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Dream Defenders and the Inside Songs
Julie A. Carlson

I am a lover of humanity, a democrat and an atheist
—Percy Bysshe Shelley, Guest registry at the 

Hôtel de Villes de Londres, Chamonix1

The “our times” that structure my reflections on Percy Shelley are highly 
cognizant of structural racism, white privilege, and racial divisiveness. They 
are less woke than distrustful of proclamations and practices of anti-racism. 
Consequently, my focus is on the relevance of Shelleyan poet-legislators to 
these times, by which I mean poet-scholar-activists of all shades (including 
the Dream Defenders, who were born in the wake of Trayvon Martin’s 
murder) who affirm the transformational powers of imagination – “artiv-
ists” in today’s parlance.2 As the “dream defenders” and “inside songs” of 
my title suggest, these poet-legislators work the streets as well as universi-
ties in efforts to better realize and manifest social justice, interchanges that 
are simultaneously affirmed and challenged by “Percy Shelley.” They are 
affirmed by “Red Shelley,” long championed by the Left for his street cred-
ibility and uptake by numerous labor and suffrage causes, and challenged 
by the whiteness and Eurocentrism of “Shelley.” My essay dwells at this 
crossroads by asking whether the rationales for championing Red Shelley 
are applicable to a “Black” Shelley understood as not only anti-racist but 
also anti-antiBlack.3 For reasons that I hope become clear even while their 
outcomes are necessarily blurry, my way into this inquiry is via the “inside 
songs” referenced in and opened out by Fred Moten’s Shelleyan poem 
“barbara lee.”4

I  Shellee

Moten’s “barbara lee,” whose third section begins with the statement, 
“According to Shelley, poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the 
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world,” is the most explicit engagement with Shelleyan poetic legislation 
by a Black radical US poet-philosopher that I know.5 Published in the 
volume B Jenkins in 2010, the poem commemorates US Representative 
for California’s Thirteenth Congressional District Barbara Lee, the sec-
ond Black woman ever to serve in Congress when she was elected in 
1996 and the only representative in either body of Congress to vote 
against President Bush’s military authorization act in the immediate 
aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 
2001. This extraordinary act is what “barbara lee,” a poem composed 
in three sections, elucidates and seeks to perpetuate. Sections one and 
three are written in prose and describe the disruptive workings of poetry 
in an updated (ante-) defense of poetry (as their section titles “[The 
Poetics of Political Form]” and “[The Unacknowledged Legislator]” 
suggest). These sections flank section two, “[Statement in Opposition],” 
that ventriloquates Lee’s congressional speech in a twenty-one-line bal-
lad: “speaker, members / heavy, but risen / against muted, / I had to 
rely on / the inside songs. / welcome to the same / new world.”6 Thus, 
even the form of “barbara lee,” that encircles her poetic speech within 
prose descriptions of poetry’s political efficacy, enacts what the ballad 
states when lee credits inside songs with her capacity to resist the group-
think of xenophobic discourse. The signal difference from A Defence of 
Poetry is the concluding line specifying “The unacknowledged legislator 
is Barbara Lee.” This apparent tautology does not annul the Shelleyan 
circuitry of poet and legislator. For what makes Representative Lee an 
unacknowledged legislator is her poetry that, according to section three, 
bespeaks an ante-representational and therefore “ante-American” as 
well as anti-racist ethos.7

This assertion of poetry’s anti-racism addresses two topics posed by 
the poetic legislation affirmed in “barbara lee.” The broad topic concerns 
mechanics or how poetry upends the status quo, which section three 
presents as formal properties: “busting out of the sentence or cutting 
being-sentenced,” singing “the form of [an] endless running,” operating 
“on the edge of things,” turning “what is turned against into a vesti-
bule, an ante-room,” taking “this turn in a cramped, cracked stanza, 
homelessly acting like she at home by taking flight, held still in forced 
movement.”8 In effect, an organized disruptor, “the unacknowledged 
legislator” is “compel[led]”

to love (the way to get to) what hasn’t happened yet, to care for the way 
what hasn’t happened yet is in the midst and on the edge of its negation, 
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to turn in and on negation’s language until it comes out, if not comes out 
right, as ante-nation language.9

Such a poetic legislator “speaks the ethics that attend” a “history of dis-
placement” by way of

tones and fragments that get under the skin of the standard, words and 
phrases that slip or seep into the underground of the patria, that re-emerge 
as a set of broken claims to patriotism or a set of claims breaking patriotism, 
depending on how you hear.10

In other words, her schooling in “bent poetics” prepares Representative 
Lee to oppose policies that promote us-versus-them mentalities that sanc-
tion bellicosity and identity-categorical thinking. Ears inclined to poetry 
pick up on seepage, outbursts, enjambed states, and jam sessions, even in 
the rare instances when they inhabit halls of power.

The specific topic is how Lee is able to stand alone in opposing the mil-
itary authorization act at a time when to deliberate, let alone call for delib-
eration, was deemed equivalent to treason. For this, she says, “I had to rely 
on / the inside songs.” Inside songs sustain her because they in-form her, a 
“runaway” whose history of displacement knows firsthand the false prom-
ises of patriotism. Thus, they situate 9/11 in a context that is traumatic but 
unexceptional, the appropriate response to which is “suffering with” rather 
than causing more suffering through more killing11:

I, the
runaway, say don’t go
off. somebody blew
us up. welcome
to the state of
mourning. come
look at the difficult
broken flesh. stay
a little while.12

Both modes of poetic in-formation are what keep lee “unmade,” not on 
the make, and unseduced by the “glaring hyper-visibility” periodically 
accorded by media politics to difference.13 In effect, she stands alone 
knowing that she is not standing alone by virtue of being backed by 
“the inside songs” of her constituents and that are constituents of her. 
In turn, electoral constituents hear in her “musicked speech” a “gen-
eral responsibility of advance” that they take to the streets “where the 
poetics of political form lives” as “displaced social life, that outer space 
structured by inner sound.”14
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This is a remarkable blurring of Lee, lee, and Shelley by a 
poet-philosopher-activist of the Black radical tradition. Like The Mask of 
Anarchy, “barbara lee” responds to an intra-international emergency by 
disseminating the mechanics and indirect directives of song. Shadowing 
forth, veiling, secreting open secrets of love via airborne underground 
sounds and balladic passages: such are the formal devices supporting 
Shelleean political transformation. Equally important, motivation and 
ability to act are reliant on inside songs that are choric, collective, and 
pitched toward futurity in loving the way to get to what hasn’t happened 
yet. But these commonalities are limited, perhaps even a limit case.15 
After all, “barbara lee” is exceptional in Moten’s oeuvre for attending to 
a US elected official and a canonical British Romantic poet – each a rare 
occurrence. Then there is the emphasis on “black poetry” in the poem’s 
opening lines: “Ever since Plato, some poets remain surprised that they 
don’t run shit, that they ain’t even citizens. But black poetry suffers its 
politics of non-exclusion. Abide with this distress.”16 Reference to “black 
poetry” complicates any implied inherence of Shelley in Lee and in “bar-
bara lee,” even granting Moten’s repeated insistence that “black” does 
not signify a racial identity but instead a racialized perspective that fore-
grounds those who are “under-privileged” and originarily displaced.17 
Both facts about “barbara lee” raise the larger question of Shelley’s appli-
cability to our racially divisive times. If the revolutionary aspects of even 
Red Shelley are suspect to non-white radical poet-scholar-activists, what 
value inheres in Shelley’s writings for anti-racist Romanticists? From 
inside the field, the question is whether the ethos undergirding the 
#Bigger Six Collective, “formed in 2017 to challenge structural racism 
in the academic study of Romanticism” by building “from it rather than 
within it,” can be extended to a canonical offender.18 Or, as the (vir-
tual 2021) conference “Black Studies & Romanticism” asks, does Black 
Studies have anything to gain from studying the revolutionary praxis 
of British Romanticism?19 As embodied in “barbara lee,” the question 
concerns bodies. Are “the inside songs” perceptibly anti-racist and ante-
American because their poet-Speaker is Black?

