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Abstraict

Shelley's  political  ideals  have  been  the  subject  of  controvei.sy

and  misunderstanding  from  the  start.     The  purpose  of  this  study  has

been  to  determine  the  nature  of  his  political  theory  and,  if  possible,

erase  some  of  tbe  past  misunderstanding.     To  do  so  I  have  employed  a

number  of  scholarly  writings  to  gauge  the  opinions  of  academic  experts

concerning  various  pertinent  aspects  of  the  life  and  work  of  Shelley.

The  latest  published  (and  unpublished)  works  and  a  variety  of  older

monographs  and  articles  were  consulted.     Furthemore,   I  have  perused

the  I)oet's  poetic  and  prose  works  extensively  and  allowed  him  when  pos-

sible  to  explain` his  doctrines.    During  this  investigation,  the  conclu-

sion  was  dra.wn  that  Shelley's  political  thought  was,   like  his

personality,  a  complex  melange,  but  nevertheless,  an  essential  order

and  continuity  can  be  found  among  its  diverse  .elements  from  the  time  he

first  committed  his  ideas  to  paper  to  the  time  of  his  death.    A  deeply

sincere  humanitarianism  and  a  passionate  regard  for  liberty  are  pre-

sented  as  the  chief  operative  concepts  that  infonn  a.1l  major  aspects

of his  politics.
L=

The  first  chapter  gives  a  brief  introduction  to  Shelleyan  politics

describing  the  poet-refomer  as  an  idealist  and  a  liberal  whose  reputa-

tion  suffered  because  of  the  entrenched  conservatism  of  his  own  era.

The  poet  is  seen  as  a  somewha.t  tragic  figure  who  persisted  in  his  be-

liefs  despite  the  overwhelming  opposition  of  the  British  establishment
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in  an  age  of  foreign  war  and  domestic  uphea\.'al.     A  second  purI)ose  of

this  chapter  is  to  explain  the  continued  ignorance  and  misunderstanding

of  Shelley's  politics  and  to  provide  justification  for  the  entire  study.

Chapter  11  looks  at  Shelley  from  the  perspective  of  his  progressive

ideals.     If  this  Romantic  poet,  like  others  of  his  day,  wa.s  ill  at  ease

with  the  thought  of  Europe's  early nineteenth  century  mling  classes,

it  was  not  because  he  waLs  backward  and  unimaginative.     He  rather  an-

ticipated many  practical  reforms  and  reform  movements  not  only  of  his

but  also  the  present  century.     In  doing  so  he  revealed  himself  to  be  a

farsighted  intellectual  who  unfortunately  could  persuade  few  in  his

intolerant  age  to  accept  his  comprehensive  liberal  vision.

Chapter  Ill  offers  examples  of  his  complex  thought  that  could  a.t

the  same  tiinc  postulate  not  only  radical  and  revolutionary  solutions

but  practical  ones  as  well.    Two  major  facets  of  the  poet-reformer's

thought  are  thus  contrasted.     Despite  his  alleged  radicalism,  he  could

counsel  reasonable  and  practical  po]itical  measures`  as  a  means  to  at-

tain  his  goals.     Respect  for  human  life  and  dignity  can  be  found  at

the  core  of both  his  radicalism  and his  practicality.

Chapter  IV  deals  with  Shelley's  visionary  and  utopian  speculations

as  applied  to  politics.    The  conclusion  is  drawn  that  the  poet  desired

t.he  complete  political  and  moral  transfomation  of  the  world.     Positing

`-.a  future  golden  age  of  human  perfectibility,  the  poet  could  be  terlned  a
L=

political  idealist  par  excellence.     In  the  last  analysis,  he  was  a

nodem  political  seer  who  taught  that  political  evils  could  be  con-

quered  so  that  the  human  race  night  no  longer  be ,denied  its  birthright

of  Love  and  Liberty.
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Preface

A major  aim  of  this  thesis  is  to  investigate  the  political  ideals

of  the  English  Romantic  poet  Shelley  in  an  attempt  to  ascertain,   among

other  things,  both  the  continuity  of  his  thought  with  past  politica.I

theory  and  his  own  unique  contributions.     In  exploring  the  poet's  |]o-

1itical  thought,  other  aspects  of  his  wide-ranging  intellectual  specu-

lations  are  of  necessity  included  where  pertinent,  since  Shelley's

thought  cannot  be  dissected  with  explicit  exactitude  if  its  true  per-

sonality  is  to  be  maintained.     In  short  it  does  not  respond  well  to  a

restrictive  atomistic  ap|]roach;  such  attempts.at  definition  (or  I.e~

definition  a.s  is  this  one)  of  the  Shelleyan  political  cosmos  cannot  be

limited  only  to  narrow  political  concerns  because  Shelley  himself  did

not  recognize  clear-cut  boundaries  between  the  political  and  other

1.ealms  of  thought.    Thus  political,  philosophical,   social,   religious,

and  even  the  economic  elements  can  be  found  in  close  proximity  in  the

mind  of  Shelley.     Nevertheless,  the  presence  of  this  complex  admixture

of  elements  does  not  imply  that  the  Englishman  had  no  real  political

'`'system"  or  that  he  cannot  be  observed  fl.om  an  unmistakable  political
1,.`

Serspective.

A  second  goal  will  be  an  examination  of  Shelley's  character  as  a

refomer  and  a  revolutionary.    For  the  past  three  quarters  of  a  century

a  gradual  reassessment  of  Shelley's  political  and  related  thought  has

been  under  way  after  an  initially  negative  critical  reception.
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Unfortunately,  although  the  scholarly  community,  or  at  least  the  contin-

gent  of  Shelley  scholars,  has  come  to  recognize  the  significance  the

Romantic  bat.d  attached  to  political  .ideals  and  specific  political  pro-

gI`ams  and  goals,  the  popular  conception  of  him  still  seems  to  be  pri-

marily  that  of  an  idealistic  rhapsodist  in  some  of  literature's  most

exquisite  lyrics  and  nothing  more.     Pictured  as  an  exotic  recluse  whose

art  had  little  to  do  with  his  contelnporary  or  our  current  realities,

Shelley  has  been  both  glorified  and  vilified  as  a  weaver  of  subtle

dreams,   a  practitioner  of  neoplatonic  metaphysics  and  Godwinian  poli-

tics  who  had  little  effect  on  his  era,  or  worst  of  all,  a  volatile

rebel  and  revolutionist  sounding  a  perpetually  emotional  plea  for  in-

surrection  on  the  part .of  the  masses.    A  major  concern  of  this  work  is

to  continue  the  rectification  of .this  false  image  and  ieassert  the  true

nature  of  the  Shelleyan  political  creed,  i.e.,  to  distinguish  the  man

from  the  ever-present  myth.     In  so  doing,   I  have  endeavored  to  illus-

trate  that  Shelley  was  a  respectable  political  anim.al  in  the  sense

elaborated  by  Aristotle  and  much  more  than  an  idle  versifier  enamored

with  the  abstractions  of  Pla.to.

As  much  as  events  permitted,  he  was  an  active  and  not  a  passive

reformer  and  revolutionary  who  advocated  nonviolent  solutions  to  huna.n

problems.     But  even  more  profoundly,  he  did  not  confine  his  political
•```theorizing  simply  to  strict  political  issues  but  regarded  it  as  a  means\

to  a  higher  and  greater  good--the  moral  regeneration  and  ultimate  per-

fectibility  of man.     In  the  final  analysis,  Shelley  was  a  prophet  of

utopia,  but  his  was  a  utopianism  based  on  a  fusion  of  the  ideal  and

the  real,  a  resolution  of  apparent  differences  and  contradictions  into
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an  essential  unity  that  has  some  relevance  still  to  the  human  predica-

ment  of  the  present  centul`y.

Whatever  the  shortcomings  and  inadequacies  of  this  study,  an  attempt

has  been made  to  elucidate  a  portion  of  Shelley's  life  that  deserves  a

more  intensive  scrutiny.    Attention  should  be  directed  not  only  to  his

poetry but  also  tovyard  his  less. heralded  prose  writings  as  well  to  in-

sure  that  his  interest  in  politics  might  be  properly  evaluated.    Neglect

would  be  a  mistake  not  only  for  the  present  but  also  especially  for  the

future.     Shelley  has  something  to  say  to  us  certainly  as  a  major  lyric

and  philosophical  poet  and  as  a  political  writer  of  some  note.    The

fact  that  his  poetry  has  rightfully  superseded  his  political  writings

should  not  obscure  the  inherent  value  of  his  politics.     Like  all  extra-

ordinary men,  Shelley  could  metaphorically  wear  more  than  one  hat,  or

to  vary  the  expression  he  could  don  a  hat  of  multiple  hues  quite  com-

fortably  as  both  a  poet  and  champion    of  liberal  causes  with  one  role   .

fading  imperceptibly  into  the  other.    As  a  poet-reformer  or  poet-prophet,

this  distinguished man  of  belles-1ettres  was  not  all things  to  all  men.

Instea.d  he  incited  and  has  continued  to  incite  controversy,  evoking

eithel  fa.vor  or  disfavor  according  to  the  nature  and  strength  of  one's

political  preconceptions.     Shelley  would  regret  this  division  over  his

views  along  the  same  general  liberal  and  conservative  ideological  lines

`...`that  resul.ted  in  much  conflict  in  his  own  era.     Were  he  to  somehow  re-
•\

turn  and  claim  that  there  was  muc-n  work  to  be  done  yet  that  his  ideals

might  prove  their  worthiness,  he  would  himself  most  probably  insist  on

impartiality  for  his  proposals.
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FinaLlly,   the  'research  arid  the  writing  of  this  paper  have  been  a

successful  effort  if  but  for  a  single  reason.     I  have  leaned  much  about

a  poet  whom  I  alread.y  admired   (although  thei.e  is  much  more  t'o  be  learned),

and  that  I  feel  is  the  true  test  of  this  exercise--not  so  much  what  I

have  written  as  what  I  have  absorbed.
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Introduction

Another  Attempt  at  Rehabilitation

The  name  Percy  Bysshe  Shelley  has  long  been  associated  with  sublime

lyric  pcietry  and  radical  politics.    For  him  politics  and  esthetics  be-

came  blurred  and  were  fused  into  a.  single  philosophy  in  w.hich  "Liberty,

imagination,   and  love  are  nearly  synonymous."1     Politics  was  a  passion

which  seized  the  youthful  poet  at  an  early  date  and  left  a  deep  impres-

sion  on  his  poetic  endeavors.     "Though  much  concerned  with  establishing

a  name  for  himself  a.s  a  poet,''  as  one  scholar  has  !]roclaimed,   ''he  would

have  preferred  to  be  remembered  as  a  reformer."2     In  fact,  this  second

generation  English  Romantic  poet,,   the  victim  of  an  untiIT.el}r  drowning

in  1822,  just  one  month  short  of  his  thirtieth  birthday,  represents,  at

least  in  this  century,  one  of  the  great  fusions  of  litera.ture  and  poli-

tics.     Such  was  not  the  case  during  his  oun  li.fetime  and  for  roughly  a

half  century  thereafter.     Shelley  in  his  own  day  was  generally  consid-

ered  one  of  the  pariahs  of  English  literature,  largely  because  of  his

political  and  religious  radicalism  which  was  decidedly  out  of  tune  with

the  tenets  of  then  popular  doctrine.
\` \

Throughout  the  life  span  of  the  young  aristocratic  reformer  and

revolutionary  from  Horsham  in  Sussex,   England  wa.1iowed  in  a  slough  of

reactionary  conservatism  inspii`ed  by  the  cataclysmic  eruptioris  of  the

French  Revolution  and  Napoleonic  Wars.     The  gravity  of  this  external

threat  made  such  an  impression  on  the  Tory  nobility  who  dominated
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British  politics  for  decades  with  the  blessings  of  George  Ill  and  his

son,   the  corpulent  Prince  Rege]`t,   (and  future  Geoi`ge  IV),   that  chronic

political  and  social  abuses  went  unheeded.     To  grant  any  type  of  reforlns,

no  matter  how  minor  and  seeningly  insignificant,  was  considered  an  invi-

tation  to  catastrophe.    As  the  continent  became  engulfed  in  the  flames

of  war,  British  internal  politics  ossified  to  an unimaginative  and

stolid  impa.sse.    At  the  same  time  the  profound  effects  of  the  first

wave  of  the  Industrial  Revolution  and  the  dislocations  of  the  enclosure

movement  created  massive  economic  distress  that  by  the  l810's  threatened

to  explode  into  social  revolution.     In  Shelley's  view,   selfish  men  had

combined  to  sanctify  the  status  quo  to  such  an  extent  that,   instead  of

preserving  what  they most  cherished  through  rational  compromise,  these

public  guardians  in  their  arrogance  had  foundered  the  ship  of  state  on

treacherous  and  potentially  destructive  reefs.     "Kings  and  their  mini-

sters,"  he  iricessantly mainta.ined,  ''have  in  every  age  been  distinguished

from  other men  by  a  thirst  for  expenditure  and  bloodshed."3    Stupidity,

greed,  and  shortsightedness  seened  to  be  rearing  their ugly  heads  as  a

portent  of  dil.e  misfortune  once  again  in  the  affairs  of  a  rna.jor  European

state--and  the  rulers,  not  the  people,  were  to  blame  for  this  calapiity.

Virtue  was  on  the  side  of  the  subjects  and  not  the  rulers  according  to

this  advocate  of  liberal  causes:     "Shelley  saw  and  wrote  about  society
\`

as  made  up  of  two  classes:     oppressed  and  oppressors;  his  sympathy  for

the  unfortunate  was  easily  aroused,  and  his  hatred  of  the  tyrant  class

flared up  as  easily."4    Monarchs  and  their minions,  as  has  been  inti-

mated,  were  wasted  souls  bent  9n  false  and  transient  glories,   as  he  made
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evident  in  his  sonnet  "Ozymandias."5    This  contention  he  also  made  clear

to  his  college  companion  Thomas  Jefferson  Hogg  with  all  the  force  of  a

biblical  injunction:

Even  the  men  who  hold  dominion  over  nations  fatigue  themselves
by  the  interminable  pursuit  of  emptiest  visions;  the  honour
and  power  t.hey  seek  is  enjoyed  neither  in  the  acquirement,
|]ossession  or  retrospect;  for  what  is  the  fa]ne  that  attends

:#:k:::tn::i::uit:e;:::::s::ofe::::y:::tsw:i:nt:: :::e:u;::;?6

The  tragedy  of  Louis  XVI,  tr.e  Bastille,   and  the  Jacobins  loomed

ominously  over  England  like  some  ghastly  visage  for  more  than  two  de-

cades  despite  the  stringent  exertions  of  conservative  forces  to  stave

off  such  a  destiny  the  threat  of  social  unrest.    A  repetition  of  the

chaos  and  ana.rchy  of  the  French  Revolution  was  regarded  with  conster-

nation  and  horror,  but  nothing  of  substance  was  done  to  alleviate  the

all  too  numerous  grievances  and  sufferings  o±.  the  populace.     Instead

repression  and  censure  were  the  established  policie.s  of  the  government,

policies  which  intensified  miseries  and  bitterness  rathel.  than  erasing

then.     Shelley's  homeland  and  much  of  the  civilized  world  seemed  to

verge  on  a  crisis  in  which  "Evil,  Tyranny,  Corruption,  /  Grin,  grow  and

fatten,"7  a  state  of  affairs  that  the  poet  was  never  prepared  to  coun-

