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Twenty-One Verse-Reflections on Minima Moralia

Note: The following poems attempt to refashion some cryptic and dialectically wiredrawn passages from Theodor W. Adorno’s Minima Moralia into something more like Bertolt Brecht’s tough-minded, down-to-earth didactic style. The aim was also to play off a range of prosodic features – metrical, rhythmic and formal – against Adorno’s highly condensed and, in its different way, strikingly poetic prose. Thus the exercise was something like paraphrasing a poem but with the process applied in reverse, that is, with the prose supplying both thematic and formal cues for poetic (or verse) treatment. 
The Adorno passages were chosen sometimes for their dialectical subtlety, sometimes for their charged and haunting quality, and sometimes (often) for both. The epigraphs are very much integral to what’s going in the poems and have allowed me to benefit from E.F.N. Jephcott’s sensitive and intellectually resourceful translation. I need hardly say – writing as I am in November 2019 with the UK in a state of political crisis – that during the nearly seventy years since its original German publication Minima Moralia has lost nothing of its critical power to pinpoint the root causes of capitalist social and cultural malaise. 

1) ‘Promise me this, my child’

Among today's adept practitioners, the lie has long since lost its honest function of misrepresenting reality. Nobody believes anybody, everyone is in the know. Lies are told only to convey to someone that one has no need either of him or his good opinion. The lie, once a liberal means of communication, has today become one of the techniques of insolence enabling each individual to spread around him the glacial atmosphere in whose shelter he can thrive.

Theodor W. Adorno, “Promise me this, my child’, in Minima Moralia:
reflections on a damaged life, trans. E.P.N. Jephcott

What happened to the good old lie,
The kind the bourgeois told,
As if to say 'the rules apply,
It's just that they're on hold'?

Back then you got the thing to fly,
That falsehood they'd been sold,
In ways that kept the other guy
Within the human fold.

The message went: ‘let's not deny
You fell for my fool's gold,
Yet we matched wits before you’d buy,
Cajoler and cajoled’.

Those bourgeois still met eye-to-eye,
They knew the rules of old;
They'd lie to you, they’d bleed you dry,
But keep you from the cold.

What's changed is how the glacial freeze
Creeps on from day to day,
How speech turns icy by degrees
As falsehood makes its way.

For now the dupe is one who sees
Straight through the games they play,
Those types whose every lie says 'Please
Don't trust a word I say'.

It’s old-style liars hide the keys
To truth for fear that they
Might slip up when they shoot the breeze
To keep the cold at bay.

Now no-one needs to tack and tease,
Like predator and prey,
When post-truth adepts lie with ease
And there's no price to pay.

Let's not look back in fond regret
Nor wish they'd come again,
Those times when lies were ways to get
One up yet still maintain

A semblance of the etiquette
That bid us not disdain
Our dupes because the trap we set
Turned out a precious bane.

No call for such nostalgia, yet
Those lies required we feign
Some lingering grasp of untruth's debt
To truths denied in vain.

Now post-truth stalks the internet,
That permafrost terrain,
While truth becomes an empty threat
In error’s's vast domain.

There's those who say we'll pay the price,
Pay dearly in the end,
When trust runs out and only ice
Can bind false friend to friend.

Some straightforward lying might suffice,
They say, to halt the trend
And yield, from that old-fashioned vice,
A new truth-dividend.

But those there are who warn: think twice
Before you re-extend
Lie's old domain lest, in a trice,
You've no old truths to mend.

For that's the snake in paradise,
The ladder you descend
When arctic bounds grow imprecise
And lies with falsehoods blend.


2) Gold Assay

Like gold, genuineness, abstracted as the proportion of fine metal, becomes a fetish . . . . The ungenuineness of the genuine stems from its need to claim, in a society dominated by exchange, to be what it stands for but is never able to be. The apostles of genuineness, in the service of the power that now masters circulation, dignify the demise of the latter with the dance of the money veils.

			Adorno, ‘Gold Assay’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

Deep thinkers talk of 'authenticity',
But we know that's the verbal rot
By which the fascist demagogues decree
We've no role in their master-plot.

It's just another piece of jargon, see,
One tailor-made to fill the slot
Where their kowtowing to the powers-that-be
Goes well with words like Volk, Land, Gott.

Please note Professor Heidegger when he
Reveals how language goes to pot,
With all those pompous jargon-words that we
Non-dupes are always quick to spot.

'In language lies our German destiny,
Our very ownmost sense of what
It takes for Dasein’s chosen few to free
Us from that thought-infected Weltarm lot.'

Their message, bluntly: if your race i.d.
Or native language-ways are not
Echt-Deutsch then you can stuff that empty plea
And scram, you rootless polyglot!

Let's not deny: their language-pedigree
Is one directly aimed to swat
Aside all those whose tongue or family-tree,
On their view, counts for didley-squat.

So when they next head off on some wild spree
Of hunting out old meanings hot
From source, just say 'junk-etymology
Plus racist crap: your crowning shot!'.

They're all the same, those real 'authentic' guys,
They all think true-to-self's the way
To find the soul beneath the social lies,
As in some private gold-assay.

They're wrong because the self they recognise,
Or think they do, will never stay
Put long enough or auto-stabilise
To yield a solid underlay.

That's why the authenticity they prize,
That fake of fakes, must cause dismay
In any fool depth-voyager who buys
Into its endless shadow-play.

We're social selves, existing in the eyes
Of others, those whose looks convey
Whatever fictive tales we must devise
To keep that wounding truth at bay.

Why not take this on board and recognise
How nothing now escapes the sway
Of capital, how it commodifies
Our lives, our loves, and everyday

Transactions to the point where 'worldly-wise'
Means 'giving head and heart no say,
Regarding men as so much merchandise,
And ordering all things just as they,

The boss-class, want'. So, should you think to rise
‘Authentically’ above the fray
Of inauthentic life, think how much ties
You to it like a tourniquet.

As Marx once said, no end to how it screws
The lifeworld up, this latest mode
Of capitalist production where we lose
Our human traits, where goods upload

Them in distorted form, where what we choose
To buy defines us, and we’re owed
Respect just in so far as we abuse
The trust of others as our moral code.

'Be real authentic, self-invest your dues',
The gold-assayers said but showed,
To keen-eared jargon auditors, just whose
Crass slogans echoed down the road.

It's still the populist's most favored ruse,
That sense of genuineness bestowed
On trivial thoughts by summoning the muse
Of fake profundity to goad

The spirit-craving mob. Hear how they fuse
The lethal rhetoric that flowed
From Hitler’s progeny with what ensues
When leopards ravage soul’s abode.

For it’s the same sound rings in their tattoos,
Those celebrants, as in an ode
Of Hölderlin as Heidegger construes
Each eigentlich semantic node. 


3) Invitation to the Dance

Schiller’s dictum that “Life’s good, in spite of it all”, papier-mâché from the start, has become idiocy now that it is blown into the same trumpet as omnipresent advertising, with psycho-analysis, despite its better possibilities, adding its fuel to the flames.

	        			Adorno, ‘Invitation to the Dance’, in Minima Moralia

'Life's good, in spite of all', so Schiller said,
An idiotic slogan, just what you'd
Expect from one who touted dreams long shed
By stronger minds in his idealist brood.

