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Delmore Schwartz's poem Dreams Begin Responsibilities stands as a compelling reflection on
the profound interplay between individual aspirations and societal obligations. The poem,
penned by Schwartz in 1937 when he was still a young man, encapsulates his philosophical
outlook on life, dreams, and the responsibilities that come with realizing one’s aspirations.
Schwartz’s work is often characterized by its introspective tone, lyrical quality, and a deep
sense of moral and existential inquiry. In exploring Dreams Begin Responsibilities, readers gain
insight into Schwartz’'s worldview — one that emphasizes the importance of dreams as a vital
part of human existence, but also recognizes that these dreams are inherently tied to social and
personal duties.

This article delves into the thematic richness of Schwartz’'s poem, examining its historical
context, literary significance, and the broader philosophical ideas it embodies. By unpacking the
poem’s language, imagery, and underlying messages, we aim to understand Schwartz's
perspective on the complex relationship between dreams and responsibilities and how this
perspective remains relevant today.

Context and Background of Delmore Schwartz
The Life and Influences of Schwartz

Delmore Schwartz (1913-1966) was an influential American poet associated with the modernist
movement. His early life was marked by intellectual curiosity and a profound engagement with
literature, philosophy, and social issues. Schwartz’s writing reflects his struggles with personal
identity, artistic integrity, and the societal expectations placed upon individuals. His education
at Brooklyn College and subsequent mentorships exposed him to various literary and
philosophical currents that shaped his worldview.

The Cultural and Literary Environment of the 1930s

Schwartz’s formative years coincided with the Great Depression and the rise of social
consciousness in America. The 1930s were a time of upheaval, economic hardship, and
ideological debates about the role of the individual in society. These circumstances influenced
Schwartz’'s emphasis on responsibility and the moral dimensions of personal dreams. His early
poetry often grappled with the tension between individual desire and societal obligation,
themes vividly expressed in Dreams Begin Responsibilities.

Literary Analysis of Dreams Begin Responsibilities
Overview of the Poem

Dreams Begin Responsibilities is a succinct yet profound meditation on the nature of dreams

© Delmore Schwartz In Dreams Begin Responsibilities 1
unitedstates.sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com



and their moral implications. In the poem, Schwartz suggests that dreams are not merely
personal fantasies but carry inherent responsibilities that extend beyond the individual. The
poem emphasizes that pursuing dreams involves a duty to oneself and to society, framing
aspiration as a moral act.

Thematic Elements
Dreams as Personal Aspirations

Schwartz venerates dreams as essential to human existence. They represent the core of
individual identity and creativity, fueling personal growth and fulfillment.

Responsibilities Embedded in Dreams

Contrary to viewing dreams solely as escapism, Schwartz insists they are intertwined with
responsibilities. Achieving dreams demands ethical commitment and acknowledgment of the
impact on others.

The Tension Between Desire and Duty

The poem underscores a fundamental tension: the pursuit of personal desires must be balanced
with societal responsibilities. Schwartz suggests that neglecting this balance leads to moral
failure or unfulfilled potential.

Literary Devices and Imagery
Use of Metaphor

Schwartz employs metaphors that equate dreams with responsibilities, emphasizing their
interconnectedness. For example, dreams are depicted as seeds that require nurturing through
moral effort.

Tone and Mood

The tone is contemplative and earnest, invoking a sense of moral seriousness. The mood
encourages reflection on the ethical dimensions of personal ambition.

Structure and Form

The poem’s concise structure supports its philosophical message — brevity underscores the
urgency and importance of recognizing responsibilities within our dreams.

Key Themes Explored in Depth
The Moral Dimension of Aspiration

Schwartz advocates that dreams are not isolated fantasies but moral commitments. Realizing
dreams involves ethical considerations, including how one's actions affect others and the
broader community.

The Role of Society in Shaping Dreams

The poem hints at the influence of societal values and expectations on individual dreams.
Schwartz implies that society bears a responsibility to nurture and guide aspirations in a way
that aligns with moral principles.



