clare, Mary Collier, and Elizabeth 

Hands offer particularly compelling examples to examine this aspect of my argument.  

Second, I contend that what we mean by “labor” shifts widely across 

geographical, authorial, and chronological differences, and that uniform conclusions 

about what the term “labor” means to laboring-class authors, or about a single mode of 

defining “labor” within this period, should be avoided. While I will argue that the 

following poems portray a mode of labor that extends beyond exclusively manual or 

productive acts, I will not attempt to reconcile differing ideas about labor across different 

texts, but rather draw attention to their variation as a means of better anchoring our 

understanding of how we define “labor” or “laborers” in relation to their poetry. Such a 

stance touches upon recent arguments made in literary scholarship about allowing 

laboring-class texts to speak for themselves, rather than according to a critical 

perspective, as well as for re-thinking the way that scholars approach the topic of labor 

and the person of the laboring-class poet. Donna Landry and William Christmas, two of 

the foremost scholars on laboring-class poetry in the eighteenth century, claim that too 

often the aesthetic and technical elements of laboring-class poetry are ignored in favor of 

sociological or political arguments: “To subordinate, if not bury entirely, formal and 

aesthetic questions in favor of social and political ones is to be one again complicit in 

tying laboring-class writers so tightly to their social difference from polite culture that 

their achievements cannot be appreciated artistically, but only socially.”6 I argue that 

                                                   

6 “Introduction”, Criticism, Vol. 47, No. 4 (Fall 2005): 413.  
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recognizing the artistic, aesthetic, and technical achievements of these poets means 

emphasizing the different aspects of labor that their work presents, rather than labelling 

them all according to one definition of labor.  

Examining poetry about labor for its stylistic and technical aspects is one step 

forward; another, however, requires scholars to reconsider how they formulate arguments 

in regard to laboring-class poets, who often both reject and imitate polite conventions 

within their poetry in order to appeal to an audience, resulting in elements of their poems 

that can work against one another. David Fairer summarizes the predicament facing 

scholars as he sees it: 

The [laboring-class] poets share an ‘ongoing task’ which seems remarkably 
attuned to the critical task into which they are being incorporated: the ‘shaping’ 
and ‘defining’ of a continuous tradition of laboring-class poetics. The critic’s 
investment in what is potentially a project of mutual empowerment is 
considerable, but what is in danger of getting lost is the individual poet’s 
voice…A greater retrospective empowerment of a laboring-class poet might be to 
acknowledge that she/he is an awkward and uncomfortable figure, no less 
resistant to the modern critical task than to earlier patronizing claims made on 
them.7 
 

Fairer is right to emphasize the unintentional ways in which scholarship might skew into 

the damaging attitudes and approaches that could accompany patronage; he also 

highlights the necessity of letting the poet’s voice speak, rather than being muted by the 

critic’s perspective. However, the most important aspect of his argument lies in 

acknowledging that laboring-class poets – and consequently, their poetry and the ideas 

                                                   

7 “Flying Atoms in the Sightless Air: Issues of Coherence and Scale in Leapor and Yearsley.” 
Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Spring 2015): 142.  
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presented within their poems – can be both “awkward and uncomfortable”, and even 

“resistant” to the way that we understand scholarship and contemporary modes of 

argumentation. While I will attempt to portray a coherent argument about how scholars 

should approach the presence of labor within eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poetry, I 

will utilize these natural inconsistences and variations as a way of illuminating the 

complex discourse on labor that emerges from laboring-, middle-, and upper-class poetry 

and writing.  

Finally, I will claim that the incorporation of labor within a literary text, as well as 

the specific ways that labor engages with formal, structural, and aesthetic elements of the 

text, allows laborers to reimagine the ways that human beings relate to one another, their 

communities, and their world. While there will certainly be illustrations of labor that 

show how labor can be isolating, I will argue against conceptions that characterize labor 

as always isolating or alienating, instead emphasizing numerous passages where authors 

such as John Clare, William Morris, and Ann Yearsley show how labor bonds people and 

places together. Likewise, my argument will directly engage with the charge of nostalgia 

often directed toward poems that recall a rural lifestyle that has since passed. This is 

particularly true in regard to the poetry of John Clare, and to the specific volume that I 

will examine, The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), which describes a full agricultural year in 

a village based upon Helpston, Clare’s childhood village that was lost to enclosure. 

Instead, I will examine how the work of both Clare and Morris advocate for an alternative 

to industrial capitalism that, rather than relying upon wishful fancy, utilize their 

conceptions of human nature and the earth to imagine a better, but also possible, way for 
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people to live. To fight against the prevailing systems does not necessary mean that one is 

falling into the trap of nostalgia; rather, we should see these aesthetic rejections of 

capitalism as a means of advocating against a totalitarian vision of the future, one in 

which there are pockets within society for people to live according to what they believe 

to be best.  

The focus of this study will be primarily directed toward poetry from the mid-to-

late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century in England which portray issues of 

rural labor and landscape, as well as a prosaic utopian romance, News from Nowhere, in 

1890. Many of the authors I have selected either worked as rural laborers, grew up in the 

countryside, or retreated to rural locales, and thus were preoccupied with what W.J.T. 

Mitchell calls “country matters”; however, as Mitchell notes, England “comes into 

modern capitalism from the countryside…the depopulation of rural England, Enclosure, 

and the Industrial Revolution are all related events.”8 The changes to rural forms of 

manual labor reflect upon and bring about the ravages that we see in urban and industrial 

work conditions; likewise, the problems of the countryside are an issue of national 

concern. Yet poets are not the only writers to focus upon these issues. The political 

writings of Thomas Spence and William Cobbett are two of the most popular venues for 

the reading public to consider the issues of both labor and a laboring class revolution. 

While I will utilize the writings of these men as interlocutors with my poetic texts, I am 

ultimately interested not only in what may be described about the events of the 

                                                   

8 “Country Matters”, The Cambridge History of English Romantic Literature, ed. James 
Chandler. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009: 256.  
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contemporary countryside – and whether or not poetry is always the most reliable source 

of such events is up for debate – but also how writers and laborers imaginatively respond 

to such events to reveal their thoughts on how labor engages with the human condition 

and the earth.  

As the title, “The Poetics of Labor”, suggests, I will examine how labor works 

poetically within a text – that is, how poets engage with labor within their poems, and 

how labor influences the technical, aesthetic, imaginative, and formal decisions that are 

made. Engaging with the work of both laboring- and middle-class authors, I will 

interrogate how poets weave together depictions of manual labor with the creative and 

intellectual work of writing in order to imagine new forms of labor, types of community, 

and aesthetic and technical approaches to literature. I contend that these poets advocate 

for a more expansive idea of labor that incorporates not only traditionally “productive” 

agricultural labors such as ploughing, threshing, and making hay, but also includes 

intellectual and artistic efforts such as writing and painting, domestic employments such 

as cooking, washing, serving, and household tasks such as cleaning and childrearing, 

often delegated to women.  

However, I will also use “poetics” in a more expansive sense, as a way of 

examining the “structures, devices, and norms that enable a discourse, genre, or cultural 

system to produce particular effects.”9 This will be particularly important in my final 

chapter, as I move from a discussion of poetry to an analysis of William Morris’s utopian 

                                                   

9 Greene, Roland, et al. The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012: 1059.   
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romance, News from Nowhere, a work that attempts to embody the principles of labor 

expressed in eighteenth-century poetry through prose. Consequently, the application of 

“poetics” in this study will not only consider how labor works poetically within a text, 

but also how it influences the social and political discourse about labor and laborers, and 

in turn, how literary approaches to labor shift over the years. Scholars have noted that 

there is a shift within the nineteenth century respecting both the literary modes deemed 

most appropriate to discuss labor and laborers, as well as a change in how writers choose 

to imaginatively approach the interaction between labor and communities. In regard to 

the former, as Donna Landry has demonstrated, laboring texts largely move from poetry 

to prosaic prose, especially in the form of autobiography and the realist novel, rendering 

poetic musings upon labor archaic. Furthermore, imagining new ways of constructing 

society in response to laboring discourse largely becomes the domain of more “scientific” 

prose writers, as evidenced by the disdain Friedrich Engels displayed toward William 

Morris’s romance.  

I have chosen to locate this study within the particular context of rural eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century England because the term “labor”, and the way that society 

perceives human participation in labor, is actively changing. While many of the poets 

selected argue for a more expansive definition of labor as a result of these shifts, their 

treatment of labor and poetry also recognizes the way that labor interacts with a particular 

economy. The movement from a pre-capitalist to a capitalist economy may have been 

more gradual, and already underway, for a longer period of time prior to the eighteenth 

century, as many scholars have argued, but nevertheless there is the sense that the 
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economy is felt to be undergoing an unprecedented transformation. Consequently, the 

world of labor that these poets portray is a place that occupies the “in-between”: a world 

of customs, habits, and traditions that may already be dead, or is in the process of dying, 

but also a world that offers an alternative to what is coming, a witness to what is not only 

being lost, but what should perhaps remain preserved. This time period, then, offers a 

way to think specifically about how labor stands apart from a particular economy; that is, 

how labor might be defined against both the prevailing systems of production and the 

products that are meant to be consumed. As these poets advocate for seeing labor from 

the perspective of human interaction, rather than from the mediation of profit, it is 

necessary to locate this discussion of labor within specific places and practices.  

 

‘These Rural Lays’: Agricultural Labor in the eighteenth century  

Thirty-three years after Addison’s essay, Stephen Duck explodes onto the literary scene 

with The Thresher’s Labour (1730), a poem that unflinchingly narrates the exploitative 

and degrading experiences of his threshing experiences within the modern economy. Yet 

it is not just the thematic content of his poem that matters. Duck’s embrace of the pastoral 

genre, and simultaneous replacement of pleasure and cheer with resentment and pain in 

his imagery of threshing, challenge the limits of the pastoral genre, creating what John 

Goodridge deems a “proletarian anti-pastoral poem.”10 In the latter half of the century, a 

prolific number of poets, many of them laborers themselves, follow in Duck’s footsteps, 
                                                   

10 John Goodridge, Rural Life in Eighteenth-Century Poetry. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995: 12.  
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publishing texts that confront issues ranging from exploitation and starvation to enclosure 

and the disintegration of entire villages. Alongside these thematic changes, we also see a 

shift in the deployment of pastoral and georgic modes of poetry. Rather than obscuring 

rural life, and its problems and excesses, in favor of highly stylized and abstracted visions 

of the countryside, poets begin to embed specific and contemporaneous political concerns 

with their texts. Raymond Williams summarizes this change succinctly: “The admission 

that the poor exist, and that they have been excluded from the order of plenty, is what 

changes the structure and feeling of poetry.”11 

Although the pastoral and georgic both serve as popular genres to explore rural 

themes, their conventions and forms are quite distinct. Images of an overly idealized and 

romanticized landscape, in which shepherds deliver searing meditations on love, belong 

to both the ancient and revived modern forms of the pastoral, which gained popularity in 

England during the Renaissance. Although the pastoral form is often criticized for its 

seeming disassociation with real human life and customs, the genre has traditionally been 

a space for poets to reflect deeply upon what it means to be a human being upon the 

earth. The modern pastoral genre is “propelled by humanism”, utilizing the idyllic setting 

as a means of exploring established themes such as “natural harmony, love, friendship, 

and virtue.”12 John Goodridge argues that the pastoral is a “manifestation of an 

apparently universal, pre-conscious, human desire for a simple and ideal world”; in this 

sense, the pastoral is an exploration of how human beings might live and be, were we not 

                                                   

11 The Country and the City. London: Chatto & Windus, 1973: 70.  
12 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 1006.  



 

 

12 

trapped in a fallen world.13 Scholars offer opposing assessments of how the pastoral, as a 

genre, reacts to the intrusion of the real world upon the fantasy that it offers. The pastoral 

may offer “an apt mirror for dramatic changes in modern experience”, making the 

pastoral an ideal form to experiment with opposing representations of rural life within a 

poetic form;14 yet it may also serve as a means of controlling and enforcing social 

stations by “working against the actuality of rural life, its customs, and its social 

restrictions.”15 Laboring-class poets prove quite attuned to the adaptability of the genre. 

Written by an upper-class male who proves entirely divested from agricultural life, the 

pastoral may indeed work against rural life and laborers; in the hands of a female 

domestic servant, however, pastoral poems that adhere to traditional conventions, 

phrases, and landscapes prove cleverly and significantly subversive, as in the poetry of 

Elizabeth Hands.  

Although traditional reenactments of pastoral poems, innovated by laboring- and 

middle-class poets, persist throughout the eighteenth century, the georgic form increases 

in relevance and frequency as poets attempt to find ways to incorporate ‘authentic’ 

portraits of the countryside. The georgic, as mentioned above, has an inherently didactic 

purpose, which lends itself well to poets who desire to embed charged social critique 

within their rural illustrations. However, the georgic also traditionally depicts labor as a 

subject within its poetry, albeit a sanitized and pleasing enactment of labor. The usual 

                                                   

13 Rural Life in Eighteenth-Century Poetry, 3. 
14 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 1006.  
15 The Country and the City, 26.  
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goals of georgic descriptions of labor, in which labor is not only “positive” and “heroic”, 

but also a “pleasurable and socially progressive activity”, presents laborers with a 

promising template through which they may rewrite prevailing notions about how labor 

and laborers fit within society.16 Yet the mixed form of the Virgil’s Georgics, from which 

the genre derives its name, places digressions of mythology and narrative alongside 

agricultural instructions in order to convey the “dignity – but also the difficulty and daily 

care – of rural labor.”17 The idea that dignity is inherent to manual labor proves 

particularly compelling for poets. A georgic narrative like George Crabbe’s The Village 

(1783), for example, portrays the degenerate and miserable existence of villagers as a 

means of querying where this idea of dignified labor came from, and whether it is merely 

an idea meant to ignore the reality of country life. On the other hand, the georgic 

elements in John Clare’s The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), mixing narrative alongside an 

elaboration of the steps agricultural laborers must take to maintain their crops and 

livestock throughout the seasons, takes this idea of inherent dignity seriously, illustrating 

how labor creates a rich body of customs, knowledge, and relationships that center 

community life.  

The issue of whether there is inherent dignity in labor, and therefore how that 

dignity should be transferred to the laborers who engage in labor, is central to the way 

that laborers attempt to reimagine labor both poetically and socially. Whether classical 

forms of labor did embody a type of dignity that is no longer possible in the modern 
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economy is a question that we will return to momentarily. However, the narrative that 

laboring practices once embodied a dignified and holistic existence recurs throughout 

eighteenth-century poems that confront the plight of contemporary laborers. At times it is 

done explicitly, as in Mary Collier’s The Woman’s Labour (1739), which rehearses a 

narrative of the fall of women that parallels the improper deployment of laboring 

practices that are inherently exploitative. Within Collier’s poem, the restitution of women 

to social equality and respectability necessitates the restitution of a mediating economy 

that perceives both labor and laborers according to the dignity they deserve. Poems such 

as William Wordsworth’s Simon Lee and The Female Vagrant (1798) approach the 

matter differently, narrating the desecration to rural lives that both the gentry and the 

industrial capitalist system have inflicted as a means of challenging the reader to 

determine the problems inherent in such depictions. Despite the chronological, 

geographic, and stylistic divides, however, dignity remains inextricably connected with 

depictions of labor throughout the century, even extending to the treatment of animals in 

Robert Bloomfield’s The Farmer’s Boy (1800). The idea that there is a definition of 

labor, apart from the economy that governs it, persists throughout the literature, and 

necessitates an analysis of how labor has been understood, both historically within 

English society and theoretically, from the vantage point of other cultures and times.  

If we begin by tracing the term ‘labor’ etymologically, the word first appears in 

the English language in the fourteenth century, circa 1300. Tracing the origin of ‘labor’ to 

its immediate predecessor, the Old French laborem, Raymond Williams notes that the 

word connotes “pain or trouble”, as well as the act of “slipping or staggering under a 
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burden.”18 Culturally, then, ‘labor’ refers to tasks that are both difficult and require the 

exertions of the body, such as ploughing, threshing, and other agricultural and domestic 

actions. These actions, importantly, center upon human survival upon the earth, although 

Williams does not note this in his investigation of labor; human beings stagger under the 

burdens of their labors in order to build lives and communities. The Oxford English 

Dictionary also notes that, throughout the fourteenth century until the beginning of the 

sixteenth century, one usage of labor referred to “unskilled” workers, indicating a marked 

social distinction between those who worked with their hands, and those who were 

preoccupied with other matters. This discrepancy between those who have skills, and 

consequently the capacity to conduct business apart from laboring activities, and those 

whose capabilities remain firmly entrenched in the product of commodities, influences 

not only the distribution of laboring products, but also the claims that members of 

differing social ranks have politically, socially, and philosophically.  

The first modern amendment to labor is generally attributed to John Locke, and 

his defense of private property in the Second Treatise of Civil Government (1689). 

Locke’s work provides a critical link between labor and fertility, laying the groundwork 

for later theories of capital and labor in the works of Adam Smith and Karl Marx. 

Fertility in Locke’s text initially roots itself within the fruits of the earth, but the 

incorporation of money presents a more abstracted conception of laboring fertility as a 

reproductive power that supplants the value of the actual commodities that are produced. 
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Both human civilization, and the origins of private property, begin with “the Labour of 

his Body, and the Work of his hands”, but Locke places several external checks upon the 

usage of the products that derive from this work. They are to be maintained not only 

according to the rights that the laborer claims upon them, but also by the Law of Nature 

and by the precepts of God. The products of labor also, however, indicate not only the 

importance of communal consideration, but also the anxiety over surplus. Although an 

individual may lay claim to the products of his labor, he must do so “before it spoils”, so 

that “whatever is beyond this, is more than his share, and belongs to others.”19 Locke’s 

answer to the preservation of commodities lies in monetary mediation, through which the 

exchange of commodities that exceed the individual’s needs may be compensated in a 

way that acknowledges the efforts made by the laborer. Yet money, as the history of 

capitalism informs us, quickly surpasses this kind of exchange; labor becomes entirely 

compensated according to wages, and the laborer in eighteenth-century England can no 

longer lay claim to the fruits of his labors.  

While Locke’s contribution to eighteenth-century attitudes toward labor, 

particularly the influence of his political philosophy upon Adam Smith, are generally 

noted by scholars, they are often left behind in Smith’s wake. It is worth pausing, 

however, over the significance of Locke’s theory, as it represents an attempt to draw out 

the essence of labor, as it might be outside of a capitalist economy, and how the problems 

inherent in the production of commodities might lend themselves well to a more 
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industrialized and monetary system. Socially, Locke’s theory reverberates throughout 

English consciousness and identity. The self-sustaining portrait of labor that he draws, of 

the primitive labor who “hath mixed his Labour with [the earth], and joined to it 

something that is his own”, reflects the cherished ideal of the “free-born Englishman.”20 

Yet Locke recognizes the limitations of human nature and of the earth’s natural bounty, 

as he reconciles a portrait of primitive labor with the customs and institutions that control 

the modern economy. It is one thing to claim that the Law of Nature should encourage 

human beings to share their surplus with others, and to consider the common good 

alongside their individual need; it is quite another to put that theory into practice. It is a 

quandary that William Morris wrestles with in his utopian vision of Nowhere, which we 

will return to in the final chapter.  

Locke’s political philosophy contributes to the growing treatment of labor as “a 

term in political economy”, a lineage that both Raymond Williams and Hannah Arendt 

trace directly to Adam Smith, and eventually, Karl Marx. Smith draws out of Locke’s 

Second Treatise the realization, embedded within Locke’s text, that there is a difference 

in value attributed to particular products of labor, and that such a difference extends to 

the way that laboring commodities and forms of labor are themselves evaluated and 

compensated. Smith certainly contributes to a significant shift in the way that ‘labor’ is 

understood as a term, placing labor within the realm of political economy and evaluating 

it as a “measurable and calculable component”, but Smith’s influence extends beyond his 
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explicit connection between the division of labor and the profits of the free market.21 By 

making the division of labor a topic explicitly connected with national identity and the 

common welfare, Smith promotes the idea that labor is a concern for all citizens, not just 

those engaged in its enactment or the control of its products.  

When Adam Smith sets out to write An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 

Wealth of Nations (1776), he begins with both the definition and ideal division of labor as 

the foundation for the way that a nation organizes itself, and in turn, envisions its role 

within the world. The way that a nation engages in labor, Smith argues, determines the 

happiness and welfare of the entire population. Beginning with the “savage nations of 

hunters and fishers”, Smith determines that these nations, in which the inhabitants are 

employed in “useful labor”, or that which is concerned with the “necessaries and 

conveniences of life”, are “so miserably poor”, that they are left not only to suffer 

throughout their lives, but at times to abandon or destroy the lives of others to end their 

miseries.22 It is important to note Smith’s distinction between “useful” forms of labor, 

which become the only acceptable forms of labor within a society because they produce 

commodities, and other toilsome tasks that may require exertion, but do not qualify as 

contributing directly to a monetary economy, such as child-rearing, domestic servitude, 

and household chores. I want to dwell on this point for a moment, because it seems clear 

that we have reached an important shift in the way that we define labor. Labor is no 

longer defined according to the nature of its act, as we saw in the early examples of labor 
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– the pain, the toil, the slipping or staggering under a burden, all pointing toward manual 

movements that require strength and endurance. Rather, it is the measurability of labor 

that matters, the ability for one commodity to be exchanged for another. When poets 

theorize about the incorporation of labors that do not produce commodities within the 

distinction of “useful” labor, they must also engage with economic questions as well. If 

labor is not mediated according to its commodities, then how is it controlled? If labor is 

to be valued for its acts rather than the products of those acts, then what social practices 

embody such principles?  

For Smith, these are the questions that distinguish a “savage” nation from a 

“civilized” one; a civilized nation is one that has seen the need for an economy that 

promotes the proper valuation of measurable commodities, and that organizes its labor 

around the values of the market. Labor, rather than being read back upon primitive 

examples or an idealized version of a “free-born Englishman”, reflects upon the nation as 

a whole. Even if the laborer must have a significantly reduced existence in comparison 

with the middle and upper classes, he concedes, it is still “a greater share of the 

necessaries and conveniences of life than it is possible for any savage to acquire.”23 

Smith’s argument not only locates the utility of labor within the commodities that it can 

produce, but also the happiness of nations and citizens within the amount of commodities 

that can be consumed. Likewise, his argument also explicitly links together an ideology 

of labor with its constitution. What forms of labor are deemed appropriate within a 
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society, and how individuals and communities narrate their thoughts on labor for or 

against the prevailing practices of society, determines the kinds of roles and spaces that 

particular individuals are permitted to occupy socially. 

Smith’s preoccupation with defining labor, and in particular with considering how 

labor might be conceived of according to its productive qualities, is not an anomaly 

within English society; as Raymond Williams notes, Smith’s text is only part of a larger 

conversation that transforms both the meaning and practice of labor within the nation. 

Against Smith’s rhetoric rise advocates for laborers and for particular kinds of labor that 

are not deemed “useful” according to Smith’s rules, who expose Smith’s argument to the 

reality of the laboring-class populations. Rather than thriving, laboring populations are 

starving, exploited, miserable, and physically and emotionally degraded, a fact that 

becomes amply apparent with the rise of factory towns and urban slums in the nineteenth 

century.  There is considerable historical evidence, detailed exhaustively throughout the 

twentieth century, that demonstrates the effects that movements such as Owenism, 

Chartism, laboring-class corresponding societies, and socialism had upon laboring 

practices, populations, and social prejudices in the nineteenth century. Likewise, scholars 

from a variety of fields have followed E.P. Thompson’s lead and conjectured about the 

rise of a “class consciousness” of the laboring population. Such studies have led to the 

inclusion of more women and working-class authors in anthologies and critical discourse, 

new ways of thinking about how gender influences laboring practices, stereotypes, and 

possibilities, and arguments that middle- and upper-class authors incorporate ideas of 
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labor into their own work.24 This scholarship has been critical to the diversification of the 

field, providing a voice to poor and marginalized workers and artists, rather than reducing 

them to statistics. Despite the growing body of work written about laborers and their 

laboring backgrounds, however, there has yet to be an adequate accounting for what labor 

means to particular writers, both as an idea and a habitual act, and how a creative 

engagement with labor shapes the imaginative, formal, and aesthetic elements of their 

work.  

Such a perspective is critical because ‘manual labor’ cannot be reduced to a 

simple definition, either in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England or within 

contemporary criticism. Although specific actions may be mentioned – threshing, 

washing, making hay, for example – these actions do not explain the range of human 

emotions, customs, and rhythms that grow out of intimate and repetitive interactions with 

laborious acts, nor do they make a distinction between the act of labor itself, and what 

that act may mean for an individual or a community, and the economic conditions that 

govern the constraints of the act. Without a thorough accounting of the multi-faceted 

nature of labor, and consequently the ways that descriptions of and attitudes toward labor 

shift significantly within particular works, we are unable to understand why so many 
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literary minds not only made labor the focal point of their text, but also advocated a re-

commitment to traditional acts of manual labor in their political beliefs. Furthermore, 

without parsing the aesthetic and formal effects of labor within literary texts, we are 

unable to discern critical connections in the history of laboring-centric literature, and to 

determine how authors might continue or draw inspiration from the discourse began by 

others. By analyzing not only how labor is described within a particular text, but also 

what the presence of labor does within that work, we are able to engage with critical 

questions that are necessary to pushing the discourse of laboring-class studies further. 

Why does the presence of labor allow poets to reimagine genre, style, and poetic content? 

How does an emphasis upon manual labor, within the act of intellectual and creative 

labor, challenge ideas about there being a division between the two? As I will argue in 

the second chapter, poets such as Elizabeth Hands and Ann Yearsley, rather than striving 

to erase their acts of manual labor, use writing as a means of imagining a new 

relationship between manual and intellectual endeavors.   

This expansive view of labor is one that is presented within the poetry of these 

authors, particularly in the case of the women poets, but it is also one gaining traction 

within larger pockets of society. Part of the advocacy that pre-socialist and socialist 

activists propose, as we shall see in the first and final chapters, is a return to agricultural 

labor that is more reliant upon husbandry than it is upon current modes of agricultural 

employment. That is, husbandry implies a self-sustaining vision of an agricultural 

landscape that includes not only the manual tasks of caring for animals and sowing and 

harvesting crops, but also an orientation of those tasks toward the particular laborers 
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enacting these tasks, and their specific household needs. Within the context of the period, 

according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the “husbandry” that Virgil and Dryden refer 

to in their georgic poem implies both “the administration and management of a 

household, or domestic organization” and “the business or occupation of farming or 

agriculture.” Thus, for the poets I have selected, labor incorporates both the work of the 

field as well as the domestic concerns that occur at odd hours and in the shadows, both 

literally and figuratively. Of course, there are well-documented concerns with such an 

approach to labor, namely that by allowing such a diversity of occupations to be termed 

“labor”, labor can not only seemingly become anything, but perhaps loses its distinctive 

qualities, and becomes impossible to distinguish from the pursuits of leisure and pleasure. 

I will briefly touch on such rebuttals in a moment, but first I would like to situate the 

definition of labor that I argue for in this dissertation within the larger context of English 

society at the time, and explain why I am examining labor within this particular 

historical, geographic, and cultural context.  

The immediate question posed to such visions of self-sustaining communities 

often concerns the influence of nostalgia, and whether the livelihoods that are sought are 

actually realistic memories or conceptions of society. As Raymond Williams has 

famously argued, the “golden age” of agricultural England, no matter how far back one 

goes, has never existed according to the terms and conditions that are imagined, yet, as 

John Barrell notes, “he does not try to explain why the same complaints re-emerge from 
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time to time when they do.”25 Nor, I would argue, does the charge of nostalgia adequately 

explain why rural laborers, who are perhaps more well-reversed in the rigors of manual 

labor that they are agitating for than literary critics, envision a way of life that includes 

such activities. This turn back toward the land, toward a self-sustaining agricultural life 

that encapsulates the traditional meaning of “husbandry”, is an enduring idea, one that 

has gained particular traction with recent back-to-the-land and farm-to-table movements 

in contemporary America. Indeed, the question arises as to why a discussion of labor is 

better located with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England than within contemporary 

movements, given the proliferation of ecocritical writing that occurs both within 

academic discourse and popular culture. I would argue, first of all, that while labor can be 

discussed abstractly, in order to adequately understand the way that particular habits and 

acts of labor influence the author as he or she reflects upon those labors, and imagines 

them within creative work and societal visions, labor must be rooted within a particular 

historical moment in order to note both the specific response and the context that such a 

response arises from. 

 It seems to me that the proper question that advocates of a supposedly “nostalgic” 

vision of returning to a self-sustaining, agriculturally focused life are really attempting to 

ask is why there cannot be spaces within the prevailing economy for individuals to live in 

the manner that they desire, whether or not that means living alongside capitalism. And it 

seems that rural England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as authors are 
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responding to these questions not only from their own experience, but from the growing 

awareness that the world they have grown up intimately with is disappearing before their 

very eyes, are best positioned to address these questions, and defend them from the 

charges of nostalgia. The response that each of the following authors proposes is not 

uniform, which I consider to be a strength. It is a way of considering how an expansive 

view of labor, one that is neither limited according to productive capacities, nor to the 

products that are made and consumed, but rather one that considers how human beings 

support one another and the land that provides for them, has been understood within their 

own lives, and within future iterations of laboring society. Thus, we see the recurring 

queries about why capitalism has to be both so expansive and destructive; why there 

cannot be small spaces of commons, but rather why capitalism has to annihilate every 

square inch of space that stands in the way of profit. While there is a question concerning 

the “essence” of labor, there is, also, an irrevocable connection between how that 

“essence” of labor is understood according to real practices and forms of community.  

Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) attempts to explore these 

questions about the “essence” of labor, as well as how labor is understood within real 

practices and communities, by rooting the human experience within an understanding of 

plurality as it relates to political action. That is, Arendt considers what distinct elements – 

for her, these are labor, work, and action – make up the human experience, and she then 

queries what each of these contribute to humanity, and how changes to one affect the 

other. Arendt’s concept of plurality pushes back against a notion that human beings can 

imagine an idea such as ‘labor’ or ‘politics’ without conversation with and action toward 
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one another; we are dependent upon one another to bring ideas into life, whether or not 

the materiality of those ideas match our original intents. Yet Arendt’s perspective is also 

critical for this study in particular because she argues for a reconsideration of what she 

sees as the grave errors that Locke, Smith, and Marx have made in their estimation of 

labor. One of the errors that they have made, she believes, is in the conflation between 

labor and work, a conflation that results in a society of laborers, obsessed with laboring, 

without any comprehension of what labor means, and how it reflects upon the human 

condition. Arendt’s perspective rejects a theory of labor that considers writing and other 

forms of artificiality as labor, as many of the poets studied in the following chapters do.  

Arendt begins her argument by providing the boundaries between the three 

aspects of human experience upon earth, and explaining the consequences of stepping 

over these boundaries. She begins with labor, as it is the most fundamental and urgent act 

of humanity, and what connects us to the rest of the animal kingdom. Thus, labor is those 

actions that produce commodities and resources necessary for human survival; work is 

the material efforts and artificial products that create “worldliness”, or a sense of 

permanence that makes the Earth our “home”; and action is speech, political engagement, 

and community which enables human beings to live together, and which Arendt argues is 

the distinct realm of human beings, and what makes us human.26 Drawing her definition 

of labor from ancient Greek society, Arendt characterizes labor as “the activity which 

corresponds to the biological process of the human body, whose spontaneous growth, 
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metabolism, and eventual decay are bound to the vital necessities produced and fed into 

the life process by labor.” By this definition, labor is always distinctly tied to life and 

decay, a fact that is reflected in the commodities of labor, which are consumed “almost as 

quickly as the effort is spent.”27 Within Greek society, social stratification emerges from 

a desire to avoid both the consuming activities of labor, which result in “a passionate 

impatience with every effort that left no trace, no monument, no great work worthy of 

remembrance”, alongside “a passionate striving for freedom from necessity” that led to 

laborious tasks being delegated to slaves.28 Arendt’s classification of labor is important 

not only for the way that she distinguishes labor as separate from other forms of human 

activity, and in fact a barrier to both intellectual and political life, but also for the 

connection she draws between the laborer and the social constitution of society. It is not a 

capitalist economy that assigns lesser value to labor or the laborer, Arendt implies, but 

rather the nature of labor itself, and the human response to avoid labor in order to pursue 

other tasks that can lead to the higher pursuits of the “good life”: leisure and the use of 

the mind.  

Arendt positions her theorization of the human condition as a social critique, one 

that consciously takes aim at English philosophy and politics prior to the eighteenth 

century, and to the influence of Marxism throughout the nineteenth century. Both 

Williams and Arendt note the way that conceptions of ‘labor’ in English society shift 

significantly from the seventeenth century onward, although each reaches different 
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conclusions about the inherent problems of such a shift. For Williams, the introduction of 

labor as a term in “political economy” signals the beginning abstraction of the word, in 

which labor first becomes abstracted from a particular action into “a measurable and 

calculable component”, and which then becomes abstracted socially, as laborers become 

a separate class of people, each individual indistinguishable from the mass of 

mechanically producing bodies.29 Williams’s critical approach draws from Marx, who 

sees labor as synonymous with what he calls “the common life of man”, or “the self-

activating human essence and mutual reintegration towards generic and truly human life.” 

30 That is, for Marx labor is the most human of all activities, a conclusion that Arendt 

argues not only misrepresents how human beings draw purpose from their lives, but also 

creates an impossible paradox. If labor defines human experience, then the nature of 

labor must be changed in order to derive pleasure and leisure out of life; however, Arendt 

counters: 

The easier that life has become in a consumers’ or laborers’ society, the more 
difficult it will be to remain aware of the urges of necessity by which it is 
driven…The danger is that such a society…would no longer be able to recognize 
its own futility – the futility of a life which does not fix or realize itself in any 
permanent subject which endures after its labour is past.31 

 

Arendt’s argument posits that while must retain some elements of necessity, compelling 

human beings to perform these acts against their own desire, so that the human condition 
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retains meaning. Yet she also asks, critically, what principles and acts labor must be 

measured against. One of the critiques of Arendt’s work is that she does not present an 

alternative to thinking about real and considerable social issues, such as the exploitation 

of workers and class division, that Marx is attempting to resolve. Yet Arendt’s point, I 

think, is to resist abstract theorizations that attempt to promote simple solutions, while 

underscoring the realization that labor should be analyzed not just according to its 

commodities, but also for the ways that human beings respond as creatures to it.  

The work of the particular writers I have chosen seems to be, in part, a reaction to 

this philosophical abstraction that Arendt draws attention to, a literary attempt to reorient 

labor within particular practices and places, and in so doing, to query how we measure 

labor, and what that implies about communal and economic formation. This is 

exemplified most obviously in the efforts by William Morris to envision a socialist 

utopia, founded entirely upon an economy of personal and social relations that govern 

labor, but it is also subtly present in the work of John Clare, Mary Collier, and Elizabeth 

Hands, as they rely upon their experience within rural villages to imagine how labor 

binds together communities. As the explosion of industrialism, and the growing influence 

of the capitalist market, have permanent consequences upon the landscapes of these 

writers, the work of these writers relies not so much upon nostalgia as it does upon first-

hand knowledge of a different kind of laboring economy, one that allows us to 

distinguish what labor might be, and mean for its human laborers, apart from the profit-

driven mechanizations that come to define it according to its commodities.   
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Poetry comprises a focal part of this study, based largely upon poetry’s role 

throughout the eighteenth century as a place for writers to enfold serious political, 

philosophical, and theoretical inquiries within imaginative texts. However, as the 

nineteenth centuries progresses, and political movements such as Marxism and Socialism 

arise, the kind of texts that authors use to discuss labor shift as well. Near the end of the 

eighteenth century, laboring- and middle-class poets, such as Ann Yearsley and William 

Wordsworth, position their discussion of labor as an explicitly political movement, and 

one that allows them to discuss at greater length political, social, and racial issues that 

extend beyond the concerns of the countryside. The political turmoil over how to treat 

laborers can be seen not only through the problems surrounding the acceleration of 

enclosure during this period, but also the government repression of labor corresponding 

societies, and the political activism concerning several of the poor laws passed during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.32 Yet the heightened political and social awareness 

of the real plights of laborers, and the increasing devastation of rural life as enclosure 

continued, also influenced the literary approaches to labor throughout the nineteenth 

century. 
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Donna Landry argues that the political changes also necessitated a shift in the 

most appropriate mode for laborers to present their narratives, from poetry to 

autobiography. Consequently, she maintains, laborers lost the political and moral 

authority that their poetry had begun to grant them through authorship. Autobiography 

turned the focus inward, upon the sensation of the poet and his or her particular life, 

lessening the way in which plebeian authors could be “political participants and activists” 

as they became “merely…a self, an object of sympathy or interest.”33 The increasing 

influence of Marxist approaches to labor and economics near the end of the nineteenth 

century, in turn, emphasized the “scientific” nature of laboring discourse. If we consider 

fictional or imaginative approaches to labor in the late nineteenth century, the works of 

Dickens, Hardy, and Eliot, immersed in realist approaches and the “inward” 

preoccupations of the novel, emerge; however, the speculation concerning how laboring 

populations and communities might constitute themselves largely dissipates from 

imaginative or poetic texts until Morris’s News from Nowhere.  What Morris 

demonstrates, then, is that by the end of the nineteenth century it is necessary to advocate 

for the creative expression and vision of labor, a fact that will be considered by this 

analysis in turn. It is not only critical to examine how labor is portrayed creatively within 

literary texts, and how that portrayal differs from its treatment within prosaic texts, but it 

is also essential to explain why thinking and writing about labor from an imaginative 
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perspective matters, and what such accounts offer that scientific and prosaic texts may 

not.  

My first chapter sketches out a brief synopsis of the emergence of laboring-class 

poetry and literature in the latter half of the eighteenth century. Comparing and 

contrasting the depictions of labor that emerge in laboring-class literature with those that 

appear in middle- and upper-class writing and paintings, I interrogate whether class 

perspective matters in discussions of labor and economics. I argue that rather than pitting 

class perspectives of labor against one another, scholarship should examine the literary 

discourse about labor that is emerging within the century, and how it imagines a form of 

labor that relies more upon human dependence and less upon economic theories. I 

accomplish this through close readings on the poetry of James Thomson, Ann Yearsley, 

and William Wordsworth, among others, while engaging in critical discourse from the 

literary critics, historians, and ecocritical scholars. My second chapter considers the 

conclusions drawn in my first chapter from the perspective of a group of laborers 

traditionally outside the purview of “useful” employment: women laborers, especially 

domestic laborers, and the “shadow” work they perform that is not recognized within the 

capitalist economy. Engaging in close readings of the poetry of Mary Collier, Elizabeth 

Hands, and Ann Yearsley, all writing in the mid- to late-eighteenth century, I argue that 

these women develop parallel strategies whereby their thematic content mimics the 

hidden realities of their work, illuminating how structure and imagery within literature 

can convey meaning. While all these women advocate for new labor practices and 
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communities that would permit their labors to be recognized, their vision fall shorts of 

enumerating what how such communities could be created. 

My final two chapters approach issues of labor and economics by looking at two 

portraits of communities that demonstrate an alternative to capitalist-driven agricultural 

life. My third chapter examines a collection by the rural laboring-class poet, John Clare, 

whose work embodies both a kind of rural idyll and a harsh realism about the 

consequences of rural life. Analyzing the rhythms of the seasons against the aesthetic and 

formal patterns in a single collection of poetry, The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), I argue 

that Clare’s focus upon habit and ritual in rural life challenge economic approaches to 

labor equality that emerge in the nineteenth century, specifically reading Clare’s poetry 

against the work of Marx, Engels, and early British Socialists. My final chapter considers 

the creation of a socialist utopian community in William Morris’s News from Nowhere 

(1890), which I read as an attempt to bring into fruition the rejection of capitalist 

principles and communities that other poets have been hinting at throughout the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. However, this chapter also queries what happens 

when a perspective of labor ventures so far outside of the boundaries drawn among labor, 

art, and pleasure, that neither of these activities are distinguishable any longer. 

Considering the delicate balance between paradise and nightmare that exists in utopian 

visions, I argue that Morris’s highly aesthetic forms of labor place unequal demands upon 

men and women, threatening the equality of person and occupation that socialism 

demands.  
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While my research responds to important trends within the fields of eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century literature, especially the revival of laboring-class poets and the 

turn toward ecocriticism, my project attempts to portray a comprehensive view of labor 

that assesses both the redemptive and degrading qualities found in the work of laboring 

poets. As opposed to the division between manual and intellectual labor that often 

appears in scholarship, my project utilizes laboring-class poetry to demonstrate laboring 

experiences that brought both the imagination and the body together. Seeing manual 

labor as an experience that can influence both the body and the mind allows, in turn, for 

laborers to be seen as multi-faceted authors worthy of serious scholarly critique, beyond 

their implications of their socioeconomic status.   
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Chapter One: The Emergence of Labor 
After another half mile of gradual ascent through large enclosures, where the ploughs at 
work, and the fresh-made path spoke the farmer, counteracting the sweets of poetical 
despondence, and meaning to have spring again, they gained the summit of the most 
considerable hill, which parted Uppercross and Winthrop, and soon commended a full 
view of the latter, at the foot of the hill on the other side.  

 
Winthrop, without beauty and without dignity, was stretched before them; an indifferent 
house, standing low, and hemmed in by the barns and buildings of a farm yard.  

 
Mary exclaimed, “Bless me! here is Winthrop – I declare I had no idea! – well, now I 
think we had better turn back; I am excessively tired.”1  

 

The intrusion of labor upon the literary and social landscape of eighteenth-century 

England is neither graceful nor uniform. By 1817, the year that Jane Austen’s 

posthumous novel Persuasion is published, readers have already encountered the 

successes of Stephen Duck and Robert Burns, grappled with William Wordsworth’s 

famous elevation of “low and rustic” life and language, and considered the consequences 

of enclosure in Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village. These texts demonstrate a wide 

range in both genre and approach, but they also reveal an array of perspectives about 

what it means to incorporate labor into literature, an important distinction to make when 

we are discussing what it means to bring rural life and labor into polite literature. As the 

above passage from Persuasion makes evident, both laboring bodies and pursuits can be 

difficult to reconcile with aesthetic conventions.  

Jane Austen is not an author usually associated with the emergence of labor into 

the literary landscape; a dismissal, I believe, which overlooks the way that both her 

                                                   

1 Jane Austen, Persuasion. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2013.  
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diction and her employment of free indirect discourse provide subtly subversive social 

commentary.2 Within the opening sentence, Austen provides three distinct images that 

carry a political charge: “enclosures”, “ploughs”, and “farmer”. These three words 

indicate that her characters are about to encounter actual laboring bodies and practices, 

but they also indicate that we are in the midst of a world that has been radically changed, 

as so many rural locales have been. Yet Austen balances her awareness of the heightened 

stakes that come from associating with such delicate political and aesthetic issues with 

the ignorance of her characters, presenting a passage that seems to both illuminate and 

obscure the actuality of rural life. The particular genre that Austen is working in proves 

important, as well. Although Austen may provide a brief political interlude, she, as 

opposed to poets, is working to make the interior lives of her characters the center of her 

novel; what her characters think, feel, and do is what matters to both the story and the 

audience. Poetry, however, seeks to present an interior life, or a momentary reflection, as 

a means of opening up greater questions about how a particular topic.  

The brilliance of the above passage stems from the awkwardness that Austen 

incorporates into the scene. Mary truly seems to have no idea about what she will 

momentarily encounter; the text both acknowledges this fact, through the slow unfolding 

of the surroundings, and critiques this, through our knowledge of Mary’s vapid and 

                                                   

2 One such example is A. Walton Litz’s analysis of the above passage, which focuses entirely 
upon the seasonal symbolism of the scene, and its relation to Anne’s romantic feelings, to the 
exclusion of any discussion of social or aesthetic critique. The intrusion of labor and laboring 
bodies is central to the disruptions of romantic reverie in this scene, however, and should be 
noted. Jane Austen: A Study of Her Artistic Development. New York: Oxford University Press, 
1965: 151.  
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dramatic character. But it is, above all, Mary’s inability to linguistically acknowledge 

what she has seen, or to offer any opinion upon it, other than a protest of ignorance, that 

embodies the emergence of labor and laboring class authors into both literary and social 

consciousness. Neither the depiction of labor, nor the response to the intrusion of labor 

upon pastoral and picturesque fantasies, are treated uniformly. The incorporation of 

laboring voices and bodies into literature is often more uneven and contradictory than is 

noted by scholars, especially as it depends upon the degree of experimentation within 

particular genres.  

This brief passage also, however, embeds the threats to middle-class pursuits of 

leisure and aesthetic education that labor poses, particularly through its intrusion upon the 

picturesque. Ascending up the hill, the group hints at the anticipation of a picturesque 

scene, but they are accosted on all sides by sights and sounds that deter “the sweets of 

poetical despondence.” Austen’s own language both exemplifies and queries the 

roundabout way that the presence of laborers is delicately avoided, as “the ploughs at 

work, and the fresh-made path spoke the farmer” both avoids referencing laboring bodies, 

and draws attention to such bodies by deliberately announcing what both the ploughs and 

the path indicate. The anxiety to avoid being accosted by the actual sight, rather than 

merely the indication, of laborers, climaxes in the disappointment of the final scene: 

Winthrop, “without beauty and without dignity”, surrounded by “barns and buildings of a 

farm yard”, and we can presume, people working in the farm yard. Mary’s exclamation – 

“Bless me! I declare I had no idea!” – serves as a marker for the shifts in both literary and 
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social consciousness. The reality has intruded upon the fantasy; there is longer 

authenticity in claiming I had no idea.  