tenance.     His  ready  exhortation  to  his  fellow  man  was  blunt--''O  let  not

```Liberty  /  Silently  perish"8--and  to  his  credit  he  put  his  own  advice.-

into  execution.     Silence  was  never  to  be  his  reaction  when  principles

were  at  stake.     Shelley  s|)oke .his  mind,   in  short,  regardless  of  personal

fame  or  fortune  and  willingly  accepted  the  consequences.

The  political  vocabulary  employed  by  Shelley  in  his  poetry  alone,

as  partially  illustrated  by  preceding  quotations,  establishes  him  as  a
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libertarian--his  verses  are  replete  with  such  positive  words  as  "free,"

"freedom,"  and  "liberty"  and  with  negative  terms  of  which  the  chief  are

"tyranny,"  "tyrant,"  "oppression,"  "oppi.essor,"  "slave,"  and  "slavery."

For  example,   the  adjective  "free"  was  undoubtedly  one  of  the  poet's

favorite  words,  which  he utilized  in  twenty  different  senses  and  on  at

least  140  instances.9    The  una]It.biguous  use  of  this  and  the  other  as-

sociated  or  juxtaposed  terms  was  enough  to  alarm  the  average  solj.d  Tory

to  apoplexy,  for  it  did  not  require  a  genius  to  see  that  they  were  aimed

at  the  present  order  of  things.

Shelley  was  not  the  only  vocal  critic  of  Tory  policies  who  did  not

meekly  succumb  to  threats  of  imprisonment  or  public  condemnat.ion.     Other

men  fought  an  arduous  and uphill  battle  to  sway  the  heart,  the  mind,  and

the  soul  of  the  British  nation  toward  reformi.     Prominent  examples  were

Leigh  Himt,  William  Cobbett,   Sir  Francis  Burdett,   and  Major  Cartwright.

But  Shelley  was  mol.e  than  just  a  bread-and-butter  reformer  intent  on

specific  issues  such  as  wages  and  hours  or  the  ba.llot.     He  alone  of  his

contempoi`aries  preached  a  doctrine  of  revolutionary  refom  that  tran-

scended  the  political  and  social  realm  all  the  way  to  the  moral,  as  the

following  quotation  will  attest  to  and  at  the  same  time  reveal  some  of

the  sources  of  his  inspiration:

Morals  and  politics  can  only  be  considered  as  portions  of
`                   the  same  science,  with  relation  to  a  sy.stem  of  such  absc)lute

perfection  as  Christ  and  Plato  and  Rousseau  and  other  rea-

:::;::n::V:y:::::=:ge:n:n:Sd:::I::e::£6 With  irresistible

Changes  in  institutions  were  but  secondary.     The  true  test  of  reform

was  the  internal,  not  the  external.     By  moral  reform  he  meant  a  revolu-

tion  in  human  thought,   an  overthrow  of  the  tyrannies  of  the  mind  as  much
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if  not  more  than  the  tyrannies  of  the  flesh.    This  is  the  true  profundity

of  Shelley's  political  thought--rather  than  restricting  itself  to  narrow

issues,   it  evolved  to  encompass  moral   and  |]hilosophical   elements.     His

politics  is  thus  not  all  isolated  facet  of  his  thought  but  a  highly  in-

tegrated  and  significant  one.

Shelley's  c.ompassionate  regard  for  the  misfortune  and  suffering  of

others,  a  deeply  rooted  humanitarianism  that  he  never  abandoned,  drove

him  to  speak  boldly  and  forthrightly  in  poetry  and  prose  on  the  plight

of  people  not  only  in  England  but  elsewhere.     "I  seek  your  confidence,

not  that  I  may  betray  it,  but  that  I  may  teach  you  to  be  happy,  wise,

and  good,"11  he  announced,  for  example,   in  a  tract  to  the  downtrodden

plebeian masses  of  the  Irish  capital  with  a  sincerity  and  pul.pose  that

another  |]oet,  Wordsworth,  who  at  one  time  ser\/ed  as  a  role  model  for

Shelley,  niight  have  recognized  as  equal  to  his  own.     Oppression  to

Shelley was  anathema  wherever  found,  a  negation  of  the  human  spirit

that  was  to  be  opposed  and  conquered.     His  very  idealism  a.nd  high-

mindedness  were  to  be  deathblows  to  his  critical  reputation  for  years

as  his  politics  and  poetry  were mutually  condemned  as  insidious  and

false,  the  ravings  of  a  half  mad  and  impra.ctical  dreamer,  a  belated

Thomas  Paine  who  would  spread  upheaval  and  ruin  in  his  wake  if  he  ever

won  a  following.     To  say  then  that  Shelley  was  hardly  the  darling  of
`,.`

the  political  and  literary  establishments  is  absolutely  true,  and  owing

to  the  efforts  of  these  two  ruling  elites,  the  serious  refom-minded

Englishman  never  did  gain  a.n  audience  or  a  fair  hearing  for  his  poetry

or  his  political  views  during  his  lifetime.     Shelley  was  reviled  in  the

conservative  Tory  journals  by  reviewers  who  barely  scratched  the  surface
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of  his  poetic  Compositions.     Oddly  enough  these  hostile  critics  maligned

the  poetry  as  obscure  and  vaporous  meanderings  filled  with  vapid  and

indecent  content.     But  when  it  carie  to  distinguishing  the  nature  of  the

poet's  political  and  social  message,  not  to  mention  his  religious  one,

suddenly  Shelley's  verse  became  crystal  clear  to  the  critics,  and  their

verdict  was  that  his  ideals  were  a  menace  to  the  fragile  political  sta-

bility  of  a  land  that  had  experienced  over  twenty  years. of  debilitating

warfare  and  was  contir,uing  to  undergo  momentous  social   and  economic

transfc>rmations.     nu.ring  the  poet's  life,  only  his  friend  Leigh  lfunt.

sprang  to  the  defense  of  Shelley's  esthetic  and  political  doctrines  in

lfunt's  I.iberal  journal  the  Examiner

As  i-or  Shelley's  prose  tracts,  which  proved  that  this  supposed

latter  day  Jacobin  had  a  powerful  moderate  streak  in  his  constitution,

the  public  barely  read  them,   and  they  produced  no  impression  on  the

tines.    Shelley's  early  reputation  was  given  a  blac.k  eye  which  only

faded  with  time,  allowing  Britons  and  the  entire  world .to  realize  that

a  vitally  sensitive  and  concerned  human  being  had  observed  his  own  age

and  proclaimed  that  the  staLte  of mankind was  corrupt  and  in  need  of  im-

provement.     In  short,  the  poetry,   and  even  more  slowly  the  I)rose,   came

to  be  I.ead,  if  not  with  complete  a|)proval,  at  least  with understanding.

Shelley,  it  was  learned,  was  neither  a  ja6kal  advocating  violent  and

inediate  revolt  nor  an  ineffectual  visionary  devoid  of  any  specific

recommendation.     Put  briefly,  "Shelley  was  far  from  an  extreme  Radical."]2

Rather  the  tall, .slender  poet  from  Sussex  has  evolved  into  a nonviolent

revolutionary  espousing  both  pragmatic  and visionary  courses  of  action

for  his  fe].low men.    Although  his  gaze  ultimately  rested upon  the  distant

future  to  a  tine  when  man  had  effected  a  pei-petual  moral  revolution,



7

Shelley  did  not  preclude  the  present  or  the  near  future  from  his  specu-

lations.     The  old  poprilar  conception  of  this  Romantic  poet  as  a  sort  of

recluse,   a  deluded  aristocra.t  dwelling  solely  on  abstractions  while  in

sunny  foreign  exile,  no  longer  stands  up  to  prolonged  scrutiny.

Shelley's  reputation  has  been  renovated  over  the  last  century,  but

somehow  the  reappraisal  does  not  seem  to  be  fully  conipleted:

It  is  a  lamentable,  but  indubitable  fact,  that,  in  spite  of
the  effort  of  a  number  of  socially-minded  scholars  from  H.
Buxton  Forman  to  Newton  Ivey  lthite,   the  prevalent  view  of
Shelley  is  still  that  of  a  mystic  visionary~-the  ''ineffectual

::8:;:o:: ¥£:t::;ui::::dAr::: :±na:::e"£:::::s?f3 Francis

The  scholarly  community,   or  more  aptly  the  coterie  of  Shelley  scholars,

may  be  in  much  agreement  on  the  nature  of  Shelley's  political  _views,

but  the  poet's  revamped  reputation  has  yet  to  make  an  impact  on  the

general  public.     It  is  still  fair  to  say  that  the  essence  of  Shelle,v's

politics  is  not  totally  understood.    More  time  is  s.till  required  for  it

to  seep  into  the  general  consciousness.     As  in  Shelley's  own  time,   a

veil  surrounds  the  poet's  thought  which  to  this  very  day  conceals  his

reality.     A  mythologized  being  has  been'  created  that  Percy  Bysshe

Shelley  would  scarcely  recognize  as  having  been  derived  from  his  image.

The  only  difference  in  the  old  and  the  new  Shelley  is  that  the  former

``was  reviled  while  the  latter  has  become  romanticized  in  vague  terms  as
+L=

an  archangel  of  liberty.     The  truth,  one  assumes,  must  lie  somewhere

between  the  two  extremes.     Shelley  was  neither  an  undisputed  and  ir-

reconcilable  demon  nor  a  blameless  deity.set  on  a  hallowed  task  with

unconpromising  zeal.     Rather  Shelley  was  only  a  mortal  man  who  was

prone  to  errol.s  in  judgment  in  personal  and  professional  inatters  as
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numerous  men  have  been.     He  was  decidedly  not  a  conscious  and  determined

evil  sprite  who  deser\Jed  all  the  buffets  a  seemingly  hostile  world  flung

at  him.     He  was  a  man  of  conviction  and  principle  who  dared  to  speak  his

mind  even  to  the  point  of  incurring  the  wrath  of  the  arbiters  of  society

and  suffering  the  penalty  of  ostracism  for  his  pains.

Shelley  paid  such  a  price  for  his  belief  that  the  political  tyranny

which  held  sway  in  England  and  much  of  the  world  ought  to  be  abolished

and  a  new  and  better  human  cosmos  created.     Like  Christ  Shelley  was  a

millenarian,  a  believer  in  the  ultimate  perfectibility  of humanity,  and

again  like  Christ  he  was  crucified  if  only metaphorically  in  the  press.

His  drowning  was  hailed  by many  as  divine  justice  rendered  on  one  who

would  deny  traditional  customs  and  instituti`ons.    Fortunately,  Shelley

has  been  rescued  from  the  oblivion  of unpo|)ularity  and  no  longer  branded

a  heretic.    Now  he  can  be  thought  of  as  one  of  the  patron  saints  of

liberty,  a  man  of moral  principles  (heterodox  and misunderstood  as  they

were)  who  refused  to  compromise  his  integrity,   a  sincere  and  devoted

champion  of  humanity  in  poetry  and  prose.

Furthermore,  the  analogy  drawn  between  Shelley  and  Christ  is  a

fitting  one  in  several  other  respects,  even  if  his  religious  views  were,

if  anything,  highly  controversial.    Although  he  rejected  organized  re-

ligion,  including  Christiantiy,  as  an  adjunct  of  political  tyranny,

ethics  were  quite  a  different  matter  with  him.    Shelley  was  no  nihilist

bent  on  reducing  man  to  a  chaos  of  immorality  and utterly  destroying

the  social  fabric  forever.     Instead  Shelley  proposed  an  alternative  set

of  principles  upon  which  human.life  should  rest.    This  English  poet  was

ever  a  man  of  principles  who  simply  felt  that  mankind  would  benefit

from  the  substitution  of  his  philosophical  tenet.s  for  the  prevailing
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ones.     Like  Christ  Shelley  was  motivated  by  altruism-~never  did  he  seek

personal  gain  in  advancing  his  revolutionary  and  reform  doctrines:
'Unlike  Paine  he  had  no  selfish  interest  in  the  publication  of  his

political  views  and  never  undertook  the  promotion  of  political  ideas

with  a  view  toward  political  gain."14    Nor  was  the  poet  so  uncompro-

mising  as  to  abuse  Christianity's  founder.    On  the  contrary,  he  recogl

nized  Christ's  personal  virtues  and  even  imputed  that  the  earlier

religious  prophet  was  an  egalitarian  and  a  communist,15  two  terms  which

have  also  been  a.ttached  to  Shelley.     Any  charges  that  Shelley  was  a

self-serving  egotist  fall  flat,  for  there  is  precious  little  substance

on  which  to  base  them.

His  sole  aim  was  the  advancelnent  of  his  species  materially  and

spiritually.    The  spiritual  element  should  be.especially noted.    At  the

heart  of  Shelley's  |]hilosophy .was  a  doctrine  of  Love  heavily  imbued

with  neoplatonic  overtones.     For  the  poet  from  Horsham,   Love  was  a

motive  force  that  should  guide  all  conduct.     Shelley's  was  a  religion

of  Love  that  encompassed  all  humanity.     Although  his  most  hostile

critics  would  have  abhorred  the  thought  if  they  had  given  it  adequate

reflection,  what  Shelley  had  done  was  to  incorporate  the  very  essence

of  Christian  ethics  into  his  philosophical  system.    The  orientation  of

`this  philosophical  system  was  secular  in  the  sense  that  Shelley  never
\.`.

LI

reconciled  himself  to  institutionalized  religion,  but  the  old  epithet

of  ''Mad  Shelley  the  Atheist"  does  not  hold  up  under  inspection.     Cer-

tainly  he  was  far  more  of  an  atheist  than  a  madman  since  his  observa-

tions  were  not  without  some  foundation  in  historical  fact.    Organized

religion  was  in  his  radical  perspective  the  eternal  boon  companion  of

political  tyranny  and  a  tool  of  deception.     As  he  once  declared  to  a
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friend,  ''The  delusions  of  Christianity  are  fatal  to  genius  and  origi-

nality:     they  limit  thought."16    The  outwaLrd  foms  of  religion,  the

pomp  and  circumstance  of  ritual  and  dogma,  the  ienega.de  poet  could  never

accept;  but  when  one  studies  the  central  essence  of  Shelley's  thought  in

a  sympathetic  light,   it  would  appear  Shelley  was  as  "religious"  as  many

of  his  detractors,   and,   indeed,  more  so  than  most.     They  would  have

declared  the  contention  utter blasphemy  tha.t-the  supposedly  godless

versifier  Shelley  was  actually  entering  into  the  spirit  of  Christ.

Both  men  were  idealists  whose  supreme  aLim  was  a  future  world  order

based  on  love  and universal  brotherhood.     To  achieve  utopia  for  mankind

Christ  and  Shelley  proclaimed  the  necessity  of  moral  reform.     Shelley

was,   in  the  last  analysis,  a  revolutionary  of  the  heart,  a  reformer  w-ho

clearly  foresaw  that  significant  and  permanent  change  could  only  be

produced  by  intellectual  and  moral  transformations  within  a  specified

population.    A  revolution  that  restricted .itself  so,1ely  to  the  eradi-

cation  of  extemal  visible  symbols  of  t.yranny  and  oppression  was  an

incomplete  revolution  that  would  daily  face  th.e  specter  of  impending

failure.    The  true  and  only  revolution  for  Shelley  was  a.  revolution  of

the  mind  and  heart  in  which  old  patterns  of  thought  imposed  by  politi-

cal  oppressors  would  be  dismantled  and  more  human  (in  the  sense  of  being

more  natural)  and  humane  nodes  of  thought  would  arise.    All  mankind  for
`1`

the  first  time  in  its  long  and  gloomy  history  could  assume  its  true

self.    This  miracle  of  hun.an  potentia.1ity  being  translated  into  actu-

aLlity  would  result  from  conscious  self-refom.    Man's  destiny  was  in

his  own  hands.     Hoi`iever,   Shelley  acknowledged  that  the  metamorphosis  of

a.  world  enshrouded  in  tyranny  and  slavery  into  a  perpetual  paradise  was

not  a  task  accomplished  with  relative  ease  or  speed.
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Despite  occasional  bouts  of .despair  over  the  lack  of  any  observable

evidence  of  the  success  of  his  refom  proposals  in  his  own  lifetime,

Shelley  did  not  capitulate  to  hopeless  despair  or  indifference.     Elope

was  never  abandoned,   especially  hope  for  the  distant  future.     Even  his

first  major  disappointment  over  his  inability  to  precipitate  a major

refom  o.f  Ireland's  position  of  inferiority  within  British  politics  did

not  etemally  blight  his  spirit:    ''1  shall  address  myself  no  more  to

the  illiterate,   I  will  look  to  events  in  which  it  will  be  impossible

that  I  can  share,  and  make  myself  the  cause  of  an  effect  which  will

take  place  ages  after  I  shall  have  mouldered  into  dust."]7    Shelley

later.retreated  from  the  first  part  of  this  pledge,  for  in  1819  he  was

again  addressing  himself  to  the  illiterate  masses,  while  at  the  sane

time  hoping  to  influence  educated  liberals  to  accept  the  refom  cause

with  the  greater  bulk  of  his  poetry  and  prose  which  exhibited  an  ele-

vated  philosophic  and  intellectual  nature.    The  She|leyan  political

creed  was  produced  by  an  act  of  synthesis  which  one  writer  has  reduced

to  the  following  elements,  which  should  give  an  indication  of  why  the

poet  persisted  in  his  refom  ideals:     "Combining  the  eighteenth  cen-

tury's  confidence  in  reason  with  the  nineteenth  century's  faith  in

progress,  Shelley  believed  that  change  in  man's  social  condition  was

inevitable,  a.nd  that  this  change must  be  gradual  in  order  to  be  ac-
`t`-C`epted  peacefully.n]8

Unlike  the  reform-minded  Whig  Party  of  his  father  and  grandfather,

which  had  mildly  acquiesced  to  a  virtually mute  ineffectuality  during

the  long  Tory  reign.   Shelley  could  not  rna.intain  a  docile  silence.     He

conceived  himself,   and  all  true  poets  as  well,  to  be  a  species  of
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prophets,   dedicated  spirj.ts  whose  primary  duty  was  to  broadcast  the

doctrines  of .refom  throughout  the  land.     In  this  conception  poetry  did

not  exist  for  itself ;  a  revolutionary  function  was  pointedly  prerscribed

for  it  by  Shelley.     The  Shelleyan  poet,  the  real  poet,  was  a  prophet  of

moral  revolution  no  matter  how  imperceptible  his  contribution.     Shelley

felt  the  wheels  of  time  .;ere  gradually  driving  ]nankind  toward  a  state

of  perfectibility,  a  doctrine  of  histor.ical .evolution  whose  roots  are

to  be  found  in  the  eighteenth  century  Enlightermient;  and,  furthermore,

the  poet  mst  do  his  utmost  to  ensure  that  earth's  future  golden  age

was  bequeathed  with  the  precious  gifts  of  Love  and  political  liberty.
`ITie  analogy  with  Christ  is  now  complete.     Shelley's  ethics  were  quite

noble  and  time  honored.     In  his  concepts  of  love  and  liberty,  he  all

but  deified  the  individual  and  the  species.     In  drawing  on  the  spirit

of  Christian  ethics,  Shelley's  thought  could  clain  an  ancient  and  revered

precursor.     Shelley  himself  was  quite  aware  of  the  similarities  in  his

ethical  speculations  with  those  of  the  Nazarene  and  uttered  words  of

praise  and  admiration  for  Christianity's  founder  because  of  those

similarities.     The  most  noteworthy  example  of  Shelley's  so-called

Christian  affinities  is  revealed  in  his  appraisal  of  a  particular  por-

tion  of  the  New  Testament.    The  refom  poet,  to  his  eternal  credit,

was  "profoundly  imf.luenced  by  the  Semon  on  the  Mount,   and  time  a.nd
\'`̀  again  praised  it  for  its  spirit  of  charity,  forgiveness,  and  non-

violence.n]9    He  could  have  found  no  b.etter  ancient  text  to  emulate  had

he  lived  to  be  a  hundred.

At  the  same  time  Shelley's  political  speculations  are  rex.arkably

modern.     Instead  of  being  an  is.ola.ted  eccentric,  the  renegade  I)oet  had
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a  rather  firm  grip  on  English  and  international  affai.rs,  especially  in

the  latter  years  after  an  1812  visit  to  Ireland  on  a  vague  idealistic

mission  to  generate  an  upsurge  of  reform  sentiment  in  the  Irish  popu-

lation.    A voracious  I'eader  and  a  fervent  intellectual  to  the  end  of

his  days,  the  reformer  educated  himself  with  diligence  and  determination

for  his  self-imposed  task.     Besides  a  constant  perusal  of  radical  peri-

odicals  such  as  Leigh Ifunt's  Examiner  and  William  Cobbett's  Political

Register  for  information,  he  also  sought  a  deeper  understanding  of

events.     As  early  as  1812  Shelley  had  announced  this  intended  course  of

study:

--I  am  determined  to  apply  myself  to  a  study  that  is  most
hateful  G  disgusting  to  my  very  soul,  but  which  is  above  all

:::g:::_::C::::r¥h::rr:::r:h:fw::::e:e6am::::::s::H:::::;:Z8d

Such  perseverance  was  to  make  him  the  most  attentive  of  the  majoi`  Ronan-

tics  to  the  daily  fluctuations  of  the  political  .scene.

That  his  Irish  endeavors  bore  no  tangible  fruit  disheartened  the

twenty-year-old  lad  who  had  ironically  just  published  his  first  major

work,   Queen  Mab, a  poen  filled  with  a  glowing  optimism,  but  he  did  not

abandon  his  ideals.     To  paraphrase  Thomas  Paine,   Shelley  was  no  sunshine

patriot  in  the  service  of  liberty  who  struck  his  colol.s  at  the  fiist

•T.`sign  of  resistance.     In  "To  Liberty,"  a  pre-1812  poem,  he  had  proclained
+EI

with  youthful  certainty:

The  pyramids  shall  fall   ......
And  Monarch!   so   sha.11   ye!

Thrones  shall  rust  in  the  hall
Of  forgotten  royalty

lthilst  Virtue,  Truth  and  Peace  shall  arise
And  a.  Paradise  on  Earth
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From  your  fall  shall  date  its  birth,
And  human  life  shall   seem
Like  a  short  and  happy  dream

Ere  we  wake  in  the  daybean  of  the  skies.2]

In  these  lines,   as  in  the  later  "Ozymandias"  which  they  foreshadow,   the

mortality  of  tyrants  is  recognized,   and  hope  is  thel`eby  derived  from

the  implication  that  tyrarmy  is  not  immutable.     In  1820,  after  a  full

and  sustai]ied  entry  into  I.efom  circles,  he .could  still  assert  the  same

ideal :

From  billow  and  mountain  and  exhalation
The  sunlight  is  darted  through  vapour  and  blast;

From  spirit  to  spirit,  from  nation  to  nation,
From  city  to  hamlet,  thy  dawning  is  cast,--

AnEnt¥::n::na::  :::V::rna::gli::h:?g£oWS  of  night

Adversity,   in  the  rna.in,  only  strengthened  Shelley's  ideals  and  his  re-

solve  to  pronounce  them  to  a  world  that  considered  him  largely  with

hostility  or  indifference.

Yet  more  to  the  point,  not  only  was  Shelley  awal.e  of  political

conditions  and  well   in±.ormed  on  current  developments,  but  his  general

ideology  was  well  within  the  mainstream  of  early  nineteenth  centur}'

radical  thought.    The  aspiring  reformer's  views  were  not  hatched  in  a

vacuum  but  had  immediate  antecedents.     A  significant  number  of  his  ideas

``-were  derived  in  whole  or  part  from  his  father-in-law  William  Godwin,  the
L=

famed  author  of  the  radical  treatise  Political  Justice,  or  the  French

philosophes.     Godwin  in  particular  was  to  capture  Shelley's  imagination,

so  much  so  that  Political  Juf,tic!3  could  be  called  the Shelleyan  bible

since  it  was  "Shel]ey's  introinction  to  radicalismw23  in  a  foma|  sense.

The  influence  of  the  eldei.  man  on  his  son-in-law  was  profound  but  has
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been  somewhat  overestimated  by  earlier  critics,  one  of  whom  blithely

declaimed  thit  ''Godwin  in  short  expla.ins  Shelley,   and  it  is  equally  true

that  Shelley  is  the  indispensible  commentary  to  Godwin."24    One  need  not

quibble  over  the  precise  extent  of  Godwin's  influence  but  need  only  know

that  Godwin  provided  Shelley  with  a  backdrop  against  which  he  could

formalize  and  mature  his  own  reform  ideals.     The  poet  gladly  acknowledged

his  debt  to  the  older  reformer  ("I  did  not  truly  I_hink  a  feel  however,

until  I  read  Political  Justice. .M)25   and  eulogized  him  in  a  poem

as  a  mighty  Eagle..i26

Shelley  became  the  advocate  of  some  of  the  most  advanced  political

thought  of  his  age  and  rode  in  the  vanguard  of  the  English  reform  move-

ment  during  its  leanest  years  a  full  decade  and more  before  Parliament

ever  consented  to  the  necessity  for  a  major  piece  of  reform  legislation

in  its  approval.  of  the  Reform  Bill  of  1832.     Shelley  was  not  an  original

political  theorist  since  he  did  borrow  extensively .from  other  thinkers;

nevertheless,  his  impressive  intellect  was  such  that  he  could  consume

an  enomous  mass  of  materials  and  weld  them  into  his  own  unique  system.

Never  an  unimaginative  parl.ot,   Shelley  was  a  synthesizer  who  constr'ucted

a  world  view  that  a.cquired  a  fairly  high  degree  of  unity  as  the  poet

gained maturity.

As  a  political  and  sociaLl  thinker,  Shelley  was  far  too  modern  for
*--'   fiis  own  day.     So  advanced  were  his  specific  recommendations  and  his

general  concept  of  future  utopianism  that  he  became  an  alien  in  his  own

era.     The  author  of  P.rometheus  Unbound  and Queen  Nab  would  have  felt

much  more  at  home  in  the  twentieth  century  since,   if  for  no  other  reason,

the  Western  world  has  long  ago  established  policies  of  democratization
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and  social  welfare.     The  events  of  the  intervening  century  and  a  half

after  Shelley's  death `have  done  much  to  confirm  the  correctness  of

Shelle}J's  views.     To  wit,  one  recent  scholar  has  offered  a  quite  flat-

tering  appreciation  of  the  poet's  political  acumen  and  his  contribution

to  posterity:

In  view  of  the  importance  that  Shelley  has  attained  after
death,   it  would  a`1most  seem  as  though  he  foresaw  everything
His  certainty  that  those  principles  which  he  chant)ioned
without  success  would  eventual
part  of  his  political  thought. 2y  take  hold  is  a  significant

Shelley-could  not  possibly  have  foreseen  everything  that  was  to  transpire

in  British  or  world  politics,  but  his  vision,  a.s  we  now  know,  was  by  no

means  faulty.     That  he  could  also  stand  as  a  symbol  of  hot)e  for  the

hopeless  was  an  achievement  he  would  have  relished  had  he  lived  longer.

Fu.rthemore,  many  of  his  specific  recommendations  were  ensconced  in  the

British  statute  books  well  before  the  nineteenth  century  ended,  and  he

would  have  been  deeply  grati±`ied  in  the  reduced  stature  and  diminished

role  of monarchy  as  a  force  in  the  world  of  politics.

Still  his  ultimate  utopian  goals  are  perhaps  no  closer  to  reali-

zation  now  than  during  his  own  time  despite  the  obser`/able  advanc.ed  in

practical  democrac`/  and  the  emergences  of  various  ty|)es  of  welfa.re

states.     Outward  forms  may  have  altered  in  many  instances,  but  the
\`

critical  inner  change  in  mankind  is  yet  to  be.    The  progress  of  demo-

cratic  theory  and  practice  has  not  always  been  uniform  or  constant

throughout  the  world  in  recent  times  but  a  highly  relative  matter  in~

deed.     Practical   democracy  has  made  great  strides  since  Shelley's  day,

but  a  permanent  democracy  of  the  spirit  has  not  yet  been  achieved.

iNevertheless,  this  fact  should  not  be  cited  a.s  irrefutable  evidence
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that  Shelley  was  predominantly  a  hapless  visio)iary  devoid  of  a  proper

understanding  of  humar`.  nature.     Rather  one  can  contend  that  Shelley  was

an  optinist  endowed  with  both  a  realistic.  and  a  visionary  perspective.

The  visionary  side  of  Shelley  was  the  more  pronounced,  and,  one

might  possibly  think,  a  more  eninent.  claim  to  fame.    Within  Shelley's

psyche  the  theoretican  usually  bore  prominence  over  the  pragmatist,  for

according  to  one  scholar,  ''His  intense  interest  in  theories  of man,

society,  politics,  and  history  preceded  his  interest  in  the  practical

daily workings  of  legislaLtion  and  powerr28    Political  visionaries  are

not  without  a vital  function  even  in  complex  modern  societies  in  that

they  offer  spiritual  and  emotional  sustena.nee  for  the  body  politic  which

is  so  often  involved  in  the  drudgery  of  the  immediate  and  the  trivial.

In  effect,  they  are  just  as  necessary  as. government  bureaucrats  and

administrators .

Shelley  wa.s  not  so  blind  as  to  suppose  that  his  utopian  program

could  become  a  readily  constnicted  entity.     Its  completion  he  assigned

to  the  far  distant  future  as  a  sort  of  innately  endowed birthright  of

humanity.     ''In  another  century  or  two  we  shall  make  a  beginning;   at  pre-

sent  we  are  playing  the  game  of  blind  man's  buff  struggling  to  clutch

truth.n29    He  fervently  desired  that  humanity might  follow  his  sugges-

tions  and  accept  his  idealized view  of  permanent  spiritual  harmony  and

u`niversal  brotherhood  as  the  final  stage  of  history,  but  he  never  quite

assumed  it  to  be  a  foregone  conclusion  to  be  wrought  by  a  deterministic

destiny  exclusive  of  human  volition.     Whatever  the  myriad  of  discrepan-

cies  and  deficiencies  that  might  be  attributed  to  Shelley's  final  vision

of  man's  fate,   it  does  pro\ride  mankind  with  a  glimmer  of  hope  that  the
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multiplicity  of  problems  confronting  it  aLre  not  insur]nountable.     Perhaps

due  to  such  factors  as  initial  bad  press,  Shelley's  millennial  aspira-

tions  have  received  only miniscule  publicity  to  the  present  day.     Only

in  academic  circles  has  his  conception  been  tendered  a  proper  appraisal.

If  utopianism  constitutes  impracticality  and  madness,  then  Shelley

was  certainly  by  definition  both mad  and  impractical.     If  nothing  else,

he  paid  the  human  i`ace  an  extreme  compliment.  in  his  assessment  that  it

could  initiate  a millennium  of  love,  liberty,  and  joy  through  self-refom:

How  sweet  a  scene  will   earth  become!
Of  purest  spirits  a.pure  dwelling-place
Symphonious  with  the  planetary  spheres;
When  man  with  changeless  nature  coalescing,
Will  undertake  regeneration's  work,
When  its  ungenial  poles  no  longer  point

To  the  red  and  baleful  sun
That  faintly  twinkles  there. 30

Sadly,  too  many  critics  in  this  disillusiorl.ed  and  cynical  period  are  not

willing  to  concede  that  the  human  condition  can  be .materia.lly  I.aised

above  the  level  of  the  beast.     Such  a  pessimistic  conclusion  was  not  and

would  not  be  acceptable  to  the  English  poet  in  the  slightest.     Shelley

set  man  apart  and  reserved  him  for  deeds  verging  on  the  threshold  of

divinity.     In  the  Shelleyan  world  of  the  future,  nan  would  evolve  into

a  creature  capable  of  unselfish  behaIvior--a  godlike  if  not  quite  divine

•` ` personage .
`\

The  contention  that  Shelley's  proposals  on  the  future  state  of

society  are  inpractical  or  mad  is  in  one  sense  unfair.    The  philosophies

of  Christianity  a.nd  Marxism  are  just.as  idealistic  and  utopian,  but  they

at  least  have  had  their  trial  runs   (and  then  some)  so  that  their

strengths  and  weaknesses  might  be  assessed.     In  the  case  of  each,  the
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ol.iginal  creed  has  been  altered,   and  in  innumerable  instances  subverted,

until  their  progenitors  might  have  difficulty  recognizing  trieir  crea-

tions.     Christ  and  Marx,   by  token  of  the  arguments  aimed  at  Shelley

over  the  years,   could  easily  be  termed  mad  and  impractical   dl.earners;   yet

their  respective  madnesses  ar`e  still  treated  with  devotion  and  reverence

by untold  multitudes  and  show  no  imminent  signs  of  being  discarded  be-

cause  they  do  not  immediately  fulfill  their  promises.    To  denigrate

Shelley's  comprehensive  vision  as  innately  impractical  is  an  idle  exer-

cise  in  logic  if  for  no  other  reason  than  the  neglect  of  humanity  to

test  its  soundness.

Another  overworked  dodge  that  deserves  attention  is  that  of  vague

and  indefinite  formulation  in  many  of  the  reformer's  compositions.

Charges  that  Shelley's  political  writings  are  replete  with  abstractions

and  outright  contradictions  are vastly  exaggerated,  not  that  Shelley  is

unblemished  by  amb.iguity  on  occasion.     And  even  tho.ugh  the  idealistic

foundation  of  his  thought  was  projected more  to  the  contemplation  of

future  idyllic  permanence  than  a  transient  and  imperfect  present,

Shelley  never  played  the  ostrich  with  his  head  in  the  sand  refusing  to

face  irmediate  reality.     Furthermore,   Some  of  the  same  accusations  just

mentioned  could  also  be  hurled  at  the  precepts  of  Christ  and  Marx.

Idealism  and  impracticality  need  not  be  equated  as  one  and  the  same,
\` `aspecially  if  the  continued  success  o£  Christianity  may  be  cited  as

evidence.

That  man  has  never  utilized  a  Shelleyan  political  and  social  model

ca.n  also  be  reasoned  as  perhaps  more  the  fault  of unrefomed  mankind

than  the  model's  poet-prophet  originator.     Only  a  determined  and
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unredeemed  cynic  of  a  misanthrophic  disposition  w.ould  stoutly  deny  the

grave  necessity  for  human  progress  or  assert  that  the  species  was  of

such  a  crude  and  vile  llature  as  not  to  deserve  the  amenities  of  a  higher

civilization.     Cynicism  was  never  Shelley's  forte  and  with  luck  will

never  become  humarlity's  dominant  emotional  outlook.     But  if  such  a  fate

befall  mankind,   then  and  only  then  could  Shelleyan  politics  ever  be

rejected  as  iinpractical ..,.

As  a  committed  revolutionary,  Shelley  occupies  a  rare  but  not  iso-

1ated  position  in  a  century  that  resounded  with  revolutionary  and

nationalistic  stirrings.    Never  an  apostle  of  bloodshed  and  social

anarchy  in  either  rhetoric  or  deed,  Shelley  championed  instead  a  dis-.

passionate  and  reasoned  active  resistance  to  |]olitical  abuses.    On  the

concrete  issues  that  confronted  the  Br.i.tish  polity  in  the  years  just

prior  to  and  after  Waterloo,  this  refolmist  poet  was  no  firebrand  coun-

seli.ng  irit.emperate    and  extremist  reactions  such  as. open  insurrection

and  civil  war.     The  threat  of  widespread  social  upheaval  and  violence

Shelley  viewed  with  dismay.     Endowed  with  a  fully  developed  concept  of

moral  reform,  the  poet  was  really  a  spiritual  revolutionary,  a.nd  idealist

akin  to  Thoreau  .and  Gandhi  who  stressed  the  validity  of  firm  but  re-

strained  protest  to  alter  intolerable  conditions.    Here  again  Shelley's

approach  to  objective  social  maladies,  which  was  a  direct  corollary  of
\`

h`is  humanitarian  respect  for  life,  bore  a  renarkable  resemblanc,e  to  the

ethical  thought  of  Christ.     In  seeking  to  contain  politic.al  protest,  the

poet  proposed  to  install  reason  and  the  popular  will  as  the  true  arbi-

ters  of  a  revolutionary  situation.
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A  Shelleyan  revolution  of  love  is  admittedly  not  a  simple  task  as

Shelley  himself  knew  all  too  painfully.     The  nearest  historical  examples

of  his  ty|>e  of  polit.ical  action  would  be  Gandhi's  successful   Indian  in-

dependence  movement  in  the  first  half  of  this  century.    Most  certainly

Shelley's  revolution  has  little  in  common  with  the  revolution  of  hate

that  Marx  and  his  disci|]1e  Lenin  conceived  for  man's  future.     Shelley's

ideal  of  the  future  was  more  or  less  that  of  a  communist  utopia  of  a

neoplatonic  and  early  Christian  character  which  he  would  never  seek  to

constnict  by means  of  expediency  or  a  sacrifice  of  personal  freedom.

The  individual  was  never  surrendered  totally  to  the  mere.ies  of  the  state,

and  he  never  permitted  the  unscrupulous  Machiavellian  doctrine  of  an  end

justifying  the  means  to  intrude  on  his  ethics.    His  response  to  his

times  in  short  was  a  spiritual  one--the  poet  perceived  tha.t  politics

could  utilize  an  infusion  of  morals,   something  tha.t  men  in  a  highly  com-

petitive  universe  seem  to  forget  repeatedly.     Shell.ey  possessed  aL  strong

sense  of  fair  play  and  willingly  admitted  the  necessity  of  reasonable

compromise  to  achieve  reform  objectives--but  not  compromise  at  the  ex-

pense  of  one's  princi.pies.     His  unequivocal  dictate  was  "Expediency  is

inadmissible  in  morals.     Politics  are  only  sound  when  conducted  on

principles  of  mol.ality.    They  are,   in  fact,  the  morals  of  nations.n3]

The  validity  of  Shelley's  political  and  social  message  in  this  writer's
EI-.+  `6pinion  remains  undiminished  in  this  current  tunultubus  and  unsettled

age  that  suffers  from  a  noticeable  dearth  of  humanitarianism,   love,  and

liberty.     Mankind  may  never  reach  the  Shelleyan  millennium  or  any  other

for  that  matter,  but  the  tenets  he  enunciated  whereby  it  was  to  be  at-

tained  are  worthy  of  emulation.



An  Advanced  Thinker

In  his  intense  ex|jression  of  a  love  for  liberty,  Shelley  embraced  a

faith  of  ancient  lineage,  but  the  poet  was  nlore  than  simply  a  pa.ssive

devotee  of  antiquated  or  dead  principles.     Shelley made  a  religion  of

liberty  it  is  true;  however,  his  was  a  living  religion,  one  that  he

avidly  I)ursued  as  a  means  to  human  regeneration.     Man,   as  a  fallen  crea-

ture  in  the  Shelleyan  world  view,  was  in  undeniable  need  of  increased

freedoms,  political,  social,   economic,   etc.,   if  he  was  to  be  truly  him-

self.     Like  the  Frenchnian  Roussea.u,   Shelley  held  the  opinion  that  man's

nature  had  been  subverted  through  enslavement  to  unjust  political  sys-

tens.     If  his  raptures  over  the  struggle  of  freedom  against  tyranny  were

of  a  venerable  origin,   drawing  for  exam|)1e  on  Athenian  democracy  for  in-

spiration,   they  also  possessed  a  modem  impetus  as  the  comparison  with

Rousseau  implies.     'The  earnest  young  libertarian  stood  on  the  forwa.rd

edge  of  history urging  practical  political  refo:rms  and  revolutionary  in-

novations  in  the  human  psyche.     Shelley's  development  of  a  sensitive

social  consciousness  and  sense  of  egalitarianism  was  indeed  a  rarity

for  his  class  in  an  epoch  of  c,onservative  backlash.
\.`

The  intellectual  heritage  which  all  the  major  Romantic  poets  could

lay  claim  to  was  in  contrast  a  liberal  creed.     The  set  of  ideals  which

Shelley. and  his  fellow  Romantics  shared  at  one  time  or  another  was  de-

rived  fron  the  fement  of  the  Enlightenment  and  the  French  Revolution,

two  of  the  eighteenth  century's  greatest  endc)wments  to  the  nineteenth

Century:
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The  poets  gi`ew  up  in  an  environment  of  democratic  ideas:
The  natural  goodness  of  man  as  opposed  to  the  doctrine  of
original  sin,  natural  rights  del.ived  from  natural  law,  the
universality  of  individual  freedom  and  equality,   social  con-
tract,  mixed  government  in  an  ideal  comlnonwealth,   tolerance

f::  :X:rgr::::s:nfuig:iYidua]  ....  and  the  greatest  good

What  was  true  of  the  Romantics  en  masse  was especially  true  of  Shelley

as  a.n  individual--he  was  pel`haps  the  most  conscientious  and  unrelenting
i.

champion  of  these  democratic  ideals  of  all  t.he  Romantic  poets.

Born  into  a  prominent   (and  wealthy)  whig  household,   the  Ho-.`sham

poet  exhibited  a  rebellious  libertarian  nature  at  an  early  age  in  both

thought  and  deed.    His  was  an  unconventional  and  eccentric  nature  that

made  him  an  alien  in  his  own  time  and  native  land.     As  one  critic  put

the  case,   "The  ideas  that  make  Shelley  in  some  respects  seem  almost  our

contemporary,  not  only  set  him  utter.1y  at  a  variance  with  his  own  age,

but  long  delayed  recognition  of  the  intellectual  value  of  his  poetry.u2

Altemately viewed  as  a  babbler  of  fanciful  inanities  and  a  second  gene-

ration  Thomas  Paine,   Shelley  was  seldom  read  with  sympathy  or  under-

standing  by  his  contemporaries.     Besides  Lord  Byron  and  Leigh  Hunt  for

literary  figures  associated  with  him,  and  all  who  did  were  individuals

of  liberal  inclinations.     To  conservative  wl.iters  and  readers  he  was

simply  an enfant terrible  bent  on  anarchy,  an impious  and  imf idel  author

`` set  on  wrecking  the  moral  and  social  fa.bric  of  the  universe.
"+LI

His  first  major  poetic  composition, queen  MabS which  now  justifiably

"occupies  a  sin.all  but  permanent  niche  in  the  histor}r  of  radical  thought,"3

was  alone  sufficient  to  insure  an  infamous  reputation  of  which  he  was

never  able  to  divest  himself :     ''The  reviewers  thought  Qu Mab  very

subversive,  and  the  guardians  of  public  morals  denounced  its  author  as
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a monster  of  depravity."4    The  poet  hi]nself  poignantly  felt  these  barbs

and  was  well  .aware,  as  he  told  his  friend  Trelawny,  that  ''t]ie  critics

denounced  me  as  a  mischievous  visionary,"5  or  even  worse,   that  he  ''was

denounced  as  a  Pariah."6    However  much  he  quested  for  literary  fame,  he

still  refused  to  compromise  his  cherished  principles  for  popular  acclaim.

Shelley  was  not  so  fragile  a  creature  as  to  be  overwhelmed  by  cipposition

or  disappointment.    His  failure  to  gain  an  audience,   if  anything,  matured

the  young  refomer  and  elic.ited  the  personal  coui.age  to  defy  convention

and  sustain  the  faith  that  his  was  no  perverse  quixotic  vision  of  the

world .

One  can  conclude  that  the  controversial  nature  of  Shelley's  poll-