It's like the ersatz Freudian stuff they spread,
Those US shrinks, among the host of screwed-
Up types who crave mere happiness instead
Of irksome truths to further blight their mood.

Just ask me, 'where's that foolish fancy bred,
That soothing Ego-trip that Freud eschewed?',
And I'll say: 'there, within the addled head
Of every dupe, promiscuous or prude'.

No wonder they're so grievously misled,
The witless, Disney-dreaming multitude
Who think that if things just work out in bed
Then they can quit the drink and comfort-food.

In truth, it's Freud's enlightenment they dread,
His knowledge of that old, unceasing feud
Between the life- and death-drives whose dark thread
He traced through all the lives it snagged and skewed.

The shrinks say: 'just cheer up, your demon's fled,
It's all those inhibitions you've accrued:
Hang loose, take Schiller's joyous creed as read,
And let Id's death-reminders not intrude'.

That's the promesse de bonheur they're drip-fed,
The dream that has those movie-goers wooed
By screening just the Ego-edited
Director's cut, all deathly thoughts tabooed.

Yet, screen it as you may, you'll end up dead,
A scene that haunts remembrance though unviewed
Through all your Hollywood romances wed
To happy endings dutifully cued.

Far less, not more of them you need to shed,
Those inhibitions properly construed
As lingering markers of a truth long sped
Beyond the bounds of fake beatitude.

It’s by the pleasure-sniffing nose you're led,
You blissed-out fools and Ego-ticklers who'd
Prefer that even Freud’s harsh truths not shred
Distortion’s veil but see the lie renewed.


4) Little Hans

‘Little Hans went out into the wide world’ (German song, cited by Adorno)

Whatever the intellectual does is wrong. He experiences drastically and vitally the ignominious choice that late capitalism secretly presents to all its dependents: to become one more grown-up, or to remain a child.

					Adorno, ‘Little Hans’, in Minima Moralia

Go out into the wide world, little Hans,
And you'll be screwed whichever path you take,
Whether it's intellect that grabs its chance
Or thought that takes back seat for action's sake.

Play worldly-wise, adopt a cynic stance,
And everyone will guess you're on the make,
Suspect your hidden motives at a glance,
And ask: Why push that notion? What's your stake?

Play man of thought, proclaim you'll break a lance
For intellect (should you have one to break),
And they'll conclude you're in a state of trance
From which hard knocks might just jolt you awake.

Then should you bring about some great advance
In that line, some big breakthrough fit to shake
Their certitudes, they'll say 'thought’s old romance
Needs busting once again: a piece of cake!'.

You're stuck: let practicality enhance
Your hitting-power and have the label 'fake'
Affixed to your ideas, or look askance
At action-man and feel your thought-world quake.

You'll say: that world's no place for high finance,
For crude ideas that let the bankers rake
Their profits in; but ask how its slam-dance
Can wrong-foot theirs and thinking goes opaque.

A sad yet salutary truth: the fate
Of thought is always intricately tied
To economic factors such as rate
Of interest, unemployment, credit-side

And debt-side figures, this year’s estimate
Of next year’s borrowing, a sudden slide
In market share, or unexpected spate
Of firms gone bust with impact system-wide.

O Little Hans, sincerely though you hate
These crass considerations when applied
In intellect’s domain, still you’ll negate
Thought’s very point and purpose if you hide

Its real conditions and the shifting freight
Of concrete circumstance that, specified
More plainly, might just trip you as you skate
So blithely where the wise adjust their stride.

Yet swing too far that way and you’ll prostrate
Yourself before big business, take as guide
The FT Index, and let them dictate
The terms on which you thinkers must abide

Their insult to the fiercely guarded state
Of intellectual purity you’ve tried
To keep in place. Poor Hans, how it must grate,
That voice of worldly wisdom long denied!

Reflect a moment and you’ll come to see
Your sad dilemma as the kind that’s thrown
Up constantly when capital’s the key
To figuring why your thoughts are not your own,

Why counter-thoughts reject your freedom-plea,
What unknown force sets limits on the known,
And how the rules are framed to check that we
Keep clear of capital’s exclusion-zone.

Good sense says it’s a matter of degree,
Thoughts not too worldly-wise, nor too high-flown,
Though principally it serves to guarantee
They don’t become too revolution-prone

Or apt to strike the current powers-that-be
As cutting perilously near the bone
By showing there’s no neutral referee
While capital’s the power behind the throne.

Your choice, dear Hans: protracted infancy
For lack of business-bred testosterone,
Or giving in to their wise-up decree
That childishness be rapidly outgrown,

That every thought demand its proper fee,
That thinking seek out targets like a drone,
And adulthood reveal that nobody
Thinks well by strength of intellect alone.


5) Gaps

Anyone who died old and in the consciousness of a seemingly blameless success, would secretly be the model schoolboy who reels off all life’s stages without gaps or omissions, an invisible satchel on his back . . . . Thought waits to be woken one day by the memory of what has been missed, and to be transformed into teaching.

					Adorno, ‘Gaps’, in Minima Moralia

One mark of a well-crafted text: the gaps.
'Leave no loose ends, let every link show plain':
A schoolboy rule, enforced lest they should lapse
From drilled routine to thought, the teacher's bane.

They're unmarked spaces on our mental maps,
Anomalies that tell us 'think again',
Or sudden jolts that caution us: perhaps
Our mental tracks are what derailed the train.

How often it's a trite conclusion caps
Some stretch of reasoning eager to maintain
The rule, link up, avoid all booby-traps,
And keep conjecture on the tightest rein.

Totality's the monstrous beast that wraps
Its grubby paws around the teeming brain,
While thought disrupted fashions from the scraps
New linkages at each point in the chain.

Let paradox abound so thinking taps
Unknown resources, strikes a tangent plane,
Or stretches logic’s tether till it snaps
And cuts across the rule-conformist grain.

Don't say: 'Adorno, give that stuff a rest,
Quit theorising, life's too short to waste
On running life-experience past a test
No real-world operator ever faced'.

Those textual gaps are everything repressed,
Struck out, distorted, edited, displaced,
Redacted, yet obliquely self-confessed
In lifelines by a skillful linesman traced.

The true-confessors say: make a clean breast
Of all your woes, give someone else a taste
Of what you've gone through, let the shrink digest
Whatever drives your psychic cut-and-paste.

Yet it's those shrinks, the 'get it off your chest'
Brigade, whose strikingly un-Freudian haste
For closure shows how deeply they're distressed
By gaps of sense too large or oddly spaced.

For there's no life so uniformly blest,
Or cursed, that its five-act progression’s graced
Like that of narcissists who manage best
With text and lifeline smoothly interlaced.

Strict conscience says: the one maths-lesson missed
Through sleeping-in is one you won't get back
In a whole life spent pondering its gist,
So set the clock and cut yourself no slack.

Too true, yet time may teach the rigorist
How much may come of lives that veer and tack,
Or greet the schoolboy as he takes a twist
Of truant wandering from the proper track.

Your pupil who works dully through his list
Of tick-box tasks may yet turn out to lack
The gap-strewn way around that yields a tryst
With truth down error's seeming cul-de-sac.