A roundabout answer exists in the ways that inside songs are mobi-
lized in and via “barbara lee.” For “the inside songs” is a direct refer-
ence to free jazz composer and bassist William Parker’s I Plan to Stay a 
Believer: The Inside Songs of Curtis Mayfield (Aum Fidelity, 2010), a com-
pilation of eleven Curtis Mayfield songs arranged by Parker that he and 
his eight-piece band performed and taped in various venues between 2001 
and 2008.20 Combining free jazz, soul, and gospel styles, it features Leena 
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Conquest singing Mayfield lyrics, Amiri Baraka rapping his poems, a 
ninety-strong children’s choir from the suburbs of Paris (tracks 5, 11), and 
the New Life Tabernacle Generation of Praise Choir of Brooklyn (tracks 
6, 7). The album disseminates “Curtis Mayfield” as the “soundtrack” of 
the 1960s that, in Parker’s words (cited in Aldon Nielsen’s), “brought all 
musical modes together into a circle marked ‘People’s Music,’ with lyrics 
mapping demands for ‘reclamation of land, self-determination, and right 
to change existing structure rather than assimilation into a quagmire called 
progress’.”21 Parker’s liner notes gloss the subtitle: “Every song written or 
improvised has an inside song which lives in the shadows, in-between the 
sounds and silences and behind the words, pulsating, waiting to be reborn 
as a new song.”22 The core track of this lyric potentiality is “People Get 
Ready / The Inside Song” (track 6), with “The Inside Song” being one of 
only two original compositions by Parker in Believer (the other being “Ya 
He Yey Ya” affixed to “I’m So Proud”).

In “barbara lee,” then, the efficacy of “inside songs” resides in the refer-
rals that they set in motion. The phrase refers to a prior text that embodies 
an ongoing history of improvisational activism that ties reading to hear-
ing and poetry to protest songs. It links “plan[s] to stay a believer” to the 
“People’s Music” of the 1960s to the rhythms and the blues that comprise 
freedom songs of an enslaved and believing people – songs that have kept 
those struggles other than a struggle and that link “meaning” to respon-
siveness. When “inside” a poetic legislator, these songs address constitu-
ents and conditions that officially Lee/lee does not represent, whether as 
a legislator or a Black cis woman – in this instance, Arab, Muslim, and 
Brown people living in and outside of the United States. They move her 
“out” from what “occurs inside, in the name of that other, outer interi-
ority,” and they make that inside-outside opening bearable and sustain-
able over the long haul.23 Encountered in the poem, however, “properly” 
apprehending “the inside songs” requires insider knowledge for their relay-
ing capacity between word and sound, reading and believing, inside and 
outside, to occur. We have to begin somewhere.

Are Shelley’s “people” ready or readied by “Shelley” for this?

II  Shelley Outside

The closest analogue to Black poetry’s inside songs is the “little volume of 
popular songs wholly political” that Shelley announces to Leigh Hunt as 
“destined to awaken and direct the imagination of the reformers.”24 Red 
Shelleyans have prized this collection ever since for containing some of 
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“the most famous protest poems in the English language,” especially The 
Mask of Anarchy, “England in 1819,” and “Song to the Men of England.”25 
Extensive documentation exists of their uptake by a host of nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century labor, suffrage, and freedom movements, includ-
ing by Chartists, Owenites, Wobblies, union movements, suffragettes, 
and nonviolent independence campaigns in India, Africa, South Korea, 
and the United States.26 More recent engagements are documented on 
Graham Henderson’s The Real Percy Bysshe Shelley website. We learn, 
for example, that English e-learning specialist and improv musician Mark 
Summers read “England in 1819,” The Mask of Anarchy, and “Poetical 
Essay on the Existing State of Things” at #TakeBack Brum, a street pro-
test in Birmingham in the UK organized by the People’s Assembly against 
austerity in early October 2016, and that the English fashion designer John 
Alexander Skelton, outraged over the authorities’ failure to memorialize 
the Peterloo Massacre adequately, produced a clothing line referencing the 
massacre and had runway models recite the entire ninety-one stanzas of The 
Mask of Anarchy.27 In other words, these songs continue to arouse assem-
bled comrades at various conclaves, and they are the chief – though by no 
means only – focus of scholarly commemorations of revolutionary Shelley. 
A series of recent Shelleyan bicentennials – of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 
(2018), of the Peterloo Massacre and The Mask of Anarchy (2019), of Percy 
Shelley’s death (2022) – attest to the world-transforming output of both 
Shelleys and the passageways that their works forge between (so-called) 
popular and academic audiences. At commemorative moments like these, 
“Shelley” becomes almost a household word, especially in the UK.

Radical claims made by Shelley for his little volume rest on solid, but 
also unsettled, grounds that become far shakier when claiming a white 
Red Shelley as Black. On the one hand, real accord exists between bent 
and Shelleyan poetics, starting with the street cred that preceded and ulti-
mately eventuated in publication of his songs. As has been well-rehearsed, 
only two of the “destined” poems were published in his lifetime (“Ode 
to the West Wind” and “Ode to Liberty”), because even radical print-
ers, some who were his friends, were unwilling to face the likely charges 
of seditious libel in printing them.28 Delayed far longer was publication 
of them as a volume, not occurring until 1990 by Redwords, a socialist 
press that in 2019 reissued Shelley’s Revolutionary Year to coincide with 
the bicentennial of Peterloo, once again under the super-vision of Paul 
Foot.29 Originally, however, these seditious poems were passed under-
ground, where they became a groundswell that gradually began to oper-
ate as a political one. This history of censorship attests more broadly to 
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Shelley’s outlier status as “atheist, republican, revolutionary, philosoph-
ical anarchist, leveler, feminist and vegetarian,” also exile, who was dis-
missed in his first year from Oxford for publishing with Thomas Jefferson 
Hogg The Necessity of Atheism and was one of only two men in the entire 
nineteenth century in Britain to be denied custody of his children.30 Nor 
did the harshness of these sentences deter him from continuing to speak 
out or call out precisely those officials with the power to silence him. The 
Irish Marxist poet Ciarán O’Rourke states in a review of the reissued 
Shelley’s Revolutionary Year that Shelley’s “instinct in life was to resist all 
forms of entrenched authority (religious and political)”; his “concern was 
always to unmask the structures of power that dominated his society.”31

