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Abstract of Dissertation 

Imagining Albion: Romantic Paradigms of 

Nationalism and Anti-Nationalisms 

 

This dissertation argues that while there exists a heightened sense of national 

consciousness in the Romantic era, it does not translate into universal support for the 

hegemonic category of ―Englishness.‖  Attitudes towards nationalism  are politically 

determined.  There is a conservative vision—best seen in Burke‘s work—that beautifies 

both the physical and the ideological space of the nation. There is also a skeptical vision 

of nation that the writers on the Romantic left embrace. Strategies for producing this 

skeptical vision are not unilateral.  Price universalizes by encouraging Englishmen to 

consider national history as part of world history.  Godwin demonstrates how the nation 

is deployed as a tool for social control. Byron cosmopolitanizes the social body.  Shelley 

turns away from historical specificity and utopianizes. However, there exists one 

fundamental commonality: each writer suggests that to embrace England moves society 

further away from the possibility of social justice.   
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Introduction: Imagining Albion 

Although much past critical attention has focused on the issue of Romantic 

Universality, the decades following the publication of Jerome McGann‘s seminal 

Romantic Ideology (1983) reveal that the pendulum has shifted away from the trans-

temporal and toward the historical. Writing, in large part, an answer to critics like M.H. 

Abrams, Robert Barth, and Harold Bloom, who follow the theoretical models established 

by Coleridge and Hegel and who seem complicit in reifying and replicating Romantic 

Ideology—the ideology of transcendent displacement of human desire—McGann argues 

that in order to do proper critical work, critics must confront the ideological groundings 

of their subjects as well as their own (26).
1
 Indeed, by refusing to submit to Romantic 

ideology, critics may unearth the workings of ideology precisely where a text proposes to 

be non-ideological.  As McGann famously puts it: ―the polemic of Romantic poetry, 

therefore, is that it will not be polemical, its doctrine, that it is nondoctrinal; and its 

ideology, that it is non-ideological.‖ Yet it is perhaps the second of McGann‘s closely 

related claims that have had the most influence on the focal point of current scholarship. 

In calling for greater critical self-reflexivity, he argues that scholars must fully consider 

the historical specificity of both the Romantic text and their own work.  According to 

McGann, it is through the Romantic text‘s representation of its own historical moment—

rather than ―ahistorical‖ categories like ―nature‖ or ―imagination‖—that it transcends 

itself (70).    

McGann‘s theory is today well established and its resonances heard in many 

                                                
1 For a broader understanding of the theoretical models against which he writes see Abrams The Mirror and 

The Lamp and Natural Supernaturalism; Barth The Symbolic Imagination; Bloom The Anxiety of Influence.    
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current Romantic critical debates, including those which are centered on the hot-button 

issues of imperialism, identity politics, slavery, or national identity.  And it is partly for 

this reason that I choose to begin this introduction with a brief discussion of his work.  

Perhaps more significantly, it is because the project that I here propose—a project that is 

itself steeped in the historical specificity of the Romantic era and which undertakes, as a 

secondary goal, the task of redefining Romantic Universality (in spatial, rather than 

transtemporal terms) —is similarly informed by McGann‘s model.   As my title, 

Imagining Albion: Romantic Paradigms of Nationalism and Anti-Nationalisms suggests, I 

wish this project to represent my intervention in the current conversation about 

Romanticism and national identity, a conversation which is expansive but insufficiently 

theorized.  Most critics chart a rise in national consciousness, a focus on national 

character and the related notion of patriotism in the era commonly known as Romantic.  

Even the OED acknowledges the phenomenon.  In tracing the etymology of the term 

‗patriotism,‘ the OED tells us that a significant shift in the meaning of the term took place 

in the last decades of the 18
th

 century (the inception of the Romantic period).  Prior to 

that time, the term patriot, having fallen into discredit in the early decades of the 18
th
 

century, was used, ironically, to label any ―fractious disturber of the government.‖
2
 More 

specifically, patriotism—―that last refuge of a scoundrel‖ as Johnson so famously put it—

sarcastically referred to being disloyal to King and Crown (qtd. Boswell 2:253).  

However, in the last decades of the 18
th
 century, patriotism became detached from the 

monarchy and instead began to signify in its more modern sense: the quality of being 

patriotic; love or devotion to one‘s country. As Dustin Griffin suggests, particularly of 

modern patriotism in the period of its infancy, it came to be associated by scholars with a 

                                                
2 See ―Patriotism.‖  The Oxford English Dictionary.  2nd Edition, 1989.   
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lack of sophistication: patriots demonstrate a naïve acceptance of the discourse of Britain 

as the land of liberty, commercial prosperity, stable and benevolent government, and 

racial superiority, regardless of whether or not those attributes and aspects of national 

character conform with material reality.  Similarly, the emergence of patriotism can be 

seen mostly in the writing of poets who were then or are now considered ―minor or 

merely ceremonial.‖ It is for this reason that in the period of its infancy, patriotism, and 

its expression in literary work, has been dismissed as an interesting curiosity at best, or at 

worst, ―panegyric‖ (4). 

  However, the shift in the term‘s meaning is accompanied by a literary and 

political debate which suggests that sentimentally derived notions of patriotism are far 

more significant and far more nuanced than such dismissive views would lead us to 

believe.  Patriotism does not have its roots in wellsprings of individual emotion.  Rather, 

it is an inculcated emotion which stems from an imagined identification with communal 

principles of national character and belief in the idea that one‘s own nation is superior to 

the rest of the world and its peoples. Though patriotism is a concept that is ultimately tied 

to the political realm, Griffin sees it as an abstract concept that seems neutral in the sense 

that it is seemingly useful to individuals on opposite ends of the spectrum.  He argues that 

both liberals and conservatives claim to be ―true patriots‖ while simultaneously accusing 

their opponents of being false and grossly self-interested (2). 

Indeed, as Griffin here and elsewhere implies, and as I‘ve just argued myself, 

patriotism is not simply a spontaneous and self-generated universal emotion nor does it 

represent a principle of selfless dedication to the idea of one‘s nation.  A nation, if we 

accept Benedict Anderson‘s fluid and therefore useful definition of the term, is less a 
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geographically determined and demographically concrete space than it is a community 

whose boundaries are drawn by ideology: ostensibly shared values, common ethos, and 

beliefs.  Thus it is a malleable concept which can be bent and shaped, molded and crafted 

to fit the needs and desires of the ruling political party (224).  Patriotism, then, provides a 

cloak of respectability for an otherwise self-motivated political agenda.  It represents a 

―highly self-conscious and calculated deployment,‖ of a politically expedient discourse of 

sentimentality (Griffin 2). Linda Colley‘s conception of the term sheds additional light on 

this idea of patriotism as utilitarian discursive fantasy when she argues:  

For all classes and for both sexes patriotism was more often than not a highly 

rational response and a creative one as well.  Patriotism in the sense of 

identification with Britain served, as we shall see, as a bandwagon on which 

different groups and interests leaped so as to steer it in a direction that would 

benefit them.  Being a patriot was a way of claiming the right to participate in 

British political life, and ultimately a means of demanding a much broader access 

to citizenship (5).   

Colley‘s argument is significant for a number of reasons. First, she notes that this new 

concept of patriotism as an identification with the broader concept of nationhood moves 

away from the individualism that characterizes enlightenment discourse and towards a 

recognition for a need for a sense of communal identity.
3
  Patriotism cultivates in the 

individual a sense that he or she can be part of something universal. It cultivates a belief 

                                                

3
 According to conventional belief, Enlightenment thought emphasized the point that humans should seek 

to understand their place in the world solely through the exercise of their rational capacities and through 

empirical experience, rather than through organized religion (Hackett par 1).  
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that he or she can participate in public life, regardless of circumstance.  Patriotism is a 

principle that allows individuals to feel enfranchised and empowered even when 

impoverished and cut off from access to the political world.  Lurking in Colley‘s words, 

specifically in her use of the phrases ―creative‖ and ―bandwagon,‖ is the notion that will 

be explored in greater detail throughout chapter one and throughout the body of this 

dissertation: that the seemingly universalized sentiment, the ethos of belonging, and the 

possibility for political participation that patriotism seems to hold out, are possible only 

on the level of the imaginary.  

 Looking at Peter Mandler‘s work on British national character is similarly 

revelatory.  Mandler argues that cultivating a sense of national consciousness requires 

that connections be drawn between elements that have no natural connection.   He then 

goes on to say that nationalism, defined for our purposes as the drive towards nation 

making and dissemination, the top-down process which inculcates a sense of patriotic 

sentiment in the national subject, is a byproduct of much conceptual manipulation.  

Mandler writes: 

It has to be slippery and flexible to do the job it purports to do.  Nations are 

complex organisms, full of people and things we do not know personally but that 

we recognize as kin, and national character is one of the strongest ways we have 

to imagine them as a unit.  What could be more compelling than to see in your 

compatriots those most intimate traits you find in yourself? But this feat of 

imagination requires numerous sleights of hand.  Like the horoscope in a national 

newspaper, the idea of national character has to use language that is 

simultaneously loose enough to appeal to an audience actually very diverse in 
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geography, class, lifestyle and culture, and yet specific enough to strike a chord of 

recognition in the individual reader.  Beyond this, however, the idea of national 

character seeks to yoke real national differences based on a wide variety of 

experiences to a few key psychological traits to which those national 

characteristics may have no connection.  Nations do have distinctive qualities—

customs, manners, institutions, all kinds of quirks.  But these distinctions do not 

necessarily cohere into a pattern, still less one rooted in psychology…the idea of 

national character seeks to connect all such things to a single personality type, an 

effort that naturally demands a highly creative use of language and an equally 

creative treatment of cause and effect.  So national character can be used quite 

subtly to reflect its exponents‘ current beliefs, anxieties, self-understandings and 

prejudices, while seeming to stand for timelessness and genuine cohesion (4).  

Because it operates on a principle of homogeneity that does not correspond to the 

diversity of class, race, geographic space, religion, and demographics that make up the 

British landscape, patriotism provides a focal point and allows for the dissemination of a 

fantasy of common experience around which individuals who actually have little in 

common can rally.  Patriotism creates a communal identity: an Englishness, that all can 

share regardless of circumstance.  All that is required to occupy this subject position is 

that the individual buy into the idea of the community.  Second, although patriotism is an 

ideology that is malleable and not associated with a specific political position, it is 

intricately tied to British political life and has significant real world ramifications which 

are explored in greater detail in this dissertation.  Patriotism is a discursive tool that can 

discipline that which is undisciplined, unknown, uncontrollable, and vast.  Patriotism 
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converts a diverse and chaotic populace into a social body of civil subjects whose 

attributes may be artificial but are simultaneously recognizable.  This is so because, as 

Mandler says: 

England‘s history as part of a multi-racial and ethnic whole makes it difficult to 

create a notion of Englishness and adopt a variety of strategies to do so:  To 

overcome this little difficulty, seekers after an English national character have to 

rummage around in history, either diving deep into the past to capture a semi-

mystical core of Englishness that eludes specificity (a certain community of 

spirit…rooted deep in the psyche) or fixing on a particular, recent period when the 

idea of the English national character was at a peak…or taking one dominant 

group‘s idea of Englishness and applying it to the rest.  But any honest estimate of 

the English national character has to admit at least the possibility that in some 

periods it may not have existed, even in the minds of its people, or it may have 

been diminished in significance next to other sources of attachment and self-

consciousness.  Or when it has burnt brightly, that it has never meant precisely the 

same thing for long or for everyone, and that its past meanings may not have any 

great relevance today (4). 

Mandler‘s words are significant for two reasons.  First, as he points out, nationalism, the 

idea of the nation and what it means to feel for one‘s country are not stable concepts.  

Like Mandler‘s notion of national character, the idea of nation changes as the modes of 

expression which articulate it evolve and re-evolve against the context which give it rise. 

National myths are taken up and thrown away at will.  In order to ensure that they are 

monolithic and consumable, national myths themselves are byproducts of a sort of 
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historical amnesia, in which component elements are taken up and thrown away at whim 

to form a vision of the nation which is broadly appealing.  There is a paradox inherent in 

national character and national myth formation in the sense that even though the nation is 

meant to appeal broadly, in actuality the concepts and components which comprise the 

finished product are rarely if at all inclusive.  Like all discourses associated with 

hegemonic authority, the story of the nation is associated with authority.  It is the 

privilege of those who control access to public discourse and who control the channels of 

political power to define what a nation is.   

  Closely related to this issue of who and what gets to define ―Englishness‖ is the 

notion that national character and patriotism are concepts whose expression shifts and 

evolves according to need and historical circumstance. It is hardly surprising that the 

emergence of patriotism as nation-centered occurs during the inception of the Romantic 

era, a time when the need for a sense of communal identity becomes central to British 

collective consciousness.  The Romantic era represents a period in which the concept of 

England and the British nation are by no means stable, and historical circumstances 

present a variety of challenges to the idea of a centralized homogonous state.  As Colley 

points out, the late eighteenth century is a period during which England was not only 

constantly at war on the continent and abroad, but involved in a struggle for European 

and worldwide hegemony with its archrival, France. The succession of wars between 

England and France—not the least significant of which were the Napoleonic wars in the 

early nineteenth-century—produced within the English people a greater sense of the need 

for unity in the face of external threat.  As a result, Colley claims, British national 

identity was built on the principles of liberty and Protestantism which distinguish 
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England from its imagined ―other,‖ Catholic and absolutist France (18).  

  However, Colley‘s argument reminds us that domestic causes also give rise to a 

heightened sense of need for a centralized communal identity.  In Britons: Forging the 

Nation, she cites the 1707 Union of the English and Scottish parliaments which 

consolidated the distinct cultural spaces of England, Scotland, and Wales, under one 

central nation of ―Great Britain.‖ She also points out that anxieties caused by the 

religious and cultural differences between England and its Celtic peripheries were 

persistent and deep and by no means settled by the late eighteenth century; the idea of 

Britishness becomes necessary in large part because regional differences and loyalties 

need to be submerged and erased in the interest of peacekeeping (12).  Britain, then, is a 

type of ―imagined community,‖ as Benedict Anderson famously put it, which has 

significant consequences both upon the material lives of English people and upon their 

psyches (4). To use Mandler‘s terms: 

The identification of an English national character has throughout modern history 

had to compete with other identities and loyalties that cut across divisions 

between the English and the rest.  During this period England has lain at the heart 

of a multi-national federation—Britain or the United Kingdom and a multi-ethnic 

empire.  This position has given the English power but it has also weakened their 

restrictive sense of self.  For much of the modern period, the power that an elite of 

Englishmen wielded bonded them together more tightly but separated them from 

the bulk of their countrymen and women, thus sapping their sense of national 

commonality.  The responsibilities of power threw up a host of competing 

loyalties and identities, vaguer and wider, that could substitute for the idea of an 
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English national character or the idea of the gentleman, for example, or Christian 

mission, or ‗civilization‘ or ‗liberalism‘ (4). 

Along the same lines, critics in recent years, notably Edward Said and Saree 

Makdisi, cite England‘s imperial aspirations and its project of Empire building as the 

driving force behind English national identity formation for rather similar reasons.
4
 It is 

now a critical commonplace to point out that as England increased its overseas holdings 

and built an Empire, the process of cultural transmission worked two ways.  Just as 

English culture spread to the far corners of the globe, so too did the English people have 

their taste buds changed by the influx of sugar, coffee, and spices.  And more relevant to 

the argument here, so too did they confront the influx of ―foreignness,‖ in the form of 

anxieties surrounding the notion of how they understand themselves.  No longer could 

England conceive of itself as a self-contained agrarian community.  Now it was the 

metropole of an imperial nation whose economy was based less upon gentlemanly 

farming than upon commerce.  And the English people were forced to confront questions 

of how England‘s new role as imperial power affected the notion of personal identity.  

Griffin sums up this point succinctly in a serious of questions that read very much like 

identity crisis.  He writes:  

What…is ―my country?‖ Is it a green and pleasant rural land? Or is it a stoutly 

defended island…Is the heart and soul of the nation to be found in London, the 

bustling metropolis or in the rural counties? Does my country include ―the 

empire‖ across the seas? And who are my countrymen? Do they include the 

                                                
4 I do not mean to suggest of course that Makdisi and Said agree upon writerly attitudes toward 

imperialism.  Indeed Said claims there exists a virtually unanimous support for imperialism which the 

novel validates, while Makdisi argues instead that Romanticism represents a rejection of all things 

modern—especially the project of Empire building.  See Makdisi, Romantic Imperialism 9; Said, Culture 

and Imperialism. 62-97.  
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Scots? The Irish? The white Protestant colonists in America? The wealthy 

sunburned nabobs who return from India or the West Indies to buy up great 

Estates? The dark-skinned natives of Africa and the Indies who speak their own 

tongues and worship their own gods but are now subjects of the British Empire? 

(11) 

The anxieties and questions caused by this shift in political, economic, and cultural 

landscape build a complexity into the discussion of what patriotism is.  Although it seems 

to be an ideology that is rooted in love, patriotism is also a philosophy that is equally 

rooted in fear.  Fear of the chaotic, the heterogeneous, the unsettled, and the unknown.  

Fear of what is unclassifiable and therefore undisciplined.  Patriotism established a 

community of recognizable national subjects who are secure in the belief that their way 

of life and the characteristics which come to be associated with the nation are superior to 

any other national model.   Julia M. Wright‘s foundational study of Blake‘s relationship 

to nationalistic thinking provides convincing evidence for this point.  She writes:  

I am opposing the individual to ―community‖ here, rather than ―society‖ or 

―Romantic-era England,‖ to stress at the outset the ways in which a community is 

presumed to cohere through shared values, language, and interests, and on terms 

that resonate with representations of the family and the nation. Nationalism is, for 

this study, less an ―imagined community‖ (to use Benedict Anderson‘s famous 

phrase) than a means for instituting a coherent community through disciplinary 

mechanisms. As an ideology— or, rather, a related set of ideologies, given the 

variety of nationalisms at the moment of the emergence of the post-Enlightenment 

nation state— nationalism enforces homogeneous community by translating 
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uniqueness from the individual to the nation…But in the Romantic era it 

consistently elides individuality within the category of ―national character‖—in 

Ernest Gellner‘s phrase, ―nations maketh man‖ —and co-opts cultural work to 

further the national agenda rather than challenge, complicate, or supplement it. .. 

In Blake‘s time, nationalism in its modern form was a new phenomenon. Blake 

was very much concerned with the ways in which the nationalism promulgated by 

the state and its institutions was not only repressive for the individual, in the 

Althusserian sense, but also a disruption of a nativist art and imagination as the 

uncorrupted expressions of individuality (xv). 

Nationalism represents an adherence to the codes and values implicit in the various 

discourses of tradition and cultural representation that are handed down from above and 

which shape the individual within dominant cultural ideology.  It operates by a principle 

of erasure as we have already seen, abjecting what Wright here terms ―uniqueness,‖ and 

what I have referred to as difference, contradiction, and chaos, in order to produce a static 

conception of a national subject. The identity that he or she adopts is ultimately alienating 

because it establishes a false sense of connection with a set of Aristocratic principles to 

which the subject has no real world access.  And attachment to the nation obscures the 

fact that if one considers the material conditions of lower-class life, the English poor may 

have more in common with the disenfranchised individuals who exist in the borders 

beyond homespace than they do with the authors of the national community who hand 

down their vision of England from a position of privilege in which the gap between 

material reality and ideology is significantly smaller. Nationalism requires its participants 

to view themselves as members of closed, ideologically fixed, communities. It requires 
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them to attach themselves to similarly fixed and discernable senses of place that can be 

juxtaposed and set in conflict with other national spaces. And it holds out a promise of 

political participation to the disenfranchised, a promise that can only be accessed through 

discourse.   

 As I will demonstrate in the course of this dissertation, Romantic nationalism 

represents a dangerous form of political manipulation and social control, effective 

because it provides deceptively simple and attractive answers to the question of who the 

English are that contradict the differences and inequalities that make up the social fabric.  

To once again use Mandler‘s words:  

While opinions on the hows and whys of British National Identity formation vary, 

it is an interesting critical paradox that most of the scholarship written about the 

interconnections between the literature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century is focused on the ways in which Romantic writers and political thinkers 

regardless of political affiliation are invested in and complicit in the production of 

the English nation as a stable and meaningful cultural category and ―Englishness‖ 

as an equally meaningful category of personal identity  (4).   

Writing from the historian‘s perspective, Jonathan Parry notes that in the nineteenth 

century liberals attempt to define the national community by identifying a series of 

healthy and socially beneficial principles and setting them against the backdrop of what 

can be considered ―foreign,‖ in this case ―un-English,‖ and set in opposition to the 

principles of civility, liberty, and participatory government.
5
  Parry writes: 

                                                
5 Parry‘s work is of great significance to my purpose here because he provides justification for one of the 

most important theoretical points that runs through the body of this dissertation: that questions of national 

identity cannot be evaluated in a cultural vacuum nor are they solely matters of Domestic policy.  He 

writes: ―Foreign imperial and Irish debates turned on the purposes and values that Britain should assert, 
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Patriotic themes were central to much of Liberal domestic as well as foreign 

political discussion.   For a start, it was politically important to use the 

international stage to project an image of Britain as a kind of regime, a 

community upholding desirable constitutional and ethical values.  Foreign 

tensions were very frequently presented in ideological terms: between a Britain 

which stood for constitutionalism, law, inclusiveness, conscience, and 

humanitarianism, and various alternative continental regimes—usually autocratic, 

sometimes republican which were threatening and ―un-English‖ (4).   

It is significant to note that Parry‘s work focuses on the Victorian era when Britain‘s role 

as imperial power is firmly established and the economic and social changes ushered in 

by the process of empire building have taken a far firmer hold on the cultural landscape.  

In the Romantic era, Britain‘s imperial domination is far less established and the 

representation of England in terms of a domestically healthy, insular body politic whose 

principles of good government and national character are culturally superior to external 

others is a new and unstable strategy.  And although, as Parry claims, it may have risen in 

political ascendency by the second half of the nineteenth century, I hope to demonstrate 

that its origins are not in liberalism.  As Parry points out, this question of national identity 

and how Britain represents itself in the face of its empire is a theme that is central to elite 

politics, which in the Romantic era are anything but liberal.  As a production of elite 

minds, the nation and the patriotic discourse that is cultivated and disseminated to give it 

                                                                                                                                            
much more than on attitudes to specific overseas people.  Foreign policy was not just an exotic or a 

minority pursuit concerned primarily with the details of diplomacy; when it was politically important, it 
raised general issues which had significant connotations for domestic policy.‖ (4) The claim is not that 

foreign affairs were more important than the big domestic political issues and social tensions, but rather 

that studying debates about foreign policy crucially illuminates Victorian politics in general.  Parry‘s 

argument makes it clear that discussion of what is ―not English‖ is also discussion of what is English 

because the two cannot be separated.   
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a foothold in British collective consciousness is a top-down production. The nation 

should therefore be associated with the authority of state and with strategies for political 

domination both at home and abroad.   

 Mark Kipperman points out that ―The ―Romantic adjective‖ applied to 

nationalism has come to refer to a particular ideology that would, on a model often 

attributed to the Romantics, naively associate national liberation movements by definition 

with political progressivism, democracy, and cultural liberality.‖ According to 

Kipperman, there is naiveté inherent in the concept which stems from two interrelated 

sources: a lack of recognition that nationalism is not simply a creative discourse or a 

sentimental production of literary minds and a lack of recognition that nationalism is an 

inherently conservative concept.  He goes on to say that ―…this necessary association of 

nationalism with democracy originates with Romantics like Shelley, whose cultural 

idealism kept them from seeing that nationalism is not always the creation of poets, that it 

may just as easily emerge from less liberal folkways‖ (Kipperman 50). In this dissertation 

I will argue both against and along with Kipperman. I will attempt to demonstrate that he 

is correct that the concept of the nation as it is disseminated in Romantic literature is in 

fact a conservative one; however I part ways with him when he claims that Romantic 

liberals are naïve when it comes to understanding the political implications of 

disseminating a vision of homogenous nation space.   

Indeed, it seems odd to equate liberalism with the dissemination of patriotic 

thought given the critical attention that has been paid to Romanticism and socio-political 

injustice throughout the decades of the 1980s, 1990s, and the first decade of the 21
st
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century.
6
  It also seems odd if one considers the claims made by Marilyn Butler, A.O. 

Lovejoy, and Charles Nodier that Romanticism is a discourse that rejects both social 

homogeneity and social inequality.
7
  And it seems odder still if one engages in an in-

depth analysis of the types of social problems and the liberal response to social injustice 

that permeate England in the era commonly known as Romantic.  Although limited space 

prevents an expansive recounting of social history, I wish to mention a few key points: 

consider that in 1801 the population of England consists of 10.5 million subjects.  

Although the landed Aristocracy encompassed roughly 200 families, it owned nearly a 

quarter of the land while the vast majority of the population consisted of rural and factory 

workers who owned precious little property and earned a meager 1-10 shillings per 

week.
8
  In 1795 widespread famine hit, and England‘s solution was to import cheap grain 

from overseas which left much of its rural workers unemployed.  In addition, Britain 

confronted troubling matters of foreign policy.  For twenty three years England was 

involved in an unpopular and socially destructive war with France, a war that was 

unpopular due to the devastation it caused at home.  At the same time, Britain sought to 

secure an overseas Empire which spread the nation‘s economic resources even thinner. 

To complicate the matter further, Romantic public history is categorized by an 

astounding paradox of context and ideology; although it was a period of abject poverty 

                                                
6 According to Neil Fraistat, the major critical debates of the 1980s focused on Romanticism and New 

Historicism—with special consideration given to the interconnections between British Romanticism and 

the French Revolution.  The 1990s saw a heightened focused on issues of Romanticism and gender, while 

today the conversation considers issues of imperialism, race, slavery, and nationalism.  See ―Romantic 

Social History.‖ 
7 Butler claims that Romanticism represents a rejection of categories of identity (War of Ideas, 7-29).  A.O. 

Lovejoy claims that diversity is the defining Romantic attribute (228-253).  Charles Nodier argues that 
Romanticism can be defined as a negative defensive reaction to social crisis (166-188).    
8 And this is of double significance: without property the impoverished were disenfranchised despite the 

promise of full participatory government ostensibly proffered by the Glorious Revolution of 1688.  This 

will prove to be an important point for, as I hope to demonstrate in my second chapter, it represents one of 

the key historical revisions put forth by the Romantic Right to bolster its vision of ―Lovely England.‖   
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and social tumult, the 1790s was also a period of hope for and belief in the possibility for 

social amelioration.  The 1790s saw a tremendous rise in radicalism and social activism 

(including a large peace movement).  Indeed, it is in this period that non-violent forms of 

protest—such as passive resistance—were formulated.   Reformers found new and 

subversive ways to meet without incurring the wrath of the government; although public 

discussion of politics was outlawed, covert political demonstrations were held in the 

guise of public lectures.   There existed three major branches of the English Reform 

movement: Moderate Whigs, who advocated government in the form of Constitutional 

Monarchy with some middle class participation, Visionary Radicals (like Godwin whom 

I treat in chapter three) who advocated gradual, endlessly progressive, and non-violent 

reform, and those on the far left who advocated Republicanism and violent revolution on 

par with the Revolution across the Channel.   

By the end of the decade, however, radical activity in England was effectively 

defunct, leaving the question: what accounts for the recuperative power of the social 

system in its wake?
9
  Most who are invested in contextualized readings argue that a 

combination of institutional violence and Aristocratic ideology help to keep this system 

in place.  Fearing revolution and rebellion on British soil, the government instituted a 

number of oppressive policies meant to quell the possibility of an uprising while 

Malthusian economics gave ideological warrant to poverty and misery.  In 1790 British 

politics are polarized by the French Revolution: reform movements move to the left while 

the ruling class moves further to the right.  New and oppressive censorship laws were 

introduced: radical printers were persecuted and public meetings were banned.   The 

                                                
9 During the Industrial Depression of the 1860s there is a momentary resurgence of British Radicalism, but 

it is short lived and half-hearted.   
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government acted to quash potential rebellion on British soil by empowering the Treason 

Act of 1731 and passing two additional acts which broadened the definition of treason 

and banned all public meetings.  Habeas Corpus was suspended.  Unions were 

outlawed.
10

  

 As I hope my project will demonstrate, it is the dissemination of Englishness by 

the Romantic right and popular consumption of such conservative national idioms which 

are instrumental to the maintenance of this problematic status-quo. It should come as no 

surprise, then, that it is conservative Romantics who seek to preserve ―England‖ while 

liberal thinkers are willing to destroy ―England‖ so long as the socio-political injustice it 

legitimates is expunged along with it.  Here  I begin to part ways with the current 

conversation on national identity, for much of it seems to imply that Romantic writers are 

unilaterally nationalistic, a position at odds with the commitment to social justice that is 

articulated by the writings of the Romantic left.   Such a position fails to adequately 

engage with the implications of what it means to accept England as a cultural category.  

Accepting ―England‖ requires one to accept all that is abjected or repressed in service of 

the production of an England that is superior to its various Others and requires one to 

overlook the troubling cultural work that nationalism performs: the work of covertly 

masking, legitimating, and perpetuating these material social problems by offering an 

ethos of inclusion, equality, participation, and social freedom that is directly at odds with 

the material conditions of lower class life.     

My project will consist of four chapters following this introduction. I have 

attempted to demonstrate how patriotism becomes detached from the monarchy and re-

                                                
10 For the economic and social background see Marilyn Butler Romantics Rebels and Reactionaries 11-39; 

Fraistat ―Romantic Social History.‖ 
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centered around the notion of nation.  I have suggested that patriotism and the discourse 

of national consciousness have the potential to function as politically expedient 

discourses which are detrimental to social justice.  The second, closely related idea that I 

allude to is the ways in which Englishness is re-conceptualized in the Romantic Era.  I 

hope to demonstrate how the notion of Englishness as a recognizable category of identity 

is complicated by historical circumstance such as domestic social problems, war on the 

continent, and overseas expansion; Englishness can no longer be defined through binary 

opposition, as all that is not French or as all that can be opposed to what exists outside of 

the borders of home space.   I do so in order to lay the groundwork for the argument that 

runs throughout the body of this dissertation: for liberal Romantics invested in the project 

of nation un-making, examining the relationship between foreign space and homespace 

leads to a breakdown of the category of national identity by exposing the myth of 

homogeneity that lies at its heart and the ways in which the notion of Englishness directly 

conflict with material reality.  Finally, by exploring patriotism and its potential use as a 

form of social control, I have attempted to demonstrate why patriotism and nationalism 

are discourses that are properly associated with Romantic conservatives who are highly 

invested in the production of a stable social body free from the violent political unrest 

that plagues the continent in the 1790s.    

*** 

My first chapter has a twofold purpose.  First, I intend it to expand the discussion 

of national identity construction for which the introduction lays the groundwork.  I will 

discuss the ways in which national identity is constructed through a study of public 

discourse and how an examination of the work of two writers on both ends of the political 
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spectrum demonstrates that adherence to the idea of nation is a politically inflected 

dynamic.  Specifically I use Edmund Burke‘s Reflections on the Revolution in France to 

articulate the conservative position, precisely because the vision of what Englishness is 

offered up by that text is pervasive throughout the era.  I contrast it with Richard Price‘s 

Discourse on the Love of Our Country which celebrates the ethos of globalism and 

universal human community.  Next, I provide an in depth discussion of the idioms 

through which Englishness is disseminated, using a careful reading of Burke, whose work 

provides the most direct discussion of the ways in which national identity is constructed.    

Burke‘s work suggests that England can be defined historically; it is an imagined 

community with a past characterized by mannerliness, gentility, chivalry, benevolent 

paternalism, and Godliness.   Aggressively anti-modern, anti-change, and implicitly pro-

landowner, Burke argues that in the face of external threat, the English must retreat into 

insularity and look to their glorious history for a means of self and world contemplation.  

Without the authority of tradition and the metaphors it provides, the English lack 

strategies for making meaning and the present moment can only be understood as chaos.  

I will also use this chapter to discuss in detail the troubling cultural work that this vision 

of national identity performs.  First I will argue that Burke‘s definition of England is a 

fantasy constructed to mask the sado-masochistic dynamic of Britain‘s rigid social order, 

for as Burke himself implies, in order to make the country lovable it must be made lovely 

(172).  Thus, many of the troubling spots in British history (the most poignant example 

being the ―Bloodless Revolution of 1688) are rewritten in ―beautiful‖ terms while all that 

is unlovely or problematic (including but not limited to England‘s own history of 

regicide, its unequal distribution of wealth, and its lack of full participatory government) 
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is, unsurprisingly, banished to the realm of the historical repressed.     

The second, third, and fourth chapters examine how the writers on the Romantic 

left deal with the same set of historical circumstances.  Although they differ in 

methodology, their basic goal is the same: they seek to destroy ―England‖ in order to 

resolve all of the social problems which lie just beneath its lovely façade.  In Chapter 

Two I focus on William Godwin‘s Caleb Williams in order to discuss how certain liberal 

writers attempt to un-write the nation from the inside out.  More specifically, Godwin 

exposes the inherent emptiness of the category of Englishness in particular and the 

category of national identity more generally by exploring the ways in which patriotism 

and national consciousness work on the mind of the lower class subject. He uses Caleb in 

order to demonstrate the ways in which patriotic discourse produces naiveté, rather than 

savvy socio-political critique, thereby distracting the would-be radical from pursuing 

viable channels for social reform. Patriotism and national consciousness are represented 

as detrimental to the development of the free-thinking individual for they require him or 

her to be a tractable subject—that is to say, a person who submits unquestioningly to 

ideology and in so doing threatens his or her own intellectual development. The trajectory 

of the text pushes Caleb away from sentimental patriotism and toward political and 

historical self-consciousness articulated through an explicit indictment of the Lovely 

nation.   

Godwin‘s England seems more panoptic prison than benevolent fatherland.  

Indeed, for Caleb England is, quite literally, inescapable; he can no more transgress its 

geographic borders than he can elude the ubiquitous Falkland and the tyrannical power 

relationship which is established between the two.  Godwin‘s representation of England 
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undermines the value which Caleb places upon his Englishness—that category of identity 

which he believes assures him social agency in spite of his class identity.  Repeatedly 

Caleb claims that ―he is an Englishman,‖  ―born into liberty‖ and thus possessed of the 

―privilege to be sole judge and master of his own actions‖ (159). His language mirrors 

aristocratic Mr. Forester‘s claim that ―Englishmen are free; and no man is to be charged 

with villainy because he changes one source of subsistence for another‖ (162), a claim 

that holds precious little weight for the lower classes within Falkland‘s England.  Second, 

and perhaps more germane to our purposes here, Caleb cannot see the inherent 

contradiction in claiming that to adopt a social identity frees him from the constraints of 

the social system that produces it. Not only is Caleb blind to the material conditions that 

produce him, but his story suggests more generally that Englishness—as it is articulated 

by the Romantic left—is a uniquely upper class privilege.     

I use Godwin‘s conception of the English nation to demonstrate that hyperbolic  

representations of the nation often appear hyper-real: that is to say, they are represented 

as matrix-like productions which emerge at the point of intersection of England‘s most 

oppressive social institutions.  Their boundaries are overdrawn and their insistence upon 

their own realism—their ability to represent what Godwin famously referred to as things 

as they are—is absolute.
11

  Paradoxically, the over-drawn boundaries of English 

homespace point to the fact that the nation is a construct.  Finally, I discuss the ways in 

which Caleb adopts a variety of cultural subject position in order to escape from Falkland 

and the law.  I suggest that Godwin uses the category of the global to critique the myth of 

                                                
11 Things as They Are; or the Adventures of Caleb Williams is the full title of Godwin‘s text. The novel was 

written to expose the ―realities‖ of English political life.  Specifically, the novel popularized ideas about 

how England‘s legal and social institutions destroy individuals that he first presented in Political Justice 

(1793).  
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national identity.  More specifically, he not only points out that England retains within its 

borders multiple others whose cultural practices can be ‗known‘ and imitated, but in so 

doing suggests that there is nothing essential about the notion of a national identity at all.   

Chapter Three picks up where Godwin left off.  In this chapter I argue that Byron 

uses cynical and gentlemanly cosmopolitanism as a radical critique of patriotism. 

Primarily I use Byron‘s Don Juan—in particular Cantos I, II, III, IV and the English 

cantos—in order to demonstrate how liberal Romantic writers explicitly reject the notion 

of national binaries and instead adopt a vision of the social world articulated in more 

global terms.  Don Juan also focuses intently on the ―realness,‖ of nation space and, like 

Godwin‘s Caleb Williams, paradoxically highlights artificiality.  Byron‘s nation spaces 

are hyperbolically traversable whereas Godwin‘s are hyper-real in their impassibility.  

For Juan, the world is ludicrously small; in the span of a few years, he quite literally 

travels to the four corners of the globe, living peacefully—at least for a while—with the 

inhabitants of each country.  A proverbial blank slate, impressionable Juan becomes 

immersed in a variety of foreign cultures, passing tolerably well for native by wearing 

their dress, eating their food, adopting their customs, and bedding their women.  In 

reading about Juan‘s ability to ―go native,‖ the reader absorbs an impressive amount of 

cultural data. The account of his journey reads like a travel narrative with vivid and 

detailed depictions of unique geographic and cultural landscapes.  Byron disseminates 

multicultural information to the reader in a variety of forms, ranging from sweeping 

commentary on political and social structures to minute ―authenticating devices and 

references,‖ like the intricacies of Harem dress and the minute details of Eastern 

architecture (Makdisi, Romantic Imperialism 133).        
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What is particularly striking is that the text pays attention to national costume and 

national character in ways that are decidedly unsentimental.  In making this claim, I do 

not mean to suggest that Byron‘s representations are not romanticized.  It would be 

foolish to profess that Byron could or does provide to his reader a mimetic depiction of 

foreign space, or an ―authentic‖ non-English cultural experience; indeed as Saree Makdisi 

points out, Byron‘s foreign spaces—in particular his Eastern spaces— ultimately function 

as spaces which readers can use to self-evaluate.  What I mean to propose is that Byron‘s 

unique brand of Orientalism is not derived from a desire to fetishize or to make non-

English spaces readily consumable to a British audience.
12

   

However, as Butler and Makdisi quite rightly claim, neither does Byron use his 

―real‖ depictions of foreign space in order to create distance between what is English and 

what is non-English. Instead Byron engages in a practice that others have called 

Occidentalism and that I will refer to as a functional Orientalism, a practice which 

defamiliarizes foreign spaces in order to highlight their artificiality (Jager par.16). It is a 

paradoxical strategy in that cultural spaces are loaded with "authentic real references" 

which makes them appear overdrawn and fictive in nature.  To put it another way, Byron 

saturates his narrative with materiality, which in turn exposes the ideological forces at 

work in the process of nation-making.  This is a point which Byron will also underscore 

                                                

12
 Marilyn Butler and Makdisi too make this claim.  Citing Butler, Makdisi writes: ―Byron‘s Orientalism—

quite apart from its litany of authenticating devices and references—claims to re-present to Western readers 

the multitudinous realities of the East in its scenes and images that are not only taken from the land of the 

other, but even reproduce (at a distance) the experience of that otherness on its own terms.  Marilyn Butler 

argues that Byron tended to respect the autonomy of other cultures, but was inclined to admire them 

precisely for their otherness, their unreformed ‗romantic‘ features.  Indeed Byron‘s Orient seems to be the 

Orient‘s Orient—the real Orient ‗out there,‘ and not only some vaguely-realistic figurative landscape 

produced by a Western imagination‖ (Makdisi, Romantic Imperialism 133). 
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using his ironic representations of national character and national costume.  And it is a 

point of manifold significance: first, it suggests that the text of Don Juan quietly implies 

that if all other nations are aesthetic productions, can't the same be said of England?  

Indeed, Byron subjects England to the same level of cultural scrutiny that he does each of 

the other national spaces that Don Juan depicts, and produces a scathing critique of 

English social structure and behavioral mores which spans the course of multiple 

cantos.     

These juxtaposed hyper-real nation spaces each serve as the setting to a repetitive 

story in which Don Juan arrives a stranger in a strange land, becomes immersed in the 

culture, is seduced by a woman, and ultimately moves on to a new national space.  When 

considering this point along with the notion that Byron creates a vision of a world that is 

as easy to travel as is a local county, Don Juan steers its reader towards a new way of 

envisioning the relationships between nations.  Nations do not exist in hierarchical, 

superiority-based relationships with one another; rather they have unique distinguishing 

characteristics but some very important underlying similarities, in particular the troubling 

class dynamics and tyrannical relationships between rulers and ruled that Godwin 

comments on in Caleb Williams. Byron does not simply use foreign space as a canvas 

upon which to examine both the broad concept of national character and the specific 

category of Englishness; under the guise of evaluating the manners and characteristics of 

foreigners, Byron in actuality appraises the characteristics which are traditionally held to 

be English so that it is Englishness which occupies the position normally ascribed to the 

national ―other.‖  Indeed, Byron‘s Don Juan seems to put forth the argument that 

(national) ―othering‖ is an error that promotes nothing but a culture of unjustified self 
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importance; England, according to the text, is not an economically and socio-politically 

isolated entity; rather it is a small part of a newly emerging international social system.    

My concluding chapter focuses on Shelley‘s political and visionary work, and 

once again it picks up the argument where the previous chapter left off.   I will argue that 

for Shelley, the notion of a national identity suggests that the social world is indeed 

fallen. As it is for Godwin and Byron, for Shelley England is first and foremost a 

discursive formation.  And because England is a discursive formation, it is through 

discursive reformulation that reform must be exacted.  However, while Godwin and 

Byron express their anti-nationalistic sentiment largely at the level of realistic manifest 

content, Shelley situates his critique of Burke and conservative nationalism in the realm 

of the figurative and the linguistic.  I argue specifically that Shelley is the antithesis to 

Burke in that he aggressively rejects both the idea of England as a physical space and the 

nationalistic language used to construct it. He seeks to crack the codes of language to 

evaluate whether or not there exists a vocabulary capable of exacting social reform once 

nationalistic language has been cast aside. After using a reading of England in 1819 and 

The Mask of Anarchy to demonstrate Shelley‘s skepticism towards the idea that the 

national community can be recuperated, I offer a reading of Prometheus Unbound which 

demonstrates that Shelley takes seriously the possibility that there are viable alternatives 

to the ordered, linear, readily consumable discourse of nation. I will further argue that 

Shelley‘s ambivalence and his linguistic impenetrability are inherently anti-nationalistic 

moves, for they challenge the very aspects of language—linear narrative, conceptual 

fixity, ideological determinacy, consumability, naturalization—which categorize the 

Burkian construction of the nation. 
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I rely on this concluding chapter to perform a variety of functions.  First, it 

provides a new framework for considering some of the key concepts of Romantic 

ideology which have only recently began to be reconceptualized in historically specific 

terms. Individualism, Utopianism, and Universality are particularly central to my 

analysis.  I also attempt to demonstrate, as McGann does, that Romantic texts are perhaps 

at their most political precisely where they seem to be at their most imaginative.  To turn 

away from the historically specific and towards the visionary does not necessarily 

represent a turn away from the cultural forces which give rise to questions about the 

validity of national character as a strategy for world making.  Whereas Burke turns away 

from the tumult of the present and toward a vision of an idyllic past in order to impose 

stability upon a world gone mad, Shelley turns away from history in order to cultivate a 

vision of the world which is liberated by its unsystematic nature. 

 



28 

 

Chapter 1:  Edmund Burke and Lovely England 

To make us love our country, our country ought to be lovely. 

      (Burke, Reflections 172) 

 

This epigraph, taken from Burke‘s Reflections on the Revolution in France, seems 

an appropriate starting point for a discussion of the Romantic right‘s conception of 

England.  It succinctly describes conservative Romantic strategies for preserving national 

pride during a period when domestic and international conflict raised troubling questions 

about the political and the social order of the nation and threatened the very notion of 

what it meant to be English.  It has long been established by Romantic historians that 

central to the crisis of representation that beset England in the late 18
th
 century was the 

French Revolution and the discursive war to which it gave rise across the Channel.   The 

centrality of the revolution is invoked by contemporary cultural critics on both sides of 

the ideological divide: William Hazlitt repeatedly implies in his collection of essays, 

significantly titled The Spirit of the Age (1825), that the revolution—with all of its 

international repercussions—was the major political event of the Romantic era while 

Henry Cockburn, Whig lawyer and contemporary reviewer of Shelley, observed that 

―everything was connected with the Revolution in France…not this thing or that thing, 

but literally everything was soaked in this one event‖ (qtd. Hylson-Smith 63-64).  By 

making this claim I do not mean to argue—as Linda Colley does—for a conception of 

national identity based upon an English/French dichotomy. I am more interested in how 

the French Revolution debate proved itself a decidedly English discursive conflict despite 



29 

 

its focal point.  More specifically, although the revolution was viewed as a world 

historical event by its English supporters, it simultaneously provided its critics with a 

platform upon which to explore the virtues of English insularity.  

