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The works of Romantic poet William Wordsworth are generally regarded as 

idealistic nature poems. However, Wordsworth was writing in a turbulent era, between 

the French Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. Contrary to conventional labels, 

Wordsworth’s prose and poetry of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 

strongly critiques social and economic affairs, similar to the ways Thomas Malthus 

comments on the same subjects. In 1798, political and economic theorist Thomas Robert 

Malthus published his infamous Essay on the Principle of Population, in which he 

devotes considerable thought to the subjects of poverty and England’s Old Poor Law 

system. This thesis explores the connections between Wordsworth and Malthus, 

establishing Wordsworth as an amateur political economic theorist, who was concerned 

with the contemporary treatment of poverty and the morals of the legislators of the Poor 

Laws. I further claim that Wordsworth was a parable-poet, who sought to provide moral 

guidance regarding poor relief through affective poetry.  
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 1 

Introduction 

The problem of poverty in England was a cause of growing public concern during 

the early nineteenth century. The existing system of welfare was based on a series of Acts 

of Parliament passed in the late 1590s during the late Tudor period designed around local 

poor rates and local work- and poorhouses. The 1601 Act for the Relief of the Poor made 

poor relief the responsibility of the local parish, rather than the central government. 

Those who were able to work, but too poor to support their families, were provided with 

“relief in aid of wages” in the form of money, food, and clothing. Workhouses and 

poorhouses were built for those who were too old or ill to work, the destitute, and 

orphaned children. The Relief of the Poor Act of 1782, attempted to improve aspects of 

the Poor Laws but left poor relief to local initiative. Strain on the system made it clear by 

1790 that further reform was needed (UK Parliament 2011). The need for reform was a 

topic of conversation among many contemporary intellectuals, including prominent social 

and economic theorist Thomas Robert Malthus and Romantic poet William Wordsworth. 

Thomas Malthus (1766 – 1834) was highly influential in political economy and 

demography and is best known for his theory about population. His renowned work, An 

Essay on the Principle of Population, published anonymously in 1798 and followed by 

five revised editions was, and continues to be, one of the most significant and 

controversial works on population and social theory.1 Principle of Population is overtly 

concerned with the contemporary social affairs in England. The section on what is now 

referred to as Malthus’s “Law of Population” has become the most well-known section of 

this treatise; it states that the human population increased at a geometric rate, while food 

                                                
1 Hereafter referred to as Principle of Population. 
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supply could, at best, increase only at a arithmetic rate, thus resulting in food shortages. 

Malthus argued that, if left unchecked, population would expand to the limits of 

sustenance and be held there by famine, ill health and war. Though the dilemma of the 

Malthusian trap has become the focal point of study of the work, the scope of Principle of 

Population expands well beyond population theory. Much of the rest of the work is 

concerned with the condition of the individual, poverty, wealth, and theology. In 

particular, he devoted a significant amount of thought and concern to the problem of 

England’s Old Poor Law and the treatment of poverty, critiquing specific reform bils and 

proposing his own remedies to the problems the Old Poor Law system had created. 

The discussion of England’s poor legislation and poor law reform was not 

confined to legislators and political theorists. England’s literary community was 

concerned with the same social problems as intellectuals such as Malthus. However, 

rather than publishing tracts and pamphlets, Romantics, such as William Wordsworth 

(1770 – 1850), one of the most widely read poets of the late eighteenth and nineteenth 

century, used poetry to expound their social theories. T.E. Hulme, a Modernist writer and 

literary critic, criticized Romantic poetry as being “damp” and “vague,” always “moaning 

and whining about something or other” (1911 [2003]: 75). Wordsworth’s poem ‘A few 

lines written above Tintern Abbey’ is considered to be quintessential Romantic verse. In 

the poem, the narrator sits on a hillock observing the nature around him, reflecting on 

nature, his childhood and growth into adulthood. This poem promotes the typical 

impression of the Romantics as nature poets who wrote idealistic and sentimental verse. 

But these conventional labels are misleading. Romantic writers dealt with matters far 

beyond observations of flowers and trees. They wrote passionately on social and political 
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issues, especially the philosophy and the aftermath of the French Revolution and the 

effects of the Industrial Revolution on the individual and bonds of community.  

The subjects of Romantic poetry gesture to greater social issues in response to the 

dynamic social and political climate of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Wordsworth’s poetry is complexly engaged with the writings of his contemporaries, like 

Thomas Malthus. This thesis explores the connections between Wordsworth and Malthus, 

establishing Wordsworth as a dilettante political economist, who was concerned with the 

contemporary treatment of poverty and the morals of the legislators of the Poor Laws. As 

such, I claim that Wordsworth was a parable-poet, who sought to provide moral guidance 

regarding poor relief through affective poetry.  

In order to accomplish my goal, Chapter 1, “History of the English Poor Laws,” 

establishes for the reader the contexts in which Malthus and Wordsworth developed their 

notions of the treatment of poverty in England. Chapter 2, “Malthus and England’s Poor 

Laws,” examines Malthus’s criticism of the Old Poor Law in both Principle of 

Population and his Letter to Samuel Whitbred, arguing that he was a proponent of the 

complete abolition of the Poor Laws on the grounds that they created a class of dependent 

poor and were “calculated to eradicate the spirit of independence” among the lower 

classes. The analysis of the prose in Chapter 3 establishes Wordsworth’s objections to 

contemporary moral systems and treatment of poverty. Chapter 4 argues that, by 

addressing the issues of political economy and poor legislation and morals though verse, 

Wordsworth’s poems are vehicles for affective moral guidance. A direct comparison of 

Wordsworth and Malthus in Chapter 5, “Wordsworth and Malthus: Public Policy and the 

Repeal and Reform of the Poor Laws,” finds that both men felt that the Poor Laws had 
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failed to provide the assistance promised to the poor and that both men advocated the 

need for reform to promote the “spirit of independence” of the labouring poor. Chapter 5 

also establishes that Wordsworth can be considered as an amateur political economist, 

who, while addressing issues of modern political economy, fails to provide more than 

wishful normative prescriptions for those issues. The Conclusion presents other 

consistencies in Wordsworth and Malthus’s theories that are worth further research, 

including Malthus’s Romantic tendencies exhibited in Principle of Population and a 

comparison between the two authors’ theories of human nature. 

I. Background and Contexts 

Greenblatt and Gallagher (2001) pioneered New Historicism as a school of 

literary criticism, opening the field of literature to connections between history, 

philosophy, and a variety of other disciplines and theories including economics and 

political economic theory. Literary scholars have considered Wordsworth especially in 

relation to poverty, but critical dialogue regarding the relationship between Wordsworth 

and Malthus’ works has been limited. Only in the early twenty-first century did critics 

begin to examine Wordsworth and the Romantics in a framework that emphasizes 

connections with economics and Malthus. Connell (2000, 2001) and Becker et al. (2005) 

are, thus far, the few critics who explore this instance of intersection of literature and 

economics in any depth.  

According to Connell (2001), the Lake school poets were harsh critics of 

“heartless” Malthusian theory and general economic theory. He argues that while 

Wordsworth is often associated with the Lake school’s anti-economism, Wordsworth and 

Malthus raised many of the same questions of private morality and public policy towards 
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the poor in their society. Connell asserts that Wordsworth’s ‘The Old Cumberland 

Beggar’ should not be read as a critique of political economists; rather, it is a moral 

response to contemporary issues. Unlike Connell, Becker et al. (2005) find hardly any 

similarities between Wordsworth and Malthus. They believe Malthus and Wordsworth 

are inherently opposed in two aspects – man’s original state and the relationship between 

the modern economy and nature. They claim that Wordsworth observed “an unnatural 

conflict between humans and nature in the economic structure of his time,” whereas 

Malthus viewed the political economy as a framework for the conditions of human 

society (2005: 306).  

Fellow Lake poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge probably introduced Wordsworth to 

the anonymous first edition of Principle of Population. In May 1799, Coleridge 

confessed to Josiah Wedgewood that he found the Essay “extremely illogical” (as cited in 

Connell 2000: 243). Coleridge published a few prose works regarding Malthus’s social 

policy, but Wordsworth did not.2 I have found that in spite of the lack of published prose 

directly concerned with the issue of poverty, Wordsworth’s poems ‘The Old Cumberland 

Beggar’ (1798) and ‘A narrow girdle of rough stones and crags’ (1800) have a marked 

emphasis on human individuality and explicitly refer to the plight of the lower class.3 In 

1789, Wordsworth began a piece of prose, known as Essay on Morals, which sets out his 

evolving ideas on justice and morality. Two letters, one written to the well-known liberal 

Richard Watson, the Bishop of Llandaff, and one to liberal Whig politician Charles 

James Fox show how concerned Wordsworth was with political issues and equality, as 

                                                
2 See especially A Moral and Political Lecture (Coleridge 1795).  
3 ‘A narrow girdle of rough stones and crags’ is also known, and hereafter referred to as, ‘Point 
Rash Judgment.’ 
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well as the treatment of the poor. And while these works never specifically refer to 

England’s poor laws, his prose work Of Legislation for the Poor, the Working Classes, 

and the Clergy: Appendix to Poems (1835) clearly expresses his views on the course of 

public affairs regarding the poor.4 Of Legislation provides considerable insight to 

Wordsworth’s stance on public relief of the poor. His explicit attack of the New Poor 

Law expresses his attitudes towards the Old Poor Law system more overtly than any 

other of his works. I will frame my readings and analysis of Wordsworth’s poetry with a 

discussion of Malthus’s theories, specifically regarding the Poor Laws and humanity. By 

highlighting the similarities between these two authors, I will expose the socio-economic 

and political undertones of Wordsworth’s poetry. 

A close analysis of the above-mentioned poems and prose demonstrate that 

Wordsworth believed that the Old Poor Law degraded those who needed assistance and 

put a value on life, and favored local charity over immoral public legislation, though he 

states in Of Legislation that it is a dictate of humanity that the poor are entitled to 

maintenance by the state. His unpublished prose works Of Legislation, which provides 

overt commentary on the poor laws, and Essay on Morals and the letters, which provide a 

theoretical moral framework, serve as support for an analysis of the political themes in 

his verse. I claim that Wordsworth was a dilettante political economist, who was 

concerned with the contemporary treatment of poverty and the morals of the legislators of 

the Poor Laws. Further, by presenting these beliefs to the public as stories through poetry, 

Wordsworth acted as a parable-poet who sought to provide affective moral guidance 

regarding poor relief. 

                                                
4 Hereafter referred to as Of Legislation. 
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While a comparison of Wordsworth and Malthus may at first seem unusual, that 

these men were contemporaries implies that they would, at least in some respects, be 

concerned with similar social issues. Malthus directly addressed the issue of poor law 

legislation, though this aspect of his theory is often overshadowed by his theory of 

population and the Malthusian trap. Chapter V of Principle of Population is concerned 

only with the poor laws, which Malthus, like his contemporaries David Ricardo, Edwin 

Chadwick, and Robert Owen, viewed as outmoded. In 1807, Malthus penned a letter to 

Samuel Whitbread, a Member of Parliament, regarding Whitbread’s proposed bill for the 

amendment of the Poor Laws. In this letter, Malthus argued that any attempts at 

establishing provisions for the poor would fail; the legislator’s efforts would be fruitless. 

He voiced many of his concerns over the existing legislation and the positive effects he 

believed abolishing the laws would have on the poor. Both in Principle of Population and 

the Letter to Samuel Whitbread, Malthus states he believed that the poor laws and related 

reform legislation effectively eradicated the happiness and the spirit of independence 

among the English peasantry. An analysis of Malthus’s work reveals an attitude towards 

the Poor Laws that does not differ extremely from Wordsworth’s. Both encouraged the 

repeal of the Old Poor Law on the grounds that they degraded, rather than improved, the 

condition of the labouring poor.  
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Chapter 1 

History of the English Poor Laws 

By the end of the eighteenth century, England was the exemplar of social welfare. 

Historian Gertrude Himmelfarb notes that, “until the end of the nineteenth century, 

England was generally thought to be in the vanguard of social philosophy and social 

policy, in thinking about the problem of poverty and in trying to ameliorate it” (1985: 5). 

The Old Poor Law system was a consequence of the social and economic conditions in 

early modern England. The laws were stimulated, at least in part, by economic 

circumstances and population pressure as England made its way out of the medieval age. 

Population had been rising since at least 1520, and so had prices (Slack 1995). The 

resulting conditions of poverty must have seemed to contemporary officials a threat to 

societal order, and thus inspired more uniform and centralized government action.  

Traditionally, the poor had been the responsibility of religious institutions or 

village or parish resources, based on the scriptural pronouncement that “ye have the poor 

always with you.”5 Thus, the church “inevitably became the instrument both of social 

amelioration and of spiritual salvation” (Himmelfarb 1985: 4). The church itself provided 

food and clothing, and occasionally money through the collection of alms, and shelter in 

the church or monasteries. Private efforts supplemented the efforts of the institution; 

those who were blessed with riches had a duty of charity and mercy towards the poor. 

There was little intervention from the state until after 1530.  

The idea of poverty gradually became secularized, and though the church 

continued to provide parochial charity, the poor became the charge of the state. The 

                                                
5 See Matthew 26:11, Mark 14:7, and John 12:8. 
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attitudes of the Elizabethan era established poverty as a “test of civilization” (see 

Himmelfarb 1985: 4). The Elizabethan poor laws were an amalgamation of earlier laws 

and practices. Codified in 1597 and 1598 and reenacted in 1601, they established the 

principles of the “Old Poor Law.” Compassion became, to a degree, public policy. The 

sense of a moral commitment to the poor drove the creation of further legislation that 

sought to solve or at the very least minimize the problem of poverty in pre- and early 

Industrial England.  

To the mercantilists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the idle poor 

were a drain upon the nation; they used up precious resources in the form of poor relief 

and charity. Himmelfarb observes that the “plans for workhouses, schools of industry, 

and labor camps” were designed to convert this “national liability into something like an 

asset” (1985: 26). The creation of workhouses was thus driven by the idea that they 

would make the poor more productive, turning them into an “asset.” Mercantilists, 

committed to maximizing the productivity and wealth of the nation, were proponents of a 

system of relief that provided “work for those that will labour, punishment for those that 

will not, and bread for those who cannot” (as cited in Himmelfarb 1985: 27).  

