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Abstract: 

This paper examines William Wordsworth's poetic response to the rise of industrial capitalism and urban 

expansion in Britain during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It positions Wordsworth's 

turn toward nature not as simple escapism but as a deliberate ethical and psychological counter-discourse 

to the mechanization of experience. Tracing how poems such as “Tintern Abbey,” The Prelude, and 

“Michael” articulate an alternative model of selfhood grounded in memory, continuity, and organic 

relation to place, the study draws on the historical scholarship of Raymond Williams and E. P. Thompson 

alongside the ecocritical and new historicist frameworks of Jonathan Bate, Marjorie Levinson, and Alan 

Liu. It situates Wordsworth's rural imagination within the material conditions of enclosure, factory labor, 

and urban migration that reshaped England during his lifetime, arguing that his rejection of the 

“machine”—understood both literally as industrial technology and figuratively as a mechanized, alienated 

mode of consciousness—constitutes a sustained critique of modernity's effects on perception and 

community. The paper closes by weighing objections that this pastoral vision obscures the economic 

transformations it responds to, and by assessing the continuing relevance of Wordsworth's ecological 

imagination to contemporary environmental and cultural criticism. 
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1. Introduction 

Between the publication of Lyrical Ballads in 1798 and Wordsworth's death in 1850, the England he 

inhabited was transformed almost beyond recognition. Canals, turnpikes, and eventually railways knitted 

the country into a single market; steam-powered mills drew rural laborers into the burgeoning industrial 

towns of the north; and the enclosure of common land severed generations-old ties between smallholders 

and the fields they worked (Williams, 1973). Wordsworth's poetry has long been read as a retreat from 

this upheaval into an idealized rural world of shepherds, dales, and solitary wanderers. Yet to describe this 

turn as mere escapism understates its intellectual seriousness. Wordsworth did not simply avert his eyes 

from the machine; he built, poem by poem, a countervailing account of what a human being is and how a 

mind comes to know itself, one that treats industrial modernity's reorganization of time, labor, and 

attention as a genuine threat to that self-knowledge (Abrams, 1971). 

https://www.ijtas.com/


 

International Journal of Technology and Applied Science (IJTAS) 

E-ISSN: 2230-9004   ●   Website: www.ijtas.com   ●   Email: editor@ijtas.com 

 

IJTAS22061385 Volume 13, Issue 6, June 2022 2 

 

This paper argues that Wordsworth's celebrated devotion to nature functions as a considered response to 

urban industrial life rather than a naive flight from it. The "machine" in the title above names two 

overlapping things: the literal apparatus of the factory system that was reorganizing English labor in 

Wordsworth's lifetime, and the figurative machinery of a mechanized, calculating cast of mind that 

Wordsworth believed such a system produced in those who lived under it. Reading across "Tintern 

Abbey," selected books of The Prelude, and the narrative poem "Michael," this paper traces how 

Wordsworth constructs the natural landscape as a site of moral and psychological restoration precisely 

because it resists the abstraction, speed, and interchangeability that he associated with the city and the 

factory. The paper draws on the historicist scholarship of Raymond Williams (1973) and E. P. Thompson 

(1963) to locate this poetic project within its material conditions, and on the ecocritical and new historicist 

debates initiated by Jonathan Bate (1991), Marjorie Levinson (1986), and Alan Liu (1989) to assess 

competing accounts of what that project accomplishes and what it may conceal. 

 

2. The Machine Age: Historical and Ideological Context 

To understand what Wordsworth was writing against, it is necessary to recall what was happening to the 

English countryside and its people during his working life. Thompson's (1963) landmark study of the 

making of the English working class describes how the final decades of the eighteenth century and the 

opening decades of the nineteenth saw an unprecedented reorganization of labor, as domestic and 

agricultural workers were drawn, often involuntarily, into factory discipline, with its fixed hours, 

subdivided tasks, and subordination of the worker's rhythm to the rhythm of the machine. Williams (1973) 

complements this account from the side of literary and cultural history, showing how the opposition 

between "country" and "city" hardened during this period into one of the most persistent organizing 

structures of English writing, a structure within which the country came to stand for continuity, innocence, 

and a humanly graspable scale of life, and the city for anonymity, calculation, and loss. 

