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4 

The Concrete 
Utopia of Poetry 

From "Beautiful Illusion" to a Poetics of Revolt 

Marxist cultural theorists and literary critics have always resisted and 
attempted to overcome the debilitating effects of the inaugural para
digm of Marxist cultural theory. Just as the historians' attempts to 
reinsert the formative processes of culture and politics into the analysis 
of class and collective action are either distorted by the paradigm's 
limitations or have to break down its most basic premises, so too our 
efforts at cultural interpretation and literary criticism within the 
intellectual-political tradition of Marxism encounter such limitations 
and breaks. I have argued in the previous chapter that the Marxian 
paradigm began to congeal when Marx abandoned his incipient, largely 
undeveloped conception of culture as a set of material-social practices, 
and consequently tended to reduce culture to "consciousness," and to 
obscure the complex links between culture and politics in favor of a 
conception that drives both, separately and categorically, from political 
economy. What then has this meant for the theory and interpretation, 
specifically, of such cultural practices as art and literature, especially 
since the supposition of the primacy of political economy has seldom 
been unquestionably accepted by Marxist critics themselves? 

It has meant, first of all, that Marxist criticism does not fully rec
ognize the extent to which the practices of artistic production and 
aesthetic reception are embedded in moral-political relations and are 
a site of conflict over the moral-political valuations that inform our 
participation in social relations more generally. Instead, this problem-

102 
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THE CONCRETE UTOPIA OF POETRY 103 

atic tends to be displaced, and obscured, by the supposedly more fun
damental question of the relation of the artwork and "society" 
conceived as a totality. Since we never have more than a kind of the
oretical image of "society," the presupposition that the genuine social 
and historical significance of an artwork lies primarily in its relation 
to the social totality causes this theoretical image to serve as the implicit 
a priori of literary interpretation and analysis. Since the image of "so
ciety" is drawn even in Critical Marxism from categories of the econ
omy-from Lukacs's image of relations of production and class 
consciousness to the Frankfurt School's image of generalized com
modification and of "total administration"-, the priority of "society" 
over "culture" is at work in the interpretive process even when the 
relation of artwork and totality is explicitly construed to deny such a 
priority. 

This persistence of the base/superstructure model has been amply 
shown by Raymond Williams. The artwork/totality relation may be 
construed as "reflection" and "typicality" as in Lukacs's literary crit
icism, or as "mediation" and "correspondence" as in Adorno and 
Benjamin, or as "homology" as in Lucien Goldmann. Each of these 
conceptions separates society and culture categorically; the theoretical 
image of the former takes precedence over the interpretive encounter 
with the latter, and neither "domain" gets approached as a complex 
of interrelated material-social practices. For Williams, the limitation of 
these various efforts to relate the artwork to the social totality shows 
most tellingly in their inadequacy in approaching contemporary cul
ture, that is, the complex of practices in which we ourselves directly 
participate: "None of the dualist theories, expressed as reflection or 
mediation, and none of the formalist and structuralist theories, ex
pressed in variants of correspondence or homology, can be fully carried 
through to contemporary practice, since in different ways they all de
pend on a known history, a known structure, known products. Analytic 
relations can be handled in this way; practical relations hardly at all."1 

The same argument, it seems to me, holds true for the analysis of works 
from the past, since our "contemporary practice" includes the in
terpretive reconstruction and political construction of cultural tradi
tions and heritages. As I have already argued with regard to critical 
hermeneutics and political-discursive practices, aesthetic reception and 

1 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1977), pp. 106-107• 
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104 MARXISM AND THE PROBLEM OF CULTURE 

interpretation are themselves practices through which we participate 
in context-bound and open-ended conflicts of cultural valuation and 
in what Laclau and Mouffe call the political articulation of "society." 

In what follows I will test this perspective against some broad re
flections on aesthetics and on poetry that have come from the tradition 
of Critical Marxism, through a consideration of poems from William 
Blake's Songs of Innocence and of Experience. Blake's contribution to 
our cultural, and political, heritage lies in the response that his poetry 
made to the changing relation of art to the evolution of bourgeois 
society; writing in the volatile decades following r 789, Blake responded 
both to the possibilities and promises opened by the "democratic rev
olution" and to the ongoing institutionalization of capitalist social 
relations. An English Jacobin, he was also a poet who himself reflected 
constantly on the historical and political possibilities of "imagination." 
For Blake, poetry is an active imposing of imagination or fantasy against 
dominant values and institutions. Casting himself in the double role 
of visionary and voice of condemnation, he attributed both a utopian 
and a negative power to poetic writing. And it is indeed an interplay 
of the utopian and the critical, of imagination and negation, that makes 
his writing resonate with the social and aesthetic preoccupations of 
such thinkers as Ernst Bloch and Herbert Marcuse, Walter Benjamin 
and T. W. Adorno. At the same time, Blake's poetry encourages us to 
consider anew how the politics of revaluation can shape the project of 
a poet's work and the inner dynamics of poetic language, its processes 
of figuration, its status as a linguistic act, its forms and techniques, and 
its effects within reception and interpretation. 

From Bloch I have taken the phrase concrete utopia. Bloch meant 
by this that latent utopian possibilities are contained in the experiences 
of freedom and self-organization which social groups and classes pos
sess, intermittently and fragmentedly, in their everyday existence, po
litical practices, myths, and artistic endeavors.2 These latent tendencies 
have as their heritage all the unfinished or abortive efforts in history 
to extend justice and happiness. The heritage of utopia is thus a dis
continuous history, one that must be constructed from cultural tradi
tions and the popular struggles and revolts of the past. The question 

2See Ernst Bloch, "Karl Marx and Humanity: The Material of Hope" and "Upright 
Carriage, Concrete Utopia," in On Karl Marx, trans. John Cumming (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1971), pp. 16-45 and 159-173 respectively; and "Indications of 
Utopia," in A Philosophy of the Future, trans. John Cumming (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1970), pp. 84-141. 
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THE CONCRETE UTOPIA OF POETRY 105 

we can draw from Bloch's reflections is this: In what ways is poetry a 
bearer of utopian hope, of the historical latency that is at once within 
and beyond society? 

From Marcuse I will borrow a thesis about art and literature that 
he advanced in his last published work, The Aesthetic Dimension: "The 
inner logic of the work of art terminates in the emergence of another 
reason, another sensibility, which defy the rationality and sensibility 
incorporated in the dominant social institutions. " 3 The phrase "ter
minates in the emergence of" suggests, first, that art is utopian insofar 
as it anticipates new orders of reason and sensibility that can be secured 
only through political action and social transformation, and, second, 
that this utopian anticipation is nonetheless concrete insofar as it stems 
from what is realized aesthetically in the artwork. Marcuse's thesis 
leads to a second question about lyric and society: How does the "inner 
logic" of a poem at the same time manifest a counterlogic against the 
constraining interactions organized by society? 

While Bloch and Marcuse help to frame the questions that a socially 
critical study of poetry needs to address, their own aesthetic reflections 
rest on suppositions that cannot be left unchallenged. Bloch maintains 
that great artworks are part ideology, part authentic utopia. The first 
task of analysis is to dissolve the ideological shell of the work by 
exposing the ways its serves particular rather than general interests and 
legitimates the forms of domination prevalent in its own society; once 
this ideological shell is dissolved, the utopian kernel of the work is 
supposed to shine through, a radiant core of meanings and images 
expressing the strivings and hopes of humanity. Bloch's conception of 
interpretation shares with the hermeneutics of Heidegger and Gadamer 
the insight that cultural meanings come forward only from historically 
situated works and are appropriated only in historically situated con
texts. Nevertheless, he tends to view the valid meanings of culture as 
part of a semantic storehouse that preserves itself intact across historical 
periods and epochs. Hence the questionable notion that interpretation 
can with assurance separate the valid and true aspect of a work from 
its ideological and false part. Such a notion goes directly against the 
grain of Bloch's original insight. Concrete utopia precisely does not 
derive from any pregiven goal of the historical process; the shape of 
the utopian is a product of the new valuations of justice, freedom, 

3Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension: Toward a Critique of Marxist Aesthetics 
(Boston: Beacon, 1978), p. 7· 
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happiness, and so on, which are forged in processes of political struggle 
and interpretive conflicts. By the same token, the hermeneutical "re
covery" of the heritage of utopia has no sure ground of meaning or 
foothold in truth from which we could then glean the valid significa
tions and discard the ideological shell of a particular work. Bloch's 
conception of valid meaning and ideological falsehood shares the prob
lems I identified earlier in Habermas's adaptation of Benjamin's idea 
of "semantic potentials"; both approaches are driven to postulate an 
essential and separated stratum within communicative practices which 
are otherwise "functionalized" to ideological purposes of legitimation. 
At that point, once again the coercive and nonreciprocal aspects of 
these practices are given a purely external determination. They are 
derived from social relations presumed to be already constituted in
dependent of the practice in question. 

Marcuse's aesthetic reflections accentuate the unity of artistic form. 
Transcribing Schillerian aesthetics into socially critical terms, he attri
butes a utopian and critical power to art on the basis of the sharp 
contrast that individuals experience between the unity and harmony 
they apprehend in the artwork and the disharmony and conflict that 
characterize the social relations they encounter in everyday life. This 
line of argument reverses the main intention of his I 9 3 7 essay "The 
Affirmative Character of Culture"4 by underscoring the critical rather 
than the adaptive effects of the experience of art as a compensation 
for social reality. First in the context of the social and political move
ments of the I 96os in Counterrevolution and Revolt and then in The 
Aesthetic Dimension, Marcuse undertakes to rescue the aesthetic ex
perience of bourgeois culture from the bourgeois idea of culture. Con
sumer society's relentless assault on art through a commodity culture 
makes it necessary, according to Marcuse, to restore the uniqueness 
and autonomy of aesthetic experience. 

