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Abstract 

The Parliamentary Enclosure Movement (1760–1820), through which over 6.8 million 

acres of common land in England were fenced by private Acts of Parliament, is conventionally 

treated in economic historiography as an episode of agricultural modernization and efficiency. 

This paper re-examines enclosure as a profound social and ecological trauma that fundamentally 

reshaped the English literary imagination and gave rise to Romanticism as a crucial mode of 

social counter-discourse. Drawing on E.P. Thompson's social history of the moral economy and 

Raymond Williams's cultural geography of the country and the city, this study demonstrates that 

Romantic poetry is not an escapist worship of pristine nature, but an urgent protest against the 

commodification of land, the erosion of customary rights, and the physical partitioning of the 

countryside. Through systematic close readings of William Blake, William Wordsworth, and 

John Clare, the paper traces how dispossession was registered across varying class perspectives, 

culminating in Clare's eyewitness poetics of witness. Furthermore, the study extends these 

eighteenth-century historical dynamics to contemporary land acquisitions and poramboke 

commons in postcolonial Tamil Nadu, establishing the enduring relevance of enclosure literature 

for contemporary environmental justice pedagogy. 

Keywords: Enclosure Movement, Social History of England, Romanticism, William Blake, 

William Wordsworth, John Clare, Common Land, Environmental Justice, E.P. Thompson. 
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I. Introduction: The Fence as a Literary Symbol 

Between 1760 and 1820, the English landscape underwent a radical and permanent 

physical transformation. Driven by over 4,000 private Acts of Parliament passed by an agrarian 

gentry that dominated the British legislature, the ancient open-field system—which had sustained 

agrarian communities since the Middle Ages through shared customary rights—was 

systematically dismantled. Over six million acres of open fields, common pastures, wastes, and 

woodlands were surveyed, subdivided, and enclosed by physical hedges, stone walls, and 

wooden fences (Neeson 45). In conventional economic histories, Parliamentary Enclosure is 

depicted as a necessary prerequisite for agricultural efficiency, land consolidation, and the 

capitalist modernization that fueled the Industrial Revolution. However, viewed through the lens 

of social history, enclosure was an unmitigated disaster for the agrarian poor—a process of 

structural dispossession that stripped cottagers, smallholders, and squatters of their traditional 

subsistence rights and forced thousands into rural pauperism or industrial wage labor in urban 

centers (Thompson 217). 

This paper argues that Romantic poetry emerged not as a passive, escapist retreat into 

sublime nature, but as the first comprehensive social counter-history of enclosure. Where official 

parliamentary records and land surveys recorded only acreage, yields, and property boundaries, 

Romantic poets documented the psychological, communal, and ecological losses that 

accompanied privatization. By utilizing a New Historicist methodology—reading literary texts 

alongside parliamentary acts, enclosure maps, and contemporary economic surveys—this study 

positions the physical fence as the central metaphor of capitalist modernity. 
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Research Objectives 

To systematically analyze this historical and literary phenomenon, this paper fulfills four 

core research objectives: 

1. To re-evaluate the Parliamentary Enclosure Movement as a primary catalyst for Romantic 

literary production, framing Romanticism as a vital form of social and ecological protest. 

2. To contrast the varying representations of land privatization across social classes through close 

readings of William Blake, William Wordsworth, and John Clare. 

3. To establish a theoretical framework connecting E.P. Thompson's concept of the 'moral 

economy' and Raymond Williams's critique of agrarian capitalism with literary expressions of 

spatial loss. 

4. To examine the transnational applications of enclosure literature by bridging eighteenth-

century English land loss with contemporary poramboke commons dispossession in postcolonial 

Tamil Nadu, proposing an integrated environmental justice pedagogy. 

II. Historical Background: The Social History of Enclosure 

Prior to the widespread enclosure parliamentary acts of the late eighteenth century, rural 

English society operated upon a complex matrix of customary rights. Common land was not 

unowned property; rather, it was land subject to collective usage rights that complemented 

smallholder agriculture. Cottagers depended upon the commons for grazing livestock (right of 

pasture), gathering deadwood for winter heating (right of estovers), cutting turf for fuel (right of 

turbary), and fishing (right of piscary). Furthermore, the customary practice of gleaning allowed 

women, children, and the elderly to collect leftover grain following the harvest, forming a critical 

economic safety net for the poorest village residents (Neeson 112). 
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The passage of an Enclosure Act completely destroyed this moral economy. As social 

historian E.P. Thompson emphasizes in The Making of the English Working Class, enclosure 

was a class action of parliamentary conquest through which landlords used legislative force to 

privatize public wealth (Thompson 218). The social impacts were catastrophic: 

1. Destruction of Women's Rural Economy: The abolition of gleaning rights eliminated 

women's independent income and financial autonomy within the agrarian household. 

