Boston University

OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Boston University Theses & Dissertations Dissertations and Theses (pre-1964)
1908

The poetry of social reform

https://hdl.handle.net/2144/5625
"Downloaded from OpenBU. Boston University's institutional repository."



THE POETRY OF SOCIAL REFORM

by

Lucy Frances Sanderson

J"\. A AL

1



ii

j

|
|

i Literature? What Englich poets have considered the propagan-

THE POETRY OF SOCIAL REFORM !

In geeking to answer the question, Is soclal reform g !

legitimate misgion of poetry? an important field of 1nvestigatiﬂp

presents itself. What has been the attitude of the poets to-

wards soclal questions during the dlfferent periods of English

diegm of the principles of Democracy and reform thelr special
mlssion; and what has been their influence? What poems attain-
ing the higher standards of art have been written by them?

These, and other simllar questions are worthy of investiga-
tion; and, whlle all of them may not be conclusively answered,
at least a greater appreciation of the poets as reformers of
gocial evils may be gained from thelr consideration.

Turning to the earliest period of English Literature, it
is pozsible to trace the rise of the masses from absolute
obscurity to a foremost place of interest in modern literature.
To thoege seeking to do thlsg, it is a significant fact that
tradiftion says that Caedmon, the father of English poetry, the
"Milton of our Forefatheré‘was e humble shepherd, singing of
God and his creation, upon the Abbey lands of Whitby. It is

certain that Democracy entered England with the church of

Chris®t, and more certaln it ies that the spirit of democracy

did not remain with the church for many generations.




As early as the eleventh century, we find the Goliards,
wandering students, resembling the German soclalists of today,
singing Jolly songs full of mockery, and soclal sgatire. Dur-
ing the twelfth century sppeared the curlous animal eplcs.

The most important one, "Reynard, the Fox," contained much
eweeping soclal criticiem. The fox appears in the gown of a
friar, Noble is the Lion-king, and I-sengrin, the Caron-wolf.

The fat, innocent geese, always pursued by the fox, are the

. people. This poem showg in a good-humored, but mocking way,

the injJustlice suffered by the poor from both the Church and
the nobles.

Clouds of oppregsion gather, until the England of the
14th century is in a state of unrest, and discontent. The
times are evil, the laws unjust, and gradually there awsakes
among the people a consclousness of class, and of great in-
dustrial wrongs.

This consciousness finds expression through William
Langland; and the soclal literature of England begins with
that wonderful poem, "the Vision of Plers Plowman." The
world, meking a pillgrimage to seek truth, finds a gulde in
Plers, a plowman at work on the land. The first words uttered
by the workingman in English Literature are those of Plers,
exclaiming, "I know truth as well as a clerk does his Cook.
I have been hls follower these fifty winters., I do whatever
Truth tells me."

The part of the laborer in the social order is then dls-
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cusegede Curiously prophetic notes are uttered of the modern
doctrines of redistribution of work, the gospel of labor, the
exultation of the people, and Christian Soclsllsm; while
mingled with them 1s a splrlt of conservative moderstion, and
regpect for the ruling class.

IIise Vida Scudder has compared Langland's 1deas with
those of Count Tolstol. "What was distinctive in Langland,®
gshe writes, "was that the special type of poverty which he
revered accompanied precductive toll. His work thrills with
the sorrowful consciousnegs of the difficult 1life of the

working veople.'

"Poor people, Thy prisoners, Lord, in the pit of mischief,

Confort thy creatures that much care suffer
Through dearth, through drought, all thelr days here.

Woe in winter times for wanting of clothes,

And in summer time seldom sup to the full;

Comfort thy careful, Christ, in thy ryche

For how Thou comfortest all creatures, clerks
bear witness."

Serfs and peasants, sinking under thelr burdens, heard
eagerly the words of Plers, and repeated them, realizing that
at last they had found a voice.

Within a few years ceme the Peasants' Revolt, led by
Wat Tyler and John Ball. Phrases from "Piers Plowman" became

watchwords of the people, and Piers became a spiritual

presence to them. It 1g doubtful if any poem ever had greater

influence in shaping the 1deals of the generation in which it
was written, and in awakening the nation.