Yet tensions discernible in the texts and reception of Red Shelley expose 
an insider privilege that dogs his revolutionary vision and reputation. I 
mean less the obvious fact that he is a white cis-male born into an aristo-
cratic family than how these qualities complicate two differing features of 
his reception as red. One relates to the disproportionate emphasis given to 
poems in this volume when affirming his radicalism – both their dispro-
portion relative to his entire body of works and the generic emphasis placed 
on “songs” as manifesting populist sympathies. A related tension concerns 
acknowledged and unacknowledged oscillations between the “many” and 
the “few” as intended audiences for his works. Prefaces and letters written 
by Shelley to secure a publisher or readership for a particular work spell 
out the correlations he assumes among class position, textual competence, 
and comprehension of a figurative and allusive versus a straightforward or 
popular style. As William Keach pointed out long ago, these documents 
are startlingly blunt about how few of his texts are written for the many; 
virtually all of them, except for those in the little volume, are written “to 
the Sunetoi,” roughly equivalent to “cognoscenti” or “initiated,” though 
often claimed to speak on behalf of the many.32 As Keach goes on to say 
in “Rise Like Lions?” Shelley’s tactics are radically suspect. Why browbeat 
an audience if the aim is to encourage their uprising; why imply that they 
are to blame for the endurability of structures that they did not devise and 
have no investment in preserving?33 As concerns Red Shelleyans, class and 
audience get even more entangled depending on which auditory arena 
is being envisioned and privileged: street or university; rising or waning 
poet-activists; potential converts or diehard professors. Perceived splits 
between and within these arenas highlight epistemological conflicts over 
the kinds of anti-racist appeal that songs make. A matter of word or sound? 
Which mode of sound system? Appeals to body or mind? Ear, pulse, or 
cortex? Manifested via deliberate indirection or direct action?
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Fault lines are even easier to discover in claims for Black Shelley. As 
mentioned, Shelley is a rarity in Moten’s oeuvre. Few, if any, grassroots 
anti-racist projects in the United States acknowledge him as a major inspi-
ration, despite remarkable resonances. The absence is hardly surprising, 
given growing impatience over hearing exclusively from or about white 
models and their presumed leadership capabilities. Still, the absence sug-
gests that characterizing Shelley as an ally only adds fuel to the fire unless 
Shelleyans devise new ways of disseminating him. For the weak spot in 
Shelley’s lifelong efforts to “unmask the structures of power that dominated 
his society” is the priority he grants to the West as source, model, reno-
vator, and amplifier of creativity, freedom, and inspiration. The avowed 
Occidentalism undergirding his “philosophical view of reform,” the ethos 
of the prose text meant to accompany the “little volume of popular songs 
wholly political,” positions him on the inside of an antiBlack conceptual 
system that keeps white-body privilege blowing through his texts, regard-
less of his intentions or cultural syncretism.34 It buoys “his” imagination 
even in times of darkest despair because the concept of imagination is an 
endless source of renewable energy for those West-bound and identified.

Put bluntly, this critique leaves Shelley out in the cold and leaves many 
Shelleyans cold. Neither outcome invalidates the critique, but recognizing 
the reality of structural racisms should work to strengthen, not occlude, 
fugitive efforts to dismantle it. A less schematic line of questioning might 
ask what in Shelley sounds anti-antiBlack to non-white poet-auditors, and 
what besides dreaming ensures that attacks on “the system” by white poet-
auditors are actually minority-serving? The works of Benjamin Obadiah 
Iqbal Zephaniah provide one such mixed-mediated diasporic approach to 
inside songs.35 Self-described “poet, writer, lyricist, musician, and naughty 
boy,” Zephaniah calls Shelley “the original dub poet” and declares 
unabashedly that “I love the guy.” He works to “spread the word” about 
Shelley’s revolutionary energy by pairing Red Shelley and Bob Marley, 
reading his own poems along with Shelley’s poems at youth clubs and 
Rastafarian gatherings, and selecting as the one book he would bring to a 
desert island Edward Moxon’s 1853 edition of The Poetical Works of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley.36 “There was never any guarantee that I would love this guy 
because our backgrounds are so different. He was the son of a baronet,” 
Zephaniah the son of Caribbean immigrants to the Handsworth district 
in Birmingham, the “Jamaican capital of Europe.” In fact, Zephaniah’s 
first encounter in school with The Mask of Anarchy went so poorly that 
he wrote off Shelley as “one of those dead white poets who write difficult 
poetry for difficult people” until he later happened upon Paul Foot’s Red 
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Shelley, whose detailed contextualization of The Mask of Anarchy not only 
changed his view on Shelley but also forged an alliance between them on 
the activism of song. The “music” he heard in Shelley’s “lines” compelled 
him “to put my fist down and take up my pen” on behalf of folks “on the 
streets,” the place from where poets “write our legislation.”37

Hugely influential in the UK and around the globe, and affiliating his 
poems with multiple causes (refugee crises, global human rights, anti-
racism, veganism, prison abolition), Zephaniah’s “Black” encompasses 
“Romany, Iraqi, Indians, Kurds, Palestinians, all those that are treated 
Black by the united white states,” including “the battered White woman, 
the tree dwellers, and the Irish,” as he explains in the introduction to Too 
Black, Too Strong, the title of his third collection of poems.38 Moreover, his 
incredible impact and popularity have not gone to his head. The Guardian 
published this reply to the notification in late November 2003 that his 
name was being submitted to the Queen for appointment to the Order of 
the British Empire. “OBE me? Up yours, I thought. I get angry when I hear 
that word ‘empire’; it reminds me of slavery […] and thousands of years 
of brutality.”39 The reply also reprints the poem “Bought and Sold” that 
opens Too Black, Too Strong and whose opening lines specify how “Smart 
big awards and prize money / Is killing off black poetry […] The lure of 
meeting royalty / And touching high society / Is damping creativity and 
eating at our heart.” It concludes: “It’s sick and self-defeating if our dis-
possessed keep weeping / And we give these awards meaning / But we end 
up with no voice.”40 Like “barbara lee,” then, which locates Black poetry 
“next to the buried market, at the club underneath the quay,” “planning to 
refuse until the next jam, at a time to be determined and fled,” Zephaniah 
takes poetry “everywhere,” especially to those who “do not read books” 
but appreciate a good performance. “barbara lee” is more and less categori-
cal: “Poetry investigates new ways for people to get together and do stuff in 
the open, in secret.” “Getting together and doing stuff is a technical term 
that means X. Something going on at the sight and sound center of sweet 
political form.”41 

Both Zephaniah and Moten, then, work to counter the “dead image 
that academia and the establishment” often convey of poetry but from dif-
fering stances, neither of which is wholly outside or within either sphere.42 
Zephaniah stopped formal schooling at age thirteen, his struggles with 
dyslexia contributing to disaffection fanned by a hostile system. “If my 
teacher had taken time to explain the context [of The Mask of Anarchy], 
that would have turned me on to poetry then and there.”43 Moten is a 
highly accomplished cultural theorist at the university, who cultivates 
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“black study”through undercommons methodologies that at times instru-
mentalize, at times disinter, the values of higher ed. Zephaniah’s convic-
tion that Shelley “would have been with us in the climate fight, Black Lives 
Matter, Me Too [movement]” is based on his extrapolating from the “so 
many” who “have looked to [Shelley’s] lines” for support confirmation 
that they also are pro-Black. Moreover, that conviction is generated out of 
Zephaniah’s near-exclusive focus on Shelley’s “popular songs wholly polit-
ical” and how they disperse Shelley’s message in both senses of dispersal. 
Moten’s stake in Black-identifying Shelley is far less assured for reasons 
relating to pitched battles between “black study” and university training 
that he and Stefano Harney repeatedly wage.44 AntiBlack manifestations 
are structurally endemic to university core values: meritocracy, textual lit-
eracy, privilege and tenure, publish or perish. 