Wordsworth grew up on the edge of this transformation and was, in a real sense, one of its casualties 

before he became one of its critics. Roe's (1988) study of Wordsworth's and Coleridge's radical years 

shows a young poet who had been an enthusiastic supporter of the French Revolution and its promise of 

a rationally reorganized society, only to become disillusioned by the Terror and by the widening gap 

between revolutionary ideals and revolutionary practice. Gill's (1989) biography traces how this 

disillusionment, combined with Wordsworth's return to the Lake District in 1799, redirected his ambitions 

from political reform toward a different kind of project: an epic of the individual mind, in which the growth 

of a single consciousness would stand as evidence that human development need not be subordinated to 

the abstractions—whether political or economic—that had failed him. Read in this light, Wordsworth's 

nature poetry is not innocent of history; it is a considered response to two failures at once, the failure of 

revolutionary politics and the encroachment of an economic system that treated land and labor as 

interchangeable inputs rather than as the ground of a life. 

It matters, too, that Wordsworth wrote at a moment when the very idea of "improvement"—of enclosing 

common land, draining marshes, rationalizing field boundaries, and extending transport networks—was 

treated by many of his contemporaries as self-evidently good. Williams (1973) notes that pastoral and 

georgic writing before this period had often served to celebrate agricultural improvement or to soften its 

human costs. Wordsworth's innovation was to turn the pastoral mode against improvement itself, using 

the conventions of rural poetry not to praise a landlord's estate but to register what was being lost as the 

machine, in both its literal and figurative senses, extended its reach. 
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Wordsworth's own biography gave him an unusually direct vantage point on this process. He grew up in 

Cockermouth and around the Lake District at a time when the region was still organized largely around 

small, customary landholdings and common grazing rights, an arrangement that Williams (1973) identifies 

as increasingly rare and increasingly threatened elsewhere in England by parliamentary enclosure. By the 

time Wordsworth was composing his major poetry in the years around 1800, he could already observe, 

within his own native district, the early stages of the tourism, road-building, and land consolidation that 

would, within a few decades of his death, substantially alter the character of the Lake District itself. Gill 

(1989) notes that Wordsworth was acutely conscious of this trajectory, and that his later prose writing on 

the Lake District, including his guidebook to the region, explicitly worried about the destructive effects of 

unregulated development and speculative building on a landscape he took to embody a distinctive and 

vulnerable form of rural community. This lived, local experience of incremental transformation—rather 

than an abstract or merely literary opposition to urban life—underwrites the specificity and urgency of his 

poetic response to the machine. 

2.1. Nature as Refuge: The Poetics of Restoration 

Wordsworth's most explicit statements of poetic purpose treat nature not as scenery but as a mechanism 

of psychological repair. In the "Preface to Lyrical Ballads," reprinted in Gill's (2000) edition of 

Wordsworth's major works, the poet describes his aim as tracing the primary laws of human nature in the 

incidents of common life, choosing rural subjects because, in his view, the essential human passions exist 

there in a state of greater simplicity and are less subject to the social vanity that he associates with urban 

and fashionable life. This is not a claim that country people are simpler or lesser; it is a claim that rural 

experience preserves a legibility of feeling and consequence that urban and mechanized life tends to erase. 

Abrams (1971) situates this claim within a broader Romantic project of natural supernaturalism, in which 

poets who had lost confidence in inherited religious frameworks sought to relocate transcendence within 

ordinary experience of the natural world. For Wordsworth, moments of intense encounter with 

landscape—a mountain ascent, a solitary walk beside a river, the sight of a lone reaper in a field—become 

quasi-sacramental events, capable of steadying and reorienting a mind that has been scattered or coarsened 

by other demands. This is the deeper logic behind Wordsworth's famous claim, again in the 1800 Preface, 

that poetry takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the poet's task is to preserve, through 

acts of memory, precisely the kind of continuous, cumulative selfhood that a mechanized existence 

threatens to interrupt. 

