
The value of writing socialist poetry 

by Sam Friedman 

The arts are just a part of the weapons of life. Art can make us see and feel reality and help 

change that reality. Art is revelation. Art is hard work. Art is part of protest  

– Jayne Cortez 

Introduction: An invitation to readers 

Although this essay is primarily an analysis and memoir of how my poetic work has inspired my 
political thought and activism, and how it has helped others in various ways, it is also an 
invitation to you, the reader. If you are already a poet or other creative writer, it is an invitation 
to think about how your writing is also a way of innovative thinking that leads you to new 
understandings. If you are an activist or social critic or union member, it is an invitation to think 
about writing poetry as a way to spark new and useful thoughts and feelings in yourself and 
others. And regardless of who you are, or how old you are, it is an invitation to partake of the 
joys of writing radical poetry. It may be a lot of fun for you and others, and let you contribute in 
new way to the movements that humanity so desperately needs 

Based on my experience, and that of others, I think that many on the left underestimate the 
potential of poetry and other art for building a movement and for communicating aspects of the 
humanist content of Marxism.  I think that both my personal experiences as a poetic Marxist 
activist and the content of the poems that I have included in this article show that poetry can 
help us cope with the traumas of political life and express ideas and emotions to audiences not 
yet open to hearing speeches or reading articles on some critical themes.  Poetry can also 
serve as a way for movements to help understand themselves and express their unity to 
themselves. 

Poetry in my life 

Like many people in the United States and elsewhere, any inclinations I might have had towards 
writing poetry were squashed by teachers’ criticisms that what I wrote was out of sync with what 
poetry meant at that time and by pressure in my English classes to appreciate canonical works 
of great poetry.  Even as I radicalized, driven by the realities of life in the United States in the 
1950’s and then later, the conviction they had fostered in me that I was not at all poetic was not 
challenged by my radicalization.  

As a result, I spent much of my life as a non-poet activist and Marxist, until I was in my mid-
forties. At that time, one day in the mid-1980s, a period of political doldrums and relative 
disconnectedness between me and activism, my previously non-existent Muse bit me with a 
highly-political poem about the race between nuclear holocaust and our overthrowing 
capitalism. (The poem appears in the Introduction to my book of political poems, Seeking to 
Make the World Anew [Friedman, 2008a]). This was an intensely emotional and intellectual 
experience. Over the next year or so, occasional poems came to me, and I wrote them and 
edited them some, and showed them to people—and gradually grew to realize they were useful 
to other people in various ways.  



My poetry since I began writing at the age of 44 has been shaped by my political practice, by 
my work as an HIV researcher, by various personal events, and by how these affect me  

emotionally and intellectually. As friends died from HIV/AIDS in the ‘80s and ‘90s, and as I 
fought with others against the USA state indifference to these deaths, poems of anger and of  

struggle emerged that in turn helped these struggles.  My poems were used by front-line harm 
reduction workers to help drug users think about their risks, the sources of their problems, and 
how they can act to help themselves and others. They also helped maintain the morale and 
combativity of needle exchange workers in dealing with the indifference and hostility they faced 
locally and nationally. Thus, poetry can be a tool for movement and for care. 

Poetry as political-personal thinking 

For me, a poem often starts with an image or a phrase or two that spark a sense that my mind 
(Muse) is hatching something new and exciting.  Then, as I write it, I go through a form of 
thinking through the ideas and emotions that were the initial inspiration plus creating new 
images and word play that help drive the writing. Often, this parallels what C Wright Mills wrote 
about sociology as the intersection of biography and history, but with the addition of emotion 
and empathy as major parts of what I am working with.  

One interpretation of this is that it is a dialectical moment in which various aspects of the totality 
of social life come together mediated by language, thought, and emotion. One dimension of this 
that I personally find inspiring is that sometimes the poem that embodies this dialectic speaks to 
other people and sparks new ideas or emotions in them. 

I want to give a few examples of what this means by talking about a few of my poems, which I 
am presenting without my name as author and with a reference to their publication. The first of 
these examples shows how I used poetry as a way to think about, and emotionally process my 
thoughts and feelings, about my Jewish heritage in the context of Israel’s on-going oppression 
of Palestinians and its assaults on them in the 1990s and after. Writing “What is an American 
Jew?” helped me comprehend how these different strands in my heritage led both to the 
prevalent Zionism of Jewishness in the United States, its relations with the revolutionary 
traditions of many Jews, and my own revolutionary anti-Zionism and anti-capitalism.   