How do we keep the job from taking play out of work and work out of play? 
How do we keep work from rising to the status of “the work” or, higher 
still, “my work”? […] It’s a real problem, in conditions of “freedom,” to 
work for the institution you work against. But that’s a better problem than 
not working against the institution that works against us and our needs, and 
desires, and calling.45

How Moten handles this problem is similar to his ante-oppositional 
approach to “the inside songs.” As mentioned, “/ the inside songs /” is 
Parker’s phrase which Moten identifies in the poem “william parker/fred 
mcdowell” that precedes “barbara lee” in B Jenkins. In “william parker/
fred mcdowell,” “the inside / songs of curtis mayfield” are placed in an 
“inner ear” that achieves an “inside / outside opening” via “the ear’s folds, 
its courses / in the open space.”46 In “barbara lee,” they perform these 
openings through the relays they set in motion: back toward freedom 
songs repeatedly readying people and toward potential songs looming “in 
the shadows, in-between the sounds and silences and behind the words, 
pulsating” of existing songs. Outside of “barbara lee,” Moten’s wording 
avoids “inside” more or less completely, preferring “interinanimation” and 
other veerings off “in the name of that other, outer interiority,” an outer 
interiority at once demarcated and invaded by the “surround” that de/
composes it.47 On a basic level, avoidance of the inside expresses Moten’s 
affiliation with outliers, fugitives, diasporic peoples, and outlaws as well as 
rejection of insider/outsider logics that theoretically have long been decon-
structed but that keep showing up everywhere. More complexly, Moten’s 
avoidance bespeaks the composition of “black” song as ante-scriptorial and 
ante-individuated that reclaims (something like) political agency by disar-
ticulating Blackness and objecthood while still affirming the materiality 
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of both. “Knowledge of Freedom,” the opening chapter of Stolen Life, 
book two of Moten’s trilogy on how to “consent not to be a single being,” 
recasts this racist conceptual history via “black chant,” “wherein a terrible 
reality is lent to song and word in their interinanimation” that sonically 
disrupts the critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant.48 Because this enlight-
ened knowledge system bases its freedom on the denial of freedom to per-
sons cast as things, no one should want it until what freedom signifies is 
remade from the ground up.

It can sound as if this remaking is exactly what Shelleyan song is doing 
in its fugitive planning. Breaking up power structures by breaking through 
entrenched terminology, patterns, affects, and associations is Shelley’s style 
of subversion, the ethereality and abstractness of which techniques escaped 
detection by print censors, many critics, and allegedly most of his “popular” 
readership. At the same time, they are pronounced in scholarly accounts 
of his radicalism, where Shelley has served as a posterchild of deconstruc-
tion from the early ’80s onward and, lately, of posthuman-environmental 
entanglements. However, for all the potential that is unleashed via decon-
struction, posthuman reconstructions in and of Shelley are not necessarily 
anti-antiBlack. White-body supremacy dwells readily in a subject restored 
to sheer potentiality, and the atmospheres and environments into which 
Shelleyan personae are often diffused are themselves suffused in racist his-
tories and conceptualizations.49 Thus, something more and less tangible is 
required of Shelleyan song in order for the futurity for which it is ready-
ing people to actually qualify as anti-racist and pro-Black. “Knowledge of 
Freedom” specifies two such in/tangibles: “ensemble” as a non-individualist 
and non-subordinating mode of agency, “commonality” or “the general” 
as the means and outcome of doing things. Both formulations work to 
reclaim the “honor of the whole” from universalisms or public universities 
by proceeding from a “Blackness” re-cognized as a “general theory of the 
generative.”50 Again, this Blackness does not have to be one’s ontological 
or experiential reality, but it is claimable only by those who attend “to its 
paraontology, whose most prominent feature is […] ‘originary displace-
ment.’”51 Good thing that “generativity,” one of Moten’s approximates for 
imagination, already exists in many: “the most important thing we have 
to imagine about the black tradition” is that “it is common. Blackness is 
(in) common.”52 But common is not the same thing as the “same” “thing,” 
especially when claimed by entitled poet-legislators whose dissatisfactions 
with the status quo, and pronounced outrage over feeling displaced, run 
roughshod over the needs of historically and economically displaced per-
sons. With the entitled, the commonness associated with Blackness has to 
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be lived manifestly. Evidence of this occurs “when we act like we can hear 
difference in common.”53

III  Inside Outside Opening

Manifesting through daily actions that poet-legislators hear difference in 
common is a good litmus test of anti-racism. Exercising differences in com-
mon is at the core of the Radical Imagination Gymnasium in Portland, 
Oregon, cofounded in the belief (a) that “radical imagination” is “not a 
‘thing’ that we, as individuals, ‘have’” but instead “a commons of possibil-
ity” worked out “between people” and (b) that it is a “group of muscles,” 
currently “weak and underused,” that through “sustained routine” and 
regular workouts might “build enough muscle memory to reverse the dom-
inant tendencies of the imagination dictated by market logic.”54 Abilities 
to hear difference in common are strengthened through techniques of 
street activism and para-academic approaches to Shelley. Street protests 
amplify Black chant and innovate on calls and responses, as when Angela 
Davis asked crowd members in Occupy gatherings to repeat each sentence 
of her speech to ensure that everyone in the crowd could hear what was 
being said and have the experience of voicing it for themselves.55 Chanting 
Shelley’s protest songs was how they first made themselves known; setting 
others to music broadcast Shelley in concert halls throughout nineteenth-
century Europe.56 Present-day para-academics like Zephaniah accentuate 
performance over reading in spreading Shelley’s words across the globe. 
Others, like John Webster, combine both into Shelley Songs: A Folk-Rock 
Song Cycle with Lyrics from Italy 1818–1822, released with Brindaband 
in 2021.57 Many more launch songs of protest from a Shelleyan phrase 
or title  – some fifty-three albums named “Ozymandias,” for example, 
according to Camila Oliveira.58

Performative approaches to Shelley’s soundscapes are less practiced in 
university settings for understandable but increasingly counterproductive 
reasons. It is as if the unparalleled musicality of his verse and the involu-
tions of its semantic upheavals have made Shelley scholars such expert read-
ers that we fail to recognize their sonic features other than in print.59 Such 
textual high fidelity hampers opportunities to hear difference in common 
and to encounter difference in common via exposure to Shelley. Imagine 
an entire class chanting The Mask of Anarchy on student picket lines and 
as preparation for them. Imagine common causes that might be forged 
through comparing one song-tradition of protest to another.60 Restricting 
the use of either approach reduces Shelley’s appeal to the generation that 
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radical pedagogues are hoping through his verses to inspire to rise up. 
Comparative indifference to audio formats bypasses students’ visual-sonic 
competencies. Comparative indifference to teaching non-Eurocentric texts 
limits student familiarity with the most unimaginable actual revolution-
ary event occurring in Shelley’s day in Saint Domingue/Haiti – an event 
that, as Michel-Rolph Trouillot has argued, was conceptually inaccessible 
to that age and, to a large degree, remains so to ours owing to literary-
historical preconceptions.61

These realities need ears that can hear what they are and are not 
demanding. The demand is not that we jettison or denigrate the richness 
of Shelley’s textual legacy or the competencies that they cultivate. It is that 
we contextualize them as partial, situationally invested, hardly the whole 
story and that we explore their meaningfulness via less exclusively text-
bound values and protocols. As Moten puts it, “textualism is never dis-
connected from the impulse to confirm the knowledge” being conveyed.62 
For some knowledge traditions, the primary knowledge conveyed in texts 
is of the knowledges erased by textualism but that reside in flesh “tempered 
by experiences of profound depravation” and passed on through word of 
mouth and DNA.63 Efforts to transcribe this knowledge have given rise 
to critical fabulation, theory in the flesh, treating the body as archive, 
methodologies that give words to somatic memories and facts that are 
recoverable only through imagination.64 Recourse to these methods is less 
demanded by textually rich traditions such as British Romanticism, but 
they are hardly irrelevant to them. Indeed, they contextualize text as one 
medium among many that foregrounds some messages and silences others. 
Plus, they are integral to the special meaningfulness of poetry – both its 
materials (rhythm, breath, sound, pace, pattern, resonances) and purposes. 
“We want the creative faculty to imagine that which we know; we want 
the generous impulse to act that which we imagine; we want the poetry of 
life: our calculations have outrun conception; we have eaten more than we 
can digest” (SPP 530).