Almost from its inception, support for or criticism of the French Revolution 

became inextricably linked with attitudes toward English socio-political reform, a 

phenomenon which significantly altered the political climate of England in 1790.  

Parliamentary groupings were realigned and public opinion was polarized. Those who 

supported the revolution abroad and advocated reform at home moved more noticeably to 

the left, while many among the ruling classes became increasingly right wing.  The latter 

shift was largely facilitated by Edmund Burke, who represented the Revolution as a threat 

to British national security.  Burke feared the impact that revolutionary ideology and 

policy could potentially have upon England in a decade which saw a growing increase in 

radical activity not only overseas but within the borders of English homespace as well. 

More specifically, he expressed concern over the threat of ―English Jacobinism‖ and 

possible violent revolt at home.   

Certainly the 1790s was a tumultuous decade for England and for France.  Social 

conditions were deteriorating for much of the population and the standard of living for 

the British lower classes was extremely poor.  Although the increase in new overseas 

markets, new trade possibilities, and technological revolutions which paved the way for 

new industries such as mining, canal building, and manufacturing allowed England‘s 

economy to flourish during the last half of the 18
th
 century, this did not translate into a 

ubiquitously high standard of living for the British population.  Distribution of wealth 

heavily favored the landed aristocracy while the poor were left without the means to 
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improve the material conditions of their lives.  The lack of universal voting rights denied 

participation in British political life to those without property, while the process of 

enclosure which had been altering the fabric of British agrarian life since the Middle 

Ages left them virtually unemployable and unable to earn a sustainable living.
13

 In ―The 

British Standard of Living‖ E.J. Hobsbawm sums up the economic state of  the last 

decades of the 18
th
 century by pointing out that ―there was no effective mechanism for 

making the distribution of the national income more equal and several for making it less 

so.‖ He adds: 

A large portion of accumulated savings were not directly invested in 

industrialization at all, thus throwing a much greater burden of savings on the rest 

of the community.  In countries with an acute shortage of capital, a depression of 

capital living standards was almost inevitable.  In countries such as Britain where 

plenty of capital was theoretically available, it was likely, simply because much of 

what was available was not in fact pressed into the most useful investment. At 

best therefore we should expect improvements in the standard of living to be 

slower than they might have been; at worst we should not be surprised to find 

deterioration (46).  

In addition to deteriorating social conditions for the disenfranchised, the 1790s 

saw an increase in social activism—both pacifistic and potentially violent—and thus it 

seems that conservative fears of social unrest were to some degree justified.  Martin 

Ceadel points out that in response to the ―Great War‖ between revolutionary France and 

Britain, declared on February 1, 1793 and lasting until June of 1815, an extensive peace 

movement sprung up in Britain, born out of Jeremy Bentham‘s suggestion of a peace 

                                                
13 See Fraistat, ―Romantic Social History‖. 
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association in 1789 (141).
14

  Ceadel notes that Bentham‘s work is indicative that popular 

opinion had become very critical of war during the last quarter of the eighteenth century, 

especially as war was a popular scapegoat for some of the domestic problems which 

contributed to their poor standard of living: harvest failure and consequent rise in food 

prices of 1795.
15

 There was also a visionary radical movement, associated primarily with 

William Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft, and their circle.  Largely an intellectual 

movement, visionary radicalism proposed a philosophy of gradual anarchy which would 

naturally result from adopting the principles of political justice—―the principle of 

morality and truth into the practice of a community‖ (Claeys 568). Convinced that human 

nature is perfectable, visionary radicals saw government as ultimately unnecessary 

because vice and error are not inherent in human nature, but rather the byproducts of 

social corruption.  If men could learn to behave morally, they could become self-

governing. The moral individual would be a properly socialized being, in the sense that 

he would be free from the prison of self-interest and governed by the principles of 

unwavering rationality; thus his actions would necessarily be beneficial to the community 

as a whole making external regulation and control effectively moot.  Although these 

visionary radicals were supportive of the aims of the French revolution, they did not 

support its methods.  Instead they believed in the short term value of government that 

would ultimately give way to an endless progressivism: over time, education and 

reformation of individual consciousness would result in the production of a stateless 

                                                
14

 In the Romantic era, revolutionary France fought against much of Europe for almost a quarter of a 

century. In April 1792 the French government declared war on Habsburg Austria and as I mention in the 

body of the text did the same to Britain in February of the next year. As Ceadel points out, England and 

France were at war for more than twenty-two years with only two periods of cease-fire: March 1802 to 

May 1803 and April 1814 to March 1815 (141-166). 
15 See Ceadel 141-222 
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state. 

Finally, there were reform movements on the far left that advocated both 

Republicanism and an English revolution that would look much like the French 

revolution in terms of its scope.  This was certainly the position adopted by the London 

Corresponding Society, the vanguard of the radical movement in England.   Founded in 

January 1792 by John Frost and Thomas Hardy, the Society consisted mostly of working-

class men and advocated parliamentary reform and widespread political representation 

for working class citizens.
16

 Because it opposed Britain‘s war against France and kept up 

correspondence with the French National Assembly, effectively importing Jacobin ideas 

right from their source, the London Corresponding Society was of great concern to the 

ruling classes.
17

  

Government policy enacted in the 1790s reflects this fear of potential English 

Jacobinism.  In response to the growing number of radical organizations—among the 

most significant were The Dissenters, The Society of Friends, The Friends of the Liberty 

of the Press, The Society for Constitutional Information, and the aforementioned London 

Corresponding Society—new and oppressive censorship laws were introduced which 

allowed for the persecution of radical printers and outlawed public meetings. The 

Treason Act of 1731 was re-empowered and expanded by the passing of two additional 

                                                
16 The London Corresponding Society was originally founded in 1780 but it was revived in more radical 

form in 1792.  Its major goals were parliamentary reform and universal male suffrage.  It also advocated for 

the education of the lower classes and worked towards this objective by publishing inexpensive tract 

editions of The Rights of Man and other radical literature (Fraistat, Romantic Social History).  Finally, The 

Society attempted to galvanize a centralized radical movement by increasing cooperation with similar 
groups throughout the country, leading to the formation of other Corresponding Societies.  They enjoyed 

some fairly significant successes in this regard.  In April  1793 a convention of radicals was held in 

Edinburgh while in May of the same year the LCS drew up a petition for reform that garnered the support 

of 6,000 (Weinstein 39).   
17 See Fraistat, ―Romantic Social History‖; Thompson 102-120 
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acts (called simply, the Two Acts) in 1795, which broadened the definition of treason.
18

 

In May 1792, George III also issued a Proclamation against Seditious Writings.
19

  Habeas 

Corpus was suspended first in May of 1794 and then again in 1798.  The Acts of the late 

1790s, which banned the London Corresponding Society, also outlawed unions.  Indeed 

the Acts labeled any meeting for radical reform an act of treason (Thompson 19).  

Many influential radicals were persecuted under the new laws.  In 1793, for 

example, the leaders of the London Corresponding Society were arrested for treason 

during a convention of reform group leaders in Edinburgh. In May 1794, the government 

tried Hardy and fellow radicals John Thelwall and John Horne Tooke for treason, and in 

March 1796, John Bins and John Gale Jones were arrested. In 1799 radical societies were 

outlawed by the Corresponding Societies Act and although the London Corresponding 

Society maintained a vague and informal existence for a short while, it eventually fizzled 

out.   With its disbanding, radical activity in England effectively ceased, suggesting that 

conservative strategies for radical containment were highly effective in ensuring that 

radical societies in England had a very short life-span between 1792-1799 (Thompson 

17-20). 

The French Revolution and its effect upon the English reform movement provide 

a backdrop against which divergent positions on the importance of national solidarity 

could emerge, perhaps because the Revolution instilled within the conservative English 

                                                
18 The Two Acts were The Treasonable Practices Act and the Seditious Meetings Act. They created four 

new kinds of high treason, in addition to those already existing.  They were:  "within the realm or without, 

compass, imagine, invent, devise or intend death or destruction or any bodily harm tending to death or 

destruction maim or wounding, imprisonment or restraint, of the person of ... the King.‖  Also ―within the 

realm or without, compass imagine, invent, devise or intend‖ to deprive the King of His crown, to levy war 
against the King in order by force to compel the King to change his policies or to ―intimidate or overawe 

Parliament,‖  or ―to move or stir‖ foreigners to invade British territories.  The punishment for treason was 

death (Fraistat ―Romantic Social History‖; Shortt 400-403).  
19 The most famous victim of the Proclamation was Thomas Paine, who had earlier fled to Paris and was 

subsequently tried and convicted in absentia of seditious libel (Thompson 106). 
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consciousness additional fears regarding the ―state of the nation‖ which centered on 

England‘s relation not only to the European Continent, but to its own peripheries as well.  

This is hardly surprising given that radical activity was alive and thriving in Ireland and 

Scotland as well, creating additional anxieties about violence and civil unrest and leading 

to increased strain in the relationship between the nations which compose the ostensibly 

harmonious nation space of Britain. Inspired by the French Revolution, The United Irish 

Society was founded in 1791. Although it began as a multi-denominational organization 

that advocated moderate reform, Catholic-Protestant tensions hindered its development 

along these lines.  Following its suppression in 1794, it reemerged as a radical society 

that called upon revolutionary France to provide Ireland with military aid (Curtin 13-37).   

In 1792 and in 1793 the Scottish 'Friends of the People' assembled under the influence of 

events in France.  Present were representatives, mostly from the professional classes, 

from a variety of active reform societies from most areas of the country. Leaders of the 

movement, such as Thomas Muir, were galvanizing popular support by distributing 

pamphlets and incendiary literature like Paine‘s The Rights of Man, and explaining their 

contents in many of the country‘s small towns and villages.  Although support for 

Scottish reform movements and Scottish popular support of the events in France began to 

ebb once the revolution turned violent, radical activity did not completely cease once 

Britain entered into war with France.  Extremists and radical groups such as The United 

Scotsmen—whose name is imitative of the United Irishmen—organized into local 

branches and met in secret. This was a considerable cause of alarm to a government 

which undertook drastic measures to contain and control the spread of radical discourse.  

And despite a large Scottish presence in the war against France, there exists evidence of 
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much hostility toward and suspicion of the Scots, not only due to the actual radical 

activities which were taking place within its borders, but also because the very presence 

of Scottish radicalism, concomitant with and closely tied to the outbreak of insurrection 

in France, evoked memories of Highlander support for the Jacobite rebellions of 1715 

and 1745 (Lynch 390). 

In light of its international impact, it is hardly surprising that the French 

Revolution was represented not as a civil war, but as a world-historical event by 

statesmen on both sides of the political divide.  On the right, Burke, the great champion 

of English insularity, could not deny that the Revolution was a cosmopolitan 

phenomenon.  As David Bromwich points out, Burke seems preoccupied with the ways 

in which the French revolution threatens to unleash anarchy upon both France and 

England—whose Constitution provided the model for the Constitution drafted by the 

French National Assembly (113).
20

 On the Left, Dissenting minister, Dr. Richard Price, 

represented the Revolution in France as a significant part of a multi-continental historical 

trajectory with repercussions that were similarly global in scope.
21

  In his celebrated A 

Discourse on the Love of Our Country, delivered on the 101st anniversary of the Glorious 

Revolution, Price triumphantly remarked that ―…the ardour for liberty [is] catching and 

spreading; a general amendment beginning in human affairs‖ (par. 44, italics mine). The 

glory of the French Revolution, Price suggests, lies not only in its goal of liberating 

France from the tyranny of the ancien régime, but in its dissemination of the ethos of 

                                                
20 The American Revolution of 1776 was viewed by many (including Burke) as a domestic conflict.  It is 

perhaps this that accounts for the seeming contradiction between Burke‘s support for America and criticism 
of French liberty. 
21 For another convincing contemporary liberal view of the Revolution as an international phenomenon see 

Williams, Helen Maria.  Letters Written in France: in the Summer 1790, to a friend in England.  

Peterborough: Broadview Press; Ormskirk: Thomas Lyster, 2001. Print.  

 



36 

 

human equality and international human rights.        

Looking at the contradictory ways in which Burke and Price read 1688 suggest 

that the Glorious Revolution is an originary moment for divergent readings of Revolution 

in the 1790s.  Price triumphantly claims and Burke desperately attempts to deny that the 

origins of the French Revolution are in England, more specifically in the Revolution of 

1688.  Burke‘s anxious attempt to distance England‘s revolutionary past from the tumult 

of revolutionary past will be given extensive treatment later in this chapter.  Price, 

however, writes: 

After sharing in the benefits of one revolution, I have been spared to be a witness 

to two other revolutions, both glorious. And now, methinks, I see the ardour for 

liberty catching and spreading; a general amendment beginning in human affairs; 

the dominion of kings changed for the dominion of laws, and the dominion of 

priests giving way to the dominion of reason and conscience.    

Be encouraged, all ye friends of freedom, and writers in its defence! The times are 

auspicious. Your labours have not been in vain. Behold kingdoms, admonished by 

you, starting from sleep, breaking their fetters, and claiming justice from their 

oppressors! Behold the light you have struck out, after setting America free, 

reflected to France, and there kindled into a blaze that lays despotism to ashes, 

and warms and illuminates Europe! (par. 45)  

Price draws the link between English and French revolutions through diction, through 

concept, and through syntax.  Most obvious is his use of glorious—an explicit reference 

to the English revolution of 1688—to refer to both the French and American revolutions. 

Once the link is established, it becomes clear that the ―you‖ he identifies in his panegyric 
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address to the friends of freedom is England itself and, in so doing, suggests rather 

emphatically that the English people are more accurately depicted as the vanguards of 

liberty and the crusaders for social justice. Finally, his reference to the end of the 

dominion of kings follows a celebratory passage in which he praises the French monarch 

for stepping aside for the good of his countrymen in language that explicitly references 

the ways in which Price construed The Glorious Revolution—an ostensibly bloodless 

conflict during which William of Orange supplanted James II as England‘s monarch—as 

England‘s liberation from tyranny because it ended the Stuart hold on power in England 

and subordinated the monarchy to parliament.
22

 This passage suggests that the events of 

1688 were meaningful not only for the significant change in political structure they 

occasioned, but for the promise of political and social equality they seemed to offer.
23

  

The Glorious Revolution heralded an end to despotism via the channels of limited 

monarchial authority and a vision of authority in which those in power are subordinate to 

the will of the people, full participatory government, and religious freedom; it was on the 

basis of this vision of liberty that Price drew his connections between the Revolutions in 

England and France respectively.
24

 

                                                
22

 For further reading see Dekrey, Gary S. ―Between Revolutions: Re-appraising the Restoration in 

Britain.‖ 6:3 (2008). 739-773.   
23 Price does recognize that the Revolution of 1688 fails to uphold its promises.  As Thomas Paine points 

out in The Rights of Man, the revolution did little to ensure Religious Freedom and, more problematically, 

it did not occasion universal male suffrage.  What it did was centralize power in the upper classes rather 

than in the monarchy.  Although Price does not go this far in his critique of the success of the Glorious 

Revolution, he does point out that political representation remains unequal.  To use his words: ―the most 

important instance of the imperfect state in which the Revolution left our constitution, is in the inequality of 

our representation.  I think, indeed, this defect in our constitution so gross and so palpable, as to make it 

excellent chiefly in form and theory‖ (par. 36).  By saying so, however, he alludes to the fact that both the 

ideology and the potential of the Glorious Revolution are admirable.  And perhaps more importantly, its 
deficiencies are correctable. 
24 Indeed Price uses language to tie the two together in other ways.  He employs French Revolutionary 

discourse to describe the promise of the Glorious Revolution.  For example: ―…the fetters which despotism 

had been long preparing for us were broken; the rights of the people were appointed in his room…our 

consciences were emancipated…and that aura of light and liberty was introduced among us…had it not 
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Because he focuses so intently on the international dynamics of revolution, it is 

hardly surprising that Price represented support for the Revolution in similarly global 

terms. This point has considerable impact upon the vision of national solidarity that Price 

posits in his text.  David Bromwich points out that Price espouses the French Revolution 

on the grounds that enlightened men and women are ―citizens of the world,‖—rather than 

members of a particular community—who owe their primary loyalty not to ―the little 

plots of ground‖ upon which they happened to be born, but to the cause of human 

freedom (par. 3).
25

  As Price himself says, ―all men of all nations and religions were 

included in the precept, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself‖ (par. 11). Although it is 

inevitable that men and women have localized concerns—the ―state of the nation‖ and 

the wellbeing of those who compose their social networks—Price claims that all interests 

should be subordinate to the concern of mankind at large and to the promotion of ―the 

chief blessings of human nature:‖ Truth, Virtue, Liberty, values which—because they are 

human, rather than culturally specific—transcend national borders (par 5). Enlightened 

men and women must look beyond the boundaries of the nation in order to cultivate an 

accurate understanding of what is good, noble, and just.
26

   

In keeping with his vision of international human community, Price argues that 

                                                                                                                                            
been for this deliverance, the probability is, that, instead of being thus distinguished, we should now have 

been a base people groaning under the infamy and misery of popery and slavery‖  (par. 32) 
25 This excerpt from the text represents Price‘s pithy conception of what a nation is not. See Bromwich 113.  
26 This vision of the socially responsible human is in keeping with French Revolutionary ideals: Liberté, 

Egalité, Fraternité stemmed from the rationalist discourse of the Enlightenment and were espoused by the 

French National Assembly in 1789.  In August 1789, the National Assembly adopted  ―Declaration of The 

Rights of Man and the Citizen,‖ which exposed the inconsistencies of law and policy which discriminate on 

the basis of race, class, and religion and promoted equal rights for all men.  Interestingly, no provision was 

made for equal rights or political participation for women despite the fact that they were held politically 
responsible for their misdeeds.     In 1791, French ―feminist‖ Marie Gouze who published under the name 

Olympe de Gouges famously composed an answer to the National Assembly.  Her ―Declaration of the 

Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen‖ matched, point for point, the Declaration of the Rights of Man 

and demanded freedom and political participation for women.  She was sent to the Guillotine in 1793. See 

Fraistat, ―Romantic Social History.‖  



39 

 

social justice is most accurately described as a global pursuit.  And it is for this reason 

that the socially responsible patriot does not love his country to the exclusion of all 

others; nor does he view the relationship between his or her own nation and the rest of the 

world in hierarchical terms.  Such a jingoistic conception of patriotism does not form the 

basis for an ethos of national community; rather, it represents a gross misconception of 

what it means to love one‘s country.  And it is a particularly dangerous conception of 

nationalism which leads to ―love of domination; a desire of conquest, and a thirst for 

grandeur and glory,‖ all of which are detrimental to the cause of human liberty (par. 3).    

To put this another way, the socially responsible patriot does not determine the 

merits of his nation by naively setting it in opposition to a demonized view of the socio-

cultural and political systems of other nations; he assesses its value by determining 

whether or not its governing principles and its character are consistent with a set of non-

culturally specific moral precepts—knowledge, justice, virtue, sobriety, liberty— which 

are based upon the aforementioned ―blessings of human nature.‖  Patriotism is a moral 

duty and it is a moral duty that requires enlightened thinking: rational analysis and the 

ability to look outward in order to look in.  

A Patriot cannot allow sentiment to lead him to an uncritical acceptance of the 

condition of the nation—a point that is of manifold significance.  First, it suggests 

additional ways in which Price‘s conception of nationalism is heavily influenced by 

Enlightenment discourse which gave rise to French Revolutionary ideology.  Second, and 

perhaps more importantly, it suggests that while an enlightened human being is indeed a 

lover of his or her country, s/he is first and foremost, a citizen of the world.  Finally, it 

calls for popular participation in social process.    According to Price‘s model, a patriot 
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must be an astute cultural critic; he or she must determine whether or not national policy 

and national ideology are congruent, and he or she must expose social problems rather 

than mask them with effusions of national chauvinism, a point that provides the basis for 

an even more inflammatory claim.  Price‘s conception of responsible patriot as cultural 

analyst suggests that it is the duty of the populace to hold up national policy to public 

scrutiny. Should national policy prove remiss in fulfilling its promise of social equality, 

universal political participation, and freedom of worship, it is the duty of the patriot to 

work towards full expression of this social vision so that his nation can exist in harmony 

with the rationally determined global community.  For Price, this is the lesson to be taken 

from the Glorious Revolution and its heir, the Revolution in France.  And it represents a 

particularly incendiary message in a period where the political climate was one of anxiety 

and intolerance towards all speech considered seditious.     

*** 

It should come as no surprise, then, that Price‘s sermon raised the ire of many 

conservatives and of the French Revolution denouncers, most notably Burke, who 

composed his anti-Jacobin Reflections on the Revolution in France (1789) largely in 

response to Price‘s Discourse.
27

  For conservatives, the dissemination of sentimental 

patriotic discourse and popular consumption of national narratives was crucial if 

England‘s problematic status quo was to be maintained in an era of revolutionary fervor 

and heightened global consciousness. Like Price, Burke saw the potential for the 

Revolution‘s international impact and he suggested that its greatest danger lay not in 

                                                
27 Of course there were other prominent supporters of the French Revolution who inspired Burke‘s 

response.  Some examples include Charles James Fox who, in Parliament, said, ―he exulted in [the 

Revolution] from feelings and from Principle‖ (qtd. Burke, Speech on the Army Estimates 409).  William 

Pitt, a conservative, speculated that a reconstructed France would be ―one of the most brilliant powers in 

Europe‖ (Whibley138). 
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localized conflicts but in its transportability.  Like a contagion, revolutionary ideals, 

ideology, and discourse were conveyed across the channel and across national borders, 

providing English radicals with a new vocabulary for articulating their cause and a new 

way of theorizing their conception of social justice.  In addition, it set a precedent for 

violent revolution.  Thus, for Burke, the Revolution had the potential to create a world of 

monsters in its wake; his Reflections represents his attempt to defend the concept of 

Englishness from revolutionary contagion, or at least to stem the influx of dangerous 

ideas.  He attempts to do so by constructing a vision of the national ―we‖ that looks to 

define England primarily temporally, spatially, and in mythic terms rather than in 

revolutionary terms which are already places of cultural and ideological miscegenation.
28

  

As Peter Mortensen quite accurately points out, Burke uses the consolidating pronoun to 

imply that to be an Englishman is to be part of an inherited narrative that spans both time 

and space, linking all Englishmen who have lived, currently live, or will live within 

national borders. Similarly, it is the concept of nation which valorizes the preservation of 

cultural inheritance and custom, arguing that if Englishmen abandon their inheritance, 

they will lack the frameworks for contemplating self and world, and  society will devolve 

into ―an unsocial, uncivil, unconnected chaos of elementary principles‖ alternatively an 

―…antagonistic world of madness, discord, vice, confusion, and unavailing sorrow‖ 

(195). Burke‘s words here echo the social contract theory of Thomas Hobbes.  For both 

Burke and Hobbes, it is the construction of a centralized state that protects men from 

                                                
28 It is perhaps for this reason that Burke argued for an international strategy of revolutionary suppression. 
In Reflections on the Revolution in France, Burke urges all European monarchies to combine and crush the 

Revolution early and completely while simultaneously repressing any manifestation of potentially 

revolutionary character in their own countries.  What I will go on to present in this chapter is Burke‘s 

strategy for English revolutionary suppression, which is aesthetically based and ideologically determined 

rather than violent. 
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desperation and meaningless existence; both are willing to sacrifice individual freedom 

for the sake of domestic stability (Hobbes pars. 1-33).    

Burke and other conservative writers heavily invested in establishing and 

disseminating this nationalistic narrative of domestic stability were deeply troubled by 

the importation of revolutionary ideals that advocated a globalized conception of cultural 

equality. As Mortensen has suggested, Burke‘s nationalistic rhetoric in Reflections 

―seems compensatory, an attempt to rekindle the flame of heroism or suppress an 

underlying nervousness‖ that the concept of ―England‖ is always already unraveling, 

particularly where Burke identifies sites of English Jacobinism. The text, Mortensen 

argues, reflects a tremendous preoccupation with two sources of revolutionary discourse 

previously discussed in this chapter: Price‘s sermon and the London Corresponding 

Society.  Burke‘s treatment of both is curiously schizophrenic, at once trivializing, 

condescending, and mocking, and yet, in the large amount of textual space he affords 

them, ―he appears fascinated by…who they are; how many they are; and of what value 

their opinions might be‖ (20).   

 Mortensen further points out that Burke has a particular strategy for neutralizing 

these potential sites of domestic instability: he conflates ―Jews and jobbers‖—that is to 

say would-be religious and political dissenters—into a generalized category of 

foreignness, using the stigma commonly associated with both groups in order to cast 

them as treasonous and decidedly un-English.  Simply put, republicans, like Jews and 

jobbers, are ungrateful and unpatriotic because although they live within national borders, 

they embrace un-English causes and cultural practices and in so doing ―bite the hand that 

feeds them‖ (21).  Republicans, like Jews, represent an alien presence that destabilizes 
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from within.  The Jews, Mortensen argues, are a particularly effective representation of 

the foreign because of their historical presence in England.  Following their readmittance 

into England in 1655, they were viewed as an alien and potentially threatening ethnic 

group that essentially lived in England as strangers in a strange land.   

Burke‘s strategy is significant for a number of reasons.  First, he does not define 

the ―foreign‖ in strictly geographical terms.  In addition to representing them as 

monstrous Frenchmen and Turks, Burke represents foreigners as Englishmen in a very 

literal sense.  They are men whose presence within the space of the nation predates the 

outbreak of Revolution in France.   Yet they are simultaneously un-English because they 

are individuals who have displaced themselves by dissociating from the imagined 

community of the nation. As Mortensen also makes clear, those who populate Burke‘s 

―foreign‖ space do so because they violate his definition of a properly patriotic English 

subject.  Burke‘s foreigner lives within the geographic space of the nation, but he insists 

upon embracing the un-English (be it political ideology or deity), and thus, he has placed 

his loyalty elsewhere.   The foreigner ―[lacks] any of the emotional ties that bind 

Englishmen to their ―little platoon.‖ He is a particularly frightening figure because he 

represents the doppleganger of the national subject.  Simultaneously English and not 

English, he provides for the discontented multitude an alternative model for the 

relationship between nation and individual that does not hinge upon unquestioning 

acceptance of national ideology (Mortensen 21). 

Second, Burke‘s conception of national subjectivity does not, as Linda Colley 

claims, rest solely upon the establishment of a Domestic-Abroad binary because in 

describing the foreigner as ―the alien within,‖ Burke‘s conception of Englishness does 
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not depend upon the presence of an external enemy for definition.  Although his theory is 

undeniably xenophobic and catalyzed by anxieties surrounding the Anglo-French conflict 

and a growing preoccupation with Revolutionary France, ultimately he concludes that 

national subjectivity should be derived from the narrative of historically determined 

national character.  Basing his model for subject development upon the model of the 

chain of being—and setting it almost in direct opposition to Price‘s conception of the 

patriot as citizen of the world who first looks outward to look in—Burke argues that a 

proper national subject first loves his aforementioned ―little platoon.‖ He feels connected 

to his highly localized sense of place, both in terms of national geography and in terms of 

placement in class hierarchy.   

Out of those feelings grow love for one‘s country and then finally concern for 

mankind.  In this way, Burke suggests that one‘s sense of national subjectivity should be 

shaped by what is immediately familiar, and in turn, a sense of national subjectivity 

should shape one‘s attitude toward the rest of the world and its conflicts.
29

  For him, it is 

essential that the patriot be a subject in the most conventional sense of the term; he 

should feel emotionally connected first and foremost to the familiar so that his conception 

of nation is emotionally derived rather than politically motivated, and his feelings for 

                                                
29

 Here Burke‘s argument exhibits parallels with Adam Smith‘s notion of sympathy as it is expressed in 

The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759).  Smith‘s sympathy takes the place of the "moral sense" postulated 

by Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Hume. It refers to man‘s ability to identify with the passions of others by 

imaginatively reconstructing their experiences. Smith writes: ―as we have no immediate experience of what 

other men feel, we can form no idea of the manner in which they are affected, but by conceiving what we 

ourselves should feel in the like situation. Though our brother is on the rack, as long as we ourselves are at 

our ease, our senses will never inform us of what he suffers. They never did, and never can, carry us 

beyond our own person, and it is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his 

sensations. Neither can that faculty help us to this any other way, than by representing to us what would be 

our own, if we were in his case. It is the impressions of our own senses only, not those of his, which our 
imaginations copy. By the imagination, we place ourselves in his situation‖ (Smith, Moral Sentiments 11).  

Sympathy arises from an innate desire to identify with the emotions of others. Because it allows human 

beings to temper their self-interest and provides psychological basis for the desire to obey law,  sympathy 

has the potential to inspire human beings to perform benevolent acts towards individuals and maintain the 

general social order. 



45 

 

country affectionate rather than critical. To be a national subject is to feel included in and 

unquestioningly fond of the national ―we.‖
30

  It is to subscribe to the social contract, ―a 

fixed compact sanctioned by the inviolable oath which holds all physical and all moral 

natures, each in their appointed place‖ (195). Simply put, to be a proper national subject 

is to be interpellated into the ideology of England through the domestication of sentiment. 

 What is particularly interesting to note is that Burke‘s sentimental patriotism is 

directly at odds with public good, for it does not require that England‘s glaring social 

problems be addressed or remedied.  Rather, he argues that while ―a man full of warm 

speculative benevolence may wish his society otherwise constituted than he finds it,‖ a 

good patriot ―…always considers how he shall make the most of the existing materials of 

his country‖ (200).  It is not the place of the patriotic citizen to think of social 

amelioration; rather, he or she must concede that such thoughts are better suited to 

statesmen who should be trusted to know what is in the public‘s best interest when 

writing social policy.  What Burke here suggests is that sentimental patriotism and his 

vision of the nation as a geographical and ideological body isolated from and superior to 

the rest of the world are motivated by desires far more complex than preserving 

Englishness from foreign encroachment and cultural miscegenation.  For Burke they 

serve a two-fold and interrelated purpose. They police the internal borders of homespace 

by creating a culture of passive acceptance among the financially and socially 

disadvantaged who might otherwise be swept up by the discourse of liberty. They also 

ensure that both class hierarchy and the values and practices of the elite which allow the 

social system to continue unchallenged are reified and preserved, regardless of the fact 

                                                
30 Indeed Burke claims that when comparisons are drawn between Revolutionary France and England , ―we 

must feel as Englishmen, and feeling we must provide as Englishmen‖ (Reflections 85). 
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that they are inherently biased towards the upper classes.  

Indeed, the conception of the nation that Reflections provides is unabashedly pro-

aristocratic and pro-landowner.  It champions the values of gentility, chivalry, benevolent 

paternalism, blood, noble birth, and primogeniture and argues that the good patriot should 

champion them as well, even if such values seem alien to his social reality.  Thus Burke 

suggests that the dissemination of the ideology of nation, like the implementation of 

repressive governmental policies throughout the 1790s, is central to maintaining the state. 

It represents a key strategy in preventing widespread social upheaval and violent 

campaigns for change in a social climate that seems ripe for revolution.  To use his 

words:   

In the famous law of the 3d of Charles I.  called the Petition of Right, the 

parliament says to the king, ‗your subjects have inherited this freedom,’ claiming 

their franchises not on abstract principles ‗as the rights of men,‘ but as the rights 

of Englishmen, and as a patrimony derived from their forefathers.  Selden, and the 

other profoundly learned men, who drew this petition of right, were as well 

acquainted, at least, with all the general theories concerning the ‗rights of men,‘ as 

any of the discourses in our pulpits or on your tribune; full as well as Dr. Price, or 

as the Abbe Seyes.  But, for reasons worthy of that practical wisdom which 

superseded their theoretic science, they preferred this positive, recorded, 

hereditary title to all which can be dear to the man and the citizen, to that vague 

speculative right, which exposed their sure inheritance to be scrambled for and 

torn to pieces by every wild litigious spirit (118). 

Burke here tells the story of the principles which inform the writing of public policy.  His 
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idiom—the discourse of inheritable birthright—is explicitly linked not only with 

aristocratic ideology but also with the notion of order and national stability.  In contrast to 

the vague, speculative principles of the nationless ―citizen,‖ or man, the rights of the 

Englishman are fixed, discernable, and static. Digging a little bit deeper, we see precisely 

the points that I have made throughout the course of this paragraph.  First, he identifies 

the ―rights of the Englishman,‖ which are to inherit the traditions and policies of the 

peoples that have come before them regardless of whether or not they may be beneficial 

to the national subject or relevant to the historical conditions of the contemporary 

moment.  In fact this passage aggressively closes off the possibility that change or 

deviation might be beneficial to individuals and to the social body as a whole.  Instead, 

the benefit of Englishness, as the juxtaposition of inherited national character and stable 

policy with fractious litigious individuals suggests, is that it protects the state and its 

institutions from contentious activity.  As his diction and tone, which borders on 

aggressively emphatic, suggest, it is a policy that is not born out of love for the well-

being of the national subject.  Englishness is born out of concern for the well-being of the 

state which, this passage implies, is threatened by a variety of radical discourses that 

foster violent and untamed sentiment.  Specifically mentioned are Dr. Price‘s Discourse 

and Paine‘s The Rights of Man, which argue for the rights of individuals by calling for 

full participatory government.  These revolutionary discourses--and indeed any reference 

to social change at all--are associated with the violent, the uncertain, the unstable, and the 

unpleasant. The benefit of social change is represented as elusive, more specifically, an 

elusive scrap of flesh for scavengers to fight over.  Thus we see that Burke‘s notion of 

Englishness has its basis in fear: fear of opposition and fear of social policy which 
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deviates from that which has always been.  

This passage also contains a fascinating paradox: Burke‘s language proposes a 

split between benevolence and sentimental patriotism, leaving the reader of Reflections to 

wonder how he expects a concept of patriotism so hostile to the concerns of an oppressed 

and unhappy populace, and so aggressively opposed to the concept of social amelioration, 

to be accepted.  Further, it raises the question of how Burke can expect the populace to 

revere the very institutions—established monarchy, established church, established class 

system, widespread disenfranchisement—which create the unpleasant material conditions 

of 1790s English society.  Reflections provides a troubling answer when it addresses the 

subject of chivalry.  Following the often referenced passage about the arrest of Marie 

Antoinette—about which I shall say more in a moment—he writes the following lament: 

The age of chivalry is gone…never more shall we behold that generous loyalty to 

rank and sex, that proud submission, that dignified obedience, that subordination 

of the heart which kept alive, even in servitude itself, the spirit of an exalted 

freedom.  The unbought grace of life, the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of 

manly sentiment and heroic enterprize is gone…which ennobled whatever it 

touched, and under which vice itself lost half its evil by losing all its grossness 

(170). 

David Bromwich quite rightly claims that Burke constructs a vision of an ancient social 

system ―tamed by beauty,‖ and purged of its nastiest elements (119). There lies in this 

representation a split between political reality and sentimental response congruent with 

the split that Burke proposes between patriotism and public benefit.  Slavery rendered 

beautiful produces a sense of exaltation and freedom.   Submission renders him who 
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submits proud and dignified, rather than humbled and oppressed.  Indeed Burke seems to 

suggest that by representing the relationship between master and slave, powerful and 

powerless, in ‗beautiful‖ terms, the dynamics of power are rendered similarly beautiful.  

Central to this passage is Burke's claim that ―vice loses half its evil by losing all 

its grossness,‖ which Bromwich interprets to mean that a problematic system whose 

nature is laid bare is ultimately more evil than a system whose operation has been 

masked.  However Bromwich and I interpret the significance of this point far differently.  

He claims that Burke uses the extended metaphor of ―clothes make the man,‖ in an 

attempt to aestheticize morality and argue that hypocrisy does less harm to society than 

does overt tyranny, because it preserves a certain standard of moral conduct.  If 

individuals are forced to hide their vices so they can be perceived as good then, by 

necessity, they will behave in a less wicked manner (119). I read the metaphor as a 

deliberate point of connection between Burke‘s political and aesthetic theories as they are 

represented in Reflections and A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of 

the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757)—a text which is often associated with his 

Reflections. He uses his discourse of aesthetics in order to provide theoretical justification 

for the importance of evoking sentiment in order to ensure political loyalty. In so doing, 

Burke proves himself a startlingly effective propagandist.  This view of Burke as 

propagandist is hardly new.  James Mackintosh noted his skill as early as 1791.  In his 

comprehensive introduction to Burke‘s Reflections, Connor Cruise O‘Brian sums up 

Mackintosh‘s point by arguing that: 

…there can be no doubt that Burke was a conscious and deliberate propagandist.  

He has some claim indeed to be the first modern propagandist: the first to be 
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conscious of a need for organized effort, adequately financed, and reinforced by 

―state action,‖ to mould public opinion on questions of ideology and international 

policy.  He was the first also to give a lead in such an effort…His originality 

should not be exaggerated…Burke‘s originality was not in engaging in 

propaganda, but in thinking seriously about its nature and its power and on how 

best to use it (O‘Brian 51-2).   

This sophisticated and eerily modern understanding of how to manipulate discourse for 

political purposes is evident in Burke‘s use of the metaphor ―clothes make the man.‖  He 

argues that in the public eye, the representation of a thing—be it an oppressive social 

system or power dynamic—becomes the thing itself, and thus proper representation of an 

idea is key to widespread acceptance.  Power, properly represented, is articulated in a 

language that conflates the discourses of aesthetics, affect, and morality so that what is 

good is equated with what is beautiful and what inspires us to feel. Deeply. According to 

Burke what is beautiful is perceived as pleasing, and feminine, light and delicate rather 

than threatening and dangerous.  It inspires submission rather than commands it, because 

it evokes admiration rather than fear.  Burke describes the physiological effects of the 

beautiful upon the beholder as follows:  

The head reclines something on one side; the eyelids are more closed than usual, 

and the eyes roll gently with an inclination to the object; the mouth is a little 

opened, and the breath drawn slowly, with now and then a low sigh; the whole 

body is composed, and the hands fall idly to the sides.  All this is accompanied 

with an inward sense of melting and languor. These appearances are always 

proportioned to the degree of beauty in the object, and of sensibility in the 
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observer (Inquiry, XIX ). 

Burke‘s description of physical lassitude stands as a convincing representation of the type 

of political lassitude that he associates with the effects of sentimental patriotism.  At its 

most effective, the beautiful seems benign; one submits to it without knowing that he or 

she has done so because what feels like admiration is passive languishing. Sentimental 

patriotism works on the individual psyche in comparable ways; one who transfers his 

feelings of love and uncritical acceptance to the lovely nation does not realize that s/he is 

quietly stepping into the role of national subject. He who is captivated by beauty, quite 

literally, cannot act.  Awed by what he beholds, he allows himself to become motionless 

and still, capable of no physical action or critical judgment. Similarly the national subject 

who is awed by domestic beauty does not question whether or not the representation 

matches social reality, nor does he rebel against the economic and political injustices 

built into the system of class hierarchy and social authority.  Because he is unaware of his 

subjugation, he quietly accepts his station and his place in the social order.    

 By incorporating this principle into his discussion of social structure and domestic 

policy, Burke creates a new aesthetic category: the lovely, or the politically motivated 

deployment of the category of beauty.   Whether the lovely manifests itself in the form of 

aestheticized representations of power or in the form of sanitized versions of the national 

narrative, Burke suggests that loveliness represents the key to ensuring the efficacy of 

patriotism as a strategy for preserving the social order.  If England is to be loveable, her 

subjects must perceive her as lovely.  In order to ensure that they do so, the national 

narrative must be disseminated in a similarly lovely mode: it must abject the unlovely—

the wicked, the overtly tyrannical, the violent—from its account of social history, and it 



52 

 

must cloak the nation‘s institutions of power in ―decent drapery‖ so that they appear 

beautiful (and therefore moral), valuable, ennobled, and perhaps most importantly, 

benign.  Deirdre Lynch takes this point a step further by pointing out that Burke 

feminizes the national community in order to domesticate the national body and 

juxtapose a sentimentally attractive English nation with the cold and calculating 

masculine republic of Jacobin France.  To use her words: 

Burke touted the superior attractions of a mother-country that would be loved 

because it was ―lovely.‖ With the matrocentric inflection that Burke gave it, this 

statescraft aimed at no more than what comes naturally to speakers of English. It 

is aimed to homogenize the private and public meanings carried in the words 

―home‖ and ―domestic‖—to make mothering the type of domestic policy in both 

senses of that term, and to make home-life underwrite the authority of 

administrative institutions like the Home Office, as well as notions of a home-

country (45).   

Not only does Burke soften the repressive nature of the institutions of power by 

representing them as ―motherly,‖ but her theory adds weight to the idea that Burke 

attempts to attach the national subject to the state by encouraging sentimental bonds 

based on love, respect, aesthetic appreciation for and pride in its traditional institutions.  

If represented in this way, the nation can inspire loyalty, even in the face of undeniable 

social discrepancy, because it appeals to the emotional rather than the rational faculties of 

its subjects, and in so doing, dulls their sense of righteous indignation.  

 We can hear echoes of Foucault in Burke‘s insistence that domestic stability may 

be cultivated and protected through the dissemination of the ideology of loveliness rather 
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than through the repressive exercise of power.
31

  He is particularly emphatic when he 

argues that, ―…pleasing illusions [make power] gentle and obedience liberal, [they 

harmonize] the different shades of life, and [by a bland assimilation, incorporate] into 

politics the sentiments which beautify and soften private society‖ (171).  As Burke here 

suggests, lovely representations of power are illusions that soothe rather than inspire 

social tensions because they, like the beautiful object of The Sublime and the Beautiful, 

masquerade as gentle and non-oppressive.  They seem to cajole, rather than dictate, so 

that submission to the lovely seems like choice rather than mandate. They inspire 

sanguine acceptance rather than analytical criticism.   

In addition, lovely representations of power perform a stabilizing function 

because they render the social fictions that represent society as ennobled meaningful. By 

deploying his metaphor ―clothes make the man,‖ Burke not only shows us that ―decent 

drapery‖ makes repressive social institutions similarly decent, but the lack of ―decent 

drapery‖ returns all of the unlovely elements that are abjected from the narrative of 

Lovely England to public consciousness.  And social discourse will disintegrate into 

chaos where ―all the super-added ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral 

imagination, which the heart owns, and the understanding ratifies, as necessary to cover 

the defects of our naked shivering nature, and to raise it to dignity in our own estimation, 

are to be exploded as a ridiculous, absurd, and antiquated fashion‖ (171).   

 Here Burke argues that although the lovely nation is an ideologically determined 

cultural fiction—alternatively, a discursive production rather than a material one—it is a 

necessary fiction that provides English people with the means to understand their 

                                                
31 See Foucault, Michael. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Trans. Alan Sheridan. 2nd ed.  

New York: Vintage, 1995. Print. 135-293.  
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subjectivity and their place in a world which has become significantly smaller due to the 

influence of imperialism and the transportability of foreign ideas.  It reflects an 

aggressive fear of the foreign as it defines the discourse of national identity as an insular 

one which ―[gives our] frame of polity the image of a relation in blood; binding up the 

constitution of our country with our dear domestic ties; adopting our fundamental laws 

into the bosom of family affections; keeping inseparable and mutually reflected charities, 

our state, our hearths, our sepulchers, and our alters‖ (120).    Indeed this passage seems 

to provide a warning in as much as it argues for the centrality of the discourse of national 

identity to the process of self and world contemplation.  Without widespread investment 

in the fiction of the lovely nation, England is susceptible to a breakdown, a breakdown 

where the institutions of power lose their status as exalted, and the ideology which 

upholds the social order and distinguishes England as distinct and superior nation space 

can be overhauled. 

