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a public scandal, and his numerous affairs injured his reputation. English liberals, such as 

Shelley and Byron, regarded him with profound scorn both as prince regent (1811-20) 

and as king (1820-30). His cabinet ministers were arch-conservatives. 

 

The "rulers who neither see, nor feel, nor know" are Lord Liverpool and his 

conservative cabinet. In calling them leeches who are bleeding their country, Shelley is 

indulging in hyperbole. They were men of integrity who happened to be in power at a 

time of general unrest caused by the unemployment and hunger that followed the end of 

the Napoleonic wars. There was rioting, some destruction of property, inevitable arrests 

and repressive measures. The cabinet suspended the Habeas Corpus act and passed laws 

severely limiting public gatherings. Shelley was convinced that revolution was going to 

break out in England, "a glorious Phantom" that would "illumine our tempestuous day." 

 

The line "a people starved and stabbed in the untilled field" may be an allusion to 

the Peterloo massacre. On August 16, 1819, a large number of people in favor of 

parliamentary reform had gathered in St. Peter's Field in Manchester to hear a speech by 

Henry Hunt, a reformer. When troops made an attempt to arrest Hunt, a panic ensued in 

which eleven people were killed and four hundred were injured. 

 

The army, "which liberticide and prey / Makes as a two-edged sword to all who 

wield" it, seems to be a reference to the use of troops by the government to quell 

disturbances and repress liberty. "Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay" are 

laws that vested interests caused to be passed and which led to bloodshed. "Religion 

Christless, Godless" refers to the torpid state of the Anglican Church, from which it was 

aroused by the Oxford Movement in 1833. "Time's worst statute" refers to the restrictions 

under which English Roman Catholics were forced to live. They were not allowed to vote 

or sit in Parliament, preside over law courts, or enter the universities. 

 

"Catholic emancipation" had been a lively political issue for several years, and not 

until 1829 did Catholics recover most of their civil liberties. 
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