Studies that examine the relationship between labor and literature often take one 

of two general approaches: to either investigate labor from the perspective of the laboring 

poet, and to argue for the importance of that poet’s inclusion within our critical 

understanding of the period; or to query what labor means to particular groups of authors, 

usually laboring- or middle-class, and to compare and contrast how labor is presented 

along the lines of class difference. While both approaches have been important for 

contributing to the knowledge of laboring-class and marginalized poets, and for 

expanding our understanding of how authors navigated the changing mercantile world of 

publishing, this chapter proposes looking across class and geographic lines in order to 

ascertain an emerging discourse of labor. That is, I will focus upon both laboring- and 

middle-class representations of labor, in order to see how authors from varying social 

stations both influence and draw from one another’s work, as well as to determine the 

different nuances each author brings to an idea of labor. The reliance of laboring- and 

middle-class authors upon one another for creative inspiration, as well as for expanding 

the boundaries of laboring discourse, is noted by the authors themselves. For example, 

John Clare, in his autobiographical sketches, recalls the moment he first read James 

Thomson’s The Seasons, a formidable experience that shaped his identity as a writer, and 

William Morris’s utopian romance News from Nowhere pays direct homage to the poetry 

of Chartist laborers. Both Oliver Goldsmith and William Wordsworth, moreover, 

empathize their anthropological role as poets, insisting upon their proximity to both rural 
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locales and laborers as a way of positioning themselves as authorities who may speak on 

behalf of laborers. The inclusion of laborers within the literary world, moreover, 

depended upon the receptivity of middle-class readers.  

From a literary standpoint, a preoccupation with rural landscapes can be seen 

throughout the seventeenth century, extending well past the nineteenth; as W.J.T. 

Mitchell notes, the literary landscape of England remains rural long after the actual 

landscape has been industrialized. Yet, as indicated in the introduction, the mid 

eighteenth-century represents a decisive shift in the way that the rural population is 

portrayed, and consequently the way that the conventions of both pastoral and georgic 

forms are deployed. The incredible popularity of Stephen Duck’s The Thresher’s Labour 

(1730), which went through several printings in the fortnight following its publication, 

demonstrates this change. But we might well wonder why English society, at this time, 

was poised to accept such changes, for it is the willingness of polite society at the time to 

not only engage with Duck’s poem, but to eagerly consume the scores of laboring poets 

who hasten to follow his example, that truly opens up the literary landscape.  

We might point toward a preoccupation with primitivism, and a natural or 

uncivilized form of humanity, as one possible influence upon the social imagination of an 

eighteenth-century reading audience. Works ranging from Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan 

(1651), John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (1689), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 

Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1755) and The Social Contract (1762) indicate a 

political and philosophical interest in the essence of human nature and the formation of 

civilization. Such political and philosophical discourse is complemented by both a 
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literary and aesthetic focus upon natural and learned qualities in poetic and artistic 

inspiration, leading to theories about natural genius and naïve or sentimental poetry. The 

former, as M.H. Abrams notes, focuses upon what is “inborn, spontaneous, 

unpremeditated, and untouched from reflection and society” as a way of ascertaining true 

poetic gift, but it also emphasizes a distance from culture and education.3 Consequently, 

although natural genius is something primarily associated with poets who are both 

untrained and untaught, it is also something that is presented as being antithetical to 

labor: “The original work is vital, it grows, spontaneously, from a root.”4 Those claiming 

to possess the gift of natural genius, then, must occupy the contradictory role of being 

both an inhabitant of the countryside, an existence that by necessity demands labor, while 

simultaneously producing work that belies any effort.  

Although “natural genius” was a term coined and promoted by the aesthetic elite, 

laboring-class poets were quickly aware of how abiding by such conventions could be to 

their advantage. The opening of The Thresher’s Labour demonstrates an awareness of 

how to align the poetic persona with the principles of natural genius, as well as the 

conventions of the pastoral: 

  The Grateful Tribute of these rural Lays, 
  Which to her Patron’s Hand the Muse conveys, 
  Deign to accept: ‘Tis just the Tribute bring 
  To him, whose Bounty gives her Life to sing; 
  To him, whose gen’rous Favours tune her Voice; 
  And bid her ‘midst her Poverty, rejoice. 

                                                   

3 M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Critical Theory and Tradition. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1971: 198.  
4 Ibid., 200.  
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  Inspir’d by these, she dares herself prepare, 
  To sing the Toils of each revolving Year; 
  Those endless Toils which ever grow anew, 
  And the poor Thresher’s destin’d to pursue: 
  Ev’n these, with Pleasure, can the Muse rehearse, 
  When you and Gratitude command her Verse.5  

 
Duck invokes both the language and the imagery of the pastoral to indicate his genre, 

alluding to the “rural Lays” that his poem will narrate, as well as tempering each image 

of toilsome labor with pleasure. Consequently, we hear of the “Bounty” and “Favours” 

which bring life and voice to the muse, and result in the creation of the poem, before we 

are confronted with the “Poverty” of the rural landscape. Likewise, the “endless Toils 

which ever grow anew” can be rehearsed “with Pleasure”, and with gratitude. Although 

Duck’s poem will veer into unconventional territory in both tone and content, as he 

details toils without the promise of pleasure, and exploitation devoid of generosity, his 

opening carefully arranges both his poetic role and subject according to the conventions 

that a polite audience would be accustomed to. It is the “Muse” that creates the poem, not 

the toils or efforts of Duck; rather, it is “you” – his Patron – and the Muse who 

“command her Verse.” Duck, like many laboring-class poets, takes pains to emphasize 

his inferiority in the opening stanza of his poem, before presenting a narrative of labor 

that possibly challenges either the moral or social supremacy of those he encounters.  

While the supposition of pleasure onto the act of labor derives from literary 

conventions within the pastoral, it also stems from social attitudes toward nature, and 

                                                   

5 “The Thresher’s Labour: To the Reverend Mr. Stanley”. Curious Poems on Several Occasions. 
London: Printed and Sold by John Lewis, 1736: 6.  
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what nature is supposed to offer human beings. The theory of natural genius influences, 

in the late eighteenth century, the development of naïve and sentimental ideas about 

poetry, which explicitly link together the primitive qualities of a “natural” poet with a 

type of poetry that expresses something universal about human nature. The attraction to 

naïve poetry cannot be separated from the human longing to return to nature, a longing 

that is closely connected with the idea of nostalgia. “There are moments in our lives when 

we extend a kind of love and tender respect toward nature in plants, minerals, animals, 

and landscapes,” writes Friedrich Schiller in 1800, a respect that derives not only from 

our desire to be immersed in nature, but also from our realization that our love recognizes 

“not these objects, [but] an idea portrayed by them.”6 This idea, Schiller explains, reveals 

an essential truth about ourselves as we relate to the nature: “They are what we were; 

they are what we should become once more. We were nature like them, and our culture 

should lead us along the path of reason and freedom back to nature.”7 Schiller’s idea 

presents a conception of nature that is oriented toward human beings, in which nature 

serves as the backdrop for probing questions about what it means to be human. Yet 

Schiller’s portrait of naïve poetry, and what it offers human beings, also posits, like the 

theory of natural genius, also touches upon the nostalgic element of a preoccupation with 

rural scenery. Laboring-class poets, and poets writing about the changes to the rural 

landscape, utilize this idea as a way of justifying the presentation of difficulties within 

                                                   

6 “On Naïve and Sentimental Poetry”, trans. Daniel O. Dahlstrom. Essays, ed. Walter Hinderer 
and Daniel O. Dahlstrom. New York: Continuum, 1993: 179-80.  
7 Ibid., 180-1.  
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their poems. By focusing upon the problems in the rural landscape, these poets are also 

able to offer a narrative that queries what is lost through the changes enacted upon the 

rural landscape, particularly as those losses relate to essential elements of the human 

experience.  

 Nostalgia is often cited as a source for both rural interest and movements back to 

the land. Raymond Williams attributes nostalgia in this period to the growing 

urbanization of the countryside.  As people moved further into the city and found 

themselves devoid of direct access to natural surroundings and resources, and more 

dependent upon markets and mercantile mediators to connect the produce of nature with 

their daily lives, they longed to escape into nature. They also idealized such an escape as 

a return to a way of living rooted in the golden days of the past.8  This is, after all, the 

period when the picturesque, and the politics that such an aesthetic brings with it, has 

taken hold of the British public, contributing to the rise of leisure-based domestic 

tourism. Therefore, ideas about what Nature should be used or appropriated for, and how 

it relates to the psychological, spiritual, and physical state of the human being, come into 

                                                   

8The Country and the City. London: Chatto & Windus, 1973. See Chapter Two, “A Problem of 
Perspective”, p. 9-12, for an account of this nostalgia, as well as for Williams’ argument that the 
“golden age” of the rural past probably never existed. 
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focus.9 Others, such as Catherine Gallagher and John Barrell, focus upon the political and 

economic incentives driving a turn back to the land. The consequences of enclosure, 

displacement, and the economic and physical plight of the poor literally led them to the 

doorsteps of would-be non-laboring benefactors.  

There are also contemporaneous accounts for why the laboring poor, as well as 

the true state and nature of labor, should be given greater attention. The rising concern for 

people as individuals who possessed natural rights, claims to equality and liberty, and 

who deserved a common share in education and culture, regardless of their background or 

livelihood, was represented forcefully in the works of thinkers such as William Godwin, 

Thomas Paine, Thomas Spence, and Mary Wollstonecraft. Such ideology was bound up 

with the fallout from the American and French Revolutions. These revolts against the 

previous social hierarchies that had been in place, as well as the ideals that kept 

individuals contained within their social (and moral) stations of life, seemed to suggest 

that human beings of the “lower” station of life were awakening and realizing that their 

way of life could be challenged and perhaps even changed. It was not enough for the non-

                                                   

9The phrase “the politics of the picturesque” is, of course, Alan Liu’s; he argues that domestic 
tourism led to a form of “visual enclosure”, in which middle-class urban tourists appropriated the 
landscape through their artistic expressions, which consequently led to “the actual methods of 
modern appropriation, capitalization, and industrial development. Essentially, the new monied 
classes invested unowned property in the Lakes with imaginative capital earned in the urban 
areas”, and that even as the art of the picturesque “busily cataloged mills, forges, tanneries, 
quarries, mines, canals, fields, and timber”, it also “declared that it would rather dispense with 
such signs of rural productivity”. The point is that the preoccupation with rural life and labor is 
deceptive: it is actually an attempt to appropriate and use the land and its inhabitants according to 
the desire of the monied urban tourists, rather than seeing the land and its population for what it 
is. “The Politics of the Picturesque: An Evening Walk”, Wordsworth, The Sense of History. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989: p. 92-93. 
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laboring, socially superior observer to see the laborer in the distant background of the 

landscape, and to think no further of the matter. Labor and the laborer were a force to be 

reckoned with in the consciousness of political, economic, artistic, and polite society, and 

the question became not whether the topics should be addressed, but rather how they 

should be represented and understood. Should the most accurate and faithful portrayal of 

the laborer and his situation in life be illustrated, regardless of the consequences that such 

a depiction had for the delicate balance of British society? Or should the laborer be 

presented as others desired she should be seen, even if it was not how she actually was or 

felt, in order to send a clear message about how labor and the life of the laborer should be 

handled from an economic and moral viewpoint? The questions were charged, and debate 

was fierce. But it was not merely the educated, literate, and well-to-do who were 

engaging in the conversation – the rural and industrial poor were beginning to speak up, 

for and about themselves.  

It seems that the political and economic concerns with labor might have been 

largely accidental: that the real incentive and catalyst was the self-interest of the landed 

gentry, and that the preoccupation with the poor and laboring activities of the landscape 

that consequently emerged were an unanticipated result. John Barrell describes the 

situation as an “increasing rapprochement…between the court and the city,” in which the 

aristocracy became more invested in the “activities by which the landed aristocracy 

maintained its political hegemony throughout the eighteenth century” as the rise of 
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industrialism changed the economic sphere.10 It is a coming together, then, but one 

fraught with complications: with political threats and concerns for power; with economic 

incentive and competition; with the interaction of two groups of citizens whose paths 

would normally never cross, except through a long line of intermediaries. And it is above 

all a fraught attempt to establish “harmonious relations” because of the focus upon the 

activities of the land that allow the aristocracy to maintain wealth and power, for that 

activity is the labor of the people, and consequently renewed attention must be paid to 

it.11 But that attention has a darker edge to it. For if it was the self-interest of the landed 

aristocracy that first delved into the issue of labor and the laborers, then how that can 

self-interest be preserved in light of inconvenient or unfortunate truths?  

Consequently, the question of what labor is necessarily begs the question, “To 

whom?” It matters a great deal in British society at the turn of the nineteenth-century who 

represents, defines, or discusses labor, as such representation, definition, or debate must 

closely adhere with the delicate balance of social hierarchy that is bound up with being a 

patriotic citizen. In fact, as the preoccupation with the activities, labor, and people of the 

                                                   

10John Barrell, The Dark Side of the Landscape. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980: 
8. 
11The OED defines rapprochement as “a coming or bringing together; an establishment or 
resumption of harmonious relations, esp. between nations”. The word is interesting as it pertains 
to aristocracy-labor relations not only because of the focus on the resumption of harmonious 
relations, pointing back seemingly toward a time in which there were direct relations between 
laborers and the aristocrats who owned the land, but furthermore because of the emphasis upon 
the harmony that is attempting to establish itself in these relations. To strike a harmony between 
such different worlds and lifestyles requires, as Barrell details in The Dark Side of the Landscape, 
a complicated web of representations and justifications that at times misrepresent the poor in 
order to pacify the rich, and limit the ways in which the poor can represent themselves when they 
are given a voice, in order to maintain the delicate balance of social hierarchy. 
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rural countryside progresses, the questions around these issues seem to become 

increasingly more dangerous. Linda Colley writes that one reason for the growing 

concern with the lives of the laboring population stemmed from the influx of war and 

military activity, particularly against France. She argues that because the “burden of 

militia service fell overwhelmingly on the illiterate poor”, the British government 

realized the necessity of knowing, acknowledging, and winning the loyalty of these rural 

subjects – a task made much more difficult by the fact that the government was “as afraid 

of its own people as it was of the enemy.”12 To confront the reality of the poor meant to 

confront the multitude of sins, either real or imagined, that may have been enacted upon 

them. This is a truth acknowledged not just by the government and aristocratic society, 

but eventually by the laboring population as well: William Cobbett exhorts the 

“journeymen and laborers of England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland” to recognize their 

power and influence within the nation, for “without the journeymen and labourers none 

of them could exist.”13 E.P. Thompson argues that not only the plebian culture but the 

gentry was well aware of this debt: “The poor might be willing to award their deference 

to the gentry, but only for a price. The price was substantial. And the deference was often 

without the least illusion: it could be seen from below as being one part necessary self-

preservation, one part the calculated extraction of whatever could be extracted.”14 The 

                                                   

12Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1992: 287, 289. 
13William Cobbett, “To the Journeymen and Labourers of England, Wales, Scotland, and 
Ireland”, 1816, cited in Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837, p. 318. 
14 “Eighteenth-Century English Society: Class Struggle Without Class?” Social History, Vol. 3, 
No. 2, (May, 1978), pp. 163.  
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fear, then, goes in two directions. It is not simply that the higher echelons of society are 

afraid of truly understanding the laborers, the cost of their labor, and the consequences of 

their place in society – and what that might mean for their aristocratic observers, 

benefactors, and landlords – but that they are afraid that the laboring people will become 

aware of these truths as well. There is anxiety, in short, not only that the upper spheres of 

society might be held accountable for the lives and livelihood of laborers in their own 

consciences, but also that the consciences of the laborers themselves might put this 

accountability into words, demands, and action.15 The anxiety, moreover, is intrinsically 

bound up with the reality of both the French and the American Revolution, in which the 

definition of patriotism not only changed, but furthermore the citizens who were worthy 

of debating and representing that patriotic attitude and duty changed as well.  

This simultaneous preoccupation with the laboring class, coupled with a fear of 

what such discovery would entail, is not an anomaly particular to the government – it is 

shared by artists and their patrons and customers as well. John Barrell notes that the 

“constraints” present in landscape painting of the period were not only due to aesthetic 

concerns, but also to the “moral and social” beliefs of polite society, which “determined 

                                                   

15One of the fears of such a revolution on the part of the working-class would be the refusal or 
revolt against the inevitable burden of military conscription upon laborers. Barrell argues that 
several of George Morland’s paintings from the 1790’s, which show men idling or resting instead 
of laboring, create an “anxiety which is caused not by the fact that these images are unrealistic, 
but by the fact that they are unpatriotic, and unsafe” (The Dark Side of the Landscape, 21). The 
nature of labor, and its possible abuses and tolls upon the laboring population, must be carefully 
and strategically exhumed, therefore, in such a way that the laborers continue to see their work as 
an obligation rather than an option; for how, then, would the other areas of society continue to 
maintain their lifestyles that are so dependent upon the economic and military benefits of the 
sacrifices of poor laborers? 
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how the poor could, or rather how they could not be represented.”16 It is this emphasis 

upon what is not appropriate to be represented or communicated as the truth of the rural 

situation that matters; it is difficult to discern whether it is the truth about the labor of the 

rural poor that is being sought, or if in fact it is a comfortable narrative about what the 

labor of the rural poor seems to be, presented as truth, that is really the focal point of all 

this preoccupation and discussion. This is not merely to alleviate the consciences of the 

more well-to-do purchasers and surveyors of this art – to see rural workers displayed 

“cheerfully, to reassure us that they do not resent their condition, or blame us for it,” but 

furthermore to preserve separations between the consumers of this artwork and its 

subjects, for in the eighteenth century “there is no level at which a line can be drawn 

around the social pyramid, marking off the ‘rich’ from the ‘poor’, or the consumers of 

Britain’s wealth from its producers.”17 Donna Landry argues that it is this very 

discomfort about not having a clear separation between class lines that fuels Hannah 

More’s and Ann Yearsley’s quarrel and eventual break of patronage and friendship in the 

first place: that More’s status as a middle-class woman was too close for comfort to 

Yearsley’s position, especially as her ambition and financial desires became conveyed; 

hence More’s anxiety for keeping Yearsley bound to her laborious existence of being a 

milkmaid.18 Labor, it seems, could be explored and presented as long as it preserved what 

                                                   

16The Dark Side of the Landscape, 1. 
17Ibid., 2. 
18See Landry, The Muses of Resistance: Laboring-Class Women’s Poetry in Britain, 1739-1796. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990: 20-21. 
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was still in place: the laborer, no matter how talented, must remain inferior, and the 

observer or patron superior.  

We might expect such a constructed view of laborers and laborers to be limited to 

the writing and artwork of non-laboring population, and to be able to turn toward the 

work of laboring poets and artists for insights into how labor should truly be seen, 

understood, and represented, but this is not always the case, for accounts of labor in these 

works vacillated as well between the boldly explicit and the cautiously constructed. Mary 

Collier might have fiercely challenged Stephen Duck’s portrayal of female laborers in 

The Thresher’s Labour by providing a point-by-point refutation of his narrative of 

haymaking and the supposed idleness of women, apparently daring to reveal the true, 

harsh nature of such labor and its toll upon the workers, but her choice to do so through 

poetry necessarily asks the reader to question whether such an illustration is completely 

authentic. “A poet is not a social historian, though s/he may incorporate this role”, 

precisely because the representation is not meant to be “merely a statement of fact”, but 

rather a piece of art through which the poet must select “from experiences and 

beliefs…genre, imagery, language, and develop all these elements into a literary artifact” 

that retains a sophistication and intelligibility that will draw audiences outside of the 

laboring-class.19 In other words, the beliefs that Collier represents in her poem might 

authentically represent her attitude toward the labor of haymaking, her opinion of Duck’s 

poem, and some recollections of experiential fact, but the format of such representation 

                                                   

19John Goodrige, Rural Life in Eighteenth-Century English Poetry. For a full account of his 
analysis of Collier and Duck, see pages 13-22. 
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means that there are a litany of aesthetic and literary concerns that may at times trump or 

cause the alteration of a simple, completely factual narrative.  

Collier and Duck may have been debating these issues of labor in the mid-

eighteenth century, when laboring poetry was beginning to rise in popularity, but these 

problematic demands, considerations, and compromises are present in the work of poets 

of the later eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century as well. John Clare might have 

boasted that he was “careless of fame and fearless of censure in the business” when 

composing the sketch of his life for his publisher, but he nevertheless complained of his 

frustration with an early draft of The Village Minstrel, because “it does not describe the 

feelings of a rhyming peasant strongly or locally enough”, and in fact fails to accurately 

illustrate “my own feelings and love for rural objects”.20 His frustration and sense of 

failure, it seems, stems from the seeming impossibility of combining the authenticity of 

labor and its influence upon an individual – here his “own feelings and love for rural 

objects”, which have been nursed through his labor -21 with his realization of how a 

rhyming peasant should look, feel, and sound, both according to him and to his audience. 

To be a “rhyming peasant” means to simultaneously have a foot in both worlds – the 

world of a peasant, in which literacy and poetry are looked upon suspiciously -22 and the 

                                                   

20John Clare’s Autobiographical Writings, ed. Eric Robinson. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1983: 1, 106. 
21Clare writes that both working the fields, and some of the particularly compassionate and 
disinterested men who employed him, fostered his development as a poet. His year driving 
plough for Francis Gregory at the Blue Bell, he asserts, “was the nursery for my rhymes”. Ibid., 
55. 
22Clare says that to be a bibliophile and author in a rural village was to be judged as lazy; hence, 
he escaped to write either in the fields or in the woods on Sundays. Ibid., 5. 
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world of a sophisticated and intelligible rhymer and artist, who knows how to combine 

thoughts, feelings, and experience in such a way that produces a sensation of accurate 

feeling and pleasure. Moreover, the larger question arises about the commensurability of 

both worlds: was it possible for the laboring-class poet to be both a poet and a laborer, or 

did the pursuit of one necessarily mean a kind of betrayal or forsaking of another?  

Nor is this a problem confined to Clare. Ann Yearsley may have sensationally 

taken on her former patron, Hannah More, through an indignant and spirited letter after 

their falling out, yet she was also careful to play upon notions of ignorance that her 

station in life might presume her to have. She sarcastically mocks More’s “extensive and 

superior mind”, and furthermore complains that she is guilty of “injuring my character, 

after chaining me down by obligations” – a reference to More’s provision of an assistant 

to help Yearsley sell her milk, a move calculated to provide enough relief to assure the 

continued production of poetry, but to nevertheless keep Yearsley obligated to her labor 

as a milkwoman.23 However, she also narrates an inability to truly express herself and her 

concerns, given the pressures of a patronage as well as the differences in social status: the 

requirements of More’s deed, she says, left her feeling “as a mother deemed unworthy the 

tuition or care of her family; and imagined my conduct and principles must of necessity 

be falsely represented to a generous public, in order to justify the present measure.” Thus, 

Yearsley plays her cards both ways: she has the discretion and insight, she asserts, to she 

More for what she truly is, despite her status as a laborer; however, she is limited to what 

                                                   

23 Ann Yearsley, “Mrs. Yearlsey’s Narrative”, from Poems on Several Occasions. London: 
Printed for G.G.J. and J. Robinson, 1786: p. xix.  
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expression she can give such opinions, because of the complicated modes of power that 

her patronage and status in life place upon her. In this way she seems to betray herself 

initially in order to gain the social recognition that will allow her to more genuinely 

represent herself, and the shrewdness of other laborers who might be like her: it is a 

game, she suggests, that must be played with her patron in order to allow her the 

opportunity to really speak her mind.  

Yet Yearsley is not always so forthright about her belief in her own discernment; 

she also knows how to play upon the trope of the unworthy, unoriginal yet striving 

laborer, who desperately needs the assistance of a more intellectually and morally 

superior patron to guide her poetry toward success. The first poem in her first volume of 

poetry details her reliance upon a more educated, sophisticated patron like More in order 

to even convey her poetry properly in the first place. “Stella, assist!/My humble spirit 

waits your social hand”, she cries, before seemingly conceding her failure: “See, Stella 

soars, nor heeds my plaintive note/Nor will the Muse assist my sluggard flight.”24 She is 

either simply playing along with More’s assertion that her “genuine spirit of Poetry” 

would appear “trite and common-place, in anyone who had been in habits of society”, in 

order to placate her patron and her audience, or she accepts the weakness and vulgarity of 

her mind, elevated and unique only because of her station as a milkwoman.25 The answer 

is probably somewhere in between, as evidenced by the ambition and boldness of her 

                                                   

24Ann Yearsley, “Night, to Stella”, from Poems on Several Occasions. London: Printed for G.G.J. 
and J. Robinson, 1785. 
25See Hannah More’s Prefatory Letter to Mrs. Montagu from Poems on Several Occasions, p. vi, 
viii. 
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later poems, yet the predicament is not unique to either Yearsley or Clare. Both are 

struggling to represent labor, and the mind and life of a laboring poet, in a way that is 

faithful to their experience, and yet both are aware of and concerned with conceptions 

about how a laboring poet and his/her experience should be perceived and conceived. It is 

not simply that they must make their poetry accord with conventions of genius, 

intelligibility, and aesthetic conventions of the time, but furthermore that they must find a 

balance between how they perceive themselves as people and members of a laboring 

population, and how their audience wants to perceive and see them.  

 

‘By Genius Lov’d’: Inhabiting Peasant and Polite Worlds  

Ah, little did I think I time that’s past 
By summer burnt, or numb’d by winter’s blast, 

Delving the ditch a livelihood to earn, 
Or lumping corn in a dusty barn; 

With aching bones returning home at night, 
And sitting down with weary hand to write; 

Ah, little did I think, as then unknown, 
Those artless rhymes I even blush’d to own 
Would one day be applauded and approved 
By learning notic’d, and by genius lov’d.26  

 
John Clare’s “Effusion”, from the 1821 volume The Village Minstrel, was an explicit 

attempt to straddle the worlds of the laborer and the poet simultaneously: to communicate 

what it felt like to be a working peasant, as well as how it felt to be an anomaly within his 

own village, as the peasant who could rhyme and earn money from his publications. Yet 

                                                   

26 “Effusion”, The Village Minstrel and Other Poems. London: Printed for Taylor and Hessey, 
1821: lines 1-10. 
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reconciling both worlds proves to be a struggle: for Clare’s realism about his experiences 

of labor open up questions of how labor can be compatible, not just with a sufficient 

quality of life for the peasant, but with the spiritual, aesthetic, and moral edification and 

development that is necessary for the poet. One may start out “by genius loved”, but it 

takes sustained practice, attentiveness, and “learning” in order to turn that genius into 

something worthwhile. That learning, in fact, may even undermine the natural genius of 

the poet, as the early poems of Clare are marked by their eagerness to appeal to and 

derive from the Augustan style of poets such as James Thomson. In a sense, then, Clare is 

still attempting to be noticed by learning and loved by genius: he has yet to find a way to 

bridge the gap between the peasant and the professional point in a manner that reflects his 

unique voice and personality. Moreover, the opening of the poem insinuates that it is not 

just the pursuit of education and edification that proves difficult, given the demands of 

labor, but also the nature of labor itself: the experience of pain is introduced, and set up 

as a persistent obstacle in the pursuit of poetic success. It is startling, in fact, how 

forthright Clare is with the details of the physical effects of labor – for this is not 

something, as John Barrell pointed out earlier, many artists or writers felt comfortable 

disclosing, or believed that the public desired to really know about.  

The topic of pain is not one that we have yet associated with “labor”, although 

both the OED and Raymond Williams acknowledge that etymologically that has been the 

case. Williams notes that there were two senses associated with labor: “work and…pain 

or trouble”, and that the root word laborem even implies “slipping or staggering under a 
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burden.”27 Indeed, Clare fills his poetry with imagery of laborers slipping, staggering, and 

sinking beneath the burden of their labors: his ploughmen “maul” (to “move slowly or 

wearily”, according to the OED), the ditcher “stoops”, and the sower “sinks” in the 

mud.28 This is compounded by the imagery in “Effusion” of being “burnt” by both the 

summer sun and the “winter’s blast”, and the sensation of “aching bones” that results 

from the exertions of these labors. The OED, too, presents one definition of labor as 

“bodily or mental exertion particularly when difficult, painful, or compulsory”, as well as 

“hard work, physical toil.” It is a pain, however, that Clare indicates in his prose has a 

purpose, and so the question remains: if labor is often painful, can that pain be beneficial? 

Or does the very nature of pain associated with labor make labor not only undesirable but 

unsuitable for human beings?  

One possible answer is to indicate that it perhaps might be both, but that there are 

different types of pain that are associated with labor. The first is the physical pain that 

comes from specific forms of labor, as Clare indicates in “Effusion”. That pain is 

problematic and threatens to become a stumbling block to his poetic pursuits, as we can 

infer that returning home with an already “weary hand” would make the act of writing 

poetry that much more difficult. However, given both the success of Clare’s poetry at the 

moment when this is published, as well as the earlier discussion in which he argued that 

the “use” of patience taught through labor is an asset to his poetic discipline and thought, 

it would seem that the physical pain of labor is not entirely bad. Yet his description of his 

                                                   

27 Raymond Williams, Keywords, p. 127. 
28 “March”, from The Shepherd’s Calendar, lines 53-70. 
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parents later in the poem pushes us to think differently about the beneficial effects of 

pain, as he promises: “I’ll be thy crutch, father, lean on me/Weakness knits stubborn 

while its bearing thee/And hard shall fall the shock of fortune’s frown/To eke thy 

sorrows, ere it breaks me down.”29 The imagery weaves together both the physical and 

spiritual connotations of pain: he is the “crutch” for his father both physically and 

economically, who will shoulder the weight of both his father’s poverty and his physical 

state before “it breaks me down.” It would seem, then, that the pain Clare indicates has 

been a constant impediment in the pursuit of poetry has more sinister consequences: it 

eventually ravages the laborers both physically and emotionally, as they struggle through 

the circumstances of poverty, so that they are no longer even able to earn the livelihood 

that they so desperately need.  

What this leads to, then, is another type of pain: an interrelational pain between 

families, in which the children subsume the emotional, financial, and physical burdens of 

the parent in an attempt to make things better. “How oft upon my hand I’ve laid my 

head/And thought how poverty deform’d our shed/Look’d on each parent’s face I fain 

had cheer’d/Where sorrow triumph’d, and pale want appear’d”, Clare writes, creating the 

image of an environment in which pain seems inescapable. 30 It is these circumstances 

that constitute the “misery” so often associated with the laboring-class: the pain 

compounds on top of one another, so that there is no relief from it, either physically, 

economically, or spiritually.  It is not just the literal pain of the action of labor that 

                                                   

29 “Effusion”, lines 42-45. 
30 “Effusion”, lines 19-22. 
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matters; what also matters is how the pain of poverty results in a physical, mental, and 

spiritual pain that is then passed on to the child. The child must suffer in the same 

physical capacity as the parent, for the parent cannot provide enough to sustain the 

family; consequently, emotional and spiritual pain result, not simply from the 

helplessness of the child to produce anything material that can substantially change the 

situation, but also from the knowledge that his or her parents are helpless as well. There 

is never a moment when they are not at the mercy of poverty.  

Yet there are other poems by Clare that downplay the experience of pain for other 

feelings: discomfort, fatigue, complacency, to name a few, for the purpose of 

emphasizing other elements of labor beyond the physical sensation of pain. Donna 

Landry argues that this is a deliberate move on behalf of the laboring-class poet, for “not 

even the most profoundly painful experiences can be imaginatively projected into the 

public sphere without risking middle-class contempt.”31 Even images of pain that seem 

forthright, honest, and direct must be mediated through poetical conventions and tropes in 

order to become appropriate to the audience that is not steeped – and perhaps does not 

want to be privy to – such experiences. What is striking, then, when looking back at the 

imagery present in “Effusion” is the lack of specificity and particularity that is cultivated, 

and rather the kind of general tropes that one might expect labor to constitute. It is rather 

commonplace, for instance, to become “burnt” by the sun in summer, or to be subjected 

to the “blast” of a winter gale; moreover, Clare attempts to equate the “aching bones” of 

                                                   

31 The Muses of Resistance, p. 137.  
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his manual labor with the sensation of a “weary hand” for his intellectual labor. 

According to Catherine Gallagher, this is also significant, as the debate about labor 

proved particularly contentious between political economists and Romantic artists over 

the “labor theory of value.” For labor, the political economists argued, “had to entail pain 

in order to retain its value”, otherwise there would be no difference between leisure and 

labor.32 Consequently, Romantic artists attempted to prove that their intellectual efforts 

were laborious in a variety of ways: first, through the melancholy that it produced or 

asked them to spend time exploring, and secondly, through an argument that the nature of 

intellectual labor was profoundly alienating, and subsequently prone to the same type of 

suffering as any other labor.33 Pain, then, becomes another trope in which the burden of 

balance becomes precarious for the laboring-class poet: for it must be expressed as 

pertaining both to poetry and to manual labor, but the poet must be careful not to alienate 

his or her audience through the imagery that is generated for its portrayal.  

Yet, as William Blake points out, it is not just the culture of capitalism, or the 

seemingly inescapable crisis of poverty that the rural laborer finds himself in, that results 

in both the pain of the physical act of labor and the exploitation of the helpless: this is 

found, too, in the city, but also in the culture of morality and virtue surrounding ideas and 

representations of labor. We have already touched upon the desire for the poor to appear 

cheerful in their industrious efforts, as a means of appeasing the rich, but this notion is 

                                                   

32 “The Romantics and the Political Economists”, The Cambridge History of English Literature, 
p. 90.  
33 Ibid., p. 93-94.  
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taken up and greatly exacerbated by William Blake, in his poem “The Chimney Sweeper” 

from The Songs of Experience. For in this poem it is not merely the distant landed gentry 

or economic controllers of capital who are guilty of exploiting the poor and ignoring the 

actual consequences of their manual toil, but the parents of the chimney sweeper as well, 

who have internalized the idea that industry is virtuous to an excessive degree:  

They clothed me in the clothes of death, 
And taught me to sing the notes of woe. 

And because I am happy, & dance, & sing, 
They think they have done me no injury: 

And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King 
Who make up a heaven of our misery.34  

 
The chimney sweeper grounds his critique of the upper classes, as well as the specific 

individuals who conspire to place him in such a condition, in a mode of sentimentalism: 

he actually possesses the capacity to speak and evoke emotion on a level that is on par 

with the socially superior other, and thus can effectively instigate their compassion. By 

expressing his own feelings of “misery”, and directly contrasting them with the 

stereotypical dancing and singing that allows the middle and upper classes to dismiss a 

realistic assessment of the state of his labor and life, the chimney sweeper positions 

himself as not only as a uniquely literary and eloquent spokesman for this class of 

individuals, but also as a source of morality and virtue. His perspective of the nuances of 

emotion and language, as well as his ability to mobilize them on his own behalf, directly 

works against the eighteenth-century belief that virtue and political thought was the 

                                                   

34 “The Chimney Sweeper”, Songs of Experience, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William 
Blake, p. 23. 
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exclusive domain of the public, non-laboring individual. Not only is he able to bridge the 

gap between the “vulgar” and “refined” language that Olivia Smith has analyzed, but he 

is also able to navigate between particular and abstract thought in order to illuminate a 

kind of “universal thought” that indicates a consideration of others as well as his own 

circumstances.35 The specific considerations of the ways in which he has been 

particularly wronged - being dressed in “clothes of death” and singing “notes of woe” – 

gives way to an indictment that illustrates the transgressions that these Christians are 

making against their own faith. To dismiss the plight of the chimney sweeper, therefore, 

becomes a means of undermining the very foundation that individuals have professed 

their lives to be rooted upon.  

Yet the question remains: what is the source of this misery that must be rooted 

out? Is it labor itself, and therefore should we conclude that chimney sweeping should 

never exist? Or is it the conditions of labor, which can be changed to better accommodate 

laborers? We are here confronted with the problem of the necessity of labor: is there a 

way to escape it, or is that the wrong question - should we not try to escape it, but rather 

attempt to make the burden of labor more comfortable for those who are engaged in it? 

And who should be engaged in it?  

                                                   

35 John Barrell notes that according to popular eighteenth-century thinking, “mechanical labor, in 
fact, was the direct antithesis to political (abstract) thought, for the consequences of mechanical 
labor - a focused occupation that provides sustenance, a narrow experience, and a preoccupation 
with materiality/things - rendered a man unfit for the kind of ‘universal’ thinking that allowed one 
to consider what was good for all, rather than just himself or his family.” “The Public Prospect 
and the Private View: The Politics of Taste in Eighteenth-Century England”. The Birth of 
Pandora and the Division of Knowledge. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992: 
42.  
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William Thompson directly addresses these questions with an exhortation to his 

laboring audience in his socialist pamphlet Labour Rewarded, arguing not for an 

elimination of labor from the “men and women” of the industrious classes, but rather for 

a change in the way that labor is undertaken:  

Would you wish henceforth to labor not from the pressure or the fear of daily 
want, but from the assured hope of varied and unmingled enjoyments? Would you 
wish utterly to avoid such occupations as necessarily engender in a few years 
peculiar disorders incident to each, or to practice them for a limited time only as 
would avert their mischievous effects on the human frame? Would you wish to 
have a portion of every day at your disposal for intellectual and social pursuits?36 

 

It should be noted that one aspect of the “who” has been eliminated: children are not a 

part of the equation. This is particularly interesting, given the emphasis in Clare’s poetry 

about the necessity of learning to labor and work as a child in order to support the plight 

of laboring parents. Yet for Thompson, the focus is upon men and women, perhaps 

because by creating new conditions they will be able to remove the burden of duty from 

their children.  

For these men and women, then, Thompson suggests that it is not their current 

form of livelihood that should change, but rather that these individuals should be able to 

labor in a way that not only protects them from physical ailments that will make the 

continuance of their livelihood impossible, but furthermore should be allowed to edify 

themselves intellectually and socially in a manner that will improve their mental well-

being and social status. Yet there are certain types of labor that should be avoided 

                                                   

36 Labour Rewarded, p. 108. 
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entirely, or contexts of such labor that should be modified. Thompson does not specify 

what specific forms of labor he has in mind, but we can infer from poems such as “The 

Chimney Sweeper” that they are modes of labor which are not only unnatural but 

unhealthy for the human being, or forms of labor in which the exertion is not moderated 

to a degree that allows for the well-being of the individual performing it. Moreover, 

Thompson emphasizes a new mode of looking at the motives underlying labor: as an 

enjoyable pursuit, not as a duty, and as an activity that could be invested in to a degree 

without producing the excess of pain that often results. Thus, his political proposition 

offers three potential changes to the notion of labor: first, labor as an activity centered on 

both survival as well as pleasure; second, labor as manual toil without the pain and 

suffering that often accompany it; and third, labor as only a portion of the laborer’s life, 

creating a balanced rather than consumptive existence.  

Some of these propositions, however, are not entirely novel; they are in fact 

supported by many authors and poets writing about labor and the rural working-class 

experience. The necessity of having labor as only a portion of the laborer’s life, in fact, is 

explicitly expressed by both Clare in poems such as “Effusion” and “The Village 

Minstrel” as well as Ann Yearsley’s “Soliloquy”, in which each author writes about 

having to labor at their poetry at night – or in the case of Clare, in the woods on Sundays, 

while skipping Church. Moreover, it is not merely the times in which the laborer is not 

expected to work that provide the necessary respite for intellectual and social pleasures 

that are deemed necessary; Clare writes in his autobiographical sketches of the specific 

employment of driving plough that became the “nursery for his rhymes” because of the 
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compassion of his masters as well as the nature of the labor, which enabled him to pause 

from his work, look around and listen to the world, and at times, even to stop and jot 

down lines as they came into his head. We can see this in his description of the 

ploughmen as well: while they “mawl along the doughy sloughs”, they “often stop their 

songs to clean their ploughs”, suggesting a form of labor that allows not only for singing, 

storytelling, and other forms of relief from the pain of labor, but also a consistent respite 

from the actual manual work of the plough itself.37 Both Clare and Yearsley are quite 

clear, too, about the desire to labor and live as a laborer in an existence that eases the toil 

and suffering currently present, although neither is able to escape it entirely. Yearsley 

writes in the opening letters to “Stanzas of Woe” about the cruelty of the man who caused 

her miscarriage when he whipped her sons, as well as the unreasonableness of expecting 

children to be in nature without wanting to explore it. Clare, too, is quite transparent in 

“Effusion” about the pain and suffering his parents have endured, and about his hopes of 

financial independence that could change such an existence permanently, relying not on 

the labor of his body but of the labor of his mind to make this happen. 

Labor, then, is thus far seen to be an action that is not necessarily antithetical to 

the human being, despite the exertion and toil it demands, and the pain that it often 

produces, but one that has become corrupted, therefore exerting the laborer far above and 

beyond anything that is healthy or sustainable. Yet it has not been seen as an action that 

must be - or can be - done away with. The necessity of labor seems to remain 

                                                   

37 “March”, The Shepherd’s Calendar, p. 40, l. 61-62.  
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unquestioned; it is the way that a particular individual must perform a certain type of 

labor that is being challenged. For Thompson, writing an explicitly political pamphlet, 

the answer to such a need for reformation is through the formation of co-operative 

societies, in which the products of labor belong the laborer, and can be equally 

distributed. But for poets, who have not only aesthetic concerns, but a very real need for 

the public to find their reflections of labor enjoyable, such a direct diagnosis of the issue 

would most likely work against the desires and wishes of their patrons, subscribers, and 

audience. If the form of labor in contemporary society is to be challenged, it must be 

done in a way that is more subtle and subversive: a way that emphasizes the importance 

of labor for the formation of the laboring-class poets, but nevertheless reveals the 

challenges and perhaps problems of labor that should either be reformed or done away 

with.  

 

Reimagining the Pastoral Landscape 

The first part of James Thomson’s The Seasons, “Winter”, appears in 1726, four 

years before the publication of Duck’s poems. “Winter” proves an important poem from 

which to study the topic of labor for two reasons. First, the incredible popularity of the 

poem means that it created ideas about laboring population that poets had to either 

implicitly or explicitly address. Second, it sets up a mode of observing the rural landscape 

and laborer that not only serves as a precursor to concepts like the picturesque, but also 

ideas about how the laborer should be engaged or represented.  
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The Seasons was an important literary inspiration for many laboring- and middle-

class poets, among them Ann Yearsley and John Clare, who wrote in his autobiography 

about his first encounter with the poem. “Winter” was revised extensively over the years, 

each extension revealing an important shift in how Thomson wanted to depict his rural 

subjects. What I find compelling about the poem, however, is not merely the numerous 

revisions - although, as we shall see, those are important - but rather, the decision to 

begin a poem about seasons at the end of the seasonal year. For winter is at the beginning 

of the calendar year, but at the end of the agricultural year; consequently, the poem 

immediately sets up the question of how a poem that is about a time of death, decay, and 

the apparent lack of activity in the rural realm can accurately convey a vision of labor and 

an illustration of what it looks like and feels like to be a rural inhabitant. Yet, in many 

ways, such a decision seems to make sense. If Hannah Arendt is right, and labor is not 

only bound to the processes of life, death, and decay, but moreover that the act of labor is 

consumed by the desire of and striving for survival, then there is no better place to start 

than in the season when the chances of survival are at their bleakest. Moreover, if labor 

cannot be separated from either the physical pain it directly produces or the spiritual and 

economic pain that the situation of the laborer results in, then the bleak and unforgiving 

state of winter would seem to align most closely with the misery of the working-class. It 

might, indeed, give us insights not only into how the working-class may feel at their 

bleakest, but also possible ways in which that misery can be circumvented, subverted, or 

challenged.  
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 Thomson’s “Winter” exemplifies, at times, the unhappiness of the relationship 

between nature, humanity, and animal life during the season of “glooms” and “horrors”,38 

yet at others he argues that the season provides another form of survival that is much 

brighter and more beneficial to humanity: the ability to reflect and rest, and nourish the 

mental and intellectual capacities that ensure the survival and thriving of the soul. He 

indicates, in fact, at the very beginning of the poem his intention to focus intently upon 

these two subjects:  

“See! Winter comes to rule the vary’d year; 
Sullen and sad, with all his rising train, 

Vapors, and clouds, and storms. Be these my 
theme, 

These! that exalt the soul to solemn thought 
And heav’nly musing.”39 

 

Investing winter with the power to “rule” over the year not only implies the sheer 

power and fright of the “vapors, and clouds, and storms” that ravage the country and its 

inhabitants throughout the season, but furthermore the moral superiority that winter 

retains over the other seasons: it is the time in which the soul has the opportunity to 

engage in “solemn thought” and “heav’nly musing”, precisely because the storms prevent 

the kind of consumptive labor toils and practices that preclude the mind from dwelling 

upon these themes. The point, then, is that winter is the place to not only develop the 

proper moral orientation that will guide the soul of the individual throughout the toils, 

challenges, and experiences of the upcoming year, but furthermore that it is the time to 

                                                   

38 “Winter”, The Seasons, l. 5-6.  
39 Ibid., l. 1-5. 
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learn the proper physical disposition toward nature as well. Yet even though the winter 

offers respite, there is a qualification: this respite is not determined by the laborer, a least 

not in the way that Hodgskin or Thompson would envision such a self-determination; 

rather, winter determines whether the laborer possesses the proper disposition that allows 

for true rest and respite from the demands of the world. If winter is the ruler, then it 

remains to be seen how those who are beneath such a ruler should behave in order to be 

properly subservient.  

 What is most striking about Thomson’s poem in regard to labor, then, is that there 

is a deliberate exclusion of labor and laborers from the wintry rural landscape, and that 

those who do not heed this boundary are met with the bleakest of circumstances. There 

could be both political and aesthetic reasons for this. Politically, given the discomfort of 

the winter season, he may not have believed that readers actually wanted to see labor in 

such a setting; aesthetically, it would be difficult to know about how one labors in the 

wintertime without the direct knowledge of it, since few poets or artists are observing the 

rural laborers in the midst of winter storms.  