Finally, lovely representations of power construct a vision of an equitable social 

world rather than a vision of a social world that is stridently divided along class lines.  

They are fictions of social inclusion that have the unique ability to make the powerless 

feel equal to the powerful, mitigating ―kings into companions‖ and ―raising private men 

to be fellows with kings‖(170). To put this another way, lovely representations of power 

mask the sado-masochistic dynamic inherent in class and political relations by redefining 

concepts like nobility in aesthetic, evocative, and moral terms.  Men are not ―kingly‖ or 

―noble‖ because they are born ―kingly‖ or ―noble.‖  Rather, they are noble because they 

invest their emotional capital in the values that ennoble.  Kings and cobblers can be 

gentlemen in the realm of the imaginary and the emotive because the concept of 
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―nobility‖ is seemingly divorced from the discourses of socio-political and economic 

structure. Men are not noble because they are born noble; they are noble because they 

adhere to the values that ennoble.  

All of these points are brought to the textual center in the passage which Burke‘s 

critics frequently cite as central: the previously mentioned narrative about the arrest of 

Marie Antoinette.   The passage reveals many of Burke‘s rhetorical strategies and serves 

as a point of connection and explication for the various discursive binaries (the natural v. 

the theatrical, the aesthetic v. the unlovely, the moral v. the immoral, the traditional v. the 

modern, and the emotional v. the rational) that he deploys.   I also argue for the centrality 

of this passage because the famous description of Marie Antoinette as chivalric heroine 

and innocent victim of collective insanity perfectly depicts the operation of loveliness in 

Burke‘s political theory.  He describes the queen and her fall from prominence as 

follows: 

It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the queen of France, then the 

dauphiness, at Versailles; and surely never lighted on this orb, which she hardly 

seemed to touch, a more delightful vision. I saw her just above the horizon, 

decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just began to move in—glittering 

like the morning-star, full of life, and splendor, and joy.  Oh! What a revolution! 

And what a heart must I have, to contemplate without emotion that elevation and 

that fall!  Never did I dream that I should see such disasters fallen upon her in a 

nation of gallant men, in a nation of men of honour and of cavaliers.  I thought ten 

thousand swords must have leaped from their scabbards to avenge even a look 

that threatened her with insult.  But the age of chivalry is gone.—that of 
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sophisters, oeconomists, and calculators, has succeeded; and the glory of Europe 

is extinguished forever (169-70).   

Burke eschews the language of rational analysis—the language that he identifies with 

Price and the dissenters and French Revolutionary discourse—in favor of an effusive 

description of Marie Antoinette‘s loveliness that teeters dangerously between rhapsody 

and hysterical melodrama.    Burke then proceeds to use the language of melodrama to 

textualize her as the heroine of a chivalric romance, to be defended, even from the threat 

of an unspoken insult, by a host of honorable, cavalier gentlemen rather than persecuted 

by a monstrous mob in the midst of equally monstrous political turmoil.     

Burke‘s rhetorical strategy is significant here for a number of reasons.  First, he 

uses style as substance.  More specifically, he uses this passage to teach by example how 

stylized representation can be deployed in order to mask ideological machination. His 

effusive language masks a strategy of using ad hominem attack and insinuation to defend 

tradition and pre-revolutionary social structure (of which Marie Antoinette is 

emblematic).  Burke‘s histrionics belie the fact that the impact of the passage upon the 

reader mirrors its content.  Embedded in the effusive language is a complex rhetorical 

trap for the defenders of revolution.  If they question the value of chivalry, they show 

themselves to be what Burke had called them ‗sophisters, oeconomists, and calculators‘, 

not men one could trust in an emergency because, ―at the moment when one needed their 

help, they would wonder ‗How much is it worth to us?... This crush of insinuation, ad 

hominem and none the less effective for that, prepares for an intuitive stroke of genius in 

Burke‘s treatment of the zealous theorists of the Revolution.  He makes his readers 

believe that they are in fact cold men‖ (Bromwich 116).  Pushing on the idea that Burke 
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claims those who do not defend the queen are cold calculators—individuals who would 

spend their time assessing the value of defending Marie Antoinette rather than 

immediately coming to the aid of a helpless and beautiful heroine—we see that the 

passage inadvertently makes the same claim for those who question ―what good is the 

social order and is it worth defending?‖ One who asks this question proves him or herself 

to be precisely what Burke claims the skeptic is—a cold and judgmental calculator, rather 

than a sentimental patriot who is able to see the virtue and beauty inherent in the social 

order. 

  Burke describes Marie Antoinette in much the same way as he describes the 

beautiful object of The Inquiry. Like the beautiful object, she is small and pleasing, 

delightful and non-threatening—especially when juxtaposed with the images of 

revolutionary violence that permeate the text—at once an ethereal vision and a naïve 

child. ―Glittering,‖ ―joyous,‖ and ―splendid,‖ Marie Antoinette is represented as an object 

whose sole purpose is to offer emotional and aesthetic pleasure to those that behold her.  

In addition, Burke‘s description of Marie Antoinette is highly stylized and bears precious 

little resemblance to her deprecatory historical representation as conniving reactionary, 

haughty foreign queen who demonstrated little sympathy for the plight of the starving 

poor, and bad mother, who was as faithless to her husband as she was to her countrymen 

(Zweig xi-2).  Burke also chooses to focus his description upon fantasy rather than 

reality.  He draws upon literary tradition for his construction of the queen and depicts her 

not as political figurehead but as Romance heroine who is possessed of unparalleled 

beauty, and who is patient and ennobled while enduring terrible affliction.  Perhaps most 

importantly, she is passive.  Her great virtue is not action, but endurance.   Burke also 
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places her within the context of a tragedy—she is a chivalric heroine in an age where 

chivalry has been tragically destroyed and she too is doomed to destruction.  Fragile, 

vulnerable, and beautiful, she requires the admiration of her reader, and the protection of 

her champions.  Instead she is victimized and persecuted by an unruly mob whose 

emotions have not been appropriately domesticated in the same way that those who 

encounter the lovely and the beautiful are tamed and seduced into inaction by their 

encounter.  The physiological responses implied in Burke‘s description of his own 

sighting of Marie Antoinette make this readily apparent.  The imagery is purely visual 

and the language indicates that he is awestruck by the sight.  So fixated is he that he can 

do nothing but stare adoringly at her physical form and contemplate nothing beyond the 

splendor of her beauty.  The proper response to such beauty is the expression of effusive 

but tame sensibility, an outpouring of sentiment which he suggests should be mirrored in 

the hearts of the national subject.  Just as Burke springs to her defense rhetorically, he 

calls for her subjects to spring to her defense with chivalric militaristic action born of the 

unwavering devotion inspired by gazing upon her incomparably lovely form.  Bromwich 

claims that by ―evoking an ancient ethic of pride tamed by beauty, of masculine courage 

rendered unselfish, Burke is able to suggest the presence of a virtue in the old regime 

which its usurpers have heartlessly uprooted.‖ The term heartless is particularly important 

here.  Bromwich notes that the language of rhapsody and elegy takes the place of the 

language of analysis and judgment which he associates with the ―sophisters, oeconomists, 

and calculators,‖ of Revolutionary France.  Thus Burke argues for state-inculcated 

emotion to serve as antidote to potentially detrimental enlightenment thought, the 

―calculated sophistry,‖ which allows for critical responses to social policy and the unruly 
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passions which turn critical thought into violent revolt.    

Both Burke‘s language and his representation of Marie Antoinette are significant 

for a number of reasons.  Firstly, Burke uses the figure of the French Queen as an 

example of how a lovely representation can eclipse what is problematic about the 

material entity.  He does so by choosing Marie Antoinette, an odd object of imaginative 

sympathy in a text that was intended for an English audience and which expresses 

decidedly anti-French and anti-foreign sentiments.   David Bromwich also makes note of 

the difficulty. He writes:  

Marie Antoinette was the Queen of France, not England: the focus of the affective 

loyalties of a rival nation.  France was a model sometimes despised, sometimes 

envied, almost never recommended as a model.  In any case, she was a Catholic 

and Burke was addressing readers in a Protestant Country who would be immune 

to that particular source of appeal. (118). 

We disagree in our assessment of how Burke overcomes these difficulties.  Bromwich 

argues that Burke resorts to the discourses of personal memory and Romantic hyperbole 

in order to universalize his description.  I argue that he universalizes his description by 

representing her as an object of hyperbolic beauty rather than a fully actualized political 

subject.   More specifically, he represents her as an embodiment of the lovely nation and 

Burke uses his account of her capture in order to teach by example just how effective 

such a representation can be.  If an English reader can put aside cultural discrepancy and 

accept a Catholic and a Frenchwoman as an object of imaginative sympathy into which 

he can invest his emotional capital—what might that suggest about the power of a 

representation that is similarly aestheticized, but uniquely Anglicized? And it is hardly 
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surprising that in the case of the English national body that Burke chooses to associate 

the lovely with the figure of the nation rather than with the figure of the monarch.  

George III, mad, widely disliked, and a foreigner in his own right and Queen Charlotte, 

famously described by Dr. Plumb as a ―dim, formidably ugly girl,‖ make for ineffective 

aesthetic objects.  Their descriptions cannot be manipulated to inspire emotive response.  

Burke‘s narrative of English history and national character with its discourse of 

benevolent paternalism, liberty, non-violence, and civility are far easier to represent in 

evocative aesthetic terms.
32

   

Secondly, Burke‘s representation of Marie Antoinette ensures that his argument is 

positioned within the discourse of the emotional (and the readily consumable) rather than 

the discourse of the rational (and the skeptical) and in so doing encourages his reader to 

feel rather than act.   As Stephen K. White points out, Burke argues in The Inquiry that 

scenes of distress evoke pity and the harder the sufferer falls, the more pity his suffering 

and his fall evoke.   This passage takes the argument a step further. It suggests that the 

lovelier the object, the more tragic it is when it falls, and the more likely a sentimental 

reader is to sympathize with its plight.  The more pathos and imaginative sympathy a 

reader feels, the less likely he is to sympathize with her persecutors—the champions of 

social change and the revolutionary cause—and with the unfortunate material conditions 

of their daily life.  The Marie Antoinette passage suggests that the lovely can provide a 

safe outlet for and can ―tame‖ unbridled fervor.  Those who sympathize with the plight of 

the queen, rather than the plight of the poor, take as their object of sympathy something 

safe. The safety resides in interpellating the sympathizer into an ideology that produces 

potential defenders of tradition, patriots rather than potential radicals.   

                                                
32 See Who’s Who in British History 246 
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Burke is decidedly hostile to the idea of the uninterpellated subject.  ―Burke 

shares with many contemporary thinkers a deeply hostile attitude toward the figure of the 

self-determining rational subject who conceives of himself as the master of all he 

surveys‖ (White 6). He expresses his desire for a subject whose structure of feeling has 

been constructed by aristocratic and traditional values (what he calls, manners and 

civilization) in order to produce feelings of loyalty and contentment with one‘s social 

station.  This is the essential difference between the ―swinish multitude‖ and the English 

people.  The former represent individuals who are uninterpellated into aristocratic and 

traditional ideology, that is to say individuals who do not internalize the hegemonic 

values passed down to them.  They are brutish, unmannered, and decidedly unlovely.  In 

contrast, the English people are content to adopt and embrace the emotions and values 

passed down to them.  Burke views those who do not fall into this category harshly, 

representing them in language positively dripping with disgust:   

Happy if they had all continued to know their indissoluble union, and their proper 

place! Happy if learning, not debauched by ambition, had been satisfied to 

continue the instructor, and not aspired to be the master! Along with its natural 

protectors and guardians, learning will be cast into the mire, and trodden down 

under the hoofs of a swinish multitude (173). 

Burke uses the language of elegy and fear to make the point that uninterpellated subjects 

are no better than swine.  Their presence invites anarchy, ignorance, and social upheaval 

into a stable social body. The Marie Antoinette passage suggests that loveliness is the last 

defense against this fate.  It also serves as an analogy for the proper relationship between 

the institution of the state and the Englishman: the state, like the queen, is lovely and 
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vulnerable, and thus it must be protected.  Just as the chivalric hero must come to the aid 

of his lady in need, so too must the Englishman be ready to stand and defend English 

traditions from annihilation.  As Claudia L. Johnson suggests, the story of Marie 

Antoinette teaches the Englishman ―to love the state on Burkeian terms.‖ And in order to 

do so he must honor the state and its institutions, ―…not because of their deserts but 

because custom has endeared them, and to love a beautiful woman…is thus to place both 

state and woman alike outside moral or rational answerability and to insist that they 

remain that way, lest love dissolve…‖ (29). 

Finally, not only does Marie Antoinette serve as a beautiful object that is 

deployed as a proper object of imaginative sympathy which supplants a more dangerous 

material object of sympathy, so too does her representation mask what is unlovely about 

political reality.   More specifically, this passage demonstrates how the deployment of the 

lovely masks the darker aspects of power relations and the sado-masochistic dynamics of 

political domination.   As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Burke asks his reader to 

ignore the fact that the historical Marie Antoinette is an empowered figure.  She is not 

solely a woman or an object of hyperbolic beauty, she is a queen and a political 

figurehead. Yet Burke‘s lovely representation divests her of her power.   She is object 

and not subject, persecuted rather than persecuting, passive and not active.    The textual 

Marie Antoinette is represented as hyper-feminine and helpless. In language similar to 

the melodramatically tragic language that he uses to lament her fall from cultural 

prominence, Burke tells us that:  

From this sleep the queen was first startled by the voice of the centinel at her 

door, who cried out to her to save herself by flight—that this was the last proof of 
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fidelity he could give—that they were upon him and he was dead.  Instantly he 

was cut down.  A band of cruel ruffians and assassins, reeking with his blood, 

rushed into the chamber of the queen and pierced with an hundred strokes of 

bayonets and poniards the bed, from whence this persecuted woman had but just 

time to fly almost naked…to seek refuge at the feet of a king and husband, not 

secure of his own life for a moment (164).  

  Marie Antoinette is, quite literally, defenseless, possessing not even a nightdress to 

provide a modicum of protection.  She is a heroine without a personal champion.  Her 

sentinel can raise no sword in her defense and he is easily murdered by the disloyal, 

unlovely, and decidedly animalistic ―swinish multitude.‖  Even her husband is powerless 

to help her because his own life is in jeopardy.  

The political significance of Burke‘s representation of Marie Antoinette as damsel 

in distress is multi-layered. Primarily he uses it as an example of an object that can be 

used to cultivate imaginative sympathy that supplants material sympathy for the poor and 

the disenfranchised.  It also functions as one of many textual examples of a powerful 

being whose power is purposefully undercut.  Marie Antoinette represents what Stephen 

K. White refers to as an ―aesthetic-affective hybrid,‖ a representation of power that has 

been diluted by its representation.
 33

  Most often the aesthetic-affective hybrid depicts 

power that has been feminized.  Alternatively, a potent and powerful authority figure 

appears weak and helpless.  Like the beautiful object of The Inquiry, the aesthetic-

                                                
33 While discussing the theory of the aesthetic-affective hybrid, White makes no mention of Marie 

Antoinette, nor does he argue for the centrality of the Antoinette passage to Burke‘s political theory.  I am 
using the idea of the aesthetic-affective hybrid because it is an excellent example of the lovely and it 

demonstrates just how effective an ideological weapon the lovely can be.  White also avoids discussing the 

ways in which the aesthetic-affective hybrid inform Burke‘s thinking on national identity.  He uses the 

concept merely as evidence that his aesthetic theories influence  his political thinking and reflect the fact 

that Burke understands politics in terms far more complex than binaries. 
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affective hybrid seems to require protection that inspires affection in turn.  In so doing it 

disguises the fact that it still commands—however imperceptibly—authority.  The 

aesthetic-affective hybrid is an excellent example of the lovely and it provides us with 

particularly good insight into its operations and its efficacy as a tool for ideological 

interpolation.   It is useful because it demonstrates how the lovely bears close 

resemblance to the proverbial wolf in sheep‘s clothing. And like the wolf in sheep‘s 

clothing it is more dangerous than the wolf disguised, precisely because it doesn‘t seem 

harmful.  The aesthetic-affective hybrid demonstrates how the lovely belies its own 

power by presenting itself as powerless.  It also demonstrates how the lovely belies the 

dynamics of domination by creating illusions of equality or of role reversal.  

White claims that the aesthetic-affective hybrid is best represented by the figure 

of the grandfather who bridges the gap between mother and father.  According to Burke‘s 

outline of the traditional family, the child looks to the mother as the object of admiration 

and beauty and to his father as the object of sublimity, the figure who requires submission 

and respect, rather than love and admiration.  The power that the grandfather holds as a 

male and as a father has been attenuated by his age, which renders him physically weak 

and in need of protection.  Despite the fact that he once represented a figure of sublimity 

and terror, in his aged state, he ―lightly evokes the sublime, because he palely reflects the 

father‘s power.  His feminine weakness and imperfection also allow the child to 

simultaneously feel strong affection‖ (56). Encountering the grandfather—and by 

extension the aesthetic affective hybrid—forces the child (or similarly powerless entity) 

to alter his self-perception: where he or she once saw him or herself as the person 

requiring care, protection, and governing, now he or she understands him or herself to be 
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the caregiver, the protector, and the governing body.  In playing the role of the caregiver 

to the aged patriarch, White argues that the child comes to see that they both share a 

common humanity and a common weakness: mortality and finitude.   

 Although White and I agree upon the modus operandi of the aesthetic affective 

hybrid, we come to slightly different conclusions about its significance.  For White, the 

significance of the aesthetic-affective hybrid lies in its ability to facilitate an encounter 

with the authentic sublime.  White interprets Burke‘s example to mean that:  

Agedness is now no longer a weakness that the male child sees as foreign to his 

nature.  The agedness of the parent evokes humility, for it highlights our 

ungendered, common humanity: our mortality.  The parent closer to death vivifies 

our own finitude.  This remains for Burke the core of the authentically sublime.  

In sum then, the full image of the aged parent and child physician has the effect of 

repositioning death—the Inquiry‘s ―king of terrors‖—in Burke‘s aesthetic-

affective dynamics so that its presence is now to be felt more quietly but more 

pervasively (56). 

Whereas the child‘s interaction with his father represents an encounter with the false 

sublime, the child‘s encounter with his grandfather is an encounter with the authentic and 

unattenuated sublime.  This is so because the encounter with the grandfather produces a 

terror response in the child who becomes conscious of the fact that he, like his 

grandfather, will die.  This, according to White‘s reading of Burkian aesthetics, is the 

defining feature of the actual sublime.   

I conclude that not only is the sublime reaction central to understanding Burke‘s 

notion of power, so too is his discussion of the process that produces the sublime 
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encounter.  In recognizing their common humanity, the child learns to understand himself 

and his grandfather as equals on a fundamental level, a point that obfuscates the 

underlying parent-child power relationship that exists between the two.  Second, I argue 

that the sublime encounter that results from the recognition of shared humanity between 

child and grandfather is significant not only to the child, but to any reader witnessing the 

encounter.  What the reader learns from witnessing the move from feeling of shared 

humanity to sublime encounter is the way in which the aesthetic-affective hybrid reveals 

the latent potency of the lovely.  In fact I would argue that it represents a metaphorical 

discussion of the ways in which power disguised is more powerful than power whose 

nature is well known.  Although we are never told whether or not the child becomes 

conscious of the fact that his role as caregiver gives him no real agency—although he 

may fancy himself a physician, in reality he remains a child—the reader is made 

explicitly aware of his position of powerlessness.   

Burke‘s representation of Marie Antoinette demonstrates how the aesthetic-

affective hybrid can operate within explicitly political discourse.  Her power as monarch 

is attenuated nearly to the point of annihilation, and through analogy so too is the power 

of the state and its institutions.   At the very least it is overshadowed by her representation 

as ephemeral, hyper-feminine and categorically helpless.  She is cast in a similar role as 

the aged parent who is reliant upon the child for protection and care.   Indeed Burke uses 

the language of elegy in order to call upon her loyal subjects—the children of the 

nation—to occupy the role of champion of the queen. ―Little did I dream,‖ he laments, 

―that I should have lived to see such disasters fallen upon her in a nation of gallant men, 

in a nation of men of honour and of cavaliers‖ (169-170).  Burke is careful to depict the 
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chivalric champion as classless.  He does not explicitly require that potential protectors 

be gentlemen.  Rather, he requires that they be ―gallant men,‖ ―men of honor,‖ and, 

perhaps most importantly ―men of the nation.‖  These men of the nation play a dual role: 

simultaneously they are men and loyal subjects—agent and object, powerless and 

powerful.  In calling for loyal subjects Burke makes an imaginative substitution—he does 

not want fathers; rather he wants metaphorical children.    Just as Burke‘s child must 

occupy the role of caregiver and protector of the people, so must his men of the nation 

step into the role of protector that is normally ascribed to the monarch.  The one time 

―mother of the nation,‖ has reached a point where she can no longer serve as caregiver to 

her subjects, so they must fulfill their filial duty and occupy the role of protector.  

 The account of Marie Antoinette demonstrates on two levels how the social 

fictions created by the lovely (in this case the aesthetic-affective hybrid that is deployed 

in order to serve an explicitly political purpose) represent fictions of social inclusion.  

Although material conditions may suggest that problems of class are insurmountable, 

investing in the narrative of the lovely by playing the role of child-protector erases class 

conflict; so long as one is a male and a patriot, he is eligible to play the role of champion, 

a role traditionally played by the propertied and the titled.  Secondly, it demonstrates to 

the careful reader how the lovely produces the illusion that private men can be raised to 

be ―fellows with kings‖ (170).  The ―child of the nation‖ feels himself to be an agent just 

as the monarch is an agent, but in actuality he willingly submits (without knowing that he 

submits) to traditional authority in multiple ways.  First, he acts in order to ensure the 

best interests of the monarch rather than his own; by extension, he puts the cause of the 

nation ahead of the cause of self.  Second, he willingly interpellates himself into the 
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ideology of chivalry and traditional values, which Burke repeatedly argues is the proper 

idiom in which to describe status quo.     

 Of course appropriate representations of the institutions of power are only one 

example of how Burke evokes the lovely nation.  Equally central to Burke‘s equation is a 

proper representation of national character. To demonstrate this, I turn once again to the 

Marie Antoinette episode.   Recall, as David Bromwich does, that Burke accuses 

revolutionary supporters who cannot feel for the queen‘s plight of being calculating and 

cold.  Such men—French men—may be modern and clever, but they possess a fatal flaw: 

in their haste for change and in their analytical pursuits, they reveal that they lack the 

ability to be sentimental—to appreciate the beauty that is inherent in narratives of the 

past.  English people may be ―bovine‖ and slow to change, but they are so because they 

have feelings that have been properly tamed and so that they exhibit great swells of 

loyalty and patriotic pride.  Their reserves of feeling run deep, but do not translate into 

zealous activity and destructive passion.  Like the beholder struck by the beautiful object, 

they are inspired...to do nothing. 

On the other hand, Burke accuses foreigners—revolutionaries, Frenchmen, and 

advocates of widespread social change—of reveling in the abject and the immoral and of 

substituting a culture of beautiful soft submission with a culture of terror, violence and 

fear.  Whereas lovely English discourse creates ―pleasing illusions,‖ discourse that is 

―foreign‖ creates unlovely, undignified, ideological chaos which leads to equally 

unlovely violence and a culture where the discourses of order and civility lose their 

meaning and their affective resonance.  Burke argues that if a king is but a man and a 

queen but a woman and an animal, then: ―…regicide and parricide and sacrilege are but 
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fictions of superstition, corrupting jurisprudence by destroying its simplicity.  The murder 

of a king, or a queen, or a bishop, or a father, are only common homicide; and if the 

people are in any way gainers by it, a sort of homicide much the most pardonable, and 

into which we ought not to make too severe a scrutiny‖ (Burke, Reflections 171). From 

unlovely representations of social discourse and the institutions of power grow unlovely 

representations of culture and the social world.   

 Once we understand why Burke advocates the use of politically inflected 

aestheticized representations of the nation, it becomes crucial to look at how he goes 

about constructing them, a complex and multilayered task.   First, as I have discussed, he 

must represent the nations‘ institutions of power as lovely.  Next, Burke creates an 

aestheticized view of the properly interpellated British subject.  Finally, Burke constructs 

a version of the national narrative that can function like the aesthetic-affective hybrid.  In 

order to do so, Burke argues that the discourse of national character has a long historical 

precedent.  He makes it evocative by arguing that a historically produced sense of 

national character provides a vision of a stable past to which the English people can look 

for self-definition.  In a tumultuous contemporary moment this historically produced 

sense of ―self‖ provides a discourse through which Englishmen can vocalize their values 

and comprehend their place in a world where domestic unrest, war on the continent, and 

colonial expansion projects bring fears of cultural miscegenation and the dissolution of 

national identity.    The loss of these things, Burke contends, would be an 

incomprehensible shock. A shock that not only threatens to un-write the discourses than 

tame the social world, but might render the social word utterly incomprehensible.  He 

fears that: 
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When antient opinions and rules of life are taken away, the loss cannot possibly 

be estimated.  From that moment we have no compass to govern us; nor can we 

know distinctly to what port we steer… How much of that prosperous state was 

owing to the spirit of our old manners and opinions is not easy to say; but as such 

causes cannot be indifferent in their operation, we must presume that on the whole 

their operation was beneficial (172-3). 

Burke slyly alerts his reader to the fact that any examination of historically produced 

national character is not meant to be an analytical exercise.  He expects Englishmen to 

take it as self evident that adhering to traditional ways of doing and knowing create social 

stability.  Englishmen are also not meant to question whether or not tradition is generally 

beneficial. They are not meant to question whether or not patriotic sentiments and social 

reality are congruent or whether or not policy makers have their best interest at heart.  

Rather they are meant to assume that adhering to traditional ways of knowing and doing 

represents best practice.  Burke provides an explanation a little further down the page: 

―We are but too apt to consider things in the state in which we find them, without 

sufficiently adverting to the causes by which they have been produced and possibly may 

be upheld‖ (173). 

 As Pope argues in his Essay on Man, Burke claims that what is is right.  In 

essence he tells his reader that his discussion of historical production is not unbiased or 

politically neutral; rather he claims that an examination of contemporary national 

character is, in actuality, an examination of the ways in which what has always been may 

be preserved.   Whether or not they are generally benevolent or oppressive is not of 

concern here.  What is of primary importance is that accounts of the past show subjects 
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how traditional ways may be upheld without inspiring a discussion of whom does 

tradition benefit.  Thus they too must be cloaked in decent drapery.  Why? Because 

Burke needs to find a discourse in which he can use the authority of the past in order to 

legitimate his conception of the present without inspiring the rational analysis and 

pointed questioning that Price advocates.
34

  In short, Burke needs to find a discourse in 

which the narratives of the past can be disseminated in such a way that they too inspire 

sentiment and sanguine acceptance rather than thought and skeptical rejection or 

unbridled passion. He needs to find a language that does not unmask the split between 

ideology and context; a language that disguises the fact that the narrative of national 

tradition is merely a subjective and stylized retelling of what happened in the past. In 

order to do so he must fall back upon the discourse of aesthetics.   

 .    Burke aestheticizes his account of the past by rejecting the discourse of history in 

favor of the discourse of myth, not only because myth provides him with a discourse that 

is particularly well suited for aestheticizing the national past, but also because it is a 

discourse which is particularly conducive to the conveyance of ideology.  Unlike History, 

which according to Jurgen Habermas, is derived from logos: ―Enlightened thinking,‖ or 

―the word whose validity can be argued and demonstrated,‖ myth is derived from 

mythos: or the concept of the word as decisive, final pronouncement.‖
35  Whereas history 

is messy and chaotic—less a continuous narrative than a series of allegorical fragments 

                                                
34 Because it describes ―what has been‖ rather than ―what is‖ and because readers of the narrative of the 

past are temporally distanced from the events of the past, they may be more inclined to naively accept that 

the narrative has truth value.  
35 Walter Benjamin‘s argument is also relevant here.  Benjamin claims also that History is as much a spatial 
disruption as it is a temporal one, for in taking  the ―ruins‖ of history out of linear sequence, Benjamin 

creates a notion of time as a homogonous space where abstract ideas become recognizable knowledge 

objects which are themselves products of an author figure.  While the concept of history as Benjamin 

presents it, is somewhat slippery, the Benjaminian historical narrative—for lack of a more accurate term--

points to its own constructed nature. See Illuminations. 
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which point to their own constructivity—myth is a discourse whose truth value is not 

tested. It derives its authority from tradition rather than argument or analysis.  Finally, 

myth is a discourse that is inwardly focused.  More specifically, myths are both produced 

by and help to sustain a cultural community.  Jürgen Habermas cites both K. Heinrich 

and Adorno‘s Dialect of Enlightenment when he claims that myth represents those 

cultural narratives which exist unchallenged and which are uncritically accepted by the 

prevailing socio-political order of a cultural group (107).  Peter Heehs provides a 

convincing explanation for why when he argues that the myth represents ―a set of 

propositions, often stated in narrative form, that are accepted uncritically by a culture or 

speech-community and that serves to found or affirm its self-conception‖ (3). Myth 

comes to signify a narrative whose ―truth‖ cannot be assessed on the basis of argument or 

demonstration; rather, it signifies as an epistemological category whose Truth-value 

cannot be assessed because mythology is a discourse that does not convey truth.  At best, 

it offers its reader access into the socio-cultural consciousness of the society from which 

it stems.  At worst it represents ―an invented tradition,‖ or a set of symbolic or ritualistic 

customs that inculcate social codes and appear concurrent with a ―suitable historic past,‖ 

but are, in actuality, fabricated (Hobsbawm, Inventing Tradition 1-2).  Such ―traditions‖ 

are ideological constructions that make use of the authenticating discourse of history in 

order to create a sense of social structure that is stable, fixed, and consumable.
36

   

Reflections offers to its reader many examples of how Burke mythologizes the 

narrative of national past so that it appears autochthonous.  Two are particularly striking.  

First he rewrites material history by aestheticizing the narrative in much the same way 

                                                
36 In Fabricating History Barton R. Friedman also notes that Burke expresses his desire to divorce 

enlightenment discourse from his discussion of ―the past.‖  
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that he aestheticizes institutions of power.  He erases contradictions, complexities, 

violence, and perhaps most importantly sites of English Jacobinism, in order to make his 

myth safely consumable.  He turns away from the material events of history and blatantly 

rejects the notion of an objective account of ―past,‖ preferring instead to construct a 

grand narrative whose machinery is derived from the discourses of ―traditional values,‖ 

and prejudice.  In so doing he constructs a seemingly linear narrative of events that 

stresses continuity and insularity and divorces the concept of violence from state 

institutions.  His myth stands in direct opposition to the historical narrative of 

revolutionary France that Reflections offers to its reader, a narrative that is hyperbolically 

bloody, violent, and chaotic.    It represents an attempt to tell the story of what ―was‖ 

rather than ―what could be.‖  The ―historical‖ events Burke describes have been sanitized 

and rewritten to remove any and all hints of discord, and when strung together, they 

produce an account of the national narrative which, much like the lovely representation of 

power, is capable of civilizing the uninterpellated subject, making a patriot out of a 

potential cultural critic.  Nowhere is Burke‘s mythmaking strategy more apparent than in 

his treatment of the revolution of 1688, alternatively called the Glorious or Bloodless 

Revolution. 

The Bloodless Revolution is a particularly useful cultural narrative for Burke 

because Whig historians were already constructing a lovely mythic revision of an 

unlovely and unstable historical event.  More specifically, the narrative of 1688 was 

being held out as a model for sweeping yet non-violent political reform when, in point of 

fact, the conflict was hardly bloodless and it was far from sweeping. Many contemporary 

historians have pointed out that the bloodlessness of the revolution of 1688 is a myth—
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albeit a powerful one—which held sway both in the popular and the political imagination.  

In fact, as Ian Gilmour implies in The Body Politic, the myth was perpetuated by its own 

consumability and it was perpetuated in order to distract attention away from the fact that 

the roots of the revolution were in mob violence and radical activity—the very elements 

that had to be ―suppressed‖ during the latter half of the 18
th
 century (7). Burke‘s account 

of the events of 1688 bears both similarities to and differences from the account of 1688 

being put forth by Whig Historians.  Both Burke and the Whigs hold up 1688 as a 

cornerstone moment of English history and both myths are expected to do important 

cultural work.  Both versions are historically repressive, and both are discursive 

productions that were constructed to suppress potential violence and social unrest, though 

they do so by focusing on contradictory accounts of the meaning of 1688.  According to 

Whig historians, 1688 was a revolutionary moment that fulfilled its promise of religious 

freedom and full participatory government, making further revolutionary activity 

redundant.
37

  Although Burke similarly intends his version of events to serve as a barrier 

to violence, he claims that 1688 reaffirms, rather than upends, British tradition and socio-

cultural values, and thus he refuses to consider the revolution as a historical rupture.  

Instead, he argues that the very elements of the conflict of 1688 and its resolution—the 

coronation of William of Orange—only appear to be radical departures from the past. 

Burke calls them compromises made in order to adhere to the spirit of tradition as closely 

as possible. 

Moreover, the Whig myth of 1688 had the potential to obscure its potentially 

destabilizing radical elements from public consciousness.  Many English radicals saw the 

                                                
37 Here I am arguing that the vision of revolution being disseminated by Whig Historians touches upon both 

the 18th Century meaning of revolution as a ―return‖ or ―recurrence‖ and the modern meaning of the term 

revolution as an ―overthrow.‖   
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revolutionary potential and the inherently violent nature of the revolution that was 

suppressed in Whig accounts of 1688. John Thelwall for example, wrote that ―whatever 

advantages resulted from the Revolution in 1688, (though Whig historians boast that it 

cost no blood) it has deluged not great portions of the British Empire, but the whole of 

Europe with blood for near a century‖ (qtd. Jarrells 43).  As Anthony Jarrells quite rightly 

points out, Thelwall saw the legacy of 1688 as a succession of wars and bloody conflicts 

in France and Scotland and colonial violence in Ireland.  Jarrells, like many, holds up the 

example of Ireland as evidence that the account of the ―bloodless‘ revolution was a well 

crafted and widely disseminated lie. Not only did hundreds of thousands of disillusioned 

Irishmen come to the assistance of the French in their campaign against the English—

suggesting that the conflict of 1688 resulted in both combat and in a peaceful abdication 

of the throne of England—but in terms of actual casualties, the conflict itself was literally 

bloody (44).
38

  

Jarrell‘s premise in Britain’s Bloodless Revolution is that placing one‘s focus on 

the term revolution rather than on the term bloodless might give rise to another argument: 

that the bloodless revolution was indeed bloodless if one takes bloodiness to refer to 

revolutionary violence in the same way that French Jacobinism did.  However as 

Thelwall‘s writing suggests, the institutions of state proved themselves to be extremely 

violent.  Thus the myth of ―bloodlessness‖ is doubly suppressive: just as it obscures the 

English revolution‘s potentially violent Jacobin roots, so too does it sever the connection 

between the institutions of state and violent suppression of potentially radical activity.  

Equally important, Jarrells points out that the writers of the 1790s—both liberal and 

                                                
38 Murray Pittock points out that in simple casualty figures, Aughrim (1691) was perhaps one of the 

bloodiest battles—if not the bloodiest—fought on British soil.  Over 7000 were killed.  See Poetry and 

Jacobite Politics in Eighteenth Century Britain and Ireland 44.  
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conservative—were aware of the myth of the bloodless revolution‘s doubly suppressive 

function, for they constantly discuss the myth of the revolution in terms of what it 

attempts to abject.   

In addition to suppressing social upheaval, Burke‘s myth of 1688 seeks to 

suppress potential ideological upheaval as well.  Although the Revolution was an 

ostensibly peaceful transition in which a king was neither killed nor violently ousted, the 

abdication of James II and the subsequent succession of William of Orange to the British 

throne caused a break in the line of succession of British Monarchs, even though his wife, 

Mary, was a direct descendant of James II.   Replacing the ―rightful‖ ruler with a ruler 

who was chosen by the legislative body calls the legitimacy of the national narrative into 

question.  It challenges the idea that the throne of England is always passed down in legal 

hereditary succession through the bloodline. And as I mentioned earlier in this chapter, 

the events of 1688 served to subjugate the authority of the monarch to the authority of 

parliament, the representative voice of the people, so that at the level of metaphor the 

authority of the people exceeded that of the Monarch. 

  Burke‘s text reveals a preoccupation with this point; it seems to suggest that 

should the ideological fissure bubble to the surface of public consciousness, the 

Revolution of 1688 threatens to become a dangerous precedent for would-be social 

reformers.  It suggests that institutions that fail to please may be overthrown. In addition, 

it calls the legitimacy of the institution of Monarchy into question in an age where its 

authority was already severely limited.   Perhaps most problematically it threatens to call 

what has been historically repressed—violence, regicide, and the fact that the English line 

of succession has been broken once before—back into public consciousness.   
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Burke uses his strategy of myth making to sidestep these problems. In so doing, 

he constructs an alternative read on the events of 1688.  His is a version of 1688 which 

claims that the Glorious Revolution is consistent with English tradition and English 

values.  Unlike misguided radicals who might read the narrative of 1688 as a break from 

the past, Burke argues that the elements of the narrative that seem to pose the most direct 

challenges to English ideology and its unbroken dissemination through the ages, are the 

very things which bolster it.   More specifically, Burke argues that the decision to put 

William and Mary on the throne in the wake of James‘ abdication does not, as historians 

fear, represent a radical break in the line of succession. He also claims that the British 

politicians who did so were not willing to abandon old ways of determining who should 

rightfully ascend to the throne in favor of a choice-based system.   

Instead, Burke argues that the decision to put William of Orange on the throne 

was a decision born out of necessity and reflective of a desire to have the crown inherited 

by the Protestant line of succession from James I.  Burke rejects both the discourse of 

kingship being determined by divine right and royal bloodlines and the radical position—

that 1688 offers full participatory government to British subjects—to make this claim.  

He creates a self-justifying model of the revolution as both established by and supportive 

of the laws of succession, laws which state that the model of succession is inheritance-

based, and upheld by legal precedent rather than blood.  Burke‘s  precedent—a linear 

sequence of legal documents from the Magna Charta through the Declaration of Right 

and into the acts of King William—links past, present, and future, in much the same way 

that the national ―we‖ remains diachronically consistent.  Burke writes: 

…from the Magna Charta to the Declaration of Right, it has been the uniform 
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policy of our constitution to claim and assert our liberties, as an entailed 

inheritance derived to us from our forefathers and to be transmitted to our 

posterity; as an estate specially belonging to the people of this kingdom without 

any reference whatever to any other more general or prior right.  By this means 

our constitution preserves an unity in so great a diversity of its parts.  We have an 

inheritable crown; an inheritable peerage; and an house of commons and a people 

inheriting privileges, franchises, and liberties, from a long line of ancestors (119). 

Burke‘s account of 1688 maintains that it is the people‘s right to inheritable government 

that the events of 1688 were meant to uphold.  The revolution represents a moment where 

the ideology of legally sanctioned hereditary succession established with the Magna 

Charta was called into question, examined, and ultimately reaffirmed, by yet another act 

of law allowing it to be passed down to generations of Englishmen yet unborn.  In 

describing the revolution as a reaffirmation of the ideology of hereditary succession, 

Burke attempts to distance his account of 1688 from the historical anxiety produced by 

the issue of broken lineage.  According to Burke‘s myth, the revolution of 1688 

represents the only time in the history of succession that there was a deviation away from 

the legally determined rules of inheritance.  Although he condescends to recognize that a 

break in the literal order of succession occurs with the abdication of James II and the 

succession of William of Orange, Burke argues that it was an action taken to preserve the 

unbroken transmission of the ideology of English succession across the ages.  Although 

William was not a direct descendant of the Stuart line, Mary was acknowledged to be so.  

Thus the heir apparent to the throne would be of his lineage, ensuring that the line of 

hereditary succession would continue.  As Burke puts it: ―when the legislature altered the 
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direction, but kept the principle, they showed that they held it inviolable‖ (106). 

His argument reads much like the platitude, ―the exception proves the rule.‖  In 

composing his myth of 1688 Burke highlights the elements of his account that are 

consistent with tradition, while downplaying the elements of compromise. Burke writes: 

The two houses…did not thank God that they had found a fair opportunity to 

assert a right to choose their own governors, much less to make an election the 

only lawful title to the crown.  Their having been in a condition to avoid the very 

appearance of it, a much as possible, was by them considered as a providential 

escape.  They threw a politic, well-wrought veil over every circumstance tending 

to weaken the rights, which in the meliorated order of succession they meant to 

perpetuate; or which might furnish a precedent for any future departure from what 

they had then settled forever.  Accordingly, that they might not preserve a close 

conformity to the practice of their ancestors…they knew that a doubtful title of 

succession would but too much resemble an election; and that an election would 

be utterly destructive of the unity, peace, and tranquility of this nation (102-3).   

In describing how Parliament went about determining a successor, Burke is resolute in 

his insistence that if the coronation of William was a compromise, it was a compromise 

specifically designed to avoid an election, either in the contemporary moment or in the 

future.   Read another way, Burke proves himself eager to close off any spaces into which 

the voice of the unlovely, uninterpellated populace might insert itself into the mythic 

record or for that matter, the legislative process.   

 This implied fear of the populace leaves the careful reader to wonder just how 

effective a strategy is myth-making? The emphatic nature of Burke‘s insistence that the 
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bloodless revolution represents the only instance of rupture in the line of hereditary 

English succession suggests that much is abjected from his account of 1688 in order to 

render it lovely.  Burke makes no mention of the ways in which the line of succession—

which the myth of 1688 is meant to preserve intact—has already been ruptured in violent 

and culturally traumatic ways.  I am thinking specifically of the beheading of Charles I, a 

moment in which the line of succession is literally and directly broken.  Although Burke 

refers in passing to the English civil war and the events of 1640, in terms of manifest 

content, the text is remarkably silent on the subject of English regicide.   

 Yet despite Burke‘s considerable efforts to relegate the beheading of Charles I to 

the realm of the historically repressed, the spectre of regicide returns to the textual center, 

most poignantly in his description of the seizure of the French Monarchs from a bloody 

palace that is littered with severed body parts.  Moreover, the captive king and queen are 

represented as tragic figures whose lives are endangered by a monstrous crowd that has 

been incensed almost to the point of madness.  Burke writes: 

This king, to say no more of him, and this queen, and their infant children (who 

once would have been the pride and hope of a great and generous people) were 

then forced to abandon the sanctuary of the most splendid palace in the world, 

which they left swimming in blood, polluted by massacre, and strewed with 

scattered limbs and mutilated carcasses.  Thence they were conducted into the 

capital of their kingdom. Two had been selected from the unprovoked, unresisted, 

promiscuous slaughter, which was made of the gentlemen of birth and family who 

composed the king‘s body guard.  The two gentlemen with all the parade of an 

execution of justice were cruelly and publicly dragged to the block, and beheaded 
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in the great court of the palace…whilst the royal captives who followed in the 

train were slowly moved along, amidst the horrid yells, and frantic dances, and 

infamous contumelies…(164-5).  

Although it is a mythic representation of the capture of the French king and queen, 

intended to evoke the sympathies of the properly empathetic reader, it also represents a 

moment where the Burkian myth unravels and reveals the process of elision and abjection 

which creates it.  Readers of Reflections have argued that Burke‘s description is 

startlingly prophetic in terms of its content, tone and diction.  Burke‘s description of the 

king and queen‘s capture reads eerily like conventional descriptions of the reign of terror.  

And although the text was published four years prior to the execution of Louis XVI and 

Marie Antoinette, Burke‘s text suggests that the logical outcome of the story will be 

violence and murder.  I would argue that what looks like prophecy is, in actuality, an 

example of a historical trace, or a piece of bloody, problematic history which refuses to 

stay safely buried. The presence of the trace of regicide suggests that Burke‘s 

understanding of the events of 1649 affords him a historical precedent through which he 

can interpret the events of 1789. They provide him with a plausible theoretical answer to 

the question of what revolutionaries will do with a monarch that has been ousted.  Put 

more simply, whereas Burke appears to be prophesying the death of Louis XVI and 

Marie Antoinette, in actuality he is conflating 1649 and 1789.   

