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William Blake, one of the most influential poets and visual artists of the Romantic era, is renowned for
his profound critique of society, especially the social injustices and moral failings of his time. His
poetry often employs a variety of literary strategies that serve to expose societal flaws and motivate
change. In this article, we will explore some specific strategies Blake uses in his critique of society in
his famous poem "London", as well as in two of his other notable works, to better understand how his
poetic techniques serve as tools for social commentary.

Understanding Blake’s Approach to Social Critique

William Blake’s poetry is distinguished by its visionary quality, use of symbolism, and moral
earnestness. His critique is not merely superficial but deeply rooted in his philosophical and spiritual
worldview. Blake believed that societal corruption stemmed from spiritual blindness and moral decay,
and his poetry seeks to reveal these issues through vivid imagery, symbolism, and moral persuasion.

---

Strategies Used in "London"

"London," one of Blake’s most famous poems, offers a powerful critique of urban life and social
injustice in 18th-century England. Here are some specific strategies Blake employs in this poem:

1. Use of Vivid and Confrontational Imagery

Blake's imagery is stark and evocative, painting a bleak picture of London’s streets. For example, he
describes the "marks of weakness, marks of woe" on the faces of the city’s inhabitants, emphasizing
their suffering. The imagery of "chartered streets" and "mind-forged manacles" suggests societal
control and mental oppression.

Key points:

- Creates a visceral sense of despair.
- Highlights societal constraints and personal suffering.



2. Repetition for Emphasis

Blake employs repetitive phrases like "In every" and "And," which serve to underscore the pervasive
nature of social injustice. For instance, "In every cry of every man, / In every infant's cry of fear,"
emphasizes the universality of suffering.

Key points:

- Reinforces the widespread impact of social issues.
- Creates a rhythmic, almost chant-like quality that emphasizes urgency.

3. Use of Symbolism and Personification

Blake personifies London itself as a corrupt entity ("the mind-forged manacles" and "every black'ning
church appalls"). The "black'ning" church symbolizes religious hypocrisy, while "mind-forged
manacles" denote mental enslavement.

Key points:

- Critiques institutions like religion and government.
- Uses symbolic language to reveal moral decay.

4. Moral and Political Critique through Tone

The tone of "London" is somber, condemning, and urgent. Blake’s tone functions as a moral
indictment, urging society to recognize and remedy its faults.

Key points:

- Appeals to the reader’s sense of morality.
- Creates a sense of moral outrage.

---

Strategies in Blake’s Other Poems

Beyond "London," Blake’s social critique appears vividly in poems like "The Chimney Sweeper" and
"The Tyger". Each employs unique strategies to communicate his moral and social messages.

"The Chimney Sweeper" (from Songs of Innocence and



Experience)

This poem explores child labor and societal neglect. Blake employs contrasting strategies across the
two versions:

1. Juxtaposition of Innocence and Experience

In "Songs of Innocence," Blake presents the chimney sweeper as a symbol of innocence corrupted by
societal greed. The poem’s tone is gentle and hopeful, suggesting that innocence can prevail, but the
critique remains clear.

In "Songs of Experience," the tone becomes darker, exposing the hypocrisy of society that profits
from child exploitation.

Strategies:

- Use of contrasting tones to highlight societal hypocrisy.
- Employs innocence and experience as symbolic states.

2. Irony and Sarcasm

Blake employs irony, especially in the lines where the child believes in a heaven where "they are both
gone up to the skies," critiquing the way society uses religion to pacify victims.

Strategies:

- Irony exposes societal complicity.
- Critiques the false comfort religion offers to victims.

"The Tyger"

While seemingly about a fierce beast, "The Tyger" also serves as a metaphor for the divine and the
presence of evil within creation, reflecting societal tensions.

1. Use of Rhetorical Questions

Blake asks, "Did he who made the Lamb make thee?" questioning the nature of divine justice and the
coexistence of good and evil.

Strategies:

- Engages the reader in moral reflection.
- Challenges simplistic notions of good and evil.



2. Symbolism of the Tiger and Creator

The tiger symbolizes destructive power, while the creator embodies divine authority. Blake’s depiction
of the "fire of thine eyes" and "hammer" evokes the image of a divine blacksmith, emphasizing the
power and potential for both creation and destruction.

Strategies:

- Uses powerful imagery to evoke awe and fear.
- Explores moral ambiguity and societal complexities.

---

Summary of Blake’s Key Literary Strategies in Social
Critique

Blake’s poetry employs a range of strategies to critique society effectively:

Vivid imagery and symbolism: To evoke emotional responses and symbolize societal flaws.

Repetition and rhythm: To emphasize key social issues and create a compelling moral tone.

Juxtaposition: To contrast innocence with experience and highlight societal hypocrisy.