What is an American Jew? 

[Inspired by Enid Dame] 

Our grandfathers worked as tailors, 
union organizers, 
or in rural communes 
where anarchists and communists battled relentlessly 
about ideologically-correct procedures  
to slaughter chickens. 
 
But that is history.  Now,  
if you tell us you visited unmet relatives 
in the Old Country, 
saw grandparents’ homes or ancestral temples, 
we smile at your happiness  



while our minds peck hopelessly to escape their shells, 
searching for any kernel of kinship 
while our stomachs run headless 
through lifetimes bereft of kin. 
 
If we visit a chicken farm, 
we become brooding hens, 
dream for months 
about the view from inside a Nazi cage 
eating a few pellets a day, 
waiting to be plucked, sliced, 
gas-roasted. 
 
We try to forget 
by refusing to forget, 
by imagining Israeli relatives 
who may not exist, 
by sending money and weaponry 
to enslave a people 
whose land these relatives 
now covet, now encage. 
 
At our best, we are prophets, 
Noahs in a storm of lies, 
who open chickens' cages, 
who invent slogans 
from ill-remembered Old-Country struggles 
and the book of Moses, 
who argue incessantly 
but who chant loudly with the brooding chickens  
"All power to those in cages! 
"All power to those who make eggs! 
 

Sensations Magazine, 2002 (Spring): 10-11. Reprinted in Home Planet News 50 (Vol. 12, No. 
4), Spring 2004: p. 4. Reprinted in Grief and Rage, August, 2015. Reprinted at 

http://marxistsociology.org/2015/09/13/poem-what-is-an-american-jew-by-sam-friedman/ 

 

After the invasion of Iraq, people in Central New Jersey formed a weekly vigil against “endless 
wars,” and I began to take part in it once I heard about it. “Our sign says ‘Honk’ if you hate war” 
came to me in 2005 when I realized that the people driving by and honking in support—or giving 
us the finger—were images that deserved a poem.  As I wrote it, what came out also helped me 
understand both the solace I found in the Central Jersey Coalition and the feeling of solidarity 
we had built during this vigil against these wars. When I have read it at Coalition events, it 
seems to act as a communion in that it helps people reaffirm and sacralize what we have been 
through and what we have done.  

http://marxistsociology.org/2015/09/13/poem-what-is-an-american-jew-by-sam-friedman/


 

Our sign says “Honk if you hate war” 
  
Some few praise death 
as they drive past us, 
yell “Get a job” 
to John who, in his ‘70s, still professes to students 
and to me, 62, and a slave to AIDS research. 
Some put their thumbs down 
and call us losers. 
Others put their middle fingers up 
and drive smugly past 
like teenagers just learning 
driving and smut. 
We hold our signs 
that call for an end to war, 
wave our friendship to all the passing cars, 
accept with smiles and thumbs up 
the airhorn salutes of passing truckers, 
the beeps of new cars, old cars, 
fancy cars, plain cars, 
buses, and mail vans 
and the verbal greetings of pedestrians 
who say “honk, honk.” 
Many thank us. 
Few deride. 

Murders most foul: Poems against war by a World Trade Center survivor. Central Jersey Coalition against Endless 
War. 2005. 

In the period just before the turn of the century, I finally read Hegel’s shorter Logic. As I did so, I 
saw ways in which Hegel’s ideas could help me generate ideas about what a real socialism 
might look like that would not be the utopia-fantasizing that Marx had criticized. I thought about 
these issues deeply over many years. The mental ferment that this thinking involved sparked 
poems that captured elements of what I was thinking—and that sometimes moved my thinking 



greatly ahead.  “After, on the Way to Thereafter,” was a response to a prompt at a poetry 
workshop that asked us to write poems that could fit on a postcard and that described a real or 
imaginary city.  My muse quickly leaped to writing about living in a city after the revolution. This 
is a third example of political-personal thinking that helped me imagine what a typical day might 
look like in a few brief poetic lines.  

As I wrote it, images just flared in my mind along with phrases like the seventh through ninth 
lines of the poem or the first five lines of stanza two (which helped me concretize in my own 
mind what Marx meant in The German Ideology when he wrote “while in communist society, 
where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any 
branch he wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to 
do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear 
cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, 
fisherman, herdsman or critic.”)  It was a fabulous feeling of “red hot creativity” to write it—and 
as I have read it at various events, it seems to spark strong emotions in those who hear me.  