 Significantly, Burke seems aware that historical conflation has the potential to 

unwrite the lovely national myth, for temporal conflation can also lead to ethnographic 

and ideological conflation.  Burke argues that the discourse of 1688 and the discourse of 

the French Revolution must be read separately.  When they are read in tandem, dangerous 
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similarities—like the potential for popular violence and democratic political processes—

threaten to emerge between the narratives of English history and the events of the French 

Revolution.  These similarities provide justification for Price‘s claim that the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688 could be read as part of a globalized trajectory of social change 

instead of part of an insular narrative of trans-temporal stability.  Both Jarrells and I note 

that Burke proves extremely anxious about this point.  Burke writes the following about 

Price and his argument:  

 These gentlemen of the Old Jewry, in all their reasoning on the Revolution of 

1688, have a revolution which happened in England about forty years before, and 

the late French revolution, so much before their eyes, and in their hearts, that they 

are constantly confounding all three together.  It is necessary that we should 

separate what they confound (99-100). 

 While Burke concedes Price‘s point that the French Revolution could be read as a world 

historical event, he adamantly refuses to consider that the Bloodless Revolution was 

anything other than a uniquely English affair.
39

  By conflating the discourses of the 

revolutions and the English civil war, radicals create a version of the past that destabilizes 

the narrative of inherited civility, prejudice, sanguine acceptance of custom and culture, 

and resistance to violent and radical social upheaval, which Burke argues are the 

hallmarks of British national character.  The conflation of these three discourses creates a 

space for an interpretation of English history that is sympathetic to Jacobin and 

democratic ideals, the overthrowing of government, and violence enacted against the 

                                                
39 Indeed, he suggests that the revolution in France could not be viewed in any but global terms.  He writes: 

―It looks to me as if I were in a great crisis, not of the affairs of France alone, but of all Europe, perhaps of 

more than Europe.  All circumstances taken together the French revolution is the most astonishing that has 

hitherto happened in the world‖ (Burke, Reflections 92).  
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monarch, all of which the text deems ―un-English‖ behavior. Burke writes:  

―…instead of quarrelling with establishments, as some do who have made a philosophy 

and a religion of their hostility to such institutions, we cleave closely to them.  We are 

resolved to keep an established church, an established monarchy, an established 

aristocracy, and an established democracy, each in the degree it exists and in no greater‖ 

(188). Burke uses the collective ―we‖ in order to stress that Englishness is a static and 

stable signifier.  Englishness is a trans-temporal ―…partnership in all science; a 

partnership in all art; a partnership in every virtue and in all perfection. As the ends of 

such a partnership cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes a partnership not 

only between those who are living but those who are living, those who are dead, and 

those who are to be born‖ (194-5). Englishness is an ideology into which its subjects 

must be seamlessly interpellated for it requires its subjects‘ complete investment in the 

nation and their dutiful acceptance of things as they are and things as they have always 

been. 

 Or, to put it another way, unlovely ideology allows national subjects to see 

unlovely material reality. Ideology which fails to convince or which contains 

contradictions can be unmasked.  If unmasked, it threatens the security of the institution it 

is designed to protect. It is the mythic form that provides Burke with his cloaking device.  

Burke remarks that: ―if all the absurd theories of lawyers and divines were to vitiate the 

objects in which they are conversant, we should have no law and no religion left in the 

world.  But an absurd theory on one side of a question forms no justification for alleging 

a false fact, or promulgating mischievous maxims on the other‖ (112).   Here Burke 

seems to be making an argument both for the power and the danger of the mythic 
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narrative.  On the one hand they are illogical even to the point of transparency, but on the 

other, they are non-rational and therefore they are impossible to deconstruct logically and 

methodically.  As with Habermas's myth, the success or failure of the Burkian myth is not 

determined by its truth value; rather it is determined by its linearity and its internal 

consistency.   The more consistent the myth and the more lovely, the easier it is to 

consume.  That which presents an unflattering picture of the nation and its traditions gets 

written out of the mythic record, and along with it goes: complications, contradictions, 

state-sponsored as well as popular violence, democratic ideals, and civil discord.  Thus it 

becomes possible to sanitize the narrative of the English past and create loyal and civil 

subjects out of potential radicals and social critics.      
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Chapter 2:  Caleb Williams and the Fantasy of Nation 

The empire had already spread itself from climate to climate, and from sea to 

sea.  If their unhappy victim fled to the rising of the sun, where the luminary of 

day seems to us first to ascend from the waves of the ocean, the power of the 

tyrant was still behind him.  If he withdrew to the west, to Hesperian darkness, 

and the shores of barbarian Thule, still he was not safe from his gore drenched 

foe.—Falkland! Art thou the offspring in whom the lineaments of these tyrants 

are faithfully preserved? Was the world with all its climates made in vain for thy 

helpless unoffending victim? Tremble! 

 (Godwin, CW 314) 

 

 

 Writing against the backdrop of the same set of historical circumstances as Burke 

and his followers, writers on the left had a far different reaction to the material conditions 

of Romantic England. As established in chapter two, the Romantic era had its share of 

abject poverty and social tumult; it was also a period of hope for and belief in the 

possibility for social amelioration. The 1790s saw a tremendous rise in political 

radicalism and social activism and, like the participants in England‘s various reform 

movements, the writers on the political left were not contented with the status quo, nor 

were they supportive of the paradox of ideology and material reality implied in the 

sentimentally derived conception of patriotism.  Whereas Burke and his followers on the 

conservative right sought to preserve and disseminate an aesthetically derived concept of 



86 

 

the nation, the writers on the political left attempted to utilize aesthetic strategies to 

unravel the concepts of nation space and national identity, largely because they saw the 

connection between aesthetically derived conceptions of national identity and social 

inequality, the very connection which Burke and his followers sought to exploit in order 

to help maintain things as they are.   

Instead, writers on the political left implicitly and explicitly abandon the concept 

of the nation as a viable imagined community in favor of a vision of an imagined human 

community.   More specifically, the writers on the political left conceive of the concept of 

community not in national terms, but in terms that are egalitarian and global in scope.  

Godwin is no exception.  His vision of community promotes human equality and 

advocates value judgment based upon universal principles of moral goodness, akin to the 

principles that Dr. Price advocated in his Discourse.  His is a vision of community that 

challenges conservative insularity because it is founded on the idea that the problem of 

class-based oppression is not unique to individual nation spaces.  Progressive writers like 

Godwin recognize the ways in which national identity is being deployed to legitimate 

England‘s sado-masochistic class dynamics. They also recognize how the plight of the 

interpellated subject is not localized.  To view class-based oppression as a localized 

problem is to blind oneself to the ways in which national ideology can serve as a 

distraction from the true nature of the problem of class inequality.  According to the 

vision of social interaction put forth in leftist texts of the period, social justice needs to be 

evaluated and fought for on a global scale because the ideological forces which legitimate 

injustice are similarly global in scope.   

This argument runs contrary to the bulk of current scholarship—some of which 



87 

 

was examined in the introduction to this project—which claims that Romantic writers are 

unilaterally invested in and complicit in the production of the English nation as a stable 

and meaningful cultural category.  I further claim that writers of literature and social 

theory such as William Godwin and George Gordon, Lord Byron—whom I will discuss 

in the next chapter—present explicit challenges to the validity of national identity as a 

viable category of personal identity.  Both Godwin and Byron highlight the fact that the 

nation is a discursive production and they expose, rather than underwrite, the paradox of 

content and ideology that is inherent in that production.   

It is worth mentioning that although writers like Godwin are writing in direct 

answer to Burke‘s Reflections, this is not the primary focus of this chapter.  I do not wish 

to argue that the writers on the left and right are being deliberately oppositional. Instead, I 

want to focus on how the two sides of the political spectrum respond differently to a 

common set of historical circumstances, which in turn is reflective of an increased 

awareness on the part of Romantic writers in general about the way in which the world 

functions as a global system. Godwin employs a series of strategies which depict the 

nation as an overdrawn space and an over determined signifier, a ―hyper-real,‖ entity 

whose fullness paradoxically serves to expose the inherent emptiness of Englishness in 

particular and the concept of nation space in general.  In so doing, however, Godwin 

demonstrates that the Burkian myth of the lovely nation is a tremendously powerful one 

and his text examines the various detrimental ways in which the myth works on the 

lower-class psyche.     

In Caleb Williams, a significant amount of textual attention is devoted to the 

physical space of the nation and its relationship to ideology.  Godwin‘s nation is 



88 

 

represented both as an ideologically drawn imagined community and as a physical space 

defined by borders which are impossible to cross.  Caleb repeatedly attempts to flee 

Falkland by crossing into other nation spaces—Ireland, Wales, Holland—and fails. For 

Caleb, England is, quite literally, inescapable; he cannot transgress its geographic 

borders, in large part because he misunderstands the fictitious nature of the relationship 

between the physical space of the nation and the ideology of national identity.  Caleb‘s 

misunderstanding represents an interesting textual paradox.  Although he rebels against 

his Master, he does so on the grounds that he is an Englishman, born to freedom and 

therefore entitled to the rights and privileges that a free individual enjoys.  But in so 

doing he behaves much like Burke‘s properly interpellated subject:  he unconsciously 

buys into the fiction of the lovely nation without recognizing the ways in which his 

conception of the Englishman is directly at odds with the material reality of lower-class 

life in Romantic England.   

 Many, like Gary Handwerk, explain the paradox by arguing that this skeptical 

vision demonstrates Godwin‘s evolving consciousness vis-à-vis the possibility for social 

reform through the transformation of individual consciousness.  According to 

Handwerk‘s reading, Godwin‘s novel seems a perfect case study in Althusserian 

interpellation.  Read as political allegory, the conflict-riddled relationship between Caleb 

and his master/mentor Falkland dramatizes the sado-masochistic relationship between the 

British upper and lower-classes in which responsibility for social problems is abjected 

onto the latter, who passively accept responsibility (942).   Such a reading suggests that 

Caleb‘s inability to leave the physical nation space is a concrete representation of the 

ways in which he is trapped inside a national ideology—the very ideology which Burke 
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champions in Reflections—that is notoriously hostile to the lower-class individual.  And 

in drawing a physical nation space that is hostile to the lower-class individual, he 

suggests to his reader that the lower classes ought to look elsewhere for raw material out 

of which to construct a meaningful sense of self.  

Handwerk‘s argument is in keeping with the critical commonplace that Godwin‘s 

cynical focus on the state of ―things as they are‖ is revolutionary.  My argument 

ultimately posits a different read on how and where to locate sites of textual radicalism in 

Caleb Williams.  Whereas well established critical interpretations of Caleb Williams stop 

at demonstrating how the novel exposes the role ideology plays in the maintenance of 

socio-economic injustices, I argue that critics who are interested in identifying the 

novel‘s most significant revolutionary commentary should press harder on the idea that 

domestic ideology specifically legitimates lower-class subjection.  It is not sufficient to 

recognize that ideology plays a significant role in maintaining status quo.  Caleb Williams 

requires its reader to consider precisely which types of ideologies are dangerous and why.  

In this chapter I will examine the text‘s hyperbolic focus on national ideology, the 

physical borders of nation space, and Caleb‘s inability to successfully cross them, 

metaphorically or literally.  I will argue that the text uses its ideological and physical 

representations of national communities to demonstrate how conceiving of the nation 

solely as a material entity—a physical space or an object worthy of love or esteem—

represents an error in judgment that is directly responsible for class-based oppression.  In 

keeping with Godwin‘s progressive agenda of reforming the world through the reform of 

individual consciousness, the novel trains the careful reader to view the nation in terms 

more familiar to readers of Benedict Anderson.  Godwin constructs an England that is an 
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ideological production whose borders are more accurately defined by the reach of 

Falkland‘s metaphorical arm than by geographical boundaries.  He then dismantles that 

vision of community in favor of an idea that is even more radical in its implications, both 

for the novel‘s political content and for those who wish to critique it in new ways.  After 

taking great pains to draw up the boundaries of the nation space as oppressively fixed 

throughout much of the novel‘s trajectory, the text opens itself to allow Caleb the 

possibility of traversing the physical boundaries of the nation, a possibility that he 

chooses not to take advantage of.  By the time Caleb is permitted access to physical 

spaces beyond the boundaries of the English nation he has learned, like the fugitive from 

Roman law in Gibbon‘s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, that doing so will not 

free him from relentless persecution.
40

  Caleb literally has nowhere to go.  Falkland‘s 

power and his presence are reflected both in the British peripheries and in its overseas 

territories.  Even the European continent is no safe haven for Caleb.  Falkland comes to 

represent far more than the glamour of England.  He is simultaneously a physical 

embodiment of lovely national ideology and a figure for imperium.  Caleb cannot escape 

from England because England, like Gibbon‘s Rome, is everywhere.       

 The nation is a particularly troubling discursive fantasy for Godwin, first because 

the reader who focuses on domestic space—like the characters who occupy Godwin‘s 

                                                
40 After being imprisoned for twelve years, Gibbon‘s Andronicus escapes from his cell and attempts to flee 

Rome.  He is recaptured and returned to Constantinople.  He escapes again and attempts to pass safely into 

Polish Russia where he is captured by agents of the Roman empire who plan to return him to 

Constantinople, once again .  Andronicus escapes a third time and restores himself to his native country by 

facilitating a treaty between Russia and Rome designed to protect Rome from Hungarian invasion. 

However, he soon falls from grace and he is forced to join the pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  The vengeful 

emperor persecutes him and forces him to flee Palestine for the East.  Although he is not immediately 
captured, his lover, Theodora, is captured and sent to Constantinople along with her two children (Gibbon 

60-63).  Ultimately Andronicus is left no choice but to beg pardon of the emperor and return to Rome 

where he is permitted to return. Upon his death, Andronicus exclaims in language which resonates deeply 

with Caleb‘s own: ―I no longer fear thee, my old enemy who has driven me a vagabond to every climate of 

the earth‖ (63).  



91 

 

fictional word and the British subjects they represent—is distracted from discovering 

how the dynamics of oppression operate.  One who looks beyond the borders of the 

nation discovers that tyrannical power relationships and the Oppressor/oppressed dyad 

are not dynamics that are unique to physical home space.  Second, because patriotism and 

nationalistic thinking place their emphasis on division and superiority-based hierarchies, 

nationalism moves humanity further away from the goal of republicanism and the 

―euthanasia of government for entry into an anarchist paradise‖ –alternatively put, a 

global system governed only by universal principles of reason, virtue, justice, and 

benevolence (Handwerk 942). 

As I mentioned earlier, this chapter also takes issue with the idea that Godwin‘s 

depiction of physical nation as panoptic prison represents Godwin at his most 

revolutionary.  This popular argument states that in depicting England in these terms, 

Godwin not only reshapes the reader‘s consciousness by returning to the textual center all 

that the narrative of lovely England represses, but also exposes the lower classes as 

complicit in their subjugation.   Critics who favor a reading of Caleb Williams focused on 

domestic politics argue that Godwin‘s novel problematizes acts of social and historical 

erasure by using the person of Falkland to demonstrate how social and political injustice 

is perpetuated and sustained.  Carl Fisher explains the phenomenon by citing Marilyn 

Butler and E.P. Thompson.  He writes: 

Throughout Caleb‘s ―adventures,‖ Godwin critiques the collusion of the 

population with power as it operates, not merely through political institutions and 

the law, but through prejudice, prepossession and habit.  Essentially Godwin 

probes the moral economy which defines eighteenth-century social relations, the 
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supposed benevolence and heavy-handed paternalism of the gentry; he identifies 

this relationship as far from moral and recognizes that it is based on and supported 

by processes of irrational and fierce identification (50).   

Thompson implies that the text‘s lower-class characters fall victim to a false 

identification with Falkland, the benevolent and chivalric patriarch who is seemingly 

favorably compared with the oppressive, self-serving patriarch (Tyrrel).  In actuality 

Falkland represents the more dangerous of the two.  On a literal level his civility masks a 

violent, domineering, and murderous nature.  On a metaphorical level it facilitates the 

power imbalance between the upper and lower-classes which is never seriously 

challenged by the latter.  Falkland—and by extension the aristocratic ideology which he 

embodies—is always depicted as noble.  Despite the fact that he commits murder, he 

never falls from grace in the eyes of the novel‘s lower-class characters who, instead, 

accept responsibility for the murder that he commits not once, but twice.  

Like Thompson, Butler, and Fisher, I wish to argue that Godwin‘s text depicts the 

lower classes as active participants in their own subjugation.  I also want to argue that we 

can locate sites of successful textual radicalism in his description of lower-class 

complicity.  However, my focus is far less domestic.  I will argue that Godwin‘s 

depiction of lower-class complicity focuses on the lower class‘s relationship with 

nationalistic sentiment and patriotic rhetoric and ultimately demonstrates that both are 

particularly dangerous types of false consciousness for the disenfranchised.  Patriotism is 

exposed as an empty rhetoric of social inclusion and social equality conferred upon them 

by virtue of the fact that they—like the upper classes—have the distinction of being 

English and can therefore enjoy the privilege of personal liberty and racial/national 
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superiority to England‘s various demonized Others.  For the lower classes, patriotism is 

empty rhetoric because it holds out the promise of political and social freedom that in 

actuality they cannot attain. And it is a dangerously seductive discourse whose promise of 

liberty is appealing even if impossible.  Indeed Caleb‘s story speaks to the seductive 

power of English loveliness, particularly if one considers the point that Caleb buys into 

the narrative of the Englishman's freedom and agency so completely and that he holds on 

to that belief for so long.  His alleged motivation for writing his memoirs provides some 

insight into why.  Caleb writes:  

I have been a mark for the vigilance of tyranny, and I could not escape…My 

fame, as well as my happiness, has become his victim.  Every one, as far as my 

story has been known, has refused to assist me in my distress, and has execrated 

my name…I am incited to the penning of these memoirs only by a desire to divert 

my mind from the deplorableness of my situation, and a faint idea that posterity 

may by their means be induced to render me a justice which my contemporaries 

refuse (3).   

His words reveal much about his character, his preoccupations, and the conditions of 

social life.  Despite his professed willingness to embrace chaos in order to extricate 

himself from Falkland‘s pursuit, Caleb is desperate for the comfort of a social identity.  

Oppression proves highly isolating for Caleb and this passage suggests that the burden of 

solitude weighs heavily on his psyche. And the text repeatedly stresses this point.  Caleb 

constantly attempts to convince others of his innocence and tries desperately to form 

emotional connections with his fellow countrymen by appealing to their shared 

experience. Along with this need for community comes a deep-seated need for 
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acceptance that is closely tied to his need for agency and desire for self expression.  

Caleb‘s words show that he is preoccupied with the fact that his actions are judged 

harshly and his character is universally lambasted.  His need for vindication and fame and 

his need to be viewed as a morally upright individual are borderline obsessive.  The very 

act of writing his memoires suggests that he refuses to give up authorial control over the 

narrative of his own life.  Participation in the narrative of Englishness gives Caleb the 

opportunity to have his communal needs met.  It offers him the comfort of social 

inclusion by giving him access to the ―national we.‖ It allows him to feel as though he is 

actively taking part in a narrative that transcends the individual.  At the same time, it 

offers a vision of liberty which suggests that the individual can exercise some control 

over the conditions of his daily existence.   

Caleb‘s compelling need to tell his own story reflects a strong desire for 

reputation which is echoed in the narrative of his attempt to make something more of 

himself than the material conditions of his life will allow.  Born to the peasant classes, he 

was given a rudimentary education in the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic, and 

claims that he was able to raise his status through self education.  Caleb claims, ―I had an 

inquisitive mind, and neglected no means of information from conversation or books. My 

improvement was greater than my condition in life afforded room to expect‖ (3-4).  This 

moment is revealing for a number of reasons.  First, what seems like an exercise of 

agency might also be read as a moment of self-delusion.  Although Caleb takes it upon 

himself to expand his own mind through industry and self-education, he fails to realize 

that his relationship with discourse and with narrative is uncritical.  Although he sees 

himself as exercising control over what he reads, the reader gets a far different 
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impression.  A few sentences later, Caleb tells the reader that he lacks the ability to 

distance himself from narrative.  By his own admission he has ―an invincible attachment 

to books of narrative and romance...I read, I devoured compositions of this sort.  They 

took possession of my soul; and the effects they produced were frequently discernible in 

my external appearance and my health‖ (4).     

The narrative of English civility, agency, and moral superiority proves to be no 

different from the romance novels and detective fiction that Caleb so thoroughly 

internalizes. It, too, infiltrate his psyche and become part of his subjectivity because it 

seems to satisfy deep emotional needs, in particular Caleb‘s need to be more than what he 

is.  He does not question the narrative or see its inherent contradictions; he does not 

understand that an individual who exists in a rigid social system like England‘s can only 

hope to exercise true agency by extricating himself from the system, an impossible task 

for one who wishes to have a social identity and be viewed as morally upright.  More 

evidence for this point is provided by the fact that the only person who Caleb 

successfully convinces of his innocence is Raymond, the leader of a band of thieves who 

claims that ―our profession is the profession of justice…we who are thieves without a 

license are at open war with another set of men who are thieves according to law…a thief 

is, of course, a man living among his equals‖ (CW 216). The society of thieves is set up 

as counterpoint to the social world with Raymond serving as foil for Falkland.  Both 

grow wealthy by exploiting others; however Falkland‘s methods are legitimized by his 

place in the social system while Raymond‘s are demonized because they are self-

initiated.  Criminal but glamorous, Raymond influences his companions‘ behavior 

through subtle and manipulative tactics rather than boorish and heavy handed violence.   
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He is able to see the inherent injustice built into the social system because he rejects it 

completely, emotionally and ideologically.  He therefore enjoys the critical distance from 

the narrative of domestic loveliness that Caleb and the texts‘ lower-class subjects lack.   

Caleb‘s struggles against both his own ideological interpellation, and the system 

of institutional violence of which Falkland is the agent demonstrate my earlier point: that 

for the disenfranchised, nationalism represents an empty rhetoric of social equality, an 

unfulfilled promise of freedom and participation in public life, and Caleb‘s story also 

gives us insight into the ways in which nationalistic thinking works on the lower-class 

psyche. The text traces Caleb‘s development from interpellated subject toward self-

reflexive individual, aware of his investment in the imagined community of lovely 

England.  The trajectory of the text pushes Caleb toward political and historical self-

consciousness in the final scenes where Caleb laments his trap, going so far as to reject 

his ―Englishness‖ by spurning the chivalric ideals that were championed by Burke and 

other right-wing patriotic Romantic thinkers in their conception of the lovely nation.  

Caleb‘s self consciousness develops as a result of his failed attempts to escape the 

persecution of his Master/Mentor, Falkland.  Upon discovering that Falkland‘s 

gentlemanly façade masks the heart of a murderer, Caleb absconds from his estate, only 

to be relentlessly pursued and driven to despair, ruin, isolation, and eventually madness 

by his former Master, who is desperate to keep his reputation intact. Before his downfall, 

Caleb tenaciously attempts to outrun and outwit his tormentor.  He attempts to do so by 

emigrating, by using disguise, and seeking safe harbor within the anonymity of urban life.  

These strategies are tied up in a masquerade of personal identity that demonstrates the 

text‘s preoccupation with the interconnections between the individual subject‘s self-
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expression and national character.   

Caleb‘s journey is both literal and metaphorical; his physical flight from 

Falkland‘s house is also representative of a flight from the ideological forces which 

determine both his social status and his place in the symbolic order. Simply put, it is an 

expedition that reflects Caleb‘s desire to articulate his identity on his own terms and his 

belief that he has the freedom both to move about the world and to self-fashion. 

Significantly, he fails in all three pursuits, in large part because he is so heavily invested 

in the concept of fixed identities and the belief that national subjects exhibit physical and 

personality traits that are indigenous to their country of origin. Because he was born 

English, Caleb believes that he has inherited the right to personal liberty and mistakenly 

believes that he has agency to act on his desires and to author his own destiny, which he 

attempts to do even from his earliest textual appearance.  When we are first introduced to 

Caleb, he seems a carefree youth who believes firmly in his own ability to make his own 

fortune and advance his station in life through the exercise of his quick mind and his 

talents. Although he acknowledges the fact that he was singled out for employment by his 

patron, ultimately he misunderstands the extent to which his opportunities for 

advancement are dependent upon his patron‘s good opinion of his character and his 

ability.  He mistakenly believes that he has the freedom to define himself in terms of his 

intellectual curiosity, which he claims ―perhaps more than any other [trait], characterized 

the whole turn of my life.  I could not rest till I had acquainted myself with the solutions 

that had been invented for the phenomena of the universe‖ (4).   

His desire for agency and individual self expression is prevalent in the text‘s 

central conflict.  Upon hearing the story of Falkland‘s troubled relationship with his 
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boorish neighbor Tyrrel, a story which culminates with Tyrrel‘s murder, Caleb becomes 

obsessed with ―the truth.‖ He makes repeated attempts to ascertain whether or not his 

master was responsible for his rival‘s untimely demise.  Although Falkland was legally 

vindicated, Caleb quite rightly suspects that Falkland perpetrated the murder and 

aggressively attempts to prove his theory.  He discovers the proof of Falkland‘s guilt in 

an old trunk, a moment which is often read by the novel‘s critics as a metaphorical 

moment of ideological awakening in which Caleb discovers the true nature of Falkland‘s 

character and by extension, the sado-masochistic dynamic of English class hierarchy.
41

  

Caleb‘s investigation of Falkland is a rather audacious outlet for his inherent 

curiosity.  His attempt to delve into the personal business of his social superior can be 

read as a misguided attempt at expressing his subjectivity on his own terms, a right which 

he specifically identifies as being the birthright of the free-born Englishman.  That he 

feels entitled to investigate the conditions of Falkland‘s life and judge the moral rectitude 

of his actions suggests that he is unconcerned with questions of whether or not his 

behavior is socially appropriate.  He thinks only of his own individual desire for 

knowledge and passion for self-expression.  As Caleb himself puts it: ―…I panted for the 

unraveling of an adventure with an anxiety, perhaps almost equal to that of the man 

whose future happiness or misery depended on the issue…my imagination must be 

excited; and when that was done, my curiosity was dormant‖  (4).   Caleb believes 

himself inherently equal, and possibly superior, to his Master.  Undeterred by the fact that 

                                                
41

 Marilyn Butler writes the following:  ―In Caleb Williams the central symbolic moment is the attempt to 

open the mysterious box, the ark kept in Falkland's private sanctum, an opportunity given to Caleb because 

of the (revolutionary) fire endangering the house. It is an analogue of the writing of Political Justice or the 
writing of Caleb Williams, although the box itself has no literal importance, since there is no one secret, no 

one piece of evidence, to uncover. Falkland's 'secret' is his evil wish to dominate or to be revered, and it is 

conveyed everywhere in the text's mimicry of Burke's language…‖ (Godwin, Burke and Caleb Williams 

252).  
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his place in the class hierarchy is significantly lower than Falkland‘s, he continues to 

question and probe, flouting Falkland‘s authority and his position as master of the estate.  

His actions are misguided and his attempts to set himself on equal footing with the 

Aristocrat are ill fated; it is only in his self-perception that he can be equal to Falkland.  

To the other inhabitants of Falkland‘s world—members of both the privileged and the 

lower-classes—Caleb is an upstart and an inferior whose attempts at transgressing the 

boundaries of his station are viewed as nothing short of monstrous.   

Caleb struggles to construct and articulate his subjectivity on his own terms, 

against the cultural and ideological forces that dictate what the place of a poor, 

disenfranchised, lower-class male should be.  This struggle, as David McCracken 

implies, is to some degree a product of gross self delusion.  Self-fashioning requires a 

degree of personal freedom that is not made available to the disenfranchised.  As 

McCracken puts it, ―[Godwin] was aware that history did not always provide obvious 

support for this optimism‖ (vii). Indeed, Caleb fails to see the ways in which the very 

identity he desires to construct—that of a free, self-governing Englishman—is itself 

already representative of an interpellated subject position because it is articulated in the 

language of patriotic sentiment, a sentiment which we have seen is purposefully 

disseminated from the top down.  The fact that Caleb‘s earliest articulation of his own 

identity is startlingly similar to Burke‘s description of the lovely subject is not surprising, 

for it almost directly parrots Falkland‘s—the text‘s lovely Aristocrat—description of 

what it means to be a national subject. Whereas Falkland claims that ―Englishmen are 

free; and no man is to be charged with villainy because he changes one source of 

subsistence for another,‖ Caleb proudly proclaims that ―he is an Englishman…born into 
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liberty‖ and thus possessed of the ―privilege to be sole judge and master of his own 

actions‖ (159).  Although Caleb does not recognize it, the reader can see that Caleb‘s 

desire to be an Englishman indicates that he is already interpellated into Falkland‘s own 

ideological system, the very system which he attempts to reject.  True he professes to 

believe in personal freedom, but he unconsciously repeats Falkland‘s own words, 

suggesting that he uncritically accepts the aristocrat‘s definition of what it means to be 

subject.  He fails to consider whether it can and does seem congruent with his day-to-day 

experiences.  

A closer look at the text shows that Caleb‘s take on Falkland‘s claims for the 

Englishman also reflects a gross misunderstanding of the original message.  Falkland‘s 

language suggests that the Englishman has agency only to move laterally; he may choose 

between predetermined social positions.  Caleb believes that the Englishman‘s freedom 

lies in his ability to author his own destiny in any manner he chooses.  Falkland‘s concept 

of an English identity is nuanced and linguistically manipulative while Caleb‘s is naïve 

and grossly at odds with his social reality as persecuted servant and lower-class orphan.  

He cannot see the inherent contradiction in adopting a socially based identity in order to 

try and escape from the constraints of the social system that produces it.  He also fails to 

see that his conception of what it means to be English bears absolutely no resemblance to 

the material conditions of his life, especially with regard to his ability to take advantage 

of the supposed privileges that ―Englishness‖ affords.   

In fact there is a significant disconnect between the ideology of the Englishman as 

free agent and Caleb‘s social experiences.  Caleb is only an Englishman by accident of 

birth; he lacks family connections and property, the things which would confer a social 
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identity upon him and which might allow him to fulfill the promise of agency and self-

fashioning that being English holds out. According to Caleb‘s misunderstanding of the 

concept, an Englishman ostensibly reserves the right to construct his own identity and his 

own destiny through freedom of action; however both Caleb‘s identity and his life path 

are written and re-written for him by Falkland. By accepting him into his household and 

offering him employment as his secretary, Falkland offers Caleb an established place in 

the social order.  He also offers Caleb the legitimacy which comes from being associated 

with an estate and a profession, an identity which Caleb uncritically and unknowingly 

accepts until he is chastised for prying into his Master‘s personal affairs.  And just as 

easily as hegemonic forces can provide so too can they take away, when the loyal subject 

falls from grace. Once Falkland discovers that Caleb has unearthed his secret, he 

immediately changes his spots.  No longer cast in the role of Burkian benevolent 

patriarch, he retaliates by converting his once trusted domestic into a persecuted slave.  

This is the first of many new identities—including but not limited to thief, scoundrel, and 

ultimately murderer—that Falkland will write for Caleb.  

 Admittedly, Caleb recognizes each of Falkland‘s attempts to rewrite his social 

identity and attempts to resist each of them in turn. But he is unequipped to reject 

Falkland‘s labels.  Misguided Caleb, not yet aware that ―free Englishman‖ is an unstable 

ideological fiction, argues against Falkland‘s revision by asserting that his ―Englishness‖ 

legitimates his claims to personal liberty.  He persists in his quest for agency, avowing, ―I 

am free…I feel that I am free…so far as related to myself I resolved and this resolution 

has never been entirely forgotten by me, to hold myself disengaged from this odious 

scene, and never fill the part either of the oppressor or the sufferer‖ (156).     
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The language in which he refuses his role in the Master/slave dialectic once again 

associates Caleb with the interpellated subject that Burke imagines in Reflections.  Like 

the properly socialized lower-class subject, Caleb is psychologically as well as 

emotionally invested in the concept of being a free Englishman.  He is free only because 

he feels as though he is free, not because he possesses the ability to reject the various 

identities that are bestowed upon him by his Master.  For Caleb, and for the lower classes 

that he represents, Englishness is an ideological fantasy disseminated by the upper classes 

in order to properly tame the sentiments of their would-be subject.  Seduced by the 

promises of individual freedom and social equality that ―Englishness,‖ holds out, Caleb 

invests in the concept wholeheartedly. He accepts it uncritically, emotionally, and 

without skepticism, and in so doing, Caleb fails to see that he subjugates himself.  

Godwin, however, makes it quite clear to his readers that ―Englishness‖ is a lovely, but 

ethereal notion.  As Thomas, yet another of Falkland‘s long suffering servants, laments 

while visiting Caleb in prison: 

Zounds, how I have been deceived! They told me what a fine thing it was to be an 

Englishman, and about liberty and property and all that there; and I find it is all a 

flam.  Lord, what fools we be! Things are done under our very noses, and we 

know nothing of the matter: and a parcel of fellows with grave faces swear to us 

that such things never happen but in France, and other countries the like of that 

(202). 

What Thomas here recognizes is the paradox between ideology and material, the direct 

contradiction between theory and actuality—between how English subjects are supposed 

to be treated, and how they are in actuality mistreated by the powerful and the wealthy.  
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Thomas is awakened to the fact that the ideology of ―Englishness‖ is a dangerous social 

fiction, based upon venal deception.  Once aware of the fact that being an Englishman 

doesn‘t hold up to its promise, he argues that to uncritically accept the identity—an 

identity which has been pushed upon him by individuals who quite literally lie with 

straight faces—represents a gross error in judgment.   

Caleb, however, remains seduced by the promises of Englishness until far later in the 

novel‘s trajectory when circumstances become so oppressive that it becomes impossible 

to reconcile reality and fantasy.  And his rejection of the concept is only ever partial.  

While he claims to recognize that one who is not born with cultural capital cannot 

negotiate the social world on his own terms, he refuses to accept the fact that he similarly 

lacks the ability to present himself to the world as he wishes to be seen: a persecuted 

innocent whose natural liberty has been trampled upon by an unfeeling tyrant.   

For most of the novel‘s trajectory, Caleb fails to see that his conception of what it 

means to be an Englishman--a man whose prerogative is liberty and who may enjoy a 

spotless reputation based on the merits of his action, rather than subjective definition by a 

third party—is simply unattainable for someone whose material reality is at odds with the 

aristocratic idioms through which nationalism is articulated.  Falkland warns Caleb that 

his understanding of his identity as free agent is a flawed one by admonishing ―...you 

little suspect the extent of power.  At this moment you are enclosed within the snares of 

my vengeance, unseen by you, and at the instant that you flatter yourself you are already 

beyond their reach, they will close upon you.  You might as well think of escaping from 

the power of the omnipresent God, as from mine‖ (144). However, Caleb fails to heed 

him and predictably he is foiled in his bid for self determination.  
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When Caleb attempts to assert his freedom by fleeing from Falkland‘s estate, Mr. 

Falkland responds by exercising his representational power.  He refashions Caleb‘s 

identity into that of a thief and a libeler, despite the fact that he is innocent of both 

charges.  Significantly, the concept of theft is conflated with treason. Caleb laments that 

―the robbery of which I was accused appeared to them atrocious from its magnitude, and 

whatever sparks of compassion might otherwise have sprung up in their ingenuous and 

undisciplined minds, were totally obliterated by indignation at my supposed profligacy in 

recriminating upon their worthy and excellent master‖ (175-76). The idea that he could 

attempt to prosper financially and rise above his station by robbing a benevolent and 

generous master is represented not only as a crime against an upper-class individual, but 

as a crime against the social world in general.  As we have seen through the example of 

Raymond, to be a thief is to stand in direct opposition to the social order and to gain the 

ability to see that the only difference between Aristocratic land owner and criminal is that 

the former has his behavior justified by law.  Both make their living by exploiting the 

well-being of others, but in the Aristocrat this behavior is represented as glamorous while 

in the thief it is viewed as criminal.  

In the minds of Falkland‘s supporters, Caleb‘s alleged theft renders him ―a 

monster with whom the very earth groaned.‖  It is depicted as so heinous an act that 

―there was no criminal upon the face of the earth, no murderer, half so detestable as the 

person who could prevail upon himself to the utter the charges [done] by way of 

recrimination against so generous as master‖ (249). It is hardly surprising that this 

construction of Caleb as thief isolates him and haunts him throughout the course of 

adventures.  Once again material reality and ideology are at odds and Caleb is victimized 
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by the split. Although Caleb is of course innocent of all charges and proclaims his 

innocence repeatedly, he is unable to convince others—Aristocrat and peasant alike—of 

the veracity of his claims.    Even Thomas—the astute cultural critic who can see the 

discrepancy between what he has been told Englishness denotes and his experience of 

how reality doesn‘t hold up to ideological promise—believes Falkland‘s representation of 

Caleb as thief and responds to Caleb‘s protests of innocence as follows: 

I will never take anybody‘s word, nor trust to appearances that it should be an 

angel.  Lord bless us!  How smoothly you palavered it over, for all the world as if 

you had been as fair as a new-born babe.  But it will not do; you will never be 

able to persuade people that black is white.  For my own part I have done with 

you.  I have loved you yesterday, all as if you had been my own brother.  Today I 

love you so well, that I would go ten miles with all the pleasure in life to see you 

hanged (176). 

Ironically Thomas is guilty of hypocrisy as he does precisely what he claims he will 

never do: he accepts Falkland‘s word as accurate and believes what appears to be true, 

rather than Caleb‘s claims which in fact correspond to the material course of events. 

And Thomas is merely one of many.  Regardless of where Caleb travels, his 

reception is similarly cold. Falkland‘s presence is ubiquitous; he has paid agents and 

supporters who buy into his representational fictions even in the remotest part of the 

British Isles.  In Wales, for example, Caleb is utterly astonished to learn that his 

sympathetic acquaintance, Laura, the matriarch of an insular family of Italian expatriates, 

knows of Falkland and holds him in high esteem, despite the fact that she should be 

multiply removed from Falkland‘s sphere of influence.  She is a foreign national and the 
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daughter of a nobleman who was exiled for religious and political heresy.  As a result, 

she grew up in exile, seemingly far removed from the social world and its prescriptions.  

Secondly, she is an intellectual, a great lover of book learning and scholarly pursuits, 

which should allow her to read social discourse accurately.  However: 

…a woman like this who knew nobody, who lived as it were alone in a corner of 

the universe which had never, in a single instance, entered into any fashionable 

circle, this admirable and fascinating hermit…by some unaccountable accident 

[has] become acquainted with this fatal and tremendous name…Mr. Falkland was 

connected in her mind, with the sentiments of unbounded esteem (293-94).  

She too buys into the vision of Caleb as criminal, and chooses to accept Falkland‘s 

version of events rather than the information she has amassed through their day-to-day 

interaction.   When she discovers that the man she has allowed to enter her home, educate 

her children, and provide her society and comfort, is the Caleb Williams of rumor and 

legend, she shuns him.  In so doing she effectively chooses narrative over experience.  

She accepts the aristocratically produced and disseminated vision of who Caleb is, even 

though it is grossly at odds with the Caleb she has actually liked, and even though their 

intimacy has given her extensive insight into his character. 

Laura‘s personal history sheds some light on her choice. Caleb informs the reader 

that: 

I afterwards found that Mr. Falkland had been known to the father of Laura; that 

he had been acquainted with the story of Count Malvesi, and with a number of 

other transactions redounding in the highest degree to the credit of the gallant 

Englishman.  The Neopolitan had left letters in which these transactions were 
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recorded which spoke of Mr. Falkland in the highest terms of panegyric.  Laura 

had been used to regard every little relic of her father with a sort of religious 

veneration; and, by this accident, the name of Mr. Falkland was connected in her 

mind with the sentiments of unbounded esteem (294). 

Like Thomas, Laura is represented as interpellated subject in the sense that her belief in 

Falkland‘s glamour and moral rectitude have become deeply engrained in her psyche and 

in her subjectivity.  They have been passed down to her from the writings of her father—

the venerated patriarch whose word is as good as divine law—and she has been educated 

to revere him from an early age.  Although she is not directly under his authority and has 

little reason to fear his wrath, she has much to lose in rejecting the narrative of Falkland‘s 

unblemished goodness.  To question Falkland is to question the validity of her father‘s 

words which have shaped her understanding and her ability to form moral judgment from 

an early age.  It is to throw her entire method of world comprehension into disarray.  As 

she herself claims, ―I do not wish to have my understanding perverted, and all the 

differences of things concealed from my apprehension‖ (300). 

From a theoretical perspective, Laura is a traditionalist, not a progressive.  Cut off 

from the world of social progress and raised within a system of Aristocratic values, she 

does not question their validity. Her example is perfectly in keeping with Michael 

McKeon‘s thoughts on the relationship between genre and social change.  McKeon 

writes, ―in the realm of social change, the idea of personal virtue occupies the place that 

true history does in epistemology.‖  In contrast to progressives who view, ―[elevated birth 

as an arbitrary accident] which should not be taken to signify worth,‖ Laura privileges 

Romance over history and authority over truth (391).  Falkland‘s story of benevolent 
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gentility offers her both.  It is a narrative that is supported by the weight of tradition and 

it is a narrative that is fully fleshed out and appears internally consistent.  Thus it is far 

easier for Laura to invest in the truth value of Falkland‘s story than Caleb‘s because he 

withholds the narrative of his personal history, hoping instead to be judged by his actions 

which lack context.  To once again quote McKeon, narratives such as Falkland‘s ―deploy 

an extraordinary arsenal of authenticating devices—names, places, dates, events, eye—

and ear—witness testimony, etc.—in order to prove the reality of the invisible world‖ 

(391). There is much comfort and simplicity offered in the vision of stability that they 

produce.  As McKeon puts it: 

The term ―ideology‖ often is used to suggest a simplistic reduction of human 

complexity.  But as I intend the term, ―ideology‖ is a discourse whose purpose is 

to mediate and explain apparently intractable social problems—in this case, the 

problematic questions of virtue.  To explain the condition of status inconsistency 

is not to explain it away, but to render it intelligible.  In fact, the very plausibility 

of ideological explanation depends on the degree to which it appears to do justice 

to the contradictory social reality that it seeks to explain.  In the present context, 

ideological explanation works by telling stories (391).    

In appealing to Laura‘s ability to read narrative critically, Caleb fails to see the degree to 

which she is personally invested in social fiction and the ways in which they render her 

own social experience meaningful.  He is devastated and utterly dumbfounded by Laura‘s 

choice because he, unlike Laura, is heavily invested in the notion of empirical Truth.    

Caleb‘s incredulity is multiply significant.  First, it highlights the ways in which 

Caleb‘s understanding of the connection between the material and the ideological is 
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flawed.  Caleb believes that both personal and social identity have deep ties to the 

material. According to his belief structure, who he is should be derived from an 

assessment of the merits of what he does and how he acts, and the purely rhetorical 

elements of identity should never be privileged over the material. Personal and social 

identities should never be discursive fictions, nor should there exist a split between the 

discursive and the material, a belief which is ironically at odds with the conditions of his 

own life.  

Caleb‘s flawed understanding of the split between ideological and actual leads 

him to make a number of crucial mistakes during his quest for full expression of the 

promise of self-authorship, suggesting that his understanding of ideological malleability 

is, for the better part of his adventures, partial at best.  Firstly, Caleb fails to recognize—

until it is too late to alter his fate—that English authority is a privilege which belongs to 

the wealthy and the powerful.  Secondly, without the power of authority, Caleb fails to 

manipulate national ideology and rhetoric in order to exact any sort of tangible effect 

upon his position in the social world. In fact, Caleb‘s attempt to resist Falkland‘s tyranny 

by fulfilling the promise held out to him by his ―Englishness‖ merely earns him a new 

overseer: Falkland‘s agent, Frank Gines, who is tasked with ―following [Caleb] from 

place to place blasting [his] reputation, and [preventing] him from… continuing long in 

one residence [and from] acquiring a character for integrity that should give new weight 

to any accusation [he] might at a future time be induced to prefer‖ (304).  Relentless and 

single-minded, Gines pursues Caleb around the British Isle, ensuring that he cannot 

escape from Falkland‘s physical grasp, and in so doing, extends Falkland‘s reach to the 

furthest ends of the kingdom. Caleb informs the reader that Gines is careful to keep out of 
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sight while ―…disseminating that which in the eye of the world seemed to amount to a 

demonstration of the profligacy and detestableness of [Caleb‘s] character‖ (304). An 

unseen entity whose presence can be felt in the tangible, material world, he is the 

invisible agent who ensures Falkland‘s ubiquity.  Frank Gines‘s presence, and his textual 

function, mirror the ways in which the ideology of the lovely nation is functionally and 

tactically disseminated by the upper classes to the lower.  He is the unseen agent whose 

actions can be detected and felt, but whose process is a mystery; the agent who 

disseminates Falkland‘s account of things as they are to British subjects in the remotest 

portions of the kingdom, ensuring that Caleb‘s tarnished reputation becomes as solid as 

material fact.  