I.  Important Legislation 

Many of the poor laws of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were more 

deterrent and punishment laws than relief legislation, largely concerned with punishing 

vagrants. The first sixteenth century poor law was passed in 1531 under Henry VIII. The 

law, Concerning Punishment of Beggars and Vagabonds, stipulated that vagabonds be 

whipped and returned to their home parishes, and the impotent given licenses to beg. A 

1536 law, For Punishment of Sturdy Vagabonds and Beggars, set vagabonds and children 
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to work and instituted the collection of voluntary alms in parishes for the impotent poor, 

but banned casual almsgiving. These laws placed the majority of the power in the hands 

of local parish officials, and set as precedent for subsequent relief legislation work as 

well as punishment for the idle and able-bodied poor and cash payments to those who 

could not work, as well as requiring parish almsgiving by law (see Slack 1995).  

Laws passed between 1547 and 1572 reaffirmed punishment for the idle poor and 

provision of work for children and the able-bodied poor. The first comprehensive poor 

law of 1572, passed under Elizabeth I, included clauses for punishing vagrants and 

providing work for them, a system of surveying parishes and taxing inhabitants, and 

appointed parish overseers (Slack 1995: 10). The acts of 1598 and 1601 were passed at a 

time when the problem of poverty was unusually severe after some of the worst harvests 

of the period in 1596 and 1597 (Slack 1995: 3). Though the legislation pushed by the 

government provided some assistance to the poor, it was primarily concerned with public 

order (Slack 1995: 11). The Vagrancy Act of 1598 simplified procedures for punishment, 

and the 1598 Act for the Relief of the Poor (reenacted in 1601) substantially placed the 

burden of welfare – raising rates, supporting the impotent, providing work for the able-

bodied – on church wardens and local overseers. The law firmly established relief as 

parish-centered and locally enforced. Workhouses, which provided employment 

opportunities to the able-bodied poor, were operated voluntarily. Acts passed in 1610, 

1647 and 1649 called for the erection houses of correction for rogues and other “idle and 

disorderly persons,” workhouses, and established the Corporation for the Poor in London 

to provide for the urban poor (Slack 1995: 53). Acts passed under William III between 

1696 and 1712 established Corporations for the Poor in fourteen other towns. Between 
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1714 and 1744, six bills relating to rogues and vagrants, parish rates, workhouses, and 

enforcement were passed, mostly reinforcing earlier legislation, especially the 

punishment of vagrants. Later acts established further local relief. 

A survey implemented by the Board of Trade in 1696 set out to discover how 

much was raised in total by local poor rates. The returns of local surveys showed that 

very few parishes across England and Wales were without a poor tax. Information 

collected from 4,415 parishes revealed that the rates raised £400,000 per annum in 

England and Wales (Slack 1995: 18). Figures from more complete parliamentary 

inquiries show that, by 1748-50, the number had risen to an average of £689,971 per 

annum, and £1,529,780 by 1776 (Slack 1995: 22).6 

II. Implications and Consequences of the Old Poor Law 

As the idea of poverty became more secular during the eighteenth and into the 

nineteenth centuries, and legislation regarding all classes of the poor was passed, the 

Elizabethan notion that the able-bodied poor be compelled to work and that local relief 

should be paid for the support of the elderly and impotent continued to prevail. The 

difficult economic and agricultural conditions of the 1500 and 1600s meant that a laborer 

might be employed one day, and unemployed the next. This, in turn, made it difficult to 

sustain a consistently punitive attitude against the “able-body” or “labouring” poor. 

Daniel Defoe and John Locke were influential among those who suspected that most of 

the unemployed were such by intent rather than due to extenuating circumstances.  

In 1807, Samuel Whitbread presented a series of statistics regarding poor relief to 

Parliament in defense of his Poor Law reform bill. According to his figures, one out of 

                                                
6 See Table 1 in the Appendix for complete data, including expenditure per capita (shillings) and 
expenditure as percent of national income, as complied by Slack (1995). 
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every seven of the 8,870,000 people in England and Wales in 1803 received parochial 

assistance. The estimated cost of this was £4,277,000, which was almost double what was 

paid in the 1780s (Fulford 1967: 177).7 The increase in the scale of relief was partially 

due to war distress and possibly “by a wave of helplessness which had weakened the 

independent spirit of the labouring poor” (Fulford 1967: 177). However, these figures 

indicate that more of the lower classes became dependent on relief. 

Instead of bringing the destitute out of poverty and providing for their wants and 

needs, the Poor Laws appear to have actually increased the number of those living in 

poverty. The English Poor Laws created a society in which poverty was regarded as 

result of personal failure and gateway to criminality.8 The legislation appears to have 

been drafted under the assumption that poverty was a condition that needed to be 

discouraged through punishment and dismal conditions, though situations of extreme 

need were eligible for parish relief. Malthus and Wordsworth were therefore addressing 

an audience who viewed poverty pejoratively. In this sense, their attitudes on poor relief 

are somewhat unorthodox. Fulford argues that, “Wordsworth found himself defending 

rural laborers in a new context in which it was thought natural, inevitable, and even 

proper that they should suffer” (2001: 362).  

                                                
7 Slack gives a more precise figure of £4,267,965 for 1802-3 (1995: 22).  
8 For more on the conditions of poverty in late eighteenth-century England, see Sir Frederic 
Eden’s “The State of the Poor” (1797). 



 13 

Chapter 2 

Malthus and England’s Poor Laws 

In An Essay on the Principle of Population, Malthus devotes considerable thought 

to the issue of the “labouring poor” and the poor laws in England, especially the 1803 and 

subsequent editions. In the 1798 edition, he began to form and set forth his critique of the 

poor relief system and legislation and ideas for reform.9 Malthus hoped to press the issue 

of the improvement of society. He was one of the severest critics of the Old Poor Law 

and a firm advocate of its total abolition.  

Malthus recognizes that the problem of poverty is one that cannot be eliminated 

from society: “no possible form of society could prevent the almost constant action of 

misery upon a great part of mankind” ([1798] 2004: 26). Quoting from the book of 

Deuteronomy, Malthus writes, “It was denounced from divine authority to the inhabitants 

of the land of Canaan ‘that the poor should never cease from among them’” (1807: 3).10 

Poverty is a fact of society, and it is an issue with which it is “the lot of humanity 

constantly to contend,” and which can never be completely overcome (1807: 3). Yet, 

however inevitable poverty is within society, Malthus believes that one cannot ignore that 

“of the number of children who die annually, much too great a proportion belongs to 

those who may be supposed unable to give their offspring proper food and attention, 

exposed as they are occasionally to severe distress and confined, perhaps, to 

unwholesome habitations and hard labour” ([1798] 2004: 35). Famine took its toll 

indiscriminately, and starvation was a major cause of death among those worst off in 

                                                
9 Malthus’s arguments vary slightly in subsequent editions of Principle of Population, but the 
present work is only concerned with the first edition. 
10 See Deuteronomy 15:2. 
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society. Malthus notes that this problem was often overlooked by the general populous.11 

Popular romances often portrayed peasant children as rosy, healthy, and plump, like 

angels. This was not, however, the reality; rather, the children were thin, malnourished, 

and suffered from high mortality rates. Given the severity of poverty, Malthus realizes 

that something must be done to alleviate it, though in his view, the existing legislation did 

not effectively address the problem.  

I.  The Principle of Population 

 The most famous aspect of Principle on Population is what has come to be known 

as the “Malthusian Trap.” Malthus formulated two fixed laws of human nature: the first, 

“that food is necessary to the existence of man,” and the second, “that the passion 

between the sexes is necessary and will remain nearly in its present state” ([1798] 2004: 

19). Based on these two laws, Malthus notes that food and population tend to increase at 

different ratios: population, “when left unchecked, goes on doubling itself every twenty-

five years or increases in a geometrical ratio,” whereas “the means of subsistence 

increase in an arithmetical ratio” ([1798] 2004: 21; 22). Malthus proposed, therefore, that, 

“the power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce 

subsistence for man” ([1789] 2004: 19). He argued that the ability of mankind to check 

(or limit) population was greater than the ability to increase food production. Malthus’s 

argument in Principle of Population hinges on these checks to population. 

 Malthus classifies the checks on population as either positive checks, which raise 

the death rate, or preventative ones, which lower the birth rate. Positive checks include 

famine and hunger, disease, and war. Preventative checks are those that man applies to 

                                                
11 “The sons and daughters of peasants will not be found such rosy cherubs in real life as they are 
described to be in romances” ([1798] 2004: 35). 
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himself. These include late marriage and abstinence (which he refers to as “moral 

restraint”), contraception, emigration, or in extreme cases abortion. These positive and 

preventative checks slow population growth. However, given the ratios of increase of 

population and food supply, Malthus believed that poverty is inevitable.  

II. Malthus on the Poor Laws  

Malthus argues that the pressures of population were most acute among the lower 

classes, those “unhappy persons who, in the great lottery of life, have drawn a blank” 

([1798] 2004: 72). England’s Poor Laws had been instituted, in part, to ease the 

misfortunes of the poor. Malthus critiqued the laws as having instead “spread the general 

evil” of poverty over a larger proportion of the population; that is, the poor laws actually 

exacerbated the problem rather than attenuated it ([1798] 2004: 36). Malthus trusts that, 

“The poor laws of England were undoubtedly instituted for the most benevolent purpose” 

([1798] 2004: 40). He expects that the effects of any reform legislation on the condition 

of the poor would be more detrimental than intended.12 The “great object” of any 

legislation regarding the poor should be “to elevate as much as possible the general 

character of the lower classes of the community” (1807: 10).13  

The repeated failure of the legislative efforts during two hundred year history of 

the Old Poor Law system to alleviate the misery of the poor was obvious to Malthus. He 

estimates that the monies collected annually by parish rates totaled nearly three million 

                                                
12 Regarding a bill proposed in Parliament by William Pitt the Younger, the Prime Minister of 
England, in 1795 and 1796, Malthus writes: “I confess, that before the bill was brought into 
Parliament, and for some time after, I thought that such a regulation would be highly beneficial, 
but further reflection on the subject has convinced me that if its object be to better the condition 
of the poor, it is calculated to defeat the very purpose which it has in view” ([1798] 2004: 53). 
13 “First appearances indeed are in this branch of science still more deceitful than in any other; 
and the partial and immediate effects of a particular mode of giving relief are often directly 
opposite to the general and permanent consequences” (1807: 9). 
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pounds, yet the “distresses [of the poor] are not removed” ([1798] 2004: 53). The laws 

“have a constant tendency to add to the difficulties of those who are struggling to support 

themselves without assistance” [1798] 2004: 41). That the poor continued to suffer 

despite the collection of parish rates was “always a matter of great surprise” among 

intellectuals of the higher classes ([1798] 2004: 53). Among these men, “Some think that 

the money must be embezzled, others that the church-wardens and overseers consume the 

greater part of it in dinners;” in any case, the donations must, somehow or another, “be 

very ill-managed” ([1798] 2004: 53). Instead of going to those who were in need of aid, 

the funds raised by local rates lined the pockets of those in charge of overseeing the 

implementation of relief legislation.  

In addition to the mismanagement of the money collected for the relief of the 

poor, Malthus notes that the poor laws were ineffective because they created a class of 

“dependent poor:” 

Their first obvious tendency is to increase population without 
increasing the food for its support. A poor man may marry with 
little or no prospect of being able to support a family in 
independence. They may be said therefore in some measure to 
create the poor which they maintain, and as the provisions of the 
country must, in consequence of the increased population, be 
distributed to every man in smaller proportions, it is evident that 
the labour of those who are not supported by parish assistance will 
purchase a smaller quantity of provisions than before and 
consequently more of them must be driven to ask for support 
([1798] 2004: 38). 

The poor laws eliminate one of the first checks on population. Malthus contends that, 

generally, a man will not marry until he feels that he can provide for his family, else he 

lower his rank in life and subject himself to financial and personal difficulties. If he is 

supported by welfare, a man will be inclined to start a family sooner than if he were 

supported by his own labor. The 1795-96 Poor Bill proposed by Whig politician and 
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British Prime Minister William Pitt included a measure whereby every poor man who 

was not self-supporting was entitled to a shilling a week for every child above two. 

Malthus’s concern with Pitt’s measure was that many poor law proposals gave assistance 

only to those who have families and not the unmarried. This additional assistance 

subsequently encouraged reproduction and increasing population. These children would 

be born into poverty, and the cycle would continue, compounding the problem even 

further. Rather than encourage those in the lowest class of society to work, earn money 

and establish a stable life before marrying and reproducing, the poor laws of England 

allowed, and in Malthus’s view to a degree encouraged, men to marry and have children 

while dependent on welfare. They remain poor, because they must support their families 

without independent means. Malthus observes that it is in this way that the Poor Laws 

“may be said therefore in some measure to create the poor which they maintain” ([1798] 

2004: 38). The increase in the population encouraged by the Poor Law not only increased 

the pressure on the food supply, but also increased the quantity of labour “thrown into the 

market” (1807: 18). Malthus supposes that common wages would thereby be so much 

depressed as to be “insufficient to support a single child without parish assistance,” thus 

rendering the condition of the “independent labourer absolutely hopeless” (1807: 18). 

 And while the poor laws promoted an increase in population, they had “no 

tendency that [Malthus could] discover to increase the produce of the country” ([1798] 

2004: 53). If the laws promote population growth without increasing the production of 

food supplies, “the necessary and inevitable consequence appears to be that the same 

produce must be divided among a greater number, and consequently that a day’s labour 

will purchase a smaller quantity of provisions, and the poor therefore in general must be 
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more distressed” ([1798] 2004: 38). Malthus argues that without promoting agricultural 

production, the poor laws failed to assist the poor in any productive or sustainable way, 

and allowed a state of dependent poverty to persist. By causing an increase in the 

population of the lower classes and forcing the existing food supply to sustain the larger 

population, “the parish laws of England have contributed to raise the price of provisions 

and to lower the real price of labour. They have contributed to impoverish that class of 

people whose only possession is their labour” ([1798] 2004: 53).  

III. Workhouses 

The old poor laws included provisions that established workhouses for the poor. 

