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He travels on, a solitary Man,
His age has no companion. On the ground

His eyes are turned, and, as he moves along,
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They move along the ground; and, evermore,
. one little span of earth

Is all his prospect.

(“Old Cumberland Beggar” 44-47, 50-51)3)
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As in the eye of Nature he has liv’d
So in the eye of Nature let him die.
(188-89)
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But deem not this man useless-Statesmen! ye
Who are so restless in your wisdom, ye
Who have a broom still ready in your hands

To rid the world of nuisances;

(67-70)
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And what if All of animated Life

Be but as Instruments diversely fram’d

That tremble into thought, while thro’ them breathes
One infinite and intellectual Breeze?

And all in different Heights so aptly hung,

That Murmurs indistinct and Bursts sublime,

Shrill Discords and most soothing Melodies,
Harmonious from Creation’s vast concent —

Thus God would be the universal Soul,

Mechaniz’d matter as th’organic harps

And each one’s Tunes be that . . .

(Coleridge’s emphasis, a fragment of August 1795/April 1796,
Wordsworth, Jonathan 191)
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. and T have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
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Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime
Of something far more deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things.
(“Tintern Abbey” 93-102)
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Do these lines demonstrate a faith in the One life? I suggest that
Wordsworth’s description of the comprehensive harmony decreed by
“nature’s law” is mnot clearly or powerfully pantheistic. His later
reference to “the benignant law of Heaven” his readers would probably
have taken as a conventional allusion to the Christian God. Just so, the
lines quoted above describe a providential universality common to
traditional beliefs that life-down to the least sparrow’s fall-manifested a
moral design. (310)
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This ‘one life’ or world soul that interfuses all living things is a
concept that Wordsworth inherits from ancient Stoic philosophy . . .
Wordsworth’s sense of the ‘one life’ brings us to his meta-ethics
because, for Wordsworth, as for the ancient Stoic, ethics are grounded
in a metaphysical understanding of nature. For Wordsworth, ethical
beliefs derive from our nature, from the kind of beings we are or would
be if our natures were properly developed. Our nature, in tum,
participates in the nature of the cosmos as a whole, which is infused
with one spirit or deity, which might be called either God or Nature.
These tenets are, broadly speaking, ones Wordsworth shared with ancient
Stoics, and the Stoic doctrines he knew through Cicero and Seneca.
(Wordsworth’s Ethical Thinking, 681)
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The ability to collect formal assistance was determined by more than
simple need. It also depended, in varying degrees, upon any or all of
the following: catching the vestry’s attention; eliciting sympathy; playing
on old loyalties; emphasizing one’s good points, such as long, proud
years of labour; or promising to amend one’s bad ways, such as an

ongoing familiarity with the alehouse. (Botelho 22)
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He sat, and ate his food in solitude:

And ever, scattered from his palsied hand,

That, still attempting to prevent the waste,

Was baffled still, the crumbs in little showers
Fell on the ground, and the small mountain birds,
Not venturing yet to peck their destined meal,
Approached within the length of half his staff.
(15-21)
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It is difficult to describe how this is beautiful, but we can make a start
by observing that it is beautiful both because it is so matter of fact, and
because the fact is itself a transfiguration. The Old Man is in his own
state, and he is radically innocent. The “wild unpeopled hills”
complement his own solitude; he is a phenomenon of their kind. And he
is no more sentimentalized than they are. His lot is not even miserable;
he is too absorbed into Nature for that, as absorbed as he can be and
still retain human identity. (Bloom 179) (Bloom’s own emphasis)
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%7} (“Ode to the West Wind”)E mHIA|th 929 ~71 o] e 17983 10¥€
6914 129 28Y Alojdl Mgk AR e nldn “BE Ade Folle
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Therefore Zeno in his book On the nature of man was the first to say
that living in agreement with nature is the end(telos) which is living in
accordance with virtue. For nature leads us to virtue. . . . as Chrysippus
says in On ends book I for our natures are part of the nature of the
whole. Therefore, living in agreement with nature comes to be the end,
which is in accordance with the nature of oneself and that of the whole,
engaging in no activity wont to be forbidden by the universal law, which
is the right reason pervading everything and identical to Zeus, who is
the director of the administration of existing things. And the virtue of
the happy man and his good flow of life are just this: always doing
everything on the basis of the concordance of each man’s guardian spirit
with the will of the administrator of the whole. (Diogenes, Compendium
of the Lives and Opinions of Philosophers 7.87-8) (Mitsis 258)
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... 'Tis Nature’s law

That none, the meanest of created things,

Of forms created the most vile and brute,

The dullest or most noxious, should exist
Divorced from good —a spirit and pulse of good,
A life and soul to every mode of being
Inseparably linked.

(73-79)
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Among the farms and solitary huts,
Hamlets and thinly-scattered villages,
Where’er the aged beggar takes his rounds,
The mild necessity of use compels

To acts of love; and habit does the work
Of reason; yet prepares that after joy
Which reason cherishes. And thus the soul,
But that sweet taste of pleasure unpursued,
Doth find itself insensibly disposed

To virtue and true goodness.