Significantly, Gines also ensures that Caleb—who has begun to suspect that 

Englishness may not be as liberating as it seems—cannot escape either the physical or 

ideological borders of English nationspace, regardless of how hard he tries.  And try he 

does. By the time he meets Gines, Caleb has given up Falkand‘s rhetoric of the 

Englishman. Instead he tries to construct a non-English identity for himself.  Put another 

way, he attempts to ignore the ideological by focusing on what he believes to be material. 

He does so by renouncing his English identity and attempting to reauthor himself by 

establishing safe havens in foreign spaces.  In rapid succession Caleb attempts to flee to 

Ireland, Holland, and Wales.  Caleb attempts to journey into these physical or 

metaphorical foreign spaces with varying degrees of success.  He is apprehended before 

the ship to Ireland sets sail, he cannot afford the passage to Holland, and while he is able 

to enter the physical nation space of Wales, Caleb‘s attempt to find community and 
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acceptance there is abortive.
42

  Significantly, Caleb is never able to enter foreign space by 

crossing a physical barrier like the North Sea or the channel.  English home space is 

rendered small, confining, and prison-like, in part because its boundaries cannot be 

traversed, in part because Caleb is watched, hunted, and pursued in a manner which 

makes the home space feel oppressive.   Each time he attempts to flee, the narrative of 

pursuit and torment repeats itself, and the same characters feature prominently.  In the 

Metropolis or in the remotest corner of the kingdom he is always in Falkland‘s shadow 

and Gines is two steps behind him.  Even the anonymous authorities who apprehend him 

during his first attempt to flee the physical boundaries of England are the same ones who 

later threaten to prevent him from crossing into Welsh territory.   

The importance of Caleb‘s inability to cross the boundaries of nationspace 

emerges if we consider closely the account of his attempt to escape into Ireland.  Caleb‘s 

Irish adventure is particularly enlightening because it is the one textual example of Caleb 

attempting to flee both the ideological and physical boundaries of England 

simultaneously.  In so doing, he shows his reader that both are similarly artificial 

constructs.  In order to pass into Ireland safely, Caleb books himself passage on a ferry by 

representing himself as an Irish beggar.  Caleb attempts to pass by ―[adopting] along with 

my beggar‘s attire a peculiar slouching and clownish gait to be used whenever there 

should appear the least chance of my being observed, together with an Irish brogue‖ 

(238). Although his performances of national identity are almost farcical, within the 

world of the text they are described as eerily seamless impersonations.  Caleb does 

indeed fool Falkland‘s bloodhounds and safely boards the ferry which will convey him to 

                                                
42 It is significant to note that Wales is the only nation space that Caleb can successfully cross into, because 

unlike his other attempts to flee, it doesn‘t require him to physically leave the island.  He doesn‘t have to 

cross a body of water to enter, so the metaphor of physical space as prison remains intact.   



112 

 

Ireland. However, no sooner does he embark then he is mistaken for an Irish mail robber 

and apprehended.  As Caleb puts it, ―[he] had scarcely opened [his] mouth to reply, when 

with one consent they laid hold of [him], said [he] was their prisoner, and declared that 

[his] accent, together with the correspondence of [his] person would be sufficient to 

convict [him] before any court in England‖ (240).  Surprised by his capture, Caleb is 

conveyed to prison where he is interrogated, and must convince the authorities of the 

validity of his innocence claims.   

 Despite the fact that material evidence is seemingly in his favor—his physical 

description does not match eyewitness accounts of the robber—he is unable to 

successfully convince the authorities that he is innocent.  Desperate to extricate himself, 

Caleb is forced to throw off the accent and disguise and embrace his Englishness once 

again.  However, his confession does precious little to extricate him from captivity or to 

improve his circumstances.  Instead: 

I, who had found the whole country in arms against me, who was exposed to a 

pursuit so peculiarly vigilant and penetrating, should now be dragged to the very 

center of the kingdom, without power of accommodating myself to circumstances, 

and under the immediate custody of the officers of justice, seemed to my ears the 

same thing as if they had pronounced upon me a sentence of death…It was 

impossible to devise a greater injury to be inflicted on me than the proposal that, 

instead of being permitted to proceed upon my voyage, I should be sent under 

arrest into the heart of the kingdom (243-44).   

Not only is he placed within Falkland‘s reach, he finds himself in the hands of English 

judicial authorities, the very institutions he was desperate to outrun in the first place. 
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Although his material performance of ―Irishness‖ is seamless and convincing, this 

attempt at self-authorship renders him utterly powerless; he is vulnerable to literal and 

metaphorical incarceration at the hands of the English power structure.      

Caleb‘s performance of Irishness is merely one of many semi-successful attempts 

to self-fashion a new cultural identity.  In quick succession he takes up, and then 

abandons, a variety of subject positions, each of which differs greatly from the non-

threatening, highly normative, lovely English subject position.
43

  In addition to his 

attempts to pass as an Irishman, he also presents as a beggar, a Jew, and a person who is 

not of able body, using the same materially based strategy to pass in each case.  Caleb 

takes on the conventional physical characteristics associated with each: as a beggar he 

wears rags and presents as dirty and disheveled.  As a Jew he wears ethnic clothing and 

darkens his complexion. And as a disabled individual he pretends to have a hunched 

back.  The fact that he adopts the same strategies in order to exact bodily transformations 

that he uses to exact cultural ones is of particular interest here.  Firstly, Caleb proves to 

his reader that although his understanding of nationality privileges the material over the 

ideological—becoming ―Irish‖ or ―Jewish‖ isn‘t a matter of adjusting one‘s theory, 

personal belief, or patriotic sentiment; it can be accomplished simply by altering his 

clothing, pronunciation, and complexion—it also represents the beginnings of Caleb‘s 

understanding that national identity is a malleable construct.  Caleb abandons the rhetoric 

                                                
43

 It is significant that Caleb attempts to occupy different subject positions which are considered aliens 

within—identities which establish sites of foreign spaces that exist within the borders of English nation 

space.  See my discussion of Jewishness in the previous chapter.  Although his disguises seem to provide 

adequate protection from the authorities and from Falkland‘s agent for varying periods of time, ultimately 

his identity is revealed, often through the betrayal of a lower-class compatriot.  It is appropriate that Caleb 
attempts to pass as Jewish, for like the theoretical Jew in Peter Mortensen‘s text, Caleb is an alien within.  

A stranger in his own home space, the foreigner who exists within the boundaries of home space 

destabilizes from within, and in so doing, poses the greatest threat to the notion of Englishness by 

threatening  to expose its nature as construct.   
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of English liberty in favor of a new attempt at national and racial self-fashioning.  And he 

does so to impact the conditions of his material life.  Although Caleb never benefits from 

his knowledge, he does educate the reader by his example.  He demonstrates to the 

reader, in a very tangible way, that national identity is akin to artifice: the ideology of 

nation can be deployed for strategic purposes. Cultural identity can be put on (or thrown 

off) just as easily as a suit of clothing, a point which is reinforced by the fact that Caleb‘s 

national disguises are stereotypical to the point of parody.   

Caleb‘s various performances reveal the construct inherent in the concept of 

identity.  Each identity that Caleb adopts is disposable, interchangeable with any other, 

and easily mimicked. They bear striking similarities to post-modern conceptions of the 

theatricality of personal identity, for example, Judith Butler‘s notion of drag.  Butler 

writes:   

Drag is not the putting on of a gender that belongs properly to some other group, 

i.e. an act of expropriation of appropriation that assumes that gender is the rightful 

property of sex, that ―masculine‖ belongs to ―male‖ and ―feminine‖ belongs to 

―female.‖  There is no ―proper‖ gender, a gender proper to one sex is rather than 

another, which in some sense that sex‘s cultural property.  Where that notion of 

the ―proper‖ operates, it is always and only improperly installed as the effect of a 

compulsatory system.  Drag constitutes the mundane way in which genders are 

appropriated, theatricalized, worn, and done; it implies that all gendering is a kind 

of impersonation and approximation.  If this is true, it seems, there is no original 

or primary gender that drag imitates, but gender is a kind of imitation for which 

there is no original; in fact it is a kind of imitation that produces the very notion of 
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the original as an effect and consequence of the imitation itself.  In other words, 

the naturalistic effects of heterosexualized genders are produced through imitative 

strategies; what they imitate is a phantasmatic ideal of heterosexual identity, one 

that is produced by the imitation as its effect.  In this sense, the ―reality,‖ of 

heterosexual identities is performatively constituted through an imitation that sets 

itself up as the origin and the ground of all imitations.  In other words, 

heterosexuality is always in the process of imitating and approximating its own 

phantasmatic idealization of itself—and failing.  Indeed in its efforts to naturalize 

itself as the originally heterosexuality must be understood as a compulsive and 

compulsory repetition that can only produce the effect of its own originality; in 

other words ―man‖ and ―woman,‖ are theatrically produced effects that posture as 

grounds, origins, the normative measure of the real (722-23).   

Caleb‘s masquerade of identity is nothing if not a type of cultural ―drag show.‖ It 

demonstrates this principle of repetition in a very literal way, in that the story of cultural 

transformation repeats itself with no change in outcome.  Although Caleb passes 

seamlessly for a short while, ultimately he is betrayed and forced to adopt another 

disguise until he gives up the strategy altogether.  And just as these repetitive 

performances of masculine and feminine ultimately work to destabilize the notion that 

there is something inherently authentic about the biological categories of male and 

female, so too does Caleb‘s performance suggest that the supposed origin, his identity of 

―Englishman,‖ which is conferred upon him by birth is similarly disposable.  If 

Englishness can be successfully unwritten simply by donning the most rudimentary and 

stylized elements of foreign dress and speech, it suggests that there is nothing natural, 
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nothing inherently ―real,‖ about it. Englishness is merely one of many narratives of 

identity that can be written on the body, depending upon context and need.  Caleb‘s 

cultural drag show challenges the homogeneity of the Burkian myth by pointing out that 

there exists no identity that can be called inherently English because England is already a 

globalized space.  It contains within its borders a variety of cultural others whose 

identities can be successfully imitated simply by mimicking their cultural practices.     

Yet it is undeniably true that the text also represents the concept of national 

identity as an ideologically derived entity and one that seems inescapably fixed and firm.  

While it seems paradoxical, examining one of the text‘s most fascinating moments of 

dramatic irony suggests that the two ideas are not at all incompatible.  Frustrated, 

depressed, and isolated, Caleb laments that:   

In every human countenance I feared to find the countenance of an enemy.  I 

shrunk from the vigilance of every human eye.  I dared not open my heart to the 

best affections of our nature.  I was shut up a deserted solitary wretch in the midst 

of my species.  I dared not look for the consolations of friendship; but, instead of 

seeking to identify myself with the joys and sorrows of others, and exchanging the 

delicious gifts of confidence and sympathy, was compelled to centre my thoughts 

and my vigilance in myself. My life was all a lie.  I had a counterfeit character to 

support.  I had counterfeit manners to assume.  My gait, my gestures, my accents 

were all of them to be studied.  I was not free to indulge, no not one, honest sally 

of the soul (255-56).  

Here the reader can see that the success or failure of Englishness as an ideology is 

directly related to the subject‘s personal and emotional investment in the concept.  Where 
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before Caleb demonstrates a practical knowledge of the idea that national ideology is an 

artifice that can be deployed for the purposes of personal gain, he shows that he is 

incapable of distancing himself emotionally from the idea that Englishness is also 

artificial.  Two of his implicit claims are particularly telling in this regard.  By referring 

to his disguises as counterfeit, Caleb inadvertently suggests that there exists an identity 

that is real and essential that he abandoned in order to construct his cultural fictions.  As 

we are repeatedly told throughout this section, and throughout the course of the novel as a 

whole, it is his Englishness.   

Second, Caleb‘s words suggest that in adopting an artificial national identity, he 

believes that he has forfeited his position in the social order.  That he considers his 

Englishness essential, while simultaneously believing that it can be forfeited, indicates 

that Caleb remains unconscious of his own ideological interpellation, and of the fact that 

he lacks understanding of the dynamics of interpellation in general.  Caleb takes an 

Aristocratically-derived discursive fiction and turns it into a material entity by investing it 

with personal significance.   And by creating a material referent for Englishness where 

none exists, he, once again, blinds himself to the ways in which his consciousness and his 

emotional ties to the imaginary nation are shaped by the fictions that have been 

disseminated to him by Falkland and by other interpellated subjects.  This problematic 

relationship between material and ideological is further highlighted by the parallel that is 

drawn between the physical and the metaphorical nation space.  The representation of the 

physical nation space as prison is being used as a concrete and highly recognizable 

metaphor for ideological entrapment within an ideology of nation space.  Physical space 

becomes equated with ideological space, and vice versa, and both are rendered strangely 
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artificial through their interchangeability.   

Thus Caleb‘s belief that there is an England and an English identity that are 

tangible entities worthy of his regard and emotional investment is a particularly 

dangerous type of false consciousness.  The national prison is disseminated from the top 

down, but is maintained by the individual‘s emotional investment in an artificial 

construct: England doesn‘t solely refer to a physical space with clearly defined 

geographical borders; it refers to a discursive fantasy which lacks real-world material 

referent but is reified in the mind of the lower-class individual.  Thus Caleb‘s story 

becomes a cautionary tale for the careful reader.  It teaches the English how national 

ideology works on their own collective consciousness and argues that the nation 

represents an effective force for preserving ―things as they are‖ because individual 

subjects enable it to do so.  It is this insistence upon lower-class complicity in the 

production of the nation which represents one of Godwin‘s most significant moments of 

ideological unmasking.  One more, directly related to the notion that Godwin‘s text is 

about the ways in which the nation can be thought of as a discursive fantasy, is worth 

examining. 

 In the chapter immediately preceding the trial scene—the scene which ultimately 

proves to be Caleb undoing—Caleb happens upon an old friend.  His travels lead him to 

cross paths with Mr. Collins, Mr. Falkland‘s personal steward, and Caleb‘s one-time 

surrogate father.  According to Caleb, Mr. Falkland not only possesses a great estate in 

England but owns plantations in the West Indies, and Mr. Collins has been sent overseas 

to ensure that they are well managed.  When Caleb attempts to inspire outrage in his 

former surrogate father by telling him of the ways in which he has been treated unjustly 
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by Falkland and by circumstance, he is surprised and disappointed to learn that Mr. 

Collins already knows of his plight.  While not without compassion for what Caleb has 

suffered, Mr. Collins is unwilling to empathize and share in his outage. When Caleb begs 

him for an audience, Mr. Collins replies as follows: ―Certainly, if you require it, I will 

hear you.  But that must not be just now.  I could have been glad to decline it wholly.  At 

my age, I am not fit for the storm, and I am not so sanguine as you in my expectation of 

the result.  Of what would you convince me? That Mr. Falkland is a suborner and a 

murderer‖ (309)?  His response to Caleb‘s request for audience and sympathy 

demonstrates a bitter and skeptical recognition of ―the way things are.‖ It also suggests 

that Mr. Collins is unwilling to rock the metaphorical boat.  That he, himself, supplied the 

very accusations that Caleb has cast upon Mr. Falkland suggests that he can see past the 

lovely façade of Mr. Falkland, and the ideology he espouses, but he makes a conscious 

decision to accept the discursive fantasy in the interest of maintaining his sense of self 

and his cultural identity.  Indeed Collins nearly channels Burke when he questions the 

validity of giving up the idea of the nation.  He argues, ―if you could change all my ideas, 

and show me that there was no criterion by which vice might be prevented from being 

mistaken for virtue, what benefit would arise from that? I must part with all my interior 

consolation, and all my exterior connections.  And for what?‖ (310)  

He willingly invests his emotions in the fiction because without it he lacks the 

internal peace which comes with having a social identity.  After a lifetime of servitude, 

internal consistency and comfort in the fantasy of order are the only remaining sources of 

solace.  Were Mr. Collins to give up the fantasy, he would have nothing but chaos.  To 

use his words, ―for the purchase of this uncertainty, I must sacrifice all the remaining 
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comforts of my life.  I believe Mr. Falkland to be virtuous, but I know him to be 

prejudiced.  He would never forgive me even this accidental parley, if by any means he 

should come to be acquainted with it‖ (310).  His words suggest that Mr. Collins 

possesses a more thorough understanding of the social order than any of his lower-class 

compatriots who are similarly invested in Falkland‘s fictions.  Thomas and Laura accept 

the fantasy of loveliness uncritically and without understanding the ways in which their 

structure of feeling and their emotional attachment to the lovely nation have been shaped 

for them by a top-down process of ideological dissemination.   Mr. Collins‘s acceptance 

is a conscious choice and is directly at odds with his personal sentiments.  Whereas others 

feel veneration and love, he feels only futility and fear that his refusal to buy into the 

fantasy of loveliness can only lead to personal disaster at the hands of a tyrant who is as 

vindictive as he is venerated.  In addition he fears the collapse of his own grounds for 

belief.  

   And it comes as no coincidence that the character who buys into the fiction by 

choice is also the only lower-class character who successfully crosses national borders.  

Although the text is conspicuously silent on the particulars of Mr. Collins‘s adventures in 

the new world, the silence is a pregnant one. It suggests that the story of the new world is 

a story which warrants suppression. It also suggests to the reader that there is something 

significant and cautionary to take away from the affair, a point which is bolstered by the 

description of the ways in which Mr. Collins has been affected by his experiences.  

Godwin describes Caleb‘s encounter with Mr. Collins as follows: ―No sight therefore 

could give me a purer delight than that which now presented itself to my eyes.  It was 

some time however before either of us recognized the person of the other.  Ten years had 
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elapsed since our last interview.  Mr. Collins looked much older than he had done at that 

period; in addition to which he was in his present appearance pale, sickly and thin‖ (308). 

Sickly, enfeebled, and considerably aged, Mr. Collins is a broken man, both in body and 

spirit.  His health has been ravaged.  His disposition soured.  His travels have given him 

knowledge that his insular compatriots lack.   

Although Caleb‘s encounter with Collins does not occupy much textual space, it 

is profoundly important.  Not only does it shape the trajectory of Caleb‘s narrative as a 

whole, it opens up the novel to a plethora of interpretations never yet considered by its 

critics.  Mr. Collins has lifted the metaphorical veil. More specifically, he has learned, 

first-hand, that the power of Falkland is not limited to English home space.  And he has 

seen the tyranny of Falkland unmasked because he has managed Falkland‘s affairs in a 

space where fictions of English civility are simply unnecessary.  It is no surprise that Mr. 

Collins has a firmly established sense of futility.  His belief that Falkland‘s supremacy is 

inevitable is garnered from experiential knowledge; he has a direct and visceral 

understanding of the ways in which Falkland successfully dominates because he has seen 

the ways in which his authority can be exercised on a global scale.  The revelation 

represents a double unmasking; not only is Falkland revealed to be a tyrant but he also 

reveals that tyranny is a global dynamic. Godwin‘s text suggests that the lovely English 

paradigm works as a legitimate strategy for meaning making because it ignores the fact 

that the ideology of power and domination, through which English hegemony is 

articulated, is not solely a domestic phenomenon.  In suggesting that Collins returns from 

doing Falkland‘s bidding in the new world, ―a broken man,‖ Godwin closes the gap 

between ―home‖ and ―empire,‖ ―England,‖ and ―non-England‖ and establishes a link 
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between tyranny in the old world and tyranny in the new world.  It is a link which is also 

established by narrative structure.  Just as the text suppresses the narrative of Falkland‘s 

tyranny in the old world, so too does it repressed in the new world.   

  In order to see just how crucial this moment is, a number of questions about the 

Mr. Collins episode must be addressed.  First, why is he granted first-hand access to such 

potentially destabilizing information?  Second, what is the effect of this moment of 

unmasking on the narrative and on the reader‘s understanding of the text? I believe the 

answers are intertwined.  With regard to the first question, the answer lies in the essential 

differences between the characters of Caleb Williams and Mr. Collins.  Falkland permits 

the latter to travel overseas precisely because he is not a radical, and he is disinclined to 

act upon the knowledge that he garners.  Caleb on the other hand is a revolutionary and a 

believer in social justice who has proved himself quite eager to trade tranquility of mind 

for chaos.   

And thus we see one of the text‘s most significant radical comments.  Without a 

full understanding of the way in which power operates, the quest of the radical is destined 

to fail. It is precisely this globalized perspective that Falkland has denied Caleb 

throughout the course of their conflict. Immediately after the reader learns that Mr. 

Falkland‘s authority is international, she is directly told that Falkland has made it 

impossible for Caleb to cross national borders and will continue to do so.  Full of despair 

and believing that the only respite he can find from his suffering is to flee his beloved 

home space, Caleb prepares to journey overseas yet again.  However he is visited by 

Gines, who discloses the following: 

…I have a little private intelligence to communicate to you.  I come as a friend, 
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and that I may save you a labour-in-vain trouble…beware the salt seas; they are 

out of my orders.  You are a prisoner at present, and I believe all your life will 

remain so.  Thanks to the milk-and-water softness of your former master…as long 

as you think proper, you are a prisoner within the rules; and the rules with which 

the soft-hearted squire indulges you are all England, Scotland and Wales.  But 

you are not to go out of these climates.  The squire is determined you shall never 

pass the reach of his disposal.  He has therefore given orders that, whenever you 

attempt so to do, you shall be converted from a prisoner at large to a prisoner in 

good earnest…I would advise you for the future to keep at a proper distance from 

the sea, for fear of the worst.  You see I tell you all this for your good.  For my 

part I should be better comfortable bird‘s-eye prospect to the gallows: but I do as I 

am directed (312-13).  

Once again Mr. Gines is the agent who disseminates Falkland‘s ideology of loveliness, 

and in this case, he functions to restore Caleb‘s belief in the fullness of the narrative.  His 

insistence that Falkland‘s authority only extends to the physical space of the English 

isle—note that Gines excludes Ireland—is directly at odds with what the reader learns 

from the account of Mr. Collins‘s international experiences.  His language is also 

significant.  In contrast to Gines‘s violent propensity, ―milk-soft,‖ and gentle Falkland 

refuses to have him hauled off to prison, but instead will allow him to roam at will.  The 

discrepancy suggests that Gines serves to provide misdirection and to reinterpellate him 

into the ideology of the lovely nation. He can perform this task successfully because, as 

we noted earlier, Caleb has remained emotionally invested in the essentiality of 
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Englishness.
44

   Although this reads like a moment of defeat for Caleb—and indeed it 

does immediately occasion his downfall—it is a moment in which Godwin‘s nationally 

based radical commentary is effectively transmitted to the reader.  When read 

metaphorically, it seems that Gines‘s words demonstrate the very need to keep Caleb 

safely within the confines of the narrative of Englishness if Falkland is to maintain his 

authority over the would-be radical.  

 Interpreting this moment through the critical lens that the reader gains through 

Caleb‘s encounter with Mr. Collins opens the novel up to the ways in which Caleb‘s tale 

is a cautionary one, suggesting to its reader that the nation is an object that is unworthy of 

emotional investment and personal attachment.   To conceive of a nation as an entity that 

can provide a sense of community and social inclusion reifies the discursive fantasy that 

was disseminated to inculcate those very feelings. And by creating an object of 

sympathy, ―the nation,‖ the individual moves further away from advancing the goals of 

progress, social justice, and universal human equality imagined by both Price and 

Godwin.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
44 In the second ending of the novel, when Falkland is brought to trial and dies as a result of his shame, 

Caleb laments, ―I came to accuse, but am compelled to applaud.  Mr. Falkland is a man worthy of affection 

and kindness, and that I am myself the basest and most odious of mankind! Never will I forgive myself the 
iniquity of this day.  The memory will always haunt me, and embitter every hour of my existence.  In thus 

acting I have been a murderer, a cool, deliberate, unfeeling murderer‖ (Godwin, CW 323).  Here we see that 

by Caleb‘s own words, Falkland is restored to loveliness and all that is unlovely, including Falkland‘s act 

of murder, is abjected upon Caleb who willingly accepts it.  His acceptance is delivered in the language of 

heart speech and the implication is that he has been reconciled to Falkland‘s self-authored fictions.   
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Chapter 3: Byron‘s Don Juan and the Citizen of the World: 

L'univers est une espèce de livre, dont on n'a lu que la première page quand on 

n'a vu que son pays. J'en ai feuilleté un assez grand nombre, que j'ai trouvé 

également mauvaises. Cet examen ne m'a point été infructueux. Je haïssais ma 

patrie. Toutes les impertinences des peuples divers, parmi lesquels j'ai vécu, 

m'ont réconcilié avec elle. Quand je n'aurais tiré d'autre bénéfice de mes voyages 

que celui-là, je n'en regretterais ni les frais, ni les fatigues.  

        (de Montbron, Le Cosmopolite 130) 

  

 

―The universe is a book of sorts, and he who has seen only his native land has read only 

the first page.  I‘ve skimmed quite a few pages, and have found them equally bad. This 

inquiry has not been at all unfruitful. I hated my country. All the oddities of the different 

people among whom I have lived have reconciled me to it. Should I gain no other benefit 

from my travels than this, I will have regretted neither the pains nor the fatigues.‖ So 

translates the often quoted bit of cynical wit which provides this chapter with its 

epigraph.  Byron‘s choice of this quotation for the motto of his most popular work is 

significant, and not only because it provides support for a crucial point of this chapter: 
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insularity is the enemy of social progress.  Taken from Jean-Louis Fougeret de 

Montbron‘s autobiographical Le Cosmopolite (1750)—which was reprinted in 1752 with 

the equally resonant title Le Citoyen du Monde—the quote points to Byron‘s affiliation 

with a particular brand of cynical cosmopolitanism whose critics dismissed it as rootless, 

misanthropic, and solipsistic.
45

   

Fougeret de Montbron‘s cosmopolitanism stands in opposition to the view of 

Enlightenment cosmopolitans who saw themselves as open-minded and culturally 

impartial ―citizens of the world.‖  According to Thomas Schlereth, Enlightenment 

cosmopolitanism could be considered ―an attitude of mind that attempted to transcend 

chauvinistic national loyalties or parochial prejudices in its intellectual interests and 

pursuits.‖ Alternatively it is ―… an aspiration of the elite intellectual class that Voltaire 

called the world‘s petite [sic: petit] troupeau des philosophes‖ or  ―… a psychological 

construct that prompted many philosophes to replace or to modify their attachment to 

their geographical region or sphere of activity with a more expansive, albeit abstract, 

attitude toward the whole world‖ (Schlereth xi-xiii).  In her compelling, Strangers 

Nowhere in the World: The Rise of Cosmopolitanism in Early Modern Europe, Margaret 

Jacobs argues that enlightenment cosmopolitans were ―border crossers‖ whose cultural 

tolerance and openness to diversity were transgressive; the cultural sensitivity exhibited 

by the cosmopolitan promised to break down the boundaries of personal identity—

nationalism, race, class, religion, gender—which serve as divisions between human 

beings.  Indeed, her argument is in keeping with the notion that cosmopolitanism is less 

an organized political philosophy than a way of thinking that is bred from one‘s 

unwillingness to have his beliefs defined by a particular religious ideology or political 

                                                
45 The book titles translate to The Cosmopolitan  and The Citizen of the World, respectively.   
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authority.  

 A second group of philosophers—including Addison, Diderot, and 

Montesquieu—used the term to indicate that they were urbane and well-traveled 

individuals, at home everywhere and strangers nowhere, who could establish contacts 

wherever they traveled.
46

 Although this is a more tangible and practical view of 

cosmopolitanism, it, too, represents the individual as ―a citizen of the world.‖  And in 

both cases, the world is an international community where hierarchically based 

nationalistic sentiment has no place. All cultures are equally appealing and deserving of 

the individual‘s affection.
47

 Enlightenment cosmopolitanism dictates that its followers 

eschew cultural preferences or nationalistic prejudices.  

While Enlightenment cosmopolitanism seems to celebrate diversity and promote 

cultural sensitivity and tolerance, some scholars suggest that this may not be entirely 

accurate.  In her study of Rousseau‘s relationship to anti-cosmopolitan ideals, Helena 

Rosenblatt points out that Rousseau frequently denounced cosmopolitanism as superficial 

and deceptively dangerous.  Rosenblatt maintains that Rousseau is skeptical of the theory 

for a variety of reasons.  First, it might lead to the establishment of a universally unjust 

                                                
46 According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot, Addison, Hume, 

and Jefferson are among the individuals who identified as cosmopolitans.  Although they are all 

philosophically significant thinkers, their usage of the term cosmopolitan has not garnered much 

philosophical interest.  It is, however, relevant to my purposes here, as I am interested in the way Byron‘s 

relationship with Enlightenment cosmopolitanism shaped his aesthetically based theory of national 

deconstruction  (Cosmopolitanism Par. 1-11). 
47 Although space prevents me from tracing the history of cosmopolitanism in extensive detail, it is worth 

noting that the principles of Enlightenment cosmopolitanism are consistent with the central tenet of all 

theories that can be classified under the blanket term ―cosmopolitan.‖ Derived from the ancient Greek 

kosmopolites, or citizen of the world, cosmopolitanism puts forth the idea that all people are part of an 

implied international human community, regardless of the individual political ideologies they embrace.  It 

also puts forth the idea that this community is valuable, and worth cultivating.  To some degree I am 
arguing that all of the liberal writers that I include in my project, especially Price, are influenced by this 

general tenet of cosmopolitanism, and that the idea of universal community informs their attempt to 

unwrite the nation. However I do not deal explicitly with the blanket concept of Cosmopolitanism in other 

chapters, as it would change the focus of this dissertation, which is more political and aesthetic than 

philosophical (The Stanford Encyclodepia of Philosophy, Cosmopolitanism  pars. 1-11).  
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regime just as easily (or perhaps even more easily) as it could establish social justice.
48

  

And she correctly notes that Rousseau‘s cosmopolitan is a hypocrite who pretends to 

―love the entire world,‖ so that he might have ―the right to love no one‖ (Rosenblatt 59). 

For Rousseau, cosmopolitanism is a smokescreen which justifies the individual‘s failure 

to care for his fellow men in tangible, material ways, a charge which Burke would 

ironically level at Rousseau and at the opponents of his brand of sentimental patriotism.  

Rosenblatt describes Rousseau‘s cosmopolitan as a man who cares more about the 

positive image that he presents to the world than whether or not he lives up to his 

reputation in his daily life; a man, like the Burkian aristocrat, who privileges the 

appearance over the real and the ideological over the material.
49

 

Although his study of cosmopolitanism and nationalism does not cite Rousseau, 

Daniele Conversi notes a similar hypocritical strain inherent in enlightenment 

cosmopolitanism.  Conversi writes: ―enlightenment thinkers not only espoused a deep 

appreciation for human diversity, but also, on occasions, seemed to conflate cosmopolitan 

and pro-nationalist attitudes” (Conversi 34). Later, he points out that “cosmopolitanism 

has been seen as a rhetorical device used by existing elites to justify the status quo, by 

attempting to 'universalize' the hegemonic pretensions of the dominant culture, while 

denying legitimacy to minority ones" (37). Both points suggest that cosmopolitans who 

                                                
48 Indeed this critique is especially plausible if one considers the cosmopolitan theories of Kant and 

Anarchasis Cloots.  Kant imagined all rational humans as participants in a moral human community of 

brothers who closely resemble citizens in the political sense because they share the same rights and they 

give each other one law.  Cloots‘ argument was more politically based than morally based.  Drawing on 

social contract theory, he argued that all nation-states should be abolished, in favor of the creation of a 

single world state, under which all individuals would be subsumed.  Both theories beg the question, whose 

ideology comes to represent ―world ideology?‖ See Cloots Ouevres; Kant Perceptual Peace (1785).  
49 Rosenblatt looks to a variety of sources to provide support for her summary of the notion that Rousseau 
might be thought of as anti-cosmopolitan.  In addition to The Social Contract, she also cites Emile, in 

which Rousseau advises:  "beware of those cosmopolitans who go to great lengths in their books to 

discover duties they do not deign to fulfill around them. A philosopher loves the Tartars so as to be spared 

having to love his neighbors,‖ and then, "the man of the world lives entirely in his mask ... What he really 

is, is nothing; what he appears to be is everything for him" (Rousseau, Emile 246-250).   
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view the entire world as their homeland threaten to reify a worldview that is steeped in a 

potentially dangerous homogeneity.  Because it is not inconceivable that the 

cosmopolitan worldview could establish a community in which the hegemonic authority 

of the “homeland,” could become universalized, Conversi argues that cosmopolitanism, 

which ostensibly celebrates diversity and promotes cultural tolerance, could lead to 

inadvertent cultural prejudice;  thus it could be seen as containing the seeds of its own 

deconstruction because it is an inadvertently complacent form of cosmopolitanism that 

has at its baseline the idea that “home” is superior to foreign space.   

My final example also stems from a text which examines the relationship between 

nationalism and cosmopolitanism. Unlike Conversi‘s, it argues for a definitive separation 

between enlightenment cosmopolitanism and nationalism. Writing against the cynical and 

decidedly anti-nationalistic vision of patriotism as shortsighted is Johann Georg 

Schlosser—brother-in-law to Goethe—who noted in ―Der Kosmopolit,‖ that ―it is better 

to be proud of one's nation than to have none.‖
50

    His attitude is reflective of the 

nineteenth-century usage of the term ―cosmopolitan,‖ which was derived from 

cosmopolite (more commonly used in the 17
th
 century in England) and which was 

characteristically contrasted with the concept of the patriot.  According to Peter Graham, 

ideological association with one term meant reproaching the other.  And as Schlosser‘s 

poem suggests, cosmopolite was more often used as the pejorative during the Napoleonic 

Wars and beyond. Graham goes on to cite a plethora of nineteenth-century usages which 

confirm this idea—for example Coleridge, who claimed that cosmopolitanism was a false 

philosophy and who believed that individuals who believed cosmopolitanism to be nobler 

than nationalism were misguided (R.J. White 115).  Later usages of the term also 

                                                
50 Qtd The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy par. 18 
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maintain the either-or dynamic.  In Miscellanies, for example, Thomas Carlyle claims 

that, ―a certain attenuated cosmopolitanism had taken the place of the old home feeling‖ 

(287).  Graham also cites Edward Edwards‘s Life of Sir Walter Raleigh which juxtaposes 

the cosmopolitan with the domesticated lover of home space.  Edwards suggestively 

described Raleigh as follows: ―And he was no cosmopolitan.  He was an Englishman of 

the English,‖ and in so doing suggested that to be attached to one‘s homeland and to 

embrace a wider cultural identity are mutually exclusive activities (Graham 3).  It is 

similarly resonant that each author calls for individuals to reject cosmopolitanism on 

emotional rather than intellectual grounds.  Each argues that the cosmopolitan possesses a 

faulty structure of feelings because he allows his interest in the global and the exotic to 

supplant his properly domesticated sentimental love of country.    

Examining all of these usages of the term brings to light ways in which 

enlightenment cosmopolitanism could hinder, rather than advance, a liberal agenda.  In 

each case, the depiction of cosmopolitanism exhibits connections to the conservative 

nationalistic idiom that we examined in the first chapter and which Godwin explicitly 

challenged in his fiction.  Rosenblatt‘s analysis of Rousseau provides another example of 

the ways in which ideology can easily take precedence over the material.  Conversi 

argues for a potentially paradoxical relationship between the material and the ideological 

by showing us how a lovely ideology could be used to justify an oppressive socio-

political regime. Schlosser‘s claim that to feel emotionally connected to a nation space is 

morally superior to rejecting it smacks of the very sentimental patriotism which 

proponents of status quo attempt to inculcate in the oppressed.  Byron was certainly no 

conservative. He was, however, an astute cultural critic and a careful theoretician who 
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had an uncanny knack for eschewing the potential conservative strain present in even the 

most seemingly radical of discourses.  He does so by espousing the skepticism of 

Fougeret de Montbron.    

In contrast to Enlightenment cosmopolitanism, Fougeret de Montbron called 

himself a Cosmopolitan not because he felt deep connections to the places that he 

inhabited, but because he could live comfortably everywhere, without emotional 

attachment or commitment to anywhere in particular.  Personal preferences and 

inculcated patriotic sentiment did not dictate where he chose to settle.  Rather he 

wandered randomly from place to place.  To use his terms, ―All the countries are the 

same to me‖ and ―[I am] changing my places of residence according to my whim‖ (130). 

Expressed in language that is decidedly more negative than the discourse of cultural 

objectivity that categorizes the dominant Enlightenment cosmopolitan tradition, Fougeret 

de Montbron‘s breed of cosmopolitanism is cynical and pessimistic; it seems to support 

the idea that Godwin touched upon in Caleb Williams: all nations are rendered equal by 

their social problems.  

When considered in this light, it seems perfectly fitting that Byron would align 

himself with the cynical rather than the idealistic strain of cosmopolitanism.  Because 

Byron‘s cynicism is so well documented in Romantic scholarship, one could argue that to 

devote critical attention to the connection would be redundant.  However, I believe that if 

one carefully considers Byron‘s choice in the context of the various criticisms leveled at 

18th-century cosmopolitanism, she might see radical potential that has not yet been 

explored.  By making use of the cynical rather than the more traditionally accepted 

discourse of cosmopolitanism Byron is able to avoid the problem of embedded cultural 
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preference implicit in 18th-century cosmopolitanism; because no culture is superior to 

any other, and each is plagued by similar dynamics of tyranny and oppression, no nation 

space emerges as dominant, and no nation space in particular comes to represent the 

whole because each space is equally good--or equally poor—as any other. 

This principle of cultural equality influences much of Byron‘s important work, in 

particular Childe Harolde, his eastern romances, and Don Juan, which is the focus of this 

chapter.  Although it may seem strange to focus the majority of my attention on such a 

limited section of Byron‘s work, I do so simply to avoid repetition as the principle could 

be applied to any of Byron‘s depictions of foreign space.  Even a very cursory glance at 

some of Byron‘s other work demonstrates this.  For example in The Giaour, neither East 

nor West rises to the status of culturally dominant.  Byron conflates the East and Europe 

in his depictions of landscape which are both exotic and familiar. He writes: 

Fair clime! Where every season smiles 

Benignant o‘er those blessed isles, 

Which, seen from far Colonna‘s height, 

Make glad the heart that hails the sight,… 

…These Edens of the eastern wave: 

And if at times a transient breeze 

Break the blue crystal of the seas, 

Or sweep one blossom from the trees, 

How welcome is each gentle air 

That wakes and wafts the odours there!  

For there the Rose, o‘er crag or vale, 
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Sultana of the Nightingale 

The maid for whom his melody,  

His thousand songs are heard on high, 

Blooms blushing to her lover‘s tale: 

His queen, the garden queen, his Rose, 

Unbent by winds, unchilled by snows 

Far from the winters of the west, 

By every breeze and season blest… 

…And grateful yields that smiling sky 

Her fairest hue and fragrant sigh. 

And many a summer flower is there, 

And many a shade that Love might share, 

And many a grotto meant for rest, 

That holds the pirate for a guest…(7-37) 

The ―Eastern Vales‖ that Byron depicts are not only exotically Eastern with their balmy 

climate, their pirate grottos, and their crystal blue seas, they are also full of Western 

poetic imagery and seem startlingly out of place in a battle poem.  Indeed this ―Eden of 

the East,‖ specifically evokes the description of Milton‘s paradise with its sumptuous 

flowering trees and its tranquil gardens.
51

  Even the presence of the pirate—the plunderer 

                                                
51 In Book IV of Paradise Lost, Milton describes the Garden of Eden as follows: 

 Of goodliest Trees loaden with fairest Fruit, 

Blossoms and Fruits at once of golden hue 

Appeerd, with gay enameld colours mixt: 
On which the Sun more glad impress'd his beams  

Then in fair Evening Cloud, or humid Bow, 

When God hath showrd the earth; so lovely seemd 

That Lantskip: And of pure now purer aire 

Meets his approach, and to the heart inspires 
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and the colonizer—evokes the image of the serpent in the garden, suggestive not only of 

Western literary tradition but also of Western imperial presence.  The binary established 

by the cold winters of the west and the warm and tranquil east thus proves to be a false 

one.  We might also read a critique of Empire in Byron‘s strategy: it is inappropriate to 

use Western imagery in an Eastern Romance just as it is inappropriate for the West to 

assert its cultural dominance over the east. He highlights this idea a mere twenty lines 

later when he shows us that the Edenic landscape is, in point of fact, a fallen world that 

has been ―marred into wilderness‖ (50) by warlike men.    

An additional reading emerges if we consider the fact that in Byron‘s image of the 

Sultana speaking to the nightingale, not only does Byron reference a well known Persian 

fairytale and Greek mythology, he also recontextualizes one of the most prevalent 

Romantic poetic symbols—the nightingale singing in the vale so that it appears foreign 

and exotic.  It is impossible to tell whether this is an instance of Western cultural 

encroachment on an eastern tale, or an example of ―foreignness‖ infiltrating English 

discourse. The ambiguity is suggestive. Home and foreign have become so inherently 

conflated that they cannot be separated.  Foreign space does not necessarily become 

home space because home space itself is already foreign.   

And the poem demonstrates evidence of cultural conflation in other areas as well. 

                                                                                                                                            
Vernal delight and joy, able to drive  

All sadness but despair: now gentle gales 

Fanning thir odoriferous wings dispense 

Native perfumes, and whisper whence they stole 

Those balmie spoiles. As when to them who saile 

Beyond the Cape of Hope and now are past 
Mozambic, off at Sea North-East windes blow 

Sabean Odours from the spicie shoare 

Of Arabie the blest, with such delay 

Well pleas'd they slack thir course, and many a League 

Chear'd with the grateful smell old Ocean smiles (146-65). 
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Both the title character and Hassan are murderers, which is suggestive of the type of 

cultural mirroring that Billie Melman describes in her study of the intersections of gender 

and imperialism. Melman writes that:  

The Orient came to be the opposite of a rational and rationalizing West, superior 

and identified as ―masculine.‖ The oriental female apotheosized that Orient‘s 

―otherness.‖ But, as I hope I have shown…the image of the different was never 

monolithic and, certainly, not androcentric.  Women travelers, missionaries and 

writers did not perceive the oriental woman as the  absolutely alien, the ultimate 

―other.‖ Rather oriental women became the feminine West‘s recognizable image 

in the mirror (316). 

Although Melman is specifically speaking of the image of the oriental woman, in Byron‘s 

text, the principle holds true for the image of the Eastern and Western male figure as 

well, a point which Saree Makdisi makes when he argues that cultural conflation is less a 

gendered phenomenon than it is an indication that the discourses of modernity and 

imperialism begin to conflate in the nineteenth century (Romantic Imperialism 130).   

Indeed East and West mirror each other in the act of the Giaour‘s revenge killing of 

Hassan.  In avenging Leila‘s death, he effectively repeats the murder and demonstrates 

that he too possesses the very barbarity that he laments in Hassan.  He carries his guilt 

with him everywhere: guilt for the murder that he explicitly commits and for catalyzing 

Leila‘s destruction. He becomes a figure suggestive of the great personal cost of the 

dynamics of cultural conflict, an argument which is supported by his description as 

soulless vampire who sustains himself by feeding on the life blood of his victims.  It is 

impossible to determine whether Hassan or the Giaour is inherently morally superior.  
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And it is equally impossible to determine which of their cultures may be deemed 

inherently more valuable.
52

  In fact as Collin Jager points out: 

The poem, then, does not derive its energy from a clash of civilizations; indeed, 

Christian orthodoxy never meets Islamic orthodoxy, and in any case both are so 

emptied of content as to become literal invitations for readers to fill in the blanks 

for themselves. Instead, the poem concentrates on the complex space between 

orthodoxies, in which a curious kind of understanding seems to be possible. For 

when he makes his confession, the Giaour remarks that he and Hassan are not so 

very different (par. 4).  