Blake's message: if the fool would but persist
In folly, then the error-toll might stack
Up high enough to vindicate the blissed-
Out sleeper, not the kid with books to pack.

Learn then from him the bad, recidivist
Schoolboy how those content to take the flack
May earn, along with some slaps on the wrist,
Some credit for their gap-diviner's knack.


6) Truth, Beauty, Writing: two caveats

The prudence that restrains us from venturing too far ahead in a sentence is usually only an agent of social control, and so of stupefaction.

Scepticism is called for in face of the frequently raised objection that a text, a formulation, are ‘too beautiful’. Respect for the matter expressed, or even for suffering, can easily rationalize mere resentment against a writer unable to bear the traces, in the reified form of language, of the degradation inflicted on humanity . . . . The writer ought not to acknowledge any distinction between beautiful and adequate expression.

		T.W. Adorno, ‘Memento’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

Two points on which they're perfectly agreed,
Those bourgeois philistines: that no
Concern with beauty send
Their thoughts askew,
And that each sentence end
Before the complications go
Too far for those with little time to read.

Both vetoes say: much better not proceed
On that too risky path and show
You’re seeking to transcend
What prose can do,
Or willing to suspend
The import till sub-clauses grow
Beyond the sharpest reader's uptake speed.

The gist: how such indulgences may lead
To brain-fatigue, as they best know
Who'll rally to defend
The reader who
Declares himself no friend
To complex sentences that slow
Thought down or lyric flights from good sense freed.

It's servile minds and servile lives they breed,
Those rules that tell us what we owe
To readers who depend
On getting through
Without the call to spend
Their precious time on texts that throw
Them way off track, frustration guaranteed.

I've told my Frankfurt colleagues: don't spoon-feed
Your readers, set the bar too low,
Or have them comprehend
No more than you
Expect should they attend
Just on-and-off and thus bestow
Fit honors on your undemanding screed.

Be clear: it’s strength and probity you need
In writing, not the overflow
Of lyric feelings penned
In tried and true
Verse-fashion, nor the blend
Of formless thought with rococo
Prose flourishes to aid the case you plead.

Think back: recall that worst of times when we’d
A word-drunk, language-mangling foe
Whose every threat we’d fend
Off just by due
Care not to boost the trend
That made each excess word a blow
Struck first that meanings, then that flesh should bleed.

Yet don’t be fooled: the write-for-dummies creed
Is the same one that bids us stow
Our grievances, amend
Our terms and sue
For peace rather than bend
Our wills and syntax like a bow
Stretched taut to breaking-point in word and deed.


7) Constanza

The love which in the guise of unreflecting spontaneity and proud of its alleged integrity relies exclusively on what it takes to be the voice of the heart, and runs away as soon as it no longer thinks it can hear that voice, is in this supreme independence precisely the voice of society.

					Adorno, ‘Constanza’, in Minima Moralia

I write or speak 'I love you', and the phrase
Comes back at me in quote-marks, seeing I
Spent all those pages setting out the ways
That love's the bourgeoisie's great alibi.

'Pure feeling': thus a heartless world portrays
The X that waters tear-ducts long run dry,
That shrouds harsh outlines in a gentle haze,
And bids hard-bitten moguls yield a sigh.

Worse still: the more word gets around, 'love pays!',
The more we're taken in and pipe an eye
At love-scenes expertly devised to raise
The stakes till even the love-experts cry.

Don't call me cynic: I'll be quick to praise
The lover who gives bourgeois love the lie,
Who vows to remain faithful all his days,
And not give love's roulette another try.

Credit where due: if the false Don betrays
Those women and himself, then how deny
The truth his faithful opposite displays
To words that no fresh vow can falsify.

Yet there's a tipping-point where virtue strays
Into the realm where dubious motives pry,
Where the fake lure of bourgeois love-talk lays
Its trap, and who's to say you're the good guy?

It's that same cult of feeling, those clichés
They put about, the heroines who'd die
For love or couples love-struck at first gaze,
That let the Juan echoes multiply

Till every fresh endearment just conveys
The pressing bourgeois need to find some high-
Toned state of mind or soul that might erase
The trademark tags from which the traders shy.

Small wonder if such thoughts are apt to faze
Those long-time lovers – like myself and my
Devoted Gretel – whose life-resumés
And domicile beneath a foreign sky

Bear witness: how should that bourgeois malaise,
That sickness-unto-change-of-heart, apply
To us long love-united emigrés
Whose hearts and minds well know the reason why?

Yet still the thought returns: no end of ways
Heart hoodwinks mind and then's self-hoodwinked by
Its own complicity with every phase
Of love's old trade with feelings gone awry.


8) Magic Flute

Contemplation, as a residue of fetishist worship, is at the same time a stage in overcoming it. As radiant things give up their magic claims, renounce the power with which the subject invested them and hoped with their help himself to wield, they become transformed into images of gentleness, promises of a happiness cured of domination over nature.
					Adorno, ‘Magic Flute’, in Minima Moralia

They held you spellbound once, the jewels you sought
And coveted, then hoarded till the sight
That held you captive threatened to distort
Your every sense-modality, to blight

Your life-world by their radiance, and thwart,
Like scenes repressed but harshly dragged to light,
Your wish to have them not so dearly bought
Since touched by art's fine gift to put things right.

Listening to Mozart we have little thought
Of what old savageries are taking flight
In such beguiling melodies, what sort
Of half-remembered horrors may affright

The ear and mind less adequately taught
To filter out those overtones that might
Subdue our weak defences. They exhort:
Make no mistake, it's his Queen of the Night

Wins Mozart's verdict in the only court
That counts, the one where rival parties fight
It out between them and the bloody sport
Is waged each time on art's delusive height.

My point in brief: it took peine dure et fort,
The torturer's technique, to tame those bright
Jewel-treasuries whose gleam might else abort
Whatever signs of progress we could cite

Against the evidence of lives cut short
By avarice or man's dark appetite
For every fetish-object finely wrought
To conjure blood-lust in its acolyte.

How then appease the jewel-clad juggernaut
If not by art's veiled promise to requite
The ancient cravings of a creature caught,
Like Lucifer, in dark-bedazzled plight.


9) English Spoken

In my childhood, some elderly English ladies with whom my parents kept up relations often gave me books as presents: richly illustrated books for the young. All were in the language of the donors: whether I could read it none of them paused to reflect. The peculiar inaccessibility of the books . . . filled me with the belief that in general objects of this kind were not books at all, but advertisements, perhaps for machines like those my uncle produced in his London factory. 

The archaic, passionate nouns of the original [Brahms song] have been turned into catchwords for a hit song, designed to boost it. Illuminated in the neon light switched on by these words, culture displays its character as advertising.

			Theodor Adorno, ‘English Spoken’, in Minima Moralia

Those English aunts have much to answer for.
They gave me wondrous picture-books to read.
The pictures met my every boyish need.
Surely the texts had kindred gifts in store?

Not proper aunts, but ladies guaranteed,
My parents thought, to help the boy explore
Those topics recommended all the more
By text and image deftly inter-keyed.

One point the aunts elected to ignore
Or simply, being English, failed to heed,
Was that my speaking German might impede
My figuring out the image-text rapport.