William Morris in his "Dream of John Ball", gives a
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man, commanding him for the commandments sake."

%Ewonﬂerfully vivid plcture of the gathering of the peasants,

l and the influence of song upon them. One of the company at the

j cerning the struggle agalnst tyranny for the freedom of life,
% how the wild wood and the heath, despite of wind and weather,
f were better for a free man than the court and the cheaping

1 town; cf the taking of the rich to glve to the poor; of the

|l life of a man doing his own will and not the will of another

During the horrorg of the insurrection of the peasants

many abuses were committed in the name of "the plowmen." Al-

| though Langland could not have approved c¢f thls, in his cld

age he still remained open to the toc Justifiable complainte

of the poor. BSome of the moderate diseiples of Wyclif followed

Langland! s example in thelr writings. Among these wag the

author of "Plers Plowman's Crede", a bitter satire against the

mendicant friagrs.

In most of the wrltings of Chaucer, the contemporary of

Wyelif, we find no mention of the social unrest and desolation

in England. The common people live in his poems, but depicted

| by the skillful artist, rather than by the brother.

plowman had no thought of revolt, but
"A trewe swinker and a good was he

Lyvynge in pees and perfight charitie.!

Chaucer's
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Though Chaucer was essentlally the poet of the Court,
and of those who llved in luxury, in the latter part of hisg
1ife, his sympathy with Wyclifism became marked. It 1s
possible that "The Vision of Plers Plowman" may have had some
effect upon him, for in 1398 he composed a ballad %o King
Richard on "Steadfastness", in which he laments the decay of
old vprinciples, and fidelity, and the despotlem and cruelty
of the times.

During the 15th century, a faint echo of "Plers Plowman'
is heard in the "Boke of Colyn Clouv" by John Skelton. Though
chiefly an attack upon the ignorance and worthlessnegs of the
clergy, it contains many interesting observations made by
Colyn Clout upon the condltion of the people.

"I Colyn Clout

As I go about

And wandryng as I welke
I hegre the people talke;

Men say for sgylver and gold
lliters are bought and sold;

T T I B R T

What care they though Gill sweat,
Or Jack of the Noke?

The pore people they yoke

With sommons and citacions

And excommunications.”

Fo true prophet of the worklng people appears during the
century and a half that separate Langland from More; and in
the literature of the three centuries following More can bs
found hardly a trace of social discontent and unrest.

A reminlscence of Pilers Plowman is sounded in "The

S8teel Glass", a satire of the Reformation by George Gascoligne.




"Behold him, priests, and though he stink of sweat,
Disdaln him not! for shall I tell you what?
Such elimb to heaven before the shaven crowns.!
And ggein, "I see you,Piers, my glass was lately scoured."
Several ballads of the time of Queen Elizabeth complfan
| of the peassing of the great agricultural estates, which caused
go much clstress to the laborers. One sings,
"Some people, with great cruelty,
Use the law with extremitie,
The world is all without pitie."

"Temporall lords be well nle gone:

Householdes keepe they fewe or none,

Thich causeth many a poore man

For to begge hls bread."
A curious ballad called "The Weaver's Song" complains,
"When princes' sons kept sheep in fleld,

And queenes made cates of wheaten flowre,

Then men to luere dld not yeeld,

Which brought good cheere in every bowre,

Then love and friendshlp dld agree

To keepe the bands of amitie.!

Generally, however, the merry shepherd lades and lasses
of the songs of thls period prove to be but lords and ladlies
in dlsguise; and the Jolly prentices show little discontent
with thelr lives.

Spenger falthfully portrays the courtliness of his age.
The "ragkell many" 1ittle concern the poet. 8ir Artegall
qgqulckly disposes of the glant of Communism whom he meets.

This grant wishee to dlvide more evenly the sea and land.

"Tyrants, that make men subject to their law,

I will suppress, that they no more may raine;

And Lordlings curbe that commons over-aw,

nd g1l the wealthe of aw, "




{The crowd hear Joyfully,
i "Like foollish flies about an hony-crocke;
In hope by him great benefite to galne,
| And uncontrolled freedom to obtalne."
The reply of Sir Artegall tﬁat "All chance 1s perilous and all
change unsound," seems to end the revolt.