tics  lal.gely  obscured  an  objective  appreciation  of  his  poetry  in  his

lifetime.     Indeed,   since  so  much  of  Shelley's.poetry  is  inter fused  with

politica.1  comment.ary,  there  is  little  wonder  that  the  poet.,ry  was  simply

viewed  as  a  vehicle  by  which  Shelley  purveyed-his  d.angerous  and  foolish

ideas.     Shelley's  misfortune  was  to  have  been  born  into  a  vitriolic  and

intolerant  age  that  had  little use  for  a  noncomfolmist  poet  whose  verse

was  ironically  classified  as  obscure  and  politically volatile  at  one

and  the  same  time.    This  basic  irrationality  of  the  English  political

system,  or more  properly  the  nien  who  cor`.trolled  it,  was  the  obstacle

which  the  poet-refomer  confronted  time  and  again  in  his  quest  of  a  more
\-`

democratic  society,  a  quest  incidentally  whose  fulfillment  would  enthrone

rationality  in  all  future  I.uman  affairs.    Sadly,  petty  histrionics  a.nd

limited  political  vision  were  to  deny  Shelley  any  semblar,ce  of  triiunph

in  his  own  lifetime.
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Nevertheless,   in  the  narrow  sense  Shelley's  political  ideals  of

democratization  and  sdcia]   justice  have  been  vindicaLted.     In  Britain,

and  Western  civilization  as  a  w.hole,   the  nineteenth  and  twentieth  cen-

turies  have  wrought  profound  transfomations  in  the  social  fabric  much

to  the  benef.it  of  the  masses.     The  so-called  dera.nged  poetaster  was  not

so  void  of  true  vision  as  his  host  of  critics  had maintained.    His

general  view  was  in  fact  to  be  the  wave  of  the  future  and  not  that  of

the  stodgy  British  reactionaries  whose  almost  paranoid  detestation  of
•reform  was  to  delay  progress  for  decades.    Mutability,   as  the  poet's

ghost  night  have  reminded  champions  of  conservative  retrenchment  such  as

England's  foreign  minister  Castlereagh,  was  the  operative  force  of  the

universe,  as  two  brief  but  eloquent  Shelley  lyrics  bearing  that  title

.seek  to  illustrate.    The  illusiveness  of  the  physical  world  with  all

its  pa.in  and  suffering,  nevertheless,  did  not  deter  Shelley  from  |]ro-

claiming  an  optimistic  faith  in  ultimate  progress.

In  the  broader  sense  Shelley's  ideals  have  yet  to  be  realized.

While  many  specific  reforms  that  he  advocated .have  long  since  become

statute,  the  capstone  of  the  poet's  vision--the  complete  moral  reform

and  perfectibility  of  hunianity--is  still  beyond  the  grasp  of  his  de-

scendants.     Shelley's  heaven  on  earth,  which  was  presented  in  some  de-

tail  in  S±££LnLj4±i,   among  other  poems,   is  probably  a  goal  that  mortal  man

Can  never  attain,  a  quest  of  sorts  for  a  secular  Holy  Grail  which  few

are  prepared  to  undertake.     whether  Shelley  was  or  was  not  an  unmiti-

gated  visionary  hopelessly  blind  to  the  realities  of  this  earth  is

beside  the  point  here.    The  sad  truth  persists,  unfortunately  for  him

and  us  as  well,  that  one  fom  of  tyranny merely  replaces  another,  as
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Shelley  himself  well  understood,  to  make  the  pursuit  of  political  lib-

erty  and  human  dignity  no  easy matter.     Yet  the  quest  was  and  still  is

worth  the  effort,  he  would  in  all  probability  reply.

That  Shelley  was  a  highly  idealistic  individual  publicly  and  pri-

vately  need  not  be  argued.     The  spiritual  qualities  of  the  poet,  whom

one  critic  has  termed  "a  Platonist  of  Platonists,"7  have  already  been

denoted  and  will  be  again  on  various  other  occasions.     The  highly  com-

plex  nature  of  this  idealism--called  neoplatonic  by  many--has  made  a

considerable  number  of  critics  and  scholars  doubt  whether  the  poet  was

possessed  of  any  concrete  I)olitical  acum.en.     Wa.s  he  merely  an  a.bstract

philosopher,   a  word  monger,   or  did  he  actually  comprehend  political

realities?    Did  he  know  that  his  words  fell  largely  on  deaf  ears?    Was

he  a  half-baked  and  inpulsive  madcap  ref-ormer  who  knew  nothing  of  the

real  world  where  men  labored  for  a  living?    Most  men  of  his  day,  and

some  even  la.ter,  would  indeed  have  called  Shelley  gn  impulsive  reformer

and  a  babe  in  the  political  woods  to  boot.    Crane  Brinton,  for  instance,

has  characterized  Shelley  as  "a.  fanatic"  on  the  level  with  street  corner

demagogues.8    But  Brinton,   like  others  before  him,  failed  to  examine

conpletely  the  poet's  career  and  writings.

What  has  been  determined  in  the  long  years  after  Shelley's  death,

at  least  to  the  satisfaction  o±`  some,   is  that  Shelley  was  something  of
\.,``a  politica.I  realist  and  not  an  antisocial  hermit  who  fled  in  the  last

years  of  his  life  to  sunny  Italy  to  inhabit  an  ivory  tower  far  removed

from  the  cormion  herd.     He  may  not  have  been  b}J  birth  or  temperalnent  the

very  salt  of  the  earth,  but  he  did  have  a  social  consciousness.     The

poet  was  quite  aware  of  the  personal  sufferings  and  the  economic  defi-

ciencies  of  the  poor  of  England  and  elsewhere.     His  was  more  than  an
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abstract  knowledge.     Particularly  while  in  residence  at  Marlow,  a  vil-

-  lage  on  the  Thames  to .the  west  of  `LQndon  where  he  composed  his  longest

Poem, The  Revolt  of  Isl apr,  the  poet  had  witnessed  at  first  hand  some  of

the  dil`e  distresses  of  his  fellow  villagers  who  in  the  winter  of  1816-17

were  reduced  to  penury  through  a  depression  in  the  wool   industry.     Nor

did  Shelley  just  observe  this  wretchedness;   from  his  own  meager  funds  at

that  time,  he  sought  to  alleviate  whatever  suffering  he  could.     Ever  the

humanitarian  reformer,  Shelley  could  not  abide  evil  and  corruption,  but

sought  instead  its  annihilation  and  replacement  with  good  and  virtue  as

he  saw  good  an'd  virtue  in  his  own  heterodox  light.

Perhaps  the  cardinal  example  of  Shelley's  political  activism,  .his

first  visit  to  Ireland  in  1812,  can  also  be  cited  by  I.is  unfriendly

critics  as  the worst  instance  of  his  naivete  and  incomprehension  of  the

hard  po].itical  realities  of  his  era.     In  a  way. there  may  be  some  justice

in  this  charge,  but  the  failure  of  Shelley's  "apost.olic"  mission  to

mblin  should  not  be  written  off  as  a  hapless  fiasco  either.    Arriving

in  the  Irish  metropolis  with  his  new  bride  Harriet  Westbrook  and  all  of

the  zeal  of  a  whirlwind,  the  youthful  refomer  agitated  for  radical

changes  in  the  status  of  the  unhappy  Irish  through  speeches  and  the  dis-

tribution  of  three  prose  pamphlets,  the  most famous  being  An  Address  to

the  lI.ish  Peo|)1e,  which  ''is  a  long  tautological  but  clear  and  sometimes

for.ceful  argument  for  religious  tolerance,  personal  virtue,  and  the

assertion  of  the  power  of  man  to  create  for  himself  a  better  and  happier

world."9    Preaching  Catholic  emancipation  and  abrogation  of  the  Act  of

Union  with  England  in  an  energetic  but  unconventional   style  brought

delight  and  amusement  to  Dubliners  that  an  Englishman  should  so  roundly
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champion  their  cause,  but  he  in  no  way  whatever  persuaded  them  to  take

the  immediate   (but  peaceful)   action  .for  which  he  so  passior`.ately  yearned.

His  Irish  advent.ure  was  a  painful   experience  for  Shelley,  but  a  necessary

one  in  that  it  did  provide  him  with  a  determination  of  the  difficulties

before  which  any  reformer must  struggle.

His  journey  to  Ireland  in  several  instarices  displays  Shelley's  ad-

vanced  nature.     The  ideals  that  th.e  poet  advocated  were  only  to  become

current  political  fare  for  the  Irish  in  the  la.tter  years  of  the  nine-

teen.th  century.     The  suppression  of  Irish  naticinalism  in  the  wake  of  the

abortive  Wolfe  Tone  rebellion  of  1798  by  the  British  government  left  the

Irish  una.ble  and  unwilling  to  contenplate  the  pl.ogl.am  of  mass  agitation

that  Shelley  had napped  out  for  their use  as  a  potential  reform  strategy.

The  intellectual  climate  was  not  yet  prepared  for  so  bold  a  step  as  the

one  he  .riarangued  for,  and  thus  he  looked  out  of  touch  to  his  audiences

and  a  trifle  comic  to  boot.     Furthermore,  the  manner  of  his  politicking

was  not  of  the  variety  which  the  Irish  or  hardly  any  other  people  would

have  understood  at  the  time.     Gentlemen  reform,ers  were  not  an  unheard  of

phenomenon,   but  they  did  not  act  like  Shelley.     Such  men  were  conceived

of  aLs  more  moderate  a.nd  subdued,  whereas  Shelley  was  incessently  advo-

eating  his  strategy  of  a massive  public  response  to  repressive  British

.policies.     The  "natives"  were  not  ready  for  a  messiah  just  yet,   either,
`{`•who  would  lead  them  to  their  national  destiny.     Shelley's  call  for  action

in  a.day  when  politics  was  to  all  intents  and  purposes  a  game  of  inaction

made  him  appear  as  some  exotic  and/or  eccentric  dilettante  who  made  no

serious  motion  toy,'ard  fathoming  the  rules  of  play.     Consequently  his

critics  harped  that  he  was  totally unrealistic  and  ineffectual--a  child

in  a  man's  sport.
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eur  for  his  own

special  vel.sion  of  Irish  reform  was  far  more  the  way  of  the  future  than

his  contemporaries  wou`1d  ever  know.     As  an  advocate  of  bloodless  revo-

1ution,  the  poet  was  to  be  the  unacknowledged  pl.ecursor  of  an  entire

series  of  idealistic  revolutionists--namely  Henry  David  Thoreau,  Mahatma

Gandhi,  Martin  Luther  King,   and  particularly  many  of  the  so-called

''flower  children"  of  the  1960's  whose  sympathies  also  ran  counter  to

established  values.

Shelley's  era,  like  ours,  was  beset  with  its  share  of  hypocrisy  and

selfishness.     The  poet's  sincerity  was  such  that  he  was  more  than  willing

to  risk  unpopu]arity  and  even  scathing  denunciation  to  combat  what  he

conceived  of  as  a  sordid  social  arrangement  nearly  rancid  in  its  hypoc-

risy  and  selfishness.     The  moral  courage. exhibited  by  Shelley  in  the

process  left  him  a  lonely  and  misunderstood  figure--a  sacrifice  that

few  cithers  cared  to  make  in  those  dark  times.    whether  it  be  saintliness

or  a  stubborn  foolishness,  Shelley  was  ever  true  to  his  principles,  un-

like  the  supposedl}.liberal  whig  politicians  of  his  father  Timothy's  ilk

who  assented  through  their  silence  and  inaction  to  the  malignant  neglect,

-as  the  poet-reformer  would  have  phrased  it,  of  Britain's  worsening  prob-

lens  in  the  Napoleonic  and  early  post-Napoleonic  reign  of  Tory  supremacy.

Shelley  was  no  mindless  demagogue  inciting  the  sans culottes  to
`\..  `

v`iolent  excesses  at  the  barricades;  to  the  contrary,  he  was  a  declared

gradualist  or  social  evolutionist.    Generally. unappreciated  is  this  as-

pect  of  Shelley's  political  theory  which  has  rendered  him  the  distinction

of  being  "the  first  English  writer  to  recommend  in  his  poetry  massive

civil  disobedience  and  organized  passive  resistance  as  nonviolent
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tactics  for  social  reform."]°    The  poet  was  no  advocate  of  a  blind  and

immediate  ov6rreaction  but  of  a  cautious  and  thoughtful  response  only.

His  nonviolent  policies  were  cast  to.humanize  politics--even  a  potential

revolutionary  situation--for  his  aim  was  no  less  than  ''to  make  brotherly

love  an  agent  of  reform."]]    He  realized  that  t]..me  was  required  for  his

fellow  men  to  improve  significantly  their  lot  in  life.    He  also  realized,

however,   that  genuine  effort  was  needed--even  some  noisy  agitation-~

before  conservative  forces  would  relinquish  their  obst-ructionist  tactics

and  permit  necessary-reform.     Shelley's  policy  was  a  subtle  one  of  reasoh

and  restraint  and  not  wholesale  Bolshevist  bloodletting  to  alter  society.

Implicit  in  Shelley's  revolutionary  strategy  is  a.  doctrine  of  con-

frontation  that  is  atypical  of  the violent  age  in  which  he  lived  and

which  set  a  precedent  that  only  the  raiest  of .later  revolutionary  ideo-

logues  have  been  able  to  emulate.     Resistance  to  tyranny,   argued  the

poet-refomier,  was  to  be  continuous  and unyielding,. active  and  not

passive,  bloodless  and  not  violent  until  soeiety's  despots,  seeing  the

futility  of  their  course,  would  capitulate  to  the  will  of  the  major.ity.

As  he  wrote  in  An  Address  to  the  Irish  Peo

i2

In  no  case  employ  violence,   the  way  to  liberty  and  happiness
is  never  to  transgress  the  rules  of virtue  and  justice,   if
you  destroy  the  one,  you  destroy  the  other.     However  ill
others  may  act,  this  will  be  no  excuse  for  you  if  you  follow
their  example;.it  ought  rather  to  wan  you  from  pursuing  so
bad  a  method

Rather  than  blandly  exhorting  the  masses  that  the  ends  justify  the  means,

Shelley  would  not  have  the  oppressed  stoop  to  the  level  of  the  oppressor

but  instead  rise  to  an  invisible  plateau  where  bullets  and  swords  would

in  time  prove  ineffectual.    Then  would  Shelley`s  revolution  of  rationality
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and  love  ha.ve  been  accomplished.     Such  an  overt.hrow  of  a  co.rrupt  Old

Regime  would  have  been  made  possible  through  moral  and  not  military  con-

frontation  and  could  justly  be  callecl  an  idealist's  revolution  from

beginning  to  end.     This  form  of  political  renovation,  as  implied  pre-

viously,   is  not  the  norm  since  most  revolutions  seem  to  be  fought  and

won    by  reali`sts--)rot  to  mention  cynics  and  scoundrels.     But  the  She].1eyan

way  is  not  without  its  victories,  as  in  Gandhi's  successful  campaign  to

rid  India  of  the  British  colonial  yoke.

The  precipitation  of  a  revolution  for  She]`1ey  required  a  deliberate

act  of  tightrope  walking  between  any  impression  of  se:rvi]ity  and  obei-

sance  on  the  one  hand  and  a  spontaneous  and  uncontrollable  outburst  of

rage  and  violence.     His  wa.s,  moreover,   a  wise  choice  in  an  age  that  had

already  experienced  the  untold  violence  of  revolution  and  war  and  was

yet  rife  with  forebodings  of  future  upheavals.     Shelley's  awareness  of

the  trends  of  history  endowed  him  with  an  enlightened  certitude  that  his

method  was  a  tenable  one.     His  vision  was  not  false  or  jaundiced  but

admirable,   even  heroic  as  "lle.  saw  mol.e  clearly,  perhaps,   than  any  of  his

contemporaries  the  futility  of  violence  as  a  means  of  securing  reform."]3

An  incendiary  was  a  dangerous  person  for  whom  the  poet  held  no  sympathy;

a  fanatic  devoted  to  destruction  rather  than  to  regeneration  was  an

abomination  and  a  blight  on  the  cause  of  refo-in.
\-`

The  Shelleyar`.  vision  of  a  peaceful,  rational  revolution  tha.t  would

result  in  a  pemanent  moral  regeneration  of  the  human  psyche  was  a.nd

still  is  a  goal  of  paramount  desira.bility  whetrier  it  is  fully  attainable

or  not.    Of  the  two  revolutio.ns,  the  first  one,  the  political  revolution

based  on  a  concerted  exertion  of  the  populace  a.gainst  its  oppressors,
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was  in  the  realm  of  possibility.     Shelley  realized,   as  have  more  con-

temporary  thinkers,  that  revolution  has  a  psychological  side  whose  im-

portance  caLnnot  be  underestimated.

Battles  cannot  be .won  or  governments  overthrown  unless  there  is  a

fundamental  alteration  in  human  perception  preceding  such  events.     True

permanent  reform  was  not  a  statutory  matter  but  something  that  tran-

spired  at  the  grassroots  level.     Shelley  was.  convinced  that  the  essence

of  refom  was  ''fourided  on  the  refom  of  individual  men,  and  without  in-

dividual  amendment  it  is  vain  and  foolish  to  expect  the. amendment  of  a

state  or  goverrment."14    Reformers  such  as  Shelley  were  necessary  to

provide  the  ca.talyst  of  leadership  tha.t  was  ''to  awaken  the  people  to  a

sense  of  their  oun  revolutionary  power  .... "15    Minds  must  first  be

won  to  th`e  new  ideals  to  insure  more  than  just  a  t.ransient  victory  over

the  old  system  of  thought.    A.popular  revolution  could  not  be  a  lasting

one  unless  the  people  were  fully  aware  of  their  potential  might  against

the  avarice  and  cruelty  of  the  Old  Regime.     The  poet  recognized  public

opinion  as  a  critical  factor  in  the  revolutionary  process  and  also  fore-

saw  to  some  extent  the  value  of  propagandizing  the  masses  to  maintain

their unity  and  fervor  in  the  intensifying  showdown with  the  established

powers.     Here,   if  nowhere  else  in  his  theorizing,  did  he  prove  himself  a

` realist.     Shelley  was  no  unscrupulous  Lenin  who  would  have  wielded  the
rl=̀.\

dagger  at  the  first  opportunity,  but  neither  would  he  have  been  an  inept

rabble  rouser  if  a  truly  revolutionary  situa.tion  had  presented  itself .

The  world  shall  never  know  how  successful  Shelley  might  have  been

if  the  oppo.rtunity  had  come  calling,  as  the  poet  himself  thought  pos-

sible  of  his  our  nati`/e  land  in  1819.     The  practice  of  restraint  on  the



33

part  of  the  downtrodden  masses  was  essential  the  young  refolrmer  felt  in

that  year  of  ferment  w.hich  led  to  th.e  infamous  Peterloo  Massacre.     Fore-

bearance  was  the  key  he  admonished  in  his  prose  writings  or  else  violence

and  chaos  would  reign  supreme,   and  England  would  be  destroyed.     The  I)ros-

pect  of  fire  and  ashes  was  one  Shelley  took  seriously  in  1819,  a  year

that  for  England  might  well  have  been  like  1789  had  been  for  Bourbon

France.     ''These  are,   as  it  were,t'  he  excla.imed  in  a  letter  to  Thomas  Love

Peacock  over  the  tensions  that  created  Peterloo,  ''the  distant  thunders  of

the  terrible  stom  which  is  approaching.    The  tyrants  here,  as  in  the

French  Revolution,   have  fit.st   shed  blood.W]6

The  social  conflagration  was  avoided  by  the  Regency  ministry,  which

likewise  took  the  threat  to  Britain's  domestic  tranquillity  seriously.

Unfortunately,   instead  of  providing  a.ny  reform  measures  to  alleviate

social  discontent,   Lord  Liver|]ool,  the  Prime  Minister,  and  his  fellow

Tories  invoked  the  coercive  powers  of  the  state,  most  notably  in  the

notorious  Six  Acts,  to  deter  further  public  protests.    The  bludgeoning

of  the  British  proletariat  at  St.   Peter's  Field  near  Manchester  (the

sordid  a.ct  that  liberal  commentators  dubbed  the  Peterloo  Massa.ere  to

equate  it  with  the  bloodletting  of  the  Napoleonic  War.s  which  culminated

in  the  decisive  Battle  of  Waterloo)  and  the  subsequent  repression  of

dissent  left  Shelley  and  other  reformers  bitter  and  completely  alienated
''.I.   `

Tirl

fron  a.  government  that  appeared  both  unresponsive  and  irresponsible.

For  a  humanitarian  idealist  a  worse  state  of  affairs  could  scarcely  have

been  imagined.     The  nation  seemed  to  be  polarizing  and  teetering  on  the

brink  of  civil  war  with  the  government  seeking  to  cower  the  opposition

into  renewed  silence.     In  the  poet's  mind  England's  nilers,  not  her  peo-

plc,  were  the  undisputed  culprits  in  this  potential  Almageddon.
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The  ministers  had,   I  doubt  not,   long  since  determined  to
establish  arbitrary  government;   6  if  they  had  not  determined
so,   they  have  now  entangled  themselves  in  that,  consequence
of  their  instinct  as  rulers;   G  if  they  recede  must  perish.

g=::ta::t::::T::]9ot  receding,  and  we  are  on  the  eve  of

The  crisis  which  Shelley  feared  might  drift  awry  was  avoided,  but  a  stiff

price  was  exacted  in  that  refoms  of  any  consequence  were  delayed  for

almost  another  decade .....

Shelley's  modera.tion  and  tolerance  were  not  unlimited  in  the  face

of  what  he  considered  a  monumental  threat.    His  passionate  nature  was  re-

volted  and  shocked  at  the  intransigent  stance  of  the  Liverpool  ministry

in  the  midst  of  the  national  crisis.     Several  lyrics  of  late  1819  rang

with  aLn  unusually  intense  scorn  for  such  personages  a.s  the  ministers

Castlereag'h  and. Sidmouth  whom  Shelley -visualized  as  legal  murderers  be-

striding  the  corpse  of  British  freedom.    These  two  statesmen,  for

example,   Shelley  pilloried  as

two  vultures  sick  for battle,
Two  scorpions  under  one  wet  stone,

T\ro  bloodless  wolves  whose  dry  throats  rattle,
TW°Tw:I:¥;e::r::::I::  :::om::::i§ed  Catt 1 e ,

The  deeply  emotional  tone  of  this  dia.tribe  was  nothing  new  to  British

`politics,  but  Shelley's  usual  sweet-tempered  versifying  had  been  sup-
JrL`

planted  if  only  tenporarily  due  to  the urgency  of  the  situation  as  per-

ceived  by  the  refom  poet.

Peterloo  and  its  aftemath  forced  Shelley  to  take  up  the  pen  of  a

propagandist  and  the  resulting.lyrics   (whose  masterpiece  was

Anarchy)

The  Mask  of

were  intended  as  blatant  propaganda  pieces  aimed  at  the  masses.
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Shelley  temed  these  efforts  ''hate  songs,"  an .appropriate  title  in  lieu

of  their  vigorously  stringent  tone.    To  insure  their  recognition  and  ac-

ceptance  he  was  forced  to  channel  his  anger  into  an  ancient  and  well

tested  mold--''the  black-and-white  name-Calling  strategy  familiar  to  many

Veteran  orators.n]9

In  dashing  off  his  "hate  songs,"  the  poet  was  descending  into  the

political  fray  on  the  side  of  liberty  and  the  masses.    He  was  taking  a

concrete  action  against  a.n  establishment  that  employed  its  libel  laws

with  some  severit`/--a  fact  which  Leigh  liunt  had  discovered  earlier  when

he  was  awarded  a  prison  sentence  for  printed  remarks  against  the  Regent.

It  was  incidentally  over  those  self-sane  libel  laws  that  the  fate  of

these  overtly  political  poems  was  to  hinge.    Unfortunately,   these  par-

ticular  poens  never  saw  the  light  of  d.ay  during  Shelley's  life,   for  they

were  entrusted  to  lfunt  for  publication  in  England  as  a  small  volume

openly  a.dvocating  popular  resistance  but  not  put  into  print  at  tha.t  time

due  to  the  radical  editor's  fea.r  of  another  stint  behind  bars.    Hunt's

failure  to  act  was  understandable  but  regrettable  and  may  have  deprived

Shelley  of  the  influence  that  so  eluded  him.     Shelley's  so-called  de-

scent  into  the  maelstrom  then  was  certainly  more  than  a  symbolic  gesture

of  solidarity  with  the  masses.     It'.  was  a  conscious  effort  to  utilize  his

talents  to  focus  the  weight  of  public  opinion  against  the  government
\-r``   while  endorsing  his  brand  of  revolution.     And  for  this  rea.son  Leigh  Hunt

was  loath  to  test  the  aroused  censol.s.

The  liberal  poet  may  have  been  aroused  to  write  ''hate  songs,"  but

he  was  not  casting  aside  his  earlier  views  and  advocating  violence  and

rapine  as  the  means  to  alter  the  power  structure.     Even  at  this  juncture
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Shelley  cannot  be  accused  of  headlong  fanaticism,  for  one  rust  remember

that  he  had  a  profound.  dread  that  an.  English,  or  any  other,  revolution,

once  it  tiirned  to  violence,  might  share  in  the  fate  of  the  French  Revo-

lution  arid  ultimately  tread  the  path  of  military  dictatorship  and  des-

potism  under  the  leadership  of  another  Napoleon.

Shelley  wore  his  distaste  of  his  political  foes  with  an  air  of

magnanimity  and  checked  any  tendency  toward  .retribution  that  would  have

reduced  him  to  their  supposedly  debased  level.     In  condemning  Lord  Eldon,

the  one  goverrment  official  of  the  age  who  in  his  capacity  as  Lord

Chancellor  had  inflicted  a  |]ersonal  injury  on  the  poet  by  depriving  him  of

his  two  children  by  his  first  wife  on  grounds  of  moral  iniquity,  Shelley

could  still  moderate  his  wrath.    For  all  the  vehemence  he  poured  forth  in

his  short  lyric  ''To  The  Lord  Chancellor,"  a  poen  of  obvious  disgust  a.nd

castigation  of  Eldon  over  the  "theft"  of  his  children,  a  temperate  dis-

position  is  still  able  to  burst  forth  in  the  poem's  concluding  stanza:

I  curse  thee,  though  I  hate  thee  not;  0  slave!
If  thou  couldst  quench  the  earth-consuming  hell

Of  which  thou  art  a  daemon,  on  thy  grave
This  curse  should  be  a  blessing.     Fare  thee  we|1!2°

Even  the  tyrant's  henchman  who  had  dispossessed  bin  of  his  offspring,

and  whom  he  detested  as  much  as  anyone  or  anything  on  earth,   is  almost

•`.`p`itied  for  his  vile  servitude  to  the  Croon  despite  his  reprehensible

act.s.    When  Shelley might  ea,sily  have  surrendered  to  the  selfish  and

egotistical  spirit  of  revenge,  he  failed  to  do  so.

Just  as  he  was  not  an  ordinary  individual,  neither  did  he  exhibit

the  ordinary  emotion  of  hatred.    His  ''hate  songs,"  for  all  their  fervor,

are  declamations  against  tyranny  even  if  thei.r  ire might  b'e  focused  on  a
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specific  personage.    The  institution,  not  the  individual,  was  ever  the

object  of  Shelley's  unique  brand  of  hate.     The  poet-I.eformer  could  allow

himself  a  degree  of  magnanimity  because  his  adherence  to  a  doctrine  of

progress  was  justifica.tion  enough  for  him  to  cultivate  an  essential

optimism  that  could  weather  the  multitude  of  tribulations  which  buffeted

his  political  ambitions.     In  1817,   the  same  year  he  was  denied  custody

of  his  two  children  by  Harriet  Westbrook,  Shelley  was  able  to  reflect

with  calm  certainty  a.s  he  addressed  his  eldest  son  by  Mary  Godwin  that

current  evils  were  but  aberra.tions  of  the  moment.     The  poigna.nt  and

tender  personal  lyric  ''To  William  Shelley"  shows  the  poet  rise  from  his

own  individual  grief  to  assure  his  much  beloved  young  son   (and  hiniself)

of  the  mtability  of  the  forces  arrayed  against  human  freedom  in  a  stanza

that  antedates  the  grandeur  of

Hellas:

Prometheus  Unbound  or  the  choruses  of

Fear  not  the  tyrants  will  rule  for  ever,
Or  the  priests  of  the  evil  faith;

They  stand  on  the  brink  of  that  raging  river,
Whose  waves  they  have  tainted  with  death.

It  is  fed  from  the  depth  of  a  thousand  dells,
Around  them  it  foams  and  rages  and  swells,

#£et#:::k:W::d:h:ngu:::i:fs:::::::y:2floating  s ee ,

As  stated  before,  Shelley was  aware  that  an  altruistic  revolution

.`.`.could  be  thwarted  for  selfish  pu.rposes.     What  he  was  aLttempting  was  no
.\

less  than  to  tame  a  whirlwind  by  inciting  the  people  and  at  the  same

time  channeling  their  aroused  energies  away  from  violent  and  destructive

impulses.    Nor  need  Shelley  be  chastised  for  attenpting  to  influence

events  from  Italy  from  1818  onviard  instead  of  returning  to  England  at

this  time.    Ilis  return,   in  all  probability,  would  have  merited  him  a
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prison  tenn  for  sedition  over  his  scathing  criticisms.     He  wisely  knew

that  the  opportune  moment  for  his  return  had  not  yet  arrived--it  was  for

the  best  that  he  remained  a  disinterested  spectator  instead  of  a  jailed

participant.    A more  favorable  turn  of  events  in  England  was  required

to  insure  his  safety  in  any  agitation  for  reform.

One  aspect  of  Shelley's  thought  that  was  definitely  adva.need  was

it.s  internationalism,   about  which  little  has-been  written  p£_I=_=s_£_.     Shel-

ley's  political  concepts-wiere  not  limited  by  national  boundaries.    His

vision  encompassed  all  mankind  and  was  not  fettered  with  the  nariow-

minded  jingoism  of  the  Napoleonic  era.     This  internationalism  was  not  a

late  manifestation  of  the  poet's  thought  but  was  evident  from  his  earli-

est  poetic  writings.     Several  poems  in  a  manuscript  volume  afterwards

entitled  the  Esdaile  Notebook,  which contains. juvenile  pieces  dating

up  to  1812,  bear  evidence  of  Shelley's  disregard  for  the  restricting

tenets  of  nationalism.

The  poet's  antimonarchialism  has  some  bearing  on  this  subject.     As

a  radical  thinker  by  the  time  of  his  brief  stay  at  Oxford  in  1811   (and

even  before  according  to  the  da.tes  assigned  to  the  poems  of  the

Notebook) ,

Esdaile

the  young  man  from  Horshan  had  no  great  love  for  the  trap-

pings  of  the  British  monarchy.     Both  George  Ill,  who  after  1811  was  to

suffer  permanent  madness,   and  the  oft  maligned  Prince-Regent,  later  to
t,``  -6e  George   IV,   were  castigated  in  the

Esdaile poems.     Shelley  was  not

the  only  individual  of  his  era  to  hold  British  royalty  in  disrepute.

The  corpulent  and  indulgent  Prince-Regent  was  not  only  one  of  Shel]ey's

favorite  targets  (as  illustrated  by  his Peter  Bell  the  Third  and  ''The

Devil's  Walk")  but  of  all  contemporary  dissidents,  who  were  to  pronounce

bin  as  dissolute  and  heartless.     To  the  Regent  was  attributed  direct
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responsibility  for  Britain's  woes.     For  Shelley  he  became  a  symbol  of

the  inhel.ent  deficj,endies  of  monarchy  as  a  political   system  and  a  con-

firmation  of  Shelley's  theory  that  monarch  and  tyrant  were  synonymous

terms.     The  biased  Shelley.an  appraisal  of  George  IV  has  not  been  upheld

by  history.     He  is  not  viewed  as  an  ogre,  but  that  would  have  daunted

neither  Shelley  nor  other  of  his  foes  whose  perception  of  the  I.oya].

personage  was  shared  by  many  common  folk  as ,,rvell.     George  may  not  have

been  tyrannical  in  a  premeditated  sense,  but  to  his  discredit  he  did

nothing  to  check  the  all  too  real  miseries  of  his  subjects  w-hile  Regent.

For  his  lapse.  as  a  ruler  in  not  providing  for  the  common  welfare,   She]].ey

did  have  a  legitimate  right  to  complain.

Against  the  failings  of  a  corrupt,  selfish,  and  unpopular  Regency

government  (at  least  according  to  its  critics),  Shelley  would  establish

the  unity  of  mankind  in  a  system  of  equality  and  fraternity,    All  men

were  brothers  as  Enlightenment  theorists  had  pronclunced,   and  Shelley  was

in  full  accord.     Kings  and  priests  were  barriers  to  this  vaguely  defined

future--this  international  order  that  more  pro.perly  crosses  the  thresh-

old  of  strict  political  consideration  and  enters  the  esthetic  and  philo-

sophical.     Loyalty  to  op.e's  nation  was  a  frail  entanglelnent  to  Shelley

when  he  could  enter,  mentally  at  I.east,   the  brave  new  world  of  Queen  Mab.

Yet  the  poet  was  no  malignant  traitor  and  never  sought  to  harm  the  vital
`,`.•   interests  of  the  British  nation.     Shelley's  pride  in  his  homeland  was

not  in  her military  feats  but  in  her  quest  for  liberty  over  the  ages.

His  intellectual  horizons  were  just  so  much  brca.der  than  those  of  most

of  his  contemporaries  that  he  could  gaze  beyond  the  problens  of  the

moment .
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In  condemning  British  colonialism  in  an  1809  poem  "Henry  arid  Louisa,"

Shelley  was  actually  a  full  century  ahead  of  his  time,  unless  one  takes

into  account  the  running  sol`e  of  Ireland  as  a  colonial  question.     Power

politics  and  imperial  exploitation  were  not  to  be  a  part  of  his  politics.

World  unity  for  this  refomel.  and/or  revolutionary  was  to  be  voluntary

and  not  enforced.     If  he  had  been  born  later  in  his  century,  Shelley

might  have  spoken  out  more  on  this  item  and .been  accorded  the  renown  of

having  been  one  of  Britain's  leading  anti-imperialists,  a  Rudyard

Kipling  in  reverse  who  would  haIve  declared  that  the  true  white  man's

burden  was  not  to  interfere  in  the  affairs  of  distant  lands.    Such  a

role  would  have  been  a  natural  one  for  a man  of  Shelley's  outspoken

character  and  would  have  made  him  highly  unpopular.     As  an  intema-

tionalist,   She].Icy  was  wandering  a  wildemess  whose  name  few  could  pro-

nounce.    Just  as  his  cultural  and  intellectual  cosmos  was  not  provincial,

neither  was  his  political  cosmos.     One  could  hardly.  expect  otherwise  of

''a  Platonist  of  Platonists."

Shelley's  political  theories  can  be  labelled  comprehensive  or  ex-

pansive  in  that  he  was  concerned  with  the  welfare  and  improvement  of  a.11

humanity  and  did  not  restrict  himself  to  extolling  the merits  of  a  par-

ticular  race,  nation,  or  creed  (unless  it  had  made  a  distinctive  contri-

.`bution  to  the  advancement  of  liberty).     Debilitating  prejudice  did  not
t..`
LJL]

mar  bj.s  doctrines;   such  an  indulgence  in  man's  baser  instincts  was  not

to  Shelley's  liking  and  would  have  reduced  his  stature  considerably,

possibly  to  the  point  of  being  hastily  dismissed  as  but  a.nother  eccentric

lnember  of  the  radical  fringe.   -Rather  his  devotion  to  moderation,  not  to

mention  denocracy  and  hi.imanitarianism,  forbade  such  a  coui`se.`     The  unity

of  the  race,  not  its  continued  division,  was  his  object.
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To  this  end  the  young  poet  declared,   ''Man  whatever  be  his  country,

has  the  same.rights  in  one  place  as  another,  the  rights  of  universal

citizenship.H22    Human  diversity  was  not  to  be  feared  or  regarded  as

evil.     For  Shelley,   as  for  Emerson    latel`,   rank  conformity  was  a  bugbear.

and  enslaver  of  mankind.     ''A  Christian,   a  Deist,   a  Turk,   and  a  Jew  have

equal  rights:     they  are  men  and  brothers,"23  the  poet  pronounced  in  a

spirit  of  romantic  humanitarianism  and  toleraT,ion.     The  popularity  or

unpopularity  of  one's  ideas  was  of  small  consequence  and  should  never  be

pressed  into  service  as  an  arbitrary  criterion  for  excluding  an  indi-

vidual  from  his  natural  inheritance  of  universal  citizenship.    Shelley

in  the  same  vein  considered  social  distinctions  as  unnatural  and  arti-

ficial  barriers  to  human  harmony  and  unity.    Men,  he  pronounced,   ''are

all  favored  according  to  the  good  they  do,  and  not  according  tc  rank  and

profession  they  hold."24    Social  distinctions  and  classes  were  a  sign  no

less  of  man's  tyranny  over  his  fellow  man,   and  not  a.s  Edmund  Burke  would

maintain,   a  necessary  ingredient  for  the  smooth  and  efficient  operation

of  the  time-honored  social  order.
'I'he  ideal  of  equality,  one  of  the  three  1-allying  cries  of  the  French

revolutionaries,  by  itself  would  have  assured  Shelley's  lack  of  esteem

among  upper-class  Britons,   if  his  religious  views  had  not  shocked  them.

An  exalted  theory  of universal  human  rights  and  dignity  ran  counter  to
\+

the  vested  interests  of  those  elements  at  the  top  of  the  social  pyramid

for  whom  Burke,  with  his  appeal  to  tradition  to  deflate  the  supposedly

inevitable  violence  and  anarchy  of  any  social  protest  of  the  magnitude

of  the  French  Revolution,  became  a  con\lenient  spokesman.     Burke's  fears

were  assumed  by  many  levels  of  the  English  ruling  establishment  as  gospel
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indicting  not  only  any  revolution  but  also  refom  as  well.     Shelley's

true  nemesis,  then,   iri  the  last  decade  of  his  life  when  he  actively

served  as  a  reform  spokesman  was  Edmund  Burke.      It  was  the  shadow  of

Burke  that  doomed  Shelley's  efforts  to  contemporary  failure.     Because  of

him  and  the  almost  paranoid  reaction  to  which  his  doctrines  gave  sanc-

tion,  Shelley  had  no  choice  but  to  pin  his  hopes  on  a  posterity  less

selfish  and  fear  ridden  a.nd  more  open  to  reason  than  his  own  time.     In

the  parochial  world  in  which  the  poet-reformer  found  himself.laughter.

and  contempt  were  the  usual  greeting  for  any  theory  that  proposed  a  inore

open  and  humane  international  social  order.    Unfortunately,  for  Shelley

and  for  history,  the  upheaval  of  the  times  transfomed  most  men  into

pgymies  with  an  even  more  reduced  horizon  than  usual.     With  their  vision

transfixed  on  the  irmediate  crisis,  few  of  Shelley's  generation  could

understand  an  individual  whose  gaze  ran  into  the  dim  and  distant  future.

The  most  eloquent  and  succinct  statement  of  Shelley's  internation-

1ism  is  to  be  found  in  the  ''Preface"  to  Hellas  where  he  declaimed  tha.t

llwe  are  all  Greeks."25    In  briefly  examining  the  priceless  heritage  that

Western  civilization  derived  from  classical  Greece,  the  poet  was  expl.ess-

ing  his  belief  that  the  Greek  messa.ge  to  the  world,   including  the  love  of

liberty,  was  still  vibrantly  alive  and  capable  of  animating  modern  na-

t.ions,  as  testified  to  by  the  popular  revolts  then  raging  in  Spain,

Eta.1y,  and  Greece  itself .     A  living  spirit  of  independence  was  a  colurion

birthright  that  could  be  claimed  by  all  mer„  and  the  current  desperate

Greek  struggle  to  end  centuries  of  Ottoman  oppression  was  but  another

indication  that  the  lessons  of  Marathon  and  Thermopylae  had  taken  deep

root.     In  this  strugg].e  for  freedom,  Shelley  identified  with  the
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oppressed  and  always  displa.ved  an  empathy  that  was  passionate  and  sin-

cere,   as  evinced  in  his  earlier  appeal   to  the   Irish:     ''FELI,OW  MEN,--I  am

not  an  Irishman,  yet  I  can  feel  for  you."26    In  brief,   the  doctrine  of

Love  was  a  universal  and  etemal  vei`ity  that  made  men  brothers  and  could

with  time  e.rase  all.  political  boundaries.

International  intrigue  was  early  condemned  a.s  a  vile  and  unhol,v

facet  of  British  foreign  policy.     Not  only  dp. some  of  his  juvenile

pieces,  parti.cularly  "Henry  and  Louisa"  and  the  fragment  on  Nelson's

bombardment  of  Copenhagen,   deride  British  actions  in  response  to  the

Napoleonic  foe  in  Egypt  and  Dermark  but  also  imply  that  the  aims  of  his

nation's  statesmen  were  as  ignoble  as  those  of  the  detested  French  mili-

tary  despot.     There  was  for  Shelley  neither  honor  nor  glor}'  in  war  but

only  brutality  and  suffering.     No  patrio-tic  sympat'ny  whatever.  is  evoked

by  the  poet  over  the  ominous  and  proti.acted military  and  naval  struggle

that  pitted  the  English  for  over  two  decades  agains,t  a  FI.ench  juggernaut.

The  grave  questions  of  national  survival  or  French  hegemony  over  Europe

paled  before  his  larger  historical  perspective  and  posited  the  incom-

patibility  of  liberty  and  national  ambitions.

Political  tyrants  were  a  base  and  evil  lot  motivated  by  selfishness

to  slay  each  other  but  just  as  like].y  to  forge  a  common  alliance  once

the  forces  of  liberty  threatened  one  of  their  own.     This  honor-among-

thieves  mentality  was  vividly  portrayed  by  Shelley  in The  Revolt  of

Islam  when  Othman,  the  tyrant  of  that  epic,   is  restored  to  |]ower  in  a

bloody  counterrevolution  wit`h  the  assistance  of  foreign  despots.     In

real   life  this  was  the  po].icy  o±-Metternich's  loosely  defined  Congress

Systen  with  its  quadmple  and  Holy  Alliances  t`hat  replaced  Napoleonic
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inperialism  for  decades  as  the  dominant  force  in  European  politics,   a

sort  of ]nutu;i  security  systen  to  guarantee  the  conservat.ive  status  quo,

one  cornerstone  of  this  postwar  political  arrangement  being  the  Bourbon

restoration  in  France  which  S]ielley  symbolically  represeiited  through  his

unflattering  portraiture  of  Othman's  counterrevolution.    The  workings  of

this  insidious  league  of  reactionaries  (as  Shelley  would  dub  it)  was

everywhere  to  be  seen  in  the  post-Waterloo  era  when  abortive  revolts  in

Spain  and  Italy  which  were  so  dear  to  his  liberal  ideals  fell. victim  to

their  military  mscle.     England  too,  with  Castlereagh  in  the  lead,  was

a  part  of  this  balance-of-power  system  and  was  thus  guilty  of  sanctionj.ng

domestic  and  foreign  oppression.     In  his  ''Preface" to  Hellas, Tory  mini-

sters  were  even  accused  of  the  villairiy    of  supporting  the  Moslem  Turks

against  the  Christian  Greeks  and  thereby  showing  their  true  colors. 27

Although  England  and  other  European  powers  finally  did  offer  the

Greeks. decisive  aid  in  their  war  for  independence  f.ive  years  after

Shelley's  death,  their  hesitation  induced  by  the  possible  consequences