What complicates such a narration, in which living beings and nature are intrinsically 

pitted against one another, is that there is no easy interior/exterior dichotomy: it is not 

that a living being cannot go or be outside, but that it is the particular reason for going 

outside or for the mental and spiritual reasons for such a venture into the storms that 

matters most. Only those who are properly oriented to the true, ruling nature of the 

season will be edified, rather than punished, by its extremities. Thomson early indicates 

the pleasure of wandering outdoors during the season, and the parallelism between the 
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rural exterior and his moral interior: “Pleas’d have I wander’d through your rough 

domain/Trod the pure virgin snows, myself as pure/Heard the winds roar, and the big 

torrent burst.”40 The poetic description indicates the compatibility of the human being 

and his surrounding: not only is he “pleas’d” in spite of the “rough domain”, and 

consequently able to see the beauty in such a landscape, but he is furthermore able to 

understand the similarity between himself and Nature, in which the “pure virgin snows” 

indicate an understanding of “myself as pure.” Consequently, he is able to avoid the 

darker, more sinister fate of wandering the countryside in a winter storm, because he 

properly understands his place within nature and his attitude toward it. Such an existence 

is directly contrasted with the fate of the swain in the middle of his poem, who loses his 

way and his life in “his own loose revolving fields”, succumbing not only to the 

“tempest, howling, o’er his head”, but to the loss of his internal purity and strength as 

well. It is the moment when his soul “sinks” that he loses the physical capacity for 

survival, making the once-familiar land not only “more wild” and therefore unknowable, 

but furthermore leading him down a path of “dire descent! Beyond the pow’r of frost”, in 

which his moral and intellectual strength is completely swallowed up by “thinking o’er 

the bitterness of death.”41 He is a man at odds with the world around him, both materially 

and spiritually, and a consequence he loses his way exteriorly and interiorly; winter has 

become a danger to him because he does not know how to approach or confront it in any 

capacity.  

                                                   

40 Ibid., l. 11-13. 
41 Ibid., l. 290-300, 307.  
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 Yet this man, unlike the poetic narrator, is specifically singled out as a swain, a 

word that is directly connected with a rural laborer, and thus his fate becomes even more 

striking: for he should have the experience and foresight not to become lost in his own 

lands, and to know how to navigate the dangers of winter, both mentally and physically. 

However, his purpose out in the wilderness is not clear; unlike the narrator, who clearly 

uses his wandering around in the wintry landscape as a means of elevating his mind and 

therefore his soul (and to whom we would expect such a fate to unfold, given his lack of 

familiarity with the land), we are given no reason as to why the swain is out in the 

wilderness - is he perhaps trying to pursue some form of labor, despite the inhospitable 

environment, due to the needs of his family? Is he merely wandering around as well? Yet 

it is his isolation that is equally compelling: for the two other instances of rural swain or 

laborers that we see in this poem involve them either participating in sports outdoors or in 

social interactions with one another indoors – there is a significant lack of either thought 

or effort towards labor. Moreover, this passage was an addition to the poem after the first 

edition was published in 1726, begging the question of who the episode is meant to speak 

to or instruct, and thus both it and the exhortation immediately following suggest a moral 

motivation. 

 Given the fact that Thomson immediately launches into an indictment of the “gay 

licentious proud” who do not consider the solitary, tragic fates of such figures in their 

selfishness and frivolity, the episode could be included as a means of painting a vignette 

of the tragedies that the poor suffer, seemingly alone and unseen. Yet I believe that the 

episode is directed towards the industrious class as well. For immediately following his 
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indictment of the rich and unfeeling individuals who perpetuate suffering upon the lower 

classes, Thomson offers an image of the proper pursuits of the season: 

“Now, all amid the rigours of the year, 
In the wild depths of winter, while without 
The ceaseless winds blow ice, be my retreat 
Between the groaning forest and the shore 
Beat by the boundless multitude of waves, 

A rural, shelter’d, solitary, scene 
Where ruddy fire and beaming tapers join 

To cheer the gloom. 
There studious let me sit, 

And hold high convene with the Mighty Dead.”42 
 

A few points are made clear here: first, that the winter is a time of retreat, and not 

labor, and that the expectation is for those situated in a “rural, shelter’d, solitary, scene” 

to seek the comforts and the respite offered by the indoors - as directly contrasted to the 

“rigours of the year” that constitute labor and its exertions. In other words, Thomson 

seems to indicate that there must be a respite from labor during the year, or else dire 

circumstances occur to men like the swain. Furthermore, the specific pursuit is with the 

internal and the abstract: with “studious” thoughts about the “Mighty Dead” - their 

characters, their lessons, and the applicability of the work and lives of such men into lives 

and characters of present-day men. Thus, despite the bitterness of the year, the lack of 

resources, and consequently the seemingly greater emphasis upon the necessity of 

survival, Thomson’s poem indicates that the winter is nevertheless a time to transcend 

those concerns, and to edify the soul morally and intellectually, in order to become 

                                                   

42 Ibid., l. 423-431.  
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revived and restored, and able to handle and navigate the difficulties of the coming year. 

Nor is moral and intellectual reflection the only means of respite: speaking more 

specifically to the laboring-class, Thomson offers another alternative: that of sport, in 

which “ev’ry work of man is laid at rest”, and instead the “youthful swains” are “on 

blithesome frolicks bent.”43 The mode changes, but the point is still the same: the respite 

from labor allows for the soul and mind of man to become lightened and therefore 

possibly enlivened. Winter is the ruling season because it provides the mental 

development that allows for a balance between the physical and the spiritual, moral, and 

intellectual. It is what allows men to commune with one another and themselves, and to 

remember what it is to be men - by remembering great men, or by engaging socially with 

one another - and therefore to escape the state of labor that many considered to be 

animalistic, in which the continuous toil for survival is consumptive and degrading. 

Perhaps this is an idealization, but it is not far removed from the vision of rest and retreat 

offered by a co-operative society that Thompson presents nearly a century later.  

 The representation of labor, then, in Thomson’s opening poem is an elusive one: 

labor should not be seen. In fact, the use of the word “labour” in the poem is limited to 

the actions of nature and not humanity: the labor of the “dripping cave and dumb 

cascade” of the “silent Night.”44 To actively engage in manual labor is to be antagonistic, 

from Thomson’s perspective, to the purpose of winter, decreed both by Nature and by 

                                                   

43 Ibid., l. 758.  
44 Ibid., l. 745-746. These lines occur directly before the description of the laborers playing, and 
not laboring, to make the point even more clear. 
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morality. What this furthermore implies, however, is the inherently subservient nature of 

labor - that labor is always taking its direction and orders from someone or something. To 

engage properly in labor is to understand the rules surrounding labor, and in what modes, 

times, and manner it is found to be appropriate; to ignore such rules is to suffer 

punishment and misery, as was the case of the lost swain. This obviously presents a 

problematic perspective of labor in regard to the socialist thought that emerges later in the 

nineteenth century, for if laborers must be trained into subservience through their attitude 

toward nature, then how can they avoid becoming subservient to the controllers of capital 

as well?  

 It is this attitude of subservience, and the helplessness and desperation that 

accompany it and drive laborers to terrible mistakes, that is at the heart of several of 

William Wordsworth’s poems about the rural population. The earliest, “Simon Lee”, 

from the 1798 edition of Lyrical Ballads, chooses as its subject the changing mode of 

power in the rural landscape, as the gentry go broke and agriculture becomes more 

consolidated to large-scale productions that directly affect economic capital. Simon’s 

physical and mental description, then, becomes symbolic for the excesses and depravity 

that economic and political systems wreak upon laboring-class individuals:  

And he is lean and he is sick, 
His little body’s half awry 

His ancles they are swoln and thick; 
His legs are thin and dry 

When he was young he little knew 
Of husbandry or tillage; 

And now he’s forced to work, though weak, 
- The weakest in the village. 
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He all the county could outrun, 
Could leave both man and horse behind, 

And often, ere the race was done, 
He reeled and was stone-blind. 

And still there’s something in the world 
At which his heart rejoices 

For when the chiming hounds are out, 
He dearly loves their voices!45 

 

We see in this description both the physical demands of his labor - not only running 

fast enough to “leave both man and horse behind”, but suffering the consequences of 

passing out from exerting his body beyond its capacity, as well as the physical ailments 

that have come to haunt him in his own age: swollen ankles, a withered body, weak legs, 

and an inability to properly till and care for the food that will provide him sustenance. 

Yet what is perhaps most pitiable is that there is no way out for either him or his wife, no 

way to either physically or spiritually escape his condition. He does not have the physical 

capacity or the knowledge to find another means of supporting himself and sustaining his 

life more comfortably, nor does he have the spiritual desire to envision another way of 

living either: he lives in a constantly nostalgic state for the days gone by, for the “voices” 

of the “chiming hounds”, without harboring bitterness for the way in which his service to 

the gentry has rendered him incapacitated. The problem both of labor and the economic 

situation of the laborer is clearly emphasized in this poem - the physical ailments that are 

wreaked upon the body of the laborer as a result of overexertion, the lifelong covenant he 

has made with the now-broke gentry that ties him to a land that he can not work, nor that 

                                                   

45 “Simon Lee”, Wordsworth’s Poetry and Prose, l. 33-48. 
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supplies for him, and his lack of any material, financial, or relational support (save his 

equally weak wife) to sustain him comfortably for the rest of his days - yet there are not 

any solutions offered. We are meant, merely, to see the image of a peasant drowning in 

misfortune and suffering, to feel the helplessness of what such a state is like, and to 

question, but not know, what could have been or should be done differently. Once again, 

the shockingly painful nature of labor is emphasized, but it is eclipsed by the moral 

outrage of the situation of Simone Lee that is meant to accompany this poem.  

 Yet many critics note that the voyeuristic quality of Wordsworth’s poetry, as well 

as his status as a professional poet, undermine the motivations of moral outrage that 

either the poet or the audience is supposed to feel, as well as uses rural figures as 

instruments for humanitarian arguments. Mary Jacobus states that men such as Simon 

Lee are “stock figures of grief and destitution, with the landscape of distress….[who] 

reappear in Wordsworth’s early poetry as he pays lip-service to contemporary sensibility 

or exploits suffering for the purposes of humanitarian protest.”46 We are left to question 

whether the extremity of Simon Lee’s physical and mental ravages are actually an 

attempt to realistically portray the situation of the laboring population, or if they are in 

actuality a means of inciting enough shock and interest to either economically serve the 

motivations of a professional poet, or to convince the reader of Wordsworth’s pre-

determined political opinions. Thomas Pfau concurs that such descriptions merely 

commodify laborers in a different way: “To the extent that indigenous labor is being 

                                                   

46 Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth’s “Lyrical Ballads”. Oxford: Clarendon, 1978: 134.  
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structured, given design, and thus sublated into and as the professional and virtual 

discriminations known as poetry and as the aesthetic in particular, such labor yields a 

different ‘interest’ and generates a distinctive ‘cultural capital’ for the reading 

audience.”47 The poem that is meant to expose the problematic experiences of the 

working class, then, turns back to the professional poet Wordsworth instead, 

demonstrating his expertise in description rather than accurately portraying the lives of 

the population that he claims to speak for.  

Poems such as Michael, then, seem to center around the poet’s own conceptions of 

what is important or outrageous about the relationship between the laborer and the forms 

of production in capitalism, rather than to consider the relationship from the laborer’s 

perspective. Michael is presented in the poem as an exceptional and exemplary laborer: 

he is the man who possesses the knowledge that comes with attentiveness to his situation, 

and who is able to sense what should be done, and when, in order to keep his sheep safe; 

he is also bound to the land with a “blind love”, which is akin to the “pleasure” of “life 

itself.”48  And yet for all his knowledge, and his status as a shepherd who is “prompt/And 

watchful more than ordinary men”, Michael is unable to either foresee, correctly 

diagnose, or fully understand the economic situation that he finds himself in when he is 

called upon to fulfill the obligations of a surety agreement with his nephew. Not only has 

Michael not prepared for such a situation, or considered the possible options, but his skill 

                                                   

47 Wordsworth’s Profession: Form, Class, and the Logic of Early Romantic Cultural Production. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997: 96.  
48 “Michael”, Wordsworth’s Poetry and Prose, l. 78-79. 
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as a shepherd has actually become a hindrance to him fulfilling his obligations: “It 

seem’d that his sole refuge was to sell/A portion of his patrimonial fields/Such was his 

first resolve: he thought again/And his heart fail’d him.”49 He chooses instead to sacrifice 

his son Luke as a means of obtaining the necessary funds, rather than his land, because he 

cannot discern any other way of living, nor would he know any other way to. Yet his toil 

to own the land has been in vain: not only does Luke forsake his promise to his father, 

and fail to fulfill the financial obligations that would ensure the safety of Michael’s land, 

but upon the death of Michael and his wife Isabel “the estate was sold, and went into a 

Stranger’s hand.”50  The only options for Michael as a shepherd are to forsake either the 

land he has spent half his life toiling for, or his family; and the toil becomes for naught, 

as the fruit of his labor passes easily into a stranger’s hand, who immediately ploughs 

down the cottage and the land for a more lucrative investment or enclosure, it is implied. 

Thus, even when knowledge or autonomy has been gained, the laborer is still helpless in 

the face of the forces that surround him: labor, it seems, becomes a condition in which the 

individual is always at the mercy of another, and never able to possess, control, or even 

accurately discern how to use his own resources.  

 It is here that we encounter the justification for the argument of the socialists and 

pre-Marxists such as Hodgskin and Thompson. The solution they propose is to 

commodify labor, to treat it as a possession that can be controlled and bargained, either in 

individual or co-operative societies. Yet the weakness to such an argument is that labor 

                                                   

49 “Michael”, l. 231-236. 
50 “Michael”, l. 483-484. 
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still remains bound to production in a problematic way: the laborer can only possess and 

bargain what she produces, and thus labor becomes about the ends and not necessarily the 

means. The question becomes, in fact, whether it matters at all how one attains the ends 

of labor and the production of the commodity, so long as the laborer is in charge of it. 

Moreover, another question is raised: Does the act of labor have any effect in shaping a 

person or contributing to the ends? Does the manner in which labor is gone about actually 

determine the value or worth of the specific commodities that are produced? So far, the 

poems we have looked at have been unable to separate images of labor from the 

miserable contexts of their inhabitants. Yet although this is an important part of the story, 

it is not the entire story. There was pride exhibited, too, as well as an admonition that 

being a rustic was in some ways more gratifying than being a member of middle- or 

upper-class society.  

 It is important to note that neither Yearsley nor Clare were unaware of the 

consequences of economic and physical plight, as we have seen both from Yearsley’s 

terrible winter of near-starvation and Clare’s description of his parents’ condition at the 

end of their lives, nor were they under any impression that labor did not lead to physical, 

spiritual, and economic suffering in many cases. However, their poetry also offers a 

different perspective: that labor, while difficult and often consumptive in a way that 

rendered the laborer weak or helpless, could also provide a way of looking at the world 

that could potentially open up different ways of seeing or being in it. Labor, in other 

words, very often did lead to states of helplessness and incapacity, but this did not always 

have to be the case. Indeed, in both cases these poets are quick to note that their labor had 
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actually been an asset as well as a hindrance to their pursuit of poetic ambition and 

financial independence: that although it made the attempt to become recognized for 

poetic genius and spirit more difficult, it nevertheless permitted each of these authors to 

make a claim for their uniqueness as poets through the lessons that it taught them. There 

is a perspective of labor, then, a way of approaching and engaging in labor, that is 

redemptive within their poetry.  

 Such an argument is posited by both authors presenting themselves as outsiders 

within their own communities, although the path that they trace along the road to 

becoming outsiders is filled with the common experience that is shared with the rest of 

the inhabitants in the village. One could argue that such positing is due to the fact that 

each wanted to be considered according to his or her “genius”; that they believed that 

there was a way of seeing the world around them that made them differ not only 

intellectually from their peers, but also made them approach their labors differently as 

well. Certainly, that appears to be part of the case: Clare’s inquisitiveness and Yearsley’s 

boldness allowed them to make many decisions that set them apart from the complement 

existence of the other villagers around them. Donna Landry, too, notes that Yearsley’s 

gender places her as an outsider within her genre as well:  

“The English loco-descriptive paradigm is a masculine one, in which the 
sovereign subject of the text’s ideology participates in public life with a 
gentleman’s confident reserve, and gentleman’s superior knowledge of likely 
prospects, both local and national…Yearsley’s prospect poem [Clifton Hill] 
substitutes protofeminist for conventionally masculine ‘subjects’ in both senses: 
the dominant consciousness of the poem is always a feminine one, though not so 
much a unified ‘self’ as a scattering of fragmentary female perspectives. Far from 
being at odds with the natural world, or seeking to dominate and exploit it in 
accordance with eighteenth-century notions of progress and empire associated 
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with the prospect poem, these female subjects find consolation and safety in the 
‘inhuman’ world of natural forces.”51 

 

However, there is also another emphasis that I would like to explore: the manner in which 

they approached their employment, in which labor was not merely something to be done, 

but rather something to be learned from as it was done. For it is through their labor and 

the attentiveness that each of them cultivated as both a laborer and a poet that allowed 

each to grasp truths about Nature, leading to the kind of poetic discernment, taste, and 

desire for cultivation that allowed each of them to become distinguished in their own 

right.  

 Such an attitude requires thinking about labor not as a series of repetitive cycles 

without creativity or stimulation, but rather viewing the act of labor as a habit that 

disciplines the body as well as the mind. Alasdair MacIntyre points out that such an 

attitude is reminiscent of the post-Homeric Greeks, who viewed “farming…and the 

management of animals” as a kind of “systematic activity” setting a standard of 

excellence, because these activities  

“require the same kind of disciplined apprenticeship in which, because we 
initially lack important qualities of mind, body, and character necessary both for 
excellent performance and for informed and accurate judgment about excellence 
in performance, we have to put ourselves into the hands of those competent to 
transform us into the kind of people who will be able both to perform well and to 
judge well”.52 
 

                                                   

51 The Muses of Resistance, 131.  
52 Whose Justice? Which Rationality? Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988, p. 30.  
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Only in this case, it is not people who are judging whether Yearsley and Clare develop 

the mind, body, and character necessary for excellent performance, but rather Nature, as 

mediated through their labor: a force rather than a person, but a force nevertheless with 

the power to direct and guide them just the same. What sets their experience of labor 

apart, then, is not that there is a lack of pain or economic distress; rather, there is a 

perspective that enables labor to become redemptive as well as problematic. This 

perspective, in short, allows them to present labor not just experientially, but politically 

as well: as an act that not only conditions the body, but the mind and character.   

 “Autumn”, one of Clare’s late, unpublished poems written while he was in a 

mental institution, opens with a typical Romantic mode of natural observation: the 

speaker relates the journey of the thistledown, moving surprisingly among the earth 

despite the stillness of the air, and follows this soft, feathery tuft as it moves from the 

"green grass" up to "the hill".53 Such a movement, from the ground upward, would seem 

to be an obvious set-up for a moment of rapture or inspiration, perhaps a revelation of the 

kind of Spirit moving within Nature often invoked by Shelley, and the relationship of the 

human being to such a power. But Clare's poem resists moving in such a direction. 

Rather, it stays focused upon the earth, revealing the influence of nature and humanity 

upon one another through a series of similes that depict the cyclical pattern between 

nature and the labor of the human being.  

  The spring from the fountain now boils like a pot; 

                                                   

53 “Autumn”, The Later Poems of John Clare, ed. Eric Robinson and David Powell. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1984: p. 806, lines 1-2.  
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  Through stones past the counting it bubbles red-hot.  
 
  The ground parched and cracked is like overbaked bread, 
  The greensward all wracked is, bents dried up and dead. 
  The fallow fields glitter like water indeed, 
  And gossamers twitter, flung from weed unto weed.54 
 

The interference of the human imagination, as it has been shaped by labor, appears as 

abruptly as the eruption of still water into a boil - it literally imposes upon and disrupts 

the passiveness of the natural observer, in the same way that a boil interrupts the passive 

observation of the cook, and calls for a response. This is a speaker who not only 

cultivates the earth and its fruit toward certain purposes - the baking of bread, the 

removal of weeds, the formation of tools - but has been so shaped by labor that he cannot 

remove such actions and practices from his imagination when he gazes upon the land. It 

seems, on the surface, that such imagination reveals the imposition of human beings upon 

the earth, and to some degree it does, but this poetic description also reveals the influence 

that nature has upon the human being, by directing and shaping the way that he 

participates in it.  

 The simile between the spring and boiling water seems to hint at the forceful 

interference of human manipulation by imagining how the spring becomes the boiling 

water. Water here is viewed according to what purpose it serves - perhaps, even for the 

creation of the baked bread next mentioned - and consequently the observation of what 

the spring looks like and does is overpowered by what it could become: the red-hot 

                                                   

54 Ibid., lines 3-8. 
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bubbles of boiling water that will lead to a product meant to be consumed. The 

(supposedly) endless cycle of consumption and reproduction is alluded to by the "stones 

past the counting"; the spring, and the possible products that result from boiling water, 

stretch far beyond the observer's vision (physical and imaginative). The consequences of 

human use and consumption are further heightened by the destructive imagery employed 

in the second stanza: the bread, "overbaked" and therefore deficient for its appointed 

purpose, is likened to the apparently barren, "parched and cracked" ground. We see here 

an indication of the labor of the human being overstepping its limits: the resources and 

spring are not really endless, but in actuality capable of being stretched past their 

appropriate limit in the endless desire of human use.  

 It is not merely, however, that human beings can use the earth past its appropriate 

limitations, but moreover that the cycles of nature, and the place of certain plants and 

animals within it, become lost when the plans and desires of human being come into play. 

The gossamers "twitter, flung from weed unto weed", the speaker informs us, recalling 

the way that weeds are violently torn out of the ground for their harmful and destructive 

influence - either aesthetically or biologically - on the desired crop or landscape. This 

violence becomes more forceful with the introduction of literal burning into the landscape 

and the speaker's imagination: 

  Hill-tops like hot iron glitter bright in the sun, 
  And the rivers we're eyeing burn to gold as they run; 
  Burning hot is the ground, liquid gold is the air.55  
 

                                                   

55 Ibid., lines 9-11. 



 

 

84 

The imagery has moved from one of the main geneses of human creation and production 

- boiling water - to a seemingly harmless act of cooking for human consumption and 

survival that in fact represents the destructiveness of human interaction upon the earth, to 

a culmination of the creation of tools out of fire that will reshape the landscape and 

therefore, the possibilities for how it can be used and consumed. This production, 

moreover, is inextricably connected with wealth and profit: the rivers burn to gold, 

transformed now from the boiling of water into the imagination of the wealth that they 

could bring, and the ground and air literally burn up with the heat of this gold, and 

perhaps the heat of the desire for it. The poem culminates by quietly concluding, 

"Whoever looks round sees Eternity there", a line that could be read as an ironic 

indication of the way that human beings look upon nature as infinite and eternal in the 

resources that it offers, blind to the ways that their desire and use dries up and dooms the 

land to barrenness. However, both the capitalization of "Eternity", and the way that it 

echoes Blake's declaration that everything upon the earth really is "infinite", indicate that 

the reader should pause and look more deeply beneath the images of carnage and 

destruction offered in the poem. What is eternal here, and according to whom?  

  Autumn, the season referenced in the title but nowhere else in the poem, indicates 

the season in which laborers collect up the final harvest of their labor, in which they re-

evaluate the ways in which they have succeeded and failed as the days shorten and move 

closer to the temporary death of the earth's fertility. This movement toward death is 

eternal, in the sense that every living being upon the earth is continually participating in 

it; the length of time may vary, but each person is in the process of moving towards death 
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from the moment that they are born. But it is the knowledge of this impending death that 

pushes both farmers and human beings to closer introspection, the kind mirrored by the 

speaker at the beginning of the poem as he narrates the movement of the thistledown. To 

watch not a configuration of plants, but the part of one single plant, move up and down in 

the still air, signifies the necessity of a total attention to that particle, lest it be easily lost 

amidst the grass and hill and presence of other plants that exist there. The movement of 

the thistledown, moreover, defies the expectations of the observer: it should not fly 

without the wind, but it does, revealing an important aspect of the poem: that there is a 

deeper mystery behind the imagery that we see on the surface, the mystery that perhaps 

illuminates the eternality that is present to the poet.  

 The "mystery" I refer to implicates directly the relationship between human 

beings and the earth. It is not just that labor and use influence the way that the speaker 

sees nature, and the ways in which it may offer himself to his use and profit, but 

furthermore that nature has in turn conditioned the speaker to realize the balance between 

such use and profit, both for the sake of humanity and nature. The destruction of the 

second stanza, coupled with the careful attention that the speaker has provided as a model 

for the observation of nature in the first stanza, indicates the presence that such over-

cultivation and over-use must maintain in the mind of the laborer: it is not just that the 

bread can be overbaked, parched, and cracked, but that the ground can become so, and in 

fact, not yield any bread - overbaked or not - at all. Furthermore, the all-encompassing 

nature of the burning imagery in the final stanza implicates human beings as well: for 

where would the fruitful, boiling water of the spring be directed if it becomes harvested 
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all towards gold? What happens to human beings if the ground and air are similarly 

consumed in the heat and lust for wealth? There is no escape for human beings, either 

from the necessity of labor within nature or from the consequences of the destruction that 

is wrought upon it: the mystery lies in the correct imaginative vision that enables one to 

see the "eternal" through the finite, to see the limits of use and appropriation.  

"Autumn", therefore, asks the reader to participate in the kind of imaginative re-

enactment that it models as its lines unfold, to see how the finite might become eternal 

and the balance between human lust and consumption and the fruit of nature achieved. 

The answer, I believe, lies in the understanding of what eternity is: it is in the 

understanding that the human being fits within nature, not lords over it, in the practice of 

observing nature and learning from it within the midst of human labor in order to see the 

ways in which the tools and fruits of its harvest may be fitted within the cycles that have 

been preordained.  

 The poem, then, makes explicit that labor is a habitual practice that demands an 

awareness of the balance between the human being and the nature that provides 

sustenance for this creature. It is this awareness of the balance, and attentiveness to it, 

that enables the laborer to see the “eternal” or “infinite” in the finite resources of the 

earth. Rather than focusing exclusively upon the profitable potential of the land, as the 

proud mansion owner of “The Female Vagrant” does, or as the overambitious vision of 

Clare’s poem illustrates, the “infinite” is found by properly understanding the placement 

of the human being within nature: as a part of it, and not master over it, and moreover one 

day to be subsumed within it; as one who recognizes that there is a mystery that is larger 



 

 

87 

than the human being contained within nature, and therefore that it is really the earth – 

and the imagination that transcends the physical limitations of the earth – that possesses 

the true power.   

 Given Clare’s physical location in a mental institution, as well as the fact that by 

this point in time much of the rural landscape in which he grew up has been subject to 

enclosure and thus irrevocably changed, his focus upon death and decay seems natural. 

However, there are other reasons to focus on the issues of death at an earlier time as well, 

in the revolutionary period of the 1790’s. William Blake focuses not on physical death, 

but on a kind of spiritual and mental death, as a result of a new form of perception, that 

actually needs to a new life: an especially pertinent topic given the context of both the 

American and French Revolutions. Thus, Blake’s early illuminated manuscript The Book 

of Thel explicitly attacks the human beings who forsake attentiveness to and observation 

of the lowly, physical aspects of life in favor of the higher, rational realms. Thel, because 

she deigns to be a part of the earth around her, cannot even define substantively what she 

is but can only liken herself to what she sees around her, not understanding the 

connection between them: she is “like a watry bow. And like a parting cloud./Like a 

reflection in a glass./Like shadows in the water.”56 She likens herself to things that are 

decaying, fading away, or shadows of what really exists; consequently, the Cloud that she 

looks up to orders her to focus her vision downward, to the worm that burrows in the 

earth. He chides her: “If Thou art the food of worms, O Virgin of the skies/How great thy 

                                                   

56 William Blake, “The Book of Thel”, Plate 1, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 
ed. David V. Erdman. New York: Anchor Books, 1988: 3.  
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use. How great thy blessing; Everything that lives, lives not alone, nor for itself.”57 It is a 

juxtaposition drawn between the “higher” and “lower” elements of the human creature, 

between the biological aspects that relate us to animals and the rational, spiritual, 

aspirational pursuits of the mind that bring us closer to the entities of the “skies”. 

Nevertheless, it is a juxtaposition that remains firmly convinced of the blessing of both 

states. It is not a degradation to sink from the sky to the earth, nor is it an abomination 

upon the order of things: it is as it should be, for “everything the lives, lives not alone, 

nor for itself”. To live in the world is to participate in the world, in the instance of these 

poems to participate in the earth: to see and hear and feel the worms in the ground, to toil 

and labor for the bread that sustains, and ultimately, to become one with that earth from 

which all life springs. 

 The assertion that labor emphasizes the connection between human beings and the 

world by helping them understand the nature of death, and therefore their proper place 

within the world, is not unique to the Greeks or any of the poets mentioned thus far; it is 

furthermore a belief contained with the Old Testament, and therefore a perspective that 

has at least a partial influence upon the poets writing within the Romantic period. Labor, 

in the Book of Genesis, is in fact synonymous with death, for it is borne only when the 

promise of eternal life for human beings is lost:  

  “By the sweat of your face 
  you shall eat bread 
  until you return to the ground, 
  for out of it you were taken; 

                                                   

57 Ibid., Plate 3.  
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  you are dust, 
  and to dust you shall return.”58 

 

This verse, proclaimed as Adam and Eve are banished from the Garden of Eden and the 

human condition as we know it begins, underscores the biological state of human 

existence. Human beings, separated though they are from the rest of nature by claims of 

rationality and spirituality and higher intellect, cannot escape the fact that they are a part 

of Nature, and that they will eventually fade back into Nature, all distinction lost.  

 The admonition to look down from both Blake and the Book of Genesis is 

especially significant given the turn “back” to Nature that is so fervently pursued during 

the Romantic period, a message that fits in with the larger sentiment that Nature is the 

place through which the human being comes back to himself (because he/she is 

essentially home), sees clearly, and moreover, is able to imagine the end of vision that 

leads to a life of human bliss and happiness. What separates these two sources, however, 

as well as the body of working-class poets that I will examine, is not only that they would 

have economically constituted what we now call the “working-class”, but moreover, is 

the emphasis placed upon the role of labor in the pursuit of such self-discovery within 

Nature. The emphasis upon “pursuit” and ‘self”, even, is misleading: it makes Nature into 

a destination, a locale specifically set aside and pursued for a purpose, rather than a 

constant and habitual part of everyday life. The distinction is important: for going to 

Nature suggest the projection of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, etc., cultivated outside of 

                                                   

58 Genesis 3:19, NRSV. 
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Nature and then either confirmed or denied by Nature, but being within Nature implies 

the thoughts, beliefs, feelings, etc., of an individual are shaped by it, and therefore grown 

out of a proximity to its processes and cycles of growth, metabolism, and decay. It is not 

a place to go to but rather the surrounding world that human beings are born from and 

will eventually succumb to, and moreover, the environment that we cannot escape from.   

 In “A Rustic’s Avowal of Faith”, Yearsley advocates that the true form of 

spiritual liberation is to be found by becoming more like the earth, not less:  

“Men are like leaves in autumn: they are as chaff, or as sands on the seashore: 
they are as lightly lifted up by encircling winds: they are scattered: they vanish:  

 they go none knoweth whither. Those that remains it on the tomb of the departed,  
 imagining for Thee, and forgetting their own imbecility: these are they who would 
 guide thy judgment, cool thy lightnings, hush thy thunders, invoke Thee for  
 slaughter and destruction, and whilst laboring in havoc, call murder thy work.”59 

 

To be fully liberated from the ties that bind on earth, so to speak, is actually to become 

more like earth, which requires a direct knowledge of the earth. To become like the 

leaves of autumn, or chaff, or sands on the seashore, one must know what it looks like 

and feels like to see these things being “lightly lifted up by encircling winds”; moreover, 

that firsthand knowledge must directly contribute to an understanding of the human being 

and soul as possessing that same existence upon the coming of death, and a welcoming of 

it. The knowledge of labor, furthermore, that directly contributes to this kind of 

understanding and liberation, is actually contrasted with the worldliness and futility of 

work: for by remaining bound to man-made things such as tombs, and focusing solely on 

                                                   

59 “A Rustic’s Avowal of Faith”, from The Rural Lyre. The Collected Works of Ann Yearsley, p. 
235. 



 

 

91 

“imagination” without also reflecting on the “imbecility” that the daily actor labor 

continually reminds the human being, they lose their way of being in the world, 

physically and spiritually. They are unable to have the humility to know that they cannot 

“cool thy lightnings” or “hush thy thunders” through their own powers or devices, but 

also that their labor is actually “in havoc”, producing destruction without the 

complementary growth and metabolism that labor feeds back into nature, and takes as its 

cue for action from the cycles of nature.  

 Thus, we end with an image of labor that does not ignore or idealize the pain and 

suffering that is present in the life of labor, but that also argues forcefully for a way of 

enfolding that pain and suffering not only into daily life, but into poetic and moral 

thought as well. To understand and see death, physical diminishment, suffering, and pain, 

and to understand how to place that within the context of the changes of the season and 

the continual, yet different, repetitions that they bring, is to see beauty and inspiration in 

the midst of decay. This, at least, is how John Clare portrays it, in the end to his poem 

“March” from The Shepherd’s Calendar: 

 

The insect world now sunbeams higher climb 
Oft dream of spring & wake before their time 

Blue flies from straw stack crawling scarce alive 
& Bees peep out on stabs before the hive 

…Like tender maiden muffled from the cold 
They sip & find their honey dreams are vain 

& Feebly hasten to their hives again 
& Butter flys by eager hopes undone 

Glad as a child come out to greet the sun 
Lost neath the shadow of a sudden shower 

Nor left to see tomorrows april flower. 
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The promise of spring is a false one; yet it the fate of butterflies and the survival of the 

bees is not only determined by their perceptiveness to the earth, and their ability to place 

the earth’s wisdom above their own desires, but also is seen to be merely a weaving 

together of the facts of life. There will be some who act “feebly”, others who stride forth 

boldly with “eager hopes”, and yet death strikes suddenly in the midst of beauty, and 

survival is earned by being hard-worn to the realities of life, and to the disappointments 

that occur as a result. Labor, then, becomes a conditioning force rather than a merely 

consumptive one. Although it has the potential to drive down the laborer, although it 

often causes sorrow and hardship, as well as physical deformity, early death, and 

economic constraints, these poems illuminate that it can also be a source of liberation: a 

way of learning to look and be in the world that is not bound down to it, but by looking 

downward, enables one to perceive how to look outward, upward, and inward as well.  
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Chapter Two:  Feminine Labor in Collier, Hands, and Yearsley  
In recent years, two critical areas of eighteenth century studies – laboring class studies 

and feminist theory – have begun debating about the current state of their respective 

fields, signaling a shift in both direction and purpose. While initial efforts in both fields 

leaned toward discovering and reinstating long-forgotten or neglected authors to their 

rightful place in literary consciousness, analysis, and historical narratives, in recent years 

scholars have begun to reflect upon the consequences of such research. Donna Landry 

and William J. Christmas, in the introduction to a special issue on laboring-class poets in 

Criticism, note that an emphasis upon “social and political” issues has led to a lack of 

“formal and aesthetic” critiques, resulting in a sociological appreciation of their 

influence, but rarely an aesthetic one.1 Likewise, another special issue on feminism and 

eighteenth-century studies in The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation, 

provides similar remarks. Observing that the recovery work of the last few decades has 

done the important work of making women writers “indispensable” rather than still 

“marginal”, Laura J. Rosenthal nevertheless laments that feminist scholarship has often 

“framed women writers in ways that sometimes limit our full understanding of their 

intellectual, historical, and artistic force…each figure under consideration becomes a 

particular example of a ‘woman writer’.”2 

                                                   

1 “Introduction”. Criticism, (Fall 2005): Vol. 47, No. 4, p. 414. 
2 “Introduction: Recovering from Recovery”. The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation, 
Vol. 50, No.1, (Mar 2009): 2.  
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 Nor is this a concern limited to the writers of the special issue. Betty A. 

Schellenberg takes much of feminist scholarship to task for using “gender as the 

fundamental binary cause”, resulting in the subordination of a female author’s intellectual 

and artistic contributions in favor of the “conditions governing her life as a woman.”3 

This is not to say that the discourse around feminist or laboring-class scholarships seeks 

to diminish the importance of the recovery work that has been done thus far, but rather 

that there has been an increasing realization that while the lives and works of these 

authors have been recovered, their work has not been adequately examined in 

comparison with that of their more established peers. Thus, Landry’s and Christmas’s call 

for “fuller understanding of literary as well as social context”4 is echoed by Rosenthal: 

“We still do not fully appreciate the place of women or the contribution of women we 

regularly teach and write about.”5 

This intersection between feminist and laboring-class studies is even more 

pertinent in relation to the study of labor, in which women poets who are also laborers do 

not always fall into easily discernible categories. Many of the more well-known laboring-

class poets writing about labor – John Clare, Robert Bloomfield, and James Woodhouse, 

to name a few – are men who compose poems about public forms of labor that are 

uniformly agreed to fit within the definition of “labor”, both in the eighteenth century and 

                                                   

3 The Professionalization of Women Writers in Eighteenth Century Britain. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005: 6. 
4 “Introduction”, Criticism, p. 419.  
5 “Introduction: Recovering from Recovery”, The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation, 
p. 10.  
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now.6  Yet, as numerous scholars have pointed out, many of the women who are deemed 

to be laboring-class poets, and who were known to have performed manual forms of 

labor, do not always have the same neat association with their employments, nor do 

scholars often know how to describe the relationship of these women to their labors. 

Mary Collier’s descriptions of her labors, while explicit and therefore often analyzed by 

scholars, are nevertheless often diminished through her comparison to Stephen Duck, as 

the bulk of formal scholarly analysis is reserved for his poems, leaving hers merely to 

provide topical rebuttals and social and historical amendments.7 Ann Yearsley, perhaps 

the most famous laboring-class woman poet, often puzzles scholars with her scant 

references to manual labor, leading Donna Landry to postulate that labor is not a subject 

within her poems, but rather an act that she “suppresses” and “aestheticizes” in order to 

use as a source of inspiration, rather than an object in and of itself.8 And in the case of 

Elizabeth Hands, a domestic servant who published only one volume of poetry, yet is 

increasing in critical significance and consciousness, Anne Milne sees the uneasy 

relationship between labor and her poetry as symbolic of the lives of laboring-class 

                                                   

6 Labor in the eighteenth century is defined both according to its manual exertion as well as its 
association with labor: The Oxford English Dictionary notes that the verb labor was often used 
interchangeably with the agricultural tasks of farming, cultivating, ploughing, and tilling. 
However, as scholars often point out, only forms of labor that produced a marketable product, 
such as agriculture and later industrial forms of labor, were considered to be constitutive of 
“labor”: domestic employments, child care, and the work of various ‘cottage economy’ tasks 
often performed by women were outside the boundaries of “labor”.  
7 This is exacerbated by the fact that scholars rarely mention that Collier was not just a ‘one-hit 
wonder’ with The Woman’s Labour (1739), but in fact continued to write poetry in her life, and 
published another collection of poems in the 1762.  
8 Donna Landry, The Muses of Resistance: Laboring-Class Women’s Poetry in Britain, 1739-
1796. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990: 134.  
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women authors: “Straddling two communities, the laboring-class woman poet 

experiences a double alienation: as a laboring-class author, she is neither fully laboring-

class, nor fully author.”9 

Certainly, the tendency for scholarship to align particular authors with specific 

ideologies or trends in literary critique often results in attempts to justify or explain the 

awkwardness of these women’s relationship to labor, and to either laboring-class or 

feminist studies as well. Literary analysis, Rita Felski wryly notes, “often presumes to 

understand the past better than it understood itself”, leading to conflicting debates about 

whether authors were really subversive or conservative, radical or traditional.10 Such 

political conclusions also influence the diversity of the scholarship, Bridget Keegan 

maintains, as “laboring-class poets who favored themes that were not explicitly socio-

economic have been overlooked and considered to be less interesting.”11 Moreover, even 

when previously marginalized texts or authors are selected for scholarly discussion and 

critique, the identities placed upon them can often obscure their own voices. Simply 

being a woman, Betty Schellenberg argues, leads to scholars labeling women as 

“transgressive” because “they are entering into written, public discourse.”12 In fact, as the 

anthology work of Roger Lonsdale and Paula Backsheider has shown, women have been 

much more prolific writers and artists than they are often given credit for. Furthermore, 

                                                   

9 Lactilla Tends Her Fav’rite Cow: Ecocritical Readings of Animals and Women in Eighteenth-
Century British Laboring-Class Women’s Poetry. Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2008: 
80.  
10 The Limits of Critique. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015: 123.  
11 British Labouring-Class Nature Poetry, 1730-1837. New York: Palsgrave MacMillan, 2008: 4.  
12 The Professionalization of Women Writers, 2.  
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issues arise when the categories initially used to help describe or understand poets end up 

reducing or misinterpreting them. David Fairer contends that by focusing so heavily upon 

the category of a “laboring-class woman poet”, it becomes quite simple for the scholar, 

whether intentionally or not, “to limit them by validating them chiefly as representative 

figures who speak for their class or gender…as if we always feel the need to empower 

them critically as laboring-class women rather than as simply poets.”13 In other words, by 

attending to these women writers, and to laboring poets in general, as defined largely by 

their gender and the particular categories we ascribe to them, we endanger eclipsing their 

literary significance and innovation with political and sociological speculation. It is not 

that political, social, or economic elements are not contained within the poem, but rather 

that the emphasis upon those topics diminishes attention to the formal and structural 

considerations of the poem, and therefore the poetic legacy of these authors.  

The concerns referenced by the aforementioned scholars echo my own. Yet 

despite the necessary calls for thinking more deeply about formal and aesthetic concerns, 

and for considering poets based on the merits of their poetry and not simply what they 

can offer to historical revision, I find that there is a significant gap when looking at 

scholarly discourse upon the subject of women and labor. Although there has been a push 

to establish modes of ‘literary sociability’ between laboring-class poets through the 

discourse that their poetry sustains, most notably in the recent work of John Goodridge 

and William Christmas, the same cannot be said for women poets. Although work is 

                                                   

13 “Flying Atoms in Sightless Air: Issues of Coherence and Scale in Leapor and Yearsley”. Tulsa 
Studies in Women’s Literature, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Spring 2015): 141.  
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being done to remove the word ‘labor’ from being merely the purview of laboring-class 

studies, and to consider the role of labor in the imagination and intellectual endeavors of 

middle-class writers, too often women writers are still isolated from one another. By 

choosing ‘either’ to study laboring-class poets, ‘or’ middle-class poets and writers, it is 

difficult to see a sustained discourse in public about both women’s role in labor and how 

they conceive of and represent labor in their art. Furthermore, the distinctions between 

laboring- and middle-class writers preserve the division between intellectual and manual 

labor, often isolating them from one another, rather than seeing them as influences upon 

one another, even actions that can occur simultaneously. This is significant because many 

of the most prominent female laboring-class poets, such as Mary Collier, Ann Yearsley, 

and Elizabeth Hands, all reference and signal a linking together of intellectual and 

manual labor within their poetry. Likewise, labor often occupies an uneasy place within 

the work of women authors, often appearing at the fringes of the work, as in the fleeting 

references we see in Ann Yearsley’s and Elizabeth Hands’s poems, or when the labor 

being examined is not actually considered to be labor, as in the case of Mary Collier’s 

The Woman’s Labour. By looking at what women are writing about labor, and how they 

are presenting it, across regions, class and employment differences, and varied aims and 

ambitions, we can discern not only how women are reflecting upon the changes to labor 

during the Industrial Revolution, but also how their own words might advocate for a 

change to the definition of labor itself. This chapter, then, proposes to look at the subject 

of labor, and in particular its formal and aesthetic qualities within each work, to 
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determine the literary sociability about labor that might be emerging among women in 

the eighteenth century, and the significance of what that sociability presents.  

Being mindful of the concerns raised by scholars and referenced above, my 

analysis will seek to emphasize the content of the poetry, rather than making judgments 

about the intent or personal alliances of the poets. Furthermore, I will also pay attention 

to elements within the poems that undermine or seemingly contradict certain readings of 

the poem, considering multiple approaches to interpretation and analysis. The 

methodology of my approach will be close textual analysis, incorporating literary theory 

in order to anchor and at times challenge the conclusions drawn from my analysis.  

 

“In This, or Some other Way as Innocent” 

Did women labor in eighteenth-century England? Popular paintings of the period, like 

Thomas Gainsborough’s The Cottage Door, often depict men in the act of work, 

obscured as that work may be, while women are relegated to the stoop with the children, 

waiting upon the men to come home. Yet despite what the paintings of the period or the 

criticisms of Stephen Duck may imply, historians have convincingly argued that women 

did indeed work extensively in manual forms of labor in the eighteenth century, and that 

their work was often more equitable with men’s work than we usually believe.  Both 

Deborah Valenze and Bridget Hill have demonstrated that, prior to the Industrial 

Revolution, women worked extensively in a multitude of agricultural employments, and 

that at the beginning of the eighteenth century their laborious efforts were critical to the 

prosperity of the economy. Indeed, despite what one may think about traditional 
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differences between women and men in forms of manual employment, Hill argues that 

there were a number of agricultural occupations and tasks that did not distinguish clearly 

between gender, and furthermore that the nature of the agricultural environment played a 

large role in equal opportunities for women: “The smaller the farm or landholding, the 

less any sexual division of labor appears.”14 While Valenze acknowledges differences in 

laboring practices across regions, she takes Hill’s argument a step further, and declares 

that at the turn of the century, laborers were viewed as “an undifferentiated mass, and 

women claimed a rightful place, however unstable, within the realm of the industrious 

nation.”15 Women’s work, both in agricultural enterprises as well as various ‘cottage 

economy’ employment such as weaving and cheese-making, was not only critical to the 

livelihoods of their own households, but to the local, and therefore national, economy as 

well. Yet it is not just the fact that one participated in labor that mattered in the eighteenth 

century, but the value of the particular labor as well - and on this point, considerable 

differences and divisions between women and men emerge.  

As various theories of labor emerged, one of the most prevalent was the idea that 

labor had to constitute extreme exertion and pain – a point belabored upon by many 

laboring-class poets in their poetic representations of labor. This is not to say that labor 

was not often miserable, exhausting, and exploitative, but rather, that there were aesthetic 

reasons to emphasize such conditions within writing for poets whose success centered 

                                                   

14 Women, Work, and Sexual Politics in Eighteenth-Century England. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1989: 35.  
15 The First Industrial Woman. New York: Oxford University Press, 1995: 182.  
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around laboring-class identity. This “labor theory of value”, explains Catherine 

Gallagher, relied upon the fact that labor only had value if it elicited pain: “if it was 

pleasurable, there would be no difference between labor and leisure, and thus no 

difference in the economic stimulus of either”.16 Note that labor is not only tied to an 

individual’s experience of pain and toil, but to economic productivity as well: that pain 

had to result in a marketable result in order to justify its existence. This extended to 

intellectual labor as well, as the “melancholy” of the work was often emphasized to 

promote the idea that writing could be an “unhappy” and difficult experience, thus 

making it laborious.17 Thus, when considering Hill’s argument that there was no 

discernible difference between the types of agricultural employment in regard to gender, 

the labor theory of value opens up the possibility for division within the experience of 

labor. Could women, even while participating in the same acts of labor as men, still be 

excluded from it, based upon their perceived emotional response to it? This is a question 

taken up by Stephen Duck, whose scathing criticism of women haymakers, whom he 

believes to be so immersed in their pleasurable and idle chit-chat that they are incapable 

of laboring as he and his fellow threshers do, seems to create a division between male and 

female laborers. And, as has become quite familiar to eighteenth-century scholars, it is a 

question that Mary Collier rises to respond to, albeit reluctantly.  