Bate's (1991) ecocritical reading pushes this argument further, contending that Wordsworth's attentiveness 

to specific, named places—Grasmere, the Wye Valley, the fells above Esthwaite—should be taken 

seriously as an early form of environmental thought rather than dismissed as mere backdrop. On this 

reading, Wordsworth's insistence on returning again and again to the same landscapes, and on tracing the 

way those landscapes are altered by human use, anticipates later ecological arguments that a society's 

treatment of land is inseparable from its treatment of the people who depend on that land. McKusick 

(2000) extends this claim by tracing an explicit strand of ecological thinking through Wordsworth's 

descriptions of woodland, water, and soil, arguing that the poet's objection to industrial expansion was not 

only aesthetic but proto-environmental, rooted in an intuition that landscapes have their own integrity that 

economic development can violate. 

2.2. "Tintern Abbey" and the Redemptive Landscape 

"Lines Written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey" (1798), included in the original Lyrical Ballads and 

reprinted in Gill's (2000) edition of the major works, offers the clearest single statement of nature 
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functioning as a counterweight to urban existence. The poem is explicitly structured around absence and 

return: the speaker has spent five years away from the Wye Valley, years during which he confesses to 

enduring the fever of the world, a phrase that gathers together the noise, distraction, and moral compromise 

of city life. What restores him, on his return, is not a change of circumstance but a change of attention, an 

act of remembering the landscape so vividly that its beauteous forms have continued to work on him even 

in absence, offering him sensations felt in the blood and along the heart, and passing into a purer mind a 

quieter form of restoration during hours of weariness. 

Abrams (1971) reads this movement from disturbance to restoration as a secularized version of the pattern 

of loss and redemption inherited from religious autobiography, relocated from theological history onto the 

private history of a single mind and a single place. Bate (1991) adds that the poem's ecological 

specificity—its attention to hedgerows, orchard tufts, and wreaths of smoke rising from among the trees—

registers a landscape that is inhabited and worked, not empty wilderness, so that the poem's consolation 

depends on imagining a form of human dwelling that remains legible and humane, in contrast to the 

illegible crowding of the city. The fever of the world from which the speaker seeks relief is thus not merely 

emotional fatigue; it names, more specifically, the condition of a self that has been subjected too long to 

environments organized around exchange, calculation, and what Wordsworth elsewhere calls the dreary 

intercourse of daily life, a phrase he associates with commercial society. 

The poem's closing address to Dorothy Wordsworth, the poet's sister, extends this argument in a further 

direction: the speaker imagines that his sister's present, unspoiled delight in the same landscape will itself 

become, in later years, a resource she can draw on if she should ever find herself, as he has been, wearied 

by solitude, or fear, or pain, or the ordinary griefs of a difficult world. This turn toward futurity matters 

for the paper's argument because it shows that Wordsworth does not present the restorative power of 

landscape as available only to the poet in the moment of composition; rather, he presents it as a kind of 

durable psychological resource that can be laid down in memory during a period of relatively undisturbed 

contact with a particular place, and drawn upon later, in altered and more difficult circumstances, 

including, by clear implication, the circumstances of a life spent increasingly among cities, crowds, and 

the demands of a commercial economy. In this sense "Tintern Abbey" is less a poem about escaping to 

nature than a poem about what a mind needs to have stored up in advance if it is to survive prolonged 

exposure to the fever of the world without being permanently coarsened by it. 