Workhouses were meant to provide temporary wage assistance, but the horrid conditions 

were meant to discourage long-term reliance on the workhouses and promote 

industriousness. Theoretically, a labouring man would work not only to improve his 

situation but also to avoid having to go to a workhouse.14 Malthus believed that 

workhouses further contributed to the existence of the dependent poor. They provided a 

source of support, reducing the need for a man to become financially independent. 

According to Malthus, the allocation of existing resources towards the workhouses was 

inefficient, diminishing “the shares that would otherwise belong to more industrious … 

members, and thus in the same manner forces more [of the lower class] to become 

dependent” ([1798] 2004: 38-39). If the resources spent on establishing and maintaining 

workhouses were allocated towards markets and industry more jobs would be created, 

and the poor would have more opportunities to work and support themselves. The lack of 

                                                
14 See the Appendix for Figure 1, Victorian artist A. W. Pugin’s critique of the modern 
workhouse. The conditions of the workhouses were prison-like, compared to the respite formerly 
provided by the Church. 
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support from the workhouse would force those in poverty to support themselves 

independently or rely on voluntary charity. Thus, if the conditions of the workhouses 

were bettered through legislative reforms, “this new distribution of money of the society 

would tend more conspicuously to depress the condition of those out of the workhouses 

by occasioning a rise in the price of provisions” ([1798] 2004: 38-39). The misallocation 

of resources leads to higher prices of provisions and the increased price of provisions 

aggravated the condition of the independent poor, thus perpetuating the existence of the 

dependent poor. 

IV.  “Tyrannical regulations” of the Poor Laws 

Malthus believes that while the Poor Laws were “undoubtedly instituted for the 

most benevolent purpose,” he finds “great reason to think that they have not succeeded in 

their intention” ([1798] 2004: 40). While in some cases of “severe distress” the poor 

relief has helped, the majority of the population of the poor supported by the parishes “is 

very far from being free of misery” ([1798] 2004: 40). In his opinion, not only are the 

laws ineffective, they also heavily subjected the poor to “tyrannical” regulations. Malthus 

believed that “any great interference with the affairs of other people is a species of 

tyranny” ([1798] 2004: 41). He writes: 

[O]ne of the principal objections to them is that for this assistance 
which some of the poor receive, in itself almost a doubtful 
blessing, the whole class of common people of England is 
subjected to a set of grating, inconvenient, and tyrannical laws, 
totally inconsistent with the genuine spirit of the constitution. The 
whole business of settlements, even in its present amended state, is 
utterly contradictory to all ideas of freedom ([1798] 2004: 40-41). 

The assistance intended for the poor is not, according to Malthus, a blessing. The 

stipulations of the laws are oppressive, subjecting the impoverished to forcible 

regulations that pressure them further into poverty.  
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Malthus condemned the poor laws because they “tell the common people that if 

they will submit to a code of tyrannical regulations, they shall never be in want” (1798] 

2004: 42). The poor comply with those regulations, yet they still suffer. As Malthus 

writes indignantly, “They perform their part of the contract, but we do not, nay cannot, 

perform ours, and thus the poor sacrifice the valuable blessing of liberty and receive 

nothing but can be called an equivalent in return” ([1798] 2004: 42-3). Malthus feels that 

by complying with the regulations of the poor legislation, the common people sacrifice 

their liberty and freedom. The independent spirit of humanity is something Malthus 

deems important to life. It is a sentiment that “surely none would wish to be erased from 

the breast of man,” yet the Poor Laws were “calculated” to “eradicate” this spirit ([1798] 

2004: 34, 39).15 By 1803, the scale of relief had almost double what it had been in the 

1780s. According to Whitbread, the increase was partially due to war distress and 

possibly “by a wave of helplessness which had weakened the independent spirit of the 

labouring poor” (Fulford 1967: 177). 

V. Proposals to Remediate Poverty and the Effects of the Poor Laws 

Malthus observes that the “truth is that the pressure of distress on [the poor] is an 

evil so deeply seated that no human ingenuity can reach it” ([1798] 2004: 41). The evils 

perpetuated by the Poor Laws had, by 1798, “gone too far to be remedied,” and Malthus 

argued that had the laws never existed, the “aggregate mass of happiness among the 

                                                
15 “The love of independence is a sentiment that surly none would wish to be erased from the 
breast of man, though the parish law of England, it must be confessed, is a system of all others the 
most calculated gradually to weaken this sentiment, and in the end may eradicate it completely.” 
([1798] 2004: 34).  
“Fortunately for England, a spirit of independence still remains among the peasantry. The poor 
laws are strongly calculated to eradicate this spirit. They have succeeded in part, but they 
succeeded as completely as might have been expected their pernicious tendency would not have 
been long concealed.” ([1798] 2004: 39). 
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common people would have been much greater” than it was by the end of the eighteenth 

century ([1798] 2004: 41). Though the negative effects of the Poor Laws on society were 

to some degree irreparable, and to “remove the wants of the lower classes of society is 

indeed an arduous” and an impossible task, Malthus proposes abolishing the Poor Laws. 

With the “total abolition of all the present parish-laws,” he imagines that the peasantry of 

England might have been given “liberty and freedom of action,” allowing freedom of 

movement and settlement to wherever work opportunities were available, and would 

command a “higher price for labour” ([1798] 2004: 41-42). The living standards of the 

labouring poor would therefore be improved, and the spirit of independence encouraged. 

Fewer people would need to depend on welfare. 

Malthus proposes further that subsidies might be given for new farms to 

encourage agriculture over manufacturing, which would “tend to furnish the market with 

an increasing quantity of healthy work, and at the same time, by augmenting the produce 

of the country, would raise the comparative price of labour and ameliorate the condition 

of the labourer” ([1798] 2004: 42). Increased food production would also relieve pressure 

on the food supply and prevent further poverty. The lack of the prospect of parish welfare 

would make men more inclined to work and “enter into associations for providing against 

the sickness of himself or family” ([1798] 2004: 42).  

Malthus calculates that these measures would discourage the persistence of the 

class of dependent poor, and result in a better condition for the labouring poor; “A plan of 

this kind … seems to be the best calculated to increase the mass of happiness among the 

common people of England” ([1798] 2004: 42). However, since poverty cannot be 

completely eradicated, Malthus proposes the establishment of workhouses for cases of 
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extreme poverty. The conditions of these workhouses would not be comfortable; rather 

the work should be hard, as to discourage dependency. They would merely be “places 

where severe distress might find some alleviation” ([1798] 2004: 42). Malthus also 

suggests establishing workhouses that would provide a “place where any person, whether 

native or foreigner, might do a day’s work at all times and receive the market price for it” 

([1798] 2004: 42). Those who are temporarily out of work might visit this second sort of 

workhouse to perform a days worth of labour and be paid a fair price for it. Both types of 

workhouses proposed by Malthus would offer temporary assistance to those in severe 

distress, not long-term relief. Relief for milder cases would be left to individual 

benevolence. Unfortunately, however, “no possible form of society could prevent the 

almost constant action of misery upon a great part of mankind, if in a state of inequality, 

and upon all, if all were equal” ([1798] 2004: 26). 
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Chapter 3 

Wordsworth’s Prose: On Morals and Public Policy Regarding the Poor 

 Romantic critic M. H. Abrams writes that, “Romantic writers were, though nature 

poets, humanists above all” (1970: 202). Indeed this is important in considering how we 

might approach Wordsworth from a socio-economic standpoint. Turner has noted that 

“Wordsworth’s interest in the 1790s is in vagrants, gipsies, small tenants and freeholders, 

discarded members of the armed forces, and criminals on the run – in the 

underprivileged, the dispossessed and the unpropertied, who according to the constitution 

have no political rights in their own country” (1986: 52). Wordsworth’s prose, letters, and 

poetry all reflect this interest. In his writings, he developed his own theories and 

commentary on issues concerning the underprivileged. He was an original thinker who 

expounded his theories through both poetry and prose, in an effort to “excite the feelings 

of the reader” ([1835] 1967: 277). 

Essay on Morals (1799), Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff (1793), Letter to Charles 

James Fox (1801), and Of Legislation (1835) were written “by a man who thought 

seriously about social problems and showed repeated interest in the problem of poverty” 

(Beard 1988: 91). Of Wordsworth and other Romantic writers, Beard notes: 

[They] found themselves in opposition to a government waging an 
ideological war and passing increasingly repressive measures 
against its own people. … Increasingly aware of the growing 
politicization of the disenfranchised masses, they recognized the 
need for radical changes in the structure of their society (1988: 94-
95). 

The “radical changes” need not necessarily be violent. Changes in political treatment of 

the laboring poor (i.e., legislative reform or the abolition of relief legislation) would 

promote changes in public attitudes towards poverty and improve the condition of those 
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in poverty. Changes in the moral habits of the people of England, especially those in 

power, would result in more just legislation and improve the overall condition of the 

country. Wordsworth’s prose reveal anxieties with the moral systems existent in society, 

and the interests of the statesmen and the effect of the Poor Laws on society. He believes 

that the moral habits of his society were misguided, and that the morals of the statesmen 

had been supplanted by political values, leading to legislation that was degrading to the 

masses of society and potentially destroying the spirit of independence among the 

labouring poor. Connell argues that, although “brief and suggestive, the Essay on Morals 

clearly gestures towards the sublimation of moral philosophy in a poetic rendering of 

human suffering capable of a truly affective moral education” (2001: 18).16 Of 

Legislation, though written later than the other prose works considered in this thesis, is a 

direct commentary on the poor relief legislation, and firmly establishes his political 

position on the issue.  

I. On Morals  

Wordsworth considers actions to be the results of moral habits. He contends that 

he knows “no book of moral philosophy written with sufficient power to melt into our 

affections, to incorporate itself with the blood and vital juices of our minds, and then to 

have any influence worth our notice in forming [habits]” ([1799] 1988: 105). Moral 

philosophers “attempt to strip the mind of all its old clothing when their object ought to 

be to furnish it with new” ([1798] 1988: 105). Existing moral systems did not 

                                                
16 Essay on Morals was probably composed between September 1798 and February 1799. The 
manuscript, from the same notebook that included drafts for The Prelude, was probably not 
continued beyond the point where it breaks off, though five leaves of the notebook were removed. 
Owen and Smyser propose that it “anticipate[s] the theorizing on literature as an instrument for 
moral improvement, or at least for improvement of moral insight” (1974: 101). Though 
abandoned, the Essay offers a clear glimpse of Wordsworth’s thinking in the 1790s and his 
notions of morality and political justice. 
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appropriately address the formation of moral habits nor did they encourage moral 

individual actions. According to Wordsworth, new moral habits should “furnish” the 

mind, building on old morals and habits, not strip clean and replace old morals. Actions 

become just when old moral habits are augmented by new ones.  

The moralists’ misguided propositions are a consequence of “an undue value set 

upon that faculty we call reason. The whole secret of this juggler’s trick lies (not in fitting 

words to things (which would be a noble employment) but) in fitting things to words” 

([1799] 1988: 105). Such reasoning is “impotent” to our habits; “fitting things to words” 

cannot form habits, nor can it regulate our judgments of others. When things are fitted to 

words, “they describe nothing.” “Reason” via “fitting things to words” enables us to 

justify our immoral actions (“when we have been unworthily employed”). We find 

defense of our actions in the systems of morality (those same systems which do no 

incorporate themselves “with the blood and vital juices of our minds”). Finding 

approbation in these moral systems, we fail to amend our actions and “we are prepared 

immediately to transgress anew” ([1799] 1988: 106). Wordsworth dismisses the works of 

William Godwin as “excessively reliant upon the faculty of ‘reason,’ recommending 

instead a language that will ‘melt into our affections’ so as to secure right action through 

the associative force of habitual feeling” (Connell 2001: 18). What the moralists should 

do, Wordsworth suggests, is describe how men of mixed company (“the vain man, the 

proud man, the avaricious man etc.”) placed in various situations act, allowing us to 

judge the appropriateness of response and enabling us to “apply ourselves” in directing 

ourselves towards a more “beneficial course” of action ([1799] 1988: 105). Wordsworth 

feels that this corruption and continued ignorance of moral habits has led to the 
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“degraded state of the mass of mankind” and socially deleterious legislation. ([1793] 

1988: 145).17 

II. Statesmen and Legislation: The Problem of Modern Political Economy 

 “Political values,” writes Wordsworth, “are developed at the expense of moral 

ones; and the sweet emotions of compassion … are too often altogether smothered” 

([1793] 1988: 143).18 This trade-off affects the decisions of the lawmakers, especially 

regarding vagrants and provisions for the poor. Rather than acting morally, politicians 

place their own interests above those who would be directly affected by the poor laws. 

The continued misery of the poor “proceed[s] from the governors’ having an interest 

distinct from that of the governed” ([1793] 1988: 147). In order to promote the general 

welfare of society, in any country, the governors and the governed should be one as 

nearly as possible.19 The legislator should be aware “of the natural tendency of power to 

corrupt the heart of man,” and once he realizes this, he will be more aware of his status as 

a private citizen and that “in the capacity of private citizen tomorrow he must either smart 

                                                
17 From “A Poet’s Epitaph”:  
 – A Moralist perchance appears; 
 Led, Heaven knows how! to this poor sod: 
 And He has neither eyes nor ears; 
 Himself his world, and his own God (lines 25-29) 
18 In 1793, Wordsworth wrote a letter of protest in response to a sermon given by Richard 
Watson, Bishop of Llandaff. The full title reads: ‘A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff on the 
extraordinary avowal of his Political Principles contained in the appendix to [his] late Sermon by 
a Republican.’ Wordsworth was an ardent republican and supporter of the French Revolution, and 
refuted Watson’s obvious Tory bias. See Owen and Smyser’s textual introduction, Prose Works, 
I, 19-25. 
19 “Your Lordship will scarcely question that much of human misery, that the great evils which 
desolate states, proceed from the governors’ having an interest distinct from that of the governed. 
It should seem a natural deduction that whatever has a tendency to identify the two must also in 
the same degree promote the general welfare. As the magnitude of almost all states prevents the 
possibility of their enjoying pure democracy, philosophers, from a wish, as far as is in their 
power, to make the governors and the governed one” ([1793] 1988: 146). 
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under the oppression or bless the justice of the law which he has enacted today” ([1793] 

1988: 146-7).  

