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Romantic Poetry and the Golden Rule


The Golden Rule, “Do unto others what you would have them do unto you,” is perhaps the most all-encompassing moral code of all time.  The trouble with it is that, although unassailable as an ideal, the Golden Rule is open to as many interpretations as there are people: what would you have others “do unto you?”  Since one man’s meat is sometimes another man’s poison, the only way for the Golden Rule to work universally is for it to be interpreted as “Do unto others what you would have them do unto you if you were in their place.”  Empathy, then, is the key to following the Golden Rule, and this is how the Romantics, masters of emotion, use new artistic techniques to bring about a return to one of the most ancient moral codes.  Romantics, however, defy categorization, and so what follows is a comparison of the empathic methods used by three poets: Samuel Coleridge, William Wordsworth, and Walt Whitman.


Samuel Coleridge illustrates the Golden Rule by using nature and the supernatural as inevitable punishments or rewards for a character’s actions.  The mariner must endure the tortures he does because “With his cruel bow he laid full low / The harmless Albatross” (“Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” lines 400-401).  Nature is important to Coleridge not just for the inclusion of animals in man’s moral vision but as a moral guide and teacher.  Coleridge writes, “He prayeth well, who loveth well / Both man and bird and beast” (“Mariner,” lines 612-613).


Coleridge also stresses the importance of learning from others’ experience: his insertion of the wedding guest listening to the tale implies that the poem is meant to be put to use by the reader even though it is perhaps not as good a teacher as direct experience of Nature can be.  We do not have to learn the hard way all the time, Coleridge seems to say, but empathy can be nearly as painful, as the wedding guest’s reaction shows when Coleridge writes “He went like one that hath been stunned, / And is of sense forlorn: / A sadder and a wiser man, / He rose the morrow morn” (“Mariner,” lines 622-625).


William Wordsworth offers an equally compelling view of Nature as teacher of the Golden Rule, but his poems rely more on psychological impact than on supernatural or allegorical elements.  For Wordsworth, our natural loves and fears are the guide for right action, and the Golden Rule relies on empathy not just with people and animals, but with all things in Nature, animate or not.  Wordsworth takes the view of Nature’s ability to discipline the human spirit and internalizes it, so that rather than the threat of physical hardship, he tells of the terror of his own imagination:  “I heard, among the solitary hills, / Low breathings coming after me, and sounds / Of undistinguishable motion, steps / Almost as silent as the turf they trod” (“The Prelude,” I, lines 322-325).  The closest to fantasy he comes is when in his mind inanimate objects spring to life, such as when “a huge peak, black and huge, / As if with voluntary power instinct, / Upreared its head” (“Prelude,” lines 378-380).  And even then, a rational explanation for the phenomenon is carefully described.


Finally, Walt Whitman, in “Song of Myself,” is far from self-absorbed.  He spends little time on his reasons to follow the Golden Rule, and instead takes for granted that a reader of his poems wants to seek empathy with all living things, focusing on the huge variety of life in the world and seeking to understand and love it all.  He writes:

Agonies are one of my changes of garments,

I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, 

I myself become the wounded person,

My hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a cane 

and observe.

(“Song of Myself,” section 33)

He seems to share sentiments with Coleridge, but takes the love of animals even further by implying that they lack the inherent sins and shortcomings of people.  He writes of animals that, “Not one is dissatisfied, not one is demented with the mania of owning things,” and, “Not one kneels to another, nor to his kind that lived thousands of years ago” (Song of Myself, section 32).


But Whitman, unlike Coleridge, stresses the importance of discovering abstract moral principles, poetry, and other meaning in life, for oneself.  He doesn’t try to share predigested morals so much as his raw experience of the richness and complexity of life.  To do unto others what you would have them do unto you (if you were in their place) means you must know what it is like to be those others.  Whitman, master of empathy, invites us to imagine, to see things for what they are rather than taking anyone’s word for it, even his.  When he writes: “You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the specters in books” (Song of Myself, section 2), Whitman is rejecting the notion of authority and the past as a moral guide.  But, unwilling to fall into hypocrisy, Whitman must even reject his own authority, writing: “You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me, / You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self”(Song of Myself, section 2).


The reason Romantic poets are so hard to classify is that they were often concerned with the rejection of conventional authority, focusing instead on the personal and emotional truths they could discover.  Coleridge uses his boundless imagination in a less personal, and Romantic, form, as an allegorical vehicle for his version of the Golden Rule.  Wordsworth uses his own emotional reactions to nature to illustrate, not moral principles themselves, but how others can arrive at them.  Finally, Whitman expands Wordsworth’s use of nature to include humanity, and in fact the entire universe, making him more of a Transcendentalist than a Romantic.  Each, in his own way, is seeking the best way to live life, and each cannot help but draw from the oldest moral principle of all.
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