He points to the lines 

 

Yet did he but what I had done 

Had she been false to more than one. 

Faithless to him, he gave the blow; 

But true to me, I laid him low: 

Howe'er deserved her doom might be, 

Her treachery was truth to me. (The Giour 1062-67)  

in order to illustrate that not only would The Giaour have killed Leila if he were put in 

Hassan‘s place, but that he can imagine himself in that place. From that perspective the 

Giaour seems to approve of what Hassan has done; he also imagines importing Hassan's 

perspective into his own, taking it as a guide for his own future actions. Although the 

                                                
52 Incidentally the Giaour is often read as a figure who is beyond East and West as he exists on the borders 

of traditions, cultures, and identities.  This interpretation also supports the point that ultimately Byron‘s 
concern is in constructing and evaluating a cultural landscape that exceeds  individual nation spaces.  In 

associating the Giaour with Western presence I take Byron‘s speaking Eastern subjects at their word.  The 

Giaour, meaning foreigner or infidel, is represented as a Christian Outsider and because he fits many of the 

Christian stereotypes that permeate Western cultural tradition, I associate him with the Western, and 

therefore imperial presence.   
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boundaries between cultures don‘t completely collapse, Jager argues that ―yet, these lines 

suggest, Hassan's code of conduct can be re-written in the Giaour's language‖ (par. 3-4). 

Finally, in his depictions of individual bodies, for example the harem girl Leila, 

who is beloved of the Giaour and slave to Hassan, we see an image that is simultaneously 

both Eastern and Western in both obvious and subtle ways. Her role as lover and slave 

places her in the intersections of Western and Eastern culture just as her clothing—both 

harem girl and Georgian page—sign her both English and non English.
53

  Although it is 

possible to read an imperial conflict being played out on Leila‘s body, it is equally 

convincing to point out, like Saree Makdisi does, that Byron is drawing explicit 

connections between Muslim views of women as man‘s slaves and British discourse. 

Makdisi discusses Wollstonecraft‘s feminist theory which uses the image of the harem 

girl as a symbol for the condition of English women in patriarchal society, and the ways 

in which that usage challenges the notion that the East is a cultural space in need of 

Domestication by the civilized British metropole (Impossible History 276-278).  In 

reading the female body in this way I do not mean to suggest that Byron is simply 

abjecting British cultural problems onto a savage East.  The text resists such a binary 

reading of the relationship between domestic and foreign space as it does not permit the 

reader to view British cultural space and Eastern cultural space as fundamentally distinct.  

In fact, Leila, with her pale skin, blushes, hyacinth hair, and dark eyes, resists the reader‘s 

attempts to read her as oppressed Eastern woman. Her description seems more resonant 

of the literary trope of English beauty. The Giaour suggests that there is radical potential 

to be exploited in examining the cultural costs of Empire: in this case, the mistaken 

beliefs that England is a morally superior space and that home and foreign can be placed 

                                                
53 Leila runs away from the harem disguised as a Georgian page. 
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into hierarchical relationship.  

In order to see the reformative potential of Byron‘s cynical model, it is useful to 

consider how Byron avoids the problem Sara Suleri identified in post-colonial readings 

that privilege alterity over the Colonial power: the tendency to replicate what they mean 

to unwrite.  Most post colonial paradigms, she suggests, perpetuate Self/other distinctions 

by switching the terms so that the voice of the other becomes centralized while the 

dynamics of conflict remain intact.  Suleri says that, ―even as the other is privileged in all 

its pluralities, in all its alternative histories, its concept function remains too embedded in 

a theoretical duality of margin to center ultimately to allow the cultural decentering that 

such critical attention surely desires‖ (2).  By representing all cultures as problematic, 

Byron successfully provides alternative models for reimagining the relationship between 

cultural spaces that are dialectical rather than hierarchical and in so doing provides 

implicit challenges to the notion of Englishness. His work destabilizes the idea that there 

can be any sort of inherently lovely, hegemonic, morally and ethnically superior nation 

space that can be set in conflict and opposition to a variety of culturally inferior foreign 

spaces.  English homespace is simply one a part of a larger, heterogeneous, global whole. 

Suleri points out that ―in historical terms colonialism precludes the concept of 

―exchange‖ by granting to the idea of power a greater literalism than it deserves.  The 

telling of colonial and post-colonial stories, however, demands a more naked relation to 

the ambivalence represented by the greater mobility of disempowerment.  To tell the 

history of another is to be pressed against the limits of one‘s own.‖  She goes on to claim 

that, ―the allegorization of empire, in other words, can only take shape in an act of 

narration that is profoundly suspicious of the epistemological and ethical validity of 
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allegory, suggesting that the terms ―culture,‖—more particularly ―other cultures,‖ is 

possessed of an intransigence that belies exemplification.‖  Instead the story of culture 

eschews the formal category of allegory to become a painstaking study of how the idioms 

of ignorance and terror construct a mutual narrative of complicities‖ (2).   Nigel Leask 

says of Byron‘s Eastern tales, ―Byron reduces the Imperialist Self to a level with its 

Oriental other; but in so doing he in effect perpetuates the prejudice of East/West binary 

while attacking the ideology of Empire which it empowers,‖ precisely because he does 

not read the text in terms of its cultural ambivalence (4). Thus the text can only rebuild 

the very walls that it seeks to tear down.  Ambivalence yields potentially fruitful results 

precisely because it resist the fixity inherent in the stable binary opposition.   

 In Don Juan, Byron rejects both the notion of cultural superiority and the 

cosmopolitan principle of turning all space into home space in more explicit ways.  As I 

will attempt to demonstrate through a careful reading of Cantos I, II, III, IV, and the 

English Cantos, any nation space that Don Juan depicts can—and indeed does—serve as 

substitute for homespace, not vice versa.  Just as it is conflated in the symbolic universe 

of The Giaour, homespace and foreign space in Don Juan ultimately become conflated in 

productive ways that allow Byron to deconstruct the concept of nation making in general.  

His conflation of ―home‖ and ―foreign‖ also challenges the validity of patriotic sentiment 

that is based upon a false sense of national superiority.  I believe that Byron‘s cynicism, 

like the cynicism of all misanthropes, stems from a desire for human perfection and 

human progress. It is the cynical which he allows to shape his aesthetic and political 

theories, precisely because it is the cynical, rather than the conventional which has the 

potential to expose the machinery that produces the nation.  Byron saw potential avenues 
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for cultural and moral reform in a discourse that divorced the cosmopolitan‘s ability to be 

at home anywhere in the world from individual sentiment and personal attachment. 

Moreover, Byron not only avoids the problem of Enlightenment cosmopolitanism, 

where the conflation of home and foreign space is problematic and potentially 

detrimental for one who aims to be culturally sensitive, but he also exploits the use value 

of the conflation of home and foreign space in a way which has only been touched upon 

by Romantic critics. Most do not consider the implications of the fact that Byron‘s 

writings are in keeping with the cynical, rather than the dominant tradition.  Peter 

Graham, for example, reads Byron through the lens of Enlightenment cosmopolitanism in 

order to construct an argument about Don Juan which is very much in keeping with 

Conversi‘s warning that Enlightenment Cosmopolitanism contains the seeds of its own 

destruction by turning all space into homespace.  Graham claims that Byron converts all 

nation space into homespace in a very literal way. He argues that at the level of the 

figurative and the metaphoric, Byron‘s writing about the world is in actuality writing 

about England, so its cosmopolitan impulse bolsters, rather than detracts, from patriotic 

sentiment (4).   

Indeed Byron frequently recasts English practices as Spanish, Russian, or 

Ottoman and while my reading of Don Juan recognizes the validity of the strategy, it 

proposes a new way to conceive of the text‘s cosmopolitan impulses that preserves its 

global scope and radical potential.
54

    As Susan Wolfson and Peter Manning point out in 

                                                
54 Significantly, Burke‘s writings too reflect the influence of Enlightenment Cosmopolitanism.  Saree 

Makdisi points out Burke‘s recognition that there is a degree of universality implied in the discourse of 
morals and human rights.  In Romantic Imperialism, he quotes the following: ―the laws of morality are the 

same everywhere, all human beings and societies share certain fundamental qualities and rights—qualities 

and rights that implicitly deny the possibility of totally separate spheres of existence, separate histories, 

separate destinies.‖   Makdisi goes on to make the following comment about the universalist strain in 

Burke‘s thinking: ―…the universalist tendencies which (as Rodinson observes) emerged from the 
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their introduction to the text of Don Juan, Byron‘s scathing attack on ‗cant,‘ or what is 

familiar or socially acceptable, is a cosmopolitan move which represents ―an attack on 

―complacent, shallow sentiment, tinged with hypocrisy, laying claim to local 

conversations and the wider languages of cultural fashion, national vaunting, religious 

and other sermonizing, and not the least, throaty anthems of military ‗glory‘‖ (x).  

Instead, they quite rightly point out that Byron chooses to reject all that is conventional 

and culturally specific.  Preferring to ―change lakes for oceans,‖ Byron also seeks to 

separate himself from the sentimental aestheticism implied in Burke‘s lovely patriotic 

fictions. Byron associates what is tranquil, aesthetically pleasing, and domestic, with 

what is shortsighted, shallow, and false (Dedication, 40). 

Byron went to great lengths—as is reflected in both the content and in the 

textuality of his work—to ensure that his poem would be global in scope.  Although 

England certainly features prominently in the final cantos, it is not central to the poem 

and receives no more textual space than any of the other countries that Don Juan visits.  

In terms of its textuality, Don Juan is unlike the patriotic narratives we have thus far 

examined in that it is decidedly and deliberately unlovely.  The poem is as expansive, 

wild, and unwieldy as the cultural world it depicts.  Like the poem‘s unlikely hero, the 

storyline and the ideology that Don Juan espouses, ―wander.‖  Nothing is repressed, 

abjected, or subsumed to the level of textual unconscious, which makes the plot line 

challenging, and at times even impossible, to follow.  The narrator makes frequent 

digressions which often overtake the narrative and make the poem frustrating in its lack 

of linearity.  His digressions are textually interruptive. They also suggest that he is 

                                                                                                                                            
Enlightenment would gradually transfigure the very notion and possibility of separate social/national 

development (which has an analogue in the scientific paradigm of fixed types) and lead towards the 

construction of a universal evolutionary ―stream‖ (Romantic Imperialism 105).       



142 

 

heavily invested in the telling of his own story, which competes for space with the 

narrative of Juan‘s travels.  In fact the frequency with which they occur—and the amount 

of textual space they occupy—often lead Don Juan’s critics to ponder whether or not the 

digressions make up the true subject matter of the poem.   

Finally, the poem quite literally takes ―the world,‖ for its subject matter as well as 

its setting, incorporating everything from matters of cross cultural warfare, sexual 

morality, and cultural expression, to the intricacies of an upper-class Englishman‘s table.  

Even the mode he chooses is indicative of his interest in the global and the diverse, the 

fractured and heterogeneous, rather than the aesthetic and the pure.  He chooses comedy, 

rather than tragedy or lyric, precisely because it is a discourse whose focus is on contrasts 

and contradictions, on discord rather than homogeneity, and on fragmentation rather than 

unity.  In so doing, he produces a work that—like the world it depicts—is vulgar, crude, 

complicated, fraught with conflict, and anything but neat, domesticated, and easily read.
55

  

Because of its unwieldy nature, Don Juan requires its reader to make use of a strategy of 

interactive reading.  In the wake of the digressions, she must pay careful attention, read 

and reread, to ensure that she can follow the plot and keep track of the details, which as 

                                                

55
 Here Byron‘s text exhibits theoretical similarity to Bakhtin‘s Rabelais and His World, in which Bakhtin 

coins two important terms.  The first is carnivalesque which Bakhtin describes as a literary mode that 

subverts dominant cultural discourse through humor and chaos. Bakhtin likens the carnivalesque in 

literature to the type of activity that often takes place in the carnivals of popular culture.  According to 

Bakhtin, the carnival can upend the social hierarchies of everyday life. What is sacred becomes profane, 

fools become wise, kings become beggars, and suppressed voices are heard. All achieve equal cultural 
status.  Carnival turns the world upside-down. Similarly, literary texts, like Don Juan, that are 

carnivalesque de-privilege hegemony by mingling sacred with profane, allowing suppressed voices to come 

to the textual center, and blending high culture with popular culture.  Thus these texts are sites of potential 

cultural destabilization and political change (7-50).  The second term is grotesque realism which degrades 

all that is sacred, spiritual, and idealized by lowering it to the level of the material through the use of the 

trope of the grotesque body. Bakhtin argues that Rabelais‘s bodies are figures for unruly biological and 

social exchange (303-368). As I argue throughout this chapter, Byron‘s use of the sexualized female body 

to challenge in Don Juan serves a highly similar purpose.  
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we‘ll see momentarily, is no small feat.   

As his protagonist travels to the far corners of the globe, Byron depicts each of his 

stopping points with cultural specificity.  The story of Don Juan and his exploits reads 

very much like a travel narrative, rich with ethnographic data and local color.  Byron 

pays careful attention to the details of place, custom, and culture.   For example, in Canto 

III, he devotes some twenty stanzas purely to the description of the niceties of Greek 

dress, décor, and food preference.  He offers this information to the reader in exquisite 

detail; even the most trivial particulars are recounted and nothing escapes his poetic eye. 

He writes: 

The dinner made about a hundred dishes: 

 Lamb and pistachio nuts, in short all meats 

And saffron soups and sweetbreads; and the fishes  

 Were of the finest that e‘er flounced in nets,  

 Drest to a Sybarite‘s most pampered wishes. 

 The beverage was various sherbets 

 Of raisin, orange, and pomegranate juice, 

 Squeezed through the rind, which makes it better for use (III. 62). 

Byron pays particularly careful attention to the minute: everything from the local spices 

used to flavor and the procedures used to produce the individual dishes are represented.  

He then goes on to talk about the presentation and the order in which courses were 

served: 

 These were ranged round, each in its crystal ewer,  

 And fruits and date bread loaves closed the repast, 
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 And Mocha‘s berry from Arabia pure, 

 In small fine China cups came in at last, 

 Gold cups of filigree made to secure 

 The hand from burning underneath them placed. 

 Cloves, cinnamon, and saffron too were boiled 

 Up with the coffee, which (I think) they spoiled (III. 63). 

Byron‘s revision of Pope‘s depiction of the coffee ritual is significant here.
56

   First, in his 

use of the parenthetical Byron is undercutting the notion that what he is offering up is 

objective description; in so doing, he reminds the reader that national character which 

draws upon cultural subject matter for its definition is similarly not essential or objective.  

In fact national character is equally artificial as the mask of objectivity that the narrator 

claims to wear throughout the body of the text.   In the original Pope, the ritual of making 

and drinking coffee rises to a level of prominence that belies our ability to read it as mere 

descriptive backdrop.  So too does Byron‘s seemingly minute moment of coffee 

presentation rise to the status of textually significant.  Paul Baines points out that the 

excessively comical transformation of coffee drinking in Pope‘s universe cannot be taken 

                                                
56 In The Rape of the Lock Pope writes: For lo! the board with cups and spoons is crown'd,  

The berries crackle, and the mill turns round.  

On shining altars of Japan they raise  

The silver lamp; the fiery spirits blaze.  

From silver spouts the grateful liquors glide,  

While China's earth receives the smoking tide.  

At once they gratify their scent and taste,  

And frequent cups prolong the rich repast.  

Straight hover round the fair her airy band;  

Some, as she sipp'd, the fuming liquor fann'd,  

Some o'er her lap their careful plumes display'd,  

Trembling, and conscious of the rich brocade.  
Coffee, (which makes the politician wise,  

And see through all things with his half-shut eyes)  

Sent up in vapours to the baron's brain  

New stratagems, the radiant lock to gain.  (III. 105-120) 
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as mere digression. The Baron is said to gain his inspiration from the coffee itself, and, 

thus, responsibility for the planning of the rape and control of the action is shifted away 

from the human and onto the inanimate object. As a result the Baron does not seem to 

exhibit any agency.  In the case of Don Juan, the intertextual moment undercuts our 

ability to take the materiality that Byron draws into the Greek cultural space as an 

indication that he is attempting to depict national spaces as real and fixed.  Byron‘s 

description is familiar enough that its source as an English discursive production is 

recognizable and distinct enough to function as a material representation of ―foreign‖ 

cultural practice. On the one hand, it functions to close the gap between home and away 

by recasting English social rituals as foreign custom, suggesting that home and away are 

simultaneously present in the same cultural image.  However, it also reminds us that 

Byron is not dealing with actual cultural practice; rather he is engaging with English 

discursive tradition and literary representations of English national character.   

In later stanzas, the wall hangings and room furnishings receive similar attention: 

 These oriental writings on the wall,  

 Quite common in those countries, are a kind 

 Of monitors adapted to recall,  

Like skulls at Memphian banquets to the mind 

 The words which shook Behshazzar in his hall 

 And took his kingdom from him.  You will find, 

Though sages may pour out their wisdom‘s treasure, 

There is no sterner moralist than pleasure (III. 65). 

 Byron even goes so far as to offer an explanation of their unique cultural significance to 



146 

 

the reader, before moving on to a description of the intricacies of Haidee‘s dress and of 

the conventions of Ionian beautification rituals: 

 Her eyelashes, though dark as night, were tinged 

 (It is the country‘s custom), but in vain; 

For those large black eyes were so blackly fringed 

 The glossy rebels mocked the jetty stain 

 And in their native beauty stood avenged. 

 Her nails were touched with henna, but again 

 The power of art was turned to nothing, for 

 They could not look more rosy than before (III. 75). 

In other words, Byron once again highlights the artificiality of cultural practice by 

contrasting it unfavorably to natural beauty.  And he downplays its importance 

representing cultural practice as superfluous and unnecessary.  Haidee‘s efforts to 

enhance her beauty and define her features don‘t actually distinguish her face or make it 

appear any different than it had before she applied her makeup. This is a moment where 

Byron lays his own machinery bare.  In viewing the practice of cultural enhancement 

with skeptical disinterest and in alluding to its inefficacy, he undercuts the idea that 

infusing a narrative of national character with more details about cultural practice does 

little to convince the careful reader of the narrative‘s ―reality.‖ In privileging the 

unadulterated physical body over the body that is inscribed with the trappings of culture, 

Byron is alluding to the ways in which Don Juan privileges the actual material reality of 

culture over the ideologically laden description of material life inherent in other 

cosmopolitanisms. It also points to the ways in which a detailed description of material 
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works against the ideological drive to represent the foreign as inherently superior or 

inferior to home.  Just as Haidee‘s body is depicted as no more or less beautiful for 

having been enhanced, so too are Byron‘s cultural spaces no more or less appealing for 

their description.     

And Canto III is merely one example chosen at random; in fact, the reader could 

open to nearly any page of Don Juan and find similar details offered about each and 

every culture that Juan infiltrates, coupled with information that underscores the idea that 

Byron‘s materiality is strategic.   To support this point it is worth considering that the 

detailed and sumptuous description does not represent an attempt to exoticize what is 

foreign.  In fact, the careful reader notes that Byron goes to great lengths to make his 

foreign spaces inconsumable to the English reader. The sheer volume of cultural material 

that the reader is presented renders it difficult to internalize or to co-opt.  In addition to 

the intricacies of social ritual, decor, and dress, the reader also receives the narrator‘s take 

on the character of men and women in each culture that he visits.  She is given an 

introduction to the hierarchies and social structures that exist in each land.  She reads 

about political theory. She is taught about relationship dynamics and erotic practices.  

She learns about recreational activities.  She learns about the structure of feelings which 

is said to dictate the behavior of each country‘s citizens.  She also learns about the ways 

in which patriotic sentiment is expressed.  And this list is by no means exhaustive.  

Simply put, the reader is positively inundated with detailed cultural information; there is 

simply too much information, presented too quickly, to passively take it all in. 

Equally striking as the sheer volume of cultural information offered to the reader 

is the tone in which the information is shared.  Although the details are certainly rich, 
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sumptuous, and enticing, and the imagery suggestive of abundance, fecundity, and desire, 

Byron successfully skirts along the razor thin line which separates appealing description 

from exoticization and cultural commodification.  In fact, his narrator‘s coy asides hint 

that Byron goes out of his way to present foreign custom as difficult to swallow.  In 

stanza 63, for example, the end couplet suggests that the heavy spice levels of Ionian 

coffee have rendered it distasteful to a Western palate.   This provides us with an 

additional way to read stanza 75 where the reader learns that Eastern beautification rituals 

fail to render the female form more lovely and more appealing to the narrator‘s Western 

eyes.  Although Haidee has gone to great lengths to make herself into an object of 

masculine appeal with the use of henna and by tinging her eyelashes—common practice 

in her culture, the reader is told—the narrator rejects her efforts.  Thus, the text proclaims 

that just as coffee tastes better without adulteration, so too is Haidee far more appealing 

without the trappings of culture, and without artifice.  In fact, the more exotic 

enhancement is used to entice and ameliorate, the more the object becomes tarnished and 

spoiled.   

While this may seem like an odd reading for a text which is as decidedly 

cosmopolitan as Don Juan, I would argue that it is perfectly in keeping with the cynical 

cosmopolitan impulse to read every culture as equally flawed and decidedly unlovely. 

Read on the level of metaphor, the narrator not only rejects the concepts of spicing coffee 

and making attempts to enhance the unspoiled beauty of the female form, he seems to 

reject the concept of using the exotic and the foreign in order to render objects or bodies 

in their naked form more pleasing.  By extension, he makes the same argument about 

cultural space.  Aestheticizing the description of a nation space in order to render it more 
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pleasing not only produces the opposite effect, but it might in fact detract from the use 

value of the material as a viable avenue for cultural critique. For example, in Don Juan, 

Byron constructs Spain as a stand-in for England, allowing Byron to evaluate the 

problems of British patriarchal culture from a seemingly objective perspective.  The 

reader receives very little detail about the beauty of the physical or cultural space of the 

Spanish landscape, apart from a brief commentary about the pleasant nature of Seville 

which is ―famous for oranges and women…Of all the Spanish towns is none more 

pretty;/Cadiz perhaps, but that you soon may see‖ (I. 3. 2-6). In fact the text makes it 

clear that he aggressively refuses to aestheticize the Spanish cultural landscape.  In Canto 

II he begins a discussion of the physical beauty of Spanish women and the intricacies of 

their dress.  Byron writes: 

I said that Juan had been sent to Cadiz,  

A pretty town, I recollect it well. 

‗Tis there the mart of the colonial trade is 

(Or was before Peru learned to rebel), 

And such sweet girls—I mean, such graceful ladies. 

Their very walk would make your bosom swell;  

I can‘t describe it, though so much it strike, 

Nor liken it—I never say the like. (II. 5) 

And then: 

An Arab horse, a stately stag, a barb 

New broke, a cameleopard, a gazelle— 

No, none of these will do.  And then their garb, 
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Their veil and petticoat! Alas, to dwell 

Upon such things would never near absorb 

A canto.  Then their feet and ankles—well  

Thank heaven I‘ve got no metaphor quite ready 

(And so, my sober Muse, come, let‘s be steady)  (II. 6) 

But the pauses and the narrator‘s insistence that he has no language with which to 

describe the beauty of the female body or female dress, read more like a refusal to 

rhapsodize on the aesthetic.  

 By aggressively refusing to romanticize the physical space of the landscape, 

Byron is free to openly and directly engage with the discrepancies inherent in British 

conceptions of identity on the level of ideology. He centers his discussion on the system 

of moral education which is repressive and unnatural, and the hypocritical standards of 

behavior for men and women within British patriarchal culture. Most of the canto is 

concerned with the story of Juan‘s affair with Donna Julia, which is fleshed out and 

analyzed with a depth that is noticeably missing from the text‘s later cantos, where 

extensive and superficial description of foreign space detract from the details of the love 

plots.   

In Romanticism and Gender, Anne K. Mellor claims that Byron—along with 

Burke and Rousseau—was instrumental in defining ―the hegemonic domestic ideology of 

the Romantic period: the construction of the ideal woman solely as daughter, lover, wife, 

and mother, one who exists only to serve the interests of male children and adults.‖   

According to this definition of female subjectivity, a woman‘s sole responsibility, within 

the cultural world of nineteenth-century Britain, was ―to be pleasing to men‖ (Mellor 83). 
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Although I disagree with Mellor‘s claim that Byron attempts to condemn women for 

failing to live up to the standards of behavior that domestic ideology dictates, I agree that 

he critically engages the concept of chaste British femininity in Cantos I-II. 

 In the first canto of Don Juan, Donna Julia is presented to the reader as the wife 

of a much-older man for whom she ostensibly feels neither sexual attraction nor love.  

Her role as wife is problematized in stanza 64, in which Byron references the Criminal 

conversations cases to argue that ―where juries cast up what a wife is worth/by laying 

whate‘er sum in mulct, they please on/The lover…must pay a handsome price/Because it 

is a marketable vice‖ (509-12).
57

 Julia, like all wives, is here represented as a commodity, 

stated differently, a possession of her husband.  Moreover, Donna Julia‘s marriage does 

not offer her the means to satisfy her own desire and she is forced to seek fulfillment 

outside of it.  In so doing, Julia gains more than sexual satisfaction.  Her affair with Don 

Juan—an affair which she instigates—humanizes her.  She is given a voice with which to 

articulate her own desires.   

Prior to her liaison with Don Juan, Donna Julia is described as chaste and faithful. 

However, her conduct is not based upon genuine affection for her husband; Julia remains 

faithful to her marriage vows out of fear. She worries that should she violate her 

obligation to remain faithful, she will be subsequently shunned by society.  Indeed ―Poor 

Julia‘s heart was in an awkward state/She felt it going, and resolved to make/The noblest 

                                                
57

 Criminal conversations cases, more conventional known as crim.con cases, allowed a husband to seek 

compensation in the event of adultery. In the nineteenth century, wives were regarded as the property of 

their husbands.  Historically a wife could not sue her husband for adultery, as chattel cannot possess 

property. Suits for criminal conversation were prevalent in late 18th and early 19th century, and large sums, 
often between £10,000 - £20,000  were demanded. Although the plaintiff, defendant, or the wife accused of 

adultery took the stand, evidence was presented by servants or observers. According to Laura Hanft 

Korobkin ,traditional Criminal Conversations cases  were constructed based on the complaint that a lover 

damaged the vested property interest that a husband had in his wife. The tort was abolished in 1857 (138-

39).  
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efforts for herself and mate/For honour‘s, pride‘s, religion‘s, virtue‘s sake‖ (I.75).   If it 

weren‘t for cultural perceptions of adultery as sinful, Julia would be free to act upon her 

instinctual desire for sexual relations outside of her unhappy marriage.  Byron adds 

support to this belief with his claim that ―even innocence has itself many a wile,/And will 

not dare to trust itself with truth,/And love is taught hypocrisy from youth,‖ (I.72)  

implying that one‘s sex drive cannot be suppressed with false modesty or quashed by 

cultural practice.  Because sexuality is instinctual, Byron believes that viewing it as 

amoral is inherently hypocritical—a belief which he expresses directly: 

This may seem strange, but yet ‗tis very common 

 For instance—gentlemen, whose ladies take 

 Leave to o‘erstep the written rights of woman, 

 And break the—which commandment is‘t  

  They break? 

 (I have forget the number, and think no man 

 should rashly quote, for fear of a mistake) 

 I say, when these same gentleman are jealous, 

 They make some blunder, which their ladies tell us (I. 98).  

Byron not only critiques the repressive nature of marriage, but he also questions 

cultural British constructions of femininity.  More specifically, he condemns the English 

for disempowering the female.  In order to secure Don Juan‘s affections, Donna Julia 

must rely upon the stereotypically feminine powers of seduction and false modesty.   Her 

success, however, is short lived, and female power is eventually revealed to be artificial 

and ineffective.   Byron demonstrates this most effectively when the affair is discovered 
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by her unsuspecting husband, Don Alfonso.  Julia 

 …Ceased and turn‘d upon her pillow; pale 

 she lay, her dark eyes flashing through their tears, 

Like skies that rain and lighten; as a veil 

 Waved and o‘ershading her wan cheek, appears 

 Her streaming hair; the black curls strive, but fail 

 To hide the glossy shoulder, which uprears 

 It‘s snow through all;--her soft lips lie apart, 

 And louder than her breathing beats her heart (I.158). 

With these lines, Byron depicts her as highly sexualized; her shoulders are bared and her 

hair—symbolic of her femininity—is allowed to flow free.  The resulting effect is that 

her husband is confused.  Through the deployment of her feminine wiles, she is able to 

manipulate him into believing that she is innocent of adultery.  Once again, this power is 

revealed to be short-lived.  When Don Alfonso discovers Don Juan‘s shoes, the fantasy 

created by Julia‘s manipulation disappears, and Alfonso is able to reassert his masculine 

power: Julia‘s affair is halted and she is punished for her promiscuity.   

 Finally, Byron uses Donna Julia to critique discrepancies between the treatment of 

male and female sexuality.  To atone for his transgression Juan must: ―travel through/All 

European climes, by land or sea/To mend his former morals, or get new‖  while ―Julia 

was sent into a nunnery,‖  a consummate symbol for repression and unnatural societal 

constraints (I. 191).   She is subjected to a lifetime of seclusion during which she is meant 

to atone for her sexual expression while Juan is free to ―overcome his guilt‖ by moving 

on to new conquests.  Thus, we see that sexuality effectively destroys the woman while 
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strengthening the male.   Byron further presents this as problematic through the 

recounting of the letter Julia sends to Juan, a missive which laments that: 

 Man‘s love is of his life a thing apart, 

 Tis woman‘s whole existence; men may range 

The court, camp, church, the vessel, and the mart, 

 Sword, gown, gain, glory, offer in exchange 

 Pride, fame, ambition, to fill up his heart, 

 And few there are whom these cannot estrange; 

 Man has all these resources, we but one, 

 To love again, and be again undone ( I.194). 

This letter, Julia‘s final attempt to claim an identity and a voice for herself, meets a 

similarly nasty consequence.  When Juan and his crew are shipwrecked, they tear the 

letter into pieces so that the starving men can draw lots to decide whose life will be 

forfeit to feed his companions.  The rending of Julia‘s letter may be interpreted as a 

symbolic destruction of the female body, an act which is particularly distasteful because 

the body is all that Romantic British conceptions of femininity attributes to the female.
58

 

In Cantos II, III, and IV, the rejection of culture and culturally based 

                                                
58
 Significantly in Canto I of Childe Harolde, Byron does precisely the opposite and represents Spain as 

an exoticized other. Byron writes: 

 Oh, lovely Spain! renown'd, romantic land! 

Where is that standard which Pelagio bore, 

When Cava's traitor-sire first call'd the band 

That dyed thy mountain streams with Gothic gore?   

Where are those bloody banners which of yore 

Waved o'er thy sons, victorious to the gale, 

And drove at last the spoilers to their shore? 

Red gleam'd the cross, and waned the crescent pale, 
While Afric's echoes thrill'd with Moorish matrons' wail (I. 387-95) 

Considering the ways in which Byron‘s descriptions differ across the body of his work opens up new 

potential points of analysis.  It suggests that for Byron there is inherent variability built into the concept of 

national identity which destabilizes the notion that there can be an essential representation of a nation space 

be it Spain, England, Turkey, etc.   
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aestheticization that we read in the narrator‘s asides is also mirrored in the love plot 

which represents Haidee‘s story as a fall from a state of individual liberty and sexual 

openness into culture.  When the reader is introduced to Haidee, Byron describes her in 

idealistic terms. She is ―passion‘s child, born where the sun/Showers triple light, and 

scorches even the kiss/Of his gazelle-eyed daughters,‖ (II, 203) a notion which Caroline 

Franklin also recognizes.  In Byron’s Heroines, Franklin tells us that ―Haidee is the most 

idealized heroine in Don Juan, the incarnation of female passion: In this primitivist 

romance, Byron celebrates the female libido as natural, and associates free sexuality with 

individual freedom‖ (139).  Because she is unburdened by cultural restrictions, she is free 

to revel in her sexuality which she uses to give comfort and pleasure to Don Juan without 

consequence.  Indeed the two: 

 …feared no eyes nor ears on that lone beach, 

 They felt no terrors from the night, they were 

 All in all to each other: though their speech 

 Was broken words, they thought a language  

 There— 

 And all the burning tongues the passions teach 

 Found in one sigh the best interpreter 

 Of nature‘s oracle—first love…(II.189)   

In this pre linguistic state, reminiscent of Lacan‘s Imaginary Realm, Don Juan and 

Haidee enjoy a sexual union that embodies freedom and innocence.  They are plagued by 

neither guilt nor fear.  Instead: 

 Both were so young, and one so innocent, 



156 

 

 That bathing pass‘d for nothing; Juan seem‘d 

 To her, as ‗twere, the kind of being sent, 

 Of whom these two years she had nightly dream‘d 

 A something to be loved, a creature meant 

 To be her happiness, and whom she deem‘d  

 To render happy; all who joy would win 

 Must share it—happiness was born a twin (II. 172). 

Indeed, in a moment, reminiscent of Madeline‘s vision in Keats‘s Eve of St. Agnes, 

Haidee‘s longing for union and sexual fulfillment precedes the arrival of Don Juan and 

suggests that the moment is heavily steeped in sexual desire which takes precedence over 

cultural prescriptions.  Once he arrives, pleasure and fulfillment are the lovers‘ sole 

concern.  Haidee and Juan create a ―second Eden,‖ in which guilt has no place and gender 

roles are reversed.  Juan is the object of Haidee‘s desire; she both wishes for and 

possesses him, allowing her to take on the traditionally masculine role of active subject.  

Moreover, she exists first and Juan is sent to be her happiness—she is the Adam to his 

Eve in their realm of pleasure.  Like Adam, however, Haidee is tempted by her partner.   

Byron begins his third canto with the following image: 

 Hail, Muse! Et cetera—we left Juan sleeping 

 Pillow‘d upon a fair and happy breast,  

 And watched by eyes that never yet knew weeping, 

 And loved by a young heart, too deeply blest  

 To feel the poison through her spirit creeping, 

 Or know who rested there; a foe to rest  
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 Had soil‘d the current of her sinless years, 

 And turned her pure heart‘s purest blood to tears (III.1). 

Juan begins to corrupt innocent Haidee with cultural knowledge.  As the canto 

progresses, the lovers move from cave and natural world to the home of Haidee‘s 

supposedly dead father.  Once this is accomplished, the imagery surrounding Haidee‘s 

physical description begins to change.  Her clothing becomes restrictive and she begins to 

use the very artifice to enhance her natural beauty that Byron‘s narrator so abhors.  Thus, 

where she was once symbolic of liberty, she becomes, in effect, a slave to culture, and a 

proper Ionian female subject: 

 One large gold bracelet clasp‘d each lovely arm, 

 Lockless—so pliable from the pure gold 

 That the hand strech‘d and shut it without harm 

 The limb which it adorn‘d its only mould; 

 So beautiful—its very shape would charm,  

 And clinging as if loth to lose its hold, 

 The purest ore enclosed the whitest skin 

 That e‘er by precious metal was held in (III. 71). 

Significantly, in this passage, it is the aesthetic object which possesses the fluid beauty 

that was attributed to her body in earlier stanzas.  And this is not the only loss she suffers.  

Haidee is effectively shackled by the jewelry which adorns her, and, perhaps more 

importantly, she has fallen victim to the restrictions placed upon her by her cultural 

identity, which is patriarchal and supportive of traditional construction of gender.  In so 

doing, she becomes the object to be possessed by Juan who has become transculturated.  
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His ―turban, furl‘d in man a graceful fold‖ holds ―An emerald aigrette with Haidee‘s hair 

in‘t‖ (III. 77).  The image is a symbolic capture; just as her hair has been ensnared and 

possessed, so too has Haidee‘s body and soul.  And following this episode, Haidee‘s 

repressive and unforgiving father—who not coincidentally is a nationalist—returns to the 

island. With his return, Haidee has no choice but to accept her role as submissive 

daughter.  Her position as slave becomes solidified and irreversible, as she has no control 

over her unfortunate fate.  As punishment for her transgression, Haidee finds herself 

―chain‘d to a rock; she knew not how, but stir/She could not from the spot,/and the loud 

roar/Grew and each wave rose roughly, threatening her‖ (IV.XXXI.258-9).  A 

Promethean figure, sacrificed to the will of a tyrannical masculine power, Haidee 

attempts to reassert her claim to liberty, but she is ultimately unable to do so.   

 In vain she struggled in her father‘s grasp— 

 His arms were like a serpent‘s coil: then flew 

 Upon their prey, as darts an angry asp, 

 The file of pirates; save the foremost, who 

 Had fallen, with his right shoulder half cut through (IV. 48). 

Here Byron invokes the image of the serpent to further remind us of Haidee‘s fall into 

culture, and the role she must occupy within the symbolic order.  When she is reminded 

of all that she relinquished in exchange for her cultural knowledge the sorrow is too much 

for her to bear and she dies, indicative of Byron‘s belief that cultural constraints 

effectively murder liberty and true beauty.  

 This read on Byron‘s cynical attitude towards culture leads the reader to question 

why, if Byron rejects aestheticization as a strategy for cultural presentation, does he 
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saturate his poems with intricate and culturally specific detail? We have already 

determined that he does not see its use value in terms of constructing an appealing sense 

of place. We have evaluated the ways in which he presents culture as the enemy of 

personal liberty in more general ways.  An answer emerges if we, once again, consider 

the ways in which Byron‘s ties to cynical cosmopolitanism shape his thinking on national 

identity, patriotism, and the relationships between nation spaces. It should go without 

saying that the move is an explicit rejection of the lovely—defined in the first chapter as 

deliberately aestheticized, politically deployed narratives of cultural spaces.  It is also 

very much in keeping with Godwin‘s strategies for nation un-making; just as Godwin 

constructs England with boundaries that are overdrawn and firmly fixed, Byron too uses 

hyperbole to reveal the artificiality inherent in the concept of constructing nation spaces 

at all.  Just as Godwin produces nationspaces with overdrawn boundaries, Byron 

produces nationspaces that are suffused, almost to the point of being unnaturally full, 

with cultural material.  At the same time that the reader is inundated with cultural data 

that makes the nation spaces he depicts appear like overwhelmingly real, material places, 

she is simultaneously offered tools to deconstruct the very strategies that Byron uses to 

construct his nation spaces. She is also given the tools to deconstruct the concept of 

nationspace as a strategy for understanding the world, and for forging personal identity.  

The juxtaposition produces an interesting contrast.  Although the details appear quite 

specific and realistic, seemingly lending an air of authenticity to the poem and the world 

that it describes, the sheer volume of information, coupled with the fact that their use 

value is undercut by the poem‘s cultural skepticism, leads the reader to question the very 

authenticity that the details supposedly highlight.  In fact they seem to serve as signposts 
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that the poem‘s cultural landscapes are in point of fact poetic constructs.  

Moreover, if the cautionary tale of Haidee‘s fall into culture is to be believed, 

though seemingly seductive, sumptuous, elaborate, and fetching, national identity is a 

dangerous fiction to buy into. Like Godwin, Byron uses the story of an individual‘s 

personal decline, set against the backdrop of a hyper-real nation space, to show that 

drinking the metaphorical Kool-Aid ultimately leads to the destruction of the individual.  

One who buys into the view of the individual nation space as meaningful, unique, special, 

and superior because it is more lovely than other nation spaces, becomes a slave to his or 

her culture, a subject in the Lacanian sense, rather than an individual who posses liberty 

and agency.  This point is not merely theoretical. For Byron, it can have serious, 

irreversible, real-world consequences.   

While on the level of the poetic, death seems an extreme consequence for buying into 

one‘s own cultural fictions, the cause and effect relationship between interpellation and 

death resonates when one considers the unequal distribution of wealth, war, famine and 

starvation that the working class dealt with on a daily basis in the actual nation space. 

Haidee‘s downfall comes to figuratively stand for the plight of the English poor.  Like the 

lower classes who are effectively tamed by their emotional association with the nation, so 

too is Haidee tamed by her association with culture, particularly when she and Juan 

decide to step into her father‘s shoes, and take over rule of her island nation. Her natural 

passion is curbed.  Wildly sexual and naturally sensuous no longer, she begins to read 

like a petulant housewife, or, put into more theoretical terms, as if she has taken on the 

role of a properly subjugated female.  The conflation of woman, nationalist, and 

inculcated working class subject may seem at first odd—Haidee is not, after all, a 
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member of the lower class. But as a woman, and a daughter, within a patriarchal culture 

she is equally cut off from access to power; thus, she serves as a plausible stand-in for the 

disenfranchised. In fact, as we‘ll see momentarily, Haidee stands in for the 

disenfranchised English subject just as easily as she does for the disempowered Western 

woman of any cultural background, the oppressed imperial subject, or the working-class 

poor.   

As I mentioned earlier, it is significant that Haidee also suffers for her attempt to 

fill her father‘s role.  Haidee is depicted as the daughter of a prominent nationalist and 

patriarch who is also the text‘s best representation of the ways in which fictions of 

loveliness and cultural appeal are hypocritical and potentially destructive.  Although their 

homeland seems to be Edenic, in actuality it is a paradise which is founded on a base of 

corruption and exploitation.  Lambro, Haidee‘s father and ruler of the island, is tyrannical 

and imperialistic. He obtains his wealth by exploiting the resources—human and 

otherwise—of other countries.  It is no coincidence that Lambro is also depicted as the 

text‘s most prominent example of the nationalist.  Nor is it coincidence that, as Caroline 

Franklin points out, he also makes for a very unappealing picture of nationalistic 

sentiment.  Based on Lambros Katsonis, Byron‘s Lambro is interested in independence 

from Turkey so that he has authority to rule his own house like a tyrant which, as 

Haidee‘s fate suggests, he does in vivid and visceral ways.
59

  In the figure of Haidee‘s 

father, nationalism becomes associated with personal and domestic gain at the expense of 

                                                
59 Lambros Katsonis (1752–1804) was a Greek nationalist and naval hero turned pirate.  He ultimately built 
up a small fleet of his own and harassed the Ottomans in the Aegean Sea.  His crew attacked and sunk two 

naval ships which led the French to join forces with the Ottomans in an effort to curb his actions in the 

Aegean Sea.  He was cornered in his hideout of Porto Kagio and his navy was destroyed. He himself was 

not captured.  Katsonis escaped to Odessa and Yalta where Catherine the Great bestowed the Livadia estate 

upon him and he lived out the rest of his days in peace (Caskey 325-6).   
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the disempowered. His tyrannical presence is a direct and glaring contrast to the promise 

of personal autonomy and social mobility that Haidee‘s story seems to hold out (Franklin 

142). Once again nationalism is presented as a lovely but disingenuous façade which 

masks the darker, more self-serving, and oppressive tendencies of the ruling classes.  

Haidee cannot succeed as ruler where her father can because she, unlike her father, is 

ultimately disenfranchised.  As a woman she occupies the role of a dependant within the 

household.  She can only exercise power if the patriarch is absent.  Haidee is effectively 

excluded from exercising the personal liberty that nationalism promises to the 

disenfranchised subject.  And, once again, we see another connection with Godwin‘s text.  

Not only is Lambro a figure who is associated with the contrast between appearance and 

actual, ideological and material, so too does the interaction between Lambro and Haidee 

mirror the story of Caleb and his relationship to the seemingly lovely, but ultimately 

destructive patriarch, Falkland.  Just as Caleb is denied access to the rights which 

Falkland as enfranchised patriarch enjoys, so too is Haidee denied the rights of a fully 

actualized subject.  Like Caleb, she cannot see the ways in which the desire for personal 

liberty, power, autonomy, and fair treatment are pipedreams for the lower-class national 

subject, until she encounters Don Juan who is associated with the global.  And, like 

Caleb, she is ultimately destroyed by her encounter with the international.  

It is significant that Don Juan is responsible for Haidee‘s fall from grace.  