of  a  successful  popular  revolt  anywhere  in  Europe  could  render  She].Iey's

charge  of  hypocrisy  as  ].ustified.    The  Russians,   in  particular,  were  ac-

cused  of  selfish  designs  in  the  Balkans;  once  the  Greeks  and  Turks. had

bled  themselves  white,   the  region  by  default  would  become  an  arena  for

imperialistic  expansion  in  the  best  E£±±pLoj±±±£ tradition  as  the  re-

fomer  foresaw.28    The  Russian  czar,   like  the  English  ministry,  was

visualized  as  a  false  friend  to  whom  the  bonds  of  a  kindred  religion

were  of  little  or  no  consequence.     Unfortunately,  the  poet  was  correct

in  assuming  that  the  Balkans  would  become  a  I)1ayground  for  the  Great
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Powers.     In  the  early  1820's  some  of  the  first  gleanings  of  the  tragedy

of  1914  could  be  apprehended  by  a  discerning  mind.

With  monarchs  and  statesmen  motivated  by  narrow  and  selfish  goals

in  the  usual  manner  of  power  politics,   Shelley's  one  and  only  natural

reaction  was  that  of  re`/ulsion.    The  pettiness,   intrigue,  and  deceit  of

the  current  Machiavellian  world  order.  he  would  replace  with  another.--

"Man  'Equal,  unclasses,   tribeless,  nationles.s';   .   .   .   the  heavenly  city

attributable  to  the  philosophes,  a  cosmopolitan,   supranati6nal  brother-

hood  of  man...29    Shelley's  loyalty  was,  one  might  say,   to  man  in  general

who  could  be  perfected  and  not  the  few  men  who  wielded  power  in  England

or  in  an}r  other  nation-state  through  fraud  and  corniption.     Shelley  was

a  prototype  of  his  future  political  ideal:     a  world  citizen  whose    al-

legiance  was  to  the  welfare  of  his  entire  race  and  for  whom  Machiavellian

ethics  would  become  a  relic  of  a  barbarous  past.     For  the  chaos  of  the

moment,  he  would  substitute  the  hamony  of  the  futul.e--the  mitability  of

the  current  scene  he  would  transcend  to  the  permanent  and  eternal.     The

|]oet-reformer's  vision  I.anged  far,  too  far  some  would  object.     But

Shelley  himself  would,   in  all  probability,  gladly  accept  such  criticism

rather.than  be  accused  of  a  shortsighted  or myopic  view.     If  he  ranged

too  far  and  asked  too  much,   others,  he  would  say,   saw  and  asked  far  too

little.     And  he  would  maintain  that  he  would  carry  mankind  only  a.s  far

iud  as  fast  as  conditions  allowed.

Shelley's  intemationalism  is  rather  hard  to  define  with  explicit

ease.     It  is,  in  the  last  analysis,  an  extension  of  his  thought,   an

intrinsic  ideal.     If  nothing  else,  one  might  aver  it  to  be  a  spiritual

internationalism,  a  fraternalism  of  the  s|)irit.    The  politics  of  this
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new  order  could  not  by  definition  really  take  on  concrete  form  either.

Shelley's  early  intellectual  mentor  and  father-in-I.aw  William  Godwin  in

Political  Justice  provided  his  young  protege  with  an  anarchistic  vision

of  the  world  to  savor.     A  Godwinian   (and  a  Shelleyan)  world  would  be  one

without  borders  or  goverrment.     Larger  and  larger  parliaments  of  men

would  thus  be  unnecessary  for  a  Godwinian  anarchist,   ±`or  these  bodies

would  imply  that  mankind  was  not  mastei`  of  i..tself  but  still  a  slave  to

goverrment .

Shelley's  quest  for  a  perfect  future  society  was  not  embittered  by

the  corollary  that  all  pl.esent  human  societies  were  dissolute  and  corrupt.

On  the  coritrary,  one  fledgling  nation,  the  United  States,  was  upheld  as

a model  of  liberty,  the  inheritor  of  the  Athenian  ideal,  and  the  closest

aLpproximation  tp  the  Shelleyan  paradise  ,in  existence.     This  adriration

of  the  American  ex.I)eriment  was  explicit  in A  Philoso hica,1  View  of

Refom.     In  that  work  Shelley  resolutely  announced,  ''The  system  of

goverrment  in  the  United  States  of  America  was  the  first  practical  il-

lustration  of  the  new  philosophy."30    The  poet  took  seriously  t.he  con-

ception  of  the  American  nation  inhabiting  a  new  world  divol.ced  of  the

sins  and  villainies  of  the  old.     Not  only  wa.s  the  United  States  remote

physically  from  European  corniption,  but  it  also  possessed  several  ad-

vantages  that  endeared  it  to  the  friends  of  humanity--namely,   it  was

devoid  of  a  king,  an  hereditary.  oligarchy,  an  established  church,  and

false  or unequal  repi`esentation.    Finally  and  forenost,  the  net+  politi-

cal  entity  across  the  Atlantic  "constitutionally  acknowledges  the  pro-

gress  of  human  inprovenent,  an.d  is  framed  under  the  limitations  of  the

probability  of  more  simple  views  of  political  science  being  rendered

applicable  to  human  kind."3L     Its  goverrment  was  thus  dedicated  to  human
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progress  and  subject  to  a]nendment  in  the  interest  of  that  progress.

Among  the  lahds  of  the  earth  America  stood  alone  in  contrast  to  the  de-

bilitated  monarchies  and  other  foms  of  inequality  that  held  the  mass  of

humanity  in  t.hrall,  a  contrast  that  was  highlighted  by  the  repressive  up-

surge  in  British  politics  by  1819  which  niade  American  domestic  tran-

quillity  appear  a  rare  I)henomerlon.     This  exalted  opinion  of  America  was

not  just  restricted  to  prose  but  on  several ,Occasions  crops  up  obliquely

in  Shelley's  poetry  also.

Another  advanced  opinion  held  by  Shelley  was  his  aversi6n  to  capital

punishment.     t'The  first  law,"  he  maintained,  ''which  it  becomes  a  Reformer

to  propose  and  support,  at  the  approach  of  a  period  of  great  political

change,   is  the  abolition  of  the  punishment  of  death."32    The  dea.th

penalty  wa.s  a  v?hicle  of  violence  Shelley  held  a.s  he  echoed  both  Aeschylus

and  Christ,  and  the  death  penalty  as  wielded  by  the  Lit-erpool  ministry

was  perceived  by  liberals  as  legalized  mul.der.     In  the  interests  of  hu-

manity  and  the  current  reform  moveinent,   capital  punishment  was  conceived

of  as  a`n  odious  tool  of. social  repression  incompatible  with  the  function-

ing  of  a  civilized  state.     Needless  to  say,  Shelley's  view  on  this  sub-

ject  is  a  controversial  one  even  in  the  present  c.entury.

An  even  more  extraordinary  aspect  of  Shelley's  thought   (at  least  in

the.conter.t  of  the  age  in  which  he  lived)  was  his  espousal  of  sexua.1

equality.    His  liberal  position  on  this  issue  was  in  direct  challenge  of

the  time-honored  social  convention  of  his  era,  a  convention  which  has  not

been  entii.ely  superseded  to  this  day.     Like  other  tenets  of  his  philoso-

phy,   this  one  had  political  implications  also.     If  the  female  were  no

longer  a  social   inferior,  the  weak,  helpless,   and  unworldly  damsel
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associated  with  the  later  Victorian  stereotype,  then  by  right  she  had  a

part  to  play  in  political  matters  said  the  poet.     The  fenale,  as  is  well

known,   was  assigned  domestic  duty  only  in  those  times.     Anything  outside

the  limits  of  her  household  was  considered  beyond  the  female  ken,   espe-

cially  politics  w]iich  was  a  sacred  male  preserve  and  sometimes  a  rough,

if  not  a  s6rdid,  business  for  which  dainty  feminine  dispositions  were

ill  suited.     All  1:his  was  humbug  to  Shelley,.. a  relic  of  a  barbarous  past

littered  with  kings  and  priests.

Female  political  equality  was  but  one  corollary  of  the  I)oet's  belief

in  human  progress.     Long  before  British  and  American  suffragettes  took  to

the  streets  to  agitate  for  overt  politica.1  equality \Jia.  the  ballot,  this

English  reformer  was  advocating  an  active  political  role  for  women  in

the  pursuit  of  general  reform.    A  Shelleyan  revolution  of moral  rejuve-

nation  did  not  discriminate  according  to  gender,   as  wa.s  plainly  demon-

strated  in  the  long  epic  poem The  Revolt  of  Islam.     One  critic,   Desmond

King-Hele,   is  of  the  opinion  that  ''In  no  other  poem  does  Shelley  lay  so

inch  emphasis  on  the  principle  of  sexual  equality."34    It  is  certainly

the  poet's  magnum  oFis  as  far  as  the  question  of  equality  of  the  genders

is  concerned.     Cythna,  the  heroine  of  the  poem,   is  a  genuine  revolu-

tionary  who  is  ever}r  bit  as  responsible  for  the  ideal  but  unsuccessful

bloodless  revolution  which  the  poem  glorifies  as  was  her  male  counter-
``Part  Laon.    "Cythna  is  the  first  idealisation  in  literature  of  the

revolutionary  woman--swift  and  fearless,  tender  and  pitying;   a.bove  a.11,

the  free,  confident,   equal  companion  of  intellectual  and  socialised

man.W35    She  becomes  nothing  less  than  the  social  and  political  version

of  the  Shelleyan  epipsyche.     In  a  metal)hysica.i  sense  Cythna  is  a  perfect
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mirror  of  Laon;   theirs  is  a.  mystic  union  in  which  they  are  in  reality  a
`\

harmonious  a]id  indivisible  unit,   a  neo|]latonic  oneness  in  action.     As  a

revolutionai`y  helpmate,   Cythna  can  also  be  considered  the  spit.itual

mother  of  such  latter  day  real   life  women  as  Krupskaya  and  Madame

Kollontai,  two  prominent  female  Bolshevists--the  former  the  wife  of

Lenin  and  the  latter  a  Soviet  minister.     Cythna  is  already  present  in

the  oriental  city,  which  is  the  focal  point.:of  the  epic,  arousing  the

intellectual  and  moral  consciousness  of  the  oppressed  populace  with  an

undivided  Shelleyan  fervor  before  Laon  even  arrives.     The  appearance  of

Laon  is  a  catalyst  for  open  rebellion  w`nich  tenporarily  deposes  the

cityts  tyrant,  but  in  a  sense  Laon's  is  an  anticlimatic  act.     The  real

revolution,  the  one  for  the  hearts  and minds  of  the  exploited  citizenry,

has  been  won  befoI.ehand  due  to  the  example  of  Cythna'  unyieldi]ig  resis-

tance  to  the  blandishlnents  of  the  tyrant  Othman.

Almost  from  the  very  beginning  of  his  poetic  cat.eer,   Shelley  was

not  averse  to  employing  women  in  an  implied  political  and  revolutionary

role.     His  second  volume  o±`  juvenile  poetry, Posthumous  Fragments  of

Margaret  Nicho±±9±,   published  several  years  before Queen  Mab  was   com-

posed,   is  a  perfect  illusti.ation.     The  lady  whose  name  adorned  the  title

of  his  slender volume  of  poems  under  the  fiction  that  she  was  its  author

was  a  mad  washerwoman  who  had  unsuccessfully  attempted  to  assassinate

George  Ill  in  1786.     Shelley  was  not  advocating  through  her  the  violent

overthrow  of  the  British  monarchy  but,  was  instead  employing  her  name  as

a  symbol  of  radical  opposition  to  government  policies,  which  was  then  a

scimewhat  common  practice  among.  political  dissenters.
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Even  more  appropriate  was  his  use  of  Charlotte  Conday  in  a  poem  of

the  same  volilme.     The  assassin  of  Jean  Paul  Marat  is  portrayed  as  a  noble

spirit  with  the  implication  that  hers  was  an  act  of  tyrannicide  and  not

merely  another  sordid  political  murder.     T}ie  violence  of  her  action  is

subordinated  to  the  fanatical  excesses  of  Marat  and  his  kind  which  pro-

voked  her  martyr's  response.     Like  the  original,   the  Charlotte  Corday

of  the  poem  is  no  viper  but  a  gentle  and  low.ing  sou.1.     She  is  not  a

revolutionary,  but  she  has  revolutionary  possibilities.     She  is,   in  a

sense,   an  early  and  imperfect  prototype  of  Cythna.

As  one  of  the  first  males  in  modern  history  to  take  a  feminist

stance,  Shelley  had  an  immediate  inspiration  that  served  to  heighten  his

natural  predisposition  toward  m`ore  heterodox  female  behavior.     His

father-in-law  William  Godwin  was  an  apostle  of  open  marriage  and  a

scorner  of  marriage  vows.     Godwin's  wife,  Mary  Wollstonecraft,   the

mother  of  Shelle}"s  second  wife  Mary,   was  an  even  greater  example,   for

her  1792  tract  A  Vindication  of  the Rights  of  Women  has  become  a  classic

text  in  the  canon  of  female  emancipation.     Feminism,   one  could  say  in

truthful  jest,  was  an  issue  with  which  Shelley  lived  with  in  the  guise

of Ma.ry  Shelley's  rjarentage,  not  to  mention  her  own  intellectualism

which  contradicted  the  female  stereotype.     Shelley  and  Mary  were  proto-

`types  of  sorts  for  Laon  and  Cythna,   for  they  shared  the  same  general  out-

look  ar,d  constituted  as  near  a  representation  of  a  revolutionary  couple

a.s  their  era  was  ever  to  see.

A  final  political  precept  whicn  illustrates  Shelley's  enlightened

idealism  was  his  concept  of  the  reform  or  revolutionary  party.     A  small

conspiratorial  brotherhood  whose  activities  were  shrouded  by  subterfuge
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and  prone  to  violence  was  not  an  element  of  his  program.     An  invisible

ref om  movement  was  an'  invita.tion  to  ext.remism.     In  the  poet's  fi.rst  ex-

plication  of  this  doctrine,  the sals  for  an  Association  of  Philan-

thropists  published  in  Dublin  in  1812,  he  declared  himself  in  unambiguous

prose  that  `'Concealment  implies  falsehood;   it  is  bad  and  can  therefore

never  be  serviceable  to  the  cause  of  philanthropy."36    Shelley's  ideal

was  an  open  political  process  based  as  Inch  ?s  possible  on  honesty,  good

faith,  and  reciprocity  between  the  government  and  the  governed.     Reform

was  to  be  transformed  into  a  popular.  cause  "subject  to  the  utmost  pos-

sible  publicity.Ir37    Refomers,  being  moral  men   (and  women),   should  have

nothing  to  hide  and  could  therefore  organize  openly  along  democratic

1 ines ,



Radical ,  Revolutionary,   and  Practical

Aspects

'I'he  general  conception  of  Shelley's  politics  is  that  of  undjluted

radicalism.     Again  t.he  passionate  lyric  poet.ry  has  colored  the  popular

consciousness  and  left  an  impression  that  contradictol.y  details  do  not

validate  and  time  has  not  dispelled.     The  passion  of  his  poetry.  was

genuine  and  deep,  but  in  his  political  uttei`ances  Shelley  was  not  dis-

tracted  out  of  sound  and  sense.     He  never  descended  to  the  level`  of  a

fire-eating  demagogue,  nor  was  he  an  unmitigated  hennit,   an  eccentric

intellectual  forever  exiled  to  an  ivory  tower  and  prone  to  blathering

high  flown  abstractions  as  might  a  medieval   schoolman  who  never  viewed

the  true  conditions  of  society.     In  the  annals  of  revolution  Shelley

would  find  his  name  listed  not  with  the  Jean  Paul  Marats  but  with  the

Thomas  Paines  and  the  Ma.rquis  de  la  Fayettes.     His  was  not  the  voice  of

conflagration  even  though  the  tag  of  revolutionary might  be  attached  to

him.     Revolutionaries  have  always  been  a  varied  lot,   and  Shelley  varied

from  a  considerable  portion  of  the  re\'olutionaries  o£.  his  time.    His

abhorrence  of  violent  solutions  as  ultimately  destnic.tive  was  and  is

atypical .

Once  engaged  ir[  a  vicious  cycle  of  violence  with  their  foes  few

revolutionaries  have  ever  halted  to  percei\re  the  tragedy  and  the  irony

of  the  degradation  of  revolutionary  ideals.     Shelle}'  foresaw  that  the

blood  shed  in  a  popular  insurrection  in  his  o`m  England  in  1819,   for
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instance,  would  be  real  and  no  abstraction.     The  radj.cal  and  the  vision-

ary  in  the  p6et  was  not  blind  to  t.he  coarse  truth  that  the  entrenched

powers  of  king  and  priest  would  not  abdicate  without  a  struggle,   as  he

graphically  illustrated  in  his  long  epic The  Revolt  of  Islam.     Briefly

stated,  the  various  aspects  of  Shelley's  thought  modified  ea.ch  other

and  created  a  mol.e  subtle  and  complicated Weltanschauung  than  is  usually

admitted.     The  radical  and  the  moderate,  the;.visionary  and  the  practical

were  each  embedded  in  the  corpus  of  the  poet's  ideals  without  havj.ng  pro-

duced  a  plethora  of  contradictions  despite  the  resulting  complexity.

In  the  context  of  his  age,   Shelley,   advanced  as  he  was,   could  cer-

tainly  be  ].abelled  a  radical.     As  a  denocrat,  an  egalitarian,   a  humani-

tarian,  and  a. utopian  earnestly  opposed  to  a  power  structure  that

stubbornly  clung  to  its  eighteenth  century  privileges,  the  poet-reformer

represented  ''modern"  forces  that  were  eventually  to  tram,smute  his  home-

land  into  a  popular  democi.acy  by  the  time  of  Disra.eli  and  Gladstone.     In

the  slow  dialectic  of  history,  Shelley's  contribution  to  the  revamping

of  an  outworn  and  inadequate  politica.I  establis.hment,   if  not  exactly

major,  was  nevertheless  far  from  negligible.    His  reputation  among

radicals  in  the  decades  just  after  his  death  was  quite  I-avorable  fo.r  in-

stance.     To  Owenites  and  Chartists  he  provided  inspiration,  and  his

figure  was  accorded  the  reverence  of  socialist  saiiithood  by  these  and

o`ther  groups.     The  poet  himself,  who,   in  a  chance  bout  of  despair,  might

have  felt  his  efforts  had  been  vain,  would  have  the  posthumous  reward  of

not  having  to  bear  Keats's  epitaph.     Shelley's  fate  as  a.  poet  and  an

apostle  of  liberty  was  not  written  in  water.     The man,  metaphorically

speaking,   and  the  myth  are  sti].I  present  to  invoke  di.soussion  and  con-

trovers}r.
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The  essence  of  Shelley's  pract,icality  is  to  be  encountered  in  his

prose  wi`itings,  whereas  his  poetry  in  its  highly  profuse  imagery  and

lyricism  is  much  more  prone  to  utopian  interpretations.     His  various

prose  tracts  serve  as  a  strong  indication  of  the  depth  of  his  interest

in  political  ]natters  and  his  acumen  in  gauging  their  impact.     Through

Leigh  Hunt's  Examiner  and  other  vehicles  of  the  ra.dical press,  Shelley

kept  abreast  of  English  affairs  while  in  self-imposed  exile  in  Italy.

His  knowledge  of  specific  events  was  considerable,   and  quite  a  number

of  his  prose  pieces  are  addressed  to  some  of  those  specific  occ,urrences.

Present  in  these  writings  is  the  voice  of  a  concerned  libertarian  who

elaborated  a  series  of  evolutionary  or  gradualist  alte-natives  to  cur-

rent  abuses.    His  reform  proposals  were  limited  and  moderate  to  insure

their  permanent  success.

Shelley  as  he  matured  real.ized  that  the  strident  implenentation  of

a  radical  program  without  the  approval  of  the  popul.ace  would  be  an  .in~

vitation  to  disaster.    Again  he  had  the  example  of  the  French  P`evolution

with  its  Jacobin  excesses  to  draw  upon  and  thus  illuminate  the  English

predicament.     The  fanaticism  of  a  Robespierre  was  to  be  eschewed,  for  it

led  inexorably  to  the  despotism  of  a  Napoleon--and,  as  a  trip  through

France  had  vividly  infomed  the  young  poet,  to  war,  devastation,   and  a

restoration  of  the  Bourbon  dynasty.    Heavy-handed  or  violent  measures  in

:he  name  of  revolutiori  or  ref om  were  self-defeating  and  counterproduc-

tive.    That  was  the  central  lesson  instilled  in  Shelley's  epic  poen  The

Revolt  of  Islam  whose  hero  and  her.oine,   Laon  and  Cytrilia,   are  champions

of  the  Shelleyan  revolution  of  love  and  forbearance  and  not  Robespiei.rean

violence.
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Shelley's  awareness  of  the  usual  cycle  of  revolution,  particularly

the  idea  that  the  maelstrom  of  violence  was  ever  present  to  devour  the

figurative  children  of  a  revolution,  bears  some  resemblance  to  the

theories  of  Crane  Brinton   (whose  phraseology  I  have  loosely  borrowed  in

•   this  sentence).     If  Brinton's  Anatomy  of  Revolution  had  been  available

to  Shelley,  he  might  have  found  it  instinctive  reading  with  its  eluci-

dation  of  the  three  stages  of  revolution--th-e  moderate,   the  radical,

and  the  conservative  reaction.     Shelley's  sympathies,  it  goes  without

saying,  were  for  the  moderate,  or  the  first  of  B.rinton's  three  cate-

gories.    All  his  political  tracts..  culminating  in  his  definitive  1819

A  Philoso hieal  View  of  Reform, were  prefaced  on  the  avoidance  of  open-

ing  the  Pandorats  box  of  phase  two  which  in  1819  with  its  polarization.s

seenied  an  ominous  possibility.

Due  to  his  complex  nature,   a  number  of  titles  or  la.bels  have  been

attached  to  Shelley.     A  sizable  list  can  be  concocted  from  just  a  con-

sideration  of  his  political  \Jiews  alone,  judging  .from  the  ef.fort  he  in-

vested  in  political  speculation.     As  one  might  ex|]ect  with  a  complex

personali.ty,  it  is  difficult  to  detemine  to  the  minutest  particle  where

one  label  can  be  discarded  with  Shelley  and  another  one  taken  u|].     In-

stead  one  aspect  of  the  poet's  thought  is  fused  or  connected  with  other

portions,  and,  nluch  as  trees  in  a  forest,  their  ir.dividu.al  characteris-
\`

t`ics  are  lost  in  the  whole.     Stated  another  way,  Shelley's  politics  has

an  holistic  appearance  and  forms  something  of  a  system.     The  pattern  may

be  confusing  in  the variety  of  its  parts,  but  it  does  emerge  after  scru-

tiny.     Separation  into  its  varied  parts  to  an  extrelne  is  perha.ps  impos-

sible  as  the  whole  will  i:end  to  lose  meaning.     Shelleyls  intellectual
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breadth  and  depth  were  of  such  a  magnitude  that  he  absorbed  an  almost

incalculable  number  of  influences,  esthet`ic  and  political,   into  his

psyche.    More  so  than  his  poetic  creations,   Shelley's  political  theo-

rizings  were  derivative  and  not  original.    As  a  political  writer,  he

will  always  remain.  in  the  lesser  ranks.     Shelley  was  a  synthesizer  of

the  political  thought  of  others  and  was  original  in  the  ser.se  that  he

formulated  his  oi^rn  brand  of  liberal  utopiariism.     But  on  the  topic  o±-

politics  Shelley  was  not  concerned  with  originality  but  with  implemen-

tation ,

The  inplenentation  of  his  farsighted  scheme  was  to  be  by  a.  con.plex

machinery  in  appl`eciation  of  the  complexity  and  diversity  of  human  nature

itself.    A  revolutionary  goal,  the  permanent  alteration  of  human  thought

and  politics,  was  to  be  achieved  by  means  of  reform.     Drastic  measures,

Shelley  felt,  would  overturn  the  political  apple  cart  and  induce  ten-

sions  that  could  be  a.voided  by  more  limited  and  readily  acceptable  pro-

posals.    A  so-called  pemanent  revolution  would  avoid  haste  or  else  run

the  risk  of  failure  through  violence  and  carnage.    As  a  neoplatonist,

Shelley  was  extremely  conscious  of  the  need  for  social  hamony  and  equi-

librium  as  the  best  means  of  consolidating  revolutionary  gains.

Shelley's  disavowal  of  a  resort  to  violence  (except  in  the  most  extreme

circumstances  as  a  defensive  measure  against  a monstrous  and  unyielding

tyranny)  was  in  one  sense  of  the  word    revolutionary  in  itself .

As  a  radical  and  a  revolutionary,  he  does  not  fit  the  usual  clas-

sificatory  scheme,  and  to  call  him  no  more  than  a  poet-reformer  does  him

no  full  justice  either.    His  political  synthesis  made  him  virtually  unique

in  his  own  time  and  subject  to  uncomprehending  wolider  alike  of  friend
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and  foe  whose  intellectual  progress  was  of  a  djvengent  order.     Shelley

was  of  so  subtle  a  coristruction  that  few  could  grasp  his  intent.     For

lack  of  a  bettor  term,   the  poet  from  Horsham  inight  be  dubbed  a  radical-

revolutionary-reformer,  an  unwieldy  title  at  best.     Shelley's  was  the

ardor  of  the  altruist  and  not  the  skeptic  oi`  cynic  who  could  more

readily  subvert  ideals.     In  this  sense  Shelley  was  one  of  the  last

children  of  the  Enlightenment  with  its  emphasis  on  reason  and  moderation.

Shelley's  radicalism  was  not  spauned  in  a  void  nor  was  it  a  late

arrival  to  his  intellectual  cosmos.    The  modern  interpretation  is  that

in  his  youth  the  future  poet  developed  a  sense  of  being  an  outcast  and

a  rebel  through  a  series  of  quarrels  with  his  father  Timothy  that  oul-

ninated  in  a  breach  in  relations  after  Shelley's  expulsion  from  Oxford

and  the  impulsive  marriage  to  Harriet  Westbrook.     Father  and  son  were  a

study  in  contrasts,  the  father  being  a  typical  country  squire  interest.ed

solely  in  practical  affairs  and  the  son  imaginative  and  artist,ic.    The

clash  in  temperaments  left  the  younger  Shelley  a  lonely,  sensitive,  mis-

understood  youth--an  intellectual  dreamer  denied  the  affection.  of  a

nonintellec.tual-sire--who  developed  a  persecution  complex  that  was  to

color  his  reaction  to  the  world.    'Ihe  unharmonious  relations  with  his

father  created  a  sense  of  personal  or  psychological  oppression  in.the  mind

of  young  Pel.cy  as  Timothy  sought  to  exert  his  paternal  authority  over

fiis  most  atypical  progeny.

The  feud  between  father  and  son  heightened  a  spirit  of  rebellious-

ness  and  felt  injustice  in  the  youth  and  inter.sified  his  eccentricity,

which  seems  to  have  been  inherited  from  his  grandfather..  Sir  Bysshe,   a

most  unusual   char.atter  who  delighted  in  the  precocious  grandson  who
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took  his  riame.     Percy  Bysshe  Shelley  wa.s  the  inflate  radical  who  reacted

to  injustice  real  or  inagined:

He  was  born  with  certain  attitudes,  certain  innate  qualities.
He  was  by  nature  a  doubter  and  a  rebel.7  one  who  questioned
authority.     The  mishaps  of  L`oyhood  and  youth,   the  accidents

:i.e::::I:n:::±;rs::::::h:::fd±£a?:mb::£i::1:n:°g:::i::der.1

From  this  description  one  can  see  the  verity.:.of  Wordsworth's  maxim  of

the  child  being  the  father  of  the  map..     Shelley  earl}r  learned  the  role

of  the  outsider  and  was  forced  to  play  it  until  riis  death.     In  the  pro-

cess  this  imaginative  idealist  had  to  develop  a  degree  of  what  Willialn

James  later  was  to  termi  toughmindedness.

AnotheI-  intellectual  element  of  much  c.onsequence  entered  into

Shelley's  life  in  his  family  home  at  Field  Place.     Besides  the  develop-

ment  of  a  strong  chaLracter,  the  young  Percy  was  to  encounter  the  rela-

tively  liberal  .Ithig  principles  of .the  era.    Both  hi.s  grandfather  Sir

Bysshe  and  his  father  Timothy  were  under  the  patronage  of  the  Duke  of

Norfolk,   a  powerful  Whig  magnate  who  was  a  lib.eral   in  the  Charles  James

Fox  tradition.    With  such  a  prominent  family  background  in  |]olitics,

one  need  not  wonder  why  the  younger  Shelley  became  so  enraptured  in

political  questions.    As  a matter  of  fact,  he  was  expected  to  develop  a

`political  interest  by  his  family,  which  hoped  he  would  succeed  to  his
\-.

father's  seat  in  Parliament  in  the  genteel  fashion  of  eighteenth  cen-

tury  politics  as  a  reasonable,  honorable,  and  dutiful  'thig.
'The  tenets  of  late  eighteenth  century  lthigs  were  far  removed  from

those  of  the  Tories  Shelley  was  later  to  depreciate  so  vehemently.     In

basic  outline  lthigs  of  the.era  were  in  sympathy  h'ith  the  moderate  prim-

ciples  of  the  American  and  French  Revolutions,  favored  the  abolition
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of  rott,en  boroughs,   foster.ed  a  desire  to  improve  ccmditions  in  Ireland,

and  upheld  a.belief  in  human  progress.2     In  brief  the  whigs  were  moderate

reforll`ers  who  in  less  tumu]tous  times  might  have  achieved  a  just  politi-

cal  compromise  more  speedily  and  gracefully  than  otherwise  did  transpire.

But  as  already  indicated,   these  were  not  normal  times  with  the  shadow.of

events  in  France  casting  an  i.cy  pall  over  English  politics.     With  I..eform,

even  moderate  reform,   equated  with  treason  and  revo].ution,   the  Whigs  were

forced  into  |Iolitical  limbo  for  decades  and  emasculated  as  an  effective

opposition  to  Tory  policies.

In  a  less  reactionary  age,   Shelley might  have  assumed  his  father's

parliamentary  seat,  despi`te  their  disputes,  and  pursued  an  active  |]oliti-

cal  career  as  a  solid  refc`mn  whig  and  even  a  respected  statesman.     Specu-

lation  on  this  subject  is  merely  academic  since  Shelley  took  an  opposite

course  in  response  to  the  restrictive  Tory  aristocratical  order.    The

aforementioned  Whig  principles,  which  were  largely  held  in  abeyance

after  the  early  1790's,  were  absorbed  by  Shelley  and  carried  to  an  ex-

treme  conclusion  due  to  the  interplay  of  his  own  psychology  and  con-

servative  repression.     As  one  author.ity  states,   ''An  ima`ginative  youngster

inbibing  these  ideas  had  not  far  to  step  to  get  to  the  republicanism  of

Tom  Paine  or  from  republicanisni  to  Godwinian  egalit,arianism,   and  the

.young  Shelley  made  both  steps."3     Shelley's  energies  were  to  be  .spent

o`n  refom  that  was  collectively moderate  and  revolutionary,  but  he  was

to  labor  far  I.emoved  from  the  sea.t  of  power  tw.here  his  innate  radicalism

and  forward  looking  or  progressive  vision  were  ill   appreciated.

The  Shelleyan  vision  of  the  future,  his  best  of  all  possible  worlds,

was  a  utopiari  realm  of  mankind.  enthroned  in  perfectibi`lity  and  purged



60

of  the  baser  in`stincts.     But  although  the  poet  never  systematicalJ.y  de-

fined  his  human  paradi.se,   with  the  possible  execption  of  the  fina.1  cantos

of  Queen  Nab, he  did  pl`ovide  clues  a.s  to  the  political  nature  of  this

final  stage  of  human  evolution.
'The  general   terms  socialist  and  colnminist  are a]no]`,g  those  that  have

been  applied  to  Shelley's  projection  of  human  happiness  incarnate.

Either  term  is  acceptable  and  need  not  be  qu-ibbled  over  for  both  inply  a

concept.ualization  that  is  radically  different  from  the  reactionary

minority  politics  epitomized  in  the  policies  of  the  Aust`rian  foreign

minister  Metternich  that  dominated  Europe  after  the  Congress  of  Vienna.

Shelley's  ideals  anticipated  much  of  the  socialist  and  communist  agita-

tion  that  was  to  compete  with  nationalism  as  the  predominant  political

concern  of  the  century.     The  one-time  pariah  was  to  gain  fame  as  a

progenitor  of  the  general  liberalization  movement  that  was  to  culminate

in  the  popular  democracy  of  Gladstone  and  Disraeli;, and  as  such  was  to

earn  a  place  as  "one  of  the  accredited  poets  of  Socialism.u4    His  hu-

manitarianism  and  egalitarianism  alone  entitle. him  to  such  an  honor.

Futhermore,   if  one  does  impute  to  him  a  definite  cdmnunistic  strain,   as

did  Henry  S.   Salt,  one  of  his  late  nineteenth  century  adm.irers,  it  must

be  remenbered  that  individualisni  alid  liot  c,oercion  is  the  standard  by

vyhich  man  is  to  proceed  down  the  path  towards  the  oasis  of  liberty  and

e`quality.     Shelleyts  call  for  individual  moral  reform  is  eons  removed

from  the  state  imposed  sanctions  of  Marx  or  Lenin.     The  Shelley-an  man

is  self-created  and  not  the  result  of  social  confolmit}r  which  Shelley

wholeheartedly  despised.
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'I'he  two  Shelley  watcht`jords  Liberty  a]id  i.ove  forbid  the  imposition

of  the  heavy-handed  restraints  and  the  dull  uniformity  of  a  workers'

paradise.     Without  the  one  spit.itual   quality  of  love,   the  wol.1d  would  be

no  fit  place  for  a  Shelleyan  utopia  but  a  savage  and  inhospitable  expanse.

The  crowning  word  both  of  his  comrmnism  and  individualism  is
Love,  which  is  again  and  again  inculcated  in  his  writings

::t£::to:£±:`:p:]Tee:senee:¥:::v:E::gs:::e:i;:6f:::b:::5m

A human  existence  predicated  on  love  would  prevail  over  the  hate  that

had  spawned man's  former  spiritual  wilderness,     The  hollowness  of  the

past  would  stand  in  stark  contrast  to  the  fulfillment  of  t,he  future.

Individuality  and  simplicity  are  also  to  be  qualities,  which  ac-

cording  to  Salt,  will  render  the  newi  utopia  it.s  grandeur:

Liberty  is  in  fact  the  final  goal  and  outcome  of  simplicity;
and  suc!i  liberty--natural,  equal,  universal--is  the  very
inspiration  and  keynote  of  Shelley's  song.    His  ideal  is  the
communist  ideal  of  a.  society  where  free  spontaneous  bene-
ficence  shall  take  the  place  of  authority  and  government,
where  the  reign  of  law  shall  be  succeeded  by  the  reign  of
love,  where  t`ne  simple  kindly  instincts  of  the  human  heart
shall  be  holier  than  any  code  of  religion  or  ethics.6

His  ideal  state  then  is  that  of  a  collectivity  of  individuals  consciously

banded  together  in  a  commmistic  utopia,   an  egalitarian  cosmos  where

`poverty,  want,  political  oppression,   social  distinction,   and  war  belong

?o  the  past  and  not`  to  the  future.     In  short  the  politica.lly  esti`anged

poet  postulated  a  heaven  on  Cart-A  where  the  spiritual  and  humanitarian

concept  of  love  would  be  the  gospel  and  the  constitution  of  man.     No

wonder  hostile  a.nd  uns}mpathetic  critics  though't  he  was  mad  and  hope-

1essly  lost  in  the  ethereal  splendo..rs  of  a,n  unattainable  drear,.     If  he
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was  mad,   it  was  a  divine  madness    such  as  great  minds  might  concei`'e.

His  was  a  gift  of vision  at  the  same  time  radical  and  idealistic  that

made  his  critics  in  comparison  seem  myopic.     Shelley's  essential  con-

stancy  and  persistence  in  his  ideals  warrant  his  being  dubbed  ''a  consis-

tent  radical  in  the  cause  of  human  freedom.u7

Whether  Shelley  is  labelled  a  socialist  or  cormnunist  is  of  no  great

consequence,  for  he  would  have  accepted  either  insofar  as  the  rights  of

the  people  were  safeguarded  against  goverlrmental  interfel.ence.     Since

these  terms  were  not  current  in  his  own  day,  however,  he  would  in  all

likelihood  have  preferred  the  labels democrat and  republican  which  bore

c.onnotations  of  political  radicalism.     Early  in  his  reforln  career  Shelley

was  to  say  of  himself,  "I  cei-tainly  am  a  very  resolved  republican  (if  the

word  applies)   and  a  det,emined  skeptic .... U8    These  two  terms  are  more

in  line  with.  the  political  thought  of  the  Enlightenment  to  which  Shelley

was  affiliated  through  the  prima.ry  influence  of  his.  intellectual  god-

father  William  Godwin.     Thus,   to  repeat  aga.in,   Shelley  could  be  termed  a

belated  Enlightenment  political  theorist  whose  salient  principles  of

rationality  and  moderation  have  been  neglected  and  obscured.     For  in-

sta.nee,   in  h.is  Address  to  the  Irish  Peo 1e,   the  young  Shelley.   for  all

the  enthusia.sin  and  energy  he  channeled  into  that  manifesto,  nevertlieless

`.enjoined  the  dountrodden   Irish  to  fom  ''habits  of  SOBRl-ETY,   REGULARITY,

;nd  THOUGHT."9    Furthemore,  he  disavowed  all  charges  that  he  was  in

Ireland  to  foment  rebellion.10    Blatant  narrow-minded  fanaticism  was  not

a  part  of  his  philosophical  foundation.     But  nevertheless,  one  critic

sees  this  pamphlet  designed  for  a  popular  audience  as  inculcating  doc-

trines  completely  antithetical  to  the  contemporary  pol.itical  establishment:
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The  Address  shows  Shelley  at the  age  of  nineteen  espoused
the  political  principles  of  republicanism,  pacifism  and
economic  equ.alitarianism.   .  These  principles  must  rest  upon
the  individual  virtues  of  honesty,   justice,   and  wisdom  and
the  individual  freedoms  of  speech,   press,   assembly,   and
religion.11

Accepts.nee  of  these  ideals  would  have  entailed  the  reorientation  of  the

English  political  system  which  held  Ireland  in  bondage,  a  fact  which

left  foes  to  acknowledge  Shelley  as  dangerous  without  investigating  his

theories  in  detail  as  if  for  fear  of  contamination.    The  mere  suggestion

of  republicanism  was  tantamount  to  unspeakable  political  heresy  in  an

aLge  when  many  equated  that  term  with  fanaticism  and  social  anarchy.

This  lack  of  valid  acknowledgement  is  but  one  facet  of  t.he  general

Shelleyan  myth  of  the  Platonic  dreamer  whose  romantic  impulsiveness  was

forever  detached  from  reality.    First  impressions,   if  based  on  bigotry

and  intolerance  as  in  Shelley's  Case,   can  exert  a  dariaging  in.fluence  for

.decades  or  even  centuries.                                                       ,

One  political  virtue  which  Shelley  possessed  that  somewhat  rectifies

the  false  image  was  his  nondogmatic  nature.     Especially  in  his  prose

statements,  the  poet  avoided  the  t}Tical  cant  and  displayed  a  spirit  of

openmindedness  and  generosity  in  his  advocacy  of  unpopular  ideals.     Dena-

goguery  and  rank  partisan.ship_   he  left  to  others.     What  Shelley  craved

was  a  dispassiona.te  survey  of  the  social  and  political  milieu  by  his

r:aclers  to  determine  the  lnerits  of  the  proposals  he  so  earnestly  pre-

sented.    Again  he  I)rovided  the  Irish  with  a  tem|jerate  policy  in  the  best

tradition  of  F.nglish  sensibility.  that  is  by  no  means  whatever  a  call  to

the  barricades:
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Be  calm,  mild,   deliberate,   patient;   recollect  that  you  can
in  no  measure  more  effectively  folivard  the  cause  of  reform
than  'oy  employing  our  leisure  time  in  reasoning,   or  the  cul-
tivation  of  your  minds.     Think  and  ta].k,   and .discuss.     The

;::¥s:u:i:C::b:::;?]¥Ou  Ought  to  Propose  are  those  of  hap_

''Truth  is  ±2[ God   .   .   ."  Shelley  declared  in  an  1811  letter,]5  and  one

can  assume  that  he  wished  others  to  partake  of  this  same  altruism.

There  were  many  paths  to  the  future`.   and  Shelley  was  wise  enough  to  know

that  an  undue  insistence  on  one  route  might  delay  t.he  journey.     In  the

pursuit  of  truth  Shelley's  dedication  was  complete:     ''Political  or

literary  ambition  IS  VICE.     Nothing  but  one  thing  is  virtue.n[4    Revo_

1utionary virtue  was  nothing  less  than  love  or  sympathy  for  humanity

divorced  from  all  considerations  of  personal  gain.     "The  essence  of

virtue  is  disinterestedness,"15  Shelley  proclaimed  to  Irish  leaders  in

1812  as  he  sought  to  spur  them  to  agitate  for  reform.     Disinterestedness

and  reason  in  tandem,   and  not  iconoclastic  dogmatism  or  ambition,  would

produce  concrete  reform,s.

The  potency  of  reason  would  provide  a  check  on  the  abuses  of  civil

and  ecclesiasti€al  power  and  erase  artificial  distinctions  as  its  in-

fluence  s|)read  among  the  populace.     It  was  on  the  basis  of  reason  that.

Shelley  repudia.ted  his  own  social  class  in  the  name  o±-  reform:

I  am  no  aristocrat,  or  any irL±i at  all  but  vehemently  long
for  the  time  when  many  may  4±=j:i to  live  in  accordance  with
Nature  a  Reason.   in  consequence  with  Virtue--to  which  I

;;ii:;:iti:t:,:s+i;;;:;;:jh;;.;;f::f;;:!'e:::b:i:h-
firmly
mentS'
formidable  tho'  destluctible  barriers

A  necessary  corollal.y  or  reason  in  Shelleyan  politics  is  the  free-

dom  of  thought  and  speech.     As  early  as  1812  the  young  political  theorist
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had  come  to  recognize  the  link  between  intellectual  and  political  free-

dom,   judging  from  several  articles  on  the  subject  to  be  found  in  his

Declaration  of  Rights, the  third  of  his  political  tracts  printed  during

his  1812  crusade  to   Ireland:

A man  has  a  right  to  think  as  his  reason  directs,   it  is
a  duty  he  owes  to  himself  to  think  with  freedom,   that  he
in,ay  act  from  conviction.

A man  has  a  right  to  unrestricted  liberty  of  discussion,
falsehood  is  a  scorpion  that  will  sting  itself  to  death.

A man  has  not  only  a  right  to  expi`ess  his  thoughts.  but
it  is  his  duty  to  do  so.

No  law  has  a  right  to  discourage  the  practice  of  t]uth.
A man  ought  to  speak  the  truth  on  every  occasion,   a.  drty

::;u:`ro::.P9  Cr±m±nal>  What  is  not  criminal  cannot  be

Thomas  Paine,   in  whose  spirit  She.lley  comp`?sed  these  dicta,   could

scarcely  have  stated  the  case .for  freedom  of  conscience  more  boldly  or
f

succinctly.

Violation  of  these  principles  was,  b}r  Shelley's  standards,  not  only

irrational  but  worse--"Persecution  for  opinion  is  unjust.n]8    An  en-

lightened  policy  was  Shelley's  ideal.     For  him,  as  for  nameless  other

libertarians,  '`The  government  of  a  countr}J  ought  to  lje  perfectly  indif-

ferent  to  every  opinion,"]9  whether.  it  be  popu]ar  or  unpopula.r.     Tol-