The Individual’s Responsibility Towards Self and Others

Schwartz emphasizes that personal growth and societal well-being are interconnected.
Achieving one’s dreams should not come at the expense of moral integrity or the welfare of
others.

The Consequences of Neglecting Responsibilities

The poem warns that ignoring the responsibilities tied to dreams can lead to moral decay,
unfulfilled potential, and societal harm. Schwartz advocates for conscious awareness of these
responsibilities.

Philosophical Underpinnings of Schwartz’s Perspective
Humanism and Moral Responsibility

Schwartz’s views resonate with humanist ideals, emphasizing the importance of moral
responsibility in human development. His poetry advocates for a balanced approach to
aspiration—one that includes ethical considerations.

Existentialism and Personal Duty

The poem also reflects existentialist themes, where individual authenticity is linked to
embracing responsibilities. Schwartz suggests that true fulfillment arises from acknowledging
the duties accompanying one’s dreams.

The Socratic Ethic

Drawing parallels to Socratic philosophy, Schwartz promotes self-awareness and moral
reflection as essential to pursuing meaningful dreams. He implies that ignorance of
responsibilities renders dreams hollow or dangerous.

The Relevance of Schwartz’s Ideas Today
Dreams and Responsibilities in Contemporary Society

In modern contexts, Schwartz’s message remains pertinent. Whether in personal pursuits,
careers, or social activism, recognizing the responsibilities tied to our ambitions fosters ethical
integrity and societal progress.

The Balance Between Ambition and Ethics

In an era driven by rapid technological advancement and social change, Schwartz’'s emphasis
on moral responsibility offers guidance for maintaining ethical standards while striving for
personal and collective goals.

Personal Development and Social Responsibility

Schwartz’s work encourages individuals to reflect on how their dreams impact others and to act
responsibly in their pursuit of success. This perspective promotes a more conscientious
approach to ambition.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Scholarly Interpretations
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Schwartz’s Dreams Begin Responsibilities has been analyzed as a call for moral clarity in the
face of modern complexity. Scholars interpret it as a plea for ethical consciousness in personal
and societal endeavors.

Influence on Later Writers and Thinkers

The themes of Schwartz’'s poem have influenced writers exploring the moral dimensions of
aspirations, including figures in existentialist and humanist thought.

Schwartz’s Overall Literary Contribution

Though his life was marked by struggles with mental health and personal setbacks, Schwartz’s
poetic philosophy continues to inspire debates on morality, ambition, and societal responsibility.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Schwartz’'s Message

Delmore Schwartz’s Dreams Begin Responsibilities offers a timeless reminder that aspirations
are inherently linked to moral duties. Schwartz advocates for a conscientious pursuit of dreams,
urging individuals to recognize that their ambitions carry responsibilities that extend beyond
personal fulfillment. In a world often driven by self-interest and rapid change, his call for ethical
awareness remains vital. Embracing Schwartz’s perspective encourages us to pursue our
dreams with integrity, ensuring that our aspirations contribute positively to ourselves and
society. As Schwartz eloquently demonstrates, dreams are not merely private pursuits but are
embedded within a framework of responsibilities that define our humanity.

Note: This comprehensive exploration of Delmore Schwartz’'s Dreams Begin Responsibilities
aims to provide an in-depth understanding of the poem’s themes, context, and significance,
serving as a meaningful resource for literary and philosophical analysis.

Delmore Schwartz in "Dreams Begin Responsibilities" is a pivotal figure whose influence
permeates the themes, tone, and philosophical inquiries of the essay. As a foundational figure in
American modernist literature, Schwartz’s work and persona serve as a lens through which the
essay explores the complex relationship between individual aspiration, societal expectation,
and the burdens of self-awareness. This analysis delves into Schwartz’s role within "Dreams
Begin Responsibilities," examining how his life, literary ethos, and philosophical outlook shape
the essay’s core messages.

Understanding "Dreams Begin Responsibilities”

Before exploring Schwartz’s influence, it’s important to contextualize the essay itself. "Dreams
Begin Responsibilities" is an introspective, often poetic meditation on the nature of
dreams—both literal and metaphorical—and the responsibilities they entail. It grapples with the
tension between idealism and pragmatism, urging readers to recognize that ambitions and
aspirations are intertwined with duties and consequences.