In the drama of thls period can be found hardly e trace
fof sympgthy for the masses. Shakespeare supported sovereignty,
and with lords and ladles laughed at the clownlish common.

Al though the tempqrary success of the Puriténs meant
great galns in religious and politlical freedom for the middle
classes, the writers smong the Purltans had nothing to say in
regard to the condltion of the poorest class. Even Milton in
his loftliest pleas for liberty does not conslder the masses of
N humanitye.

Indeed, 1% was not until nearly the middle of the 18th

| Century that any poet pald tribute %o the obscure and humble
lives of the poor., Gray's "Elegy" shows a great change in
attitude towards their “ghorﬁ and simple annals," after the
disdain with which they had been heard. This poem may be
considered the forerunner of the awakening of the more modern
poets to a consideration for the common people.

i In "The Deserbted Village" of Oliver Goldsmith the new
democracy that-is rising finds volce.

T1l fares the land, torhastening ills a prey,

Where wealth accumulates and men decay.

Princes and lords may flourish or may fade--
A breath can make them, as a breath has made




But a bold peasantry, thelr country's pride,
When once destroyed can never be supplied.!

In the latter part of the 18th century came the full
awskening. Springing from the American Revolution, the fire
% of reform spread through France and England. Soclal and
| politicsl subjects were eagerly discussed, and the new desire
| fox Fresdon Aseply tufiusnced the Titerature of The peslod.
After the soulless, hollow, impoverished poetry of the

' Claseical perlod, the works of Cowper and Burns return to a

| natursl expression, an appreciation of nature, and a sympatheti

i rendering of the experiences of mankind.

As one of the people, as one who has himself suffered
privation and want, Burns writes of thelr slmple 1life, their
wronge, and of thelr asplrations. This greatest of peasant
{ poets, with heart of flame, has first broken the silence of
the years, and gilven volce to the dumb pecople. BSome of his
poems, as "A Winter Night," "Man Was Made to Mourn," and "the
Elegy on the Death of Robert Dundas" may not rise much above
the vrotests of the Chartist poets of the next century, but
"The Gotter's Saturday Night," and "Is There, For Honest
Poverty" have the force of unconseclous sincerity and in-
dependence of mind that greets "the honest man, though eler
sae poor," as "king o'men for a'’that!"

As the forerunner of the poets of the Revolution, the

influence of Burns, esgpeclally in Scotland, has been great and

lasting. Longfellow says of him,




. 8roup of lyric singers, dreamers, and seers, who recelved their

' passion is dominant.

"But still the music of his song
Rises o'er all elate and strong;
1te master-chords

Are Manhood, Freedom, Brotherhood,
I%s discords but an interlude
Between the words.!

About The French Revolution clustered that wonderful

ingoliration from, and in turn inspired the new-born ardor for

freedom. Thelr 1ldeals of soclal equality they saw becoming a
reality; and they realized thelr power to influence public
thought and achlevement. They believed that they

Not in Utopla, subterranean fields,

Or some secreted island, Heaven knows where,
But in the very world which i1s the world

Of all of us, =--the place where in the end,

|
1
|
|
|
"Were called upon to exercise thelr gkill, i
We find our happiness, or not at all.! |

Thelr 1deals have become our inheritence; and although theﬂr
immediate fulfllment may have Tfalled, the new thought of equal

rights for all has entered literature. Henceforth the soclal

Vordsworth was the first to write of the lives of the
poor and simple, and who "tired not in maintaining their cause.'
"The Prelude," and "The Excursion" reflect his views upon the
Revolution, and his disappointment at 1its outcome. In his |
sonnets wrltten on returning from France to London, he does
not exaggerate the harm caused by accumulated wealth, for
—--—--"Rapine, avarice, expense,

This 1s 1ldolatry; and these we adore;
Plgin 1living and high thinking are no more.
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The homely beauty of the good old cause
Is gone; our peace, our fearful lnnocence,
And pure religlon breathing household laws."

From Coleridge, ardent expounder of Democracy, and

promoter of a second Utopla upon the banks of the Susquehannah, |

might have hLeen expected some wonderful, mystic dreasm-poem of
freedom. But here, as upon other themes, there is much to
regret in his silence.