````6ration  was  his  motto  both  in  re.1igion  and  politics--"It  is  not  a  nierit
`+

to  tolel`ate,  but  it  is  a  crime  to  be  intolerant .... "20    Unfortunately,

few  heeded  the  poet'.s  reliance  on  persuasion  rather  than  persecution  to

maintain  the  social  equilibrium.    A  politics  of  coercion.  and  fear  was  a

barbaric  mode  of  existence  that  was  naturally  out  of  accord  with  the

dictates  of  rea.son:     `'It  may  be  considered  as  a  plain  proof  of  the
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hollowness  of  any  proposition,   if  |]ower  be  used  to  enforce  instead  of

reason  to  persuade  its  admission.     Government   is  never  supported  by  fraud

until  it  never  can  be  supported  by  reason.u2]

Unhappily,   Shelley's  England  was  possessed  of  a  govermnent  supported

more  by  fraud  than  reason  as  defined  by  the  poet.     Freedom  of  speech  and

the  press  riere  restricted  throug'n  application  of  the  libel  statutes,  as

a  member  of  radical   editors,   Leigh  Hunt  and .his  brother  James  among  t`nem,

were  made  painfully  aware  of  through  prosecutions  and  prison  terms.

Shelley  did  not  spri,ng  to  the  defense  of  the  lfunts  since  their  convic-

tion  was  prior  t.o  his  acquaintance  with  Leigh.     However,   in  two  other

instances,  he  did  publicly  support  two  prominent  radica.1  editors,   Richard

Carlile  and  Daniel  Eaten,  whose  crime  had  been  to  publish  Paine's  Age  of

Reason.     Both  men  were  deists  and  the  innocent  victims,   announced

Shelley,  of  judicial   injustice.    The  poet's  response  to  this  outrage  was

forthright  and  unequivocal.     In  the  process  he  prov.ed  himself  to  be  a

nineteenth  century  heir  of  the  author  of  the  Areopagitica;  like  John

Milton,   Shelley  was  also  a  powerful   exponent  Of  a  free  conscience  and  a

free  press. Pa.rticulal.1y  in  A  Letter to  Lord  Ellenborough,   addressed  to

the  Chief  Justice  who  had  inprisoned  Baton,  he  claimed  the  printer  had

been  jailed  for  his  religious  views,  which  by  extension  would  also  in-

elude  his  political.     Eaton,   in  the  process,  was  equated  with  Socrates
`.and  Christ  as  an  apostle  of  tmth.22    In  the  sane  open  letter,  the

aroused  author  made  evident  his  own  anti-religious  views  when  he  stated

that  the  vile  methods  of  war,   in|]risorment,  murder,   and  falsehood  were

the  traditional  supports  of  Christianity.23    Shelley's  unanbiguous  con-

clusion  was  that  the  blameless  Eaton's  rights  were  "infringed  by  illegal
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and  immoral  violence."24     Orthodox  religion  and  the  judicial  machinery

of  the  state  were  conspiring  in  his  liberal  opinion  in  a  fraud  that

smacked  of .tyranny.

As  he  was  to  explain  pointedly  in  The  Mask  of  Anarchy  seven  years

later,  here  too  Shelley  could  inplicate  the  constituted  authorities  of

the  English  realm  as  the  true  source  of  the  lawlessness  or  anarchy  that

threatened  to  overtake  the  country  in  the  181.0's.     Instead  of  instigat-

ing  violent  revolutionary measures,  the  people  were  themselves  the

victim  of  legalized  vio].ence  at  t.he  hands  of  a  Tory  ministry  that  feared

all  criticism  and  protest,  no  matter  how  sincere  or  justified,  a.s  a  pre-

1ude  to  revolution  of  the  French  style.     Ironically,  in  seeking  to  stifle

massive  violence,   the  Tory  patriarchs  very  nearly  unleashed  it  through

their  shortsighted  program  of  repression,  as  Shelley  astutely  perceived.

One  definitely  radical  element  of  Shelley's  politics,  which  is  al-

lied  to  his  socialist  or  corlrmunist  ideals  of  a  perfect  society,   is  his

a|1archism.     Foi`  the  E.nglish  poet,   as  with  Godwin,   government  was  an  evil

that  should  be  reduced  to  oblivion  once  the millennium  of  perfectibility

dawned.     Goverrment  in  the  paradise  of  the  future  was  to  be  nonexistent,

and  the  restraint  of  st,atutory  laws  and  legal  institutions  would  be  un-

necessa.fy.     Shelley  clearly  followed  the  lead  of  Godwin  in  his  insis-

tence  ''that  any  kind  of  external  restraint  is  debasing  to  the  hum.an
\-.

rind.M25    This  anarchism  was  displayed  at  an  early  dat.e,. particularly  in

the  'Address  to  the  Ir]sh  Peo
rty-

1e  and  Queen  Nab,   and  can  'be  interpreted

as  a manifestation  of  his  belief  in  individual  moral  reform.     "Before

Government  is  done  away  with,   we  must  reform  ourselves,"26  the  youtht.u|

agitator  announced  to  the  Irish  to  indicate  the  process  of  his
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revo].utior..     Self-ref om  ``'ould  result  in  a  political  revolution,   i.e.

''the  extinction  of  goverrment  and  the  blissful  reign  o±.  anarchy.n27

In  Shelley's  political  theory  goverrment  was  a  temporary  evil

which  was  to  be  separated  from  society:

Government  is  an  evil,   it  is  on].y  the  t.houghtlessness  and
vices  of  men  that  make  it  a  necessary  evil.     Ithen  all  men
are  good  and  wise,  Government  will  o±.  itself.  decay ....
Society  is  produced  by  the  wants,   Goverrment  by  the  wick-.

=fp=S:;in:::  :n:t:::s::  :¥S:a:?£8happy  equalit}' by  the

Furthermore,   the  poet  did  not  meekly  accept  imperfect  contempol`ary

governments  without  complaint  but  judged  them  by  his  high  rationalistic

and  humanitarian  standards.     The  Liver|)ool  ministry  was  more  than  an  in-

convenience  to  the  maLterial  ilrogress  of  the  English  people  and,   like  all

symbols  of  tyl.anny,  was  a  thing  to  be  detested  and  resisted.     Shelley

did. not  countenance  present  tyranny  in  the  expectation  of  future  libei`ty.
i.

Instead  he  championed  linited  government  much  in  the  vein  of  Jefferson,   a

contract  theory  similar  to  Locke  and  Rousseau  and  with  a  utilitarian

function:     "Government  has  no  right,s;   it  is  a  delegation  from  .several

individuals  for  the  purpose  of  securing  their  own.     It  is  therefore  just,

only  so  far  as  it  exists  by  their  consent,  useful  only  so  far  as  it  ape-

rates  to  their  well-being."29    For  hin  divine  right  monarchy  or  any  other

`£omi  of  minority  government  did  not  merit  consideration.     Government  was\
to  be  based  on  libera.1  ideals--liberty,  equality,  and  the  popular  vi-ill--

as  the  poet  briefly  enunciated  in  his  Declaration  of  Rights:

Government  is  devised  for  the  secu-rity  or  rights.     The
rights  of man  are  liberty,  and  an  equal  participation  of
the  conmonage  of  man.
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As  the  ben fit  of  the  governed,   is,     or  ought  to  be  the
origin  of  goverrment,  no  man  can  have  authority  that  does
not  expressl.y  emanate  from  their  will.30

These  two  articles  were  certainly  not  origina.I  with  Shelley  but  were

Enlighterment  doctrine  that  had  all.eady  received  |]ractical  application

in  the  American  and  French  Revolutions.

Needless  to  say,  conservatives  favored  neither  of  these  two

principles  nor  would  they  bear  the  thought  of  another  Shelley  proposal

fron  the  same  work--the  right  of  Lockean  revolution  as  set  for.th  in  the

endence--"If  these  individuals  who  resideAmerican  Declaration  of  Inde

under  a  social  compact  think  that  the  fom  of  goverrment  which  they,  or

their  for.efathers  constituted  is  ill  adopted  to  produce  their  happiness,

they  have  a  right  to  change  it.U3]    This  last  point,  which  well  illus-

trates  Shelley's  radical  and  revolutionary  tenper  of  1812,  might  have

quickly  earned  him  a  jail tenn  i±-  his  Declaration  c}f Rights  had  been

widely  distl.ibuted  and  had  thereby  justified  the  concern  of  the  British

government  which  had  placed  the  poet!s  household  in  Wales  under  tempo-

rary  police  surveillance  prior  to  the  Shelleys'  trip  to  Dublin.    Not

only  did  this  one  document  challenge  the  widely  unpopular  Regency

government  but  all  government  in  forthright  and  unequivocal  terms.     Its