Actively approaching Shelley in these ways is more likely to activate 
Shelleean inside songs. This route takes account of physical dimensions 
of “approach” – that diverse bodies and minds are coming at “Shelley” 
with different reasons and abilities to engage or disengage. The fantasy 
that we are on the same page in reading the same poem is an affront to the 
(neuro-) diversities assembled in any classroom. At the same time, inquir-
ing into the affects and associations evoked by the same poem in different 
individuals is a fruitful way to share an experience of experiencing a poem. 
I hear something like this in Moten’s call to produce a “performance of 
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a text in the face of its unintelligibility” rather than “a reading” or “even 
an interpretation.”65 The latter activities, however valuable and difficult to 
pull off, suggest a one-way flow of communication from one disembodied 
mind to another. Moreover, they presume intelligibility and the desirabil-
ity of making intelligible very difficult textual realities, worthy goals that 
deliver a somewhat one-sided message about reality. By contrast, perfor-
mance, especially as elucidated in Black performance studies, starts from 
embodiments of difference in affect, personage, thought, and society.66 Its 
measure of success is not consensus but rather how much and how far a 
performance moves people.

This has implications for teaching Shelley’s poems so that they effect 
what his “poetry” envisions as “the generous impulse to act that which 
we imagine.” One could even claim that “performance of a text” allows 
us to get beyond the troubling words that Shelley often uses in imagin-
ing social transformation – like oneness, eternal, the beautiful, empire of 
love – to the plurality, entanglement, gender fluidity, and antiBlackness 
that radical Shelleyans perceive “in-between the sounds and silences and 
behind the words, pulsating, waiting to be reborn as a new song” in his 
songs.67 But these perceptions have to be made and received in common 
and as common in order for their reality to begin to have an effect on 
reality. In my view, their salience is best apprehended by accentuating 
and combining the embodied and associational features fundamental to 
Shelley’s poetry. Embodied dimensions appeal to the body and aid in syn-
chronizing a diverse assembly of bodies. Associational “logics” highlight 
dynamic interconnections between word and thought as well as language 
and community. The material for both exists in classrooms in potentia and 
as our future.

Learning to live with difference and to accommodate dissensus, then, 
is a “learning outcome” that anti-racist Shelleyans might get behind. The 
problem is that it provokes major anxiety in minds grounded in Western 
concepts of community and harmony, anxiety that is doubly triggered 
(so to speak) when confronting “race,” in Shelley and in the classroom. 
Here the somatic techniques at which Shelley’s poems excel in modulating 
breathing patterns, lulling through sound, regulating heartbeats and pulses 
are good places to start inquiry.68 Exercised at the start of class, they can 
clear space for thought by regulating student agitation and by acknowledg-
ing how traumatic retention activates fight, flight, and freeze mechanisms 
that profoundly reduce the ability to learn or take risks.69 Moreover, the 
contradictory affects triggered in interracial group discussions of race (fear, 
exhaustion, denial, anger, impatience) impede hopes of proceeding, let 
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alone proceeding together.70 The situation is equally fraught for teachers 
fearful of confronting angry reactions to their (perceived) lack of engag-
ing actual classroom material – in this case, live bidirectional encounters 
between texts and people and what emerges, or can emerge, if those inter-
actions are valued and orchestrated.71

Thus, class participants might “get together to decide how to get together 
to decide how to read [a particularly challenging text]. The implication of 
a collective enterprise is now explicit – I don’t think anybody can do it by 
themselves.”72 For one thing, the unintelligibility that is heightened by 
poetry is not unintelligible in the same way or for the same reasons for each 
auditor-reader. Exploring those differences pluralizes associational reso-
nances – transport? Chains like dew? Asia? Hermaphroditus? – and estab-
lishes common ground through a shared process of unlearning different 
habits and traditions. For another, certain unintelligibilities heightened 
in poetry make manifest histories silenced by dominant textual regimes. 
The text that Moten’s students had to get themselves together in order 
to decide how to get together to read is M. NourbeSe Philip’s virtually 
incomprehensible Zong! It is so because of what it cannot and must not 
tell. Owing to the absence of first-person evidence, Philip resorts to “the 
text of the legal decision [Gregson v. Gilbert] as a word store” for the story 
of 150 “African men, women, and children thrown overboard in an attempt 
to collect insurance monies.” Being true to this material requires “a variety 
of techniques.” “I separate subject from verb, verb from object—create 
semantic mayhem, until my hands bloodied, […] reach into the stinking, 
eviscerated innards,” like “some seer, sangoma, or prophet who […] reads 
the untold story that tells itself by not telling.”73 Such differences in the 
motivations for syntactic deconstruction have to be apprehensible even 
when teaching material from only one literary-historical tradition, espe-
cially one whose slippery signifiers stabilize racial hierarchies. This knowl-
edge cannot be acquired in any one class, but its truth should inform the 
space and be open for exploration.

There is no simple way for established Shelleyans to unlearn the 
cultural-textual privileges that accompany Shelley studies or to demonstrate 
successful unlearning. Nor is there any definitive reason to encourage 
aspiring poet-legislators of all backgrounds to become Shelleyans. In our 
times, leftist Shelleyans have less concern to swell “our” ranks than develop 
passageways between us and rank-and-file activists. In fact, pursuing the 
latter is a surer way of achieving the former than declaring that these pas-
sageways exist. Such a defence of poetry combines the twin senses and 
arenas of performing: doing and professional acting. This “poetry” loosens 
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defensiveness about the “self” and “Percy Shelley” but without leaving 
individuals or canonical authors wholly defenseless. Rather, it invites these 
entities to become ensemblic and find “new ways for people to get together 
and do stuff, in the open, in secret.”

Shelley’s associationism is a key method for tying unlearning to pro-
Blackness. It not only revises concepts by improvising new terms but also 
links semantic associations to interpersonal associations and vice versa. 
More, it links expansion of the one to expansion of the other, widening 
the circumference of imagination in its joint exercising of aesthetic and 
moral outcomes. The deep connection between what we know and who 
we know either keeps us inside a self-fulfilling cognitive cycle or relays 
us onward and outward via encounters with difference. On a daily level, 
knowing people from different cultural-educational backgrounds broad-
ens our familiarity with differing wants, tastes, and reasons to protest, a 
knowing that does not guarantee understanding or affection but whose 
lesser abstractness is pitched that way. Professionally, scholars tend to 
downplay the interconnection between what we know and who we know, 
but denying it hardly erases it. In fact, endnotes and acknowledgments 
broadcast the company we keep as a way of authorizing the validity of 
our research.74 These acknowledgments no longer ratify our scholarship as 
good or a public good if the company they prize is monocultural and ego-
centric – qualities of “pint-pot” imaginations, the effects (but not causes) 
of which Shelley correctly assessed. “All things that Peter saw and felt 
/ […] seemed to melt / Like cloud to cloud, into him. / And so the out-
ward world uniting / To that within him, he became / Considerably unin-
viting / To those who, meditation slighting / Were moulded in a different 
frame” (273–282 [SPP 350]).