                                                   

16 “The Romantics and the Political Economists”, The Cambridge History of English Romantic 
Literature, ed. James Chandler. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009: 90.  
17 Ibid., 92-3.  
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The Woman’s Labour (1739), a verse epistle directed to Duck and his The 

Thresher’s Labour (1730, 1736), is a poem about women’s labors, one that uses Duck’s 

criticisms as a starting point but that moves far beyond them in its scope and structure. 

Nevertheless, the poem has been defined almost exclusively through its relation to Duck; 

the majority of scholarship uses the poem as a counter to Duck’s poem, reserving the 

formal and aesthetic analysis for his poem, and using Collier as a voice to help scholars 

reconsider his poetic decisions. Thus, despite John Goodridge’s apt remark that the 

combination of Duck and Collier has become “a familiar double act” in need of greater 

breadth and diversity, much of the formal and intellectual depth of Collier’s poem has not 

been adequately exhumed. This is particularly true in light of the fact that Collier insisted, 

in her opening autobiographical remarks to Poems on Several Occasions (1762), that she 

responded to and processed experiences in her life by putting them into verse. Thus, we 

should consider looking at The Woman’s Labour not as an enclosed response to one man, 

but rather as a poem that demonstrates and informs a woman’s response to her life and 

actions, and serves as a building block for future poetic endeavors.  

In recent years, scholarship has begun to consider Collier’s poetry outside of her 

relation to Duck, and instead in connection with other laboring poets and laboring poetic 

discourse. Anne Milne’s chapter on The Woman’s Labour is one of the few that places 

Collier’s poem in the prominent place of scholarly critique, turning only to Duck’s to 

provide the necessary context for Collier’s charges against him. In addressing the various 

responses to Collier’s poem, all of which attempt to measure how her poem appears in 

relation to Duck’s, Milne notes that Collier’s response, as well as responses to it, “reflect 
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the tension between the idea of laboring-class authority and the rigid social hierarchy and 

circumscribed ‘natural’ societal roles which Collier reveals as a source of her own 

victimization”, so that her response is consequently “circumscribed” and “contained” by 

critics.18 In other words, by constantly viewing Collier’s poem only in relation to a 

man’s, the sexism that she rails against is reinforced through scholarly discourse. 

Likewise, by subjecting Collier’s argument to modern notions of what is ‘radical’ or 

‘political’, her discourse often becomes appropriated for the scholar’s purpose. Indeed, a 

number of scholars in recent years, among them David Fairer, Mary Waldron, and 

Cynthia Dereli, have expressed discomfort with how freely laboring-class discourse have 

been utilized for progressive agendas, and argue for a reconsideration of authors like Ann 

Yearsley, Mary Leapor, and Elizabeth Hands that challenges our notions of what is 

‘radical’ or ‘subversive’, while still maintaining the significance of their work. “The 

poets share an ‘ongoing task’ which seems remarkably attuned to the critical task into 

which they are being incorporated,” writes Fairer, with the inevitable result that “what is 

in danger of getting lost is the individual poet’s voice.”19 Indeed, given the fact that 

Collier published only reluctantly, after the gentleman that agreed to transcribe her poem 

instead began exposing it publicly, indicates that from the poem’s very inception, 

Collier’s voice has continuously been stifled by the agendas of others.20  

                                                   

18 Lactilla Milks Her Fav’rite Cow: Ecocritical Readings of Animals and Women in Eighteenth-
Century British Laboring-Class Women’s Poetry. Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2008: 
62.  
19 “Flying Atoms in Sightless Air: Issues of Coherence and Scale in Leapor and Yearsley”, 141.  
20 Lactilla Milks Her Fav’rite Cow., 62.  



 

 

104 

Due to this unplanned publication, The Woman’s Labour occupies an in-between 

place between patronage and professionalization during this period: it is a poem printed 

for the author, paid for by the author, and by her own account, seemingly fruitless, 

bringing little of either recognition or financial recompense. As such, although it is 

published to the general public, its intended audience may not be limited to the middle- or 

upper-class that the majority of other writers are aspiring to interest, but also to Collier’s 

fellow laborers. Indeed, Collier herself admits that the poem was only meant for private 

circulation among laborers, and perhaps, their employers. This is made clear not just in 

her autobiographical reflections, but also in the “Advertisement” to Collier’s poem, rarely 

addressed by scholars, yet providing critical clues about her intentions. While she 

references the concept of natural genius, going through the well-established path of 

deference by claiming “not to be the Genius of Mr. Duck, nor hopes to be taken Notice of 

by the Great”, it is her “Friends” who have convinced her to publish in the hopes of 

finding “some Readers”.21 As mentioned above, these friends point not just to her fellow 

laborers who listened to her oral recitation of the poem, but to the gentleman and 

gentlewoman who essentially forced her to publish. Yet there is no sense of either 

patronage or any kind of support here. Rather, Collier is direct about her hopes of poetic 

success: “I think it no Reproach to the Author, whose Life is toilsome, and her Wages 

inconsiderable, to confess honestly, that the View of putting a Small Sum of Money in 

her Pocket, as well as the Reader’s Entertainment, had its Share of Influence upon this 

                                                   

21 Advertisement” to The Woman’s Labour. London: Printed for the author by J. Roberts, 1739: 3. 
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Publication.”22 Note the ordering of priorities: financial stability, foremost, and 

presumably along with that the rightful claim to authorship, and only secondly a thought 

toward the Reader’s “entertainment”. As Jennie Batchelor indicates, Collier here has to 

do the work of convincing readers that she is still a “respectable writer”, for the only 

options for being honest about needing financial compensation for intellectual labor was 

“either to obscure her financial motivations to publish…by emphasizing her desire to 

tend to her readers’ moral improvement, or to present her economic situation as so grave 

that her recourse to such an improper and immodest employment was unavoidable.”23 

Yet Collier seems to do neither. While she presents the gravity of her economic situation, 

she does not apologize for turning to writing in order to attain some money. Rather, she 

seems instead to encourage it, adding a curious statement about the supposed virtue of 

writing poetry:  

If all that follow the same Employment would amuse themselves, and one 
another, during the tedious hours of Labour, in this, or some other Way as 
innocent, instead of tossing Scandal to and fro, many Reputations would remain 
unwounded, and the Peace of Families be less disturbed.24 
 

I call this paragraph curious not only because it is not obviously apparent who Collier is 

referring to, but also because the charges made in it demand pause. While the charge that 

avoiding “Scandal” in order to preserve “Reputations” could perhaps be attributed to 

Duck for his harmful and sexist account of women laborers in The Thresher’s Labour, 

                                                   

22 Ibid., 3.  
23 Women’s Work, 14.  
24 “Advertisement” to The Woman’s Labour. London: Printed for the author by J. Roberts, 1739: 
3.  
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the stakes that Collier sets out – not just reputations, but the peace of families – seem too 

involved to be referring to Duck. Moreover, the reference to those following the “same 

Employment” suggest that it is fellow female laborers, rather than Duck, that Collier is 

referring to, for the poem demonstrates that the labors of women are not only different, 

but also significantly more complicated, than those of men. Yet the most intriguing part 

emerges in Collier’s encouragement for laborers – perhaps, in particular women laborers 

– to “amuse themselves…in this, or some other Way as innocent.” Collier seems to be 

encouraging laborers to engage in something else beyond their laborers, while at the same 

time being employed in labor, and not just any activity – intellectual labor, often thought 

to be at odds with manual employment. Thus, the poem serves not only as a literary re-

creation of the lives of laborers, but also an inspiration, suggesting a weaving together of 

two forms of labor typically thought to be at odds. This poem, moreover, might be said to 

be a demonstration of how to weave together manual and intellectual labor – despite the 

irony of Collier’s claim that “Our Toil and Labour’s daily so extreme/That we have 

hardly ever Time to Dream.”25  

The beginning of Collier’s poem sets up this marriage between manual and 

intellectual labor by creating symbols that will recur throughout the poem. Collier begins 

with a witty and self-deferential address to Duck, before launching into a feminist 

creation story and narrative of the Fall, peppering her introductory narratives with 

classical references that will anchor the experience of women throughout the poem. Thus, 

                                                   

25 The Woman’s Labour: An Epistle to Mr. Stephen Duck, 11.   
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Collier’s symbols, stories, and figures in the beginning serve not only to demonstrate 

both her knowledge and poetic skill, but also allow the manual actions that Collier 

describes to point back to philosophical and classical elements, therefore elevating the 

toil of manual labor into the realm of the imaginative and intellectual. This linking 

together of the contemporary with the classical allows the poem to become not just a 

meditation upon Collier’s own exploitation, but rather that of “poor Woman-kind”. While 

the opening is initially focused solely on Collier - “Immortal Bard!.../Deign to look down 

on One that’s poor and low/Remembering you yourself was lately so” – she quickly 

transitions to aligning her experiences and feelings with that of all women. “No Learning 

ever was bestow’d on me/My life was always spent in drudgery”, she laments, before she 

turns to the focus back outward: “And not alone; alas! with Grief I find/It is the Portion 

of poor Woman-kind.”26 The double meaning of “find” – that the poet both ‘finds’ grief 

in her situation, and also that she becomes aggrieved when she ‘finds’ that all women 

share such a situation – allows her to create a feminist creation myth out of her own 

musings, one that speaks not just to individual conjecture but to widespread feminine 

experience. Indeed, Collier reinforces this throughout using plural subjects – her narrative 

is about “we” and “our”, not about “me” and “mine”. Consequently, one should not be 

quick to take Collier’s narrative as an autobiographical reconstruction of her exact 

experiences, but rather as a reflection upon what she has come to understand as the lot of 

women laborers in the worlds she inhabits.  

                                                   

26 Ibid., 6.  
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While this sense of comraderie among women may initially sound uplifting, 

Collier surrounds such unity with references to darkness, downwardness, and 

enslavement. Important here is the repetitive emphasis upon downward looking, which is 

mirrored by the downward motions of field and domestic labor that Collier will later 

describe, mirroring both her description of herself as a “slave” and women’s descent 

downward from glory to scorn. Collier narrates this downward descent both physically as 

well as figuratively. Immediately following her salutation to Duck, in which she 

describes herself as “her, who ever was, and’s still a Slave”, Collier sets out a 

philosophical argument for the supposed slavery of women laborers. It is not just the 

physical exploitation of their actions, she argues, but rather, the intellectual and 

emotional degradation of women that deems them to always be considered as less than 

men. Opening with the autobiographical image of lying upon her bed exhausted, Collier 

progresses from physical to emotional and intellectual loss, engaging in a female-centric 

creation story. It is not the nature of women that make them less than equal to men, she 

claims, but rather “time and custom”, which “by degrees destroy’d/That happy State our 

Sex at first enjoy’d.”27 That happy state or Golden Age, she suggests, is the emulation of 

men, which in turn made women important figures of society: men’s engagement in 

“utmost Care and Toil” merely to win the admiration of women was more than merely a 

romantic conceit, but more importantly, a symbol of the significance that female opinion 

and judgment had in society. The estimation of women was linked, correctly, to their 

                                                   

27 Ibid., 6.  
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foundational role in the creation of society: “And as from us their Being they derive/They 

back again should all due Homage give”.28 Collier’s perspective here is critical not only 

for a feminist critique but an ecocritical one as well: what happens to a society that 

chooses to degrade rather than celebrate and respect that which gives it life?  

Thus, the classical references that Collier chooses support and reinforce this 

imagery of descent and darkness. The estrangement between the sexes that Collier 

references in her narrative of the Fall, in which women become objects not of emulation 

but of “Scorn”, is physically imagined through her incorporation of Danae, who serves 

not as a figure of hope and redemption for laboring women, but rather a reminder of both 

their loss and perpetual state of misery. While “Jove once descending from the Clouds, 

did drop/In Show’rs of Gold on lovely Danae’s lap”, just as “The sweet/tongu’d Poets, in 

those generous Days/Unto our Shrine still offer’d up their Lays”, the point is that such 

gifts toward women have passed – “that Golden Age is past/We are the Objects of your 

Scorn at last.”29 Thus, Danae is utilized here not for what eventually happens to free her 

from her prison, but rather to remind women of the fact that she, being locked away in 

the darkness, is a trope for their experience of labor, particularly domestic labors in which 

they are literally encased in a dark room below. Significantly, because this imprisonment 

is not even recognized as labor, there seems to be little hope for liberation. The 

combination of this feminist creation myth, as well as the narrative of the Fall, with the 

classical story of Danae, likewise mirrors the types of labors that Collier associates with 

                                                   

28 Ibid., 6.  
29 Ibid., 6-7.  
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women. Throughout the poem, women are seen operating either at the fringes of society, 

as in the darkness of the mistress’s washing room, or around the circumscribed labors of 

men, gleaning and collecting the scraps that are left behind from their labors.  

The feminine performance of labor within the poem becomes increasingly 

isolated as the poem progresses, beginning with men’s physical turn away from female 

exertion to their complete ignorance. Structurally, this mirrors the turning away from 

forms of labor that are deemed to fit within the boundaries of labor, and into chores and 

tasks that are supposedly outside of labor’s purview. Labor first appears in the form of 

the hay-making that Duck critiques in his poem, and Collier introduces her male 

participants by way of an argument. In response to Duck’s chastisement of women 

talking and laughing during hay-making, the poem’s supportive, “smiling farmer” replies 

that “He’ll seek for women still to make his Hay/For if his back be turn’d, their work they 

mind/As well as men, as far as he can find.”30 Notably, the farmer’s trust in the women 

comes not from physical oversight of their actions, but rather in his belief that women 

will “mind” their work. This is proved by the product of women’s hay-making, the 

“Cocks in equal Row” that seemingly “appear”. In sharp distinction from Duck’s 

description of labor, in which not only the details of each motion are dwelled upon, but 

also the reminder of continual oversight, Collier engages only minimally with the actions 

of hay-making – “throwing, turning, raking, and prowing”. Instead, the poem directs its 

critique toward attempts by men to dictate women’s labor to the point that paid labor 

                                                   

30 Ibid., 8.  
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becomes synonymous with oppression and slavery. Responding to Duck’s criticism of 

women’s conversations during hay-making, Collier retorts: “For none but Turks, that 

ever I could find/Have Mutes to serve them, or did e’er deny/Their slaves, at work, to 

chat it Merrily.”31 Collier’s response is not to engage Duck by proving the exertions of 

women, but rather by pointing to the dependability of their production as a means of 

asserting that they exert themselves just as well as men. On the one hand, this implies a 

confidence in the industriousness of women, as the difficulty of their toil does not need to 

be proved. On the other, however, it also indicates a shift in the concept of how labor 

should be defined, one that is critical for the domestic demands and employments that 

Collier will next turn to.  

Labor, at this time in the eighteenth century, is largely defined by its relationship 

to manual exertion and toil, as well as to the production a specific, marketable object.32 

Duck’s poetic condemnation of women depends as much upon proving the superiority of 

male labor as it does upon qualifying his labor as a true descriptor of the term. Thus we 

see Duck draw a clear distinction between the misery of men and the pleasure of women. 

The thresher, unlike the shepherd, who “may well tune his voice to sing”, is aware that 

“no Fountains murmur here, no Lambkins play/No Linnets warble, and no Fields look 

                                                   

31 Ibid., 8.  
32 Jennie Batchelor concisely summarizes this: “On a conceptual level, the value of manual 
labor…derived in large part from its perceived greater utility relative to non-productive work, 
including intellectual work, and reproductive or domestic work”. Women’s Work: Labour, 
gender, authorship, 1750-1830. New York: Manchester Univeristy Press/Palgrave MacMillan, 
2010: 20.  
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gay.”33 The melancholy from this scene stems not only from the harsh reality of labor, as 

opposed to the idealized depictions in pastorals, but also from the fact that the deafening 

noise of the threshing flails means that “the voice is lost” when a man is employed in his 

labor.34  

Yet women are immediately distinguished by their noise, which automatically 

sets them in opposition to authentic labor: they enter by “prattling”, and creating such a 

cacophony of discourse that Duck bitterly notes, “were their Hands so active as their 

Tongues/How nimbly then would move the Rakes and Prongs!”35 Women are seen here 

in every activity except that of work – idling when the master turns his back; eating past 

the “Time allow’d to dine”, and above all chatting so loudly and frequently that “So 

loud’s their speech, and so confus’d their Noise/Scarce puzzled Echo can return the 

Voice.”36 As a consequence of the continuous labor of chatting, moreover, the actual 

labor of haymaking loses its human participant: “Turn’d once or twice, the pleasing Work 

is done.”37 The females are no longer the subject of the labor, nor present in it: it is “little 

Labour” that accomplishes the work, and Duck’s dismissive tone in addressing the actual 

labor of the haymaking, as opposed to his multiple stanzas dissecting and comparing the 

act of female discourse, indicates that he does not associate the labor of actually making 

the hay bale with the women present.  

                                                   

33 The Thresher’s Labour. London: Printed and sold by John Lewis, 1736: 8.  
34 Ibid., 8.   
35 Ibid., 12.   
36 Ibid., 13.   
37 Ibid., 13.   
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Yet, as we have seen in the introduction and Collier’s initial rebuttal to Duck, for 

Collier the experience of manual labor requires a necessary outlet – thus her call for 

laborers to engage in intellectual labor, or other tasks as “innocent”, alongside their 

manual activities, as well as her defense of women’s discussions. One of the major 

contradictions of the poem, however, is that despite this emphasis upon voice, we do not 

hear women express themselves to one another. In fact, the only time the reader finds 

lines of discourse among women is when the mistress gives her washing instructions; 

even so, these lines cannot count as part of a conversation, one sided as they are. This 

disparity is reinforced by the way that Collier describes the labors of women, often 

reciting them as a litany of tasks without providing deeper reflection or imagery, so 

consuming and ceaseless that women are left with no “Time to dream.”38 There is a link 

here between labor and language. Once Collier enters into the realm of tasks that fall 

outside of the accepted boundaries of labor, the discourse of women vanishes – although, 

of course, her voice remains in the form of the poem, to provide the intellectual work of 

reconsidering how these forms of work for women might be considered as labor. This 

parallel between labor and language is not unprecedented, as Jennie Batchelor points out, 

but is contained within the very attempts to describe labor in the eighteenth century, 

claiming that there was “a considerable degree of slippage between the key terms that 

were used to figure labour...the recognition of which was often used to great effect by 
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women writers who sought to contest the gendered division of labor”.39 The poem 

embodies that slippage by referring to housework, childcare, and cooking as “toils” and 

“work”; “labour” does not reappear until women also go back into the fields, to the “Ears 

of Corn to glean”.40 Thus, not only are women themselves silenced by the restrictions 

placed upon their labors, but they lack the language to adequately describe the tasks they 

perform, controlled as they are by men.  

Collier’s description of personal domestic tasks – including, but not limited to, the 

‘cottage economy’ – also points to the problem of prioritizing the performativity of labor. 

The types of labor that Collier emphasizes as women’s labor in her poem are those that 

are most closely linked with survival, yet cannot produce a tangible object. It is the all-

consuming nature of these actions, rather, that allow them to claim the name of labor:  

 When Ev’ning does approach, we homeward hie, 
 And our domestic toils incessant ply: 
 Against your coming Home prepare to get  
 Our work all done, our House in order set, 
 Bacon and Dumpling in the Pot we boil, 
 Our Beds we make, our Swine we feed the while;  
 Then wait at Door to see you coming Home, 
 And set the Table out against you come: 
 Early next morning we on you attend; 
 Our Children dress and feed, their Cloaths we mend; 
 And in the Field our daily Task renew, 
 Soon as the rising Sun has dry’d the Dew.41 
 

The use of heroic couplets serves here to create a rhythmic and dulling sensation as the 

tasks blur together, the bacon and dumpling blending into the making of beds and the 

                                                   

39 Women’s Work, 19.  
40 The Woman’s Labour, 9.  
41 Ibid., 9.  
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feeding of swine. So, too, does the alliteration in the beginning and ending of the stanza, 

the soft sounds of “homeward hie”, “soon…Sun”, and “dry’d the Dew” creating a flow of 

words that makes it difficult to distinguish one toil from another. Thus, the woman’s 

labor takes on a chaotic sensation here, as the rapid listing of the tasks parallels the speed 

at which women must engage in them, not stopping to judge how rigorous these tasks are, 

but rather measuring their labor upon the fact that they simply cannot stop in order to 

accomplish their toil. Likewise, the labor is all oriented toward the survival and care of 

the family: the food to nourish, the clean clothes to protect, the animals to feed and 

eventually provide either food or money. Yet the inversion here of the Golden Age at the 

beginning of the poem is also critical. It is the women here, not the men, presenting 

objects at the feet of men; furthermore, the objects that they present are so commonplace 

as to be taken for granted. No men are present to see the labor, nor is any recognition of 

women’s toil noted; rather, it occurs entirely in the shadows, out of sight and out of mind 

of men. The reunion of men and women also occurs outside of the imagery of the poem. 

We see the preparation and the aftermath the following morning, but not the coming 

together, again underscoring the separation between the sexes.  

 Yet we know, both from historical considerations of domestic and female labor, 

as well as from our own social consciousness, that such an acknowledgment of these 

domestic and hidden forms of labor does not occur for quite some time, and might only 

be occurring in the present moment. For labor in this time, as we are consistently 

reminded in Duck’s poem, is not concerned with the laborer’s physical or spiritual state. 

What labor seems to tend toward, at least according to those who manage and demand 
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labor, is the product of labor – creating the sense that labor is defined according to its 

utility, and its ability to produce a marketable product. Labor is not only measured by the 

back-breaking and unceasing work that the threshers do within Duck’s poem, but also by 

the master’s curses when “he counts the Bushels, counts how much a Day/Then swears 

we’ve idled half our Time away.”42 Yet Collier’s description of labor presents a more 

chaotic image of the tasks of a woman. For while some tasks, like the making of hay, can 

be measured and quantified, the majority of tasks that she lists cannot. Despite the effort 

put into labor, the children still keep crying, the sleep is still lost, the food must be made 

again, and the cleanliness of the clothes and dishes is almost immediately soiled. That is, 

there is nothing permanent or tangible about the labors that a woman must embark upon 

in Collier’s poem, nothing to provide either a sense of accomplishment for the laborer or 

to merit the respect of outsiders. Consequently, she charges that   

While you to Sisyphus yourselves compare, 
With Danaus’ Daughters we may claim a Share;  

For while he labours hard against the Hill, 
Bottomless Tubs of Water they must fill.43  

 
The use of classical references here emphasizes the feelings of eternality that accompany 

the labor that male and female laborers engage in, while also indicating that the 

exploitation of laborers has something important to say about the nature of human beings. 

That is, the nature of labor required of both men and women has become so exploitative 

that it is dehumanizing: the association with eternality here is not one of elevation, but of 
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damnation. Thus, the complaints concerning the division of the sexes are briefly 

interrupted by an acknowledgement of their unity of the exhausting experience of labor, 

or, as William Christmas puts is, “the notion that laboring class community can and 

should be formed around the shared burdens felt by male and female agricultural laborers 

of the period.”44 Yet this depiction of ceaseless toil also finds kinship with other theories 

of labor and human nature, namely Hannah Arendt’s, which she develops from her 

analysis of the Greek society that originated these myths. Attempting to analyze how 

labor relates to the human condition, Arendt notes, “It is indeed the mark of all laboring 

that it leaves nothing behind, that the result of its effort is almost as quickly consumed as 

the effort is spent. And yet this effort, despite its futility, is born of a great urgency and 

motivated by a more powerful drive than anything else, because life itself depends upon 

it.”45 While Arendt’s statement that laboring leaves “nothing” behind implies that labor 

does not leave anything permanent behind, her analysis of labor brings up an important 

difference between the labor we see presented in Duck and Collier, and once again 

wrestled with in the work of Hands and Yearsley – namely, what does it mean to engage 

in an act that produces life? And what kind of relationship do women, who are the vessels 

of life, have with it?  

The kind of labor that we see in Duck and the poetry of other field laborers, such 

as Bloomfield, Clare, and Burns, is a labor that produces an agricultural object that 

                                                   

44 “The Verse Epistle and Laboring Class Sociability from Duck to Burns”, A History of British 
Working Class Literature, ed. Bridget Keegan and John Goodridge. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017: 49.  
45 The Human Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998: 87.  
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carries with it specific economic and societal values. By that I mean that it not only has 

financial value to those controlling and purchasing the object, but that it also informs the 

quality of their lives, either by making a profit from selling it or enjoying the benefits of 

consuming it. This in an idea indebted not only to a capitalism, but to philosophers as 

well. Locke, as Carolyn Steedman reminds us, thought of “man as a maker”, and thus his 

making not only makes him a “person”, but also “to fashion things out of the material of 

the earth, provided by God, into objects for use.”46 Likewise, Joan Wallach Scott notes 

that theories of productive versus supposedly ‘non-productive’ labor were drawn along 

both class and gender lines: “Work, in the sense of productive activity, determined class 

consciousness, whose politics were rationalist; domesticity was outside production, and it 

compromised or subverted class consciousness.”47 Thus, in the interest of not only 

presenting an authentic version of laboring experience, as well as promoting the politics 

of laboring-class identity, women’s labor and voice has to be minimized. Class 

consciousness, it is interesting to note, is inherently tied toward the same mode of 

production, orchestrated by owners and thus resulting in the exploitation of the laborers, 

that laborers rail against in their explication of inhumane treatment and conditions.  

Often, the disparity that we see highlighted within laboring-class poems and 

analysis is that this value is only accessible to the masters and economic middle-men, and 

not to the laborers themselves. Thus Collier bitterly ends the poem by saying, “Their 

                                                   

46 Labours Lost. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009: 41.  
47 Gender and the Politics of History. New York: Columbia Press, 1999: 79.  
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sordid owners always reap the Gains/And poorly recompense their Toils and Pains.”48 It 

is this ending, as Anne Milne points out, that seems to subvert and perhaps diminish any 

kind of radical politics in the eyes of some scholars: “Collier’s focus on the unfair 

distribution of profits advocates, perhaps inadvertently, a kind of normative control 

where real changes in power relations between owners and laborers do not occur”, 

because owners find a way to “placate laborers” through new forms of profit-sharing, 

while still ensuring that “laborers perform the same inevitable tasks.”49 This focus upon 

the products of labor, akin to both the capitalist system emerging and Marx’s theory of 

labor that will eventually emerge within a communist model, can allow one to sidestep 

issues of exploitation, class, and gender that cause laborers suffering.  

Yet I find questions about the nature of the products being discussed to be critical 

to the discussion of labor here. For the objects mentioned as viable products of an 

acceptable form of labor are curiously limited to the sustainment of human life from a 

strictly biological standpoint. That is, the hay feeds the animals that human beings need 

to grow and mature so that they can eat those animals, and sustain their own lives; or the 

tubs of water need to be filled so that humans can drink and clean and cook, and sustain 

both their biological functions as well as their health. But so much of the sustainment of 

life, as Collier aptly points out, is built upon the invisible products of labor that provide 

the emotional, spiritual, and mental foundations of life: care and compassion from a 

                                                   

48 The Woman’s Labour, 17.   
49 Lactilla Tends Her Fav’rite Cow: Ecocritical Readings of Animal and Women in Eighteenth-
Century British Laboring-Class Poetry. Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2008: 66.  
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mother to quiet her children, the cleaning of objects that feed a family and keep them 

healthy; the washing of clothes that not only contributes to the health of an individual, but 

also to their acceptance within society. To create a reconsideration of labor, a 

reconsideration of what we mean by life, and how such a life is supported by the act of 

labor, the idea of labor needs to move from a biological focus to a holistic perspective of 

the individual, or as William Blake would put it, not a body but “a portion of the Soul 

discerned by the five senses.”50 The significance of Collier’s poem, then, is not just to 

provide a sharp rebuttal to the sexism displayed within Duck’s depiction of women, but 

also to challenge the reader’s conception of what qualifies as labor, and to what ends 

labor aspires toward.  

Therefore, Collier’s poem opens up the possibility of considering labor as 

something that is not specifically tied to an agricultural or economic product, especially 

in the case of the laboring-class. Rather, many of her tasks associated with labor refer to 

the enrichment of life as a means of supporting and sustaining it, and her poem articulates 

the same level of respect for such endeavors, not only because they require extreme 

physical effort, but also because they contribute to the well-being of human beings. 

Exploitation, in her poem, occurs when human beings associate such labors with specific 

means of measuring or quantifying such labors to produce profits: thus the scrubbing 

must result in a certain number of linens or pots cleaned to earn a certain amount of 

wages. Yet it also occurs when these labors are put solely on women – when the women 
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are forced to sustain the entirety of a domestic life, from the cooking to the childcare to 

the cleaning, without the participation of men.  

One of the difficulties of being a modern reader of such a text is that, much like 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s arguments, the argument contained thus far in Collier’s poem – 

that women’s labor should be deemed such, that it often surpasses that of men, that the 

burden of domestic labor is placed unfairly on women and that such work is often done in 

the shadows – has risen to the forefront of social consciousness. In other words, Collier’s 

narration does not seem to be that radical; in the opinion of many critics, she is imply 

rehearsing the age-old tale of men vs. women, and perhaps even reinforcing the roles of 

each, as she fails to imagine a situation in which men might equalize or take note of the 

burden of women’s hidden labors. I think, however, that the preoccupation upon deeming 

a text ‘radical’ or ‘subversive’, or aligning it with a particularly progressive agenda, often 

places a burden upon the text to perform a kind of political work that simply isn’t 

possible for the writer or the piece. What is possible, however, is to carefully study the 

way in which the author links together words and images structurally in a poem, to 

discern the deeper meanings lying behind a social critique. In this case, having achieved 

her analysis of the division between women and men, which involves men imprisoning 

women by either turning away or ceasing to see them, Collier makes yet another turn. As 

she enters into a description of her washing, the laborious act that takes up the majority of 

space in her poem, Collier turns once again to the terminology and symbolism of 

darkness that she commenced the poem with, this time not to show a division between the 

sexes but rather a division between women and nature. As I have pointed out above, 
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Collier’s critique thus far elicits questions about the relationship between labor and life – 

specifically, what relationship there is between labor and the creation and sustainment of 

life, and how we view the vessels of human life – women – in relation to their labor as a 

result. The second half of her poem provides an indirect answer to those questions, by 

showing how a disregard for women and the labors of life-giving and sustaining lead to 

an exploitation that estranges women from nature.  

The experience of “charing”51 is presented through a series of contradictions, each 

one illuminating how the nature of the work is at odds with the patterns and rhythms of 

both natural cycles and family life. Although “the Harvest ended”, Collier concedes that 

“Respite none we find”; in fact, “The hardest of our Toil is still behind/Hard Labour we 

most cheerfully pursue.”52 Her depiction of labor ongoing in the winter months, despite 

the end of harvest and consequently the weather that makes labor hospitable to the 

laborer, not unlike Clare’s opening scene of the thresher in January in The Shepherd’s 

Calendar, is itself a jumble of contradictions even apart from the weather. While Collier 

claims that “the hardest of our Toil is still behind”, she actually implies that the Toil 

actually lays ahead, and furthermore that such Toil must be pursued “cheerfully”, 

indicating the differences between public personas and private experiences that woman 

laborers are cognizant of. The surrounding environment, too, embodies these 

                                                   

51 Collier’s use of the word “charring” here refers to doing “odd turns or jobs, esp. of 
housework…without continuous employment; hence to do the cleaning work of a house” (OED). 
It should be noted that charring had a close connotation with begging, and that at various times 
during the eighteenth century participation in the act of charring could result in being sent to a 
workhouse.  
52 The Woman’s Labour, 12.  
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contradictions. The following stanza opens with a scene that initially appears to connote 

beauty and calm – “When bright Orion glitters in the Skies/In Winter Nights” – yet this 

reflective tone is quickly disrupted with the fact that “then early we must rise.” The 

confusion of rising for the day during the night is continually exacerbated as the maids 

reach the house, which they cannot enter, because the maid is asleep, rather than ready to 

greet the workers for the day. Furthermore, Collier notes, “For several Hours here we 

work and slave/Before we can one Glimpse of Day-light have/We labour hard before 

Morning’s past/Because we fear the Time runs on too fast.” Even the diction of the poem 

mimics the way that things appear to be at odds with one another. Despite the sensation 

that Collier is describing – the fear that time will run on too quickly, as the hours blend 

together through the tedium of work – the harsh consonant sounds of the words within 

the lines refuse to blend together, forcing the reader to slow down to achieve proper 

annunciation. Once again, too, do the references to slavery and darkness appear; 

however, women here are not in a prison of men’s making, as in the beginning, but rather 

imprisoned by another woman.  

What Collier here describes is actually rather consistent with the consequences of 

domesticity that feminist scholars have deduced. While ideas about domesticity, and 

forcing women to remain in private rather than public spheres, may have been propagated 

and supported by men, ultimately domesticity was enforced through the power that 

women held over one another. As Adeline Johns-Putra points out, the tasks of washing 

that Collier and her fellow washerwomen perform for their mistress create an “affectation 

of domestic ability” for the middle-class woman, allowing her to present the ideal of 
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domestic industry and appearance within her home.53 Of course, the consequence is that 

women become pitted against one another: “We are forced to acknowledge one of the 

more insidious aspects of the domestic woman: the way in which her authority is defined 

not against male influence in the public sphere, but over other women.”54 Thus, it is 

perhaps not surprising that this is the one form of labor in which there is an oversight: the 

mistress appears “without fail” once the sun rises, to “inform herself/What work is done 

that very Morn”, as well as to give further instructions for the work to be completed.55 

The enactment of the mistress’s power upon her washing women also indicates a 

progression in the narrative of women’s fall that Collier described in the beginning. The 

trophies that Collier lamented reappear, this time deemed “Trumpery”, but these objects – 

“Pots, Kettles, Sauce-pans, Skillets/Skimmers and Ladles” – rather than bringing esteem, 

are “brought in to make complete our Slavery.”56 The estrangement, not just between 

male and female laborers, but between women, and subsequently, nature, leads to a 

complete loss of femininity: “Colour’d with Dirt and Filth we now appear/Your threshing 

Sooty Peas will not come near/All the Perfections Woman once could boast/Are quite 

obscur’d, and altogether lost.”57 While, certainly, there is a bit of satire present here, as 

Collier strives to show male threshers that the lot of women is still filthier and more 

difficult than theirs, the poem takes on a bleakness and resignation that has been noted by 

                                                   

53 “Satire and Domesticity in Late Eighteenth-Century Women’s Poetry: Minding the Gap”. 
Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies, Vol. 33, No. 1 (2010): 84.  
54 Ibid., 68.  
55 The Woman’s Labour, 13.  
56 Ibid., 15.  
57 Ibid., 16.  
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the majority of scholars. For many, the final stanza of Collier’s indicates a sense of 

giving up and accepting the exploitative and ceaseless lot of laborers: “Their sordid 

Owners always reap the Gains/And poorly recompense their Toil and Pains.”58  

Linking Collier’s resignation here with other laboring-class writers, Anne Milne 

notes that such an ending “is indicative of an overall reservation…to challenge structures 

of containment”, so that even as Collier’s poem traces the connections and divisions 

among women and men, laborers or not, “it also inscribes women laborers in a specific 

representation which perpetuates the very system of work that are in part responsible for 

their unrelenting struggle as laborers.”59 It would seem that by narrating the power and 

politics of domestic employment, and resigning herself to the realities of where that 

power lies, Collier is in some sense responsible for the continued acceptance of the kinds 

of exploitative environments she describes. 

However, I challenge such an assessment. While I do concur that Collier’s work 

is not ‘subversive’ or ‘radical’ according to certain progressive standards, in which there 

must be a direct challenge to the system of power in place, I think that her very 

description of her work as labor, and her airing of private employments into the public 

sphere, signifies how critical this poem is to laboring-class, feminist, and ecocritical 

discourse. It is the philosophical elements of Collier’s poem, contained not just in 

classical references but in creation and fall myths, that extend her descriptions of labor 

beyond merely aesthetic or political commodities. What the poem does is not simply 

                                                   

58 Ibid., 17.  
59 Lactilla Tends Her Fav’rite Cow, 56.  
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present the laborer as a form of entertainment, but also presents the nature of women’s 

labor as an indication of their status in society, and relation to other human beings and 

nature. Labor, then, rather than remaining an object for consumption, becomes a catalyst 

for reflection. Collier’s argument that women’s labor actually has something to say, 

philosophically, about the nature of human beings, lays the groundwork for the explicit 

entrance in philosophical discourse that Ann Yearsley and Elizabeth Hands present in 

their poems. Keeping in mind the idea of literary sociability, we can trace Collier’s small, 

hesitant, and yet critical forays into political and philosophical dialogue, through the use 

of both manual and intellectual labor, in the later laboring-class poetry of the eighteenth 

century. The social acceptance of her poem in the early eighteenth-century, and its 

enduring reputation in the twenty-first, opens up the possibility for laboring-class women 

to write provoking and disconcerting poetry on a wide range of issues. Indeed, Collier’s 

own topics range from the hostility of a female employer, to sexist treatment by men, to 

notions of female labor as something that both encompasses forms of work not 

considered to be labor. In carving out a space for women to articulate both their 

frustrations as well as the hardships of their lives, Collier also creates the opportunity for 

Yearsley and Hands to imagine a different relationship to labor – one in which the very 

ideals of laboring society are contested.  

 

‘A Supposition’: Satire and Labor in Elizabeth Hands  

While the act of labor is clearly at the forefront of The Woman’s Labour, in the poetry of 

Elizabeth Hands it is more muted, and at times, apparently hidden. It is not that labor is 
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never present, as fleeting references to labor or laborers abound, yet clearly there is a 

difference in poetic approach and perspective here. There are certainly quite a few 

differences between the two women and their publications as well. While both were 

employed as domestic servants – Hands is believed to have been a cook – Hands enjoyed 

not only a more stable employment, but also greater support from her employers. Like 

Collier, she was given access to her employers’ libraries; however, she was also 

supported by benefactors who solicited a great deal of support for her sole collection of 

published poetry, The Death of Amnon (1789). In fact, the dedication to her poems 

implies that publication was largely the idea of her friends and benefactors, and not her 

own.60 The subscription list, arranged by the Rev. Philip Bracebridge Homer, amassed a 

large and illustrious group of supporters, from a number of academics at Oxford, a 

handful of aristocrats (four Earls, two Dukes, and a Marquis), Sir Joseph Banks, and 

prominent politicians Charles Fox and Edmund Burke, and poets Anna Seward and the 

Rev. Thomas Warton.61 There was also a great deal of familial support within the Homer 

family, eliciting subscriptions from relatives, godparents, and godchildren, but the 

support of so many esteemed patrons should be kept in mind when analyzing Hands’s 

poetry. Understanding Hands’s audience, and her own awareness of who she must be 

                                                   

60 “The difficulties which an Author, under my circumstances, has to contend with…must have 
been an insurmountable bar to the publication of the following Poems, had not the approbation 
and zeal of some particular friends to serve me, been exerted in a manner which demands my 
most thankful acknowledgments, and with a success which I had little reason to expect”. The 
Death of Amnon: A Poem, ed. Caroline Franklin. London: Routledge/Thoemmes Press, 1996.  
61 Cynthia Dereli, “In Search of A Poet: The Life and Work of Elizabeth Hands”, Women’s 
Writing, Vol. 8, No. 1 (2001): 173.  
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writing for, is critical to analyzing the clues she provides about both the act of labor and 

the life of laboring. 

If Mary Collier made woman’s labors – in particular, that work that was 

considered to be labor – the subject of her poems, Elizabeth Hands makes the world of 

laborers her subject. Her poems are not intended to focus upon the details of labor, but 

rather, to consider how labor influences relationships among human beings, animals, and 

customs within a rural village, and to view those issues from the perspective of a laborer. 

This means, as Cynthia Dereli puts it, that “the servants are a focus of interest equal with 

the masters in her story.” How that equality between servants and masters is interpreted, 

however, has become a matter of contention among scholars. For Dereli, Hands “is not 

writing a critique of the class relations, taking a position either for or against existing 

structures, but expressing an interest in individuals and their roles.”62 Dereli bases her 

claims upon an extensive investigation of the details of Hands’s life, noting that she was 

trusted and valued by her employers, as well as dependent upon the goodwill and charity 

of numerous middle- and upper-class benefactors for the publication of her poems. Other 

scholars, however, feel that while Hands may have relied upon her social superiors in 

order to bring her poems to the public, she nevertheless displays subversive and 

“intentionally offensive” attitudes toward those individuals in her poems. “Modern critics 

have scarce got the measure of the insubordination – the barefaced cheek, the nerve of 

it,” argues Carolyn Steedman, noting that the opening ‘Supposition’ poems to Hands’s 
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appendix of pastoral poems are not only purposely provoking, but “wonderfully so.”63 

Thus, we are left to question either how so many bourgeois and gentry subscribers failed 

to notice Hands’s critique, or why modern critics are led to misinterpret both her poems 

and their intent.  

Since these two poems are heavily satirical, one possible approach to this question 

is to examine the appropriate boundaries of satire – who was allowed to publish and why, 

and how the use of satire might reveal differences in interpretation.64 While it may 

initially appear subversive for a laboring-class woman to satirize her social superiors, 

Paula Backsheider points out there are numerous female poets who engage in satire, and 

that their doing so is often the influence of poetic tradition and influence, given the 

popularity of Swift and Pope.65 The charm of such satire, Backsheider claims, is that 

“their poetry sounds realistic and resilient at the same time it describes gritty reality and 

resilient people”, noting that satirical poets seemed to enjoy “smearing the high and 

mighty with dirt…turning into wry poetry all the kinds of dirt from spider webs to 

gossip.”66 Certainly, based upon this analysis of satirical poetry, Hands is positioned 

perfectly, as she is privy to the dirtiness of both the house that she maintains and the 

                                                   

63 “Poetical Maids and Cooks Who Wrote”. Eighteenth-Century Studies, Vol. 39, No. 1 (2005): 
11.  
64 The OED defines satire in the eighteenth century as poetry that “uses humour, irony, 
exaggeration, or ridicule to exposes and criticize prevailing immorality or foolishness, especially 
as a form of social or political commentary”. 
65 “Eighteenth-century women poets”, The Cambridge History of English Literature, 1660-1780. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005: 216-7.  
66 Ibid., 217.  
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gossip that she hears. However, it is the “smearing” mentioned in Backsheider’s 

commentary that I would like to take note of.  

Satire, as already commented upon by a number of critics, can vary quite a bit in 

the tone and subsequent vitriol of the attack, ranging from light-hearted fun to thinly 

disguised bitterness. As Edward Rosenheim notes, traditional satire contains the elements 

of “an attack by means of a manifest fiction upon discernible historical particulars.”67 In 

return, John Sitter argues that whether the satire succeeds or fails largely depends upon 

how well-controlled it is, and whether that control allows it to adhere to “clear social 

norms”, avoiding a slide into “solipsism”, through which the author’s personal agenda 

trumps the reader’s enjoyment of the poem.68 Thus, how we judge satire, and whether we 

deem it to be merely a comical attempt to poke fun at the reality of the situation, or 

whether we find the satire to undermine and attack others for the author’s own gain, 

depends largely upon the tone of the piece. While I do not think that Hands’s own poetry 

ventures into the realm of solipsism, I nevertheless believe that the difference in diction 

and tone between the two poems reveals a great deal by way of interpretation and 

possible intent.  

Structurally and formally, both poems appear similar: they are both composed in 

rhyming couplets, set during middle- or upper-class dinner parties, and objectively serve 

as a mere recording of upper-class remarks on the subject of servants publishing poetry, 

                                                   

67 Swift and the Satirist’s Art. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963: 31.  
68 “Political, satirical, didactic and lyric poetry (II)”, The Cambridge History of English 
Literature, 1660-1780. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005: 290, 295.  
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without interjecting any subjectivity, reflection, or personal perspective upon the 

conversation overhead. Likewise, they both work together to challenge the reader to read 

backward and forward – that is, to look back upon the title poem in light of the supposed 

reaction made to it in these appendix poems, as well as to allow these poems to influence 

the reading of the later pastoral poems. Consequently, it is critical to pay attention to 

specific literary devices and tone when reading these two poems, and indeed, this 

attention illuminates significant differences between the two in their relation to labor and 

the laborer.  

Although labor is not the subject of the poems, its intentional presence and re-

appearance provides critical clues about the tone and implicit claims presented in each 

poem. Labor circumscribes the first ‘Supposition’ poem, directly beginning and ending 

the conversation through its progress and action. “The tea-kettle bubbled, the tea things 

were set/The candles were lighted, the ladies were met”, the poem commences, 

presenting the result of the domestic laborer without explicitly referring to or seeing the 

laborer herself. Likewise, both the poem and the scene ends when “the tea things 

remov’d, and the tea table gone/The card-tables brought, and the cards laid thereon.”69 

The effect of this introduction and conclusion is to place the reader from the vantage 

point of the domestic servant: we begin and end by seeing what demands their attention 

and care, and consequently, we are meant to remember that the conversation we hear 

among the ladies is directly heard by the laborer, standing in the corner of the room and 

                                                   

69 “A Poem, On the Supposition of an Advertisement appearing in a Morning Paper, of the 
Publication of a Volume of Poems, by a Servant Maid”. The Death of Amnon: A Poem, 47.  
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listening, invisible until the end of the poem: “Says Mrs. Routella, - Tom, take out the 

urn/And stir up the fire, you see it don’t burn.”70 Labor and laborers, lurking at the 

boundaries of both the poem and the scene related within the poem, are just present 

enough to remind us of whose perspective we are seeing from, and to ask us to reflect 

upon the significance of seeing such a satire from this point of view. For the charges of 

subversion and cheekiness directed toward Hands stem from her characterization of the 

polite individuals within these two poems, from their ridiculous names to their seeming 

frivolity and vapidity.  

