B ILLUSTRATED QUARTERLY

1" $%  H#I1&'H# %%(!)




PAGE 164

BLAKE AN ILLUSTRATED QUARTERLY

T R N R NN = T '8

SPRING 1984

lins (who was represented, if only as a result of pressure
from my colleagues, in the Tate display), were not in-
cluded. On the other hand “Suburban Garden” of 1947 by
Victor Pasmore, painted shortly before his conversion to
abstraction, seemed alien to the whole spirit of the ex-
hibition.

The exhibition clearly suffered not only from the
abstention of Bacon and Freud but also from the exigen-
cies of what works happened to be available for loan at
the time. What is now needed is a far more thorough ex-
amination of how far, and in what precise respect,
twentieth-century artists can be said to have returned
either consciously or unconsciously to the imaginative
landscape and figurative tradition established by Blake
and Palmer, and, alternatively, how much of this can be
seen as an independent line of descent from the tradition
established by Turner, whose influence is already ap-
parent in the later works of Palmer and Linnell. That
there is some continuity is now clearly apparent, thanks
to exhibitions such as this.

David Punter. Blake, Hegel and Dialectic.
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1982. 268 pp. $23.00.

Reviewed by Nelson Hilton

David Punter obviously is interested in Blake and in
dialectic; in addition to this book, he has published an
article on “Blake, Marxism and Dialectic” (Literature and
History 6[1977]). The shifting middle terms of the article
and the book — which was completed, he writes, in 1975 —
suggests something about the nature of his interest in
their brackets, an interest confirmed by another article of
the same general time and orientation, “Blake: Creative
and Uncreative Labour” (Studies in Romanticism 16
[1977]). In all of these, Punter’s recurrent concern is with
Blake's “conception of the social role of poetry” (“Blake,
Marxism and Dialectic,” p. 219), Blake's “attitude toward
the social determination of form, an attitude which
places the figure of the poet at a crucial point in the dia-
lectic of social experience” (“Blake: Creative and Uncrea-
tive Labour,” p. 561), his vision of Blake’s and Hegel's
“doctrine based on social progress” and its roots in “objec-
tive social changes” (pp. 253, 255). There are the predic-
table references to Herbert Marcuse and N.O. Brown.
Such formulations may strike us now as somewhat passé —

not that the social issue, after Thatcher and Reagan, has
in any way progressed—but because of our deepening
sense that the informational, technological complexities
underway are reformatting all vestiges of our classical,
nineteenth-century sense of the “social.” To speak of the
“human-shaped” world while the Spirit was moving
toward a recognition of the disappearance of man would
be to throw sand against the wind. Of course we will
come to the question of which (whose) side is Blake on.
Still, I think that Blake, Hegel and Dialectic would have
had more effect if it had been published when first com-
pleted; as it is, it seems likely to become just a glitch in
the graph of Blake studies.

So, to begin with the perennial question, “what is
dialectic”? As I understand Punter's view, dialectic names,
if named it can be, the progression that orders and emerges
from the strife of contraries, the major experienced form
being History. At any rate, through initial sections on
Heraclitus, Giordano Bruno, and Boehme, Punter makes
clear his stand with [his] Hegel that “formal perception of
contrariety is not tantamount to a realisation of dialectic”
(p. 35). The idea of Progression is essential, for Punter, if
we are to have “any notion of rea/ change, as opposed to
that change which merely repeats itself cyclically” (pp.
43-44). Since the fundamental contrary is that of (poten-
tially) infinite man and finite nature, the progression, by
some uncertain logic, must involve the social dimension.
Of course, since Blake and Hegel both reject “a simple
high view of ‘human nature,’” they are “therefore
prevented from adopting the optimistic belief that pro-
gress is necessarily direct” (p. 222). Nonetheless, it’s still
there, the spectre of a theology, a teleology. So in the
“Conclusion” Punter summarizes:

Blake's dialectic and Hegel's are indeed dialectics of “contraries and
progression”, and it is, as we have said in several contexts, the clement
of progression which constitutes the advance made over previous ver-
sion of dialectical thought. The necessity for conceiving of a doctrine
based on social progress emerges, it seems fair to say, from the expe-
rience of doubt and from the struggle against disillusion. (p. 253)

True enough, we might agree, for Hegel — noting Walter
Kaufmann's observation that “So far from closing his eyes
to the misery of humanity, Hegel needed his work, his
philosophy to cope with it. He tried to show himself and
others that the indubitably monstrous sufferings recorded
throughout history had not been altogether for nothing.™
Yet despite the edifying outcome of a “doctrine based on
social progress,” one wonders what would result, to adapt
Punter's expression, from a struggle for disillusion. All of
which is to say that Hegel's dialectic is part and parcel of
his Absolute Idealism,? whereas for Blake, as Punter
notes in “Blake, Marxism and Dialectic,” there is “the
question of whether Blake is setting out this [Hegel-like]
theory of knowledge on a materialist or an idealist basis”
(p. 233).
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As indicative as the citations to Marcuse, Brown, and
two studies by the venerable J.M.E. McTaggart (1896,
1901) is the book’s almost complete lack of reference to or
use of contemporary work on Hegel and dialectic. This is
most noticeable in Punter’s use of Baillie’s dated transla-
tion, The Phenomenology of Mind, and complete
neglect, even in the bibliography, of A.V. Miller’s more
accessible 1977 translation, The Phenomenology of Spirit.
We are certainly dealing with a manuscript that spent its
hiatus in the deep-freeze. Similarly absent from the
book’s bibliography and critical consciousness is any refer-
ence to Gadamer’s Hege/'s Dialectic (1971, trans. 1976),
to Stanley Rosen’s powerful 1974 Hege/: An Introduction
to the Science of Wisdom, to Andries Sarlemijn's Hege/'s
Dialectic (1975), to Levi-Strauss’ “History and Dialectic”
in The Savage Mind, to E.F. Fackenheim's The Religious
Dimension in Hegel’s Thought (1967), to Heidegger, to
Althusser, and, what prompts the contrary I wish to ex-
plore — the absence of any reference to the work of Derrida.