After, on the way to thereafter 

After the Heartbreak House of fighting, 
and after the fire next time, 
after the parties, the toasting and cheering 
when none will bewail 
that capitalism has been erased, 
we will build our global city 
like a flower from the ashes 
with its roots suckled and fed and watered 
by the local and daily and real. 
One petal will be the friendships of work time, 
another our neighbors, as we talk and we share. 
Those who sew diapers, those who pin them and change them, 
will share with the planners, will help shape the towers, 
the basement foundations 
and the neighborly labor of digging, 
of digging and building our city anew. 
 
And so, in the morning, I may scrape out a waste dump, 
figuring out how with my pals on the job.  
In my 2 p.m. gig, I may write a paper on AIDS,  
or hug and console 
a stranger or friend. 
My evening, perhaps, put our heads in the oven 
as we clean a community stove, 
or I may weave a poem, or rest overlong, 
or whatever seems needed and fun 
as we build our embraceable  
new global city 
from the petals and rootings of dreams. 
  

An earlier version was published in Murders most foul: Poems against war by a World Trade Center 
survivor. Central Jersey Coalition against Endless War. 2005; and was reprinted both in Oregon Socialist, 



Winter-Spring 2008, http://www.thesocialistparty.org and in my book, Seeking to Make the World Anew 
(Friedman, 2008a). 

  

Types of political poetry 

I have engaged in writing a number of distinct types of political poetry.  These are critique 
poems, poems of and by movements for change, poems of the future, and poetic perspectives 
on heroes and villains. In writing them, as I just discussed, I think creatively about their subject 
matter and their emotional content. 

“Critique poems” provide vivid descriptions and insights into the existing realities.  In my 
experience, these sub-divide into poems with more of an emotional take and others with more of 
an analytical take. I illustrate these with two of my poems about how capitalism is destroying the 
world we live in and with two poems from What Rough Beast 
https://www.culturematters.org.uk/product/what-rough-
beast/#:~:text=What%20Rough%20Beast%20is%20a,which%20Trumpism%20draws%20its%2
0power.&text=What%20Rough%20Beast%20is%20a%20collective%20expression%20of%20pr
otest. 

Here is an example that turned out to be more of an emotional critique than an analytical one: 

The Finals Last Time 

[With kudos to Eliot Katz] 

What musics did the 
last dinosaur roar? 
What dirges to the dying rains, 
the draining swamps, 
the towering ferns 
no longer tall? 
The cooling winds 
that stole her strength? 
What images flickered 
her fading eyes? 
What wisdom uttered 
her dying jaws? 
What poem about the final going 
of her kind? 
What words to solace us 
through our final years? 

A Turnpike Utopia: Poems to resist environmental destruction for profit and war. Central Jersey Coalition 
against Endless War. 2013. 

Here is another more emotionally descriptive poem: 

Advisors (Sam Smith, in What Rough Beast, p. 8) 
 
Listen for the whispers/ here come the ghosts 

http://www.thesocialistparty.org/
http://www.thesocialistparty.org/


of the children / massacred in Gaza 
With a similar silvery translucence / to Hiroshima skin 
they join hands now / so many around the Pentagon 
and they dance / four steps to the left 
five steps to the right 
A slow orbit theirs 
four steps to the left / five to the right 
Days all-encompassing grey / sad as the rain 
slip by / The ghosts of Gaza mothers 
and fathers / older brothers and sisters too 
have come crouching to search / the pavements 
of Brussels Rome / London Washington 
their ghost heads turned aside / listening 
Clouds reach to the ground / black roads unshined 
wet legs busily / brush by the searching ghosts 
Trouser cuffs get snagged / skirts briefly caught 
as bent-over mothers / and fathers peer into 
the mortar / between the paving slabs 
And around the Pentagon / the ghost children's 
slow dance / goes on 

four steps to the left / five to the right 

The next two poems are more analytical critiques: 

Negations 

Once upon a time, synagogues and yeshivas 
taught abhorrence of 
genocide, 
taught the horrors enacted by those who preached 
lebensraum, 
taught the Covenants of Moses: 
not to covet, 
not to kill, 
not to worship false idols. 
 