Southey also produced no poetry upon social subjects;
and, beginning s Radlical, he ended as an intolerant Con-
gservative.

Of the younger group of the poets of the "Age of
Revolukion", John Keats alone ignored entirely sll human
interests, and shunned those soclal questions that were con-
vulging Europe. No revolutionary spirit is to be found in his
poetry. He has no new soclal theories to express, nor does
he employ his art in complaints, nor attempts at reforms.

0f those who had wltnessed the downfall of the French
Republic, and the establishment of the power of Napoleon,

Lord Byron most passionately expressed the rebellious and
gloomy forebodings of the age. At a time when it seemed
probable that monarchy, as embodied in the Holy Alliance,
would triumph he writes, "I have simplified my politice into
an utter detestation of all existing governmentas."

PHis one pure passion" for liberty glows through his verse, as

his truest, most genulne feeling, and consecrated his death.

|1
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Embodying as he dld the mood of all Europe, Byron was a |

i great soclal and political force in the large movement of
| democracy.
| Percy Bysshe Shelley stands with Byron as a peet of
revolt, but his love for liberty is purer, and the alm of his
life higher and more unselflish. Although many of his dreanms
were vegue and imposgible, hig 1life was devoted to the cause
of humanity, and his passion molded and inspired his art,

Of thie group of poets, Bhelley has produced by far the !
greatest amount of revolubtlonary literature. "Queen Mgb",

written at the age of elghlteen, and characterized in later

vears as crude and immature; "The Revolt of Islam", an

experiment sgeeking to test the desire of the enlightened and

refined for better conditions of society; "the Magk of Anarchy",

| written upon hearing of the Manchester Massacre, a poem for

f-the people; all of these "flaming robes of versge" breathed the
| spirit and doctrines of the Revolution.

While Shelley did not meke the enforcement of reform the
direct aim of his poetry, and did not try to reason out a

gsystem or theory of sociagl reconstruction, he writes in hisg

introduction to "The Revolt of Islam", "I have sought to en-
ligt the harmony of mebrical language, the ethereal combing~

tions of the fancy, the rapld and subtle transitious of human

passion, all those elements whlch egsentially compose & Poen,
in the cause of a liberal and comprehenglve morallty, and in

the view of kindling a virtuous enthusigsm for those doctrines
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of liberty and Justlce, that falth and hope in something good,
which neither viclence nor mlsrepresentation nor prejudice
ever totelly exbingulsh among mankind."
Shelley planned to write a number of poemg especlally
| upon the clrcumstances and wrongs of the people. BSome were
| completed, but they were not in hig loftiest style. He also
| intended %o advance the cause of democracy with the loftler
; poetry of glory and triumph. OFf thls class i1s his "Ode to the
t Assertors of Liberty", a poem which in itself Justifies his
- attempts to express hle political and soclal opinions in
il poetry.
In his wonderful "Ode to Liberty" possibly the loftiest
straing of the poetry of social reform are reached.
"Thou huntress swlfier than the Moon! thou terror
Cf the world's wolves! thou bearer of the quiver,
Whose sunlike shafts plerce tempest-winged Error,
As 1ight mey plerce the clouds when they dlasever
In the calm reglons of the orient day!
Luther caught thy wakening glance,
Like lightning, from his leaden lance
Reflected, 1t dlssolved the visions of the trance
In which, as in a tomb, the natlons lay;
And England's prophets hailed thee as thelr queen,
In songs whose muelc cannot pass away,
Though 1t must flow for ever: not unseen
Before the spirit-gighted countenance
Of Milton dildet thou pass, from the sad scene
Beyond whosge night he saw, with a dejected mien."
Even whlile the poets were chanting odes 1in honor of
Liberty, the dark clouds of industrial oppression and social
dlscontent were rising. The lorious vision passed, their

dreamg had falled of fulfillment, and one by one, thecge
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mighty singers became silent. Others have followed, but none
with their asplrgtions, thelr confidence and power. Much of
the poetry upon soclal reform in England written since their
time might be classed as the poetry of protest.

Foremost among these writers of protest stands Thomas

Hood. As one of the people through poverty and suffering,

| though superior in culture, he interpreted the popular heart.