final  words  alone  were  an  incitement  to  action  as  well  as  thought.,  and

```i-n  then  can  be  seen  an  early  echo  of  an  even  more  famous  ex|]ression  of-
Marx  and  Engel s--t'Awake!--arise!--or  be  for  ever  fallen.u32    The  invi-

tation  offered  here,   as  in  the  1848  Communist  Manifesto,  was  for  the

oppre'ssed  to  throw  off  their  chains  of  servitude.

Like  the  aforenentioned  Marx  and  Engels,   Shelley  was  possessed  of

a  social  consciousness  that  also  could  visualize  history  i.n  economic
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tens.     Shelleyan  equality  was  not  just  conceptualized  as  a  political

ideal  but  an  economic  one  as  well.     In  his  concern  for  human  suffering

and  distress,  this  disciple  of  love  and  humanitarianism  did  liot  drift.

into  vague  and  abstract.  effusions  of  a  dreamy  utopianism  as  some  have

curtly  dismissed  his  speculations.     tthen  issues  of  real  economic  and

social  discontent  and  deprivation  were  revealed  to  him.   Shelley  was  al-

ways  certain  to  express  concern  with  the  lovy:er-class  victims  o±.  these

hardships  and  to  perceive  their  p].ight  in  a  concrete  lexicon.     ''Free-

dom  he  insisted,"  in  the  words  of  one  critic,   "was  not  only  an  abstract

and  political  right;  it  also  involved  possession  of  the  means  of  liveli-

hood  and  .full  opportunity  for  the  development  of  mind  and  soul."33    The

refomer  provided  an  excellent  example  of  this  principle in  his  Mask  of

Anarchy  when  he  answei.ed  his  own  rhetorical  question,   '''^'hat  art  thou,

Freedom?N34    His  definition  illustrates  what  might  be  facetiously

termed  (in  light  of  his  neoplatonic  bent),  but  nevertheless  col.rectly  so,
.

a  ladder  of  liberty by  which  the  fina.1  abstractions  of  a  libertarian

society  are  to  be  reached  only  when  man  is  allowed  sufficient  material

accoutrements.     Freedom  is  not  just  an  allegorical  female  but  bears

multiple  guises  as  well:

'Thou  art  not,   as  imposters  say,
A  shadow  soon  to  pass  away,
A  superstition  and  a.name
Echoing  from  the  cave  of  Fame.

'For  the  laborer  thou  art  bread,
And  a  comely  table  spread
From  his  daily  labour  coITie
To  a  neat  and  happy  home.
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'Thou  art  clothes,  and  fire,  and  food
For  the  trampled  multitude--
No--in  countries  that  are  free
Such  starvat.ion  cannot  be
As   in  England  now  we  see.

'To  the  rich  thou  art  a  check,
When  his  foot  is  on  the  neck
Of  his  victiln,   thou  dost  make
That  he  treads  upon  a  snake.

'Thou  art  Justice--ne'er  for  gold
May  thy  righteous  laws  be  sold        .
As  laws  are  in  England--thou
Shield'st  alike  the  high  and  low.

'Thou  art  tA'isdom--Freelnen  never
Dream  that  God  will  danm  for  ever
All  who  think  those  things  untrue,
Of  which  priests  make  such  a.do.

'Thou  art  peace--never  by  thee
Would  blood  and  treasure  wasted  be,
As  tyrants  wasted  them,\ 'when  all
Leagued  to  quench  thy  flame  in  Gauli

'What  if  English  toil  and  blood
Wa,s  poured  forth,   even  as  a  flood?
It  availed,--Oh  Liberty!
To  din  but  not  extinguish  thee.

'Thou  art  Love--the  rich  have  kist
Thy  feet,  and  like  him  following  Christ
Give  their  substance  to  the  free
And  thro'  the  rough  world  follow  thee. 35

One  should  note  that  this  hierarchy  which  ends  in  Love  encompass.es.I  both

the  spiritual  and  material  wellbeing  of  his  fellow  countrymen.     Freedom

``.'is  not  only  a  philosophical  colrmodity  but  an  economic  one  as  well.     In.\

this  Shelleyan  perspective,  freedom  of  the  mind  is  linked  with  freedom

from  poverty  in  simple  rec.ognition  that  human  potential  is  realized

through  moral  renovation  and  extil.pation  of  economic  distress.

Shelley's  i.nterest  in  social  and  economic  reforln  is  evident  even

before  Nab  in  such  short  pieces  as  "A  Tale  of  Society  as  lt  is"  which
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offered  a  pitiable  vignette  of  a  heartless  English  social  system  that

deprived  art.  aged  woman.  of  her  only  spn  who  in  turn  was  degraded  by  the

reginen  of  military  service.     Humanitarianism  and  a  desire  for  permanent,

not  superficial,  1.eform  lay  at  the  heart  of  the  poet's  combining  pol.i.ti-

cal  with  social  and  economic  issues.

His  liberal  nature  was  inspired  by  his  observat.ions  of  an  imperfect

world  to  propose  a  radical  solution,   as  his  vyife  Mary  later  explained:

His  sympathy  was  excited  by  the  misery  with  which  the  world
is  bursting.     He  witnessed  the  sufferings  of  the  poor,  and
was  awa.re  of  the  evils  of  ignorance.     He  desired  to  induce
every  rich man  to  despoil  himself  of  superfluity,   and  to

::e::etfeb;::::r::°fa;fdg,::P:;:ya:::n::gave:C:i a:: g::t;:88y

Marx  was  not  the  first  to  comprehend  a  connection  between  economic  ex-

ploitation  a]id  political  disfranchisement.     Shelley!s  vigorous  condem-

nation  of  commerce  in  Canto  V  of  Qieen 'Mab  was  based  on  the assumption

that  the  capitalist  economic  systen  was  based  on  selfishness  and  not  on

love.     His  attack  went  so  ±`ar  as  to  equat,e  this  perceived  inhumane  ac-

quisitiveness  with  another  favorite  ally  of  political  tyranny:     ''Twin-

sister  of  religion,  selfishness:  /  Rival  in  crime  and  falsehood,   aping

all  /  The  wanton  h.orrors  of  her  bloody  play .... "37    Qiite  damning

was  his  assessment  that  this  material  selfishriess  was  "at  o.nce  /  The

`€ause  and  the  effect  of  tyranny.n38
LEI

Commerce  and  its  sought-after  wealth  we:re  a  curse  upon  the  world,

a  malevolent  vinis  that  cankered  the  human  spirit:

'Commerce  has  set  the  mark  of  selfishness,
The  signet  of  its  all-enslaving  power
Upon  a  shining  ore,   and  calle'd  it  gold:
Before  whose  image  bow  the  vulgar.  great,
The  vainly  rich,   the  miserable  proud,
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The  mob  of  peasants,  nobles,   priests,   and  kings,
And  with  blind  feelings  I`everence  the  power
That  grinds  them  to  the  dust  of  misery.
But  in  the  temple  of  their  hireling  hearts

£:|de::t£[;±¥±::gg°g:ta;`:r=::§9in  Scorn

On  this  stark  view  of  the  lust  for  gain  the  plundering  hordes  of  the

tyrant  Othman  were  to  feast  in  Shelley's  The  Revolt  of  Islam  of  1817.

Also  two  years  later  the  poet  was  to  return .to  the  religious  archi-

tectural  inagery  of  the  preceding  passage  in Swellfoot  the  Tyran.t. where

the  monarch's  Temple  of  Fanine  is  graced  with  an  Altar  of  Famine.     The

implication  of  this  recurrent  imagery  was  that  where  politics,   religion,

and  gold  intersected  was  the  spot  from  whence  starvation  sprang  more

by  human  volition  than  by  an  act  of  the  deity  or  nature.

Economic  considerations  were  an  integral  part  of  Shelley's  1819

propagandistic.  ''hate songs''  The  Mask  of  Anarchy  and  the shorter  "Song:

To  the  Men  of  England"  and  "Fragment:     To  the  People  of  England."    The

seven  years  after  Mab  served  only  to  confirm  and  intensify  his  extreme

egalitarianisln,   as  evidenced  in  the  seething  outrage  of  "Song:     To  the

Men  of  England,"  that  was  not  to  be  allayed  by  Italian  exile:

Men  of  England,   wherefore  plough
For  the  `1ords  who  lay  ye  low?
Where±`ore  weave  with  toil   and  care,
The  rich  robes  your  tyrants  wear?

Therefore  feed,   and  clothe,  and  save,
Fron  the  cradle  to  the  grave,
Those  ungrateful  drones  who  would
Drain  your  sweat--nay,   drink  your  blood!

Wherefore,   Bees  of  England,   forge
Many  a  weapon,   chain,   and  scourge
That  these  st.ingless  drones  may  spoil
The  forced  produce  of  your  toil?
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Ha\re  ye  leisure,   comfort,   calm,
Shclt.er,   food,   1ove's   gentle  balm?
OLr  .what   is   it  ye  buy  so  dear
With  your  pain  and  with  your  fear?

The  seed  ye  sow,   another  reaps;
The  wealth  ye  find,   another  keeps;
The  robes  ye  weave,   another  wears;
The  arms  }'e  forge,   another  bears.

Sow  seed--but  let  no  tyrant  reap.;
Find  wealth.--~1et  no  imposter  heap;
Weave  robes,--let  not  the  idle  wee.I;
Forge  arms,--in  your  defense  to  bea.r.

Shrink  to  your  cellars,  holes,  and  cells;
In  halls  ye  deck,   another  dwells.
Why  shake  the  chains  ye  wrought?     Ye  see
The  steel  ye  tempered  glance  on  ye.

With  plough  and  spade,   and  hoe  and  loom,
Trace  your  grave,   and  build  youl.  tomb,

?n:I:£:V:ey;::rw::::¥8;:::£6 >  till  fair

The  poem's  message  may  seem  slightly  ambiguous  with  a  detectable  strain

of  apocalyptic  pessimism  at  its  conclusion,  but  from  the  forceful,  sober

tone  one  can  determine  that  blind  acceptance  of  these  present  evils  is

ap.  impossibility.    Moreover,  this  lyric,  largely  bereft  of  subtle  ab-

stractions.  is  a  dirge  to  a  corrupt  social  system  that  must  be  altered

as  Shelley  suggests  in  the  sixth  stanza  or  the  result  will  be  a  national

catastrophe.    After  1.eading  this  heartfelt  add.ress  to  his  fellow  coup.try-

men,  one  cannot  help  but  think  the  old  charge  that  Shelley  was  a  cold

intellectual  isolated  from  the  masses  w'ithout  a  realistic  conceptiori  of

their  plight  seems  less  valid.     As  early  as  1811  Shelley's  education  of

the  English  class  system  was  under  way  and  his  generosity  engaged  in.  the

behalf  of  the  lower  classes:

--But  what  can  be  worse  than  t.ne  present  aristocratical
systeni?    here   [sic  Here]   are  ir`.  Eng].and  ten  millions  only
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500,000  of  `.thorn  live  in  a  state  of  ease;   the  rest  earn  their
livelihood  with  toil   8  care.--If  therefore  these  500,000
aristocrats  .who  possess  resources  of  various  degrees  of  im-
mensity  were  to  permit  the.se  resources  to  be  resolved  into
their  original  stock;  that  is  entirely  to  destroy  it,  if
each  earned  his  own  living,  which  I  do  not  see  is  at  all
incompatible  with  the  ±£±g±:i of  inte,llectual  refinement,
then  I  affirm  that  eac.h  would  be  happy  a  contented,   that
crime  a  the  temptation  wd.   [sic  would]   scarecely  exist.--41

Not  only  would  Shelley  reform  society  in  the  interest  of  the  lower.

classes.  but  for.  the  ruling  class  as  well.     M.6ral  reform  and  the  re-

sulting  political,   social,   and  econom.i.c  revolution  wei.e. to  entail  a

reconciliation  of  man  with  man.     The  poet  of  P].atomic  esthetics  could

and  did  seek  to  communicate  with  real  human  beiTigs  a±-ter  all.

Although  he  never .directly  addressed  himself  to  a  study  of  Adam

Smith's  seminal  theories  in  The  Wealth  of  Nations,   it  is  obvious  that

Shelley  was  heartily  opposed  t.o  any  system  posited  on  unrestrained

laissezJfaire principles.     His  extraneous  comments  on  another  political

economist,   Thomas  Malthus,   whom  he  dismissed  on  one' occasion  as   ''the.

apostle  of  the  rich,"42  are  evidence  enough  that  Shelle,y  considered

popular  economic  theory  "a  dismal  science"  as  one  commentator  referred

to  it,  and  an  unacceptable  justification  for  the  inequalities  of  the

status  qua.     ''--All  monopolies  are  bad,"43  the  poet  remarked  to  a  friend

even  before  the  formal  outset  of  his  reforming  career  as  he  proceeded

` ``verbally  to  attack  commercial  and  hereditary   (aristocratic)` grasping.\

self-interest.     The  resulting  "hereditary  accumulation"44  was  a  social

evil,   as  previously  noted  in  Canto  V  of 9±±±£±LML±,  which  was  madc`  vile

by  the  very  nature  of  the  dual  monopolies  of  finance  and  power.     The

malevolence  of  the  two  monopolistic  forms  was  self-evident  to  Shelley

whose  perception  was  that  ''Both  are  flagrant  encroachments  on  libel.ty;
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neither  can  be  used  as  an  antidote  for  the  poison  of  the  other."45

Just  as  he  was:,  later  to  call  Castlereagh  and  Sidmouth  tt`rin  vipers,   so

might  he  have  dubbed  the  monopolies  from  which  the  two  ministers  de~

rived  their  authority.

This  active  Shelleyan  social  consciousness  was  not  something  the

poet  shared  with  Godwin  but  was  of  his  our  design.     Reforms,   Shelley

maintained,   could  be  wrought  in  the  present  if  the, public  was  properly

instructed  and  need  not  be  totally  relegated  to  the  distant  future.

Godwin  galvariized  Shelley's  reform  impulses,   but  he  could  never  bring

hi]n  to  accept  his  passivity  to  current  social  and  economic  woes.

Shelley's  commitment  to  humanity  was  thus  more  than  philosophical  but

actual  as  well.     To  remain  passive  and  unresponsive  in  the  face  of

oppression  was  a  desertion  of  one's  solelnn  duty.     An  evolutionist  or

gradualist  such  as  he  need  not  neglect  the  possibility  of  present  re-

forms  if  they  could  be  achieved  without  a  sacrifice. of  principles  or

bloodshed.     Shelley  was  able  to  cast  o.ff  the  chains  of  eighteenth

century  material.ism  and  determiriism   (the "Necessity"  of  Queen  Nab)

as  Godwin  was  not  and  to  envision  human  free  will  as  an  ever  present

agent  of  change.     In  accepting  the  doctrine  of  free  will,  the  poet  de~

fined  the  essence  of  a  romantic  politica.1  revolution.

Shelley's  political  doctrines  may  ha.ve  been  derived  from  the
LJ

eighteenth  century  Enlightenment  tradition  of  Godwin,   Paine,  Rousseau,

and  Condorcet  in  the  main,  but  his  allied  social  and  economic  theories

were  chiefly  of  a  nineteenth  century  cast  and  bore  hints  of  a  radical

materialism.     One  scholar  has  even  suggested  a  comparisori  with  the

founder  of  modern  communism,   Karl  Marx,   which  suggests  that  Shelley
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could  be  considered  a  true  precursor  of  the  later  nineteenth  century

socialist  mov`ement :

In  all   the  respects  in  which  Shelley  moved  beyond  Godwin  he
advanced  toward  Marx:     in  his  concept  of  the  interaction  ctf
social  and  intellectual  fa.ctors,  his  theory  that  economic
and  technological   advances  are  checked  by  the   'forms'   of
society,  his  revolutionary  sense  of  social  conflict  and  the
interest  of  the  different  classes  involved,  his  hati`ed  for
'the  oppressors';   and  his  championing  of  the  people.     The
concepts  of  necessity  and  t]1e  ultimate  egalitariari  society,
which  he  shared  with  Godwin,  were  also  fi`agmented  fore-
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Shelley  also  pl.onounced,   as  did  Marx.`   that  a  utopian  anarchism  should

be  society's  ultimate  goal.     Shelley  further  exhibited  a  labor  theory

of  value,  a  central  Marxist  tenet,  which  one  authority  believes  may

have  been  derived  fron  Franklin.47    This  radical  doctrine  is  implied  in

several  of  his  humanitarian  lyrics  such  as  ''Scing:     To  the  Men  of  England"

and  was  impl.i.citly  stated  in  the  notes  to Mab  where  the  young

radical  poet,   as  a  part,  of  his  general  deminciation  of  economic  ex~.

ploitation,  proclaimed  that  ''There  is  no  real  v,7ealth  but  the  labor  of

man."48 His  conclusion,   as  with  Marx,   was  that  man  was  1-obbed  of  the

fruits  of  his  la.bor  by  the upper  strata  of  an  hierarchial  society.

Shelley's  opinion  of  orthodox  or  established  religion  was  roughly  com-

parable  to  that  of  Ma.rx  as  well;  formal  religion  in  Shelley's  estimat.ion

`iras  .also  a  noxious  social  opiate  of  the  first  order.    His    detestation  of\
what  he  considered  ''the  lulling  perversions  of  I.eligious  superstitionu49

was  based  on  the  perception  that  a  dogma  of  subservience  to  I-alse  and

deceitful  secular  authori.ty  was  being  parroted  by  priests  who  were  them-

selves  the  willing  minioTis  of  tyranny.     Religion  was  to  Shelley,   then,

an  instmment  of  socicil  c6ntrol  and  not  spiritual   eniightel.melit.     Nor
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can  the  poet's  d.vnamic  awareness  of  the  revolutionary  potential  of  the

displaced  masses--the  Marxist  proletariat--go  unnoticed  here.     Like

Marx  he  perceived  that  a  revolutionary  struggle  involved  the  mental

preparation  of  the  masses.     Once  reindoctrinated  with  proper  values  in

combing.tion  with  an  aroused  awareness  of  past  injustices,  the  popular

party,   if  it  pressed  its  cause  with  deterlnination,  would  triumph.     The

dispro|]ortionate  weight  of  numbers  wouJ.d  be  decj.sive  in  the  fall  of  the

old  order:

'Rise  like  Lions  after  slumber
In  unvanquishable  number--
Shake  your  chains  to  earth  like  dew
Which  in  sleep  had  fallen  ori.  you--
Ye  are  many--they  are  few! '50

In  disseminating  such  radical  doctrines,  Shelley  diligently

toiled  as  a  self-proclaimed  poetLprophet   (of  which  more  will  be  said

later),  a  role  similar  to  that  of  the  Marxist  intel.1jgentsia.    As  a

matter  of  fact,  Shelley's  biography  meets  rather  concisely  the  defi-

nition  of  that  Marxist  concept  which  has  passed  into  colnmon  usage.

Shelley,  as  an  educated  and  enlightened  young  aristocrat,  renounced  all

vestiges  of  class  interest  to  enter  the  ranks  of  the  English  intelli-

gentsia,  a.  small  fraternity  aliena.ted  by  a  sensitive  conscience  from

the  very  system  of  privilege  that  had  spawned  it.     Not  only  was  Shelley

estranged  from  his  father  Timothy,  but  he  completely  dissociated  h.im-

self  as  well  from  a  social  system  that  condoned  almost  unimaginable  ex-

tremes  of  luxury  and  deprivation.     He  was  one  of  the  few  upper-c].ass

intellectuals  of  his  time  who  consistently  upheld  the  banne.r  of  reform

as  a  social  necessity,  and  in  so  doing  he  gave  all  the  appearance  of  a

class  traitor.
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Another  likeness  between  Marx  and  Shelley  is  that  each  was  vio-

lently  denounced  as  an  enemy  of  civilized  society  and  a  godless  fiend.

At  this  point  the  similarities  end  between  these  two  men.     Despite  the

radical  aspects  of  his  thought,  one  should  not  conclude  that  the  Er.glish

poet  was  an  incipient  Marxist  who  lived  and  died  before  Marxism  was  a

fully  enunciated  ideology.     The  English  poet  may  have  anticipated  some

of  Marx's  concepts,   but  Shelley  wa.s  fundameutally  a  philosophical

idealist  whereas  Marx  was  a  materialist  of  the  so-called  historical  or

dialectica.1  variety.

As  a  revolutionary  Shelley  comes  much  closer  to  Christ  than  he

does  to  Marx  despite  the  numei.ous  parall6`1s  to  the  latter  observed

herein.     Nowhere  in  the  entire  corpus  of  Shelley's  political  and

philosophical  writings  is  to  be  found  an. advocacy  of  the  arbitrary

wielding  of  the  scepter  of  authority  under  the  Machiavellian  guise  of

the  ends  justifying  the  means.     Expediency  and  hypo.crisy  were  policies

calculated  to  insure  the  continuance  of  a  corrupt  and  imperf.ect  world.

In  substance  the  Englishman  from  Horsham  may  have  approached  Marx,   but

it  was-a  random  and  superficial  approach  at  best.     On  a  higher,   in-

visible  level,  Shelley  diverged,   for  he  was  never  a  champion  of  im-

placable  class  hatred.     Rather  his  political  idealism  was  predicated  on
'`'the  spirit  of  Christ  and  a  belief  in  the  return  of  good  for  evil  as  a

m`eans  to  the  conquest  of  evil."51    Marx  is  a  spiritual  pauper  by  com-

parison.

The  ideals  of  Love  and  Liberty  as  inter|)reted  by  Shelley  are  not  to

be  found  in  the  materialist  literature  or  the  bleak  reality  of  the

modern  communist  world.     The  road  to  paradise  for  the  English  poet  did

not  lead  through  the  inherent  I.otalitarianism  of  the  German  philosopher



80

who  advocated  socialist  repression  of  the  defeated  capitalist  class

once  the  rev61ution  had  triumphed.     Lenin's  later  refinements  on  t]`e

composition  and  role  of  the  revolutionary  party,  first  in  theory  and

after``Jards  in  unrelenting  practice,  onl}r  make  this  tcttalitarian.  pro-

clivity  grimly  explicit.    Marxist  theory  subordinated  the  individual

to  the  state.  imposed  no-rms  from  above,  and  limited  freedom  for  fear  of

counter.revolution.    All  in  all  the  realization  of  utopia  .wJould  seem

more  preferable  and  possible  through  Shelleyan  means  that  would  herald

forth  an  open  rather  than  a  closed  society  at  every  opportunity.

Finally,  in  presuming  history  was  to  resolve  itself  in  the  victorious

struggle  of  the  oppressed  over  the  oppressors,  Shelley  was  to  stand

much  closer  to  the  Absolute  Idealism  of  Hegel  who  proclaimed  .the  idea

of  Liberty  as  the  motive  force  of  hist.orical  progress  t.ham  to  Marx

whose  oun  con`-,ept  of  history  was` founded  on  an  extreme  variation  of  the

Hegelian  dialectic.                                                                    .

Shifting  to  other  matters,  it  is  in  his  various  prose  writings,

and  not  his  poetry,  t]iat  Shelley  fully  exhibited  his  pragmatic  nature;

uttered  some  of  his  most  reasoned  .iudgements,  ap.a  proffered  the  theo-

I.ies  and  programs  that  were  once  sneered  at  as  hare.Drained.     Again  his

reputation  and  the  -relative  neglect  bf-his  prose  writings  have  obscured

the  Englishman's  essential  message.     Th.e  complexity  of  Shelley's  thought,
\`

ih  which  politics,  morals,  humanitarianisin..  economic  equalitarianism.,

Platonic  i.dealism,   and  poetics  are  so  entwine.d,  can  present  a  bewilder-

ing  maze  which  can  only  be  penetrated  with  care.     In  this  intellectual

thicket  the  poet  planted  a  series  of moderate  reform  proposals  cal-

culated  to  goad  his  nativ.e  land  forward  to  evolutionary  progress  i`ather

than  revolutionary  violence.
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One  of  the  most  disconcerting  and  incomprehensible  facets  of

Shelley's  political  sp.eculations  is  .his  r`ovel  mes!iing  of  dichotomies,

in  especial  his  coupling  of  radical  ideals  with.  a  plan  of  moderate

implementation.     That  Shelley  could  at  t.he  same  time  be  both  a  radical

and  a  moderate  dawned  only  slowly,  and  this  disparity  continues  to

myst.ify.     One  modern  editor  of  the  poet's  pi`ose  has  offered  a  favorable

appraisal  of  the  re,former's  practicality  that  illustrates  the  gradual

resurrection  of  Shelley's  reputation:

Perhaps  t.ne  most  notable  fact  about  the  politics  of  this
''radical"  reformer  is  its  utter  practicality.    Many,  if  not
most  of  his  ideals,  have  been  realized  in  fact.     That  the
reforms  which  he  advocated  have  been  long  in  coming  is  per-
fectly  consonant  with  his  political  ph.ilosophy.     Where  then
is  the  impractical  dreamer  about  whom  we  have  heard  so  much?
The  answer  is  short  and  simple:     he  never  really  existed.52

Shelley  pressed  for  ilrmediate  reforms  in  his  homeland  because  the}r

were  overdue  and  not  because  he  blithely  assured  a  moral  and  political

revolution  could  thereby  be  effected  overnight.     Even  in  the  critical

year  1819  he  could  cot]nsel,   ''1et  us  be  contented  with  a  limited

!£:gipELing .... "53    But  virtually  in  the  same  breatl`  he  waned  against

overcontentment  or  passivity  in  the  process--"it  is  no  matter  how  slow,

gradual  and  cautious  be  the  change;  we  shall  denand  more  and  niore  with

firmiess  and  moderation .... "54    Both  statements  provide  a  perfect

e`xeinplum  of  the  dualistic  character  of  Shelley  in  |jitting  a  reasonable

restraint  with  an  unslackening  resolve  to  safeguard  and  extend  liberty.

Shelley  defined  his  view  of  reform  a.s  a  philosophical  one  according  to

the  title  of  his  greatest  prose  work  on  the  sub].ect,  and  a  partial  trans-

lation  of  the  term fhilcisophif is  clearly  practical  reform  in  the  best

tradition  of  the  British  spirit  of  compromise..     If  then  any  political
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theorist  was  eve.r  an  exponent  of  pragmatic  utopianism,   that  theorist

would  ha`re  to  be  Shelley.

The  heai`t  of  the  poet's  practical  reform  program  is  to  be  dis-

covered  in  Chapter  11  of  his ew  of  Reform  where  five

specific  proposals  were  offered  to  alleviate  the  widespread  rna.terial

discomforture  of  the  F.nglish  people  that,   in  1819,  momentarily  verged

on  civil  war.55    His  first  proposal  was  an  extraordinary  measure  that

must  have  made  speechless  any  conservative  member  of  England's  inter-

locking  financial  and  political  establishment--namely,  the  abolition

of  the  national  debt.     Shelley's  views  on  this  .s_¥b`ject  and  other  eco-

nomic  issues  were  probably  much  indebted  to  William  Cobbett,   the  out-

spoken  radical editor  of  the  Political  Re ister one  of  the  most  popular

reform  tabloids  of  the  era.     Cobbett  was.not  as  drastic  as  Shelley  in

regard  to  the  huge  national  debt`which  had  accrued  mainly  dul.ing  the

titanic  struggle  with  France.    The  elder  radical  called  merely  for  a.

rate  reduction,  but  his  underlying  premises  were  the  same  ones  Shelley

employed.     From  Cobbett  Shelley  derived  his  concept  of  a  secondary

aristocracy  of  so-called  financial  parasites   (his  monopoly  of  commerce)56

and  the  idea  that  there  were  two  types  of  property--one  accrued  by  la,bor

and  the  other  by  financial  manipulation.57    Also  the  poet  accepted  the

radical  editor's  view  that  the  fall  of  the  gold  standard  (and  the  re-

s`ulting  debasenient  of  English  currency)  had  produced  a  vast  increase  in

the  national  debt.58    But  most  importantly,   Shelley,   like  Cobbett,   saw

the  debt  as  the  progeny  of  selfish  motives.     The  national  debt  they  each

upheld  was  not  a  sign  of  national  prosperity  but  simpl)r  another  burden

on  the  poor.59    To  the  masses  fell   the  onus  of  discharging  this  debt

whose  benefits  were  to  be  reaped  solely  by  the  rich.     The  debt  was  iiw:led
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by  a  particular  class  in  the  interests  of  that  class;  it  was  to  Sr,elley

but  another  name  for  exploitation.

As  a  second  step  he  would  strike  a  heavy  blow  at  the  coercive

machinery  of  government  by  disbanding  the  standing  army.     Englishmen

for  centuries  had  displayed  a  natural  antipatl`,y  to  the  existence  of

standing  armies  on  their  soi].  in  times  of  peace  since  they  could  and

were  transformed  at  sundry  times  from  their  .legitimate  role  or  pro-

tectors  of  the  realm  to  instruments  of  domestic  repression.     In  1819

Shelley's  fears  of  the  latter  were  not  without  four`.dation.     The  spec-

tacle  of  Wellington's  veterans  in  a  repetition  of  Peterloo  loomed  large

in  his  mind  as  did  t,he  specter  of  civil  war.     To  avoid  violence  on  a

colossal  scale  the  army  by  necessity  had  to  revert  to  its  traditional

role.     The  continued  maintenance  of  military  forces  among  the  English

body  politic  was  dangerous  not  only  because  the  Tory  government.  would

not  hesitate  in  their  use  but  also  due  to  the  innat?  character  of  those

forces.    Shelley  exhibited  a  revulsion  of military  life  early  in  his

poetic  career  as  attested  by  such  works  as "Henry  and  Louisa,"  ''A  T;1e

of  Society  as It  is,"  and  Queen  Nab.     In  sounding  the  note  of  anti-

militarism,  the  poet  posited  the  belief  that  the  individual  soldier  was

molded  into  an  automaton  for  inhumane  |]urposes:

From  the  moment  that  a.  man  is  a  sctldier,  he  becomes  a  slave.
He  is  taught  obedience;  his  will  is  no  longer,  which  is  the
most  sac.red  prerogative  of  man,   guided  by  his  own  judgement.
He  is  taught  to  des|)ise  human  life  and  human  suffering;  this
is  the  universal  distinction  of  slaves.    He  is  more  degraded
than  a  murderer;  he  is  like  the  bloody  knife  which  has  stabbed
and  feels  not:     a  murderer  we  may  abhor  and  despise;   a  soldier
is  by  profession,   beyond  abhorrence  and  below  contempt.60
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That  such  debased  desperadoes  had  to  stand  occupation  duty  in  their  own

homeland  was  a  clear  v.ote  of  no  conf.idence  on  the  part  of  the  peoplc`  in

regard  to  their  present  government.     Reform,  military  despotism,  or

revolution  were  the  three  alternatives  with  which  England  was  faced,61

and  the  last  two  were  decidedly  unattracti\Je  in  the  brutality,  violence,

and  mutual  slaughter  of  soldier.s  and  civilians  they  could  in  short  order

generate.                                                                                       <;.

The  third  proposal  of  his  philosophical  reform  program,  the  aboli-

tion  of  government  sinecures,  w;s  aimed  a.t  stripping  the  government  of

the  support  of  willing  lackeys  and  apologists  as  well  as  the  alleviation

of  another  economic  burden  on  the  people.     The  holders  of  sinecures  had

a  vested  interest  not  in  the  wellbeing  of  the  impoverished  masses  of

taxpayers  from  whom  t.heir  incomes  were  ultimately  derived  but  in  t.he

narrow  policies  o±.  the  government.     To  Shelley  these  sinecurists  were

parasites  who  served  no  useful  social  function.     Thgir  positions  were

solely  a  vestige  of  the  tyranny  under  which  the  English  people  were  then

laboring;  they  were  no  more  than  slaves  who  had  sold  their  services  for

government  gold  to  become,   like  soldiers  in  the  military,   cogs  in  the

sordid  machinery  of  tyranny.     For  political  and  economic  reasons,  the

abolition  of  sinecures  would  be  a  blessing--the  government  would  be  de-

prived  of  a  bulwark  of  support  and  the  monies  saved  could  be  applied  to

m`ore  humane  and  constructive  purposes  that  served  the  interests  of  all

Englishmen.

Shelley's  fourth  liberal  reform  goal  dealt  with  freedom  of  the

individual  conscience  while  including  an  economic  twist  to  boot.     His

particular  target  was  the  power  of  orthodox  religion  as  a  reactionary

agent.     The  reformer  would  strike  a  double  blow  at  the  national  or
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established  Anglic.an  Church  and  thus  cripple  it  as  an  effecti\re  mouth-

piece  of  royal  and  ministerial  pl.ograms  by  loosening  the  links  between

church  and  state.    Through  the  abolition  of  tithes  Shelley  would  destroy

the  privileged  Anglican  financial  base  whose  refurbishment  bore  more

heavily  on  the  poor  triali  on  the  rich  and  to  which  even  subjects  adhe.ri.ng

to  other  creeds,  with  the  Catholic  Irish  a  conspicious  example,  we.re

required  by  law  to  contribute.    The  disestab|ishment  of  the  Anglican

Church  was  the  second  portion  of  his  attack  on  religious  oppression.

In  effect  the  poet  was  striving  at  a  political  purpose,  for  this  pro-

posal  would  allow  religious  toleration  and  freedom  of  individual  thought

and  initiative.     Henry  VIII's  Act  of  Supremacy  and  later  Test  and  Cor-

poration  Acts  were  the  villailis  which  sanc.tioned  the  official  religious

uniformity  so  distasteful  to  Catholic  and  Protestant'.  dissenters  and

liberal  thinkers  alike.     Since  England's  monarch  was  also  head  of  the

Anglican  Church,   Shelley  was  attempting  to  undermin.e  a  closely  combined

religious  and  political  despotism  in  the  name  of  toleration  and  equality.

Of  a  more  explicit  political  nature  was  an  associated  principle,   freedom

of  speech.  that  would  permit  an  indi\ridual  Englishman  not  only  the  right

to  hold  diverse  opinioli.s  but  also  to  proclaim  them  in  public  without

retribution.     Intellectual  freedom,  which  Shelley  held  in  high  esteem,