Today, most of these selfsame synagogues and yeshivas 
“stand with Israel,” 
cheer as bombs and starvation 
clear Gaza of life, 
clear its streets for beach resorts and yeshivas, 
donate cash to settlers 
who kill, 
who covet, 
who worship their idol-ized flag 
in blue and white. 
 
Once, these congregations aspired 
to obey the Commandments, 
to be a light unto the nations, 
to celebrate Life, 
 



But today, 
 
who would believe it? 
 
And so 
 
our youth set up encampments against 
genocide and the theft of coveted land 
 
and many Jewish “leaders” curse them as 
 
antisemitic. 

Three poems against genocide - IMHO Journal June 23, 2024 

 
 

Nero Nation (Fred Voss, What Rough Beast, pp. 28, 29) 
 
Covid-19 
was in the air between the tin walls of our machine shop 
‘It will go away like a miracle,’ 
Trump kept saying 
and doing nothing 
as the deadly virus spread 
and we couldn’t grip it 
with our channel-lock pliers or see it 
on a blueprint 
and we put on our masks and stayed 6 feet apart and washed our hands 
religiously but 
we couldn’t turn 
a long-necked high-powered flashlight on it and scrub it 
away 
we couldn’t sweep chips of it off the concrete floor and dump them into 
a chip barrel 
like we could steel and brass and bronze and beryllium copper and 
aluminum 
‘One day just like that it will be gone…’ 
Trump told the nation 
and did nothing 
and suddenly Lou on the horizontal boring mill wasn’t there 
and we heard he had it 
and we couldn’t grip it between lathe chuck jaws 
or pick it up with forklift forks 
or tie it with steel bands or swing it from a crane 
or hammer it or saw it or melt it in a blast furnace or slide it 
between the barrel and anvil of a micrometer 
and measure it 
and we looked over our masks deeply into each other’s eyes 
and didn’t know what to say 
as Trump told us to inject bleach into our veins 
and suddenly Lupita on the buffing wheel and Carl 
on the solvent tanks and Herman 
the shipping clerk and Benito with his massive chest on the 6,000-ton 

https://imhojournal.org/articles/three-poems-against-genocide/


bending machine 
were gone 
and Trump smiled 
and Nero fiddled 
and Napoleon sent a million soldiers into Russia to freeze to death 
and Hitler put a gun to his head in his bunker 
and Vincente 
finally put down his welding rod and wandered over to our machines 
and shouted, 
‘What we need is a president 
WHO CARES!’ 
Who said a welder 
with steel dust all over his hands 
couldn’t be eloquent 
as Shakespeare? 
Fred Voss 
California, USA 

It is worth noting that the “emotional” examples contain elements that some might find analytical 
(such as what our species’ final words might be? or how to prevent their being necessary?), and 
the “analytical” examples includes much that is emotional in their pace and heart-breaking 
details. The balance differs, but one element of the poetic art is getting this balance “right” for 
any given poem. These two examples of critique poems show some of the variety of forms and 
moods that can poetically embody critiques in similar contexts.  

Poems of the movement(s) are poems where I describe the movement and help the 
movement speak to itself. They are also poems in which I help myself and others to think about 
and analyze ourselves. “Our sign says ‘Honk’ if you hate war,” above, is one example of such a 
poem. Another example is “Once, we marched as one,” which describes and mourns about 
changes in the movement in the United States between 2020 and 2024. 

 

Once, we marched as one 
 
Four years ago, we chanted together, 
“Say their names,” 
“I can’t breathe,” 
“Black lives matter,” 
“Defund the police.” 



 
But what do you chant 
today, 
as Russia racializes 
Ukrainians, 
as Russian soldiers rape and torture  
in Bucha and Mariupol 
as if they were cops or the KKK 
here in the USA? 
What do you say  
when Russian pundits and Russian leaders sneer, 
“There is no Ukrainian nation,” 
regurgitating the self-same lies 
as Zionists about Palestinians, 
Stalin about Jews, 
and generations of American presidents  
about Cheyenne and Sioux? 
 
Today, you echo these self-same racist lies,  
blame NATO, 
mutter “what about, 
what-about, what-about…” 
an endless list of American hypocrisies and atrocities 
we all oppose, 
but you mutter about only to distract our eyes 
from bombed-out schools and a racist war  
which you support 
even when you hem and haw and say “Not me.” 
 
Once, we marched as one. 
Once, I heard your words 
and thought you thought as we. 
 