2. Criminalization of Custom: Traditional practices such as gathering timber or pasturing 

animals were reclassified as criminal trespass and theft under the Black Acts. 

3. Proletarianization of Smallholders: Deprived of common rights, smallholders could no 

longer survive on small plots alone and were forced to sell their land, converting independent 

yeomen into landless wage laborers subject to the Speenhamland system of poor relief (Neeson 

154). 

Visual evidence from parliamentary enclosure maps, such as the 1809 survey of Helpston 

in Northamptonshire, starkly illustrates this transformation: communal, irregular open fields 

crisscrossed by ancient footpaths were overnight replaced by rigid, geometric grids bounded by 

hawthorn hedges and private ownership labels. 

III. William Blake: The City as Enclosed Space 

While enclosure is typically associated with the rural countryside, William Blake 

recognized that the socio-economic wealth generated by agrarian privatization flowed directly 

into the metropolis, converting the urban landscape itself into an enclosed, commercialized 

space. In London (1794), Blake records the pervasive institutional privatization of the nation's 

capital: 
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I wander thro' each charter'd street, 

Near where the charter'd Thames does flow, 

And mark in every face I meet 

Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

In every cry of every Man, 

In every Infant's cry of fear, 

In every voice, in every ban, 

The mind-forg'd manacles I hear. (lines 1-8) 

As Raymond Williams notes in The Country and the City, Blake's repeated use of the 

adjective 'charter'd' is a direct socio-etymological critique of eighteenth-century commercial 

legislation (Williams 96). Derived from corporate deeds of exclusive property right, 'charter'd' 

signifies the commercial leasing and privatization of public thoroughfares and even natural 

rivers. The Thames—a natural common watercourse—is subjected to legal monopoly and trade 

charters. The resulting psychological consequence is the creation of 'mind-forg'd manacles,' 

where urban citizens internalize the ideology of legal fences and property boundaries. 

Blake extends this critique of enclosure to spiritual life in The Garden of Love from 

Songs of Experience. Returning to the green common where he used to play, the speaker 

discovers that an institutional chapel has been constructed upon it: 

A Chapel was built in the midst, 

Where I used to play on the green. 

And the gates of this Chapel were shut, 

And 'Thou shalt not' writ over the door; 
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And I saw it filled with graves, 

And priests in black gowns were walking their rounds, 

And binding with briars my joys & desires. (lines 3-12) 

The building of the chapel on the 'green' symbolizes the institutional enclosure of 

spiritual and communal commons. The shut gates and 'Thou shalt not' prohibition reflect how 

organized religion allied itself with landlord parliamentarians to enforce property boundaries 

over shared joyful space. 

IV. William Wordsworth: The Elegy for the Smallholder 

William Wordsworth's engagement with enclosure reflects the perspective of a 

sympathetic observer mourning the demise of the independent northern smallholders, known as 

the 'Statesmen' of the Lake District. In the wake of political disillusionment following the French 

Revolution, Wordsworth turned to the English countryside to document the heroic moral dignity 

of agrarian families whose way of life was being erased by economic market forces. 

In his pastoral masterpiece Michael (1800), Wordsworth narrates the tragedy of an aged 

shepherd whose family land has been held for generations. Facing financial ruin due to a 

nephew's defaulted debt, Michael is forced to mortgage his land, severing the intergenerational 

bond between family and soil: 

These fields were burthened when they came to me 

With many capital sums of debt; the which 

With necessary food, and frugal habits, 

And laboring late and early, I had cleared. 

An honest toil brought also honest gain... (lines 374-378) 
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The physical center of the poem is the sheepfold that Michael and his son Luke begin 

constructing in a mountain tumult. When Luke is forced to leave for the city to earn money and 

subsequently falls into ruin, the sheepfold remains unfinished. The heap of unhewn stones stands 

as an elegy for the yeoman class—a physical ruin left behind by the relentless encroachment of 

commercial debt and land consolidation (Barrell 88). Similarly, in The Pet Lamb and The Idle 

Shepherd-Boys, Wordsworth depicts how enclosure restricted children's free access to the open 

fell, transforming unrestricted play into supervised economic labor. 

V. John Clare: The Witness Poet and Voice of the Dispossessed 

While Blake observed enclosure from the metropolis and Wordsworth elegized it from a 

bourgeois distance, John Clare (1793–1864) was the only Romantic poet who directly suffered 

enclosure as an agricultural laborer. Born in Helpston, Northamptonshire, Clare experienced the 

enclosure of his native parish in 1809 as a catastrophic rupture in his personal identity and 

physical sanity. 