It left me, decades later, up to speed
With English, yet still seeing nothing more
Than ad-man tricks or senseless signs galore
When faced with any illustrated screed.

The doubt remained, the book-contagion spread.
O why those garish pictures, words opaque,
Mute titles flagged up clear in nights awake,
All pleading yet refusing to be read?

My English uncle's factory would take
Out whole-page ads to keep the readers fed
With pictographs that kept his firm ahead
And them supplied with things he used to make.

That old delirium, one I've scarcely shed,
Had me soon thinking all the content fake
In books and pictures, done for profit's sake
Or market-share, whatever Uncle said.

It's not the sort of feeling you can shake
Off once it's got to you, that sense of dread
When first you light upon, then lose, some thread
Of sense that tells you: this is make-or-break.

Now I'm an exile, here in Disneyland-
Writ-large, Los Angeles, and the US
Strikes me as ad-man's paradise, no less
Than Uncle's mag-shots for the family brand.

It's cheap tunes for cheap sentiments ('God bless
America'), myths fake or second-hand,
Along with twists on Custer’s doomed Last Stand,
Plus daily updates peddled in the press.

Just listen to that song of Brahms, now bland
As some love-crooner's ditty as they mess
With Heyse’s words and turn to mawkishness
Those lines that once made hopes and hearts expand.

On every front our intellects regress,
Mine as the words grow dark when closely scanned,
Theirs through responses pre-rehearsed or canned  
Till all but we dark-dwellers acquiesce.

See how that lyric piece acquires the sheen
Of Broadway lights, the glitzy neon glow
That says: 'here's what you arty types now owe
To advertising and the silver screen!

Just drop the art-talk, let the aura go,
View neon-lit, enjoy the culture-scene,
Make stimulus-response your fixed routine,
And don't have old Adorno spoil the show'.

It's like the ads for Uncle's new machine – 
Sound product, no doubt, though the streamline flow
Of imagery says smoothly: 'Got the dough?
Then we'll keep operations squeaky-clean’.

That's why I'd look at books and hardly know,
At times, what all the hieroglyphs might mean,
Or whether all those pictures in between
Meant ad, not book, best fitted each tableau.

Maybe the culture-industry's now played
A final, killer trick; outsmarted me,
Its arch-decipherer, with the master-key
That sets my reading skills to entry-grade.

Perhaps – more welcome thought – it's helped to free
For me what each Parisian arcade
Showed Benjamin: how, as old fashions fade,
They leave a breathing-space for reverie.

It's there my English aunts and uncle made
Their deepest mark: by bringing me to see
Each text as an oneiric spelling-bee,
An interzone of sense-for-image trade.

Yet always it's the culture-industry
In place already, some old hit-parade
Motif that haunts the Mozart serenade,
That overlays Brahms’ lyric melody,

Puts Schubert Lieder firmly in the shade,
Demands the poets bend a votive knee
To Tin Pan Alley, and – the powers decree – 
Count Europe's culture-debt as yet unpaid.


10) Sacrificial Lamb

Dictation makes it possible for the author to slide into the position of the critic during the earliest phases of the production process. What one puts down is non-binding, provisional, mere material for reworking; once transcribed, however, it appears as something alienated and to a certain extent objective . . . . Thanks are due to those who take dictation, when they flush out the author at the right moment through contradiction, irony, nervousness, impatience and lack of respect. 

				Adorno, ‘Sacrificial Lamb’, in Minima Moralia

I speak my thoughts as thinking finds its way.
He listens, takes them down as I dictate;
Attentive, silent, thoughtful, up to speed,
Yet analyst and ironist combined.

Thoughts tentative, as suits a first assay,
Caught 'on the wing', well short of finished state,
Though by his dispensation somehow freed
To think what else might not have come to mind.

His subtlest gestures have their role to play,
His frowns, sighs, nods, slight wince when phrases grate,
And suchlike ways to let me know that he'd
Perceived me heading for some double-bind,

Found biases that led my thought astray,
Seen sticking-points I failed to indicate,
Or guessed beforehand how I might proceed
To leave those looming obstacles behind.

Call it a quaint old practice though you may,
A bourgeois thing, way past its use-by date,
Or else – on this we're pretty much agreed – 
An intellectual’s get-out from the grind

Of ars scribendi, still I'd want to say
Dictation has this virtue: to negate,
Like dialectics, any thought decreed
Truth absolute, infallibly divined.

It shows your idols to have feet of clay,
Your timeless truths soon going out-of-date,
And those, your precious sentences, to need
His quiet assent before they're countersigned.

Then there's the tell-tale gestures that betray
Some doubt, some hint that has you hesitate
Before permitting all the world to read
A claim too sweeping, crude, or ill-defined.

Yet if this next-word-hanger leaves you prey
To doubts and self-misgivings, he's a straight-
Man, goad and trickster also, one whose lead
May point your way to regions of a kind

Unlooked-for in the course of day-to-day
Philosophising or the null debate
Of minds self-tutored never to exceed
The 'laws of thought', canonically enshrined.

For it's the risker's blessing they convey,
The gift of those who pull down to create,
Who think no safe conclusion guaranteed
Since all truths come with errors close entwined.

That's how he merits his Socratic pay,
That shrewd amanuensis; by the rate
Of change in monologic when it's keyed
To thoughts aslant, resistant, non-aligned.


11) Just Checking

While thought has forgotten how to think itself, it has at the same time become its own watchdog. Thinking no longer means anything more than checking at each moment whether one can indeed think . . . . As thought earlier internalized the duties exacted from without, today it has assimilated to itself its assimilation into the surrounding apparatus, and is thus condemned even before the economic and political verdicts on it come fully into force.

				Adorno, ‘I.Q.’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

You've caught me napping yet again – that's you,
Old teacher in the wily ways
Of dialectic, always out to slew
The course of fixed thought-habits, raise
The stakes by lightning coup and counter-coup,
Expose unguarded turns of phrase,
Show hidden premises not followed through,
Reveal the symptom that betrays
A psychic block, shift viewpoint bang on cue
To bring the dupes up short, and faze
Those predisposed, like me, to think they knew
Enough by now to self-appraise,
To make the grade as readers, fit though few,
Whom no such jump-cuts can amaze
Since having you as guide (plus high IQ)
Got them well past the entry phase.

That's how you put critique in first to bat,
When you say IQ’s just a test
Of mind-routines or habits got off pat,
Of giving active thought a rest,
Avoiding any doubt-inducing spat
With dialectics, faring best
At thinking-tasks you've long been expert at,
Tasks set by those you've second-guessed
A hundred times, and showing it's old hat
To you, this endless need to manifest
Your role as thought's internal bureaucrat,
Poised at society's behest
To self-apply its prudent caveat
Against all thinking-ventures pressed
Beyond the caution: 'let him bell the cat
Who counts us mice with nine lives blest'.

Thought its own watchdog – that's the gist of your
Mind-wrenching text: to have us note,
And strive against, the thought-debasing chore
Of IQ tests and every rote-
Like mental exercise that tells us more
About what has us by the throat,
Out there and deep within, than what small store
Of wit it takes for some to gloat
'We're way up-scale', as if one's IQ score
Were what best sorted sheep from goat,
Thought's poor foot-soldiers from its elite corps,
And so ensure that those who float
Straight to the top are those who soon deplore
All risky ventures to promote
The thought that dialectic's mouse might roar
As monologic's antidote.