The shift in polemical purpose from the I 9 3 7 essay to the writings 
of the I970s is, however, more an extension than a contradiction of 
the earlier position. The indictment of affirmative culture had already 
implied that the artwork's separateness and wholeness were, at least 
potentially, a critique of the social reality from which it separated itself. 
Marcuse counters the directions taken by the idea of cultural revolution 

4 Herbert Marcuse, "The Affirmative Character of Culture," Negations, trans. Jeremy 
J. Shapiro (Boston: Beacon, 1968), pp. 88-13 3· For my discussion of Marcuse's concept 
of "affirmative culture," see above, pp. 5-9. 
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THE CONCRETE UTOPIA OF POETRY 107 

in the r96os with a renewed insistence on the two-sidedness of the 
aesthetic: 

At stake is the "affirmative character" of bourgeois culture, by virtue 
of which art serves to beautify and justify the established order. The 
aesthetic form responds to the misery of the isolated bourgeois individual 
by celebrating universal humanity, to physical deprivation by exalting 
the beauty of the soul, to external servitude by elevating the value of 
inner freedom. 

But this affirmation has its own dialectic. There is no work of art 
which does not break its affirmative stance by the "power of the neg
ative," which does not, in its very structure, evoke the words, the images, 
the music of another reality, of another order repelled by the existing 
one and yet alive in memory and anticipation, alive in what happens to 
men and women, and in their rebellion against it.5 

The Aesthetic Dimension extends this defense of the separated art of 
bourgeois society. According to Marcuse's thesis, art rejects the divided 
order of society by adhering to the specifically aesthetic aim of achieving 
a Beautiful Illusion (schone Schein). Art constitutes the affective and 
utopian support of a critical consciousness of society. This is not to 
say that it is a form of critical consciousness. To the contrary, Marcuse's 
later aesthetics insists that art has an affective rather than cognitive 
power and that its value lies in the aesthetic sublimation of reality 
rather than in any critical reflection on reality. In this way, Marcuse 
alters Marxism's conception of art as a mode of illusory consciousness 
without questioning the categorical framework within which that con
ception arose. For Marcuse, art is indeed an illusion or appearance for 
consciousness. But its mode of separation and difference from social 
reality-that is, the socially organized real material activity which Marx 
also sharply differentiated from art-is so complete as to turn art into 
a contradiction of existing society. The postulated contrast between 
the wholeness of aesthetic form and the dividedness of social reality 
thus becomes something like the affective analogue of the critical theo
rist's cognitive condemnation of that same reality. The classical Marx
ian divide between "society" and "culture" reasserts itself in the 
modified form of the divide between theoretical understanding and 
aesthetic experience. While this modification may seem significantly to 
alter the valuation of "art," it does so by so thoroughly privileging the 

5 Herbert Marcuse, Counterrevolution and Revolt (Boston: Beacon, 1972), p. 92. 
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108 MARXISM AND THE PROBLEM OF CULTURE 

affective and "aesthetic" dimension of reception over the interpretive 
or hermeneutical dimension as to virtually eliminate the concreteness 
of aesthetic understanding and valuation. The specificity of actual art
works and the discriminating, concretizing work of interpretation are 
subordinated to the wholly generalized social interpretation of aesthetic 
expenence per se. 

Against Marcuse I will advance the alternative thesis that the social 
dialectic of art does not arise from the conflict between a divided reality 
and a unified work, but rather takes the form of conflicts within the 
work, including the conflict between its unity and its division. I am 
guided in part by Adorno's notion, expressed in his essay "Lyric Poetry 
and Society," that the criticism of poetry needs to attend "to ways in 
which various levels of society's inner contradictory relationships man
ifest themselves in the poet's speaking."6 We will also, however, have 
to examine critically Adorno's view of the relationship of modern lyric 
and society, for he tends to view the unifying movement of a text as 
the shape taken by its constitutively antagonistic relation to "society" 
as a totality. The demand for "something purely individual" from lyric 
poetry is, he argues, "in itself social in nature. It implies a protest 
against a social condition which every individual experiences as hostile, 
distant, cold, and oppressive; and this social condition impresses itself 
on the poetic form in a negative way: the more heavily social conditions 
weigh, the more unrelentingly the poem resists, refusing to give into 
any heteronomy, and constituting itself purely according to its own 
laws."7 By contrast, I do not think that we can presuppose that the 
unifying dimension of the work is-necessarily and categorically-the 
manifestation of a resistance to oppressive social conditions, any more 
than we can presuppose the opposite, namely, that its unifying dimen
sion is the mark of its subjugation to "ideological closure." Such 
judgments have to be made contextually and through specific 
interpretations. 

My thesis that the social counterlogic of a poem arises from its 
internal contradictoriness as a text, not from its wholeness as a "beau
tiful appearance," is based on a very different premise, namely, that 
literature is a practice that acts upon language and therefore enters into 
a complex relation to those language practices--or discourses-that 
shape the social relations of the context in which it is produced and 

6 T. W. Adorno, "Lyric Poetry and Society," Telos 20 (Summer 1974), 65. 
%id., p. ss. 

This content downloaded from 146.96.33.53 on Wed, 02 Mar 2022 20:31:45 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



THE CONCRETE UTOPIA OF POETRY 109 

of the context in which it is received. The utopian power of poetry can 
only lie in its concrete connections, as a language practice, with its 
relevant social contexts rather than in its capacity either to separate 
itself from those contexts or to set itself above them. 

Aesthetic receptivity is not an affective experience galvanized by 
either the unity of form as conceived by Marcuse or the autonomous 
principle of artistic construction in Adorno's sense. Poetic language 
solicits, incites, calls for a reading that at once lets the effects of poetic 
condensation erupt across the poem and ties those effects to the situ
ation or act of writing itself. Reading always entails this double move
ment-receptivity to a language that is multivalent and overdetermined 
and moments of decision in which the multivalence and overdetermi
nation are reconnected to the place or situation from which the poem 
has arisen. And this site of the poem's genesis is social. An analogy 
might be made between the reading of poetry and psychoanalytic inter
pretation. The analyst listens with what Freud called a suspended or 
floating attention in order to hear what reverberates within the subject's 
discourse and its silences. On the other side of the dialogue, the subject 
is pressed toward what Lacan called the "moment to conclude," where 
he or she feels the pressure of the unconscious and integrates it into 
his or her actual discourse with the analyst, allowing the unconscious 
to interrupt the false continuities and coherence which up to then have 
resisted it. The two sides of reading poetry are an interplay of this kind 
between floating attention and the moment-to-conclude. The reader, 
however, is more like the patient than the analyst, in that interpreta
tions, usually in the name of their own coherence, tend to resist the 
effects of the poetic text. Such decisions always take place, even when 
they are masked, as in the rhetoric of deconstructive criticism. Every 
interpretive moment-to-conclude links the interpretation and the text 
as the two historically-and socially-situated poles of aesthetic ex
perience. The transaction between writing and reading is thus at the 
same time an encounter between the social situation of literary pro
duction and the social situation of literary reception. Just as the cultural 
heritage is not given but is constructed through this transaction and 
this encounter, so too aesthetic experience is not given but is formed 
in the interplay of writing and reading. 

Blake understood the relation between writing and reading as a form 
of struggle. "Opposition is true Friendship"-this proverb concludes 
one of the "memorable fancies" in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. 
Blake invents an encounter between himself and an Angel whom Blake 
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challenges "to shew me my eternal lot," after the Angel has bid him 
to "consider the hot burning dungeon thou art preparing for thyself 
to all eternity." The Angel takes him beneath the earth to look upon 
the void in which appears the orthodox vision of the Inferno, filled 
with "black & white spiders," "a black tempest," "a cataract of blood 
mixed with fire," "the scaly fold of a monstrous serpent," and even 
"the head of Leviathan ... advancing toward us with all the fury of a 
spiritual existence." When the Angel leaves Blake behind, this vision 
of eternal doom disappears: 

My friend the Angel climb'd up from his station into the mill; I remain'd 
alone, & then this appearance was no more, but I found myself sitting 
on a pleasant bank beside a river by moon light hearing a harper who 
sung to the harp, & his theme was, The man who never alters his opinion 
is like standing water, & breeds reptiles of the mind. 

But I arose, and sought for the mill, & there I found my Angel, who 
surprised asked me, how I escaped? 

I answered. All that we saw was owing to your metaphysics: for when 
you ran away, I found myself on a bank by moonlight hearing a harper. 
But now we have seen my eternal lot, shall I shew you yours? he laughed 
at my proposal; but I by force caught him in my arms, & flew westerly 
thro' the night .... 8 

Blake's parable is of the struggle between the angelic imagination of 
hell and the infernal imagination of heaven. When Blake forces the 
Angel to see heaven in the mode of the diabolical imagination, a place 
where monkeys and baboons chained together engage in an eternal 
orgy of cannibalism and self-cannibalism, the Angel recoils: 

So the Angel said: thy phantasy has imposed upon me & thou oughtest 
to be ashamed. 

This ends their brief friendship, because Blake will not tolerate the 
Angel's inability to see that he too has created a vision through the 
imagination, the degraded imagination of orthodox religion and 
philosophy: 

I answered: we impose upon one another, & it is but lost time to 
converse with you whose works are only Analytics. 