Unfortunately, the “Rulers of this country are not conscious” of the effects of the 

legislation they pass regarding the poor ([1801] 1988: 162). Legislation passed in the 

1780s and 1790s favored manufacturing, preceding the rise of industry and the Industrial 

Revolution. Wordsworth found these measures problematic and destructive to the well-

being of the lower classes of society.20 The movement of society towards industry and 

manufacturing, which included “workhouses, Houses of Industry, and the invention of 

Soup-shops,” increased the disproportion between the price of labor and the prices of 

goods ([1801] 1988: 163). This, in turn, lead to increased misery among the poor, as well 

as a destruction of “the bonds of domestic feeling among the poor” ([1801] 1988: 163). 

Wordsworth laments that these institutions are regarded as remarkable innovations when 

they create so much evil: “the vanity and pride of their promoters are so subtly 

interwoven with them, that they are deemed as great discoveries and blessings to 

humanity” ([1801] 1988: 163). He recounts the tale of his two neighbors in the Lake 

District affected by the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution: 

Both upwards of eighty years of age; they live alone; the husband 
has been confined to his bed many months and has never had, nor 
till within these few weeks has ever needed, any body to attend to 
him but his wife. She has recently been seized with a lameness 
which has often prevented her from being able to carry him his 
food to his bed; the neighbours fetch for her from the well, and do 
other kind offices for her, but her infirmities increase. She told my 
Servant two days ago that she was afraid they both must be 
boarded out among some other Poor of the parish (they have long 
been supported by the parish) but she said, it was hard, having kept 

                                                
20 [Letter to Charles James Fox], dated 14 January 1801. Fox was a prominent Whig politician to 
whom Wordsworth presented a copy of Lyrical Ballads, accompanying the letter. Fox is also 
noted to have been William Pitt the Younger’s rival in Parliament. 
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house together so long, to come to this, and she was sure it would 
‘burst her heart’ ([1801] 1988: 163). 

Wordsworth “mention[s] this fact to shew how deeply the spirit of independence is, even 

yet, rooted in some parts of the country.” His neighbors, though “they have long been 

supported by the parish,” possess a spirit of independence that is threatened by their 

worsening infirmities and harsh legislation. If they cannot maintain themselves and their 

home, they face being sent to a poorhouse, where the conditions were prison-like. 

Legislation would force families like Wordsworth’s neighbors into workhouses and 

poorhouses. Such a fate threatens the spirit of independence among the laboring poor, 

and Wordsworth laments that, “If it is true, as I believe, that this spirit is rapidly 

disappearing, no greater curse can befal a land” ([1801] 1988: 163). The spread of 

manufacturing across the country put more and more pressures on the lower classes, 

driving them further into poverty and destitution. The government’s actions, in 

Wordsworth’s opinion, exacerbated rather than alleviated the severity of their situation, 

forcing the poor into dependence on the state. The Old Poor Law was therefore in need of 

repeal, or at the very least reform. Unfortunately, the reforms of 1834 did not live up to 

Wordsworth’s expectations; they failed to remediate the negative effects of the Old Poor 

Law and promote the spirit of independence among the labouring poor. 

III. Of Legislation of the Poor 

Of Legislation of the Poor, the Working Classes, and the Clergy (1835) was 

written in response to the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, often referred to as the New 

Poor Law.21 The Poor Law Amendment Act heavily discouraged, though did not ban, 

                                                
21 The Act was a result of the 1832 Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, which conducted 
inquiries into the operation of the Old Poor Law (the Commission functioned as an oversight 
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outdoor relief – relief offered outside of workhouses. Wordsworth immediately addresses 

what he deems a “dictate of humanity,” the principle that “all persons who cannot find 

employment, or procure wages sufficient to support the body in health and strength, are 

entitled to a maintenance by law” ([1835] 1967: 273-4). Wordsworth feels that there is 

“room for apprehension that some of the regulations of the new Act have a tendency to 

render the principle nugatory by difficulties thrown in the way of applying it” ([1835] 

1967: 234). While he was opposed the Old Poor Law because it “promoted profaneness 

of life, and dispositions the reverse of philanthropic, by spreading idleness, selfishness, 

and rapacity,” the Poor Law Amendment Act only imposed harsher dictates on the 

impoverished and the parishes in which they lived ([1835] 1967: 276). Rather than curing 

the evils of the Poor Law system, the new Act introduced new severities and failed to 

revive the “sense of honor … among the people” and restore “their ancient habits of 

independence” ([1835] 1967: 279).  

Wordsworth also “fears that the prudence of the head may, in framing the new 

provisions, have supplanted the wisdom of the heart” ([1835] 1967: 274). This fear he 

expresses in 1835 corresponds to his assertion in his letter to the Bishop of Llandaff that 

“political values are developed at the expense of moral ones.” The “prudence” of the 

legislators, misled as they are by “Reason,” discourages the creation of morally just 

legislation. The Act assumed that “it is a labouring man’s own fault if he be not … 

beforehand with the world” ([1835] 1967: 279). The Act therefore failed to provide 

proper care of those who have been reduced to pittance by no fault of their own. By 

depriving the labouring man of a “refuge from the storm and a shadow from the heat,” 

                                                                                                                                            
committee) and found it to be badly and expensively run. See Chapter Four of Brundage (2002) 
for a brief overview of the Poor Law Amendment Act and the reform of the Poor Law system. 
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the individuals who wrote the Act and the members of Parliament who approved it drove 

the man into despondency ([1835] 1967: 279).22 Wordsworth argues that the Act, with its 

negative expectations from mankind, degraded and belittled those who need assistance. 

The reforms failed to meet Wordsworth’s concerns in his Letter to the Bishop of 

Llandaff. The statesmen fail to “temper [their] thoughts with charity” when considering 

the working class and the labouring poor ([1800] (2000): line 79).23  

IV. Conclusion 

Wordsworth’s prose works clearly set forth his theories on moral and political 

values. They express his concern with the economy’s move towards industrialization. He 

believed that the government and politicians’ emphasis on manufacturing was not aligned 

with the needs and interests of the mass of society, the poor, and therefore causing 
                                                
22 Wordsworth quotes from Isaiah 25:4. 
23 Here I find it important to briefly address some concerns with including Of Legislation in this 
thesis. The work, however enlightening it is about Wordsworth’s humanitarian and political 
objections to the New Poor Law, etc, falls outside the scope of time this thesis focuses on. It is 
understood by Wordsworth critics that as the nineteenth century progressed, his republican views 
became somewhat more conservative. Examining Of Legislation in-depth introduces the risk of 
contradiction between Wordsworth’s convictions in the 1790s (as examined through his early 
poetry and prose) and in the 1830s onward. His letters to the bishop of Llandaff and Fox address 
normative concerns with Parliament, and present a romantic view of what the government should 
do for its citizens.  

If A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff represents the republican ideals of the twenty-three year 
old Wordsworth, Of Legislation, in part, represents the disillusionment of a sixty year-old man 
who had lived through the aftermath of the French Revolution and the effects of Industrialization. 
His attitude towards government becomes less “romantic” (more practical). He offers no 
normative prescription as to how government should operate; instead, he addressed the 
problematic aspects of the Act and of the actions of the members of Parliament, urging them to 
change their ways lest they drive the poor further into destitution and despondency. See James M. 
Buchanan’s “Politics without Romance: A Sketch of Positive Public Choice Theory and it’s 
Normative Implications” (1979) on the issues of modern political economy and the 
romanticization of government. This will be discussed briefly in Chapter 5 of this thesis.  

Of Legislation consists of three sections; the first focuses on the Poor Law Amendment Act, the 
second on manufacturers and proposes the abolition of joint-stock companies, and the third on the 
Church and the state of society. A discussion of the second and third sections will not be included 
in this thesis, though presents interesting research opportunities, especially comparing early prose 
pieces, etc. with Of Legislation in a framework as suggested above – Wordsworth’s shift from a 
romanticized view of government to a more nuanced view. It is under this proposed framework 
that Buchanan’s work on the problems of modern political economy would be applied. 



 31 

increasing misery among them, as well as diminishing their spirit of independence. 

Wordsworth never publicly discredited the need for a system of relief. Indeed, in Of 

Legislation he calls such relief a right of the poor. Simpson argues that, “at various times 

he explicitly defends it, against Burkean social doctrines of laissez-faire” (1987: 138).24 

He was, rather, concerned with the interests driving the creation of such laws. 

Wordsworth deemed the contemporary system of relief immoral and detrimental, greatly 

in need of complete reform based on morality and humanitarianism.  

Wordsworth’s prose defines his views on public policy regarding the poor. He 

adamantly argues for reform of morals and policies. Connell argues that “the Essay on 

Morals gestures towards the sublimation of moral philosophy in a poetic rendering of 

human suffering capable of truly affective moral education” (2000: 243). However, 

Wordsworth’s prose was never published during his lifetime. His audience, whom he 

desired to influence, would not have been exposed to his prosaic arguments. His poetry, 

on the other hand, was widely published during his lifetime and afterwards. 

Wordsworth’s prose, specifically Essay on Morals, Letter the Bishop of Llandaff, Letter 

to Charles James Fox, and Of Legislation, provides a framework for reading 

Wordsworth’s verse, specifically ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ and ‘Point Rash 

Judgment,’ as socio-economic commentary and moral instruction.  

                                                
24 In A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, Wordsworth accuses Burke of being an “infatuated 
moralist” ([1793] 1988: 145). 
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Chapter 4 

Wordsworth’s Poetry 

 Much of the critical work on Wordsworth’s poetry focuses on his relationship to 

the typical Romantic themes of Nature and human consciousness. However, Abrams 

argues that to label the poems of Wordsworth and his contemporaries as simple nature 

lyrics is “not only inadequate but radically misleading” (1970: 202). While Abrams 

discusses the style of Romantic verse and not politics, this assertion speaks directly to a 

dearth of research of Wordsworth’s poetic treatment of the poor relief and politics. ‘The 

Old Cumberland Beggar’ (1798) is one of Wordsworth’s most overt critiques of the 

treatment of poverty and beggars in England. In it, he directly criticizes the statesmen and 

the workhouse system while advocating individual voluntary charity, which had been 

outlawed. ‘Point Rash Judgment’ (1800)illustrates the physical and moral journey of 

three gentlemen, who realize that their judgment is clouded by their own idleness and 

happiness. Both ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ and ‘Point Rash Judgment’ present 

stories of interactions between the poor and those of higher classes, and beseech the 

statesmen to be compassionate and benevolent towards the beggars and those in poverty; 

in this way they operate as parables. In Wordsworth’s poetry, beggars and the labouring 

poor become symbols of compassion and records of charity and of individuality. 

I. Critical Debate  

Critics of the Romantics seem to have covered every subject, often centering on 

the Romantic ideals of humans and their relationship with Nature. The topics of society, 

beggars, peasants, and poverty in Wordsworth’s poetry have garnered some critical 

interest. Chandler (1984), Simpson (1987), and Dick (2000) focus mostly on 

Wordsworth’s philosophical critiques. Their works clearly demonstrate Wordsworth’s 
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involvement with contemporary moral and philosophical debates, and provide a 

background framework for considering Wordsworth in other contexts. In spite of the vast 

amount of criticism on Wordsworth, only three critics have considered Wordsworth and 

Malthus together. Some of the literature does connect Wordsworth with William Godwin, 

but Fulford (2001), Connell (2000, 2001), and Becker et al (2005) are thus far the only 

ones to read Wordsworth in a socio-economic context with respect to Malthus. Fulford 

(2001) focuses mainly on Coleridge’s response to Malthus’s Principle of Population, 

though he does discuss Wordsworth’s relationship and a few of his poems as responses to 

Malthus. Connell (2000, 2001) presents the most in-depth reading of Wordsworth’s 

poetry, and briefly his prose, while Becker et al. rely on Connell (2001) for their reading 

of Wordsworth.  

Chandler (1984) approaches Wordsworth in what now might be considered a 

traditional reading. He is concerned with the “ideologies of philosophy and power in 

Wordsworth’s unfolding career” and focuses on the impact of Burke and Rousseau on 

Wordsworth’s evolving approach to poetry between 1793 and 1798 (1984: xvii). He 

specifically focuses on the politics of Wordsworth’s poetry. He claims that his criticism 

“account[s] for the relation of the philosophy and power of Wordsworth’s writings” 

(1984: xvi). Chandler’s argument is mostly concerned with Wordsworth’s view of 

humans and their relationship to Nature, and what he calls a “second nature, furnishing 

the poet with the moral power that sustains and sanctions his writing” (1984: xix). 

Chandler demonstrates Wordsworth’s participation in political discussions by identifying 

the connections between him and the major political movements and authors of England 

in the late 1700s.  
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Simpson challenges the traditional view of Wordsworth “as a poet of nature and 

of solitude” by arguing that there is a social and historical dimension to Wordsworth’s 

poetry and prose, “whereby the very possibility of privacy is dependent upon social 

circumstances” (1987: 1). He redefines the Wordsworthian imagination as “social … 

defined even in relation to others, so it is also historical, defined in relation to particular 

others and at specific moments” (1987: 1-2). Simpson does, interestingly, bring up 

political economy in his introduction, though he drops it quickly:  

Although [Wordsworth] is well-known as a poet of private 
experience, he is hardly known at all as a moralist and political 
economist. To say that he held ‘views’ on these subjects is of 
course to say nothing new, but I shall argue a much stronger case: 
that his writing contains a sophisticated (if often implicit) 
reformulation of the traditional deference of civic or public virtue 
against the dangerous effects of a commercial and industrial 
economy (1987: 3). 

What Simpson ultimately does is identify instances within Wordsworth’s poetry and 

prose that prove Wordsworth’s involvement in the discussion of the affairs and concerns 

of English society. It is an impressive work of New Historicism, relating Wordsworth to 

contemporary social contexts, considering major intellectuals from William Blake and 

John Keats, to John Locke and John Milton, to (briefly) Jeremy Bentham, and even to 

Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx. However, Simpson’s focus with regards to economics 

demonstrates the predominant interest of critics in discussing Wordsworth as reacting to 

Burke and Godwin. He leaves open to critics like myself the area of political economy 

and Malthus.  