Irony and sarcasm: To criticize societal complacency and religious hypocrisy.

Rhetorical questions and moral appeals: To engage readers in moral reflection and
challenge their perceptions.

Conclusion

William Blake’s poetry remains a powerful tool for social critique because of his masterful use of
literary strategies. In "London," he employs stark imagery, symbolism, and tone to confront societal
injustices. In his other works like "The Chimney Sweeper" and "The Tyger," he expands his critique
through contrast, irony, and symbolism to address issues such as child labor, religious hypocrisy, and
the presence of evil within creation. Blake’s ability to combine visionary symbolism with moral
urgency ensures his poetry continues to resonate as a compelling call for social awareness and
change. Understanding these strategies enriches our appreciation of his work and underscores the
enduring relevance of his social critique.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are some specific strategies Blake employs in his
critique of society in 'London'?
Blake uses vivid imagery, symbolism, and irony to highlight social injustices and the suffering of the
oppressed. He employs a tone of lamentation and employs contrasting images of innocence and
corruption to critique societal flaws.

How does Blake utilize imagery in 'London' to critique societal
issues?
Blake uses stark, bleak imagery such as 'chartered streets' and 'marks of weakness, marks of woe' to
depict a society trapped by its own structures, emphasizing oppression and despair.

What role does symbolism play in Blake's critique in 'London'?
Symbols like the 'chartered' river and 'mind-forged manacles' represent societal constraints and
mental imprisonment, criticizing how societal institutions limit individual freedom.

In what ways does Blake employ irony in his critique within
'London'?
Blake employs irony by contrasting the supposed prosperity of London with the suffering of its
inhabitants, highlighting societal hypocrisy and neglect.

How does Blake's tone contribute to his social critique in
'London'?
Blake's tone is somber and lamenting, which underscores his disapproval and concern for societal
injustices, engaging the reader emotionally in his critique.

Can you explain how Blake's two other poems, 'The Chimney
Sweeper' and 'The Tyger,' extend his critique of society?
In 'The Chimney Sweeper,' Blake criticizes child labor and social neglect, while in 'The Tyger,' he
explores themes of creation and evil, questioning societal and divine morality—both extending his
critique of societal cruelty and moral corruption.

What specific poetic techniques does Blake use in 'The
Chimney Sweeper' to critique social injustice?
Blake uses irony, contrasting the innocence of the child with the harsh reality of child labor, along
with vivid imagery and emotional appeals to evoke sympathy and highlight societal neglect.



How does 'The Tyger' reflect Blake’s critique of the darker
aspects of society and creation?
Blake uses powerful, fiery imagery and rhetorical questions to explore the duality of
creation—questioning how a benevolent God could create such a fierce creature—symbolizing the
presence of evil within society.

What overarching strategies does Blake use across these
poems to critique society overall?
Blake employs symbolism, vivid imagery, irony, and emotional tone to reveal societal flaws, challenge
moral complacency, and provoke reflection on social and spiritual injustice.

How effective are Blake’s specific strategies in engaging
readers with his social critique?
Blake's use of visual imagery, symbolism, and emotional tone effectively evoke empathy and provoke
critical thinking, making his critique both compelling and enduring.

Additional Resources
Analyzing Blake’s Critique of Society in "London" and Two Other Poems

William Blake’s poetry often serves as a profound critique of societal structures, morality, and human
conditions. His works, especially “London,” along with two of his other notable poems—“The Chimney
Sweeper” and “The Tyger”—demonstrate a layered approach to exposing societal flaws, hypocrisies,
and injustices. This piece explores the specific strategies Blake employs to critique society across
these works, revealing his poetic techniques, thematic concerns, and underlying philosophies.

---

Understanding Blake’s Societal Critique: An Overview

William Blake’s poetry is characterized by its visionary quality and moral urgency. His critique of
society is rooted in a desire to reveal the contradictions between societal appearances and underlying
realities. Blake often employs symbolic language, contrasting innocence with experience, and
invoking divine imagery to question authority and social norms.

Key Strategies in Blake’s Critique:
- Use of vivid imagery to evoke emotional response
- Contrasting innocence and experience to highlight societal corruption
- Incorporation of biblical and mythological symbolism
- Employing irony and paradox to challenge societal values
- Personal voice that combines moral outrage with spiritual insight



---

Deep Dive into "London"

1. Vivid Imagery and Repetition as Tools of Critique
Blake’s “London” opens with a stark portrayal of urban decay and social suffering. The repeated
phrase “In every cry of every Man” emphasizes the universality of misery, suggesting that societal
oppression is pervasive and systemic. Blake’s imagery is grim and oppressive:
- "Marks of weakness, marks of woe": Highlights physical and emotional scars inflicted by society.
- "Chartered Thames": The river, usually a symbol of natural freedom, is confined and controlled,
symbolizing societal restrictions.
- "In every black'ning church": Critiques religious institutions as complicit or ineffective in alleviating
misery.