The essay is both a reflection on the American Dream and a critique of its often naive pursuit. It
probes how personal dreams can be co-opted or compromised by societal pressures, and how
individuals must navigate the moral and psychological responsibilities that come with their
aspirations.



Who is Delmore Schwartz?

Delmore Schwartz (1913-1966) was a renowned poet and critic whose work exemplified the
tensions of modern American life. Known for his lyrical poetry, sharp intellect, and introspective
tone, Schwartz was a central figure in the Jewish-American literary renaissance and a precursor
to the Beat Generation. His life was marked by immense talent, mental health struggles, and a
deep engagement with existential questions—elements that resonate profoundly within
"Dreams Begin Responsibilities."

Schwartz’s literary ethos was characterized by a passion for honesty, a recognition of the
burdens of individual consciousness, and a poetic exploration of the human condition. His
influence extends beyond poetry into the realm of philosophical reflection, making him an ideal
figure to embody the essay’s themes.

Schwartz’s Literary and Philosophical Contributions
The Modernist Spirit

Schwartz’s poetry and criticism are rooted in modernism—a movement that emphasizes
individual perception, experimental language, and a break from traditional forms. His work
often delves into the interior life, capturing the fragility and complexity of human
consciousness.

Engagement with Existentialism

Though not an existentialist in the strict philosophical sense, Schwartz’s writings echo
existential themes: personal responsibility, the search for meaning, and the acknowledgment of
life's inherent struggles. His introspective voice aligns with the essay’s call for acknowledgment
of responsibilities that accompany dreams.

The "Poetry of Responsibility”

Schwartz believed that poetry and art should serve as moral and philosophical endeavors, not
merely aesthetic pursuits. This idea aligns with the essay's message that dreams—whether
artistic, personal, or societal—impose responsibilities that must be actively acknowledged and
addressed.

Schwartz’s Role in "Dreams Begin Responsibilities"
Embodying the Idealism and Its Challenges

Schwartz exemplifies the tension between the pursuit of lofty ideals and the harsh realities of
life. His own life was a testament to the seductive allure of dreams—yet also to their burdens.
His struggles with mental health, professional disappointment, and personal loss serve as a
narrative of the costs associated with unflinching dedication to one's aspirations.

In the essay, Schwartz's persona functions as both a guiding voice and a cautionary
figure—highlighting that dreams are not free of responsibility and that pursuing them demands
moral and emotional commitment.

A Voice of Moral Integrity

The essay often references Schwartz’s poetic voice as one of moral clarity—an advocate for
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honesty and integrity in the pursuit of dreams. His work encourages readers to confront the
responsibilities that come with their ambitions, recognizing that neglecting these duties can
lead to disillusionment or moral failure.

The Poetics of Responsibility

Schwartz’s poetic style, characterized by clarity, intensity, and emotional depth, underscores
the essay’s call for a responsible approach to dreams. His poetry exemplifies how artistic
expression can serve as a moral compass, urging individuals to remain true to their ideals while
accepting the obligations they entail.

Key Themes Connected to Schwartz in the Essay
The Conflict Between Dreams and Reality

Schwartz’s life story encapsulates the tension between aspiration and reality. His early promise
and intellectual vigor were often at odds with personal struggles, illustrating the essay's
assertion that dreams carry responsibilities that must be managed against life's practical
constraints.

The Burden of Self-Awareness

Schwartz’s introspective nature and self-awareness are central to understanding his influence.
The essay emphasizes that recognizing one’s dreams involves accepting responsibility for their
realization—and for the potential consequences of pursuing or abandoning them.

Artistic and Personal Responsibility

Schwartz believed that true artistry involved confronting uncomfortable truths and bearing the
moral weight of one's creations. This ethos is woven into the essay’s philosophy that dreams
are not escapism but a form of moral engagement with life.