was  a  necessity  if  his  ref.arm  program  was  to  succeed.     Without  the  pre-
\
rogati`,re  of  individual   thought,   E}iglishmen  could  never  effect  a  complete

reform  since  the  reform  movement  at  any  moment  could  be  jeopardized  by

arbitrary  government  whim.

The  fifth  and  last  item  on  his  reform  agenda  was  concerned  with  the

establishment  of  a  basic  civil  right  loTig  considered  one  of  the  pre-

requisites  for  a  democratic  society.    The  English  judiciary  system  had
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fallen  into  disrepute  a.mong  radical  reformers,  because  of  its  staunch

conservatism,.  its  unresponsive  and  outmoded  approach  to  modem  social

conditions,   and  various  abuses  against  defendants  ho.1Lding  unorthodox

politica.1  and  social  views.     A  notorious  example  of  the  latter,  whj.ch

the  poet  among  others  was  to  protest  publicly,  was.the  trial  and  execu-

tion.  of  three  Penrith  laborers  who  were  victims  of  police  entrapment  on

trurnped  up  charges  of  sedition.     Shelley  too:.had  just  cause  to  propose

judicial  reform  because  he  had  suffered  from  a  breach  of  legal  impar-

tiality.     He  had  been  deprived  by  no  less  than  Lord  Eldon,   the  Lord

Charlc.ellor  of  England,  of  the  custody  of  his  two  children  b}r  his  first

wife  Harriet  after  her  suicide  mainly  because  of  Shelley's  authorshi_p

of  the  controversial  Queen  Mab. To  prevent  a  repetition  of  the  mis-

carriage  of  justice  he  had  personally  experiericed,  Shelley  proposed  that

"cheap,  certain,   and  speedy"62  justice  t}e  disperised  as  the  norm  with  the

additional  guarantee  that  trial  by  jury  be  utilized  as  much  as  possible.
.

The  Lord  Eldons  with  their  scarcely  veiled  prejudice  would  undoubtedly

be  driven  from  the  bench,   for  the,v  had  violated  the  ideals  of  decency

and  justice,  not  to  mention  the  traditional  English  sense  of  fair  play.

Chapter  Ill of  A  Philosophical  View  of  Reform  contains  Shelley's

revolutionai-y  methodology  plus  two  other  specific  reform  recommendations

not  listed  in  the  previous  chapter  probably  because  they  were  so  basic

t`o  the  reform  movemer.t  that  they  appear  almost  as  ±LB=igEi  assumptions.

Under  the  title  of  "Probable  Means,"  the  poet  makes  evident  his  virtues

as  he  counselled  nioderate,   rational,  norwiolent,.a!id  evolutionary  reform

in  phraseology  that  is  more  dispassionate  than  Thomas  Paine's  Common

Sense,   a  work  with  which  A  Philosophical  View  c.in  be compared  in  at  least

two  ways.     First  of  all,   Shelley  was  urging  his  countrymgn,   as  Paine
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had  likewise  urged  the  Americans,   to  proceed  on  a  momentous  undertaking

in  the  name  of  humanity.     Paine's  title,   in  the  second  place,  was  it-

self  an  appropriate  one  for  Shelley's  reform  tract  since  the  poet  was

advocating  a  common  sense  implementation  of  radical  principles  by

moderate  means.     Practicality  and  not  verbose  rhetoric  was  ei.rerywhere

in  evidence  due  to  the  Shelleyan  conviction  that  even  miniscule  reforms

were  preferable  to  none  at  all.     In  view  of  the  difficult  times  in

which  he  wrote,   it  was  a  wise  decision.

The  vehicle  by  which  reforTn  was  to  become  an  objective  reality  was

the  existing  English  constitutional  system  after  two  important  and

closely  linked  modifications  had  been  made.     Reform  was  to  be  legislated

by  a  reformed  Pa.rliament  elected  by  an  expanded  franc}iise.     The  suffrage

waLs  to  be  extended  to  all  adult  males  only;   a-ny  proposal  of  female  suf-

frage  was  judged  by  the  poet  for  the  immediate  future  at  least  as

"somewhat  irmature."63    Shelley  was  not  motivated  on  this  issue  by

sexual  prejudice   (since  his  egalitarianism  knew  no  limitations  based  on

race,   ci.eed,   or  sex)  but  by  pragmatic  considerations:     "Any  sudden

attempt,  at  universal  suffrage  would  produce  an  immatui.e  attempt  at  a

republic.     It  is  better  that  an  object  so  inexpressibly  great  and  sacred

should  never  have  been  attempted  than  it  should  be  at,tempted  and  fail."64

The  poet  at  one  point  even  qualified  his  suffrage  proposal  further  when
\-

h`e  suggested  that  the  reformers  might  accept  a  small  property  qualifi-

cation.     Even  the  secret  ballot  was  not  to  his  reform  ta.stes;65  his

preference  for  openness  in  the  electora]  process  was  a  direct  reaction

to  the  then  existent  system  that  was  beset  by  manipulation  and  corruption.

Open  bal]oting,   although  much  abused  in  the  past,   would  I.lot  offer  the

same  opportunities  under  an  expanded  electors.te.
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Parliament  too  was  to  be  revamped  to  avoid  the  old  excesses  of  the

archaic  and  unrepresentative  ''rotten  boroughs"  where  tiny  pl.operty  hold-

ing  minorities  elected  members  of  Pal`liament  while  some  populated  areas,

such  as  the  metropolis  of  Birmingham,  had  no  voice  at  all   i.n  that  august

legislative  body.     To  cure  this  malady  and  transform  the  House  of

Commons  into  a  truly  representative  assembly,   Shelley  proposed  that  the

lower  house  be  limited  to  five  hundred  membe-rs  each  representing  forty

thousand  individuals.66    A  proviso  was  also  made  for  triennia.1  parlia-

ment.ary  elections,  the  unstated  intention  being  to  check  the  future

drift  of  England  toward  a  ministerial  dictatorship  of  the  Liverpool

variety  which  lasted  from  1812  to  1827.     This  rationalization  of  the

electoral  process  and  standardization  of  electoral  districts  was  to  be

applied  to  the  entire  kingdom,   Ireland  included.     By  this  new  arran8e-

merit  reform  rather  than  military  despotism  or  violent  revolution  would

be  the  order  of  the  day  in  which  the  long  oppressed. Irish  were  to  share

in  fulfillment  of his  earliest  reform  project.

If  the  govern]nent  resisted  the  movement  towards  popular  reform,   as

appeared  probable,   Shelley  proposed  a  nonviolent  strategy  that  he  had

hinted  at  in  several  of his  Peterloo-inspired  poem,  particularly E±

Mask  of  Anarchy.     Ills  strategy,  as  outlined  in  the  third  chapter  of  his

reform  pa_gnng±±9_p}±i,  was  to  be  based  on  the  "principle  of  graduated  re-

sponse"  which  was  to  extend  over  a  four  or  five  year  period.67    The  first
\

stage  was  to  achieve  parlianentary  reform  by  mutual  compromise  and  re-

spect;  but  failing  that,  a  second  level  of  gradual  response  was  necessal.y.

The  English  people  would  be  mobilized  for  massive  nonviolent  resistance

to  the  government's  intransigent  and  irrational  policies.     At  the  salne
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time  the  reformers  would  increase  their  deriiands  to  incl`ide  uni`tersal

suffrage  and  .a  more  immediate  equal  representation.     Restraint  but  not

passivity  was  to  be  the  motto  of  the  reformers  as  they  enlisted  public

opinion  on  their  side.     It  was  hoped  that  the  spectacle  of  the  im-

poverished  multitudes  flocking  to  the  call  of  the  reformers  and  to  an

active  participation  in  protests  against  unalleviated  repressive  meas-

ures  would  be  sufficient  eventually  to  carry..the  day.     Shelley  would

not  force  the  issue  headlong  to  bloodshed  and  ruin  but  instead  would

mount  a  steady  and  continuous  pressure  on  the  government  through  such

tactics  as  ''constant  legal  and  parliamentary  confl`ontatio].I,   ceaseless

intellectual  attack  and  a  programme  of  public  meetings  and  ci\ril  dis-

obedience."68    Just  a.s  he  had  counselled  Irish  intellectuals  to  unite

in  open  reform  associations  in  1812,   so  did  the  poet-reformer  urge  the

English  in  1819  to  maintain  an  open  politica.1  organization  to  avoid  any

charges  of  a  Jacobin  conspiracy.    The  popular  party. was  to  maintain  its

steadfastness  in  confrontation  without  open  rebellion  even  to  the  point

of  the  governmer`.t  precipitating  another  Peterloo.     Such  a  government

folly was  regrettable  but  might  have  the  result  of  tuning  the  British

soldiery  into  part  of  the  I.evolutionary  force  through  shame  of  its

cowardl}r  deed  of  hacking  down  defenseless  and  unresisting  individuals.

The  martyrdom  of  innocent  men,  women,   and  children  was  not  Shclley's

goal,  but  he  did  not  cower  under  its  shadow.     He  merely  hoped  it  would

be  the  final  episode  in  "a  triumphant  exhibition  of  suffering  virtue"69

a.s  the  reform  par.ty  clearly  established  that  justice  and  mol`ality  were

on  its  side.

The  third  and  final  stage  was  the  one  Shelley  and  all  nioderate  re-

formers  feared  like  the  plague.     If  the  government  persisted  in  its
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nocuous  course  and  forced  the  issue  by  unleashing  a  wholesale  series  of

Peterloo  atrocities  upon  the  populace,   a  revo],utionary  response  would

be  the  only  alternative  which  was   logically  ace.eptable.     The  poet-

refol`mer  insisted  that  the  responsibility  and  t.he  blame  for  any  ensuing

civil  war  should  rest  squarely  with  the  government,   for  he  would  not

sanction  the  drawing  of  first  blood.     His  lot  was  always  on  the  side  of

the  people,  but  he  was  hardly  `sanguine,   as  h.qs  been  noted,   at  the  pros-

pects  of  a  sudden  outbreak  of  civil  war.     Only  as  a  last  resort  sriould

the  masses  employ  their  right  to  insurrection  and  only  in  a  spirit  of

defense .

To  the  last  Shelley  preferred  compromise--a  twenty-year  process

was  acceptable  to  him  rather  than  a  violent  impasse.70    Moderation,

pragmatism,   and  a  disavowal  of  violence  even  in  the  presence  of

worsening  conditions  define  the  philosophical  view  of  Shelley's  major

reform  tract  which  constitutes  "undoubtedly  one  of  tr,e  most  remarkable

political  documep.ts  written  by  any  poet  of  the  Romantic  period."71    The

pi,ty is  that  A  Philoso hical  View  of  Reform  is not  more  popular  than

The  Communist  Manifesto  or  Lenin's  The  State  and  B.evolution  on  which

so-called  more  practical  revolutions  have  been  based.     If  a  revolution's

practicality  is  measured  in  the  amount  of  blood  spilled  alone,   Shelley

would  much  prefer  to  be  denounced  as  an  impractical  dreamer  than  glori-

fied  as  a  successful  blood  crazed  revolutionist.     Unfortunately  for

Shelley  and  the  liberal  reform  movement,   English  politics  deviated  from

the  cherished  goal  of 'a  more  democratic  society  in  1819  and  for  roughly

the  decade  thereafter.     But  if  the  reformers  and  the  political  estab-

lishment  had  decided  to  come  to  terms  in  that  tense  year,   a  viable  and

flexible  program  was  awaiting  their  considera.tion.     If  Shelley's
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proposals  had  met  with  even  partial   approval,   Engla.Iid  might.  have  seen

one  of  its  greatest  poets  return  from  foreign  exile  to  enter  the  com-

motion  of  the  House  of  Commons  and  guide  a  host  of  reform  measures  to  a

successful  conclusion.     He  would  have  assuredly  been  more  vocal  than

his  almost  anonymous  backbench  father.



Shelley  as  Prophet  and  \'isionary

One  of  Shelley's  favorite  images  of  himself  was  that  of  a  sky,-

lark,  a  lithe  and  graceful  bird  of  flight  which  was  also  a  melodious

songster.    This  was  an  appropriate  metaphor .indeed  for  Shelley  in  his

capacity  as  a  political  poet  whose  design  was  to  enlighten  mankind

through  his  writings.    As  a  lyric  poet,  he  was  a  rare  human  version  of

a  songbird  as  he  poured  forth  his  combination  of  intellect  and  emo-

tionalism  in  exalted  strains  which  are  best  memorialized  in  the  last

stanzas  of  ''To  a  Skylark."     In  this  poem  Shelley  expresses  a.  fervid

yea.ming  to  exchange  I)laces  with  the  physical .skylark  that  had  set

his  heart  throbbing  wit'n  gladness  and  ascend  into  the  skies  to  warble

his  own  song.     No  dull  pedant  was  he  but  a  man  poss.essed  of  a  mission

that  stirred  him  to  his  depths.     Shelley's  inspiration  was  sincere  and

heartfelt.    An  altruist  in  word  and  a.ction,  he  unselfishiy  dedicated

himself  to  the  improvement  of  humanity  regal.dless  of  fame  or  fortune.

The  Shelley  self-conception  as  ethereal  skylark  of  reform  was

a  noble  one  possessed  of  an  ancient  lineage.     Following  in  the  foot-

`.steps  of  innumerable  poets  of  the  past  two  millennia,  Shelley  had
\.

bound  his  lot  to  a  muse  of  sorts  for  inspil.a.tion.     His  was  the  muse

of  reform,  human  progress,  and  perfectibility,  a  social  n,use  and  not

one  oblivious  to  all  save  the  quiet  contempla.tion  of  nature.     To

rectify  the  human  predicanent  Shelley  hearkened  back  to  an  old  literary

tradition.     The  ancient  Greeks  conceived  of  .tlie  poet  as  being  a
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creator,  an  individual  whose  thoughts  were  divinely  inspired.     The

Romans  elaborated  on  this  exalted  notion  of  the  poet  by  declaring

him  to  be  a  ±£±±£±  or  prophet.     The  poet  was  thus  no  mere  mortal  but

soineone  whose  words  echoed  a  higher  reality.     Shelley's  reform  efforts

were  cast  directly  from  this  classical  mold.     She]1ey's  words  were  not

just  his  alone  but  were  derived  from  a  neoplatonic  realm  of  truth  and

beauty  that  was  the  property  of  mankind.     His  sacred  task  was  to  edu-

cate  suf£.ering  humanity  as  to  the  means  to  obtain  its  glorious  heri-

tage.     The  image  of  the  skylark  was  but  a  manifestation  of  the

prophet's  mantle  Shelley  assumed  with  youthful  vigor  and  never

abandoned.

The  prophetic  elelnent  is  present  throughout  Shelle`/'s  poetry  with

its  emphasis  on  the  future.    The  future  is  to  be  the  golden  age  of

human  bliss  when  liberty  and  not  tyranny  will  reign  suprem.e.     Both  the

early  Queen  Mab  and  the  majestic Prometheus  Unbound exemplify  the

Shelleyan  belief  in  an  earthly  utopia  where  superstition  will  be

abolished  and  the  mind  of  man  be  freed  to  real.ize  its  own  potential.

Another  portion  of  Shelley's  classical  heritage  which.  he  never

acknowledged  but  which  is  implicit  in  the  reform  strategy  he  assured

is  his  debt  to  the  Roman  poet  Horace.     The  Englishman  could  claim

descent  from  the  Latin  mentor  who  had  declared  thaLt  litei`ature  should

fiave  the  pronounced  didactic  puxpose  of  delighting  a-nd  instructing.

As  a  self-proclaimed  prophet  of  human  liberty  and  individualism,

Shelley  followed  these  two  ancient  precepts  in  his  poetic  efforts.

However,   in  his  versifying  he  was  no  mere  didactic  dnidge  who  labori-

ously  expounded  his  ideas  in  lackluster  style,   but  usually  he  managed

well  the  twin  Horatian  concepts  of  delight  aid  instruction  to  an
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extraordinarily  original  degree.     Shelley  himself  ab]`iorred  didactic

poetry,  at  least  the  kind  that  sacrificed  poetic  art  for  pedantry  in

verse.     While  thus  inspired  by  a  didactic  purpose,  Shelley's  poetry  is

not  didactic  in  the  ordinary  sense.     What  he  accoriiplished  as  a  poet  was

to  inculcate  p.rofound  truths  while  at  the  same  time  proffering  liberal

politics--.and  to  the  benefit` of  future  generations  he  did  not  sacrifice

p`Detic  artistl.y.     One  ITlodern  crit.ic  in  study.i.ng  this  aspect  of  Shelley

arrived  aLt  the  following  cone,1usion  which  indicates  the  extent  t,a  which

the  poet  integrated  the  didactic  with  t'ne  artistic:

His  poetry  1.eflects  the  highest  standards  of  art.     Beautiful
language  and  highly  original  imagery  shadow  forth  human
truth.     There  is  no  didacticism  in  it.     Yet  an  impluse  to
move  men  toward  reform  of  their  lives  and  social  institutions
is  his  constant  and  deepest  source  of  inspiration.1

Few  poets  have  ever  achieved  such  a  mixture  of  poetic  greatness  and

philosophical  profundity.     Shelley's  genius  allowed  him  to  rise  to  the

level  of  a  philosophica.1  poet  of  the  first  rank  who  employed  a

didac.ticism  of  a  ra.fefied  order  mated  to  sublime  lyric  poetry.    His

prosody  then  was  a  fusion  of  esthetics  and  education  that  Horace  him-

self  could  have  appreciated.

Throughout  the  poetry  an.d  the  prose  runs  a  golden  thread  of

dedicated  sincerity  to  his  cause  as  befits  a  prophet.    The  emotional

intensity  i`7hich  Shelley  displayed,   for  example,  in  the  concluding

stanzas  of  "Hylnn  to  Intellectual  Beauty"  is  the  culmination  of  a  neo-

platonic  rapture  that  has  become  harnessed  to  a  definite  purpose--

ultimately  esthet.ic  and  philosophical  but  also  with  political  ixpli-

cations.     The  "Hymn"  recounts  a  juvenile  religious  experience,  or  in

view  of  Shelley's  unconventional  religiosity,   a  mystical  experience
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which  determined  him  on  a  quest  for  spiritual  beauty  anci  truth.     In

this  quest  Srielley  was  willing  to  utilize  all  his  talents  and  to

subordinate  them  if  necessary.     On  the  question  of  the  relat.ive  im-

portance  of  politics  and  poetry,   Shelley's  sense  of  commitment  can  be

gauged  from  his  own  words  to  his  friend  Thomas   Love  Peacock:

--I  consider  Poetry  very  subordinate  to  moral.  6  political
science,   G  if  I  were  well,   certa.inly  I  should  aspire  to  the
latter;   for  I  can  conceive  a  great  work,   embodying  the  dis-

:;V:;i:i :=n:i:da£::;  :::nh::I:::Zing  the  Contending  creeds

Despite  the  poor  healtl.  that  periodically  wracked  his  mature  years,

Shelley  did  indeed  direct  his  vast  poetic  talents  to  politics,  but

one  can  argue  that  he  was  never  fully  able  to  subordinate  his  lyricism

to  politics  or  any  other  subject.     To  have  done  so  would  have  been  to

descend  to  the  level  of  pedestrian  didacticism.     Also  like  a  good

altruist  and  humanitarian,  Shelley  i`n  the  above  quo.tation  reveals  his

overriding  desire  to  harmonize  or  reconcile  rna.nkind  a.nd  obliterate  the

contentions  that  have  checked  its  proper  development.     Her.e  as  always

the  good  of  the  race  is  his  object.

The  core  of  Shelley's  conception  of  the  political  and  social

role  of  the  poet  is  embedded  in  his  most  famous  critical  work  A

Defense  of  Poetry  written  in  rebuttal  of  his  friend  Peacock's  Four

A`ges  of  Poetry  which  maintained  that  model.n  poetry  had  degenerated

into  a  bronze  age.     Sheliey's  de±.ense,   like  that  of  his  Elizabethan

forebear  Sir  Philip  Sidney,   is  eai`nest  and  passionate.     His  claiin.  is

that  the  muse  had  not  fallen  on  hard  times  but  that  in  England  she  was

busily  employed  in  motivating  a  new  burst  of  creative  activity.     Poets
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are  not  merely  the  recorders  of  their  own  p.rivate  emoti.ons  but  are

ordained  with  a  more  exalted  function  in  that

they  are  the  institutors  of  laws,   and  the  founders  of  civil
society,  and  the  inventors -of  t,he  arts  of  life  and  the
teachers,  who  draw  into  a  certain  p-fopinquity  with  the
beautiful  and  true,  that  partial  apprehension  of  the  agencies
of  the  invisible  world  which  is  called  religion.3

Poetry  did  not  exist  in  a  vacuunn  as  an  art  for  art's  sake  alone  but  was

a  vital  and  sacred  vehicle.     "Poetry  is  indeed  something  divine,"4  he

boldly  stated,  and  its  practitioners  were  not  ordinary  men  with  ordinary

thoughts.     Poets  in  the  ancient  conception,   Shelley  a.sserted,,  were

termecl  legislators   (creators)   or  prophets,  aLnd  this  view  was  still

applicable  according  to  him,   since  "a  Poet  essentially  colnprises  and

unites  both  these  chai`acters."5    Furthermore,  the  art  crea.ted  in  the

unification  of  these  two  characters  of  divine  origin  had  its  own

special  nature:     "Poetry  is  the  record  of  the  best  and  happiest

monents  of  happiest  and  best  minds."6    Poets  were  a  chosen  I.ace,   a

breed  apart.,   endowed  with  certain  talents  for  a  specific  purpose.

Several  times  in  his  critical  essay  Shelley  sta,ted  that  purpose  but

never  so  eloquently  as  in  its  conclusion  with  a  famous  pronouncement

that  is  a  repetition  of  sentiments  he  had  briefly  expounded  in  A

View  of  Reform.     What  then  was  Shelley's  definitivePhilosop±a±
defin.ition  of  a  poet?    In  prose  of poetic  intensity,  he  proclaimed  that

Poets  are  the  hierophants  of  an  uriapprehended  inspiration;
the  mirrors  of  the  gigantic  shadows  which  futurity  casts
upon  the  present;   the  words  which  express  what  they  under-
stand  not;   the  trumpets  which  sj.ng  to  battle,   and  feel  not
what  they  inspire;   the  influence  which  is  moved  not,  but
moves.     Poets  are  the  unp.cknowledged  legislators  of  the
world . 7
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This  was  the  credo  by  `tthich  the  poet  Shelley  attempted  to  live,

and  it  was  the  yardstick  by  which  ]`e  judged  other  poets,  particularly

his  contemporaries.     Of  his  various  contemporaries,  the  Lake  Poets

(Wordsworth,   Coleridge,   and  Southey)   drew  Shelley's  especial  attention.

This  first  generation  of  Romantic  poets  had  inaugurated  its  labors

under  the  auspices  of  liberal  politics.    The  raging  fires  of  the  French

Revolution  had  burnt  out  their  liberal  principles  until  by  the  time  of

Shelley's  maturity  they  had  lapsed  into  political  and  religious  ortho-

doxy.     In  the  younger  poet's  perspective,   these  men  had  abandoned  the

cherished  principles  of  reforln  for  a  comfortable  and  |]rofitable  apostasy.

Southey.   for  instance,  had  accepted  the  post  of  poet  laureate  in  1813

and  wa.s  forever  afterwards  deeply  embarrassed  by  his  youthful  radical

prosody.     Coleridge  dissipated  under  the. ef±.ects  of  laudanum  and  pro-

crastination  in  general,  devoting  most  of  his  later  efforts  to  meta-

physics  and  literary  criticism.     But  Wordsworth  was  the  object  of

Shelley's  bitterest  disappointment.     No  longer  by  the  see.ond  decade  of

the  nineteenth  century  did  the  grand  old  man  of  Romanticism  approximate

the  Shelleyan  vision  of  a  poet-prophet.     Instead  of  denouncing  Erigland's

ills  in  magnificent  Miltonic  sonnets  and  simple  narratives,  the  middle-

aged  bai`d  now  appeared  as  an  apologist  for  the  Liverpool  ministry.     This

loss  of  faith  among  his  younger  admirers,  of  whom  Shelley  was  one,  was
\`

o`nly  heightened  when  Wordsworth  was  awarded  a  government  sinecure.

Shelley  regretted  the  older  poet's  choice  of  political  orthodoxy  al-

though  not  vindictively,  and  penned  several  poems  on  the  subject.     The

longest  of  these  pieces,   a  satire  composed  in  1819,  was  entitled  "Peter

Bell  the  Third"  after  one  of  Wordsworth's  eai`ly  sentimental  works.     In

this  comic  poem,   one  of  Shelle}"s  most  humorous,   Peter,   who  is  obviously
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Wordsworth,  has  sold  his  soul  to  the  devil,   a  rotund  figure  who  bc-ars

a  likeness  to.  the  Prince-Regent.     Peter  serves  his  mastel`  well  and  is

materially  rewarded  for  his  exertions.     However,   there  is,  one  flaw  in

Pet.ei.'s  new  condition--namely  that  his  each  and  every  written  e±-fort

suffers  from  the  curse  of  dullness.     1Tie  price  that  Wordsworth  had  to

pay  for  his  change  of  heart  is  a  steep  one--i.n  serving  the  devil  of

reaction  a.nd  conformity,  he  has  lost  his  poe.tic  voice.     Shelley  implies

that  the  muse  of  inspiration  has  withdrawn  her  favors  from  Wordsworth

after  his  violation  of  his  prophetic  code.    The  spectacle  of  Peter's,

and  therefore  Wordsworth's,  sequestered  life  at  his  bone  at  the  con-

cl.usion  of  the  poem  is  a. comic  and  a  pitiable  one  that  tarnishes  his

former  greatness.     As  to  the  rhetorical  quest.i.on  with  w`nich  Shelley

ends  his  poem   ("To  Peter's  soul  the  curse  is  bo.und  /  --How  should  it

ever  pass  away?"),8  the  younger  poet  has  already  supplied  his  own

answer.     Great  poetry  can  only  be  derived  from  true. and  unstinting

humanitarian  impulses;  otherwise  the  result  will  only  be  dull,   insipid

verse.     This  then  is  the  serious  message  of  Shelley's  mildly  amusing

saLtire  on  Wo-rdsworth.

''Peter  Bell  the  Third"  might  be  "Shelley's  mcist  successful.  attempt

at  comic  verse,"9  but  by  entitling  the  last  two  parts  of  his  satire

''Damnation"  and  ''Double  Damnation,"  he  left  no  doubt  as  to  the  quite

s`erious  significance  of`  Wordsworth's  political  i`eversal  and  poetic  de-

cline.    The  present  dullness  of  poetic  spirit  in  t,he  dean  of  the  Lake
•Poets  was  directly  attributable  to  his  adherence  to  the  devil's  cause

of  political  conservatism,  which  was  metaphorically  speaking  a  chill

wind  blowing  across  a  tortured  landscape,  nipping  the  buds  of  humanity

and  ci.eativity  before  they  could  f]owc`r.     Wordswort,h  was  a  fallen  angel



99

from  the  pantheon  of  liberty,   a  not  so  saintly  St..   Peter  whose  denial

seemed  more  than  a  mom.entary  e\'ent.     In  a.ccepting  a  lesser  role  than

that  of  a  prophetic  poet  and  unacknowledged  legislatoi`,  he  had,   accord-

ing  to  Shelley,   enslaved  himself  and  become  a  drudge  with  a  spiritual

curse  rendered  upon  his  thought.     He  had  tarnished  his  soul  with  a

tyrant's  gold  and  was  subject  to  double  damna.t..ion,   for  he  hacl  prosti-

tuted  his  talents  and  betrayed  his  cause.     Shelle}'  was  no  Byi.on  in

satirizing  the  political  transmutation  of  Wordworth,  but  in  this

particular  work,  the  author  did  seem  to  imply  in  his  normal  fashion,   as

alluded  to  previously,   that  his  objection  was  not  to  the  older  man  him-

self  but  to  his  new  political  stance.     Besides,  Wordsworth  was  not  his

real  enemy  but  the  politicians  for  whom  he  was  an  apologist.     No.r  did

Shelley  think  Wordsworth  utterly  lost  yet.     The  limited  parallel  he

made  between  poets   and  chameleons  in  his  short  lyric  ''ATi  Exhortation"

was  aimed  at  the  elder  poet  who  had  seemingly  deserted  love  and  fame,

but  at  the  same  time,  as  the  title  indicates,  a  plea  was  made  that  the

bard  of  nature  return  to  the  fold.

In  perfect  step  with  his  oun  doctrine  of  magnanimity;  Shelley,  as

he  displayed  in  his  tribute  ''To  Wordsworth,"  was  appreciative  of  the

elder  poet's  ccintributions.     The  younger  poet's  reaction  to  the  ch.ange

in  the  elder  is  emotionally  deep  and  clearly  dr.£ws  the  political  battle

l`ines  over  which  a  poet-prophet  should  struggle:

In  honored  poverty  thy  voice  did  weave
S.ong  consecrate  to  truth  and  liberty,--
Deserting  these,   thou  leavest  me  to  grieve,
Thus  having  been,   that  thou  shouldst  cease  to  he.10
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In  these  lines  the  young  Shelley  distinctly  conveyed  his  concern  for

principles  over  personalities.

Only  rarely  did  this  poet  of  reform  descend  into  the  personal.

Hate  songs  and  the  usual  political  hatchet  work  of  his  day  were  not

his  regular  forte,  and  only  against  perceived  scoundrels  could  he

unleash  his  full  invectj.ve.     I`Jordsworth,   for  instance,  was  o.ne  of  the

few  individuals  who  provoked  the  poet  to  rec.ord  on  paper  a  temporary

loss  of  his  natural  equ.animity:     "What  a  beastly  and  piti.ful  wretch

that  Wordsworth!     That  such  a.  man  s'nouid  be  such  a  poet!     I   can  com-

pare  hilr,  with  no  one  but  Simonides,  that  flatterer  of  the  Sicilian

tyrants,  and  at  the  same  time  th.e  most  natural  and  tender  of  lyric

poets."11     Nevertheless,   Shelley's  aim  was  alwa.ys  constructive  and  not

destructive  as  perhaps  even  the-outburst-cited  above  should  indicate.

Neither  wa±3  .numor  a  major  consideration  in  his  poetry.     Shelley

was  not  a  humorless  man  as  he  demonstrated  in  the  political  satires

"Peter  Bell  the  Third"  and  ''Swellfoot  the  Tyrant,"  but  as  a  self-

conscious  poet-prophet,  he  was  endowed  with  a  sense  of  dignity  aml

overall .seriousness  that  did  not  produce  humorous  creations  merely  for

the  sake  of  laughter.     His  aim  was  not  so  much  exposin.g  the  current

world's  folly  as  a  sat.irist  as  in  providing  an  alternative  vision  of

the  future.    The  evils  of  the  present  day  were  obvious  either  for  one's
-laughter  or  tears.  but  only  a  pToprl.et  could  illuminate  the  wonder  and

awe  of  the  future.    None  but  the  most  cynica.I  could  jeer  at  the  latter

which  broaches  not  on  the  momentary  but  o.n  eternity.     To  his  credit

Shelley  was  versatile  eriough  t.o  write  a  smattering  of  fairly  humorous

sat.ire,  but  his  chief  goals  were  not  altered  thereby.     The  cosmic  aura

of  his  final  quest  was  not  to  be  held  ca.pti`/e  by  the  ephemeral  mirth  of
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transitory  events  that  would  have  delighted  an  eighteenth  century

controversiaiist  or  party  hack.

What  Shelley  brought  to  t.he  contemporary  political  melange,   in

the  context  of  this  chapter,  was  a  blend  of  prophetic  idealism,   funda-

mental  optimism,   and  utopianism.     Man's  golden  age  was  to  be  his

future  and  not  his  past.     The  victory  of  libel`al  principles  was  in-

evitable  according  to  Shelley's  reading  of  t,he  mechanism  of history  as

first  interpreted  by  Con.dorcet  and  other  liberal  thinkers.    Progress,

however,  was  not  automatically  assured.     Human  effort  was  required  to

call  forth  the  millennium,  hence  the  need  for  dedicated  reformers  such

as  Shelley  who  would,   if  nee.essary,   sacrifice  fame  and  fortune.     More

than  a  normal  amount  of  faith  wa.s  needed  in  the  poet's  era  to  maintain

liberal  and  visionary  principles.     Fortunately  for  Shelley,  his  concept

of  a  poet-prophet,  which  he  defined  in  the  broadest  sense  of  a  spokes-

man  for  liberty,  provided  him  with  a  mystic  faith  c.apable  of  with-

standing  t.he  multitude  of  shocks  that  ravaged  libertarian  causes  in  the

preliminary  decades  of  the  nineteenth  century  across  the  map  of  Europe.

Man  was  essentially  goo'd.by  nature  sa.id  Shelley,   repeating  Godwin

and  Rousseau.     The  evil  that  wracked  the  world  in  such  varied  forms  as

tyranny  and  injustice  was  a  product  of  t}ie  mind,  a  mental  aberration

that  could  be  displaced  by  proper  education..     The  poet-prophet  was  thus

€o  be  a  most  conspicuous  individual  fulfilling  a  paranount  social

function  in  illuminating  the  dark  recesses  of  the  mind  to  ei`adicate

evil  and  corruption.     In  brief  he  was  to  be  a  seer  of moral  and  intel-

lectual  reform  who  stood  in  the  vanguard  of  history.

Underlying  the  Shelleyan  prophetic  and  visionary  ethos  was  a.

fundamental  optimism  that  could  accept  the  n}omentary  defeats  of  the
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present  without   lapsing  into  a  perITianent  slough  of`  despaii..     This   is

not  to  say  that  Shel.1e.y  possessed  a  blind  superhuman  resolve.that  never

succumbed  to  woes  common  to  all  men.     As  his  poetry  testifies,  he  too

suffered  from  pangs  of  despair  from  private  afflictions  and  political

setbacks.     He  was  the  victim  of  temporary  bouts  of  despair  which  might

be  expected  of  one  endowed  with  a  sensitive  and  altruistic  nature.