Perhaps no poem has ever so affected evefy class of soclety

| as did hieg "Song of the Shirt." Written at a time of pre-

valling distress among the working women of London, 1t was
read by princes, and sung by the poor on every street of the

city. "The Bridge of Sighsg!" is an even more forceful ex-

- pression of the tragedy at the heart of our modern life.

Upon the death of Hood, not only the wealthy gave, but
the laborers, and artlsans, the needlewomen, and dressmakers
contributed towards the erection of his monument. Gergld
Massey sings thus of the influence of Hood,

"How like a bonny bird of God he came,

And pour'd his hegrt in music for the Poor,
Who sit in gloom while sunshine floods the land,
And feel, through darkness, for the hand of Help!"

In her gympathy for the dlgtressed, and her success in

deplcting thelr wretchedness, Elizabeth Barrett Brownling may

be compared with Thomas Hood. Though she has nothing declsive

to suggzest for the alleviation of thelr wrongs, some of her
poems have incited othere to practlical reform. BShe sat

listening to the cry of "the great humanity which beates its




in the factorles, and gathered in the Ragged Schools of London.

She fclt "the curse of gold upon the land", and writes, "My

S2rs from across the seas, and was impelled to write "A

wags filled with soclal unrest and industrial distress.

The agitation arising from the Corn Laws and the Chartist

movemnent called forth during the perlod from 1836 to 1850 the

| work of = group of writers called the Chartist poets. Their

rogse to high rank as a poet, thelr influence over the peonle,
from whom they sprung, was great; and the alarum ralsed by them
was an important factor in the gocial movements of the times.

Foremost among them wes Ebenezer Elliott, who according

iBurns wzgs to the peasantry of Scotland. Y'-"'hj.131:1ef\:t:i-el:l.eved that
oT

'ﬂgrn-law Rhymes" by Elliott contributed g&t a little to that

| overwhelning tide of pooular opinion which resulted in the

reneal of the tax on bread. Whittier writes in a poem cslled

"an these pale lips, the smothered thought
Which England's millions feel,
A Plerce and fearful splendor caught,

As from his forge the steel.

Strong-armed as Thor, -- a shower of fire

life =long the stony streets." She heard "the children weepiag"

object wes avowedly soclizl reform. Although none of thelr numbsd

to Jcihn Greenleaf Whittier, was to the artisans of England, wh=

heart is sore for my own land's sins." gShe heard even the =ound

Curse for a Nation." MNMrs. Browning lived at a time when England|

I
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His smitten anvil flung;
Fod'e curse, Earth's wrong, dumb Hunger's ire,--

Te gave them all s tongue."

i1though many of Elliott's verses are rhymed prose and no
touch of imsglnation or fancy gllds the bare statement of wrongs
recelved, we find in some of his poems a love of nature, and a

high concention of hig misslion as a poet.

The author of "The Reforms and Reformers of Great Britain"
has well sgid of him, "Not corn-law repealers alone, but all
Britong vho molsten thelr scanty bread with the sweat of the
brow, are largely indebted to his inspiring lay, for the mighty
bound vhich the laboring mind of England has taken in our day."

Willisam Thom of Aberdeen, whlle not connected with the

Chartist movement, produced the "Rhymes and Recollectlons of =
Hand-Loom Weaver", roems which describe the poor man's suffer-
ings, and valliently assert his rights; but which have the spon-
tanelty, liquldity and sparkle of lyrics.

Thorm esgtimates the value of such verse in speaking of the
work of another weaver poet, Tannahill. "Poor weaver chiesl!

Whet we owe thee! Your %Gloomy Wintal and other ditties, oh

how they did ring above the rattling of a hundred shuttles. Leat
me ag2in proclalm the debt we owe these Song Spirits, as they
. walked in meleody from loom to loom, minigtering to the low-
hearted; and when the breast was filled with everything but hopg
and hapniness and all but seared, let only breask forth the heal iy

and vigorous chorus 'A man's a man for a' that', the fagged




weaver brightens un. His very shuttle skytes boldly sglong, and
clattere in faithful time to the tune of his merrier shopmastes.”