Yet the lack of agency on behalf of laborers also works to undermine that claim. 

The poet chooses to not only make domestic servants invisible, but also to make their 

work align so well with this imposition of invisibility that the focus is directed toward the 

product, not the individual of the servant. Indeed, this would seem to imply either 

deference to expectations for domestic servants, or a clever utilization of them for 

subversive means. The laborer may remain invisible, but is privately creating something 

that will become public. This is akin to Collier’s own public exposure of washing her 

mistress’s underwear, and creates a link in sociability between the poetry of the two 

women. This exposure is not just about revealing the reality of labor, but rather about the 

private interactions within the act of labor that constitute its environment, and 

consequently, its experience by laborers.  
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As indicated by the title, the focus of this first poem centers upon the idea of a 

servant writing poetry, and not upon the content of the poems themselves, imbuing the 

poem with a lightness that allows the criticisms and musings of the women described to 

maintain the feeling of gossip. While the remarks may sting at first, the women and the 

poem refrain from making personal connections or direct jabs about the particular 

servant, instead rehearsing general, and rather stereotypical remarks. Thus the lightness I 

refer to indicates a lack of originality or substance within the remarks themselves. Rather, 

that comes from the narrator and how she strings the ladies’ commentary together:  

I suppose you all saw in the paper this morning, 
A volume of Poems advertis’d – ‘tis said  
They’re produc’d by the pen of a poor Servant Maid. 
A servant write verses! Says Madam du Bloom; 
Pray what is the subject? – a Mop, or a Broom? 
He, he, he, - says Miss Flounce; I suppose we shall see 
An Ode on a Dishclout – what else can it be?71 

 

The alliteration within these lines quickens the pace of this poem, and the 

repetition of soft sounds lends itself to the jokes that the women make about the servant. 

Of course, the joke is on the women too: it is not the “dishclout” that is the subject, but 

rather them, and in particular, their mannerisms and perspectives, as far as their 

commentary allows. Again, we are reminded of the laborer here. The names given to the 

women – “Mrs. Consequence”, who introduces the ‘serious’ topic of a servant writing 

poems; “Madam du Bloom”, whose name serves as a pun for her joke about the broom; 

and Miss Flounce, whose name connotes her physical mannerisms while she laughs – 
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certainly come from the mind and imagination of the laborer, a point that takes on more 

significance when considering that it is the very laborer standing there who these women 

are unknowingly mocking. Yet the overall effect of the humor the scene serves to lessen 

the sting of both the ladies’ critique and of the servant’s caricature of them. They laugh at 

her, we laugh at them, and the emptiness of their criticism serves to make their 

commentary almost irrelevant: “Says Mrs. Domestic, and when they were done/I can’t 

see for my part, what use they were on/Had she wrote a receipt…it might have been 

useful, again and again.”72 There are two critiques present here: first, a critique against 

equating labor with utility, and second, a critique of the inability to imagine or think 

originally, which the poet links to the chains of domesticity. As Adeline Johns-Putra 

points out, the “unembarrassed snobbery” and “vacuity” of these leisured women is what 

is really on display here: by seeing the witty and incisive ways that the supposedly stupid 

servant describes them, their own perspectives work against them.73  

Yet it is also entirely possible that the target of the satire is not necessarily the 

women themselves, but rather of the “potentially ridiculous posturing of a middle-class 

phenomenon such as domestic womanhood”, which merely manifests itself as an 

“affection” made possible only through reliance upon the domestic servants that they 

openly mock. Likewise, the names that the poet gives these women often seems so 

exaggerated as to be ridiculous – another element of satire – opening up the possibility 

for the audience to dismiss satire as not being meant to attack real people, or to constitute 
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a serious critique of their lifestyles. As Dereli points out, Hands was not only a “trusted 

servant”, but also “a person for whom many of these people were prepared to go to some 

previous trouble”, creating doubt that Hands would attempt to overstep the boundaries of 

good-natured satire that followed social norms.74 The ending of the poem also indicates 

that the comments are not meant to be taken seriously: following the remarks by “old 

lady Pedigree” that “for poetry she had no taste”, the ladies literally sweep away their 

conversation: the tea-items are taken away, the fire put out, and new tables and 

conversation turned to, indicating a dismissal of the conversation as nothing worth 

dwelling upon.  

Yet these movements by the poem to move conversations and people along, 

supported as they are by the diction, alliteration, and tone already mentioned, are 

juxtaposed by fleeting hints within the poem that point to a deeper, more conflicting, and 

more significant issue that the servant maid’s poems provokes. These are further 

exacerbated in the second poem, which provides a sharp contrast to the lightness of the 

first poem: the consonant sounds are heavier and harsher, the presence of men introduces 

conflict and errors, and the focus upon the content of the poetry introduces more serious 

and personal debate about the proper boundaries of both servants and women. The unease 

that briefly inhibits the first poem, in which “old lady Marr-joy” declares that she would 

“employ her as along as ‘twas light/And send her to bed without candle at night”, and 

thus participate in exploitative forms of labor in order to prevent her servant from 
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engaging in any form of intellectual or creative employment, becomes more prominent in 

the second ‘Supposition’ poem. Humor, here, serves merely as a puncture between 

moments of disagreement of unease; there is a feeling that the materialization of the book 

has brought with it a threat to both social order and feminine propriety. This is indicated 

especially by the difference in the description of labor that circumscribes both the 

beginning and ending of the poem.  

As opposed to a description of the various labors being undertaken in the present, 

leading to a feeling of control on behalf of the laborer-narrator, here the narration of labor 

occurs in the past – “the dinner was over, the table-cloth gone” – or serves a disruptive 

effect: “- The drawing-room door/Was open’d, the gentlemen came from below/And 

gave the discourse a definitive blow.”75 The evening and discourse not only seems out of 

control of the laboring narrator, but also extends to topics whose discomfort and conflict 

parallel the structure of the poem, which stalls and pauses in conjunction with its 

participants: 

“Miss Rhymer says, Mrs. Routella, ma’am, pray 
Have you seen the new book (that we talk’d of that day, 
At your house your remember) of Poems, ‘twas said 
Produc’d by the pen of a poor Servant Maid? 
The company silent, the answer expected; 
Says Mrs. Routella, when she’d recollected; 
Why, ma’am, I have bought it for Charlotte; the 

  Child 
Is so fond of a book, I’m afraid it is spoil’d; 
I thought to have read it myself, but forgot it; 
In short, I have never had time to look at it.76 
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The lightness of both the content and the structure of the poem have been lost. Miss 

Rhymer’s rhyme is disrupted by a parenthetical remark which makes both the rhyme and 

the lines clunky and uneven; likewise, the confusion and awkward silence that Mrs. 

Routella initially responds with coincides with the confusion of the reader upon hearing 

her response. What does she mean by “it” is spoiled? Is she referring to a child as an “it”, 

or by giving the book to a child, is the merit of a book subsequently spoiled by becoming 

merely a child’s story? The confusion furthermore extends to the later discussion of the 

collection’s content, in which the title poem is mis-remembered and the “narrative lines” 

are deemed to be “poor”. Not only do the participants of the conversation had little idea 

of what the collection is about, but the reader also is being misled by their conversation. 

Neither the labor or the laborer is allowed to lurk at the edges of this poem, but emerges 

within it, as the reader must pause to discern not only what the poet has done, but why, 

calling specific attention to the act of intellectual labor, and how it manifests itself in this 

particular poem.  

Thus, Hands’s ventriloquizing of middle- and upper-class society moves from 

merely a satire to a sustained social critique in the second ‘Supposition’ poem. By 

questioning the veracity of intellectual labor in regard to ideals of domestic womanhood 

and feminine propriety, she seems to directly challenge them. Moreover, she embeds this 

critique within the actions of her social superiors. When Captain Bonair, learning that 

“The Death of Amnon” centers upon a rape, objects to such a “delicate theme for a 

female”, the ladies “smerk’d” and “simper’d all round/Touch’d their lips with their fans, - 

Mrs. Consequence frowned/The simper subsided, for she with her nods/Awes these lower 



 

 

138 

assemblies, as Jove awes the gods.”77 The “smirks” and “simpers” give the impression 

that the women know something of, or at least hold opinions of, the topic of rape, a topic 

that is absolutely outside of the purview of proper discussion for a domestic woman; 

likewise, the women lack the ability to restrain themselves, but must be reined in through 

Mrs. Consequence’s glares and frowns. The scene takes a humorous turn toward the end, 

as the poet mocks the power that domestic ideals and societal expectations, manifested 

through Mrs. Consequence, hold over women.  

Yet the indication the poem gives, that there is a conflict between ideas of how 

women should behave and how women actually think and have a tendency to behave, 

signals a significant shift in the tone of the poem. Likewise, the attitude toward the poet 

becomes more bitter. Rather than making jokes about what the poet may be writing upon, 

the knowledge of what topics the poet has actually chosen provoke a “sneer” as well as a 

direct smear on the poet herself. The poet is identified by personal monikers – “She lived 

with my friend, Jacky Faddle…her mistress said then/The girl was excessively fond of a 

pen” – and then dismissed: “I saw her, but never convers’d with her – though/one can’t 

make acquaintance with servants, you know.”78 It is here that the class critique of the 

poem takes its full force. What is at the heart of the conflict is the clash between the 

domestic and the political, for the ideology of domesticity itself is an attempt to control 

who can speak or contribute publicly, in the same way that class ideology is meant to 

preserve a social order that is also politically motivated. Thus, Hands both enforces and 
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rejects the re-instatement of domesticity following Mrs. Consequence’s imposition. 

While the Rector (traditionally, the proper moral authority on issues like rape) begins his 

monologue telling the women what they should think about the collection of poetry, 

Hands cuts his monologue short: 

  The Rector reclin’d himself back in his chair, 
  And open’d his snuff-box with indolent air; 
  This book, says he (snift, snift) has in the beginning, 
  (The ladies give audience to hear his opinion) 
  Some pieces, I think, that are pretty correct; 
  A stile elevated you cannot expect: 
  To some of her equals they may be a treasure, 
  And country lasses may read ‘em with pleasure. 
  That Amnon, you can’t call it poetry neither, 
  There’s no flights of fancy, or imagery either: 
  You may stile it prosaic, blank-verse at the best: 
  Some pointed reflections, indeed are exprest: 
  The narrative lines are exceedingly poor: 
  Her Jonadab is – the drawing room door 
  Was open’d, the gentlemen came from below, 
  And gave the discourse a definitive blow. 
 

The Rector’s motions, of reclining in his chair and reaching for his snuff-box, are meant 

to give off an air of wisdom and authority, the laziness of his motions increase the 

suspense and attention of the ladies upon him. Yet these actions are undercut by the 

mockeryof the author “(snift, snift)” and the phrasing that she has him speak in: his 

complaint that the laboring author cannot write in an elevated style is turned upon him as 

he speaks in a lower-class diction: “That Amnon, you can’t call it poetry neither”, he 

says, a grammatically unsound phrase, and a distinct change from the elegant phrasing of 

the poem thus far. The poet calls attention to his literary critique as well, by including his 

dismissal of her “blank verse” as “prosaic” within a poem composed out of heroic 
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couplets, showcasing not only her knowledge of poetic form, but also her versatility. 

Likewise, by cutting off his speech, the reader is allowed to form her own opinion of both 

“The Death of Amnon” and the subsequent pastorals. Both moral and poetic judgment 

here is in the hands of the individual, not the ideals pressed upon them.  

The satire of propriety and domesticity, coupled with the decision of a laboring 

servant to undertake a sustained critique of polite society, signifies a break with both 

social and domestic standards. Even if this critique is present in the poetry of women 

poets and laboring-class poets prior to Hands, as Jennie Batchelor points out, poems such 

as Hands’ that mock the “conduct-book ideology” of domesticity illuminate that 

engaging in “properly feminine but inconsequential employments”, and consequently 

having inconsequential opinions and lives, show that domesticity resulted in a lack of 

“economic and cultural status.”79 The difference between the conversation among the 

women in the first poem and in the second is striking. When alone, while their comments 

are easily glossed overly as gossipy and devoid of any real substance, there is a 

confidence in the delivery – no awkward pauses, no reconfiguration of domestic 

standards, no failures to recollect or listen. Yet when in the presence of men, the women 

simper when they should look grave, pause when they should respond, and struggle to 

express their opinions on poetry, morality, or even Scripture. Thus, Miss Gaiety’s 

thoughtless comments on the figure of Amnon – “Pray is it i’th’ old Testament or the 

new?” – lead the Reverend to “blush for the laity”; Miss Harriot Anderson asks if the 
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Bible is anything like “Sir Charles Grandison”; and Miss Belle thinks that the servant has 

written a “novel”, the only form of literature that is “polite” in her mind.80 Attempts to 

impress men with their participation in analytical discourse have only fail, but have also 

shine a spotlight on the way that domesticity fails to adequately develop and educate 

women, a critique well aligned to radicals like Wollstonecraft. In contrast, it is the laborer 

who possess the correct thought, speech, and delivery, who chooses to present polite 

society in such a manner, exposing the weaknesses of domestic womanhood and the 

consequences for men and women who espouse it.  

Carolyn Steedman remarks that Hands’s narration indicates a hearty mocking of 

their “provincial pretensions to literary taste” and “mean-mindedness”; meanwhile, the 

maidservant who has both read and imitated Pope “knows more than they do.”81 Yet the 

critique contained within Hands’s ‘Supposition’ poems moves beyond a satire of the 

provincial manners of polite country society. By mocking domestic ideals and positioning 

a laborer as the moral and intellectual authority, and by permitting the audience to form 

its own opinion of how poetic convention and content should be judged, Hands’s critique 

becomes political. For a critique made by a laborer is not, as Anne Milne points out, 

simply just an observation, but rather “a risky and audacious refusal to accept one’s place 

in society.”82 

                                                   

80 “A Poem, on the Supposition of the Book having been published and read”, 52-53.  
81 “Poetical Maids and Cooks Who Wrote”, 11.  
82 Lactilla Milks Her Fav’rite Cow, 56.  
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Thus, the poem enacts a form of intellectual labor as the poet goes about her 

manual labors: in clearing and setting up the tables, greeting guests, and preparing food, 

the domestic servant-poet turns the observations gleaned from such moments into 

creations that bear philosophical and political weight, calling into question the systems 

that govern society and keep individuals in their place. This shows an understanding of 

social relations that is akin to what scholars often call class consciousness, yet as Joan 

Wallach Scott points out, women, and in particular, female domestic workers, have often 

been excluded from the narrative of class consciousness, as it seems to be outside of 

domesticity. The “domestic sphere”, she argues, “operates as a double foil”, because it is 

not only the place that enforces a division of labor between the sexes, but also a place 

“from which politics cannot emanate because it does not provide the experience of 

exploitation that contains with it the possibility of the collective identity of interest that is 

class consciousness.” Consequently, women are only allowed to be “imperfect political 

actors.”83  

Scott goes on to argue for a feminist reconsideration of the concept of “class 

consciousness”, one in which women can move beyond being “only partial and imperfect 

political actors”, but this analysis of the historical context that Hands finds herself in is 

important. While I believe that both Collier and Hands do, in fact, demonstrate that the 

same “experience of exploitation” does occur in domestic settings, it is the division of 

labor between men and women that prevents such exploitation from being part of the 
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“collective identity of interest that is class consciousness.” That is, if class consciousness 

is what is motivated by experience that exists within the public sphere, and therefore can 

grow out of a shared identity and beliefs, then domesticity cannot participate, because so 

much of it exists in the shadows and regions of work which are considered to be not 

forms of labor, and therefore, not subject to exploitation. Unlike Mary Collier, Hands 

does not attempt to protest this, although she does reference the hidden nature of 

domestic tasks. What she does, however, to make domesticity more than a partial and 

imperfect topic of discourse for politics, is to insert a poetic persona that subjects 

members of the polite society to moral and intellectual judgments, creating a forum for 

analyzing such issues within a domestic setting, as well as implying the ability for moral 

and intellectual development to occur within the private, supposedly non-political sphere.  

By representing herself as the moral and intellectual superior in these poems, 

Hands turns the link between industry and virtue, often imposed upon laborers as 

justification for their exploitation, back upon polite society. She dwells not upon why 

laborers should be industrious, nor does she take the time to justify her labors as such, but 

rather she illustrates what happens when those who proscribe industry for others fail to 

partake in it themselves. We are led, then, to believe by implication that laboring-class 

life and experience, alongside Hands’s self-education, has allowed her to develop and 

execute her thought successfully, and most importantly, within the traditions and 

accomplishments of celebrated poets. The fact that she writes in a variety of poetic styles, 

from the cinquain to heroic couplets to blank verse, coupled with a demonstration of her 

knowledge of and references to Pope, Virgil, and Swift, among others, strengthens not 
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only the force of her critique, but also the probability of her claims. Nor is Hands the only 

poet to use her labor not as a subject in and of itself, but rather as a means of inspiring 

critical thought about socioeconomic standards, beliefs, and practices, particularly those 

imposed upon women and laborers. This is precisely what Ann Yearsley does in “Clifton 

Hill”, the final poem of her first collection, published just a few years before Hands’s 

poems. However, Yearsley’s poem, while still incorporating a brief reference to her 

labor, is a more extensive investigation of philosophical and political issues.  

“Half sunk in snow/Lactilla, shivering, tends her fav’rite cow”.84 So goes the only 

line that explicitly references labor within Ann Yearsley’s arguably most famous poem, 

“Clifton Hill”. The poem, operating as what Donna Landry classifies as a feminine take 

on the traditionally masculine loco-descriptive poem, speaks to a variety of interests 

within literary scholarship: ecocritical perspectives and arguments; feminist statements 

and warnings; identification with a rapidly deteriorating rural community and form of 

occupation. Noting its significance for both burgeoning fields within Romanticism as 

well as its contribution to traditional arguments and conceptions of a Romantic ideology, 

Catherine Keohane claims that the poem offers a lesson in reading for the reader and 

critics, indicating “how difficult it is to read anything or anyone sympathetically if the 

reader is not receptive to, or even perhaps aware of, others’ point of view, needs, and 
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desires.”85 Thus, the way that Yearsley chooses to frame and reference labor in this poem 

is an intentional choice to elicit the sympathy of the reader, and to permit the reading of 

the poem to be seen through the needs and desires of the author and other laborers. 

Alongside that, Yearsley uses her labor to explore the link between labor and virtue, as 

she traces her way not only along her milking route, but through her beliefs and 

expostulations as well. The poem, which traces her movements on her way to and from 

her labors, illustrates how labor has shaped her character and imagination as a result, yet 

it is equally true that by purposely not objectifying the acts of her labor for consumption, 

she questions whether this particular kind of labor is in fact necessary to maintain her 

both her virtue and perspective. In other words, the poem creates a lens through which 

the reader can understand how labor is an experience that transcends physical 

engagement and reactions, and furthermore shapes the intellectual and spiritual growth of 

an individual, while also pointing to the possibility that labor allows the poet to use this 

experience as a means of moving beyond one type of labor, and into another.  

Much like John Clare’s opening poem “January” in The Shepherd’s Calendar 

(1827), Yearsley’s poem, which occurs in the same month, relies upon the imagery of 

storms and solitariness to convey the state of the laborer. This “lone hour, when angry 

storms descend” emphasizes the plight of the laborer; “the northern blast” is noticeable 

because it its felt as the laborer walks outside toward her cows, and likewise, she is 

attuned to the now-“silent grove” because of her daily interaction with the “feather’d 

                                                   

85 “Ann Yearsley’s ‘Clifton Hill’ and its Lessons in Reading”. Studies in Eighteenth-Century 
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warblers.”86 Similar to Clare, as well, the solitary nature of the poet’s winter nature 

creates a connection between human and animal that is not reciprocated between human 

beings. The song of the red bird, which “wak’d the soul to gentle joys”, is passionately 

defended against the excesses of man, which are characterized either by a propensity for 

murder, presumably motivated by idleness, and an inability to love properly. 

Consequently, the poet is literally propelled toward the miserable outdoors, which in 

proportion to human beings, is a “milder zone”, through which the poet, despite being 

“half sunk in snow” as she trudges along, can gain the proper perspective to “wake the 

frozen soul again to love.” What Yearsley does in this opening, through weaving together 

both the solitary and bleak imagery of nature and the laborer, and juxtaposing it with the 

even bleaker and lonelier imagery of human beings failing one another in their 

relationships, is to present labor as an experience through which the human being is able 

to gain clarity about life – human, animal, and natural entities included – and to tell truths 

about that that life. Labor becomes, in a way, a means of “working out” the complexities 

of relationships and the rhythms of Nature, both progressing inevitably toward death. 

Keohane, noting the similarity of both Clare and Yearsley’s poetry to Thomson’s 

“Winter” poem in The Seasons, argues that this posturing is a means of illustrating both 

her poetic and philosophical differences from Thomson, despite her allusion to him. 

“Yearsley presents a perspective on winter that reflects her experience as a member of the 

laboring classes, but also seeks to instruct her readers in empathetic responses to need,” 
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Keohane writes, noting that the inhospitality of the weather shows underlines her “lack of 

choice”, and that consequently the reader must dwell upon the excesses of manual labor 

that cause suffering to its participants.  

Yet this solicitation of sympathy can also prove manipulative in the poem, as the 

poet’s emphasis upon the misery of her condition obscures the privilege that her labors 

afforded her as well. Unlike the thresher of Clare’s poem, or the agricultural and 

domestic labors described in Collier’s, Duck’s, and Hands’s poems, Yearsley’s labor 

directly benefits her family. That is, the milk from her labors is not just sold, but also is 

taken home to nourish her husband and children; likewise, she is in control over selling 

her milk, and thus in charge over the hours, pace, and requirements of her labor. Thus, 

Yearsley’s labor sets her apart in a way that is mimicked within her poem. Vassiliki 

Markidou argues that both Lactilla and her mother are presented as “alienated from the 

rural community.”87 Indeed, the only human beings that Yearsley encounters are 

conjectures in her mind – the “rough clown” that kills innocent birds; the “ruddy swain” 

that “stalks along the vale”, whom she warns the “screaming milk-maids” to avoid; the 

“fond Parent” that only exists within her memory; the “high-born maid” whose morals 

lead to the downfall of women; and the mad “Louisa”, who has long since perished. To 

pin this isolation on a feeling of superiority, as Markidou does, however, seems to read 

too much into the intent of the poem, and to ignore Keohane’s invective to listen to 

Yearsley’s caution about seeing through the eyes of others sympathetically. Although 
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Markidou argues that the lack of “any serious depiction of rural labor”, as well as any 

“superficial pastimes such as singing and dancing” create the sensation that Lactilla feels 

that she and her mother are both “morally superior” and possess a “fuller, more 

meaningful life”, Lactilla’s isolation and sense of authority comes from her physical 

positioning within the poem.88 The ability to make generalizing statements about love, 

death, and loss parallel her trek “o’er the upland hills”, through which “my eyes in 

transport boundless scenes survey.”89 Her manual labor, which places her physically 

apart from and above the inhabitants in the village, gives her the necessary perspective 

through which to develop the musings of her intellectual labor.  

In order to establish her position of authority, Yearsley narrates her ascents and 

descents over the hills in conjunction with her own thoughts and memories, embedding 

the physical and intellectual labor within the very act of reading the poem. The phrasing 

and structure of the lines work to mimic the physical motions of Lactilla: “Tho’ slow and 

pensive now the moments roll/Successive months shall from our torpid soul/Hurry these 

scenes again; the laughing flowers/Advancing swift, shall strew spontaneous flowers.”90 

The sensation of the moments slowly rolling by is mimicked by the diction of the poem, 

which incorporates words that force the reader to pause and lengthen the vocal delivery; 

this changes abruptly with the word “hurry”, as both the words and the syllables shrink 

and advance the pace of the poem. Thematically, the poem also incorporates a series of 
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spiritual and moral ascents and descents that mirror Lactilla’s journey. Thus, she 

progresses from disgust at physical domination from the “ruddy clown” who murders the 

“beauteous red-breast” bird, to a realization that the act of physical violence translates 

into a corrupted romantic relationship between this man and women that corrupts 

women’s reputations and soul.91 Guided upward into this progression by the “upland 

hills”, she nevertheless loses her way when, by casting both her eye and her imagination 

downward into the “sin-struck souls” who “bend low in prayer”, she “tumbles to the 

deep” of her fear of death. Layering her confession of fear with reminders from her 

mother to accept death as a part of the experience of life, Lactilla is able to access “love 

divine , and moral truths” when “alone I climb the craggy steep.”92  This further ascent, 

likewise, progresses the poem from musings about love to claims about virtue, returning 

the poem once again to questions about the relation between labor and virtue.  

Whereas Collier’s analysis of the division of labor leads to a narrative about the 

degraded state of women, and Hands’s satire indicates that the degraded woman laborer 

possesses the ability to become morally superior to those who are socially so, Yearsley’s 

poem demonstrates how that moral superiority is attained, and consequently, rejects 

traditional notions of virtue for her own. She directly links exposure to the elements that 

she is currently braving – the “blast” of the “western gale”, “cool” and “strong” as it is – 

with a physical strengthening that likewise fortifies the soul: “Keen exercise shall brace 
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the fainting soul/And bid her slacken’d powers more vigorous roll.”93 The repetition of 

the word “roll” throughout the poem reminds the reader that spiritual and moral progress 

is a continuous journey of both achievements and moments of despair. Yet, much like 

Hands, Yearsley’s endorsement of “keen exercise” is not a reiteration of the imposition of 

industriousness upon the laboring classes as a means of attaining virtue. Rather, for 

Yearsley virtue is rooted not in conformity, but rather in independence, and following the 

strictures of the upper class lead one astray. Consequently, “your high-born maid/Whom 

fashion guides, in youth’s first bloom shall fade”, whereas the independent labor that 

Yearsley engages in leads her to an independence in thought that cultivates her mind into 

a moral and spiritual authority. Her authority achieved, Lactilla is free to descend 

physically without doing so spiritually as well: “Yours be the vulgar dissonance, while 

I/Cross the low stream, and stretch the ardent eye.”94 For Yearsley, then, not only is labor 

and proximity to nature through laborious employments essential for the cultivation of 

virtue, but straying further into the lives and perspectives of her social superiors hastens 

the degradation of the soul. It is not just that the rustic laborer can know more than the 

polite, domestic woman, but also that the laboring lifestyle can offer redemption apart 

from the world of domesticity and decorum.  

The poetry of Yearsley and Hands, then, although moving act of labor to the 

background of the poem, nevertheless create works in which engagement in labor 

become a critical figurative and moral force, challenging the reader to think about manual 

                                                   

93 Ibid., lines 144-5, p. 40.  
94 Ibid., lines 192-3, p. 41.  
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labor as linked with the intellectual act of writing. The disparities in content and style of 

the poems, as laboring poetry progresses from the mid- to the late-eighteenth century, 

also indicates the possibilities for laboring discourse, despite the lack of direct 

conversation among the women. In fact, the similarities gleaned from the poetry of these 

three women – reliance upon poetic forms and conventions, depictions of the physical 

and intellectual struggles between the sexes, and attempts to connect labor with higher 

forms of intellectual and moral thought – illustrate that the themes advanced here grow 

organically out of laboring discourse, as it participates in sustained thought and as its 

popularity allows laboring poets to become bolder in their rhetoric and form. Yet it is 

critical to note that although the poetic representation of labor changes throughout the 

century, moving from the subject of the poem to a source of inspiration that anchors and 

guides the claims that the poet makes, labor is nevertheless seen as an essential aspect of 

each one of these women’s poetry.  

This is especially critical when considering the changes that are occurring to the 

rural villages that these women occupy. Although domestic labors will persist, and indeed 

the number of women participating in them will increase into the nineteenth century, the 

agricultural labors that each one of these women describe are rapidly disappearing by the 

time of Hands and Yearsley. Thus, their fixation upon the value of labor for what the act 

affords to the mind, rather than for the product that results, serves as a poignant reminder 

of what is lost as industrialism approaches – and especially, what the stakes of that loss 

are for women. For as women bear the brunt of the loss through the destruction of their 

‘cottage economy’ livelihoods and agricultural endeavors, and as labor becomes more 
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sharply divided between the sexes, then the issues that these women illuminate become 

more endangered as well.
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Chapter Three: John Clare’s Body of Labor 
The landlords and the farmers can tell their own tale.  
Nobody tells the tale of the labourer.1  

 

When William Cobbett wrote those words in early 1823, nearly one hundred years had 

passed since the discovery of Stephen Duck. Laboring poets had since exploded onto the 

literary scene; even by conservative estimates, the number of publications by such poets 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are in the thousands, leading William 

Christmas to deem it a "cultural phenomenon".2 Nor is this merely a retroactive 

judgment. Many of the most established and conventional authors of the period held 

opinions about the changing poetic landscape. Samuel Johnson, although initially 

supportive of a few plebeian poets, quickly became embittered by "these enlightened 

days, in which every man is qualified to instruct every other man.”3 The success of the 

laborer Robert Bloomfield's The Farmer's Boy, which became the most widely published 

poem in the Romantic era, compelled Lord Byron to sneer that "your sonnets sure shall 

please - perhaps your  shoes.”4 Robert Southey, supposedly endeavoring to help his 

servant John Jones publish a collection of verses, instead eclipsed his poems by prefacing 

the volume with The Lives and Works of the Uneducated Poets. And Oliver Goldsmith 

                                                   

1 William Cobbett, “The Leader of the Blind, to Mr. Canning”. Cobbett’s Weekly Register, Vol. 
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dismissed the incredible amount of subscribers for collections of laboring-class poetry as 

mere "charity", borne out of sympathy to aid in an author's "wants" rather than a 

recognition of his "merits".5 Yet despite this proliferation of writing activity and public 

and political exposure, both Cobbett’s remark and Charles Mackay’s claim twenty-five 

years later seem to suggest it was all for naught: “If there be any class of the English 

people that is pre-eminently unknown to itself and to all other classes, it is that of the 

farm laborer.”6  

Notably, Cobbett and Mackay’s notions of knowledge in regard to the narrative of 

a laborer differ sharply. Whereas Mackay is interested in both the self-knowledge of the 

laborer as well as the shared knowledge of that person across classes, Cobbett’s definition 

of knowledge, as acquired though the “tale” of the laborer, is focused exclusively on 

physical proximity and recognition. He advises the Leader of the House of Commons, 

George Canning:  

 “Having taken a ride round London, you then ought to take a ride round the 
country; go into the country towns, see the wasting tradesmen and their families; 
but, above all things, go to the villages, and see the misery of the labourers; see 
their misery, compared to the happy state in which they lived before the swellings 
out of this corrupt and all-devouring WEN. When I tell you that the villages, the 
homesteds, the cottages, are growing daily more and more out of repair, you will 
say it is not true; therefore, let that tell for nothing. But you will not deny the 
wretchedness of the labourers!”7 
 

Cobbett’s advice hinges not on oral or written expression but on physical movement: 

Canning is to “ride” into places that he is unfamiliar with, and to literally experience both 

                                                   

5 The Lab’ring Muses, 212. 
6 Charles Mackay, “An English Peasant”, All the Year Round, I.6, (9 January 1869), 132-6. 
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the environment and persons of labor sensually. It is only when Canning can “see” the 

laborers that he will be able to grasp both their “misery” and to have the kind of moral 

and political knowledge – what constitutes the laborer’s “tale” – that will prevent him 

from being able to “deny the wretchedness of the labourers!”. The voyeuristic exercise, 

poetically foreshadowed in poems such as Wordsworth’s Simon Lee at the turn of the 

century, emphasizes the importance of the laboring body – not just, we presume, the body 

as it stands, but as it moves in laborious practice as well.  

This chapter will focus upon the presentation of the laboring body within rural 

laboring-class poetry, most particularly in the poetry of John Clare. Specifically, I will 

seek to examine how representations of the body changed over the hundred years 

between Duck and Clare, and how such changes are indebted to aesthetic, moral, 

political, and environmental concerns. More importantly, however, I will posit that the 

actions of the laboring body, and the customs and communities that stem from such 

practices, are integral to the narrative of the laborer – that, in fact, the action of the 

laborer proves essential for the aesthetic and poetic development of the poet, in this case 

John Clare. Given the way in which Clare’s memory of Helpston is inextricably tied to 

his re-creation of the village of Helpstone and the laboring bodies who populate it, 

especially in his poetic tale The Shepherd’s Calendar, I will argue that it is through the 

actions of the body that the laborer finds his political, social, and moral place within the 

world, and that the incorporation of the most mundane and difficult exertions of the body 

create a relationship between the human body and its environment that creates balance.  
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Thieves of Language: Contradictions in Laboring Poetry  

Cobbett’s preoccupation with physical proximity and interaction is neither unique nor 

superfluous at this stage in his writing career. Similar to William Blake, who advocated 

for a fourfold vision that began exclusively with sensory experience, Cobbett maintains 

that the faculties of the senses, when combined with action, serve as the foundation for 

narrative formulation. Leonora Nattrass argues that the reading of the Political Register is 

exactly that: an exercise in both sensory experience, through reading, and action, through 

the mental exertions that the reader is forced to undergo, in which she must “judge, 

perceive, speak, and argue…and thus politics becomes a dialogue between the author and 

the reader, rather than a lecture.”8  Notably, the dialogue referenced here is one-sided, but 

what it points to – a way of being in the world that requires active participation, rather 

than negligence or passive sublimation – fosters a kind of social consciousness in which 

the reading audience is aware of their own complicity in matters that initially seem to be 

far beyond them. To both tell the tale of the laborer, and therefore to hear it and 

internalize it on the part of the reading audience, is to bring the person, environment, and 

actions of the laborer into the consciousness of both urban and political outsiders, and to 

challenge them to not only see laborers for who they are and what they do, but for how 

they relate to those who are consuming their narratives.  

Despite Cobbett’s rather sensational claim that “nobody tells the tale of the 

laborer”, both the publication figures of laboring-class poetry and the specific poems 
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referencing the bodily experiences, beliefs, communities, and dreams of laborer beg to 

differ. What proves more difficult to ascertain is how to judge laboring-class poetry, 

through its various fluctuations in both aesthetic and political choices, in regard to telling 

the tale of laborers. Certainly, most laboring poets claimed to – and did – hold specific, 

authentic knowledge about what it means to be a contemporaneous laborer within a 

particular community.9 Yet what we are faced with is how to reconcile artistic and 

aesthetic pursuits with an emphasis upon a laboring narrative. Should we take poems that 

focus heavily upon the bodily experience of labor, as most famously exemplified by 

Stephen Duck and Mary Collier, as the most exemplary forms of laboring tales? Or, 

rather, is it the political, religious, and aesthetic arguments made by poets such as Ann 

Yearsley and Elizabeth Hands, despite the apparent lack of laborious action, that present 

the most compelling elements of that narrative? Is such an attempt, in which one tries to 

reconcile imagination and artistic creation with a documentary-like faithfulness to “true” 

events, in fact doomed from the start?  

At least one of the foremost scholars on laboring-class poetry cautions against 

conflating historical narration with imaginative representation. “A poet is not a social 

historian, though s/he may incorporate this role,” John Goodridge writes, for poetry is not 

meant to be “merely a statement of fact, but rather a piece of art through which the poet 

must select from experiences and beliefs…genre, imagery, language, and develop all 

                                                   

9 Emphasis upon specificity is particularly important to Cobbett, according to Nattrass, because 
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these elements into a literary artifact”.10 While I agree with Goodridge’s assertion that 

scholars should not be searching poems for statements of fact, I do want to pause and 

consider what we deem to be social history. It would seem that an argument could be 

made that social history is the practice of preserving not just the statements of fact about 

a society, but the rituals, memories, and actions that sustain the cultural fabric of that 

society – what E.P. Thompson refers to as “customs in common”, and what Ann 

Bermingham explores as prevalent ideologies. Donna Landry, in her study of eighteenth-

century women’s laboring-class poetry, provides a critical insight into the intersection 

between “social history”, as it is presented through the form of the autobiography in the 

mid- to late- nineteenth century, and poems imitative of polite styles and language, which 

emerge in the eighteenth century. 

“In order to gain the attention of their superiors, women of the lower class had to 
learn to write like them; however, they were always the ‘other’ attempting to 
imitate a style and language that was not really theirs. Not until the nineteenth 
century would lower-class women be able to publish their own narratives, their 
own self-representations as individual and class subjects explicitly as such…Yet 
the clever, skillful, sometimes brilliant appropriation of mainstream literary 
culture by these women, these examples of les volumes de langue, the thieves of 
language who steal and fly, produces a discourse potentially more culturally 
critical in its implications than many later, more ‘authentic’, working-class self-
representations.”11 
 

We will momentarily set aside the issue of imitation in order to dwell upon the conflict 

between both autobiography – which is supposedly verifiable “fact” – and poetry, which 
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is assumed to have some artistic license from actual experience. Landry argues that the 

turn toward nonfiction actually harmed rather than aided laboring-class women, for 

despite the fact that they could write according to their ‘own’ language and their ‘own’ 

representation, the loss of the language that they had appropriated reduced the kind of 

cultural critique that their work could engage in. In other words, through stealing what 

Olivia Smith refers to as the “refined” language of the upper classes, laboring-class 

writers were able to create a cultural critique that communicates a social history, both 

about themselves and their audience, which is ironically lost as soon as the turn toward a 

more traditional form of social history is achieved. The women of the autobiographies, in 

Landry’s account, become nothing more than themselves, but the women of the imitative 

poetry, in forsaking their history in some ways, are able to become forces within the 

cultural milieu surrounding them.  

We see here, once again, the importance of the narrative of the laborer, and 

differing opinions as to how that narrative either aligns or contrasts with the facts and 

figures that history presents. But what we have not yet touched upon is the social history 

that laboring poets drew from, either within their own environment or from the artistic 

world that they were often later exposed to, and how both the tradition and artistic forms 

of their culture influenced the development of their poetry. In one sense, as Landry hints 

at above, laboring poets often had a foot in each world, and attempted a careful balancing 

act between the two; thus John Clare wanted to be both a “rhyming peasant” – an 

anomaly within his village – and a rhyming peasant that was faithful to the authentic 
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experience of being a laborer in Helpston.12 Yet traditional modes of both presenting and 

understanding the rural countryside, either through landscape painting or the poetic forms 

of the pastoral and georgic, also figured largely in the imaginative inspirations and 

calculations of laboring poets – particularly in regard not only to the formation of a 

narrative, but also to the role of the body.  

 

Labor and Empathy 

Although images of the countryside, and occasionally labor, had been popular for 

centuries in England, and continued to be so throughout the nineteenth century, it was 

Stephen Duck’s description of the physical realities of bodily labor that differentiated his 

poetry from both landscape paintings and the pastoral and georgic. Ann Bermingham 

charges that this results from both the differing social status of painters from their 

subjects, which led them to “inscribe the social values of industrialism” onto the rustic 

landscape. By “industrialism”, I mean not just enclosure, which had been occurring since 

the fifteenth century, or growing mercantilism and mechanization, but also a way of 

looking at labor that privileged the product, and its potential profit, over the process. 

Consequently, industrialism held certain values to be paramount – thrift, efficiency, 

obedience – and such values were transcribed onto the figures of laborers within rural 

landscape paintings, if these laborers made any appearance at all. But the social values of 
                                                   

12 Clare vocalized his displeasure with an early volume, The Village Minstrel, published in 1821, 
because it did not describe the “feelings of the peasant” accurately enough. He wanted to be both 
an anomaly – the “rhyming peasant” – as well as an authentic representative of those in his 
village who were not like him.  
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industrialism extend beyond industrialism and its products – they also influence the 

commodification of the landscape as a whole, specifically into a commodity that serves 

as a fantasy object for an urban and polite audience, who have no real relationship to 

these landscapes other than what is mediated through their desire. Critiquing the 

paintings of Thomas Gainsborough, Ann Bermingham asserts that within his scenes, “the 

countryside exists less in its own right than as a fantasy solution to dilemmas formed 

elsewhere.”13 Due to this appropriation of the countryside and its inhabitants for the 

gratification of urban fantasy, rustic scenes become “an illusory account of the real 

landscape while alluding to the actual conditions existing in it. Hence although it neither 

reflects nor directly mirrors reality, the rustic landscape does not altogether dispense with 

it.”14 By being both illusory and actual, the landscape and audience occupy a space 

between passivity and action – things are hinted at, but not to the degree that judgment 

can be formed and action taken, in the kind of way that Cobbett challenged his readers to 

behave when consuming material. Thus, rural places become not specific places and 

communities but rather easily abstracted commodities, which, as “industrial objects”, are 

“valued both their singularity and for their mass reproducibility.”15 Both landscape 

painting, as well as the poetic forms of the pastoral and georgic, commodify laborers to 

easily reproducible tropes: they exist in all times and in all places as the same figures.  

                                                   

13 Landscape and Ideology: The English Rustic Tradition, 1740-1860. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984: 46.  
14 Ibid., 3.  
15 Ibid., 84.  



 

 

162 

Laborers, consequently, become both unimportant, and even more crucially, 

unessential to both the imagination of the countryside, as well as to the popular 

understanding of its production. Laborers, when shown at all, are often literally obscured 

in shadows or darkness, or idealized to such a degree that any form of labor disappears, 

as John Barrell’s study of Thomas Gainsborough’s and John Constable’s rural paintings 

has shown.16 Raymond Williams calls this the mythological “natural bounty” of the land, 

in which celebrations and feasts of the harvest focus not upon the “unending toil and 

misery of the laborer” responsible for the product, but rather the gentleman landowner 

who does not partake in the actual work of the land.17 With the arrival of Stephen Duck, 

however, we are immediately transported into not just a world of harsh and painful 

experience, but of specific and realistic experience as well. The title itself – “The 

Thresher’s Labour” – tells us quite simply that the subject of the poem will be upon the 

person who labors, and not the fruit of that labor, and the repetition of the word “toils” in 

the opening lines conveys that it is not just the bounty of labor that will be considered, 

but also its process. Duck calls attention to the disparity between idealized notions of 

labor, in this case the act of threshing, with the reality of physical exertion. Despite his 

master’s assurance that “so dry the corn was carry’d from the Field/So easily ‘twill 

thresh, so well ‘twill yield”, the “Sweat, the Dust, and the suffocating Smoak” yield not 

plenty and praise but rather “the Master’s Curse”, which “swears we’ve idled half our 

Time away.” The poet reveals the problems of both traditional rustic idealization and 

                                                   

16 See Dark Side of the Landscape. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980. 
17 The City and the Country. London: Chatto & Windus, 1973: 32.  
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more contemporaneous expectations of productivity through an intimate experience of 

the laboring body. Because we imagine the “streams of sweat” pouring down the 

thresher’s body, because we know about the noise and dust and extreme exhaustion, we 

are able to see both the unfairness of the master’s demands, as well as the claims of the 

laborer for a respite. It is the physicality imagined in Duck’s verses that creates empathy, 

although whether Goldmsith’s claim that it is only empathy that leads to support for 

laboring poets still proves questionable.  

This hyper-sensitivity to the physical pains of labor is taken up by numerous poets 

following Duck’s discovery, most notably Mary Collier in her response to Duck, who 

tells a tale of “blood” rather than streams of sweat in order to emphasize the extremities 

that female laborers are subjected to. As opposed to Duck’s recognition that “there’s 

always Bitter mingled with the Sweet”, Collier paints a picture of little but bitterness. Not 

only does she decry that “no Prospect can we see/Attend us, but Old Age and Poverty”, 

but she concludes that “no Respite from our Labour can be found.”18 William Christmas 

notes that there is an “ideological counterbalance” created by the description of laborious 

work in Duck and Collier’s poetry, yet that is only one piece of the puzzle. It is not 

simply that their poems speak to the audience in a new way, but rather that the manner in 

which they are writing allows something new to be discerned about them as both poets 

and people as well. As opposed to Cobbett’s narration of laborers as a passive population 

that can only be seen and acted upon, both poets demonstrate through their own agency 

                                                   

18 Mary Collier, The Woman’s Labour: An Epistle to Mr. Stephen Duck. London: Printed by J. 
Roberts, 1739.  
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the ability of the laborer to draw attention to that which he or she wishes to be seen. The 

laborer becomes less of a commodity, then, that can be easily used as a trope to create an 

abstract picture of either bliss or misery, and rather a specific person with a particular 

face: what Duck and Collier do within their own poems, in essence, is to make laborers 

human.19  

Yet putting a face to the laborer could be done – and by the mid-nineteenth 

century, is done – matter-of-factly, in an autobiographical form that supposedly does not 

blur the lines between fact and fiction, as Donna Landry previously alluded to. What is 

that value of artistically representing the body of a laborer, particularly in the form of a 

poem? The answers to this question shift greatly from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-

nineteenth centuries, as poets find different ways to relate to their polite audience, as well 

as different motivations for the subjects of their poems. Carolyn Steedman emphasizes 

the burden on early laboring-class poets to present themselves as persons, and therefore 

eligible for participation in literary and political conversations, due to the influence of 

Lockean philosophy. Because Locke argued that “man is a maker, and his making makes 

him a person”, there is a higher burden upon the laboring poet to show how his or her 

labor is directly related to the making of things, specifically the ability to “fashion things 

out of the material of the earth”, for “labour transforms the earthly provision into objects 

                                                   

19 This is no small feat, given the continual analogies between laborers and animals that occur 
throughout the eighteenth century. One of the most notable is Richard Payne Knight, who in An 
Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste posits that “in the lower orders of society”, “the 
modest wants of every day the toil of every day supplies, the parental affections generally die 
away, as in the brute creation”. 



 

 

165 

for use; those who labour have a property in the product”.20 Note that this idea of making 

cuts two ways: as laborers, Duck and Collier fashion products out of the earth, but as 

poets, they do so as well – perhaps, one could argue, in such a manner that they could be 

said to own their creations in a way that is impossible with their agricultural products. 

There is a sharply political dimension to this argument: not only does depicting the actual 

motions and feelings of the body allow the poet to indicate an alignment with 

philosophical notions of human purpose and dignity, but such illustration forward a more 

radical message: if the work is done by the laborer, why is the share afforded to them so 

disproportionate? Indeed, both Duck and Collier take time within their poems to point 

specifically to ways in which their labor is undervalued or shorted in both hourly and 

monetary ways. 