"The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, rev. ed., ed. David V. Erdman 
(Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor, 1982), pp. 41-42. 
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Blake practiced the writing of poetry not in order to unveil objects of 
contemplation or to preserve the kernel of unvarying truth or to pro
duce the harmonies of the beautiful illusion, but rather as the active 
imposition of "imagination" or "fantasy" as a form of discursive strug
gle against the dominant values organizing the social experiences and 
practices in which he participated. 

A Poetics of Moral Revaluation: "A Poison Tree" 

Having questioned the theoretical frameworks within which Bloch and 
Marcuse elaborated the relation of utopia and poetry, let us now ad
dress the questions that we owe to their initiatives within Marxist 
cultural theory. 

In what ways is poetry a bearer of utopian hope, of the historical 
latency that is at once within and beyond society? 

How does the "inner logic" of a poem at the same time manifest a 
counterlogic against the constraining interactions organized by society? 

I will attempt to address these questions by means of an interpre
tation of Blake's poem "A Poison Tree": 

I was angry with my friend; 
I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 
I was angry with my foe: 
I told it not, my wrath did grow. 

And I waterd it in fears 
Night & morning with my tears: 
And I sunned it with smiles, 
And with soft deceitful wiles. 

And it grew both day and night. 
Till it bore an apple bright. 
And my foe beheld it shine. 
And he knew that it was mine. 

And into my garden stole, 
When the night had veild the pole; 
In the morning glad I see; 
My foe outstretched beneath the tree.9 

Much depends on the relation of the first stanza to the rest of the poem 
as it unfolds what happened to the wrath that was not told to the foe. 

9 lbid., p. 28. 
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Every time one reads the poem, I believe, the first stanza has the force 
of a moral statement. The past tense establishes the twin perspective 
of Blake's action then and his judgment now. The danger or unhap
piness of a wrath that grows, as against a wrath that ends, establishes 
a set of values or preferences that virtually goes without saying. And 
all of this is then confirmed in the account of the ensuing anguish that 
he experienced and the harm he brought on his foe. The poem reads 
as a kind of confessional utterance in which Blake the speaker shares 
with the reader a reflective judgment on the actions of Blake in the 
past, anchored in the view that telling one's wrath is healthy and not 
telling it is harmful and even self-destructive. 

Another extreme, however, emerges against this reading and con
tradicts its every detail. The last two lines of the poem, breaking the 
consistent past tense of the rest, can be taken at face value: 

In the morning glad I see; 
My foe outstretched beneath the tree. 

A transcendent joy! He has gotten his satisfaction, and his wrath has 
finally been expressed, yielding the sheer delight of seeing an enemy 
destroyed. One might try to avert this reading by arguing that the 
phrase "glad I see" is not really in the present tense, but rather is an 
elliptical construction for something like "glad I was to see." But the 
amoral reading can draw on other aspects of the poem's total structure. 
First of all, there are two oppositions in the first stanza, not only telling 
as against not telling one's wrath, but also the difference between friend 
and foe, suggesting that there is no undestructive means of expressing 
wrath toward a foe but that it must be enacted. Second, the poem's 
words and syntax are not particularly charged with affective conno
tations; the tone is flat, and this second reading leaves it so by construing 
the first stanza not as a moral statement but as a statement of fact: 
wrath can be expressed and immediately dissipated with a friend, but 
not with a foe. Indeed, one can take this reading to its logical conclusion 
and say that the poem as a whole, far from being a confessional ut
terance, is more like a set of instructions on how to do in an enemy 
and feel relief, even joy. 

Either of these readings can account for itself, bringing the various 
details of the poem into line. In this sense, the poem generates both. 
Neither reading, on the other hand, can account for the possibility of 
the other, except to declare that it is the product of misreading; they 
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can only accuse each other of naive moralism and amorality respec
tively. It is inadequate, however, to leave off with these results and 
declare that the poem is formally or logically undecidable, a pure os
cillation between two mutually exclusive meanings. For this undecid
ability also represents two contrary experiential situations, remorse 
and remorselessness, condemnation and coldness, constituting an eth
ical impasse that the reading of the poem need not yet accept, that is, 
decide to affirm. 

The very flatness of the poem's tone allows each reading to invest 
the poem with the affects appropriate to it. In the first reading, the 
poem bespeaks the solemn awe of one witnessing an action that the 
speaker himself can hardly believe he committed. The second reading, 
on the other hand, takes the speaker's final joy at face value and, in 
turn, invests the atonal surface of the poem with the connotation of 
coldness. But the conjoining of coldness and joy calls into question the 
joy itself. The tone becomes the symptom of a joy that is derived from 
an altogether different emotion, namely, the wrath that has had to 
wend its way through elaborate detours in order to manifest itself in 
the fatal deception of the foe. The conceit which gives the poem its 
title is the image of this circuitous transformation of wrath into fear, 
duplicity, and finally deception: 

And I waterd it in fears, 
Night & morning with my tears: 
And I sunned it with smiles, 
And with soft deceitful wiles. 

And it grew both day and night. 
Till it bore an apple bright. 

Without making reference to any moral judgment against duplicity and 
deception, we discover in the image of the watering and sunning of 
the wrath (tree) that there opened within the subject a split between 
the inner feeling (fear) and the outward show of fraternity (smiles, soft 
deceitful wiles), which from that moment on precludes any direct con
nection between emotion and action. This distortion of experience is 
not subject to a moral condemnation in the sense of a judgment against 
the speaker himself, for he has made no choice which could be judged. 
He has suffered the effects of an anger that cannot immediately express 
and resolve itself. 

The conceit of the poison tree, its simplicity and completeness ex
tending over the last three stanzas as a whole, nonetheless has at its 
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center an indeterminate element-the "apple bright." All the other 
single elements of the image equating untold wrath with a tree easily 
find their appropriate equivalents. Within the logic of the conceit, the 
image of the apple is only vaguely motivated, as by the idea that it is 
the "fruit" of his wrath. The meaning of "apple bright" is otherwise 
unspecifiable from the standpoint of the conceit itsel£.10 It could be 
anything-an object, a situation, a person-so long as it fulfilled one 
general condition: that it be, in the eyes of the foe, an enviable pos
session of the speaker's. Here indeterminacy is an extreme instance of 
metaphorical condensation. A thousand and one narratives could be 
told that revolved around an episode in which a character's enemy, 
thinking he is about to deprive the protagonist of a valued possession, 
falls to his own ruin: 

And my foe beheld it shine. 
And he knew that it was mine. 

And into my garden stole, 
When the night had veild the pole; 

These lines resist the poem's moral reading more than any other pas
sage, for they show that this foe could be counted on to try to rob the 
subject of his possession. Blake had calculated exactly what his foe's 
reactions and actions would be, having imputed to the other the same 
destructive antagonism that he had discovered within himself. This 
equality between protagonist and antagonist likewise causes the amoral 
reading to lose its force. The apparent difference between protagonist 
and antagonist has been dissolved into their essential identity with each 
other. 

At this point, the indeterminacy of the apple and the prototypical 
nature of the narrative yield a significance that exceeds the grasp of 
either the moral or the amoral reading. The prototype narrative and 
the image of the "apple bright" are like a vortex that pulls everything 
into itself. Anything could be the enviable possession around which 
the deadly struggle between Blake and the foe revolves. Possessiveness 
is not merely an element of their antagonism but its cause; it pre-forms 
their relation to each other as a relation of equality and envy, their 

101£ one were immediately to draw the meaning of the image from its biblical source 
in order to supply what is missing in the conceit, the poem could be construed as a 
satire on the Eden myth. The speaker would then be God, who ensnares his foe
humankind-with the temptation of something enviable. 
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mirroring of each other being so complete that the protagonist need 
only calculatively impute his own aims and motives to the other in 
order to make his scheme a success. Possessiveness pre-forms their 
relation socially. The conditions of the central image-narrative are in 
fact met only in a social relation in which the practices of exchange 
make any object or situation or person susceptible to an (economic) 
designation that at once makes its value the same for all individuals 
and turns it into something to be possessed. Only under these conditions 
does the equality of individuals necessarily take the form of antagonism 
between individuals. Envy, a term borrowed from the ethics of pre
capitalist societies, here names the market-mediated intersubjectivity 
that capitalist social relations tend to extend to all manner of 
relationships. 

The unusual power of this simple poem derives from the play of the 
image of the "apple bright." It is at once the poem's most abstractly 
indeterminate and its most concretely, socially determined image. The 
figurative movement of the image has three distinct moments. First, as 
an element in the conceit, the "apple bright" stands for the effect of 
unexpressed wrath, a result arrived at in the course of the narrated 
events. Second, and to the contrary, as a metaphor of the social process 
of abstraction that forms the very interrelation and interactions of 
individuals, the "apple bright" stands for the cause of the antagonism 
from which the story originated. The conceit substitutes effect for cause. 
The "apple bright" is thus, at the third moment of its figuration, the 
trope called a metalepsis. The metalepsis here takes the form of a 
contradiction between what is narrated and the narrative itself, for we 
have discovered the social cause of the poem's narrative in the image 
that initially stood for the psychological effect of what was narrated, 
namely, the speaker's unexpressed wrath. In order to have followed 
this figurative swerve in the poem's language, we have made a break 
with the two readings, the moral and the amoral, that the text has 
engendered. 