Thonas Cooper a Chartist poet, consigned to prison for his
allegiance to the cause of the oppressed, speaks of himself as
oNne Wio ====—=== "Only had lived and striven before his time,
and let his heart impel him to the deed of champlonsghip defiant
for the Poor."

7. J. Linton, a born reformer, was equally prolific and
more coetic than Cooper. He writes thus of the mission of the
poet,

"Lesrn higher apprehending

Of the Poet's task!
To him are God and Nature lendling
Ore of mightly thought,

Thet for guch use as the world's need

mey ask

Fit iron may be wrought."

Ernest Joneg, a Chartist whose verses show little lyric
beauty, writes in his 1ntroducfion in regard to poetry: --

"It is well that men of widely different politics should say:
'Therz i1g something truer and nobler than all this -- a calnm
and holy sanctuary of thought, wherein at least, if nowhere =l=g
all men gre brethren, and all brethren friends.'! Y

Gerald lMarsey who came in the wake of the Chartist movement
has been diversely criticized. Some declare he hre gained his

nopul-rity by cheap rhetoric and the substitution of sentiment

1 ":“l‘_a“:—_.:' s ns




for feeling, while others hold him in high esteem.
Tha poems of Robert Buchanan, another member of this

groun are studles of the most wretched classes of London. They

ol

have the »nower of truth and are so falthfully snd psinfully »rszlj

1stic thet it is a question 1f they do not repel the audience:
they were intended to move. Mr. Buchanaﬁ thus avows his nurpolse,

"To fight oppression, to assall the Flegh,

To ralse the barest gnd brand the begt=-

Go forth, O Songs--bread cast upon the water,

Peturn to me (if ye do return)

Tender, on the Great Ocean's farther, shore.!

Apnealing to the lowest classes, the reform street balkds
of thig period, from 1800 to 1850, made no pretension to liter w
merit, but enjJoyed a great pooularity and helped to banish
from the pec le the black splrlit of discontent.

These Chartist poets, while not attaining gre=t literary
eminence, fulfilled their mission as they conceived it, be-
lieving with Ellze Cook that "llterature ig not an intelligent
epicurlism with men who have suffered and growvn wise, but a real,
earnest, naselonate, vehement, living thing--a power to move
othzras, a means %o elevate themselves and to emancipate their
order.” |

In Lmerics no such wrongs as aroused the songs of the
Chartists needed righting; and of the earlier American poets
none worked solely for =oclial reform. 8Stlll a spilrit of dan-

ocracy and freedom pervades thelr work, and equality bresthes

-
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721t Whitman has contrasted the poetry of the 01ld World

e
<t
w0
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ct

which he feels must become the natlonsl poetry of

Americz. In the introduction to his poems he says: "The 014

13

orld Tzg had the poems of myths, fictions, feudalism, con-
quest, cacste, dynestic wars, and splendid exceptional charse tord
and affairs, which have been great; but the New World needs
the posme of realities and science and of the democratic aw rogd
and bacic equality, which shall be greater. In the centre of
all, =2nd@ object of-all, stands the Human Being, towards whose
heroic =nd spiritual evolution poems and everything directly
and indirectly tend, 0ld VWorld or New."

Whitnan's own work 1s the best exemplifier of his ide=-.
The working-men and the working-woman are in his pages from:
fipet to lest. Whst a New World spirit speaks in his lines
"T hezr Americs singing, the varied carals I hear,
Those of mechanics, each one gsinging his =g it

should be blithe and strong."

g
2

Tria song of Amerlca was halled even across the waters
the new fresh note of democracy, whose buoyant ring contrastad

so strongly with the indignant protest of -the English reform

Mittisr has further expanded Whitman's thought of the

=

Joy of werk under favorable conditlons in a series of poems

i3}
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sallsd "Eonge of Labor" in which he sings of the craftsman,

T

the ghin-buillder, the shoemekers gnd lumbermen. In hig "Dedlcad
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tion" e states his purpose, not to arouse dlscontent nor even
to rehizrrge the sorrows of poverty but;--

"Haply from them the toller, bent

-bove his forge or plough, may gsln,

A menlier splirit of content,

And feel thet 1ife 1g wisest spent

Wiere the sSrong working hand mskes

strong the working brain."