Although Juan reads like an empty cultural vessel which gets filled up and emptied again 

and again as he traverses the globe, it is undeniably true that Juan is associated with the 

cultural world, and with nationalism, in very general terms.  Don Juan reads convincingly 

like a national shape shifter. He adopts the dress, mannerisms and customs of each of the 
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places he visits, as seamlessly and rapidly as does Caleb.  As I mentioned earlier, Don 

Juan is far more than sexual suitor; he also seduces Haidee into her father‘s house, the 

realm of patriotic sentiment and cultural artifice. But, on the other hand, he also serves as 

counterpoint to Lambro.  If Lambro is fervent nationalist, Juan represents the individual 

who challenges the notion that the nation is a meaningful cultural fiction, and national 

identity a meaningful discourse through which to express individual identity.  Cultures 

and national identities conflate in the figure of Don Juan, just as disenfranchised subject 

positions conflate in the figure of Haidee, and nation spaces conflate in the poem as a 

whole. For just as it can be said that Don Juan is an embodiment of any and all cultural 

identity, so too can it be said that he has no culture at all.  

Caroline Franklin makes a convincing argument for the cross-cultural 

politicization of the female body which provides support for such a reading.  Her study of 

Byron‘s heroines also makes the case that Byron‘s politics are both global and national in 

scope.  Franklin believes that Byron‘s heroines, and women‘s bodies in general, are 

politicized entities and vehicles for social and political exploration, including patriotism.  

Put more specifically, she maintains that Byron equates chaste femininity with patriotism, 

an equation which is frequently made in Romantic culture.
60

 If this is indeed the case, 

Byron‘s representation of the hypersexual woman is an attack, not on feminine behavior 

and morals, as the text‘s feminist critics frequently claim, but on the motifs through 

                                                
60 In order to bolster her argument, Franklin points to Coleridge‘s association of subversive sexual 

activity with Jacobinism via the image of the libertine, a comparison which holds up because the 

libertine is not only a practitioner of free love, but a free thinker as well. She points out that in chapter 

23 of Biographia Literaria  Coleridge criticized Byron‘s morality in Don Juan and called instead for a 

revision of Thomas Shadwell‘s didactic tragedy The Libertine in which Don Juan is sent directly to 
Hell. Coleridge speculated that Hell in the contemporary era would mirror the anarchy into which the 

French Revolution had descended, and claimed that this is where sexual promiscuity and religious 

skepticism lead.  See Franklin, Caroline. ―Quiet cruising o’er the ocean woman: Byron‘s Don Juan 

and the Woman Question‖. Studies in Romanticism. 29:4 (1990).  603-631. Pg. 603.    
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which nationalism is articulated. To defile the figure of the chaste, beautiful woman is not 

an antifeminist move.  Rather it is an anti-domestic and antinationalistic move that 

attacks the ideal of domestic loveliness, embodied in the figure of the woman as angel of 

the house.  It also criticizes the idea that national identities can be expressed through the 

Burkian image of a woman as a lovely object of identification and sympathy.  Just as 

Byron‘s evaluation of Julia‘s sexual behavior was not an attack on the sexualized female, 

his unflattering portrayal of unfaithful wives, and hypocritical, repressive mothers is not 

an attack on individual female social roles. Rather it deconstructs the notion of patriotic 

motherhood, or the notion of the woman as mother of the nation.  As Franklin puts it: 

In their novels and educational treatises, whether radical, liberal, or reactionary, 

writers like Catherine Macaulay, Maria Edgeworth, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Mary 

Wollstonecraft, Mary Hays, Sarah Trimmer, Jane West, Mary Anne Radcliffe, 

and Hannah More all demanded that women put social and family duty above 

pleasure and, in return, call for a new public respect for motherhood as a specific 

vocation vital to the physical and spiritual wellbeing of the nation (Byron’s 

Heroines 118).   

In contrast, Byron‘s heroines—be they mothers, wives, or monarchs—are hyper-sexual 

and predatory, and become masculinized in their victimization of the young protagonist.  

They are fallen women who are active in both the public and private spheres, and, thus, 

they cannot serve as objects to be acted upon.  Because they are subjects, rather than 

aestheticized objects, their bodies resist being inscribed by the narratives of properly 

sanitized emotion and patriotic femininity.   

And the Byronic heroine resists becoming a figure for Burkian loveliness in more 
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salacious ways.  Unlike the properly chaste female, the Byronic heroine is monstrously 

sexual.   Her sexuality is aggressive, powerful, and disruptive to the social order.  Perhaps 

most importantly, as the punishing fate of each heroine suggests, her sexuality renders 

her an unworthy recipient of chivalric behavior.  She is represented as deserving of harsh 

punishment, ridicule, and even death.  Rarely if ever are Byron‘s heroines reconciled to 

the social order.  Caroline Franklin and Anne K. Mellor have argued that Byron‘s tactics 

render him culpable in the production of the hegemonic view of women as libidinous, 

dangerous, and in need of male regulation.  They have examined how this alleged need 

for female regulation forms the foundation for government.   However, they fail to 

consider that Byron is engaging with a recognizable cultural discourse of lovely 

femininity, in order to dismantle it from the inside out.  They also fail to consider that 

Byron‘s attack on women is less an attack on individual females than it is an attack on the 

cultural narratives which produce the vision of femininity that limits them.  As Donna 

Julia and Haidee‘s stories both suggest, Byron‘s supposed attack on female sexual 

behavior is more accurately read as a critique of the ways that nationally derived norms 

encourage individuals to suppress their instincts and conform to the problematic social 

order.  In so doing it challenges the use of female loveliness as justification for claiming 

that one‘s own nation is superior to other nations.  In the case of Don Juan, women, 

regardless of their country of origin, are not preserved, protected, chaste, and proper.  

Unlike Burke‘s Marie Antoinette, they make poor aesthetic-affective hybrids, and poor 

receptacles for imaginative sympathy.   

  Although much of her analysis centers on the ways in which Byron engages with 

and questions English values, Franklin does not limit her scope to discussing the ways in 
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which the politicized female body is a domestic phenomenon; instead, she argues that 

Byron‘s text provides a cross cultural and relativist exploration of how the status of a 

nation‘s women is indicative of the status of the health of its government.  According to 

Franklin, Don Juan asserts that regardless of country, culture, or style of rule, policing 

female sexual behavior does not make a good foundation for effective rule.  Ultimately, 

Franklin‘s primary focus is on the ―The Woman Question,‖ rather than on an analysis of 

cross cultural politics. However, the point is important and relevant to our purpose here.  

As I‘ve already mentioned, and as Franklin also points out, questions of proper 

femininity exhibit close ties to questions of nationalism.  Femininity has socio-cultural 

and historical importance as a category through which an attractive and proper English 

identity is articulated, and Byron‘s attack on chaste femininity represents an attack on the 

concept of politicized beauty, the idiom through which the conservative nation is 

preserved.  

Byron‘s choice of Greece as the setting for Haidee‘s story is particularly telling in 

this regard.  Both exotic and familiar, Byron‘s Greece represents a merging of East and 

West. There exist, in addition to Eastern beautification rituals and nationalistic sentiment, 

material goods that are imported from Western Europe.  And more importantly, there 

exists a patriarchal social structure which is familiar to Western European readers and 

which ensures that, as is the case in the poem‘s Western spaces, free love and free 

expression of sexuality cannot coexist with the Law of the Father.  Malcom Kelsall sees a 

similarly useful closing of the gap between East and West in Byron‘s Don Juan. He 

argues that the harem is a Wollstonecraftian image that reifies the metaphor of the 

tyranny of men, and the enslavement of women.  Though the imagery he makes use of is 
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Eastern in motif, the problems depicted—in this case patriarchal oppression and female 

subjugation—are Western social problems.  The harem, he argues, is a convincing 

symbol for the potency of tyranny, and its use is very much in keeping with Byron‘s 

political liberalism; to once again use his terms, ―for Turk, read Tory.‖ And according to 

Kelsall, the motif works both ways (167). Just as the harem becomes a symbol for 

Western female oppression, women‘s bodies become politicized. Each becomes a symbol 

for an enslaved land and an enslaved culture.  The subjugation of women to male tyranny 

is the domestic equivalent of patriarchal domination of ―legitimate‖ (i.e. through male 

line) monarchy on colonized peoples.   

Byron provides justification for the gap between home and away, East and West, 

in a letter to Doug Kinnaird dated 26 October 1819, where he describes Don Juan as 

follows:  ―…As to ‗Don Juan‘—confess---confess—you dog—and  candid—that it is the 

sublime of that there sort of writing—it may be bawedy—but is it not good English? It 

may be profligate—but is it not life, is it not the thing?  Could any man have written it 

who has not lived in the world?—and tooled in a post-chaise? In a hackney coach? In a 

Gondola? Against a wall? In a court carriage? In a vis-à-vis?—on a table?—and under 

it?‖  (par. 1). On the one hand Byron is making some amusingly self-important claims 

about his own urbanity.  He confidently states that if he had not traveled, he would have 

lacked the ability to write Don Juan.  On the other, Byron reveals the ways in which the 

cosmopolitan position that he adopts in Don Juan (and elsewhere) seems to be heavily 

class based.  To compose a poem of ―Good English,‖ one must be urbane and 

experienced, and in order to become so he must travel.  Travel, of course, is a privilege 

associated with upper-class life, and indeed the imagery of the passage—tooling about in 
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post-chaises and court carriages and living in the world—is suggestive of a life of leisure.  

However, as Eric Strand points out in his study of Don Juan as global allegory, Byron‘s 

class position may not be as problematic as it seems upon first glance.  Strand argues that 

Byron‘s politics cannot be written off as the ramblings of a privileged youth who suffered 

from the political ennui of a man ―who had outlived his time: with the Whig discourse of 

liberation (born with the Glorious Revolution) co-opted by the Tories, who now 

portrayed their own party as defending Europe from the tyranny of Napoleon‖ (504). 

Instead, Strand points out that Don Juan reflects a rather sophisticated understanding of 

the ways in which dynamics of class are closely tied to international economic matters.  

He goes so far as to point to passages in Don Juan, such as ―aristocrats grow great by 

war…and the people starve‖ (VIII. 125), that he claims might be read constructively from 

an internationalist and a Marxist perspective (504). Later, he cites a passage from a 

cynical letter, written by Byron in 1814: "I have simplified my politics into an utter 

detestation of all existing governments.... The fact is, riches are power, and poverty is 

slavery all over the earth, and one sort of establishment is no better, nor worse, for a 

people than another" (505).  The point is echoed specifically in canto XI where the 

narrator ironically pronounces first, ―What a sublime discovery t‘was to make the 

Universe universal egotism‖ (2)!  Then, in the very next stanza, he quips ―…I find no 

spot where man can rest eye on/without confusion of the sorts and sexes/of being, stars, 

and this unriddled wonder,/The world, which at the worst‘s a glorious blunder‖ (3).  In 

other words, Byron challenges the view of Enlightenment cosmopolitanisms that all 

space should be equated with the notion of home.  Instead he conceives of global thinking 

in far more negative terms: he implies that there is something fundamentally global about 
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the dynamics of oppression and class struggle.  Regardless of cultural identity, and 

regardless of the social system they take part in, the impoverished will remain oppressed 

because they have no access to the channels of power—capital and authority—nor do 

they have the means to step outside of the system that contains them, and exact some 

change upon it. In order to properly analyze the problem he must write from the position 

of the aristocrat who has agency and freedom of movement (Strand 530).   

Implicit in Byron‘s journal, and in the arguments of Peter Graham and Malcom 

Kelsall where Byron is said to conflate home and foreign space, is the notion that Byron‘s 

analysis of social problems is global in scope because his analysis of the socio-cultural 

and political dynamics of the poem‘s foreign spaces is also an analysis of the problems 

which plague English homespace.  Thus the binaries between ―home‖ and ―away‖ are 

challenged in such a way that homespace cannot become ubiquitous and synonymous 

with ―good‖ or ―superior.‖  Don Juan is a poem about what is not good—it speaks of 

war, adultery, murder, mayhem, slavery, cannibalism—and it depicts each nation space 

that Juan visits as equally flawed, and equally riddled with conflict and strife as every 

other. In collapsing the boundaries between home and away, Byron effectively suggests 

that England is equally flawed as its Eastern and European neighbors, a point he will 

make again by subjecting England to the same cultural scrutiny as he does the texts other 

nation spaces, and by defamiliarizing the nation by setting it up as an object of study. 

England, like the other nation spaces that the poem represents, is treated to analysis from 

the perspective of an outside observer in the same way that Greece, Russia, and the text‘s 

Eastern spaces are dissected and evaluated.  

Indeed, Byron seems to make this point not only on the level of the ideological, 
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but also on the level of the textual.  The plot, for example, is systemic; Byron‘s version of 

the Don Juan legend cuts across cultures, and across nation spaces, with no change in the 

outcome.  Don Juan finds himself in a situation where he is thrust into a cultural space 

that is unfamiliar and foreign to him, he learns to adapt, and is successfully seduced by its 

women.  Ultimately he is discovered, his female counterpart is harshly punished, and he 

is packed off to another nation space, only to have the formula repeat itself.  The systemic 

quality of the plotline adds to the sense of cultural equality that is fostered by the text‘s 

metaphoric content.  In the grand scheme of the poem, the physical space of England is 

merely one of many stopping points for the hero, and is treated to the same level of 

scrutiny as is the others. Its social structure is evaluated. Its cultural practices observed 

and commented on, as if England were the subject of anthropological study.   

Significantly, Byron presents England to the reader through the eyes of the 

cultural outsider on two levels.  First, as we have already noted, he offers the reader a 

cultural tour guide who is a Spaniard, at once exotic and familiar.  Second, the critique 

and analysis of English cultural space is presented to the reader by the narrator who is 

much more concretely an outsider.  Disassociated from the plot of the poem as a whole, 

the narrator stands apart from the story commenting as he goes along.  Although he is 

most frequently associated with the voice of the author—and although it is no doubt 

arguable that he has a strong poetic presence and a subjectivity that can be fleshed out 

and defined—I would argue that Byron‘s narrator is best read as a figure for the cynical 

cosmopolitan.  Like the figure that Fougeret de Montbron depicts, Byron‘s narrator is a 

faceless cultural critic.  Although he is presented as English by birth, he claims that he is 

nationless, owing nothing to the ―spot of earth which holds what might have been the 
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noblest nation‖ ( X, 391). Clearly the narrator does not suffer from swells of patriotic 

sentiment.  At best his use of the past progressive potential tense is suggestive of a once-

romantic patriotism that has suffered gross disillusionment.  In fact in the narrator‘s 

ironic reference to Burke‘s Reflections, the reader sees that there is a split implied in the 

fact that he separates the ―spot of earth,‖ which saw his birth, from ―the noble nation.‖  

Put another way the concept of nationhood is separated from the idea of physical and 

geographic space.  He may have been born in the physical space of England, but his 

emotional ties to the nation have been severed.  Thus, he is no Englishman.   

Like Greece, Spain, and the Orient, Byron‘s England is a cultural matrix that is 

constructed with a fine detail brush.  Unlike his eighteenth-century predecessors--like 

Swift who depends upon allegory and fantasy to indirectly critique English national 

character, English cultural practices, and its system of government—Byron represents the 

English cultural landscape in hyper-real and concrete detail, and offers its reader a very 

dense and comprehensive look at English life.  Nothing, from the coaches, taverns, and 

shops which make up the cityscape, to the intricacies of English politics, fashion, and 

social life, escapes his poetic eye.  Whereas Swift, for example, projects English 

characteristics onto a strange and foreign landscape so that the English people are forced 

to confront their own prejudices from a position of cultural outsider, Byron constructs an 

England that is paradoxically unfamiliar in its familiarity.   Even the most mundane of 

details, like the use of swear words, is represented as alien.  Byron writes: 

 Juan, who did not understand a word 

 Of English, save their shibboleth ‗God damn!‘ 

 And even that he had so rarely heard, 
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 He sometimes thought t‘was only their ‗salaam‘ 

 Or ‗God be with you!‖—and ‗tis not absurd 

 To think so, for half English as I am 

 (To my misfortune) never can I say 

 I heard them wish ‗God with you,‘ save that way—(XI, 12). 

Here Byron illustrates Alan Richardson‘s point that literary techniques of 

defamiliarization have political and social uses.  Richardson argues that the technique 

allows us to see society‘s grotesque and improbable aspects from outside without 

preconceptions.  Juan lacks the contextual knowledge necessary to understand the usage 

of the phrase. Thus, he is forced to come up with his own read on the meaning of the 

term. He equates the English expletive with the eastern ―Salaam,‖ and in so doing 

defamiliarizes the words by taking them out of their cultural milieu.  That an impolite 

expression of displeasure is mistaken for a pleasant greeting and a polite blessing is more 

than a humorous misunderstanding.  It opens up to a critique of national character 

because it suggests that the notion of gentility which informs the narrative of Englishness 

is a hypocritical fiction.  Thus we see that in his English Cantos, Byron uses the same 

strategies for cultural critique that he uses in his eastern cantos, particularly in his 

descriptions of the cultural landscape in canto III.  As was the case with Byron‘s 

description of social ritual and dress, seemingly mundane material details in the English 

Cantos are raised to the level of textual centrality.  In so doing, Byron‘s text reinforces 

the point that defamiliarization cannot be equated with Orientalism; rather it suggests that 

Byron is equally invested in Western cultural estrangement.  Swift defamiliarizes the 

nation space by projecting national characteristics into foreign fictional landscapes, 
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thereby distancing Englishness from the physical space of the nation. Byron adopts a 

paradoxical strategy.  The English nation is unmistakably English.  However it is also 

represented as unnatural and foreign in its hyper-materiality, just as the texts ―exotic‖ 

locations are rendered unconsummable, unwieldy, and unappealing in their strangeness.   

England, once again, is shown to be no better or no worse than the text‘s other cultural 

spaces.  By rendering England equally strange as, and therefore no more familiar or 

natural than, the text‘s other conflict riddled and oppressive spaces, Byron suggests that 

England is part of the global system of oppression. England, like all of the poem‘s 

cultural spaces, becomes commodified in its excessive materiality, which Eric Strand 

argues can be viewed as a form of preoccupation with the dynamics of global capitalism 

and its effect on the disenfranchised. As Strand puts it:   

Don Juan does not focus on a labor-based class struggle; we are never taken 

inside a factory, or onto a plantation raising crops for export to the core powers (a 

major element in Immanuel Wallerstein's globalized model of capitalism). 

However, the poem's commercialized world fits Wallerstein and Fernand 

Braudel's model of a "world-system," as Byron depicts countries sewn ever closer 

together by trade and finance, a process guided by the hegemonic core of the 

order, Great Britain (523). 

In Byron’s Political and Cultural Influence in Nineteenth-Century Europe: A 

Symposium. William Ruddick argues that the English Cantos of Don Juan suggest that 

the investment that the English people have in their empty fictions of identity and cultural 

supremacy serves as a prison of the mind and heart.  Ruddick writes: ―The English 

Cantos of Don Juan expose the mechanism of political and moral control by which 
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English society is kept in a state of immobility while remaining tolerably at peace with 

itself.  Byron hammered home the point that comfort is not enough, systems built on 

deception or the evasion of reality are condemned by their own unreality.  Like Don 

Juan‘s education they cannot endure—or be endured by—any fully living man.  

Reformed or destroyed, they must leave the way open for fairness, liberty, and the 

individual vision‖ (Ruddick 28). Byron‘s cynical cosmopolitanism is not only an attack 

on the concept of hegemonic discourse, and on the idea of conservative insularity; his 

cynical cosmopolitanism also suggests what Godwin suggests in a much more literal 

way: that nationalistic thinking represents the very ―mind-forged manacles‖ that Blake 

alludes to in line eight of London.  Indeed, both Byron and Godwin attempt to free their 

readers from the prison of nationalistic thinking by making the argument that, in order to 

fix the problems within, one first has to look outwards.  While the liberal reformer may 

not necessarily be able to fix social problems on a global scale, he may gain and be able 

to disseminate the knowledge necessary to at least demonstrate to others that their 

consciousness has been shaped by national ideology, and that their interpellation into the 

ideology of nation is responsible for the very stagnation which allows status quo to exist 

unchallenged.  Indeed, this is an argument that has been made by many in recent years.  

Richardson notes Byron‘s cultural relativism, and agrees that it does have an instructive 

purpose for the English reader.  Citing Thomas Greene‘s claim that exoticism can add to 

the ―vulnerability‖ of a European literary text and contribute to the demystification of the 

cultural constructs implicit within it, Richardson writes that ―culture as a product of 

history partakes of historical contingency and can create only constructs, ad hoc 

fabrications, including those codes, images, forms, and metaphors that will govern its 
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works of art.  Contact with another culture is dangerous precisely because acculturation 

betrays the arbitrary particularity of each myth and code‖ (Richardson 85).  According to 

Richardson‘s theory, Byron‘s cynical cosmopolitan impulses are potentially didactic. 

They serve to expose and critique the narrative of national ideology for the otherwise 

unsuspecting reader, in much the same way that Collins‘s experiences in foreign space 

gave him the interpretive tools to accept or reject the narrative of the lovely nation on his 

own terms. In both cases, intimate, personal, and first-hand knowledge of foreign space 

gives the individual the critical tools necessary to see the social problems which plague 

his or her own country, and to recognize and potentially dismantle the ideological 

strategies which allow them to persist. 
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Chapter 4: Beyond Home: Shelley and the Promise of Utopia 

 

Inhabitants of the earth,…we were for a long time tormented with the same evils 

as you; we have enquired into their origin, and we have found them to be derived 

from violence and injustice.  We perceived that there existed in the order of the 

universe, and in the physical constitution of man, eternal and immutable laws 

which waited only his observance to render him happy.  O men of different climes, 

look to the heavens that give you light, to the earth that nourishes you!...Has not 

the Power that directs their motions hearby declared you to be all equal and free? 

O nations! Let us banish all tyranny and discord; let us form one society, one vast 

family; and since mankind are all constituted alike, let there henceforth exist but 

one law, that of nature; one code, that of reason; one throne, that of justice; one 

altar, that of union. 

       (Volney, The Ruins; or a Survey of the Revolutions of Empires 149-49) 

 

 

   In a letter to Leigh Hunt dated May 1 1820, Shelley wrote that ―the system of 

society as it exists at present must be overthrown from the foundations with all its 

superstructures of maxims & of forms before we shall find anything but disappointment 

in our intercourse with any but a few select spirits.‖ These words provide direct support 

for the key point of this chapter: that Shelley‘s work is the antithesis to the narrative of 

Lovely England. Whereas Burke argues that in the face of social unrest, the English must 
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retreat into insularity and look to their glorious history for a means of self and world 

contemplation, Shelley argues that nationalism is the antithesis of freedom; the state itself 

is the source of unrest and humans must overthrow the institutions of state in order to 

achieve social stability. And whereas Burke‘s narrative of lovely nation advocates the 

preservation of uniquely English ideals over the course of history, Shelley‘s reformist 

work turns away from culturally specific ideology and embraces universal ideals in order 

to establish a paradise of equality where tyranny can be overthrown and markers of 

difference erased. In Prometheus Unbound, Shelley describes this paradise as follows: 

 The painted veil, by those who were, called life, 

Which mimicked, as with colours idly spread  

All men believed and hoped, is torn aside— 

The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains 

Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed—but man:  

Equal, unclassed, tribeless and nationless. 

Exempt from awe, worship, degree—the King 

Over himself; just gentle, wise—but man:  

Passionless? No—yet free from guilt or pain 

Which were, for his will made, or suffered them, 

From chance and death and mutability, 

The clogs of that which might else might oversoar 

The loftiest star of unascended Heaven. 

Pinnacled dim in the intense inane (III. iv. 190-204.) 

Similar in tenor and tone to the vision of liberty offered up in 1790s leftist discourse, this 
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excerpt sums up in miniature the goals of Shelley‘s project of deconstructing national 

identity: revealing human kind to itself, exposing the global dynamics of tyranny and 

destroying the ideological machinery which masks the oppressive nature of authority.  To 

ask the question that Richard Price, Godwin, and Byron allude to but do not explore in 

tremendous depth: how is liberation best achieved once the nation is unmasked?  

The passage attempts to provide an answer: the world must be remade into a 

community of ―classless,‖ ―tribeless,‖ and ―nationless,‖ individuals who do not pay 

homage to a single monolithic authority or ascribe to the tenets of a particular national 

ideology. Nationalism is here equated with other markers of personal identity—such as 

ethnicity and class—that obscure the dynamics of power relations. It is represented as a 

false face, a construct, similar to the discursive fictions disseminated by Burke and the 

Romantic right and aggressively challenged by Godwin and Byron in their overdrawn 

depictions of national spaces.  The mask, an aesthetic object which obscures the true 

characteristics of that which it covers, is a symbol which recurs throughout the body of 

his explicitly political and his visionary work. And its use suggests that Shelley is deeply 

skeptical of nationalistic thinking. Just as the mask obscures the features and attributes of 

its wearer, producing anonymity and facilitating the construction of a fictive identity 

which can be manipulated and projected to the world at large at the wearer‘s whim, so 

too does England represent a façade which alienates man from his world.  As Godwin 

argued in Caleb Williams, the mask of national identity separates the interpellated subject 

from the reality of his condition and prevents him from understanding his role in the 

universal human community imagined by Price and resurrected in Shelley‘s depiction of 

the post-revolutionary world.  And, like the mask, the national subject position may be 
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superficially appealing, but in actuality it is a disguise which has problematic 

consequences for the individual who seeks to understand himself and his relationship to 

the material world.  

Given Shelley‘s inherent skepticism toward nationalistic thinking, it is odd that 

his critics have traditionally read his interest in social reform as patriotic.  Stephen C. 

Behrendt, for example, claims that although England is not always the explicit subject of 

his poetry, at bottom, Shelley is explicitly interested in English reform and the well being 

of the English people, and his poems are always of specific relevance to English people.  

Behrendt points to Shelley‘s hellenism for evidence.  Behrendt suggests that while 

Shelley has tremendous regard for the beauty of Greek culture, ultimately he does not 

look to ancient Greece for his vision of modern glory. Rather he looks to an idealized 

vision of England, freed of its social problems, which makes good on the promise of 

personal liberty inherent in articulations of what it means to be an English citizen.  In 

Hellas for example: 

…in rallying his English audience around the Greek cause, Shelley meant to rally 

them also around their own analogous English cause. The restoration of 

independence to Greece might commemorate past glory but it could not reinstate 

it in the modern world: that glory could only belong to the most fitting inheritors 

of the Greek legacy, the English nation…Shelley‘s intention is to reveal the 

importance to the overall welfare of his English audiences of studying the 

parallels between their present situation—and the options available to them—and 

particular events of past and contemporary history (Behrendt 642-43). 

However, Behrendt fails adequately to consider what it means that Shelley looks outside 
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of the boundaries of nationspace in order to make his intervention in the process of social 

reform, and he doesn‘t engage the question of whether or not Shelley views reform as a 

strictly insular process. He also fails to consider that the scope of Shelley‘s visionary 

work suggests that his interest in reform extends far beyond the imagined community of a 

nation. I argue that Shelley‘s cross-cultural substitution of the Greek Cause for the 

English one functions much like Byron‘s skeptical cosmopolitanism.  It reflects a belief 

that Englishmen cannot understand their own condition unless they read their own story 

against the backdrop of a globalized story of oppression and state-instituted violence, 

because they otherwise fail to understand that tyranny is not a uniquely English problem.  

Shelley‘s England, like his Greece, is a rhetorical device rather than a verifiable physical 

place. More specifically, Shelley‘s England, like Godwin‘s hyper-real nation space, 

serves as a canvas upon which to analyze the workings of ideology designed to mask the 

relationship between the tyrannical state and the individual. 

Mark Kipperman claims that Shelley‘s work reflects a deep and sophisticated 

understanding of the role that the artist plays in the process of nation-making and of the 

potential danger that taking part in the process of nation building represents to the would-

be reformer. Kipperman argues that because the nation is a product of language, Shelley 

understood that it is the literary elite who could play a role in its construction and 

dissemination. He writes that: 

The nation evolves politically, socially, morally, by articulating itself.  For 

Shelley—who was, after all, not a political thinker aiming at a narrow theory but 

rather a poet—the urgent issue was the role of poetry, of art generally, in defining 

and leading the nation.  Neither philosophers nor kings nor social economists can 
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so form the political, social, and moral language of a nation as can its poets.  The 

national poet could at that time be seen as embodying contestatory localism and 

giving confidence and identity to an emergent liberal bourgeoisie (52).    

 In this chapter I will argue alongside Kipperman. I claim that Shelley‘s work, in 

particular his work in 1819, suggests that he was deeply skeptical of artistic participation 

in the process of nation building.  I will demonstrate that while he saw some 

revolutionary potential in allowing the liberal literary elite to define the terms of national 

identity, ultimately Shelley was unconvinced that reformers, despite their good 

intentions, could avoid replicating the structures of oppression. I will argue that Shelley‘s 

skepticism is derived from an understanding that the literary elite used language as their 

medium. Language that cannot be divorced from the ideology that produces it and which 

it produces.  To use Kipperman‘s terms: 

Imagination does not ―progress‖ on its own; its agency is language and its agent 

the poet, and here, in this question of agency, Shelley both resists idealist 

mystification and confronts the real contradictions of the elite artist‘s engagement 

in a revolutionary movement. The authority of Shelley‘s poet is his power over 

the words necessary to imagine a nation, to conceptualize its present in light of 

the past and the future, to probe the correspondence of the local to the universal. 

But words do not establish their own authority. What if the words are products of 

aristocratic presuppositions, obscured by unarticulated relations of power? What 

if the poet‘s language represents not the universal values of liberation but only the 

reactionary fantasies of an embattled elite facing the challenge of revolution (54)?   

Shelley‘s work reveals a preoccupation with this very concept.  He consistently 
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seeks to replace existing notions of community with a vision of discursive community 

that does not resurrect tyranny once it has been overthrown. He attempts to separate 

language from the ideological forces that produce it, ultimately resulting in the 

production of texts, like Julian and Maddalo, that are at best, complex, and at worst, like 

Prometheus Unbound, near impenetrable.  In addition he expresses philosophical 

positions that are fraught with contradictions, and which can be defined only by their lack 

of definition.  In so doing, Shelley proves that his work is eerily forward thinking.  Both 

his poetry and his philosophical thought prefigure post-colonial debates about the 

difficulty of articulating a vision of communal identity that does not replicate the 

problems that they seek to unwrite.
61

 Informing Shelley‘s analysis is the plight of the 

working classes in 1819, the year which saw the production of much of his major work, 

including Prometheus Unbound and The Cenci, Ode to the West Wind, The Mask of 

Anarchy, A Philosophical View of Reform, and most of the radical poetry ―that would 

later inspire English labor movements from the Chartists onwards‖ (Chandler  9).  1819 

was also the year of the Peterloo Massacre which looms large in Shelley‘s consciousness 

as he composes his political work.  

The Peterloo Massacre took place on August 16 at St. Peter‘s field in Manchester.  

                                                
61

 As I pointed out in the last chapter, Sara Suleri suggests that most post colonial paradigms perpetuate the 

Self/other distinctions which merely serve to switch the terms such that the voice of the other becomes 

centralized but the dynamics of conflict remain intact.  To use her terms, ―even as the other is privileged in 

all its pluralities, in all its alternative histories, its concept function remains too embedded in a theoretical 

duality of margin to center ultimately to allow the cultural decentering that such critical attention surely 

desires… The telling of colonial and post-colonial stories, however, demands a more naked relation to the 

ambivalence represented by the greater mobility of disempowerment.‖  Ambivalence, Suleri and her post-

colonial counterparts argue, yields potentially fruitful results precisely because it resists fixity, which is 
Shelley‘s ultimate goal for his visionary universalist lexicon.  Indeed Shelley attempts to produce a new 

language which is similar to Esther Schor‘s vision of Romantic music, ―one in which the instabilities of the 

sublime are perceived not as disharmony, but as an uncanny, ―wild‖ harmony…which evokes on the one 

hand, order and divine design; on the other, liberty, contingency and randomness.‖ (Suleri, The Rhetoric of 

English India 2, Schor 272).  
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On that date, mounted troops charged into a crowd of 60,000—killing several and 

injuring several hundred— who were gathered for a peaceful demonstration to reform the 

system of parliamentary representation.
62

  In 1819, voting for parliamentary 

representation was restricted to the adult male owners of property that was valued at 40 

shillings or more. In addition, constituency boundaries were out of date, so there were 

gross discrepancies in the system of representation.  Boroughs, such as Dunwich in 

Suffolk which had 32 voters, elected two MPs while major urban and industrial centers 

such as Ashton-under-Lyne, Blackburn, Bolton, Manchester, Oldham, Rochdale, and 

Stockport with a combined population of almost one million, were represented by either 

the two county MPs for Lancashire or Cheshire. By comparison, more than half of all 

parliamentary MPs were elected by a total of 154 voters; thus the needs of the working 

class poor in England‘s major industrial centers were not adequately represented in 

parliament (Reid 28).  Economic conditions following the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 also 

contributed to public dissatisfaction.  England suffered periods of economic depression, 

particularly among weavers and spinners who saw their wages cut from fifteen shillings a 

week in 1803 to four or five shillings a week by 1818.  In addition, the Corn Laws of 

1815 imposed tariffs on the import of foreign grain which inflated the cost of food and 

forced the British people to purchase expensive and lower quality British grain.  Periods 

of famine and chronic unemployment ensued. By the beginning of 1819, pressure 

generated by poor economic conditions coupled with the lack of suffrage in northern 

England led to the organization of a "great assembly" by the Manchester Patriotic Union 

                                                
62 While the exact figures are not known, it is commonly reported that 11-15 were killed and between 400-

700 injured.  The Manchester Relief Committee, which was established to provide relief for the victims of 

Peterloo, listed the injured at 420 while Radical sources claimed that upwards of 500 were injured.  Reid 

argues that the number is difficult to estimate because many of the wounded feared retribution at the hands 

of the authorities and concealed their injuries. (Marlow 150-151, Reid 187). 
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(Frangopulo 30). Radical orator Henry Hunt was asked in a letter by Union Secretary 

Joseph Johnson to chair a large meeting planned for Manchester on August 2. The letter 

was intercepted by the authorities and a military presence was sent to Manchester.
 
The 

meeting was postponed until August 9. In its announcement of the delay, the Manchester 

Observer reported that the meeting was intended "to take into consideration the most 

speedy and effectual mode of obtaining Radical reform in the Common House of 

Parliament" and "to consider the propriety of the 'Unrepresented Inhabitants of 

Manchester' electing a person to represent them in Parliament" (Reid 122). This was 

cause for concern among English authorities, who urged local magistrates to declare the 

assembly illegal on the grounds that "the election of a Member of Parliament without the 

King's writ" was a serious misdemeanor‖ (118).  

Banning the meeting did not discourage the radicals. They rescheduled their 

meeting for August 16, citing Home Secretary Lord Sidmouth‘s declaration that it was 

the execution and not the intention to elect an MP that was illegal (Reid 125).  The 

organizers were determined that the demonstrators at St Peter's Field would be neatly 

turned out and that the demonstration would be peaceful and orderly.  As Samuel 

Bamford put it in his autobiographical account of the Massacre, "it was deemed 

expedient that this meeting should be as morally effective as possible, and, that it should 

exhibit a spectacle such as had never before been witnessed in England" (131).  

Instructions that "cleanliness, sobriety, order and peace" and a "prohibition of all 

weapons of offence or defence" were to be observed were given (Frangopulo 31).  Each 

contingent had been drilled and rehearsed in the fields of the townships around 

Manchester, which alarmed the authorities (Reid 125). Warrants were issued for the 
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arrest of the radical leaders.  However, the cavalry could not move easily through the 

crowd and soon began hacking and slashing their way towards the speakers‘ platform.  

The people retaliated by throwing bricks, sticks, and stones, and the violence escalated.  

The cavalry charged into the crowd.  However, the crowd could not easily disperse 

because the main exit to Peter Street was blocked by the militia.  Although the situation 

was contained and the crowd successfully dispersed within minutes, the casualties were 

significant (R. Poole 262).  The conflict was termed the Peterloo Massacre in ironic 

comparison to the Battle of Waterloo (1815).  

The historical record of 1819 perfectly illustrates why England makes for an ideal 

subject of analysis. The government‘s response to the Peterloo Massacre suggests that the 

state, and its oppressive institutions, have an amazing ability to recuperate, even when 

they expose themselves as unjust.  Following the massacre, the government rallied 

around the actions of the militia.  Ten of the radical leaders, including Hunt and Johnson, 

were arrested and tried for sedition in March of 1820.  Five were convicted, while in a 

test case brought against four members of the Manchester Yeomanry, all were acquitted 

as the court ruled that they were within their legal rights to break up an illegal gathering. 

The Manchester magistrates met on the nineteenth of August to publish resolutions 

supporting the military action that had been taken against the demonstrators, and Lord 

Sidmouth publicly exonerated the Yeomen by conveying to them the thanks of the Prince 

Regent for action taken to "preserv[e] the public peace." That public exoneration was met 

with outrage and hostility towards the government. For example, radical leader and anti-

slavery advocate, Robert Wedderburn declared, "the Prince is a fool with his Wonderful 

letters of thanks ... What is the Prince Regent or King to us, we want no King – he is no 
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use to us,‖ while Richard Carlile, universal suffragist and free press advocate, wrote that 

―unless the Prince calls his ministers to account and relieves his people, he would surely 

be deposed and make them all REPUBLICANS, despite all adherence to ancient and 

established institutions‖ (S. Poole 154).   

Shelley‘s poetic response, The Mask of Anarchy (1819), reflects a similar outrage. 

The text uses a poet‘s dream vision of a national masque to allegorize the Peterloo 

Massacre and class relations in late regency England as a procession of masked figures 

traveling through England, leaving a trail of violence and destruction in their path. The 

figures represent contemporary politicians. For example, Shelley writes: ―I met Murder 

on the way—/He had a mask like Castlereagh—Very smooth he looked, yet grim: Seven 

bloodhounds followed him‖ (5-8). ―Murder‖ takes the form of Robert Steward, Viscount 

Castlereagh who was foreign secretary and leader of the Tories in the House of Commons 

because, as Neil Fraistat tells us in his textual annotations, Castlereagh was infamous for 

his bloody suppression of Irish rebellion (Shelley, MA 316), and thus the comparison is 

highly appropriate.  Looking a bit closer at these lines, however, we see that Shelley 

doesn‘t simply allegorize historical figures; Shelley equates Castlereagh with the 

impersonation and Murder with the reality that lies behind the mask, so that the historical 

figure is only a transient embodiment of a non-culturally specific social problem. The 

implication is that Murder might take the form of Castlereagh in England in 1819, but 

Murder might just as easily take the form of anyone in any social system whose actions 

serve as a fitting illustration of the ways in which the institutions of state legitimate 

violent atrocity.  

Pushing on the idea, Shelley did not simply use his allegorical text in order to 
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critique the violence in Manchester; Shelley‘s poem is an exposition of power itself, as 

we can see from a reading of the text‘s central figure, Anarchy.  Significantly, Anarchy, 

does not wear the garb of a specific historical figure.  Rather, Anarchy, who wears a 

crown, bears a sword, and proclaims himself ―God, King, and Law,‖ is an embodied 

representation of state authority (317).  No mask of civility hides his nature.  In fact, 

Anarchy‘s mask is completely transparent and just as unlovely as the reality which lies 

behind it.  In lines 30-37, Shelley constructs Anarchy as unsettling, skeletal, and ghastly, 

an image of gothic horror. He ―bows and grins‖ as he makes his way through the 

processional (75), and, like the cavalrymen at Peterloo, destroys everything in his path as 

he moves through the crowd (52-53). His presence and his callous disregard for human 

life are terrifying.  Like the Anarch in the philosophical traditions that he draws from, 

Shelley‘s ―Anarchy‖ is subject to no law; he is governed purely by lust for power, and 

greed.
 63

 He is self-centered, exploitative, and destructive. He makes no pretensions to 

righteousness and does not hide his misdeeds from public view. In depicting state 

authority as ―Anarchy,‖ Shelley makes a bold choice.  He suggests that state authority is, 

in actuality disorder masquerading as order.
 64

  Susan Wolfson points out that ―Shelley 

detaches ‗Anarchy‘ from the standard sense of social chaos that Lord Chancellor Eldon 

meant in judging the Manchester meeting ‗an overt act of treason‘ posing a ―shocking 

choice between military government and anarchy‖ (Thompson 684) and turns the term 

back on the Government itself to name its perversion by tyranny‖ (Wolfson 724). The 

                                                
63Shelley draws on the Greek usage of the term ―anarchy‖ which is associated with chaos rather than with 
protest Both Plato and Aristotle associated anarchy with democracy, which they believed to be inherently 

prone to devolve into disorder because it loosened the "natural" hierarchy between social classes 

(Goldworthy 85-90). 
64 Susan Wolfson also points out that Shelley wrote in a letter dated August 24, 1819: ―Anarchy will only 

be the last flash before despotism,‖ even before he had heard of the events at Manchester (724).    
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suggestion is that state authority is not a stabilizing principle as Burke would have us 

believe; rather, it is the cause of social unrest.  

Wolfson also argues that ―the political value of representing anarchy in and as a 

―Mask‖ is to provoke unmasking; the pun on masque assists by denoting an elaborate 

artifice with which a poet‘s art may or may not comply‖ (727). Put another way, 

Shelley‘s title, The Mask of Anarchy, contains a pun which alludes not only to the 

aesthetic tradition that he draws from, but also to the ways in which he both uses and 

subverts the tradition to expose political hypocrisy. The masque tradition is particularly 

well suited for this purpose because it is a genre concerned with spectacle.   The masque 

developed out of the tradition of courtly entertainments, most notably during the reigns of 

the Tudor and Stuart monarchs.  It included a dramatic performance with masked 

performers and choreographed dancers, and depended not on the words of the performers, 

but upon the ―elaborate choreography and symbolic scenic effects to convey its meaning‖ 

(Orgel 22).
65

 At the height of its development, the masque included the following 

features: a poetic induction or prologue, antimasque(s), main masque, revels, an epilogue, 

and elaborate costuming.  Ben Jonson is credited with the development of the masque as 

a literary form in which the poetics of the work are meant to be privileged over spectacle 

as the central feature of the text.  By the time of Elizabeth‘s reign, masques were filled 

with classical references, Petrarchan sonnets, and other recognizable literary conventions 

(Orgel 36).  Jonson took the poetry of the masque seriously and attempted to create a 

work in which the poetry could stand on its own.  To quote Stephen Orgel, Jonson‘s 

                                                
65 This holds true until Ben Jonson works to develop the masque as a literary form.  While he was doing so, 

his collaborator Inigo Jones was focused on the spectacle of the production. Jones and Jonson worked 

together on several different masques. Eventually they disputed over whether the masque rightly revolved 

around the poetry of the text or whether the text was a mere vehicle for the spectacle of scenery, 

choreography, and costuming.  (Norbrook 97-98, Chambers 180).  
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interest was in the construction of a "work whose text was no longer dependent on its 

production" (63). Instead, Jonson wished to unify the masque‘s poetic and spectacular 

elements into a cohesive whole (116-117). He introduced many new conventions, 

including the anti-masque: comic or grotesque characters and plot material which acted 

as foil to the main mask and which ultimately allowed the masque to provide its own 

resolution (Cunningham 110; Orgel 76). The introduction of the evil or grotesque in the 

anti-masque served to further enhance the primary purpose of the masque, which was to 

glorify the court and, in particular, the monarch.  

Shelley‘s text both adheres to and subverts masque conventions in order to stage 

the power of court and crown as a ―dramatic exhibition.‖ He makes ironic use of the 

pomp of the genre to construct a ―linguistic masquerade‖ which demonstrates how 

―official power commands and permeates social organizations‖ (Wolfson 728).  

