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Discovering Literature: Romantics & Victorians 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

Theme 

Social and political commentary in the poetry of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning 

Rationale 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning is often thought of today as a writer of love 
poetry, but during her lifetime she was also a vociferous political 
commentator. Inspired by her early reading of Mary Wollstonecraft’s A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), she gave a voice, in her 
poems, to many of those oppressed by contemporary injustice: child 
labourers, the poor, and the enslaved. 

In this lesson, students will give these voices dramatic form, using the 
techniques of ‘role on the wall’, ‘still image’ and ‘thought-tracking’ to 
show their insights into the experiences of those whose plight Barrett 
Browning describes. They will use a range of sources to develop their 
understanding of the historical context of Barrett Browning’s work. 

  

http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s ‘The Cry of the Children’, as first 
published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine (1843) 

• Manuscript draft of ‘The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’ by Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning (1846)  

• ‘A Plea for the Ragged Schools of London’ by Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning (1854) 

• A Vindication of the Rights of Woman by Mary Wollstonecraft (1792) 

• ‘A Voice from the Factories’, a poem by Caroline Norton about 
nineteenth-century child labour (1836) 

• Report of the Children’s Employment Commission: The Condition and 
Treatment of the Children employed in the Mines and Colliers of the 
United Kingdom Carefully compiled from the appendix to the first 
report of the Commissioners With copious extracts from the evidence, 
and illustrative engravings (1842) 

• Abolitionist magazine The Liberty Bell (1845) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Social and Political Issues by Dr Simon Avery 

• Voices in the campaign for abolition by Brycchan Carey 

External links 

• Ragged Schools, Industrial School and Reformatories (Hidden Lives 
Revealed website) 

• Slavery in America (National Museum of American History website) 

• Slavery in America (Historynet.com website) 

Key questions 

• What kinds of social and political injustice does Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning describe? 

• How does she depict social and political injustice in her poetry? 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/elizabeth-barrett-brownings-the-cry-of-the-children-as-first-published-in-blackwoods-edinburgh-magazine
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-draft-of-elizabeth-barrett-brownings-the-runaway-slave-at-pilgrims-point
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-plea-for-the-ragged-schools-of-london-by-elizabeth-barrett-browning
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/mary-wollstonecraft-a-vindication-of-the-rights-of-woman
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-voice-from-the-factories-a-poem-by-caroline-norton-about-19th-century-child-labour
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/report-on-child-labour-1842
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/american-abolitionist-literature-magazine
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/elizabeth-barrett-browning-social-and-political-issues
https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/british-slave-narratives
http://www.hiddenlives.org.uk/articles/raggedschool.html
http://www.americanhistory.si.edu/changing-america-emancipation-proclamation-1863-and-march-washington-1963/1863/slavery-america
http://www.historynet.com/slavery-in-america
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• In what ways can an understanding of the historical context of Barrett 
Browning’s work illuminate her poetry? 

• How can drama techniques be used to give the oppressed a voice? 

Activities 

1. Introduce students to the idea of social and political injustice, 
perhaps by displaying some of the images from the Report of the 
Children’s Employment Commission. What kinds of social and 
political injustice existed in the 19th century? 

2. Students should read Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poems ‘The Cry 
of the Children’, ‘The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’ and ‘A Plea 
for the Ragged Schools of London’. They should identify the ways in 
which Barrett Browning describes the situations of the child 
labourers, the runaway slave and the ragged children. They should 
then gather these points together using the technique of ‘role on 
the wall’, in which outlines of three people are used to represent a 
child labourer, a runaway slave and a pupil at a ragged school. 

3. Students should then explore the additional historical sources, 
including Caroline Norton’s poem ‘A Voice from the Factories’, the 
Report of the Children’s Employment Commission, The Liberty Bell 
and the extracts from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. They 
should generate questions that they can use to interrogate these 
sources, for more information about the plight of the three groups 
identified. Additional information can be found using the websites 
listed in the ‘External links’ section. 

4. Students should then write short monologues (maximum 100 
words) expressing the thoughts, opinions and experiences of the 
oppressed people described by Barrett Browning. In groups, they 
should form ‘still images' to represent moments in the lives of these 
people, and speak their monologues as a thought-tracking exercise. 
With judicious attention to words, expression and gesture, this can 
be an extremely powerful activity. 

Extension activities 

• Narratives written by formerly enslaved people, such as Olaudah 
Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano 
(1789), Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, an American Slave (1845), Solomon Northup’s Twelve Years 
a Slave (1853) and accounts of the life of Harriet Tubman (1822-
1913), offer a way of extending students’ insights into the situations of 
those whose plight had such an impact on Elizabeth Barrett Browning.  

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-life-of-olaudah-equinao
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• Keen writers could research issues surrounding modern slavery and 
child labour and write a poem, perhaps in the style of Barrett 
Browning, about 21st-century victims of oppression. 

• Students could also consider modern examples of protest poetry and 
protest songs. The English PEN website is a good starting point, as is 
the 2013 anthology In Protest: 150 Poems for Human Rights (Institute 
of Commonwealth Studies). Students could also explore the work of 
the musicians Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan and Billy Bragg. 

http://www.englishpen.org/
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