IT 1s interesting to compare wlith these poems of Whittizr
the »noems of Carmen Silvia, Queen of Roumanla. Under the ti3sle
"Handwerkerlieder", or "Songs of To6il", she has written of 1=

labors of her countrymen, the sclssor-grinder, the butcher, 3he

LT

naper-nsker, the sower, the clockmeker, the baker and the pobit=i

Whistler pald tribute to her poetic genlus, to her originality

with the noor.

A1l the 0ld World sorrow ls in the song of the Sclssor -

"I and my grindstone, we wander by,

An7 no one ésks me from whence come I,

How poor I em, no one cares to know,

ITone care to hesar of my spirit's woe.M

The Infterests of Whittler were wlth any attempts to better
the oonressed and he wrlites to the Reformers cf England.

"God bless ye, brothers! in the fight

Ye're waglng now, ye cannot fail,
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For better 1s your senge of right

Then king-craft's triple mail."

Through the long struggle for the asbolition of slavery,
Whittler end his contemporaries sounded words of hope and
couragze, never loslng thelr calm confldence in the filnal out-
come of the conflict of the young nation.

It 1s impossible to estimate the wlde influence of
Whittler's poems, collected under the name of "Volces of Free-
dom". Through these, in words of power, rings his protest
against the evils of a trafic that pleces
Qur fellow=-countrymen in chains!
glsves == 1n a land of light and law!

Slaves =~ crouching on the very plalns
Where rolled the storms of Freedom's warl®

Longfellow glso contributed a few poems upon slavery,
written during the year 1842, but the spirit of reform never
seems to have taken great hold upon him.

Lowell was preeminently the poet of Americen Democracy,
and with exultance and power, he advocated the "great cause”.
While he may have felt that hls eager partisanshlip hindered his
climb of Pernassus, still he bellieved, 22 he wrote of Hood,

that
"Freedom needs all her poets: 1t is they
Who give her asplrations wings,

And to the wlsger law of nmusic sway

Her wild imaginings.”




Deprived of the "Blglow Pagpers", perhaps the greatest
satire of the Age, the cause of freedom would have suffered
sericus loss, and the sway of the scaffold of truth still fur-
ther been delayed.

While the poets in America had been wrliting especially for
the abolitlon of slavery; and 1n England for the repeal of
injurious lews, the novel also became a new and powerful agent
in social reform.

Indeed 1t must be admltted that during the Victorian Age,
prose became largely the art form of democracy. S8till through
most of the poetry of the era can be traced the soclal passion
which has become a vital part of the 1ife 1t observes.

While Matthew Arnold has employed prose as the form for
most of his cociel teachings, we find in the poem, "Obermann
Once liore," his message and incentive to the modern poet.

"What still of strength is left, employ

Thig end to help attaln:
Cne common wave of hope and Joy
Lifting mankind again.™

This equality, real and material, was what Arnold wished
and aimeé for in all hls writings; for he believed that in thie
way alone could the highest enjJoyment, and greatest developmen®
come to soclety.

Willliam Morris belongs to the number of writere using bhoth
proge and poetry to express thelr soclal teachings. He wrote

a series of poems called "Chants for Soclalists", which remind




22

us of the verse of the Chartists, and do not merit much admirs-
tion. In "The Day Is Coming," he embodies his epecial doetrine
that 211 men should have work to do which sghall be worth doing,
and pleagsant to do, under condltlons which should mske 1%
neither cver-wearisome nor over-agnxious. Though he sgpesks of
himsel? as a "dreamer of dresms, born out of my due time," his
work was especlally needed to give light to the people, for he
realized that

"The gingers have sung and the bullders have bullded,

The painters have fashioned thelr tales of delight;

For what, and for whom hath the world!'s book been gilded,

When 211 1¢ for these but the blackness of night?"

In Algernon Charles Swinburne, we have merely an echo of
the old inspiration of the poets of The Revolution. We feel the
futility of his rage sgainet kings in his odes to polltical
fresdom. There is, however, in his poems much genulne
appreciation of the work of other poets, and he belleved that
the "song-fires of England," "the sword of song,“ "the star that
Milton's soul for Shelley lighted" should he the inspiration
and gulde of the reformers of England.