But now, as I cry Anathema  
at your betrayal of the freedom struggles of centuries, 
I sob in tears 
that you, who once marched against racism, 
now speak and march in its defense 
and somehow call it “peace.” 

Once, we marched as one - IMHO Journal. April 30, 2024. 

Nikki Giovanni wrote a number of poems about problems of the Black Liberation Movement in 
the 1960s and 1970s.  “Concerning One Responsible Negro with Too Much Power” (Black 
feeling, Black talk, Black judgement. New York: Morrill Quill Paperbacks, 1979, pp 52, 53) does 
this very incitefully and well. 

Poems of the future. Socialists are concerned with the future of humanity and the planet.  
Some Marxists have restricted their writing about what socialism might look like based on 
Marx’s critique of the utopians of his day and his very valid point that workers would decide for 
themselves how to remake the world (within the constraints posed by conditions when we take 

https://imhojournal.org/articles/once-we-marched-as-one/


over and by our own varying collective wishes.) I think, however, that Marx’s point is less valid 
today after the experience of Russian and Chinese “socialism” and of European “social 
democracy,” and I have written several essays on the struggles we will face and the choices we 
will have to work through politically after workers become the class that is leading world society. 

[2] 

Socialist poets, however, have always felt more able to write both utopian and dystopian poems 
of the future. See, for example, excerpts from William Morris’s “The Day is Coming” and many 
other poems in Marcus Graham and Ralph Cheyney, An Anthology of Revolutionary Poetry 
(New York: The Active Press, 1929). Another wonder example is Martin Espada’s “Imagine the 
Angels of Bread” (Martín Espada’s “Imagine the Angels of Bread” – Mass Poetry) I, too, have 
written a number of poems of the future—both dystopian ones and utopian ones. The dystopian 
poems, such as “Here, here!” present the “barbarism” (or worse) side of the saying “socialism or 
barbarism”: 

Here, here! 

When all the world becomes 
a mall 
there will be no there there, 
only a here there 
and a there here. 
Not everything will be identical, 
though. 
Grand Canyon Mall will have many 
bargain basements, 
and Antarctica Mall 
higher heating bills. 
All the Muzak will play 
the same global melodies 
here, here and here. 
To get through the day 
we will travel from here to here to here 
and back again 
heroically. 

A Turnpike Utopia: Poems to resist environmental destruction for profit and war. Central Jersey Coalition 
against Endless War. 2013. 

Eliot Katz, a friend from whom I have learned a lot about writing political poetry, wrote the 
following poem (Dinosaur Love – Eliot Katz Poetry) which combines a dystopian humor with a 
warning to humanity and was part of the inspiration for “The finals last time” (above): 

https://masspoetry.org/espada/
https://www.eliotkatzpoetry.com/dinosaur-love/


Dinosaur Love 

 
Photo by Aditya Vyas on Unsplash 

 

On the Museum of Natural History’s 4th floor 
I greeted my old friend: 
“Hey, T. Rex! Long time, no see!” 
My buddy flashed his killer teeth: 
“Over two years, E. Katz, 
I missed you.” 

Surprised, I asked, “You missed me? 
I didn’t know dinosaurs had emotions. 
Rexy, did you know love?” 

Rexy sighed: “I knew love 
      not as humans can 
but as humans do: 
      love of self 
      and love of finding something weaker 
           to pounce upon. 
E. Katz, can your species be saved 
      by love’s possibilities?” 

“Rexy,” I answered, “you haven’t lost 
your ability 
to ask the tough question. 
Let me ask you something we humans 
have been curious about for centuries. 
How did you die?” 

https://unsplash.com/@aditya1702?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/people-standing-besides-dinosaur-skeletons-BLkamCbE-so?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


“I don’t know. 
One day I looked around 
and I wasn’t there.” 

