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This study examines the representation of power and ideology
in William Blake’s poem London through a discourse-
semiotic analysis grounded in Hodge and Kress’s social
semiotic framework. Traditional literary approaches are
insufficient to reveal how Blake’s language encodes the
mechanisms of domination embedded in eighteenth-century
British institutions. Using a qualitative and interpretive
methodology, the article analyses the poem on three
interconnected levels: (a) lexical choices and the ideology of
possession; (b) structural metaphors and the internalization of
oppression—most notably the key metaphor of “mind-forg’d
manacles”; and (c) the oppositional representation of power
institutions (the Church and the Palace) vis-a-vis marginalized
social groups (chimney sweepers, soldiers, and harlots). The
findings demonstrate how Blake’s compressed semiotic
selections and syntactic displacements articulate the
operations of domination, dispossession, and mental
subjugation. The study concludes that power in the poem is
exercised not through physical coercion but through the
redefinition of meanings and the internalization of dominant
ideology, revealing the latent radicalism of Blake’s socio-
political critique.
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Introduction

William Blake’s London (1794), one of the most frequently studied poems of the
Romantic era, has long been interpreted as a profound indictment of the urban misery,
political oppression, and social corruption that marked late eighteenth-century Britain.
While many scholars have approached the poem through historical, symbolic,
theological, or biographical frameworks, the current study argues that the depth of
Blake’s socio-political critique can be fully grasped only by examining the subtle
linguistic and semiotic mechanisms through which oppression is represented. London is
not simply a descriptive poem about suffering; it is a sophisticated discursive performance
that exposes the ideological structures shaping human perception, agency, and identity.

To explore these mechanisms, this research applies the social semiotic model of
Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress, particularly as articulated in Language as Ideology
(1979) and Social Semiotics (1988). This framework foregrounds how language and signs
construct, reinforce, and naturalize relations of power. Through this lens, Blake’s poem
becomes not just a depiction of suffering, but an active counter-discourse seeking to
dismantle institutional and ideological domination.

The present study investigates how Blake’s lexical choices, syntactic structures, and
symbolic imagery together articulate a radical critique of urban modernity, institutional
power, and the ideological apparatuses that produce human misery. It argues that London
exposes the internalization of ideology—what Blake famously calls “the mind-forg’d
manacles”—as the primary mechanism of domination in modern society. The poem
emerges as an early example of ideological resistance through discourse, anticipating
many insights later elaborated by critical discourse analysis.

A brief note of previous works

Previous scholarship on London spans a wide range of critical orientations. Classic Blake
scholars such as Frye, Erdman, Damon, and Spector have emphasized Blake’s symbolic
universe, prophetic imagination, and critique of empire. Their work highlights how Blake
blends spiritual, political, and poetic vision, but does not consistently engage with the
linguistic structures that produce meaning.

Stylistic and linguistic approaches, including Abdulgader and Alyasery (2019) and
Bano et al. (2025), draw attention to foregrounding, deviation, and linguistic patterning
in the poem. These studies effectively show how Blake uses language to intensify
meaning, yet they often treat language as a stylistic device rather than a site of ideological
struggle.

Critical discourse analysis (van Dijk, 1998; Fairclough, 1995) and ideological theory

(Althusser, 1971) provide useful tools for understanding how language reproduces social
power. However, these frameworks are rarely applied to Romantic poetry, and when they
are, the focus is usually thematic rather than semiotic.
The body of Persian scholarship cited in the article demonstrates a growing interest in
Blake within comparative literature, symbolism, Romanticism, and spirituality. Yet, as
the article indicates, few Persian studies have examined Blake through a systematic
framework of discourse analysis or social semiotics.

Consequently, the gap that this research addresses lies in the limited use of social
semiotics as a method for analyzing Blake. Hodge and Kress offer a uniquely productive
approach because they bridge linguistic structure, ideology, and social context. Their
theories enable a layered reading of London:

e at the lexical level, where meaning is contested and reconfigured;
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o at the syntactic level, where agency and responsibility are manipulated;
e and at the semiotic level, where cultural signs such as “church,” “palace,” and
“marriage” are ideologically loaded.
This study places Blake at the intersection of Romantic poetry and modern critical
discourse theory, offering a fresh analytical perspective with substantial explanatory
power.