Here too, re-cognizing through diversifying the interplay between dis-
ciplinary logics and circles of friends gives scholar-poet-activists something 
more and less arduous to do. Blurring boundaries between work and play, 
research and socializing, this intersectional diversifying activates a full 
array of embodied exchanges – even in professional associations. Having 
a diverse circle of friends naturally amplifies what we are encouraged to 
read, watch, play, perform, or imbibe. Having a multiracial media library 
cultivates cultural competence that may lead to interracial solidarities and 
friendships. Intersecting the two has the added benefit that conscious 
choices of what and who to know begin to function on unconscious levels, 
unlinking habitual pathways of association, altering vectors of attraction 
and repulsion, forging new procedural memories that elicit new habits of 
acting. This is way easier said than done. But perhaps the relative ease of 
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saying is why professors are more comfortable sticking to reading and writ-
ing, and why others have grown suspicious of talk.

“barbara lee” performs this updating, multi-mediating and relaying of 
Shelley’s (ante-) defense of poetry. Through “musicked speech” that ren-
ders audible this legislator’s backing and unmaking by the inside songs 
of her constituents, “barbara lee” enacts associational logic as “a general 
responsibility of advance.” And it credits Shelley with launching the per-
formance. The rarity of Moten’s engagement does not diminish the ter-
rible beauty of lodging Shelley in “barbara lee.” Instead, it contextualizes 
Shelley and temporary versus permanent dwelling. Moreover, reference 
to Shelley comes after rather than before the poem’s detailed description 
of “black poetry,” implying that bent poetic traits are more conducive 
than straight ones to achieving justice legislation in our times. As leaderless 
leaders, bent traits accentuate sound over semantics, fugitivity over stabil-
ity, fleshiness over uplift, improvisation over heritage or legacy. Also, while 
“[The Unacknowledged Legislator]” singles out “Shelley” and “Barbara 
Lee,” lee’s ballad “[Statement in Opposition]” credits unnamed, collec-
tive, generative songs. This reduces Shelley’s impact, whose “popular songs 
wholly political” link achievement of greater freedom to “unwritten songs” 
rather than songs conceived for other voicings and instrumentation. Yet 
lee relies on these songs when venturing into hostile territory as invin-
cible intangible fortifications. Loving the inside songs is not a problem 
but clinging to them obstructs their associational promise. The capacity 
to perform songs that turn insiders outward entails substantial revisions to 
career, success, scholarship, activism, classrooms, interpersonal relations, 
and perceptions of self, the massiveness of which changes cannot be mini-
mized. Whether they seem worth the strain depends on what associational 
worlds Shelleyans are after.

“look at the difficult / broken flesh. stay / a little while.”

Notes

	 1	 This epigraph is the translation of Percy Shelley’s infamous signature in Greek 
in the guest registry at the Hôtel de Villes de Londres in Chamonix (the actual 
page of which was found and given in 2016 to the University of Cambridge). 
I thank Jim Chandler for launching this train of thinking, Kate Singer, Omar 
F. Miranda, Jacques Khalip, and Marc Redfield for providing opportunities 
to present it, and William Keach and Jacqueline Mullen for reshaping its 
claims. My experiences performing in two ensembles undergird its central 
convictions, the soul music group Shelter (Ron Paris, Wendy Sims-Moten, 
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Antoine Richardson) and the Salonistas (Felice Blake, Nadège Clitandre, Laila 
Sakr, Sherene Seikaly, and Jenn Tyburczy). I thank them for backing and 
moving me.

	 2	 Like many scholars, I follow Kenneth Neil Cameron’s expansive definition of 
“legislator” to mean public-opinion shaper more than officials who make laws. 
See his The Young Shelley: Genesis of a Radical (New York: Macmillan, 1950). 
For information about the Dream Defenders, see www.dreamdefenders.org. 

	 3	 For alternatives to co-optation by the anti-racism industry, see Felice Blake, 
Paula Ionides, and Alison Reed, Antiracism, Inc.: Why the Way We Talk about 
Racial Justice Matters (Brooklyn: punctum books, 2019).

	 4	 On “blur” in distinction to “opposition” and “not-in-betweenness” as it per-
tains to Blackness, see Fred Moten, Black and Blur (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2017), 239–269.

	 5	 Fred Moten, “barbara lee,” in B Jenkins (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2010), 86, ll. 84, 87.

	6	 Moten, “barbara lee,” ll. 1–6.
	 7	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 87.
	 8	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 86–87.
	 9	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 87.
	10	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 87.
	11	 On “suffering with” and the “action” of Prometheus Unbound as “partly 

defined by the conceptual movement between” the “distinction between 
undergoing rather than undertaking” suffering, see James Chandler’s chapter 
in this volume.

	12	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 85, ll. 7–15.
	13	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 86.
	14	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 86, 87.
	15	 However, I do emphasize Shelley’s and Moten’s shared critiques of pessimism. 

For Moten’s skepticism about Afropessimism, see “Blackness and Nothingness 
(Mysticism in the Flesh),” South Atlantic Quarterly 112.4 (2013), 737–780.

	16	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 84.
	17	 “[B]lackness and black people are not the same, however much it is without 

doubt the case that black people have a privileged relation to blackness, that 
black cultures are (under)privileged fields for the transformational expression 
and enactment of blackness,” Fred Moten, Stolen Life (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2018), 18, also 9–10.

	18	 See the Bigger 6 Collective website, http://Bigger6.com. See Bakary Diaby and 
Deanna Koretsky’s review of Moten’s Stolen Life and Ryan Hanley’s Beyond 
Slavery and Abolition: Black British Writing, c. 1770–1830, where they raise 
the question of whether “black studies need[s] eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century studies.” “Beyond Slavery, Knowledge of Freedom: Bakary Diaby 
and Deanna Koretsky Review Stolen Life and Beyond Slavery and Abolition,” 
Romantic Circles Reviews (January 6, 2022), https://romantic-circles.org/
reviews-blog/beyond-slavery-knowledge-freedom-bakary-diaby-and-deanna-
koretsky-review-stolen-life.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009206549.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 13 Oct 2025 at 20:01:00, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

http://Bigger6.com
https://romantic-circles.org/reviews-blog/beyond-slavery-knowledge-freedom-bakary-diaby-and-deanna-koretsky-review-stolen-life
https://romantic-circles.org/reviews-blog/beyond-slavery-knowledge-freedom-bakary-diaby-and-deanna-koretsky-review-stolen-life
https://romantic-circles.org/reviews-blog/beyond-slavery-knowledge-freedom-bakary-diaby-and-deanna-koretsky-review-stolen-life
www.dreamdefenders.org
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009206549.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


	 Dream Defenders and the Inside Songs	 103

	19	 “Black Studies and Romanticism: A Virtual Conference,” https://commons​
.mtholyoke.edu/blsandr/. See also the special issue of Studies in Romanticism, 
ed. Patricia A. Matthews, on “Race, Blackness and Romanticism” (Spring 2022).

	20	 The eleven tracks were recorded live during concerts in Paris (March 2001), 
Amherst (April 2002), Chiasso, Switzerland (February 2007), New York (June 
2008), Commons and Botticino, Italy (October 2008). They are “I Plan to 
Stay a Believer,” “If There’s a Hell Below,” “We the People Who Are Darker 
Than Blue,” “I’m So Proud,” “This Is My Country” (Paris), “People Get 
Ready / The Inside Song,” “This Is My Country” (New York), “It’s Alright,” 
“Move On Up,” “Freddie’s Dead,” and “New World Order.”