In "A Poison Tree," the critique of bourgeois society is expressed 
not thematically but in the very articulation of the text and in the 
dynamic that it provokes. Linguistic theory has distinguished between 
a text's enonce ("statement") and its enonciation ("utterance"), that 
is, between what is said and the saying of it. In our context, Roman 
Jakobson's original terminology suffices, distinguishing the narrated 
event and the speech event. At the level of the narrated event in "A 
Poison Tree," an unexpressed wrath results in the destruction of an 
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antagonist by ensnaring him with an enviable possession. The speech 
event of the poem, I am urging, should be grasped in social and indeed 
political terms. The text has generated two conflicting and irreconci~ 
liable readings; each apprehends the poem's status as speech event in 
a particular way, as a confession or moral judgment in the one case, 
and as a cold statement of fact or scenario for destructive action in the 
other. Neither of these readings can be a true understanding of the 
text, because neither can explain or cancel the other. Our interpretation 
has been forced beyond the moral and the amoral reading. The poem 
must rather be interpreted in terms of its generation of these two partial, 
blind readings. It generates these readings because they correspond to 
the two poles of ethical consciousness through which individuals ac
tually live the social relations of capitalist society. The moral reading 
corresponds to a false morality of goodwill and honesty-which would 
have been, by the way, the simple object of a satire had Blake kept the 
poem's notebook title: "Christian Forebearance." The amoral reading, 
on the other hand, corresponds to that form of individualism in which 
individuals, having been made interchangeable by the market-mediated 
relation in which they meet, are deprived of the very individuality in 
the name of which they act. 

The dialectic of the text consists in imposing the moral and the 
amoral readings, which represent these two poles of ethical experience, 
and then forcing these two readings back to the figure of the "apple 
bright" in order to make the poem understandable. Both readings are 
doomed to fail, since they take the "apple bright" as the effect of wrath 
rather than as the social cause of the antagonism between individuals. 
The metalepsis, in breaking our interpretation from the two readings, 
gives form--or figure-to the difference between this act of poetic 
speech and the lived morality of capitalist social relations. 

Let me explain this formulation of poetic form by contrasting the 
results of the analysis with the position that Marcuse held. For Marcuse, 
aesthetic experience marks the difference between the real and the 
possible by presenting an image or appearance whose completeness 
separates it from the existing conditions and prevalent experiences of 
social life. Art is sublimation in the sense that it transforms the real 
into the beautiful appearance; accompanying this aesthetic sublimation, 
Marcuse argues, is a process of desublimation that occurs in aesthetic 
perception: "The transcendence of immediate reality shatters the reified 
objectivity of established social relations and opens a new dimension 
of experience: the rebirth of rebellious subjectivity. Thus, on the ba-
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sis of aesthetic sublimation, a desublimation takes place in the percep
tions of individuals-in their feelings, judgments, thoughts; an inval
idation of dominant norms, needs, and values."11 Now, Blake's "A 
Poison Tree" does indeed invalidate dominant forms of experience and 
of ethical consciousness, those which are embedded in the socially 
organized practices and interactions of bourgeois society. But the poem 
accomplishes this not by means of the beautiful appearance of aesthetic 
wholeness but rather in the contradiction within the text between the· 
readings it generates and its genesis of the readings. The "dominant 
norms, needs, and values" the poem negates are as integral to the inner 
workings of the text as they are inherent in actual social life. What is 
felt, thought, judged within the historical forms of ethical consciousness 
that the possessive individual must inhabit are themselves a part of the 
poem's aesthetic dimension, here as the dynamic of the readings which 
corresponds to the polarity in that ethical consciousness. It is not the 
unity but the active division of the text that invalidates these social
ethical forms. 

So, too, the utopian power of the poem lies not in its protection of 
an aesthetic appearance of wholeness but in its concrete act of speaking. 
The concreteness of utopia does not, however, as Bloch would have 
it, reside in the semantic storehouse of images of happiness and free
dom. The utopian is more closely tied to the negative. The poem an
nounces a morality that cannot yet be lived in society or represented 
in poetry. The poem voices its revaluation of values in a fracture be
tween the enonce and enonciation. The utopian dimension of the poem 
is enacted in a poetic speaking which manifests the struggle between 
the social conditions of the poet's speech and the latent possibilities of 
speech. The movement of figuration, through the three moments of the 
trope of the "apple bright," invalidates the two readings capable of 
giving the narrated event (enonce) and the conceit (tree = wrath) 
consistency and in this way negates those forms of ethical experience 
that can be lived in the social context of the poem. What the poem 
says is negated in the saying of it. What I have called poetic form or 
figure is here just this difference between enonce and enonciation, an 
enactment of the divergence between the real and the possible, the lived 
and the utopian. "A Poison Tree" points toward a future in which its 
own story and its mode of telling would no longer be necessary. 

I want to conclude these remarks on "A Poison Tree" with reference 

11Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension, pp. 7-8. 
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to Adorno, since he, in contrast to Marcuse, suggests precisely that it 
is the negative imprint of society on the form of the artwork, not the 
artwork's transcending formal unity, which is crucial to our under
standing of the relation of modern lyric and society. And it seems to 
me that Adorno gives significant direction to the socially critical theory 
of art when, for example, he sets a critical task like the one I have tried 
to take up here, namely, to assess the "ways in which various levels 
of society's inner contradictory relationships manifest themselves in the 
poet's speaking." Or when, as in his Aesthetic Theory, he points to 
the intimate connection between the social and the aesthetic problems 
that a writer or artist has to solve in the very construction of text or 
artwork: "The unresolved antagonisms of society reappear in art in 
the guise of immanent problems of artistic form." 12 

The interpretive and analytical problematic that Adorno initiates 
tends to give way to a categorical and epochal opposition between 
"art" and "society." Modern art becomes primarily an antagonist
and, then, the primary antagonist-of modern society: 

[Art] is social primarily because it stands opposed to society. Now this 
opposition art can mount only when it has become autonomous. By 
congealing into an entity unto itself-rather than obeying existing social 
norms and thus proving itself to be "socially useful"-art criticizes so
ciety just by being there. Pure and immanently elaborated art is a tacit 
critique of the debasement of man [sic] by a condition that is moving 
towards a total-exchange society where everything is for-other. This 
social deviance of art is the determinate negation of a determinate 

• 13 SOCiety. 

Or again: 

It is by virtue of its separation from empirical reality that the work of 
art can become a being of a higher order, fashioning the relation between 
the whole and its parts in accordance with its own needs.14 

Such an opposition between "art" and "society" marks the basic im
passe of Critical Marxism's renewal of cultural theory. The concep
tualization of "art" depends upon the a priori established by Adorno's 

12T. W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1984), p. 8. 

131bid., p. 3 21. 
14lbid., p. 6. 
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theoretical image of "society." According to that image, "society" is 
a totally administered, economically rationalized world in which all 
social relationships are saturated by the law or logic of commodity 
exchange. The theoretical image in turn justifies-and generalizes to a 
virtually absolute degree-the one protest against bureaucracy and 
capitalism which animates Adorno's socially critical stance, namely, 
the claim that individuals, subjected to the reifying effects of commodity 
relations and instrumental rationality, suffer an intolerable and un
changing isolation and loss of community and solidarity. 

"Art" is then called upon to incarnate the countermovement to this 
reification. On my reading of Aesthetic Theory and the critical essays 
that preceded it, Adorno's theoretical image of "society" generates 
three essential propositions about art which establish its antagonistic
and, for Adorno, socially critical-role. First, art is a practice governed 
by the laws immanent in its traditions, its materials, and its formal 
aims, and therefore stands as the counterpoint in modern society to 
the generalized laws of commodity exchange which govern all other 
practices. Second, and relatedly, the pursuit of artistic aims and the 
making of artistic objects which spurn marketability and utility, even 
at the cost of their communicativeness, makes art the counterpoint of 
instrumental rationality: "A free society would situate itself beyond 
the irrationality of its false costs and the means-end rationality of utility. 
This ideal is encoded in art and is responsible for art's social explo
siveness."15 For these reasons art is, third, the practice in which the 
modern individual, whether as artist or critic, preserves an arena of 
activity and experience in which those aspects of subjectivity and in
dividuation that resist the organizational power of "society" find con
crete and externalizable expression. 

This threefold determination of "art" by the theoretical image of 
"society" is already at work in the essay on lyric poetry and society. 
And there it gives rise to an account of modern lyric which attempts 
to mediate the polarity "society" and "art" with the category of lan
guage. Adorno thus conceives language as simultaneously the element 
in which the socially estranged voice of the poet realizes its individuality 
and the sedimented presence of the "society" from which the poem 
recoils: 

15lbid., p. 323. 
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through the individual and his [sic] spontaneity, objective historical 
forces rouse themselves within the poem, forces which are propelling a 
restricted and restricting social condition beyond itself to a more humane 
one. These forces, therefore, must belong to an all-embracing configu
ration and in no sense to merely naked individuality, blindly opposing 
itself to society .... The specific paradox belonging to the lyric poem
this subjective, personal element transforming itself into an objective 
one-is bound to that specific importance which poetry gives to linguistic 
form, an importance from which the primacy of language in all literature 
(prose forms as well) derives. For language itself has a double aspect. 
Through its configurations it submits to all possible stirrings of emotion, 
failing so little that one might almost think that it is language which 
first produces feeling. On the other hand, language remains the medium 
of concepts and ideas; and establishes our indispensable relation to gen
eralities and hence to social reality. The most sublime lyric works, there
fore, are those in which the subject, without a trace of his material being, 
intones in language until the voice of language itself is heard. The sub
ject's forgetting himself, his abandoning himself to language as if de
voting himself completely to an object-this and the direct intimacy and 
spontaneity of his expression are the same. Thus language begets and 
joins both poetry and society in their innermost natures. 16 

Adorno thus looks to the social character of language in search of the 
link between "art" and "society," which have otherwise been polarized 
into radical antagonists or opposites. But in fact he merely transfers 
his own dualism of "art" and "society" into his conception of language. 
To conceive the two-sidedness of language as its emotive-expressive 
capacity and its conceptual-generalizing capacity does not so much link 
the individual expressiveness of poetry to the social relations in which 
the poet participates as it links poetry to theory-for it is the theorist's 
image of "society" which ultimately, and a priori, establishes "our 
indispensable relation to generalities and hence to social reality." 