Theoretical framework

Hodge and Kress’s theory rests on the idea that signs and language are never neutral; they
are always shaped by the interests of social groups and institutions. Meaning is therefore
ideological, and ideology works precisely by becoming invisible—by naturalizing
particular ways of seeing, thinking, and behaving.
Key concepts from the model used in this study include:
o Ideological coding: how language embeds social positions and hierarchies.
e Semiotic contradictions: how signs can carry conflicting meanings depending
on context.
e Agency and passivation: how syntax assigns responsibility or obscures it.
e Social subjects: how individuals are positioned within discourse.
e Counter-coding: how texts can challenge dominant meanings.
Applied to Blake’s poem, this framework reveals how linguistic structures expose the
violence embedded in social institutions and how the poem itself becomes a site of
ideological resistance.
Core Analytical Concepts in the Poem
1. “charter’d”
A focal term indicating legal codification of private ownership. The poem uses it to show
how urban space and even the river Thames are co-opted by institutional power. The
ideological effect is to naturalize the privatization of public life.
2.  “mind-forg’d manacles”
Perhaps the poem’s central ideological metaphor, representing internalized oppression.
By framing the chains as “forg’d” in the mind, Blake anticipates modern theories of
ideological interpellation: people participate in their own subjugation by accepting
dominant discourses.
3. “mark”/“hear”
Blake’s shift from visual to auditory perception emphasizes that suffering is not merely
observed but encoded in cries and language. This turns London into a discursive
soundscape of oppression.
4. Semiotic Spaces
o The black’ning Church represents moral corruption and institutional
complicity.
o The Palace walls stained with soldiers’ blood expose the violent
foundations of political authority.
o The Marriage hearse symbolizes the death of social and moral bonds,
associating marriage with disease, prostitution, and institutional decay.
Through these semiotic structures, the poem critiques the ideological apparatuses—
religion, monarchy, law—that shape modern subjectivity.
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Method

The study applies a qualitative, interpretive methodology informed by Hodge and Kress’s
framework. The poem is analyzed at three interconnected levels:

1. Lexical Level
Individual words are examined for semantic deviation, ideological coding, and their
relationship to broader institutional discourses. Terms such as charter’d, manacles, curse,
and woe are read as linguistic signs embedded in social conflict.

2. Syntactic Level
The poem’s syntax is studied to determine how subjects and objects are positioned. Blake
often removes explicit agents behind acts of oppression, highlighting the diffuse, systemic
nature of power. In the third stanza, for example, syntactic choices obscure the
perpetrators while foregrounding victims such as the soldier and chimney-sweeper.

3. Semiotic Level
Cultural signs (church, palace, marriage, infant, harlot) are analyzed according to how
they function ideologically within the poem and within the social context of industrial
London.
Cross-referencing among these levels reveals how linguistic form, social meaning, and
ideological critique converge in Blake’s text.

Conclusion

The study concludes that London is far more than a poetic lament about suffering. Blake
constructs a multilayered ideological critique through specific linguistic and semiotic
choices that expose the operations of modern power.

The poem reveals how institutions such as the Church and the monarchy employ
ideological mechanisms that shape both external social structures and the internal
consciousness of individuals. The “mind-forg’d manacles” encapsulate this insight:
domination persists not only through physical coercion but through the internalization of
norms, values, and narratives that justify inequality.

Hodge and Kress’s framework proves exceptionally effective for unpacking this
ideological dimension. Their model shows how power is embedded not only in laws and
institutions but also in the most ordinary linguistic signs. The study demonstrates that
discourse analysis can illuminate dimensions of Blake’s work that remain invisible to
conventional literary criticism.

Ultimately, London emerges as an early and powerful example of counter-ideological
discourse, positioning Blake as a poet deeply aware of the social semiotics of power. His
poem anticipates modern critiques of ideology, structural violence, and the politics of
representation, and thus remains strikingly relevant to contemporary discussions of
language, subjectivity, and oppression.
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