2.3. The Prelude and the Autobiography of Withdrawal 

If "Tintern Abbey" compresses this argument into a single lyric encounter, The Prelude, composed across 

various versions between 1798 and 1839 and published only after Wordsworth died in 1850, extends it 

into a full autobiography of the growth of a poet's mind (Wordsworth, 2000; see also Wordsworth et al., 

1979, for the parallel 1799, 1805, and 1850 texts). Several of the poem's most celebrated passages—the 

boat-stealing episode, the encounter with the blind beggar in London, the crossing of the Alps—stage a 

recurring drama in which ordinary perception is momentarily overwhelmed and then reorganized around 

a deepened sense of the self's continuity with the natural world. 

The London books of The Prelude are especially revealing for this paper's argument because they show 

Wordsworth directly confronting the city as the machine's most concentrated expression. The poet 

describes the capital as a place of surface and spectacle, where the crowd of faces becomes a kind of 

undifferentiated blur and where the individual is reduced to little more than a face among an unending 

procession of strangers. Liu (1989) reads these passages as evidence that Wordsworth's imagination is 

fundamentally a historical one, shaped by an anxiety about mass society and the leveling effects of urban 
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anonymity, even as the poem works to convert that anxiety into a claim for the superior durability of rural 

memory. Against the city's dissolving crowd, Wordsworth sets the disciplined recollection of childhood 

landscapes in Cumberland, in which each experience, however small, is retained as a distinct spot of time 

capable of nourishing and repairing the mind in later years. The very structure of The Prelude—an adult 

mind reconstructing, in painstaking detail, the landscapes of its own childhood—enacts the poem's 

argument: that a self formed in continuous relation to a remembered place can resist the fragmentation 

that mechanized, urban existence threatens to impose. 

2.4. "Michael" and the Threatened Rural Order 

Where "Tintern Abbey" and The Prelude dramatize the individual mind's relation to landscape, "Michael" 

(1800), also collected in Gill's (2000) edition, dramatizes the economic destruction of a rural household 

and thereby makes explicit the material stakes that the more meditative poems tend to keep in the 

background. The poem tells the story of an aging shepherd, Michael, whose family's modest independence 

is threatened by an unexpected debt. To preserve the family's land, Michael sends his son Luke to the city 

to earn money in trade; Luke is corrupted by urban temptations and never returns, and the poem closes 

with Michael, in old age, unable to complete the sheepfold he had begun as a covenant with his son, and 

with the family's cottage eventually pulled down and its land absorbed into a larger, impersonal estate. 

Williams (1973) treats "Michael" as one of the most historically precise poems of its period precisely 

because it refuses either to sentimentalize rural life or to blame Michael's family for its own ruin; instead, 

the poem locates the cause of the family's dissolution in the wider economic pressures—debt, the pull of 

urban wage labor, the concentration of landholding—that were reshaping the English countryside during 

Wordsworth's lifetime. Levinson (1986), from a more skeptical vantage point, argues that the poem's 

emotional power depends on a certain evasiveness about these very pressures: by focusing so intently on 

Michael's private grief and on the symbolic unfinished sheepfold, the poem risks converting a specific 

economic history—one involving debt, enclosure, and the displacement of smallholders—into a 

generalized, almost timeless story of paternal loss. Read together, Williams and Levinson mark out the 

central interpretive tension this paper is concerned with: whether Wordsworth's poetry illuminates the 

human costs of industrial and economic change, or whether its consoling, elegiac tone works to obscure 

the specific causes of that change even while depicting its effects. 