But then I think: that's one big reason why
I read Adorno, that desire
Of mine to test the speed and power of my
Thought-processes against his wire-
Drawn dialectics, or to come out high
On his thought-checklist, or acquire
Some trusty scale or progress-chart whereby
To match wits with the test-supplier
And so commit, however hard I try,
The same mistake that drew his ire,
The view that thinking's something you 'apply',
Some set of tools assembled prior
To any use you make of them, the lie
That has us ready reckoners aspire
To do no more than check or certify
We labouring brains are worth our hire.

And that's my point: so many ways they close
In tight to block thought's might-have-been,
Shades of the mental prison-house for those
Caught up in some crass thought-machine,
Like IQ testing, as the darkness grows,
Automatism works unseen,
And poor res cogitans no longer knows
What these forced protocols might mean.
Yet I think idly sometimes: 'Just suppose
Your quick-shift dialectics screen
From consciousness a protocol that goes
To reinforce its own routine,
A work-out discipline I shrewdly chose
To let me oscillate between
The restless energy of your thought-nettled prose
And my relief as test-scores intervene.


12) Splinter

The splinter in your eye is the best magnifying-glass.

				T.W. Adorno, ‘Dwarf Fruit’, in Minima Moralia

It's truth's distorted form they magnify.
No shard so small it leaves the optic clear.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

Your views are error-prone but truth can't lie;
Sight-lines locate obstructions, far or near.
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Light bends at speed but these it can't get by,
Wave-blockers, mote or beam, that interfere.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

Thought's optics tell us certain laws apply;
No room for pleading 'just my viewpoint' here!
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Trust lenses crazed or cracked to show us why
Things aren't and cannot be as they appear.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

Take your first test-results and then retry
The test with splinter plus good optics gear:
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Those false beliefs you're eager to deny
Have their close analogue in vision's sphere:
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

For that's what best enables thought to vie,
Sight-primed, with ideology’s false steer:
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Let thought find out where sight-lines went awry
And vision compensate where mind-tracks veer.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye;
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.


13) Truth and Happiness 

True thoughts are those alone which do not understand themselves.

Love you will find only where you may show yourself weak without provoking strength.
		Adorno, ‘Monograms’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

To happiness the same applies as to truth: one does not have it, but is in it. Indeed, happiness is nothing other than being encompassed, an after-image of the original shelter within the mother.
Adorno, ‘Second Harvest’, in Minima Moralia

It’s truth that understanding falsifies
By holding firm to some fixed master-thought,
Denouncing error like a thief who flies
The scene yet turns state’s evidence when caught.

Frame concepts as you may, they’re under-size
And leak truth-content till the thinker’s brought
To test what comes of thinking otherwise,
Of stretching dialectics live and taut.

The concept-master warns, ‘Beware the spies,
There’s harm afoot, stay watchful, clear the court!’,
While dialectics ventures to advise
‘Stay tuned, keep moving, jump the juggernaut!’.

For there’s no understanding that applies,
No concept that fits content as it ought
Where truth can figure only in the guise
Of what’s squeezed out, distended, or cut short.

Who says ‘I know the truth’ is one who tries
To fob us off with untruths of the sort
That monologic fails to recognize
Since else its master-plan would self-abort.

Who says ‘There is a truth’, yet quickly shies
From stating it – from tipping its full quart
Into thought’s puny pint-pot – snaps the ties
That hold us anchored fast in falsehood’s port.

Give ear to Blake: eternity’s sunrise
Is where they live whose aphorisms thwart
The Owl of Minerva who’d analyze
What keeps its dawn so dark and error-fraught.

		*		*		*

So too with happiness, likewise a state
Of perfect truth-relatedness you bear
To life or love, yet cannot estimate
How much falls to your own or fortune's share.

Again, reflection always comes too late,
Strikes après-coup, bids consciousness beware
How its insensate meddling may negate
The happiness that once dawned briefly there.

Say, if you like, we thinkers meditate
How best to steer just wide of Descartes' snare,
Let cogito rest easy, and create
A space for thoughts beyond its spotlight glare.

Or say: the thinking-cap had better wait
Till happiness seeks out a place elsewhere,
A place where it can quietly contemplate,
Not fully grasp, how everything's set fair.

Check pleasure-quotients at the standard rate,
Not zones of happiness, since they're
Not intervals that simply aggregate
But moments out of time, beyond compare.

Bourgeois ideologues may talk of fate,
The lucky break, the moment rich and rare,
A fate benign in kind (though they placate
The bourgeois gods by adding woes to spare).

Twixt bliss and thoughts of bliss we alternate,
We prying housemaids, taking every care
Lest happiness exceed its use-by date
And thought give notice: 'nothing to declare'.

		*		*		*

It's where thought meets a limit-point, where those
Thought-tantalizers, truth and happiness,
Demand it draws reflection to a close
And risks one let-down denouement the less.

It's how contentment happens, how it goes,
How stray thoughts find stray moments they can bless,
Not thoughts pursued with fixed intent to pose
The question: how conceive such pure largesse?

No 'state of mind' or 'mood' this thing bestows,
This happiness some gesture may express
Or fleeting tone of voice that no-one knows
Quite how, as knowing goes, to repossess.

The gap's an existential one and grows
The more as each new let-down brings distress,
Or each precipitous descent to prose
From lyric heights now lost with no redress.

The notion of things falling out just so's
A large part of it, sanguine types profess,
Though casting back a warm romantic glow's
What underwrites its Hollywood success.

That frown of puzzlement is where it shows,
The meditator’s quickening shift of stress
From pure beatitude, lest thinking slows
To zero-point, then starts to retrogress.

What they so fear is just what 'happy' owes
To 'happen’; how chance vistas iridesce,
Still points emerge amidst chaotic flows,
Or truths negated yield a hard-won yes.


14) Poetry and Thought: a verse-dialogue

It is part of the technique of writing to be able to discard ideas, even fertile ones, if the construction demands it.

If a dialectician . . . marked the turning-point of his advancing ideas by starting with a ‘But’ at each caesura, the literary scheme would give the lie to the unschematic intention of his thought. 

The prudence that restrains us from venturing too far ahead in a sentence is usually only an agent of social control, and hence of stupefaction.

Where thought has opened up one cell of reality, it should, without violence by the subject, penetrate the next. It proves its relationship to the object as soon as other objects crystallize around it. 