If my notes and the memory of several readings are
correct, the key term of Hegel's dialectic, aufhebung,
never appears in Punter’s work (the book’s index—only
proper names and no subentries—is useless). Or perhaps it
appears as the ubiquitous “progression” (a word, by the
way, which Blake uses only once in the singular). But
aufhebung (and its verb, aufheben), the dynamic and out-
come of the dialectical movement, is emphatically not “pro-
gression.” A.V. Miller uses the word “sublate,"” so that in his
translation of Hegel's own note on the term we read:
To sublate has a twofold meaning in the language: on the one hand it
means to preserve, to maintain, and especially it also means to cause to
cease, to putan end to . . . it s certainly remarkable that a language
has come to use one and the same word for two opposite meanings. It
is a delight to speculative thought to find in the language words which
have in themselves a speculative meaning. . . .2
We are at a curious moment —a#fhebung is what dialec-
tic is all about, the term for “the advance” (as Punter sees
it) “over previous versions of dialectical thought,” yet it is
“a delight” (this from Hegel!) “in the language.” What,
to complete our swerve away from “social progress,” s the
status of a formulation “in the language”? —especially
when, as Derrida observes, that term “is #be concept of
history and of teleology” ?4

Language thus opens a crucial category, and Punter
(as he might say of Blake [cf. p. 12]) is dialectically di-
rected towards its crisis in the book’s final discussion
before the conclusion: “Language, Culture and Negativ-
ity.” Hegel notoriously (understandably, we might feel
today) avoids extended meditation on language, but the
little he writes is revealing, and Punter quotes one of the
memorable formulations: “The forms of thought are, in
the first instance, displayed and stored in human
language. . . . Into all that becomes something inward
for man, and image or conception as such, into all that he
makes his own, language has penetrated [‘intruded’
(Kaufmann))” (p. 241 [Science of Logic, p. 31]). The

issue to be addressed, then, is that of the relations en-
visaged by Blake and by Hegel “between writing and the
social order.” But what does Punter mean by “writing""?
Given all the emphasis on “labour,” “work,” and strug-
gle, it seems that writing for him is an aczvity, a means of
production at the author's command which may be used
to engage in dialectical/historical/social struggle. “Writ-
ing” for Punter is what one does with language; it is
another form of presence and self-presentation, as in this
opaque formulation: “Writing cannot set out to provide a
simple, positive alternative to the given world; it must
adopt a self-consciously negative stance, and seek its roots
in the inadequacies which the imagination attempts to
remedy” (p. 241). Such “writing” is “an exposer of
mystery.” Such “writing” is, evidently, not only a “self-
conscious” subject in its own right, but subject as well to
its author; Punter concludes that both Hegel and Blake
“saw that a more than theoretical commitment was needed
to dialectical principles, and they both realised that this
commitment required the evolution of new forms of
writing, forms of writing which would incorporate a
degree of organisation and system impossible in conven-
tional terms and yet true to the innermost dialectical pro-
cesses of life” (p. 250). This explains the announced focus
on The Four Zoas and the Phenomenology of Spirnit.

The question for us is whether writing is the vehicle
of a system, or whether it is, as Derrida would suggest, a
kind of system in itself. As vehicle of a system one does
not have to look far to discover its failure, judged by the
diametrically (not dialectically) opposed interpretations
such writing engenders.® As Derrida notes, even with
Feuerbach we recognize “the problem of Hegel the
writer, of a certain contradiction (Feuerbach’s word) be-
tween Hegel's writing and his ‘system.’”¢ With his em-
phasis on system, Punter can speak of Blake's “dialectical
theory” (p. 59) and his “theory of literature” (“Blake:
Creative and Uncreative Labour,” p. 558). But for Der-
rida, “Hegel is . . . the thinker of irreducible difference
. - . . he reintroduced . . . the essential necessity of
the written trace in a philosophical . . . discourse that
had always believed it possible to do without it; the last
philosopher of the book and the first thinker of writing”
(Of Grammatology, p. 26). This powerful expression
awaits its needed application to Blake, changing, per-
haps, “philosopher” to “poet” and “thinker” to “artist.”
Hegel and his dialectic, in this view, cannot be divorced
from writing, from their being written (their written be-
ing). Hegel's choice of aufhebung as the characterization
of dialectic makes the point precisely: the synthesis or
product or dynamic he wishes to name —the identity of
apparently opposite effects—can happen only in lan-
guage/writing; moreover, it can happen only thus be-
cause language/writing is ineluctably constituted
(“always already”) through the play of differences or, to
stretch the point, contraries.
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