Throughout the first half of the poem Shelley depicts Anarchy‘s subjects as a prostrated, 

slavish multitude that offers up effusive expressions of loyalty and devotion to their 

leader.  They proclaim his glory despite the fact that he is hideous, bloodthirsty, and 

violent, and his actions are anything but glorious (74-101).  Anarchy‘s reign come with 

great cost for his subjects both in terms of human lives and British pounds (77). Still his 

subjects bow their ―pale brows,‖ to the earth, repeating the ―bad prayer,‖ that is inscribed 

upon his body, ―Thou art Law and God‖ (Shelley, MA 66-69). While there is some 

variety in the phrasing, each repetition of the patriotic cry is childlike and simple, and the 

concepts to which the words point unchanging.  Individual voices are erased and there 

exists no dissent.  The English subjects simply ―…cried with one accord: /―Thou art 

King, and God, and Lord:/Anarchy, to Thee we bow,/Be thy name made holy now‖‖ (70-



190 

 

74)! The simplicity of the rhyme scheme and the construction of the phrase read very 

much like chant.  The language is devoid of complex emotion.  It points merely to 

inculcated idolatry.  Because the language of devotion reads like empty rhetoric, the 

juxtaposition of the people‘s adoration with Anarchy‘s tyrannical deeds serves to 

highlight the grossness of state authority, rather than to mask it; as a result the symbolism 

and the effect of the language convey more meaning than the words themselves, which is 

similarly true of Jonson‘s masque.  What is conveyed to the reader is the idea that the 

crowd doesn‘t accept state authority because it is benevolent and effective. Rather, state 

authority is accepted simply because it is authority.  Anarchy‘s followers are passive 

consumers of his ideology, a point which is particularly troubling for Shelley who 

devotes most of his poem to asking the ―men of England‖ to recognize that to raise 

Anarchy to the status of godhead and to profess their loyalty to the false idol they create 

is akin to a slavery whose ―very name has grown to an echo of [their] own‖ (156-9).  

By prostrating themselves to the mask and repeating Anarchy‘s own words, the 

prostrated masses demonstrate the same uncritical acceptance of ideology as Godwin‘s 

Caleb, and the consequences are equally devastating.  As Stephen Goldsmith puts it, ―the 

stifling repetition…encourages belief that words are limited in supply, belong to few, and 

can be combined only in prescribed, mechanical ways that endlessly reproduce the 

structures of power‖ (243). Shelley encourages the ―Sons of England‖—an image 

explicitly borrowed from Burke and explored in its theoretical complexity by Godwin—

to overcome this difficulty by stopping the cycle of endless reproduction.  He asks them 

to become active participants in the course of history.  Throw off the chains, he first 

argues and then goes on to suggest: ―Let them ride among you there, Slash, and stab, and 



191 

 

maim, and hew—/What they like, that let them do‖ (340-43).  Here Shelley distinguishes 

passive consumption of ideology from passive resistance.  Refusing to take part in violent 

conflict represents an active choice and an act of quiet rebellion; in choosing non-violent 

resistance, the men of England refuse to behave like the men who rule and refuse to 

participate in their own oppression.  Put another way, they deny the upper classes their 

scapegoat for domestic unloveliness, and responsibility for social injustice falls back on 

the state.  

However, the poem also seems to undercut its own argument because reform is 

only depicted as successful in the world of dreams and poetic fantasy.  Shelley presents 

the image of a ―maniac maid‖ who simply lies down before the masked figures and 

allows herself to be trampled, setting a precedent for the non-violent resistance that 

Shelley advocates in his direct appeal to the masses (80-100).   Anarchy dies (130-134) 

and, following his death, the poem shifts from the world of masquerade to the world of 

political action.  Shelley devotes the remaining three fifths of The Mask to a proto-

Marxist call to the working classes to rise from their slumber and initiate the process of 

social reform through passive resistance. ―Stand ye calm and resolute/Like a forest close 

and mute,/With folded arms and looks which are/Weapons of unvanquished war‖ (319-

22), he advises, until the tyrants grow so ashamed of their own actions that they cease 

their bloody assault upon the people of the nation (348-351). However, the men of 

England, like the sleeping poet who dreams the masque, never awaken.  In fact, the poem 

ends with the same appeal that begins Shelley‘s call to the masses: ―Rise like lions after 

slumber/In unvanquishable number—Shake your chains to earth like dew/Which  In 

sleep had fallen on you—/Ye are many—they are few‖ (368 -372).  The repetition 
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suggests that although anarchy can be overcome in the world of masquerade, in the 

waking world, the cycle of violence and class struggle continue.      

This is a textual contradiction that has puzzled the poem‘s critics. Many, like 

Thomas Edwards, read the contradiction as evidence that The Mask is a poem which 

loses faith in its own political vision.  Edwards suggests that ―at best [it] shows such faith 

sustained only by the mythologizing of political issues, making them rhetorical and 

symbolic ‗properties‘ in a moral drama whose relation to the actual public case grows 

increasingly tenuous‖ (165).  I argue, first, that the problem lies in the fact that Shelley 

turns away from the symbolic and towards the historically specific.  And second, that the 

vision of failed reform that the poem depicts is an acknowledgement of the ways in 

which the poem fails to meet its larger revolutionary goals: just as the lower classes 

cannot overthrow the system by behaving in ways that are constitutionally sanctioned, so 

the poet cannot unwrite ideology using the language that produces it.   Recall that 

Shelley‘s goal in writing The Mask was not simply to dramatize contemporary events; 

Shelley wishes to use contemporary events to analyze and overcome social problems that 

are fundamentally human and not English problems.  However, the language in the poem 

moves away from allegory and towards nationally specific political rhetoric and 

Shelley—who stages his political drama within a framework of nationalistic language 

with the goal of transcending national ideology—ultimately winds up replicating the 

nation.  Prior to the death of Anarchy, England functioned like the text‘s masked 

aristocrats, as a transient embodiment of a community plagued by tyranny.  Once 

Anarchy is unmasked, however, the nation is established as a verifiable place because 

Shelley imagines the idealized social body as a resurrection of a Deeper England free 
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from the problems of despotism. He writes, ―The old laws of England—they/Whose 

reverend heads with age are grey,/Children of a wiser day:/And whose solemn voice  

must be/Thine own echo—Liberty‖ (332-36)!  These lines call upon the populace to 

recognize their claims as Englishmen (147-372) and restore the national community to a 

state of former glory where laws are just and liberty is possible.  They mythologize the 

narrative of the national past which, as we‘ve seen, is the same strategy that Burke uses in 

order to produce his lovely England, the very narrative which cloaks the repressive 

institutions of state in ―decent drapery.‖ The poem fails in its reformist goals because 

Shelley attempts to deconstruct the mask, and winds up reproducing it.    

 Arguably Shelley realizes the problem because he revises his study of tyranny 

and reform consistently throughout 1819, and each revision moves further away from the 

idea of England as verifiable place.  In England in 1819, for example, Shelley writes the 

following: 

An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King: 

Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow 

Through public scorn,--mud from a muddy spring; 

Rulers who neither see nor feel nor know 

But leechlike to their fainting country cling 

Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow, 

A people starved and stabbed in th‘untilled field; 

An army, whom liberticide and prey 

Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield; 

Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;   
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Religion Christless, Godless—a book sealed; 

A senate, Time‘s worst statute, unrepealed— 

Are graves from which a glorious Phantom may 

Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day  (1-14). 

Specifically, he catalogues English life as a series of horrors and the national community 

as a space beset by insurmountable problems: corrupt and unfeeling leaders, oppressive 

laws, ineffective Parliament, military violence, and hypocritical religion. The concluding 

couplet functions as a turn which ostensibly invites the possibility of social 

transformation in the form of resolution that reads very much like the ―deus ex machina‖ 

of dramatic tradition: ―a glorious phantom,‖ which will spring up from the ―graves‖ of 

English state institutions to usher in an era of English liberty.     

 The simplicity of the poem and its structure has inspired a variety of critical 

responses.  Some have dismissed it—and the larger body of Shelleyian politics to which 

it points—as wishful thinking or idealist fantasy. Susan J. Wolfson, Timothy Webb, and 

F.R. Leavis, for example, argue that Shelley‘s linguistic, figurative, and formal choices 

encourage the reader to view reform ironically. Specifically, Shelley‘s use of ‗may’ ―is a 

sign of hesitation coinciding with a ―pathetic weakness‖ of both form and statement: the 

―oddly ironical stress‖ that ―results from the rime position‖ sustains no more than a 

Phantom of miraculous agency.‖ (Wolfson, Poetic Form and Political reform, 734).   To 

use Curran‘s terms, the ambiguous modal auxiliary introduces ―shades of doubt, which 

are echoed in his representation of the spirit of English reform as disembodied and 

undefined‖ (Curran, Poetic Form, 55).  Forrest Pyle implies that reform is figured as a 

glorious phantom because the phrasing of the title demonstrates that the nation is 
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inextricably bound to the contemporary moment.  England in 1819 is ―time‘s worst 

statute imprisoned to actualities‖ (667), and the nation can never be more than it is in the 

contemporary moment.
66

  

Others, like James Chandler, are more optimistic.  Chandler interprets both the 

deceptively simple imagery and the ―glorious Phantom‖ of England in 1819 through a 

theoretical paradigm that Shelley establishes in An Address to the People on the Death of 

Princess Charlotte (1817).  In his pamphlet, Shelley uses the death of the Prince Regent‘s 

daughter as a platform upon which to take up the cause of liberty and express support for 

the Derbyshire laborers who had staged the Pentridge Rebellion and the leaders of the 

rebellion who were wrongfully executed a day before Princess Charlotte passed.
67

  

According to Chandler, Shelley juxtaposes the execution with the death of the princess to 

suggest that her death has important symbolic value, and to encourage the populace to 

look past the death of the princess to the execution of Brandreth and his fellow radicals 

(25).  The pamphlet suggests that if we do so, we may read the death of the princess 

metaphorically, as the death of princess Liberty. For Shelley this metaphorical death is 

cause for both despair and hope.  Chandler writes that:  

To acknowledge the death is to be in a position to mourn it. To mourn the death of 

Liberty is to be in a position to revive it.  Indeed, it is to take the first step in 

reviving it, for mourning respects the spirit of Liberty, and liberty survives 

                                                
66 That he uses the term ―graves‖ to refer to the institutions of state suggests that Shelley also closes off the 

possibility that the idea of the nation can be resurrected by appealing to the narrative of history for a vision 

of a time when England‘s institutions are healthy and functional. Thus Shelley‘s England in 1819 not only 

critiques things as they are in the present moment, but it also the narrative of historical continuity that 

underscores Burke‘s narrative of the lovely nation.   
67 On the night of June 9, 1817 two or three hundred stockingers, quarrymen and ironworkers led by 

Jerimiah Brandreth set out to march to Nottingham armed with pikes, scythes, a few guns, and a set of 

rather lofty revolutionary demands like wiping out the national debt.  While many claim that the affair was 

a government trap set by agent provocateur William Oliver (popularly known as Oliver the Spy), the 

leaders were none the less arrested, convicted, and beheaded (Chandler 25-26). 
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precisely in virtue of the respect it is paid.  The symbolic power once invested in 

the title of princess dwindles with the Hanoverian line itself and is now to be 

reinvested in Liberty as a philosophical abstraction.  The capacities for fresh 

figurative conception, for sympathy, and for social change are on this account all 

mutually involved and are together involved in a notion of liberty that allies 

itself—just as Charlotte is remembered for having done—to the domestic 

affections, the ornamental arts, and valor in defense.  To read the spirit 

symbolized by a given event, to respond to it in the appropriate spirit and to 

generate the spirit of political hope all prove to be just so many dimensions of the 

same complex imaginative act…(26). 

The potential for a similarly complex resurrection of Liberty exists in the ostensibly 

concrete images in Shelley‘s sonnet.  Particularly illustrative of this point is George III 

who is depicted not only as loathsome and decrepit, but also as a dying king.  In the 

image we see not only the problems associated with the reign of a despised king, but also 

its imminent end. Chandler claims that each of the social problems that Shelley depicts 

contains the seeds of its own destruction. Each, therefore, serves as an embodied 

representation of the ―glorious phantom,‖ or the spirit of liberty that Shelley refers to in 

the sonnet‘s turn. Pushing on the idea, we see that Shelley encourages his reader to view 

the poem‘s images as a series of conceptual thoughts expressed in concrete language. If 

we do so, we see that England in 1819, like The Mask of Anarchy, transcends the national 

community and similarly extends its critique of English institutions to the problems 

inherent in all institutions of power. For example the ―sealed book‖ of line eleven does 

not refer solely to ―the Book of Common Prayer, reinstitutionalized by the Anglican 
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Church in 1662, soon after the Restoration of Charles II‖ (Chandler 28).  Rather, we can 

read the idea of a book that cannot be opened to mean that public access to holy books is 

controlled by the Church which censors them and restricts their influence. By moving 

away from the idea of England as verifiable physical place, Shelley avoids the replication 

of conservative ideology.  However, he is once again incapable of envisioning a model of 

social reform that is politically viable because it cannot offer a social system to take the 

place of the national community.  

It is precisely for this reason that Shelley‘s most radical social commentary—and 

his most convincing depiction of social reform—is found not in his explicitly political 

work, but in his visionary work, particularly in Prometheus Unbound, where Shelley 

explicitly explores the question of whether or not it is possible to construct a social 

system that does not replicate ―England.‖  As Tilottama Rajan says, ―Prometheus [is] 

both a performance of things as they should be and a metanarrative structure that exhibits 

its narrativization of history as relative to its own historical moment‖ (250). Shelley is 

unique among his liberal counterparts in this regard. While they may lament the role that 

national ideology plays in enslaving the individual psyche neither Godwin nor Byron 

attempts to provide a model of community to take its place.  In Prometheus Unbound, 

Shelley‘s most expansive and comprehensive study of the process of social reform, he 

proposes utopia as the most viable model for a just community.  His choice is resonant 

for a number of reasons.  First, as Darby Lewes points out, ―Utopia has always been a 

contrary child. She is the offspring of ambiguities: in a deconstructive triumph of triple 

entendre, Thomas More decapitated the words ―eutopia‖ (good place) and ―outopia (no 

place) and produced a term that could simultaneously mean either, neither or both.‖  Not 
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only does Utopia hold out the promise of social justice, the etymology of the term 

suggests that a utopia is a community that resists fixity, the very hallmark of Burke‘s 

lovely England.  And because ―she is the bride of subjectivity: even the apparently 

obvious term ―eutopia‖ is confusing, since my good place might be your hell,‖ utopia 

holds out the promise of agency to the individual subject (Lewes ix).  If we accept Stuart 

Curran‘s definition of Shelleyian utopia as ―a collection of individual wills contending 

for self-fulfillment,‖ a trans-cultural community devoid of the markers of identity like 

―class‖ and ―nation‖ which alienate individuals from each other, we see that it represents 

the very antithesis of the Burkian nation which must ―cohere in order to achieve very 

material and political goals.‖ (Curran, Shelley and the End[s] of Ideology 601). As 

opposed to Burke‘s England which ―transmutes fallen and divided existence into 

harmonious participation in the organic body of the nation,‖ Shelley‘s utopia promises 

instead, ―a historical and ideology-free transcendence‖ (Wright xvi ). However, as 

Prometheus Unbound also suggests, it is a model of community that is highly elusive. 

How, after all, can one define what resists definition, and how can one attempt to 

transcend ideology when one‘s medium is language—the handmaiden of ideology?  

Before examining these questions I wish to make one point clear: in arguing that 

Shelley seeks to unwrite socially divisive markers of identity I do not mean to suggest 

that he advocates  what Saree Makdisi refers to as ―a unified world system,‖ which is 

characterized by a single world-history of a homogenized Universal Empire (Romantic 

Imperialism 2).  Shelley may draw upon the totalizing discourse of 1790s universalism 

for his construction of community, but he also complicates it in startling ways.  Where 

Price‘s concept is suggestive of uniformity and static community, Shelley‘s universal 
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human community is more suggestive of the tertiary meaning of the term ―universal,‖ as 

contingent and random.  As a brief study of Prometheus Unbound‘s protagonists 

suggests, it is constantly in flux, springing up in the places where cultures meet and the 

boundaries between them collapse, leaving traces of the encounter to mark the processes 

by which they are formed.  Prometheus is a figure who is associated with the concept of 

ambivalence: an eternal ―everyman‖ who is simultaneously fixed firmly in place and yet 

comes to signify with the principle of existing ―no-place.‖ Metaphorically and literally 

speaking, his story takes place in the boundaries where Eastern and Western cultures 

meet. Most obvious is the change in setting:  the story is displaced from the Georgian 

Caucasus—the center of Hellenic and Eurocentric culture—to the vales of the Hindu 

Kush.  Io, Prometheus‘s confidante and female protagonist in the original myth, is 

replaced by the figure of Asia, an embodied representation of the Eastern landscape for 

which she is named.
68

   As Nigel Leask points out, Shelley‘s text does not merely 

displace the story of the Titan and relocate it geographically East. Rather, ―his re-

orientation, his re-location in the Orient is…indicative of a corresponding (and wholly 

appropriate) psychological shift in his character,‖ from defiant rebelliousness to Zen-like 

patience.  Both and neither Western and Eastern, Prometheus occupies a similarly liminal 

position within the body of the text.  And while it is tempting to read a hierarchical 

relationship into the notion of European Prometheus as hero and Eastern Asia as passive 

heroine, the text resists reduction into such easily delineated opposites.  In making this 

claim, I argue alongside Leask, who sums up as follows:  

                                                
68 Io, in Greek mythology, was a lover of Zeus who was transformed into a Heifer so that she could be 

concealed from jealous Hera.  After her guard is slain, Io is sent to roam the world in her animal form and 

ultimately she meets Prometheus who reconciles her to her fate and assures her that she will be restored to 

human form and would go on to produce a line of great heroes (Graf 50).    
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The poem reworks the cultural and sexual oppositions of Shelley‘s earlier 

writings: the inward, valetudinarian nature of Prometheus (his decisive action is 

skeptical, ‗negative,‘ in revoking the Curse) qualifies his conventional role as 

paragon of western instrumental reason and the active educated character of 

Asia—manifest in her dialogue with Demogorgon and her role in instigating the 

rebellion against the empire of Jupiter—complements her role as embodiment of 

imagination and love… 

and then later: ―Prometheus Unbound functions by an antithetical movement, namely in 

the orientalization of Greek myth, a reverse acculturation which frees the Orient from its 

formerly negative or supplementary connotations‖ (145).    

True, Prometheus demonstrates qualities traditionally associated with the stable, 

central, hegemonic Western self. He is masculine and, as is demonstrated by his drive 

towards self-education and his renunciation of the Curse, embraces empiricism and 

reason over passion.  He is active in the sense that it is his words which facilitate the 

process of world reform. However, as Leask points out, he is also represented as passive 

in his captivity.  That he curses Jove suggests that he is also possessed of the potential to 

allow his passions to become consuming.  Similarly, Asia cannot solely be associated 

with the dreamlike, imaginative, passive and feminine qualities associated with the East.  

Leask puts it well when he points out that ―in terms of the symbolic weight which Shelley 

affords to Asia, the narrative represents a major revision of the terms of the earlier poems 

and the admission of a principle of hybridity and difference into the work of a poet 

strongly attracted by abstract universals and totalities.‖  As her name suggests, Asia has 

strong representational ties to the East.  However, she also exhibits striking similarities to 
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Prometheus.  She plays an active and equal role in the process of world reformation, and 

she too exhibits control and use of the rational faculties.  It is she who in a very literal 

way picks up where Prometheus‘s imaginative productions leave off.  She makes the 

physical journey to the realm of Demogorgon who, as Leask argues once again, 

facilitates her self-education into the ways in which the world is constructed in discourse 

in much the same way that Earth educates Prometheus about the effects of his curse.  

Neither and both European or Oriental, Prometheus and Asia are represented as hybrid 

entities, members of a universal community composed of equal parts East and West 

(141). They suggest that just as Shelley refuses to view the world as homogonous, neither 

will he represent it as a series of definable cultural spaces that are in constant conflict 

with each other.  

Curiously, in Prometheus Unbound, Shelley seems to agree with Burke that 

individuals create the conditions of their own subjection—like Mr. Collins does in Caleb 

Williams—by choosing to buy into the system in order to fill their need for communal 

participation. And all three writers argue that individuals legitimize external sources of 

power by accepting the discourses used to articulate authority—in the case of Burke by 

validating the narrative of ―pleasing submission‖ to the lovely nation, in the case of 

Godwin by investing emotional capital in the narrative of Englishness, and in the case of 

Shelley by making use of Jupiter‘s language of hate speech and violence. However, 

Shelley‘s chief concern is how individuals might escape the ideological forces that quite 

literally bind them to their ―little platoons‖ (Burke, Reflections, 135). It is this story that 

lies at the heart of Prometheus Unbound.  Prometheus, like Caleb and Burke‘s 

interpellated subject, misunderstands the nature of his relationship to Authority.  
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Although Jove may, as Stuart Curran claims, ―represent the interlocked systems of 

ideology that compose hegemonic authority,‖ in reality, Jove does not exist as a being 

apart from Prometheus‘s creative faculties; he and the tyrannical strategies which he uses 

to maintain his authority are creations of Prometheus‘s own enslaved psyche (Curran, 

Ends of  Ideology 600). However, unlike Burke, Shelley laments the phenomenon and 

seeks for a viable alternative for subject definition.  

Significantly, Prometheus is imprisoned, not for stealing fire as is the case in the 

original Greek, but as a result of the curse that he has levied on Jove. By setting himself 

in opposition to Jove and cursing him, Prometheus grants authority to the idea of Jove as 

Master and all powerful ruler, and he effectively imprisons himself. And by cursing Jove 

he not only facilitates his own oppression, he also grants authority to the discourse of 

violent and oppressive power that Jove uses to tyrannize and subjugate the inhabitants of 

the globe.  As Timothy Webb points out, ―by cursing Jupiter, Prometheus has in some 

sense collaborated in his world of negation‖ (698).  Prometheus makes use of Jove‘s 

language—the language of conflict and tyrannical domination—and in so doing solidifies 

its power and reifies his ideology of hateful violence.  Until Prometheus can recognize 

his own participation in the dynamics of power, both he and the Earth who ―[follows] the 

contagious example of her son Prometheus [and is guilty] of hatred; thus she has 

submitted herself to the rule and influence of Jupiter and has collaborated in cursing 

herself‖ remain in a state of suspended animation and are destined to suffer (699).  His 

renunciation of the curse is significant for the same reasons.  When he finally refuses to 

participate in Jupiter‘s ―world of negation,‖ he substitutes the language of hateful anger 

with the language of empathetic understanding.   He calls up a spectral figure of his own 
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curse who significantly takes the form of Jupiter.  The implication is two-fold: first, it 

solidifies the point that Jupiter‘s power is effectively an imaginative production of his 

own creative mind, and second, the specter suggests that the process of social reform is 

facilitated by a shift in individual perspective.  Prometheus does not enter into conflict 

with an authority that exists outside of self. Rather he confronts and renounces the 

reproductions of his own creative mind. As Nigel Leask puts it, ―the phantasm of Jupiter 

represents the power of the imagination to reverse the negative work of myth-making 

propensities‖ (145). Once the curse is renounced and the narrative of repressed violence 

returns to the textual center, Jupiter‘s stranglehold over the Prometheus Universe begins 

to crumble.  His power is revealed to be ―based on emptiness‖ (Webb 698). Prometheus 

suffers when Jove‘s specter is unleashed and the curse is renounced, but the world around 

him slowly begins to change for the better.  His words act as catalysis. They allow 

Panthea to facilitate reform by leading Asia to the realm of Demogorgon.  Once 

Demogorgon is unleashed the reunion between Asia and the Titan can take place, and a 

new revolutionary era is born.      

If Jove is represented as all powerful presence, Demogorgon is his textual 

opposite:  

…a mighty Darkness 

Filling the seat of power; and rays of gloom 

Dart round, as light from the meridian Sun, 

Ungazed upon and shapeless—neither limb 

Nor form—or outline; yet we feel it is  

A living Spirit (PU, II.iv. 3-8).  
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Demogorgon represents the principle of powerful absence. Shelley draws on Milton‘s 

description of death in Paradise Lost to construct a vision of Demogorgon as faceless and 

undefined.  He is an absence that is simultaneously a principle of endless potential which 

cannot be contained within the boundaries of language and ideology. Demogorgon, or 

―people monster,‖ as Neil Fraistat points out in his annotations on the text, functions as 

the power which facilitates revolution within the body of the text.  As ―formless‖ and 

―living spirit,‖ Demogorgon resists fixity.  Demogorgon is dynamic and fluid. He is 

associated with energy rather than material presence.  He ―teaches that where 

indefiniteness ends, so begins idolatry and anthropomorphism‖ (148).  Represented in the 

image of a faceless void seated on an empty throne, he unleashes the power of generative 

negative potential and initiates the process of world-reform by dragging Jove down into 

the realm of non-being.   Jove‘s tyrannical presence is replaced with a faceless absence 

that allows for the writing of a new communal narrative in the undefined space that 

Jupiter leaves behind.  

And as the etymology of his name and his interactions with Asia suggest, 

Demogorgon also cannot be separated from the power of the individual mind. Vis-à-vis 

Demogorgon Asia begins to question the nature of the world in which she lives.  She asks 

first: ―who made the living world?‖ and Demogorgon responds, ‗God.‖ This response is 

not sufficient to quell Asia‘s anxiety, and thus she asks again: ―Who made all/That it 

contains—thought, passion, reason, will/Imagination‖ (II. iv. 7-11).  Again Demogorgon 

replies ―God, Almighty God.‖ (II, iv. 12)  What both reader and Asia begin to realize is 

that Demogorgon speaks in Asia‘s own voice, echoing her belief system when she argues 

for a thought-created world spoken into existence by the almighty, a belief system which 
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he refuses to either confirm or deny.  Prior to Demogorgon‘s confession that ―I spoke but 

as ye speak,‖ Shelley establishes this link both structurally and linguistically. (II. iv.113)  

As her questions increase in length, so do Demogorgons replies.  Similarly as the content 

of her questions does not change, neither does the content of Demogorgon‘s Socratic 

responses.  

Once Asia comes to realize that Demogorgon speaks in her own voice, she 

anxiously recites a version of the cosmogonic myth that ends with a request for 

information about the creator figure, ―Declare who is his master?‖ (II. iv.109)  

Demogorgon does not enlighten her, however, and he adamantly refuses to speak the 

name of God.  He will not reify the notion that the power of world-making exists outside 

of the mind of the creative self.  Simply put, Demogorgon refuses to create presence out 

of powerfully significant absence.  In absence there exist potential energy and creative 

possibility, a conclusion which Asia herself comes to once she accepts Demogorgon‘s 

refusal to enlighten her:  

So much I asked before, and my heart gave 

The response thou hast given; and of such truths 

 Each to itself must be the oracle.— 

  

One more demand…and do thou answer me 

  

As my own soul would answer, did it know 

  

That which I ask.—Prometheus shall arise 

  

Henceforth the Sun of this rejoicing world: 

  

When shall the destined hour arrive? (II. iv. 121-28)  

 

She comes to realize that she, like Prometheus, is the author of her own reality.  It is she 
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who foretells of Prometheus‘s release and eventually that which she articulates comes to 

pass; through Demogorgon‘s intervention Prometheus is freed, Jove is banished to the 

bowels of the Earth, and the world, which has been suffering under the weight of Jove‘s 

curse, can begin to heal.  

Both Asia and Prometheus‘s stories suggest that at the heart of Shelley‘s concept 

of social reform is the principle of self-mastery, a point which Michael O‘Neill pushes 

when he claims that for Shelley, ―human beings can continually be made better by 

learning mastery over themselves and resisting the authority of others, especially as 

invested in governments and systems of religious belief‖ (260).  Both Prometheus and 

Asia learn to give up their reliance on external sources of authority and knowledge, and 

in so doing, create a climate which is conducive to positive change. However, 

Demogorgon‘s presence in the text also reminds the reader that Shelley is not so naïve as 

to believe that utopia can be accessed simply by renouncing authority. This point is 

emphasized by the fact that Demogorgon‘s overthrow of Jupiter is a violent one that 

replicates the violence in Jove‘s own system. Thus, the cycle of tyranny threatens to 

replicate itself.  O‘Neill claims that ―Demogorgon‘s inclusion shows Shelley‘s awareness 

that neither the right disposition of the will nor the solicitations of feeling in and of 

themselves bring about a desired alteration in the course of history; someone else, or, 

rather, given Demogorgon‘s genderless state (see II. iv. 5) some thing else needs to be 

present, a concatenation of favourable events and circumstances.‖
69

  To use my terms, the 

very vacancy and conceptual chaos that Demogorgon creates by resisting definition, in 

his contrary nature as living being and absence, in his association both with violence and 

                                                
69

 Here O‘Neill is referring to the critical commonplace of defining Demogorgon as the principle of 

―Necessity‖ ―Destiny‖ or ―Fate.‖ For a comprehensive look at this critical tradition see Bloom, Harold. 

Shelley’s Mythmaking. New Haven: Yale UP, 1959. Print.  99-101.      
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non-violence, and through the deployment of his pregnant silences.  Shelley provides an 

explanation in his prose:   

What follows from the admission [that nothing exists but as it is perceived‖]? It 

establishes no new truth, it gives us no additional insight into our hidden nature, 

neither its action nor itself…It makes one step towards this error.  It leaves what is 

too often the duty of the reformer in political and ethical questions to leave, a 

vacancy.  It reduces the mind to that freedom in which it would have acted, but 

for the misuse of words and signs, the instruments of its own creation (On Life 

507).   

The realization that nothing exists but as it is perceived is not instructive; it merely serves 

as precursor to enlightenment by freeing us from ―error,‖ so that our minds can be filled 

with the knowledge garnered through personal experience of the quotidian and the actual 

(Cameron 585). Vacancy is the first step on the journey towards the reformation of 

individual consciousness. It is not an end in itself.  And as this passage suggests, 

Shelley‘s beliefs about the relationship between error and truth inform his paradigm of 

social reform as well.  A refusal to acknowledge external authority or participate in the 

dynamics of tyranny does not necessarily mean that revolution will bring about positive 

change.   

 It is in the final act of Prometheus Unbound that Shelley attempts to ―[transform] 

the reactionary and inhibitive tendencies [of fallen history] into a new historical dynamic 

that can ultimately empower rather than disable his own creative and political 

enterprises,‖ where he engages the question of what lies beyond ―the painted veil‖ 

(Kucich 25). Act IV centers on Panthea‘s description of the evolution and rebirth of the 
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Earth following the fall of Jove.  Particularly striking is the multi-layered image of ―A 

sphere, which is of many thousand spheres,‖ the One that is many which serves as both 

an image of the post-lapsarian world and a metaphor for Act IV itself (Shelley, PU, IV. 

238). Act IV reads at times like a symphony, at times like a cacophony.  The verse is 

sometimes multi-layered and inscrutable.  At times it is delightfully quotidian, for 

example in the verse spoken by the voice of unseen spirits: 

 Bright clouds float in Heaven, 

 Dew-stars gleam on Earth, 

 Waves assemble on Ocean, 

 They are gathered and driven 

 By the Storm of delight, by the panic of glee! 

 They shake with emotion— 

 They dance in their mirth— 

 But where are ye? (IV. 40-47) 

Always it is multi-vocal.  Philosophy, music, science and pseudo-science, politics, and 

aesthetics intersect with the narrative of erotic love so that the text becomes a discursive 

matrix, a ―receptacle of a thousand unapprehended combinations of thought‖ (Shelley, A 

Defense, 517).   Michael O‘Neill‘s comprehensive summary of the act reinforces this 

point: 

Here the lyrical drama becomes at once paradisal ballet and aria-filled opera.  

Choruses of hours and spirits divide and combine in meters that are swift and 

elated to ‗weave the web of the mystic measure‘ (IV. 129) and affirm the 

intoxicating joy proffered by ‗the new world of man‘ (IV. 157). Ione and Panthea 
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then describe their visions of the transformed Moon and Earth, envisioned 

followed by a remarkable lyrical duet between the Earth and Moon in which the 

‗love‘ (IV. 369) between them is at once electromagnetic and erotic, and emerges 

as a force infusing itself through the entire creation.  Shelley‘s syntax is richly 

interwoven in places, yet some of the finest moments in the lyrics are quietly 

delighted simplicities: ‗Familiar acts are beautiful through love‘ (IV. 403), for 

instance, or the definition of ‗Man‘ as ‗one harmonious soul of many a 

soul/Whose nature is its own divine control‘ (IV. 400-1), a couplet that expresses 

the central drive of the lyrical drama to transfer  ‗control‘ from any non-human, 

though humanly created, authority to human beings themselves (267). 

What Act IV describes, then, is Shelley‘s attempt to crack the code of language so 

that it can signify without replicating what it attempts to unwrite: the ideology of 

―England‖ which lies at the heart of the story of tyranny and its effects on the individual 

psyche.  And by attempting to create a whole which exists in the places where discourses 

intersect, Shelley attempts to construct a signifying system that transcends ideology, and 

that is therefore capable of allowing his readers to access utopia: the community in which 

subjects can act as subjects in the Lacanian sense, serving as authors of their own 

destinies and exerting control over the actualities of their material lives.  Julia Wright‘s 

work provides theoretical justification for this point in her discussion of the contradictory 

relationship between nationalism and utopianism.  She claims that: 

The significance of utopianism as ―the only concept which simultaneously allows 

the breadth of a universal concept of ideology and the possibility of ideology-

critique.‖ If utopianism requires the idealism of ―no place,‖ nationalism is its 
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material correlate. Nationalism idealizes the space of the nation, and others to 

transmute fallen and divided existence into harmonious participation in the 

organic body of the nation; instead of utopianism‘s promise of a historical and 

ideology-free transcendence, nationalism asks the community to cohere in order 

to achieve very material and political goals, whether freedom from an oppressor, 

imperial expansion, economic success, cultural development, or the defense of 

land and property against an invader. Indeed, it at least tacitly insists that those 

aspirations will fail if the nation does not cohere: all must act as one, or the all 

that is greater than the sum of its parts will be shattered (5).   

In other words, for Wright, personal liberty is incompatible with the ideology of nation. 

In order to meet their need for communal participation, individuals relinquish their 

personal identities in the hopes of understanding themselves to be part of something 

greater and in so doing trade self-interest for national interest. The ideology they attach 

themselves to also binds them to concrete social policy that in the case of Romantic 

England is decidedly hostile to the concept of social equality.  Utopia, on the other hand, 

allows for the possibility of personal liberty precisely because it equates the notions of 

community with the notion of ―placelessness.‖ Because the utopian space is placeless, it 

is ideologically transcendent and individuals do not have their identities dictated for them 

by an authority which exists outside the self.  The individual who allows himself to be 

swept up by nationalistic thinking is alienated from his own self-creative powers because 

he adheres to the codes and values implicit in the various discourses of tradition and 

cultural representation that are handed down from above and which shape the individual 

within dominant cultural ideology.  Instead of conceiving of himself as unique, he 
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attributes the quality of uniqueness to the nation and its institutions.  The individual who 

attaches himself to the nation devalues his own subjectivity.  He moves from an agent 

who can control and shape the conditions of his own life towards becoming an obedient 

and loyal supporter of national ideology, and, in so doing, creates the conditions of his 

own oppression.  By investing in the idea of the nation, he allows himself to be ruled by 

an authority set apart from his own moral and creative faculties, an authority which is 

repressive rather than benevolent, and which encourages the individual to view himself as 

a member of a closed community with fixed borders instead of as part of universe that is 

expansive, infinite, and limitless in its possibility for individual self expression.  

Critics have often noted that Shelley‘s concept of utopia is an elusive one. Samuel 

Gladden sums up this position when he writes that ―[Shelley‘s works] plot utopia, only to 

discover that utopia is, at present, absent, that at best it can merely be gestured toward, 

imagined, and thus activated only on an intellectual level‖ (9).  Although he calls the 

Shelleyian utopia a ―no-space,‖ he argues that, for Shelley, utopia is a physical space, 

more specifically, an earthly space which exists ―outside of time and place in an 

imaginary world in which time stands still.‖ For Gladden, the Shelleyian utopia can only 

ever be gestured towards because it exists at the end of history, ―a terminus in the cyclical 

struggle between good and evil…when the world turns away from tyranny and 

civilization and embraces instead nature, love, and generation‖ (252). Gladden‘s 

argument suggests that for Shelley, revolution is not simply a social process.  Prometheus 

Unbound and The Mask of Anarchy exemplify the point that in order for social reform to 

be successful, it must originate in the minds and hearts of individuals.  In Prometheus 

Unbound, Jove cannot be dethroned until Prometheus and Asia learn to view the world as 
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thought-created, and in The Mask of Anarchy, violence cannot cease until it becomes 

personally horrifying to its witnesses and weighs heavily on the consciences of the 

individuals who perpetrate it.  Liberty, in both Prometheus Unbound and The Mask of 

Anarchy requires love, which Shelley describes as follows in his prose:  

…That powerful attraction towards all that we conceive or fear or hope beyond 

ourselves when we find within our own thoughts the chasm of an insufficient void 

and seek to awake in all things that are a community with what we experience 

within ourselves.  If we reason we would be understood; if we imagine we would 

that the airy children of our brain were born anew within another‘s, if we feel, we 

could that another‘s nerves should vibrate to our own, that the beams of their eyes 

should kindle at once and mix and melt into our own, that lips of motionless ice 

should not reply top lips quivering and burning with the heart‘s best blood.  This 

is Love.  This is the bond and the sanction which connects not only man with 

man, but with everything that exists.‖ (On Love 504).  

Love is not solely a psychological principle; it is also a principle upon which just 

communities can be founded because it creates an empathetic interrelation between self 

and what is other than self, transforming the two into something larger.  In the world of 

Prometheus Unbound, the community of love provides an alternative to the notion of 

fixed and closed community by establishing a social body of heterogeneous individuals 

who are linked to the universal through the notion of a principle of common origin, A 

One out of Many. Unlike the totalizing principles of patriotic sentiment and nationalism 

which create homogeneity where no commonality organically exists and create a 

community of subjects who are alienated from themselves by the inherent paradox 
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between national ideology and material reality, love forges non-hierarchical interrelations 

between individuals and individuals and their worlds. These interrelations mimic the non-

systematic language in the poem‘s final act. 

 Considering the fact that the community of love is in effect a global community 

composed of individual selves, we begin to see why it is so elusive: as the text of 

Prometheus stresses, a self can only be articulated in language.  Gladden sees the 

interconnections between language and world reform, and yet he fails to consider one 

important point.  Gladden writes: ―Shelley‘s play thus concludes by acknowledging 

man‘s potential to align the power of language with the project of peace and love: god-

like, redeemed man may appropriate language to breathe the age of freedom into 

existence, to incarnate liberty just as, according to legend, Prometheus stole from the 

gods the power to breathe life into clay figures, to incarnate life (liberty) from lifelessness 

(stillness, inanimation, oppression‖ (263).  Gladden rightly points out that in Prometheus 

Unbound language is the medium by which the liberated individual reforms his 

community.  However, the story of the curse and Prometheus‘s subsequent imprisonment 

suggests that language is also the medium by which the Shelleyian individual is created.   

This is problematic for Shelley because, as we have seen, liberty, if it is predicated on 

establishing a community of interconnected selves, requires ideological transcendence, 

and language in the Promethean World is always already colonized by the ideology that 

produces it. The self who uses language cannot escape from ideology. And if he cannot 

speak, he cannot author reform. The individual first must be able to articulate his Self 

identity on his own terms.  In order to do so, the individual must have access to a 

vocabulary which will allow him the possibility of agency: a language which is freed 
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from its ties with ideology.   

This is where Shelley‘s notion of utopia comes into play.  Utopia refers not to the 

community of love which is established in the post-revolutionary world of the text, but 

rather to the (no)place which precedes it. It is in this pre-linguistic space where the 

potential for the individual to articulate his identity exists because there exists endless 

potential for expression.  Utopia, then, is an intellectual space, rather than an embodied 

place. Utopia is the space of unarticulated thought, the space of artistic possibility that 

exists before a concrete description is formed. Utopia refers to the place where language 

does not yet signify, the spaces where myths collide and generate new imaginative 

possibilities, a point which he demonstrates in the text of Act IV.  Act IV is remarkably 

non-communicative when it comes to describing what the actual physical space of the 

reformed world looks like. The imagery in Act IV turns away from the visual and 

towards the aural.  The Spirits of the human mind, for example, are ―wrapt in sweet 

sounds, as in bright veils‖ (82).  In the Semichorus of Hours we are told, ―An hundred 

ages/we had been kept/cradled in visions of hate and care,‖ (61-2) and then ―We have 

heard the lute of Hope in sleep,/We have known the voice of Love in dreams/We have 

felt the wand of Power, an leap—―  (64-6) Tyranny is associated with what can be seen, 

and therefore what can be defined and fixed.  In the case of these lines, power manifests 

in the form of a physical, observable, and concrete object while hope and potential are 

represented as sound images. Hope takes the form of a non-linguistic song while Love is 

represented as an ephemeral voice whispered in dreams. Both are intangible.  They are 

felt rather than observed.  Significantly, Shelley makes a similar point about reform.  

Demogorgon, the agent of social transformation, proclaims ―The deep truth is imageless‖ 
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(II. iv. 116). It can be experienced, but not represented. To attempt to define the utopian 

space would turn potentiality into actuality.  It would be to create an utterance and a 

concrete image where none existed, and once the word is spoken— or the place is 

named—utopia, by definition, is lost. Because it refers to the endless potential that exists 

in what is unwritten and unsaid or to the undefined space that is created where discourses 

collide, utopia is a discursive space. And it is inherently a foundation upon which to build 

a community because it equalizes individuals on a fundamental level: all people, 

regardless of nation, color, or creed, have equal access to the signifying potential that 

precedes the utterance.  

It is for this reason that Shelley‘s text exhibits simultaneous hope and an 

undercurrent of skeptical despair with regard to the possibility for reform.  While on the 

one hand Shelley conceives of a solution to the problem of tyranny, it is a solution that 

exists only in the realm of potentiality.  How to access the utopian—put another way to 

actualize potential—is the problem which Shelley returns to again and again in the body 

of his work.  As Gladden says:  

the inability to arrive at the utopic never slows Shelley in his quest for the 

betterment of his society, for he believes that repeated imaginings and the 

dissemination of those imaginings through textual forms—consciousness-raising 

writings, we might say—gradually lead us to utopia‘s shores, finally to deliver us 

there once and for all, if not in his time, and if not in ours, then in some time in 

the not too distant future. This hope, this dream, forms a significant component of 

the lure of Shelley‘s writing, a chief aspect of his strategy of textual seduction (9). 

However, this is not to say that the utopia lacks true radical potential.  In cultivating 
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utopia Shelley is, at the level of metaphor, simultaneously constructing a paradigm of 

global community in which the world becomes less a geographic space than a metaphoric 

space where England loses control of its own narrative of identity.  The anxieties which 

stem from this representational chaos challenge the notion of conceptually stable nation.  

It is precisely this tension that gives birth to the xenophobic insularity that both Godwin 

and Byron sought to expose in their narratives of global tyranny.  ―The World,‖ as it is 

represented in Shelley‘s visionary work, might be summed up as cultivated confusion, at 

once systemic and anti-systemic, geo-politically placed and ―placeless,‖ fragmentary and 

yet whole.  A type of ―symphonic anarchy,‖ to use Stuart Curran‘s term (600).  If this 

paradise seems unattainable and undefined in the Shelleyian symbolic universe, it is 

precisely because, like the utopian space, it is defined by its very unattainability, by the 

ways in which it resists fixity or placement into any specific discourse.  And it is akin to a 

type of writerly passive resistance because in embracing the utopian, Shelley 

demonstrates his refusal to take part in the production of hegemonic discourse.   

Prometheus Unbound epitomizes the argument that has run throughout the course 

of this dissertation: that while there exists a heightened sense of national consciousness in 

the Romantic era, it does not translate into universal support for the hegemonic category 

of ―Englishness.‖  Attitudes towards nationalism—that is to say the willingness to accept 

or not Englishness as a viable category for personal identity— are politically determined.  

There is a conservative vision—best seen in Burke‘s work—that beautifies both the 

physical and the ideological space of the nation. There is also a skeptical vision of nation 

that the writers on the Romantic left embrace. Their strategies for producing their 

skeptical vision are by no means unilateral.  They are nuanced, diverse, and sophisticated. 
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Price universalizes by encouraging Englishmen to consider that national history is in fact 

part of world history.  Godwin exposes the ideological underpinnings of the fantasy of 

nation and demonstrates how it is deployed as a tool for social control. Byron 

cosmopolitanizes the social body.  Shelley turns away from historical specificity and 

utopianizes. What I hope to have demonstrated is that just as nationalism is a complex 

and multi-faceted discourse, so too is Romantic anti-nationalism. However, there exists 

one commonality: each writer suggests that to embrace England moves society further 

away from the possibility of social justice.   
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