				T.W. Adorno, ‘Memento’, in Minima Moralia

Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause,
Shun hypotaxis, keep the word-count low?
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

Let sentences unfold to mend the flaws
In your first thought of how the thing should go:
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

You yield to social pressure, not the laws
Of valid thought, when you break off mid-flow:
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

All honour to complexity that draws
A bead on truth like a thought-tightened bow:
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

The further thinking ventures out, the more's
Your chance of phrasing it exactly so:
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

How not exaggerate as thought explores
New aspects custom deems scarce apropos?
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

They fight in anti-stupefaction's cause,
Those restless thoughts with second thoughts in tow.
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

Else you'll revert to those time-honoured saws
That, with more time for thought, you'd soon outgrow.
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

Let go the easy reader's quick applause
For texts that save them thinking hard or slow.
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause;
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

It runs on different lines, thought versified.
Run-ons too frequent blunt the edge of thought.
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

One thought each end-stopped line: too cut-and-dried!
Yet it's line-endings keep the thinking taut.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

Too much enjambment gives an easy ride.
You cross the bar but can't put in to port.
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

Line-breaks, like margins, may be justified.
Main lesson: keep things snappy, keep them short.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

See how it sparks across the line-divide!
Thought-voltage builds in sentences close-wrought.
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

Thought's charge declines with clauses multiplied.
One more, and the voltmeter drops to naught.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

You say: thought's bounds are thought's to override.
I say: watch out, your quest may self-abort!
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

What if each clause yields one more place to hide?
Then dialectic's prize is dearly bought.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

Still dialectics may be kept onside
By lines that link as tightly as they ought,
While prosody takes thinking well in stride
And runs on different lines, thought versified.


15) Toy Shop

Just because he deprives the things with which he plays of their mediated usefulness, he seeks to rescue in them what is benign towards men and not what subserves the exchange relation that equally deforms men and things.

				Adorno, ‘Toy Shop’, in Minima Moralia

They do their thing, their mechanized display.
The pipers pipe, the coachmen drive,
The tightrope walkers make their risky way,
The girls fetch water, divers dive,
And children, watching, clap their hands and say
(Or do we onlookers contrive
To make-believe they do?) how bright and gay
Life is for them, how they arrive
Each time around, perform their short ballet,
Their puppet-moves, and seem to thrive
On the sheer joy of it, not work for pay
Or drudgery of nine-to-five
But every day another holiday,
No endless struggle to survive,
To keep the wolves of capital at bay,
But graceful forms now dancing live!

So we suppose, we adults apt to blend
Our Marx with a nostalgic take
On childhood, one that retrodicts an end
To that enchanted time, a break
With all things joyous when the shades descend
And things once prized for their own sake,
Like toys, are now discovered to depend
On work to ease the deeper ache
Of hunger unappeased, of hours you spend
In weary toil, of days you wake
To yet more of the same, and how you bend
Your every sinew just to make
Ends meet while the life-changing dividend
That should be yours goes to the snake
In Eden, toy-dream spoiler, city friend
Whose profit swallows your life-stake.

And so it goes, the standard Marxist line
On exchange-value as the root
Of all iniquities, with which combine – 
As it goes here – a child recruit
To represent the time when all was fine,
When things were value-tracked to suit
Their usefulness, and no percentage sign
Yet marked the quantity of loot
Drawn off as surplus value. Hence the shine
Accrued to playthings once we mute
The voice of sweated labour, or resign
That childhood world and substitute
The rituals fit for capital's high shrine,
The toys-turned fetishes, things cute,
Not magical, and all the Byzantine
Complexities Marx would impute
To the commodity, made near-divine
By each fantastic attribute.

The kids are smarter, not entirely sold
On playing dumb, typecast as blest
With a know-nothing role in the tale told
By Marx, his wake-up call addressed
To folk less innocent since pre-enrolled
In a hard school, folk long oppressed
By capital, hopes shattered, lives on hold,
Yet also, for that reason, knowing best
How a quite different story might unfold,
One where the put-upon can wrest
Power back from those who up to now controlled
Their every life-chance, since the test
Comes when class-lessons, got by heart of old
(‘Read, learn and inwardly digest’)
With Marx’s help, say to them: break the mold,
Leave no class-grievance unredressed.

Somehow the child knows this, and knows it well;
Perceives enough to think or feel
‘These marionettes give notice of a hell-
On-earth they must as yet conceal
From little me, in my protective shell
Of infancy, but must reveal
Before too long when toys and puppets spell
The truth out plain. ‘It’s our appeal
To your humanity insists you dwell
On all that makes your lives unreal,
Reduces social ties to buy-and-sell,
Rates toy-shops for the cheapest deal
In town, and leaves us kids alone to tell
You this home truth: no chance you’ll heal
The class-wound or ring capital’s death-knell
Unless, in our Marionettenspiel,
You see reflected everything that fell
Beneath commodity’s dark privy seal.


16) Negatives

He who wishes to know the truth about life in its immediacy must scrutinize its estranged form, the objective powers that determine individual existence even in its most hidden recesses.
		                
T.W. Adorno, ‘Dedication’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

He who is not malign does not live serenely but with a peculiarly chaste hardness and intolerance. Lacking appropriate objects, his love can scarcely express itself except by hatred for the inappropriate, in which admittedly he comes to resemble what he hates. The bourgeois, however, is tolerant. His love of people as they are stems from his hatred of what they might be.

				Adorno, ‘Final Serenity’, in Minima Moralia

Why think – you good-news bearers – why on earth
Think everything's predestined to transpire
As reason has it, plus your tuppence-worth
Of bright-side twittering bred of heart's desire,
When all the signs instruct us there's a dearth
Of negatives, a stink of minds for hire,
About your always heralding the birth
Of brave new worlds although the times are dire.

O progeny of Hegel, think before
You hitch your case to that delusive star,
That dialectic primed to fix the score,
Ensure that positives prevail and bar
All thought of negatives, of what's in store
Unless we face the worst and force ajar
The rusty-hinged, the barely outlined door
To what-might-be, shut tight by how-things-are.

It's hopes misplaced that send our lives awry,
False optimism put about by those
With most to gain that has us magnify
The signs of progress, thinking they disclose
The kind of future bliss long peddled by
The culture-industry to all who chose,
Or swallowed outright, its pie-in-the-sky
Fake substitute that led them by the nose.

Try telling them 'It kills your every chance
Of genuine happiness, that mindless pap',
And they'll have answers worked out in advance
By corporate taste-purveyors keen to slap
Down any challenge to their high finance,
Their hefty stake in any means to sap
Our mental powers by having cheap romance
And wish-projection stuff the thinking-gap.

'Relentless negativity': they bring
The same old charge against me, but it flies 
Back like a boomerang since everything
They say confirms my negative surmise,
My case that it's those sanguine types who cling
Most tightly to their positives who'll rise
To any bait the culture-mongers fling
Before them as the losers’ booby-prize.

For only if we think against the lure
Of those false tidings can we hope to gain
Some leverage, some fulcrum-point secure
Enough to take the torsion-bearing strain,
Unleash the negative, and so ensure
Truths glimpsed aslant, perceived against the grain,
Not offered falsely as a total cure
For false totality, the thinker’s bane.

No prizes for those constantly impelled,
Like me, to seek out flaws, to tap the wheels
Of thought's great locomotive, find what held
The thing on track though every test reveals
Another crack, another system felled
By bad fits, poor materials, sloppy seals,
Or some years-long unnoticed faulty weld
Ignored as thought pursued its high ideals.

Some special positives there are that get
Beneath my guard, disarm the critic, take
Me decades back – like favourite poems set
By Brahms, each one a Proustian keepsake
Of childhood scenes and memories that let
Me, bourgeois as I am, enjoy the ache
Of guilty longing for a past as yet
Untouched by culture's all-corrupting stake.