How Schwartz’s Life and Work Enhance the Essay’s Message

1. Authenticity and Moral Clarity: Schwartz’s honesty about his struggles and his unwavering
commitment to poetic integrity serve as a model for the essay’s call for authentic
engagement with one's dreams.

2. The Cost of Idealism: His life illustrates that idealism entails responsibility—an idea the essay
urges readers to internalize.

3. The Power of Reflection: Schwartz’s poetic mastery demonstrates the importance of
introspection in understanding and accepting responsibility.

Practical Takeaways from Schwartz’'s Influence in the Essay
1. Acknowledge Your Dreams

Recognize the importance of your aspirations but understand that they come with
obligations—both to yourself and others.

1. Maintain Moral Integrity

Pursuing dreams should not compromise your core values. Schwartz’'s example reminds us that
honesty and responsibility are vital.



1. Expect Challenges

Like Schwartz's life, the pursuit of meaningful dreams involves struggles. Embrace these as part
of your moral and personal growth.

1. Use Art and Reflection as Moral Tools

Engage with creative or reflective practices that help clarify your responsibilities and keep you
true to your ideals.

1. Balance Aspiration with Responsibility

Achieving dreams is not an act of escape but a moral endeavor—one that demands
accountability.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Schwartz in "Dreams Begin Responsibilities"

Delmore Schwartz’'s presence in the essay underscores a vital truth: dreams are not passive
illusions but active responsibilities. His life and work embody the delicate balance between
aspiration and moral duty. As a figure whose poetic voice advocates for honesty, integrity, and
moral engagement, Schwartz exemplifies the essay’s core message: that dreams begin
responsibilities, and that true fulfillment arises from embracing both the hopes and the
obligations they bring.

By examining Schwartz’s influence, readers are encouraged to reflect on their own dreams—not
merely as personal desires but as moral commitments that shape who they are and who they
aspire to become. In doing so, the essay elevates the concept of responsibility from a burden to
a vital component of meaningful dreaming.

Questions & Answers About delmore schwartz in
dreams begin responsibilities

N Question Answer
o

1 Who is Delmore Schwartz and Delmore Schwartz was an influential American poet and
what is his significance in critic known for his profound exploration of modern
literature? identity, suffering, and cultural disillusionment. His
work often reflects the complexities of urban life and
personal introspection.

2 What themes are prominent in | The poem explores themes of memory, the passage of
'In Dreams Begin time, personal responsibility, and the struggle to
Responsibilities'? reconcile dreams with reality. It delves into the tension
between individual aspirations and societal
expectations.

3 | How does Delmore Schwartz Schwartz employs vivid, often nostalgic imagery to
use imagery in 'In Dreams evoke childhood memories and the emotional weight of
Begin Responsibilities'? personal history, emphasizing the connection between

past experiences and present responsibilities.
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What is the significance of the
title 'In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities'?

The title suggests that our responsibilities in life often
originate from our dreams and aspirations. It highlights
the idea that personal ambitions can shape our sense
of duty and identity.

How does Schwartz's
background influence the
themes in 'In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities'?

Schwartz's experiences with mental health struggles,
cultural disillusionment, and his Jewish heritage inform
the poem's exploration of internal conflict, societal
expectations, and the search for meaning.

What is the critical reception of
‘In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities' today?

The poem is regarded as a seminal work in American
modernist poetry, praised for its emotional depth,
lyrical language, and insightful reflection on human
consciousness and responsibility.

How does Schwartz's poetry,
including 'In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities,' influence
contemporary writers?

Schwartz's focus on introspection, urban experience,
and the complexity of personal responsibility has
inspired many modern poets and writers to explore
similar themes of identity, memory, and societal
constraints.

Are there any notable
adaptations or references of
Schwartz's work in popular
culture?

While Schwartz's work remains primarily within literary
circles, his influence is evident in modern poetry and
literary criticism, and references to themes from 'In
Dreams Begin Responsibilities' appear in discussions of
American modernist literature and cultural identity.

Delmore Schwartz, In Dreams Begin Responsibilities, American poetry, 20th-century poets,
modernist literature, Jewish-American writers, existential themes, literary criticism, New York
School, poetic influence
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