 Nor does the intent to portray labor more realistically derive strictly from a 

political or economic concern. Landry, considering how physical descriptions of laborers 

collides with the injunction against depicting labor in the picturesque, agrees that there is 

both a “social and ethical” purpose to describing a laboring body. Referencing both Kim 

Ian Michasiw and Stephen Copley’s arguments, she claims that “the absence of manual 

labor” is “synonymous with an absence of social or ethical purpose”, because picturesque 

theory aestheticizes “the visible signs of economic deprivation rather than pointing 

toward its relief.”21 Ann Bermingham concurs: “The aesthetic effects of the picturesque 

                                                   

20 Carolyn Steedman, Labours Lost. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009: 53.  
21 “The Geopolitical Picturesque”. Spatial Practices no. 13 (2012): 95-6.   
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seem to be calculated precisely on poverty and misery.”22 In other words, to create both a 

sense of moral responsibility and culpability in a polite, urban audience, poets must draw 

attention the body of the laborer, in order to first communicate knowledge about what 

laborers do, and second of all to combat popular modes of looking at nature that prioritize 

an absence of people, without considering what such an absence does to people.  

Yet there are important reasons why laboring poets bent to such conventions and 

ideologies about rural life and labor, other than the appeasement of their audience. 

William Christmas argues that contemporary “so-called progressive theories, which 

maintain an ideal of smash-the-state rebellion” prevent us from understanding the 

nuanced and delicate paths that laboring poets had to take in order to both express 

themselves and remain acceptable members of society. “The plebeian poetic discourse on 

work functions both as a discourse of containment, through which various poets simply 

reproduce dominant social values and attitudes,” he notes, as well as a “discourse of 

possibility, through which many poets describe social oppression and imagine social 

change.”23 It is only by assuming dominant social values and attitudes, he asserts, that 

laboring poets had any power at all to forward the few subversive and challenging ideas 

that were tame enough to not be censored. For this reason, Christmas asks us to imagine 

laboring poets as working in a “counter-pastoral” rather than an “anti-pastoral” tradition, 

in order to remove ourselves from the “connotations of oppositional hostility implied by 

                                                   

22 Landscape and Ideology, 69.  
23 The Lab’ring Muses, 49. 
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‘anti’.”24 Nor is Christmas the only critic to defend laboring poets from the consequences 

of their supposed conformity.  Donna Landry, focusing upon the tension that arises 

between laboring class writers and the middle-class patrons and publishers who both 

publish their poems and seek to limit their social mobility, argues that “for the laboring 

poet, not even the most profoundly painful experiences can be imaginatively projected 

into the public sphere without risking middle-class contempt.”25 By Landry’s account, 

then, laboring poets must not only meet the ideological standards of industry, humility, 

and deference in order to become published in the first place, but must also find a way to 

abstract from the particularities of their inspiration in order to participate successfully in 

complex political dialogue. 

Furthermore, this argument aligns with both the aesthetics and politics of Robert 

Bloomfield and John Clare’s poems in the nineteenth century. Bridget Keegan argues that 

both men attempt to use the practices of labor as a means of making philosophical 

arguments about human attitudes, actions, and orientations toward nature. Both authors 

shared the belief that “poetry has a real value partly because it cultivates in readers a way 

to care for the earth, in particular those more neglected, less picturesque components of 

the agrarian ecosystem”, she writes, but this is due to the fact that they first appropriate 

polite poetic forms and language, which allowed them to both prove their place within 

poetic discourse and to “undermine the claim that these were the domain only of those 

                                                   

24 Ibid., 81. 
25 Donna Landry, Muses of Resistance, 137. 
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with an elevated social standing”, through the ease with which they deployed them.26 

Thus, the heightened politicization of laboring-class poetry as the eighteenth-century 

progresses, and the seeming turn away from the realities of the physical body, are in fact 

the means to bringing the politics to the countryside, and consequently describing the 

body not for its own sake, but with greater political and philosophical stakes in mind.  

Consequently, there are "numerous works of the period" that "hint the English 

countryside is not merely a pastoral retreat, but a site of radical, even violent 

transformation", asserts W.J.T. Mitchell,27 and William Christmas notes that Mary 

Leapor’s poetry, published posthumously in 1751, does not shy away from depicting such 

violence: “[Nature] is distinctly other and it is hurting; ‘scream[ing]’, she notes, under the 

weight of modern development”.28 Gary Harrison goes further by stating exactly how the 

poet John Clare achieves a balance between the desired ideological standards of the 

period and an adherence to the often subversive nature of his message. Clare, Harrison 

writes, creates within his lines “the picture of past felicity suffused with the critical force 

of nostalgia that works in tandem with Clare’s more strident attack upon the privileged 

agents of agricultural ‘improvement’.”29 Clare, then, finds his power by immersing his 

audience in a real world - the world of his childhood, in Helpston - but incorporates both 

                                                   

26 Bridget Keegan, British Labouring-Class Nature Poetry, 1730-1837. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008: 21.  
27 “Country Matters”, The Cambridge History of English Romantic Literature, ed. James 
Chandler. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009: 251. 
28 The Lab’ring Muses, 179. 
29 “John Clare’s Agrarian Idyll: A Confluence of Pastoral and Georgic”, A History of British 
Working Class Literature, ed. John Goodridge and Bridget Keegan. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017: 202-3. 
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scenes of felicity and nostalgia in order to appeal to his audience, at which point he is 

able to unleash his critical vision: an attack that leads the audience to question the 

consequences of particular events upon particular people in a specific place. Moreover, 

for Harrison such poetic action is not isolated to Clare, but is rather a feature of both the 

pastoral and the georgic: “From its beginnings, pastoral entails a critical as well as an 

idealizing perspective, and like its cousin the georgic, allies to questions of society, 

politics, labor, and poetic practice”.30 According to Harrison, poets such as Clare are not 

interjecting politics into the georgic and the pastoral; the form of these poems already 

demands such content. Success for laboring-class poets, then, lies not just in conformity 

to a certain set of standards imposed by the middle- and upper- echelons of society, but 

equally upon a strategic understanding of poetic form and discourse, and a shrewd 

employment of such forms in order to advance both a welcoming and challenging 

agenda.   

Thus, when considering how the representation of the body, and its supposed 

presence of absence, relates to the imitation of polite poets that many laboring poets had 

to engage in, most critics argue that we should judge such imitation for its political and 

aesthetic opportunity for laboring poets. Bridget Keegan, along with Christmas, 

advocates for seeing the imitation of polite poets and poetry as a form of political 

subversion, as “the ease with which polite forms – whether in dress, behavior or in 

literature – could be learned and adopted undermined the claim that these were the 

                                                   

30 Ibid., 197. 
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domain only of those with an elevated social standing”.31 Keegan stresses that the critical 

tendency to only focus on “proto-proletarian perspectives”, which more explicitly reject 

polite forms and conventions, has an adverse effect upon criticism, as poems that do not 

fit with the perspective of modern critics “have been overlooked and considered to be less 

interesting”, despite their significance to understanding laboring poetry.32 Thus, the 

challenge for a modern critic is not to assume that the body of the laborer does not exist 

within laboring-class poetry, but rather to question how the construction of such a body, 

which relies upon both convention as well as experience, reveals the perspective of the 

laborer. In other words, the laboring bodies that we find in laboring poetry are not to be 

viewed as pieces of documentary evidence, but rather as indications of the kind of 

orientation, perception, and hierarchical assumptions that govern the author’s attitude 

toward both nature and the work that is done upon it. The practices that we see bodies 

engage in, especially those that are mundane and harsh, lend insight into the “tale” of the 

laborer, not by telling the tale verbatim, but by revealing the customs, practices, beliefs, 

and mythologies that create the world the laboring author both lives in and draws from.  

Death and Life in Clare’s Labors 

Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield, 
Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke; 
How jocund did they drive their team afield! 

How bow’d the woods beneath their sturdy stroke!33 
 
                                                   

31 Bridget Keegan, British Labouring-Class Nature Poetry, 1730-1837. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008: 38.  
32 Ibid., 4.  
33 Thomas Gray, Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard, l. 25-28.  
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Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard emphasizes two points about the 

relationship between labor and the body: first, that labor originates as a bodily action 

performed by human beings upon the earth; and second, that such an action reminds 

human beings about how they will eventually become the earth. It is clear that the dead 

men Gray is memorializing not only acted laboriously upon the earth, but furthermore 

showed mastery over the earth. The harvest passively yields; the glebe (land) breaks 

under the furrow; the woods bow beneath the stroke of their axes. And yet the 

implications of descent in the language, implying both downward actions and materials 

beneath the bodies of men, coupled with the remembrance that these men are now 

literally entombed in the country churchyard, creates a relationship between human 

beings and the earth that is cyclical in its power. Particular humans master the earth for a 

short while; they eventually succumb and yield to it in their own time. In this way, labor 

becomes not just a bodily action performed upon the earth, but an element of memory 

and narrative that allows human beings to understand how they relate to the land that they 

live and work upon. It is labor that enables them to survive; yet it is labor, too, that helps 

them properly situate themselves in relationship to the earth. 

Similarly, the structure of Clare’s The Shepherd’s Calendar focuses upon the 

cyclical nature of life and death, centering on a community whose existence only remains 

within Clare’s memory and imagination. The volume begins in media res in the 

agricultural calendar, in the month of January, and ends in December, in which the 

preparations are being made for the very acts that are present in the opening of the poem. 

Yet both the narrative style, in which scenes and laborers fade in and out and replace one 
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another in circular patterns, as well as the life of a community that Clare informs us has 

been annihilated by enclosure, mimic the cycles of life and death that are inherent in 

labor and narrative. The reader is led to anticipate new life in the coming seasons, to 

anticipate the beginning of the winter that we have already read about happening again, 

to return to the opening scene in January in which “nought but threshers flails awake the 

dreary day.” Yet it has already come to pass that “soon the poets song will be/The only 

refuge they can find.”34 The cycles of life and death only exist in the imagination now; 

the cycles of animals and nature remain, but human beings are no longer allowed to 

participate in them. Something fundamental, then, we are led to believe, has happened to 

the humanity of these former villagers:  

 Ale & songs & healths & merry ways 
 Keeps up a shadow of old farmers days 
 But the old beachen bowl that once supplyd 
 Its feast of frumity is thrown aside 
 & the old freedom that was living then 
 When masters made them merry wi their men 
 Whose coat was like his neighbors russet brown 
 & whose rude speech as vulgar as his own 
 Who in the same hour drank the rest among 
 & joind the chorus while a laborer sung 
 All this is past - & soon may pass away 
 The time torn remnant of the holiday 
 As proud distinction makes a wider space 
 Between the genteel & vulgar race 
 Then must they fade as pride oer custom showers 
 Its blighting mildew on her feeble flowers.35 
 

                                                   

34 John Clare, “November” and “December”, The Shepherd’s Calendar, 154, 158.  
35 “June”, Ibid., 83.  
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The rhythms and customs of the community, which form a narrative of both the people 

and the place in which labor happens, cuts across both social and seasonal divides. Clare 

is interested here not merely in the forms of labor that are disappearing but in the ways of 

life for “old farmers”; thus, he draws attention to a problem that was also pertinent for 

Cobbett, in which the masters of the land forsake the moments that allow them to find 

similitude with laborers. The lack of interest of the master, and consequently the “wide 

space” that separates him from his labor, leads to the “blighting mildew” of the village: 

the death of relationships leads to the death of the community.  

Of course, there are a variety of scholars who view such a passage critically, one 

of the most notable being Raymond Williams. Passages like these, he argues, simply 

repeat the idealization of the feast and celebration trope, for they are “reflections upon the 

landowner, rather than the actual workers of the land…the reality…of unending toil and 

misery of the laborer…is not noticed by the eye of the gentleman observer.”36 Thus, we 

are meant to question whether the laborers actually understand what has happened to 

their villages: do they really believe that such “old farmers days”, in which more likeness 

than difference could be found between farmers and laborers, are an accurate 

representation of the old systems of agriculture?  

While it is true that Clare largely avoids the exhaustion and unending toil that has 

led to this particular ritual in this scene, he does present the perspective of the laborer, 

even if it is not focused exclusively upon toil and physical exhaustion. In fact, such a 

                                                   

36 Raymond Williams, The City and the Country, 32.  
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passage should challenge us to consider the limitation that a reading like Williams’s 

might bring to our understanding of laboring-class poetry, as both Christmas and Keegan 

have already pointed out. Despite the fact that many laborers were in fact subjected to 

unending toil, is that the only subject that can be attributed to them? Are there not other 

cultural, political, social, and economic concerns that laborers can address, without 

automatically deferring to the perspective of the gentleman?  

For Williams, such a situation is precarious. Although he supports the ability of 

the laboring poet to speak in his own voice, and on his own terms, he questions whether 

the poet is able to authentically speak as a dependable authority for the community, given 

both the grief of the poet for the loss of the community and the artistic conventions that 

are being employed in the community’s description. Thus, he writes:  

What happens is that from the intense personal situation, in which the 
independence of the poet is insufficient to maintain his life, and in which all the 
humanity he claims to represent is crushed and driven out by the coarse and 
unfeeling order of the new rich, a landscape extends, which is that of the village 
suffering a similar ignominy…yet the dispossession is subject, also, to another 
process…a negative identification. That is to say, the exposure and suffering of 
the writer, in his own social situation, are identified with the facts of a social 
history that is beyond him. It is not that he cannot then see the real social 
history…but the identification between his own suffering and that of a social 
group beyond him is inevitably negative…The present is accurately and 
powerfully seen, but its real relations, to past and future, are inaccessible, because 
the governing development is that of the writer himself: a feeling of the past, an 
idea about the future, into which, by what is truly an intersection, an observed 
present is arranged.”37  
 

                                                   

37 The Country and the City, 77-78.  
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This kind of analysis, if accepted, threatens to jeopardize the possibility that a poem 

about a rural community can serve as a form not only of social history, but also as a tale 

of the laborer. The “negative identification” that Williams references makes the “real 

relations” around the poet “inaccessible”, rendering the poet incapable of fully 

articulating both the history of the community and consequently, the forces that have 

ravaged it. Because these forces extend “beyond him”, Williams indicates, his narration 

is inherently unreliable; it is not that it does not represent what he believes is true about 

his own life, but rather it is questionable whether it can accurately serve as a tale that 

describes what actually happened in the community in which he lived.  

Such critique is certainly necessary in order to bring attention back to the 

exploitation of laborers that gets lost in rosier portraits of rural life such as Clare’s; it is 

certainly true that the ways in which owners exploited and tormented their workers are 

lost in these passages about harvest celebrations. This kind of critique does not just 

belong to modern writers either – George Crabbe delivered his own stinging rebuke in 

1783, with The Village. Yet looking back upon Clare’s passage, what proves most 

poignant is not a longing for the old system of the day, but rather the intersection of 

language: he remembers the “rude speech as vulgar as his own”, and which allows the 

landowner to join in “the chorus”. While I can certainly agree that to a degree Clare’s 

narrative represents a tendency to remember a happier history of labor than may have 

always been the reality, I also feel that readings such as Williams’s have overlooked the 

importance of linguistic and spatial access for the laborer. In other words, Clare is 

attempting to preserve the history of his people because he is the only place in which 
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their voice and perspective can still be heard, given that the landowner has obliterated 

their existence through enclosure; he is attempting to counter Cobbett’s assertion. “The 

sense of tales, songs, customs being lost forever means that the modern shepherd narrator 

is rising to the challenge of his entire community,” Stafford concurs, meaning that “his 

efforts, in this sense, seem as much heroic as pastoral.”38 

I would argue that what matters in this passage is not whether labor can be 

exploitative or miserable – it most certainly can – but that a dialogue exists about such 

matters by and from laborers. Despite its moments of idealization, Clare does not forget 

the exhausting and miserable conditions of labor. In fact, physicality – and indeed, the 

often harsh and stupefying aspects of it – is central to both Clare’s poetic development 

and his creative vision. “There is a real physicality of perception at work”, Mina Gorji 

writes, by which she means that Clare “refused to gloss over what he called the ‘dirty 

reality’ of rural life: the broken, the blotched, and stained, the harsh and the 

inharmonious…all described in exacting detail.”39 A “physicality of perception” means 

both that Clare describes physical actions as well as that he depends upon those actions to 

inform his understanding of the world around him. “He learnt from books whilst in the 

fields, but he also learnt from the fields themselves,” Jonathan Bate argues in his 

biography; indeed, Clare’s own autobiography details the time he spent observing the 

“habits” and “minute details” of flora and fauna alike, but that he learned to observe them 

                                                   

38 “Pastoral Elegy in the 1820s: The Shepherd’s Calendar”, 120.  
39 John Clare and the Place of Poetry. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2008: 83, 85.  
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as much from his refuge in the fields as he did from his labor in it.40 This coupling of 

labor with the cyclical observations of the world around him creates forms of labor that 

are indeed invested in the “biological processes” that Arendt draws attention to in her 

own definition of labor; consequently, the way that animals relate to the changes and 

expectations of the rural community are often used to inform and frame the ways that 

humans do as well.  

Thus, the “sultry days and dewy nights” of July are mediated both through the 

“tender blisters” and “harsh truth” that result from the making of hay, as well as through 

the presence of flies that prey upon the livestock aiding the labor of the humans. “Endless 

labour all in vain”, cries Clare upon seeing the “long tails switching never still/Brushing 

the teasing flies away”, to the point that both the flies and the abrasive tails draw blood.41 

Yet this feeds, too, into the cycles of nature, for in some way both life and labor, given 

the eventual foray into death, can be seen as being in vain as well. Thus the experience of 

labor ebbs and flows along with the experience of life, from harsh and inglorious to 

mirthful and nostalgic. The “tender blisters” and “harsh truths” of the harvest during the 

hot summer sun are balanced in the fall by the “rural mirth that there abides/Laughs till 

she almost cracks her sides” as the harvest ends, as well as the boy’s desire “in his heart 

twas summer time again.”42 To labor, it seems, is to become one with the earth in more 

ways than one; thus the laborers quickly vanish from view, and fade back into the earth 

                                                   

40 Jonathan Bate, John Clare: A Biography. New York: Farrar, Strauss, & Giroux, 2003: 29.  
41 “July 1”, The Shepherd’s Calendar, 96.  
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that they sprung from and acted upon. To act with the body through rural labor not only 

enables Clare to see how the body mirrors the very nature that it works upon, but also 

how that relationship between the earth and the human being creates the customs, rituals, 

and beliefs of the human community that spring out of the labor of Helpston as well.  

Yet speaking of labor in this way, and according to these particular actions, is 

quite antiquated; even in the Romantic era, these scenes of rural labor were either quickly 

fading or entirely eradicated. Gary Harrison, following the concept of the “rural idyll”, 

calls this the “agrarian idyll”, an ideology that “conveys a sense of Clare’s antipathy to 

the erosion of customary rural values and practices and captures his celebration of what 

he calls rurality.” Thus, Clare’s narration is not merely a simple narration of the 

“idealized, nostalgic visions of the rural past”, but rather incorporates a “protest” against 

what has occurred that “intersects with, and troubles” the pleasant scenes of labor and 

communal life that he creates.43 Thus The Shepherd’s Calendar, re-imagining the scenes 

of a rural village from his youth, reveals near the end of “May” that the world he has 

been bringing to life has in fact been annihilated. “But all is past the merry song/Of 

maidens hurrying along/To crown at even the earliest cow/Is gone & dead & silent 

now”.44 The fault, Clare informs us, lies in “inclosure”, yet enclosure is simply a 

manifestation of greater systematic change within England, in which the needs of an 

industry and an economy supersede the needs and lives of particular people and 

relationships. Here I agree with Williams’s assertion that industrialization and the 
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introduction of big agriculture represents not an “abrupt change”, but rather a “newer 

form of subjection and domination than what had already been in place.”45 However, it is 

worth noting, as E.P. Thompson does, that the changes wrought by this new system were 

“needlessly violent” in their destructive enactment.46 This is significant because the 

shifting priorities of a system over the human in regard to labor further results in an 

eradication of human beings from labor. It is not simply that humans are being exploited 

at the hands of a merciless economy that prizes the few over the many, for this was true 

even before capitalism, but rather that capitalistic priorities and mechanizations are trying 

to eliminate human beings in a way that is more significant than anything before seen. To 

think of labor as an act performed by and bound to human beings is becoming distinctly 

unfashionable, a point that Clare takes up as well: “Fashions haughty frown hath thrown 

aside/Half the old forms simplicity supplied”, he tells us at the conclusion of a scene of 

sheep shearing, mourning both the community and the act that have since been wiped 

away from the village.47  

Why is it impossible to extract labor from its origins in the human? After all, is it 

not merely the means to survive that find semblance in the same motions and decisions 

made by animals? It is not that labor is unique to humankind, but rather that our 

perception of labor as a particular action, performed in relation to the earth for the means 
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of survival, requires a particular human body to enact it.48 It is this enactment of survival 

that Karl Marx deems “the first historical act.”49 Turning toward the earth, and extracting 

from it the means to survive, enabled human beings to construct the narrative and 

structure of the human condition. Even as capitalism and Marxist theory shifts the 

definition of labor from “kinds of manual work and any kind of difficult effort” to “that 

element of production which in combination with capital and materials produced 

commodities”,50 the production of commodities still requires the action of laboring, a 

series of movements intrinsically connected to human beings. For this “most general and 

most constant” of all human qualities reveals “the expression within me of a universal 

determinism.”51 To categorize labor as a human action is to argue that there is something 

uniquely human about our conception of labor, despite the fact that the necessity of 

survival, and the laborious reaction to secure it, is shared by other animals. Consequently, 

the action of labor reveals something important about what it means to be a human being. 

It is, Arendt concedes, not just part of the “human condition”, but “life itself”.52 

I stress this point because, as we have seen above, labor is often discussed as a 

kind of abstract movement, quality, or form of production that seems to exist outside of 

specific, human action. It is referred to as a force of change, survival, and necessity, yet 
                                                   

48 “The institution of slavery in antiquity, thought not in later times, was not a device for cheap 
labor or an instrument of exploitation for profit but rather the attempt to exclude labor from the 
conditions of man’s life. What men share with all other forms of animal life was not considered to 
be human”. The Human Condition, 84.  
49 Karl Marx, “The German Ideology”, Selected Writings, 115.  
50 Raymond Williams, Keywords. New York: Oxford University Press, 1976: 128.  
51 Maurice Blondel, Action: Essay on a Critique of Life and a Science of Practice (1893), trans. 
Oliva Blanchette. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984: 3.  
52 The Human Condition, 7.  
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the actual muscles and determined wills that manifest such a force are hidden within its 

description. “When we encounter some sonorous phrase such as the ‘strong ebb and flow 

of the trade cycle’, we must be on our guard,” writes E.P. Thompson, “for behind this 

trade cycle there is a structure of social relations, fostering some sorts of expropriation 

and outlawing others, legitimizing some types of conflict and inhibiting others.”53 What 

Thompson is excoriating here is any notion of the “trade cycle” – and the labor that it is 

implicitly understood sets it in motion – that neglects to mention the human beings who 

are responsible for the products of this cycle in the first place. The “structure of social 

relations” is not only the particular people who create labor laws and enforce them upon 

laborers, but moreover the laborers who are forced into the systems of the economy in 

order to meet the “ebb and flow” of the trade cycle. Even when an attempt is made to 

relate labor to specific human beings, the conclusions made about labor are generalized 

and seemingly devoid of any particular insight from an actual laborer. Thus Peter 

Cochran dismisses labor by saying that “anyone with experience of agricultural labor” 

will agree that it is “filthy, exhausting, monotonous, depressing, and mind-numbing”.54 

The “anyone” referred to in this phrase seems to be an afterthought – for is there really an 

anyone, or is this merely a perception of labor held by those distanced from it, who 

believe it to be the truth? That such a statement occurs in the introduction to a text – 

Robert Bloomfield’s The Farmer’s Boy - that purports to be about labor, but whose 
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author notably was too small and weak to participate in agricultural labor, is important as 

well. Labor is seen as an object that is or isn’t something – but what action is filthy or 

exhausting? Is this always the case? Is such action exhausting or degrading by its nature, 

or is it the rules and systems put in place around labor that make it to be so?   

What has been forgotten in such discourse is the relationship that exists between 

an individual and his actions, and more importantly, a form of knowledge concerning 

how those particular actions should be performed. “To arrive at man in the flesh, one 

does not set out for what men say, imagine, or conceive, nor from man as he is described, 

thought about, imagined, or conceived,” argues Marx. Instead, “one sets out from real, 

active men and their actual life-process.”55 To arrive at an understanding of labor, then, it 

is not adequate to settle for what a stock laborer might say, imagine, or conceive about 

labor, but rather to investigate what real laborers felt, thought, and said about labor; to 

find out how labor influenced their “life-process” and shaped them as human beings as a 

result. Nor is this a point that is reliant upon Marx’s philosophy or his conception of a 

new consciousness as a result of the proletariat revolution; it is already understood in the 

nineteenth century as William Blake illustrates Gray’s elegy. It is not just to the sickle 

that the harvest yields in the epigraph by Gray, but to “their” sickle; “their” sturdy stroke 

that bows the woods and drives the team afield. Blake, sketching his vision of Gray’s 

passage, chooses to emphasize the importance of the body by enlarging it, and placing it 

at the center of the frame, one powerful and broad hand grasping the wheat for harvest, 
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the other arm moving the sickle swiftly and decisively toward the harvest. The image of 

the laborer quite literally overshadows the economic counterpart of labor, as the colors of 

the male laborer stand out alongside the pale hues of the female observer. She sees the 

labor but stands apart from it, the passivity of figure and the presence of her purse 

suggesting an exploitative relationship to labor. It is not that she participates directly in 

the act of gleaning the harvest, but rather in the forms of monetary production and profit 

that the field laborers supply. Consequently, the tension that exists between the enactment 

of labor and the economic profit that its product serves is palpable; the division of labor 

from the body of the laborer seems imminent.  

The consequences of moving the discussion of labor away from the bodily actions 

and interactions of specific human beings, and instead into the realm of generalized and 

abstract thought, cannot be understated. When labor is discussed as an abstract object, 

rather than as a specific act associated with a particular human body, laborers are erased 

both from their contemporaneous sociopolitical realms and from history. If labor is an 

object that can stand on its own, then the laborers are afforded no voice in discussions 

about how it should be performed, contained, enacted, or used; any discussions of 

“humane” labor prescribe a one-size-fits all approach that in actuality ignores the 

humanity of the individuals who are purportedly being considered. Language about labor, 

then, becomes nothing more than language about something, not to someone; it is a 

monologue rather than a discussion. Consequently, discussions about labor always 

happen from the outside looking in; the “experts” of labor are those who are able to speak 

in quantities and statistics; the stories, oral traditions, and thoughts about labor that 
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laborers express are dismissed as superstition or personal belief, and therefore rendered 

useless for the public realm. Accepting that discussions about labor occur from the 

outside, by those who have no daily relation to such actions, thus reduces knowledge to a 

set of objective, isolated facts about something, which can only be gained through 

intellectual pursuits, not through experience or immersion. To labor no longer means to 

know what labor is; the concept of labor relies upon numerical and economic statistics 

rather than human experience and narrative.  

Returning again to Clare’s scene of sheep shearing, we see that there are many 

things driving the labor of the human beings, most importantly the narrative that 

circumscribes it.   

 The fleece is shorn & wi a fearfull leap 
 He starts – while wi a pressing hand 
 His sides are printed by tarry brand 
 Shaking his naked skin wi wondering joys 
 & fresh ones are tugd in by sturdy boys 
 Who when theyre thrown down neath the sheering swain 
 Will wipe his brow & start his tale again.56 
 

The subject of the poem vacillates between the object of labor – the sheep – and its 

instigator – the shearer – yet it is the “tale” that is being told that ties together the human 

and the animal. The tale dictates both the pace of the laborer that is being enacted as well 

as its limits; indeed, the “tale” at the end is ambiguous in its reference. Does it harken 

back to the “ancient days” and tales of history that that were being told earlier, or is it the 

labor of shearing that acts as its own narrative? Labor, in this scene, is impossible to 
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separate from stories – it is both the setting for stories as well as a tale within itself, in the 

lives and memories of the laborers who participate in it. Likewise, according to John 

Barrell, the way that Clare chooses to narrate both the landscape and the labor around 

him fights against the notion that there is a hierarchy between the different elements of 

nature present in this scene, of which human beings are only a part. Within his poetry, 

Barrell writes, Clare “has suppressed as far as he can the sense that one clause is 

subordinate to another, one image more important than another”, so that “the particular 

connections he does make between the images…reveal them all as parts not so much of a 

continuum of successive impressions as of one complex manifold of simultaneous 

impressions.”57 What we see is not a causal relationship among the scene of the shearing, 

the sheep, the shearer, and the tale that is being told, but rather a reciprocal one: each is 

informed and driven by the other.  

What this discussion leads to, then, is the question of what we should find when 

we read about or discuss labor, if we want to see the human connection to both labor and 

the earth. We have already referred to the modern disposition to see labor as an object, in 

which results of an exploration are skewed toward the quantitative. Labor becomes a 

catalyst for a series of statistics, in which the main focus seems to be the economic. The 

only focus to the human comes in generalized assertions or conclusions about “living 

conditions” or “fair wages” for laborers, with any references to particular people being 

used as a convenient backdrop to prove the pre-determined assertions. This is not to say 
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that those conversations are not important in their own way, but rather that they cannot 

become the only avenues for discussing labor. On the other hand, if labor is to be 

discussed as an action, then there is a desire to focus exclusively on the bodily reactions 

to the action: thus the intensive detail of bodily pain that both Stephen Duck and Mary 

Collier provide in their poems about labor. Labor, then, becomes entirely visceral or 

abstract, without any ground being gained in a discussion of the relationship that exists 

between the human and the act of laboring.  

Yet this kind of relationship is profoundly affected by the human aspect of labor; 

for, as Hannah Arendt points out, both the way that we labor and the effect that such 

labor has upon the earth and animals changes with the introduction of machines in lieu of 

tools and bodies. What happens when the “tools of workmanship”, which are created to 

complement the human body, are replaced by machines which supplements its own 

movements for that of the body, is that the machine becomes the focus of labor, rather 

than the earth. “Unlike the tools of workmanship, which at every given moment in the 

work process remain the servants of the hand,” Arendt informs us, “the machines demand 

that the laborer serve them, that he adjust the natural rhythm of his body to their 

mechanical movement.”58 The experience of labor does not expand upon the mind and 

body of the laborer, but rather narrows it; there is no relationship between the machine 

and the human being, save for the human being’s attention to the machine. This is a 

perspective corroborated by Blake:  
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 And all the Arts of Life. they changd into the Arts of Death in Albion. 
 The hour-glass contemnd because its simple workmanship. 
 Was like the workmanship of the plowman, & the water hweel,  
 That raises water into cisterns: broken & burnd with fire: 
 Because its workmanship. Was like the workmanship of the shepherd. 
 And in their stead, intricate wheels invented, wheel without wheel: 
 To perplex youth in their outgoings, & to bind to labors in Albion 
 Of day & night the myriads of eternity that they may grind 
 And polish brass & iron hour after hour laborious task!59  
 

When labor is removed from human bodies and rhythms, it literally changes from “life” 

into “death”; it becomes about the motions and products not just of a machine but of the 

system that the machine serves, rendering human beings slaves.  

Yet such conclusions are not just extended to the increase of machinery over 

human bodies and tools; it is likewise directed at the emphasis upon efficiency and 

productivity that exploit human beings in their labor. Both Clare and an anonymous 

weaver-poet from the late 1780s explicitly enfold and reject a definition of labor 

according to economic profitability and production within their own work. The imagery 

within the opening poem, “January”, of Clare’s collection tells of rooms and windows 

shut against the howling “tempests” of the winter wind, emphasizing the division that 

exists between the interior and the exterior: “Unfelt tempests howl & beat/Above his 

head in the corner seat.”60 The “he” of the farmer is not merely separated from the 

exterior of the rural environment, in which labor is enacted, but he is also separated from 

the act of labor: “Reading the news to mark again/The bankrupt lists or price of 
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grain….Dreaming oer troubles nearly ripe/Yet not quite lost in profits way/He’ll turn to 

next years harvest day.”61 The fact that the farmer thinks of the profits and budgets of the 

farm is not surprising, given the financial and managerial responsibilities that fall on 

farmers, but Clare makes clear that these lists and dreams of profits are not associated 

with his perspective of labor, for the farmer “sips his ale/While labour still purues his 

way/& braves the tempest as he may.”62 Here the initial division becomes important 

again. The farmer is not only separated from the weather outside, but from the specific 

body that must endure the weather in order to provide the source of his profits and lists; 

the season is over, but the laboring responsibilities are not. For Clare, there is no 

separation between labor and the laborer: the laborer is labor, the particular thresher in 

this poem the embodiment of laboring practices in the winter.  

The absence of laboring bodies from considerations about laboring products and 

profitability is likewise called into question by W.W., an unknown weaver-poet whose 

one poem, “A Summer’s Day”, was published posthumously in 1784, several decades 

before Clare’s poetry. Although Tim Burke characterizes the poem as “a rather dull 

rehearsal of rural felicity”, the second half of the poem subtly subverts the stereotypical 

characterization of a summer harvest by presenting dueling scenes of the harvest: one 

devoid of labor, and one illustrating labor. What this means, of course, is that there is a 

choice for the audience: what scene of labor is most palatable – the reality of bodies 

toiling for the harvest, or the fantasy of the harvest producing itself?  

                                                   

61 Ibid., l. 11-12, 23-25.  
62 Ibid., l. 27-30.  



 

 

189 

The verdant plains a pleasing prospect yield, 
The waving corn adorns the fertile field; 
The hills bring forth, the barren deserts smile, 
And yield a produce without human toil.  
Now shouting rustics, in promiscuous throngs,  
Shake the vast concave with their jovial songs, 
With arduous toil collect the ripen’d store 
Which bounteous heaven spontaneously does pour.63  

 

The initial representation of “dull rural felicity” is heightened by the juxtaposition of 

terms: barren deserts yield the produce without humanity, at once presenting the socially 

acceptable imagery of pleasant and easy labor,64 while simultaneously challenging the 

reader to see the incompatibility of such labor with its environment. Labor cannot be 

enacted without toil, just as produce cannot be brought forth in a barren desert; 

consequently, the poet allows the reality to quite literally burst onto the scene. Rustics are 

“shouting in promiscuous throngs”, their rowdiness and power causing the “vast 

concave” to “shake”. Moreover, it is with “arduous toil” that the laborers harvest the 

corn, a toil that grimly seems to overflow amount of work that “bounteous heaven” 

requires. The introduction of the body of the laborer introduces not just the enactment of 

labor but the figure of the laborer as well, and with it an indication that the laborer is not 

an abstract idealization, but a person that has the capability to be uncouth, unruly, and 
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loud, to barrel over the earth in song and act in a way that might preclude the desired 

fantasies of rural landscapes.  

Thus, rather than being simply a “dull rehearsal of rural felicity”, the weaver-

poet’s narration of the summer day is a politically charged challenge to the constraints of 

laboring landscapes and figures, purposely subverting anticipated norms for the sake of 

showing labor for what it might actually be. This desire not to show the laborer as he or 

she is, to ignore or hide the power and toil that laboring requires, stems from a fear of the 

body and what the body might produce. Blake’s figure of decisive action, with his 

hulking form and swift motion, carries with it the threat of “indiscipline, idleness, or 

revolt” if he is not trained to properly understand his role within labor and the economic 

systems of products and profitability that labor benefits; the task is to direct the body 

toward a harvest so bounteous that he has neither the strength, energy, or desire to 

question the conditions he finds himself in.65 The fear and exploitation of another’s body 

is central to the exploitation of the capitalist market in the first place: for it is when we 

put the body “to a task that insults the mind and demeans the spirit”, we “find it easier 

than ever to prefer our own bodies to the bodies of other creatures and to abuse, exploit, 

and otherwise hold in contempt those other bodies for the greater good or comfort of our 

own”.66 I return once again to the imagery of the January day in Clare’s poem. The 

juxtaposition of the farmer, resting and thinking of next season while divided from the 

elements, with the scene of the thresher struggling to make his way through the tempest, 
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begs the question of how the act of labor becomes exploitative. At what point does the 

body go from performing a necessary act of survival to a needlessly arduous task that 

harms rather than helps the laborer?  

The kind of forced servitude described by laboring-class poets in England 

challenges the concept of labor as the manifestation of “biological processes” that relate 

the human being back to the earth that he or she comes from, for the point seems to be 

that although labor began with the human being, it is no longer aligned alongside the 

human condition. The body labors upon the earth, but does not recognize itself as part of 

the earth that it acts upon; the body acts not for the sake of life or self-expression but 

rather for a set number of commodities. Sensing these conditions in Germany nearly one 

hundred years later, Marx decried that labor is no longer “the satisfaction of a need but 

only a means to satisfy other needs”, and that since the “activity of the worker is not his 

own spontaneous activity”, but mandated by another, “it is the loss of his own self.”67 

Nor was this an idea exclusive to Marx. Thomas Gainsborough, in his idealized portraits 

of the countryside, linked the agency of the laborer with specific forms of laborer that 

served only them: the chopping of wood, carrying of water, and tilling of plants in close 

proximity to their own cottages. “The relation to the land is mediated by nothing more 

complex than ‘home economics’”, Bermingham critiques, writing that Gainsborough is 

attempting to fulfill a fantasy in which “the life of these country people seems to be their 
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own”.68 The idea that Gainsborough alludes to, however, and that Marx explicitly posits – 

that labor is only connected to a sense of ‘self’ when it is connected to one’s own 

“spontaneous activity”, presumes that both the process and production of labor is an 

individual activity. One is left to imagine a community in which each laborer, acting 

according to his or her own “spontaneous activity”, would work across or against one 

another, for according to Clare, labor should be dictated as much by the activity of human 

beings as by the cues and needs of the landscape.  

   Each hedge is loaded thick wi green 
   & were the hedger late hath been 
   Tender shoots begin to grow 
   From the mossy stumps below 
   While sheep & cow that teaze the grain 
   Will nip them to the root again 
   They lay their bill & mittens bye 
   & on to other labours hie.69  
 

Knowledge about the hedge – which, we presume, is gained through the careful 

observation that Clare often engages in – is dictated by where the “hedger late hath been” 

as well as what the cow and sheep will do. Not only does this influence the growth of the 

hedge, but the hedger incorporates the relationship between the animals and the earth into 

his own labors: “they lay their bill & mittens bye/& on to other labours hie”, leaving the 

maintenance of the hedge to the sheep and cows. In this way, the activity and labor of 

human beings rely as much upon the bodies of their animals as well as a knowledge of 
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how those animals can work in conjunction with human endeavors – which, likewise, 

creates a narrative surrounding the practice of labor in Helpston.  

Yet, Marx argues, this kind of communal labor and rotational grazing has largely 

been eradicated; a point that is quite pertinent in England by the time that he is writing. 

Enclosure had to be enacted in Helpston to meet the agricultural demands of the growing 

economy, Barrell argues, for the way that Helpston limited both what could be produced 

and the kind of labor that could be engaged in simultaneously. It was not just that “the 

same crops had to be grown on any particular field in any particular year”, which led to 

“almost the entire laboring population of a village being engaged in working the same 

field at the same time”, but moreover that “as long as the land was distributed as it was, 

the methods of farming could not much be changed; and as long as the topography of the 

parish remained an expression of open-field farming practice, the characteristically open-

field sense of place – circular, restricted by the boundary of the parish – was bound to 

survive”.70 What is under attack, then, is not just the physical layout of the village, but of 

the community as well: the forms of labor and relationships among laborers that seek to 

turn labor from a communal activity into a solitary one. Marx deems this development of 

labor as the “alienation” of human beings: 

“Through alienated labor man…not only produces his relationship to the object 
and to the act of production as an alien man at enmity with him. He also creates 
the relation in which other men stand to his production and product, and the 
relation in which he stands to these other men…as he alienates his own activity 
from himself, he confers upon the stranger an activity which is not his own”.71 
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What we have here is a relationship between the body and the act of labor that no longer 

belongs to the human. Man is a stranger to himself because the actions he takes are at 

odds with the nature of humanity, and consequently men are strangers from one another 

because there is no recognizable common life among men who cannot consider 

themselves to be human in the first place. The predicament that alienated labor 

dehumanizes and degrades human beings is certainly in accord with both the reflections 

of early working-class poets. Yet does it necessarily follow that participation in these 

forms of labor results in the permanent banishment of the human from the lives and 

conditions of these people? In other words, how can the human body and the human 

condition be separated? Is there a way for human beings to exist and work without still 

being in “essence” human?  

To contend with these questions, I will parse further Marx’s conceptions of the 

“essence” of the human life and condition as well as his conception of what a human 

experience of labor would look like. Human interaction, and a life among human beings 

that can be called common, cannot be mediated through commodities that belong to the 

political economy, and consequently the existence of money creates the first division 

between the body and the human. Although the body works for wages, this purpose of 

working for something other than human survival and subsistence makes the object of 

labor, and thus the experience of labor, “external” to man.72 Thus, the actions of human 
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beings serve to only make them more “lost and dehumanized”, and to create commodities 

for a system that exists outside the realm of human beings. That is, the system is 

supported by the labor of human beings, but human beings are no longer able to 

recognize themselves as containing the “essence” of a “truly human” life, and therefore to 

act and interact with one another as they should. A truly human life for Marx would be 

one in which “my labor would be a free manifestation of life and an enjoyment of life”, 

through which the “particularity of my individuality would be affirmed because my 

individual life is affirmed”.73 Labor for Marx can only be human if it stems from both 

free will and desire, if it is undertaken not out of coercion or necessity but rather out of 

enjoyment and particular inclination.  

Setting aside the problems that such a conception of labor has with traditional 

definitions of labor for a moment, it is worth asking whether such a perspective devolves 

the human experience into nothing but labor. It is telling that Marx’s description of both 

human interaction and the common life of human beings includes only the “human” 

mode of labor and the “animalistic” actions of “eating, drinking, and procreating” in 

which human beings feel most free. This is obviously at odds with the way poets such as 

Clare and Robert Bloomfield see the intersection of human beings and animals within the 

rural landscape; we have already seen that for Clare, labor depends more upon an 

attentiveness to the demands and needs of nature than it does upon the desires of human 

beings. Yet Marx, in his privileging of labor with free will, leaves out any consideration 

                                                   

73 Ibid., 53.  
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of the human capacity for speech and the narratives that speech produces, the quality that 

Hannah Arendt deems “action” and what she argues is in fact the highest and most 

necessarily element of the human condition. For this reason she excoriates Marx’s 

revolution from labor to be “self-defeating”, as “a society of laborers which is about to be 

liberated from the fetters of labor…no longer knows of those other higher and more 

meaningful activities for the sake of which this freedom would deserve to be won.”74 To 

contend that human beings lose their humanity through a particular form of labor, without 

acknowledging the influence that speech and narration have upon both the human 

condition and our experience in the world as human beings, is to doom human beings to 

an existence in which nothing but the movement of the body can allow people to find 

commonality. Yet the poetry of working-class laborers in Britain attests to the vital 

placement of narrative alongside labor; it not just the body participates in and experiences 

labor, but that the body requires the speech and stories of both the individual laborer and 

the community around this individual in order to make those experiences belong to the 

human condition. More importantly, it is the loss of custom and ritual that result from the 

loss of labor, not just the changes in labor practice, that proves to be fatal to the human 

inhabitants of these rural villages.  

Furthermore, there is a noticeable break between Marx and Clare in their attitudes 

toward tradition and labor. Writing about “rural peasants” in The Eighteenth Brumaire of 

Louis Bonaparte, Marx reveals not only his disdain for rural laborers because of their 

                                                   

74 The Human Condition, 5.  



 

 

197 

reliance upon tradition, but furthermore his rejection of any kind of relationship between 

the past and labor:  

“The Bonaparte dynasty represents not the revolutionary, but the conservative 
peasant; not the peasant that strikes out beyond the condition of his social 
existence…but rather the peasant who wants to consolidate this holding; not the 
country folk who, linked up with the towns, want to overthrow the old order 
through their own energies…it represents not the enlightenment, but the 
superstition of the peasant; not his judgment, but his prejudice; not his future, but 
his past.” 

 

For Marx, any association with the past cannot be part of the revolution of the present; all 

must be annihilated, or else the old order will return in power, just in a new form. For this 

reason labor must pass from the rural locales to urban ones, for it is rural locales that 

“superstition” reigns, and with it ideals and beliefs held by people who were under the 

coercion of the “old order”. In such a narration, there can be no way forward while still 

holding on to the old ways; it is not just the old order and classes that need to be 

obliterated, then, but the kinds of labor that also existed under such systems.  

Yet what kind of humanity would there be without knowledge of traditional ways 

of doing, thinking, and speaking? What happens we forfeit all knowledge of such things, 

and furthermore forfeit them to entities outside of ourselves? This is a question that 

presses Clare as he progresses further in the calendar year of The Shepherd’s Calendar, 

as he repeats the importance of the “bard” and “poet” for preserving such memories. The 

end of “October” parallels the destruction of winter with the destruction of the village and 

its memories, save for those of the poet:  

  These pictures linger thro the shortning day 
  & cheer the lone bards melancholy way 



 

 

198 

  Till surly Winter comes with biting breath 
  & strips the woods & numbs the scene with death 
  Then all is still oer the wood & field & plain 
  As nought had been & nought would be again.75 
 

We are to understand, from what Clare has told us, that the destruction of this world is to 

be the last memory in the village; enclosure will prevent life from reviving again, save 

from within his memory. But what is the importance of preserving such memories? The 

hint comes from “these pictures”, which refers not to images of human beings 

immediately prior to this passage, but rather to the movements of animals. We see the 

“huge black beetles revelling alone”, the “foddered cattle” sleeping in the hay, and the 

“startld stockdove hurried wizzing bye/As the still hawk hangs oer him in the sky”. What 

we lose then, is not just our way of doing in the world but our way of knowing the world. 

We lose a fundamental aspect of our human relation to the earth, of not just ways of 

acting upon the earth but of understanding ourselves through the rhythms and motions of 

the land and non-human creatures through our proximity and attention to them. 