But then I think: how keep it up, that last-
Ditch alibi of every bourgeois soul,
That spirit-sanctum barricaded fast,
Like bourgeois households, lest its social role
As private-property enforcer cast
An undeceiving spotlight on the whole
Domestic scene that Kierkegaard once passed
Off, comically, as spirit's aureole.

Yet there’s a point where dialectic hits
The limit of negation’s power to strip 
Soul’s vestiges away, where thinking quits
That endlessly renewed attempt to clip
Hope’s flimsy wings, and where the force of its
Unstinting pessimism may just tip
The scales so thought’s long sojourn in the pits
Can find new strength to give despair the slip.

You’ll say: ‘it’s just a cop-out, that retreat
From your fixed rule so zealously pursued,
If thereby bound to end in self-defeat,
To the idea that thinking should conclude
Its via negativa on Hope Street,
Relying on a momentary mood
Of chance nostalgic uplift to unseat
Negation for some fake beatitude’.

I say: without that promesse de bonheur,
That fleeting glimpse of what life yet might be
In what our own life-memories confer,
We’d have no means at hand for thought to free
Itself from hope’s unresting saboteur,
The negative that stifles every plea
For thinking-space by dint of force majeure
And locks it down with hindsight’s master-key.

No contradiction here despite what they,
My critics, deem a case of double-think,
With ‘negative’ used mostly to convey
How thought dismantles falsehoods, link by link,
But then – just now! – with reference to the way
That capital and culture join to sink,
By serially negating, every stray
Redemptive impulse as life-prospects shrink.

It’s bad faith pure and simple on their part,
That motivated failure to conceive
How taking thought may lead to taking heart,
How untruth’s negative inversions leave
A lasting mark, and how life-changes start
With some snagged thread in error’s subtle weave
Which, as it yields to nay’s yet subtler art,
Shows truths no good-news bearer could retrieve.


17) Life-Schooling

In a real sense, I ought to be able to deduce Fascism from the memories of my childhood. As a conqueror dispatches envoys to the remotest provinces, Fascism had sent its advance guard there long before it marched in: my schoolfellows . . . . Now that they, officials and recruits, have stepped visibly out of my dream and dispossessed me of my past life and my language, I no longer need to dream of them. In Fascism the nightmare of childhood has come true.

	T.W. Adorno, ‘The Bad Comrade’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

The horrors go far back, right back to school. 
For years I dreamt of them, and now they're real
Once more; no Nazi commandant more cruel,
No psychic wound that time's so slow to heal.

Stage pogroms in your playground, that's the rule;
Start there, then make the adult victims squeal,
Or – failing that – inflict by ridicule
The sharpest mental torments they can feel.

I ran the action replay, spool by spool,
And told myself: no justice, no appeal
To some superior moral court where you'll
See them sent down to pay for your raw deal.

Fat chance: they're fish from the same stinking pool,
The kids, the squads, the guys who made you kneel
To their vile taunts, and you the victim who'll
Forever feel the twist of their iron heel.

		*	*	*	*

Those classmates often had the sorts of name
That rang old Norse or Wagner – Horst, Siegfried,
Friedolin, Jürgen, Eckhardt – so you came
To feel your victim status god-decreed.

Always the underdog, the one to blame,
Whether for want of valued skills like speed,
Agility or strength (just choose your game)
Or being good at those things they've agreed

Are signs of decadence or marks of shame,
Like speaking well about the books you’ve read,
Your love of music, or the way you frame
Long, complex sentences that far exceed

Their doltish grasp. Just ten years on, the same
Illiterate louts were those the Fuehrer freed
To drop such low-grade squabbles and now aim
At wholesale slaughter as their highest creed.

		*	*	*	*

Some shrewder victim-types there were who tried
To get along by doing stuff to please
Teachers and parents, such as skills applied
To art or woodwork projects, though for these

Poor heirs of that old native German pride
In things well-made no stock of expertise
Could help to get their talents back onside
With boys who'd bash their brains out on a wheeze.

Another bunch would constantly deride
The teachers, interrupt each lesson, seize
Their chance to conjure chaos, then be spied
Carousing with those teachers, now at ease

With state authority since closely tied
To its brute exercise, to what decrees
Them its star students, henceforth qualified
To play Dionysius to their Damocles.

		*	*	*	*

They step out daily now, from every raw-
Nerved childhood dream into the waking hell
Of life-in-exile, life that's all the more
Tormenting when you read the signs that tell

How home-grown US fascists know the score
And hang on, like my class-mates, till the spell
Of some mob-orator deprives all law
Save his and theirs of all power to compel

Where conscience fails. So nations stand in awe
Of fools whose reign of terror rose and fell
With each boy’s passage through the class-room door
Or homeward journey signaled by the bell

That told us, falsely, how we might yet draw
Sufficient comfort from that prison-cell,
The bourgeois family, or just ignore
Those threats so long as our home life went well.

		*	*	*	*

For if I've learned one lesson, taken in
From school-days down, it's not to fancy there's
Some world elsewhere, a realm of kith and kin,
Of restful sleep, a private realm one shares

With others likewise sheltered from life's twin
Afflictions, those 'political affairs'
That keep intruding and the 'world within'
That treats its dreamers to the worst nightmares

Of history relived. They'd best begin
By figuring out what happened unawares
And early on for us whose only sin
Was then to come of age when thinking bears

Such paralyzing strains, when any win
For prudence is a triumph that prepares
For moral infamy, and when the spin
On its dark tale is such that hope despairs.


18) Hegel and the Robot-Bombs

Had Hegel’s philosophy of history embraced this age, Hitler’s robot-bombs would have found their place beside the early death of Alexander and similar images, as one of the selected empirical facts by which the state of the world-spirit manifests itself directly in symbols . . . . ‘I have seen the world spirit’, not on horseback, but on wings and without a head, and that refutes, at the same stroke, Hegel’s philosophy of history.
			Adorno, ‘Out of the Firing-Line’, in Minima Moralia

Acephalous, the robot-bomb pursues
A course predestined, bang on target, sent
Careering blindly as our instrument
Of choice if it's apocalypse we choose.

The Zeitgeist's gone long ways around and spent
Whole epochs seeking out new ways to use
Its hidden hand and turn the techno-screws
On any counter-plan we might invent.

The Hegel yarn had world-historic news
And big ideas as back-up, stuff that lent
Some credence to its 'onward, upward' bent
With just the odd step backwards to excuse.

Then came the bombs and talk of ‘progress’ went
Clean off the tracks, along with every ruse
In reason's book that told us: don't ask who's
In line for their next shattering descent.

Let's have the dialectic pay its dues
To hopes negated and the discontent
Of optimists who live on to repent
Their making light of history's j'accuse.

Let's not deny they're truly excellent,
Those robot-bombs, if what you have in view’s
The lethal kind of progress that accrues
From techno-warriors in their element.

For then it’s every human scale you lose,
Or every impulse that might orient
Your feelings in a mode more sentient
Of what it means to stand in others’ shoes.

		*	*	*	*

V1s and V2s in their mad career.
Projectiles dead on course yet flying blind,
Are supplements to Hegel that remind
The chronicler how world-events may veer

Far wide of reason’s governance and find
How prone the skittish Zeitgeist is to jeer
At all its sage predictions or to steer
A course that leaves all compass-points behind.

