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ROMANTICISM AND THE BIOPOLITICS 
OF MODERN WAR WRITING

Military literature was one of the most prevalent forms of writing 
to appear during the Romantic era, yet its genesis in this period is 
often overlooked. Ranging from histories to military policy, manu-
als, and a new kind of imaginative war literature in military mem-
oirs and novels, modern war writing became a highly influential 
body of professional writing. Drawing on recent research into the 
entanglements of Romanticism with its wartime trauma and revisit-
ing Michel Foucault’s ground-breaking work on military discipline 
and the biopolitics of modern war, this book argues that military 
literature was deeply reliant upon Romantic cultural and literary 
thought and the era’s preoccupations with the body, life and writ-
ing. Simultaneously, it shows how military literature runs parallel to 
other strands of Romantic writing, forming a sombre shadow against 
which Romanticism took shape and offering its own exhortations for 
how to manage the life and vitality of the nation.

Neil R amsey  is Senior Lecturer in English Literature at the 
University of New South Wales, Canberra. His interests include the 
literary, cultural and biopolitical responses to warfare during the eigh-
teenth century and Romantic eras, with a particular focus on the rep-
resentations of personal experience and the development of a modern 
culture of war. He is the author of The Military Memoir and Romantic 
Literary Culture, 1780–1835 (2011) and co-editor, with Gillian Russell, 
of Tracing War in British Enlightenment and Romantic Culture (2015) 
and, with Anders Engberg-Pedersen, of War and Literary Studies 
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This series aims to foster the best new work in one of the most challenging fields 
within English literary studies. From the early 1780s to the early 1830s, a formi-
dable array of talented men and women took to literary composition, not just in 
poetry, which some of them famously transformed, but in many modes of writ-
ing. The expansion of publishing created new opportunities for writers, and the 
political stakes of what they wrote were raised again by what Wordsworth called 
those ‘great national events’ that were ‘almost daily taking place’: the French 
Revolution, the Napoleonic and American wars, urbanization, industrialization, 
religious revival, an expanded empire abroad, and the reform movement at home. 
This was an enormous ambition, even when it pretended otherwise. The relations 
between science, philosophy, religion, and literature were reworked in texts such 
as Frankenstein and Biographia Literaria; gender relations in A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman and Don Juan; journalism by Cobbett and Hazlitt; and poetic 
form, content, and style by the Lake School and the Cockney School. Outside 
Shakespeare studies, probably no body of writing has produced such a wealth of 
commentary or done so much to shape the responses of modern criticism. This 
indeed is the period that saw the emergence of those notions of literature and of 
literary history, especially national literary history, on which modern scholarship 

in English has been founded. 

The categories produced by Romanticism have also been challenged by recent 
historicist arguments. The task of the series is to engage both with a challenging 
corpus of Romantic writings and with the changing field of criticism they have 
helped to shape. As with other literary series published by Cambridge University 
Press, this one will represent the work of both younger and more established 

scholars on either side of the Atlantic and elsewhere. 
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