“After, on the way to thereafter” (see above) is an example of one of my utopian poems of the 
future. Here is another, with certain strands of nostalgic dystopia blended in: 

 Email from an 8-year-old of 2025  

 

Photo by Seiji Seiji on Unsplash)  

Dear Sam, 
All the kids in my class admire 
your poems of revolution, 
your verse on how bruised feelings 
and hunger 
came to snap and cohere. 
But none of us can quite comprehend 
the silly times you lived in. 
Why were all the TV shows 
about cops and lawyers? 
Weren’t more people killed by corporations 
than by murderers? 
And just how were they different, 
any how? 
and didn’t shop stewards and community organizers 
have more guts than any old cop? 
more sense than lawyers? 
And all those shows about love and sex? 
Why would men want women so inane? 
And why were all their lines so trite? 
And work—we don’t understand work at all! 
Why did any one work 
at such hateful jobs? 
If engineers were so smart, 

https://unsplash.com/@seijiseiji?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/black-and-white-whale-under-water-ur4pyEnPdA0?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


why did they design factories 
that poisoned all the whales? 
Whales were so cute! 
Why did they make it 
so we could never meet one? 
Why would any one become a soldier? 
When ordered to shoot their enemies, 
why didn’t soldiers obey 
and shoot their officers? 
When the owners paid boys more than girls, 
or whites more than blacks, 
or old-timers more than new hires, 
why didn’t the workers 
or Neighborhood Action Centers 
take over their workplaces 
that very same day? 
Did kids after school 
play “Design a better air de-polluter” 
or “Spin the Bottle” 
at their Neighborhood Action Centers 
the way we do now? 
Why didn’t the grown-ups 
play baseball outside with their friends 
instead of watching it inside 
with their bags of potato chips? 
 Didn’t they have any friends? 
And you, Sam? 
We also just do not understand you. 
Why did you keep doing “AIDS research”? 
And what was “AIDS” anyway? What was “disease”? 
Why not retire 
and work full time 
to bring on the revolution sooner, 
before all the whales had died? 
 

A Turnpike Utopia: Poems to resist environmental destruction for profit and war. Central Jersey Coalition 
against Endless War. 2013 

  

Biographies of socialists or other historical people of the now and of the past are another 
form of political poetry. They seem to combine both analysis and emotion, whether by finding 
ways to think about these political figures or in some cases by inverting (or perhaps even 
confronting) readers’ preconceptions about history and its heroes and villains.  First, I present a 
poem about Rosa Luxemburg. I struggled for years to write a poem about her that did justice 
both to her positive and negative aspects. One day, on re-reading Robert Hayden’s poem about 
Frederick Douglass https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46460/frederick-douglass, I was 
able to find a tone and a form that sparked me to be able to do this.    

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46460/frederick-douglass


 

Rosa Luxemburg 

Variations on a theme of (Robert) Hayden 

If somehow, against all odds, humanity 
survives, if we surmount the warming, wars, 
fascist revivals, and nuclear meltdowns marching upon us, 
if somehow the miracle of world revolution arises, somehow endures, 
then the world we invent, our new institutions, our new morals 
will stem, perhaps unknowingly, from this Luxemburg, 
this Red Rosa, this apostle of mass strikes as arousers of billions, 
this annalist of imperial slaughters in Southern Africa and far beyond, 
this chronicler of capital destroying villages‘ solidarities and communion, 
this woman of twisted body, murdered by so-called Social Democratic comrades 
as a Pole, as a Jew, as a dissenter who understood dispute and negativity as the keys 
to community and solidarity, 
indeed, saw that disagreement may feel like shit 
but is the only manure for creative growth. 

Rosa Luxemburg and other poems - IMHO Journal September 22, 2024. 

Some biographical poems challenge readers’ perspectives as well as those of the poet who 
writes them.  The following poem, which I wrote but feel conflicted about, poses as Hitler’s own 
apologia—although an apologia which fundamentally has revolutionary socialist perspectives 
that were totally anathema to Hitler.  That means the poem contradicts both most readers’ views 
and those of its ostensible speaker, which can lead readers (and this author) into interesting 
emotional and intellectual tornadoes upon each reading or re-reading. 

Even Adolph Got the Blues 

https://imhojournal.org/articles/rosa-luxemburg-and-other-poems/


They say I enjoyed killing babies 
raping nuns 
scheduling cattle cars for Jews, gypsies, and gays 
bombing Warsaw London Moscow Paree 
ordering bad boys to the Eastern Front 
butchery 
torture 
hate. 
  
But it was a lot of work, 
and everybody wanted my job. 
  
Sure, I worked 'til 2 or 3 a.m. every night, 
but Winnie and Franklin and Joe worked to 4 or 5, 
and they had better help 
to schedule their trains 
lay out their barbed wire camps 
plan their post-War conquests 
and 
decorate their Lebensraums 
with the schlock they brought back 
from the butchery 
in 
Greece   Madagascar   Djakarta   Pakistan   Algiers   
and   Vietnam. 
  
