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      Thomas Hardy, the renowned Victorian novelist and poet, often explored the 

harsh realities of existence with unflinching realism. In his 1901 collection Poems 

of the Past and the Present, the poem "To an Unborn Pauper Child" stands out as a 

poignant meditation on life's inevitable pains, particularly for those born into 

poverty. Inspired by a real incident—likely a courtroom scene involving a destitute 

pregnant woman—the poem takes the form of a direct address to an unborn fetus, 

blending compassion, fatalism, and a surprising flicker of hope. 

 

      The poem unfolds in six stanzas, beginning with a stark, almost tender plea: 

Breathe not, hid Heart: cease silently, 

And though thy birth-hour beckons thee, 

Sleep the long sleep: 

The Doomsters heap 

Travails and teens around us here, 

And Time-wraiths turn our songsingings to fear. 

     The speaker urges the "hid Heart" (the hidden, beating heart in the womb) not to 

be born, arguing that life is ruled by indifferent "Doomsters" (fate or cosmic forces) 

that pile on toils ("travails") and torments ("teens"). Time itself transforms joy 

("songsingings") into fear. 

The second stanza paints a broader picture of human misery: 

Hark, how the peoples surge and sigh, 

And laughters fail, and greetings die: 



Hopes dwindle; yea, 

Faiths waste away, 

Affections and enthusiasms numb; 

Thou canst not mend these things if thou dost come. 

      The world is full of failing joys, dying hopes, and numbed affections—the child 

cannot fix any of it. 

In the third stanza, the speaker wishes he could warn all unborn souls: 

Had I the ear of wombed souls 

Ere their terrestrial chart unrolls, 

And thou wert free 

To cease, or be, 

Then would I tell thee all I know, 

And put it to thee: Wilt thou take Life so? 

But such a warning is impossible; the child will enter life "ignorant," even amid 

chaos: 

Vain vow! No hint of mine may hence 

To theeward fly: to thy locked sense 

Explain none can 

Life's pending plan: 

Thou wilt thy ignorant entry make 

Though skies spout fire and blood and nations quake. 

       The fourth and fifth stanzas deepen the plea, imagining a utopian escape where 

no tear or qualm disturbs peace, yet acknowledging it as impossible. The speaker 

concedes he cannot prevent birth or shield the child from pain. 

Yet, in a remarkable shift, the final stanza turns toward defiant hope: 



But yet—if, though all this be true, 

Thou must thy ignorant entry make— 

Come bravely, come! and bring with thee 

Health, love, friends, scope in work, fair eyes to see 

Life's joy, and vigour of the limbs that be 

Young, and a heart that hath no fear! 

—Nay, though the Doomsters frown, and Time-wraiths leer, 

Mayst thou find joys that seldom yet are won 

By humankind beneath the sun! 

      The speaker, having exhausted despair, surrenders to an "unreasoning, sanguine" 

vision: perhaps the child will discover rare joys—health, love, friendship, 

meaningful work, and fearless vitality—defying the grim odds. 

Analysis: The Tension Between Doom and Dream 

    Hardy's philosophy shines through this structure. The "Doomsters" represent his 

deterministic view: an indifferent universe where fate crushes human aspirations, 

amplified by social ills like poverty. The pauper child's lot symbolizes the Victorian 

underclass's grinding existence—hunger, labor, loss—echoing Hardy's novels like 

Jude the Obscure. 

     The poem's antinatalist tone (advising non-existence to avoid suffering) draws 

from ancient pessimism, yet Hardy refuses pure nihilism. His "meliorism"—a belief 

that human effort can slightly improve the world—emerges in the closing hope. 

Though irrational ("visionary"), this hope is profoundly human: the stubborn refusal 

to let despair win. 

     Socially, the poem critiques class inequality and the cycle of poverty in late-

Victorian England. The speaker's compassion humanizes the abstract suffering, 

turning a private meditation into a quiet protest. 

     In "To an Unborn Pauper Child", Hardy captures existence's paradox: life is 

fraught with pain governed by uncaring forces, yet the dream of joy persists. The 



Doomsters may dominate, but the human spirit dreams anyway—clinging to 

possibilities of love, health, and meaning against all evidence. This makes the poem 

enduringly powerful: in any era of inequality and uncertainty, it asks if life is worth 

the risk—and quietly affirms that, despite everything, we choose to believe it can be. 