	21	 Aldon Nielsen, “Belief in Lyric,” American Studies 52.4 (2013), 171–179, 176.
	22	 Cited in Nielsen, “Belief in Lyric,” 175.
	23	 Moten, “barbara lee,” 86. For a more factual speculation about what Lee 

might have been listening to on the night before she made her speech as well 
as which songs Clear Channel immediately banned from the airwaves after the 
attack (among others, “Disco Inferno,” “I Feel the Earth Move,” “Bennie and 
the Jets”), see Mary Anthony Neal, Songs in the Key of Black Life: Rhythm and 
Blues Nation (New York: Routledge, 2003), xiv–xvi.

24	 Percy Bysshe Shelley to Leigh Hunt, May 1, 1820. The Complete Works of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, ed. Roger Igpen and Walter E. Peck, Volume X, 1818 to 1822 
(New York: Charles Scribner, 1926), 164.

	25	 Quoted as the introduction to Percy Shelley, Popular Songs: The Political 
Poems of 1819–1820 (Seattle: Entre Ríos Books, 2016). The heyday of this 
position was the early 1980s with the publication of Paul Foot, Red Shelley 
(London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1980); P. M. S. Dawson, The Unacknowledged 
Legislator: Shelley and Politics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980); and Michael 
Scrivener, Radical Shelley: The Philosophical Anarchism and Utopian Thought of 
Percy Bysshe Shelley (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982). The head-
notes and annotations in The Poems of Shelley: 1819–1820, eds. Jack Donovan, 
Cian Duffy, Kelvin Everest, and Michael Rossington (London: Routledge, 
2011), Volume 3, give very useful composition and publication histories of 
these poems. For the best contemporary synthesis and articulation of this tra-
dition, see Jacqueline Mulhallen, Percy Bysshe Shelley: Poet and Revolutionary 
(London: Pluto Press, 2015).

	26	 For a sampling, see Bouthaina Shaaban, “Shelley in the Chartist Press,” 
Keats-Shelley Memorial Bulletin 34 (1983), 41–60; M. Siddiq Kalim, The Social 
Orpheus: Shelley and the Owenites (Lahore: Government College, 1983); 
Benjamin Schacht, “Freedom Songs: Socialist Multiculturalism and the 
Protest Lyric from Percy Shelley to Chaim Zhitlovsky,” The Gotham Center for 
New York City History (2021), www.gothamcenter.org/blog/freedom-songs-
socialist-multiculturalism-and-the-protest-lyric-from-percy-shelley-to-chaim-
zhitlovsky; Timothy Morton, “Receptions,” in Morton, ed. The Cambridge 
Companion to Shelley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 35–
42; Michael Demson, Masks of Anarchy: The History of a Radical Poem from 
Percy Shelley to the Triangle Factory Fire (Brooklyn: Verso, 2013); Art Young, 
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Shelley and Nonviolence (The Hague: Mouton, 1975); Greg Ellermann, “Red 
Shelley, Once Again,” Keats-Shelley Journal 68 (2019), 104–105; Graham 
Henderson’s The Real Percy Shelley website, www​.grahamhenderson.ca/
percy-bysshe-shelley.

	27	 “Shelley Lives: Taking the Revolutionary Poet Shelley to the Streets,” The 
Real Percy Bysshe Shelley website, April 18, 2017, www.grahamhenderson​.ca/
guest-contribution/Day/1/Year/smy98spfpcn6tnqjreivvugioyhtl9, and “Shelley 
Storms the Fashion World with Mask of Anarchy,” The Real Percy Bysshe 
Shelley website, March 31, 2017, www.grahamhenderson.ca/blog/category/
John+Alexander+Skelton.

	28	 Susan J. Wolfson, “Popular Songs and Ballads: Writing the ‘Unwritten Story’ 
in 1819,” in Michael O’Neill, Anthony Howe, and Madeleine Callaghan, 
eds. The Oxford Handbook of Percy Bysshe Shelley (2012; online Edition, 2013), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199558360.001.0001.

	29	 As Paul Foot writes, “[t]his is the first edition of a book which was proposed for 
publication 170 years ago by one of England’s most famous writers” (Shelley, 
Shelley’s Revolutionary Year, intro. by Foot [London: Redwords, 1990], 13). 
In 1979, The Journeyman Press issued as a chapbook a reprinting of a lecture 
given in 1888 and printed then for private circulation (twenty-five copies) by 
Edward Aveling and Eleanor Marx Aveling on Shelley’s Socialism and “for the 
first time” printed together seven poems and two fragments entitled Popular 
Songs Wholly Political (London: Journeyman Press, 1979).

	30	 Graham Henderson, “Shelley in the 21st Century,” The Real Percy Bysshe Shelley 
website; May 27, 2016, www.grahamhenderson.ca/blog/shelley-in-the-21st-
century, and Michelle Levy, “Byron, Shelley, and Deviant Fatherhood,” paper 
presented at the North American Society for the Study of Romanticism, Montreal, 
August 13–16, 2005; on exile, see Omar F. Miranda’s chapter in this volume.

	31	 Ciarán O’Rourke, “Shelley’s Revolutionary Year: A Review,” The Real Percy 
Bysshe Shelley website, January 21, 2020, www.grahamhenderson.ca/
book-reviews-blog/ciaran-orourke-paul-obrien-shelleys-revolutionary-year.

	32	 The quoted phrase is Shelley’s in a letter written to John Gisborne about the 
intended audience of Epipsychidion, the implications of which Keach pursues 
in “Knowing Readers: Shelley and the Sunetoi,” a lecture first delivered at the 
Modern Language Association (MLA) Convention, December 29, 1985.

	33	 William Keach, “Rise like Lions? Shelley and the Revolutionary Left,” 
International Socialism 2.75 (1997), www.marxists.org/history/etol/newspape/
isj2/1997/isj2-075/keach.htm. See also Jen Morgan, “Uses of Shelley in Working-
Class Culture: Approximations and Substitutions,” Key Words: A Journal of 
Cultural Materialism 13 (2015), 117–137 and Scrivener, Radical Shelley.

	34	 On “white-body supremacy” as circumventing issues of intention and experi-
ence, see Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma and 
the Pathways to Healing Our Hearts and Bodies (Las Vegas: Central Recovery 
Press, 2017), xix, 10–12.

	35	 Huge thanks to Jacqueline Mulhallen for bringing the work of Zephaniah to 
my attention at the #Shelley at 200 conference and to Madeleine Callaghan 
for sending links to the interviews.
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	36	 The first quote is the tagline to Zephaniah’s website: https://benjaminzephaniah​
.com/?doing_wp_cron=1660839314.5112290382385253906250. The subtitle to his 
autobiography, The Life and Rhymes of Benjamin Zephaniah: An Autobiography 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2018), adds “activist.” Other quotations are 
found on the website or in two conversations with British Shelleyan scholars 
taped by BBC4 in preparation for celebrations of #Shelley at 200. “Percy 
Shelley: Reformer and Radical” (1) (July 3, 2022) and (2) (July 10, 2022), www​
.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0018wy2. See also Sue Lawley’s podcast with him on 
Desert Island Discs on June 8, 1997, www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0094495.