What I have, by contrast, attempted to show through the interpre
tation of "A Poison Tree" is that the link established by language 
between lyric and society has to do with the interplay between one 
discursive practice (poetry) and another (in this instance, the moral 
interactions of possessive individuals). The latter is a material-social 
practice that organizes actual social relations. Not only does the poem 
not recoil from the socially constraining discourse; it in fact takes such 
discourse up as an organizing principle of its narrative and its meta
phors. This element of "existing reality" is a condition of expressibility 

16 Adorno, "Lyric Poetry and Society," pp. \)1-62. 
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for the poem itself, not something it strives to escape. The critical
utopian power of Blake's poem comes from its capacity to innovate a 
communicative interaction which exceeds the rules of communicative 
interaction that govern the social relations in which it is, and remains, 
situated. That innovation, which in this case was performed through 
the process of figuration that broke through what I called the "moral" 
and "amoral" readings of the poem, provokes an alternative interaction 
in the form of a reading that goes beyond the values embedded in the 
prevailing interactions governed by market-mediated intersubjectivity. 

Poetry and Politics: "London" 

I now will consider one of Blake's most overtly political poems, "Lon
don," in the context of Harold Bloom's effort, in Poetry and Repres
sion, to discredit the notion that it is a political poem at all. Bloom 
advances this contention by means of a systematic reading of the poem 
which places it within the problematic of "influence" and "misreading" 
by which he has undertaken to reconstruct the literary tradition as 
endless rhetorical-psychological outbreaks of anxiety on the part of 
poets seeking to overcome or avert the strength of their poetic Fathers: 
culture as the drama of the Oedipus complex, without mothers and 
without daughters. While my criticism of Bloom's reading of Blake 
does not imply that he exemplifies Marcuse's position, it does illustrate 
how indissociable the "aesthetic experience" is from interpretation as 
a form of ideological struggle in which the political significance of art, 
in itself, and for us, is constantly contested. 

I begin with Bloom's conclusions on "London," because they only 
apparently result directly from his labors of interpretation: 

Blake's poem is not a protest, not a prophetic outcry, not a vision of 
judgment. It is a revisionist's self-condemnation, a Jonah's desperation 
at knowing he is not an Ezekiel. We misread Blake's poem when we 
regard it as prophecy, and see it as primarily sympathy with the wretched 
of London, because we have canonized the poem, and because we cannot 
bear to read a canonical poem as being truly so altogether negative and 
self-destructive a text.17 

Bloom's rhetoric here masks the fact that he is quite at peace with the 
disappearance of any political meaning in "London." Bloom does not 

17Harold Bloom, Poetry and Repression (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 
p. 44· 
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read the apocalyptic visions of Blake as the call for Paradise on Earth, 
secular redemption, but reads them religiously as Revelations. Thus, 
in an earlier, brief commentary on "London" in The Visionary Com
pany, he has its images of death and blood slide quickly from the vision 
of possible revolt into signs of ultimate destruction and transcendent 
salvation, signs of a final redemption from nature and society, rather 
than as the hope for the transformation of society and the redemption 
of nature: 

The Chimney Sweeper's cry ("'weep! 'weep!") in notes of woe appalls 
the forever blackening church in the literal sense of "appall"; it makes 
the church pale and so exposes the church as a whited sepulcher. The 
hapless Soldier's sigh runs down palace walls in the blood of the victims 
he is compelled to slaughter. But this blood presages the king's blood, 
as David Erdman observes, and indeed the blood of all men when the 
apocalypse tears down nature as well as society.18 

This reading already turns regicide and the possibilities of social lib
eration into weak forecasts of the Last Judgment, the spilling of the 
king's blood being but a brief diversion on the way toward the spilling 
of everyone's blood. The political character of the poem has, in the 
earlier reading, become subordinate, the mere vehicle of a metaphor 
whose tenor has nothing to do with human history except as theological 
images. 

Bloom is undoubtedly right to say that "London" fits comfortably 
within the canon because it has been taken as expressing Blake's "sym
pathy with the wretched of London." Indeed, Blake does not show 
himself to be sympathetic in this poem. The reason, though, is that he 
considered Pity, Mercy, and Humility mere abstractions lived as virtues 
and hiding the human misery that concretely makes them possible. The 
political power of "London" lies elsewhere, in the very fact that it 
touches on the resources of revolution rather than contemplating the 
lot of the unfortunate. The wretched of Blake's London suffer, and 
what Blake hears in that suffering is the hope that the wretched them
selves will become the agents of their own, very secular redemption. 

I wander thro' each charter'd street, 
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow. 

'"Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company (1961; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1971), pp. 46-47. 
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And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

In every cry of every Man, 
In every Infants cry of fear, 
In every voice: in every ban, 
The mind-forg'd manacles I hear 

How the Chimney-sweepers cry 
Every blackning Church appalls, 
And the hapless Soldiers sigh, 
Runs in blood down Palace walls 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear 
How the youthful Harlots curse 
Blasts the new-born Infants tear 
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse19 

Structurally and semantically, the entire poem turns on the phrase 
"The mind-forg'd manacles I hear." It does so syntactically as well, since 
this is not only the main clause of the second stanza, but also serves the 
same function for the third, unless one takes the two subordinate clauses 
in the third stanza as connected to the reiterated "I hear" of the first line 
in stanza four. (As always in the illuminated poems, Blake's punctuation 
does not settle the question.) In any case, the phrase "mind-forg'd man
acles," because of its position and its powerful if enigmatic meaning, has 
to be read in light of what comes before and after. 

The common inclination to read "mind-forg'd" to mean "self
imposed" intuitively justifies itself when the phrase is looked at inde
pendent of its context. In context, the notion that all those whom Blake 
hears, every Man and every Infant, suffer through some fault of their 
own is not easily acceptable. Bloom, emphasizing that forge means to 
fabricate in the double sense of to make and to counterfeit, here by 
means of the mind, and that manacles means hand-cuffs and is related 
to manus, reads in the phrase the dualism of mind and body: " 'Mind
forg'd manacles' is a phrase deliberately evoking the Western meta
physical problem of dualism, since 'manacles' for 'hand-cuffs' involves 
manus or hand, and hence bodily act, which is at once made and yet 
feigned or counterfeited by the opposing principle of mind."20 I will 
come back to the place of this in Bloom's interpretation of the poem 
as a whole, but it is difficult to see Blake affirming the dualism of mind 
and body; in the language of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, "Man 

' 9The Complete Poetry and Prose, pp. 26-27. 
20Bloom, Poetry and Repression, p. 40. 
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has no Body distinct from his Soul for that calld body is a portion of 
Soul discerned by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age."21 

I suggest staying closer, for the moment, to the essentially auditory 
aspect of the image. In every cry, voice, and ban Blake hears something 
more, something else, the clanging of shackles. Even before the phrase's 
meaning is settled, this auditory experience of hearing "mind-forg'd 
manacles" has pushed Blake beyond a mere perceptual receptivity to 
what is going on around him. In fact, the meaning of this experience 
will only gradually specify itself in the next two stanzas. The jarring 
phrase ending the second stanza exceeds and even unsettles its im
mediate context. 

On the other hand, the subject has from the first lines of the poem 
described himself as moving counter to the city: "I wander thro' each 
charter' d street, Near where the charter' d Thames does flow." To wan
der in city streets that are mapped, officially sanctioned and named, 
and so on, is more than a paradox. It is a gesture of opposition, which 
as yet has no content beyond a kind of identification with the natural 
against the processes of commercialization and civic organization; 
Blake thus identifies his own movement with that of the river, which 
flows despite being charter'd in the sense of divided up for purposes 
of commerce and industry. He continues: 

And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

The reiteration of the word mark nuances each instance in a distinct 
way. "Marks of weakness" suggests signs or symptoms that betray 
weakness, whereas the "marks of woe," an image of the very crevices 
and lines in the people's faces, suggests that the pain of existence has 
been inflicted, indeed gouged on the victims. There is, then, in these 
two uses of 'marks' an ambivalence between viewing the people's pas
sivity as submissiveness or as victimization. 

That Blake himself marks in every face these marks of weakness, 
marks of woe, has the sense of noticing or, more strongly, taking note 
of. This first perception is itself not merely passive, though it is not 
quite active either. More important, though, the distinctive nuance of 
this first "mark" differentiates Blake from those he sees; their sheer 
passivity, whether from lack of courage or excess of pain, contrasts 

21 The Complete Poetry and Prose, p. 34· 
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with Blake's own reflective perception. This slight differentiation of the 
wandering poet from the suffering populace then shifts in the second 
stanza to what is apparently a radical distinction between the people 
and Blake, whose imaginative hearing now discerns self-imposed chains 
in every cry of child 'or adult. It is as though Blake has been suddenly 
and dramatically estranged from the entire population of London. But 
it is precisely the excess of meaning in the phrase "mind-forg'd man
acles" which keeps this moment of estrangement from becoming per
manent, let alone a celebration of the poet's superior insight. 