 

3. Figures of Labor: The Solitary Reaper, the Leech-Gatherer, and the Discharged Soldier 

Alongside its meditative and autobiographical modes, Wordsworth's poetry develops a recurring cast of 

solitary rural figures—the reaper singing alone in her field, the aged leech-gatherer met on the moor, the 

discharged soldier encountered on a lonely road—who deserve attention because they show Wordsworth's 

argument extending from landscape to labor itself. These figures are almost always encountered by a 

speaker who is himself unsettled, weary, or anxious, and their significance lies less in what they say than 

in the quality of endurance and self-possession their labor discloses. The leech-gatherer, bent over a pool 

in a bleak moorland scene, answers the speaker's anxious questions about his own poverty and old age 

with a composure that seems to derive directly from long, patient absorption in a single, humble, physically 

demanding task; the speaker's own agitation, itself a kind of intellectual restlessness he associates with 

modern self-consciousness, is steadied by the older man's example. Gill's (1989) biography notes that 

Wordsworth composed several of these encounter-poems during a period when he was actively working 

out, in his letters and conversation with Coleridge, an alternative to the fragmented, specialized forms of 

work that he saw industrial capitalism imposing on both bodies and minds. 
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Read alongside Thompson's (1963) account of the imposition of factory time-discipline on English 

workers, these poems can be understood as a deliberate counter-image: whereas the factory system 

subdivided labor into repetitive, closely supervised, clock-governed tasks designed to maximize output, 

Wordsworth's rural laborers are shown absorbed in tasks that, however repetitive in their own way, remain 

integrated into a whole life and a whole landscape, performed at a pace set by weather, season, and bodily 

capacity rather than by an external managerial clock. Abrams (1971) situates this preference for unhurried, 

self-directed rural labor within Wordsworth's broader suspicion of any process—political, economic, or 

intellectual—that proceeds by abstraction, that is, by treating persons or tasks as instances of a general 

category rather than as irreducibly particular. The discharged soldier, encountered near the close of an 

early book of The Prelude, extends this argument into more troubling territory, since his gaunt, ghostly 

appearance registers the human costs of a state apparatus—recruitment, war, imperial expansion—that is 

continuous with, rather than opposed to, the machinery of industrial modernity; even here, though, 

Wordsworth's response is to offer the man shelter and conversation rather than to look away, modeling an 

ethic of individual attention that the poem implicitly contrasts with the impersonal processes that produced 

the soldier's condition in the first place. 

Bate (1991) argues that this recurring attentiveness to solitary laboring figures is one of the clearest points 

of contact between Wordsworth's poetry and later ecological and social thought, since it insists that a 

person's relation to work and land cannot be adequately described in purely economic terms, as a matter 

of output and wage, without also asking what kind of attention, endurance, and relation to place that work 

makes possible or forecloses. McKusick (2000) makes a related point in noting that Wordsworth 

consistently locates virtue not in labor as such but in labor that remains legible, that is, work whose relation 

to a specific plot of ground, a specific flock, or a specific craft can still be traced and understood by both 

the worker and the observing poet, in contrast to the increasingly opaque and specialized processes of the 

factory. 

 

4. Critical Counter-Readings: New Historicism and the Politics of Escape 

Any account of Wordsworth's rejection of the machine has to reckon with the challenge posed by new 

historicist criticism from the 1980s onward, which questioned whether Wordsworth's nature poetry 

constitutes a genuine critique of industrial modernity or, instead, a strategy for avoiding direct engagement 

with its political consequences. Levinson (1986) argues that several of Wordsworth's major poems, 

including "Tintern Abbey," achieve their characteristic serenity partly by suppressing visible evidence of 

poverty, displacement, and industrial disturbance that would have been present in the landscapes 

Wordsworth describes, so that the poems' calm is purchased through a kind of selective attention rather 

than through any resolution of the underlying social conflict. Liu (1989) develops a related argument, 

proposing that Wordsworth's imagination characteristically converts historical and economic disturbance 

into imagery of natural process, so that social change is represented, and thereby partly defused, as if it 

were simply another feature of the landscape. 