Dick’s (2000) analysis of ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ introduces 

Wordsworth’s economic concerns into this field of research, but fails to connect it to 

Malthus and political economy. Dick argues that literature helped to “legitimate industrial 
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productivity” by outlining moral and spiritual principles to encourage social integration, 

and therefore Wordsworth’s use of poetry to depict alms-giving “vindicated the belief 

that the best way to deal with the poor was to encourage them either to work or at least be 

resignedly grateful for what the better sort … was wiling to give them” (2000: 670). 

Thus, Dick’s analysis of ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ reveals Wordsworth’s critical 

misgivings over mainstream economic theory, though Dick argues that the poem does not 

offer any practical recommendations for alternative methods of poor relief beyond “local 

charity.” But what makes ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ so significant to political 

economy, according to Dick, is that it is “overtly literal and didactic” in its role of 

morally instructing readers.  

Fulford identifies the climate of “fear and resentment” in relation to the concerns 

of poverty in 1790s England in which Malthus first published Principle of Population 

and the attention Malthus received from Coleridge (2001: 346). Fulford’s essay examines 

the responses of the “dissenting radicals” of Coleridge’s circle to Malthus “in the context 

of the language of politics (not least that of Cambridge Unitarians) and of political 

economy” (2001: 346). Beginning with a discussion of the political philosopher Edmund 

Burke, Fulford sets the background context for his examination of Malthus and 

Coleridge. Fulford claims that Coleridge’s “anti-establishment anti-Burke poem … shows 

that Coleridge, like other dissenting radicals, applied biblical prophecy to current 

politics” (2001: 350-51). Of Malthus, Fulford argues that, “In the [1803 edition of the] 

Essay poverty became not simply a calamity that laborers suffered, not simply an 

instance of a general human vulnerability before God, but the fault of the laborers 

themselves for breaking the natural and divine law” (2001: 353).  
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Coleridge and Wordsworth composed Lyrical Ballads in a climate increasingly 

influenced by Malthus’s Principle of Population, and “Wordsworth offered his own 

poetry as an aesthetic and moral replacement for Malthus’s famine. Plain and simple 

poems, rather than natural disaster, would reduce the over-population of idle literature by 

restoring readers’ taste” (Fulford 2001: 362). Fulford observes that “[a]ttacks on 

opponents of the Poor Laws appear” in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ (2001: 363). 

Though he says no more on the poem, Fulford seems to be implying that Wordsworth 

was a proponent of the Old Poor Laws, though I believe my own analysis will show quite 

the opposite: that he and Malthus both advocated the repeal of the Poor Laws. My own 

analysis of the ‘Old Cumberland Beggar’ will show that the poem is an attack on the 

oppressive legislation. Fulford then appears to contradict his claims of Wordsworth in 

‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ when he argues that “[t]he moral independence of the 

rural poor is written large across ‘Michael’” (2001: 363). Fulford’s argument does not 

reconcile “moral independence” and “[a]ttacks on opponents of the Poor Laws;” 

Wordsworth held the laws to be unjust, oppressing the “spirit of independence” among 

the poor. These brief statements are Fulford’s only investigation of Malthus and 

Wordsworth’s relationship. Connell (2000, 2001) conducts a much more informed and 

in-depth analysis, and therefore presents a much more convincing argument, than does 

Fulford. His research, along with Dick’s (2000), presents the argument that Wordsworth 

and Malthus have more in common than most people would believe. 

Connell’s (2000) work on The Prelude introduced the comparison of Wordsworth 

and Malthus into critical literature. Connell focuses on the 1805 Prelude, and argues that 

Wordsworth’s primary intention of Book XII was “to adapt and extend the arguments of 
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Book X in order to answer Malthus’s account of human nature and society in the Essay 

on Population” (2000: 248). Connell claims that Book XII “has typically been interpreted 

as offering a complementary account of the social aspect of Wordsworth’s poetic 

imagination” (2000: 247). In his analysis of The Prelude, Connell observes allusions to 

Adam Smith, William Godwin, and Malthus, noting Wordsworth’s engagement with 

moral philosophy and economics. Wordsworth never explicitly names any of these other 

authors, “both as a way of marking his distance from the vulgar, abstracted polemic of 

contemporary ‘moral philosophy’, and as a means of sustaining that sense of knowing 

intimacy with his audience which is such a constant feature of The Prelude’s narrative 

style” (Connell 2001: 351).  

Connell (2001) is heavily devoted to an exploration of the impact of Malthus on 

Coleridge, Southey, and Wordsworth. He argues that Malthus and Wordsworth’s 

“broader situation within nineteenth-century political and literary theory continues to be 

informed by the presumption that, in terms of their intellectual formation, ideological 

orientation, and perhaps even moral sensibilities, Malthus and Wordsworth were 

fundamentally inimical to one another” (2001: 15). The anti-economism of the “Lake 

school” poets – Wordsworth, Southey, and Coleridge – often leads us to assume that 

Wordsworth and Malthus are irreconcilable.25 Connell claims that Wordsworth’s stress 

on the virtue of charitable benevolence “seems in general terms quite compatible with 

that influential representation of political economy, later popularized by the Lake poets 

themselves, as an abstract and unfeeling science which reduces all human behavior, in 

Coleridge’s words, ‘to debtor and creditor accounts on the ledgers of self-love’” (2001: 

                                                
25 See Donald Winch (1996), Marilyn Guall (1998), Frances Ferguson (1992), Thomas Pfau 
(1997), and James H. Averill (1980).  
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21). He shows that ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ was only retroactively associated with 

political economy and Poor Law reform by Wordsworth. 

Connell (2000, 2001) does find economic common ground between Malthus and 

Wordsworth. Connell argues that  

Distaste for urban environments, concern for the ‘condition of the 
labouring poor’, and impatience with selective definitions of 
national wealth – all these aspects of the Essay on Population’s 
argument are selectively reworked in Book XII of The Prelude as 
Wordsworth struggles to impose upon his compromised 
relationship with Malthusian political economy the appearance of 
straightforward disagreement (2000: 263). 

Connell suggests that though Coleridge and the Lake School were vehemently opposed to 

Malthusian political economy, Wordsworth’s relationship with Malthus was less clear. 

The “ambivalence” of Wordsworth’s arguments against Malthus suggests that while he 

attempted to put himself at odds with Malthusian political economy, in line with the other 

Lake poets, he held similar views to Malthus regarding poverty and social policy. 

Connell also finds an “implicit economic argument” in Wordsworth’s letter to Charles 

James Fox (2001: 29). Connell states that, “Wordsworth’s implicit economic argument 

linking the provision of public poor relief with the high price of provisions and the 

decline of agrarian independence clearly echoes Malthus’ argument in the Essay on 

Population, that the ‘love of independence is a sentiment that surely none would wish to 

be erased from the breast of man’” (2001: 29).  

Despite their reliance on Connell (2001), Becker et al. (2005) disagree with his 

claim that Wordsworth and Malthus are not fundamentally at odds. In two aspects – 

man’s original state and the relationship between the modern economy and nature – the 

authors believe Malthus and Wordsworth are inherently opposed. They claim that 

Wordsworth and Malthus’ basic beliefs of human kind and nature conflict and, therefore, 



 39 

their interpretations of the contemporary economy and the relationship between the 

economy and nature are at odds. They find that whereas for Malthus man’s original 

(natural) state is inert, sluggish, faulty and incomplete, Wordsworth values the innocence 

of a child and believes the “child exhibits an immediate proximity to the divine spirit” 

(2005: 303). Becker et al. claim that Wordsworth observed “an unnatural conflict 

between humans and nature in the economic structure of his time,” whereas Malthus 

viewed the political economy as a framework for the conditions of human society (2005: 

306). They find that for Malthus, “there exists an opposition between the human being 

and nature, founded in logical, ever-present, and divinely ordained natural laws. For 

Malthus, the liberal economy of the time is a precise expression and direct consequence 

of the divine and natural order of the world” (Becker et al. 2005: 304). They do not focus 

on Malthus’s overarching population theory, as does Connell (2001), but rather the 

specifics they argue put Malthus and Wordsworth in opposition. 

Connell’s (2000, 2001) arguments about Wordsworth’s responses to political 

economy are convincing, but only insofar as he focuses only on Wordsworth, rather than 

giving Malthus due attention. Despite reference to Malthus and Principle of Population, 

Connell does not sufficiently consider Malthus’s arguments regarding poverty and 

charity. Though he does examine Malthus’s works to some extent, and admits that 

affinities between the two authors “might seem surprising,” I believe that closer readings 

of Malthus’s Principle of Population and the selections of Wordsworth’s prose, examined 

in the previous chapter, and the two poems considered in the present chapter, reveal even 

more surprising similarities regarding their attitudes towards poverty, the Poor Laws, 

charity, political theory, and even human nature between Wordsworth and Malthus. 
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II. ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’: “Let him be free” 

 ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ “stands as the most explicitly political verse” 

Wordsworth composed in the decade before The Prelude (Chandler 1984: 84). However, 

I propose to examine it in not only in a political frame, but also economic and moral 

ones. Before Wordsworth begins ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar,’ he presents a short 

description of “the class of Beggars to which the old man here describes belongs.”26 

Neighborhood beggars, such as the one in Wordsworth’s poems, were often old and 

infirm and received regular charity from the villagers. The old beggar described in the 

poem is so “helpless in appearance” that he inspires charity and benevolence in all those 

who see him (25). The traveller “does not throw / With careless hands his alms upon the 

ground” but stops to give the man a coin, and turns to look again at the man with look 

“sidelong and half-reverted” (26-31). When the old man does not move off the road, the 

post-boy “passes gently by, without a curse / Upon his lips, or anger at his heart” (42-3). 

The people of the village are respectful and reverent towards the old man. The aged 

beggar compels the people of the village “To acts of love,” and “thus the soul … Doth 

find itself insensibly disposed / To virtue and true goodness” (92; 95-8). The presence of 

the beggar rouses the “mild touch of sympathy and thought” within the breasts of the 

villagers. Even the woman who is “pressed … By her own wants” gives meal to the 

beggar (149-150). In doing so, she “exhilarate[s] [her] heart” and “builds her hope in 

heaven” (153-154). 

 Wordsworth implores the “restless” statesman to “deem not this man useless” 

(67-68). The legislators in London, fearing in the wake of the French Revolution that 

                                                
26 Citations in this section refer to the line numbers of ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ (1798) from 
William Wordsworth: The Major Works, unless otherwise noted. 
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beggars and idle vagrants were threats to society, sought to “rid the world of nuisances” 

(70). Instead of punishing the beggars or sending them to a workhouse or poor house, 

Wordsworth asks the statesmen to,  

let him bear about 
 The good which the benignant law of heaven 
 Has hung about him, and, while life is his, 
 Still let him prompt the unlettered Villagers 
 To tender offices and pensive thoughts (159-163). 

The Beggar is an integral part of the community, a source of moral encouragement for the 

villagers. The beggar provides the “unlettered Villagers” “a thing more precious far than 

all that books … can do!” (104-105). He acts as “a record which together binds / Past 

deeds and office of charity / Else unremembered” (81-83). Were he to disappear from 

society, swept away by the legislators, the villagers would not remember past deeds of 

charity, and the “kindly mood in [their] hearts” would “lapse” (83). The persistence of the 

beggar is a visible representation of charity and benevolence, and without him, these 

things might be easily forgotten. Without the beggar, the villagers would “by sure steps 

resign / To selfishness and cold oblivious cares” (85-86). The figure of the beggar 

provides moral growth and persistent benevolence for the people of the villages. 

Wherever he goes, he compels people to “acts of love,” and “thus the soul, / By that 

sweet taste of pleasure unpursued / Doth find itself insensibly disposed / To virtue and 

true goodness” (92; 94-97). But the statesmen deem the beggars “nuisances” and “have a 

broom still ready” to clear society of them (69-70). They want to send them into 

workhouses and poorhouses to hide the problem of poverty. 

Referring to the dreary workhouses and poorhouses and factories, Wordsworth 

writes, “May never House, misnamed of industry, / Make him a captive” (172-173). A 

house is, for Wordsworth, a place of respite and safety, comfort and domesticity. The 
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workhouses and poorhouses, with their prison-like conditions, have been “misnamed.” 

They are captivating and confining, not homes at all. Other “Houses of Industry,” the 

factories, are equally “misnamed.” If not “for that pent-up din / Those life-consuming 

sounds that clog the air, / Be his the natural silence of old age” (173-175). The factories 

and poorhouses - crowded with people, noise, and pollution - are “life-consuming.” The 

tumult deprives the man of the “natural silence” that should be his in old age. “Few are 

his pleasures” in his old age, and being sent to a workhouse would lessen even those 

(179). “Let him be free,” Wordsworth entreats (176), 

 And let him, where and when he will, sit down 
 Beneath the trees, or by the grassy bank 
 Of the high-way side, and with the little birds 
 Share his chance-gathered meal, and, finally, 
 As in the eye of Nature he has lived, 
 So in the eye of Nature let him die (184-189). 

Instead of sending him to the confines of the workhouse in unnatural surroundings, the 

statesmen should let him live out his days in Nature, to die as free as he lived. He is not 

the “burthen of the earth,” but a man (73). And, as “man is dear to man,” the beggar 

should be treated with respect and reverence for his contributions to the community 

(140). That his meal is “chance-gathered” should not be condemned; the provision of his 

food by the charity of the villagers is a sign of the moral effect he has on the community. 

 As Connell astutely remarks, Wordsworth “raises many of the same questions—

of private morality and public policy towards the poor—that are addressed by Malthus’s 

Essay” in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ (2001: 19). While Wordsworth is interested in 

the moral effect of the beggar on the community, he is equally concerned about the 

politicians’ desire to send the poor into “Houses of Industry,” be they workhouses, 

poorhouses, or factories, to rid the countryside of those who they perceived to be a 
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problem. Where ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ overtly addresses the issues of charity 

and moral responsibilities, ‘Point Rash Judgment’ is a subtler reminder to readers of the 

need for benevolence in the establishment of poor relief, especially the legislative 

process. 