This repetition and imagery create a rhythmic insistence on societal failure, compelling the reader to
confront widespread suffering.

2. Use of Irony and Paradox
Blake employs irony to underscore societal hypocrisy:
- The church, which should be a sanctuary of moral guidance, is “black'ning,” suggesting corruption or
moral blindness.
- The “mind-forged manacles” metaphor indicates that societal oppression is internalized, a self-
imposed mental slavery reinforced by social institutions.

The paradoxes—such as a society that claims moral superiority yet perpetuates suffering—serve to
critique the superficial veneer of civility.

3. Thematic Focus on Social Injustice
“London” explicitly addresses:
- Child exploitation: Though not directly detailed in “London,” Blake’s other poems, like “The Chimney
Sweeper,” expand on this theme.
- Religious hypocrisy: The corrupted church and clergy are implicated in social injustice.
- Political oppression: The control over the Thames symbolizes broader societal restrictions and
authoritarian oversight.

Blake’s critique is holistic: societal institutions—government, church, and economic systems—are
portrayed as complicit in perpetuating suffering.

---



Strategies in "The Chimney Sweeper"

1. Use of Innocent Voice to Criticize Exploitation
“The Chimney Sweeper” from Songs of Innocence employs the voice of a child to evoke innocence
and evoke moral outrage:
- The child’s naïve perspective contrasts sharply with the grim reality of forced child labor.
- The line “Because I was happy” highlights the child’s ignorance or forced acceptance, critiquing
societal indifference.

Blake’s strategy includes giving voice to vulnerable groups, exposing societal neglect and cruelty
through their own innocence.

2. Irony and Religious Symbolism
- The poem employs irony: the child’s “happiness” is a result of false hope and manipulation by
adults.
- The depiction of “angel” figures and “coffins” symbolizes societal false promises of salvation that
mask exploitation.

The religious imagery criticizes institutions that preach salvation while enabling or ignoring
exploitation.

3. Challenging Authority and Moral Hypocrisy
Blake questions societal norms that accept child labor as necessary, criticizing authorities and
society’s moral blindness:
- The notion that “if he’s happy, he’s safe” implies societal complacency.
- The poem demands reflection on societal roles in perpetuating such injustices.

---

Strategies in "The Tyger"

1. Use of Paradox and Biblical Imagery
“The Tyger” is famous for its paradoxical questions:
- “Did he who made the Lamb make thee?” suggests a divine creator capable of both gentleness and
ferocity.
- The poem explores the duality of creation—good and evil—challenging simplistic notions of morality.

Blake employs biblical imagery—“fire of thine eyes,” “hammer,” “furnace”—to evoke divine
craftsmanship, questioning the morality of a creator capable of such destruction.



2. Formal Structure and Repetition
- The rhythm and repetition of “Tyger! Tyger!” emphasize awe and fear.
- The structured quatrains with rhythmic consistency mirror the forge and craftsmanship, reinforcing
the theme of creation.

This systematic approach underscores the complexity of divine power and the societal implications of
such duality.

3. Symbolism of the Tiger as a Critique of Power
- The tiger symbolizes destructive power, possibly reflecting the violent aspects of society or human
nature.
- Blake questions whether such power is divine, natural, or a product of societal influence.

This exploration invites viewers to consider the moral implications of power—whether divine or
human-made—and the potential for both creation and destruction inherent in societal systems.

---

Common Underlying Strategies Across the Poems

While each poem addresses different facets of society, Blake’s overarching strategies remain
consistent:
- Symbolism: Using animals, mythological figures, and biblical references to represent societal flaws.
- Contrast: Juxtaposing innocence and experience, good and evil, divine and human.
- Moral and spiritual critique: Challenging societal and religious institutions’ complicity in injustice.
- Emotional appeal: Evoking empathy through vivid imagery and personal voices.

---

Conclusion: Blake’s Methodical Approach to Societal
Critique

William Blake’s poetry is a masterclass in using poetic devices to critique society effectively. In
“London,” he employs stark imagery, irony, and paradox to expose systemic corruption and human
suffering. “The Chimney Sweeper” utilizes innocence and religious symbolism to criticize exploitation
and societal indifference, while “The Tyger” explores divine and natural duality, questioning the
morality behind power and creation.

Blake’s strategic use of symbolism, contrasting themes, and emotional resonance creates a
compelling moral inquiry. His works challenge readers to question authority, recognize societal
hypocrisies, and consider the moral responsibilities inherent in human and divine creation. Through
these strategies, Blake not only critiques society but also invites a moral awakening and a call for
social justice rooted in spiritual awareness.
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