These readings do not so much refute the argument of this paper as sharpen it. Even critics who doubt that 

Wordsworth's poetry offers an adequate political response to industrialization generally agree that the 

poetry is organized around a perceived opposition between mechanized, urban modernity and an 

alternative mode of experience associated with rural landscape and memory; their disagreement concerns 

whether that opposition, once poetically constructed, functions as critique or as consolation—and, for 

Levinson and Liu, as a form of consolation that quietly forecloses the more disruptive political questions 
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Wordsworth's own earlier radicalism had raised. Bate (1991), writing partly against this new historicist 

current, maintains that treating Wordsworth's landscapes purely as ideological screens undervalues the 

poet's own explicit ecological attentiveness, and that Wordsworth's return to particular, named, working 

landscapes is itself a form of resistance to an economic logic that treats land as an abstract, fungible 

resource. McKusick (2000) similarly argues that Wordsworth's attention to specific ecological detail—

soil, water courses, the particular character of a given valley—cannot be reduced to ideological evasion, 

since it reflects a coherent and historically consequential set of convictions about the relationship between 

human community and the land it inhabits. 

The disagreement between these positions is best understood not as a contest to be definitively settled but 

as two legitimate emphases within the same body of evidence: one attentive to what Wordsworth's poetry 

makes newly visible about the value of continuous, particular, humanly scaled relation to place, and the 

other attentive to what that same poetry, in its very consolations, may quietly leave out of view. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Wordsworth's poetry does not simply flee the machine; it constructs, across "Tintern Abbey," The Prelude, 

and "Michael," a sustained argument that mechanized, urban modernity poses a genuine threat to the kind 

of continuous, remembering selfhood that Wordsworth took to be the foundation of a fully human life, 

and that particular, inhabited rural landscapes remain one of the few available resources for repairing that 

threatened selfhood. This argument is inseparable from the specific historical conditions—enclosure, 

factory discipline, urban migration, and the political disappointments of the 1790s—that Williams (1973), 

Thompson (1963), Roe (1988), and Gill (1989) situate it within. At the same time, as Levinson (1986) and 

Liu (1989) have shown, the very serenity that makes Wordsworth's response to industrial modernity so 

persuasive can also be read as a poetic strategy that softens or displaces the political conflicts it responds 

to, converting economic disruption into elegy and, at times, into a consoling image of natural process. 

Holding both readings together is more faithful to Wordsworth's poetry than choosing decisively between 

them. The poems examined here are simultaneously a serious diagnosis of what industrial modernity does 

to human attention and community, and a set of formal strategies that manage, sometimes by softening, 

the more disturbing implications of that diagnosis. This double character helps explain why Wordsworth's 

poetry has remained so durably useful to later traditions of ecological and cultural criticism, from Bate's 

(1991) foundational ecocriticism to McKusick's (2000) later elaboration of a Romantic environmental 

ethic. In an era once again preoccupied with the psychological and ecological costs of accelerated, 

mechanized life, Wordsworth's insistence that a mind needs continuous, particular, remembered relation 

to place to remain whole continues to offer a vocabulary—incomplete, historically situated, and open to 

challenge, but far from naive—for thinking about what is lost when human life is organized primarily 

around the rhythms of the machine. 

Future scholarship might usefully extend this analysis in two directions. First, more attention could be 

paid to the figures of rural labor discussed above—the leech-gatherer, the solitary reaper, the discharged 

soldier—as a body of evidence distinct from the more familiar meditative lyrics, since these poems locate 

Wordsworth's critique of mechanized modernity specifically in the texture of work rather than only in 

landscape description or private memory. Second, comparative study of Wordsworth alongside 

contemporaries who responded differently to the same historical pressures, including Coleridge's more 

overtly political prose and later Victorian writers who inherited and revised the pastoral tradition Williams 

(1973) describes, would help clarify which elements of Wordsworth's response to the machine were 
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distinctive to him and which belonged to a broader climate of Romantic-era anxiety about industrial 

change. What should already be clear, however, is that Wordsworth's poetry offers considerably more than 

a nostalgic backdrop of hills and rivers: it offers a sustained, historically grounded argument about what 

a human mind requires to resist the leveling, mechanizing pressures of the world it was written into, an 

argument whose terms remain recognizable, and contested, to this day. 
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