II. ‘Point Rash Judgment’: “temper all our thoughts with charity” 

In ‘Point Rash Judgment,’ William Wordsworth offers warnings about how 

humans see and act (in this poem) and how they relate to their surroundings.27 He warns 

against projecting personal views onto other the people (especially if one is of a higher 

class than those one observes), judging people without regard to their individual situation, 

relying on predetermined expectations, and ignorance. ‘Point Rash Judgment’ 

emphasizes, like Of Legislation, the importance of recognizing individual situations, and 

how dear man is to man. Wordsworth warns also against the dangers of projecting one’s 

moods onto the people around oneself: expectations become problematic if they 

completely determine what you see. These can lead to misconceptions and poor 

judgments about others. What Wordsworth ultimately suggests in this poem is that, by 

assuming the worst of people, especially the poor, and attempting to preempt criminal 

behavior, the statesmen create harsh, poor, and ineffective legislation. 

The three companions in ‘Point Rash Judgment’ are middle-class tourists, 

“sauntering” aimlessly (9). As they wander without haste, playing with time, they 

apathetically observe the nature around them (11-16). The tourists are in a “vacant 

mood,” purposeless and idle, as they stroll along (16). They project their happy idle mood 

onto the things they see around them. As members of a higher class, these individuals are 

                                                
27 Citations in this section refer to the line numbers of ‘A narrow girdle of rough stones and crags’ 
(1800) in William Wordsworth: The Major Works unless otherwise noted. 
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able to be ignorantly surrounded by nature, and deface nature with their mindlessness. As 

they walk past a field of laborers, they comment to each other on the Reapers’ “busy 

mirth” (42). From the fields they hear laughter and noise and, “feeding unthinking 

fancies” (46), assume that the laborers are happy people. The tourists entertain their idle 

whims as they regard the reapers, indulging their unproductive labors of trivial thought. 

The apparent “busy mirth” of the laborers leads the tourists to believe that these workers 

are engaging in the same “unthinking fancies” and privileges as they are. These men and 

women, however, are hard at work while the narrator and his friends wander past.  

The narrator and his companions view the workers egocentrically, with the 

expectation that the men and women are happy. But the narrator and his two companions, 

in their happy mood, automatically assume that the workers, given their songs, are happy 

as well, when the songs and laughter could very well be a means of coping with their 

hard work. Working with a scythe or sickle, the reapers’ job is backbreaking under the 

hot sun. There were few agricultural innovations until the 1800s, and the Bell reaper – a 

major agricultural technology – was not invented until the mid-1820s (Doolittle 1903: 

36). The reaping would have had to have been done without mechanized aid, thus making 

it backbreaking work. The strollers wander past the reapers, who are probably seasonal 

workers, without any thought to their condition. Instead of considering the conditions of 

the field workers, the tourists use them to justify their own good mood. Believing that 

reapers are happy with their work, the tourists feed their own idle moods. 

The narrator and his companions give just as little thought to the man standing by 

the lake. Through a veil of haze they see what they perceive to be the “tall and upright 

figure” of a peasant man (50). He is immediately observed as a mere shape, lacking 
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humanity and individuality. As they walk towards him, the company comments on his 

apparent idleness during the harvest season: “he must be indeed / An idle man” (56-7). 

Their immediate thoughts are that they are sure that he would have no trouble finding 

work, and earning money that will get him through the winter. They criticize him for 

being lazy when there is work to be done, though they themselves “pla[y] with [their] 

time” and daydream as they stroll along the lake (11). Their criticism is hypocritical and 

problematic; they know nothing of the man, just as they know nothing of the field 

workers, yet they are quick to judge him. They believe that, as upper-class observers, 

they understand what is best for him to be doing though they are unfamiliar with his 

situation. 

The three friends are shocked when the man turns and they see his face and he 

becomes a human and not a mere form. As he turns his face towards them, the wanderers 

see that he is an old man “worn down / By sickness, gaunt and lean, with sunken cheeks / 

And wasted limbs” (64-6). His face reveals his age and humanity and all of the hardships 

he has suffered during his life. This humanity and individuality exudes from the rest of 

his body. The peasant’s physical weaknesses prevent him from working in the fields with 

the other laborers, so that he must use “his best skills to gain / A pittance from the dead 

unfeeling lake” (70-1). He is doing, in his condition, the only thing he can do to survive. 

Once the wanderers realize this, they feel guilty for their rash criticisms of him. The 

narrator realizes that, although he had been quick to assume he knows what is best for the 

fisherman, much like the “dead unfeeling lake,” he knows “nothing of [the peasant’s] 

wants” (71-2). This understanding breaks the spell of the narrator’s “happy idleness,” as 

he sinks into “serious musings and to self-reproach” (75-7). The happy mood, which he 
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had projected indiscriminately as a universal privilege “indulged to all” (29), was 

sustained throughout that “sweet morn” only at the cost of failing to recognize the 

suffering of the reapers (74). The company’s happy mood erases the humanity of the 

reapers, for while observing the workers the travelers give themselves the benefit of easy 

thought when they assume the workers are happy. It is easier for the tourists to ignore the 

laborers’ hardships rather than be aware of the plight of the fisherman. By ignoring the 

suffering of the reapers, the three travelers ignore each man and woman’s humanity. 

Once the strollers are aware of the plight of the fisherman, who is “[t]oo weak to labour 

in the harvest field” with the others (69), they feel admonished. The encounter with the 

peasant fisherman has snapped the wanderers out of their “unthinking fancies,” and 

caused them to think deeply and with shame about their initial judgments about the 

fisherman. 

By feeling reproached by themselves, nature, and the fisherman, the tourists are 

able to learn how to make better judgments. Their seemingly blissful blind happiness and 

judgments lead them to realize that ignorance. Understanding that they were wrong about 

the fisherman teaches the narrator and his companions “[w]hat need there is to be 

reserved in speech / And temper all our thoughts with charity” (78-79). The need to be 

charitable in thought suggests giving people the benefit of the doubt before making any 

judgments about them. Wordsworth recommends replacing careless projections with 

thoughtful judgments and careful observations. 

Tempering one’s thoughts with charity distinguishes a human from the lake, 

which the poem suggests man at risk of becoming if he does not make careful 

observations. The lake from which the fisherman gains his pittance lies “Asleep in a dead 
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calm” (22-3). Nature does not know what individuals in situations like the peasant need, 

and rash judgments by humans reflect this same ignorance. Wordsworth continues to 

emphasize the deadness of the lake – “the dead calm lake” (23) and “dead unfeeling lake” 

(71) – in order to stress the importance of morals, compassion and benevolence. A dead 

lake cannot be compelled by the poor fisherman’s situation, and it has no feelings to be 

diluted by compassion, sympathy, and charity. Humans are not “unfeeling;” their 

thoughts can be softened with charity and changed by what they recognize in an 

individual’s situation, or even by giving them the benefit of the doubt in his or her 

situation. The travelers name the place where they saw the man ‘Point Rash Judgment’ to 

remind themselves of their errors, so that they will not judge people prematurely, and to 

remind them how wrong rash judgments about people can be. 

Though the wanderers’ realization of the mistakes of their rash judgments about 

the peasant and the lesson they learn about tempering their thoughts with charity is 

undoubtedly important, how they come about the realization is problematic. They fail to 

acknowledge the field workers as hard-working individuals. The lone peasant, while at 

first seems to have been recognized as an individual, is reduced from his humanity to just 

legs. The narrator and his companions recognize the fisherman’s individuality and 

humanity as he turns to face them, but the narrator reduces the man to his limbs even 

after he turns to face the company as an individual. He greets them as “a man worn down 

/ By sickness” and is reduced to the details of his physical appearance. The narrator, as he 

looks at the man’s “wasted limbs, his legs so long and lean,” becomes “[f]orgetful of the 

body they sustained” (66-7). Even after seeing the fisherman’s face, which should let him 

be recognized as an individual, the observers still are not seeing him as they should. The 
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tourists must recognize the man as someone whose wants and needs (physiological and 

psychological) beyond what he needs to sustain his body. Observers like the narrator and 

his companions should beware not to break a person down too much, to the point where 

s/he ceases again to be human and becomes just pieces and parts of a person. 

Wordsworth stresses the importance of recognizing people as individual humans, 

not just a collective working group or parts and pieces, and of giving those humans the 

benefit of charitable restraint before passing judgments. The narrator of ‘Point Rash 

Judgment’ and his companions were ignorant of the plight of the reapers and of the old 

fisherman. They were quick to make judgments about the peasants, though they were 

unaware of the situations of the reapers and the fisherman. They are hypocritical in their 

critiques of the fisherman. Making uncharitable assumptions and egocentric conclusions 

about others can often, as in the case of the fisherman, lead to incorrect and unfair 

judgments and wrong solutions to perceived problems. The disconnect between the 

higher classes (in this poem Wordsworth, his sister Dorothy Wordsworth, and Coleridge; 

though in a broader sense, also the economists and the legislators) and the workers leads 

to theories that seem good, but can lead to a problematic sort of paternalism, and when 

applied to specific situations may not be the best thing for the workers (e.g., the Poor 

Laws). Instead of making harsh suppositions about people one knows little about, 

Wordsworth suggests replacing harshness with kinder and more generous thoughts. One 

should not project one’s ego; instead, one should project charity. 

Wordsworth seems to be warning political economists and lawmakers against 

ignorance and emphasizing the importance of knowing individual situations and acting 

with charity of thought and deed. This suggests that sound decisions about the treatment 
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of the poor can be made, rather than hoping for a catchall solution. The observer should 

be more open-minded about the situations and people he encounters and the judgments he 

is about to make. Wordsworth suggests that by assuming the worst of people, the worst is 

created. People who are treated like criminals and degenerates will respond to such 

treatment by acting like criminals and degenerates.  

The Poor Laws were based on assumptions that the idle poor and beggars were a 

threat to civil order and social stability. ‘Point Rash Judgment’ suggests that this way of 

viewing the poor is problematic. Instead of sending those who are willing to work but 

unable to find any to debtor’s prison or a vermin-infested poorhouse, those poor should 

be treated with compassion and aid. Wordsworth proposes that one should give the 

people s/he observes, but does not know, the benefit of the doubt, and should “temper all 

our thoughts with charity” (79). In diluting and mixing rash judgments with charitable 

and generous thoughts about people, especially the poor, one can come to better 

conclusions about how to treat those individuals as humans, and subsequently draft moral 

and just legislation. 

Again, being like the “dead unfeeling lake” is dangerous when one “knows 

nothing of [the peasants’] wants” but believes one can know what is best for the poor. 

Affections, rather than arrogance, should drive decision- and legislation-making. 

Assuming the worst of people (especially the poor) creates legislation that restricts 

activity and opportunities, perhaps masquerading as protecting people from themselves 

(if one assumes a destructive human nature). But assuming that all people are degenerates 

can lead to social unrest among those who are not degenerates but good people who have 

fallen on hard times. The alternative Wordsworth suggests is similarly paternalistic, but it 
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ensures that people will be well taken care of with good employment and living 

opportunities. 

IV.  Conclusion 

Under Wordsworth’s assumptions, trusting someone and giving him the benefit of 

the doubt will encourage him to work responsibly and respectfully. However, policies 

modeled on Wordsworth’s suggestions should not be about treating everyone equally. 

Just as it is wrong to treat everyone as a degenerate, it would be equally wrong to assume 

everyone is an upstanding citizen. Some people are poor due to extenuating circumstance 

beyond their control and are willing to work hard to earn their living. Others are perhaps 

immoral individuals who are mislead to exploit the system, “into idleness and 

extravagance” ([1835] 1967: 279). Decisions about welfare should be made on a case-by-

case basis. The details of a person’s life should be accounted for when making decisions 

that impact him or her. When the statesman know “of [the peasant’s] wants,” he can 

legislate more fairly and effectively instead of punishing poor people based on wrong 

assumptions. Understanding individual situations can help the legislators making 

negative, overbearing policies. In Of Legislation, Wordsworth expects that “lawgivers 

should take into account the various tempers and dispositions of mankind” ([1835] 1967: 

279). 

Both ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ and ‘Point Rash Judgment’ are parables. In 

‘The Old Cumberland Beggar,’ Wordsworth offers a story of the “aged Beggar” whom he 

has known since childhood, and how the villagers treat him with kindness and charity (1). 

He criticizes the statesmen for how they would have the old man treated – sent to a 

workhouse or poorhouse, a “House, misnamed of industry” (172). ‘Point Rash Judgment’ 
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emphasizes the need to consider individual situations, and not applying a denigrating 

view of the poor to all those in need. Wordsworth appeals to politicians to realize that the 

circumstances that drove an individual into poverty may have been beyond the man’s 

control, an observation Malthus also makes. Both poems emphasize the importance of the 

need for outdoor assistance and the transformation of moral habits. ‘The Old Cumberland 

Beggar’ gives more force to the arguments for moral integrity of the prose works. The 

sentiments of Essay on Morals and the Letters resound in ‘Point Rash Judgment.’ Essay 

on Morals, left as an unfinished manuscript, and the Letters were meant for private eyes, 

formulations of theories later expounded through poetry. In publishing ‘Point Rash 

Judgment’ and ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ Wordsworth as directed these moral 

instructions at general readership. 

Wordsworth’s prose and poetry demonstrate a clear interest in social, political, 

and economic issues. He was obviously aware of the problems within his contemporary 

society regarding the treatment of the poor. He was highly perceptive in his critique of 

politics, morals, and social policy. He directly addresses the need for public policy 

reform. The themes of Wordsworth’s prose and poetry establish him as a social theorist 

who was attuned to the political discourse of eighteenth and nineteenth century England.  
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Chapter 5 

Wordsworth and Malthus: Public Policy and the Repeal and Reform of 
the Poor Laws 

The animosity of the Lake poets, primarily Coleridge and Southey, towards 

economists and Malthus is hardly questionable. Coleridge was highly critical of 

Malthusian population theory, though most strongly after the publication of the 1804 

edition of Principle of Population. He and Southey accused Malthus of impiety, 

licentiousness, and systematic self-contradiction (as cited by Connell 2000: 244). Connell 

observes that, “Coleridge and Southey were uncompromisingly hostile to what they 

regarded as Malthus’s pious defense of social inquiry and human misery” (2000: 244-45). 

He also notes that for Wordsworth, “the controversy which greeted the appearance of the 

second Essay on Population also coincided with the beginning of an intensive period of 

literary creativity, which would turn prompt his own poetic engagement with Malthusian 

political economy” (2000: 245).  