In The Mores (c. 1821), Clare provides an unparalleled eyewitness social history of the 

enclosure process: 

Far spread the moorey ground a level scene 

Bespread with rush and ling a fine brown green... 

Unbounded freedom ruled the wandering scene 

Nor fence was seen to stop the wandering eye... 

Fence now meets fence in owners' little bounds 

Inclosure like a Buonaparte, baffles... 
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It leaves a brow for every forest ground 

And sky-bound moors in narrow ingle bounds. (lines 1-18) 

Clare's poetics of enclosure is distinguished by three crucial features: 

1. Preservation of Dialect and Local Toponymy: Unlike Wordsworth's polished literary 

diction, Clare incorporates local Northamptonshire dialect words ('ling', 'ingle', 'smooking') to 

preserve the language of the commons that enclosure sought to erase (Barrell 114). 

2. The Bonaparte Simile and Internal Colonialism: Clare compares enclosure to 'Buonaparte,' 

framing Parliamentary Enclosure as a domestic invasion and an act of imperial conquest 

executed by British landlords against their own peasantry. 

3. Ecological Mourning for Non-Human Subjectivity: Clare extends empathy to non-human 

species, describing how singing birds are 'forced to sing in cages of fence' and how ancient trees 

are felled for timber posts. 

In The Fallen Elm, Clare laments the destruction of a giant elm tree that served as a 

central gathering place for village commoners. The felling of the tree to construct an enclosure 

boundary fence represents the total commodification of nature and the erasure of local oral 

memory. For Clare, the loss of common land directly precipitated his mental breakdown and 

ultimate confinement in an asylum, demonstrating that identity loss was inextricably linked to 

spatial dispossession. 

VI. Transnational Parallels: From 18th-Century England to Postcolonial Tamil Nadu 

The historical phenomenon of Parliamentary Enclosure is not a closed chapter of 

eighteenth-century British history; it is an ongoing global paradigm of land privatization. In 

postcolonial South Asia, particularly in states like Tamil Nadu, public common lands—
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traditionally categorized as poramboke lands—are increasingly acquired, fenced, and privatized 

for Special Economic Zones (SEZs), industrial corridors, and private real estate developments. 

Just as eighteenth-century English cottagers relied on the commons for grazing and fuel, 

rural communities in Tamil Nadu depend on poramboke pastures, lakes, and coastal wetlands for 

collective subsistence and ecological protection. The conversion of these shared spaces into 

enclosed corporate zones reflects the same logic of capital accumulation that Clare condemned in 

Helpston. 

Incorporating these transnational parallels into literature classrooms transforms 

Romanticism from a distant European literary movement into an active tool for environmental 

justice pedagogy. Students studying Clare or Blake alongside contemporary land rights 

documents and oral testimonies can trace the enduring legacy of the fence across spatial and 

temporal borders. 

VII. Conclusion  

In conclusion, the Romantic poetics of enclosure demonstrates that literature serves as a 

crucial repository of social memory during times of historical trauma. William Blake, William 

Wordsworth, and John Clare did not write nature poetry to escape historical reality; they 

deployed verse to resist the privatization of the earth, the destruction of communal life, and the 

physical partitioning of human experience. Re-reading Romantic poetry through the lens of 

enclosure restores its radical political edge and establishes its foundational role in environmental 

justice writing. 

Future Scope 
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Building upon the theoretical and historical foundations established in this paper, future 

research can expand into several promising avenues: 

1. Global Eco-Critical Frameworks: Comparative studies examining English parliamentary 

enclosure alongside other colonial and postcolonial land grab regimes, such as the Scottish 

Highland Clearances, the Dawes Act allotment of Native American lands in North America, and 

contemporary Amazonian rainforest deforestation. 

2. Digital Humanities and Geospatial Mapping: Utilizing Geographic Information Systems 

(GIS) to overlay historical eighteenth-century enclosure maps with spatial references, boundary 

lines, and tree locations identified in John Clare's and William Wordsworth's poetry. 

3. Archival Recovery of Female Commoners' Voices: Investigating folk songs, oral ballads, 

and court records to recover the gendered history of enclosure protest and women's resistance to 

the loss of gleaning rights. 

4. Empirical Environmental Pedagogy: Conducting classroom-based field research in South 

Asian higher education institutions to measure student engagement when Romantic poetry is 

taught through local land conflict case studies and oral histories. 
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