(88-97)
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the first appropriate act is to preserve oneself in one’s natural
constitution; the next is to retain those things which are in accordance
with nature and to repel those that are contrary; then when this
principle of choice and also rejection has been discovered, there follows
next in order choice conditioned by appropriate action; then, such
choices become a fixed habit, and finally, choice fully rationalized and
in harmony with nature. it is at this final stage that Good properly so
called first emerges and comes to be understood in its true nature. (De
Finibus iii 5-6) (Mitsis 261) (My Emphasis)
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Eliminable, too, is gratitude for pity or for alms. When a poor
person...is offered assistance or sustenance as a favor or gift, then
gratitude is expected in return: it becomes, in effect, an obligation, a
debt. But if assistance is reconceived as something due to the person
as a right then the obligation to feel or express gratitude, or to render
reciprocal service, is eliminated. . . . Roman Stoicism took an early
step in reconceiving the giving of assistance not as obliging and
circular —that is, in expectation of a return of gratitude or service —but
as linear, ending in the good of the act itself. Leithart points out a key
argument of Seneca’s De Beneiciis: “Gifts ought to be given for their
own sake, even to the ungrateful, because virtue—in this case, the
virtue of generosity —is its own reward. Givers ought to imitate the
generous gods.” (Potkay, “Contested Emotions” 1334)
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. Some there are,
By their good works exalted, lofty minds

And meditative, authors of delight
Will live, and spread, and kindle; minds like these,

In childhood, from this solitary being,
This helpless wanderer, have perchance received

And happiness, which to the end of time
(A thing more precious far than all that books
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Or the solicitudes of love can do!)

That first mild touch of sympathy and thought,
In which they found their kindred with a world
Where want and sorrow were.

(97-108)
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Once the child develops a rational faculty, the process of appropriation
becomes more complicated. The impulses will still present themselves,
but can no longer be processed automatically: human beings will have
to use their rational faculties in order to decide what to do with them,

that is-in Stoic terminology-to assent to them or not. Again, according
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to the Stoics, all human beings should in the end assent to those
impulses that are in line with the course of the active principle that

governs the world. (Brouwer, 34)
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“That first mild touch of sympathy and thought™:
Stoicism in Wordsworth’s “Old Cumberland Beggar”

Abstract Chankil Park

This paper is an attempt to understand Wordsworth’s “Old Cumberland
Beggar” with reference to Stoicism. This poem has always been controversial
among Wordsworth scholars with its direct comments on the contemporary
poor relief system. Historicist scholars did not like the poem because they
found no sign of a genuine sympathy for the poor in Wordsworth’s narration
of an old vagrant beggar nor any practicable suggestion for his well-being as a
member of the community. Some other scholars, on the other hand, appreciated
Wordsworth’s characterization of the old man, particularly the aesthetic quality
of the old man’s solitude in nature. Their aestheticism was more or less
founded upon the “One-Life philosophy” which Coleridge have supposedly
invented and gave to Wordsworth in Quantock Hills in 1797-98.

My argument is that “Old Cumberland Beggar” is best understood when it
is placed in the context of the Stoicism which Wordsworth was familiar with
since his Hawkshead years. The old man’s solitude in Nature, for example,
does not imply alienation because he is “stoically” in sympathy with the
“mountain birds” with whom he inadvertently shared what he had earned from
the village. The village people’s ‘habitual’ charity on the old man does not
show any particular emotional attachment to him, which, however, does not
necessarily mean that their commitments are self-centered. “That after joy” they
have after the charity brings about an implicit awareness that their actions were
also “stoically” in sympathy with a principle in nature. Stoicism calls it the
“Active Principle” pervading the whole nature by which all the apparently

unrelated events in the world are made responsive to the Rationality of Nature.
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The “first mild touch of sympathy and thought” from the beggar is also
instrumental in developing the moral sensibility of many people who have been
witnessing the “use” of private charity in the village. The stoic concept of
oikeiosis, the process of “appropriating” to one’s own what is in line with the
Natural Rationality, is useful too for explaining the wholesome effect of the
beggar upon the people who indirectly committed themselves to the charitable
actions. This stoic interpretation helps us to understand both the
characterization of the old beggar and the poet’s political polemics more
consistently within a single unified interpretative space. The stoic reading of
“Old Cumberland Beggar” clearly shows that it is not only the finale of his
commitments to the humanitarian poetry of social protest, but also the very
beginning of the new poetic spirit that he was due to embody in The Prelude

and The Excursion in the following years.

» FH0f: Y= (Wordsworth), 2~EoFd 8 (Stoicism), &-7H(Sympathy), %1
H(The Poor Law), &+ AJ*883KOne-Life Philosophy), "ZH: =]
F< A, (“0ld Cumberland Beggar”)
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