	37	 Listen to Zephaniah, “The Original Dub Poet,” www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/
m0018wy2.

	38	 Benjamin Zephaniah, Too Black, Too Strong (Hexham: Bloodaxe Books, 
2001), 13.

	39	 Benjamin Zephaniah, “Me? I Thought, OBE Me? Up Yours, I Thought,” The 
Guardian, November 27, 2003. www.theguardian.com/books/2003/nov/27/
poetry.monarchy.

	40	 Zephaniah, Too Black, Too Strong, 15, 16.
	41	 Quotes from Moten are from “barbara lee,” B Jenkins, 84; from Zephaniah, 

the 2022 BBC podcasts.
	42	 Benjamin Zephaniah, “Biography,” https://benjaminzephaniah.com/biography/? 

doing_wp_cron=1662229217.6135818958282470703125.
	43	 On the “withdrawn” offer of a position in poetry at Trinity College Cambridge 

and his losing out to Seamus Heaney in the 1989 competition to be Oxford 
Professor of Poetry, see podcast with Sue Lawley on Desert Island Discs.

	44	 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and 
Black Study (Wivenhoe: Minor Compositions, 2013); also Stefano Harney 
and Fred Moten, “the university (last words),” www.academia.edu/43580248/
The_university_last_words_by_stefano_harney_and_fred_moten.

	45	 “the university (last words),” 2, 5.
	46	 Moten, “william parker/fred mcdowell,” B Jenkins, 26.
	47	 Harney and Moten, “Politics Surrounded, The Undercommons, 14–21.
	48	 Moten, “Knowledge of Freedom,” in Stolen Life, 1–95, 29. For a compatible 

investigation of Kantian philosophy and racial logic, see Rei Terada, “The Racial 
Grammar of Kantian Time,” European Romantic Review 28.3 (2017), 267–278.

	49	 For the insufficiencies of space clearing, see “Romanticism and Its Discontents,” 
eds. Anne-Lise François, Celeste Langan, and Alexander Walton, European 
Romantic Review, Special Issue, 28.3 (2017).

	50	 Moten, “Knowledge of Freedom,” 44, 8.
	51	 Moten, “Knowledge of Freedom,” 20–21, 19. “Knowledge of the invaluable 

is prior to the experience of being-(de)valued. It’s just that the experience 
of being-(de)valued helps us not to forget what we already know.” Moten, 
“Approximity,” (foreword to) 21/19: Contemporary Poets in the Nineteenth 
Century Archive, eds. Alexandra Manglis and Kristen Case (Minneapolis: 
Milkwood Editions, 2019), 1–4.

	52	 Moten, “Knowledge of Freedom,” 21.
	53	 Moten, “Knowledge of Freedom,” 94.
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	54	 Radical Imagination Gymnasium, http://psusocialpractice.org/the-radical-
imagination-gymnasium%EF%BB%BF/. Founders Patricia Vazquez Gomez, 
Erin Charpentier, Travis Neel, and Zachary Gough took their inspiration 
from Max Haiven’s book, Crises of Imagination, Crises of Power: Capitalism, 
Creativity, and the Commons (London: Zed Books, 2014).

	55	 See Charles Howard, “Angela Davis: Power to the Imagination,” November 1, 2011, The 
Huffington Post, www.huffpost.com/entry/angela-davis-occupy-philly_b_1067740.

	56	 Shelley sent Edward Fergus Graham lines of his to be set to music as early as 
April 1810; see Jessica K. Quillin, Shelley and the Musico-Poetics of Romanticism 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2012), 5.

	57	 John Webster with Brindaband, https://music.apple.com/us/artist/john-
webster/30456321; described in his talk, “On Setting Shelley to Music,” given at 
the Shelley Conference (#Shelley200), Keats House, Hampstead, July 8–9, 2022.

	58	 Camila Oliveira, “Music When Soft Voices Live: Shelley’s Reception in 
Contemporary Music,” talk given at the Shelley Conference (#Shelley200), Keats 
House, Hampstead, July 8–9, 2022.

	59	 See, for example, the papers delivered at the 2006 MLA session and published 
in Susan J. Wolfson, ed. “Sounding of Things Done”: The Poetry and Poetics 
of Sound in the Romantic Ear and Era, Romantic Circles Praxis Series (April 
2008), https://romantic-circles.org/praxis/soundings/index. html.

	60	 See “Music That Moves: Sonic Narratives in Modern Korea,” eds. Dafna Zur 
and Susan Hwang, Special Section of Korean Studies 46 (2022), 1–194.

	61	 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, 
2nd rev. ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015).

	62	 “Knowledge of Freedom,” 93.
	63	 “Knowledge of Freedom,” 91. For a discussion of epigenetics and race, see 

Josie Gill, Biofictions: Race, Genetics and the Contemporary Novel (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2020), 121–127.

	64	 On critical fabulation, see Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small 
Axe 12.2 (2008), 1–14; on theory in the flesh, see Cherríe Moraga and Gloria 
Anzaldúa, eds. This Bridge Called My Back, Fortieth Anniversary Edition 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2021); on body as archive, see 
Deborah A. Miranda, Bad Indians: A Tribal Memoir (Berkeley: Heyday, 2013) 
and Dian Million, “Felt Theory: An Indigenous Feminist Approach to Affect 
and History,” Wicazo Sa Review 24.2 (2009), 53–76.

	65	 Moten, Stolen Life, “The Touring Machine (Flesh Thought Inside Out),” 167.
	66	 See Stephanie Leigh Batiste, “Performance,” in Erica R. Edwards, Roderick A. 

Ferguson, and Jeffrey O. G. Ogbar, eds. Keywords for African American Studies 
(New York: New York University Press, 2018), 136.

	67	 See Eric Lindstrom, “Poetry Is Not a Luxury: Audre Lorde and Shelleyan Poetics,” 
Romantic Circle Praxis Series (December 2021), http://romantic-circles.org/
node/226721; Kate Singer, “The Witch of Atlas,” https://theshelleyconference 
.com/2022/06/09/shelley200-roundtable-shelley-for-our-times/; Julie A. 
Carlson, “Like Love: The Feel of Shelley’s Similes,” in Joel Faflak and Richard 
Sha, eds. Romanticism and the Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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Press, 2014), 76–97; Mathelinda Nabugodi, “A Triumph of Black Life?” Keats-
Shelley Journal 70 (2021), 133–141.

	68	 See Bysshe Inigo Coffey, Shelley’s Broken World: Fractured Materiality and 
Intermitted Song (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2021), 13–15, 87–89 
(also how the breathing patterns manipulated in Rosalind and Helen exhort us 
to “read this aloud” [88, emphasis in original]).

	69	 See Bessel Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in 
the Healing of Trauma (New York: Penguin Books, 2014), 53–58.

	70	 Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma, 37–52; also 
Menakem, The Quaking of America: An Embodied Guide to Navigating Our 
Nation’s Upheaval and Racial Reckoning (Las Vegas: Central Recovery Press, 
2022), 101–128, 133–139.

	71	 On devising writing classes that embrace dissensus, see Asao B. Inoue, 
Antiracist Writing Assessment Ecologies: Teaching and Assessing Writing for a 
Socially Just Future (WAC Clearing House, 2015).

	72	 Moten, Stolen Life, “The Touring Machine (Flesh Thought Inside Out),” 167.
	73	 M. NourbeSe Philip, Zong! (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2008), 

191, 193–194.
	74	 See Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

2017), 7–10. Cherríe Moraga’s Latinx Public Writers lecture series “In Good 
Company” is grounded in this conviction, www.lasmaestrascenter.ucsb.edu/
current-events/in-good-company-the-latinx-public-voice.
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