The two greatest poets of this period, Browning and
Tennyson present o declded contrast in their attitude towards
social cuestions.

"Robert Browning had 1little of the soclal idealism of the

19th cenbury," ssys Professor Howard Griggs, "yet he was a




| reecho The bitter cry of Europe.

prophet as well as a poet, a prophet of modern life."

Brovning wag a splritual teacher, a dlstinct individusglist
in thought and method, and concerned himself little with soclal
problems in England.

On examining the poems of Lord Tennyson, 1t 1s surprising
to find such a large number of references to prevailing soclal
conditions, contalned in them. Hls life seems far removed from
that of the masses, but the author of "Despalr" of "Locksley Hall
a poem of democracy, and of "Maud" must have been at heart wlth
men, %the workers. |

llany have been stirred by the hopeful trumpet ring of the
lines %o the New Year.

"Ring out the feud of rich and poor,

Ring in redress to all mankind."

Though Tennyson might look forward to the time "when
wealth no more shall rest in mounded heaps." he was essentially
a poet of rational and definite progress, hoping for an ad-
vance %o be gained by established laws and institutions, and
knowing well "that unto him who works, and feels he works" s11
the abundance of the golden year shall come.

iieanwhile in America wlth the close of the Civil War
industriesl conditions began to change. With the rapid increase
in Immigretion came the evils attendant upon the overcrowding
of ecities, and production under unhealthy conditions. American

literature, before so free from the note of protest, begins to

I
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In hig poems "The Symphony" Sidney Lamler exclaims,
"Look up the land, look down the land,

The poor, the poor, the poor, they stand

Wedged by the pressing of Trade's hand

Against an inward-opening door,

That pressure tightens evermore."

A remarkable protest ageinst the indiletrisl conditions of
the »reegent day, the sweat-shops, and the over-crowded
tenements, 1z a 1little volume of Yiddish poems by Morris
Rosenfeld., Mr. Rosenfeld recelved no education except thst of
all poor Jewlgh boys. He went to England, and there learned
the taileor's trade, and Woﬁked for years in misery and want.

The poems "In the Sweat-Shop", "The Pale Operator" and
A Tear on the Iron" are written from the depths of mental
and physical angulsh. In the poem "Degpair" is voiced the
pathetic longing of the worker for the trees and filelds. He
feels that "Soon the trees and flowers wlll have withered; the
lagt bird is already ending his song; soon there will be
cemeteries all around! Oh, how I should like to smell a
flower!" And agaln, "The woods are breezy, in the woods it
is cool. How good to dream there quietly! The little birds
ging pleasantly, but in the shop there is a nolse, and the air
1s suffocating."

To America, "Mother of Nations," have turned these millions

from the 01ld World. How will she receive them; what will che
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do for them? Edwln Markham thus concelves her misslon:
"1Tig yours to bear the World-State in your dream,
To gtrike down Mammon and her brazen breed,
To bulld the Brother - Future, heam on bean;

Yours, nighty one, to shape the Mighty Deed."

The part of the poet in this new kingdom 1sg that of geer
and prophet.
"0 Poet, thou art holden with a vow:
And Freedom's star ig soaring In thy bresst.
Go, be a dauntless voice, a bugle-cry
In darkening battle when the winde are high--
A clear sane volce whereln the God 1g heard

To speak to men the one redeeming word."

Will the poets of the fubure hear this call, as have the
poets of the past? Langland heard the Volce saying to him,
"Write", and a new spirit breathed through the Engligh
peasantry, rousing it to thought and action. Agaln affer the
gllence of many centurieg, the Voilce sounded amid the throes of
revolution; and at 1ts bidding, those undlsputed masters of
their art, Burns, Wordeworth, Byron, and Shelley sang of
Freedom and Democracy. The Chartists added thelr lesser notes,
while in America the "Voices of Freedom" were those of our
poets.

Riging from obscurity and neglect, the cause of humanity
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has become the subject beth o

in modern literzture,
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prose and poetry; and the

golution of soclal problems, acknowledged to be a legitimate

missgion of art, can never lose the place of interest it holds
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