My description of the first two stanzas gives them a narrative quality, 
as though each line marks a shift or development in the poet's relation 
to the city. I think this is the case in "London," which distinguishes it 
from most of Blake's shorter lyrics. Various elements indicate such a 
narrative structure: the fact that Blake is wandering through the city, 
that the first two stanzas involve the generalization of everyone and 
everything, while the last two specify the chimney-sweeper, the soldier, 
and the harlot, and finally that the last stanza emphatically places itself 
at midnight whereas the events of the earlier stanzas are daytime oc
currences. The poem does not, in other words, articulate a single sit
uation or a fixed relation between Blake and the city's populace; rather, 
the poem moves, with drastic transformations, through a series of such 
relations. At each moment in this development, Blake hears something 
more and something different. 

The last two stanzas give the pivotal "mind-forg'd manacles" an al
together new meaning-a meaning that at the same time reverses Blake's 
relation to the voices of suffering that he hears. There appear three pair
ings of a dispossessed individual and a social institution: the 
chimney-sweeper and the church, the soldier and the state, the prostitute 
and marriage. Human beings suffer from self-imposed chains in the 
sense that the constraining institutions of church, state, and marriage are 
all human constructs, the products of the collective actions of human 
beings. But these human constructs, having attained their separate exist
ence as objective forces in social life, confront every individual, every 
separated human being, as something already there, a reality greater and 
more powerful than oneself and the agent of one's suffering. This rever
sal whereby human activity becomes passivity-the subject turned into 
an object-while the products of activity themselves become agents
the object turned into a subject-Marx a few decades later would call 
alienation. Blake here calls it "the mind-forg'd manacles," and it is what 
he means elsewhere by abstraction. 
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In the final two stanzas Blake again hears-the cry, the sigh, and the 
curse-, but now with a sense that these manifestations of suffering 
have the active power to condemn and protest: 

I hear 

How the Chimney-sweepers cry 
Every blackning Church appalls, 
And the hapless Soldiers sigh, 
Runs in blood down Palace walls 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear 
How the youthful Harlots curse 
Blasts the new-born Infants tear 
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse 

David Erdman, whose Blake: Prophet against Empire stands as the 
most significant reading of Blake within the political culture and ide
ological tendencies of the late eighteenth century, has insisted on the 
politically charged nature of the chimney-sweeper's cry, the soldier's 
sigh, and the harlot's curse. Lord Stanhope, protesting the presence of 
Prussian soldiers in England to ensure the repressive measures ("every 
ban") of Pitt and the king, had 

urged citizens to arm and to fraternize with their fellow countrymen, 
the British common soldiers. The latter are Blake's "hapless Soldiers" 
whose "sigh Runs in blood down Palace walls"-and whose frequently 
exhibited inclination in 1792-1793 to turn from grumbling to mutiny 
is not taken into account by those who interpret the blood as the soldier's 
own and who overlook the potentially forceful meaning of "sigh" in 
eighteenth century diction. In the structure of the poem the soldier's 
utterance that puts blood on palace walls is parallel to the harlot's curse 
that blasts and blights. And Blake would have known the curses that 
were often chalked or painted on the royal walls .... A number of cognate 
passages in which Blake mentions blood on palace walls indicate that 
the blood is an apocalyptic omen of mutiny and regicide.Z2 

The dialectic of poetry and politics is a dialectic of speaking and 
hearing. At first, the suffering voices were all one, the undifferentiated 
chorus of every Man's and every Infant's cry, so that Blake's poetic 
speaking emerges as a virtual condemnation of suffering humanity, as 

22David V. Erdman, Blake: Prophet against Empire, 3d rev. ed. (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1977), pp. 278-279. 
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though it lacks the imagination and energy that set the poet himself 
against the existing society. This moment in the process is at once 
concluded and exceeded in the hearing of "mind-forg'd manacles." 
Blake, in other words, discovers the possibility of poetic speaking in 
his estrangement from passive suffering. In the final stanzas, however, 
this estrangement of the poet finds a new relation to the suffering voices 
because they can now be heard as raised against the people's own 
alienation, against the institutional forms which are the inhuman cre
ations of humanity. 

Poetic imagination is not thereby identical with popular political 
consciousness. Their interaction is left open in this poem, as it histor
ically must be. "London," like "A Poison Tree" in a different way, 
points toward a future that would radically alter its own relation to 
reality. The poetic imagination, for Blake, is prophetic in the sense that 
its action, its praxis, anticipates the possibility of the political explosion 
of the imagination as a material, popular force. That possibility emerges 
within the inner logic of the poem itself; the incipient voices of suffering 
and revolt have, in the course of the poem's development, altered the 
meaning of its most volatile image: the "mind-forg'd manacles" are 
finally heard clanging in rebellion. 

One of the Proverbs of Hell thematically expresses the dynamic of 
the last stanza of "London": Prisons are built with stones of Law, 
Brothels with bricks of Religion. Blake's concept of contraries is often 
ambiguous for the reason that it intertwines what I will call historical 
and eternal contraries. Critics like Bloom consistently endeavor to 
transform Blake's historical contraries into eternal contraries. My read
ing of "London" sees the particularizing reference to chimney-sweeper, 
soldier, and harlot as a process of concretization which searches for 
the dynamic of institutions in the social existence of the oppressed
the child laborer, the lower-class man pressed into the military service 
of the state, and a woman constrained to sell her sexuality as a com
modity. Bloom goes in the opposite direction. Just as he reduces the 
possibility of the bloody rebellion of the common soldier to a mere 
symbolic forecast of ultimate Revelation, so too he does not consider 
the harlot as a harlot, for she must be Nature: "I want to reaffirm my 
own earlier interpretation [that is, in The Visionary Company] of the 
Harlot here as Blake's perpetually youthful Harlot, Nature, not the 
human female, but the natural element of the human, male or female."23 

Bloom likewise spurns the sense of the harlot's curse as her speaking 

23Bloom, Poetry and Repression, p. 43· 
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and, explicitly rejecting the usual but not very interesting reading of 
"curse" as venereal disease, proposes that it must mean menstruation: 
"The harlot's curse is not, as various interpreters have said, venereal 
disease, but is indeed what 'curse' came to mean in the vernacular after 
Blake and still means now: menstruation, the natural cycle in the human 
female."24 Now, if the harlot is not a woman but Nature or the natural 
element of human beings and if her curse is menstruation or a sheer 
natural fact, then the poem's final stanza has nothing to do with the 
historical experience of the family, morality, and prostitution but ex
presses how "every natural fact equals every other natural fact," since 
the curse merely "blasts or scatters another natural fact, the tearlessness 
of the new-born infant. "25 In other words, Blake ends the poem saying 
menstruation equals birth equals marriage, since in Bloom's view Blake 
considers marriage to be essentially the institutionalization of a natural 
fact. In this interpretation, the poem abjectly renounces the natu
ral element of human existence as such. There is then no institutional 
struggle, no woman's suffering and protest, no historical contraries; 
there are only eternal contraries. 

Blake's proverb-"Prisons are built with stones of Law, Brothels 
with bricks of Religion" -helps keep us to the political-poetic dialectic 
of the final stanza: 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear 
How the youthful Harlots curse 
Blasts the new-born Infants tear 
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse 

Marriage and prostitution are locked together as contraries in the sense 
that without marriage, there would be no prostitution. Being a harlot 
is thus not a natural state of being, but a social condition of being 
created by the repressive force of its opposite, the institution of mar
riage. In turn, the harlot's suffering-which I take to be specified here 
as her bastard child, though Blake scholars, including Bloom, seem 
generally to believe that the infant is the child of the harlot's customer 
and his wife, as if Blake might have assumed that youthful prostitutes 
transmit diseases but don't have babies-then gives itself voice as the 
denunciation of that which created it: the Marriage hearse. Otherwise 
one is left with the very unBlakean contresens that prostitution is evil 

241bid., pp. 39-40. 
25 lbid., p. 4 3. 
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because it destroys marriage, whereas the whole power of the poem 
rests on the recognition that marriage creates prostitution. Out of the 
dynamic of the harlot's voice Blake hears that marriage, in its morality 
and its restraint on desire, is a hearse-the conveyor of dead bodies. 
Blake's association with the early development of feminism around 
Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the Rights of Woman shows in 
the poem's ending, where a woman's voice becomes rebellious, artic
ulate, cursing. The poem comes to anticipate-in this interaction of 
suffering and imagination, passivity and revolt, being marked and 
speaking-the destruction of church, state, and marriage by those 
whom these "mind-forg'd manacles" create as victims, workers and 
women. The contraries of the last two stanzas are precisely not eternal, 
but are the historical contraries of specific institutions and human 
beings. The very articulation of the poem involves the discovery that 
these contraries have been historically constructed; it also foretells a 
process in which the dehumanized objects of the institutions will be
come the human subjects who destroy those institutions. 

The interpretation I have proposed contrasts with Bloom's in con
struing "London" to be a thoroughly political poem, one which re
pudiates paternalistic sympathy and seeks the resources of political 
solidarity and rebellion, and which manifests, through its structure and 
syntax, a changing, still unsettled relation between poet and populace, 
poetic imagination and political consciousness. My interpretation also, 
therefore, contrasts with E. P. Thompson's exactingly historicist read
ing of the poem. By "historicist" I mean an interpretation developed 
from the assumption that the poem's meaning is ultimately determined, 
and delimited, by the historical context in which Blake wrote. Thomp
son's historicism both illuminates and obscures "London." 