Like youthful Alexander on his bier,
Fate’s victim shorn of triumphs pre-assigned
By destiny, so too these missiles bind
Their victims tight within a techno-sphere

Where expertise and idiocy unwind
The mock-prophetic threads that tell us we’re
What’s left as mind and sentience disappear
And the bombs fall, robotically aligned.

I’ve seen the new world-spirit and it’s sheer
Stupidity, a symbol of the kind
That Hegel’s loyal retainers long declined
Since apt to throw their systems out of gear,

To have the dialectic crash and grind
On negatives now massed at thought’s frontier
And forcing it hard up against the fear
Of all those thought-disablers that entwined

Its stumbling steps. The robot-bombs say: here
You see what’s come of it, what we divined
Way back when first your wits and skills combined
To bring him forth: the laughing bombardier.


19) Snow

In early childhood I saw the first snow-shovellers in thin shabby clothes. Asking about them, I was told they were men without work who were given this job so that they could earn their bread. Then they get what they deserve, having to shovel snow, I cried out in rage, bursting uncontrollably into tears.

		T.W. Adorno, ‘Monograms’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

Still with me, that first sob of childish rage.
'No other jobs for them, just shovelling snow',
Folk said. 'That's how they earn their daily bread.'
The snow hard-packed, their clothes worn thin, they told
A tale of some far-off yet nearby place
Where justice meant such misery was their due.

No way those explanations could assuage
My screaming-fit, ensure I'd soon outgrow
The 'nervous disposition' that, they said,
Came from 'the mother's side'. So, five years old,
I first surmised: some things you cannot face
Unless with cries of grief – to them stay true!

This too I learned: that if by 'living wage'
They mean the debt of gratitude we owe
For jobs that leave us soul-and-body dead,
Like those snow-shovelers, then the lie we're sold
Is one that turns boss-class to master-race
By way of one adroitly managed coup.

But there's more to it, more to guess or gauge,
About my cry of protest: how a blow
To human dignity must conjure dread
In all sentient observers, how the cold
And damp combined to stress their wretched case,
And – truth to tell – how little we could do,

Us few 'enlightened' types, to turn the page
On suchlike miseries. An added woe,
Half-conscious at the time, was being led
To speak those words that seemingly enrolled
Me on the side of bigots who'd embrace
A code of 'just deserts', as if that crew

Of outcasts hadn't long since passed the stage
Where justice-talk applied. What I now know
For sure I then knew dimly: that well-fed,
Well-educated kids, the sort who hold
Progressive views, may end up in a space
Where words twist sense and logic far askew.

It's half a lifetime's thinking they presage,
Those image-stricken words of mine that show
What demons loom when some unyielding thread
Of dialectic has me seem to scold
Or catechise lest I be caught off-base
By strikes and impulses I can't think through.

Sometimes I feel my thought's become a cage
Where passions pace, like tigers, to-and-fro,
Their eyes ablaze with anger pity-bred
For sufferings multiplied a million-fold
By capital's long drive to clear all trace
Of shared humanity from human view.


20) Exile and Writing

For a man who no longer has a homeland, writing becomes a place to live. In it he inevitably produces, as his family once did, refuse and lumber. But now he lacks a store-room, and it is hard in any case to part from left-overs. So he pushes them along in front of him, in danger finally of filling his pages with them.
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No home but in my writing: such the fate
Of exiles, those like me whose works and days
Find habitation only as they dwell,
Though fleetingly, on the dense palimpsest
Of journals, essays, notes and endless screed
That forms their autograph and alibi.

It's order and disorder they create,
The comfort felt in some familiar phrase,
Some passage, trope, or thought that's served you well – 
An easy chair – and alien thoughts that test
Whatever homing instinct you might plead
As grounds to give this or that place a try.

It soon piles up, the exiled writer's freight
Pushed on ahead of you, the stake you raise
To fix your mental motor-home and tell
How one cursed life produced an outcome blest
By writing's gift: survival henceforth freed
From the spell cast by history's evil eye.

Yet there's the catch, your thinking it's a state
Of mind, that gift, so bravely out-of-phase
With these bad times that it can lift the spell
By saying: 'think and write, that's how you’ll best
Redeem your life of exile when they read
Those thoughts beyond time's power to falsify'.

For that’s an ersatz refuge you create,
A lumber-room of scrap-books, dossiers,
Discarded drafts, and ancient files that swell
With ever more life-fragments, self-addressed
From postal zones where exiled scribblers lead
Dead lives as their dead letters multiply.

Let's not deny there's things that compensate,
Like the knife-edge intelligence that stays
On red alert for some faint warning-bell
Or any slightest sign that you, the guest
In a strange land, had better now proceed
With caution and not play the wiser guy.

You see the benefits in every trait
Of texts composed in exile: all the ways
Your style grows taut, your sentences compel
Close reading, and the labour you invest
In each load-bearing phrase betrays the need
To prize your secrets like a twice-turned spy.

No baggage-room on board, no excess weight
Or sentence left to stand if it conveys
No more than various mishaps that befell
The suffering soul concerned – topics of interest,
No doubt, but just the kind that aim to feed
A vulgar taste good writers will deny.

There's something else those stories
generate:
The sense that even life-in-exile pays
Its meagre dues to life outside the shell;
That anecdotes of exile, unsuppressed,
May let you feel for once that you've indeed
That much to share beneath a common sky.

Still I insist: let intellect dictate
What proper role such hopeful thinking plays
When you've no choice unless between the hell
Of exile and the hell that sent some West,
Like me, to think and write while it decreed
That others by the million stay and die.


21) Finale

The only philosophy which can be responsibly practised in the face of despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption . . . . Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent and distorted as it will appear one day in the messianic light.
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No daybreak gleam this side of darkest night.
What price redemption if not black despair?
Through rifts and crevices it leaps to sight
Like last survivors sending up a flare.

How shield against the messianic light?
It's UVF so exercise some care,
Although such radiant prospects may invite
Exposure past all hope of cell-repair.

'Perspectives must be fashioned', so you write,
To suit a landscape indigent and bare,
Yet in a darkness visible that might
Show new worlds set apart by just a hair.

Let optimists pursue their facile flight,
Like birds' wings beating feebly in thin air,
While pessimists, clued up on our bad plight,
May chance to glimpse the gleam beyond the glare.

Hopes lost or hopes betrayed are those that blight
All wishful thought of our entitled share,
Our future stake in happiness despite
The sceptic's wariness, the cynic's snare.

Leave just that room for hope, however slight,
And see new rifts emerging in the clair-
Obscur of scenes sun-darkened at the height
Where reason sleeps through history's nightmare.

Let heaven-sent utopias requite
The dreams of those with future-faith to spare
Who trust their promesse de bonheur despite
The piled-up wreckage lying everywhere.

The light's fast vanishing, the chinks are tight,
The signs ambiguous, the visions rare,
And all the victims massing to indict
The dream-utopian in his armchair.

Yet light may fall on history's black-and-white
In lucid figurations like a prayer
Redeemed, a chiaroscuro to excite
A sense of hues unknown emergent there.

No measuring finite against infinite,
No way that scales so disparate might square,
Until truth's dawn shows all things heteroclite
Now reconciled yet each beyond compare.