These  moments  were  intense  to  judge  from  the`,lyrics  they  inspired,   such

as  ''Stanzas:     Written  in  Dejection  near  Naples,"  ''A  Lament,"  or  ''Lines:

when  the  Lamp  is  Shattered."    Nevertheless,  he  did  not  utterly  succumb

to  these  black  moods  for  any  extent  of  time.  and  it  is  for  good  reason.

tr.at  he  will  be  mostly  remembered  as  a  poet  of  optimism--that  is,   a

mature  optimism  that  had  withstood  great  odds  and  still  persisted.

True  to  his  complex  nature,   ''Affirmation  in  Shelley's  poetry  frequently

occurs  within  the  context  of  despa.ir .... "12    Shelley's  was  thus  an

optimism  bred  of  adversity  and  not  spawr.ed  in  a  vacpun.     His  painfully

unproductive  Irish  experience  was  enough  to  force  home  the  point.  that

reform  was  not  to  be  acccimplished  simply  by  breezy  words  and  wishful

hopes.     The  dream  of  a  perfectible  future  was  not  abandoned  by  the

young  poet  of  1812  in  a  fit  of  rage  and  frustration  over  the  failure  of

the  Irish  to  colnprehend  and  respond  to  his  mission.     Instead  this  and

every  subsequent  disappointment  only  rea.ffirmed  his  faith  that  his  was
.-
a  just  cause.

In  this  process  of  continual  reaffirmation,  Shelley  refined  his

vision  to  ever  higher  |ihilosophical  plateaus..     The  1812  pre-Dublin

Queen  Mab  with  its  somewhat  i.ncong"ous  materialistic trappings  derived

from  the `EH±s. enthusiastically  delineated  the  Shel|eyan  diagram

of  human  h,istory  in  urieven  but  vigorous  and  prom,ising  poetry.     This
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remai.ned  his  most  complete  revelation  of  his  theories,  but  the  majestic

Prometheus  Unbound  of  1819,   considered  by  many  as  the  poet's  master-

piece,  reached  the  spiritual  prcifundities  that  the  earlier  poem  only

incompletely  grasped.     In  the  struggle  of  the  Titan  Prometheus  to  free

himself  from  a  vile  imprisonment  by  the  tyrannous  Jupiter,  Shelley's

lyric  drama  in  four  acts  captured  the  intellectual  and  moral  essence  of

a  Shelleyan  revolution  of  nonviolence  based  on  love  and  human  s}mpathy.

Prometheus  soars  to  the  height of  the  truly  philosophic,  whereas  Nab,

despite  its  designation  as  A  Philoso hical   Poem is  by  comparison  a

didactic  work.

Shelley's  optimism  was  again  called  into  play  after  the  events  of

1819-20  in  England  and  elsewhere  in  Europe  failed  to  advance  the  cause

of  liberty.    A  notable  result  of  his  wrangling  with  largely  inauspicious

circumstarices  was  Hellas,   an  1821   lyric  drama  that  was  a  tl.ibute  to  the

Greek  rebellion.  against  Ottoman  rule.     The  prophet's  voice  is  evident

in  the  ''Preface"  of  this  work  when  the  following  proclamation  worthy  of

Thomas  Paine  is  set  forth:

This  is  the  age  of  the  oppressed  agairist  the  oppressors,  and
everyone  of  those  ringleaders  of  the  privileged  gangs  of
murderers  and  swindlers,   called  Sovereigns,   look  to  each
other  for  aid  against  the  common  enemy,   and  suspend  their
mutual  jealousies  in  the  presence  of  a  mightier  fear.     Of
this  holy  alliance  all  the  despots  of  the  earth  are  virtually
members.     But  a  new  race  has  arisen  throughou`t  Europe,   nursed
with  abhorrence  of  the  opinions  which  are  its  chains,  and  she

::::i:;n:i::I: :;r:::gu::r::::ha::n::::i?T§  to  accomplish  that

The  revival  of  liberty  in  its  ancestral  home  provided  Shelley  with  new

hope  after  some  very  dal.k  days,  but  he  did  not  disregard  the  hard  and

brutal  acttialities  of  Turkish  power  to  slow  substantially  the  tide  of



104

freedom.     The  poet  cast  Hellas  in  a  somber  franew-ork  to  reinforce  the

point  that  trie  struggle  for  Greek  libel.ty,   and  by  extension  liberty  else-

where,   would  be  in  all  probability  a  long  and  arduous  c.ne.     In  this  work

as  in  others  with  political  connotations,  the  poet  never  altered  his

emphasis  on  the  gradualist  or  evolutionary  approach.     Ti.me,  he  con-

tended,  was  on  the  side  of  liberty,  but  one  must  be  patient  to  enjoy

the  fruits  of  victory.    Also,  in  Hellas,  wri.tten  witli  the  express  in-

tention  of  raising  sentiment  for  the  Greek  insul`gency  movement  ancl

therefore  in  response  to  a  specific  event,  Shelley  created  a  master-

piece  of  its  tyi)e,   for  ''No  other  of  his  poems  so  skillfully  integrates

very  pointed  revolutionary  polemic  with  sublime  poetry."14     It,  was

nothing  less  than  propaganda  of  a  high  order  fed  not  on  pettiness  and

spite  but  on  the  noblest  ideals.

The  somber  tone  of  the  dia].ogue  in  rlelias  is  set  as a  counterweight

against  easy  optimism,  but  the  choruses  of  this  lyr.ic  drama  in  their

eloquent  majesty  allow  the  reader  glimpses  of  the  Shelleyan  paradise

through  the  clouds  of  war  and  bloodshed  that  obscure  the  present.     The

much  anthologized  fi}ial  chorus  in  particular  is  a  thunderous  rapture

which  proc,laims  the  ultimate  triumph  of  liberty  over  oppression  and

evil  to  marshal  fortl`i  a  golden  age:

The  world's  great  age  begins  anew,
The  golden  years  return,

The  earth  doth  like  a  snake  renew
Her  winter  weeds  outworn:

I:;:e:r::i!e:i :n8±::::::n:n8].::a:|§S  glearlh
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In  the  fifth  stanza  the  poet  iises  the  Greek  metropolis  of  Athens,

which  he  venerated  as .the  ancestral  .home  of  western.  denocracy,   to

symbolize  the  renewal  of  liberty:

Another  Athens  shall  arise,
And  to  remoter  time

Bequeath,   like  sunset  to  the  s`kies,
The  splendour  of  its  prime;

And  leave,   if  nought  so  bright  may  live
All  earth  can  take  or  heaven  can  give.16

However  enchanting  this  vision  may  be,   Shelley  is  not  deceived  that  it

is  alrea.dy  a  reality.     In  the  final  stanza,  which  also  concludes  the

lyric  drama,  he  speaks  as  a  poet-prophet  who  apprehends  that  muc`.h  re-

mains  to  be  done  to  annihilate  the  evils  and  woe  that  afflict  mankind:

0  cease!  must  hate  and  death  return?
Cease!  must  men  kill   and  die?
Cease!  drain  not  to  its  dregs  the  urn

Of  bitter  prophecy.
The  world  is  weary  of  the  past,
0  might  it  die  or  rest  at  |ast!17

A  sense  of  urgency  can  be  detected  in  these  wo.rd.s  of  an  idealist  to

whom  on  all  prior  occasions  the  spread  of  human  liberty  had  appeared  as

an  ephemera  that  had  eluded  his  grasp.     The  tenuous  nature  of  con-

str.`ic.Give  change  before  the  myriad  of  entrenched  host:ile  forces  is  duly

noted.     Implicit  in  the  impassioned  accents  of  the  stanza  is  t.he  plea

that  lnen  make  a  conscious  effort  to  alter  history  for  the  better  rather

than  linger  iri  the  throes  of  tyranny.

The  Shelleyan  poet-prophet  was  an  instrument.  of  history,   the  "new"

history  of  Act  IV  of  Prometheus  Unbound  that  celel)rates  the  dethronement

of  Jupiter  as  opposed  to  the  old  that  has  made  the  world  so  weary  of  the

past.     To  facil3.tate  the  advent  of  the  new  in.ille-nnium  a  new  language  had
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to  be  coined,  a  language  of  liberty,   to  break  the  hold  of  the  old

linguistic  forms  which  were  the  tools  of  tyranny.     Since  tyranny  was  a

mental  `state,   the  old  myths  tliat  condoned  servility  had  to  be  replaced

by  new  ones  that  breathed  hope  and  freedom.     Th.is  is  exactly  what

Shelley  attempted  to  do  in  his  poetic  composit.ions.     In  the  employment

of  his  own  myth  and  metaphor  or  the  reconversion  of myth  as  in  his

adaptation  of  the  Prometheus  tale,  the  poet .was  demythologizing  the

forces  thaLt  ruled  society  in  order  to  smash  the  grip  of  in.tellectual

tyranny  that  is  an  adjunct  of political  tyranny.    The  poet-prophet's

task  was  thus  in  a  sense  to  be  a  purveyor  of  skepticism  regarding  old

corrupt  values  and  the  myths  that  sustained  them.    Tradition  was  not  to

be  considered  sacrosanct  since  it  perpetuated  fa].se  doctrines  as  literal

truth  and  therein  became  a  pernicious  stumbling  block  to  a  rational  and

humane  society.

The  broad  variety  of  liberal  intellectuals  who.  assumed  the  role  of

a  poet-prophet  (a  fraternity  not  restricted  solely  to  those  facile  ir.

versification)  was  to  remold  the  thought  processes  of  the  masses  by  in-

culcating  an  individualistic  consciousness  that  would  deny  the  con-

tinued  existence  of  an  abnormal  and  inexcusable  conformity  based  on

fear  and  ignorance:

Poets,  philosophers,  and  scientists  have  a  duty  to  complete
the  task  of  stripping  authority  of  its  falsely  assumed
divine  sanction.     Men  must  be  taught  to  trust  themselves  to
resist  the  dictates  of  those  who  claim  to  rule  by  ''Divine
Right"  and  who  band  together  in  "Holy  Alliances."    They  must
be  encouraged  to  follow  a  skeptical  approach  to  those  truths
which  can  r`.ever  be  known  .for  certain.18

The  difficulty  of  sue.h  a  pursuit  necessitated  courage  and  sacrifice  on

Shelley's  part,   yet  the  rewa .-.- d  far  outweighed  `the  risk,   as  can  be
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ass.uned  from  the  following  appraisal  rendered  t..1most  a  half  century

ago:

It  seemed  to  him  that  the  church  and  state  were  so
corrupted  by  tyranny  and  superstition  that  the  pui.suit  of
ideals  could  not  prevail.     Therefore  in  his  conduct  he  de-
fied  entrenched  powers  which  seemed  omnipotent.     He  was  born
a  Titan.    He  believed  that  if  the  chains  of  tyranny  and
superstition  were  unbound  from  humanity,  natural  benevolence

r,:::S.E5adually  Perfect  the  nations  in  liberty,  love,  and..,.

The  allusion  to  the  Titan  Prometheus  and  the  implied  comparison  of  that

mythological  creature  with  Shelley  is  an  apt  one  in  that  the  poet  also

sought  to  bequeath  a  gift  to  humanity-.-a  gift  of  invisible  fire  that

would  illuminate  the  mind  and  reveal  its  true  potential.     Whereas  the

imaginary  Greek  figure  I.ad  provided  for  mankind's  physica.1  comfort,   the

modern  poet  would  provide  for  its  intellectual  and  moral  requirements.

[Iis  individualistic  and  humanistic  outlook  is  at  loggerheads  with

the  political  assumptions  of  Thomas  Hobbes  who  .in L.e`/iathan  asserted

men  were  cruel,   selfish  brutes  who  would  sink  into  social  chaos  if  not

for  the  coercive  powers  of  goverrmient  to  control  these  destructive  im-

pulses.     Such  Hobbesian  doctrines  offer  a  negative,  bleak  view  of  human

nature  that  Shelley  utterly  rejected  as  well  as  pro\Jiding  a  legit,imacy

to  government  based  on  inherently  undemocratic  postulates  that  were  an

``.-anathema  to  him.     The  Romantic  poet.'s  writings  a.nnounced  an  active  or-
positive  faith  that  held  out  the  promise  of  escape  from  the  Hobbesian

darkness  of  enforced  servitude  to  superior  power.

An  expansive  and  not  a  restrictj.ve  in.oral  and  political  universe

viias  the  object  of  Shelley's  speculation  as  has  already  been  determined.

In  one  perspective  this  object  can  be  said  to  have  been  cast  from  an
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esthetic  mold.     It  is  perhaps  orily  nat.ura]   that  sonleone  so  devoted  to

beaut}r,  whether  material  or  spiritua].,   should  impose  esthetic  forms  on

history  as  did  this  English  poet  in  his  doctrine  of  a  future  golden  age

of  perfectibility.

In  the  political  and  esthetic  debate  Over  the  benignity  of  the

human  soul,   Shelley  stood  firmly  with  the  Frenchman  Rousseau  in  op-

position  to  his  fellow  Englishman  Hobbes.     Man  was  an  object  worthy  of

the  paradise  that  Shelley  envisioned  as  his  future  abode  and  not  a  de-

praved  beast  to  be  coerced  by  fear.     Yet  unlike  Rousseau,  whose  golden

age  resided  in  the  past,  he  did  not  visualize  his  futuristic  utopia  as

a  primitivist  haven  peopled  by  noble  savages.     Noble  the  Shelleyan

millennium  might  be,  but  it  was  to  be  peopled  with  rarefied  individuals

who  had  expurgated  themselves  of  the  baser  emotions  and  who  were  not

devoted  to  simplicity  and  the  unpremeditated  pursu.i.t  of  their  inclina-

tions  as  a  positive  good  in  itself .     Simplicity,  on.e  m`ight  say,  had  to

serve  other  gods  and  did  not  rule  paradise  alone.    There  is  no  hint  of

a  charming  and  idyllic  savagery  in  either  the  .poetry  or  the  prose  that

is  opposed  to  the  intellect.     Godwin  was  Shelley's  primary  master,  and

from  Gcidwj.n  he  derived  a  rationalistic  orienta.tion  toward  reform  that

was  never  abandoned  even  as  his  vision  became  more  mystical  and  pro-

found  in  his  last  years.     It  would  have  been  odd  for  Shelley,   who  was

fiimself  no  mean  intellectual,  t,o  have  excluded  the  intellect  from

utopia .

In  combining  idealist  and  transcendent  principles,  the  poet-prophet

constructed  a  humanitarian  creed  which  carried  his  thought  from  the

purely  political  to  more  abstl`act  levels.     The  ethereal  and  sublime  are

encountered  with  great  frequency  wherever  on6  turns  in  his  work.
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0utwai.d  political  i`eform  was  of  no  intrinsic  \ralue  in  itself  if  not

acconpanied  by  moral  reform.     Thus  the  concept  of  a  rarefied  humanity

had  implications  of  vast  proportions,   as  one  might  guess.     ''It  is,   in

short,   a  religious  idea,"20  as  one  modern  critic  one.e  observed,   and

Shelley  has  established  himself  as  a  high  priest  of  humanity  in  op-

position  to  the  sterile  .religious  orthodoxy  that  sanctioned  political

oppression.     His  new  and  rationalistic  religion,  was  a  religion  of

humanity  th:it  offered  neoplatonic  sp].endors  on  earth.

The  Shelleyan  nonviolent  and  internal  revolution  of moral  regen-

era.tion  would  provide  mankind  with  a  teleology  of  hope  and  a  ''meta-

physical  solution  of  evil  as  something  to  be  destroyed  in  the  race  as

a  whole  through  the  growing  power  of  love .... "21     The  poet's  politi-

ca.1  utterances,   it  can  be  maintained,   are  dominated  by  the  question  of

evil.     Carl  Grabo,   a.  major  Shelley  authority,  argues  that  it  is  ''im-

plicit  in  Shelley's  political  verse"22  and  ''crucial  to  t.he  philosophy

of  Prometheus  Unbound. n23 That  particular  literary  masterpiece  can  by

rights  be  hailed  as  a  political  and  moral  allegory  of  Shelleyan  poetic

prophecy  and  the  distillation  of his  mature  humanitarian  religiosity

which  was  supported  by  a  conscious  act  of  free  will  to  transformi  the

world.     In  his  glorification  and  deification  of  humanity,  the  poet

gradually  eliminated  deterministic  elements  from  his  thought  that  were

Present  in  earlier  poetic  pieces  such  as Queen  Mab.     History,   reform,

and  morals  were  reducible  to  the  individual  and  not  outside  his  control.

"Only  as  humanity  approaches  the  divine  can  it  overcome  the  evil  in  it-

self"24  was  the  Shelleyan  model  of  spiritual  progress  that  posited  man-

kind  could  rid  itself  of  its  bestial  dross.     The  Shelleyan  poet-prophet

had  to  instill  in  I]ian  the  belief  t,hat  he  was  a  free  agent  responsible
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for  his  own  political  and  moral  salvation.     To  speak  of  Shelley's  goal,

whic.h  all  poet-prophets  were  to  share,  as  that  of  man's  salvation  places

the  educational  task  of  the  poet-prophet  in  an  exalted  realm  far  removed

from  the  pedantic.

In  his  concern  over  mora.1  reform,   Shelley  was  unique  among  the

figul`es  of  the  contemporary  English  reforITi  movement  that  numbered  such

outspoken  individuals  as  Cobbett.,   Burdett,   Cartwright,   and  Bentham.

"Shelley's  methods  remain  fundamentally  different  fron  those  of  the  re-

formers.     Shelley's  insistence  on  individual  mora.I  reform  aligns  him

more  with  philosophy  than  refom."25    IIis  contemporaries,   on  the  other

hand,   largely  centered  their  attention  on  overt  signs  of  improvement  in

institutional  or  external  structures  i`ather  than  the  individual.    This

emphasis  was  original  in  Shelley,   for  even  Godwin  espoused  reform  of

the  institutior,al  variety.    Th.e  aptness  of  Shelle}r's  designation  as  a

poet-prophet  is  thereby  reinforced  by  this  moral  and  religious  orienta-

tion--the  beauty  of  the  mind  and  spirit  was  his  fascination  and  not

material  objects.

As  enunciated  and  practiced  by  Shelley,  the  role  of  a  poet-prophet

was  by  no  means  synonymous  with  that  of  an  ordinary  propagandist  who  in

the  main  would  subjugate  truth  to  politics.     Only  in  rat.e  moments  would

`.the  rna.ture  S-rielley  stoop  to  .propaganda  as  a  politica.I  weapon,   as  he  did
.\
in  several  of  the  1819  lyrics  spawned  by  the  Peterloo  Massacre,  but  he

was  motivated  not  by  narrow  self.-seeking  factionalism  whose  sole  intent

was  to  divide  the  spoils  of  office.     Instead  his  honest  conviction

spurred  him  t.o  speak  in  a  plain,   concrete  style  to  the  masses  for  the

first:  time  since  his  Irish  venture  of  1812.     Behind  his  conviction  was

a  fear,  previously  noted  of  course,  that  t'ne  fate  of  English  liberty
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was  in  the  balance  with  the  government  i.ntent  on  repression  that  might

goad  the  people  to  an .unchecked  outburst  of  rebellion  and  bloodshed.

The  revolutionary  potential  of  the  year  1819  was  also  revealed  in

a  new  apocalyptic  tone  that  Shelley  assumed  in  some  of  his  most  im-

portant  poetic  works  in  the  months  succeeding  Peterloo.     This  apoca-

lyptic  tone,  replete  with  volcanic  and  whirlwind  imagery  and  other  sym-

bols  of  complete  destruction  and  regeneration,   is  t,o  be  found  most

notably  in  a  series  of  six  poems:     ''Ode  to  Naples,"  ''Ode  to  Liberty,"

''Ode  to  the  West  Wind,''   "Song:     To  the  Men  of  Eng].and,"   ''Sonnet:

England in  1819,"  and  The  Mask  of  Anarchy. Graphic  images  and  a  deter-

mined  vigor  mark  th.`se  poetic  renderings  as  urgent  and  imaginative

representations  of  the  potential  holocaust  about  to  engulf  British

society.     England  to  all  appearances  was  about  to  undergo  a  purgation

by  fire   (not  to  mention  the  prow-erbial  bloody  sword).

In  contemplating  the  prospect  of  this  potentia.I  apocalypse,  Shelley

sounded  very  much  like  a  biblical  prophet  addressing  the  Israel.±tes  in

time  of  crisis.     Besides  being  a  highly  forceful  artistic  touch,  the

apocalyptic  strain  that  swelled  to  the  fore  in  the  poet  at  this  time

was  a  recognition  that  any  ensuing  popular  revolt  could  and  most

possibly  would  be  a  cataclysmic  upheaval.     The  implications  were  dark

and  ominous  as  Shelley's  poetry  intima.ted,  but  ultimately  optimistic  in

their  promise  of  regeneration  into  a  purified  and  pristine  grandeur.

His  ''Sonnet:     England  in  1819"  serves  as  a.n  excellent  example  of

the  Shelleyan  apocal}Ttic  vision  in  which  he  concretely  and  effectively

catalogued  the  political  and  social  evils  that  hovered  drearily  over

the  British  landscape.     Against  the  stark  realism  of  the  present,,

stained  as-  it  was  by  an  unpopular  king  and  prince-regent.,   a  selfish  and



112

insensitive  aristocracy,  a  repressed  and  impoverished  multitude,  a

military  that  was  the  heavy-handed  iristrument  of  that  repression,  un-

just  laws,   orthodox  religion  that  had  abandoned  the  spiritual  essence

of  Christianity,  and  an  unrepresentative  legislature,  is  juxtaposed  a

brilliant  idealized  future  and  not  an  eternal  void.     In  fact  this  sonnet

might  be  cited  as  a  synthesis  of  the  poet's  apocalyptic  thought  and  even.

a  fair,  althoug.h  incomplete,  representation .pf  the  range  of  his  political

concerns  and  general  pol,itical  theory.    A  sense  of  inevitability  pervades

the  onrushing  lj.nes  that  detail  a  desperate  situation,  but  the  image  of

the  gra.ve  conjured  up  near  the  poem's  conclusion  can  be  i.nterpreted  as

a  symbol  of  the  death  of  the  past  only:

An  old,  mad,  blind,   despised,   and  dying  king,--
Princes,   the  dregs  of  their  du.11  race,  who  flow
Through  public  scorn--mud  from  a  mudd}J  spring;
Rulers  who  neither  see  noi`  feel,  nor  r.now,
But  leech-like  to  their  fainting  country  c].ing,
Till  they  drop,  blind  in  blood,  without  a  blow;
A  people  starved  and  stabbed  in  the  until.led  field,--
An  army,  which  liberticide  and  prey
Makes  as  a.  two-edged  sword  t.o  all  who  wield--
Golden  and  sanguine  laws  which  tempt  and  slay,--
Religion  Christless,   Godless--a  book  sealed;
A  Senate,--Time's  worst  statute  uni`epealed,--
Are  graves,   from  which  a  glorius  Phap.tom  may
Burst,   to  illume  our  tempestuous  day.26

The  grave  can  also  be  a  womb  from  which  phantoms  such  as  liberty  migr.t

``.rise  like  a  phoenix  from  the  ashes.     The  final  lines,  moreover,   seem  to
+EI

suggest  the  phoenix  analogy  of  death  and  rebirth,  thus  reinforcing  the

poem's  brief  but  potently  charged  apocalyptic  vision.     In  those  same

two  lines  the  purely  political  is  trariscended,   as  one  would  expect  of

true  poetic  prophecy,  for  a  higher  spiritual  and  philosophical  reality

as  personifiecl  in  the  light  imagery  that  implies  the  future  obliteration
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of  the  sins  of  t`ne  English  nation.     It  need  not  seem  incongrous  that

She.lley  should  appropriate  a  stance  reminiscent  of  biblical  tradition

here  or  elsewhere,   for  although  he  was  a  |]rofessed  atheist  and  scoffer

of  organized  religion,  he  was  also  possessed  of  an  innately  religious

and  idealistic  nature  and  was  well  read  in  the  Bible  to  boot.

The  hei.ghtened  emotionality  of  this  apocalyptic  vision  was  finally

to  fade  from  Shelley's  poetics  because  the  i.mpending  social  revolution

never  materialized.     Its  stillbirth  was  the  result  of  government  re-

pression  of  all  ovei`t  dissent.     The  holocaust  of  violence  was  averted,

but  the  dashed  hopes  of  liberals  over  the  failure  of  one  of  the  most

propitious  epochs  of  popular  discontent  in  modern  Briti.sh  history  to

produce  even  a  single  major  concession  were  bitter  pills  to  swallow.

Shelley  too  partook  in  this  general  disappointment„  but  his  elastic

spirit  could  later  respond  with  renewed  faith  in  his  lyric  drama

Hellas  to  battle  once  more  as  a  bard  prophesying  li.berty  anidst  scenes

of  blood  and  strife.

Shelley's  reaction  to  the  fa.ilure  of  reform  and  revolutionary

movements  throughout  Europe  as  the  1820's  dawned  was  not  to  be  that  of

the  first  generation  Romantics  over.  the  excesses  of  the  FI.ench  Revolu-

tion.    Not  a  reversa.1  of  doctrines  but  continued  resistance  was  the

`poet's  response--"He  was  not  plunged  into  despair  by  terrible  dis-
.+
appointments  so  much  as  he  was  pushed  into  a  utopian  vision  by  his  dis-

gust  at  the  world  he  saw  in  front  of  him."27    His  own  task  as  a  poet-

prophet  to  his  countrymen  was  an  especially  ai`duous  one  after  1819  when

the  stagnation  of  the  reform  movement  thanks  to  goverrm.ent  opposition

gave  the  appearance  of  hopelessness  and  futility  to  the  times.
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At  this  juncture  Shelley,   as  he  was  always  to  do  in  his  prophetic

role,  marshalled  forth  his  poetic  imagination  to  add  substance  to  un-

fulfilled  liberal  principles  that  had  so  far  been  as  unattainable  as  a

desert  mirage.     In  such  a  strait  a  poet-prophet  must  employ  his  own

forln  of  mental  trickery  against  a  political  system  based  on  decei.t  and

chicanery.     "Shelley  asks  for  a  kind  of  self-deception"28  as  he  sought

to  inculcate  mental  resista.nee  art.d  breed  hope  where  formerly  despair

and  lethargy  held  sway.     This  insistence  on  optimism  was  one  of  the

poet's  essential  contributions  as  a  political  theorist  along  with  his

espousal  of  nonviolence.

To  assert  the  conviction  of  a  radical  metamorphosi.s  of  the  world

when  all  that  existed  to  sustain  it  was  faith  required  a  Herculean  or,

as  Shelley  would  have  phrased  it,   Promethean  effort.     The  lack  of

tangible  results  was  not  an  easy  burden  t.o  bear  but  bear  it  Shelley  did

largely  without  complaint  and  certainly  without;  regret:

The  willful  and  tough-minded  optimism  of  Shelley's  later
years  was  a  product  of  his  humanism..    The  grace  his  imagi-
nation  bestowed  on  the  world  was  ncit  derived  from  any
''divine"  source,  but  was  a  product  of  his  hard.-won  faith  in
the  inspirational  function  of  the  poet.29

The  strange  almost  contradictory  blend  of  skeptic  and  visionary  of

which  Shelley  was  composed  sustained  him  ir,  this  difficult  period:
\,̀

\

Yet  although  Shelley's  skepticism  reminded  him  repeatedly
of  the  gulf  between  expectation  and  reality,  he  surrendered
to  neither  Wordsworthian  quietism  nor  Byronic  despair.     I-]e

:::a:n::.g8en  to  possibility,  always  looking  forward  to  what

Pei.sistence  in  adversity  was  the  poet's  forte  and  the  spring  from  which

many  an  eloquent  sentiment  was  to  flow.
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If  English  liberty  had  }nomentarily  lost  its  impetus,   the  Continent

in  the  1820's  gave  several  indications  that  liberal  reform  was  not  a.

dead  letter.     In  the  liberal  and  nationalistic  revolutions  that  swept

the  Mediterranean  lands  of  Spain,   Ita].y,   and  Greece,   Shelley  took  hope

and  attempted  to  impart  that  hope  to  others.     In  his  ''Ode  to  tlie  West

Wind,"  he  concludes  his  depiction  of  a  variegated  and  mutable  natural

world  with  the  observation,   ''If  Winter  comes ,..,   can  Spring  be  far  be-

hind?"31  after  searching  through  despairing  thoughts  for  renewed  energy

to  speak  as  a  poet-prophet  whose  wol`ds  would  be  ''The  trumpet  of  a  -proph-

ecy."32    No  e^.plicit  political  content  is  evident  in  the  poem,  but  its

final  stanza  charged  with  an  unperturbable  spirit  of  commitment  and

sweeping  grandeur,  and  the  last  lines  in  particular  have  political  im-

plications  and  to  a  limited  extent  might-even  be  considered  a  revolu-

tionary  manifesto.     In  fact  one  critic  contends  that  the  poet's

rhetorical  question,   ''If  Winter  comes,   can  Spring  b.e  far  ben,ind?"  be-

came  ''the  nuc.Ieus  of  Shelley's  prophesying  from  ''The  Mask  of  Anarchy"

onwards .... "33    This  opinion  wa.s  ecr.oed  wit!`,  only  slight  variation

by  another  writer  foi.  whom  the  "Ode"  "represents  Shelley's  profoundest

response  to  Peterloo."34    That  response  was  nothing  short  of  an  earnest

quest  for  the  ethereal  and  the  eternal,  a  gazc.  into  the  very  depths  in

an  attempt  to  fathom  the  mystery  of  the  universe.
\

His  utopianism  did  not,  break  all  ties  with  ea.rth's  past  as  it

sought  to  give  utterance  to  the  glories  of  futurity.     ''Of  all  the

Romantics,  Shelley  had  the  most  fantastic  and  utopian  `Jision  of  a

future  democracy,  but  he  was  also  the  surest  that  there  was  a  his-

torical  precedent  for  his,  utopia."35    For  the  poet,   as  pre\fiously  no-ted
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in  this  chapter,  the  holy  land  of  liberty  was  classical  Greece,  and

therefore  the  holy  city  of  that  .same  liberty  was  At]`ens  naturally:

Within  the  surface  of  Time's  fleeting  river
Its  wrinkled  image  lies,  as  then  it  lay

Immovably  unquiet,  and  for  ever
It  trenibles,   but  it  cannot  pass  away!

The  voices  of  thy  bards  and  sages  thunder
With  an  earth-awakening  blast
Through  the  caverns  of  the  past;

Religion  veils  her.eyes;   OppressiQp  shrinks  aghast;
A  winged  sound  of  .ioy,   and  love,   and  wonder,

Which  soars  where  Expectation  never  flew,
Rending  the  veil  of  space  and  time  asunder!

One  ocean  feeds  the  clouds,   and  streams,   and  dew;
One  sun  illumes  heaven;   one  spit.it  vast

With  life  and  love  makes  chaos  ever  new,
As  Athens  doth  the  world  with  thy  delight  renew.36

Greece  as  the  prototype  on  which  the  future  was  to  be  predicated  re-

ma.ins  in  his  poetry  a  somewhat  vague  idealization  of  liberty,   for

"Shelley  never  really  describes  Greece,  but  only  praises  it."37    h.

Prometheus  Bound,   Hellas,   and  especially  the -''Ode  to  Liberty,"  he

formulated  the  ideal  of  a  past  historical  a.ge  whose  greatness  has  never

been  heretofore  .totally  recaptured,  but  whose  spirit,  which  is  eternal

and  the  quintessence  of  political  and  intellectua.I  liberty,  has  been

periodically  revived.    Not  all  human  history  was  a  sorry  s|)ectacle  of

tyranny  aT`.d  oppression;   at  least.one  age,   in  the  poet's  estimation,  was

worthy  of  emulation  and  reverenctj-.
`        The  recreation  c.f  the  Athenian  visic`n  in  the  future  is  more  than

woi.th  the  multitude  of  tribulations  that  momentarily  stand  in  its  way.

All  else  appears  petty  and  inconsequential  when  contrast,ed  with  the

eternal  gifts  to  be  won  by  the  Shel]eyan  revolutionary,  as  personified

by  Prometheus,   through  virtuous  per.sistense:
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To  suffer  woes  which  l]ope  thinks  infinite;
To  forgive  wrongs  darker  than  death  or  night;

To  defy  Power,   which  seems  omnipotent;
To  love,   and  bear;   to  hops  till  Hope  creates
From  its  own  wreck  the  thing  it  contemplates:

Neither  to  change,  nor  falter,  nor  repent;
This,   like  thy  glory,  Titan!   is  to  be

#::,±gr:::n:n:±i:?°::;,b£:;:i.:?[a::dvf:::iy!38

To  recapitulate,  the  victory  here  mentioned  has  been  that  of  the  Titan
.?.

over  himself,  and  the  freedom  gained  is  not  only  political  freedom  from

tyrants  such  as  Jupiter  but  from  c`ther  forms  of  evil  as  well.     Cthce

this  internal  transformation  has  transpired,  a  new  order  in  human

a.ffairs  is  instituted--the  era  of  perfected  humanity:

All  things  are  void  of  terror:     man  has  lost
His  terrible  prerogative,  and  stands
An  equal  amidst  equals:     happiness
And  science  dawn,   though  late  upon  earth;
Peace  cheers  the  mind.  health  renovates  the  frame;
Disease  a.nd  pleasure  cease  to  mingle  here,
Reason  and  passion  cease  to  coprbat  there;
Whilst  each  unfettered  o'er  the  earth  ext.end
Their  all-subduing  energies,   and  wield
The  sceptre  of  a  vast  dominion  there;
Whilst  every  shape  and  mode  of  matte.r  lends
Its  force  to  omnipotence  of  mind,
lthich  from  its  dark  mine  drags  the  gen  of  truth
To  decorate  its  paradise  of  peace.39

This  last  vignette  was  the  Shelleyan  utopia  as  picl-,ured in  Queen  Mab

which  the  poet  had  framed  in  a  blaz,e  of  }routhful  optilnism  at  age

twenty.     when  he  died  just  short  of  his  thirtieth  birt`nday  in  1822,  he

had  not  repudiated  his  dream  of  a  better  world  despite  the  staunch  re-

actionary  spirit  of  t}`.e  Age  of  Metternich  that  descended  on  Europe  after

the  defeat  of  Napoleon.     One  can  say  without  hesitation  that  the  fondest

wish  of  this  moral   reformer.  was  to  see  his  politics  of  love  li.iaterialize

against  great,  odds  Such  as  he  faced,   so  that.he  might  triumphantly
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proclaim,   ''0  Happy  Earth!   realit}r  of  rleaven!"40    That  this  has  not

occurred  is  not  Shelley's  fault  but  unreformed  humanity's,   w]iich  con-

tinues  to  live  chained  to  the  tyrannies  of  hate  and  evil.
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