Thompson first of all takes the political and intellectual culture in 
which Blake actively participated as the informing context of the poem. 
That orientation yields a rich and clarifying approach to several of the 
poem's words, images, and allusions. Thompson argues, for example, 
that the negative connotations that Blake gives the word "charter'd" 
place the poem within the political debate between Edmund Burke and 
Thomas Paine. For Burke, the chartered rights of the English were part 
of an "entitled inheritance" granted by the king and maintained 
through traditions and customs. Paine challenged Burke's tradition
alism on the grounds that rights which someone had the power to grant 
or withhold by means of charter were not rights at all, but privileges 
from which some were excluded even as others were included. Drawing 
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on various of Paine's phrases to gloss Blake's vocabulary, Thompson 
quite persuasively argues that Blake, who "shared much of Paine's 
political outlook ... , thus chose 'charter'd' out of the biggest political 
argument that was agitating Britain in 1791-3, and he chose it with 
that irony which inverted the rhetoric of Burke and asserted the defi
nitions of 'exclusion,' the annulling of rights, 'negative operation' and 
'giving, selling, and buying freedom.' "26 

Thompson then extends his historicist premise. He embraces the 
notion that the poem's meaning is ultimately limited to just those 
significations that fall within the horizon of expectations of Blake's 
contemporaries and, more specifically, of his fellow participants in 
radical Dissent in the 1790s. The acceptable range of meaning becomes 
that which the poem ostensibly would have communicated to those 
whose intellectual, cultural, and political formation most closely re
sembled Blake's own. Thompson, for example, dismisses the claim 
made by Bloom and others that "London" alludes to a story in Ezekiel 
and associates the poem, instead, with certain passages in Revelation 
on the grounds that those associations would have more likely occurred 
to Blake's "contemporaries": 

There is, further, the question of what response the word "mark" is 
most likely to have called up among Blake's contemporaries. I assert that 
the allusions called first to mind will have been either to the "mark of 
Cain" (Genesis iv.5) or to the "mark of the beast" in Revelation [xiii.r6-
r7]. And the more radical the audience, the more preoccupied it will 
have been with the second. For generations radical Dissent had sermon
ized and pamphleteered against the beast (Antichrist) who had his serv
itors "which worshipped his image" (Revelation xvi.2): social radicalism 
equated these with usurers, with the rich, with those successful in buying 
and selling.27 

In Thompson's specific argument the reference to buying and selling 
in Revelation 13 is crucial: 

And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond, 
to receive the mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads: 

And that no man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark, or the 
name of the beast, or the number of his name. 

26E. P. Thompson, " 'London,' " in Michael Phillips, ed., Interpreting Blake (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 10. 

271bid., pp. 12-13. 
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The potential relevance of this passage to the poem is not in dispute. 
And it seems plausible enough to say that Blake's fellow radicals may 
have associated the first stanza's uses of "mark" with the biblical "mark 
of the beast" and, further, sensed a critical attitude toward commerce 
in the allusion. However, the specific role that this line of interpretation 
plays for Thompson is questionable. For it is used to exclude other 
lines of interpretation, specifically those which evoke the passage from 
Ezekiel (which I will discuss on their own terms in a moment). The 
axiom implicit in Thompson's method requires that proposed meanings 
be rejected if they do not fulfill two conditions: on the one hand, they 
would have to resonate with the suppositions and expectations of the 
work's original audience, and, on the other, they would have to con
tribute to the semantic unity of the work. 

With the appeal to semantic unity Thompson completes his historicist 
assumptions. He supposes that the poem will have an underlying se
mantic unity-a "symbolic organization" commensurate with the 
meanings that the poem's contemporaries would have found deci
pherable and acceptable. It is within this methodological framework 
that Thompson summarizes his interpretation of "London," empha
sizing only those associations and resonances which contribute to the 
theme of buying and selling: 

Blake's "London" ... is seen, or suffered, from within, by a Londoner. 
And what is unusual about this image of the-human-condition-as-hell is 
that it offers the city as a unitary experience and not as a theatre of 
discrete episodes. For this to be so, there must be an ulterior symbolic 
organization behind the literal organization of this street-cry following 
upon that .... The tone of compassion falls upon those who are in hell, 
the sufferers; but the tone of indignation falls upon the institutions of 
repression-mind-forg'd manacles, blackning Church, Palace, Marriage 
hearse. And the symbolic organization is within the clearly conceived 
and developing logic of market relations. Blake does not only list symp
toms: within the developing imagery which unites the poem he also 
discloses their cause. From the first introduction of "charter'd" he never 
loses hold of the image of buying and selling although these words 
themselves are never used. "Charter'd" both grants from on high and 
licenses and it limits and excludes; if we recall Paine it is a "selling and 
buying" of freedom. What are bought and sold in "London" are not 
only goods and services but human values, affections, and vitalities. From 
freedom we move (with "mark") to a race marked by buying and selling, 
the worshippers of the beast and his image. Then we move through these 
values in ascendant scale: goods are bought and sold (street-cries), child-
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hood (the chimney-sweep), human life (the soldier), and, in the final 
verse, youth, beauty, and love, the source of life, is bought and sold in 
the figure of the diseased harlot who, herself, is only the other side of 
the "Marriage hearse." In a series of literal, unified images of great power 
Blake compresses an indictment of the acquisitive ethic, endorsed by the 
institutions of the State, which divides man from man [sic], brings him 
into mental bondage, destroys the sources of joy, and brings, as its 
consequence blindness and death. And it is now evident why the final 
verse is no afterthought but appeared to Blake as the necessary conclusion 
to the poem .... [T]he harlot not only provides a culminating symbol of 
the reification of values, she is also a point of conjunction with the parallel 
imagery of religious mystification and oppression: for if this is Babylon, 
then the harlot is Babylon's whore who brought about the city's fall 
"because she made all nations drink of the wine of the wrath of her 
fornication." For English radical Dissent in the eighteenth century, the 
whore of Babylon was not only the "scarlet woman" of Rome, but also 
all Erastianism, all compromise between things spiritual and the temporal 
powers of the State, and hence, very specifically, that extraordinary 
"Erastian" formation, the Church of England .... Hence the harlot is 
able to unite in a single nexus the imagery of market relations and the 
imagery of ideological domination by the agency of a State Church, 
prostituted to the occasions of temporal power.28 

How then do this interpretation and the one I have advanced actually 
differ, especially in light of several shared emphases? Thompson treats 
"London" as a sequence of images all of which can be deciphered with 
reference to a common element; the images are symbolically associ
ated-some very directly, others more or less obliquely-with the single 
theme of buying and selling. The poem thus becomes a unified statement 
about social conditions in London. Rather than a statement about social 
conditions, the poem in my reading is about the political relation be
tween poet and populace, and it does not in fact make a statement so 
much as it narrates ongoing and unfinished changes in that relation. 
Second, the poem's informing trope is not buying and selling but rather 
"mind-forg'd manacles." In contrast to a sequence of semantically 
equivalent images, I discern within the informing trope an interaction 
among incommensurate meanings. The first two stanzas give "mind
forg'd manacles" the meaning of the self-imposed chains of a populace 
that passively and slavishly accepts restrictions and prohibitions, 

28lbid., pp. 21-23. For an extension of Thompson's approach to "London," and a 
thorough critical comparison of Thompson and Bloom, see Michael Ferber, " 'London' 
and Its Politics," ELH 48 (1981), 310-338. 
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whereas the last two stanzas recast "mind-forg'd manacles" into a trope 
of the alienating force of oppressive social institutions: at the level of 
imagery, Blake first hears "mind-forg'd manacles" as sounds of en
slavement and submission, then as sounds of rebellion and uprising. 
The difference between the two readings comes down to opposing 
constructions not only of the poem's "message" but, more important, 
of the kind of utterance it actually is: a semantically unified statement 
versus a semantically shifting, syntactically fractured narrative; in short, 
a well-wrought poem,versus a "text." 

And, indeed, Thompson's rejection of the textuality of "London" 
fits with his restricted sense of its intertextuality. The controversy over 
the pertinence of Revelation and of Ezekiel is, for Thompson, settled 
by the fact that the buying and selling motif associated with the "mark 
of the beast" would have more readily come to mind among contem
porary radicals and also places the allusion within the poem's symbolic 
grid. The Ezekiel reference Thompson tendentiously dismisses as mere 
verbal similarity. Both the argument for Revelation and that against 
Ezekiel stem from the tacit assumption that a biblical allusion will be 
evoked only if it is consonant with Blake's own meanings. Such an 
expectation is at the very least at odds with Blake's notion of "cor
rosive" writing and "diabolical" readings which suggests an actively 
negative or antagonistic relation to the Bible. Bloom identifies just such 
an intertextual antagonism between "London" and the ninth chapter 
of Ezekiel. By reexamining his argument, we can get beyond the re
strictive, one-dimensional transmission of meanings from text to text 
and at the same time make good our challenge to Bloom's construction 
of intertextuality as cultural belatedness and agonized misreading. 