Consequently, the superstitions that Marx decries, because they are rooted in intimate 

knowledge of the world around us, are for Clare in fact “truths”: what we are left with is 

“a real world & doubting mind” – a mind that no longer knows how to place itself in the 

world without either the rhythms of manual labor of the superstitions and tales that often 

accompany it.76  

                                                   

75 “October”, The Shepherd’s Calendar, 143.  
76 “February”, The Shepherd’s Calendar, 25.  
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Thus, attention to manual labor, as told from the perspective of human laborers, 

not only helps us preserve marginalized and forgotten experiences in the face of growing 

mechanization and industrialization, but also challenges us to consider a different way of 

thinking and speaking about labor. What these accounts present is an argument for seeing 

labor as an inherently human action that, although it is often subject to the whims and 

exploitations of a system or machine, contributes significantly to the ways that human 

beings understand themselves, and the stories that result as a consequence. As such, an 

alarm is raised for allowing the growth of new systems and ideologies to completely 

pervade every aspect of human labor and industry. Labor cannot be seen one-

dimensionally as simply a painful and miserable experience; rather, it must be seen from 

a nuanced perspective, in which misery and pain sometimes exist, but can be 

counteracted with the ebbs and flows of the seasons and demands of labor. This is, of 

course, a challenge that becomes increasingly difficult as labor becomes more focused 

upon the ideals of productivity and efficiency. Yet such conversations often center 

around abstract theories of what labor and laborers might be, rather than actual stories of 

what laborers feel or experience; what I have tried to do in this chapter is to resurrect 

these perspectives in the hope of highlighting the complexity of the laboring experience. 

It is not simply that we should preserve pockets of society which are not subject to the 

demands of the economic powers that be, but furthermore that it is necessary to do so, in 

order to remember what it is about labor that makes us human. 
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Chapter Four: Communities of Labor in News from Nowhere  
William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) occupies a seemingly paradoxical place 

within late nineteenth-century literature. The title, a play upon the literal meaning of the 

word ‘utopia’, indicates the seeming contradictions contained within the work.1 It is a 

journalistic account of one man’s dream, published serially in a socialist newspaper, that 

purports to be a universal vision about a perfected socialist community that does not, and 

likely will not ever, exist.2 Indeed, as Paul Leduc Browne argues, the dream narrated in 

News from Nowhere is not meant to be taken as a literal explanation of a socialist utopia 

that should exist, but rather is presented “to disturb entrenched beliefs, and show that a 

different society is conceptually possible.”3 Yet, by being not only a utopia but also a 

romance, it also participates in two of the most popular and commercially viable forms of 

literature being revived at the time, thus presenting a world that is fundamentally opposed 

to every aspect of Victorian society, through the mass-market production mechanisms of 

                                                   

1 The word ‘utopia’, first used by Thomas More, derives from the Greek word ‘topos’ and the 
prefix ‘ou’, translating literally to nowhere or no place. Yet, in his ‘Six Lines on the Island of 
Utopia’, More uses the word ‘Eutopia’ interchangeably with ‘utopia’, therefore aligning the 
‘happy land’ or ‘good place’ with ‘nowhere’. Thus, “the word utopia, which simply means no 
place or nowhere, has come to refer to a non-existent good place”. Lyman Tower Sargent, 
Utopianism: A Very Short Introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010: 2.  
2 This is due not just to the supposed impracticality of a utopia, but also to the small population of 
British Socialists at the time that Morris was writing: E.P. Thompson estimates there to have been 
only a few hundred in all of Britain.  
3 “A Dream of William Morris: Communism, History, Revolution”. To Build a Shadowy Isle of 
Bliss: William Morris’s Radicalism and the Embodiment of Dreams, ed. Michelle Weinroth and 
Paul Leduc Browne. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015: 197.   
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Victorian culture. 4 This is precisely the strength of the work, however. Blending together 

the familiar and the strange, the utopian and socialist world that Morris imagines 

becomes possible because it is the world of his readers. The topography of his new world, 

beginning in his Hammersmith home in London and extending deeper into the heart of 

the city, and further along the Thames to his country home at Kelmscott Manor, allows 

the reader to imagine the creation not of a new world, but rather the re-creation of the 

present.   

Written near the end of Morris’s life, News from Nowhere is both a response to 

social and political upheaval in England during the nineteenth century, as well as an 

attempt to fully realize a perfected and popular form of art that drew from the aesthetic 

movement and its claims of “art for art’s sake”. Its eclecticism mirrors the enigma of 

Morris’s own work and personality, his seemingly endless forays into different forms of 

technical and fine artwork and craftsmanship, and his struggle to reconcile his middle-

class origins and lifestyle with his passionate adherence to socialism. Yet the work, 

although it stems from Morris’s individual interest, pursuits, and beliefs, resists being 

defined solely according to Morris’s vision. Rather, News from Nowhere is in many ways 

a culmination of the discourse about labor throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Morris references socialist ideals and principles, and structures his work in the 
                                                   

4 Michael Robertson notes that while political enthusiasm for “utopian social experiments” 
decreased dramatically after the mid-nineteenth century, utopian literature exploded in a manner 
never before seen: “More English-language utopian works – over five hundred – were published 
in the quarter-century following the appearance of [Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, the 
utopian novel that Morris’s News from Nowhere responds to] than had appeared in the nearly four 
hundred years between More and Bellamy”. The Last Utopians: Four Late Nineteenth-Century 
Visionaries and their Legacy. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018: 4.  
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tradition of Chartist novels and short stories, but he also puts to the test an idea that 

laboring-class poets have already been asking: what if the economy of labor was centered 

around relationships, rather than money?  

Thus far, I have primarily been asking what labor offers the poetry of laboring-

class authors as they attempt to place themselves within literary, social, and political 

discourse. I have argued that the way authors use labor aesthetically within their own 

poetry influences the forms of labor and kinds of communities that can be envisioned. I 

have also interrogated how these authors paint a broader picture of the act of labor, one 

that incorporates redemptive and restorative qualities, as well as one that realistically 

portrays the grim realities of capitalistic exploitation. Venturing into Morris’s work, 

however, as well as several decades further into the nineteenth century, shifts the focus 

from what labor can offer to literature, to how literature can effectively illuminate new 

forms of labor and society with the emerge of socialism and the revival of utopian 

literature. In other words, I will seek to interrogate how Morris’s decisions in literary 

form, style, and structure influence the way that his theories of labor are interpreted, and 

in turn, how his theories of labor align with the embodiment of their practices. 

Embodiment is a particularly important way of approaching Morris’s work, for physical 

design and structure play an important role in structuring both his present and imaginary 

worlds. For Morris, the way that he approached the world around him – and therefore his 

response to how that world should work and live – was through considering how things 

were made, and what that creation suggested about a particular society.    
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This immediate need to orient himself according to the physical structures of the 

world can be seen in the opening pages of News from Nowhere. “Things were Morris’s 

means of getting his bearing in the world,” Fiona MacCarthy writes in her comprehensive 

biography, creating “a sense of place so acute as to be almost a disability.”5 Throughout 

his life, Morris was drawn to architecture and design, particularly that of the medieval 

and gothic, and it was through an analysis of the structure and style of physical objects 

that he found a way to elucidate his artistic and political beliefs. Consequently, Morris 

clings to familiar places in this brave new world, despite his aversion to many of them, as 

a way to map the political, social, and artistic tenets of Nowhere. The Houses of 

Parliament, Kensington Palace, Westminster Abbey – these are the locations that help 

Morris’s narrator Guest find his bearings, and provide historical landmarks to help 

explain how humans got from Victorian-era England to a socialist society. Upon Guest’s 

arrival in the new world of Nowhere, despite how startled he is by Dick’s dress and 

customs, he does not realize he has entered into a transformed Britain until he pays 

attention to the material things around him: 

For though there was a bridge across the stream and houses across the banks, how 
all was changed from last night! The soap-works with their smoke-vomiting 
chimneys were gone; the engineer’s works gone; the lead-works gone; and no 
sound of riveting and hammering came down the west wind from Thorneycroft’s. 
Then the bridge! I had perhaps dreamed of such a bridge, but never seen such a 
one out of an illuminated manuscript; for not even the Ponte Vecchio at Florence 
came anywhere near it. It was of stone arches, splendidly solid, and as graceful as 
they were strong; high enough also to let ordinary river traffic through easily. 
Over the parapet showed quaint and fanciful little buildings, which I supposed to 
be booths or shops, beset with painted and gilded vanes and spirelets. The stone 

                                                   

5 William Morris: A Life for Our Time. London: Faber & Faber, 1994: 6.   
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was a little weathered, but showed no marks of the grimy sootiness which I was 
used to on every London building more than a year old. In short, to me a wonder 
of a bridge.6 

 

Guest’s mapping of particular places, and their presence or absence, provide us with an 

immediate understanding of Morris’s conceptions of beauty, structure, and art, as 

envisioned in his perfected world. We note the kinds of labors and factories that have no 

place in this world – soap-works, engineering buildings, the shipbuilding yards of 

Thorneycroft’s – which insinuate that the scale of production has been greatly reduced in 

Nowhere. We can infer that these large factories no longer exist because the needs of the 

people have changed; indeed, both the architecture and the qualities of the buildings 

indicate that Nowhereans have reverted back to older customs, when things were made 

by hand.7 News from Nowhere is thus not only a romance in form, but also in spirit, as 

Morris seeks to resurrect not only the literary form he loves, but also the buildings 

described and contained within those narratives.  

Thus, we see a bridge that has “never been seen…out of an illuminated 

manuscript”, which is both “quaint” and “fanciful”. The bridge, however, is not just 

beautiful, but practical as well: painted and gilded, but with high enough arches to let the 

river traffic through, combining Morris’s beliefs on labor and art. Sensing the 

contemporary critique against nostalgia for the past, Morris contrast his bridge with the 

                                                   

6 News from Nowhere, or an Epoch of Rest: Being Some Chapters from a Utopian Romance. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2003: 7-8.  
7 Northrop Frye locates this return to craftsmanship, and the necessary reduction in human desires 
and wants, as the source of the pastoral in Morris’s utopia. The Stubborn Structure: Essays on 
Criticism and Society. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 130.  
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realities of London. His bridge may be quaint, but it is not covered with soot, and grime, 

as all London buildings are after merely a year. Right from the beginning, then, Morris 

confronts the reader with his argument against modern technology and advancement.8 

There is no charm in it for Morris, or for the world he envisions: the factories “vomit” 

smoke and emit grime and soot that destroy all beauty, and, we can infer, health for 

citizens. What Morris presents may be overly optimistic in its rejection of modern 

standards of living, but it does present a world in which human health can be permitted to 

flourish.  

As we see in the passage above, for Morris place is a linking of physical or 

material things with the imagination; consequently, for him place refers both to actual 

objects as well as to particular literary genres, especially his beloved romance. 

MacCarthy notes that Morris claimed to have read the entirety of Walter Scott’s 

romances by the age of four. Phillippa Bennett argues that as an adult, Morris found the 

romance to be “the literary form that was most open to the contemplation of 

possibilities…an inherently radical form through which radical visions could be 

                                                   

8 Morris’s resistance to technological advancement is not easily described, as Carolyn Lesjak 
notes. Although Morris does see the benefits of some machinery, namely those machines that will 
perform the labor that is merely drudgery for human beings, he also believes that a transformation 
in society will result in the “limiting of machinery as an eventual (and desired) 
consequence…along the basis of use rather than profit”. In other words, once the capitalist 
economy is dissolved, people’s desires, needs, and expectations will shift in such radical ways 
that the mechanizations of large factories will no longer be necessary. The aesthetics of this scene 
are important to note, as well: it is necessary to create a world that is immediately, and radically, 
different from late nineteenth-century London in order to announce the entrance into a utopia. 
Working Fictions: A Genealogy of the Victorian Novel. Durham: Duke University Press, 2006: 
155.  
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realized.”9 Again we see the focus upon romance as a form of contemplation, rather than 

prescription, but we also see a connection between the radicalism of the form and the 

radicalism of Morris’s political beliefs that makes romance a particularly apt form for his 

utopian vision. Bennett explains that, unlike the nineteenth-century novel, with its 

tendency toward the marriage plot and introspection, the romance resists both closure and 

individualism, thereby creating “the potential to be truly communal” as “tales to be 

told.”10 In other words, although the romance tells stories of individual characters, these 

tales are merely a reflection of a greater communal and historical narrative, so that the 

romance might be said to analyze society as a whole, rather than a few members within it. 

Scott’s Ivanhoe is not primarily about Ivanhoe, Lady Rowena, Cedric, and Isaac and 

Rebecca; rather, it is a narrative that grapples with the cultural conflicts between Anglo-

Saxons and Normans and Christians and Jews, as reflected through the experiences of the 

characters. Thus, the figures that we meet in Nowhere are not meant to be encountered so 

that we might grow to learn and understand them, but rather so that they might reveal 

their culture and society to us. Dick, Ellen, Clara, and old Hammond, among others, are 

only present so that we might have guides to lead us through this new world.  

What the romance can offer as a literary form is intricately connected with the 

thematic concerns of Morris’s tale, as well as his Socialist beliefs: a desire for the 

communal to transcend the individual, therefore creating a world in which people are not 

                                                   

9 Phillippa Bennett, “Radical Tales: Rethinking the Politics of William Morris’s Last Romances”. 
To Build a Shadowy Isle of Bliss, 89.  
10 Ibid., 90.  



 

 

207 

only equal, but also the best versions of humanity possible. Nor is Morris alone in his 

desire for the tendency toward introspection to revert back outward toward the 

community. Michael Robertson notes that the four great utopian writers of the late 

nineteenth century – Morris, Edward Carpenter, Edward Bellamy, and Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman, all shared this belief: “The last utopians believed that the self was an illusion, 

that everyone was united an inclusive divine spirit, and that humanity was destined to 

reveal its oneness.”11 Similar to the ideas a century before, when writers such as William 

Godwin were writing about human beings reaching their “perfectability” through a 

mastery of rationality, ushering in an age of harmony and equality, there is the sense 

among these writers that there is a general spirit or movement pushing “humanity” as a 

mass forward into a new age – here called the “inclusive divine spirit”. It is not that 

people fail to recognize themselves as individuals, or do not have divisive feelings or 

tendencies, as we shall see; it is rather that human beings in Nowhere have learned to 

orient their desires, hopes, and actions within the context of the larger community, rather 

than within some idea of their own inward “self”. For Morris, a truly socialist society, 

through which all people may not only become equal, but also sustain that equality, is not 

possible without this transformation. His critique levelled against Edward Bellamy’s 

Looking Backward (1888), which inspired News from Nowhere, is that economic and 

structural transformation was not possible without moral, political, and spiritual 

transformation as well. In order to behave differently, human beings had to begin 

                                                   

11 The Last Utopians, 7-8.  
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thinking and believing differently. Thus, throughout the tale, the literary forms of utopia 

and romance serve to push one man’s dream beyond the individual into the communal, 

making it a tale not just of a possible future for human beings, but likewise a tale of 

human nature and the human condition.  

 At the heart of both this utopian world and Morris’s political beliefs is labor. This 

chapter will interrogate how Morris relies upon formal and stylistic techniques to create 

new attitudes toward labor that not only transform human relationships to labor, the earth, 

and one another, but also fundamentally change human nature. Labor, like other aspects 

of Morris’s work, is both familiar and strange. Although the particular acts of labor – 

rowing, hay harvesting, carving, selling, building – are familiar, the attitudes toward 

labor, as well as the hierarchies of particular types of labor, have changed significantly. 

The reader’s labor of attempting to puzzle out the customs and habits of Nowhere parallel 

that of Guest, who serves as a clueless and curious projection of the reader upon this new 

world, asking countless questions and replying with critiques as he attempts to 

understand this new society. Thus, before we turn to the particular descriptions of labor in 

News from Nowhere, I will first provide a background of the intricate narrative, 

structural, and stylistic qualities of Morris’s work, which are critical in understanding 

how he envisions not only labor, but also a socialist world. 

 

‘The Rehabilitation of a Desirable Past’: Morris and Romance 

The first important structure governing News from Nowhere is socialism, and in 

particular, William Morris’s interpretation of socialism. British socialism was a middle-
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class movement that drew from a variety of philosophies, interpretations, and adherences. 

Mark Bevir argues that although two main crises, the “collapse of classical economics”, 

and the “crisis of faith”, led British socialists to break with traditional forms of economy 

and society in Victorian Britain, the way that individuals chose to interpret the solutions 

to those dilemmas varied widely, although there were all grouped under the label of 

“socialism”.12 Thus, at this time there were anarchists at one end of the spectrum, who 

were quite active in the socialist leagues, and who Morris often fraternized with, although 

he sharply disagreed with their beliefs. There were also Marxists, but also Fabians, the 

most famous member being George Bernard Shaw, who wished to apply socialist 

principles to traditional forms of British government, and served as the foundation for the 

eventual Labour party. Morris’s own influences, as described by E.P. Thompson, are 

drawn from a variety of figures, as was the case for most socialists at the time. Thompson 

says that Morris’s beliefs “came, by one road, from Carlyle’s denunciation of a society 

where cash-payment is the sole nexus of man in its relationship to man; by another road, 

from his own study of the conditions of nineteenth-century labor and productive 

relations; by yet another, from Marx’s moral indignation, and its foundation in the 

manuscripts of the 1840s.”13 Notably, Thompson has left out the critical influence of 

John Ruskin, whose aesthetic theories influenced Morris’s ideas about labor and art, as 

                                                   

12 The Making of British Socialism. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011: 31.  
13 “The Communism of William Morris”. Delivered at the William Morris Society, 1959. E.P. 
Thompson and the Making of the New Left, ed. Cal Winslow. New York: Monthly Review Press, 
2014: 257.  
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for him the two were interconnected. We can see, consequently, that although Morris is 

influenced by Marx, his socialism cannot be perfectly aligned with Marx’s thought.  

Although Morris shared many of Marx’s sentiments – the reality of class struggle, 

the necessity of revolution, the excesses of the bourgeois – he differed from Marx in his 

beliefs about how to confront such issues. Morris made no attempts to disguise how 

difficult or indigestible he found Marx’s later economic works. Nor did his literary 

socialist writings endear him to Engels, who believed that socialism was a system to be 

tackled through scientific and political discourse, not utopian romances.14 Yet Morris was 

steadfast in his determination to envision a society that was both idealistic and practical. 

His Manifesto of the Socialist League (1885), written with E. Belfort Bax after both men 

had broken from the Socialist Democratic League, sets out a vision that he attempts to put 

into practice through News from Nowhere.  

Several principles are quite similar to Marxist arguments - the conflict between 

the producing class and the possessing class; the degrading and alienating effects of 

contemporary labor; the necessity of eliminating profit – yet the critical differences come 

in Morris’s articulation of how labor relates to community and art. If profit is eliminated, 

                                                   

14 Thompson defends Morris from Engels’s criticism in the same lecture from above, arguing that 
although “in matters of political strategy Engels was certainly Morris’s master”, his inability to 
recognize the contributions of literature revealed a deeper incompatibility between Marxism and 
creative work: “I am emphasizing a deeper incompatibility between them: an incompatibility 
with, by various twists and turns of history, became perpetuated in the mainstream of the later 
Marxist tradition, and which made it incapable of absorbing the great enrichment of the ethical 
content of Communism which is Morris’s unique contribution”. “The Communism of William 
Morris”, 252. This is a sentiment also echoed by Raymond Williams, who argues that it cannot 
“be denied that Marx did in one sense diminish the value of creative work…he denied, what had 
hitherto been commonly believed, that it was the kind of work that decided human development”. 
Culture and Society, 1780-1950. New York: Columbia University Press, 1958: 274.  
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he argues, not only would the amount of necessary labor decrease to “two or three hours 

daily” per person, but moreover, “the test of duty” for performing labor would come from 

“the fulfillment of clear and well-defined obligations to the community, rather than on the 

moulding of the individual character and actions to some preconceived standard outside 

social responsibilities.”15 We see here Morris attempting to draw the individual out into 

the communal. Labor is a result of desire – desire to meet a certain set of fulfillments 

agreed upon by the community – but that desire is not fulfilled through individual 

satisfaction, but communal satisfaction. Social responsibility is indistinguishable from 

individual choice.  

Yet the equality that Morris envisions rests not just in social and economic 

transformation, but in artistic transformation as well. For Morris, it was not just that art 

should be an acceptable form of labor, but that there is no distinction between art and 

labor, if both are properly done. Thus, art is not “a thing which can be produced by the 

conscious efforts of a few cultivated men apart from the work of the great mass of men”, 

but rather “beauty produced by the labour of man both mental and bodily, the expression 

of the interest man takes in the life of man upon the earth with its surroundings, in other 

words the human pleasure of life is what I mean by art.”16 By weaving together mental 

and bodily labor, Morris makes room in manual labor for art; likewise, through linking 

art to the “human pleasure of life”, Morris also makes a connection that manual labor is 

                                                   

15 Manifesto of the Socialist League, 1885, 6.  
16 “Art and Labour” (1884), The Unpublished Lectures of William Morris, ed. Eugene D. Lemire. 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1969: 94-5, 111.  
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art, as for him there should be no distinction between labor and pleasure. We will touch 

more on the relationship between labor, art, and pleasure later in the chapter, but for now 

the point to be made is that Morris’s socialism envisions a transformation of labor that 

not only makes labor unalienated and equitable, but also permits men to weave together 

art and labor. The bridge on the Thames in the beginning scene accomplishes this vision; 

it is useful and required manual labor, but it also reflects a beauty and craftsmanship that 

makes it a piece of art. Nor should we limit art to objects such as buildings; literary form 

is a type of art for Morris as well.17  

Thus, just as socialism provides important guiding principles for navigating the 

structure and philosophies of Nowhere, the literary form of the text reveals how we might 

link together principles of labor and art.  The forms that Morris chose to employ, as well 

as the manner in which he published his utopian work, are deeply aligned with the 

laboring class, as well as with medieval history and customs. The work, consequently, is 

alternatively forward-looking and nostalgic. “The entire burden of Morris’s socialist 

writing,” Anna Vaninskaya argues, “is the rehabilitation of the desirable elements of the 

barbarian and medieval past…in anticipation of the fulfilled utopia of the future – longed 

for nostalgically in the romantic paradigm, and taken up into the historical dialectic in the 

                                                   

17 Literary form encompasses not just the genre of the work, but also the typographical design of 
the published book. Elizabeth Carolyn Miller links Morris’s interest in typographical design with 
a “socialist aestheticism”, in which “art for art’s sake” worked “in service of democratizing and 
universalizing art”. Slow Print: Literary Radicalism and Late Victorian Print Culture. Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 2014. Jerome McGann calls Morris’s attention to book design a “clear 
typographical signal of his imaginative inventions”, showing how the detail in print could 
embody his imagination. Black Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993: 47.  
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Marxist model.”18 Upon first glance, the claim seems to be contradictory – how can 

Morris reclaim both the barbarian and medieval past, and still place his world within the 

Marxist model? Yet this is precisely what Morris attempts to do in his work – to present a 

variety of forms, ideas, and places that both contradict and support one another, providing 

a path to envision a world that is both familiar and strange. Consequently, more attention 

is needed to these formal aspects, in order to understand how to approach the way that 

Morris frames his dream within literary form and Socialist beliefs.  

I will outline a brief sketch of the narrative. An unknown initial narrator informs 

the reader that “our friend” has told a story about a dream that has occurred after a 

meeting of the Socialist League at Morris’s Hammersmith home in London one night. 

The narrative then turns to a first-person narration of this dream through Morris’s literary 

persona, coined ‘Guest’, as he wakes up in a future socialist society that has transformed 

England. Encountering a boatman, Dick, who serves as his first guide through this new 

world, Guest learns that the Socialist revolution has completely transformed London both 

physically and socially – the countryside has woven into the city, technological and 

industrial advancements have given way to medieval forms of transportation, clothing, 

and craftsmanship, and beautiful and healthy men and women age slowly and with 

greater ease. Seeing Guest’s obvious incompatibility with the inhabitants of Nowhere, 

Dick takes Morris on a journey through London to see his grandfather, Old Hammond, 

who provides the historical background of the revolution, as well as the philosophical and 

                                                   

18 William Morris and the Idea of Community: Romance, History, and Propaganda 1880-1914. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010.  
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political tenets of the utopian community.19 Dick reunites his with formerly estranged 

partner and the mother of his children, Clara, who joins the group on the journey up the 

Thames to a hay harvest; along the way, the group stops for the evening at the home of 

Ellen and her grandfather. Ellen accompanies the group up the final leg of the journey, 

and serves as the last guide of Nowhere. The journey ends with the arrival at a home that 

was once Morris’s Kelmscott Manor, and upon entering the feast at the small church in 

the village, Guest realizes that he can no longer be seen by the Nowhereans, and slowly 

wakes up from his dream to return to Victorian England and its miseries.  

The narrative style, as may be surmised from the above summary, is fairly 

straightforward. As the title suggests, the tale is meant to have a journalistic quality, of a 

tale that is being told exactly as it happened, without stylistic embellishment or 

manipulation. Yet, as Michelle Weinroth notes, the narrative is more “eccentric” and 

“unclassifiable” than it may initially appear. Setting aside the paradox of the title – how 

can there be news from a place that doesn’t exist? – Weinroth points out that Morris’s 

employment of romance departs from traditional forms of socialist propaganda and 

literature. Rather than the conventional “tragic and epic forms”, Morris’s employment of 

utopian romance provides a “realistic perspective that both cautions and encourages all 

those who must contend with the discouraging setbacks of social change.”20 The utopia is 

meant to offer hope; nevertheless, the historical lessons and accounts that Hammond 

                                                   

19 The text also hints that old Hammond is presumably Morris’s great-grandson, although Morris 
never did have any grandchildren.  
20 “Morris’s Road to Nowhere: New Pathways in Political Persuasion”. To Build a Shadowy Isle 
of Bliss, 175-6.  
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provides are meant to caution the reader concerning the violence and suffering that must 

occur for the creation of this kind of communal living. Its structure, moreover, is meant to 

feel both partial and whole. The community is fully formed, the philosophies are fully 

expounded upon, and the history is fully explained, and yet both the alternate title – 

“Some Chapters on a Utopian Romance”, which bring to mind the fragmentary character 

of Virgil’s eclogues – as well as the ending, in which Morris disappears as the world 

continues, without any closure, indicates a limited ability to know such a world.21 

Whatever world may be envisioned to exist, it is ultimately the work of the people, and it 

is for the people to decide how closely Morris’s vision may adhere to reality.  

The relationship of Morris’s work to the genre of romance is decidedly 

complicated as well. Although, as Philippa Bennett argues above, the genre of romance is 

well-suited for Morris’s purposes, the conflict between literary purity and commercial 

profitability was directly related to the romantic form. While romantic revivalists argued 

that “they were not touting a new product in the literary marketplace, but rather reviving 

a primal and universal mode rooted in the constants of human nature”, there were 

nevertheless unknown and poorly remunerated authors churning out cheap romances for 

the ‘penny dreadfuls’ and ‘story papers’.22 Furthermore, critics did not even place 

Morris’s work within this romantic revival until late in the twentieth century, occupying 

the ‘in-between’ place in the battle between respectability and profitability. He was a 

respected author, known best at the time of his death in 1896 for his poem “The Earthy 

                                                   

21 Ibid., 176.  
22 William Morris and the Idea of Community, 4, 13.  
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Paradise”, yet News from Nowhere was published in a relatively cheap newspaper that 

competed alongside the penny papers, and attained only moderate commercial success.23 

Thus, Morris’s work embodies the struggle between capitalism and socialism within its 

form, as well as within its author: Morris was forced to answer, on more than one 

occasion, why he did not practice his socialist theories in his business practices. Rather 

than turn from such conflicts, however, News from Nowhere embraces them. From 

structural to thematic elements, contraries occupy a central element of the narrative.  

Contraries are, for the purpose of this analysis, two objects or ideas that seem to 

oppose one another, yet upon further consideration, are seen to illumine, support, or 

otherwise serve as a foil to one another. It is difficult to think of the literary employment 

of contraries without considering the influence of William Blake, and according to Fiona 

MacCarthy, Morris did read Alexander Gilchrist’s biography of Blake, although it is 

unknown whether or not that influenced his own artistic decisions. What is known is that 

the conflicts in his own life, between his socialist beliefs and his reluctant acquiescence 

to the realities of the capitalist market, reproduced themselves as oppositions within his 

work. Ady Mineo argues that it is this quality of tension within the work that allows it to 

become a “constructive” rather than “descriptive” and therefore “static” utopia, 

envisioning a world where “change and growth are paramount in the narrative strategies 

                                                   

23 Vaninskaya informs us that by 1920, there had only been 40,000 printings of News from 
Nowhere, including those from his Kelmscott Press. Ibid., 36-38. Miller also notes that 
Commonweal, the paper in which News from Nowhere was originally published, had a weekly 
subscription between 2,500 to 3,000 subscribers, which was less than Morris had hoped for, and 
not enough to support the paper financially. Slow Print: Literary Radicalism and Late Victorian 
Culture, 41.  
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of the text, thus suggesting further developments in the long process of human life on 

earth.”24 Morris’s utopia opens up possibility rather than providing closure, allowing 

discourse to grow out of it communally, rather than remaining the property of an 

individual imagination. In this sense, Morris’s narrative adheres closely to the intention 

of romance.  

The dichotomy of male and female guides is one of the most obvious examples of 

contraries within the world of Nowhere. Although we begin with a male narrator, through 

Guest, we are presented with both a male and a female guide, Dick and Ellen, who each 

provide a different understanding of Nowhere. Whereas Dick situates the topographical 

and historical environment of Nowhere so that both Guest and the reader can find their 

footing within this world, it is Ellen’s responsibility to move the Nowherean experience 

from theory into practice. In fact, Michael Robertson argues that Ellen serves to move the 

utopia from being merely a human-centric world, to a transcendental experience where 

humans and the natural environment become one: Ellen, as the “voice of the utopian 

future”, represents the “epoch of rest when humans have ceased from striving to conquer 

nature and instead have become as intimate as lovers with the Earth and its growth.”25 

Thus, male and female guides, while initially indicating difference, instead encourage the 

reader to think beyond gender norms into a universal experience with the earth that places 

human beings within the context of the larger, more powerful, and more important earth.  

                                                   

24 “Beyond the Law of the Father: The ‘New Woman’ in News from Nowhere”. William Morris: 
Centenary Essays, 200.  
25 The Last Utopians, 124.  
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Contraries are also embedded within the physical objects of Nowhere, as well as 

in the actual form of Morris’s book. While government buildings still remain, there is no 

central government or state; indeed, Parliament has become a place to store animal 

manure.26 London is both the city and the country, in accordance with Morris’s own 

preference for both places.27 Perhaps most significantly, however, the dream of Guest is 

published in the form of literature, yet the Nowherean world has a contentious 

relationship with books. Those who spend too much time in the world of books, rather 

than manual labor, are labored “grinders”, such as the weaver, suggesting both a lack of 

expertise in important skills, as well as a narrowness in understanding.28 Books, in other 

words, serve as a form of limiting knowledge in the Nowherean world, rather than 

expanding, because of their acquaintance with former times and customs, which are 

                                                   

26 As Morris and Dick are driving past the Houses of Parliament, Dick informs him that these 
“silly old buildings serve as a kind of foil to the beautiful ones which we build now”. The 
difference is, namely, that all buildings have use, and the Houses of Parliament have been 
assigned as “a sort of subsidiary market, and a storage place for manure”, not only because they 
are conveniently located “on the water-side”, but also as a reflection on the ethical implications of 
the “strange game” politicians used to play in them. News from Nowhere, 28.  
27 Fiona MacCarthy deems this Morris’s “double vision”. Although he sees “the alienation factor, 
the ability of cities to turn people to automatons and deaden human passions”, he also portrays his 
cities as “the place of ratification, recognition, where the rightful king is crowned and the lovers 
are united with banners, feasts, and jousting and elaborate processions. In Morris’s vivid visual 
imagination, scarlet and yellow cities are where his stories end”. William Morris: A Life for Our 
Time, 23.  
28 There are two literal translations of “grinder”, according to David Leopold’s notes on News 
from Nowhere. The first is an “under-laborer”, or a “lesser craftsman”; the second is “a bookish 
person that is preoccupied with narrow academic learning”. Leopold argues that both uses of the 
term are utilized to give the word meaning within this context. News from Nowhere, ed. David 
Leopold. New York: Oxford University Press, 2003: 187.  



 

 

219 

misguided in relation to this future present.29 This is not to say, however, that books do 

not have their place in society, but that by a strange turn of events, those who gravitate 

toward intensive book learning exist on the fringes of the community. Describing “book-

students” to Guest, Dick uses the language of the other: “Such people as that, ‘tis a great 

pleasure seeing them so happy over work which is not much sought for”.30 Dick’s 

language – relating book learners to that, rather than us – places distance between the 

humans of the Nowherean community, although he makes it clear that this difference is 

not a point of division, but rather merely a variety of preference. They are all “pleasant 

people”, who “teach everybody all they know”, yet there is no danger that their desires or 

customs will overtake the “genuinely amusing”, and therefore most important, work – 

employments such as “house-building, and street-paving, and gardening.”31 Writing to a 

Victorian audience, Morris challenges notions of what it means to gain knowledge. While 

his tale relies upon a book in order to make this kind of community possible to imagine, 

nevertheless he presents readers with a future in which communal manual labor can teach 

the same principles. 

Yet these contraries are not just embedded within the world of Nowhere; they are 

also present in the narrator’s attempts at narration. At once a personal dream, the narrator 

nevertheless attempts to reduce the individualism of the dream by eschewing first person 

                                                   

29 Miller connects this ironical condemnation of books, through the form of a book, with 
Derrida’s theory of debasement, in which a writer attacks writing through his own writing. Slow 
Print: Literary Radicalism and Late Victorian Culture, 75.  
30 News from Nowhere, 27.  
31 Ibid., 27.  
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narration. Rather, the opening refers to “our friend”, who launches into a conversation 

that includes his dream, thus presenting the initial narrator as a bodiless voice, speaking 

for many rather than one. When the dream begins, and consequently the first person 

narration, this “I” is couched within the opening narrative frames that recall to our mind 

that this is a tale being told, and therefore a story that is happening within community, 

rather than serving the purpose of merely being introspective. While on the one hand this 

rejection of first-person narration can also be seen as a rejection of the novel form, and its 

introspective tendencies that Morris despised, it can also point to an important parallel 

with laboring-class history.  

Publishing his work in a socialist newspaper, the price of which placed it in the 

same realm as the ‘penny papers’ of the working class, Morris relied upon a narrative 

technique that had significant import within historical and Biblical lore.32 The dreams of 

a servant concerning his or her master, Carolyn Steedman writes in her analysis of 

eighteenth-century domestic labor, not only has Biblical significance (particularly in the 

story of Joseph) and mythological appeal, but also reveal truths about the economic 

system that mediates between the servant and the master, which cannot be said outright. 

Dreams, for a laborer, are “the endless longing of the underprivileged that history (and 

life) will be different from what it has been, and what it still is.”33 Whether or not Morris 

knew of the literary and mythological significance of dreams in relation to labor, the 

                                                   

32 This was also a narrative strategy that Morris had employed before, namely in A Dream of John 
Ball, written in 1888, which retold the story of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381.  
33 Labours Lost: Domestic Service and the Making of Modern England. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009: 5.  
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work certainly gives some credence to Steedman’s argument that through dreams, one is 

able to most fully realize what may be, as well as what still is. The constant references to 

Morris’s aging, failing body, afflicted with gout as he authored this book, and soon to 

succumb to complications from diabetes, pull the reader out of the dream and back into 

the reality of the present, contained within that dream-world. Both “what is” and “what 

may be” have to be present in order for the dream to work.  

Yet, as noted above, Morris takes great pains to remind the reader that the 

narrative is not merely one man’s dream, but a vision. “Yes, surely!” the narrator 

exclaims in the last lines, “and if others can see it as I have seen it, then it may be called a 

vision rather than a dream.”34 Even the language that describes the dream initially 

hedges, referencing the “preternaturally sharpened” senses in which the dream occurs, 

and couching it once again in universal language. The friend, who calls himself Guest,  

“woke up again not long after in that curiously wide-awake condition which 
sometimes surprises even good sleepers; a condition under which we feel all our 
wits preternaturally sharpened, while all the miserable muddles we have ever got 
into, all the disgraces and losses of our lives, will insist on thrusting themselves 
forward for the consideration of those sharpened wits”.35  
 

The dream itself exists in a state of contraries, both in the language used to describe it, as 

well as in the purpose of the vision/dream. The sleeper is both asleep and awake, 

suggesting a spiritual awakening from the miseries of contemporaneous society, and the 

language places the dream within the universal miseries of Victorian culture: the 

miserable muddles we have gotten into, the disgraces and losses of our lives. Thus, the 

                                                   

34 News from Nowhere, 182.  
35 Ibid., 4.  
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dream is directly counter to the current state of human society: it calls to mind misery and 

degradation in order to offer the alternative, so that a solution between the two might be 

attained in reality.  

Yet this alternative world, or utopia, itself embodies a series of contradiction. It is 

a paradisal place that cannot come into existence without violence. Philosophers have 

long argued that utopias, rather than being a “transformed, better world”, instead have a 

nightmarish quality.36 Karl Popper argues that “utopian thinking is inherently violent”, 

due to an “aesthetic strain in utopianism, a desire to wipe the slate clean and begin 

society afresh”. Interestingly, this violent cleansing is directly connected to art: in 

creating a “perfect society…like a work of art”, repression and violence ensue as 

difference is eradicated.37 This is significant in relation to Morris, who sought to erase the 

distinction between labor and art, and between ‘popular’, or useful art, and fine art. 

Popper’s concern about utopias is shared by John Gray, who deems utopias “dreams of 

collective deliverance that in waking life are found to be nightmares”, as well as Frédéric 

Rouvillois, who states, “All utopias are totalitarian…And, conversely, all totalitarian 

states are fundamentally utopian.”38 Indeed, violence lurks at the edge of Morris’s 

narrative. Guest’s initial encounter with Dick, and his exuberantly “loud and merry” 

laughter, leads Guest to become afraid that Dick has lost his mind, and to consider 

                                                   

36 Michael Robertson, The Last Utopians, 6.  
37 The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945), referenced in The Last Utopians, 9.  
38 John Gray, Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of the Utopia. London: Allen 
Lane, 2007. Frédéric Rouvillois’s quote, appearing in Crime et utope: une nouvelle enquete sur le 
nazisme, is translated in Robertson’s The Last Utopians, 10.  
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escaping from the boat before bodily harm occurs.39 Likewise, Dick conveys the 

knowledge of separate murders that have occurred in the Nowherian community to 

Guest, as well as the massacre of Trafalgar Square, which began the revolution on the 

path to Nowhere, and resulted in a “prodigious” number of deaths.40  

Yet, by embedding violence within his paradise, Morris directs it back toward the 

reader, as he underscores that each case of violence happens because they are out of order 

with the principles and practices of the community. The two murders, a result of love 

triangles, occur because the individuals are thinking as individuals, rather than 

communally. Likewise, the suicides of government soldiers are attributed to a “hopeless” 

existence, one entirely indebted to “slavery and privilege”, and unable to realize the 

hopeful existence that communal living can bring.41 These arguments may not necessarily 

work in Morris’s favor; certainly, there do seem to be totalitarian aspects in narrating 

deaths along ideological lines, mourning those who align with the right principles, and 

dismissing those who hold other beliefs. Yet Morris’s attempts to engage with the 

inherent violence associated with utopia, clumsy as they may be, nevertheless permit the 

reader to participate in a critical discourse about how a perfected state of human 

community might exist when human beings are known to be flawed creatures. By 

                                                   

39 News from Nowhere, 9.  
40 Ibid., 101. The violence is actually quite widespread: it is the result not only of “massacres” of 
revolutionaries, but also suicides of those clinging to the system of capitalism and government, 
which old Hammond deems to be “slavery”. As Fiona MacCarthy notes in her biography, 
although Morris did not want to encounter violence, he eventually became resigned to the fact 
that it would be impossible for the revolution to occur without it. This was heightened by his own 
experience of martial repression and violence against Socialists on ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 1887.  
41 Ibid., 111.  
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incorporating dissension, disagreement, and homicidal violence within his utopian world, 

Morris allows for the possibility of this world to perhaps be real, rather than an 

unattainable paradise.  

Nor is this connection between utopia and death unique to Morris; indeed, there 

has been a connection between utopia and eschatology since the origins of the genre 

within Christianity. Both Lyman Tower Sargent and Krishan Kumar note that the 

writings of Joachim of Fiore, writing several hundred years before Thomas More, 

envisioned a “third age yet to come in which a spiritual state of being would transform 

existing social and political institutions, including the Church, and thus would be 

something like a utopia”.42 This ‘third age’ presents an alternative to the present state of 

the world and the second coming of Christ; it is a way to imagine a better world as the 

centuries progress and the hope of Christ’s return seems to dim. Kumar notes that 

although the emergence of a third age would necessitate an apocalyptic ending to the 

present age, and thus is a millennial image, “for thinkers such as Joachim of Fiore, the 

‘Last Days’ marked a radically new beginning…what was contemplated was not simply 

an end but a renewal, a new dispensation based on radically different principles.”43 

Although the ending of the present age, and the entrance into utopia, necessitates an 

eradication of present thoughts, customs, and we can presume, lives, this apocalypse is 

presented in the form of redemption for human beings: they are allowed to enter into a 

                                                   

42 Lyman Tower Sargent, Utopianism: A Very Short Introduction, 98.  
43 “The End of Socialism? The End of Utopia? The End of History?” Utopias and the Millenium, 
ed. Krishan Kumar and Stephen Bann. London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 1993.  
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state of perfection and bliss that is akin to life before the Fall. Indeed, that is one of the 

most pointed Christian critiques of utopia: that it is a heresy, denying the doctrine of 

original sin. Yet the connection between utopia and eschatology that emerges in Christian 

philosophy is closely linked to the way that Morris imagines the emergence of perfect 

forms of art and beauty in his new world, despite his disavowal of the Christian 

institution.  

As Patrick Brantlinger notes, Morris’s utopian vision suggests not only an 

eschatological theory for the end of government and capitalist society, but also for art as 

it is presently known. “Under the most favorable socialist conditions,” Brantlinger writes, 

“art might cease to exist altogether. ‘Popular art’ would be indistinguishable from 

common labor: there would be no need for systems of substitute gratifications because 

life itself would be gratifying.”44 Pushing art to the limits of its definition, Morris 

envisions a world where anything created beautifully, with a masterful craftsmanship, is 

art: there is no distinction between the artist and the artisan.45 Following Ruskin’s 

argument that “the art of a period is closely and necessarily related to the generally 

prevalent ‘way of life’”, Morris creates the ideal world where art is indistinguishable 

from ‘Beauty’ and ‘Truth’: “Art is not ‘imitation’, in the sense of illusionist 

representation, or an adherence to the rules of models; but Art is imitation, in the older 

                                                   

44 “’News from Nowhere’: Morris’s Socialist Anti-Novel”. Victorian Studies, Vol. 19, No. 1 
(1975): 38.  
45 Ibid., 44.  
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sense of an embodiment of aspects of the universal, ‘ideal’ truth.”46 As Williams 

demonstrates, the fulfillment of ‘typical beauty’ for Ruskin is to remove art from merely 

being an ‘aesthetic’ experience to an “operation of the whole being.”47 The utopia of 

Nowhere, then, is not only an entrance into a new world, with new ways of living, 

working, and expressing beauty and art, but it is also an annihilation of our present 

conceptions of art, truth, and beauty. Thus, for Brantlinger, News from Nowhere becomes 

a “deliberate work of non-art, or an anti-novel” in its hostility to non-utopian art.48 

As John Plotz argues, however, this eschatological vision of the end of art is 

significantly complicated by the relationship between art and the human condition, 

namely through the way that art attempts to address and embody suffering. Indeed, 

Morris’s intense hatred for the realism of Victorian novels, and the suffering of 

contemporaneous citizens that their plot reveals, stems from a belief that these writers 

have “radically misunderstood what any artwork can possibly contain.”49 For Morris, 

who locates suffering and agony not within a necessary human condition, but rather 

within the “social differences that make real life”, the goal of art is not to “feel others’ 

suffering, but instead to envision their shared happiness”, so that perpetual happiness 

might become a reality.50 The question, however, is what happens to the human condition 

when suffering is completely eradicated. It is a question that Morris seems to grapple 

                                                   

46 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 135-6.  
47 Ibid., 138.  
48 “‘News from Nowhere’: Morris’s Socialist Anti-Novel”, 40.  
49 Portable Property: Victorian Culture on the Move. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2008: 145.  
50 Portable Property, 154.  
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with as he writes about the murders committed in Nowhere, for instance: although he 

seems to recognize that it is a reality for violence, jealousy, and other forms of agony to 

emerge in human relations, the Nowhereans are incapable of dwelling upon the reasons 

for the emergence of such suffering within their seemingly perfect society. In other 

words, despite the creation of a world where art, beauty, and truth should mirror one 

another perfectly, dissension and division still remains. Nor does Morris seem to know 

how to approach the eschatological beginnings of his utopia, which result in the mass 

eradication of those who are opposed to the utopian world, as we shall see. While the 

utopian vision clearly articulates a world that links together art with labor, and thus 

beauty and truth, the language of such a world fails to adequately address any deviations 

that exist apart from those ideals.  

Suffering is a critical component of Morris’s utopian vision, despite his aversion 

to portraying suffering within artwork. The extreme poverty of industrial laborers, 

horrific living conditions, and pollution desecrating both the city and the countryside, 

which are immediately eradicated in Morris’s opening vision of Nowhere, were 

extensively portrayed in both Victorian fiction and historical accounts. Despite Morris’s 

vision of an agrarian society, his proximity to these issues comes largely from his 

experiences in the city, and his knowledge of factory working conditions. Yet, as both 

Fiona MacCarthy and Jonathan Bate argue, Morris is a child of the Romantics, and 

subsequently his imagination allows him not only to see what desecrates people within 

the city, but also how such desecration results in a kind of spiritual annihilation of 
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humanity. For Ruskin, and subsequently, Morris, there is a connection between human 

beings and the earth that transcends the material degradation surrounding them:  

All England may, if it so chooses, become one manufacturing town; and 
Englishmen, sacrificing themselves to the good of general humanity, may live 
diminished lives in the midst of noise, of darkness, and of deadly exhalation. But 
the world cannot become a factory or a mine. No amount of ingenuity will ever 
make iron digestible by the million, nor substitute hydrogen for wine. Neither the 
avarice nor the rage of men will ever feed them.  
 