My own investigation of Wordsworth’s works suggests that, however antagonistic 

Coleridge and Southey were towards Malthus, while they undoubtedly influenced him, 

Wordsworth’s engagement of political economy began early in his poetic career and did 

not exhibit such a hostile attitude towards either politics or Malthus. Of chief importance 

in this examination of Wordsworth and Malthus are their stances on the role of 

government in poor relief, as well as their attitudes on the “spirit of independence” 

among the poor and working classes, a phrase both authors employ. Connell suggests that 

‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ “might be read in critical counterpoint to a more crassly 

utilitarian, quasi-Malthusian view of the dependent poor as little more than a ‘redundant 

population’” (2001: 21). However, my own analyses of both authors suggest that though 
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their approaches might be somewhat different, Wordsworth’s social commentary on 

poverty does not differ substantially from that of Malthus’s. Wordsworth did 

retroactively comment that the poem was a response to the Poor Laws, but I have found 

no evidence that Malthus considered the poor a “redundant population,” and am therefore 

hesitant to support Connell’s claim. Simpson introduces the idea of considering 

Wordsworth as a moralist and political economist, but fails to do so in his own research. 

Having examined the works of each author individually, this chapter seeks to bring the 

two together, emphasizing the similarities between them that allow me to consider 

Wordsworth as a political economist. 

I. Regarding the Poor Laws 

Wordsworth and Malthus agree that poverty is an inevitable aspect of society and 

that England’s legislative efforts to alleviate poverty were highly unsuccessful. 

Wordsworth believes that the poor are entitled to maintenance by the state, and that the 

state has failed to sufficiently perform its duties. Malthus, too, believed that “we do not, 

nay cannot, perform” our part of the contract established by the poor laws, “thus the poor 

sacrifice the valuable blessing of liberty and receive nothing but can be called an 

equivalent in return.” Both writers argued for the repeal of the Poor Laws; if Parliament 

would not repeal them, then reform acts needed to be passed. 

Malthus considered the poor laws “tyrannical,” “inconvenient” and “grating” to 

those they were designed to assist. Although he trusted that the laws had been designed 

with all benevolence intended, they failed to fulfill their purpose. This is what is 

considered an “Uncertain World” model of political supply. In this model, “costs … may 

exceed the benefits, but this may not have been known when the decision was made…. In 
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this model, elected suppliers want to produce efficient outputs or to benefit certain groups 

in an efficient manner, by circumstance and limited knowledge may keep these things 

from happening” (Stevens 1993: 174). Malthus makes it clear that this is what he believes 

is the case with the poor laws, that they were “undoubtedly instituted for the most 

benevolent purpose,” yet the “distresses [of the poor] are not removed.” Circumstances 

have prevented the poor laws from fulfilling their benevolent purpose. 

The regulations drove many further into poverty by forcing people into 

workhouses and poorhouses, and created a class of dependent poor who relied, in 

Malthus’s opinion, not on their own industry but on the parish rates to support themselves 

and their families. In this way, the poor laws acted as a disincentive to work. But Malthus 

was clearly a supporter of some sort of poor relief system: “it is evident that we ought to 

consider chiefly the mass of mankind and not individual instances” ([1798] 2004: 117). 

And though “we cannot possibly expect to exclude riches and poverty from society, … if 

we could find out a mode of government by which the numbers in the extreme regions 

would be lessened and the numbers in the middle regions increased, it would undoubtedly 

be our duty to adopt it” ([1798] 2004: 117).28 Clearly Malthus senses a deeper problem 

having to do with the operation of the government driving the continued misery of the 

poor and working classes.  

Wordsworth pointed out in his letter to the Bishop of Llandaff that a discrepancy 

in the interests of the governors and governed caused immoral legislation. Malthus 

                                                
28 Malthus perceived the income inequality problem of modern England. He, like Wordsworth, 
astutely discerned and addressed, I believe to the best of their abilities given the theories available 
to them, problems that trouble social scientists today.  



 55 

perceived a similar issue. He writes that the statesmen cannot write laws that will benefit 

the poor because they cannot sympathize with the plights of the lower classes:  

The heart that has never known sorrow itself will seldom be 
feelingly alive to the pains and pleasures, the wants and wishes, of 
its fellow beings. It will seldom be over-flowing with that warmth 
of brotherly love, those kind and amiable affections, which dignify 
the human character even more than the possession of the higher 
talents ([1798] 2004: 118). 

Statesmen, who were of the upper echelons of society, were unfamiliar with the sorrows 

of the impoverished. Their ignorance to the pains of those they were attempting to help 

meant failure to properly address the “wants and wishes” of those in poverty through 

poor relief legislation. Experiencing sorrow causes one’s heart to soften with “that 

warmth of brotherly love, those kind and amiable affections.” Regardless of one’s 

intellectual abilities (“the higher talents”), one’s heart cannot “over-flow” with “those 

kind and amiable affections, which dignify the human character” ([1798] 2004: 118). 

And while “Leisure is without a doubt highly valuable to man, … taking man as he is, the 

probability seems to be that in the greater number of instances it will produce evil rather 

than good” ([1798] 2004: 117). Malthus further argues that, “The sorrows and distresses 

of life … seem to be necessary, by a peculiar train of impressions, to soften and humanize 

the heart, to awaken social sympathy, to generate all the Christian virtues, and to afford 

scope for the ample exertion of benevolence.” ([1798] 2004: 118). Without suffering, 

man cannot cultivate feelings of benevolence, and therefore cannot sympathize with the 

poor, whose suffering is immense. Being bred in prosperity does not prepare a man to 

responsibly and justly create legislation. Wordsworth’s ‘A Poet’s Epitaph’ (1799) echoes 

Malthus’s point, instructing men “Of public business trained and bred” to “learn to love 

one living man” ([1799] 2000: lines 1-3).  
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II.  Wordsworth’s Political Economy 

In his Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, Wordsworth is aware of how politics 

deviates from interests of the people when he declares that “much of human misery … 

proceed[s] from the governors’ having an interest distinct from that of the governed.” 

This discrepancy stems from the assertion that “Political values are developed at the 

expense of moral ones.” According to Wordsworth, immorality is rife among the 

statesmen, whose lack of compassion leads to an inability to promote the happiness of 

mankind. 29 He continues, “the sweet emotions of compassion, evidently dangerous 

where traitors are to be punished, are too often all together smothered.” Wordsworth is 

aware, it appears, that an excess of compassion among the statesmen could result in light 

punishment for traitors and criminals; however, it seems that the statesmen’s ability to 

sympathize with their constituencies is more important than concerns about punishing 

those deserving of it.30 

But Wordsworth’s arguments against the politicians suffer from “a romantic and 

illusionary set of notions about the workings of governments and the behavior of persons 

who govern” (Buchanan 1979: 1). Though Buchanan, an economist who focuses on the 

problems of modern political economy and public choice theory, is not concerned with 

Wordsworth or the Romantic era, his arguments resonate with Wordsworth’s 

                                                
29 In Of Legislation, Wordsworth writes: “Sights of abject misery, perpetually recurring, harden 
the heart of the community” ([1835] 1967: 281). This sentiment is vaguely reminiscent of Smith’s 
assertions about compassion in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). A comparison of the two, 
and its implications for Wordsworth’s concepts of political economy, will not be explored in this 
work, but I feel that the connection must be noted. 
30 Wordsworth also briefly directly addresses the issues of “an inequality in the distribution of 
wealth,” and inequality he deems “inseparable from civil society.” Although, he does argue that 
in some circumstances, “that inequality among mankind … proceeds from the present forced 
dispossession of their possessions” ([1793] 1988: 153; emphasis original). 
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observations nearly 200 years later. The “socialist mystique to the effect that the state, 

that politics, somehow works its way towards some transcended ‘public good’” 

(Buchanan 1979: 2) is obvious in Wordsworth’s writings, long before the theory of 

socialism was conceived. While Wordsworth points out the issues between politics and 

society, he offers rather whimsical normative prescription as a solution, asking legislators 

to reflect on their moral systems and discover their own charitable sympathies when 

drafting legislation rather than proposing practical solutions.  

Wordsworth’s model of government might be called a “Good Fairy” model. 

According to Stevens, in the Good Fairy model, “political suppliers … may seek [to 

transfer] income to deserving recipients on the basis of unanimous support among 

voters,” such that no one is made worse off (1993: 174). Steven calls this model “the 

whimsical end of the spectrum” of political supply models: “benevolent outcomes like 

these may happen, but they probably don’t happen very often” (1993: 174). The Good 

Fairy model suggests that the political suppliers – the legislators – intend benevolent 

outcomes, and that those will outcome will occur. Essentially, the model suggests that 

governments do nice things, especially under romantic assumptions. Accordingly, 

Wordsworth’s advice to statesmen is full of shoulds and oughts to encourage benevolent 

outcomes. Though his critique of politics is astute, he is unable to propose any positive 

remedies. “It should seem,” he writes,  

a natural deduction that whatever has a tendency to identify [the 
interests of the governors and the governed] must also in the same 
degree promote the general welfare. As the magnitude of almost all 
states prevents the possibility of their enjoying pure democracy, 
philosophers, from a wish, as far as is in their power, to make the 
governors and the governed one ([1793] 1988: 146).  
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Wordsworth claims that a natural way for philosophers to address this issue of misaligned 

interests is to wish to make the “governors and governed one.” However, this idealism 

fails to effectively address the problems Wordsworth detected in England’s politics.  

Consistent with his Romantic views of the compassion inherent in human nature, 

Wordsworth finds it reasonable to expect more just legislation if the legislator 

understands that “in the capacity of private citizen tomorrow he must either smart under 

the oppression or bless the justice of the law which he has enacted today.” He does hint at 

the need for reforming the legislative system when he writes that he hopes that, “aware of 

the possibility of imposition and of the natural tendency of power to corrupt the heart of 

man, a sensible republican will think it essential that the office of legislator be not 

intrusted to the same man for a succession of years” ([1793] 1988: 146-147). Again, 

though he suggests the need for reform, he offers no further recommendations for 

establishing his ideal republican government. Unlike Malthus, he does not prescribe any 

practical measures the legislators must take to correct the evils of the Poor Laws.  

III. “spirit of independence” 

 One of the evils perpetuated by the Old Poor Law Malthus sought to remedy was 

the subdual of the “spirit of independence” among the lower classes. The ability of the 

poor and working classes to sustain themselves was an object of concern for both 

Wordsworth and Malthus. The shift of the economy from agriculture towards 

manufacturing, combined and exacerbated by the Poor Laws, contributed to the increased 

income inequality in England at the time. The increasing misery of the poor due to the 

shifting economy was exacerbated by “that monopolising system of legislation whose 

baleful influence is shewn in the depopulation of the country” (Wordsworth [1793] 2000: 
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152). By forcing people from the agricultural economy of the country into the cities for 

manufacturing jobs, the Poor Laws caused the condition of the poor to become “rather 

worse than better” (Malthus [1798] 2004: 104). 

Wordsworth felt that the spirit of independence among the laboring poor was 

“rapidly disappearing” due to the growth of manufacturing and industry, as well as the 

multitude of repressive laws regarding poverty. His outlook for the poor seems bleak, 

though he hopes that their spirit of independence, the “secret spirit of humanity” will 

survive. The “spirit of independence is, even yet, [deeply] rooted in some parts of the 

country” ([1801) 1988: 163). Threatened and weakened though it is, the spirit persists, 

emphasizing the industry and resilience of the lower classes.  

 “The love of independence,” is, in Malthus’s view, “a sentiment that surely none 

would wish to be erased from the breast of man” ([1798] 2004: 34). Malthus argues that 

he believes “the parish law of England, it must be confessed, is a system of all others the 

most calculated gradually to weaken this sentiment, and in the end may eradicate it 

completely” unless reforms are passed ([1798] 2004: 34). However, he finds it fortunate 

for England that the “spirit of independence still remains among the peasantry;” though 

the poor laws have partially succeeded in eradicating the spirit, their evil tendencies have 

not long been concealed, and should not continue to repress the spirits of the poor ([1798] 

2004: 39). Both Malthus and Wordsworth clearly believed that humanity would 

overcome the pressures of the Poor Laws. The “tyrannical” Old Poor Law system 

“repress[ed]” the spirits of the poor, but the survival of the spirit of independence would 

ensure the success of proper legislative reforms. 
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IV. Charity 

The traditional form of poor relief has always been either alms from the Church or 

individual outdoor charity. In ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar,’ Wordsworth directly 

advocates individual almsgiving and charitable benevolence in the form of food or 

clothing, and occasionally money. But from Wordsworth’s perspective, the charity 

offered need not be material. The wanderers in ‘Point Rash Judgment’ realize that they 

must be “reserved in speech, / And temper all … thoughts with charity.” These abstract 

forms of charity do as much good for the poor as material ones do. Charitable thought 

and speech promotes compassionate action. The beggars in Wordsworth’s poetry prompt 

acts of individual charity, and are symbols employed to entice the sympathies of his 

readers. The vagrant poor function the same way in “real life:” 

In the perusal of history and of works of fiction, we are not, 
indeed, unwilling to have our commiseration excited by such 
objects of distress as they are presented to us; but, in the concerns 
of real life, men know that such emotions are not given to be 
indulged for their own sakes : there, the conscious declares to them 
that sympathy must be followed by action ([1835] 1967: 281). 

The physical figure of the beggar drives men to compassionate acts, as illustrated in ‘The 

Old Cumberland Beggar.’ A man cannot ignore the suffering of those he sees, and is 

compelled by his conscience and sympathies to help the poor. Reading about the 

distresses of human life is not as poignant as seeing them in society, and man desires to 

see these distresses removed from society, either through his own actions of the actions 

of the state. 