Ezekiel tells of his vision of God calling forth six men of the city of 
Jerusalem and commanding them to slay the inhabitants without mercy 
for their wickedness. A seventh man, "with a writer's inkhorn by his 
side," accompanies them. The connection with "London" is reinforced, 
as Bloom points out, by the occurrence in the biblical passage of the 
rhyme sigh and cry as in the poem's third stanza: 

And the glory of God of Israel was gone up from the cherub, where
upon he was, to the threshold of the house. And he called to the man 
clothed with linen, which had the writer's inkhorn by his side: 

And the Lord said unto him, "Go through the midst of the city, through 
the midst of Jerusalem, and set a mark upon the foreheads of the men 
that sigh and that cry for all the abominations that be done in the midst 
thereof." 
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And to the others [the six men, each with "a slaughter weapon in his 
hand"] he said in mine hearing, "Go ye after him through the city, and 
smite: let not your eye spare, neither have ye pity: 

Slay utterly old and young, both maids, and little children, and women: 
but come not near any man upon whom is the mark; and begin at my 
sanctuary." Then they began at the ancient men which were before the 
house. 

That "London" is complexly related to this passage from the Old 
Testament is beyond doubt. The question is how Blake's writing enters 
into an intertextual or dialogical relation to the precursor text. Bloom 
begins with an assumption which, by the time he writes Poetry and 
Repression, has become axiomatic in his criticism: the precursor-text 
will be stronger than its rewriting and will induce a virtually unmas
terable anxiety on the part of the later or "belated" poet, who has 
missed all opportunity of being an original voice. Thus, Bloom im
mediately decides that the Blake of "London" wishes he could be 
Ezekiel. Of the wandering "I" of the poem, he asks: 

Is it an Ezekiel-like prophet, or someone whose role and function are 
altogether different? To "wander" is to have no destination and no 
purpose. A biblical prophet may wander when he is cast out into the 
desert, when his voice becomes a voice in the wilderness, but he does 
not wander when he goes through the midst of the city, through the 
midst of Jerusalem the City of God. There, his inspired voice always has 
purpose, and his inspired feet always have a destination. Blake knew all 
this, and knew it with a knowing beyond our knowing. When he begins 
by saying that he wanders in London, his Jerusalem, his City of God, 
then he begins also by saying "I am not Ezekiel, I am not a prophet, I 
am too fearful to be the prophet I ought to be, I am hid.'m 

In Bloom's conception of cultural and literary history, the past always 
dominates the present because every poet supposedly wants his present, 
the moment of his creativity, to be without precedent and radically 
free from the past. Since this wish is purely imaginary, the Father will 
always weigh heavily upon the Son. Thus, if "London" is written out 
of a reading of Ezekiel, it must mean that Blake wants to be Ezekiel, 
and that since he cannot he will be doomed to struggle unsuccessfully 
for his own identity against this influence. 

An opposing sense of intertextuality allows us to see in the dialogue 

29Bioom, Poetry and Repression, p. 37· 
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between texts written in different historical and social conditions a 
genuine measuring of just those historical and social differences. "Lon
don" is a dialogical rewriting of Ezekiel and actively differentiates itself 
from a prophetic mode that listens to the voice of God, even as God 
himself is willfully deaf, as in the eighth chapter from which Bloom 
quotes: "Therefore will I," God warns, "also deal in fury; Mine eyes 
shall not spare, neither will I have pity; and though they cry in Mine 
ears with a loud voice, yet I will not hear them." Blake does hear, and 
it is through this hearing of the voices of suffering that his poetic voice 
develops through the course of the poem and acquires its prophetic 
power-which is necessarily unlike that of Ezekiel. Prophecy becomes 
agitation, vision participates in the dialectic of social struggles, and the 
imagination discovers itself to be an actual and potential element of 
political consciousness. 

It is interesting that Bloom summarily dismisses any analogy between 
Blake and the man with the inkhorn: "There are six angels of destruc
tion, with only Gabriel (according to the Talmud) armed with the 
inkhorn that will spare the righteous. Unlike Gabriel, Blake does not 
necessarily set a mark, since his 'mark in every face I meet,' primarily 
is intransitive, meaning 'remark' or 'observe.' "30 The reasons for con
necting the two figures, beside the fact that both are writers, can be 
seen in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. In a passage in which Blake 
is attempting to articulate his own historical role by identifying with, 
yet differentiating himself from, Isaiah and Ezekiel, he announces that 
the modern apocalypse will take the form of an expansion of human 
possibilities a:nd the human senses, and that his own place in this process 
is through the practice of a demonic writing: 

The ancient tradition that the world will be consumed in fire at the 
end of six thousand years is true. as I have heard from Hell .... 

This will come to pass by an improvement of sensual enjoyment. 
But first the notion that man has a body distinct from his soul, is to 

be expunged; this I shall do, by printing in the infernal method, by 
corrosives, which in Hell are salutary and medicinal, melting apparent 
surfaces away, and displaying the infinite which was hid.31 

"London" shows the poet himself coming to see, or hear, what is hidden 
beneath the still fixed contraries of victimizing institutions and victim-

30lbid., p. 41. 
"The Complete Poetry and Prose, p. 39· 
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ized human beings. He differs from the man with the inkhorn in that 
he goes through the city not in order to separate out the righteous but 
to find the resources of his own infernal writing in the concrete ex
perience of London's population itself. Bloom can conjure away the 
connection between poetry and society, imagination and secular re
demption, because he places the poem within a cultural framework 
that arbitrarily obliterates the difference between Ezekiel's Jerusalem 
and Blake's London; the latter's inhabitants are not even worthy of 
slaughter or salvation: "In the opening dialectic of presence and ab
sence, precisely what is absent is prophetic direction and prophetic 
purpose" -Bloom's reading denies that these could be discovered in 
the course of the poem's own interaction with reality-; "what is 
present are chartering and marks. So voice is absent, and only demonic 
writing is present. Blake's defensive reaction-formation to the call he 
cannot answer is to be a wanderer, and to mark passively rather than 
mark actively with the taws [marks] of righteousness and wickedness, 
life and death. But righteousness and wickedness are alike absent; 
present only are weakness and woe, neither of which merits a taw, 
whether of ink or blood."32 In Bloom's reading, then, which is not just 
a reading of the poem but of history, Blake's tribe is a weak parody 
of Ezekiel's, and so Blake can speak only a dejected self-condemnation. 

Integrated into the very mode of Bloom's hermeneutical practice is 
a thoroughgoing obliteration of the interaction of poetry and society, 
which is displaced by an interaction between the poem and its cultural 
precursor. The sheer antecedence of the precursor twists the belated 
poem into a tortured rejection of itself and its world. It is this vision 
of history and culture that allows Bloom's various interpretations of 
"London" to transform its symbols of revolt into weak signs of the 
Last Judgment, its harlot into repudiated Nature, and its political
prophetic voice into self-abuse. In the process, our own cultural ex
perience is suspended between the original texts of the tradition and 
a Last Judgment which, for Bloom, is more fictive or poetic than re
ligious anyway. Bloom effaces the historical specificity of Ezekiel's 
prophetic mode as well as Blake's, and he denies modern prophecy a 
future. The prophetic imagination becomes significant only insofar as 
it is, on the one hand, a belated version of its precursor, and, on the 
other, looks forward to a purely illusory Redemption. The only history 

32Bloom, Poetry and Repression, p. 41. 
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is the history of poetry severed from its tribal and social reality and 
disengaged from its own complex temporality. 

Blake's poetry in fact engages the cultural past as part of its concrete 
struggle against the present for the future. I have argued that in "A 
Poison Tree" and "London" the utopian dimension of poetry is enacted 
in poetic speaking as the concrete struggle between the conditions of 
the poet's speech and the possibilities of speech. Each of these poems 
enacts the hope for conditions of existence and experience which would 
make its own speaking unnecessary. "A Poison Tree" points to a future 
in which its own story and its mode of telling would no longer be 
possible. And "London," through its internal development, opens onto 
new possibilities in the relation between the poetic imagination and 
popular consciousness. The inner logic of Blake's writing negates the 
fetishization of the poem as a monument, as an expression separated 
from time and change. 

By the same token, simply "placing" Blake "in his own time" would 
forget that the future is an indispensable dimension of his poetic dia
logue with time and history. When Marx contrasted what he considered 
the bourgeois revolutions of the eighteenth century with what he hoped 
from proletarian revolution in the nineteenth, he saw in each a specific 
disharmony of form and content: 

The social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry 
from the past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself before 
it has stripped off all superstition in regard to the past. Earlier revolutions 
required recollections of past world history in order to drug themselves 
concerning their own content. In order to arrive at its own content, the 
revolution of the nineteenth century must let the dead bury their dead. 
There the phrase goes beyond the content; here the content goes beyond 
the phrase.33 

Blake has to be "placed" between the opening of the democratic rev
olution in 1789 and the actual development of capitalist society since. 
Historically he is a poet of the American and French Revolutions, but 
what defines his imagination is that, unlike the revolutions that stirred 
it, it did not stop, rigidifying the forms of freedom and destroying the 
content of freedom. Blake was not of his time; his poetry demands a 
future that capitalist society inhibits and resists. I conclude with this 

33 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: International 
Publishers, 1963), p. 18. 
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juxtaposition of Blake and Marx not in order to place Blake within 
Marx's frame of reference but to resituate Marx within a political and 
cultural process that includes, as a productive and prophetic moment, 
the poetry of Blake. This becomes all the more necessary in our own 
historical moment in the twentieth century. What for Blake was a future 
that could free him from his present has disappeared within the fabric 
of our own political and cultural inheritance. We look back at Blake 
across a wide gap. We live the reality that exists because the revolutions 
Blake and Marx anticipated did not occur. We are more the heirs of 
Blake's restraining reality than of his imagined future. To put it another 
way, his poetry still speaks to us because we have not been freed to 
hear it. 
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