As the art of life is learned, it will be found at last that all lovely things are also 
necessary; - the wild flower by the wayside, as well as the tended corn; and the 
wild birds and creatures of the forest, as well as the tended cattle; because man 
doth not live by bread only.51 
 

It is in Matthew 4:4 and Luke 4:4 that Jesus utters the inspiration for this final line: “Man 

shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of 

God.” Here the Word of God has been replaced by the spiritual world as embodied by the 

earth, which offers human beings a reminder of what makes them human, despite the 

“noise”, “darkness”, and “deadly exhalation”. It is not that material objects do not matter 

for Morris; as we have seen and will see further, material objects and surroundings matter 

a great deal to him as a way of orienting oneself within the world, and articulating a way 

of thinking about the world. The point, however, is that art is meant to interact with the 

spiritual elements of the world that transcend the artificial institutions that promote and 

sustain human suffering. If art can be aligned with the “art of life” that embodies the 

“wild flower” and the “tended corn”, and what both of those objects represent, then it is 

                                                   

51 John Ruskin, Unto This Last, 1862. Portions of this quotation are used as the epigraph to 
Jonathan Bate’s Romantic Ecology.  
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not necessary to focus upon the manufacturing towns. Rather, the idea seems to be that 

art is found not in the explication of how things are, but how things might be. The 

suffering is still present, but it is diminished in favor of beauty, and not vice versa.  

Ruskin’s above quotation also signifies an important distinction between the 

human and the economic in regard to suffering. The suffering he describes – the 

darkness, noise, pollution, and “diminished lives” that result – affect human beings, but 

they are mainly rooted in the pursuit of economic profit that sacrifices human beings in 

order to attain its goal. The turn outward toward the world that Ruskin espouses as a way 

of finding the truth about human nourishment and existence is, for Morris, also what art 

is meant to exemplify. An emphasis upon present suffering “consist of morbid inward-

self-examination”, which diminish an attention to “the real problems of life outside, in 

the structures of inequality.” Thus, it is not just, as John Plotz points out, that “Morris’s 

commitment to ‘equality of condition’ produces…an egalitarianism so pure that the 

differences between persons seem to disappear”, but also that the division between 

human existence and beauty disappears. The human life enters not into a human 

economy, which creates difference, but rather an “economy of nature”, which is not only 

the source of human life, but also the very structure that human society depends upon.52 

One of the central challenges of Morris’s work, then, is to create an economy in which 

human beings not only mediate their labor through relationships, but also where these 
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relationships embody most fully an economy of nature that realizes a seamless 

connection between human society and ideals of beauty.  

Thus, throughout the narrative vision, Morris embeds contraries within the 

themes, forms, and environment of his work in order to help the reader critically engage 

with the humanity and community that is being presented. Indeed, focusing upon the 

structural and formal choices of Morris’s romance is not optional, but rather a necessary 

component of understanding how he meant readers to engage with his work. News from 

Nowhere has both an educational and an aesthetic purpose, argues Florence S. Boos, and 

in fact, for Morris, there is no separation between the two. Just as in his art and design, he 

“decried vagueness”, so too did he sharpen not only the formal qualities of his work, but 

also the very language that he wrote in. To make his deliveries appealing to the working 

class, which comprised a large part of the targeted audience of News from Nowhere, 

Morris developed a new style, what Boos coins “the rhetoric of fellowship”, to 

communicate in a “lucid and straightforward tone”, so that both the message and its 

artistic medium could truly be said to be for all people.53 Thus, to earn the name of “art” 

according to Morris’s perspective, both the form and the content of the artwork must 

express “the interest man takes in the life of man upon the earth with its surroundings, in 

other words the human pleasure of life.”54 The literary, stylistic, and linguistic forms that 
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231 

Morris employs are meant to direct the reader back to a preoccupation with the human, 

and to question how human nature might be best conceived.  

Thus far, I have considered the aesthetic and external structures governing 

Morris’s work: the genres of romance and utopia, the mythology and history of the 

dream, the linguistic qualities of Morris’s prose. However, the force that structures, 

governs, and orders Morris’s Nowherean society is not a form at all, but rather an action: 

the activity of manual labor. Therefore, I will turn to Morris’s conception of labor in 

News from Nowhere, and the significant consequences that labor has for the human 

condition.  

 

‘Who is my neighbor?’ 

The narrative structure of News from Nowhere is oriented around a series of journeys, 

both to and within Nowhere. The romance opens with a description of “our friend’s” 

journey home on the train, described as a dreadful experience, followed by his journey in 

his dream from Victorian England to twenty-first century Nowhere. Upon reaching 

Nowhere, Guest embarks upon a journey through London with Dick to meet old 

Hammond, where he learns the history of Nowhere and its political and philosophical 

principles, allowing him to begin a personal philosophical and political journey in his 

beliefs. Returning from London, Guest embarks with Dick and Clara on a journey up the 

Thames to Kelmscott, where he ventures from a preoccupation with material objects to a 

kind of spiritual transcendence through his encounters with Ellen, and then he journeys 

home at the commencement of the dream. Alongside these geographic journeys within 
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Nowhere, there are parallel journeys as Guest reaches a greater understanding of how 

labor shapes the community around him. Each time that Guest encounters a form of 

labor, or an attitude governing the transaction of laboring products, he becomes more 

enlightened as to how an economy based on relationships, rather than profit, might be 

formed.  

Guest’s first experience in Nowhere is observing an act of labor, which also 

doubles as a form of charity. Guest, upon arriving in a new house upon the site of his old 

Hammersmith home, and seeing the pristine condition of a river he does not yet know is 

the Thames, decides to take a swim. Luckily, there is a boat attached to the end of a dock, 

and an able-bodied man (Dick) willing and ready to row him out to the middle of the 

Thames for his swim. Observing his rowing labors, Guest notices how effortless and 

leisurely they appear. Dick pulls away from the shore “quietly”, the only sign of exertion 

coming from his muscles as they contort in action. When it is time to return, and to row 

against the current, it is done with a “sharp stroke” and “in a trice”.55 Although we can 

imagine the kind of physical conditioning that must go into being able to row a boat with 

two men aboard quietly, and without any heaving, as well as to turn the boat in a current 

with a single stroke, labor here is clearly meant to resonate against our perception of 

laborious acts as inherently difficult or painful. Rather, what is presented here is a scene 

of pleasure, but because Guest does not know how to yet equate labor with pleasure, he 

mars the beauty of the scene. He fumbles in his pocket and his speech, trying not only to 
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find a few blackened, hideous coins to impart to Dick, but also to explain why he should 

offer money at all. The true question concerning labor in News from Nowhere, then, is not 

primarily aesthetic but rather economic. It is only through understanding the way that we 

value and quantify labor that we become capable of creating the kind of “ornamental” 

labor that fill Morris’s dreams.  

One of the strengths of Morris’s narrative is putting his hero, a socialist, on the 

same plane as his capitalist readers. That is to say, his narrator displays the same 

tendencies toward control and elitism, the same habitual dependence upon the principles 

of capitalism, which permits the reader to experience the transformation of labor in 

Nowhere alongside the narrator. This is not to say that Guest knows he is exhibiting these 

qualities. Rather, the narrative shows us that participation in the capitalist economy of 

profit and monetary remuneration seeps into all actions, so that Guest cannot see Dick’s 

gifts without considering how he might use them for his own advantage. As Guest 

queries Dick about remuneration for his services, and as Dick struggles to comprehend 

his questions, Guest reveals a critical truth about money: it is the means of not only 

controlling laborers, but also accumulating them. “I thought, Well, he is a water-man, and 

is considering what he may venture to take. He seems such a nice fellow that I’m sure I 

don’t grudge him a little over-payment. I wonder, by the way, whether I couldn’t hire him 

as a guide for a day or two, since he is so intelligent.”56 Here we see a reflexive prejudice 

against the supposed manipulativeness of the working-class – “he is a water-man”, as if 
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to explain his apparent incomprehension – as well as a predisposition to believe that a 

man’s actions and time can be controlled through money: Dick’s accomplishments as a 

laborer immediately lead Guest to attempt to claim Dick’s labors for his own. In that 

regard, Dick’s labors cease to become his, and rather become the property of the man 

who has the most money and agency to control them.  

What Morris has done, in this brief initial scene, is to subtly and briefly sketch out 

the system of labor that he is fighting against. By doing it within the context of a man 

who appears to be a traveler, who tells himself that he behaves like a foreigner, and who 

must be put in his place by Nowhereans, Morris creates a way for his readers to identify 

with Guest. We, too, are in a world that puts us out of our depth; we, too, display the 

same habitual thoughts and tendencies in our transactions with other people. Thus, just as 

Morris creates formal and structural parallels in the generic and thematic elements of his 

work, so too does he strive to create a parallel between his narrator and his audience. The 

character of Guest remains hollow because it is meant to be filled by the reader: Guest is 

merely an apparatus to serve as a guide through this utopian world.  

Within this initial encounter, Morris not only illustrates the definition of labor that 

he is working against, but provides a theory of labor that the rest of the narrative attempts 

to demonstrate in practice. After puzzling over Morris’s monetary offering, Dick rebukes 

him by offering a portrait of labor as gift:  

“I think I know what you mean. You think I have done you a service; so you 
feel yourself bound to give me something which I am not to give a neighbor, 
unless he has done something special for me. I have heard of this kind of thing; 
but pardon me for saying, that it seems to us a troublesome and roundabout 
custom; and we don’t know how to manage it. And you see this ferrying and 
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giving people casts in my business, which I would do for anybody; so to take 
gifts in connection with it would look very queer. Besides, if one person gave me 
something, then another might, and another, and so on; and I hope you won’t 
think me rude if I say that I shouldn’t know where to stow away so many 
mementos of friendship.”57 
 

The particular use of words such as service, neighbor, business, and gift are of special 

importance in this passage. In this speech, Morris aligns these words within the Christian 

context of charity and love, and in so doing, seems to recall the tale of the Good 

Samaritan in Luke 10:29-37, when Jesus answers the query of “Who is my neighbor?” 

with a tale of love and mercy that asks for no recompense in return. Each word here, 

however, has a double meaning. Service can be both “an act of duty”, implying 

obedience from a subservient to his master, as well as an act of good will or kindness. 

Likewise, business can mean both a person’s actions and means of occupying his or her 

time, as well as an entity that primarily supports someone through its participation in a 

capitalist economy. And in the words gift and neighbor, we see both the intended 

meaning and the implications.  

Although the passage in Luke makes it clear that a neighbor is meant to be 

whomever we encounter, no matter how different they may appear, Dick calls attention to 

our understanding of labor: someone who, by first doing something for me, permits me to 

act in service or obligation toward them. Labor, as Dick’s speech points out, is unable to 

be received as gift, because there is no way in the language of economics to account for a 
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gift: what will I do with all these “mementos of friendship”, he wonders, that carry with 

them hidden obligations and unspoken expectations?  

Morris puts forth an argument in this passage that linking together manual labor 

with a capitalist economy has corrupted the way that we think about our community in 

our supposedly personal lives. By offering money for the employment of another, Dick 

insinuates, we become unable to distinguish between neighborliness and servitude, as we 

are always perpetually in debt to another, and must prove that we are entitled to the gifts 

and services of those we are asking them of. Consequently, there is no distinction 

between a neighbor and a business acquaintance; all become embroiled in a never-ending 

line of consumption and accumulation, so that what we intend to be gifts of kindness and 

love – either money or objects – instead become a burden upon the one that we gift them 

to. “We don’t know how to manage it,” Dick explains, because there is no way in 

Nowherean language to explain why some might deserve gifts, or more special gifts, and 

others not. If there is to be absolute equality, it is not just labor that must be disassociated 

with money, but also our concepts of relational bonds among business and community.  

Consequently, Morris’s definition of labor attempts to distinguish between what 

labor has become, through a subscription to economic principles, and what labor ought to 

be, according to principles of human dignity and equality. That he should rely upon 

Christian teaching to make his point is not surprising: Stanley Pierson, among other 

scholars, argues that Morris’s socialist ideal is as much indebted to Romanticism as it is 
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to his Protestant upbringing.58 That Morris insisted upon calling his work “the religion of 

socialism”, a gospel that he preached on Sunday morning on the streets, should not go 

unnoticed as well. If Morris rejected Christianity for the excesses and corruption of the 

church, as well as for his inability to subscribe to certain dogmatic principles, then his 

socialism serves in some way as the true iteration of Christian love and charity, but 

without the institution to corrupt it. This, in fact, is central to the success of the 

Nowherean community: there is no institution present to control or disturb the purity of 

the principles that community members attempt to live out.  

Viewing labor from a different perspective, as gift rather than compulsion with 

the promise of monetary compensation, is not an easy task for Guest. It requires not only 

a re-orienting of the purpose of labor, but also beliefs about who should be employed in 

labor, and what types of pursuits prove to be acceptable forms of labor. Morris himself is 

clear that changing the environment and behavior surrounding labor does not necessarily 

mean that all forms of labor should be propagated: “There is some labor which is so far 

from being a blessing that it is a curse; that it would be better for the community and for 

the worker if the latter were to fold his hands and refuse to work.”59 The vision that 

Morris has of labor is ornamental: that is, there is no distinction between manual labor 

and decorative and artistic pursuits, that the everyday work of labor in fact results in 

forms of beautiful and pleasurable art. This kind of labor constitutes the “ornamental part 
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of life”, or a way of life that makes the everyday into a form of art, so that “work 

undertaken willingly and cheerfully” results in “pleasures, bodily and mental, scientific 

and artistic, social and individual.”60 Here we can map Morris’s conception of labor onto 

our analysis of labor in Nowhere: it should be work that is engaged in according to an 

individual’s own accord, with cheer, that not only results in a pleasant experience while it 

is undertaken, but is also pleasurable for the observer. Because Morris associates labor 

with an ornamental quality of life, which the OED notes implies a “decorative” or 

“attractive” quality to labor, it seems that labor is meant to be observed in Nowhere. As 

opposed to labor in contemporary England, in which the realities of labor are either 

obscured by those who wish to maintain the current systems, or exploited in the name of 

social and human justice, Morris’s labor invites viewers: it is in fact essential to see and 

participate in labor in order to derive pleasure.  

Morris’s encounter with the child laborers in the shop illustrates an ideal 

circumstance of ornamental labor, as well as providing a way of thinking about children 

as laborers in a way that is not exploitative. Expressing his desire for a pipe, Dick leads 

him into a modest store where children serve as both artists and shopkeepers. Morris is as 

shocked by the presence of child laborers – he refers often to the sensation of watching 

them “play at keeping shop” – as he is by the apparent extravagance and quantity of the 

items that they give to him. Protesting first against the quantity of tobacco that the female 

shopkeeper gives him, as well as the ornate new bag that she uses to store it, Guest is 
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unable to control his emotions when presented with an elaborate pipe that is akin to the 

most elaborate and expensive pipes of his day: “‘Dear me!’ said I, when I set my eyes on 

it, ‘this is altogether too grand for me, or for anybody but the Emperor of the World.’”61 

Guest is unable to conceive of something that is useful also being beautiful; beauty is 

reserved for that which is either unessential, of little use, or for mere decoration. He is 

also still unable to disassociate beauty from classism, repeatedly referring to things that 

are “too grand”, which should only belong to a few select people in the world. This is one 

of the strangest aspects of Nowhere: that as much attention is given to beauty and 

grandeur as it is to usefulness. “I rather wonder at your turning out such trivialities”, he 

comments to Dick, for the pipe is “too valuable for its use.”62 Yet, within the Nowherean 

world, beauty is no longer connected with status or elitism. “I don’t know, it is a pretty 

thing,” shrugs Dick, “and since nobody need make such things unless they like, I don’t 

see why they shouldn’t make them, if they like.”63 Aesthetic ornamentalism has become a 

choice within Nowherean world, although it seems to be a choice more often taken than 

not. Yet there is no premium placed upon beauty, only an individual inclination toward it.  

What does Morris mean by ‘beauty’ in Nowhere? As we have already seen, 

Morris derives his idea of beauty in part from Ruskin, who aligns beauty with a universal 

form of Truth, but his beauty also relies on a material experience. That is, beauty is either 

an object or an experience that evokes pleasure, as Morris himself argues in “Useful 
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Work vs. Useless Toil”, but it is also “a somatic state…a variety of ‘comfort’ or ‘ease’” 

in which there is harmony between the experiences of the body and their interpretation 

within the mind, so that there seems to be no division between the two.64 Benjamin 

Morgan notes that for Morris, beauty is especially found within design: it is “a way of 

thinking about art that abandons individualized units such as the artwork, the artist, the 

viewer, or the reader in favor of what might be described as ‘artistic environments’: 

networks of humans and things connected by practices of making and using in which it is 

relations rather than objects that become salient units of analysis.”65 In other words, 

beauty is no longer located within a specific object, but rather the process and experience 

surrounding the object: how it is made, how people interact with it, and critically, how 

those people feel, look, and behave in the creation of such an object of art.   

Thus, there is no longer an appreciation for beauty, as we would understand it, in 

Morris’s utopia, because Nowhere has become so uniformly beautiful that elaborate and 

ornate objects no longer matter. It is not that they cannot be appreciated, but rather that, 

as Dick points out above, they can exist or not exist, without it having any bearing upon 

the quality of life of the community. Beauty is what Dick, Guest, and the old man 

watching their horse immediately begin discussing as soon as they exit the shop, as Dick 

tries to explain to Guest why beauty is taken for granted in their world. In overcoming the 

habits of idleness, the community has not only opened up the opportunity for children to 
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participate in “easy” forms of labor, such as shop keeping, but it has also permitted a 

physical, mental, and emotional transformation of human beings. Beauty is no longer an 

aesthetic object that only a few can attain, whose value is derived from the pleasure 

individuals feel in their reaction to someone or something, but it is a quality that is now 

understood through the relationships that it builds between people. That is, beauty is not 

created in objects solely to be admired, but rather to create more pleasure in the 

transactions among members of the community, and most importantly to remind 

Nowhereans of a certain standard in their labors.  

Although in theory these attempts to make beauty more equitable and accessible 

should be beneficial to members of society, there is ample evidence within the narrative 

that this is not the case. As with any ideology, a dogmatic adherence to principles, 

without a consideration for the consequences of following through on those principles, 

often leads to the mistreatment of others. These questions of value, use, and standard in 

this scene, particularly in regard to beauty, begin to introduce tensions in Morris’s vision. 

Although many of the individuals that Morris encounters seem to demonstrate not only 

an ideal state of labor, but also a perfectly conformed attitude toward labor, darker 

allusions to an oppressive and elitist ideology begins to emerge. The old man who has 

been holding Guest and Dick’s horse while they were in the shop reveals that ugliness no 

longer exists in Nowhere, except through memory, because those who retained ugliness 

were effectively stamped out. Ugliness is what occurred in individuals who refused to 

participate in Nowherean forms of labor, who instead became inflicted with the “disease 

of idleness”, here described as a “hereditary illness” that was a direct result of their 
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descendants, “those who in bad times used to force other people to work for them.”66 

Ugliness here, as in much of Nowhere, refers to physical defects, particularly physical 

defects in women: “They had hands like bunches of skewers, and wretched little arms like 

sticks; and waists like hour-glasses.” What is striking here is not only the indictment of 

ugliness upon women alone, which we shall return to in a moment, but also the 

similarities between a description like this and those made about laboring women in 

Victorian England, deformed either through malnourishment or work accidents.  

It is hardly a preoccupation that can be attributed to Morris alone; Zola, in 

Germinal, refers quite often to Catherine’s delayed maturity and lack of feminine curves 

as a result of the rigors of her labor and lack of nutrients. Despite the fact that the 

revolution has ended, the neighborliness that we have seen thus far in Nowhere does not 

extend to women who do not conform to the new physical standards of beauty. Rather, 

“many of the people afflicted by it were much secluded,” the old man informs Guest, 

although we are left to presume who might have ordered such a seclusion without the 

presence of a central government, “and were waited upon by a special class of diseased 

persons queerly dressed, so that they might be known.”67 They are pushed aside and 

marked for public shame, exiled from the rest of society through their ‘queer dress’, with 

no hope of rehabilitation. We are left to assume whether there is any use for women who 

are not beautiful in Nowhere – indeed, Guest never seems to encounter one.  
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The explanation offered in the above passage, as well as in other instances 

throughout the romance, is that physical ugliness is a product of a deeper moral 

hideousness, one that attempts to hold onto cruel systems and ways of treating people 

rather than moving forward into progressive equity. We might assume, then, that the 

narrative implies that the suffering of these people was a necessary evil, in order for a 

hideous and contagious disease – which is quite literally compared to leprosy by the old 

man – to disappear, so that others might live more happily. Yet the narrative does not 

resolve this history easily. Guest’s desire to talk more at length about these women is 

quickly interrupted by Dick, protesting that he fails to imagine people who do not like to 

work, and laughing uproariously – so much so that it makes Guest uncomfortable. “I 

laughed with him for company’s sake, but from the teeth outward only,” Guest tells the 

reader, “for I saw nothing funny in people not liking to work, as you may well 

imagine.”68 We are beginning to push against an uncomfortable reality about Nowhere: 

that at some point, people are pressured into swallowing their questions, even if their 

questions seem necessary in order to determine whether people are treated with necessary 

dignity and compassion. What this scene offers, rather than compassion, is an indication 

that the union of beauty and labor can in some cases become a horrific burden rather than 

a carefree decision, and that this burden falls disproportionately upon women.  

Intriguingly, the contempt that is here displayed against women of the middle 

classes who have fallen ill to the “disease of idleness” is also directed at women of the 
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laboring class, both through the comparisons drawn in this passage and later on in the 

romance. Dick, describing the hay harvest that they are journeying toward, tells Guest 

that it is beautiful not only because of the weather and the pleasantness of the work, but 

also because of the beauty of the women performing the task. Guest responds by 

comparing Dick’s image with  

the picture of it as I remembered it, and especially the images of the women 
engaged in the work rose up before me: the row of gaunt figures, lean, flat-
breasted, ugly, without a grace of form or face among them; dressed in wretched 
skimpy print gowns, and hideous flapping sun-bonnets, moving their rakes in a 
listless mechanical way.69   
 

Making a judgment upon such statements is partly complicated by the fact that Guest, 

and Morris, tries to couch such condemnations by claiming that it is out of compassion 

for the workers, rather than disgust, that he desires for their physical appearances to be 

changed. Certainly, the ugliness that is referred to here – unnaturally gaunt and lean 

figures, for one – can be attributed to the worst excesses of capitalism, and the poverty 

that it inflicted upon laborers, yet others cannot be explained away so easily. The critique 

of a lack of “grace of form or face” seems to be a personal diatribe against the women, 

recalling the old men’s remark that these women were so ugly that only men as ugly as 

them could love and procreate with them. Likewise, the distaste for the ‘hideous’ gown 

and the ‘flapping’ sun-bonnets reveals a general disgust with the form and appearance of 

working-class people that seems to indicate a general prejudice against them.  
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The solution that Morris seems to stumble upon is to turn ‘ugly’ working-class 

women into ladies of leisure and money, just without the titles. Yet the gowns that they 

wear are silk; their beauty is radiant and enchanting; and they seem to live only to bring 

joy and happiness to the men around them. They frequently kiss men, to give men who 

revel in their beauty pleasure, despite having just met these men; they constantly serve 

and clean up after the men, despite the supposed equity of genders in Nowhere; they 

display perfect elegance and grace at all moments. Despite Dick’s claims that one can 

choose to make something beautiful, or not, in Nowhere, for women there is another 

truth: that they must always appear beautiful and appealing to men, most especially in 

labor. Indeed, Guest never meets a woman in Nowhere whom he does not desire.  

Once the tensions in the narrative vision appear, the cracks seem to proliferate as 

Guest’s journey continues. It would seem that after we are met with the ideal forms of 

labor, as exemplified through Dick’s charity and the children’s shop keeping, the reader 

and characters enter into a series of tests, which threaten to expose whether the utopia can 

really qualify as a kind of paradise. Certainly, Morris’s inclusion of such divisions and 

moments of dissent seems intentional, as they serve as moments when the practicality of 

a socialist system can be debated. Matthew Beaumont notes that the very structure of the 

narrative dream might itself serve as a form of division, in that the time travel of the 

journey, and the voyeurism of this community, disrupts its fragile balance. Guest’s 

presence, Beaumont argues, is meant to disturb the utopia, and perhaps to force its 

residents to think more critically about the tenets of their community. It is not just that 

Guest “unsettles” Dick and his other neighbors, but furthermore that Guest interrupts “the 
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unity of subject and object to which Dick referred when he talked of being ‘part of it all’, 

part of nature itself, in Nowhere.”70 What we are left to question, then, is whether being 

‘part of it all’ still remains an idealized aspiration in Nowhere, attainable for those who 

conform but not for others, or whether this harmony has in fact been fractured by Guest’s 

arrival, and his reminder of the miseries and degradations of the world he belongs to.  

Beyond the condemnations toward ugliness in women, Guest’s presence as a 

foreigner seems to invite admissions of doubt, frustration, or darker undertones of the 

community, as neighbors attempt to explain their community and customs to him, and 

through doing so, reveal tensions and disagreements. This manifests itself most clearly in 

the character of Ellen’s grandfather, who quite obviously irritates Dick and his partner, 

Clara, through his bitter critiques of Nowhere. Ellen’s grandfather, Dick informs Guest, is 

a “grumbler” – apparently another set of troublesome people in Nowhere, who have 

mostly died out, with only a few remaining to remind the world of differences in opinion 

and temperament. Grumbling, as one might presume, is frowned upon by the residents of 

Nowhere, as it indicates a dissatisfaction with the paradise, and consequently a longing 

for the past, which is interpreted as a desire to return to customs of subjection and cruelty. 

After settling in to dinner, the grumbling grandfather remarks to Guest, “I really 

must appeal to you to say whether on the whole you are not better off in your country, 

where I suppose you are brisker and more alive, because you have not wholly got rid of 
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competition.”71 Here we are entering into one of the most familiar critiques of socialism: 

that capitalism is not only the root of inspiration, and that without it people will not be 

compelled to do anything for themselves or others, but that the contrast between moments 

of success and failure that competition brings produces feelings of greater elation and 

sorrow – according to the grandfather, moments of feeling “more alive”. It is not even 

necessary to limit such competition to the capitalist economy, either; there seem to be no 

venues for competitive sport in any situation, no place where one can be declared either a 

“winner” or a “loser” in a particular event.  

What the grandfather calls a feeling of being “more alive” is intricately connected 

with a sense of purpose and accomplishment, which he considers to be lacking in the 

present community. Having read Victorian-era novels and historical accounts, he can 

identify with neither the “spirit of adventure in them”, nor the “signs of a capacity to 

extract good out of evil.” In other words, there is nothing which requires one to rise to the 

occasion for, other than the same ordinary tasks, chores, and forms of charity; nothing to 

fight against, since everyone is expected to be so uniformly complacent. “I cannot help 

thinking that our moralists and historians exaggerate hugely the unhappiness of the past 

days,” he bemoans, for it cannot be for naught that “such splendid works of imagination 

and intellect were produced.”72 Intellect and imagination, according to this statement, 

flourish under the nature of competition; without such instigation, nothing worthwhile 

can be produced, certainly nothing that compares with the relics of the past. At question 
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here is the cost of banishing competition. What matters more – the spirit of adventure, 

and the feeling of purpose, that competition may invoke in a select few? Or the equitable 

complacency and health of all, at the cost of perhaps feeling a bit duller than those in the 

past during their moments of greatest passion?  

Morris does not shy away from including such queries and anxieties in his text, 

nor does he attempt to silence them. While he does respond to such provocative topics, 

this time through the voice of the final guide through Nowhere, Ellen, the anxiety in the 

text might nevertheless be linked to the fact that he was never quite able to shake those 

very insecurities when imagining a socialist future. The Nowhereans, by the 

grandfather’s account, exhibit what MacCarthy claims Morris found so appalling about 

the middle class that he came from: their “kindly inertia” that made them an example of 

“sheer dullness”, as opposed to the “morality of action” that exhibited itself in a “fierce 

determination” to do as much as he could, as often as he could.73 Yet Morris was himself 

aware that this constant spur to action in his own life was often indebted to his desire to 

distinguish himself apart from the middle-class as well as contemporary Victorian 

society, whether through socialism, or his romances, or his Icelandic sagas. Thus, in order 

to answer this question, and momentarily quell the anxiety that arises with it, Morris turns 

instead toward a philosophical interrogation of the nature of books themselves, and of 

how novels, in particular, might perpetuate class inequity. The difficulty of the socialist 
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vision is not just imagining the ways that economic society must change, but rather how 

every aspect of society must change, especially those that are most beloved.  

Ellen first attempts to dispel the tension in the scene by reminding her grandfather 

of the context that he finds himself in: he only has time to grumble, she rebukes him, 

because so little is asked of him in Nowhere. Pointing out that “a harmless and lazy old 

man” such as he would “either have pretty nearly starved, or have had to pay soldiers and 

people to take the folk’s victuals and clothes and houses away from them by force”, she 

delivers a stinging critique of the happiness of the middle classes, as presented in novels:  

 
Towards the end of the story we must be contented to see the hero and heroine 
living happily in an island of bliss on other people’s troubles; and that after a long 
series of sham troubles (or mostly sham) of their own making, illustrated by 
dreary introspective nonsense about their feelings and aspirations, and all the rest 
of it; while the world must even then have gone on its way, and dug and sewed 
and baked and built and carpentered round about these useless – animals.74 

 

Ellen’s critique here is not against whether the inhabitants of the past may have 

experienced moments of more adventure, or feelings of liveliness, but rather directs itself 

toward the inequity of such experiences. In order to live an “island of bliss”, there must 

be subservient individuals who are miserable to make such a world happen; in order to 

spend their days thinking about their dreams and aspirations, these individuals must 

delegate the important tasks of the world – digging, sewing, baking, building – to others. 

Consequently, they are not only out of harmony with their neighbors, but also with their 

human nature, so much so that they can no longer call themselves human. Her response, 
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rather than attempting to deny her grandfather’s claims, instead relies upon the principle 

of equity. Thinking communally, rather than individually, she reminds those around her, 

allows one to be satisfied with what she has, rather than what she might dream of: 

“Books, books! Always books, grandfather! When will you understand that after all it is 

the world we live in which interests us; the world of which we are a part, and which we 

can never love too much?”75 Ellen rebukes her grandfather’s reliance upon the happiness 

that books provide by responding with a different argument: books are actually an 

indication of unhappiness, of discontent, of longing for something else. Without such 

feelings of dissatisfaction, there would be no need to imagine something different, or to 

desire to slip away.  

Ellen’s critique orients the reader toward the main source of instruction and 

education: nature, not the community. Rather, the community derives its understanding of 

how men and women should behave, think, love, and labor, from their attentiveness to 

the world around them. Yet, as the grandfather’s grumbling presence indicates, 

communal thinking is often at odds with the free will of particular individuals, and it calls 

into question how opinions that are at odds with communal principles might be 

addressed. In the case of the grandfather, he seems to be dismissed as obnoxious, but a 

source no real harm; however, one might query what happens when these grumbler or 

dissenters get enough momentum to cause real division and dissent, and perhaps even 

irreparable damage to the community.  
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There are two options for the manifestation of free will in Nowhere: extreme 

violence that leads to division and sorrow, or independence that, while irksome, is not 

dangerous if it stays contained. The first is referenced through Dick’s repeated referrals to 

two murders that have resulted from love triangles, an anomaly within the community but 

still an event that happens from time to time. Yet another example of free will, that of the 

dissenting laborers, provides a more sobering concern for Nowhere and the fate of its 

inhabitants. If labor is primarily received and acted upon as a gift, and this gift depends 

upon constant relationships with others in order for labor to be enacted and the 

community to sustain itself, then what happens when individuals decide to withdraw, and 

hoard their labors to themselves? How can such a movement, in fact, be contained?  

The scene with the obstinate refusers did not appear in the original edition of 

News from Nowhere, but as a later addition, it indicates an attempt by Morris to provide a 

greater portrait of free will in Nowhere, so that individuals can exercise their rights 

without feeling constrained. The tone surrounding the revelation of the obstinate refusers 

is lighthearted and unconcerned. The girls that Dick, Clara, and Guest have encountered 

haymaking are laughing incessantly as they reveal that these individuals have broken off 

to build a house, rather than help with the harvest. Dick assures Guest that their refusal to 

participate “doesn’t matter”, for “there are plenty of people to do such easy-hard work as 

that”, and any discussion around such refusers is merely for amusement, to “jeer good-

naturedly at them.”76  
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This ease and good nature is reproduced by the “obstinate refusers”, who explain 

their absence from the hay harvest through a litany of excuses, each one meant to prove 

their equitable participation in labor, rather than an attempt to shy away from it. Philppa, 

the main carver, explains that her recent illness has prevented her from working on 

restoring the house as she intended in the earlier months, so that she is working even 

more fervently to make up for lost time; the “tall foreman” promises Dick and Clara that 

although they are not harvesting hay, they will be able to assist with the wheat-harvest, 

and “won’t we go at that work then!”77 Rather than using this scene, and its example of 

the exercise of free will in Nowhere, to further stir up dissension or fear, Morris rather 

incorporates it to reorient the reader back to the appealing pleasure of labor. Laborers 

desire to labor in Nowhere, according to Philippa and Dick, because of the “delight” that 

they experience in being outdoors in the sunshine, as well as the promise of “easy-hard” 

work, which, Dick tell us, is work that “tries the muscles and hardens them and sends you 

pleasantly weary to bed, but which isn’t trying in other ways: doesn’t harass you in 

short.”78 In fact, this asymmetrical practice of labor is precisely the point for Morris: 

pleasantness can only be found when each individual is permitted to pursue his or her 

own interests, so long as they are for the good of the community.  

As Michelle Weinroth notes, the emergence of equality in Nowhere does not 

necessarily indicate a general consensus as to how certain labors or pursuits should be 

undertaken. Rather, “it is neither about polarized extremes, nor about the hollow 
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symmetry and merely formal equality of commodity exchange, but about an asymmetry 

that paradoxically achieves a substantive equality about all Nowhereans.”79 We are meant 

to chafe against the asymmetry in the scene as it presents itself, bracing ourselves for an 

apparent conflict, only to be confronted with the fact that this is a perfectly acceptable 

compromise, in which the labor that is undertaken still benefits the community. What 

Michael Robertson calls Morris’s “fundamental denial of differences in people”, as 

exemplified in this scene, reveals his stance toward politics: “Morris could not envision 

an egalitarian world in which people would come into conflict because of basic 

differences in defining the good life, where they might fall into contending camps over 

the tensions between fundamental values.”80 To Robertson, this is a glaring weakness 

within both the text and Morris’s political philosophy, rendering a place such as Nowhere 

unrealistic.  

Yet I think that this critique falls short in acknowledging the most dangerous 

aspect of Morris’s vision: the tendency toward anarchy. It is not that Morris is unable to 

envision a world where people disagree, as Robertson argues, for the various examples 

already stated above of violence and murder, exile and eventual extermination, and 

grumbling, demonstrate that there can be not only differences in opinion but also value in 

Nowhere. What Morris perhaps recognized needed to be addressed was what Morris’s 

contemporary Peter Kropotkin called “the most roughly and deeply anarchist conception 
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of future society.”81 Indeed, despite Morris’s hostility toward anarchist visions, his work 

reproduces some of Kropotkin’s theories perfectly. The question, then, becomes a matter 

of what unifies the community following scenes like the ones with the obstinate refusers. 

Although the initial discussion is not tense, nor do the refusers seem to be denying the 

community their social obligation to participate in a useful form of employment, their 

license to do as they please, without any consequences, necessitates a guiding force, 

principle, or institution that will keep the community aligned on a certain set of priorities 

and principles. Morris has been hinting at what this guiding force is throughout the work, 

but it is only at the culmination of the journey, and the arrival at Kelmscott Manor, that 

we receive his answer.  

Upon reaching the house, Ellen transforms into a character that is both earthly and 

apart from the earth. That is to say, she achieves a transcendent experience that shows 

Morris what a perfect union with nature looks like, and provides insight into how such a 

union serves as an authority for the community, but she also attains knowledge of worlds 

beyond Nowhere, particularly Morris’s. Consequently, as Adriana Corrado notes, the 

subtle parallels between News from Nowhere and Dante’s Divine Comedy become quite 
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apparent. 82 For Morris, although labor must conduct itself relationally, for the betterment 

of everyone in the community, its ultimate end cannot be rooted in human institutions or 

purposes. Rather, the utopia orients itself ultimately toward a worshipful stance toward 

nature, one that is expressed through proper forms of labor:  

She led me up close to the house, and laid her shapely sun-browned hand 
and arm on the lichened wall as if to embrace it, and cried out, ‘O me! O me! 
How I love the earth, and the seasons, and weather, and all things that deal with it, 
and all that grows out of it, - as this has done!’83 

 

What we see here is a transcending from the human to the universal, an implication that 

human objects and efforts are made perfect when they reflect the nature that they derive 

from. We see here a complete union between Ellen and nature through both her body – 

which is sun-browned from her engagement with the earth – and her stance, as she curves 

her body around the walls of the house, and recognizes the earth, and seasons, and 

weather that make the building, maintenance, and life surrounding such a house possible. 

Her inability to adequately describe how she feels – “If I could but say or show how I 

love it!” she murmurs to Guest – also indicates that the kind of understanding she has 

entered into through her expressions of passion extend beyond the human capacity for 
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expression or comprehension. With this moment, she becomes a seer-like figure, telling 

Guest that he has begun his “never-ending contrast between the past and this present”, 

while also informing him that he will be momentarily lost again to his dream.84 With this 

conversation, Dick comes to enter Morris into the great feast, a heavenly-like scene from 

which Morris, too burdened by his experiences and preoccupations in the past, becomes 

unrecognizable to the other Nowhereans, and eventually vanishes.  

Ellen’s entrance into a different kind of relationship with the earth, one that seeks 

to use human resources to reflect truths about the earth, rather than to use the earth 

merely for the purpose of humans, is markedly different than traditionally mystic 

experiences. Ellen is not attempting to transcend this earth or life into a vision of the next, 

but rather, is able to attain greater depth in the present, so that she is able to discern more 

clearly how the Guest’s past differs from this present. Yet, just as Ellen’s experience is 

meant to draw her more deeply back into the earth, and to orient her behaviors and 

feelings more closely to nature, the narrative itself seeks to locate this spiritual experience 

within one of the most important and foundational acts of agricultural labor – the 

harvesting of the hay.   

Hay has a particularly important role in laboring imagery. Descriptions of a hay 

harvest, and the companionship, exertion, and joy that its culmination brings are present 

in the poetry of Stephen Duck, Mary Collier, and John Clare (although in the case of 

Collier and Duck, the hay harvest is the point of contention concerning male-female 
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labor). It is likewise the setting for one of the most famous scenes in literature, Levin’s 

harvesting of the hay alongside his laborers in Anna Karenina. It is also a setting for 

personal and intellectual repose: Elizabeth Hands makes it known that she composes 

some of her poems while sitting upon a “cock of hay”. Hay has thus been a preoccupation 

in all of the chapters of this dissertation, as well as the driving force of the journey up the 

Thames in News from Nowhere, although one may beg the question as to why. Hay is 

intricately connected to every form of life upon the land; it is a reminder that one must be 

attuned to nature, and willing to look for direction from her.  

Hay is what sustains the livestock in the fall as the grass dies, so that milk and 

meat, and manure to fertilize the garden, can be provided for, but it is also the central 

preoccupation of the spring and summer, as Duck’s and Collier’s poems independently 

show. All through the year, the farmer is planning for the hay harvest, for the most 

opportune time to cut the hay and dry it, so that the hay will be of the proper quality to 

adequately nurture the animals through the winter. Hay is at the mercy of the weather; if 

the summer season is too wet, the hay will not be able to adequately dry, and the animals 

will not eat it; if it is too dry, there will not be enough grass cuttings in order to make hay 

bales to last through the winter. Thus, the harvesting of the hay is not only a celebration 

of a successful year come to a close, and the reward of the community’s labor, but it is 

also a reminder of being attuned not only outside of the individual, toward the communal, 

but toward nature herself. If one is not only attuned to nature, but willing to listen to and 

learn from her – if the animals are not rotated properly, if the grass cannot grow 
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adequately – then the harvest will remain incomplete, and the livelihood of the 

community will be thrown into peril. 

The consummation of the vision, however, in which Guest finally sees and 

participates in the act of labor that he has been told about for the entirety of the journey, 

never occurs. Rather, the dream falters, Guest becomes unrecognizable, and he fades 

back into the dark, shadowy nightmare of present-day London. It is intriguing that for all 

of Morris’s emphasis upon the joy of performing labor, particularly the act of harvesting 

the hay, he chooses not to provide a description. It is particularly surprising, too, 

considering how often poetry and literature of the eighteenth- and nineteenth- centuries 

seek to draw attention to the details of laboring motions, especially given the emphasis 

upon physicality that has been present for so often in Morris’s work. Yet labor in such 

literature is often dwelt upon because there is something to reveal about the labor, usually 

something exploitative or difficult. In a world where labor is not only pleasant, but 

routine, it does not need to be seen for its own purposes. Rather, what needs to be seen is 

what labor creates, and sustains – the relationships within the community, the joy and 

abundance of the feast, the beauty and health of the people who participate in the work. 

Moreover, as Matthew Beaumont suggests, Morris’s conception of utopia necessitates 

leaving a bit of mystery to the world he has left behind, a desire to work in the present 

toward seeing what might be achieved in the future: “The image of the future is there to 

be fought over.”85 
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What is to be gained from the vision of labor that Morris presents in News from 

Nowhere? Although “Morris is everyone’s favorite socialist”, as Mark Bevir puts it, 

recent scholars have noted that his political principles are not given serious merit. This is 

due to the fact, as many scholars and historians have noted, that the first and second 

World Wars destroyed the particular dreams held by Morris and many other socialists. 

Beliefs that human beings were approaching an era of rebellion, which would transform 

social status and overthrow the corrupt middle classes, has instead turned into the 

nightmare of communist states; ideas about human beings being able to achieve states of 

heightened rationality, in which they could uniformly control their desires, motivations, 

and actions toward a greater communal purpose have been largely dismissed as 

impossible. This is not to say, however, that Morris’s vision does not contain merit for 

our society, however firmly entrenched it may seem to be in the current capitalist system. 

Rather, his narrative opens up the possibility for imagining new ways of approaching 

labor within small communities and personal partnerships.  

The strength of Morris’s vision lies in the fact that he considered it to ultimately 

be the act of the people, and thus he wanted to leave open possibilities for revision and 

reimagination at the end of his narrative. Likewise, the very way that he imagines labor 

allows it to be embodied as the work of the people – it is what the people, through their 

direct relationship to one another, determine it to be. In the case of Dick, it can be an act 

of charity; in the case of the child shop keepers, an act of generosity and beauty; in the 

example of the obstinate refusers, a gentle reminder to consider how alternative forms of 

employment contribute to the health of the community through the diverse pursuits of its 



 

 

260 

residents. This principle, that rules and actions of labor are forged relationally, is at the 

heart of many intentional communities, which are simultaneously attempting to approach 

the kind of spiritual and physical unity with the earth that Morris allows Ellen to find at 

the end of their journey. While, upon close examination, Morris’s socialist society may 

not work upon a large scale, it does offer a convincing witness that people can – and 

should – attempt to reformulate the terms of labor in ways that they find possible, and 

that better honor the dignity of the earth and human beings. 
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Conclusion  
In reading poetic and literary texts that are preoccupied with labor, I have considered how 

we might both approach and define labor from a critical vantage point. Recognizing how 

aesthetic portrayals of labor change over time, as well as how ideas about what labor 

mean change significantly by the end of the nineteenth century, I have sought to link 

definitions of labor with the specific images and experiences of particular authors, as a 

way of anchoring my analysis. I have argued for a consideration of labor that transcends 

the boundaries of “useful” or merely productive employment; however, I have also 

indicated my wariness of conceptions of labor, like Morris’s, that conflate any type of 

manual work with art or pleasure. It is not simply that labor, as understood through the 

human experience, offers itself as something apart from our moments of respite, but also 

that a highly aestheticized perception of labor seems to place unequal demands upon men 

and women, which threaten visions of equality between genders in community.  

 A recurring strand throughout the poems and texts I have interrogated is the 

connection between labor and human community. In my first chapter, this was mainly 

explored through a negative perspective, as authors seeking to reintroduce laboring 

bodies into poetic texts illustrated the damage that practices such as enclosure and 

industrialization inflict upon the bodies and places of rural community. In my second 

chapter, I argue that Mary Collier and Elizabeth Hands explore the division that modern 

systems of labor inflict upon women, and explicitly link the division of labor with the 

division of the sexes. My third and fourth chapters analyze the way that human beings 
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interact with one another through labor from the perspectives of two imagined 

communities, one real, and one projected.  

 There is a sense, throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, of general 

progress toward a revolution in labor, a sense embodied not only by this poetry, but by 

the work of Karl Marx and the movements of communism and socialism. That sense 

seems to have largely disappeared in contemporary society, along with any utopian 

visions that might recall William Morris. Yet the resurgence of interest in labor and 

laboring authors suggests that there is still more to be learned, and quite possibly to apply 

to our own lives, from a reinvestigation of labor. While there are wide geographic, 

political, and social differences separating contemporary life from eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century England, nevertheless an interrogation of a society which sees distinct 

separation between labor and other activities, as opposed to our existence in a society 

comprised entirely of laborers, can help us to redefine what we believe it means to labor, 

and why labor is essential to the human condition. Although the act of labor often seems 

to be economically imposed upon us, as a requisite in order to monetarily sustain our own 

lives, the poetry I have examined presents another portrait of labor: one that reflects our 

status as earthly creatures, and moreover, one that can help us understand how to depend 

upon one another.  
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