I offered to sell them Jewish lives -- 
         but did they buy? 
         did they even bomb the tracks? 
  
And wasn't I an artist?  Didn't bread and roses sit 
for me to re-create 
in my own images? 
Images that matched 
         my insights? 
                     my fears? 
                                 my lusts? 
                                             my ideals? 
                                                         my loves? 
                                                                     my hates? 
And didn't gallery owners reject my art? 
         What artist ever got rejected 
                                             without lusting 
                                                                     for serious revenge? 
  
Did I enjoy it? 
                                                         You bet I did! 
  
Do they still enjoy it? 

Conclusion: Poetry as praxis 



My poems have given me opportunities to present Marxist ideas to audiences of hundreds or 
even thousands in international and national conferences of AIDS researchers and harm 
reduction activists. My published poetry has been able to express Marxist ideas in labor 
publications that normally would avoid left perspectives, in scientific journals, and in a variety of 
left magazines. 

Various political groups have asked me to give readings at events. For example, I did this at a 
demonstration against police shootings in New Brunswick, NJ, that the antiwar group I belong to 
(Central Jersey Coalition against Endless War) helped to organize. The Central Jersey Coalition 
used to hold a monthly coffeehouse, and I was frequently asked to read there prior to the 
evening’s speaker(s) and discussion. At our tenth anniversary dinner, I read three poems about 
what our weekly vigil against the war had meant to me (including “Our sign says ‘Honk if you 
hate war’”) and during the rest of the event and since people have come up to me to tell me how 
much these poems helped them to appreciate the activities of our group. I gave a reading to a 
group of political activists and poets in Boulder, CO.  

On a number of occasions, I have been asked by various groups to read about the struggles of 
Palestinians and the mental and emotional pain the actions of the Israeli state and American 
(and other) Zionists create for anti-oppression American Jews like me. At these events, my 
poetry gives me a chance to use human emotion and sound to help tie groups together and to 
expose them, perhaps, to broader political conceptions than they may usually discuss. 

Our poems formulate the implications of ourselves, that we feel within and dare make real (or 

bring action into accordance with), our fear, our hopes, our most cherished terrors.  

– Audre Lord 

As I said in the Introduction, poetry and other art can help in building a movement and for 
communicating aspects of the humanist content of Marxism. Many on the left ignore this, and it 
weakens us. Both my own experiences as a poetic Marxist activist and the poems that in this 
article show that poetry can help us cope with the traumas of political life and can also express 
ideas and emotions to audiences not yet open to hearing speeches or reading articles on some 
critical topics.  Poetry can also help movements understand themselves and express their unity 
to themselves. 

The implication of this article is clear: although some Marxist publications and websites include 
poetry occasionally, they can probably be more successful by publishing more poetry. This will 
not be easy—eliciting submissions of good poems, and then choosing which ones to publish, 
both take work and involve some difficult political issues. Poets and literary critics on the left 
have a variety of beliefs about the styles of poetry that are appropriate on the left, and some see 
the stylistic aspects of art as in itself revolutionary.  

This poses a potential difficulty. It can lead to sectarian bickering or hard feelings about these 
differences. I do not think that this need be so, however. Poetry has often been part of left 
publications. Differences over form and style can be discussed in an open-hearted and 
comradely style that can attract many readers.  Newspapers and magazines like Industrial 
Worker (IWW), The Masses and Canadian Dimension, to name but a few from a variety of 
political perspective, have included poetry quite successfully. My own predilections, if I were a 
poetry editor, would not be exclusive, but would focus on the way in which the entirety of the 



poem captures emotions, images and/or ideas that help move the struggle ahead or attract 
people to it. 

Finally, I want to repeat my invitation to those who read this. Try writing a radical political poem 
sometime when you find an inspiration tickling your head.  It may be a lot of fun for you and 
others, and let you contribute in new way to the movements that humanity so desperately 
needs. 
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[1] “The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing, and that, 
therefore, changed men are products of changed circumstances and changed upbringing, 
forgets that it is men who change circumstances and that the educator must himself be 
educated. Hence this doctrine is bound to divide society into two parts, one of which is superior 
to society. The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-
change [Selbstveränderung] can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary 
practice.” 

[2] See Friedman 2010, 2011, 2014, 2017. 
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