Malthus, too, favored altruistic actions, considering “the principle of benevolence 

… one of the noblest and most godlike qualities of the human heart” ([1798] 2004: 96).  
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He believed that a plan of public policy under which many cases of want are left for “the 

exertion of individual benevolence” would seem “best calculated to increase the mass of 

happiness among the common people of England” ([1798] 2004: 42). Malthus evidently 

had faith enough in the virtues of the English people to believe that if the Poor Laws were 

abolished, the needs of the poor would be met. Malthus stresses the “moral obligation of 

private, active, and discriminate charity” (1807: 11). The Old Poor Law prohibited 

voluntary private charity, and Malthus believes that those “with the most anxious desire 

of extending the comforts and elevating the condition” of the poor were right to be 

apprehensive of any attempt to legislate poor relief (1807: 11).31  

Malthus finds greater value in the possession of the virtues of benevolence than 

pure intellect. The soul awakened to “Evangelical charity, meekness, piety, and all that 

class of virtues distinguished particularly by the name of Christian virtues … seems to 

hold a nearer commerce with the skies than mere acuteness of intelligence” ([1798] 2004: 

119). Malthus realizes that, realistically, benevolence will often be defeated by self-love: 

“The substitution of benevolence as the master-spring and moving principle of society, 

instead of self-love, is a consummation devoutly to be wished…. But, alas! that moment 

can never arrive” ([1798] 2004: 68-69). Malthus indulges in idealistic thinking 

                                                
31 From his letter to Samuel Whitbread: 
“The moral obligation of private, active, and discriminate charity I have endeavoured to enforce 
in the strongest language which I was capable; and if I have denied the natural right of the poor 
to support, it is solely, to use the language of Sir F. M. Eden, after his able and laborious Enquiry 
into the State of the Poor, because “it may be doubted whether any right, the gratification of 
which seems to be impracticable, can be said to exist.” To those who do not admit this 
conclusion, the denial of such a right may appear to be unfavourable to the poor. But those who 
are convinced of its truth, may, with the most anxious desire of extending and elevating the 
condition of the lower classes of society, rationally express their apprehensions, that the attempt 
to sanction by law a right which in the nature of things cannot be adequately gratified, may 
terminate in disappointment, irritation, and aggravated poverty” (1807: 11). 
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throughout Principle of Population, but also recognized the fantasy and warns against 

such idealism. 
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Conclusion 
 

While a small number of critics have previously identified connections between 

Wordsworth and economics, and even fewer have linked Wordsworth and Malthus, none 

have made quite as radical as a move as calling Wordsworth any sort of political 

economist. Even while Simpson (1987) hints at the potential, I have not come across any 

sources since that make such a claim. Thomas Robert Malthus and William Wordsworth 

seem, at first glance, two irreconcilable men. Malthus was a political and social theorist, 

whose Essay on the Principle of Population had resounding effects on economic theory 

and modern schools of thought. But Wordsworth, a Romantic poet – not a moral or social 

philosopher – wrestled with many of the same social issues as Malthus addressed in 

Principle of Population. The environment in which both men were writing was politically 

charged, the economy was on the brink on the Industrial Revolution, and manufacturing 

was on the rise. Wordsworth’s writings – poetry and prose – exhibit qualities of moral 

and political economic theory.  

England’s Old Poor Law system was under fire, as the problem of poverty 

continued to plague the country. Malthus was one of the harshest critics, though I believe 

it is fair to say Wordsworth was as well, albeit from a different angle. While Malthus 

explicitly challenged the provisions of the poor laws in Principle of Population, 

Wordsworth’s vehicle for his criticism was his poetry. ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ has 

rightfully been called his most political poem, but others, including ‘Point Rash 

Judgment,’ are more covert commentaries on political economy and public policy. 

I have, partially due to time and space limitation, considered only two of 

Wordsworth’s early poems and three early prose works. Therefore, I do not claim that my 
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argument necessarily represents the whole of Wordsworth, whose involvement in the 

canon continued into the 1850s. As noted regarding Of Legislation, Wordsworth’s 

political views shifted during the course of his lifetime. Despite this shift, and my focus 

on his turn-of-the-century works, I consider many of my arguments still applicable to his 

later works given the fervor with which he attacks the New Poor Law in Of Legislation. 

However, my claims regarding Wordsworth’s political economy theories are most 

applicable to his early years. Further investigation of his later works will perhaps validate 

my belief that a political economic reading of Wordsworth is valid in the mid-nineteenth 

century as well as the late eighteenth century. Simpson does enough to encourage this 

further research when he suggests a connection to ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ and 

later poems such as ‘The Gleaner’ (1828) and ‘I know an aged Man constrained to dwell’ 

(1846) (1987: 213). Some might also wonder at my failure to address, as Connell (2000) 

does, the 1805 Prelude. As much interest as this work holds for myself, especially in 

reaction to Connell (2000, 2001), I found that the complexity of the work warrants its 

own separate investigation, à la Connell (2000).  

While the present work and the work of other scholars have focused on 

Wordsworth’s relationship to economics, I believe there is much to be said of 

Romanticism in Malthus’s writings. These themes, though less overt, connect these two 

areas – literature and economics – in an unorthodox way. Chapters XVIII and XIX in the 

1798 edition of Principle of Population are the most interesting to consider in this light. 

These two chapters exhibit Malthus’s Romantic tendencies. Though Thomas Malthus is 

known as an economic theorist, attacked by Coleridge as illogical and later by Victorian 

author Thomas Carlyle as “dreary, stolid, and dismal,” his work exhibits many Romantic 
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attitudes, especially regarding religion and the soul. Like the Romantic poets, he 

theorized on immortality, the creation of the mind and the soul, and the influence of God 

on humanity and creation.  

From the last two chapters of Principle of Population, much of what is noted here 

might be expected to come from Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads or The Prelude. On the 

formation of the mind, Malthus writes: 

I should be inclined, therefore, as I have hinted before, to consider 
the world and this life as the mighty process of God, not for the 
trial, but for the creation and formation of the mind, a process 
necessary to awaken inert, chaotic matter into spirit, to sublimate 
the dust of the earth into soul, to elicit an ethereal spark from the 
clod of clay ([1798] 2004: 113). 

Like the Romantics, Malthus considers life a “process” to shape and create the individual 

mind. He goes on to say that, “We know from experience that soul and body are most 

intimately united, and every appearance seems to indicate that they grow from infancy 

together” ([1798] 2004: 113). 32 I would be inclined to connect these passages from 

Principle of Population to another Romantic poet John Keats. Keats’s 1819 letter to his 

brother George, known to scholars as the ‘Veil of Soul-making,’ discusses his theory of 

individualism: the formation of the soul, which distinguishes the Soul from Intelligence: 

“There may be intelligence or sparks of divinity in millions – but they are not Souls till 

                                                
32 Connell (2001) recognizes the unconventionality of such statements for an economist. The brief 
paragraph devoted to this concludes: “In his concern to discover providential justifications for the 
institution of property and the pursuit of economic self-interest, his theological utilitarianism, and 
his avowed inductive, experimental approach to the investigation of God’s purpose on earth, 
Malthus was clearly working within the eighteenth-century tradition of natural theology 
associated above all at this time with the Whiggish and latitudinarian tendencies within 
Cambridge University” (2001: 27). While Connell’s arguments are substantial, I believe that by 
taking an extra step and comparing Malthus’s comments on God and human nature to the 
Romantics adds a new level to the discussion of the similarities between Malthus and 
Wordsworth worthy of further investigation. 
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they acquire identities, till each one is personally itself” ([1819] 1993: 505). Each person 

begins as little seeds of God, and through the “medium of a world like this” man acquires 

his soul. The intelligences are affected and refined by the suffering and pain of the World 

– “knowledge” – and thus made into a Soul.33 Malthus seems to echo Keats’s sentiments 

near exactly. 

 As Romantic as some of Malthus’s theories may be, he disagreed with 

Wordsworth on the inherent aspects of human nature. Malthus admits that the “view 

which he has given of human life has a melancholy hue.” Whereas Romantic writers 

                                                
33 There are a number of other instances in Principle of Population that I feel compelled to point 
out, as to leave them out completely seems careless given how interesting it is that these quotes 
come from Malthus. Tucked in parenthesis in the middle of his theories on God, Malthus writes, 
“for the finger of God is, indeed, visible in every blade of grass we see” ([1798] 2004: 115). This 
not only marks him as a devout Christian (many often seem to forget that Malthus was a 
Reverend as well as an economic theorist) but potentially lets us think differently about his 
population theory, etc, that has troubled so many readers since its publication.  

On reason, “Nothing can appear more constant to our reason than that those being which come 
out of the creative process of the world in lovely and beautiful forms should be crowned with 
immortality” ([1798] 2004: 123).  

Elsewhere, Malthus clarifies his idea of the formation of the mind: 
Upon the idea I have given of the formation of the mind, the 
infringement of the general law of nature, by a divine revelation, will 
appear in the light of the immediate hand of God mixing new ingredients 
in the mighty mass, suited to the particular state of the process, and 
calculated to give rise to a new and powerful train of impressions tending 
to purify, exalt, and improve the human mind. The miracles that 
accompanied these revelations when they had once excited the attention 
of mankind, and rendered it a matter of most interesting discussion, 
whether the doctrine was from God or from man, had performed their 
part, had answered the purpose of the Creator, and these communications 
of the divine will were afterwards left to make their way by their own 
intrinsic excellence; and, by operating as moral motives, gradually to 
influence and improve, and not to overpower and stagnate the faculties of 
man” ([1798] 2004: 123-4). 

All of these moments in Principle of Population should lead us into a new way 
of thinking about Malthus, not as a hardened political economist with a dismal 
view of the world but as a religious man, with hope for humankind, who was 
cautious of idealism and wishful thinking, hoping to point out and propose 
solutions to problems that would elevate the happiness of the mass of mankind in 
England, especially concerned with the plight of those in poverty. 
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imagined humans to be innately godly creatures, Malthus felt they were selfish and self-

serving, lacking the gentler emotions that must be formed by sorrow and suffering. In 

‘Ode (‘There was a time’),’ Wordsworth writes: 

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting 
The star that rises with us, our life’s Star, 
Hath elsewhere its setting, 
And cometh from afar: 
Not in entire forgetfulness, 
And not in utter nakedness, But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God who is our home:  
Heaven lies about us in our infancy! ([1804] 2000: lines 58-66).34 

According to Wordsworth’s view of mankind, man comes from God. Life begins and 

ends in Heaven, and in our infancy we are the most pure. The experiences and trials of 

our life lead us away from the innocence and the “vision splendid” of our beginnings. 

And, eventually, “At length the Man perceives [the vision] die away, / And fade into the 

light of common day” ([1804] 2000: lines 77-78). But “Though inland far we be, / Our 

souls have sight of that immortal sea,” our heavenly home ([1804] 2000: lines 165-6). 

And though experiences and suffering might cause man to being to lose sight of his 

divine home, Wordsworth writes that, “deep distress hath humanized my Soul” ([1806] 

2000: line 36). The trials and tribulations of our human life soften and refine the 

compassions of the soul. Unfortunately, this is not always the case, as “the extremes of 

poverty and riches [appear to] have a natural tendency to corrupt the human heart” 

([1793] 1988: 152). Neither an abundance nor complete lack of suffering will humanize 

the soul or soften the human heart. 

Malthus’s value of suffering is concurrent with Wordsworth’s; for both men 

suffering softened the mind and allowed for the formation of the “kind and amiable 

                                                
34 This poem is also often referred to as Ode: Intimation of Immortality or Intimations Ode. 
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affections” that make an individual good and moral. In Malthus’s theory, however, 

humanity is corrupted by the original sin of man.35 Man is not inherently virtuous and 

industrious as Wordsworth implies in ‘Ode;’ “man as he really is, inert, sluggish, and 

averse to labour, unless compelled by necessity” ([1798] 2004: 115-116). In the Preface 

to Principle of Population, Malthus address his readers: 

The view which he [the author] has given of human life has a 
melancholy hue, but he feels conscious that he has drawn these 
dark tints from a conviction that they are readily in the picture, and 
not from a jaundiced eye or an inherent spleen of disposition. The 
theory of mind which he has sketches in the last two chapters 
accounts to his own understanding in a satisfactory manner for the 
existence of most of the evils of life ([1798] 2004: 15-16). 

Here Malthus is careful to qualify that he is not being cynical in his view of human life; 

though it has “melancholy hue,” he has not added “dark tints” to this view because of a 

“jaundiced eye or an inherent spleen of disposition,,” but rather his views have been 

influenced by his experiences. This qualification, made upfront in the Preface, protects 

Malthus from many of the criticisms against him, as dismal as some of his theories might 

seem to humanists like Coleridge, Southey, and Carlyle. 

The Romantic tendencies present in Malthus’s writing add another layer to the 

complex relationship between Malthus and Wordsworth. Despite what his reputation 

might imply, Malthus was principally concerned with the well-being and happiness of the 

masses of society. Pointing out these unexpected connections between the two men, an 

economist and poet, helps, I believe, bolsters my reading of Wordsworth as a dilettante 

political economist by blurring the lines between the two disciplines. As intriguing as 

                                                
35 “The original sin of man is the torpor and corruption of the chaotic matter in which he may be 
said to be born” (Malthus [1798] 2004: 113). 
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these passages from Malthus are, and as interested as I am in pursuing them further, they 

extend beyond the scope of this thesis. I have mentioned them in order to draw further 

connections between Wordsworth and Malthus, and promote them as potential topics of 

further research. Economics and literature intersect in a multitude of ways, for literature 

is, to draw briefly on Abrams’s seminal work The Mirror and the Lamp, a commentary 

on contemporary culture through the author’s unique perspective, both a mirror and a 

lamp; mimetic and illuminating.  
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Appendix 

Figure 1 A.W.N. Pugin, “Contrasted Residences for the Poor” (1836) 

 
Source: A.W.N. Pugin. (1973) Contrasts. Leicester: Leicester University Press: 104. 
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Table 1 Annual expenditure on poor relief in England and Wales 1696-1803 
 
Date 

1 
Total  
Expenditure 
(£s) 

2 
Expenditure 
per head of 
pop. 
(shillings) 

3 
Expenditure 
per head 
(qtrs of 
wheat) 

4 
Potential 
proportion 
of pop. 
relieved (per 
cent) 

5 
Expenditure 
as per cent 
of national 
income 

1696 400,000 1.5 0.04 3.6 0.8 
1748-50 
(average) 

 

689,971 

 

2.3 

 

0.08 

 

7.9 

 

1.0 
1776 1,529,780 4.4 0.10 9.8 1.6 

1783-5 
(average) 

 
2,004,238 

 
5.3 

 
0.11 

 
10.9 

 
2.0 

1802-3 4,267,965 9.5 0.15 14.7 1.9 
Source: Slack (1995: 22) 

 

 


